
AISHA’S CUSHION religious art, perception, 
and practice in islam

jamal j. elias



Aisha’s Cushion





Aisha’s Cushion

R E L I G I O U S  A RT,  P E RC E P T I O N ,  A N D  P R AC T I C E  I N  I S L A M

Jamal J .  Elias

harvard university press
Cambridge, Massachusetts

London, En gland
2012



Copyright © 2012 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College

all rights reserved

printed in the united states of america

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Elias, Jamal J.
Aisha’s cushion : religious art, perception, and practice in Islam / Jamal J. Elias.

p.    cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978- 0- 674- 05806- 4 (alk. paper)
1. Islam and art. I. Title.

BP190.5.A7E45    2012
297.2'67—dc23            2012019627



baraye Mehrin

for Mir





Contents

Preface on Abbreviations and Conventions ix

  Prologue: The Promise of a Meaningful Image 1

 1. Repre sen ta tion, Resemblance, and Religion 27

 2. The Icon and the Idol 43

 3. Iconoclasm, Iconophobia, and Islam 84

 4. Idols, Icons, and Images in Islam 100

 5. Beauty, Goodness, and Wonder 139

 6. Alchemy, Appearance, and Essence 175

 7. Dreams, Visions, and the Imagination 198

 8. Sufi sm and the Metaphysics of Resemblance 216

 9. Words, Pictures, and Signs 236

 10. Legibility, Iconicity, and Monumental Writing 264

  Epilogue 284

Notes 291
Bibliography 349
Ac know ledg ments 393
Index 395





Preface on Abbreviations and Conventions

One of the goals of this book is to make a broad range of Islamic writ-
ing accessible to a nonspecialist audience; with that in mind, I have 
used a simplifi ed system of rendering the languages of Islamic scholar-
ship into En glish. Personal names and other terms from languages 
normally written in the Latin script retain their own orthography. For 
other languages, I have not used any diacritical marks or special char-
acters in personal names, with the exception of the Arabic hamza and 
‘ayn, unless the names appear in a quotation or are used by the indi-
viduals themselves. For technical terms, book titles, and so on, I have 
used a simplifi ed system of transliteration favored by some academic 
journals and familiar to scholars in the fi eld. I trust that specialists in 
Islamic studies will have no trouble identifying the original words, 
and it will make for easier reading for others.

I have tried to follow the convention of distinguishing between 
the use of the adjectives Islamic and Muslim, with the former connot-
ing things that are civilizational and shared by all citizens of the 
 Islamic ecumenae regardless of religion (Islamic art, for example); 
the latter connotes things that are specifi cally religious even within a 
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civilizational context (Muslim law, for example). In addition, I have 
used the term Persianate to designate those sections of the Islamic world 
that share cultural features of Persian civilization, even when the Per-
sian language is not or was not spoken there. This realm comprises 
modern Iran and Af ghan i stan, but also the rest of Central Asia, Islamic 
South Asia, and— at various times— the non- Arab parts of the Ottoman 
Empire.
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Prologue: The Promise of a Meaningful Image

Look at this Persian miniature
. . .  in margins of gold
verses wear bracelets of paisleys
tied into golden knots of Arabic . . .  
On a tree a giant spider
its legs sharpened into pencils
presses their lead into a cobra’s crown
The earth is a calligraphy of coils . . .  

—agha shahid ali, A Nostalgist ’s Map of America

A famous hadith account describes how Muhammad’s wife, ‘A’isha, 
acquired a tapestry with images on it which she hung on a wall in their 
home while the Prophet was out of the  house. When he protested to 
the tapestry on his return, ‘A’isha cut up the fabric and used it to make 
cushions, which subsequently  were used in their home without any 
objection from him. Accounts of the Muslim conquest of Mecca in 630 
ce relate how, when the Ka‘ba was being emptied of its idols and 
 images at Muhammad’s command, he placed his hand over a painting 
of the Virgin and Child to make sure it was spared. Neither of these 
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 reports explicates why Muhammad treated the images the way he did, 
but one can conclude reasonably that the stories exist to demonstrate, 
through the Prophet’s reactions, that the presence of the image itself 
was not objectionable; rather, the image’s status was determined both 
by its content and the specifi c context in which it appeared.

It is often claimed that Muslims do not have icons, idols, or pictures 
of God or religious heroes; indeed, in modern times, there undoubt-
edly appears to be a widespread Islamic cultural opposition to depicting 
human religious fi gures as well as God in visual form. One need only 
recall the publicity surrounding the making and release of The Message 
in 1976— a fi lm about the birth of Islam in which none of the primary 
characters appears on screen out of concern for Muslim sensibilities. 
Similarly, one might look to the intermittent controversies over the 
American comedy cartoon South Park’s allusions to depicting Muham-
mad beginning in 2005 and culminating in threats against the makers 
of the series in 2010, causing them to self- censor airings of the relevant 
episodes.1 And although the Taliban do not represent a widespread 
Muslim ideal, their destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas in March 
2001 was religiously motivated to some degree, and religiously justifi ed 
to every extent. More recently, the (at times violent) indignation follow-
ing the publication of caricatures of Muhammad in a Danish newspa-
per in 2005, and the reaction to instances, threats, and rumors of the 
desecration of the Qur’an in the United States or in U.S. detention 
centers in Af ghan i stan, Iraq, and Cuba, underscore the obvious fact 
that Muslims hold complex attitudes toward religious images and ob-
jects, and that these attitudes do not refl ect worldviews that are either 
naively unaware of or religiously oblivious to the power of images.

In fact, Muslim attitudes toward religious images and objects dis-
play apparent contradictions that not only are shared with Islam’s sis-
ter religions of Christianity and Judaism, but also are apparent in the 
history of image- rich religions like Buddhism and Hinduism. On the 
one hand, Muslims display a widespread (though not comprehensive) 
taboo on religious depictions, and a narrower— but still prevalent— 
distrust of treating material objects as supernatural or divine. On the 
other, they embrace a religious culture that is rich in images, reacts to 
the images of others in complex ways, and is spatially focused around 
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an object— the Ka‘ba building in Mecca— and its associated primary 
ritual of pilgrimage, which incorporates somatic engagement with 
material objects such as stones and pillars.

It is my purpose in this book to explore Muslim attitudes toward 
visual images and to suggest strategies of conceptualizing the nature 
of perception and the ways in which visual objects and images have 
been and continue to be understood in various Muslim contexts. I am 
concerned with what people see and perceive when they are confronted 
with a visual religious object, and with how they respond to it. In the 
course of the book I offer explanations for the nature of perception 
within contexts where Muslims consciously believe that they have no 
repre sen ta tional religious art and, on the basis of that analysis, I theo-
rize about larger issues concerning the relationships among religion, 
art, and perception. My starting thesis is relatively straightforward 
and not especially innovative: there is a common understanding that 
the only broadly acceptable forms of Islamic visual religious arts are 
architecture and calligraphy. With the notable exceptions of some il-
lustrated books on the life of Muhammad, the tradition of pictorial 
repre sen ta tion of religious personages in the Persianate world, and the 
decoration of a few well- known mosques, such a view suggests that there 
is little pictorial religious art in the Islamic world. Nevertheless, even 
though Muslims would deny that the divine inheres in objects of 
 human manufacture, visual religious arts (of which pictorial arts are a 
subset) remain widespread in Islamic society. Modern scholarship has 
recognized this phenomenon, but it has failed to explore adequately the 
historical and philosophical reasons underlying it. I would argue that, 
in fact, Muslim thinkers have developed systematic and advanced theo-
ries of repre sen ta tion and signifi cation, and that many of these theories 
have been internalized by Islamic society at large and continue to in-
form cultural attitudes toward the visual arts. These discussions are 
not found in the same contexts as they are in Christendom— the history 
of which provides a basis not just for academic understandings of Islam 
but also of art— because of the different evolution of the two religious 
civilizations.

My contention is that Islamic theories regarding repre sen ta tion and 
perception should not to be sought in theological writings or in those 
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directly concerned with aesthetics or art production. On the contrary, 
preliminary answers to these questions are found in scientifi c works 
on alchemy (how one thing can be made to appear as another), optics 
(addressing questions of vision and how the perception of an object 
affects the perceiver), dreaming (addressing issues of imagination and 
psychology), and in philosophical writings, particularly of the kind be-
longing to the Sufi  metaphysical tradition. Since I am interested in 
understanding the nature of pop u lar perception, I focus my analysis 
on readings of important religious, philosophical, and scientifi c think-
ers with a mass appeal rather than works by very interesting but eso-
teric writers who failed to have a substantial impact on mainstream 
Islamic society. This constitutes a signifi cant difference between my 
book and existing studies on religion and art in the Islamic world.

Muhammad and Buddha, Statues and Lampoons

On February 26, 2001, Mullah ‘Umar, the supreme leader of the Taliban 
militia ruling most of Af ghan i stan at the time, ordered the destruction 
of all statues in areas under Taliban control. Starting on March 2, the 
Taliban embarked on an extended campaign using dynamite, anti-
aircraft guns, and other heavy weapons to destroy the two best- known 
pre- Islamic objects in the country, the Buddha statues of Bamiyan. 
Their construction had begun in the second century ce under the Bud-
dhist king Kanishka, and was probably completed in the fi fth century. 
The taller, at 55 meters (175 feet), is believed to have been the largest 
statue of the Buddha in the world; the smaller statue, at 38 meters (115 
feet) tall, also ranked among the largest surviving images of the Bud-
dha. Through a thousand years of Islamic rule the statues had suf-
fered only sporadic, isolated attempts at their destruction by particu-
larly zealous iconoclasts. More recently, they had been viewed as the 
centerpiece of Af ghan i stan’s tourist industry and  were promoted as a 
symbol of the country’s long heritage, appearing on postage stamps 
and state- produced cultural publications before the Soviet invasion of 
Af ghan i stan in 1979.
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The obliteration of the Bamiyan Buddhas was accompanied by 
the destruction of most of the Buddhist fi gural art left in Taliban- 
controlled Af ghan i stan after two de cades of looting and bombing over 
the course of the Soviet occupation and the subsequent civil war. The 
six- week- long saga— beginning on February 12, 2001, with the announce-
ment of the planned destruction of the Buddhas and ending shortly 
after the confi rmation of their destruction on March 26— unfolded 
amid a massive international campaign to save the statues. Their de-
struction was widely condemned in the Western world, in countries 
with Buddhist and Hindu populations, as well as in Muslim- majority 
countries such as Af ghan i stan’s neighbors Iran and Pakistan.2

When the de mo li tion was complete, the Taliban sacrifi ced one hun-
dred cows to atone for the collective Muslim sin of not having de-
stroyed these idols sooner, and invited the Qatar- based tele vi sion chan-
nel Al Jazeera to document the destruction. A few days later, the Taliban 
escorted twenty foreign journalists on a visit of the site. They  were 
fl own from Kabul to Bamiyan and then taken to the razed statues in 
trucks. On March 22, 2001, the Taliban again took journalists on a tour 
of the Kabul museum to show the systematic destruction of all the 
Buddhist statues and images the museum had previously  housed.

The Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas is not represen-
tative of a majority attitude toward religious images among the Mus-
lims of today or of the past. Not even during the Taliban’s fi rst con-
quest of Bamiyan in 1998  were the Buddhas the sustained objects of 
attack, and the damage done to the statues at that time paled in com-
parison to the comprehensive violence perpetrated against the persons, 
livestock, and property of the living population of the area. The impli-
cations of the well- publicized sacrifi ce of atonement after the destruc-
tion of 2001 are important, since they would imply that all the Muslims 
who had preceded the Taliban in Af ghan i stan  were defi cient for having 
failed to destroy the statues sooner. According to the revisionist views 
of the Taliban and the theological school to which they belong, Islamic 
society has been headed down an erroneous and degenerate path since 
shortly after the death of Muhammad; salvation is to be attained 
through an embracing— in word, thought, and deed— of a “pure” and 
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“authentic” Islam modeled on an imagined utopian seventh- century 
life. That Afghans before the arrival of the Taliban  were religiously de-
fi cient is a comprehensible accusation. But what of Afghan society once 
it was ruled by the Taliban? Mullah ‘Umar’s decree for the destruction 
of Buddhist statues was justifi ed on the basis of the possibility that they 
might be worshipped again; the return of idolatry to Af ghan i stan 
could only happen if the self- styled Taliban rule over Af ghan i stan was 
to end, marking a reversal of the positive turn in Islamic revisionist 
history that they saw themselves as representing.3 Styled in this way, 
the Buddhas  were defi nitively cast as idols to be destroyed rather than as 
historical objects to be cherished for aesthetic and cultural reasons by a 
variety of people around the world. The Buddhas had been worshipped 
in the past, and they possessed the potential of being worshipped in the 
future. The latent power of the Buddhas necessitated a double sacrifi ce, 
the fi rst the sacrifi ce of the false gods themselves and the second the ex-
piatory sacrifi ce of the cows to atone for a collective Muslim tolerance 
of idols in their midst.4

The theatrical manner in which the obliteration of the Buddhas of 
Bamiyan unfolded in the glaring light of tele vi sion notwithstanding, 
their destruction was neither part of a preconceived plan based in an 
uncompromising and anachronistic view of Islam, nor a petulant po-
liti cal reaction to the isolation and rejection of the Taliban by the 
world community. On the contrary, throughout the weeks in question, 
the Taliban leadership was sensitive to both international and local 
public opinion; the discursive pro cess surrounding their pronounce-
ments concerning the Buddhas, and others’ reactions to them, played 
a large part in shaping the Taliban’s self- understanding. Although it 
was not representative of an uncompromising and one- dimensional 
Muslim attitude toward images and “idols,” the Taliban’s reaction was 
part of a long tradition among many, if not all, religious cultures of 
manipulating the status of images for specifi c sociopo liti cal ends.

Perhaps the most signifi cant aspect of the Taliban’s rhetorical position 
immediately before and following the destruction of the Buddhas— 
and one completely missed by commentators at the time— was the way 
in which they conceived of and articulated the present in terms of an 
Islamic past. The Taliban’s destruction of the Buddhas in February and 
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March of 2001 coincided with one of the holiest periods in the lunar 
Islamic year. The Hajj pilgrimage, a central ritual that culminates on 
Eid al- Adha, fell on March 3– 6, and it was this Abrahamic moment that 
shaped the public repre sen ta tion of the iconoclastic act.5 Eid al- Adha 
commemorates Abraham’s willingness to sacrifi ce his son and is widely 
understood as a reminder to all Muslims to be ready to sacrifi ce all that 
is dear to them at God’s command. Mullah ‘Umar’s choice of occasion 
can hardly be considered accidental, since the other major act for which 
Abraham is remembered is his decision to break from the idolatry of 
his father and ancestors, an obvious pre ce dent on which the Taliban 
modeled their decision to right the wrongs of their forefathers in Af-
ghan i stan and destroy idols that they openly acknowledged  were part 
of Af ghan i stan’s pre- Islamic heritage.

When Mullah ‘Umar rhetorically asked the Afghan people and Mus-
lims all over the world if they would rather be the smashers of idols or 
the sellers of them, he was clearly referring back to Sultan Mahmud of 
Ghazna, the Afghan iconoclast of myth and legend who sacked the 
Shiva temple at Somnath, Gujarat, in 1025. The local priests and rulers 
allegedly offered a trea sure to ransom the main idols from the temple 
complex, and Mahmud is storied for having replied that he was a 
smasher of idols, not a seller of them.6 But Mullah ‘Umar was also re-
ferring to the prophet Abraham’s break with the religion of his father 
Azar, a maker and seller of idols, and it was this latter claim that reso-
nated in the local press and was applauded by Taliban sympathizers as 
a revitalization of the “Tradition of Abraham (sunnat- i Ibrahimi).”7

Almost a corollary of the Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Bud-
dhas is found in a more recent incident, wherein the religious images 
are Muslim in association, but the agents of their manipulation non- 
Muslim. On September 30, 2005, the Danish newspaper Jyllands- Posten 
published a set of one dozen caricatures of Muhammad under the 
banner “The Face of Muhammad.” Their publication as well as initial 
commissioning was motivated to some extent by a hostility to Muslim 
cultural values as putatively represented by a ste reo typed clerical lead-
ership, a point made clearly by the newspaper’s editor in his 700- word 
editorial accusing Muslims of suffering from a “sickly oversensitivity” 
to criticism: “Any provocation against one of these self- important 
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imams or mad mullahs is instantly interpreted as a provocation 
against the Prophet himself or the holy book, the Koran, and then 
trouble ensues. The Islamic spiritual leaders feel called upon to gripe 
and an army of intellectually underequipped followers respond and do 
what is interpreted as the Prophet’s command and ultimately kill the 
offenders.”8 The Muslim leadership in question was accused of consti-
tuting a voice from “a dark and violent middle age,” and the editorial 
expressed hope that the occasion of the caricatures’ publication would 
help the silent Muslim majority in rejecting “stubborn adherence to a 
dark past.” 9

A week after the caricatures of Muhammad  were published, a group 
of local Muslim religious leaders publicly called on the newspaper to 
“retract” some of the more offensive cartoons and also to apologize to 
the Muslim community; a few days later, a delegation made up of 
ambassadors from Muslim- majority countries called on the Danish 
government to reprimand the newspaper and the cartoonists. The reac-
tion across the Islamic world grew stronger as the months progressed, 
with sometimes violent demonstrations and boycotts of Danish goods 
occurring broadly and with such regularity that it gave the false im-
pression of being a closely coordinated movement. Perhaps the most 
or ga nized aspect of the  whole affair was the role played by a group of 
fi ve imams from Denmark, who went to Cairo and presented the 
Secretary- General of the Arab League with a dossier containing the 
twelve cartoons together with three other, substantially more offen-
sive, caricatures of Muhammad that someone had downloaded from 
the Internet but that had never been published by Jyllands- Posten (nor, 
almost surely, had they been made by a Danish cartoonist). The dos-
sier was found suffi ciently offensive to warrant an emergency meeting 
of the Or ga ni za tion of the Islamic Conference (OIC), where the images 
 were circulated, and it was after this occasion that widespread re-
sponses to the cartoons that caricatured Muhammad broke out.

The Muslim reaction to the Danish cartoons was explained broadly 
in the tele vi sion and written media of the Western world as being 
based in the fact that Islam prohibited religious images (or all images, 
or images of Muhammad), rather than by a different explanation obvi-
ous to anyone who bothered to read or hear what Muslims  were actu-
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ally saying: that they saw behind the caricatures the intention to cause 
offense to their prophet and their religion, and that they  were rallying 
in defense. In point of fact, as with the international uproar following 
the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, the cartoon controversy 
showcased important shared gaps of trust and understanding (as well 
as outright hostility) between the West and the Islamic world in which 
issues of immigration, imperial legacies, and cultural chauvinisms 
played no small part. But in both cases, it is a religious image and the 
issue of what it represents in context that plays the central role.10

Cushions and Tapestries, Angels and Dogs

The power of the image is not new to Muslim society; in fact this 
power is evident at the society’s very formation. The Sahjh of al- Bukhari 
(d. 870)— a compendium of formal accounts (hadith) about the prophet 
Muhammad, and considered second in religious authority only to the 
Qur’an by the majority of Muslims— contains a very interesting refer-
ence to an event in Muhammad’s life with direct bearing on questions 
of visual repre sen ta tion. The hadith account is related in several signifi -
cant variants; according to one version, Muhammad’s wife ‘A’isha recol-
lected: “I stuffed a cushion (wisbda) which looked like a namruqa (a small 
pillow), decorated with images, for the Prophet. He came and stood in 
the doorway with a disturbed look on his face. I said, ‘O Messenger of 
God! What’s wrong?’ He said, ‘What is this cushion?’ [I said], ‘I’ve made 
this cushion for you, so that you may recline on it.’ He said, ‘Do you not 
know that angels do not enter a  house containing images; and whoso-
ever makes an image will be punished on the Day of Resurrection and it 
will be said to them, ‘Bring to life what you have created!’ ”11

In another variant, it is not a cushion but a tapestry: “The Messen-
ger of God returned from a journey when I had placed a curtain with 
images over a room of mine. When the Messenger of God saw it, he 
tore it down and said, ‘The people who will receive the severest punish-
ment on the Day of Resurrection will be those who try to make the 
like of Allah’s creations!’ So we turned [the curtain] into one or two 
cushions.”12
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These hadiths are fascinating on several accounts, not the least of 
which is the suggestion, in the case of the tapestry converted into cush-
ions, that it is not the images themselves that cause offense but rather 
their context: converted into utility items, or perhaps when the image is 
cut up so as to be unrecognizable, a textile with images does not signify 
the same thing as it does when it hangs on a wall in one piece. But it 
would be misleading to draw defi nitive conclusions concerning the na-
ture of images or of signifi cation from this one hadith, since all of 
these accounts form part of a larger group of traditions in the Sahjh al- 
Bukhbrj addressing the religious place of imaged forms, in which not 
only images but also their manufacturers are condemned. In the fi rst 
place, images are represented as unclean (like a dog) in a way that ren-
ders a  house impure and prevents angels from entering it: “[on the au-
thority of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar]: Once Gabriel promised to visit the 
Prophet but he was late and the Prophet became concerned. At last the 
Prophet, may peace be upon him, went outside and found Gabriel, and 
complained to him of his concern. Gabriel said to him, ‘We [angels] do 
not enter a home in which there is a picture or a dog.’ ”13

Or as stated unequivocally by Muhammad himself (on the author-
ity of Abu Talha): “Angels do not enter a  house which has either a dog 
or a picture in it.”14

Elsewhere, the condemnation of images is explicitly religious and 
echoes polemical concerns over the repre sen ta tion of biblical fi gures 
(most probably by Christians, a topic discussed at length in Chapters 3 
and 4): “The Prophet entered the  House [of the Ka‘ba] and found in it 
images of Abraham and Mary. He exclaimed: ‘What is the matter with 
them? They have already heard that angels do not enter a  house in 
which there is an image, yet  here is an image of Abraham! And why is 
he depicted with divining arrows [an activity mentioned explicitly as a 
sin in the Qur’an]?’ ”15 Or in a variant that also associates the repre sen-
ta tion of religious fi gures with attributing sinful behavior to the per-
sonages depicted in the images: “When the Prophet saw images in the 
 House [of the Ka‘ba], he did not enter it until he had ordered them 
erased. When he saw Abraham and Isma‘il with divining arrows, he 
said, ‘May Allah curse [those responsible for the images]! Indeed, nei-
ther Abraham nor Isma‘il practiced divination!’ ”16
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Muhammad’s complete opposition to images, and their association 
with Christians, is also attested to by his wife ‘A’isha, who states, “The 
Prophet would not leave anything bearing images of crosses in the 
 house without breaking it.”17 In other hadith accounts, it is not the im-
age that is condemned but its maker, sometimes unequivocally and 
elsewhere with an explanation of why this must be so. “[Muslim said]: 
We  were with Masruq at the home of Yasar ibn Numayr when [Mas-
ruq] saw images on his terrace and said: ‘I heard ‘Abd Allah say that he 
heard the Prophet say, “The people who will receive the harshest pun-
ishment from God on the Day of Resurrection will be the image- 
makers.” ’ ”18 Image- making is likened to attempting to usurp God’s 
prerogative of being the sole creator of beings, as narrated in a hadith: 
“The Messenger of God, may peace be upon him, said, ‘those who 
make images will be punished on the Day of Resurrection, and it will 
be said to them, “bring to life what you have created!” ’ ”19

In other instances, images are treated as objects of ambivalent 
 status. In one version of the hadith in which Muhammad declares 
that angels do not enter  houses containing images, a companion of 
his declares that their status depends on their context, and images on 
textiles are permissible: “Then Zayd fell sick and we paid him a visit. 
There, hanging at his door, was a curtain adorned with an image. I 
said to ‘Ubayd Allah, the step- son of Maymuna, wife of the Prophet, 
‘Did Zayd not tell us about the image the day before yesterday?’ ‘Ubayd 
Allah said, ‘Did you not hear him when he said: “except a design on a 
garment”?’ ”20

Similarly, in the following hadith (narrated by S. ibn Abi’l-Hasan), 
a distinction is made between the repre sen ta tion of animals and peo-
ple on the one hand and that of plants and inanimate matter on the 
other: “Once when I was with Ibn ‘Abbas, a man came and said, ‘O Abu 
‘Abbas! My livelihood is from my handiwork, and I make these images!’ 
Ibn ‘Abbas said, ‘I tell you only what I heard from the Messenger of God 
whom I heard say, “Whoever makes an image will be punished until he 
breathes life into it, but he will never be able to breathe life into it.’ ” 
The man sighed deeply and turned pale; then Ibn ‘Abbas said to him, 
‘A shame! If you insist on making images, make images of trees and 
any other inanimate things.’ ”21
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The distinction between images on textiles and those on buildings 
or religious structures is made again in a hadith account similar to 
the one quoted above: “Zayd narrated . . .  that the Prophet said, ‘Angels 
do not enter a  house in which there is an image.’ Busr said, ‘Later on 
Zayd ibn Khalid fell sick and we visited him, but when we entered his 
 house [we saw] a curtain covered with images. I said to ‘Ubayd Allah 
al- Khawlani, ‘Did he not tell us about images?’ He said, ‘But he ex-
empted patterns on garments, did you not hear him?’ I said, ‘No,’ he 
said, ‘Yes, he said so.’ ”22

The ambivalent nature of images brings us back to the question of 
‘A’isha’s cushion, which may or may not have started out as a tapestry. 
Versions of the hadith draw together the various threads of attitudes 
toward images expressed in al- Bukhari’s important collection: “[‘A’isha 
said she had bought a cushion with images on it]. When the Prophet 
saw it he stood by the door but did not enter. I said, ‘I seek repentance 
for what I have done!’ He said, ‘What is this cushion?’ I said, ‘It is for 
you to sit on and recline on.’ He said, ‘The makers of these images will 
be punished on the Day of Resurrection and it will be said to them, 
“Bring to life what you have created! And furthermore, angels do not 
enter a  house where there are images.” ’ ”23

It is beyond the scope of this discussion to go into the lengthy schol-
arly debates on the nature of hadith and the degree to which these ac-
counts refl ect actual events in Muhammad’s life or even the consensus 
of the Muslim community at the time of al- Bukhari. What is certainly 
the case is that the hadiths recorded by al- Bukhari form a crucial part 
of the bedrock of ethics and practice among the majority of the Sunni 
Muslim community. As such, the overwhelmingly negative attitudes to-
ward images refl ected in this collection of hadith cannot help but mani-
fest themselves in the views of those Muslims who consider it canonical. 
At the same time, one cannot dismiss outright the nuanced attitude 
toward images refl ected  here, nor help but speculate about the contes-
tation over religious images that underlies some of the important differ-
ences between individual hadith accounts on this topic. Thus, images 
in real life might be problematic, but those seen in a dream are not: 
“[‘A’isha said] the Prophet said to her, ‘You have been shown to me twice 



p r o l o g u e
13

in my dream. I saw you pictured on a piece of silk, and someone said, 
“This is your wife.” When I uncovered the picture, I saw it was of you, 
and I said. ‘If this is from God, it shall be so.’ ”24 Furthermore, not only 
could a tapestry be refashioned into cushions, but the reason why the 
object was objectionable to begin with was not the impropriety of im-
aged form in and of itself but rather its threat as a distraction, such that 
(according to one hadith account), when Muhammad saw the tapestry 
hanging in ‘A’isha’s chambers, he said: “Remove it from my sight, be-
cause its images keep coming to my mind in my prayers!”25

The above examples— drawn from the formative period of Muslim 
society, doctrine, and ritual as well as from our contemporary world— by 
no means span the entirety of attitudes toward images in Islamic so-
cial history. I mention them  here to underscore two important points: 
fi rst, that what is, in the fi nal analysis, a negative- leaning ambivalence 
toward visual images exists in foundational Sunni texts, if not in the 
Qur’an (but this attitude is characterized less by its negativity than 
by its ambivalence on the categories of sanctioned and condemned im-
ages). Second, a complex attitude toward images, and religious images 
in par tic u lar, continues in Muslim society to this day, such that it is 
impossible to speak in terms of comprehensive and pervasive perspec-
tives on religious images, be they of Muslim or non- Muslim origin or 
content.

The Chapters

The chapters of this book progress in groups. In this prologue, I use 
contemporary examples of art- related controversies to stress the con-
tinued importance of the visual image in Muslim societies and sensi-
bilities, after which I go into a brief discussion of the nature of images 
and ways of thinking about them. Chapter 1 continues this theoretical 
discussion with a focus on the nature of repre sen ta tion and resem-
blance, proceeding from a broader look at issues of repre sen ta tion and 
religion in a comparative religious perspective to a concluding focus 
on Islam.
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The next three chapters deal with images and religion, specifi cally 
with the notion of idolatry as it relates to the imagined religious prac-
tice of communities other than one’s own. Chapter 2 provides a brief 
overview of the varied attitudes toward images in Late Antique pagan-
ism and Judaism, then goes into a more sustained outline of Christian 
attitudes toward images, image veneration, and idolatry in the Ortho-
dox Church as well as in Western Christianity before and during the 
Protestant Reformation. This discussion leads into a focus on images 
and Islam in Chapter 3, contrasting the use of broad strokes to catego-
rize other religious groups as idolaters and polytheists with narrative 
accounts from the classical and medieval periods that make it clear 
that many Muslims had a sophisticated knowledge of the nature of 
images, in par tic u lar that of icons in the Orthodox Church. Chapter 4 
broadens the discussion of Islam and religious images by examining the 
repre sen ta tion of idolatry in early Muslim sources and the construc-
tion of Islam as an anti- idolatrous religion on an Abrahamic model. It 
then proceeds to explore the repre sen ta tion of Indian religiosity— 
often treated in Muslim sources as the paradigm of idolatrous practice 
as well as the world origin of idolatry— to show not only that Muslim 
attitudes toward Indian religions  were not homogenous, but also that 
Muslim rulers and writers displayed varying attitudes toward Indian 
images. Furthermore, the manipulation of images, idols, and their use—
including acts of exploitation, confi scation, and destruction— were 
part of an ongoing indigenous discourse of symbolic authority and 
kingship.

Chapter 5 marks a transition to the next section of the book, which 
deals with the arenas of Muslim thought and scholarly writing rele-
vant to the understanding of visual religious art. In part, it comprises 
a critique of the use of aesthetics as a method of assigning value to Is-
lamic art, demonstrating that it is more appropriate to align aesthet-
ics with notions of virtue in an Islamic context. It then proceeds to 
explore the religious functions of amazement, and the place of beauty 
and of visual objects therein. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 continue the explora-
tion of philosophical and scientifi c traditions as they relate to visual 
repre sen ta tion, beginning with alchemy and continuing on to optics 
and perception, dreaming and its relationship to the imagination, 
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then on to a brief exploration of philosophical notions of the imagina-
tion and imagining, which leads into a detailed discussion of imaginal 
existence and its resemblance to physical existence in Sufi  metaphysics 
in Chapter 8.

