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FOUNTAINS OF LIGHT: 

THE MEANING OF MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC ROCK CRYSTAL LAMPS 

The type of tamthil which reveals a similarity between an 
abstract idea and a concrete object is based on a similarity 
comprehended, or revealed, by the intellect, and resulting 
from analogies between correlations of the attributes 
rather than the attributes themselves. 

al-Jurjani, Asrar al-Balagha (11th century)! 

Two rock-crystal véssels, the first from St. Petersburg 

(Hermitage Museum, EG 938) and the second from Ven- 

ice (S. Marco, Tesoro no. 99), are the two remaining 

medieval Islamic rock crystals which, presumably, were 

originally used as lamps.” The boat-shaped Fatimid rock 

crystal from St. Petersburg is 22 cm long and is adorned 

with delicate carving of vine scrolls and half-palmette 

leaves (fig. 1). In the fifteenth century it was mounted 

with gilded silver and enamel, probably in an Italian 

workshop, in order to serve as a goblet.’ The cylindrical 

tenth-century Iraqi (?) rock crystal from Venice, which is 

about 35 cm long (with mounting 49 cm) and 17 cm in 

diameter, is decorated on its upper part with a carved 

Kufic inscription invoking good wishes for the owner’ 
and on its lower part with a carved decorative band (fig. 

2). A bulge at the bottom of the lamp was recarved in the 

second half of the thirteenth century and was concealed 

by a gilded silver filigree mounting, as the lamp was 

intended to serve as a vase in that church.” 

The two lamps have a form very different from the 

common Islamic globular vase-like lamp. This unusual 

shape can be explained in part by the material from 

which they were made: the high price of rock crystal and 

the proficiency required of the carver meant that the 

manufacture of these precious objects was only patro- 

nized by royalty or nobility. Thus these artifacts were 

probably designed to individual taste, independent of 

the constraints which normally dictated the form of 

lamps in other materials. The lamp from St. Petersburg 

recalls the boat-shaped early Christian metal lamps with 

the curved handle, the Islamic name of which is siraj 

( he ). This kind of lamp might be placed on a ring 

foot which was usually supported by a stem or a sturdy 

  

Fig. 1. Lamp, possibly Fatimid Egypt. Carved rock crystal. St. Petersburg, Hermitage, EG 938. (Photo: Courtesy, Hermitage Museum, St. 
Petersburg)
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Fig. 2. Lamp, Iraq? 10th century. Carved rock crystal. Venice, San 
Marco. (Photo: Der Schatz von San Marco in Venedig) 

disk from below or even hung on chains (fig. 3). The 
lamp from S. Marco was probably suspended with the 
help of chains and a metal ring, fixed around the upper 
rim of the cylindrical body (fig. 4). This kind of lamp sel- 
dom appears in medieval Islamic manuscript illustra- 
tions.° 

The aim of this paper is to investigate the meanings 
attached to rock-crystal lamps in the medieval Islamic 
world. The shortage of medieval Islamic rock-crystal 
lamps which survive to our own day governs the direc- 
tion this research takes, mainly to medieval documents 

  

Fig. 3. The lamp from St. Petersburg. A suggested reconstruction of 
its original state. 

and to the plentiful surviving glass lamps, which to some 
extent make good this deficiency. From them it is Ppossi- 
ble to fill the vacuum with a hypothetical sketch of what 
they looked like and to get an idea of what the medieval 
Islamic attitude towards these precious objects was. 

The earliest rock crystal lamp to be mentioned is prob- 
ably the famous Qulaila which used to hang in the mih- 
rab of the Umayyad Great Mosque of Damascus. Al-Ghu- 
zuli (d. 1412), who drew from earlier authors in his 
composition, Matali‘ al-budir ft mandzil al-surir, informs 
us that “in the mihrab of the Companions of the Prophet 
was a stone of crystal — and there are those who say that 
it was a precious stone or pearl (3")>, durra, meaning big 
precious stone’) — and its name was Qulaila ( 4/3), 
and when the lamps [of the mosque] were extinguished 
this lamp was brightening for you with its own light.”* 
According to him the lamp was brought by stealth to 
Baghdad during the reign of al-Amin (809-13), the son 
of Harun al-Rashid, who was a rock-crystal collector, and 
a glass lamp was sent to Damascus as a replacement.’ Al- 
“Umari (d. 1348) provides us with quite similar informa- 
tion on Qulaila."” He adds, quoting Bedouins who 
prayed in this mosque, that the Qulaila was sent back to 
Damascus by al-Ma’mun. At some later stage it was bro- 
ken and replaced by a glass lamp, and as the latter suf. 
fered the same fate no further efforts were made to find 
a substitute." 

