The Kaghaz-nama: Papermaking in
13th-Century Baghdad
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In the absence of documented information about papermaking during the early Islamic cen-
turies, our knowledge of production methods, trade, types, and major centres remains frag-
mentary, limited to a few scattered references in primary sources. This article introduces a
rare Persian treatise on the manufacture of cotton paper in the thirteenth century, entitled
Kaghaz-nama (»Book of Paper«), composed in a magama-like prosimetric style. It is the
earliest known work on papermaking in Persian, dated 649 AH/1251 AD, and was written by
‘Izz al-Din Matla1 for a patron probably named Taj al-Din in Khorasan. Although an edition
of the text was published in Iran in 2013, it has never been examined in Western scholarship.
This paper seeks to introduce the Kaghaz-nama to a wider audience and to explore what it re-
veals about papermaking practices and the symbolic meanings attached to paper in Mongol
Baghdad. After introducing the sole surviving manuscript (Istanbul, Ayasofya 4824), its
author, and the dedicatee, I discuss the treatise’s allegorical and mystical dimensions, along-
side its practical descriptions of papermaking. The evidence suggests that the author’s
depiction of the process, though couched in metaphor, corresponds closely to the actual
techniques used in thirteenth-century Islamic workshops.
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Introduction
The Kaghaz-nama is a short Persian treatise of nine folios, preserved within a majmiia held
in the Ayasofya Library, Istanbul (MS 4824, fols. 20r—28r). The treatise survives in a single
known copy, and is therefore a unicum. The composite manuscript, copied in 649 AH/1251
AD, contains five works:

1. fols. 1v-19v: Raz-nama (also known as al- Ayniyya) by Ahmad al-Ghazali;

2. fols. 20r-28r: Kaghaz-nama by ‘Izz al-Din Matlaf;

3. fols. 291-63v: Jawahir al-Nafis by Ibn al-Haddad Muhammad ibn Manstr ibn Habish

(in Arabic);
4. fols. 64v-126r1: Amathil al-Amthal by Tha‘alibi (in Arabic);
5. fols. 127v-192r: Tuhfat al-Mulik by ‘Ali ibn Abi Hafs ibn Fagth Mahmud Isfahani.
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The manuscript was copied in a fine naskh script by Muhammad ibn Mansir ibn Darvish
Wa'‘iz, known as Ibn Haddad.

Each work in the manuscript opens with an illuminated panel (sarlauh), but the Kaghaz-
nama instead begins with an illuminated cusped oval (turanj) bearing the author’s name, ‘Izz
al-Din Matla1 (fol. 20r).

«lll daa a3 e LSl Sla & 355 Coguld aa ualy

The noble sage and philosopher of his age, the king of sages, Izz al-Din Matla, may God
bless his soul.

The closing phrase, »may God bless his soul«, indicates that the author had already died by
the year 1251. The style of the illumination and the dated colophon suggest that the text and
decoration were likely produced within the same workshop and period, around 649/1251.

The treatise is dedicated to a certain Taj al-Din, described in highly honorific terms as
»the honour of Khorasan« at the end of the treatise (fol. 281):

olal SV aad (pall 2 el Ganall oSl alaall 2l 5 Jalall allall Ja¥1 alagll sl 5 ale¥) Hacally,
Slsn Jal il wvia JualdV) 5538 sg) ale il na bl 5 S slal) eaals alall 5 4aY1 e 4aiy)
€Ol A AT (il aalaal) 53 gl Glal ol el

The chief Imam and the eminent scholar, the most noble, the learned and practising scholar,
the ascetic, the warrior in faith, the magnificent, the discerning scholar, Taj al-Din (the
crown of religion), the sun of Islam, the imam of imams, the glory of the community, the
adornment of the faith, counsellor of kings and sultans, reviver of the tradition (Sunna), the
banner of guidance, exemplar of the virtuous, the source of virtues, the pride of poets, the
sovereign of the shari‘a law, embodiment of goodness and virtue, the honour of Khorasan.

Although the author’s name, Tzz al-Din Matlai, is clearly mentioned in the manuscript, no
biographical information about him is known. The patron’s identity likewise remains uncer-
tain, as 74j al-Din was a common honorific name during this period and it has not been possi-
ble to determine which historical figure is meant. As reflected in the translation, 7aj al-Din may
also have been used here as an honorific epithet rather than a personal name for the dedicatee.?