Chapters 9 and 10 shift focus from Islamic theories concerning the 
visual image and resemblance to an exploration of specifi c examples of 
visual art, in par tic u lar of writing, both in architectural settings and 
in the nonmonumental scale of the written page. Chapter 9 concen-
trates on monumental epigraphy, arguing through a study of the na-
ture of writing and of literacy that public religious inscriptions neces-
sarily operate at several registers for their varying audiences, some of 
which treat the written word as a visual image or sign. This is followed 
by a discussion of the nature of Arabic calligraphy, one of the signa-
ture visual art forms of Islamic civilization. Chapter 10 simultane-
ously narrows the discussion by focusing on writing as image and on 
text as icon, and broadens it by bringing modern examples into the 
analysis, connecting them to traditions of visual signifi cation in the 
Middle Ages and in the early modern period. The Epilogue attempts to 
link this exploration of religious images in Muslim culture with the 
broader discussion from the beginning of the book on the nature of 
images and their appreciation, with the hope of providing plausible 
insights into the place of the visual image in Muslim religious life in 
the past as well as today.

Images and Their Methods

Throughout this book, I have intentionally blurred the distinction 
between so- called repre sen ta tional images and other forms of visual 
art. For one thing, as Mitchell has pointed out, claims of repre sen ta-
tional realism or literalism in images usually relate to their degree of 
conformity to traditional Eu ro pe an artistic conventions.26 And in a 
departure from the majority of works on the subject of Islam and im-
ages, I have eschewed all sustained discussion of those traditions of 
image- making and image- viewing that would be seen as exclusively 
“high culture,” most signifi cant among which is the well- studied and 
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widely published subject of book illustration (and related arts of min-
iature painting). There is a long tradition of manuscript illustration in 
Islamic culture, with the earliest examples of illustrated Arabic works 
being scientifi c in nature, such as the Book of Fixed Stars (Kitbb suwar 
al- kawbkib al- thbbita) of ‘Abd al- Rahman ibn ‘Umar al- Sufi  (d. 986), of 
which a manuscript dated 1009– 1010 still survives.27 The much better 
known tradition of manuscripts illustrated with paintings depicting a 
range of populated and other scenes dates from somewhat later, and 
enjoys its overwhelming popularity not in Arab culture but in the Per-
sianate world of Iran, the Ottoman lands, and South and Central Asia.

My decision to give less importance to these well- known examples 
of repre sen ta tional Islamic art than many readers might expect is 
grounded in the premises and methodologies that undergird this 
book— specifi cally, that the religious place of visual and material ob-
jects should be determined primarily by their usage, as well as by the 
desire to attempt an investigation of pop u lar attitudes toward reli-
gious visual objects, repre sen ta tion, and resemblance in Muslim soci-
ety. The latter goal is particularly challenging since, as is widely recog-
nized across academic disciplines today, it is problematic to use the 
written legacy of elites to reconstruct the lives of the nonelite majority. 
There are a number of excellent works that seek to recover the social 
lives of specifi c nonprivileged groups in Islamic history (women and 
religious minorities in par tic u lar), but few that attempt the practically 
impossible task of reconstructing pop u lar life in premodern times; 
and those that do tend to focus on a dichotomy between a scholastic 
“offi cial” Islam and something  else that is polemically condemned by 
representatives of the fi rst group.28 I use a tripartite, imperfect method 
of attempting to resurrect the opinions of nonwriting majorities: in 
the fi rst place, in my discussion of intellectual trends relevant to issues 
of repre sen ta tion, I have focused on writers and thinkers who have 
enjoyed broad popularity in Islamic history, on the logic that even if 
their ideas refl ected elite discourse during the time of their formula-
tion, they permeated societal attitudes and thinking over time to such 
a degree that they can rightly be considered aspects of normative so-
cial discourse (to the extent that such a thing exists). In the second, I 
rely heavily on existing scholarship on material cultural history from a 
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range of theoretical backgrounds to hypothesize about the ways in 
which Muslims might engage with objects and images in their own 
society, working on the assumption that there are essential continuities 
to human experience that render Islamic articulations of life similar 
in pattern to other articulations. And lastly, I use a similar reliance on 
existing scholarship in a number of related fi elds to place the visual 
object and image not in a discourse centered on art, beauty, and aes-
thetics, but in one where the visual object is judged by its social place, 
with concepts such as effi cacy in intended use, somatic engagement, 
and economic structures of valuation all playing important parts in 
the understanding of the image and its life in society.

Judged in this way, the miniature painting stands out as an example 
of visual art of very restricted circulation, since illustrated books defi -
nitionally have a limited distribution: due in large part to their consid-
erable cost, their circulation is limited to those sections of society that 
can afford them, are guests of those who can afford them, or have access 
to the sort of library or trea sury that might possess them. The specifi c 
nature of the audience for which such works  were intended might be 
open to debate, but functionally all who would get to behold the im-
ages in illustrated manuscripts would belong to a literate and privi-
leged class, not the wider illiterate or semiliterate population.29 This is 
not to say that miniature and album paintings have no social relevance 
or that the attitudes and dispositions of those who had access to them 
are unimportant to our discussion, but simply to underline the point 
that any course of inquiry that places at its center such an exclusive 
form of visual art necessarily limits its relevance to a discussion of wider 
social functions. Perhaps unlike any other visual or pictorial category, 
“miniatures speak to and for the same audiences as do texts.”30 They 
presuppose the existence of text that almost always accompanies the 
image and also frames the attitudes and reactions to images of the view-
ers who belong to one of the very social contexts that comprise the main 
consumers of texts.

In my treatment of visual objects— as distinct from my discussions 
of systems of repre sen ta tion and resemblance— I avoid speaking in terms 
of art practice and appreciation and focus instead on notions of use, 
not in a purely utilitarian sense or as an object used in ritual practice, 
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but more as a conscious attempt to position the discussion of visual 
objects in de pen dently of traditional scholarly arguments that focus 
on aesthetic value. Notions of high culture, “beautiful” art as distinct 
from pop u lar or folk art— to which the label of kitsch could be applied 
even in reconstructions of the past— automatically inject the objects 
with several static categories of valuation based on their relative cost 
and accessibility. Viewed from the perspective of use in society as op-
posed to aesthetic valuation, an image or object that is mass produced 
out of cheap materials has greater societal relevance than an expen-
sive item of limited circulation, even though it is undervalued (even 
ridiculed) by elites as much for its accessibility as for its expression of 
sentimentality.31

In my approach to religious images, I am going beyond the “meth-
odological philistinism” advocated by Alfred Gell as an antidote to 
being dazzled by the aesthetic value of artworks,32 to adopting a posi-
tion of methodological promiscuity: in essence, I am a historian comb-
ing the intellectual history and anthropology of visual and material 
culture, observing the relationship of visual objects to social and indi-
vidual agency and relations. As stated succinctly by Rotman, “This 
means studying ‘art as a system of action,’ examining the interplay 
between images, the forces represented and exerted by these images, 
and the individuals who interact with them. One could call this net-
work of relations ‘the power of images,’ as David Freedberg does in his 
book of the same title.”33 Even though this study focuses on visual im-
ages, my examination of these images and of the people in whose lives 
they are imbricated is mediated by texts and textual culture. Just as all 
people, including the vast majority who do not leave behind textual or 
material footprints, “live with and by ideas, whether or not their ideas 
are ever articulated,”34 visual images from the past are silent. “It is al-
ways the scholar alone who speaks in the presence of the work of art, 
and his entire problem consists in deciding what kind of talking he 
should do.”35 In so doing, I do not presume that texts are transparent 
in their meanings or purport to speak for images, or even to suggest 
that knowledge of some system of signs allows one to understand im-
ages as they explain themselves. Instead, I proceed from the belief that 
visual images “reveal their meaning best by their use.”36
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While accessing a visual world through cultures of text, the histo-
rian must use the visual differently than the art historian, recognizing 
in the fi rst place that the linguistic continuity (or continuity of me-
dium) that exists between a text and its explication does not exist for 
visual images.37 Furthermore, for most of the socioreligious contexts 
discussed in this book, images do not exist without text.

Readers of this book might be justifi ed in objecting to my use of 
modern examples drawn from discrete sociohistorical contexts to hy-
pothesize about the nature of visual repre sen ta tion across the span of 
Islamic history. Indeed, there is no easy way to adjudicate the question 
of unity versus diversity in studying the history of religion. My method 
is born out of a recognition of the difference between relying on writ-
ten versus visual and material data in observing the past, and on the 
cognizance that the latter falls progressively silent the more removed 
we are from its societal and temporal setting. As I attempt to show 
throughout this book, there are sophisticated and dense textual treat-
ments of questions of resemblance in many Muslim intellectual con-
texts, but in none of these do the textual explorations exist in tandem 
with a rich account that embeds the objects in a theoretical or even 
historical discussion. As the best option, one is left with the method I 
employ  here, that of recognizing the object as a form of data in its own 
right, and one that possesses its own systems of understanding that 
warrant the drawing of broader conclusions from the examination of 
specifi c examples. Central to this understanding of the nature of the 
object is the idea of “corpothetics”— a somatic and intellectual engage-
ment of the viewer with the object of contemplation, a method of en-
quiry that centers on the relationship of viewer and viewed rather than 
on theories of viewing.38

Such an image- centered method goes together with the recogni-
tion of a point I attempt to make repeatedly in this book, and espe-
cially in the later chapters: in Muslim contexts, it is wrong to think of 
images without the presence of visual text. Quite apart from examples 
of ekphrasis in literary and scholarly works or of other similar forms 
of text- image relationships, text goes with images in a range of examples 
analyzed  here and must be recognized as part of the practice of images. 
Text functions visually, but the presence of text— the rhetorical devices 
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and literary conventions of which are relatively accessible to the edu-
cated reader— suggests the possibility that the visual religious object- 
cum- text might itself, to some extent, be governed by such conventions.

The religious image’s primary place is not one defi ned by beauty or 
an aesthetic admiration for the skill of its creator, but by its effi cacy as 
a repre sen ta tion, which is to say, the effectiveness with which it allows 
the observer to access what is perceived through the image. The spe-
cifi c physical nature of the religious image certainly informs the be-
haviors of the devotees who interact with it, but neither the image’s 
production nor its reception see their genesis in the circles and catego-
ries of fi ne art and its appreciation. Concepts of beauty as concern the 
visual image can therefore be seen “neither in artistic skill nor in con-
templative disinterestedness, but in the reassuring harmony of the 
believer’s disposition toward the sacred with its visualization.”39

There is a tendency in some scholarly circles to see in the image a 
“natural sign” that operates on a fi xed system of iconographic signifi -
cation. In Mitchell’s words, according to this logic, an idol “must be 
constituted as an embodiment of the real presence it signifi es, and it 
must certify its own effi cacy by contrasting itself with the false idols of 
other tribes. . . .  Most ingenious of all, the Western idolatry of the natu-
ral sign disguises its own nature under the cover of a ritual iconoclasm, 
a claim that our images, unlike ‘theirs,’ are constituted by a critical 
principle of skepticism and self- correction, a demystifi ed rationalism 
that does not worship its own projected images but subjects them to 
correction, verifi cation, and empirical testing against the ‘facts’ about 
‘what we see,’ ‘how things appear,’ and ‘what they naturally are.’ ” 40 I 
proceed from the assumption that no claims to exceptionalism in at-
titudes toward images can be made either for the modern West or for a 
supposedly “anti- image” Islamic world, and hold that the concept of 
practice and its role in society (especially as outlined by Bourdieu but 
certainly not limited to his writings) helps in understanding the place 
occupied by the visual in human society, and that the “aesthetic, eco-
nomic, and pious . . .  do not inhabit entirely separate universes.” 41

Rather than possessing a transparent meaning as “natural sign,” vi-
sual images are somewhat opaque and yield their meaning not through 
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looking at them directly but through observing those for whom they 
hold meaning. One could even think of them as meta phors, in the sense 
that meta phors, like symbol systems as a  whole, function through a pro-
cess of indirection and can only really be made sense of through the 
observation of their implicative techniques.42 The images themselves 
are neither metaphysically nor epistemically static or stable; nor, one 
might argue, are they purely visual in any essential manner, relying as 
they do on multisensory pro cesses of apperception. As stated by Mitch-
ell, one must “acknowledge that this  whole story could be told another 
way, from the standpoint of a tradition which sees the literal sense of 
the word ‘image’ as a resolutely non- or even anti- pictorial notion. This 
is the tradition which begins, of course, with the account of man’s cre-
ation ‘in the image and likeness of God.’ The word we now translate as 
‘image’ (the Hebrew tselem, the Greek eikpn, and the Latin imago [and to 
which we can add the Arabic svra]) are properly understood . . .  not as 
any material picture, but as an abstract, general, spiritual ‘likeness.’ ” 43

In making sense of images in the Islamic world one must remem-
ber— as an aspect of the focus on their use as opposed to any intrinsic 
qualities they might possess— that, historically, religious images did 
not exist purely in a world of religious ritual but that they functioned 
broadly through society which “expresses itself in and through religion. 
Religion was far too central a reality to be, as in our day, merely a per-
sonal matter or an affair of the [mosques].” 44

Images in the Islamic world can be divided into iconic and narrative 
ones, a distinction that is heuristically useful if potentially mislead-
ing. Narrative images are exemplifi ed by paintings in illustrated man-
uscripts that depict events in the life of the Prophet or the biographies 
of saints and other religious heroes. For practical purposes, all others 
are iconic images. In narrative repre sen ta tional art, the primary sub-
jects within the image are engaged in acts individually or with each 
other, and the meaning of the repre sen ta tion is contained within its 
“pictorial context.” The image is thus rendered self- contained, and the 
viewer of the repre sen ta tion is an onlooker as distinct from a partici-
pant. In contrast, iconic art is not self- contained in the same manner, 
and rather than being situated in a pictorial context that gives it 
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meaning, it relies in important ways on the participation of a viewer 
(or worshipper).45

The difference between narrative and iconic images has been dis-
cussed with relevance to Buddhist and Hindu art in ways that are illus-
trative of the Islamic societal context. In an examination of the repre-
sen ta tion of jbtaka tales of the Buddha in South and Southeast Asian 
architecture, Brown has pointed to structural, physical aspects of vi-
sual art as the basis of categorizing objects as narrative or iconic. In 
par tic u lar, he argues that, in cases where monumental art is diffi cult 
to see because of its placement or because there is no obvious linear 
narrativity to the images, it is inappropriate to consider such images 
as real narrative art.46 He contends that not only  were these images not 
meant to be “read” or followed in a narrative manner, but that their 
purpose was an entirely non- narrative one: they made the absent Bud-
dha present, bringing into the mind of the viewer or worshipper thoughts 
of the Buddha and his teachings.47 Brown concludes that such Buddha 
images historicize and serve as reminders of the Buddha, not through 
any narrativity, but simply through their presence. He goes further, 
claiming that the images serve an iconic function, where “iconic” means 
“a form of the deity that is the focus of reverence and worship.” 48

Rotman argues against Brown that, even though monumental im-
ages of a narrative nature might very well have made the absent Bud-
dha present, they must also necessarily have functioned as “visual 
prompts,” even if only secondarily. In the fi rst place, he fi nds it incon-
ceivable that all visitors who viewed the jbtaka paintings did so in a 
purely ritualistic fashion, and contends that it is very likely that a sub-
stantial percentage of the people who visited these images must have 
done so (as they do today) with some sort of guide who would contex-
tualize (or narrativize) the paintings. In the second, Rotman does not 
see the strength of an argument which claims that images that, due to 
their placement, are too diffi cult to see for narrative content can, never-
theless, be fully perceptible for the purposes of actualizing, or making 
present, that which is depicted in them.49 Rather than actualize the 
Buddha’s presence, he argues, such monumental examples of narrative 
art are brought to life through words, be they the narration of stories 
or recitation of panegyrics.50
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Divine or prophetic images that directly resemble the aforemen-
tioned jbtaka images are lacking in the Islamic context; not only are 
there no monumental visual repre sen ta tions of episodes in Muham-
mad’s life, but public visual repre sen ta tion of him is itself almost en-
tirely absent. What does exist is the well- known tradition of manu-
script illustration with paintings of Muhammad and illustrations of a 
number of pop u lar religious or romantic stories, as well as illustrated 
copies of historical works. Paintings in these genres of material pro-
duction qualify as examples of narrative works of art. There are, at the 
same time, several examples of visual religious art (discussed in later 
chapters) that are repre sen ta tional and function iconically in the sense 
just described, in that they invite the viewer— who is expected to be a 
devotee— to engage the image. These include devotional images of holy 
relics such as the Prophet’s footprint as well as images of Sufi  and Shi‘i 
saints that have gained widespread popularity in certain societies fol-
lowing the proliferation of printing technologies in the last two centu-
ries. In some ways, these images, which are often textually captioned 
in a manner that guides the viewer in how she or he should engage with 
the image, can also be seen as narrative images, since the very caption-
ing situates the object within a historical memory involving narratives 
of holy lives. For example, an image of the mantle of the Prophet might 
serve as a touchstone causing the viewer to recollect occasions in the 
Prophet’s life in which the mantle features prominently; chromolitho-
graphs of saints almost always situate the saint in a context that evokes 
elements from his or her life, although these are seldom directly de-
scribed in the accompanying text.51

Particularly intriguing in its taxonomic status as iconic versus 
 narrative is the widespread category of Islamic calligraphic art, espe-
cially monumental epigraphy. As has been suggested by a number of 
authors, and is discussed at some length in Chapters 9 and 10, much 
monumental epigraphy (and Qur’anic inscriptions in par tic u lar) does 
not appear to have been meant to be read. In a manner directly remi-
niscent of jbtaka and other Buddhist images, these inscriptions are 
 often placed in locations that render reading diffi cult if not impossi-
ble, while in other examples the script is too ornate to suggest that easy 
reading was among its intended purposes. It is reasonable to assume, 
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as some scholars have done, that such inscriptions function iconically, 
their very presence signifying a range of things to the religious viewer 
and invoking a variety of memories, emotions, and actions. At the same 
time, one cannot ignore that textual inscriptions are, in fact, composed 
of words, which have a narrative component in most of their usages and 
most certainly in any context where verses (or sections of verses) of the 
Qur’an appear together. This widespread and characteristic example of 
Muslim visual religious art, therefore, serves as a synopticon of the am-
bivalent relationship between iconicity as a characteristic of visual art 
and other, more pedagogical or informative functions of it.

Over the course of this book, I alternate between treating the image 
as a material commodity and as a visual repre sen ta tion imbued with 
power. As material commodity, its religious properties do not simply 
add value to the object but actually have a transformative impact on 
its signifi cance. In some sense, once the object gains religious value, it 
ceases to be a commodity, a point made convincingly by Starrett in his 
study of religious commodities in modern Egypt where objects of po-
tential religious value such as scripturally inscribed stickers and key 
chains can be sold together with nonreligious objects in a shop, and 
even after purchase the potentially religious object does not actually 
become religiously charged until it is placed in an appropriate context. 
A good example of this would be a key chain with a religious motif 
that can be carried around in a pocket with other, ritually unclean 
objects without concern, but that serves a prophylactic function when 
the key is inserted in the ignition of an automobile, where it is pre-
sumed to protect the vehicle and its occupants from misfortune. Even 
more importantly, as commodities, religious objects are no different than 
nonreligious ones until they are imbued with intention.

A [copy of the Qur’an] is comparable to a bouquet of fl owers 
or a box of chocolate for some purposes. A papyrus bearing 
the ‘Fatiha,’ . . .  is comparable to a papyrus showing Pharaoh 
on his war chariot. It thus makes little sense for a merchant 
to take special precautions in the placement of religious com-
modities relative to other commodities. The relevant read-
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ing frame for the marketing display is that of the functional 
differences between commodities rather than of their sur-
face design characteristics. . . .  In fact, the same holds for re-
ligious commodities in specialized shops. Specialized mer-
chants of religious commodities are hardly likely to feel safer 
or more fortunate than their colleagues merely by virtue of 
the volume of sacred writing around them. Swamped with 
signifi ers of blessing, the differences that generate meaning 
are absent.52

In fact, in the microenvironment of the souvenir shop or the ware-
house, the visual religious object is stripped of its religious signifi -
cance and reverts to being a straightforward material commodity.

At the same time as religious practitioners imbue the object with its 
religious signifi cance, religious objects elicit responses from individ-
ual viewers. This is a widely observed fact in a number of religions 
in which the presence of a religious image is used to evoke religious 
thoughts and feelings— and consequently moral behavior— in adults as 
well as children. In a different mode, the dominant form of interac-
tion with the image is through a fear of its power, a phenomenon for 
which the term iconoclasm must suffi ce despite serious conceptual 
shortcomings. Mitchell’s defi nition of the term encapsulates the way it 
is widely understood in modern scholarly circles, and is wholly appro-
priate to this context:

Iconoclasm typically proceeds by assuming that the power of 
the image is felt by somebody  else; what the iconoclast sees is 
the emptiness, vanity, and impropriety of the idol. . . .  The 
rhetoric of iconoclasm is thus a rhetoric of exclusion and 
domination, a caricature of the other as one who is involved 
in irrational, obscene behavior from which (fortunately) we 
are exempt. The images of the idolatrous . . .  must be declared 
“dumb,” “mute,” “empty,” or “illusory.” Our god, by contrast— 
reason, science, the Logos, the spirit of human language and 
civilized conversation— is invisible, dynamic, and incapable 
of being reifi ed in any material, spatial image.53
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The conceptual iconoclasm of the modern critic resembles that of 
the premodern religious polemicist, whose iconoclasm cannot be un-
derstood separately from its polemical opposites— iconophilia (a term 
that sounds neutral today), fetishism, and especially idolatry, which 
still carries a derogatory sharpness in common parlance. But in their 
affi rmation of the need to destroy images, it is the iconoclasts who are 
the ultimate affi rmers of the power of images. As stated by Baudril-
lard, “One can see that the iconoclasts, whom one often accuses of 
disdaining and negating images,  were those who accorded them their 
value, in contrast to the iconolaters, who only saw refl ections in them 
and  were content to venerate a fi ligree of God.”54

The iconoclast and idolater exist across a chasm that does not 
 allow for intermediate positions, where all Muslim, Christian, and 
Jewish believers (as well as devotees of many other religions) position 
themselves— irrespective of their own use of religious images— in 
 opposition to an idolatrous other whose images are impure and untrue. 
This ideological chasm persists in the modern world, where a fi ctive 
middle ground is created by erecting the religious image as an aesthetic 
object. But that very act drains the religious image of its meaning and 
signifi cance, such that it functions as an empty vessel to be fi lled with 
the desires and expectations of the detached, aesthetic viewer. “What 
distinguishes the iconologist from the art historian, the aes the ti cian, 
and the literary critic, however, is the willingness to contemplate the 
‘impure’ image in all its forms— from the fi gures, analogies, and models 
that disrupt the purity of philosophical discourse, to the ‘ordinary lan-
guage’ of images . . .  in mass culture, to the ritual objects the anthro-
pologist might fi nd in ‘pre- aesthetic’ cultures.”55 In large part, this 
books attempts to undertake such an iconological quest for Islamic 
culture.



1

Repre sen ta tion, Resemblance, and Religion

Mad Hatter: “Why is a raven like a writing- desk?”
. . .  
“No, I give it up,” Alice replied: “What’s the answer?”
“I  haven’t the slightest idea,” said the Hatter.

—lewis carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

The interest in repre sen ta tional images often cloaks an ontological 
concern with mimesis, where sculpture is seen as more mimetic than 
two- dimensional repre sen ta tions. Sculpture’s very plasticity lets it re-
semble the living referent more closely than images do, which opens it 
to attacks for being more deceptive precisely because it is more “real,” 
threatening to destroy the border between the living being (be it divine 
or human) and the copy, which verges on being a clone, capable of tak-
ing the place of its prototype, or at least confusing the viewer as to 
which is the original and which the copy. Stories of statues coming to 
life abound in cultures around the world, and in most instances their 
animation results in tragedy for those near them. The distinction be-
tween two- and three- dimensional art, already there in Plato’s thought, 
was well- established by the twelfth and thirteenth century among 
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Christian writers who distinguished between similacrum and imago, 
with the former being applied to sculpture and the second to painting 
(although the distinction is not always maintained strictly). Of the 
two, “image” (imago) is the one that passes more often into general usage 
to mean a likeness of a comparative sort, specifi cally paintings or repre-
sen ta tions of a deity; similacrum, in contrast, implies a replica or copy, 
sometimes with an archetype and at others the manifestation of an 
idea, like when the world is seen as a similacrum of divine wisdom.1 A 
similar difference in implication exists in the Arabic terms for images 
and repre sen ta tions, where svra and tamthjl frequently mean a two- and 
three- dimensional image, respectively. As I discuss in the context of 
Islamic attitudes toward idolatry in Chapter 4, a svra is an image or 
picture, while the word tamthjl refers to a similitude or copy.

A “copy”— certainly in the everyday use of the term— is inferior to 
the original in that it is defi cient, characterized by the lack of some-
thing that,  were it to be present in the copy, would make it indistin-
guishable from the original. In contrast, a “repre sen ta tion” is superior 
(or perhaps more powerful) to that which it represents in some impor-
tant respects. A repre sen ta tion is present when its prototype is absent, 
or it is accessible while the prototype is inaccessible, with presence and 
accessibility being better than absence and inaccessibility in all re-
spects but for some philosophical notions of human behavior. God is 
inaccessible and transcendent out of a complex theological need, but a 
god that is not present in the world, and accessible and responsive to 
its worshippers and petitioners, is not a god that warrants their in-
volvement. In that respect, a repre sen ta tion holds a functional superi-
ority over the prototype.

Mimetic repre sen ta tion by the image— by which I mean both sculp-
ture and architecture in addition to two- dimensional art— is dynamic 
and multifaceted, in that the image does not copy the prototype so 
much as it enters a discursive relationship with it such that they are 
“ontologically interwoven” or in “ontological communion,” as Gadamer 
put it, wherein the image “shares in what it represents.”2 Mimetic repre-
sen ta tion of this sort is distinct from the perfect copy exemplifi ed by 
the photograph. Photographs are, indeed, intimately linked to their 
causes (by which I mean  here the objects represented rather than their 
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physical pro cesses), but involve a different theory of repre sen ta tion 
which is causal: we know a photograph to be an analog of an object 
when we are sure that it is caused by that object; the moment we doubt 
that causal relationship, the photograph becomes devoid of any real 
content.3 Photographs have a tautological nature as repre sen ta tions 
and can never therefore be removed from their specifi c referents, nor 
can they immediately or generally be distinguished from them. “A pipe 
[in a photograph] is always and intractably a pipe. It is as if the Photo-
graph always carries its referent with itself. . . .” 4

This mimetic relationship is exemplifi ed by the so- called voodoo 
doll, which can never be mistaken for the person with which it is as-
sociated, yet it represents the person with whom it has entered into 
“ontological communion.” In semiotic terms, the voodoo doll repre-
sents the person iconically, in that it bears a formal resemblance to him 
or her through association. And through rituals involving the doll as a 
repre sen ta tional sign, the doll brings the human prototype into spatial 
and temporal contact with malevolent supernatural forces. To those 
familiar with the terms of this mimetic system, poking the doll with 
needles or burning or smashing it are not understood as actually stab-
bing, burning, or crushing the person, but rather as instigating the 
successful intervention of these supernatural forces. In the absence of 
any knowledge of the specifi c repre sen ta tional relationship established 
between the doll and the human being, to the outside observer it would 
simply look as if the doll had been mistaken or imagined as something 
 else (a victim) to whom it bore no close resemblance.5

Much of the scholarship on Muslim repre sen ta tional art has missed 
this important point in the nature of mimesis and repre sen ta tion, fo-
cusing instead on an aesthetically constructed notion of resemblance, 
or  else holding to what I consider overly formalistic and ultimately 
misguided distinctions between repre sen ta tional versus nonrepre sen-
ta tional, iconic versus noniconic, religious versus secular art, and so on.6 
This ultimately teleological system of categorizing Islamic visual and 
material art misses the point that, from a perspective that emphasizes 
the place of images and objects in the religious lives of human beings, 
resemblance is not a matter of “looking like” something (with the pho-
tograph of a known person being the most accurately representative), 
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but rather of perfectly embodying those aspects of the relationship of 
repre sen ta tion that are valued within the specifi c context where the 
object belongs.

Aniconism and Repre sen ta tion

There is a practical, if somewhat outdated, distinction drawn between 
religious societies and practices that display an absence of images as op-
posed to those that actively denounce them, with the latter phenome-
non commonly being referred to as “iconophobia” and the former 
“aniconism.” Aniconicism is sometimes defi ned additionally as a form 
of religious practice that does not accept the worship or veneration of 
repre sen ta tional images, especially anthropomorphic ones. Very fre-
quently, aniconic ritual incorporates the use of nonrepre sen ta tional 
items such as found objects, unworked stones, or nonrepre sen ta tional 
manufactured artifacts such as poles or pillars. Following Mettinger, 
I am using the term aniconism in a broader sense to connote the absence 
of anthropomorphic or theriomorphic repre sen ta tional, mimetic im-
ages of deities or other religious personages. In this sense, aniconism 
can manifest itself in two ways, either through aniconic symbolism 
or through a notion of sacred emptiness.7 Such an understanding of 
aniconism— and consequently its corollary phenomena such as iconism, 
iconophilia, iconolatry, idolatry, and so on— focuses in the fi rst place 
upon the presence or absence of religious visual images of any form, 
without concerning itself with broader questions of repre sen ta tion 
and mimesis. It also recognizes the intentional absence of images and 
material objects as a form of presence in and of itself, in that such ab-
sences imply an intentional void where the image would be otherwise. 
This is distinct from a passive or unintentional aniconism, that is, one 
where human beings simply do not have any concern with, awareness 
of, or memory of visual or material religious objects. I will not concern 
myself with such an imagined context since I do not believe that such 
a purely aniconic human society exists. A broad conception of ani-
conism (and conversely of iconicity and so on) also allows for the sus-
pension of preconceived notions of the nature of deities in specifi c reli-
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gious contexts, with their inevitable valuation on a spectrum with a 
singular, transcendent, invisible god at one extreme and a multitude 
of colorful, immanent, visible gods on the other.

