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The Innsbruck Plate and the Artuqids: A Geopolitical Perspective 
 
Introduction 
 Four primary characteristics define the iconography of the twelfth-century Innsbruck Plate (also 
known as the Artuqid Plate after the Syrian dynasts of Turkic origin to which its inscriptions were 
addressed). First, the enameling patterns are of western origin.1 Second, the overall artistic program 
and motifs of the Plate recall Islamic art, although the motifs were derived from established Byzantine 
traditions (see fig. 1).2 Third, the central scene of the ascension of Alexander the Great had 
contemporary thematic provenance in Byzantine artistic programs.3 Fourth, the ‘calligraphic 
discrepancies and orthographic irregularities’ that define the poorly executed Arabic nashki script are 
highly unusual.4 The effects and implications of two of these points have been settled: the enameling 
implies a Byzantine or heavily Byzantine-influenced origin, while the overall artistic program, 
including the formal arrangement of the shapes, figures, and patterns, has been identified as a 
conglomerate of Byzantine and Islamic traditions.  
 The purpose of this paper is not to provide an artistic analysis of the Plate’s certain 
characteristics, as the art-historiographical debate on the Plate has failed to yield a decisive conclusion 
on its origins. Rather, this paper will seek to demonstrate a new methodology regarding the 
contextualization of art-historical studies by demonstrating that the Plate’s text can be used to narrow 
its potential origins with regards to contemporary political developments through geopolitical analysis. 
The political context can be used to derive its time of exchange as around the 1120s, probably sent to 
the Artuqid emir Ilghazi from the court of Georgia. 
 
Historiography 
 Currently, the two prevailing theories regarding the Plate’s conception suggest either a 
Byzantine or a Georgian origin. The Georgian origin theory may be summed by Scott Redford’s work 
How Islamic Is It? The Innsbruck Plate and Its Setting (1990), while the Byzantine origin theory may 
be summed by the works of Thomas Steppan including The Artukid Bowl: Courtly Art in the Middle 
Byzantine Period and Its Relation to the Islamic East (2000). Both papers revolve primarily around 
artistic analyses, and neither give an intensive exploration of the Plate’s political implications within 
the context of contemporary diplomatic trends.  
 Redford’s paper begins by addressing the Plate’s inscriptions, which are mostly indecipherable 
and primarily indicate that an Artuqid recipient was intended, however the full implications of that 
reality are scarcely explored. Redford ultimately succeeds in proving that the Plate could have had 
either a Georgian or a Byzantine origin, although little is done to disprove the Byzantine theory. 
Redford suggests that the script implies a date around the mid or even late twelfth century due to 
contemporaneous developments in calligraphy, but he later admits that comparisons to contemporary 
examples are ‘of limited value’ due to their superior quality relative to the Innsbruck Plate.5 Redford 
makes a more definitive statement: it is ‘most unlikely’ that the Byzantines would have sent the Plate to 
‘a minor Artuqid prince with whom they were not allied and by whom they were not threatened’, later 
recognizing that the Plate could have been exchanged in coordination with the ‘embassies surrounding 

 
1 Beyazit, 56; Steppan, 84. 
2 Steppan, 87. See Fig. 1. 
3 Ibid., 87-88. 
4 Beyazit, 56; Steppan, 86; Redford, 120-121. 
5 Redford, 128. 
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the intensification of Georgian-Artuqid contacts’ around the early 1120s.6 These are constructive points, 
but they may be further explored in order to draw a more decisive conclusion – indeed, the purpose of 
this paper is essentially to provide a systematic examination of the realities of that proposition and 
propose its effects on the dating of the Plate. 
 Steppan’s article is wholly devoted to an artistic proof of the Plate’s supposed Byzantine origin. 
His argument revolves around Byzantine parallels to the iconography of the Innsbruck Plate and a 
judgment of the Plate’s arrangement as too complex to have been crafted outside of a Byzantine 
workshop. Steppan also devotes much space to refuting the notion that the Plate’s apparently secular 
iconography casts doubt on the Byzantine theory. As an aside, Steppan’s argument regarding the Plate’s 
complexity is evidently undermined by his assumption that the supposedly Byzantine master would 
have produced the poor-quality Arabic script, as near-contemporary pieces of similar composition 
suggest that the Byzantines were perfectly capable of executing stylized Arabic script, albeit in 
dissimilar settings.7 Steppan’s article mostly serves to establish that the Plate must have been crafted in 
a region under heavy Byzantine cultural influence. 
 
Dating and the Inscription 
 Before moving into a discussion of political and diplomatic dynamics that might help to assess 
the origin of the Plate, its inscription should be reviewed. The Artuqid recipient of the Plate has 
traditionally been identified as Rukn al-Din Da’ud, although it is unknown exactly to which emir the 
inscription refers. Redford points out that the style mimics contemporary Artuqid inscriptions but that 
no ‘titulature’ was copied precisely. 8 The inscription reads: 
 

“The amir, the great general, the God-aided, the victorious, Nasir al-Din, Rukn al-Dawla, protector of 
the faith, magnificence of the umma, general of the armies, crown of kings and sultans, killer of the 
infidels and polytheists, Alp Sevinç Sunqur Beg Ata Sulayman Dawud b. Artuq Sayf amir al-
Mu’minin.”9  

Of the two honorifics copied here, Nasir al-Din was taken by two Artuqid emirs and not by 
Da’ud, while Rukn al-Dawla was only taken by Da’ud.10 Which emirs took which honorifics probably 
played little role in which ones were used on the Plate since the artist was following generic 
inscriptions. So, how great of an assumption is it possible to make regarding the intended recipient of 
the Plate? It may be that the only major restrictive factors here are contemporaneous trends in 
calligraphy and the recipient being an Artuqid – the second limitation establishes a broad timeframe, 
while the first will not be approached in this paper but seems to be a relatively indecisive factor based 
on Redford’s analysis. The political implications of the Plate in geopolitical context can further restrict 
the scope of possible recipients. Which political spheres did the Artuqid recipients occupy? What do 
contemporary diplomatic patterns tell us about the prospective sender of the Plate? The answers to 
these questions will demonstrate that the mostly likely recipient of the Plate was the emir Ilghazi and 