The text of the Kaghaz-nama was edited and published in Iran by Behruz Imani in
2013,® but he neither identified nor suggested any historical figures corresponding to the
names. One possible candidate for the patron is Taj al-Din ‘Uthman Marghani (or Marghini),
the magistrate of the fortress of Khaysar near Herat, who was an ancestor of the Kartids
(1244-1381).* His brother, Tzz al-Din, died in 599/1202, and his son Rukn al-Din Abu Bakr,

All translations are by the author.
See the transcription of the Kaghaz-nama below.

Matlai, Kaghaznama, ed. Imani.

AW N =

The Kartids (Al-i Kart) were a Persian (Sunni Muslim) dynasty who ruled over a large part of Khorasan from
their capital in Herat during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
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connected to the Ghurids by marriage, died in 643/1246. An allusion to the gardens of Sivas
and a reference to the fine canvas sold in the drapery shops of Ray (fol. 21r, 1. 11-fol. 21v, 1. 1)
may suggest that Matla? had travelled to these cities in western Anatolia and northern Iran.

He evidently dedicated the treatise to 7aj al-Din (fol. 28r, 1. 4) after receiving from him a
long roll of paper (timar): »If that noble man had not bestowed upon me this honourable gift
of the tumar, how would this Kaghaz-nama have been created?«

A treatise dedicated to a noble patron often served as a demonstration of the author’s
literary and intellectual skill. The Kaghaz-nama is written in an elaborate prosimetric style
resembling a magdma, rich in rhetorical and figurative devices such as simile, metaphor,
personification, allegory, allusion, and various forms of pun and ambiguity.” The story is
told in the voice of a sheet of paper — a technique known in Persian as zabdn-i hal, through
which an inanimate object speaks and recounts its own experience.® In this narrative, the
paper describes the different forms of mortification (riyazat) it has undergone, including
five stages of transformation in a process of purification. These stages are symbolic and do
not correspond to the physical division of the text, which consists of ten short sections. It
is through these allegorical descriptions that we gain insight into the actual techniques of
papermaking and, more broadly, into the symbolic perception of paper in thirteenth-century
Persian culture.

The story concerns cotton paper, described from the moment the seed is planted until it
becomes a sheet. According to MatlaT, cotton cloth was first used for graceful and pleasant
purposes — such as »bed sheets for lovers or veils for brides’ faces« (fol. 24r, 1. 4).” Once
tailored, it became the garment of beautiful women »whose fragrance was like musk«
(fol. 24v, 1. 8), and when worn thin, it was passed on to dervishes. When it had become thread-
bare and nearly destroyed after long usage, it was finally sold to papermakers. Through this
poetic narrative, MatlaT turns the material life of cotton cloth into a metaphor of spiritual
purification and transformation, tracing its passage from luxury to asceticism, and finally to
immortality as paper.

The refined composition of the Kdaghaz-nama reveals its author as an erudite figure, well
versed in the intellectual and literary traditions of his time. His mastery of Arabic and Persian
poetry and prose, as well as his familiarity with the Qur’an and hadith, are evident through-
out the text. Stylistically, the treatise exemplifies the ornate and highly self-conscious prose
of early Persian belles lettres, in which artistry of expression rivals content in importance.
Matla7’s language is saturated with rhythm and internal rhyme, evoking the cadence of saj°
while maintaining a conversational intimacy through the paper’s first-person narration. The
alternation of technical precision and mystical reflection recalls the dual register of medieval

5 A magama (prosimetrum) is a poetic—prose composition that alternates segments of prose and verse. It is usu-
ally a short text devoted to a single theme, in which the author displays his mastery of eloquence and prosody,
often conveying a moral or mystical idea. The two earliest and most celebrated examples of the genre are
the Magamat-i Hamidi by Hamid al-Din Balkhi (d. 1139), written in Persian, and the Magamat al-Hariri by
al-Wasiti (1237), composed in Arabic.