Precisely this tension between notions of a transcendent deity and 
the mundane materiality of visual and material objects is apparent in 
the rich visual culture of Christianity, where the Eastern icon and 
Western images came to signify distinct religious views, though not in 
the eyes of actual practitioners so much as in the understandings of 
scholars looking back at the split between the Eastern and Western 
churches. “Heavenly and earthly  were compressed in the [Orthodox] 
icon’s unambiguous stare. Quite the opposite was the case in the West, 
where Gregory of Tours bluntly stated, ‘no joining is possible between 
earthly and heavenly objects,’ and where what Peter Brown calls a ‘dis-
continuous holy’ was ‘deeply inserted into human society.’ The history 
of medieval art in the West is that of a struggle to transform into 
meaningful spectacle, the spiritual impoverishment of visible things 
that had been delegated to a ‘second order’ of signifi cation.”8

Christian attitudes toward religious images are dealt with at some 
length in Chapter 2;  here I will address only some important questions 
concerning notions of visual repre sen ta tion that are illustrative in a 
comparative religious context and are relevant to the place of reli-
gious images in Islamic culture. Even in the case of icons in Orthodox 
Christianity, widespread belief in the supernatural powers that work 
through these images is implicit rather than explicit, and is normally 
presented as such in the stories that describe their miracle- working.9 
The provenance of these supernatural abilities is seldom mentioned, 
presumably implying— but not stating— that the icon’s resemblance to 
the deity or religious personage (Christ, Mary, or a saint) is the source 
of its miraculous power.

It is the aforementioned “second order” signifi cation that deter-
mines the place of images in much of Protestant Christianity, espe-
cially in the modern period, when the ability of images to make the 
absent present has come to defi ne their religious place. Such images 
can be narrative or iconic, functioning didactically as illustrations of 
religious stories or  else, through the repre sen ta tional presence of Jesus, 
by encouraging the believer to think of him and therefore behave in 
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moral ways. At the same time, the purpose of the image can also be 
emotional, in that, by making the absent present, it helps ease the 
viewer’s ache of longing for Jesus. Morgan has shown the role played by 
Warner Sallman’s painting entitled Head of Christ in constructing the 
repre sen ta tion of Jesus for millions of Protestants, especially in North 
America. This painting has been reproduced more than half a billion 
times in a variety of media since it fi rst appeared in print in 1941, and 
through its sheer pervasiveness has become inseparable in the public 
imagination from the appearance of the historical Jesus. Each version 
of Sallman’s Jesus “is an adaptation or variation on the same theme, 
tailored to the situation of an image maker, the market that manufac-
tures and disseminates the image, and the public that beholds it. The 
ultimate effect, however, for many believers, if not all, is a corrobora-
tion of Christ’s ‘real’ likeness. Countless images form an array of same-
ness rather than difference.”10

Among the devout viewers of Sallman’s Jesus, the paint er’s imag-
ined repre sen ta tion of him has taken on a mimetic accuracy such that 
the image is conceptualized as a “photograph” capturing Jesus’s like-
ness with perfect, mechanical accuracy. It is this belief in its ability to 
represent Jesus perfectly that led the artist, in response to pop u lar de-
mand, to paint another version of the same repre sen ta tion of Jesus, 
called Christ Our Pi lot, in which the subject is simply rotated so that he 
faces the viewer a bit more, as if looking at her or him. In its many uses, 
this likeness becomes opulent with the many interests and desires of 
those who depict Jesus as well as those who are devoted to him. “When 
devout viewers see what they imagine to be the actual appearance of 
the divinity that cares for them, the image becomes an icon. The icon 
is experienced by believers as presenting some aspect of the real thing, 
shorn of convention, as if standing before the image is to enjoy the 
very presence of its referent. As an operation of perception that locates 
in an image the genuine character or personality of Jesus, the icon is 
the engine of visual piety.”11 Represented in the many variants of Sall-
man’s original conception, the religious viewer has simultaneous ac-
cess to the historical Jesus, an image of him, as well as the spiritual 
and divine message inherent in the idea of Christ that is signifi ed 
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through the formal nature of the artist’s rendition of his appearance, 
expression, and gaze.

Repre sen ta tion in Hinduism and Buddhism

A similar phenomenon whereby a pervasive and pop u lar modern repre-
sen ta tion of a deity can take the role of a photo- realistic image of a 
historical fi gure is encountered in depictions of Hindu gods in chro-
molithographic posters in modern India, where very standard repre-
sen ta tions of Bharat Mata (Mother India), Krishna (especially as a baby), 
and other deities repeat themselves, though none with the pervasive-
ness of Sallman’s Jesus.12 In the case of many deities, standard forms 
of repre sen ta tion cover a spectrum from the aniconic to photo- realistic, 
such that the goddess Durga can be represented by a clay pot or by a 
number of different anthropomorphic forms with very specifi c icono-
graphic signifi ers (mudras), with all versions representing the deity with 
equal accuracy from the point of view of the devotee.

In Hindu devotional practice, “seeing” a deity has a very technical 
meaning; the term darshan, meaning “seeing,” refers to the central rit-
ual act through which a devotee interacts with the deity. In widespread 
devotional understanding, it is in the precise moment when the wor-
shipper is engaged in darshan as an act of “ritual seeing” that the god 
inhabits its repre sen ta tion, such that the prototype and its image be-
come one, and repre sen ta tion becomes a misleading conceptual cate-
gory since the two are ontologically and epistemologically united in 
that moment. “Seeing,” in this context, is a tactile sense wherein the 
gaze reaches out from the viewer and engages, or touches, the object of 
vision; the eye becomes a tactile organ and, in touching the repre sen ta-
tion of the deity, touches the deity itself in the darshanic moment.13 It is 
their effi cacy in the ritual of darshan, rather than their mimetic accu-
racy as visual repre sen ta tions of the gods, that determines the ability 
of visual images to represent the gods.14 As such, notions of mimetic 
realism are not central to Hindu religious art and are likely not to be 
central to much religious art in other religious traditions, including in 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
3 4

Islam, when viewed from the perspective of the image’s effi cacy for 
believers and practitioners as opposed to its aesthetic, artistic value. 
This situation is hardly new, and holds equally true for Buddhism and 
Jainism as it does for Hinduism: images do not take a specifi c form 
but can change appearance and identity when demanded by the con-
text. As noted by Davis, the lives of Indian images (and to this we could 
add other Asian religious images as well) “are made and remade through 
their encounters with differing audiences, who reciprocally bring 
with them different ways of seeing and acting toward the images they 
encounter.”15

Buddhism poses a particularly interesting problem of visual repre-
sen ta tion that is similar to issues surrounding repre sen ta tion in an 
Islamic context, despite the seemingly substantial difference in doc-
trine, practice, and religious culture between the two faith communi-
ties. Mahayana Buddhist doctrine (especially in medieval India) holds 
the absolute emptiness of the Buddha, which not only makes it diffi -
cult to represent him visually but also begs the question of why one 
should try to do so.16 Furthermore, there is a widespread practice of 
depicting the Buddha nonfi guratively through images of his foot-
prints, his empty throne, stupas, and other forms. Simultaneously, 
Buddhism in India and beyond has a rich tradition of repre sen ta tional 
images, some of which are obviously narrative or discursive, while oth-
ers seem not to be. The latter category comprises the many repre sen ta-
tions of the Buddha in various poses that, though perhaps recogniz-
able from stories of the Buddha’s life, appear to be iconic in nature.17 
Gombrich and Tambiah have taken diametrically opposed positions 
in their attitudes toward the notion of Buddhist religious practices in 
relation to their roles in visual and material culture. Gombrich argues 
that Buddhist practice comprises two distinct and dissonant modes, 
the affective and the cognitive. At a cognitive level and in keeping 
with the Pali Canon, Buddhists are aware that the aniconic relics of the 
Buddha such as statues and stupas do not actually contain the Bud-
dha’s presence. In the affective mode, however, they act as if the Buddha 
 were really in those objects despite believing in textual doctrines that 
state otherwise.18 Tambiah, on the other hand, insists that there is a 
large body of Theravada Buddhist texts that refl ect the belief that the 
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Buddha could inhere in relics and images, and that such objects  were 
endowed with their miraculous “fi ery energy” (teja) and “radiance” by 
the Buddha himself.19 To Tambiah, this does not imply an ontological 
presence but rather one that he sees as semiotic, referring to it as an 
“indexical symbol,” which is to say that the images and relics of the 
Buddha represent him through semantic conventions and simultane-
ously relate existentially and epistemologically to that which they rep-
resent. “The Buddha’s words, said long ago, are partially captured and 
clothed in the Dhamma texts and are vehicles of instruction and re-
membrance; the Buddha’s presence . . .  is ‘indexically’ present . . .  in 
images and relics and other icons and indices, but they too are vehicles 
that aid human understanding.”20

On the face of it, there are substantial differences between Theravada 
and Mahayana Buddhism in their treatment of visual and material 
objects, although it is not simple to maintain these differences across 
historical and cultural contexts. According to the Theravada view, the 
Buddha was a historical, mortal man who lived in the sixth century 
bce and possessed certain superhuman qualities through birth as well 
as cultivation. As such, it is futile to look for his actual presence in 
enduring material objects, which can only serve didactic and mne-
monic purposes as reminders of the Buddha and his teachings. In 
contrast, Mahayana Buddhists would maintain that the various Bud-
dhas  were semidivine beings, who remain active forces in the world 
even though their physical bodies might have perished. From this per-
spective, the Buddha can indeed be present in physical objects and 
images at an affective level even if, from the perspective of Mahayana 
philosophy, this presence is purely illusional.21 In fact, despite the as-
sertions of phi los o phers that images are “empty,” Mayahana Buddhist 
monasteries created large repositories of Buddha images that served 
an important function in disseminating Buddhist teachings. Thus, 
scholarly statements to the contrary notwithstanding, objects such as 
Buddha images and stupas are integral to the history of Mahayana 
Buddhist practice, and Mahayana Buddhism (especially the early tra-
dition) is arguably more visual in character than Theravada, which 
tends to emphasize scripture and concomitant orality and aurality, 
though by no means to the exclusion of the visual image.22
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Much in the same way as it holds true for Islamic contexts, it is 
problematic to divide Buddhist art between the categories of iconic 
and aniconic, in large part because such a division is not recognized as 
meaningful by Buddhist faith communities. Furthermore, it is unwise 
for scholarly observers to take the inaccessibility and lack of an obvi-
ous discursive quality in premodern Buddhist monumental imagery 
as evidence of its non- narrative function, since we are not privy to the 
rules of repre sen ta tion (as well as of architecture, aesthetics, and so 
on) that governed its placement and confi guration and that would 
have infl uenced its perception by contemporary viewers.23 Among their 
many functions, Buddhist images can perhaps be seen as fulfi lling 
two related roles at the same time: fi rst, by providing an opportunity 
for the viewer simultaneously to contemplate the nature of the Bud-
dha’s absence and presence, and second, through their form and their 
use by the viewer, by participating in the pro cess of formulating a sys-
tem of proper practice in refl ection of this very absence and presence.24 
“Such images, really, function as what we might call metapractical ob-
jects: they provide, at once, an opportunity for practice . . .  as well as an 
opportunity for refl ection on such practice.”25

As I alluded to in the Prologue, an alternative (though related) view 
holds that the nature and purpose of Buddhist images is to make the 
absent Buddha present.26 Rotman has criticized this hypothesis, argu-
ing that,  were this notion to be normative in any way, “there must have 
been a citationality of the narrative tableaus on Buddhist monuments. 
If the Buddha was to be re- presented, and not just presented to those 
who had never seen him when he was alive, there must have been a 
known referent, something to which the viewer could key in. There 
must have been a known visual tradition of the Buddha image.”27 Rot-
man argues that it is possible, instead, that the Buddha images  were 
self- referential and therefore looked familiar. In this regard, his argu-
ment is similar to that of Morgan, who, as discussed above, demon-
strates how the pervasive use of Warner Sallman’s Head of Christ came 
to represent the “true” face of Jesus to generations of American Protes-
tants.28 As the case of Sallman’s Jesus makes clear, however, such an 
identifi cation can occur only as a result of an established tradition of 
culturally rooted iconic repre sen ta tion, which may also have held true 
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in the case of the Buddha images, just as it would for Islamic religious 
art. The Buddha images would have been intended to function by in-
volving as well as invoking “a range of strategies with which Buddhists 
could work through the incongruities and complexities, and even the 
contradictions, of precept and practice.”29

Islam and Repre sen ta tion

Images have fulfi lled a number of different functions in Islamic society 
as well, including working as aides- mémoires at a pop u lar level, as ob-
jects of entertainment, and as narrative illustrations. In the last cate-
gory, images function in a straightforward manner when used as back-
drops for storytellers in Ira ni an coffee houses, for example, but in more 
complex ways when they advertise and celebrate participation in the 
Hajj pilgrimage in rural Egypt.30 Repre sen ta tional images have a long 
history in Islamic society, and are found in palace architecture as early 
as the Umayyad dynasty. The prevailing scholarly view is to make a dis-
tinction between secular and religious architecture, pointing out that 
image use was not found in religious architecture during the Umayyad 
Era. Much more work needs to be done on the nature of the secular 
versus the religious in early Islamic society in order to reconstruct these 
categories, since they are almost meaningless in the context of the Is-
lamic world at a time before there was any real canonization of its doc-
trine or ritual. It is more likely that the nature and placement of im-
ages (and other forms of decoration) in the Umayyad period had more 
to do with appropriate spatial context than it did with an emergent 
consensus on the distinction between secular and religious art: what 
belongs in the bath does not belong in the bedroom, does not belong 
in the audience hall, does not belong in the mosque.

Ascertaining the emergence of visual repre sen ta tions of religious 
personages is somewhat easier; the earliest known portrait of Muham-
mad is found in a thirteenth- century Persian manuscript entitled “The 
Poem of Warqa and Gulsha,” although there is some debate over whether 
or not one should consider certain earlier images, in par tic u lar the paint-
ings of the frontispieces of volumes of Abu’l-Faraj al- Isbahani’s Kitbb 
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al- aghbnj, dated as early as 1131, as religious images, in which case the 
fi rst religious repre sen ta tions of Muhammad would be from a century 
earlier.31 By the late Ilkhanid period, there was a substantial prolifera-
tion in visual repre sen ta tions of the Prophet, especially in Persianate 
culture. From then on, such images, as well as others with religious 
themes, became a regular feature of painting in these societies. In 
many cases, particularly in albums depicting the life of the Prophet or 
in books with broader biographical themes, there is an obvious reli-
gious nature to the images.32 However, I would stress once again that 
the production and consumption of miniature and album painting 
was very much an elite cultural activity and had extremely limited rel-
evance to the behavior or engagement with visual and material objects 
of the wider community.33 In many Islamic historical contexts, the 
rules for the palaces differed from those for the majority of the popu-
lation in matters of dress, comportment, marriage, and the consump-
tion of alcohol, and it should not be surprising that conventions sur-
rounding art also differed between the two segments of society. At the 
same time, the major traditions of fi gural painting in the Islamic 
world belong almost exclusively to the Persianate world, and it is con-
ceivable that they refl ect certain broader social attitudes in visual and 
material culture. Unfortunately, there is as yet no scholarship that is 
suffi ciently grounded in a study of the historical context to make sig-
nifi cant conclusions on this important topic.

Outside of the exclusive circles of miniature painting and album il-
lustration for elite audiences, it is much more diffi cult to gauge the 
prevalence of religious images in wider society. There is a proliferation 
of images of saints in the era after the adoption of the printing press, 
and there is some evidence to suggest that repre sen ta tions of saints and 
other religious heroes  were in circulation in earlier times, particularly 
in Turkish society.34 There has been a very long tradition of representing 
God, his Prophet, and other important religious personages through 
iconic objects such as images of the Ka‘ba, Muhammad’s footprint, 
and other visual means, which are discussed at length in Chapter 10. 
Whether such traditions of repre sen ta tion are to be understood as an 
intentional change from what would be called “realistic” portraiture 
in a Western context has been a subject of some debate. A widely circu-
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lated statement by the sixteenth- century paint er ‘Abd al- Samad about 
his more famous colleague Mir Sayyid ‘Ali, in which the latter is said 
to have turned from an art based on form (svra) to one based on mean-
ing (ma‘nb), would suggest that such a distinction between formal re-
semblance and some other form of repre sen ta tion was there, albeit 
relatively late in the course of Islamic material history.35 Regardless of 
the historical development of visual religious repre sen ta tion in Islamic 
society, much needs to be done in reexamining the history of such 
repre sen ta tion in a culture- centered rather than art- centered context. 
Grabar examined the account give by al- Maqrizi (d. 1442) of a competi-
tion between two eleventh- century paint ers named al- Qusayr and Ibn 
‘Aziz. One of the paint ers claimed to be able to represent a person in 
relief so that the subject appeared three- dimensional (and therefore 
“real”), while the other boasted that he could do so by embedding the 
image in a wall. Immediately before this brief anecdote in al- Maqrizi’s 
history is an account of a mosque in Cairo that contained a repre sen-
ta tion of a fountain with footsteps going up to it; viewed from a par tic-
u lar spot, it looked as if an actual (three- dimensional) staircase led to 
the fountain. Grabar concludes from these two brief descriptions that 
medieval Muslims had a naive notion of visual realism: “Both stories 
suggest an illusionist perfection which hardly accords with the works 
known from that time. The explanation is that the eye of the medieval 
viewer in the Muslim world interpreted automatically the simplest 
outlines of what it saw as an illusion of reality, because there is no way 
of interpreting something one knows otherwise except as potentially 
real.”36

What is more likely than an entire society drawing erroneous and 
simplistic conclusions concerning the nature of painting as well as of 
resemblance, is that such statements carry a combination of mean-
ings, none of which is intended consciously to be a proclamation on 
the nature of repre sen ta tion. In the fi rst place, such descriptions might 
very well be rhetorical devices that say more about literary conventions 
than they do about visual illustration. In the second, to say that one 
thing looks like another does not necessarily convey absolute realism: 
when I say that my dog looks “just like” Snowy (Milou) in the Adven-
tures of Tintin graphic novel series, neither I nor my audience actually 
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believes that my living, breathing dog is identical in appearance to a 
cartoon, but rather that it resembles Tintin’s dog in certain important 
respects (white fur, small size, fl uffy ears, and so on). Lastly, state-
ments like those of al- Maqrizi concerning medieval Islamic art are 
designed to elicit wonderment, an important quality of most works of 
art in medieval Islamic society in which objects of human manufac-
ture, like natural phenomena, can serve the didactic purpose of mak-
ing the viewer of an object, listener of a song, or visitor to a site con-
template the nature of a divine creator. As such, statements concerning 
the qualities of an image viewed from a par tic u lar angle or of artistic 
virtuosity in making three- dimensional portraits are not comments 
on mimetic repre sen ta tion but on a number of other things.

There are, in fact, a broad range of repre sen ta tional visual forms 
in Islamic culture, both in the present and in the past, some of which 
are discussed in later chapters, although in the context of this book 
the analysis of arenas where ideas of visual repre sen ta tion and resem-
blance are actually expressed holds greater importance than a discus-
sion of the visual forms themselves. Among the many Islamic repre-
sen ta tional forms, mimetic repre sen ta tion both as mirroring and as 
resemblance through systems of signifi cation appears in a number of 
situations. Sufi  metaphysics as well as literature rely heavily on the 
meta phor of a mirror, most commonly seeing the world or the human 
heart as a mirror that refl ects the divine nature. The meta phor is perva-
sive enough that it has been used by different writers to signify a variety 
of different metaphysical systems, yet none of them suggests that the 
refl ection actually physically and visually looks like the divine nature so 
much as it perfectly represents certain essential divine qualities. As an 
important example of visual repre sen ta tion itself, the teachings of the 
Hurufi  movement in western Iran and Anatolia maintained that the 
human body physically represented God as he is refl ected through 
the letters of the Arabic alphabet. And although Hurufi sm has ceased 
to exist as a formal movement, many Hurufi  ideas— including the reli-
gious importance of letter shapes— continue in a variety of pop u lar as 
well as esoteric contexts in the Persianate Islamic world.37
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Conclusion

The broad lesson to be learned from this discussion is twofold— fi rst, 
that the rules of repre sen ta tion vary by social and historical context; 
second, that repre sen ta tion and its recognition only exist in the con-
text of human life.

Repre sen ta tions are not just a matter of mirrors, refl ections, 
key- holes. Somebody is making them, and somebody is look-
ing at them through a complex array of means and conven-
tions. Nor do repre sen ta tions simply exist on canvas, in books, 
on photographic paper or on screens: they have a continued 
existence in reality as objects of exchange; they have genesis 
in material production. They are more “real” than the reality 
they are said to represent or refl ect. All of these factors some-
how straddle the commonsense divide between fi ction and 
fact, fantasy and reality.38

Images and their resemblance exist in a habitus in which the pur-
poses of those responsible for the images as well as the understandings 
of their viewers and receivers determine how the images function as 
repre sen ta tions of prototypes as well as concepts. Religious images 
might fulfi ll a multitude of functions including remembrance, honor, 
instruction, and intercession, where the last is either for protection in 
a prophylactic or talismanic sense, or is salvifi c.39 In light of this spec-
trum of functions, when considering the repre sen ta tional power of 
images, we would do well not to overemphasize their formal mimetic 
qualities and recall Gadamer’s statement that a religious image is not 
a “copy of a copied being, but is in ontological communion with what 
is copied.” 40 It is the affective relationships, rather than any formal 
mimetic visual qualities, that are the ultimate determinants of the 
value of a religious image. The substantial methodological problems 
associated with using modern data to generalize about the past not-
withstanding, my research on truck decoration in Pakistan and Pin-
ney’s research on Indian chromolithography (in par tic u lar, so- called 
“photos of the gods”) makes clear that pop u lar consumers of such re-
ligious images are more properly seen within the context of a social 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
42

visual culture than in a rarefi ed world comprised of traditions of artis-
tic production. Pop u lar forms of repre sen ta tion make religious images 
accessible to a wide range of people who historically do not have access 
to the high culture art forms of Islamic miniature painting and illus-
trated albums, such that one could argue that the development of a 
pop u lar visual culture occurs in de pen dently, for the most part, from 
the very art objects that have been the primary focus of modern schol-
arship in Islamic art. From contemporary images and their use, we 
know that consumers of pop u lar religious images display almost no 
interest in the production of the images or their authorship, such that 
they are interested in the images as “the sources of future interven-
tions, rather than as embodiments of past intentionalities.” 41 In ver-
nacular (as distinct from elite) cultural circles, issues of mimetic repre-
sentation— of what religious images “look like”— are almost irrelevant 
in comparison to concerns with what an image can “do,” in the sense 
that effi cacy, power, and threat are the primary determinants of the 
accuracy of an image in representing its prototype. The same valua-
tion is apparent in textual descriptions of images in the formative pe-
riod of Islam as well as during Muslim encounters with non- Muslim 
images, when those who characterize images as idolatrous or won-
drous, miraculous or demonic, and powerful or impotent, all base their 
judgment of an image’s mimetic accuracy on factors other than those 
of formal visual resemblance.



2

The Icon and the Idol

Pictures are things that have been marked with all the stig-
mata of personhood and animation: they exhibit both phys-
ical and virtual bodies; they speak to us, sometimes literally, 
sometimes fi guratively; or they look back at us silently. . . .  
They present not just a surface but a face that faces the 
beholder.

—w. j. t. mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?

In a narrow sense, the term icon refers to any image that serves as the 
object of or ga nized, ritual, religious veneration by Christians belong-
ing to the Orthodox Church. Although in a contemporary context 
the term (from the Greek eikpn, or “image”) brings to mind portable, 
painted, religious images on wood, canvas, or glass, for the purposes 
of this historical discussion neither the portability of the image nor its 
medium is relevant. Therefore the category of “icon” as the word is be-
ing employed  here also includes frescoes, mosaics, prints on paper, and 
statuary. The concept of the icon carries relevance for contexts broader 
than those of Orthodox Christianity, and the relationships of resem-
blance suggested by iconicity also pertain to Muslim environments, a 
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subject explored later in this book.  Here I will focus my discussion 
not on theories of iconicity and iconology per se, but on the icon as a 
heuristic concept that delineates the distinction between supposedly 
“good” and “bad” images, the latter being referred to derogatorily as 
“idols.”

The notion of idolatry as the antithesis of “good” religiosity in the 
form of mono the ist worship of a transcendent god is so deeply in-
grained in many modern minds (and not just Muslim, Christian, or 
Jewish ones), that the terminology itself becomes a tall hurdle in prog-
ress toward any explanation of greater questions concerning the vener-
ation of images and opposition to them. The very concept of idolatry—
as distinct from image worship, image veneration, iconophilia, and so 
on— is inseparable from the specifi c context of Israelite mono the ism as 
refl ected in the Bible and subsequent Christian and Muslim elabora-
tions of it. Both formal, direct condemnations as well as expansions on 
the idea of idolatry are found in Exodus 20:3– 6, Deuteronomy 4:12– 19 
and 5:6– 9, and Leviticus 26:1. The Israelite god forbids the worship of 
foreign gods and the construction of images of himself and of anthro-
pomorphic and theriomorphic images in general. The matter is em-
phasized strongly in the episode of the Golden Calf (Exodus 32), which 
clarifi es that idolatry is not simply the worship of “false gods” but also 
of the “true god” in the form of a visual repre sen ta tion (more specifi -
cally in this case, a theriomorphic statue). The categorical rejection of 
idols continues with the prophets, with Hosea rejecting all repre sen ta-
tions of God (Hosea 2:17), and on into the New Testament where Paul 
equates the veneration of idols with demon worship (1 Corinthians 
10:20–21), a concept that had already appeared in Deuteronomy 32:17.

The critique of idolatry crosses civilizational and historical lines 
and follows similar patterns in which both the object of veneration— 
the idol— and the actor venerating the object— the idolater— are subjects 
of derision. The idol is denigrated for being base matter as distinct 
from something supernatural or divine, as well as for its impotence in 
taking care of itself and affecting the lives of others. The idolaters, in 
turn, are condemned and ridiculed for being civilizationally primitive 
as well as intellectually stupid, evidence for which lies in their willing-
ness to worship the worthless idol.
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Tropes concerning the fallacious nature of idolatry  were well estab-
lished in Mediterranean antiquity; the Ionian philosopher- poet Xeno-
phanes pointed out that human beings always created gods in their 
own image, suggesting that if animals had the ability to make objects 
they would create theriomorphic idols.1 Not just philosophical writ-
ings but satirical literature also ridicules the making and use of idols. 
In the pop u lar Battle of the Frogs and the Mice (or Batrachomyomachia), a 
parody of the Iliad dating from the third century ce, Minerva com-
plains to Saturn that mice have been nibbling away at her mantle and 
she cannot afford the cost of a new one.2 Versions of the story are car-
ried into Christian literature in the early third century ce by the Greek 
convert to Christianity Arnobius. In his Seven Books against the Heathen, 
he speaks of how the pagan gods decay and degenerate because they 
are made of base matter, and are eaten from the inside out by vermin:

I say, do you not see that newts, shrews, mice, and cockroaches, 
which shun the light, build their nests and live under the hol-
low parts of these statues? [T]hat they gather carefully into 
these all kinds of fi lth, and other things suited to their wants, 
hard and half- gnawed bread, bones dragged [either] in view 
of [probable] scarcity, rags, down, [and] pieces of paper to 
make their nests soft, and keep their young warm?3

Speaking of the gods’ inability to prevent themselves from outward 
defi lement, he says:

Do you not see, fi nally, swallows full of fi lth fl ying around 
within the very domes of the temples, tossing themselves 
about and bedaubing now the very faces, now the mouths of 
the divinities, the beard, eyes, noses, all the other parts on 
which the outpouring of their emptied fundament falls? 
Blush, then, . . .  and take your lesson and norms from the 
dumb animals and let them teach you that there is nothing 
divine in images, on which they do not fear or scruple to cast 
fi lth.4

The imagery of idols of impotent gods being devoured and defi led 
by vermin is not limited to the Near East. A similar attitude is found 
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in the seemingly unrelated Hindu context where, despite the centrality 
of visual repre sen ta tions of gods in many aspects of ritual, there are 
strong philosophical and social currents that take an attitude toward 
the comparative value of iconic and visual versus unembodied divine 
repre sen ta tion that is remarkably similar to what we fi nd in Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. This is especially true in the period of Hindu-
ism’s sustained contact with Islam and Eu ro pe an Christianity. For 
example, Dayananda Saraswati (d. 1883), the found er of the Arya Samaj, 
a Hindu reform movement that is as opposed to idol worship and an-
cestor worship as it is to Islam and Christianity, attributed his realiza-
tion of the false nature of idols to one specifi c personal experience. As 
a boy of fourteen he went to a temple to worship an image of the god 
Shiva. While looking at it, he observed a mouse run over the idol with-
out any intervention from the god, thus making him realize that if the 
idol was incapable of protecting itself from a mouse, it was certainly 
incapable of possessing any of the qualities of Shiva himself. He there-
fore realized that the idol and the god could not be the same.5

Pagan Attitudes toward Images

An ambivalence— or perhaps an anxiety— over the propriety of venerat-
ing images is found in late antique paganism in forms that both echo 
and foretell similar concerns among Christians and Muslims. The ten-
sion between the philosophical view of the nature of rational belief and 
the largely artifi cially constructed alternative of pop u lar practice was 
often resolved in the direction of condoning devotion to images. Maxi-
mus of Tyre raised the hypothetical question of a phi los o pher who had 
the opportunity of starting religion afresh among a people who pos-
sessed no religious past. In answer to the question of whether or not 
such a person would introduce images, he posited that, since religion 
is the common law of all humans, it is better to continue with common 
practice rather than try to innovate by eliminating the veneration of 
images.6 Dion of Prusa went further by condoning the use of images 
on a variety of grounds, in par tic u lar the longing of human beings 
to be near God, which mimics the desire of children to be near their 
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parents; in the absence of the object of longing, the image helps make 
it present.7

Similar attitudes are found in several of the apologia of late antique 
paganism, perhaps most famously in a passage attributed to the Em-
peror Julian, who abandoned Christianity in favor of paganism:

Therefore when we look at the images of the gods, let us not 
indeed think that they are stones or wood, but neither let 
us think that they are gods themselves; and indeed we do 
not say that the statues of the Emperors are mere wood and 
stone and bronze, but still less do we say that they are the 
Emperors themselves. He who loves the Emperor delights to 
see the Emperor’s statue, and he who loves his father de-
lights to see his father’s statue. It follows that he who loves 
the gods delights to gaze on the images of the gods and their 
likenesses and he feels reverence and shudders with awe of 
the gods who look at him from the unseen world.8

Julian’s defense of images follows a logic that repeats itself in differ-
ent contexts and times, including in Islamic society: that images serve 
as reminders, teachers, and comforters by making the absent present, 
and that they do this without in any way usurping or compromising 
the dignity of that which they represent. Four points are central to 
such defenses of images:

 1. That the images and statues are not gods themselves but are 
intended to lead human beings to thought of god(s).

 2. Through contemplating a statue, a human being engraves in his 
or her mind a diminished image of a god.

 3. By resembling a god, statues are appropriate receptacles for divine 
power and can therefore be the actual loci of miracles.