 
6 Ibid., 127. 
7 See Walker, Classicizing Imagery. 
8 Redford, 133. 
9 Beyazit, 56. 
10 Bosworth, 302-303. Nasir al-Din was taken by Artuq-Arslan (r. Mayyafariqin/Mardin 1203-1239) and Mahmud (r. Hisn 

Kayfa/Amida 1201-1222); Rukn al-Dawla was only taken by Da’ud (although Rukn al-Din was taken by one Mawdud r. 
Hisn Kayfa/Amida 1222-1232). 
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that the Byzantines would almost certainly not have sent the Plate to the Artuqids, leaving Georgia as 
its most likely source.  
 
Various Political Spheres: Narrowing the Field and Supporting the Georgian Origin 
Da’ud and his father Soqman b. Artuq 
 This section will serve to disprove the traditional association of the Plate with Da’ud from the 
political perspective upon which this paper is founded, thereby narrowing the field of possible 
recipients while also disproving an association with his father Soqman and illustrating patterns of 
Artuqid political development. After taking control of Hisn Kayfa around 1108/9,11 Da’ud had been 
involved in several wars precipitated by the collapse of the Persian Seljuq sultanate’s authority over 
northern Mesopotamia, specifically the regions around Mosul. In 1115, Da’ud responded to a request 
for aid from his relative, the emir of Mardin and future emir of Aleppo Ilghazi, against the invading 
forces of the Seljuq-appointed emir of Mosul, Aq-Sunqer al-Bursuqi. The resulting conflict saw the two 
Artuqid emirs deliver a surprising defeat to al-Bursuqi, infuriating the sultan Muhammad Tapar and 
issuing a setback to his broad goal of reasserting Persian control over the western provinces, a goal that 
he never achieved despite numerous expeditions at the expense of his authority in Persia.12 Later on, 
after al-Bursuqi’s death, Da’ud fought against the incursions of the new emir of Mosul, the more 
famous Zengi, although he failed to prevent his attempts at expansion in 1127, 1129/30, 1134, and 
1140/41. Ironically, Da’ud sent reinforcements to Zengi at Aleppo under his son Qara Arslan in 1138 
with the intention of aiding Zengi in his fight against the Byzantine emperor Ioannes II. Da’ud died not 
long after that in 1144 and was succeeded in Hisn Kayfa by his son Qara Arslan – his allies over the 
period included, aside from Zengi, the emir of Mardin (Husam al-Din Timurtash) and the emir of 
Amida (Sa’d Il-Aldi b. Ibrahim b. Yinal).13 
 This truncated account of Da’ud’s political career demonstrates that he was not especially 
associated with the broader world around him, at least from a geographical perspective. Many of his 
near-contemporary Artuqid emirs, even those with modest backgrounds such as Timurtash and Balak, 
both of whom will be discussed, were well-traveled and can be reasonably hypothesized to have 
interacted with foreign, sometimes non-Muslim polities. Da’ud had little contact with states beyond 
northern Syria, Mesopotamia, and the Jezira. Furthermore, he had little to no contact with foreign 
Christian states: the closest documented case was when he sent forces to aid against Ioannes II’s 1138 
campaign, but even this cannot be said to have been a direct interaction and the role that they played in 
that year’s fighting is unknown.  
 A trend already prevalent during Da’ud’s tenure was the continual encroachment upon northern 
Syria by the southern non-Artuqid Turks and Kurds of the Fertile Crescent. Zengi had made several 

 
11 Hillenbrand, 164; Bosworth 302. 
12 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 1, 166-167; Hillenbrand, 129. 
13 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 1, 269-273, 283, 306, 357; Hillenbrand, 165; Qalanisi, 227-228, 

251; Bosworth, 302. Da’ud allied with one of his Artuqid cousins, the emir of Mardin, Husam al-Din Timurtash, and 
they were unable to prevent the latter’s taking of Nisibis in 1127 (or early 1128). Da’ud once again allied with 
Timurtash as well as the emir of Amida, Sa’d Il-Aldi b. Ibrahim b. Yinal, against further campaigns by Zengi (who had 
added Aleppo to his territories in Mosul in 1128) around 1129/30, although they were once again unable to prevent him 
from making territorial gains after the trio was defeated in open battle. The alliance between Da’ud and Timurtash, 
unlike the earlier one forged between Da’ud and Ilghazi, was ultimately doomed to collapse because the two brothers 
shared ambitions over Amida. In 1134, Zengi made an attempt to take Amida himself, and, although he was aided by 
Timurtash, he was repelled from the region by the combined forces of Sa’d Il-Aldi and Da’ud, but only after making 
some more modest gains. Da’ud sent reinforcements to Aleppo under his son Qara Arslan in 1138 with the intention of 
aiding Zengi in the fight against the Byzantine emperor Ioannes II. By 1140/41, Zengi again continued his warfare 
against Da’ud, making modest gains. Da’ud died shortly in 1144 and was succeeded in Hisn Kayfa by Qara Arslan.  
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punitive campaigns against the Artuqids and their neighbors, often with the support of at least one of 
them, and these campaigns were generally successful.14 Zengi’s descendants would continue to infringe 
upon Artuqid territories, and by at least the end of the twelfth century (and probably much earlier) the 
Artuqids were no longer politically relevant either as a collective or as individuals. No Artuqid emir 
would engage in as broad-reaching political campaigns as the first two, the brothers Soqman and 
Ilghazi. While a discussion of Da’ud’s precise political actions clearly demonstrates how unlikely it is 
that he would have been the intended recipient of the Plate, as he had no relationship with either 
Byzantium and Georgia, his situation should also be viewed as a case-study for how the Artuqids 
generally managed their diplomatic affairs and, as such, how they were to develop as a conglomerate 
political entity. As such, it is unlikely that the Plate would have been received by an Artuqid of the later 
generations, as their political reach and influence continued to shrink over the years. 
 Ilghazi and Soqman were certainly the most politically active members of the family. As time 
went on, evidenced by the life of Da’ud whose affairs typified the diplomatic development of the 
increasingly regionalized emirs, the Artuqids became less involved in foreign affairs as their power 
began to wane in earnest with the rise of characters such as Zengi, Nureddin, and Saladin. Soqman’s 
name, unlike his brother Ilghazi’s, is on the Plate itself (depending on the reading – it could also be 
Suleiman),15 and so, at a glance, it seems more likely that Soqman would have been the recipient. This 
hypothesis, however, carries little weight. Soqman, although far more active than his son Da’ud, was 
far less active than Ilghazi. Following his flight from Jerusalem to Amida (after the city was retaken by 
the Fatimids in 1098 but before it fell to the crusaders),16 Soqman rarely left the region of greater Syria, 
notwithstanding at least one excursion to Baghdad in 1103 which actually serves as evidence of 
Ilghazi’s initiative as Soqman was traveling there in response to a call for aid from his brother, who had 
gotten himself into political trouble.17 Aside from the fact that Soqman was far less active in foreign 
affairs than was Ilghazi, he also died far earlier, in 1104.18 Soqman’s period of activity does not align 
with Georgian or Byzantine activities, and it also contradicts Redford’s comments on the 
contemporaneous development of nashki in a far more radical manner than does Ilghazi’s (he died 
almost two decades later in 1122). As such, the theory that Soqman was the potential recipient should 
be discarded.  
 
