IAFRATE, Allegra, The Wandering Throne of Solomon: Objects and Tales of Kingship in the Medieval Mediterranean (Mediterranean Art Histories 2), Leiden, Brill, 2015, 348 p. ISBN 978-90-04-30518-2 Allegra Iafrate's The Wandering Throne of Solomon is an impressively wide-ranging study of Solomon's throne as both a material and a literary artifact. At the heart of the study is Leo VI's Throne of Solomon at the Magnaura Palace of Constantinople. The throne is "apocryphal" in a material sense: many of the throne's decorations form part of a traditional iconography that is not found in the Hebrew Bible. This iconography of the throne, however, became standard in the Mediterranean region, and Byzantine Christians as well as Jews and Muslims held similar notions about the appearance (and the importance) of the throne. The iconography is much more distantly reflected in the Latin West.

The book is divided into six largely independent studies, which the author admits can be read in any order. These chapters, except for the first and the last, are divided by religious provenance, which, in most cases, includes geographical provenance as well. Thus, we have (in order) studies dedicated to Byzantine Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Latin Christians. The exceptions, the first and last chapters, are dedicated, respectively, to smaller "Solomonic" artifacts and literary artifacts across geographical provenances.

The book begins with an introduction that is as long as any of the individual chapters. A. Iafrate situates the aims (or "stories," in her words) of the book in the opening sentences: her subjects are the political manipulation of images, the pervasiveness of bronze metalwork in the Middle Ages, and how objects generate legends (p. 2-3). She highlights the study of automata as an innovative aspect of the book, as they tend to be the domain of the history of science (or science fiction) rather than art history.

The first chapter introduces the topic of the recovery of Solomon's lost treasures after the destruction of the Temple by the Romans. This chapter does not focus on the throne of Solomon itself but on smaller, portable objects which are not necessarily biblical relics but objects of superior craftsmanship, evoking the glory of the court of Solomon, particularly the king's reputation as a master builder.

The second chapterthe heart of the studyinvestigates the literary sources describing the throne of Solomon which stood in the Magnaura palace at Constantinople since at least the tenth century. The throne was distinguished by its automata, the robotic birds, lions, and griffins, which surrounded the throne and had limited powers of movement and speech. The throne could be raised and lowered, all to the accompaniment of an organ. A. Iafrate explores the greater meaning of this delightfully tacky spectacle, which goes beyond the biblical model to incorporate imagery from the Alexander romance, showing that both Solomon and Alexander were models of Byzantine kingship.

The third chapter focuses on Jewish sources describing the throne of Solomon. A. Iafrate endeavors to show that the throne as described in aggadic sources are not pure fantasy but based on a historical model, that is, the Magnaura throne. Of particular interest here is the so-called Second Targum to Esther. The Targum opens with a long episode on Solomon, including an elaborate description of the throne and its subsequent history. One noteworthy episode is the attempt of Pharaoh Neco to sit on the throne, which is interrupted when an automated lion swipes at him, maiming him for life.

A. Iafrate notes the controversy regarding the date of the Targum, which has been placed anywhere from the fourth to the eleventh century. With some hesitation, she suggests that the model for the Targum's throne is the Magnaura throne from Constantinople, which would place the dating of the Targum in the later part of this spectrum.

The fourth chapter deals with the throne in an Islamic context. A. Iafrate treats both Jewish and Persian influences on the Islamic conception of the throne of Solomon. She includes a discussion of the Takht-i Sulaymān in Iran and the throne of the last great Sasanian king Khosrow II, which, in its time, was just as elaborate and famous as the throne of Solomon. In this case, the image of Solomon helps explain the ruins of past civilizations.

The fifth chapter considers the throne from a Western Christian perspective. The Western artistic traditions on the throne of Solomon were much richer than the Byzantine tradition, even though Western Solomonic thrones (such as Charlemagne's, still present in the Cathedral of Aachen) are not nearly as gaudy as their Byzantine counterparts. A particular theme of this chapter is the presentation of Mary as the "Seat of Wisdom," one of the many typological associations between the Virgin and Solomonic artifacts (such as the Temple). Solomonic imagery was also employed in cathedrals to bolster ecclesiastical power, possibly in relation to the investiture controversy. She notes that Western iconography is distinct and that "oriental" influence is minimal.

In the sixth and last chapter, A. Iafrate looks at the preservation of the memory of Solomon's throne through what she calls a "literary diptych" (p. 12), the story of The City of Brass (from the repertoire of Scheherazade), which has a Solomon-like throne among its forbidden treasures, and the German grail romance Jüngere Titurel, in which the Grail Temple has Solomonic imagery. The two are representative of a popular literary tradition about the throne that long outlived the physical object.

There is no separate concluding chapter. The author includes a curious appendix of "weather proverbs," mainly in Italian, which mention the throne of Solomon (all along the lines of "Good weather is more valuable than the throne of Solomon"). This section is, by the author's admission, a divertissement (p. 12).

This book is excellent. A. Iafrate covers an enormous amount of material across several disciplines in a fleet 330 pages. In fact, there might be too much material. She acknowledges that chapters two, three, and four constitute the center of the study, since the Byzantine, Jewish, and Muslim traditions are closely connected, but chapters five, six, and even the appendix are still tied to the central theme of Solomon's throne and are interesting in their own right. Although I understand the rationale of the first chapter, I find that it unnecessarily delays discussion of the central object, the Magnaura throne.

In addition, I find her dating of the Second Targum to Esther to the end of the first millennium bold and probably correct. The Targum is a key work in ongoing debates about Muslim dependence on Jewish sources. If the Targum is so late, this means that dependence could also flow in the other directionthe Targum is dependent on Islamic tradition. In other cases, however, she assumes Muslim dependence on Jewish tradition. Persian tradition, discussed in passing here, might be a neglected common source for both Jewish and Muslim descriptions of the throne.

A final comment involves the absence of a discussion of Oriental Christianities. The Ethiopic tradition, the most natural place to look, falls outside the book's scope, but what did Syriac Christians think about the throne of Solomon? The question is not merely left openit is never asked.

I highly recommend this book to anyone interested in the Christian apocrypha and in "Abrahamic" legends more generally. While the author does not speak about a particular text, she reveals much about the world in which the apocrypha were made. Her work highlights the importance of looking beyond religious and even textual boundaries. True to its subject, the book is also lavishly illustrated.
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