 4. Since human beings are fashioned in god’s image, it is fi tting that 
god should be fashioned in a human image.9

John of Damascus (d. 749), one of the most infl uential Christian 
defenders of images and an important fi gure in the history of Islam’s 
early encounters with Christianity, spoke specifi cally of the image’s 
function as a reminder: “[The] image is made for the remembrance of 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
48

past events, such as miracles or good deeds, in order that glory, hon-
our and eternal memory may be given to those who have struggled 
valiantly.”10 The mnemonic purpose of the religious image was closely 
related to its imperial use, and acknowledged as such by John. In de-
fending the belief that religious images function as aids that direct 
one to an understanding of immaterial concepts, he wrote: “It is im-
possible for us to think of immaterial things unless we can envision 
analogous shapes . . .  the mind which is determined to ignore corpo-
real things will fi nd itself weakened and frustrated.”11 Yet another 
reason for John’s support of images was that their contemplation en-
couraged individuals to do good and desist from evil. In short, images 
fulfi lled a moral didactic function in various ways.

Israelite and Jewish Attitudes to Images

Judaism, like Islam, is often seen as a resolutely aniconic (even icono-
phobic) religion in which a scriptural ban on images informs all atti-
tudes toward the visual image. In actual fact, Jews as well as ancient 
Israelites expressed their religious attitudes iconographically using 
a variety of media in addition to the text, and deployed these vari-
ous media as dexterously as did Muslims in their attempts to repre-
sent God.

Despite a visual aniconism that characterizes Judaism, there is little 
doubt that early and medieval Jews attributed a variety of signifi cations 
to images, a fact amply attested to in parables of women fashioning 
male statues with the intention of copulating with them, the construc-
tion of wooden effi gies of beautiful women, or the exegeses (especially 
in the Zohar) of Pharaoh’s behavior and image- making, or most fa-
mously, the many commentaries on the incident with the Golden Calf, 
all of which point to a variety of complex understandings of the visual 
image as something with a power over human beings that can be erotic 
or po liti cal, and only sometimes condemnable.12

Early Rabbinic law closely followed biblical prescriptions on the 
worship of images, but it did not extend the ban on image worship to 
a blanket condemnation of all forms of visual religious art.13 In fact, if 
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medieval Christians are to be believed in this regard, they did not as-
sociate Jews and Judaism with a strict aniconism or iconophobia. The 
dominant Christian view (undoubtedly refl ecting a polemical posi-
tion) appears to have been that Jewish religious culture offi cially per-
mitted the creation and use of visual art. Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) 
went so far as to express his criticism of the luxury of the church of his 
day by likening it to the opulence of Jewish material religion.14 As late 
as the sixteenth century, neither Christians nor Jews seem to have re-
garded Judaism as broadly aniconic or to have thought that Jews  were 
themselves defi cient in or devoid of visual religious art. Nor do the 
Jews of the period appear to have understood the biblical laws con-
cerning images as a complete ban on the production, use, or even de-
lectation of visual images.15

The explicit biblical prohibition of images appears to be a late, per-
haps Deuteronomistic, development in Israelite religion, and no ex-
plicit prohibition can accurately be dated earlier than the fall of the 
Northern Kingdom. Biblical statements in prohibition of images are 
mostly directed at images of other gods and probably rest on earlier 
traditions or conventions of aniconism; as such, they should be seen as 
extrapolations on the fi rst commandment, although the end result is 
that they also cause the prohibition of images of the god of Israel.16 
According to Mettinger, so- called Deuteronomist theology explicitly 
banned certain kinds of religious images because of their associa-
tion with the paganism of the surrounding cultures of Babylonia and 
Egypt, because of their status as artifacts of human labor, and because 
of the anthropomorphic nature of their symbols. This is juxtaposed to 
an earlier, more permissive, attitude toward images that changed as 
a result of a greater theological sophistication that came to character-
ize the Israelite sense of religious difference between themselves and 
others.17

The ambivalence concerning visual images extends to the writings 
of Jewish philosophical thinkers from the Second Temple period. Jose-
phus, the fi rst- century ce Jewish historian writing in Greek, provides a 
very detailed description of Solomon’s temple and palaces as well as of 
those built and possessed by Herod. He criticizes Solomon for order-
ing statues of oxen for the temple and of lions for his throne, and he 
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also condemns Herod for placing images of living creatures within the 
temple. However, his denunciations do not constitute a blanket con-
demnation of visual religious art, nor do the writings of Philo, even 
though Philo maintains that Moses prohibited his followers from en-
gaging in or possessing sculpture and painting because “their crafts 
belie the nature of truth and work deception and illusions through 
the eyes to souls that are ready to be reduced.”18 In fact, it is likely that 
Philo believed it was not the painting of images that was prohibited 
but rather the construction and use of polychrome statues.19 Jewish 
scholars from the Middle Ages supported the importance of the visual 
in religious objects. Profi at Duran (Isaac ben Moses Levi) maintained 
that it was important that one study the Bible from lavish, ornately 
decorated and illuminated copies because “the contemplation and study 
of pleasing forms, beautiful images and drawings broaden and stimu-
late the soul.”20 Even the incident involving the worship of the Golden 
Calf was not condemned unequivocally. For example, in discussing 
the sin associated with worshipping the Golden Calf, Judah Halevi (d. 
1141) held the Israelites accountable but maintained that of the total 
population of 600,000, less than 3,000 had committed the sin of en-
gaging in worship using a divinely unauthorized image, and for which 
they  were punished by death.21

The ambivalent Jewish position on images is refl ected in the varied 
attitudes expressed by Jews toward image veneration and use in other 
religious traditions, especially Islam and Christianity. Jewish criti-
cisms of the use of images among Christians fi rst became widespread 
in the seventh century, when Jews deployed the biblical condemna-
tions in their competition with Christians, wielding the Torah’s prohi-
bition against idolatry as the basis of their polemical opposition. In 
response to the argument that God had, in fact, commanded Moses to 
make two golden cherubim (Exodus 25:18), the common Jewish rejoin-
der was that God had permitted images as reminders of him, not as 
objects to be venerated.22

Jewish pilgrims in the Middle Ages seemed to be more explicit in 
their view of themselves as distinct from the Christians; they expressed 
this opinion in ways that characterize Christians as only nominally 
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distinct from idolaters. The twelfth- century traveler Benjamin of 
Tudela used the biblical term bamah (“high place,” typically associated 
with sacrifi ces to Ba‘al) to designate Christian holy places; this was the 
same word he used for polytheistic or pagan places of worship. The 
term kenisah, in contrast, was the word he used interchangeably for syna-
gogues and mosques. However, he reserved use of the technical term 
for idolatry (‘avodah zarah, literally “foreign worship”) only to refer to 
Christian monuments— not places of worship— thus showing either 
nuance or ambivalence regarding the Christian relationship to idola-
try. Similarly, when describing the Holy Land— particularly Ezekiel’s 
tomb, where Jews and Muslims worshipped together— as well as the 
Temple Mount and Rachel’s tomb, another twelfth- century pilgrim, 
Petahiah of Ratisbon, clearly saw Muslim rituals and sacred spaces to 
be religiously similar to Jewish ones and therefore unproblematic, but 
regarded Christian religious spaces as idolatrous.23 In describing one of 
the Islamic buildings that had fallen into Christian hands, Petahiah 
claims that the Christians had attempted to place “idolatrous statues” 
within it, but they kept toppling over. Eventually, they embedded the 
statues into the walls, but even that technique did not help the statues 
that had been placed in the “Holy of Holies” from falling over.24

Despite this ambivalence, however, there are clear examples of Jew-
ish condemnation of the practice of idolatry, which is linked in a fa-
miliar trope with all forms of licentious and grotesque behavior. A 
tract that could easily have been written by a Muslim iconophobe is 
preserved in The Wisdom of Solomon, a work probably dating from the 
fi rst century bce:

Afterward it was not enough for them to err about the 
knowledge of God, but they live in great strife due to igno-
rance, and they call such great evils peace. For whether they 
kill children in their initiations, or celebrate secret myster-
ies, or hold frenzied revels with strange customs, they no 
longer keep either their lives or their marriages pure, but they 
either treacherously kill one another, or grieve one  another 
by adultery, and all is a raging riot of blood and murder, 
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theft and deceit, corruption, faithlessness, tumult, perjury, 
confusion over what is good, forgetfulness of favors, pollu-
tion of souls, sex perversion, disorder in marriage, adultery, 
and debauchery. For the worship of idols not to be named is 
the beginning and cause and end of every evil. For their wor-
shippers either rave in exultation, or prophesy lies, or live 
unrigh teously, or readily commit perjury; for because they 
trust in lifeless idols they swear wicked oaths and expect to 
suffer no harm. But just penalties will overtake them on two 
counts: because they thought wickedly of God in devoting 
themselves to idols, and because in deceit they swore unrigh-
teously through contempt for holiness. (14:22– 30)25

In brief, it can be said that Israelite and Jewish aniconism is the 
 result of internal developments in the religious tradition; these devel-
opments seem to have begun before the theological system that came 
to justify and sustain the attitude toward images. Most importantly, 
Jewish aniconism or iconophobia is not comprehensive; it allows for 
a range of attitudes toward religious images and does not constitute 
a distinctiveness unique to Judaism.26 A related attitude, it can be ar-
gued, also characterizes Christianity and Islam, although in distinct 
ways.

Christianity and the Idolatrous “Other”

Philo of Alexandria (d. ca. 50 ce) considered anthropomorphism “an 
impiety greater than the ocean” and took great pains to differentiate 
the divine from anything conceivable as a human likeness. In On the 
Decalogue (Book XII, chap. 52– 80) and Of the Contemplative Life (chap. 
3– 9), he wrote separate accounts of the extrabiblical, pagan gods, and 
followed the same fi ve- point critique of idolatry in both; he condemned 
idolatry, zoolatry, the notion of the pagan gods as true actors in his-
tory, and the deifi cation of natural elements and of heavenly bodies 
(such as the sun, moon, and cosmos).27 Christian apologists of the 
early centuries frequently targeted the pagans’ uses of images, particu-
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larly statues, and referred to their practices as idolatry. For example, 
Origen made a four- point critique of the use of statues:

 1. Through the act of revering them, human beings begin to believe 
that the statues are themselves gods.

 2. Reverence of material objects in the form of statues represents a 
diversion and debasement of the reverence that belongs solely to 
God.

 3. Demons take up residence in statues and their precincts.
 4. The biblical ban on images remains binding on Christians.28

Idol veneration as a ritual practice clearly exists in all times, but the 
practice of venerating idols is not the actual concern in most discus-
sions so much as the fact that the charge of idolatry or idol worship 
serves to distinguish one’s own group as those who believe in and 
practice “true” religion from others who practice a false one. For medi-
eval Christians, as for Muslims, the idolatry that characterized the 
biblical and pagan past did not come to an end with the advent of 
Christianity. It remained an ongoing threat, both from without, such 
as from the Muslims whose supposed idolatry will be discussed later, 
and from within, in the form of the ongoing threat the use of images 
represented to some Christian thinkers. It is for this reason that idola-
try is listed as a key social sin in the didactic program of twelve virtues 
and twelve vices in the Catholic Church, a program instituted at Notre 
Dame in Paris and later copied at Chartres and Amiens.29

Echoing tales of the introduction of idolatry to the Arabian Penin-
sula discussed in Chapter 4, the origins of idolatry are understood by 
Christians to lie no more in ignorance than in tyranny, which uses fear 
to institute idolatrous worship, as well as in the fl attery and conceit of 
the holders of earthly power. The thirteenth century also witnessed 
the rising popularity of images of saints as idol- destroyers, which nor-
mally appeared in one of two ways— as a saint who refuses to worship 
idols (an act that frequently leads to his or her martyrdom), or as a 
saint who initially goes along with idolatry but eventually is responsi-
ble for the destruction of idols.30

One of the most enduring uses of the concept of idolatry lies in 
imagining a cultural other as distinct from oneself, a pro cess that is 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
54

simultaneously exoticizing in romantic or wondrous senses and a 
means of arguing for one’s own religious and cultural superiority. The 
importance of idols and idolatry in Muslim conceptualizations of In-
dia as a place of wonders is dealt with later in this book. Although 
never to the same degree as they did in the case of India and Hindus, 
Muslims also constructed Christianity in terms that involved idolatry, 
especially during the crusader period when they  were engaged in a dia-
logic relationship with Western Christianity in which mutual charges 
of paganism and idolatry played no small part. Christian devotion to 
visual images was juxtaposed to the nonmaterial, pure faith of the 
Muslims in passages such as the following:

The Franks said “we will pour forth our soul, spill our blood, 
give up our lives. This is our church of the Resurrection. . . .  
We love this place, we are bound to it, our honour lies in hon-
ouring it.  Here are the pictures of the apostles conversing, 
Popes with their histories, monks in their cells . . .  here are 
the effi gies of the Madonna and the Lord of the temple . . .  
and what is described and sculpted of his disciples and the 
Master, of the cradle and the infant.  Here are the effi gies of 
the ox and the ass.”31

Such passages remain rare, and although Muslim apologetics con-
cerning Christians routinely refer to the impropriety of the Christian 
love for images, they stop short of referring to Christians as idolaters, 
in all likelihood on account of the explicit Qur’anic recognition that 
Christians, together with Jews, constitute “People of the Book” and 
practice a recognized form of mono the ism, albeit a distorted and infe-
rior one. Christian apologists, on the other hand,  were not subject to 
any such restrictions, and freely constructed an image of Islam and 
Judaism in which idolatry played a central role, to the point of reimag-
ining these religions as idolatrous versions of Christianity.

Muslims  were the subjects of such reimaginings to the same degree 
as Jews although, signifi cantly, it is not image veneration itself that was 
to be condemned by Christians but the worship of “false” images. The 
poems of Gautier de Coincy, for example, speak of Muslims (Saracens) 
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and Jews stealing and ritualistically “murdering” Christian images in 
a manner reminiscent of accounts of the martyring of saints, a paral-
lel that holds strong to the point that the “murderers” sometimes mi-
raculously convert during the act of killing the Christian image.32 
Islam was often represented as a cultural continuation of Greek and 
Roman paganism, thereby necessitating a demonstration of the Mus-
lims’ religion not only as pagan but also idolatrous. As such, Muslims 
 were naturalized as Christianity’s “other,” constructed as a deviant 
mirror image of Christianity, complete with a counter- trinity of false 
gods. As Tolan describes in his comprehensive treatment of repre sen-
ta tions of Islam and Muslims in the medieval Christian West, medi-
eval Christian texts— be they in Latin, French, or other languages— 
painted the religion of the Saracens in the same colors as Roman 
idolatry. In the twelfth century, Muslims  were described as worship-
ping a host of idols made of stone and precious metals, which  were 
inhabited by demons and possessed magical powers, and before which 
the Saracens prostrated themselves and made sacrifi ces.33 Although 
earlier Christians— particularly those in the East who had a greater 
familiarity with Islam and its sacred geography— attacked Muslims 
for perpetuating pre- Islamic Arab litholatry or the Venus cult in their 
veneration of the Ka‘ba, their treatment of Muslims as idolaters was 
nowhere as vivid as it was in the medieval Latin West.34 In this latter 
imagining, Islamic “idolatry” combines cruelty, illicit and licentious 
sexuality, and destructiveness.

Muslims  were said to worship idols of Jupiter or Apollo, although 
chronicles of the First Crusade refer to them sometimes as Mahummico-
lae, or “Muhammad- worshippers.”35 Accounts of the siege of Jerusalem 
cast Muslims not only as pagans, but also very clearly as pagans who 
mirror Christian religious behavior. On seeing the Christians circling 
the city, the Muslims bring out their idol “Machomet” and beseech 
him to save the city. The idol is made to confront the crucifi x carried 
aloft by the besieging Christians and, depending on the chronicle, ei-
ther the crucifi x bleeds miraculously or the Saracen idol acts magi-
cally, symbolizing in mirrored ways the impending Christian victory. 
The leader of the Muslims, “the Amiravissus,” laments:
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O Mathome, Mathome, who worshipped you with greater 
magnifi cence, in shrines of gold and silver, with beautifully 
decorated idols of you, and ceremonies and solemnities and 
every sacred rite? But  here is how the Christians often insult 
us, because the power of the crucifi x is greater than yours: 
for it is powerful on heaven and earth. Now it appears that 
those who confi de in it are victorious, while those who ven-
erate you are vanquished. But it is not the fault of our lack of 
care, for your tomb is more adorned than his with gold, 
gems, and precious things.36

The purpose behind such depictions of Islam in writings from the 
crusades is to demonstrate that the current struggle against a reli-
gious opponent is not new, but rather constitutes the ongoing battle 
between good (as Christianity) and evil (as paganism); this pattern 
holds true for the epic chansons de croisade as much as for the chronicles 
of the period. The Chanson d’Antioche provides a vivid description of 
Saracen idolatry in terms that are not only reminiscent of Christian 
accounts of Roman paganism, but also bear close resemblance to Mus-
lim accounts of Hindu idolatry:

The center of the pagan cult . . .  is Mahome[t], an idol held 
in midair by magnets. A defeated Saracen general, Sansa-
doines, strikes the idol, knocking it down and breaking it 
after it has shown itself powerless to secure victory for its 
devotees.  Here again, the pagan enemy himself realizes the 
powerlessness of his idols and destroys them with his own 
hand. Sansadoines then predicts to the Saracens that they 
will be defeated by the Christians who will ‘break the walls 
and palisades of Mieque [Mecca], will take Mahomet down 
from the pedestal where he is placed, [and will take] the 
two candelabra that sit there’ . . .  The conquest of Mieque, 
the Saracens’ cultic center, will mark the ultimate defeat of 
paganism.37

The chansons de geste go even further in maintaining the alterity of 
Islam as an inversion of Christianity. In the Chanson de Roland, the 
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Saracens are pagans who worship an unholy trinity of Mahumet, Apol-
lin, and Tervagant, whose images they carry on their banners when 
they come out to battle the Christian knights. When Roland chops off 
the hand of Marsile, the Saracen king, the defeated knight rushes 
home to Saragossa where the idolatrous Saracens blame their idols for 
the Muslim defeat, hurling Mahumet from the parapets to be defi led 
by pigs and dogs. Finally, when the Christians conquer Saragossa, they 
enter the “sinogoges” and “mahumeries” and destroy all the idols.38

Tolan, in contradiction of some modern writers, convincingly ar-
gues that Saracen idolatry was not simply a literary trope deployed by 
medieval Christians, but that it became an essential element in Chris-
tian understandings of Islam and Muslims, such that both the au-
thors and the audiences of these epics saw the Saracen as synonymous 
with the pagan.39 Nevertheless, there are striking ways in which the 
construction of paganism and idolatry follows patterns regardless of 
the actual practice of the community accused of being idolatrous or the 
amount of available information that potentially could disabuse the 
writer of his or her mistaken ideas concerning the beliefs and practices 
of the imagined religious other. On the one hand, idolatry is a charac-
teristic of the religious other; on the other, it cannot be a positive reli-
gious behavior even, in cases of Muslim descriptions of Indian idola-
try, where the author does not make critical statements about the idol 
or the behavior of the idolaters. The repre sen ta tion of idolatry never 
escapes a general, underlying critique. Thus, even in the case of the re-
action of the Spanish Christians to Mesoamerican populations, the 
latter had to be constructed in terms of known idolatry for them to fi t 
a pattern of justifi ed subjugation and annihilation. Idols serve as 
“anti- images” in cultural self- defi nition, and “otherness” is articulated 
through notions of idolatry that persist outside the medieval world.40

The Iconoclast Controversy

The historical period commonly referred to as the age of iconoclasm 
has long been presented as a defi nitive moment in the history of Chris-
tianity’s relationship with the religious image. It has also been treated 
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as a critical moment in Islam’s encounter with the visual image, both 
in terms of Byzantine infl uence on formative Muslim attitudes toward 
visual imagery and in terms of Islam’s putative infl uence on the rise of 
iconoclasm among Christians of the time. One needs to bear in mind, 
fi rst and foremost, that at the end of the century and a quarter for-
mally identifi ed with this period, it was the veneration of images that 
carried the day; also, not only do very few of the documents produced 
by the earliest iconoclasts survive, but those that do have been dis-
torted, and sometimes forged, by the iconophile victors who wrote the 
history of this period. When investigated more thoroughly, notorious 
events such as the destruction of the icon of Christ at the gates of the 
imperial palace at Chalcedon by Leo III turn out not to be true, as 
does the simplistic and brutish nature of the objection to images that 
is sometimes attributed to the so- called iconoclasts.41 Furthermore, 
although the term iconoclast was occasionally used pejoratively starting 
in the early eighth century, its use to name a period in history did not 
begin until the sixteenth century, and it has only been since the 1950s 
that the term has been fi rmly attached to the period of image debates 
in the eighth and ninth centuries. The Byzantine Christians of the time 
referred to the phenomenon as iconomachy, the “image struggle.” 42

Nevertheless, the iconoclast period and the centuries immediately 
before it remain critically important to any discussion of the develop-
ment of attitudes toward the religious image in Christendom and the 
Islamic world; it is the period roughly from the sixth century until the 
start of the Iconoclast Era (sometimes referred to as the Byzantine Dark 
Age) when Byzantium’s major transformation from classical antiquity 
was made. Internal problems, repeated attacks from the northeast, 
and, importantly, the Arab- Muslim conquests and attacks (including 
the siege of Constantinople in 717– 718) served to destabilize the empire, 
deprive it of important sources of revenue, and even threaten its exis-
tence. At one point, the population of the capital fell to approximately 
40,000 and Greek cities, which had continued to be centers of culture 
and education into the sixth century, shrunk in importance or  else  were 
destroyed by invasion. Much of the old educational system— and to-
gether with it classical books and the knowledge they contained— was 
gone, and pre- Christian antiquity ceased to be part of the conscious-
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ness of the general populace.43 It was after the Iconoclast Era that the 
Byzantine Christian world developed an interest in rediscovering its 
classical past, and it was the iconoclasts and their form of argument 
that  were largely responsible for stimulating this interest.44

The iconoclast interlude is seen by most writers on the period to 
have run from 724 to 843 ce, offi cially beginning during the reign of 
Leo III and ending immediately after the death of Theophilus. Its 
fi rst references are in three letters written by the patriarch Germanos 
(r. 715– 730 ce), in one of which he expresses consternation over certain 
actions of the emperor Constantine, who is accused of not showing 
religious images appropriate honor by performing proskynesis in front 
of them.45 According to the pop u lar view, Leo III (r. 717– 741) took steps 
in 725– 726 to severely limit the use of religious images and prohibit 
image worship, then ordered that all images be destroyed, including the 
aforementioned icon of Christ on the main gate of the imperial palace 
of Chalcedon. He declared two edicts against the veneration of icons, 
in 726 and 729, and forced the patriarch of Constantinople, Germanos, 
to sign the latter edict and eventually to resign in 730. Leo’s reforms 
 were stiffl y opposed by the monastic orders as well as major sections of 
the Byzantine bureaucracy, and he reacted with sustained and system-
atic persecution, confi scating much land and other property from the 
monasteries, vilifying and banishing monks and bishops, and ap-
pointing loyalists in their place. Anastasios (d. 754), the new patriarch, 
supported Leo III in his efforts, as did other high- ranking members of 
the church within the po liti cal domains of Byzantium. This was not 
the case in the Islamic lands, where John of Damascus, who served as 
a courtier to the caliph Hisham (r. 724– 743), famously wrote three apol-
ogies in support of icons that collectively came to be known as the 
“Oration in Defense of the Sacred Images.” 46

Despite the fact that the papacy was po liti cally subject to Byzan-
tium and its emperor, both Gregory II (r. 715– 731) and Gregory III (r. 
731– 741) formally protested Leo III’s persecution of icons and iconod-
ules, and he was also condemned by the Council of Rome in 731. After 
the death of Leo III, his son Constantine V (r. 741– 775) continued with 
a regime of iconoclastic policies. Under his patronage and with his ac-
tive participation— for he was himself a talented theologian (or at least 
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pretended to be)— the Byzantine court and its iconoclastic patriarchs 
elaborated a doctrine opposed to the worship of icons. This doctrine 
was enforced at the Council of Hieria in 754.47

Even though few of the writings from the Council of Hieria survive, 
and those that do have been shaped and kneaded by the hands of 
iconophiles opposed to the positions expressed in the documents from 
the council, it appears that the council in 754 represented a qualita-
tive development in arguments opposing the veneration of images. 
It is, however, debatable as to whether such formulations are products 
of that time or represent earlier trends concerning the legitimacy of 
image veneration within Christian circles. Leo III had justifi ed his 
iconoclastic policies in sweeping terms that condemned the worship 
of any material object of human manufacture. In contrast, the Coun-
cil of Hieria made the christological argument that venerating a phys-
ical repre sen ta tion of Christ reifi ed his physical nature. This would 
imply that iconodules  were either limiting him to his human form or 
separating out his human nature, both of which  were doctrinally 
unacceptable.

The Council of Hieria was followed by several years of sustained per-
secution of monks who continued to represent the main source of op-
position to the new doctrine, with many monasteries either secularized 
or destroyed, and monks mutilated, killed, sent into exile, or compelled 
to marry. This repression directly resulted in the anti- iconoclastic 
Council of Rome of 769, which marked an important step in separating 
the Eastern and Western churches in Christianity.

Ironically, it appears that it was the christological emphasis of the 
Council of Hieria that forced the iconodules to develop a theology of 
their own, since they  were forced to defend image worship in argu-
ments that would be manifestly justifi able in Christian terms. In fact, 
one could argue that Christianity developed complex ideas regarding 
the nature of the religious image— and subsequent ideas regarding the 
nature of representation— precisely because Christian iconodules  were 
compelled to justify their own use of images to powerful internal crit-
ics. In contrast, Islam (or Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and other 
religious traditions) lacks such an articulate theology or philosophy of 
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the visual image because it has never been forced to marshal its de-
fense in a sustained manner.

Following the death of Leo IV the Khazar (r. 775– 780), his minor son 
Constantine VI came to the throne under the regency of Leo IV’s 
widow, Irene. She appointed her secretary, Tarasios, patriarch of Con-
stantinople in 784, and declared herself emperor in 790 after prevent-
ing Constantine VI from acceding to the throne. In 787, Irene con-
vened the Second Council of Nicaea, which decreed that the veneration 
of images was doctrinally permissible so long as it constituted “rela-
tive” worship, meaning that the veneration afforded to the image did 
not constitute an act of idolatry but passed directly to its prototype.

What came to be an infl uential theological doctrine concerning the 
status of icons was elaborated by Theodore of Studios (759– 826) and 
Nikephoros, who served as patriarch of Constantinople from 806– 815. 
When Leo V came to the throne in 813 and succeeded in having the 
Council of St. Sophia in 815 reverse the pro– image worship decrees of 
787, thereby reestablishing those of the Council of Hieria, it was Nike-
phoros and Theodore who wrote in defense of image veneration, al-
though they used different arguments. Nikephoros, for his part, stressed 
the complete humanity assumed by Christ in his physical form, thereby 
justifying the repre sen ta tion of him.48

In most accounts of the period, iconoclastic policies and the perse-
cution of those opposed to them continued under Leo V’s successors, 
Michael II (r. 820– 829) and Theophilus (r. 829– 842). Finally, after the 
death of Theophilus, in 843 the regent- empress Theodora called a coun-
cil to restore the legitimacy of image worship, bringing the formal pe-
riod of iconoclast controversy to a close.

Despite the attention given to the period from 724 to 843 as a phase 
of Christian history, in fact, Byzantine iconoclasm was grounded in 
antecedents not only in pre- Christian religious understandings but in 
Christianity itself, a historical observation that situates Christianity 
more solidly in an attitude toward religious images that is shared 
across faith communities, including Islam. The period of Christian 
history prior to the eighth century was characterized more by a wide-
spread distrust of images than by any systematic veneration of them; 
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at the very least, many early Christians displayed an indifference to 
religious images. Although it is very possible that veneration of the 
iconic cross was practiced in places during the fi rst three Christian 
centuries, it was subsequent to the identifi cation of the cross with the 
imperial standard of Constantine that its veneration became both 
widespread and offi cially sanctioned. By the second quarter of the 
fourth century, the connection between the icon of Jesus’s crucifi xion 
and the symbolism of Byzantine imperial rule was made explicitly in 
coinage, and by the end of the century proskynesis (bowing or kneeling) 
before the cross was considered appropriate ritual behavior.49

State sponsorship of image veneration in early Christendom had 
clear pre- Christian models, and not only did the practice of venerating 
the portrait of the emperor continue almost without interruption into 
the Christian period but it was explicitly condoned by leaders of the 
early church.50 Recent scholarship has made it abundantly clear that 
there was much more to the iconoclast movement than a narrowly re-
ligious aversion to images— imperial concerns  were inextricably bound 
up with church issues and power dynamics involving central and pe-
ripheral players.51 Because of this, the tradition of venerating the im-
perial portrait most likely had some impact on the debate over images: 
the Christian Byzantine emperors had continued the Roman custom 
of using portraits of themselves to stand in for them when they  were 
unable to be present. Portraits  were dispatched to the provinces and 
vassal states to receive obeisance on behalf of their prototype— the 
emperor— and rejection of the image meant rejection of imperial au-
thority itself. Similarly, such portraits served to represent the person 
of the emperor in the courts, assemblies, markets, and theaters, and 
also served to give lawful protection to individual citizens through 
the legal concept of allowing individuals to seek asylum by reaching 
the foot of a statue of the emperor (confugium ad statuas), a practice that 
continued in parallel with the new category recognizing the sanctuary 
of a church (confugium ad ecclesias). The church never rejected or even 
seriously challenged these established usages of visual repre sen ta tions 
of the emperor— whose sacred status continued into Christian times— 
which would necessarily have blurred the distinction between the pro-
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totype of the emperor and his image. “As is always the case when im-
ages are used to make palpable the authority or power of the person 
portrayed, the role legally assigned to the imperial portrait, particu-
larly in connection with the right to asylum, fell little short of magic.”52

It was not until the second half of the fourth century that we fi nd 
anyone writing about Christian repre sen ta tional art in positive terms; 
and even these examples are passing references rather than any sus-
tained support for images or a defense of them. As Kitzinger has ar-
gued, it was Christian practice that preceded both attacks on images 
and their defense, meaning that pop u lar devotion to images or their 
propitiation must have already existed in the early centuries of Chris-
tianity.53 In a broad sense, then, this period serves as a model for the 
iconoclastic episodes of the sixth through ninth centuries, in that 
the sequence is one of the practice of image veneration preceding its 
opposition, and the opposition in turn giving rise to the defense of 
 image veneration.