Ilghazi with Georgia and the Seljuq World 
 Ilghazi’s entire life, which has been far better documented and analyzed than that of any other 
Artuqid emir, will not be recounted in full, but what will be discussed is certainly the most revealing 
episode of his tenure in Aleppo, at least with regards to the Plate, for the purpose of assessing his 
connections with Georgia and the wider Seljuq world. 
 The state of the southern Caucasus is difficult to reconstruct after the reigns of the eleventh-
century Seljuq sultans Tughril I and Alp Arslan. By the 1120s, most or all of the Seljuq domains which 
remained in the Caucasus were under the control of either Mas’ud or Tughril II, rebel sons of the sultan 
Muhammad Tapar.19 The people of Tiflis (modern Tbilisi) were sending repeated calls for aid to 

 
14 See Above 
15 Beyazit, p. 56 has ‘Sulayman’, while Redford p. 121 has ‘Sukman’. 
16 Kohler, p. 48. 
17 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 1, 67-69. 
18 Ibid., 90. 
19 Ibid., 200, 210, 213. 
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Tughril, who was in the region, as Georgian raiding became more frequent.20 The relationship between 
Tughril and Tiflis is relevant because it demonstrates that the Persian Seljuqs were often indirect 
motivators of interaction between the Artuqids and the Georgians. Eventually, when it was clear that 
aid from Tughril was not forthcoming, the people of Tiflis sent a request for aid to Ilghazi, who 
responded to the call: he set out from Syria early in 1121 – exactly why is unclear, but his pattern of 
affairs demonstrates that he had a taste for adventure that many of his contemporaries lacked. Ahead of 
his march, he sent letters to Tughan Arslan b. Ilmakar, the emir of Bitlis and Arzen, hoping to 
coordinate a campaign. Tughan Arslan recommended Ilghazi enter Tiflis from the eastern side, advice 
that the latter ignored as he moved on to the fort of Theodosioupolis, occupied by the Turkic Saltuqids. 
Ilghazi eventually entered the region of Tiflis from the west through Kars, while Tughril II marshaled 
his troops around Ganja and Tughan Arslan marched north from his territories around Bitlis. Ilghazi, 
however, was too far ahead of his allies. David the Builder and his son Dmitri (r. 1125-1154) sallied 
from the western side of Tiflis, which they were besieging, and engaged Ilghazi at a place called 
Didgori before his allies could catch up to him.21 The Georgians crushed Ilghazi, the remaining anti-
Georgian campaigns fell apart, and David annexed Tiflis only around a year later.22 
 Certainly the most useful analysis of Ilghazi’s Georgia expedition would be a look at the 
diplomatic contacts made during the trip. He was able to co-ordinate, at least on paper, a joint 
expedition with both Tughan Arslan and the Seljuq prince Tughril, while he stayed in Theodosioupolis 
as a host of the Saltuqids. He exchanged letters with Tughan Arslan and likely with the other parties as 
well. Clearly, Ilghazi had maintained his eastern connections following his flight from Iraq – he 
nurtured an interest in eastern politics and maintained communications with the east well into his 
tenure in Syria. This is evidenced in the sources: around 1121/22, Ilghazi sent his son Timurtash to the 
court of the Seljuq sultan Mahmud b. Muhammad Tapar to negotiate on behalf of his friend and ally 
Dubays. In exchange for the aid of the mediator, Mahmud granted Ilghazi the right to conquer 
Mayyafariqin, which he then took from the emir Soqman al-Qutbi.23 Clearly, Ilghazi maintained his 
connections to the eastern court even after he left Iraq, and it is unlikely that Timurtash failed to benefit 
from the experience, although there is little evidence that he employed it extensively (discussed below). 
While no evidence of a Byzantine connection can be manifested, Ilghazi was clearly aware of and 
interacting with the politics of Persia and the lower Caucasus, and as such he should be considered a 
contender as the recipient of the Plate. No contacts with the Georgians are explicitly evidenced in the 
sources, but it is difficult to imagine that he did not, at some point, at least entertain negotiations with 
them as a result of the Didgori campaign. Indeed, Ilghazi is the only member of the Artuqid family 
known to have engaged a Georgian or Byzantine force directly in combat. 
 