6 See Purjavadi, Zaban-i Hal dar ‘irfan va adabiyyat-i Farsi.

7  ..suhbat-i ‘azizan ra shayam va zahir-i ‘arusan ra bayam; in which suhbat means copulation.
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didactic prose in Persian literature, where craftsmanship and spiritual allegory intertwine.
The tone oscillates between irony and reverence — the paper laments its trials yet celebrates
its exaltation — mirroring the Sufi dialectic of subsistence and annihilation.®

Paper Colour

The author repeatedly refers to the white and luminous colour of paper, illustrating this
quality through a range of metaphors.

»0! You pale-faced, sweet-spoken one!« (fol. 21r, 1. 9)

»The marks of age (i.e. a white beard) apparent in your surface, yet you remain youthful
in freshness.« (fol. 21v, 1. 1)

»as though you have been kneaded from camphor powder.« (fol. 21v, L. 2)

»He placed in my right hand a letter white as the face of the pious, and as the scroll of the
righteous.« (fol. 21r, 1. 1)

The text also emphasises that paper — from the Islamicate lands — was never entirely
white, and always retained a creamy hue even in its brightest specimens (fol. 27v, L. 6).

Cualy G s dloasiasaalae (AL ¢ sa Ll 1 a5 (e (b (555 3148 (ha plasal s
iloddi i ya g Aa )0 b g diledu i Capd Cpy cileaniSG

You may see many bodies whose whiteness surpasses mine, yet because they have not tasted
the bitterness of striving nor endured the hardship of discipline, they have not attained this
honour nor reached this rank and station.

MatlaT interprets the process of making paper as five stages of transformation, describing
how, according to destiny’s decree, it has been undone and remade through successive afflic-
tions (fol. 21v, 1. 10, and fol. 22r, 1. 3). According to him, the uses of paper include love letters
and the preservation of wisdom and quotations (fol. 21v, 1l. 6-7):

Jumd (35 gy 4 5 ediall e 3 e (B8 (LAl 8 A o palls 5 ol Jie 4y 3 aibaly
Sl A e e 2

Inwardly I am the treasury of intellect, outwardly the repository of transmitted knowledge.
The noble ladies of the unseen Khutan repose within me, and the moon-faced maidens of
the brocade of virtue glide gracefully upon my surface.

8 Baga’ and fana’. On this Sufi concept, see Bowering, Baqa’ wa fana..
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Baghdadi Paper and Ink

In the Kdghaz-nama, papermaking is described exclusively as taking place in Baghdad, with
explicit references to the city in folio 26v, line 5 and folio 28r, line 2. The treatise was com-
posed before the Mongol sack of the city in 1258, after which paper production there declined
significantly.” Baghdad was one of the most important papermaking centres in the Islamic
lands, known for the abundance and fineness of its production. Although Samarqand -
another major papermaking centre — was geographically closer to the author’s or patron’s
region, Khorasan, the treatise focuses solely on Baghdad.

Until the thirteenth century, most books were written on sheets roughly twice the size of
modern office paper (A4). From that period onward, both the size and the quality of paper
produced in Iran increased considerably." Surviving manuscripts indicate that Baghdadi
paper was particularly large and was commonly spread on walls to dry. Jonathan Bloom
demonstrates that, over time, Islamic societies steadily developed a preference for larger
manuscripts, and consequently also for larger paper sheets.” Al-Qalqashandi (1355/56-1418)
reports that the largest Baghdadi sheets measured nearly one metre in width (usually folded
once or twice), * which accords with the Kaghaz-nama, where the sheets are described as
being spread on walls to dry (fol. 27r, 1. 9). Such large sheets were far more difficult to pro-
duce and, as a result, prohibitively expensive to use.

Paper was generally made from a mash of strips of linen or cotton rags, and occasion-
ally from hemp rope.** Only a small fraction of Islamic paper is believed to have been wove
paper.”® The Kaghaz-nama, however, refers exclusively to paper made from cotton fibres
derived from woven cloth. According to the author, the tattered fabric was beaten and soaked
in water until it became a pulp. After being placed in the mould, the sheets were set on reeds
to begin drying in the wind, and then laid on walls for two to three days to dry completely
(fols. 26v-27r). Further evidence is required to determine whether cotton was the principal
raw material used for paper production in some Persian cities and whether the author was
located in one of those centres. Baghdadi paper was characteristically smooth and even, with
a consistent texture, and its quality continued to improve throughout the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries.