What ever the trajectory of image veneration in the early Christian 
centuries might have been, by the second half of the sixth century, lit-
erary evidence suggests that it was extensive, particularly in the east-
ern parts of the empire, and continued as such into the Iconoclast Era. 
It is in this period that pilgrimage narratives and historical rec ords 
start to pay attention to the importance of images, with their relevance 
to belief and practice being summarizable in four categories: (1) devo-
tional practices, (2) belief in the miraculous origin of certain images, 
(3) belief in the magical properties of images, and (4) the religiously 
sanctioned use of images to ward off evil and ill health.54 A century 
before the beginning of the iconoclast movement, religious images 
(eikpnes) of Jesus, Mary, and saints  were represented in frontal poses 
now familiar to us (that is, in non- narrative forms or contexts), and 
 were objects of ritual veneration through bowing and kneeling (prosky-
nesis) and kissing (apasmos).55 Such images appear to have proliferated 
in private and domestic circles during this time, beyond the direct in-
fl uence of the church or the palace.56

Despite clear evidence of the existence of religious images at the 
center of veneration practices (though few actual examples predating 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
64

the iconoclastic period actually survive), the bulk of offi cial religious 
writing from this time seems to take a negative view of images and their 
veneration. For example, the Eighty- Second Canon of the Council in 
Trullo in 691 forbade the repre sen ta tion of Jesus as a lamb or in any 
other symbolic form; he could be represented solely in human shape, so 
that “we may recall to memory his conversation in the fl esh, his passion 
and salutory death and his redemption which was wrought for the 
world.”57 In this formulation, image making is enjoined by the highest 
imperial and church authorities for the clear purpose of making the 
central elements of christological belief somatically comprehensible.

In part, underlying these confl icts are questions of whether or not 
the visual repre sen ta tion of sacred persons is religiously acceptable 
at all and of the nature of the relationship between a prototype and its 
repre sen ta tion. However, these questions do not address directly the 
issue of the effi caciousness, or value, of image veneration, though there 
can be no doubt that the practice was viewed as both valuable and ef-
fective. Throughout the sixth and seventh centuries, there  were exam-
ples of images exercising infl uence over human affairs either directly 
or through intermediaries. One account tells of a woman acquiring 
an image of the abbot Theodore of a monastery in Cilicia; she lowered 
the image into a dry well, causing it to fi ll up with water.58 More com-
monly, prayers  were answered when accompanied by ritually kneeling 
or prostrating in front of an image. Examples of the apotropaic func-
tion of religious images, as distinct from active change effected by 
them, are also found in accounts of the siege of Constantinople by the 
Avars in 626 and by the Muslim Arabs in 717. In the former case, a pa-
triarch ordered images of the Virgin and Child to be painted on the 
city’s western gates, the direction from which the Avars  were attack-
ing. At a later date, when Constantinople was threatened by fi re, the 
same patriarch held an image of Jesus in his hands and paraded it 
along the city walls. Similarly, in the case of the Arab siege, it was an 
image of the Virgin that was paraded along the walls accompanied by 
relics of the true cross, which had allegedly been rediscovered during 
the reign of Constantine.59
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A Christian Theology of Images

If the writings of Gregory of Nyssa, Nilus of Sinai, and Basil are any 
indication, there seems to have been no systematic attempt to estab-
lish a theory of images in the Christian world before the sixth cen-
tury.60 Nonetheless, nonsystematic writings provide some indication 
of how images  were understood by prominent members of the church 
before the elaboration of any formal doctrine. Gregory of Nyssa, for 
example, stated that seeing a repre sen ta tion of Abraham’s sacrifi ce of 
his son was the cause of a deep emotional experience for him.61

At approximately the same time (that is, the end of the fi fth cen-
tury), Pseudo- Dionysius had introduced ideas regarding the nature of 
the physical and intelligible worlds that became central to Christian 
Neoplatonic notions of the nature of existence. And although there is 
no direct evidence to the effect, in all likelihood these ideas  were infl u-
ential in the elaboration of Neoplatonic concepts within the Muslim 
environment. Pseudo- Dionysius viewed the entire sensory world as a 
refl ection of the divine spirit, and contemplation of this sensory world 
served as a path to the second. Even though he never specifi cally con-
nected such ideas to questions of the ontological relationship between 
objects and their repre sen ta tions, the fact that he frequently referred 
to physical objects in the sensory realm as eikpnes serves as a clear indi-
cation of the direct connection between the nature of Neoplatonic re-
ligious views and issues concerning visual perception. Furthermore, he 
clearly believed that visible images help in the contemplation of the 
divine:

The essences and orders which are above us . . .  are incorpo-
real and their hierarchy is of the intellect and transcends our 
world. Our human hierarchy, on the contrary, we see fi lled 
with the multiplicity of visible symbols, through which we 
are led up hierarchically and according to our capacity to 
the unifi ed deifi cation, to God and divine virtue. . . .  [We] are 
led up, as far as possible, through visible images to contem-
plation of the divine.62
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Apologists for image veneration in the late sixth and seventh centu-
ries began to focus less on questions of how images affected their be-
holders and their utility as pedagogic or mnemonic devices, and began 
to concentrate more on the relationship of the image to its prototype, 
trying to justify the existence of religious images objectively rather 
than through appeals to their function. Hearkening back to an argu-
ment put forward by Plotinus (and later echoed in Islamic metaphys-
ics), Pseudo- Dionysius argued that, just as there is a cosmic ascent 
from the lower physical realm and what lies in it to the higher, intel-
lectual realm and on to God, so there is also a descent through which 
God is refl ected in the sequentially lower realms and in the material 
objects of our physical realm, which are to be called eikpnes because of 
their function in refl ecting God. However, none of the known texts 
dating from before the iconoclast period uses this argument to sup-
port image veneration— on the contrary, the earlier texts justify them-
selves almost purely in biblical terms.63 In the end, the image of Christ 
stopped serving its historical didactic role of reminding pious viewers 
of him, and came to become the actual perpetual presence of Jesus 
among the believers.64

At a fundamental level, the iconophiles based the legitimacy of 
their position on the scriptural evidence that prophets saw an image of 
divinity as an actual theophanic event rather than something sym-
bolic or mystical, and that the incarnation of Christ extended this op-
portunity to all human beings. John of Damascus, one of the most 
important defenders of the veneration of images, quoted Hebrews 11:13: 
“These all died in faith, not having received what was promised, but 
having seen it and greeted it from afar,” and then posed the question 
“Shall I not make an image of him who was seen in the nature of fl esh 
for me? Shall I not worship and honour him, through the honour and 
veneration of his image?” 65

Thus both the iconoclasts and the iconophiles believed that they 
 were basing their positions on scriptural pre ce dent, and the latter fre-
quently criticized the former for ignoring explicit scriptural dictates. 
Over time, a much more decisive step was taken in the use of visual 
images through the assertion that, in addition to rousing emotions 
and serving the cause of religious education, images serve as a channel 



t h e  i c o n  a n d  t h e  i d o l
67

enabling the observer to approach God in order to express love or re-
spect, an argument already encountered in pagan justifi cations of the 
use of images.66

Christian Iconoclasm and the “Semitic Mentality”

Iconoclastic Christians very clearly accused the iconodules of at least 
conniving in idolatry, if not being actual idolaters themselves, and 
drew on the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) and its prohibition on 
graven images to justify their position. The Iconoclast Council of 754 
equated image veneration with idolatry, and ridiculed the patriarch 
Germanos as a “wood worshipper.” 67 For their part, iconodules ac-
cused iconoclasts of being non- Christian, and some modern writers 
(who hold pro- iconodule sympathies) have tried to explain the rise of 
iconoclasm in the Byzantine church by explicitly evoking the specter 
of a “Semitic mentality” that, presumably unlike a Hellenistic or Ro-
man one, has an innate aversion to images. Thus the Armenian and 
Khazar backgrounds of the iconoclast emperors Leo III and Michael II 
are mentioned. Furthermore, much is made of the iconoclastic edict of 
Caliph Yazid II, which is sometimes credited with contributing to, if 
not actually even causing, the iconoclast movement in Christianity.68

Critics of the iconoclasts of the eighth and ninth centuries have 
suggested that Jewish iconophobic attitudes infl uenced the moving 
fi gures behind Christian iconoclasm. Both the patriarch Germanos 
and the bishop of Neapolis, Leontius, pointed to Jewish criticism of 
icon worship as a source of shame for Christians.69 There is also a fa-
mous story— found in several variations— of how Leo III was advised by 
Jews to destroy Christian images, because this would assure him a 
long reign. In some versions, it is only by following the advice of a Jew 
to change his name from Konon to Leo that he becomes emperor, 
thereby making Jews responsible for all aspects of his opposition to 
images.70 Similar accounts are told about later iconoclastic emperors 
with the express purpose of delegitimizing them as Christians and 
therefore also delegitimizing any Christian view that criticizes the 
veneration of images. This purpose is twinned with one that furthers 
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anti- Jewish polemic: Michael II is described in some sources as having 
been a heretic from a religious background that combined heterodox 
Christian beliefs with Jewish ones, and who— like everyone from his 
background— observed all aspects of Jewish law with the exception of 
circumcision and had a Jewish teacher to whom he entrusted all his 
spiritual and worldly affairs.71

Among the claims of a Muslim origin to the iconoclastic attitudes 
in Byzantine Christianity, the most widespread concerns an edict at-
tributed to the Umayyad caliph Yazid II and dated from 721 to 723. Is-
lamic sources for Yazid’s edict are few and mostly perfunctory, and in-
clude al- Kindi (d. 961), al- Maqrizi (d. 1442), and al- Taghribirdi (d. 1469). 
It was in Christian circles that the edict gained notoriety as part of a 
campaign to discredit any anti- image ethos as foreign and of Semitic 
origin. In his report at the fi fth session of the Second Council of Ni-
caea, John of Jerusalem, representing the Anatolian bishops, made the 
most infl uential accusation concerning an Arab and Jewish origin to 
iconoclasm through the direct impact of Yazid’s edict. He accused Ya-
zid, “a man of frivolous and unstable turn of mind,” of having been 
infl uenced by “a certain man at Tiberias, a ringleader of the lawless 
Jews, a magician and fortuneteller, an instrument of soul- destroying 
demons, whose name was Tessarakontapechys, a bitter enemy of the 
Church of God.” This man promised Yazid thirty years of rule if he 
 were to issue an edict throughout his empire commanding that “every 
repre sen ta tional painting, whether on tablets or in wall- mosaics, on 
sacred vessels or on altar coverings, and all such objects as are found in 
Christian churches, be destroyed and thoroughly abolished,” and that 
all repre sen ta tions also be removed from nonreligious spaces such as 
markets.72

The claim that the origins of iconoclasm lie with a weak- minded 
Muslim king who is under the sway of a conspiring Jew becomes a staple 
of much writing of Christian iconodules; it is repeated by Theophanes 
in his Chronicle and the patriarch Nikephorus of Constantinople in 
his three treatises directed against Constantine V in the early part of 
the ninth century.73 However, despite these avowals to the contrary, it 
is almost certain that the rise of Islam had little direct bearing on the 
course of events during the iconoclast movement, and certainly not 
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upon the offi cial policies of the Byzantine emperors and their hand-
picked church leaders. Nevertheless, some of the best- known Christian 
apologists for image veneration  were in direct conversation with the 
Muslim environment.74 In addition to John of Damascus, apologetic 
tracts on the practice of venerating images of Jesus, Mary, and the saints 
 were written by several scholars, including Theodore Abu Qurra (d. ca. 
820), the Edessan monk of Mar Saba who served as the bishop of 
Harran for a time and traveled widely in the Islamic world engaging in 
polemical debates.75

There is ample evidence to suggest that not only did the early Muslim 
rulers not follow an anti- image policy such as might be suggested by the 
edict of Yazid II but, in fact, they viewed Byzantine society as represent-
ing a model of imperial high culture worthy of emulation. The use of 
images on the early Islamic palaces is to be seen in this context, as is the 
decoration of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus (discussed further in 
Chapter 9). At the same time, there is no doubt that the early Muslims 
developed a new system of visual repre sen ta tion of their own, although 
one that did not replace Byzantine (and Sassanian) symbols and signi-
fi cations so much as modify them for a new context.76 In others, the 
changes seem more directed, such as the decision of the caliph ‘Abd al- 
Malik (r. 685– 705) to replace Byzantine and Sassanian symbols on coin-
age with Islamic ones. It is possible, even likely, that the motivation be-
hind such a decision was almost entirely po liti cal, although that does 
not answer the question of why the new Islamic numismatic symbols 
 were epigraphic rather than fi gural as they had been for the empires the 
Muslims  were trying to supplant.77 Even instances of image and object 
destruction, discussed at length in Chapter 4, are best understood in 
such a light, as are exhortations to that effect. An example of such an 
injunction is attributed to the caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz: “Let no 
cross be shown without breaking it and destroying it; let no Jew or 
Christian use a saddle- horse but instead only a pack animal.”78 It is 
clear that the destruction of crosses in this context is not attributable 
to an iconoclastic sentiment so much as a po liti cal one, that being to 
remind Christians and Jews of their inferior position.

Writing in 877, the patriarch Stephen al- Ramli not only demonstrates 
a clear attempt to place Christianity’s relationship to the Hebrew Bible 
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in terms that correspond to an Islamic view of salvifi c history (in that 
the Torah’s entire purpose becomes the foretelling and preparation for 
Jesus’s mission), but he also presents the cross as an object of venera-
tion in ways that are justifi able for Muslim sensibilities:

The cross is a reminder of Christ and what He accomplished 
for mankind, as well as the marker for the qiblah for Chris-
tians. Accordingly, Christians accord the cross a prostration 
of honor, not of worship. It is a reproach to Satan. Moreover, 
Muslims pray toward the Ka‘bah from all directions, but 
not on top of it toward heaven. They pray on the top of other 
mosques.79

Stephen al- Ramli’s defense of the veneration of objects raises three 
important points. In the fi rst place, he makes the crucial statement 
that the signifi cation of an index can vary depending on context as 
well as intention. In the specifi c case of proskynesis, the ritual act of 
prostration can mean different things depending on whether the wor-
shipper sees the cross as a heuristic and mnemonic device or simply as 
a marker for the direction of prayer (a qibla), or as a physical representa-
tive of Christ in which (rather than through which) he can be worshipped. 
In the second place, al- Ramli attempts to draw a clear line between 
wider categories of veneration, honor, and respect and a narrowly de-
fi ned category of “worship.” Worship— its nature and forms— and the 
extremely narrow defi nition of things seen as suitable for veneration 
 were critical questions in the Muslim environment at this time, as they 
 were to remain in later centuries, and by casting the discussion of im-
age veneration in the terms that he did, al- Ramli intentionally framed 
the question of Christian image veneration in a manner that was rele-
vant to internal debates among Muslims. And lastly, he attempts to put 
his Muslim audience on the defensive by pointing out that their treat-
ment of the Ka‘ba, a material object inasmuch as it is a building, is quali-
tatively different from their treatment of other similar objects. They 
must therefore either accept the fact that Christians— like Muslims— 
are capable of venerating material objects while still distinguishing 
between the object and the entity or concept it signifi es, or  else they 
must concede the doctrinally unacceptable point that Muslims treat 
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the Ka‘ba differently from mosques because they believe that God some-
how inheres in its physical materials.

Like that of Stephen al- Ramli, Theodore Abu Qurra’s defense of im-
age veneration also consciously engages Muslim doctrine and theol-
ogy and is of par tic u lar interest since this Edessan and one- time 
bishop of Harran had traveled widely in the Islamic world and had 
considerable familiarity with Muslim beliefs and attitudes. Perhaps 
not surprisingly (given the intellectual gulf between Byzantium itself 
and an iconodule bishop sitting in the relative security of the Sunni 
caliphate), his writings do not display any knowledge of what trans-
pired at the Second Council of Nicaea, which occurred during his 
lifetime. One of the main arguments he employs in the defense of im-
ages is that all scriptural language, be it from the Hebrew Bible, the 
New Testament, or even the Qur’an, describes God in words that im-
pute corporeality to him. This is neither objectionable nor undesirable 
in his view since, of necessity, human knowledge proceeds from the 
sensible to the intelligible. And since, in his understanding as in that 
of many apologists for images before and since, images function as 
writing for illiterate people, the corporeality of God implied by physi-
cal images is in no way more directly connected to God than the cor-
poreality implied in scripture.80

In a manner reminiscent of Stephen al- Ramli, Theodore Abu Qurra 
makes a second argument in which he maintains that the Muslim rit-
ual of prostration (sajda or sujvd) is comparable to Christian acts of 
image veneration such as proskynesis: “Everyone who makes prostration 
to God touches at least either the ground or a carpet with his knees, 
but his prostration is conducted according to his intention to make a 
prostration to God. So also with the Christians, their touching of the 
image in the prostration is in accordance with their intention thereby 
to honor Christ, their God, or his saints, or the prophets, the apostles, 
the martyrs and others.”81 The argument made  here is somewhat dis-
ingenuous since, under normal circumstances, neither Christians nor 
Muslims attach any sign value to the ground on which they kneel (be-
yond it being ritually clean and appropriate), whereas resemblance to 
the prototype, in some form or the other, is the most important prop-
erty of a religious image. In so arguing, Abu Qurra is shifting the  focus 
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from issues of resemblance to those of materiality, questions that have 
historically been secondary in debates over images, though not entirely 
absent from them.

Theodore Abu Qurra’s belief in the power of images as repre sen ta-
tions of their prototypes is readily apparent in his account of the mi-
raculous conversion of a Jew and a Muslim following their attempted 
desecration of a Christian image. The former Muslim, Saint Anthony 
(who was killed in 799), is alleged to have converted to Christianity 
after an arrow he shot at an image of St. Theodore ricocheted off the 
image and came back to injure the shooter himself.82 Abu Qurra’s fi rm 
belief in the necessity of image veneration is also clear from his avowal 
that anyone who rejects prostration before religious images should 
logically also reject all of the Christian mysteries. For him, it is the very 
fact of the image’s resemblance to that which it represents that makes 
it deserving of honor, and he takes it as an apparent truth that viewers 
treat images of those dear to them in ways similar to how they would 
treat the individual himself or herself.83

Protestantism and the Religious Image

The theology of icons may have emerged as a characteristic element of 
Orthodox Christian thought, but images and their veneration have 
been no less important in the Western Catholic Church or in the art 
of Catholic Eu rope. The distinction drawn by Thomas Aquinas (d. ca. 
1274) in his Summa Theologica between appropriate veneration of Christ 
or of the crucifi x as latria on the one hand, and the inappropriate ven-
eration of the material objects themselves (as idolatriae) on the other, 
becomes a standard theological defense of image use in the medieval 
Western Christian world and is therefore worth quoting at length:

As the Phi los o pher [Aristotle] says, there is a two- fold move-
ment of the mind towards an image: one indeed towards the 
image itself as a certain thing; another, towards the image in 
so far as it is the image of something  else. And between these 
movements there is this difference; that the former, by which 
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one is moved towards an image as a certain thing, is differ-
ent from the movement towards the thing: Thus therefore 
we must say that no reverence is shown to Christ’s image, as 
a thing— for instance, carved or painted wood: because rever-
ence is not due save to a rational creature. It follow therefore 
that reverence should be shown to it, in so far only as it is an 
image. Consequently the same reverence should be shown to 
Christ’s image as to Christ Himself. Since, therefore, Christ 
is adored with the adoration of “latria,” it follows that His 
image should be adored with the adoration of “latria.”84

Like earlier fi gures such as John of Damascus, Aquinas justifi es the 
veneration of images on the basis of their ability to direct attention 
upward in a system of ascent. And although he explicitly affi rms a close 
connection between the image and its observer, the embodied, emo-
tional affective response of a believer is still directed at the worship of 
the signifi ed thing and is not an end unto itself. The Latin church took 
a position opposite, in certain respects, to that of the Orthodox for 
which the earthly and the heavenly  were brought together in the icon. 
Gregory of Tours declared that heavenly and earthly objects could not 
possibly be joined. In such a view, religious images must necessarily 
remain second- order signifi ers, the challenge for the believer and the 
church being to avoid making the image itself the object of veneration. 
In the words of Camille, “In the earlier Middle Ages the image not only 
divided people from one another . . . , it also divided people from God. 
The site of the gaze was never, as it was in the Eastern Church, a spiri-
tual meeting place. The image of the enthroned Christ Logos in the 
apse fresco or mosaic and on the golden bookcover placed on the altar 
symbolized the barrier between God and man.”85

As I have already alluded to, contestations over the status of reli-
gious images characterize Christian history to much the same degree 
as they do other religions including Islam, with the notable exception 
of two periods of sustained debate within Christianity in which im-
ages played an important role. In addition to the period of iconomachy, 
the sixteenth century saw concerns with icons and iconoclasm as im-
portant aspects of the Protestant Reformation, although in ways that 
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 were markedly different from those that characterized the Byzantine 
church. In some modern views, the Reformation was to banish images 
from Christianity in an attempt to completely change the religious 
landscape:

If Catholicism had set up images as bridges between God 
and man, Protestantism burned them all, and there was no 
going back. Bringing out all the old anti- image authorities 
from Scripture, the sixteenth- century iconoclasts, like their 
ninth- century forebears,  were directly responding to a crisis 
of ‘overproduction’ in the holy. Karlstadt, Zwingli, and Cal-
vin  were not only preaching the destruction of works of art— 
they  were attempting to relandscape totally the visual expe-
rience of the Christian and empty his or her world of its 
collective repositories of immanence— to destroy images is to 
destroy the past.86

At fi rst glance, it may seem as if developments within Protestant 
thought had little relevance for the course of Muslim intellectual and 
social events until the advent of Eu ro pe an colonialism in Islamic lands, 
and even then that the infl uence was tangential, confi ned, for the most 
part, to Muslim apologetics defending religion and society against 
 po liti cal and cultural threats rather than being comprised of specifi c 
religious charges that involved the ac cep tance or rejection of visual 
images. And indeed, a detailed treatment of Protestant attitudes to-
ward visual religious art is beyond the purview of this book. However, 
there are direct parallels between Protestant and Muslim attitudes 
toward images in the distinction between their didactic and liturgical 
uses, in the active conjuring of images in the imagination, and in the 
arguments made by some writers to justify image use, if not image 
veneration.

Not surprisingly, neither iconoclasm nor iconophobia was a defi n-
ing characteristic of all early Protestant thinking, nor  were Protestants 
uniform in their attitude toward images. Instead, the early Reformers 
espoused their own, distinctly Protestant, attitude toward both reli-
gious and secular arts and displayed a complex view of visual images.87 
For example, Queen Elizabeth I of En gland (d. 1603), famous for cham-
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pioning the Protestant cause, showed a willingness and sophistication 
in the use of images by appropriating to her own public image signifi ers 
and symbols associated with the Virgin Mary.88 And in the theological 
arena, Martin Luther never publicly promulgated a straightforward 
condemnation of the religious image. His criticism of mystical and al-
legorical interpretations as non- Christian was based in his belief in 
the literal clarity of the Bible’s meaning and the ability of individuals 
to read scripture and access this meaning by themselves: “The Holy 
Spirit is the simplest writer and speaker in heaven and earth. This is 
why His words can have no more than the one simplest meaning which 
we call the written one, or the literal meaning of the tongue.”89 But 
this belief in the primacy of scripture and the importance of literalism 
did not carry over into his attitude toward visual art.

Martin Luther’s ideas on art and the question of the religious image 
are scattered throughout his writings, further underlining the point 
that he did not regard the problem of images as a matter of primary 
importance. Certainly in the early part of his career, he appears to have 
accepted visual religious art, if sometimes ambivalently.90 In his Lec-
tures on the Epistle to the Corinthians he declares: “to build churches, to 
adorn them . . .  with images and everything that we have in  houses of 
worship . . .  all these are shadows of things worthy of children.” 91 His 
1516– 1517 Lectures on the Decalogue make clear that his position on reli-
gious images was one that opposed a strict iconoclasm, in that his ex-
egesis of the fi rst commandment distinguished between the veneration 
of objects such as animals, trees, and stones on the one hand and the 
adoration of God on the other. He also made the theological distinc-
tion between the act of idolatry and harboring idols in one’s heart, the 
latter being more dangerous.92

Later in his life, Martin Luther appears to have embraced an even 
more complicated view of images, one in which arguments based on 
justifi cation (as pedagogical tools, for example) are reconciled in vary-
ing ways and at different times with his notion of religious acts and 
intentions within the wider concept of merit in Lutheran theology. 
Perhaps his most strident objection to the placement of images in 
churches and insistence on their removal is based on the view that they 
 were created and donated to the churches for the express purpose of 
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gaining religious merit, a practice in complete contradiction to the 
doctrine of the rejection of good works as the means to salvation.93 
More specifi cally, in 1524 he stated in an address to the iconoclast An-
dreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt that biblical law only prohibits divine 
images as objects of worship; it allows religious images of the crucifi x, 
Mary, and the saints as long as they are used as “memorial and witness” 
rather than as the focus of worship.94 For Martin Luther, religious im-
ages  were justifi ed because of an apparent human need for images, 
both physical and imaginal. With regard to the former category, he de-
clared that he would rather have people paint images of scenes from the 
Bible on their homes than of “shameless worldly things,” so that the 
images could serve an exemplary pedagogical purpose for the home-
owners and passersby. Similarly, he acknowledged that it was impossi-
ble to read or hear accounts of Jesus’s life without forming a mental 
image of them, and since it was not a sin to possess a mental image of 
Jesus, it could not be a sin to see the same images with one’s eyes.95

Martin Luther did not represent the entire spectrum of attitudes to-
ward the arts among Reformationists, however, and several central fi g-
ures took a substantially less nuanced attitude toward religious images 
than he did. Ulrich Zwingli (d. 1531) believed that the Bible forbade both 
public and private visual religious art. He acknowledged that a strict 
reading of scripture would permit images depicting stories from the 
Bible painted on the outside of churches where they would not serve as 
objects of veneration, but he remained concerned that any form of li-
turgical art could easily become the object of veneration and therefore 
of idolatrous worship.96 For his part, John Calvin (d. 1564) wrote that 
the second commandment comprises a twofold condemnation of im-
ages, fi rst through forbidding the repre sen ta tion of God in a visual 
form and second through a blanket condemnation of the worship of 
any image, be it of God or the saints. He maintained that the biblical 
sanction of images of cherubs was abrogated in Christianity, and that 
only images that served an explicit didactic purpose could be allowed:

As sculpture and painting are gifts of God, what I insist for 
is, that both shall be used purely and lawfully. . . .  The only 
things, therefore, which ought to be painted or sculptured, 
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are things which can be presented to the eye; the majesty of 
God . . .  must not be dishonoured by unbecomed repre sen ta-
tions. Visible repre sen ta tions are of two classes— viz. histori-
cal, which give a repre sen ta tion of events, and pictorial, which 
merely exhibit bodily shapes and fi gures. The former are of 
some use for instruction and admonition. The latter . . .  are 
only fi tted for amusement.97

I have included this brief discussion of Protestant views of images 
for the purposes of underlining my point that the history of Christi-
anity is exceptional for having had two episodes in which major sec-
tions of society  were forced to think about the nature of religious im-
ages, something that is not shared by other major religions, be they 
ones such as Islam and Judaism that are considered relatively image- 
free, or those such as Hinduism and Buddhism that make extensive 
use of images. In addition, the Protestant attitudes toward images 
bear some resemblance to Muslim approaches, in that a clear distinc-
tion is apparent between images used for liturgical or other formally 
ritualistic uses and images in general, be they religious or not.