The Other Artuqids: Balak and Timurtash 
 While Da’ud and Soqman are not tenable contenders as recipients of the Plate, this section, 
through disproving an association of the recipient with either Balak or Timurtash, should typify issues 
regarding a broader association of the Plate with any of the other Artuqids, while also demonstrating 
how the development of Ilghazi’s international politics was unique among the Artuqids on the whole 

 
20 Al-Azraq in Hillenbrand vol. 2, 362 (footnote); Bosworth, 243. At the time, Tiflis itself was apparently being 

administered by the people of the city and not by any foreign power, as no one had taken control of it after the last 
Shaddadid emir, Fadlun III, was removed by Alp Arslan’s forces in 1075. 

21 Al-Azraq in Hillenbrand vol. 2, 276-277. 
22 Mathew of Edessa, 135-137; Kartlis Tskhovreba, 180, 197 (footnote); Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle 

Part 1, 248. While Ilghazi survived the battle, his armies were totally disintegrated. 
23 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 231-232. 
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and how, as such, he should be considered the most likely member of the family to have received the 
Plate from a foreign, non-Muslim polity. 
 The Artuqid emir Balak appeared seemingly out of nowhere in the early 1120s by capturing 
both the count of Edessa and the king of Jerusalem within the span of around a year.24 He instantly 
became a relevant player in regional politics as he would have necessarily been involved in 
negotiations with foreign parties (namely the crusaders) with regards to the prisoners. Balak is recorded 
as having been previously active with Ilghazi during his tenure in Baghdad, and so he would not have 
been totally inexperienced by the time he was catapulted to the status of a relevant regional player, 
although what exactly he was doing between his years in Iraq and his rise to prominence in Syria is 
unclear.25 Ilghazi died late in 1122 and in 1123 Balak seized Aleppo for himself from one of his 
cousins.26 However, Balak died soon after that in 1124 and Aleppo passed into the hands of another 
Artuqid (Timurtash, the son of Ilghazi). The city was loosely controlled, and the next emir to be truly in 
command of the Aleppo region would be Zengi.27  
 Although Balak had international experience, there is no evidence to suggest that he had any 
personal interest in international affairs, unlike Ilghazi, as his capture of Aleppo and communications 
with the crusaders were strictly motivated by necessity. Regarding Timurtash, his apathy towards the 
state of southern Syria caused the inhabitants of Aleppo serious issues: considerable gains were already 
being accrued by the crusaders in 1124, with Balak being killed before Manbij around March or April 
and Tyre falling to crusader forces in July.28 On his ascension in Aleppo, one of Timurtash’s first acts 
was to release the captured king Baldwin II and then repair to his domains in northern Syria.29 Baldwin 
promptly rushed back into Syria and besieged Aleppo itself, and the city was only saved thanks to the 
intervention of the emir of Mosul (al-Bursuqi), who then annexed Aleppo.30 The fact that Balak’s first 
instinct on his capture of Aleppo was to off-load his crusader assets and then retreat into the heartland 
of his territorial domains serves as clear evidence that his political interests were not expansionist.  
 While characters such as Balak and Timurtash demonstrate that the Artuqids under Ilghazi were 
brought further into pan-regional politics around the early 1120s, they also demonstrate that most of 
them only had entrenched political interests in northern Syria. Balak and Timurtash both conquered 
Aleppo simply because it was not controlled by anyone else, not because they had synthesized political 
goals or ambitions. Ilghazi had also captured Aleppo in this manner, but he was the first of the Artuqids 
to do so, and he was overthrowing an entrenched dynasty. From that perspective, Ilghazi was less of a 
pure opportunist than his nephew Balak or his son Timurtash. He was, indeed, less so an opportunist 
and more so an adventurer. It is difficult to imagine another Artuqid emir responding to the call for aid 
from Tiflis based on how they operated in Syria – conservatively. Indeed, no other Artuqid emir is 
recorded as accompanying Ilghazi: he was only joined by his companion Dubays, although it appears 
that he took very few allies with him from Syria in general and was hoping to primarily rely on Tughan 
Arslan and the Caucasus emirs for military aid.  
 Neither Balak nor Timurtash broke out of regional politics decisively enough to be reasonably 
considered as a recipient of the Plate: while Balak certainly would have been in negotiations with the 
crusaders, there is no evidence that either he or Timurtash were known to the Byzantines or the 

 
24 William Tyre, 458-460, 476-477 (footnote); Qalanisi 166-167; Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 

232; Joscelin was captured on 13 September 1122 and Baldwin was captured on 18 April 1123. 
25 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 76, 93-94. 
26 Ibid., 240, 245. 
27 Ibid., 251. 
28 William Tyre, 495-496; Qalanisi, 172; Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 250, 252-253. 
29 Kohler, 113-115. 
30 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 253-354; Qalanisi 172-173. 
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Georgians. The implication that Balak or Timurtash, or, for that matter, Da’ud, whose political 
activities were far exceeded by those of Balak and Timurtash, could have meaningfully communicated 
with a major, foreign, non-Muslim state like Byzantium or Georgia is highly unlikely. Of course, many 
of the Artuqids maintained connections with the world around them, and as late as 1176 Artuqid envoys 
are reported as being captured by the crusaders on their way to Egypt.31 That being said, Ilghazi was 
the only Artuqid emir with a demonstrable and explicit connection to either Byzantium or Georgia, and 
indeed the only one who can be proven to have consistently maintained diplomatic connections with 
the wider Seljuq world. 
 