9 See Bloom, Paper, 53.

10 Foralist of Iranian cities in which paper was made, like Tabriz, Isfahan, Yazd, Qazvin, Zanjan, Nishapur, and
Herat, see Afshar, Use of paper in Islamic manuscripts, 78-82.

11 After the Ilkhanids, papers were produced in smaller sizes.

12 Bloom, Paper in the Iranian world.

13 Bloom, Paper, 13. Al-Qalgqashandi was a polymath who served at the Mamluk chancery in Cairo, and is known
for his important encyclopaedia, Subh al-a’sha (The Dawn for the Blind) in fourteen volumes completed in
1412, which covered geography, political history, natural history, zoology, mineralogy, cosmography, and
time measurement.

14 Bosch, Carsewell, and Patherbridge, Islamic Bindings and Bookmaking, 28-29. Loveday argues that grass
moulds show apparent >»curvings« of the laid lines at both ends; see Loveday, Islamic Paper, 76, 83-84.

15 Baker, Conservation of Jami‘al-Tawarikh, 30, as cited in Wright, Manuscript Production in Shiraz, 356, note
66 and 142.
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The ink, as described in the text, is black — likened to black hair, anbar-i sara (pure amber-
gris), and musk (fol. 21v, 1l. 8-9). Muslim scribes primarily used two types of ink: a black
ink known as midad, and a more brownish ink called hibr.'®* However, it is not certain that
Matla'm meant the latter. Persian sources generally regarded both as shades of black, ranging
from very dark brown to deep blue (kabiid).”” The most common black ink of the period was
iron-gall ink, made from tannic acids and iron salts, valued for its depth and permanence;
in contrast, inks derived from plant extracts tended to appear lighter or more brownish.
The Kaghaz-nama associates black ink not only with beauty and refinement but also with
eloquence, suggesting that writing with such ink bestows dignity and permanence upon the
text. In this sense, the darkness of the ink contrasts symbolically with the whiteness of the
paper, evoking the complementary union of form and meaning that defines the written word.

The Written Surface

After being made, paper was bundled and taken to the attari to be sold (fol. 27r, 1. 10-11).
This detail in the Kaghaz-nama offers a rare glimpse into the commercial circulation of paper.
The attari — literally a perfumery — was also, and often primarily, an apothecary or physi-
cian’s shop.'® ‘Attars (apothecaries) mainly sold dried herbs, spices, and medicinal substances,
whereas paper was typically sold in the so-called bazar-i warragan (stationers’ marketplace).
MatlaT’s reference to an attari may therefore indicate that he lived in a smaller city lack-
ing a specialised stationers’ market, where apothecaries may have also handled the sale of
writing materials.

Matla‘ also discusses the kinds of content written on paper — an honour that he presents
as the paper’s highest privilege. At the beginning of the treatise, he lists the most exalted
subjects it carries: the superior sciences (faza il, later mentioned in the singular fazl), let-
ters exchanged between lovers, quotations in which wisdom is veiled, and the unrevealed
truths of the hidden world (fol. 21v). At the end, he adds the »sultans’ signatures and the
rulers’ decrees« (fol. 27v, 1. 1).” It is quite curious that he makes no mention of the Qur’'an
among the writings that confer distinction upon paper. Nor does he refer to collections
of hadith, although the »knowledge« he praises could encompass the scholarly curric-
ulum that included many such texts. It is well known that paper was used primarily for
secular purposes — administrative documents, maps, and various kinds of books. Matla’s
omission of the transcription of the Qur’an among the other uses of paper is nevertheless
particularly striking.*®

16 Bloom, Paper, 107.

17 For instance, see Dihkhuda, Lughat-nama under hibr, which, citing al-Qalqashandi amongst others, explains
the word as »black« and even »blackness« as its equivalent. Cf. Bloom, Paper, 107.

18 The most famous example is Farid al-Din ‘Attar of Nishabur, who would visit patients daily in his dariukhana
(apothecary). On ‘Attar and his works, see Shafi‘i Kadkani, Zabur-i Parsi, 37-43.