Ibn Jubayr, who traveled to the east between the years 
1183 and 1185, gives us the following detailed account of 
Islamic holy places and their interior decoration. In the 
south aisle, in front of the right-hand corner of the mag- 
sura of the Great Mosque of Damascus was to be found 
the head of Yahya ibn Zaqariya (John the Baptist). Above 
it, he goes on, “is a wooden chest that stands out from the 
column, and on which is a lamp that seemed to be of hol-
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Fig. 4. The lamp from San Marco. A suggested reconstruction of its 

original state. 

low crystal and like a large drinking vessel. It is not known 

whether it is the glass of Iraq, of Tyre, or some other 

ware.”’? In Mecca, in the Zamzam Dome, he notices the 

exclusive presence of rock-crystal lamps, “On the side of 

the dome which faces the Ancient House are chains on 

which hang crystal lamps that are lit each night; and on 

the side to the right, which faces north, it is the same.”'° 

On his way back to Spain, his homeland, he reaches Sicily. 

Admiringly he describes the mosque of Qasr Sa‘d in 

Solanto: “It is an oblong building with long arcades 

spread with spotless mats of workmanship such as I have 

never seen better; and within it are hung forty lamps of 

brass and crystal.”'* Since most of the time Ibn Jubayr dis- 

tinguishes between lamps made out of different materials 

and gives us the exact number of each kind, it is likely that 

the lamps in the mosque of Qasr Sa‘d bore some resem- 

blance to a polycandelon (biiqandalat) made of brass rims 

with suspended rock-crystal vessels.”” 

Ibn al-Najjar in his history of Medina (completed in 

1197) tells us about the variety of lamps in the Prophet’s 

tomb. He enumerates more than forty silver lamps, two 

of crystal and one of gold.’° Another crystal lamp in a sil- 

ver box is listed in the inventory of the Ka‘ba treasury 

which was ordered by Sultan Qa?it Bay in 1476." 
These documents indicate that rock-crystal lamps 

were used in the major Islamic shrines. It is no wonder 

that rock crystal was used in connection with light, nota- 

bly as lamps. The natural merit of rock crystal, namely its 

pellucidity, was considered by medieval Islamic physi- 

cists, such as Ibn al-Haytham (b. 965) to have reached 

the third degree of translucence below the most trans- 

parent substance, the celestial body, the first and the sec- 

ond degrees being attributed to air and water respec- 

tively.'® This enables it to absorb light without damaging 
the rays. Furthermore its ability to reflect light magnif- 

icently made it preferable to other materials. The 

description of the Qulaila’s own brilliance in the obscuri- 

ty of the mihrab” and al-Tifashi’s narrative about work in 
the rock-crystal mines near Kashghar which was made 

impossible in daytime by the reflection of the sun rays” 

provide further confirmation of its renowned luminosity. 

It is quite possible that the earliest recorded rock-crys- 

tal lamps were pre-Islamic products. The delicate carv- 

ing of the Sasanian cameo of the Cup of Khusrau, dat- 

able to the sixth century a.p. (Paris, Bibliotheque 

Nationale, Cabinet des Monnaies, Médailles et An- 

tiques) ,” hints at the probable existence of a rock-crystal- 

carving center in Mesopotamia before the rise of Islam. 

A manufactory of rock-crystal lamps probably existed in 

the Byzantine Empire. Some late-antique rock-crystal 

lamps which are excellently preserved are probably 

products of fifth-century Byzantine workshops. Most of 

these lamps are shaped in the form of sea creatures or 

decorated with marine scenes.” 
This “aquatic” iconography of pre-Islamic rock-crystal 

lamps might well be explained by the widespread West- 

ern conception that rock crystal was congealed water 

“petrified” in the course of a long and continuous nat- 

ural process.”* This belief was adopted by Muslims in 
medieval times as well. For instance, al-Biruni explained 

the word crystal (maha or mihd) as akin to water (al-ma), 

since both are pure and clear.* As for its origin, he ac- 

cepted the idea of congealed water.” He added that the 

existence of leaves or ears of grain in rock-crystal bowls 

like the one he had was a proof of the earlier fluid state 

of the stone.”° 
The dominant impression conveyed by the stone is 

one of water; thus in medieval Islamic poetry rock crystal
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Fig. 5. A drawing of the candle-bearer lighting system. 