Georgia after Didgori 
 This section will analyze the political state of Georgia after Didgori for the purpose of 
confirming the suspected timeframe for the exchange of the Plate (the 1120s) with respect to events in 
Georgia. Following their conquest of Tiflis in 1122, the Georgians continued their southward advances 
under David the Builder (r. 1089-1125). Ani was briefly occupied by David in 1124 but, following his 
death in 1125, it seems that Georgian expansionism declined during the reign of his successor Dmitri I 
(r. 1125-55). Dmitri I’s son and successor George III (r. 1156-84), however, continued the southern 
offensive. By the early 1160s, the Georgians were once again harrying the southern Caucasus, with 
hostility increasing around 1161-63 and raids reaching as far as Ganja and Dvin in Azerbaijan.32  
 In the decades after Didgori, the Georgians and the Artuqids had little or no contact. Certainly 
none is recorded, and it only became more unlikely as time went on that an Artuqid would have acted, 
say, as an intermediary between the parties of one of the other Georgian-Muslim conflicts that 
developed during the 1160s as Artuqid political and thus diplomatic influence continued to wane. The 
breakdown of the Seljuq state in Azerbaijan and northwestern Persia during this time would also have 
facilitated the decline in Artuqid-Georgian relations considering that the more influential Persian 
Seljuqs had previously facilitated contact between the two distant parties. The Seljuq claimant Tughril 
II had been a critical facilitator of Ilghazi’s Georgian campaign, and the Seljuqs were eventually 
displaced in Azerbaijan by the mid-twelfth century. Their successor in the region, an emir called 
Eldiguz, was mostly concerned with maintaining his influence over the Seljuq imperial cities of 
Hamadan and Rayy to the southeast of his domains, so he was looking eastwards rather than westwards. 
As such, it is highly unlikely that an embassy with the requisite political significant to deliver the Plate 
would have been sent by the Georgians to the Artuqids after the 1120s. It is not improbable to suggest 
that the Plate would have been exchanged during that period as part of the negotiations between David 
the Builder and the Artuqids that undoubtedly ensued as a result of the battle at Didgori and the fall of 
Tiflis and then Ani. More generally, at no other point during the twelfth century does it seem that the 
Georgians and the Artuqids would have been engaged in meaningful diplomatic exchange. With that 
being said, the theory of a Byzantine origin of the Plate remains to be addressed. 
 
Diplomatic Patterns: Evidence against a Byzantine Origin 
Eleventh-Century Byzantine Diplomatic Efforts 
 Broadly speaking, exchanges between the Byzantines and the Artuqids could only have taken 
place by means of two scenarios: a personal meeting between the Byzantine emperor or his retinue and 
the Artuqids or their retinues, or through the long-distance exchange of messengers. Regarding the 
former prospect, no such meeting is recorded, and as every campaign of the Komnenian emperors (the 
dynasty that ruled the Byzantine empire from 1081 through most of the twelfth century) into Syria is 

 
31 Kohler, 221. 
32 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 129, 135, 162; Bosworth, 241-242. 
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recorded, this scenario can quickly be ruled out.33 This leaves the only possible manner of exchange 
between the Artuqids and the Komnenians to have been conducted by envoys, obviously the much 
more likely scenario. Of course, it is impossible to reconstruct the movements of every diplomatic 
envoy that passed through the emperors’ courts during this period, but the patterns by which envoys 
were received and for what purposes may be extracted by examining a few examples. To lay the 
groundwork for this discussion, what follows is a brief account of eleventh-century Byzantine 
diplomatic exchanges with groups particularly relevant to this discussion. 
 Presumably the first Byzantine-Seljuq negotiations were conducted following the raids of 
Ibrahim Yinal, a cousin of Tughril I, around 1048/49. These raids culminated in the capture of a 
Byzantine patrician in northeast Anatolia, whose ransom was eventually negotiated.34 The next major 
Byzantine-Seljuq negotiations also involved Ibrahim Yinal. Around 1049/50, he had become involved 
in a civil conflict with Tughril, who asked the Byzantine emperor Konstantinos Monomachos for aid 
and received it. Following this, Tughril released the captured patrician (Yinal had surrendered him to 
Tughril while he was still obeying his authority) without asking for a ransom. Apparently, the envoys of 
Nasr b. Marwan (a Kurdish emir who then ruled the regions of northwestern Mesopotamia) were used 
by Monomachos as intermediaries.35 By 1056/57, the Byzantines were in semi-regular contact with 
several Seljuq emirs including Yaquti, Tughril’s nephew by his brother Chaghri, who elicited a 
Byzantine complaint during certain raids. Around the same time, Nasr b. Marwan detained the 
Byzantine envoy to Tughril for unclear reasons, evidencing that Tughril was in at least somewhat 
regular contact with Constantinople.36 It is similarly clear that the Byzantines had regular contact with 
the Marwanids, evidenced by further reported presence of Marwanid envoys in the Byzantine court 
throughout the eleventh century.37 Further raids in 1068 prompted the Byzantine emperor, by then 
Romanos Lekapenos, to seek terms from the east, but what is curious is that a request for a treaty was 
sent to the Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad, not to Persia.38 Apparently, the Abbasids then relayed Romanos’ 
message to the Seljuqs, who then arranged a treaty with Constantinople. Perhaps the geography of the 
raids confused Romanos: Ibrahim Yinal had been harassing the northeastern territories, tied closer to 
the Caucasus and by extent Persia, while al-Afshin had entered the southeastern territories through 
Syria, which was being overrun by Turkic parties (although the local Mirdasid dynasty had not been 
formally displaced from their capital on Aleppo). Whether or not either the Seljuqs or the Abbasids had 
real control over the Turks in Syria by that point is questionable, and Romanos may not have been 
entirely ignorant of the situation between the three parties – perhaps he understood the spiritual 
significance of the caliphate. 
 Anyways, the reach of Byzantine diplomatic efforts may have shrunk after the battle of 
Mantzikert (1071), but if it did, some evidence suggests that it may have had more to do with the 
collapse of the Seljuq state than the Byzantines in Anatolia. By as late as 1089/90, a Byzantine envoy 
arrived in eastern Persia to bring the annual tribute to the vizier Nizam al-Mulk, who gave him a tour of 
Seljuq territories in Transoxiana.39 After the deaths of Melik-Shah and Nizam al-Mulk in 1091, which 
precipitated the rapid collapse of the Seljuq empire, little is heard of regarding Byzantine relations with 
the Persian state. References to the Persian state appear semi-frequently in Byzantine literature, usually 