19 The word tughra appears in Persian sources as early as the eleventh century and became increasingly com-
mon in the twelfth. See Lughat-nama, s.v. »tughrag, for examples in poetry.

20 For the introduction of paper to the Islamic Caliphate, see Malczycki, Papyrus Industry, 189-194 and
Appendix 1. The evidence indicates that paper was primarily used for administrative and political purposes
during the early Abbasid period.
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The cultural prestige of writing and books in Islamic civilization undoubtedly contributed
to the elevated status of paper itself. In the Kaghaz-nama, the emphasis on writing seems to
derive from two sources: the broader Islamic reverence for the written word, and the intel-
lectual disposition of the author himself, who is described as a hakim and philosopher in the
illuminated turanj and therefore must have been an erudite familiar with the administrative
and literary traditions of his milieu. The Persian administrative tradition, in particular, was
deeply rooted in the art of writing and composition.” According to the treatise (fol. 27r-
v), the court and administrative offices purchased their paper from local bazaars, suggest-
ing that they relied on ordinary urban trade networks rather than maintaining specialised
supply systems.

Conclusion

The Kdaghaz-nama by Matla1 is a short prosimetrum on papermaking composed in the thir-
teenth century. It offers valuable information on the various stages of paper production in
Baghdad, which was then one of the most flourishing centres of the industry, even though it
declined after the Mongol invasion. The author’s narrative is written in the zabdn-i hal style
— a literary mode in which inanimate objects are personified and made to speak, often in a
mystical register. His discussion of the five stages of transformation from a cotton bud to a
sheet of paper reveals that the fundamental principles of cotton papermaking were not very
different from those employed in traditional methods today.

This treatise is the earliest known work about paper in Persian. Although its prosimetric
form and intricate metaphors make it challenging to interpret in places, it remains a remark-
able and original text, worthy of detailed study and translation. The transcription of the
Kaghaz-nama from the manuscript is therefore provided below, together with the English
translation of select passages from each phase of transformation, to offer a glimpse into its
vivid and poetic narrative.

21 Ibn Khaldan, Muqgaddima; Cf. Bloom. Paper, 98ff.
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Transcription of the text>
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22 This transcription from the manuscript is slightly modified in terms of adding the dots where missing,
changing the frequent use of > to » where appropriate, adding quotations to the Qur’anic verses, and insert-
ing punctuation marks where they could aid understanding. It is close to Imani’s transcription, except for a
number of words that he was not able to read or which he transcribed inaccurately. The bold and numbered
passages are translated into English below.

23 Surah at-Takwir: 1.

24 Surah al-Anbiya: 107.

25 Surah al-Isra: 14.

26 »Between lovers there is a secret that is not revealed; no words or pen can describe it to humankind.«
Attributed to al-Sha'bi (641-723 CE), the prominent Arab historian and jurist in Kufa. See Imam al-Sayyid
Mahmud Alusi al-Baghdadi, Ruh al-Ma‘ani, vol. 1, 100.
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27 Surah al-Isra: 70.

28 »Itis through earnest effort that excellence is gained; whoever aims high must be willing to spend sleepless
nights.« A verse by an unknown poet, quoted in Pasha (ed.), Harabat, vol. 2, 501.
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29 Surah at-Taubah: 51.

30 Arabic saying found in Al-Amthal by Abi ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam al-Haravi (c. 770-838 CE). He was an
Arab-Greek philologist, lexicographer, and scholar during the Islamic Golden Age. Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn
Sallam, Kitab al-amthal, 157.

31 Surah ash-Sharh: 6.
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32 Surah an-Nahl: 7.
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Translation of Select Passages
1]
Finally, I said: »O pale-faced, sweet-tongued one! From where do you come, that you are so
beautiful? To whom do you belong, that you are so graceful?«

»Are you the dawn itself, by whose coming the night of our sorrow has ended? If not, what
is this radiant forehead and this luminous face?«

»If you are not the moon, why do you shine so? And if you are not a cypress, why do you
sway so gracefully?«

»In the gardens of Sivas you are like the springtime in midwinter, and among the drapers
of Ray you are like the purest white linen.«

»The marks of age appear upon your surface, yet you are still youthful in freshness — as
though you were kneaded from camphor dust, though inscribed with pure musk.«

»Yet tell me: if you are a letter, where is your speech? And if you are a garment, where is
the body you clothe?«

[2]
In this world you will find no one more tempered, indeed, more scorched, than I, for I have
witnessed the Day of Resurrection five times, and have endured countless afflictions and
hardships.
I come from that other world, and thus I am deemed worthy of the secret of the unseen.
A pure-hearted Sufi might I be rightly called, and mysticism befits me well, for in the
grasp of Time and the torment of tribulations I have become supremely ascetic.