is compared more than once to water, raindrops, and the 

waves of the sea.”’ One of Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s poems, cited 

by al-Biruni in connection with rock crystal in Kitab al- 

Jamahir fi ma‘rifat al-Jawahir, clearly illustrates this point: 

Las! N31) gl) aa IK 

Do you not see the waves of flowing water 
As if they are a rock-crystal bowl [turned] upside down.” 

This poem of Ibn al-Mu‘tazz could fit as a perfect poet- 
ical description of some late-antique rock-crystal bowls 

which served as lamps, especially of the bowl with the 

fish, shells, crabs and Medusa (?) in the treasury of 

S. Marco.”* 
Though we do not possess any information on the 

shape of rock-crystal lamps in mosques, it is quite prob- 

able that they had the concave form of a bowl, a cup, a 

vase, or some other kind of container able to hold an 

inflammable liquid or to protect the light of a candle in 
it. The glass finds from Samarra, studied by Lamm,” 

encourage this speculation. Fragments of suspended 

glass lamps which were hung with chains to a ceiling, 

either by glass ring handles attached to their bodies or, 

presumably, by a metal ring fixed to the rim of the glass, 

frequently have in common the form of a container.” 
Amongst these finds from Samarra two cup-formed 

glass lamps explain the system of lighting.’ The hol- 
lowed cylindrical glass tube affixed to their inner base   

Fig. 6. A drawing of the floating-wick lighting system. 

served as a holder for a candle placed within. The high 

outer walls of the cup might have served as protection 

against the wind, and the relatively high tube within 

made it possible to fill the cup with water up to the very 

top of the tube; in this way the candle was extinguished 

as soon as it reached the water, thus avoiding any danger 

of fire (fig. 5).°* Water was frequently used in Byzantium 
and in the Islamic regions of the Near East for fire-proof- 

ing, especially for suspended lamps where the danger of 

fire is more acute.™ This system was not restricted to 

hanging lamps containing candles but is found in float- 

ing wick glass lamps as well. The latter were lit by means 

of oil floating on water and by various techniques of sus- 

pending a cotton wick in the oil. One well-known 

method was that of the wick holder, a metal S-shaped 

hook fixed to the cup’s rim, but it is probable that the 

common system, still in use in the Middle East, of cotton 

wicks floating on oil with the help of cork and tin hold- 

ers, was also used. In this floating-wick system the oil was 

continuously absorbed upward by the wick, the top of 

which was lit. As soon as the oil was completely finished, 

water extinguished the remaining flame (fig. 6).”” 

The hanging rock-crystal vessel in a mosque, made out 

of a substance clearly linked to water and probably made 

safe by water, might have achieved an effect of supra- 

water, sparkling when the floating wick was lit. 

The supreme clarity of the “rocky” limpid water, i.e., 

of rock crystal, was the reason behind medieval spiritual 

interpretations which tend to associate the mineral with 

paradise, the source of life and celestial scenes. In Gene- 

sis it is mentioned in connection with one of the four 
streams of Eden: “A river flowed from Eden to water the
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garden, and from there it divided to make four streams. 

The first is named the Pishon, and this encircles the 

whole land of Havilah where there is gold. The gold of 

this land is pure; bdellium (crystal, no72 ) and onyx 

stone are found there.”* In the Book of Revelation crys- 
tal is used to describe the river of life: “Then the angel 

showed me the river of life, rising from the throne of 

God and the Lamb and flowing crystal-clear.”*” In one of 
the poems of the fourth-century poet Lactantius the 

Fountain of Life in the “far-off land” is described as fol- 

lows: “. . . there is a fountain in the midst, the fountain of 

life they call it, crystal clear, gently flowing, rich in its 

sweet waters.”** Similar views were expressed in medieval 

Islam. The Arabic name of the stone (maha) which 

encompasses the words al-ma (water) and al-hawa (air) 

hints at the two elements of life embodied in that stone.” 