In fact, in North America many Protestants interact with religious 
images in ways that are often very similar to pop u lar Catholic visual 
practices. As David Morgan has pointed out in his important study of 
the famous Sallman painting of Jesus that achieved photograph- like 
authority as a true likeness of Christ in pop u lar Protestant belief, the 
majority of North American Protestant traditions have incorporated 
inexpensive, mass- produced images in some aspect of their religious 
practice.98 Morgan concludes that “many American Protestants fi nd a 
central place for images in their piety when the images invoke the fac-
ulty of memory. Pictures, in other words, are safe, even commendable, 
when they teach by assisting the memory; when they serve to recall 
scriptural events or dogma; and when they help the individual assem-
ble a personal spiritual narrative.” 99

Modern American Protestants attribute three distinct memory- 
related functions to visual images: “they satisfy the pedagogical pur-
pose of forming memory; they assist the interpretive recollection of 
the biblical past; and they inform the constructive repre sen ta tion of 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
78

one’s life course.”100 It is in this realm of memory and recollection that 
images function unproblematically for modern Protestants, and even 
the most iconoclastic of them, for the most part, recognize that im-
ages used as memory and pedagogical aids do not run the risk of 
 becoming condemnable objects of religious veneration. In order to re-
emphasize this view, many Protestants insist that images serve as 
 reminders and as means of generating mental images that constitute 
the appropriate form of divine repre sen ta tion.101 It is through acts of 
memory and their ability to repeat the somatic, sensory, temporal, and 
spatial past that such images help to overcome the gulf between the 
past and the present. Thus visual images (and objects) serve purposes 
in modern Protestantism similar to the purposes they serve in much 
of Islam, in the sense that they help concretize multifarious traces of 
memory and religious imagination, including other images that exist 
discontinuously in the imagination. In this capacity, some images 
function as “iconic signs of memory” because they are formed in what 
can be called the “visual rhetoric of remembrance.”102

Christian Iconoclasts Reconsidered

Returning to the period of iconomachy, it is important to recall that 
the victorious iconophiles wrote history so as to make Christian icon-
oclasts represent religious deviance, akin in many regards to so- called 
heretical Christians such as Monophysites, Monothelites, and assorted 
dualists. They all join Jews and Muslims as well as the pagans of the 
time (the Hellenes) as models of reprehensible and false religiosity. It 
should come as no surprise, then, that Constantine V, the emperor 
who was most instrumental in the elaboration of an iconoclastic the-
ology (as distinct from simply promulgating repressive policies), is 
portrayed in the worst possible way: according to Theophanes, he was 
“an accursed wretch, God’s enemy, impious, arrogant, unholy, jealous, 
evilly- named, beastlike and savage.”103

In actuality, the iconoclasts’ attitudes toward images and image 
making were quite complex. Leo III, renowned for his harsh iconoclasm, 
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had the palms of the paint er Lazaros burned (rather than have his 
hands chopped off, a common punishment), a painful but temporary 
incon ve nience that did not prevent the paint er from returning to his 
craft.104 The Council of Hieria did not denounce all images of Jesus, but 
only those that represented his physical appearance through sculpture or 
painting. In fact, the council formally and specifi cally endorsed Jesus’s 
image as it appears in the Eucharist (a signifi cant revision, since the 
opponents of the iconoclasts would have understood the Eucharist 
not as an image, but as Christ himself). In addition to this iconic repre-
sen ta tion of Christ, the iconoclasts also formally endorsed the concept 
of the saints as living images deserving of imitation. “According to this 
defi nition of images, one should put reliance, not upon pictorial repre-
sen ta tion, but upon the scriptures and the biographies of the saints.”105 
The iconophiles repeatedly made the argument, fi rst attributed to the 
patriarch Germanos, that the fact of Christ’s incarnation had brought 
idolatry to an end. This statement, arguing that the image of Christ 
was not divine and therefore did not participate in the divine essence, 
was intended to defend the iconophiles against charges of idolatry, 
and it appears to have been successful in this regard, since the coun-
cil reinstating iconoclasm in 815 no longer included the accusation of 
idolatry.106

Among those documents of the period that relate directly to the 
question of image veneration, a fl orilegium dating from 754 ce is com-
prised of eight excerpts from church fathers of which six are concerned 
primarily with ethical theories of images. Of the remaining two, the 
fi rst (attributed to Athanasius) argues that it is ridiculous for sentient 
beings to be praying to insensate objects, since salvation cannot be at-
tained by petitioning a created thing. The second excerpt (written by 
Eusebius of Caesarea for the empress Constantia) maintains the im-
possibility of producing an image of Christ, since it is inconceivable 
for a mortal or physical image to capture the divine presence that was 
within Jesus throughout his earthly life. The underlying principle com-
mon to these fl orilegia is stated clearly in the fi rst of the eight, by Epiph-
anius of Cyprus, who exhorted Christians not to place physical images 
in their homes, churches, and cemeteries, but rather to remember God 
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in their hearts.107 In keeping with this belief (and reminiscent of the 
event in the life of Muhammad and ‘A’isha that was discussed in the 
Prologue), Epiphanius is supposed to have torn down a curtain be-
cause it bore a repre sen ta tion of Jesus or a saint; he replaced it with a 
plain one and demanded that decorations of that sort not be used in 
churches.108

Invoking other fi gures from the early church, the iconoclasts main-
tained “there is no point in painting the physical faces of the saints 
with colors on tablets, since we do not need such things but rather to 
imitate their way of life, by virtuous deeds of our own.” The sentiment 
appears again as “we have been taught, not to fashion images of the 
saints by means of material colors, but rather to imitate their virtues, 
which are really living images, with the aid of what has been recorded 
about them in books, so that we may be stimulated in this way to a 
zeal like theirs.”109 The same idea is expressed indirectly in the eighth 
anathema of the council, which condemns anyone who contemplates 
the divine word made fl esh (that is, the Logos) “through the medium 
of material colors, and does not worship him with the  whole heart, 
with the eyes of the mind, as he sits in excelsis, more dazzling than the 
sun, at the right hand of God, on the throne of glory.”110

In broad strokes, the iconophiles of the eighth and ninth centuries 
justifi ed the veneration of images on the basis of established Christian 
tradition, and they condemned iconoclasts as innovators. Specifi cally, 
they cast themselves as representing the ideal religious life (celibate and 
ascetic) and the iconoclasts as personifying profane existence (glutton-
ous, intemperate, and committing “unnatural acts”). They viewed them-
selves as the steadfast protectors of tradition, passively resisting perse-
cution at the hands of the iconoclasts who  were seen as aggressors and 
destroyers of the past, and whom they accused of mixing church and 
state authority. Finally, the iconodules viewed images as physical objects 
mediating between God and human beings; iconoclasts, in contrast, 
defi ned images either as the Eucharist or as the imagined saint who is 
a source of imitation.111 In their defense of images, the iconodules held 
positions that  were reminiscent of earlier Hellenic pagan justifi ca-
tions. They maintained that images  were the “books” of the illiterate 
and therefore served a pedagogical and didactic function, encouraging 
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human beings to think about the holy thing the images represented. 
Even the notion that statues  were vessels for God’s power found a place 
in the thinking of the iconodules since, in so doing, the image- vessel 
would do nothing more than resemble Christian saints whose bodies, 
while alive,  were fi lled with the Holy Spirit.

Iconophilia and Emotional Response

Iconophilic texts concentrate on four main issues: the defi nition of 
images and their justifi cation, their functions, the purpose of tradition, 
and the relationships among image, text, and speech.112 During the 
period immediately after the end of the so- called Iconoclast Era, not 
only was the theology of image veneration reinforced, but there also was 
a new emphasis on the impact images had on their beholders. These 
shifts in Byzantine ideas concerning visuality occurred in tandem 
with other developments in Byzantine Christian thought. Among the 
most signifi cant works in this regard is the Life of Tarasios written by 
Ignatios the Deacon between 843 and 847. Ignatios departed from con-
ventional attitudes toward images and attributed emotional effects to 
them. He was not alone in emphasizing the emotional response of im-
ages, however; many conversion narratives and stories of miracles and 
healing demonstrate how such an emotional response was increas-
ingly being presented as the correct one to be experienced upon en-
countering a religious image, at least as such encounters  were repre-
sented in the written literature.113

In an important article on visual perception in ninth- century Byz-
antium, Brubaker argues that the increasingly emotional response to 
art during this period was based not on what is seen, but on what is 
imagined, though one must be clear that “imagination” meant some-
thing quite different to ninth- century Byzantines than it does to us (a 
point that one also needs to bear in mind when talking about Muslim 
responses to images, as discussed in Chapter 3). According to Theo-
dore the Studite, “Imagination (phantasia) is one of the fi ve powers of 
the soul [the others are sense, opinion, reason and intelligence]. How-
ever, imagination [is considered] a receptacle of an image, because the 
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two have in common [the transmission] of resemblances.”114 Imagina-
tion, for the Byzantines, serves as the capacity to transmit resemblance 
as distinct from a creative innovation. For Brubaker it becomes “the 
ability to transmit a resemblance, to comprehend the prototype be-
hind the image, to see more than is present,” something that is ex-
pressed clearly by John of Damascus: “If we sometimes understand 
forms by using our minds, but other times from what we see, then it is 
through these two ways [imagination and sight] that we are brought to 
understanding.” The visual image is a sign signifying more than we 
actually see.115

Among the appropriate responses to Christian images, as far as the 
iconophile was concerned, was to cry in front of them; in fact, the Acts 
of the Ecumenical Council of 787 stated that the tears resulting from 
the contemplation of an image constitute proof of its sanctity, and a 
spurious letter from Pope Gregory II to Leo III refers repeatedly to the 
tears and sense of guilt and shame aroused by religious images.116

The Second Council of Nicaea in 787 ce attempted to put a fi nal 
defi nition on the image as it related to its prototype, relying in this ef-
fort on earlier defi nitions put forth by a number of writers, including 
John of Damascus: “the image [icon] resembles the prototype, not with 
regard to the essence, but only with regard to the name and to the po-
sition of the members which can be characterized.”117 The essence re-
ferred to in this declaration is divinity, the omission of which is the 
one critical factor that saves iconodules from becoming idolaters. Ear-
lier, John of Damascus had stated: “An image is of like character with 
its prototype, but with a certain difference. It is not like its archetype 
in every way.”118 And somewhat after the reinstatement of iconoclasm in 
815, the bishop Nikephoros offered three more defi nitions of religious 
images: (1) “an image is a likeness of an archetype which reproduces in 
itself by way of resemblance the entire form of what is impressed upon 
it, and which differs from it merely by the difference of substance with 
respect to matter”; (2) “an imitation and similitude of a pattern differ-
ing in essence and substratum”; and (3) “an artifact shaped in imita-
tion of a pattern but differing in substance and subject; for if it does 
not differ in some respect, it is not an image nor an object differing 
from the model.”119
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Christian written sources concerning icons  were heavily revised af-
ter the Council of Nicaea in 787, with stories of miracles rewritten to 
include icons as well as relics. The Council of 787 accused earlier icon-
oclastic councils of corrupting the intention (if not the words) of the 
church fathers by using those intentions out of context. Similar accu-
sations of misuse of the place of images, therefore, could also be made, 
in the sense that an image could be good or bad depending on its 
purpose and use. Speaking specifi cally to this question of intentional-
ity, John of Damascus states: “But concerning this business of images, 
we must search for the truth, and the intention of those who make 
them. If it is really and truly for the glory of God . . .  then accept them 
with due honour.”120



3

Iconoclasm, Iconophobia, and Islam

Our God is in the heavens; he does what ever he pleases.
Their idols are silver and gold, the work of men’s hands.
They have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see.
They have ears, but do not hear; noses, but do not smell.
They have hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not walk;
 and they do not make a sound in their throat.
Those who make them are like them; so are all who trust 
 in them.

—psalm 115:3– 8

There is, of course, no basis to make any historical argument sug-
gesting that the nascent Muslim community of the seventh and eighth 
centuries adopted its attitudes toward images and their veneration 
directly from the Byzantine church. On the other hand, it is obvious 
that early Muslims situated themselves quite squarely within a Chris-
tian and Jewish historical context. Several factors, including that the 
Qur’an was seen as a defi nitive scripture abrogating the Hebrew Bible 
and the New Testament, demonstrate that Christianity and its mate-
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rial and intellectual environment  were living concerns for early Mus-
lims. Among the many other relevant issues demonstrating this fact 
are the real or imagined but extensively documented interactions and 
confl icts of Muhammad with Jews and Christians both within the 
Arabian Peninsula and beyond its borders; the demographic domi-
nance of Christians in important provinces of the early Muslim em-
pire (Egypt, Palestine, and Syria); and the material tastes of the early 
Umayyad elites as displayed in the architecture and decoration of their 
palaces. Also, the Muslims, who  were threatening Constantinople it-
self within a century of Muhammad’s death and whose early conquest 
of Jerusalem had implications for the relationship between Christian-
ity and Islam that go far beyond the purview of this book,  were very 
much on the minds of the church and imperial leadership of the Byz-
antine Empire. However, mutual awareness, infl uence, and interaction 
do not prove, or even necessarily imply, that the different religions di-
rectly infl uenced each other’s attitudes toward images.

As already noted, some scholars have argued that the rise of icono-
clasm in the Byzantine Christian world was directly related to the infl u-
ence either of Semites or of Islam.1 Observing that some of the emper-
ors who supported iconoclastic policies  were of Semitic descent, they 
have made an outdated and thoroughly discredited argument for what 
amounts to a Semitic ge ne tic aversion to idolatry. Others have made a 
much more historically rigorous claim for infl uence based on the rap-
idly ascending fortunes of Islam and the correspondingly diminished 
ones of Byzantium that placed the Christians on the defensive in their 
interactions with Muslims. The main historical argument in favor of 
seeing Byzantine iconoclasm as a response to the rise of Islam lies in 
the chronological sequence of three things: the caliph Yazid II’s decree 
for the destruction of Christian images, the condemnation of images 
by Bishop Constantine of Nacoleia in 724, and the beginning of the 
active iconoclastic movement under Leo III in 726. Perhaps coinciden-
tally, Jewish polemic against Christian image veneration appears to 
arise only after the coming of Islam. The apologias in support of im-
age veneration also blame the origins of Christian iconoclasm on the 
purported conniving of Jews and Muslims, though this cannot be 
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taken seriously as an accurate view of history. There is a difference 
 between misplaced notions of innate iconophilic or iconophobic 
 mentalities and the historical argument that the rise of Muslim Arabs 
as a regional power made the Byzantines more sensitive to questions 
of image veneration. As stated by Brubaker:

Icons took on new signifi cance at the end of the seventh cen-
tury because they addressed the spiritual crisis and insecuri-
ties brought about by the Islamic conquests. The ramifi ca-
tions  were almost immediate. Changes in practice by around 
the year 680  were countered by the institution of canonical 
legislation regulating the proper use of Christian imagery at 
the Quinisext Council of 691/2. Conversely, the following 
generation of churchmen, active in the 720s . . .  represent the 
backlash against the new role of icons and provide our earli-
est documented iconoclasts.2

As I have demonstrated, Christian hostility to images and their ven-
eration was already well established long before the birth of Islam and 
the life of Muhammad.3 And though individuals such as John of Da-
mascus and Theodore Abu Qurra  were deeply aware of their Muslim 
surroundings, the train of their arguments concerning image venera-
tion is wholly comprehensible as one of internal Christian debate. The 
as- yet- unformed Muslim attitude toward image veneration allowed 
John of Damascus considerable freedom in his formulation of apolo-
gias for image veneration, such that he was arguably much better off 
for being at a Muslim court than he would have been  were he to have 
lived under Byzantine territorial control.

Of course, there are other occasions in history in which Muslims 
did engage in iconoclastic acts against Christians, just as they did 
against Hindus, Buddhists, and others in separate contexts. The fi rst 
anti- Christian iconoclastic act that we know of occurred in 723 when, 
as has already been discussed, Yazid II ordered that all icons and im-
ages be removed from churches in the lands under Muslim rule. This 
order was reversed by his successor, Hisham, and a prickly tolerance of 
the Christian veneration of images turned out to be the norm for most 
of subsequent Islamic history.
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Between Tolerance and Reverence

Applying modern notions of tolerance and coexistence to eighth- and 
ninth- century Damascus would be utterly misleading; quite obviously, 
Christians as well as Jews living under Muslim rule at that time (as at 
other periods)  were subject to discriminatory laws, and surely faced 
overt derogatory and humiliating treatment. There are also sources 
that accuse Christians of idolatry, although they are fewer in number 
than one might expect, given the long history of competition between 
Muslims and Christians. Anti- Christian Muslim polemic frequently 
points to the doctrine of the Trinity as a form of polytheism and to the 
use of icons and the crucifi x as idolatrous practices, although the 
rhetoric seems to refrain in most cases from referring to Christians as 
“infi dels” (kuffbr) or “polytheists” (mushrikjn):

You revere the cross and the icon, you kiss and prostrate be-
fore them, but they are man made things which cannot hear 
or see, can do neither good nor ill; you think that the greatest 
of them are those made of gold and silver, just as the people of 
Abraham did with their images and idols (bi- suwarihim 
 wa- awthbnihim) . . .  [The Prophet] commanded us to worship 
God alone, not to associate anything with Him (allb nushrika 
bihi shay’an), not to make any god with Him, not to worship 
the sun, the moon, idols, a cross or an icon, and not to adopt 
one another as lords apart from God.4

For their part, Jews are less often accused of associating compan-
ions to God (shirk), although they are criticized for being overly cor-
poreal in their conception of God and for thinking of him anthropo-
morphically (in other words, of being guilty of tajsjm).5 Despite such 
criticisms, the Jewish and Christian rights to worship continued more 
or less unimpeded through the Umayyad period, and this included the 
practice of venerating images as an integral part of Christian ritual. 
Muslim rulers and scholars  were well aware of the Christian use of 
 images; more importantly, some of them appear to have had a relatively 
sophisticated understanding of the nature of icons as understood by 
Christian iconophiles. In his important biographical dictionary of 
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physicians, al- Tabaqbt al- atibba, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 1270) provides a de-
tailed account of how a rival physician and fellow Christian of the fa-
mous doctor and translator Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873) used a ruse in 
an attempt to make his rival fall out of favor with the caliph al- 
Mutawakkil (d. 861). The rival, Bukhtishu‘ ibn Jibra’il, acquired a beau-
tiful and ornate icon of the Virgin Mary with Jesus in her lap and sur-
rounded by angels, and carried it into the presence of the caliph, who 
admired it greatly. Bukhtishu‘ then held the icon in his arms and 
kissed it repeatedly. Al- Mutawakkil asked him the purpose of this be-
havior, to which Bukhtishu‘ replied: “My lord! If I do not kiss the im-
age (svra) of the Mistress of the Worlds (sayyidat al-‘blamjn), then who 
should I kiss?” 6 The caliph then inquired if all Christians acted in this 
way, to which he replied: “Yes, Commander of the Faithful! In fact, 
even more than me, since I am restrained because I am in front of you.”

Bukhtishu‘ then informed al- Mutawakkil that there was a heretic 
(zindjq) claiming to be a Christian in the caliph’s ser vice who was con-
temptuous of icons and spat on them, and when asked his identity, 
said it was Hunayn ibn Ishaq. The caliph demanded that Hunayn be 
brought in front of him to be questioned, but Bukhtishu‘ pleaded for 
the caliph to let him leave and to then wait an hour before summoning 
Hunayn. The caliph granted his wish, whereupon he rushed to Hu-
nayn and deceived him, saying that the caliph had questioned Bukhti-
shu‘ about the image of Mary and Jesus and, fearing that the caliph 
would either take it away or use it to humiliate Christians, Bukhtishu‘ 
had replied that the image meant nothing to him, and that there  were 
many like it in the baths and markets of Syria. He went on to claim that 
al- Mutawakkil had challenged the physician to prove his claim of the 
image’s unimportance by spitting on it, which he had done in an act of 
dissimulation. Bukhtishu‘ told Hunayn that this had pleased the caliph 
greatly, and that Hunayn should do the same because it would ensure 
that al- Mutawakkil would look on Christians with favor.

When Hunayn appeared in court, the icon was sitting in front of al- 
Mutawakkil, who said: “Hunayn! Look at how beautiful and amazing 
this picture is!” Hunayn replied: “It is as the Commander of the Faith-
ful says.” The caliph asked him what he really thought of it, and the 
physician replied: “There are many paintings like it in baths, churches 
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and other places.” The caliph said: “But isn’t this the picture of your 
lord and his mother?” Hunayn replies: “God forbid, O Commander of 
the Faithful! Only God has form and creates form!”

The caliph replied that if the image could neither benefi t nor cause 
harm, then Hunayn should prove it by spitting on the painting, which 
he did, soon after which another Christian physician referred to by his 
title “al- Jathliq (Catholicus),” who was probably conniving with Bukhti-
shu‘, came in and saw the icon. He cried out and snatched it up, kissed 
it profusely, and began weeping. The caliph told him to sit down, which 
he did, still keeping the icon in his lap. The caliph asked al- Jathliq why he 
had taken an object that had been in front of the ruler and placed it 
in his own lap without the caliph’s permission, to which al- Jathliq re-
plied by saying that the caliph had rights over all things except the re-
ligiosity of his subjects, and that he could not command al- Jathliq to 
leave an image of Mary on the ground. He went on to say that it was 
her due to be treated with respect and to have the fi nest incense burnt 
in front of her. He then offered to pay what ever al- Mutawakkil wanted 
for it, just to prove how much he valued the icon.

Al- Mutawakkil was impressed with his devotion and asked what 
should be done to someone who had spat on the icon. Al- Jathliq re-
plied that, if the offender  were a Muslim, then nothing, because the 
Muslim would not know the image’s value, but that its value should be 
explained to him so that he would not behave so inappropriately again. 
And if he  were a Christian, but ignorant or lacking in sense, then he 
should be rebuked in public, made to fear on account of having com-
mitted a grave sin, and censured until he repented. “But if he is [a 
Christian and] of sound mind and has spat on it, then he has spat on 
Mary, the mother of our Lord, and on our Lord, the Messiah.”

Al- Mutawakkil was pleased and amazed with al- Jathliq’s devotion 
to his god and gave him the icon as well as some money before allow-
ing him to leave. Then he summoned Hunayn and had him whipped 
one hundred times, then bound and imprisoned, following that with 
the seizure of his property including his books, and the destruction of 
his dwellings. Hunayn remained in prison for six months, during 
which time he was whipped and tortured.7 The gist of the story is that, 
through a complicated deception, Hunayn was tricked into showing 
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disrespect to an icon of the Virgin Mary in the presence of the caliph 
al- Mutawakkil, who punished him on the grounds that to disrespect 
the icon of Mary was equal to (not similar to) disrespecting Mary.

There are several other accounts in which Hunayn ibn Ishaq dis-
plays a lack of respect for visual images, to the point that, in all likeli-
hood, he served either as a trope for the defective Christian believer 
whose behavior helps illustrate the Christian attitude toward images 
for a Muslim audience, or, in a more complicated way, as a stand- in for 
a Muslim (or “Muslim- like”) interlocutor in a scene where only Chris-
tians can be present. In one such report, Hunayn takes out a book 
containing an image depicting Jesus on the cross with a group of peo-
ple standing around him. Zakariyya al- Tayfuri (or perhaps Isra’il ibn 
Zakariyya al- Tayfuri), another famous Christian physician, asks if 
these are the people who crucifi ed Jesus, to which Hunayn replies in 
the affi rmative. Al- Tayfuri says “Spit on them,” but Hunayn refuses. 
When al- Tayfuri asks him why not, Hunayn replies: “They are not the 
ones who crucifi ed the messiah, because this is a picture.” Al- Tayfuri 
calls Bukhtishu‘ and the other physicians and they all curse Hunayn 
and bring the matter to al- Mutawakkil’s attention; he strips Hunayn 
of his position at court, after which Hunayn retreats to his home and 
dies shortly thereafter.8 In another account, al- Tayfuri brings together 
a group of Baghdad’s Christians in his  house where there is an image 
of Jesus together with the apostles, and al- Tayfuri has a lamp burning 
in front of it. Hunayn asks al- Tayfuri: “Why are you wasting oil? This 
is not the messiah and they are not the apostles— they are only images!” 
Al- Tayfuri says: “If they do not deserve respect, then spit on them!” Al- 
Tayfuri then drags Hunayn to al- Mutawakkil, who punishes him in a 
manner already recounted.9

In many respects, such accounts are reminiscent of earlier Christian 
reports of icon desecration and its signifi cance for understanding the 
place of religious images. For example, St. Stephen the Younger is said to 
have thrown coins bearing the image of the emperor Constantine V on 
the ground while at court. It took some effort on the part of Constan-
tine to prevent his courtiers from attacking Stephen, which the emperor 
only did because he understood that Stephen was trying to trick him 
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into exposing the inconsistencies in the iconoclastic position that ar-
gued against any relationship between an image and its referent.10

The accounts involving Hunayn, Bukhtishu‘, and the caliph have 
signifi cance at several different registers. It is clear that the author of 
the narrative is aware that sanctioned icon veneration among Chris-
tians does not consist of veneration of the image in and of itself, nor 
are images venerated as perfect stand- ins or meta phors for the true 
object of worship; rather, when an image is worshipped, the act of ven-
eration passes to the image’s prototype. If there is any truth to the de-
tails of this anecdote, it implies that the caliph and, presumably, other 
patricians of the early Muslim community who surrounded him at 
court, would have understood Christian image veneration in iconologi-
cal terms. But implicit within the tone and structure of this story is the 
message of Christian inferiority, both religiously and po liti cally. The 
conditional manner in which al- Mutawakkil coerces Hunayn ibn Ishaq 
to spit on the icon— in fact, the long- running emphasis on spitting on 
it that runs through the entire story and through similar anecdotes— 
emphasizes the caliph’s awareness that the object is not deserving of 
respect. This fact is also suggested by his demand that the icon be 
given to him, since his handling of it— however respectful he may be— 
without actually believing in the icon, would constitute his treating it 
as a curio or other artifact, which would defi nitionally be dismissive of 
the status it enjoyed among the Christian iconophiles in the narrative. 
Perhaps more importantly, the behavior of the Christians emphasizes 
the weak- mindedness of image veneration as it would be regarded by 
Muslims. Hunayn ibn Ishaq, the protagonist and narrator of the anec-
dotes, is tricked by Christian rivals into showing disrespect to the 
icon. Neither he, nor any of the other Christians, appears to be partic-
ularly concerned about the religious fallout from his behavior, which 
smacks both of impiety and of a lack of true belief in the power of icons. 
After all, in these stories, Christians at the caliphal court are manipulat-
ing icons and their veneration for the purpose of power plays amongst 
themselves, thus displaying themselves as deceitful, impious in their 
own faith, and hypocritical in their belief in material objects that nei-
ther defend themselves nor cause ill to befall others.
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Icons of Prophets

Perhaps the most intriguing set of historical accounts showing a fa-
miliarity on the part of Muslims with the nature, if not the theory, of 
icons concerns the description of portraits of the prophet Muhammad 
that  were held in the possession of non- Muslims. Variations of this 
story are found as early as the ninth century ce, and they continue 
into the early modern period, as has been discussed at some length by 
Grabar and Natif. The earliest known version was completed around 
895 ce by al- Dinawari and is found in his Al- akhbbr al- tiwbl.11 In this 
version, a companion of the Prophet named ‘Ubada ibn al- Samit was 
sent by Abu Bakr to the Byzantine emperor to give him the choice of 
converting to Islam or facing attack. When he got to Constantinople, 
the Muslim envoy and his companion  were given an audience with the 
emperor, who quizzed them on the details of Islam. In their second 
audience, the emperor had an attendant bring an object (‘atjda) with 
multiple compartments, each with its own little lid. He opened one of 
the compartments and took out a black piece of cloth containing a 
white image, “the likeness (ha’ya) of a man as beautiful as could be, 
like the full moon.” The emperor asked if they recognized the face, to 
which they replied in the negative, and then they  were informed that it 
was Adam. The emperor returned the image to its compartment and 
took out another one, wrapped in a white cloth this time and contain-
ing a white image of a handsome older man with a stern face, whom 
they also did not recognize. The emperor informed them that this was 
Noah, returned the image to its compartment, and extracted a third 
image, white and wrapped in a black cloth. The Meccan immediately 
recognized it as the image (svra) of Muhammad. “When we saw it, we 
cried. [The emperor] said, ‘What is the matter with you?’ We said, ‘This 
is the image (svra) of our prophet Muhammad, may peace be upon 
him.’ Then he said, ‘By your religion! Is this truly the image of your 
prophet?’ We replied, ‘Yes, this is the image of our prophet, as though 
we are seeing him alive [before us]!’ ” The Byzantine emperor then 
folded up the piece of cloth and put it back in its compartment, saying 
that this was the last of the images but he had wanted to show it to 
them early to understand more about them. He then proceeded to 
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show them the contents of the other compartments, which contained 
images of prophets (specifi cally, Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, 
and Jesus), and explained that the pictures (or perhaps only the image 
of Jesus) had come into the possession of Alexander and eventually 
 were passed down to him.12

In al- Dinawari’s narrative, Muhammad’s image is treated differ-
ently from those of the other prophets, who are described with physical 
characteristics, such as Adam’s moon- like face or Noah’s handsome 
but stern and frowning one. Variants of this tale are also found in 
the collections of prophetic stories by al- Tha‘labi (d. 1035) and al- Kisa’i 
(d. ca. 1100). Al- Tha‘labi writes about a wooden ark, covered in gold 
and mea sur ing three by two cubits, that God sends down to Adam. It 
contained pictures (suwar) of the prophets descending from Adam, all 
 housed in their own compartments (buyvt). The last of them was made 
of red sapphire and contained a picture of Muhammad standing in 
prayer and with men— identifi ed as his companions Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, 
‘Uthman, and ‘Ali— standing around him.13 In al- Kisa’i’s work, Adam 
receives a white fabric from God bearing images (suwar) of the pha-
raohs and the prophets, including Muhammad.14

The most interesting redactions of this story are in the Dalb’il al- 
nubuwwa of Abu Nu‘aym al- Isfahani (d. 1012) and the book of the same 
title by Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn al- Husayn al- Bayhaqi (d. 1403).15 In the 
fullest version of this account, which repeats many of the elements of 
al- Dinawari’s telling, a member of a prominent Meccan family named 
Hisham ibn al-‘As al- Umawi travels with a companion to Constanti-
nople to meet Heraclius to deliver a letter from the Prophet and to at-
tempt to convert him to Islam. In his second audience with Heraclius, 
the emperor calls for a wondrous gilded artifact in the shape of a cube 
and containing compartments (buyvt) with lids (abwbb). Heraclius opens 
one compartment, removes a black silk packet, and unwraps it to reveal 
a red image of a man with big eyes, large buttocks, and an unusually 
long neck; though beardless, he wears his hair in two braids.16

When Heraclius asks the Meccans if they recognize the man in the 
image, they say that they do not, and Heraclius explains: “This is Adam, 
peace be upon him, and he is the most hirsute of all men.” The next 
compartment he opens contains, wrapped in the same black silk, the 
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white image of a man with long curly hair “like that of a Copt,” red eyes, 
a large head, and a beautiful beard, who is said to be Noah. The next 
compartment similarly holds the image of a man with an extremely 
white complexion, white beard, beautiful eyes, a smooth forehead, and 
long cheeks, who appears as if he  were smiling, and he is declared to be 
Abraham. Neither al-Bayhaqi nor al- Isfahani provide a physical descrip-
tion of the white image in the next compartment, but when Heraclius 
asks the two Meccans if they recognize the person in the image, both 
immediately begin to weep and cry out: “Yes, this is Muhammad, the 
Prophet of God!” Heraclius stands up in amazement and asks them if it 
is indeed Muhammad, to which the Meccans reply: “This is who it is, as 
though we  were looking at him!” Heraclius then contemplates the im-
age for an hour, and fi nally says: “This is the last of the compartments, 
but I hastened to it because of you, to see what concerns you.”17

When the Meccans ask Heraclius about the provenance of the por-
traits, he replies that Adam had wished to see the prophets who would 
come from among his descendants, so God had revealed them to him 
on pieces of heavenly silk (according to al- Isfahani), and Adam had 
kept them in his trea sury (khizbna). Subsequently they  were taken by 
Alexander and given to the prophet Daniel, eventually coming into the 
possession of Heraclius. When the travelers return to Mecca, they re-
late their adventure to Abu Bakr, who weeps and tells them that, in-
deed, Muhammad had told him that the Christians and the Jews pos-
sessed physical descriptions (na‘t) of him.18

Both al- Bayhaqi and al- Isfahani relate two additional stories refer-
ring to images of Muhammad. One concerns a Meccan merchant and 
contemporary of Muhammad who went to Syria on business. Some 
Christians, who had heard of a new prophet in Arabia, took him to a 
monastery that  housed a number of paintings (suwar) and sculptures 
(tambthjl). When they asked him if he saw his prophet among the fi g-
ures represented in the images, he said no, so they took him to an-
other, bigger monastery with a greater number of paintings and sculp-
tures;  here the Meccan was faced with a depiction (sifa) of Muhammad 
as well as with his image, with a depiction and image of Abu Bakr 
standing next to him.19
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Al- Maqrizi’s history includes a version of the story of an image of 
Muhammad made for and in the possession of a non- Muslim king. In 
this case it is the Christian ruler of Egypt, entitled al- Muqawqis, to 
whom Muhammad sends an envoy inviting him to embrace Islam. 
Upon reading the letter, the ruler meets with Muhammad’s ambassa-
dor in private and pulls a piece of fabric (samat) out of a basket, the 
cloth bearing images of the prophets. A second piece of fabric bears a 
portrait of Muhammad that the Meccan does not see. He is queried on 
the Prophet’s appearance and the muqawqis compares the verbal de-
scription with the image on the cloth, which he confi rms to be an ac-
curate repre sen ta tion of Muhammad, although he never shows the 
image to the envoy.20

The story also appears in different redactions in the Persianate world. 
In one eleventh- century source, Shiroye, the last Sassanian king, sends 
a paint er to Muhammad to make a portrait of the Prophet, which he 
brings back to the ruler, who places it on his pillow. And in the fi f-
teenth century, the Timurid historian Mirkhwand writes of a miracu-
lous box (tbbvt sakjna) in the possession of Heraclius and containing 
images of the prophets. Mirkhwand’s account is then picked up by the 
sixteenth- century writer Dost Muhammad to justify the painting of 
images; he referred to the container as a “box of witnessing” (sandvq 
al- shahbda).21

Another early version, found in the Murvj al- dhahab of al- Mas‘udi (d. 
957), locates the story in China. Al- Mas‘udi acknowledges that his in-
formation is derived from a text from 916 by Abu Zayd al-Hasan al- 
Sirafi , who had embellished an account of a voyage to China under-
taken in 851 by a merchant named Sulayman. In this instance, the 
Chinese king asks the Meccan traveler: “Would you recognize your 
master (sbhib), that is to say your Prophet, if you saw him?” The Mec-
can replies: “How could I since he is with God?” to which the king says: 
“I do not mean his [person], I am talking of his portrait (svra).” The 
Meccan responds in the affi rmative and weeps, and the king orders his 
attendants to bring a box from which he removes a scroll of paper 
(darj). The king has the images on the scroll shown to the visitor, who 
immediately recognizes them as portraits of the prophets and begins 
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whispering blessings on them. The Chinese king asks him on what 
basis he can identify departed prophets, and the man replies: “By what 
was depicted of their things: Noah shown entering the Ark, Moses 
with his rod and the children of Israel, Jesus on a donkey and accom-
panied by apostles.” Each individual portrait had a textual description 
of that par tic u lar prophet’s genealogy, age, land, and the details of his 
prophethood inscribed above it. “The prophet Muhammad was on 
camelback, surrounded by his companions wearing [bedouin] shoes 
made of camel skin and toothpicks made of the bark of palm trees 
hanging from their belts.”22 The Meccan traveler reports that some of 
the prophets either had their thumbs and forefi ngers touching in the 
shape of a circle (signifying the unity of creation) or  else  were holding 
up their forefi ngers (reminding viewers to fear God).