33 From a qasida by Abu al-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi (915-965 CE). Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A'yan, ed. Thsan
al-Abbas, 265.

medieval worlds « No. 23 « 2025 « 139-154



152 SHIVA MIHAN

Verse
What sorrow is left that you have not brought upon me?
What wound remains that Time has not driven into my heart?

Five times, in the course of fate and the dissolution of form, I have been undone beneath the
feet of calamities and transformed at the hands of misfortunes; each time born into a new
shape such as I had never worn before.

(3]

Then it said: »Know and be aware that at the beginning of creation and in the covenant of my
nature, when I stepped from the vestibule of non-existence into the chamber of the world, I
was a single, unique seed — purer than a dewdrop upon the petal of a tulip, and more delicate
than rosewater in a cup of wine.

Suddenly, a few rational beings — those occupied with the affairs of the world and hon-
oured by the divine word »We have indeed ennobled the children of Adam« — came and, seeking
their own benefit, turned toward my destruction. To fulfil their purpose, they chose the anni-
hilation of my being. They seized me by the collar and cast me down into the lap of the earth.

(4]

In the end, as fate decreed, the turning of time cast my lot into the garment market. There,
by chance, I came into acquaintance with a tailor. As is their custom, he began with faithless-
ness: he reached out his hand toward me, cut the throat of my life with the scissors of extinc-
tion, and tore me apart. In anguish over this burning wound, lamenting my destruction, I
saw the tailor running along the highway of faithfulness, with the feet of treachery, drawing
the thread of affliction through the needle of trial to stitch together my torn edges; and by
this, to soothe and heal yet another of my pains.

(5]

This time, through the blessing of ascetic hardship and striving, my fortune reached the
point where I would lay my hands upon the necks of moon-faced beauties and be placed
upon the bodies of those fragrant with musk; for, indeed, »with hardship comes ease«. Even
atlas, with all its colour, beauty, freshness, and grace, has never shared such intimacy with
the silver-bodied beloveds and the delicate forms of their lovers as I have. For it is true: only
he who has tasted the serpent’s poison may drink the antidote, and only he who has seen the
depths of the seas, may win the pearl.

[6]

After that, I entered the service of the dervishes and joined their company, for I knew that
they would value me and would not shrink from my roughness. And if, by chance, through
the turns of time and the burdens of circumstances, one of their supports were to be shaken,
they would stand firm in that tribulation and would not turn toward separation over the
slightest fault. And when they have none other, they make do with me, not casting me aside
for the charm of something better.

[7]

Then, with gentleness, forbearance, kindness, and care, they lifted me from that place and
spread me out delicately upon a clean mat, until a breeze stirred upon me and a spirit joined
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within me. After that, they lifted me again and smoothed me against the wall of the house,
and from then on, they troubled me no more. When two or three days passed, they gathered
and bundled me like a bouquet of flowers, then sent me to the market and placed me in the
shop of an apothecary.

(8]

Then, when this news spread and became widely known, the sultans’ signatures and the
rulers’ decrees, having long heard of my renown, were awaiting my arrival. And when, after
so many reports, they finally welcomed me with all their heart and turned toward me in
favour, they said: »It is you who perfect our companionship, and you who truly appreciate
our glory.« »A day for us and a day against us«; for had I not endured all these tribulations, I
would never have reached such exaltation.

[9]

When I heard so many marvels in its words and witnessed such wonders in its state, I was
filled with astonishment and uttered many praises for that Baghdad and its generosity, for
sending such a noble offering, such precious gift, to the ardent seekers and the lovers con-
sumed by separation.
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