Two verses of sura 37 which describe the destiny of the 

believers in paradise were cited by al-Biruni in connec- 

tion with rock crystal, “They shall be served with a goblet 

filled at a gushing fountain, white, and delicious to those 

who drink it. It will neither dull their senses nor befud- 

dle them.”* In one of the versions of the Persian passion 
plays (ta%iya) performed during the ‘Ashura? festivities 
al-Husayn will be welcomed in paradise by his father SAli 

who will offer him a crystal cup full of cool water from 

one of the rivers of paradise, the river Kauthar.*' Not only 
paradisiac water is offered in a crystal cup; Ja‘far al- 

Sadiq (699-765) recommends enshrining the dry- 
powder elixir (al-iksir), the secret life-giving mixture, in a 

crystal or a gold capsule.” 

These associations of rock crystal with the sources of 

life and the rivers of paradise might explain the presence 

of the “hollow crystal” lamp seen by Ibn Jubayr in the 

Damascus sanctuary of John the Baptist, the man so 

closely associated with the idea of baptism in water as an 

act of purification and as a spiritual rebirth. Further 

more, the reference of Ibn Jubayr to the presence of 

rock-crystal lamps in the Zamzam Dome emphasizes the 

link between rock crystal and holy water. To this day 

Zamzam water is drunk by pilgrims for its health-giving 

power. According to Muslim tradition the well is said to 

be the very one which was miraculously unveiled in the 

desert by the angel Gabriel in order to save the life of 

Hagar and her son Isma‘il after they were evicted by 

Abraham. The Zamzam well is the “Well of Life” which 

saved Hagar and Ismail, the primordial mother and the 

son in Arab genealogy.”* 

Since we are concerned with rock-crystal lamps, this 

“suspended well” should be reexamined in connection 

with light, and the overlapping areas between the ico- 

nography of light and water should be investigated as 

well. 

Sura 24:35 is the most cited verse of the Qur’an 

regarding light. It reads: “God is the light of the heavens 

and the earth. His light may be compared to a niche that 

enshrines a lamp, the lamp within a crystal of star-like 

brilliance. It is lit from a blessed olive tree neither east- 

ern nor western. Its very oil would almost shine forth, 

though no fire touched it. Light upon light; God guides 

to his light whom He will.’ The idea of light as a life- 

giving source, i.e., a symbol of God, is widespread, and 
fire cults were and still are celebrated all over the 

world.” In the Muslim world the divine light was con- 
densed into the form of a transparent suspended mihrab 

lamp. 

The iconography of the mihrab lamp is too vast to be 

discussed here; the meanings applied to this symbol var- 

ied over the course of the Middle Ages.“ Of no less 

importance is the role of water in the Quran;” an abun- 

dance of water as well as light is a proof of God’s exist- 

ence. This idea appears frequently in the Old Testament, 

especially in the Psalms: “You strode across the sea, you 

marched across the ocean, but your steps could not be 

seen.”** Or: “Greater than the voice of ocean, transcend- 
ing the waves of the sea, Yahweh reigns transcendent in 

the heights.”*° It is expressed even more forcefully in 

Habakkuk: “For the country shall be filled with the 

knowledge of the glory of Yahweh as the waters swell the 

sea.””’ In the Qur?an, rain, rivers, and ocean are all sub- 

ject to God’s will.*' Even more important is the emphasis 

on water as the source of life of any living creature and as 

the reviving fluid of Nature: “Are the disbelievers un- 

aware that the heavens and the earth were but one solid 

mass which We tore asunder, and that We made every liv- 

ing thing of water? Will they not have faith?””* “It was He 

who created man from water. ..;°° “... and sent down 

pure water from the sky, so that We may give life to a 

dead land. .. .”°* We may conclude that in the Qur’an, 

both water and light are regarded as the basic elements 

of life and reveal God’s omnipotence in bestowing life.” 

The visual effect achieved when these rock-crystal 

lamps were lit was probably impressive. Light was seen 

through water, whether the water which protects against 

fire or the “congealed water” of rock crystal. This effect 

of light seen through water captivated the medieval Mus- 

lim mind, resulting in fanciful and complicated medie- 

val fairy-tale architecture in which the natural antag- 

onism between the two was ostensibly annulled; these 

miraculous edifices belong to the realm of mechanical 

devices and are probably variations on the legendary
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glass palaces of Solomon and Khusrau.” Fortunately, the 

same idea of lighted water was visually expressed on the 

bottoms of Persian and Mamluk metal vessels used as 
water containers. Though the rock-crystal lamps belong 

to the ars sacra of the mosque and the metal vessels to the 

secular and mercantile level of Mamluk society, one can 

still study the meaning of the former through the latter. 