As noted by Grabar and Natif, these narratives fulfi ll the impor-
tant function within Islamic religious culture of proving the truth of 
 Muhammad’s prophetic mission by demonstrating how non- Muslims 
have known about his coming long before either the Muslims or their 
pre- Islamic Arab forebearers have, thereby squarely situating Muham-
mad’s mission in the larger world of Christianity as a global religion.23 
But situating the story outside an Islamic orbit is also signifi cant for 
its message concerning the nature and use of images: that the image is 
in the possession of a Christian king or monastery and is  housed in a 
way already used for the storing of icons makes clear that some Mus-
lims at an early period in the development of the religion  were familiar 
with Christian icons and the nature of Christian icon veneration. Al-
though it appears unlikely that any such attitude toward visual im-
ages passed directly into Muslim religious practice, the im mense pop-
ularity of the works in which these accounts appear— especially the 
collections of prophetic tales— ensures that a broad cross- section of 
Muslims have not only been exposed to the concept of the visual repre-
sen ta tion of Muhammad, but they have also tacitly accepted the role 
of visual signifi cation in their prophetology. The signifi ers mentioned 
in all these accounts, and especially the one located in China, are simi-
lar to those encountered in Byzantine iconography, although in the 
Chinese case they also bear some resemblance to divine visual signifi -
ers, or mudras, found in South and Central Asian Buddhist and Hindu 
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art. Given the pairing of China with India in much of medieval Islamic 
literature on geography and marvels of the world, as well as the Mus-
lim fascination with Indian idolatry, it is not impossible that the refer-
ent  here is Buddhist or Hindu, rather than Christian, iconography.

The situating of the images entirely within a non- Muslim environ-
ment, with the Muslim actors limited to the role of visitors, has the 
additional function of keeping image veneration outside of the realm 
of Muslim society and ritual while simultaneously utilizing it to Mus-
lim religious ends. Signifi cantly, neither do the Muslim travelers ever 
ask for the image of the Prophet, nor is it offered to them, and there is 
no mention of the practice being copied in the Muslim world after the 
return of the travelers. In all cases, the image vanishes from history after 
it is seen by the Meccans, and in one version it actually erases itself. 
The end of the image’s life as a rhetorical device makes sense, since it is 
not needed after it has demonstrated that Muhammad’s mission was 
foreordained. At the same time, however, it is important that the image 
ceases to exist in order to eliminate the possibility of prophetic images 
becoming objects of veneration. This point is made explicitly in a related 
Chinese story dating at the earliest from the seventeenth century, which 
describes a Chinese emperor sending an ambassador to invite Muham-
mad to visit China. The Prophet responds by sending a painting of him-
self, which is designed to miraculously self- erase after a certain amount 
of time as a precaution against it becoming an object of worship.24

Even though the images are located and remain outside of the 
 Muslim domain, never to become part of Muslim religious life, it re-
mains signifi cant that the Muslims who see the images react by weep-
ing, thereby displaying an emotional response appropriate to viewing 
a repre sen ta tion of a deeply venerated religious fi gure. Weeping would 
be the correct response for many Christians as well.25 In this aspect 
especially, the story in its various forms emphasizes that Muslims are 
not constitutionally aniconic or immune to the power of images; faced 
with an image with a powerful referent, their reaction is the same as 
that of non- Muslims, a point also made by al- Biruni when speaking of 
Indian idolatry.26

The emotional reaction of the Muslim characters in these accounts 
and the formal resemblance to Byzantine icons notwithstanding, there 
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is no sign that the Muslim writers or audience of these stories under-
stood the nature of resemblance inherent in the Byzantine icon. There 
is, however, another medieval context that makes clear a familiarity 
with Christian icons, this one coming from thirteenth- century Anato-
lia, a context in which Muslims lived and interacted closely with 
Christians.

Two anecdotes found in the biography of the famous poet Mawlana 
Jalal al- din Rumi (d. 1273) give us some indication of how Muslims 
might have understood visual art, portraiture, and the nature of the re-
ligious image in Anatolia at the time. In the second story, Gurji Khatun, 
wife of the ruler of Anatolia, is leaving Konya for her ancestral home of 
Kayseri because she has fallen out of the Sultan’s favor. Being a disciple 
of Rumi, she cannot stand the thought of being away from him, so she 
commissions a Christian paint er named ‘Ayn al- dawla, who is also a 
disciple of Rumi, to make a painting of her master on paper so she can 
have him with her at all times. ‘Ayn al- dawla was famous for his incom-
parable talent at making portraits, and he completes a portrait of his 
master, but when he compares it to Rumi, the latter’s appearance seems 
to have changed and the picture does not resemble Rumi at all. ‘Ayn al- 
dawla makes another portrait with the same result. Finally, after mak-
ing twenty sketches, he gives up on trying to make an accurate likeness 
of Rumi, breaks his pens, and falls prostrate on the fl oor, having learned 
that an image can never accurately represent its prototype.27

The second account concerns a Byzantine icon, and also has ‘Ayn al- 
dawla as the principal character. In this story, another Christian paint er 
and disciple of Rumi named Kaluyan (or Kalwiyan) tells ‘Ayn al- dawla 
about an image of Mary and Jesus drawn on a tablet or plaque (lawh) in 
a monastery in Constantinople, saying that it is without compare in its 
resemblance to Jesus and Mary and that paint ers come from around 
the world to copy it but fail in their attempts. ‘Ayn al- dawla is driven by 
desire for that image and goes to the monastery to become an atten-
dant there, serving the monks for a year. One day he spies his opportu-
nity and steals the image, taking it back to Konya with him. He is then 
summoned to Rumi, who wants to know where he has been for all this 
time. He relates the  whole story to Rumi and shows him the image, 
whereupon the master admires it but declares that the two personages 
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in the image are complaining bitterly against ‘Ayn al- dawla, saying that 
he is not true in his love for them. When ‘Ayn al- dawla asks how this 
could be so, Rumi replies that they are saying that they never get to eat 
or sleep, staying up all night and fasting all day, while ‘Ayn al- dawla 
leaves them both in order to eat and sleep. The artist protests that the 
images can neither eat nor sleep, nor can they speak since they are life-
less paintings (naqsh- i bj jbn), at which Rumi scolds him, saying that it is 
he who is a lifeless image since, because of his obsession with an inani-
mate object, ‘Ayn al- dawla fails to see the design of God’s world and of 
all the creatures God has animated within it.28

These anecdotes provide confl icting messages, the second clearly re-
fl ecting the idea that an icon is inseparable from its prototype in some 
essential way, while the former illustrates that an image cannot capture 
the essence of that which it represents. However, taken together, they 
display a familiarity with the nature and function of icons in Orthodox 
Christianity, a religion that was very much part of the environment of 
Rumi’s central Anatolia.29



4

Idols, Icons, and Images in Islam

If a believer fi nds a golden idol
Does he leave it for others to worship?
Or does he seize it and hurl it in the fi re,
Destroying its stolen shape
So the idol’s face is erased from the gold.
The form is but a hindrance and a false guide —
Its golden essence is the true essence of its value,
The idol form stamped on the gold is borrowed.

—mawlana jalal al- din rumi

The belief that Islam represents a revolutionary break from the ear-
lier history of Arab society is central to the religion. Pre- Islamic Ara-
bia is referred to in historical, religious, and literary sources as an 
age of “ignorance” ( jbhiliyya) that was eradicated by the arrival of Is-
lam, the religion of surrender to the will of the one, true God. In the 
opinion of some Muslim scholars, and certainly in the view of wider 
Muslim society, jbhiliyya characterizes not just pre- Islamic Arabia 
but also any contemporary society that does not correspond to an 
Islamic notion of acceptable religious practice, in par tic u lar, to a 
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scripturally based form of mono the ism in which active piety through 
adherence to ritual and dogma is seen as a refl ection of inner morals 
and ethics as well as belief in the only true religion. To exist in a state 
of jbhiliyya implies being sunk in a variety of forms of moral turpi-
tude, in which sexual misconduct, infanticide, drunkenness, vio-
lence, cruelty, and oppression form the social and moral evidence of 
a systemic impropriety of which idolatry constitutes an essential ele-
ment of religious ignorance.1 There is nothing uniquely Muslim 
about the association of idolatry with immorality; as has already 
been demonstrated, this association is a trope that fi gures promi-
nently in other contexts, including that of late antiquity as well as 
Christian polemics against Jews, Muslims, and even other Chris-
tians. Nevertheless, the worship of idols forms a central identifying 
characteristic of the state of jbhiliyya, and the descriptions of pre- 
Islamic religious images in Islamic writings have a relevance similar 
to that possessed by the images and idols of non- Muslims such as 
Hindus and Christians in later times.

Early Islam and Idolatry

Although idols and idolatry fi gure prominently in many Muslims’ self- 
understanding of their religious origins, past and present, there is no 
word that can be translated readily as “idol worshipper” or “idolater” 
that occurs frequently in the Qur’an or in early Muslim literature. 
The reprehensible religious practices of the Arabs of the pre- Islamic 
jbhiliyya— as well as those of non- monotheists, real and imagined, in 
other lands— are referred to most frequently as shirk and kufr, with the 
practitioners themselves being called mushrikvn and kuffbr. The latter 
term refers to disbelief, such that kuffbr (sing. kbfi r) is translated satis-
factorily as “disbelievers” or “infi dels.” Shirk is sometimes translated as 
“idolatry,” although it actually refers to associating something or some-
one with the true god. Consequently, mushrikvn is better translated as 
“associationists,” “associators,” or even “polytheists,” rather than “idol-
aters,” since any interrelation with idols and idolatry is simply not part 
of the word’s etymology.2 The Qur’anic terms that are more accurately 
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translated as “idol”—sanam (pl. asnbm) and wathan (pl. awthbn)— are 
normally not used to refer to the idols of the Meccan environment of 
Muhammad’s time, but to those of a bygone era, such as the time of 
Abraham and the story of Moses delivering the Israelites from Egypt. 
The Qur’an refers to idols as loathsome and fi lthy (al- rijs min al- awthbn, 
Qur’an 22:30), and encourages believers to avoid them. The Qur’anic 
terms are frequently used interchangeably, although they are also said 
to be distinct, with a sanam being an idol in human form made out of 
wood, gold, or silver, and a wathan being an idol made of stone.3 The 
word tbghvt refers to idols as well, although it is used also to refer to 
idol temples and sanctuaries associated with idolatry.4 One thing that 
seems apparent from seeing how Qur’anic exegetical and other works 
use these terms is that Muslims did not feel the need to establish clear 
distinctions between their signifi cations; this indicates that idols and 
idolatry  were not seen as distinct in category from other types of wor-
ship foreign (and unacceptable) to Islam, such as various forms of ani-
mism and fetishism, litholatry, the petitioning of supernatural enti-
ties not considered deities, and so on, and that they all fell into a broad 
category of shirk. Nevertheless, shirk has come to mean polytheism not 
just in common Muslim understandings but also in Islamic law, and 
idolatry is seen as one of the essential components of polytheistic belief. 
The identifi cation of shirk with idolatry is partly a result of a Qur’anic 
association of the two (although not an unequivocal one), but it is 
mostly due to their explicit twinning in religious literature, where the 
Meccans who opposed Muhammad are viewed uncomplicatedly as idol-
aters and the derogatory term of mushrikvn is applied to them categori-
cally. As will be discussed later in this chapter, Islamic sources do not 
distinguish among a god, a supernatural being appealed to as an inter-
cessor, an idol hewn by human hands, or an unworked found object 
(such as a stone) that serves as the focus of religious ritual. Thus the name 
Allat is sometimes used to refer to one of the best known of the pre- 
Islamic deities, but the name is also used for an idol representing the 
god, for stones representing the god, and for the god’s sanctuary.5

The most famous written work describing religious images in pre- 
Islamic Arabia is The Book of Idols (Kitbb al- asnbm) attributed to Ibn al- 
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Kalbi (d. ca. 822), although this text is probably a composite work com-
prising material from several sources. The book was highly regarded 
by the infl uential geographers and historians al- Mas‘udi (d. 957) and 
Yaqut (d. 1229). The Book of Idols did not see a wide circulation in the Is-
lamic world; in fact, it was virtually unknown until the early twentieth 
century when it was published in Egypt on the basis of a unique manu-
script. Fortunately, however, its content had not languished in obscu-
rity, because almost all of it was reproduced by Yaqut in his pop u lar 
and infl uential geo graph i cal work, the Mu‘ jam al- buldbn.6

Most of the descriptions provided by Ibn al- Kalbi are quite short 
and do not appear to follow a clear or gan i za tion al pattern, except that 
the interpolation of descriptions of idols and their sanctuaries with 
accounts of how human beings (and Arabs in par tic u lar) went from 
being mono the ists to believers in idols— as well as musings on turning 
away from the worship of the true God— suggests an underlying mor-
alistic tone to the book not dissimilar from that found in works that 
treat wonders of the world as sources of warning (‘ ibra). The Kitbb al- 
asnbm is not consistent in its descriptions and contains some contra-
dictory information: it gives different locations for the same idols, 
confl icting defi nitions of the terms sanam and wathan, and provides 
two divergent explanations for the origins of idolatry.7 Nevertheless, 
Ibn al- Kalbi’s Book of Idols is invaluable for the information it provides 
concerning how pre- Islamic Arab idolatry was viewed within the early 
Muslim community, and how such imagined idolatrous practice was 
connected to an equally imagined wider form of idolatrous religiosity 
that contrasted sharply with the ideals of Muslim religious life. He 
describes the pre- Islamic Meccans as particularly prone to idolatry, 
with each  house hold having an idol (sanam) that they worshipped; 
when a  house hold member intended to make a journey, the last thing 
he would do at home was to prostrate himself before the idol, which 
was also the fi rst thing he did on his return.8

Ibn al- Kalbi lays the birth of idolatry in the cradle of monotheism— 
the family of Abraham (Ibrahim). According to Ibn al- Kalbi, Isma‘il, 
the son of Ibrahim, settled in Mecca, where he had many children 
who themselves multiplied fruitfully to the point that Mecca became 
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overcrowded, necessitating the migration of many of the descendents 
of Isma‘il to other lands. Before leaving Mecca, each of them took a 
stone from the Ka‘ba, the building constructed by Ibrahim as a divine 
sanctuary. When they settled in their new home, Isma‘il’s descendents 
set up this stone and circumambulated it in imitation of the ritual as-
sociated with the Ka‘ba. Over time, the focus shifted from reenactment 
of the original, religiously sanctioned ritual, to worship of the stone it-
self, and the practice subsequently degenerated into the worship of a 
variety of other things.9 Versions of this narrative claim that idolatry 
was introduced to Arabia by one ‘Amr ibn Luhayy, who had visited 
Syria and seen people worshipping idols there. He inquired about the 
practice, and the Syrians told him that these gods sustained them and 
bestowed upon them what ever they appealed for, so he asked them to 
give him an idol. They gave him one of Hubal, which he brought to 
Mecca and set up together with the idols Isaf and Na’ila. In this way, 
he distorted the religion of Abraham and compelled the Arabs to engage 
in idolatry, much to the distress of the Hanifs (the anachronistic, proto- 
monotheistic group identifi ed with Abrahamic mono the ism). Accord-
ing to al- Mas‘udi, ‘Amr ibn Luhayy lived 345 years, which seems long 
enough to establish idolatry in a place it had not been before. The situ-
ation continued until “God revealed Islam and sent Muhammad, on 
him be peace, and purifi ed the land and delivered the worshippers.”10

Ibn al- Kalbi is clear in his condemnation of the practice of idolatry, 
which he associates with other sins in a familiar pattern according to 
which shirk represents a constellation of moral failings. Thus the fi rst 
idols associated with the Ka‘ba, Isaf and Na’ila,  were originally a man 
and woman from the Jurhum tribe who had come from Yemen to per-
form a pilgrimage at the Ka‘ba. Finding the sanctuary empty, they com-
mitted adultery in it and  were immediately turned to stone. When the 
Meccans came and found them, they set up the petrifi ed Isaf and Na’ila 
in the sanctuary of the Ka‘ba, where they became objects of worship 
among pilgrims and the Quraysh.11 According to one account repro-
duced by al- Azraqi, they  were placed in the interior of the Ka‘ba, and 
 were worshipped by the Arabs, who prostrated themselves in front of 
them and performed animal sacrifi ces to them.12
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Ibn al- Kalbi also refers to the worship (through the ritual of cir-
cumambulation) of stone relics, called ansbb, although it is unclear 
whether he is referring to found objects or worked stones.13 He pro-
vides other examples connecting the worship of idols with vile behav-
ior. The Syrians and the tribes of Quda‘a, Lakhm, and Judham shared 
an idol called al- Uqaysir to which they made pilgrimages. As part of 
the associated ritual, the men would shave their heads, mixing the 
hair with wheat to the ratio of one handful of wheat for every hair. 
People would make a dough, bake it, and eat the bread made of “wheat, 
hair, and lice.”14

The condemnation of idolatry found in Ibn al- Kalbi’s work is less of 
the worship of false gods than of wrong gods. He does not bother to 
criticize the idols themselves, which he does not differentiate from the 
gods they personify; for Ibn al- Kalbi, idols are not repre sen ta tions of 
the gods he describes but rather are those very gods.

The so- called gods are nothing but stones: a man once 
brought his camels to a god named Sa‘d who was in the form 
of a long rock. He planned to make his camels stand on the 
rock in order to obtain blessing, but they ended up shying 
away and scattering at the sight of the blood from sacrifi ces 
that covered the rock. The man threw a stone at the rock and 
cursed it for causing his camels to shy. He then gathered 
them up and returned home saying, “Is he not but a rock in 
a barren land, deaf to both evil and to good?”15

In a somewhat similar example demonstrating the arbitrary nature 
of idol worship, and therefore its signifi cance as evidence of weak- 
mindedness, Ibn al- Kalbi states that when Arabs on a journey would 
stop for the night, they would collect four stones; three of these would 
be used to support the cooking pot and the fourth would be used as 
an object of worship in imitation of the Ka‘ba.16 The denunciation of 
idols as little more than rocks and clay stands in contrast to other ac-
counts in which the gods are real enough, but are false, in that they 
are distinct from the “true” god of the new religion. The Qur’anic ref-
erence to the “daughters of Allah” (53:19– 20) is well known, as is the 
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incident of the so- called Satanic verses in which an attitude of toler-
ance toward secondary deities was discarded in favor of their absolute 
rejection. Ibn al- Kalbi lists the female deities at the center of this inci-
dent, Manat, Allat, and al-‘Uzza, as three of the four gods most fa-
vored by the Meccans in the period immediately before the advent of 
Islam. (The fourth was the male god, Hubal, who was the greatest of 
them according to Ibn al- Kalbi.) Of the three, al-‘Uzza was the most 
recent and the most honored, and the Quraysh would sacrifi ce ani-
mals to her.17

Early Islamic histories and traditions of Muhammad (hadith) record 
the destruction of al-‘Uzza by the Muslim military champion, Khalid 
ibn al-Walid, at Muhammad’s command. Among the different versions 
of this event documented by Ibn al- Kalbi, one deserves special atten-
tion. According to this account, Muhammad commanded Khalid ibn 
al-Walid to the valley of Nakhla where there  were three trees inhabited 
by al-‘Uzza, and ordered him to cut down the fi rst one. When he re-
turned, Muhammad asked him if he had seen anything unusual there, 
to which Khalid ibn al-Walid replied that he had not. Muhammad 
commanded him to go back to Nakhla, cut down the second tree, and 
report back, which he did, saying again that he had not seen anything 
out of the ordinary. Muhammad then ordered him to go and cut the 
fi nal tree. When Khalid ibn al-Walid arrived in Nakhla, he saw an Abys-
sinian woman with wild hair, gnashing and grating her teeth, and ac-
companied by Dubayya al- Sulami, the custodian of al-‘Uzza. Dubayya 
addressed the woman, calling her al-‘Uzza, beseeching her to kill Kha-
lid, “because unless you kill Khalid today you will be condemned to 
humiliation and shame.” Khalid ibn al-Walid struck her with his sword, 
cutting off her head, at which she fell to the ground in a pile of ashes. 
He then killed Dubayya, her custodian, felled the tree, and returned to 
Muhammad with his report. Muhammad allegedly commented: “That 
was al-‘Uzza, and there will be no goddess for the Arabs after her. In-
deed she will never be worshipped after today!”18

This version of the destruction of al-‘Uzza is not found in the collec-
tions of hadith considered canonical by the majority of Muslims, but 
notions of canonicity are primarily relevant only in the legal uses of 
hadith. There is a much larger corpus of prophetic traditions that 
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serves as the wisdom literature of Muslims and guides attitudes and 
ethics in all walks of life. The implications of Ibn al- Kalbi’s account of 
the killing of al-‘Uzza are clear: Muhammad did not deny that al-‘Uzza 
was real. She was not a mere tree that the deluded Arabs, in their igno-
rance, insisted on worshipping. Dubayya, her custodian, did not try to 
stop Khalid ibn al-Walid himself but rather he beseeched the goddess 
to defend herself (and, by extension, those who worshipped her). It 
took one of the greatest champions of Islam to kill al-‘Uzza, a feat that 
presumably could only be accomplished because it was the will of the 
superior deity of Muhammad and Khalid ibn al-Walid. Clearly, Ibn al- 
Kalbi did not deny the existence of other gods, or that idols and icons 
possessed supernatural powers. He simply believed that Allah was su-
perior to them all; part of the proof of this was that his worshippers 
could vanquish all other gods as well as their devotees.

Ibn Sa‘d relates an account reminiscent of al-‘Uzza and her inability 
to defend herself and her worshippers: “Rashid was given Ruhat, in 
which there is a well called ‘the well of the Messenger.’ Rashid had 
been the custodian of an idol of the Banu Sulaym. One day he saw two 
foxes pissing on it, and he said, ‘Can a god [literally “lord”] have two 
foxes pissing on his head? He is debased whoever has foxes pissing on 
him!’ Then he assaulted it, and shattered it.”19 The theme of idols that 
are unable to defend themselves is a common one in early Islamic lit-
erature, as is that of religious heroes ridiculing idols and idol worship, 
and of idolaters turning against their gods when the latter prove im-
potent in the face of attack or misfortune. During the capitulation of 
Ta’if, the worshippers of the idol al- Rabba (identifi ed with Allat) ex-
pected their god to defend itself from the attack of the Muslim cham-
pion Mughira ibn Shu‘ba. During the course of the struggle, Mughira 
pretended to be struck down by the idol, but then stood up again, 
laughing, and ridiculed the locals for their belief, calling the idol a 
“contemptible thing of clay and stone.”20 The obvious reading of such 
disavowals is the dismissal of other gods, but underlying the state-
ments is the explicit ac know ledg ment of the power of idols and icons, 
and even the existence of other deities as “false” gods, which remains a 
pervasive theme in early Islam as well as in descriptions of foreign 
lands and cultures.
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Idols and the Religion of Abraham

One critical point that is often overlooked in discussions of Islam and 
its relationship to the imagined history of pre- Islamic Arabia and its 
time of jbhiliyya is that polytheism and idolatry are perceived as 
introductions— even imports— to the Arabian Peninsula and its reli-
gious culture. Muslim prophetology situates Islam squarely within a 
prophetic tradition beginning with Adam and culminating with Mu-
hammad. In this scheme, all prophets  were themselves mono the ists 
and preached mono the ism, so that polytheism and idolatry can be 
seen only as corrupt deviations from a primordial mono the ism. Idola-
try is often regarded as a sign of intellectual weakness and immaturity 
by Muslims as well as others; but according to the Islamic view of pro-
phetic history, this weakness is not evolutionary, leading to the “matu-
rity” of mono the ism and a lack of reliance on images, even though 
image- independent mono the ists are certainly seen as more spiritually 
advanced than image- using polytheists. Rather, idolatry and polythe-
ism represent religious regression, a falling away from the evolutionary 
path of mono the ism that begins with Adam, and on which fi gures 
such as Noah and especially Abraham represent key turning points.

The majority of Muslims believe that Islam, as professed and pro-
mulgated by Muhammad, is identical to the religion preached by Abra-
ham, such that Abraham, more than any other prophet, functions as 
the spiritual ancestor of the religion. It is a central doctrine that the 
Ka‘ba in Mecca was built by Abraham as a “house” (bayt) for the one 
true god that he worshipped, and not only does the commemoration 
of events in his life (in imitation of Muhammad’s reenactment thereof ) 
constitute a central component of Muslim ritual in the pilgrimages of 
Hajj and ‘Umra, but also in wider constructions of religious history. 
This is particularly so in questions pertaining to pre- Islamic Arab 
mono the ism and idolatry. In such an understanding, a form of Abra-
hamic mono the ism persisted with people called Hanifs who rejected 
the polytheism that had infected Arabia and had displaced (or cor-
rupted) the divinely sanctioned religion of Abraham. The Hanifs 
 persisted as an anachronistic mono the istic group within the larger 
context of an idol- worshipping majority, and their practice was 



i d o l s ,  i c o n s ,  a n d  i m a g e s  i n  i s l a m
109

 connected directly to Muhammad’s family. His grandfather, ‘Abd 
 al- Muttalib, is described as having known that the well near the Ka‘ba 
was the Zamzam of Abraham’s son, Isma‘il, and as having prayed to 
Allah inside the Ka‘ba, which  housed an idol at that time that had 
been placed there originally by ‘Amr ibn Luhayy according to at least 
one account.21

According to early Muslim sources, mono the ism had been brought 
to the Arabian Peninsula by Abraham himself when he was com-
manded to go to Mecca and restore the Ka‘ba, which had been built for 
Adam but had fallen under disrepair, neglect, and abuse. He accom-
plished this with the help of his son Isma‘il, and the two of them es-
tablished the rites of the Hajj at that time. Isma‘il remained in Mecca, 
and his descendents practiced the religion of Abraham, especially the 
rituals centered around the Ka‘ba, for several generations. It was their 
aforementioned spread due to population pressure, use of Meccan 
stones as symbolic reminders of the Ka‘ba, and subsequent forgetting 
of the signifi cance of their litholatric rituals, which, combined with 
corrupted Abrahamic rituals, gave rise to the jbhiliyya religion of the 
Arabs.22 Certain early Islamic works are explicit in identifying the 
proto- monotheistic Hanifs with followers of the “religion of Abra-
ham” (djn Ibrbhjm).23 Throughout this period, the Hanifs kept Abraha-
mic religion alive in the midst of idolatrous and polytheistic Arabia:

But [in spite of the idolatry and polytheism which had spread 
among the Arabs] there  were survivals of the time of Abra-
ham and Ishmael which they followed in their rituals— 
revering the sanctuary, circumambulating it, hajj, ‘umra, 
standing upon ‘Arafa and Muzdalifa, offering beasts for sac-
rifi ce, and [reciting the tahljl] in the hajj and ‘umra— together 
with the introduction of things which did not belong to it.24

In his own stand on idols and their worship, Muhammad is clearly 
understood as following squarely in the footsteps of Abraham. The 
Mecca of his time is presented as being steeped in idolatrous practice, 
such that there was not one man in the Quraysh who did not have an 
idol in his  house.25 Conversion to Islam is frequently presented as hav-
ing been premised on a zealous iconoclasm. When ‘Ikrama ibn Abi 
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Jahl converted to Islam, he could not hear of an idol in any of the  houses 
of the Quraysh except that he would go there in order to smash it.