 
33 Ioannes II made three campaigns: 1137, 1138, and 1142, while Manuel I made two campaigns: 1150 and 1159. 
34 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In Selections from al-Kamil, 66. 
35 Ibid., 69-71. 
36 Ibid., 107. 
37 Ibid., 225. (Some time between a broad a range as 1007 to 1090, the vizier of the Abbasid caliph meets a Marwanid 

envoy at the Byzantine court.) 
38 Ibid., 105. 
39 Ibid., p. 221 
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as ‘Khorasan’, but diplomatic exchanges were rare, and it is often difficult to gauge which parties are 
being described in Byzantine sources when long-range exchanges with the east are mentioned. 
 Ultimately, there is no explicit textual evidence for any Byzantine-Artuqid negotiations. What 
we can infer from contemporary Byzantine trends up to the beginning of the twelfth century is that the 
way negotiations were established, at least in the east, was highly pragmatic. Substantial gifts might be 
sent after a battle or to cement a particularly momentous treaty, while permanent diplomatic contact 
was only established, at least insofar as it is evidenced in the literature, with states that either bore 
specific political relevance to the state or which had general political relevance. These included major 
powers such as the Fatimids (in Egypt) and the Abbasids, but also the Marwanids and various 
individuals such as Ibrahim Yinal and Yaquti. Up to the twelfth century, gifts were recorded as being 
exchanged on four occasions: the release of the Byzantine patrician around 1049/50, the agreeing of a 
settlement between Romanos and Alp Arslan around 1068, the release of Romanos after his capture at 
the battle of Mantzikert in 1071, and when a Byzantine envoy was sent to renew the Seljuq tribute 
around 1089/90.40 
 Only two twelfth-century treaties stand out as relevant to this discussion as relating specifically 
to conflicts between the Byzantines and the noted eastern powers through the period when the 
Innsbruck Plate was likely distributed (before the power of the Artuqids had waned to the point of 
irrelevancy but after they had become established). The first of these was arranged between emperor 
Alexios I and the Anatolia Turkish emir Melik-Shah b. Kilidj Arslan in 1116, and the second was 
arranged by emperor Manuel I with the crusader Reynald de Chatillon in 1159.41 The details 
specifically surrounding the treaty with Melik-Shah are relatively weak, and so only the treaty with 
Reynald will be discussed within the context of whether the Byzantines would have been interacting 
with the Artuqids. 
 
Manuel with Reynald, Kilidj Arslan II, and Zengi, 1158-1161: A Case Study 
 This section will further define Byzantine patterns of diplomatic exchange and will thus 
evidence the unlikelihood of the Komnenians sending the Plate to the Artuqids or even maintaining 
relations with them at all. The treaty must be introduced with some context: Manuel had traveled to and 
occupied the region of Kilikia (in southeast Anatolia) in 1158.42 The campaign was in part motivated 
by massacres committed by Reynald de Chatillon, the prince of Antioch, against the people of Cyprus 
some years earlier, and it was clear that Reynald would be forced to respond to the emperor’s presence 
(his sacking of Cyprus was unpopular among his fellow crusaders and the king of Jerusalem, Baldwin 
III, had just secured an alliance with Manuel by marrying his niece). Reynald traveled west to submit 
himself and met Manuel at his court at Mopsuestia in Kilikia.43 The treaty of Mopsuestia was perhaps 
the most politically and diplomatically complex treaty issued by a Byzantine emperor since the Treaty 
of Devol earlier in the century and in many ways the two documents mirror each other in their language 
and structure. The treaty of Mopsuestia is relevant to this study because a list of the represented parties 
survives, copied by a Byzantine historian who emphasizes Reynald’s humiliation: 
 

“Then indeed astonishment took possession of those who were present, who had come as envoys 
from the nations in Asia, the Khorezmians and Susans and Ekbatanians, and all of Media and Babylon, 

 
40 Al-Athir, The Complete History. In Selections from al-Kamil, 66, 69-71, 158, 221; The Complete History. In The 

Chronicle Part 1, 105. 
41 Manuel also arranged a second treaty with Zengi in 1159; it has been integrated here. 
42 Kinnamos, 137-138. 
43 William Tyre, 732. 
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whose ruler they call the Great Sultan, and from Nur-ad-Din the atabeg of Aleppo and Yaghi-Basan the 
Turks’ chieftain, and from the Abasgai and Iberians, even from the Palestinians and the Armenians 
beyond Isauria.”44 

 
 One of the more interesting attendees was the envoy of the emir Yaghibasan (ruling in parts of 
northern Anatolia). While he was not a relevant player in greater Middle Eastern politics, he was 
hugely relevant to the affairs of Manuel I: the emperor was amassing a coalition against the emir of 
Ikonion that included Yaghibasan as one of his most critical allies along with Nureddin (demonstrated 
below).45 Yaghibasan’s envoys being present at Mopsuestia sheds invaluable evidence on how Manuel 
managed his diplomatic affairs: he inherited a flair for political theater from his grandfather and wanted 
Yaghibasan’s envoys to personally witness his power. The intended effect must have been to impress 
the breadth of Manuel’s political influence on Yaghibasan. Furthermore, envoys from the Abbasid court 
were probably also at Mopsuestia as were envoys from Nureddin.46 Securing the neutrality or aid of 
Nureddin in the anticipated conflict with the emir of Ikonion was clearly a priority of Manuel’s, a 
policy that is evidenced by the exchanges that took place between the two after Mopsuestia.47 
 Manuel’s diplomatic programs were highly synthesized and deliberate. The envoys at 
Mopsuestia were all either representatives of states with perceived vast political influence or of states 
with an acute relevance to Manuel’s policy, in this instance his issues with the emir of Ikonion. Manuel 
may well have been considering an attack on Ikonion by the time the treaty was signed, suggesting that 
Yaghibasan’s envoys were there to witness the scope of his political influence. Furthermore, the politics 
surrounding Manuel’s return to Constantinople in 1159 proves that he had anticipated a conflict with 

 
44 Kinnamos, 139-140, 249 (footnote). The arranger of this passage, Charles Brand, identifies ‘Iberians’ as referring to the 

Georgians, ‘Palestinians’ as referring to the crusaders, and ‘Armenians beyond Isauria’ as referring to the Armenians 
north of Lake Van. Further, in a footnote, Brand recognizes the ‘Great Sultan’ being referred to as Muhammad II, the 
current Seljuq Sultan ruling in parts of Persia.  