In the course of migrating into a secular context a reli- 

gious symbol has somehow to be altered in its visual rep- 

resentation, usually by losing its non-figurative character 

and becoming simpler and easier to understand. The 

effect of light through water which characterizes rock- 

crystal mosque lamps is represented on the metal vessels 

through the motif of sun and fish. By studying this motif 

at its popular level we might be able to decipher the 

higher and sometimes even spiritual ideas behind com- 

bining light and water.” The representation of sea crea- 

tures encircling solar symbols has been studied mainly by 

Richard Ettinghausen, D. S. Rice, and Eva Baer.** All 

three point to the possibility that this motif is connected 

to the source of life or to paradise; Ettinghausen would 

like to see in it a variation on the “solar symbol” as a 

source of life.®* Rice, who deals with two vessels of the 

same kind, reads the outer verses, hinting at al-Husayn’s 

being received with paradisiac water from his father’s 

hand, and understands the entire decoration as a ShiSite 

manifestation of eternal water.” Baer suggests that folk 

tales popular among the Muslim bourgeoisie are visually 

reflected on these vessels and understands the motif as 

meaning a blessing for a good life.” Her final piece of 
evidence, taken from Nizami’s Iskandar Nama, in which 

water from the source of life in the land of darkness is 

made drinkable with the help of the sun rays, hints at the 

popular associations of sun and water with the source of 
life.” 

It is likely that the light seen through the water-like 

rock-crystal lamp was understood in medieval times as an 

allegory for the sparkling water in the legendary source 

of life. In the lighted rock-crystal lamp it was impossible 
to differentiate between water and light; water looked 

like waving rays of light, and rays of light looked like 

streams of water. The rock-crystal lamp probably corre- 

sponds to Nizami’s poetical description of the Fountain 
of Life: 

That fountain appeared like silver, 
Like a silver stream which strains from the middle of the 
rock [the mountain-mine]. 

Not a fountain, which is far from this speech; 
But if, verily, it were, it was a fountain of light [not of 

water]. 

This dualism between water and light led to confusion 

whereby, on the one hand, God who is actually light is 
compared in the Quran to a source of water, from which 

the unbelievers are unable to drink (“The idols to which 

the pagans pray give them no answer. They are like a 
man who stretches out his hands to the water and bids it 

rise to his mouth; it cannot reach it. Vain are the prayers 

of the unbelievers”™), and on the other hand, more 

than once, a transparent drinking vessel is compared toa 

lamp or to a source of light. Thus the drinker seems to 

drink light. Daqiqi, a tenth-century poet from Tus, 

expressed a similar thought: 

Water and ice in crystal bowl combine: 
Behold these three, which like a bright lamp shine. 

Two deliquescent, one hard-frozen see, 
Yet all alike of hue and bright of blee.© 

Asadi Tusi, another tenth-century poet from Tus, said: 

“Then they retired to a garden for pleasure and feasting. 

... Goblets like moons in the hands of drinkers were 

sprinkling the jewels of the Pleiades.” 
Three other poems of different lyricists are quoted by 

al-Biruni in his treatise on rock crystal.” The first one is 

by Abu’|-Fad] al-Kaskari: 

a Tlnall” cll 33 cl 

lesbo bu oe 

cll My AGE LG 

The wine on top of hand is like a lamp 
overflowing with rays and flames and radiance 
The beholder considers it, because of its unity with its 
beaker, that it is there [exists] without any vessel. 

The second one is by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz: 

It flowed in it [the beaker] a yellow Karkhi [wine from 

Karkh], [brightly shining] as it was burning in his beaker. 

The third one is by an anonymous poet: 

TH it et ples dy 

lst fe 

A chilled [wine] [shines] like rays of sun in a beaker, like a 

mirage.” 