45 Bosworth, 330-332; Al-Athir, The Complete History. In The Chronicle Part 2, 157; Magdalino, 76-77; Kinnamos, 150-
151. By as early as 1142, Melitene was firmly in the power of a Danishmend branch of Turks separated from the main 
line in Sebasteia, and around 1164, Kilidj Arslan was in fierce conflict with the Danishmend emir of Sebasteia itself, 
probably Yaghibasan in eastern Anatolia. Manuel himself was intimately concerned with the politics of Anatolia, and he 
orchestrated a brilliant diplomatic campaign after his march back through Anatolia in 1159 that ended with Kilidj Arslan 
II, the sultan of Ikonion, coming in person to Constantinople in 1161 in what was essentially a desperate plea for aid: he 
agreed to a deal with Manuel that reduced him to the status of a vassal, at least in the eyes of Constantinople, and 
returned to Seljuq Anatolia after a long stay in the city. By the time Manuel had returned to Constantinople, he entered 
correspondence with the Turkish ruler of Gangra and Ankyra (Shahanshah b. Mas’ud, a brother of Kilidj Arslan II’s) 
and the ruler Sebasteia (Yaghibasan), while the diplomat Ioannes Kontostephanos was sent to Palestine early in 1160 to 
petition aid from Baldwin III in potential conflicts with Kilidj Arslan (Manuel was preparing for an attack on Ikonion 
itself). This amassing of a coalition against Kilidj Arslan that included his brother and the Danishmends, as well as 
Nureddin without the prodding of the emperor, ultimately induced him to subordinate himself to Constantinople.  

46 Babylon is explicitly mentioned among the other archaic placenames. 
47 Qalanisi, 353-355; Kinnamos, 143; William Tyre, 734-735, 751-752 (footnote). Nureddin had been perturbed by the 

arrival of Manuel I before Antioch (he was aware of Manuel’s rapprochements with Baldwin III), hearing that he 
planned on marching through Antioch and suppressing the Muslim forts there – gifts were exchanged on Manuel’s 
arrival before Antioch around February or early March 1159. On 26 March 1159, Nureddin left Damascus for the region 
of Homs-Hama-Shaizar to prepare for a Roman offensive, planning to continue to Aleppo if need be. No fighting 
occurred, however: Nureddin’s forces began to accrue in northern Syria over time and by 21 May 1159, the region of 
Aleppo was flooded with those prepared to make the jihad. Probably both they and the crusaders, however, were 
disappointed when Nureddin managed to negotiate a separate truce with Manuel I, prevented the breakout of any large-
scale conflict. Manuel I and Nureddin exchanged gifts; specifically, Nureddin agreed to release many crusader captives, 
including Bertram of Toulouse and Bertrand de Blancfort, master of the Knights Templar. 
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the Turks of Ikonion well before he began amassing the coalition.48 Perhaps the presence of 
Yaghibasan’s envoys at Mopsuestia influenced Manuel’s decisions to launch diplomatic attacks on the 
emir of Ikonion in the first place. Yaghibasan becoming alienated from the emir of Ikonion certainly 
helped push the latter into Manuel’s arms as was intended, while Manuel’s avoidance of an armed 
conflict with Nureddin certainly fed into his anti-Ikonion aims. Ultimately, Yaghibasan’s envoys were 
present at the treaty because they were immediately relevant to Manuel’s diplomatic program, while 
Nureddin fit both parameters for relevancy (acute and general). 
 Obviously, the fact that Artuqid envoys were not mentioned in the written sources does not 
definitively prove that they were not at Mopsuestia for the treaty. Regardless, the Artuqids clearly 
possessed neither the general political clout nor the acute relevance to Byzantine affairs to suggest the 
existence of a relationship between the two parties that would have produced the negotiations that 
would almost certainly have surrounded an exchange of the Plate, considering our understanding of the 
context in which such gifts were exchanged during this period (as discussed above). Furthermore, there 
is little textual evidence to suggest that the Byzantines had any meaningful interactions at any point 
during this period with the territories occupied by the Artuqids. The Artuqid territories would certainly 
have shrunk beyond the range of Byzantine interests by Manuel’s time, but they would not have been 
relevant to the state of Byzantium even during the earlier reign of Alexios (1081-1118). This is partly 
due to circumstances: of the five major Byzantine campaigns into Syria under the Komnenians, none of 
them were conducted by Alexios whose political interests lay primarily in reestablishing Byzantium in 
northwestern Anatolia and the Balkans, even if he had intentionally laid the groundwork for further 
expansion, and the Komnenians did not enter Syria until the late 1130s under Ioannes II anyways, well 
after the Artuqids had begun to decline severely.49 Essentially, the expansion of the Byzantine political 
sphere of interest along with the contraction of the Artuqid sphere of influence affected an arrangement 
of the two powers such that they would not have been in extensive contact at any point during the 
twelfth century, and thus the Byzantine court commissioning the Plate for an Artuqid ruler is highly 
unlikely.  
 
Conclusion 
 It is most likely that the plate was sent by the Georgians under David the Builder or Dmitri I to 
the emir Ilghazi around the 1120s as part of the correspondences that would have been initiated by the 
political conflicts between the two parties. The Artuqid emirs rose in power and influence through the 
late 1110s and 1120s. The Komnenian emperors only entered Syria by the late 1130s, while the 
Georgians were expanding through the 1120s and the 1160s. As such, the only period during which the 
Artuqids could have been interacting with a Byzantine-influenced state in the manner necessary to 
precipitate the exchange of the Plate (keeping in mind our understanding of when such gifts were 
exchanged) was the 1120s, and so it is most likely that it was sent during that period by the Georgians.  
 The issue of dating the Innsbruck Plate has illustrated a more fundamental issue with the study 
of art itself: looking purely at iconography, motifs, and compositions is not always enough to determine 
the origin of an artifact. In this case, it has been necessary to contextualize the nature of the Plate 
within contemporary political and diplomatic patterns. Although looking at these patterns alone will not 
provide an exact date nor confirm an origin with complete certainty, this methodology, while keeping 

 
48 Manuel took an inland route back to Constantinople with the intention of provoking a conflict – whether he had planned 

the route as early as the Treaty is unclear. If he did, then he would have found it highly expedient to demonstrate that 
strength of and influence of Byzantium before his return, as the Danishmends had often collaborated with the sultans of 
Ikonion to attack Byzantine forces and other campaigns across Anatolia.  

49 Note the dating of Zengi’s uniformly successful campaigns, for example: 1127, 1129/30, 1134, and 1140/41 (mostly 
before the first of the Byzantine campaigns into Syria that began in 1137), also the death of Da’ud in 1144. 
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in mind the context of artistic developments, can help to shrink the scope of potential actors and a 
potential timeframe for the exchange. This methodology would seem to provide a new perspective on 
issues such as the Artuqid Plate to art historians who may be generally familiar enough with the period 
to propose that the Byzantines would not have sent the Plate to ‘a minor Artuqid prince with whom 
they were not allied and by whom they were not threatened’ but whose primary interests may lie 
elsewhere and may thus be disinterested in a more comprehensive study such as this, although there 
may very well be even more work to be done on parsing the political context of this period. 
  



13 

Bibliography 
 
Primary Sources 
 
Anna Komnene. Alexias. Translated by E. Sewter, The Alexiad, E. Sewter, Penguin Books: 1969. 
 
Ibn al-Athir. The Complete History. Translated by C. J. Thornberg, Beirut (1965-1967), The Annals of 
 the Saljuq Turks: Selections from al-Kamil Fi’l-Ta’rikh of Izz al-Din ibn al-Athir, D. S. 
 Richards, Routledge: 2014. 
 
Ibn al-Athir. The Complete History. Translated by D. S. Richards (2005), The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athir 
 for the  Crusading Period from al-Kamil fi’l-Ta’rikh. Part 1, D. S. Richards, Routledge: 2010. 
 
Ibn al-Athir. The Complete History. Translated by D. S. Richards (2005), The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athir 
 for the  Crusading Period from al-Kamil fi’l-Ta’rikh. Part 2, D. S. Richards, Routledge: 2010. 
 
Ibn al-Azraq. Ta’rikh Mayyafariqin wa Amid. Translated by C. Hillenbrand (1979), The History of the 
 Jazira  1100-1150: The Contribution of Ibn al-Azraq al-Fariqi, vol. 2, C. Hillenbrand, 
 University of Edinburgh (dissertation): 1979. 
 
Ibn al-Qalanisi. Dhayl Ta’rikh Dimashq. Translated by H. A. R. Gibb (1932) The Damascus Chronicle 
 of the Crusades, H. A. R. Gibb, Dover Publications: 2002. 
 
Ioannes Kinnamos. To Katorthomaton Ton Ioanni Kai Manuel. Translated by Charles Brand (1976), 
 Deeds of John and Manuel Comnenus, Charles Brand, Columbia University Press: 1976. 
 
Kartlis Tskhovreba. Translated by D. Gamq’relidze, M. Abashidze, Artanuji: 2014. 
 
Mathew of Edessa. Zhamanakagrutyun. Translated by R. Bedrosian, Long Branch: 2017. 
 
William of Tyre. Historia Rerum in Partibus Transmarinis Gestarum. Translated by E. A. Babcock, C. 
 Krey (1943), Columbia University Press, A History of Deeds Done Beyond the Sea, Lulu Press: 
 2014.  
 
Secondary Sources 
 
Beyazit, Deniz. “Plate of Rukn al-Dawla Dawud,” Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljuqs 
 (2016): 56-57. 
 
Bosworth, Clifford. New Islamic Dynasties. Edinburgh University Press: 2014. 
 
Hillenbrand, Carole. “The History of the Jazira 1100-1150: The Contribution of Ibn al-Azraq al-
 Fariqi”, vol. 1, University of Edinburgh (dissertation): 1979. 
 



14 

Kohler, Michael. Alliances and Treaties between Frankish and Muslim Rulers in the Middle East: 
 Cross-Cultural Diplomacy in the Period of the Crusades. Translated by Peter M. Holt. Brill: 
 2013. 

 
Redford, Scott. (1990), “How Islamic Is It? The Innsbruck Plate and Its Setting,” Muqarnas 7, (1990): 
 119-135. 
 
Steppan, Thomas. “The Artukid Bowl: Courtly Art in the Middle Byzantine Period and Its Relation to 
 the Islamic East,” Perceptions of Byzantium and Its Neighbors: 843-1261 (2000): 84-101. 
 
Walker, Alicia. “Meaningful Mingling: Classicizing Imagery and Islamicizing Script in a Byzantine 
 Bowl,” The Art Bulletin 90, no. 1 (2008): 32-53. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



15 

 
 

Fig. 1. The Innsbruck Plate, 
cataloged as the “Plate of Rukn al-
Dawla Dawud (r. 1114-44)”. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Accessed October 18, 2020. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/coll
ection/search/642239 