The confusion between a transparent drinking vessel 

and a transparent lamp might have its roots in the devel- 

opment of the suspended lamp. The first hanging lamps 
were shaped like a drinking vessel.” These early sus-
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Fig. 7. Lamp, Iran? 10th century. Yellowish glass. Copenhagen, 
David Collection, 14/1964. (Photo: Courtesy David Collection, 

Copenhagen) 

pended lamps, which were usually lit at sunset (some- 

times even by Jews”), fulfilled a further purpose during 

the daytime, when the lamp was extinguished. In one of 

the documents relating to the caliphate of Abd al-Malik 

we are told that the oily liquid of the lamps in the Dome 

of the Rock, whether tamarisk, myrobalan, or jasmine 

oil, had such a pleasing smell that the pilgrims perfumed 

themselves with it.” Despite this evidence of the dual 
function of the early drinking-vessel lamp, the fact that 

the transparent, single hanging Islamic lamp retained 

throughout the centuries the form of a drinking vessel 

— the most frequent one is the jug lamp (qandil or mis- 

bah)” which looks like a suspended water jug with its use- 

less flat and stable base — hints at the possibility that this 

ambiguous shape evoked two ideas at the same time; it 

was both a source of light and a source of water. 

A colorless glass lamp from Iran, datable to between 

the eighth and the tenth century (Copenhagen, David 

Collection, 14/1964) seems to illustrate this assumption 

(fig. 7). The fluid-like decorative glass loops which are 

attached to the lamp’s body give the impression of drip- 

ping water flowing out of a vessel.” Moreover, the Syrian 

enamel beakers manufactured in the thirteenth and 

  
Fig. 8. Beaker. Probably Syria, 13th-14th century. Enamel glass. Diis- 
seldorf, Kunstmuseum im Ehrenhof, Hentrich Glass Museum, 

P.1939-17. (Photo: Walter Klein; Courtesy Kunstmuseum, Dissel- 

dorf) 

fourteenth centuries which simultaneously served as 

drinking vessels or lamps” — some of them decorated 

with fish, like the thirteenth-century enamel beaker 

from Damascus or Aleppo (Kunstmuseum, Diisseldorf,
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Fig. 9. Jug-shaped oil lamp. Probably Khurasan, 12th century. 
Bronze inlaid with copper and silver. New York, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1933, 33.96. (Photo: Courtesy Metro- 

politan Museum of Art, N.Y.) 

the Hentrich Glass Collection, P.1939-17; see fig. 8), 

might even have achieved a similar effect to that of the 

“fish-pond” vessels as soon as the wick was lit inside the 
beaker. The twelfth-century hybrid combination of an 

ovoid ewer body with a traditional oil lamp which served 

as a spout, to be found in a group of Khurasanian ewers 

and standing oil lamps (like the one from the Metropoli- 

tan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1933, 33.96; see fig. 

9),"” stresses the double meaning of the lamp vase. All 

these examples hint at a correlation between the iconog- 

raphy of water and light, as this was plastically demon- 

strated all through the centuries, mainly through the 

ambiguous shape of a misbah. 

It is not surprising to discover that the two remaining 

Islamic rock-crystal lamps also share the form of a drink- 

ing vessel. The form of the boat-shaped lamp from St. 

Petersburg probably derives from the shape of primitive 

Mesopotamian lamps which were actually cut-open 
conch shells.” Some of these primitive lamps were 

unearthed in Ur and are datable to the fourth millen- 
nium B.c. (they are now in the British Museum). The 

inner whorls of the conch shell which were cut away 

recall the boat shape of the St. Petersburg lamp, and the 

natural orifice was replaced by a carved tube. Conch 
shells were frequently used as drinking vessels as well as 

lamps. Thus the shift of function from a lamp to a drink- 
ing vessel in the sixteenth century is understandable. A 
cone-shaped vessel with a lower bulge, similar to the crys- 

tal lamp from the S. Marco treasury, is to be found in 

one of the painted twelfth-century panels of the Cap- 

pella Palatina ceiling in Palermo.” A frontal sitting fig- 
ure raises both arms, holding one vessel in each hand. 

Although the shape of the vessels corresponds to that of 

a lamp, the vessels are undoubtedly drinking vessels. 

All these facts suggest that the rock-crystal lamp was 

conceived by the pious Muslim not only as the sacred 

crystal or glass lamp of sura 24 but also as a drinking ves- 

sel, made of paradisiac water, full of luminous water like 

the clear, pure and sacred water of Eden. Ibn Jubayr was 

correct when he described the lamp in the sanctuary of 

John the Baptist as “[seeming] to be of hollow crystal, 

and like a large drinking vessel.”*” 

University of Edinburgh 

Edinburgh, Scotland 
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