According to early sources such as Ibn al- Kalbi and al- Azraqi, when 
the Prophet entered Mecca on its conquest in 630 ce, there  were 360 
idols in the city, many of them arrayed in the sanctuary of the Ka‘ba, 
with some actually inside it, and its interior walls and pillars  were 
decorated with images. Muhammad struck these idols in their eyes 
and faces with his bow and said: “Truth has come and has destroyed 
falsehood! Indeed, falsehood has come to nothing!” Then he com-
manded that they be turned over onto their faces and taken out of the 
sanctuary and burned.26 Abraham’s break with the religion of his an-
cestors is also echoed in traditions of Muhammad’s life that outline 
the replacement of the idolatry of the Quraysh with the religion of Is-
lam. In one such account, when Abu Uhayha of the Quraysh was ill 
with the sickness that eventually took his life, he was visited by Abu 
Lahab, Muhammad’s paternal uncle who is remembered as one of the 
most vociferous opponents of the spread of Islam. When Abu Lahab 
found the sick man crying, he asked him: “Why are you crying, O Abu 
Uhayha? Do you cry on account of death, for there is no escape from 
it?” Abu Uhayha replied: “No, but I fear that al-‘Uzza will not be wor-
shipped after me.” Abu Lahab vowed that he would continue in the 
worship of al-‘Uzza, to which the dying man responded: “Now I know 
I have a khaljfa!”27 The pre- Islamic gods themselves are shown to la-
ment their end. Al- Waqidi and al- Azraqi relate an account reminiscent 
of the destruction of al-‘Uzza by Khalid ibn al-Walid: “[When the 
Prophet destroyed the idols of Mecca] there came out of one of these 
two stones a grey haired black woman who was tearing at her face with 
her nails, naked, pulling at her hair and crying in her woe. Asked 
about that, the Prophet said, ‘This is Na’ila who has abandoned hope 
that she will ever be worshipped in your land again.’ ”28

There is a tendency in early Islamic commentaries on the Qur’an, as 
well as in religious writings and teachings more generally, to draw a 
clear distinction among disbelievers in Islam, and neither the accusa-
tion of disbelief (kufr) nor the sobriquet of “associater/idolater” (mush-
rik) normally gets applied to Jews or Christians, despite the fact that 
on several occasions throughout history Jews and Christians have been 
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accused of being less than perfect mono the ists in interreligious po-
lemics. Muslim accusations of shirk follow earlier polemical stances in 
which allegations of idolatry are leveled against opponents who would 
consider themselves mono the istic and, in fact, would level similar ac-
cusations against others.

Shirk is understood both as idolatry and as believing in deities be-
side Allah, with the two being confl ated on occasion. The Sjra of Ibn 
Hisham describes a tribe called Khawlan that used to make an offer-
ing of a portion of their crops and livestock to Allah and to another 
god called ‘Umyanis.29 Ibn Hisham includes this account as part of 
the explanation for the concept of divine associates (shurakb’) men-
tioned in Qur’an 6:136: “They assign to Allah a share of the crops and 
cattle He created, saying: ‘This is for God’— as they declare—‘and this is 
for our associates [gods] (shurakb’).’ And what is for their associates 
does not reach Allah, but what is for Allah would reach their associ-
ates. How evilly do they judge!”

On the face of it, there is no reason to assume that the “associates” 
mentioned in this verse are divinities rather than human associates to 
whom a portion of the harvest is given. However, Ibn Hisham inter-
prets the verse as a reference to shirk, claiming that if a portion of 
‘Umyanis’s share went to Allah, it was given back to ‘Umyanis, but if a 
part of Allah’s share went to the other god, it was kept in that allot-
ment, suggesting that the Khawlan not only associated another deity 
with Allah, but also preferred it.

Although the accusation of shirk does not traditionally seem to have 
been made against Christians, this would certainly seem to be the case 
with some of the major signifi ers of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, 
which was undoubtedly built in no small mea sure with a Christian au-
dience in mind, or at the very least with an eye toward projecting for a 
Muslim audience a message concerning the relative status of Christian-
ity and Islam. The inscriptions on the inside of the dome as well as on 
the north and east portals use verses from the Qur’an that refer to shirk 
(Qur’an 17:111 and 9:33, possibly also 61:9), since both mushrikvn and 
sharjk (“associate” or “partner”) appear in these earliest inscriptions.30
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Muslim Writers on Other Religions

Several Muslim authors wrote extensively describing other religions, 
most often in the context of composing regional or global historical 
geographies. In many cases, such works are concerned primarily with 
describing wonders and mirabilia, and it is therefore not surprising 
that their accounts of foreign religious beliefs and practices tend to 
emphasize the bizarre over mundane ethnographic details. Neverthe-
less, such descriptive accounts found an enthusiastic readership in Is-
lamic lands and went a long way toward constructing Muslim notions 
of non- Muslims—both in the pre- Islamic past and in foreign lands 
they perceived to be exotic, such as India and China.

Such authors’ treatments of pre- Islamic Arabia rely on the skeletal 
data from the Qur’an that was reworked by early Muslim writers such 
as Ibn Hisham, al- Azraqi, and al- Tabari, and subsequently reformu-
lated in ways that constructed Muslim understandings of their own 
religious past and the historical relationship of Islam and Muslims 
to other religions. Two such scholars, al- Mas‘udi (d. 956) and al- 
Shahrastani (d. 1153), whose writings on Indian religions are discussed 
in some detail in this chapter, represent excellent examples of such a 
practice. For al- Mas‘udi, Qur’an 39:3 (“Those who took other protectors, 
apart from Him, say: ‘We only worship them so as to bring us closer to 
Allah’ ”) refers to pre- Islamic Arabs who believed in Allah and Muslim- 
Abrahamic eschatological details concerning creation, death, resurrec-
tion, judgment, and an afterlife, but who simultaneously worshipped 
idols, made pilgrimages to their sanctuaries, and sacrifi ced offerings to 
those deities.31 Elsewhere, he sees evidence of the worship of angels in 
Qur’an 53:19– 20 (“Have you, then, seen Allat, and al-‘Uzza, and Manat, 
the third one, the other?”) and Qur’an 16:57 (“And they ascribe to Allah 
daughters, glory be to Him, and to themselves what they desire”).32

Muslim sources differ greatly on identifying the precise nature of 
well- known deities as well as in locating them within the geography of 
pre- Islamic Arabia. Allat is most commonly placed in Ta’if (as is stated 
by Ibn al- Kalbi), but also in Mecca, Nakhla, and ‘Ukaz.33 She is also 
mentioned as being a worked stone, cubic in shape (sakhra murabba‘a), 
or a stele (bayt), and also as a sanctuary or building. There are also ref-
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erences to her “head,” which suggests that she existed as an anthropo-
morphic or perhaps zoomorphic idol.34 Similar contradictions exist in 
descriptions of Manat and al-‘Uzza, although, not surprisingly, all 
three of them become located in Mecca as the primary false gods of 
pre- Islamic idolatry, in direct consequence of prevalent understand-
ings of the relevant Qur’anic passages and their context.

Islam, Images, and India

The gods of Arabia and of the late antique Mediterranean world not-
withstanding, it is the gods of India that occupy a central place in 
 Islamic accounts of idolatry. India has long held status as a land of 
wonder and fascination among the residents of Islamic lands to its 
west. Travel literature and geo graph i cal writings give prominence to 
descriptions of India; furthermore, there is a long history of works de-
voted to the description of India and its wonders, such as the Kitbb 
‘ajb’ib al- Hind (Book of the Wonders of India, ca. 955 ce) and Akhbbr al- 
Sjn wa’l-Hind (Accounts of China and India, compiled 851 ce).

As Friedmann points out, India was viewed as the original home of 
idolatry by the majority of early Muslim writers, and Arab idols  were 
often seen as of Indian origin. Idolatry began in India when Adam 
descended from Paradise and landed on the mountain named Budh in 
Sarandip (identifi ed with Sri Lanka). Adam became the object of wor-
ship among the children of Seth after his death, and one of the descen-
dents of Cain carved idols for his people to use as objects of worship. 
Eventually, Noah’s fl ood washed the idols off the mountain and spread 
them around the world, some of them washing ashore near Jidda in the 
Arabian Peninsula. Al- Tabari claimed that it was from  here that they 
 were retrieved by ‘Amr ibn Luhayy, who was guided to the location 
by the jinn. The tradition of associating India with the home of idola-
try and specifi cally with the idolatry of pre- Islamic Arabia continues 
long after Muslims become an established part of the Indian cultural 
landscape: the historian Firishta (d. ca. 1620) asserts that the Hindu 
idol of Somnath was originally at the Ka‘ba and was brought to India 
by idolaters.35
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It is widely believed that the Islamic conquests in South Asia re-
sulted in an orgy of idol destruction and temple desecration that was 
motivated by a rabid religious intolerance masquerading as mono the-
istic piety. This view persists despite some excellent scholarship (by 
Richard Davis, Michael Meister, Barry Flood, and others) proving that, 
on the  whole, Muslim iconoclasm and temple looting represented a 
continuation not only of Islamic attitudes toward power and the sym-
bolic treatment of defeated people (including other Muslims), but that 
they also  were participating in an established South Asian Buddhist 
and Hindu social discourse of religion, power, and material economy. 
In the words of Davis: “Alive to the identities and mythic backgrounds 
of the fi gures, royal looters dislodged select images from their custom-
ary positions and employed them to articulate po liti cal claims in a 
rhetoric of objects whose principal themes  were victory and defeat, 
autonomy and subjugation, dominance and subordination.”36

Davis and Flood have described the complex issues of symbolism as 
well as economic and po liti cal redistribution associated not just with 
the destruction of idols, temples, and their precious goods, but also 
with their relocation and reuse as spoils of war. Very frequently, idols 
 were included in the spoils and  were taken all the way to Baghdad, 
sometimes even to Mecca. In some cases, they  were destroyed in a pub-
lic spectacle reminiscent of executions and book burnings, suggesting 
that there was a ritual element to this. In other cases, idols  were mira-
bilia, objects of wonder that circulated in the Islamic world before be-
ing placed in a royal trea sury or regifted to someone  else.

Chroniclers, Geographers, and Travelers

Beginning in the ninth century, a number of Muslim authors wrote 
about India, its religious practices and objects as part of a period of 
wider interest in global geography and history that carried into the 
twelfth century and beyond, although writings on India change signifi -
cantly after the establishment of Muslim states in northern India. Of 
these authors, Ibn Khurdadhbih (ca. 912), al- Mas‘udi (d. ca. 947), al- 
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Muqaddasi (d. ca. 990), al- Biruni (d. ca. 1048), Gardizi (d. before 1041), 
Faqih- i Balkhi (d. 1106), al- Shahrastani (d. ca. 1142), and al- Idrisi (d. ca. 
1166) are especially important, although to this list one could add sev-
eral others such as Ibn al- Nadim (d. 998), Ibn Hauqal (d. 977), and Mar-
wazi (d. ca. 1120).37 Idols and idolatry fi gure prominently in early Islamic 
descriptions of India, and over time they become one of the defi ning 
factors differentiating a constructed “Hindu” from a Muslim culture, 
even in contexts  were Islam has been naturalized in a South Asian envi-
ronment. At the same time, descriptions of idols and idolatry written by 
Muslims are by no means simplistic: they display a variety of nuanced 
attitudes and motivations toward alien societies as well as toward the 
relationship of religion to material and visual culture. Some eschew any 
discussion of idols even when they are listing the strange and wondrous 
things of India, suggesting that idols and idolatry did not necessarily 
arouse loathing and fear in early Muslims. An example of such a work is 
the “Book of Wonders of India” attributed to a sea captain named Bu-
zurg ibn Shahriyar al- Ramhurmuzi and which dates from around 955 
ce.38 Al-Ramhurmuzi’s work promotes the exotic with stories of giant 
lobsters and ants, snakes that eat elephants, and monkeys that seduce 
sailors. There are many anecdotal descriptions of strange Indian cus-
toms and events in this collection of tales— including of Indian festivals 
and the conversion of a Hindu king— but idols and idolatry are not 
among the things considered noteworthy by the compiler.

Other accounts are much more detailed in their descriptions of reli-
gious practices. According to al- Mas‘udi, many of the people of India 
and China (as well as from neighboring regions) believe that God has a 
body as do the angels, and that they are all hidden in the heavens. 
They make for themselves images (tambthjl) and idols (asnbm) in the 
forms of God and the angels in various shapes, some human; they 
then worship these idols and images and make offerings to them, be-
lieving that they draw closer to God in this way. Others of their idols 
represent the stars and other celestial bodies that they believe resemble 
God, with different groups worshipping different stars, for which they 
have specifi c idols. They make temples and statues for these stars and 
call them by their names.39
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Al- Mas‘udi goes on to list the major idol temples of the world, with 
their locations stretching all the way to China. He also describes noted 
temples of the past, including a famous one of the Sabeans in Harran 
that contained a statue of Azar, Abraham’s father.40 He provides us 
with a full account of items sent by ‘Amr ibn al- Layth, the Saffarid 
ruler of Af ghan i stan and the Indus Valley, to the Caliph al- Mu‘tadid 
in 898. ‘Amr’s gifts comprised one hundred camels, chests fi lled with 
trea sure, and four million dirhams. In the trea sure he sent was an idol 
in the shape of a woman with four arms and a double- belted necklace 
(wishbhbn) of silver adorned with red and white gemstones. Between the 
arms of this idol  were smaller fi gures with arms and faces decorated 
with jewels and ornaments. ‘Amr ibn al- Layth had taken this idol from 
somewhere in eastern Af ghan i stan, most probably from the temple of 
Lakshmi or Sukhavati at Sukavand, between Kabul and Ghazni.41 The 
object was taken to Basra, where it was put on public display, and then 
on to Baghdad, where it was exhibited for three days. Al- Mas‘udi em-
phasizes the attraction the image held as a spectacle, and crowds gath-
ered to gawk at it when it was on show, to the point that the crowds 
referred to it as a shughl (“distraction,” but also “work” and “entertain-
ment”) because they  were distracted from their labors and entertained 
by it for those days. The idol— renamed shughl— remained an important 
anecdotal detail of Indian mirabilia in writings after al- Mas‘udi.42

In his description of the Indus valley (al- Sind), the renowned tenth- 
century geographer al- Muqaddasi pays special attention to his de-
scription of the idols. Like the relocated shughl, there are idols that ac-
quired fame as idols in idolatrous contexts. Among these are several 
from the Indus valley, particularly those of Multan, one of which is 
famous for having been animated. Al- Muqaddasi has the following to 
say about them:

As for the idols in this region, there are two in Harawa made 
of stone: no one approaches them. They have a power such 
that should a man try to lay his hand on one, it will be held 
back and will not reach the idol. They both appear as though 
made of gold and silver. It is said that if one expresses a wish 
in their presence, the request will be granted. . . .  The two 
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statues are quite enchanting. I saw a Muslim man who said 
he had forsaken Islam to return to the worship of the idols, 
having been captivated by them; when he returned to Naysa-
bur [in Iran] he became Muslim again. The two idols really 
are miraculous!43

Implicit in this statement, and in others like it, is the ac know ledg-
ment of the power of idols and icons. Such accounts are less about de-
nying the existence of deities other than Allah than they are about the 
affi rmation of monolatry (rather than mono the ism) and a condemna-
tion of hylotheism (confusion of God with matter). These issues de-
serve much more discussion in an Islamic context than I can present 
 here.44 Instead, I turn to the famous al- Biruni, whose book on India, 
Kitbb tahqjq mb li’l-Hind min manqvla maqbvla fj’l-‘aql aw mardhvla (bet-
ter known as Tb’rjkh al- Hind, ca. 1030), is perhaps the most detailed 
treatment of Indian society in early medieval Islamic writing. A re-
nowned polymath from Central Asia, al- Biruni stands out not only for 
the amount of detail he provides in his discussion of the religions, 
peoples, and places of India, but also for his nuanced understanding 
of the nature of images and their need in religious ritual and doctrine. 
He is unusual among Muslim writers in this regard, as well as for not 
placing Muslims— or even monotheists— in a category separate from 
other religious groups in the context of his discussion of image venera-
tion. His distinctions among human religious groups is not based on 
religion, but on intellectual class:

It is well known that the pop u lar mind leans towards the 
sensible world, and has an aversion to the world of abstract 
thought which is only understood by highly educated peo-
ple, of whom in every time and every place there are only few. 
And as common people will only acquiesce in pictorial repre-
sen ta tions, many of the leaders of religious communities 
have so far deviated from the right path as to give such im-
agery in their books and  houses of worship, like the Jews and 
Christians, and more than all, the Manicheans. These words 
of mine would at once receive a suffi cient illustration if, for 
example, a picture of the Prophet  were made, or of Mekka 
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and the Ka‘ba, and  were shown to an uneducated [Muslim] 
man or woman. Their joy in looking at the thing would bring 
them to kiss the picture, to rub their cheeks against it, and 
to roll themselves in the dust before it, as if they  were seeing 
not the picture, but the original, and  were in this way, as if 
they  were present in the holy places, performing the rites of 
pilgrimage, the great and the small ones.45

Al- Biruni states unequivocally that this need of “common people” 
for sensory, tangible religious objects is “the cause which leads to the 
manufacture of idols” 46 as well as the veneration of the dead and an-
gels. He then goes on to discuss the origins of idolatry, recognizing 
that some sources claim that before the emergence of mono the ism, all 
human beings  were idolatrous (in contradiction to the common Mus-
lim view that sees idolatry as a deviation from a proto- monotheism). 
He lists the origins of idolatry according to the Torah as dating from 
the time of Abraham’s great- grandfather, and the Roman version of 
the practice as resulting from Romulus having erected a gold image of 
his brother Remus as a way of ridding himself of intestinal troubles he 
suffered following his crime of fratricide.47 He then goes on with ac-
counts of many Indian idols, their manufacture, their mudras, sym-
bols, vehicles and so on. He also provides a detailed description of the 
idol of Multan, called Aditya, and several others in Thanesar, Ghazni, 
Kashmir, and elsewhere, and details of the rules of repre sen ta tion of 
individual gods.

In describing Hindu practices of idol worship, al- Biruni stresses that 
these “ridiculous views” are only held by “the common uneducated 
people”: “For those who march on the path to liberation, or those who 
study philosophy and theology, and who desire abstract truth which 
they call sâra, are entirely free from worshipping anything but God 
alone, and would never dream of worshipping an image manufactured 
to represent him.” 48 He states that the Hindu practice of idol worship 
arises from the same universal human need for concrete (mahsvs) rather 
than abstract or conceptual (ma‘qvl) things that would be demonstrated 
by image and relic veneration among Muslims.49 Clearly, for al- Biruni, 
formal confessional identity does not by itself constitute a suffi cient 
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line to separate idolaters from mono the ists; rather, idolatry is a phe-
nomenon that transgresses religious boundaries, and the elite believ-
ers of supposedly idolatrous religions are themselves monolatric.

Al- Biruni states that when Muhammad ibn al-Qasim (d. 715) con-
quered Multan, he inquired about the source of its wealth, since he 
found it a fl ourishing town with a great deal of trea sure. He was in-
formed that the local idol of Aditya was the cause, and so he decided 
to leave the idol in place to profi t from the pilgrimage trade, but he 
had a piece of cow’s fl esh hung around its neck as an act of mockery 
and humiliation, which he symbolically emphasized by building a 
mosque on the site. Al- Biruni’s discussion of the treatment of the idol, 
or of its fate under the Isma‘ilis and Mahmud of Ghazna, neither ex-
presses approval (or disapproval) of iconoclastic acts, nor belief in the 
veracity of the details he is giving. In fact, the author points out that if 
one takes the accounts of the idol of Multan at face value, it would 
have been 216,000 years old, and al- Biruni fi nds it diffi cult to believe 
that an idol said to be made of wood and leather could have lasted that 
long in a humid environment.50

He notes that idols are esteemed based on who erects them, not on 
what they are made of, and idols such as the wooden Aditya at Multan 
 were valued more than many others made of gold. He lists a number of 
idols erected by important fi gures, which goes to contradict his state-
ment that “idols are erected only for uneducated low- class people of 
little understanding; that the Hindus never made an idol of any super-
natural being, much less of God; and, lastly, [that] the crowd is kept in 
thralldom by all kinds of priestly tricks and deceits.”51 To support his 
claim that it is only the uneducated among the Hindus who engage in 
idolatry and that the educated never confound images and idols with 
God, who is the true object of worship, al- Biruni quotes the Bhagavad 
Gita in a way that sounds very much like a Muslim discussion of shirk:

Do you not see that most of those who wish for something 
address themselves in offering and worshipping to the sev-
eral classes of spiritual beings, and to the sun, moon and other 
celestial bodies? If now God does not disappoint their hopes, 
though he in no way stands in need of their worship, if he 
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even gives them more than they asked for, and if he gives 
them their wishes in such a way as though they  were receiving 
them from that to which they had addressed their prayers— 
viz. the idol— they will proceed to worship those who they ad-
dress, because they have not learned to know him, whilst he, 
by admitting this kind of intermediation, carries their affairs 
to the desired end. But that which is obtained by desires and 
intermediation is not lasting, since it is only as much as is 
deserved for any par tic u lar merit. Only that is lasting which 
is obtained from God alone.52

Al- Biruni claims that idols held the same intermediary function for 
the ancient Greeks as they did for the pre- Islamic Arabs who imported 
them from Syria. In this status, they frequently represent corruptions 
of statues or buildings erected as memorials. It is this belief that they 
are memorials fi rst and foremost that allowed the Caliph Mu‘awiya to 
send statues taken from Sicily in ah 53 (763 ce) to India to be sold 
to the local rulers intact as idols rather than to be melted down. 
The most notable aspect of this incident of trading in images for the 
modern reader is perhaps that, in the eyes of Mu‘awiya (and probably 
also al- Biruni and his readers), all idolaters  were alike, so that there 
was nothing remarkable about an idol from Sicily fi nding a ready mar-
ket of worshippers in Sindh. But for al- Biruni, the noteworthy point 
is that the Caliph was not at all troubled by the possibility that 
he was engaging in the sinful and abhorrent act of trading in idols, 
since such objects  were— in essence and in origin— memorials and aides- 
mémoires.53

Al- Biruni’s work represents a landmark on account of its nuanced 
and detailed treatment of religious practices in India, and other writ-
ers following him do not focus on the subject with the same care. 
Gardizi, who may have been a student of al- Biruni, provides an ac-
count that is much shorter than that of al- Biruni, but he displays a 
similarly noncondemnatory tone in his Zayn al- akhbbr.54 Gardizi men-
tions the worship of a number of different idols as the ritual focus of 
various sects, but he does not make condemnatory statements as part 
of his remarks, nor does he pass moral judgment on them, although 
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an overarching disapproval of such practices is probably to be as-
sumed since they are presented together with descriptions of naked-
ness in ritual and phallocentric religious practices, both of which 
would be considered highly inappropriate by the author. Nevertheless, 
the majority of Gardizi’s discussion is positive. He speaks about the 
Indians’ wonders, telepathic powers, and their medical knowledge that 
is unrivaled in the Islamic world: “The people of India are skilful, 
clever, and shrewd. They make good and subtle things. From their 
midst come many sages, especially in the province (wilbyat) of Kash-
mir.” He goes on in his praise, saying: “(Among) the wonders (are their) 
mathematics, geodesy, geometry, and astronomy, in which their sci-
ence and authority (sangj) have reached a degree which it is impossi-
ble to explain for it is superhuman. (Similarly they excel in) the art 
of singing and dancing and in the construction of implements of 
merriment.”55

A related sense of appreciation of Hindu intellectualism as con-
trasted with an expression of the absurdity of idolatry is also displayed 
in the Baybn al- adybn of Abu’l-Ma‘ali Muhammad ibn Ni‘mat- i ‘Alawi, 
also known as Faqih- i Balkhi. Written in 1106 ce, the chapter on Hin-
duism is barely one page in a substantial book. Faqih- i Balkhi declares 
that the Hindus are second to none in their command of astrology, 
medicine and pharmacology, mathematics, and so on. But he expresses 
amazement that people this sophisticated could be idol worshippers 
(but- parast) and kill themselves through immolation for the sake of 
these idols. He then goes into a discussion of the variety of beliefs and 
rituals that fall under the rubric of Hinduism, like al- Biruni (but in 
much attenuated form), expressing no condemnation of Indian reli-
gious ideas as they are understood in Islamic writings of the time.56

A generation after Faqih- i Balkhi, the Khurasani theologian 
Abu’l-Fath Muhammad al- Shahrastani (d. 1153) stands out among me-
dieval Islamic writers— and especially among heresiographers— for his 
detailed treatment of Indian religious ideas, which he lays out in the 
section entitled Arb’ al- hind in his monumental book on religious sects 
and groups named the Kitbb al- milal wa’l-nihal, the most commonly cited 
Muslim heresiographical work of the period. As has been discussed 
by Lawrence in his study and translation of the sections devoted to 
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Indian religions, al- Shahrastani’s Arb’ al- hind is not based on any fi rst-
hand experience with India that the author had, but is drawn in its 
entirety from received information, much of which dates from a cen-
tury or more before the time of its writing.57 Al- Shahrastani begins by 
outlining the beliefs of what he regards as the subcategories of the 
Barbhima (the Brahmin caste); these subcategories include the followers 
of the Buddha, the “proponents of Meditation and Imagination,” and 
the “proponents of Metempsychosis or Transference.” After this comes 
an account of the followers of “Spiritual Beings” and the worshippers 
of stars, the sun, and the moon. Until the section on moon worship-
pers (“Jandrjkanjya”) there is no specifi c description of idols, yet al- 
Shahrastani is explicit in considering all of the preceding religious 
categories as idolatrous:

Know that those sects whose doctrines we have just cited re-
vert in the last analysis to idolatry, since there is no other 
way for them to worship except in the presence of a person to 
whom they look up and to whom they devote themselves. 
Hence the followers of spiritual beings and star- worshippers 
erect idols which they claim represent the beings actually wor-
shiped. In short, the relation of the idols— wherever it is deter-
mined— is to a hidden object of worship. The constructed idol 
consequently assumes the form, shape and fi gure of the other 
being, becomes its representative and takes its place.

At the same time, however, we are absolutely certain that 
a rational person cannot put his hand to a piece of wood 
and chisel it into a form and then believe that it is both his 
God and his Creator and the God of all; for its existence was 
preceded by the existence of its maker, and its form created 
by the craft of its chiseler.

But when people are intent upon orienting themselves to 
idols and link their needs with idols, without permission or 
authority or proof or power from Almighty God, then their 
devotion to idols and their request (for the fulfi llment) of 
needs from them is tantamount to asserting the divinity of 
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such idols. Concerning this practice, they used to say, ‘We 
serve them only that they may bring us closer to Allah’ 
(Qur’an 39:3). But if they did restrict themselves to the forms 
of idols in ascribing lordship and divinity, then they would 
not go beyond them to the Lord of lords.58

I have quoted al- Shahrastani’s pronouncement in its entirety be-
cause of its importance as one of the most sophisticated, if still criti-
cal, descriptions of the nature and practice of image veneration in Is-
lamic scholarship. Al- Shahrastani clearly understands the mimetic 
and repre sen ta tional uses of images and appears to be affording them 
an iconological status as stand- ins for a hidden divine referent. Yet he 
claims that the very act of worshipping a repre sen ta tion necessarily 
causes it— not the hidden referent itself— to become the object of wor-
ship. His critique of the rationality of worshipping something that has 
been fashioned by human hands is familiar from many other contexts, 
Muslim and otherwise. However, the precise opprobrium he levels 
against using image veneration as a means to draw closer unto God 
does not have a known pre ce dent in Muslim religious literature, in 
that it is not simply the mistaking of the repre sen ta tion for the object 
of worship that he fi nds objectionable. Rather, he also objects to the 
idea that the lack of divine sanction for religious images renders them 
autonomous objects of worship, distinct from repre sen ta tions of a di-
vine referent, since without sanction from God the adoration does not 
pass to him, leaving the idol as the actual (fi nal) object of worship.

Al- Shahrastani describes one idol in great detail, relying on Gardizi 
for most of his details:

They have an idol known as Mahbkbla, who has four hands 
and a great head of hair, which he lets hang down. In one of 
his hands he has a huge snake with its mouth wide open; in 
another a staff; in the third a human skull; and with the 
fourth he pushes it back. In both his ears like two earrings 
are snakes, and on his body are two large snakes, which have 
twisted around him. On his head he wears a crown of skull-
bones. They believe that Mahbkbla is a malicious being who 
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yet merits adoration due both to the greatness of his power 
and to the praise- worthy and lovable, as well as the objection-
able qualities, he possesses. . . .  The people who worship him 
come to [his temples] three times a day. They prostrate them-
selves before him and circumambulate him. At a place called 
Akhtar there is a large idol in the form of this deity. . . .  Con-
tinuously they beseech it and ask it for what they need, until 
perhaps it happens.59

Al- Shahrastani and al- Biruni stand out for their detailed treatments 
of Indian religiosity, the description of Mahbkbla- worship demon-
strating a nuanced understanding of the ambivalent powers venerated 
in a deity of what is most likely a north Indian Shaivite group. But even 
in such accounts, the quality of idols and idolatry as an exotic, alien, 
and often grotesque practice remains connected with what are seen as 
more laudable religious practices, as is evident from the detailed treat-
ment of serpents as well as human skulls and bones. Nevertheless, 
 al- Shahrastani’s arguments, in par tic u lar, could form the kernel of a 
Muslim theory of religious images; however, they have not been infl u-
ential in that regard and have been lost within the much longer de-
scriptive elements of his work that speak about the various categories 
of natural and man- made phenomena and objects that are worshipped 
in India. Similar claims could be made about the statements concern-
ing religious practice made by other writers whose sophisticated treat-
ments of the subject get buried in the details of their thick geo graph i-
cal and anthropological accounts.

Al- Shahrastani and al- Biruni’s nuanced treatment of the place of 
idolatry in Indian religious practice can be explained in part by a cul-
tural familiarity with elements of the South Asian environment. The 
same cannot be said of the geographer and cartographer al- Idrisi (d. 
ca. 1166), an Andalusian from Ceuta who lived in Sicily, who must have 
been much less conversant with Hinduism than these two infl uential 
writers as well as the Central Asian Faqih- i Balkhi. However, al- Idrisi 
displays a somewhat nuanced understanding of the use of idols, and 
his status as one of the most important medieval Islamic geographers 
makes his description of Indian religiosity and idols important. Al- 
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Idrisi’s account of India is somewhat disor ga nized and is limited 
largely to the Indus valley and the western coast of India. None of it is 
drawn from fi rsthand experience and he appears to have been unfa-
miliar with the important writings of al- Biruni and al- Mas‘udi.60

Like his contemporary al- Shahrastani, al- Idrisi understands the use 
of idols as a means of mediation (tawassut) between the worshipper and 
God, stating that Brahmins “worship idols, believing in them as me-
diators between themselves and Almighty God.” 61 Despite his antipathy 
toward idolatry and all forms of hylotheism, he accords a fundamen-
tal religious and moral acceptability to the Indian (as well as Chinese) 
idolaters: “None of the people of India and China deny the Creator. 
They believe in Him because [they recognize] His wisdom and eternal 
craftsmanship. They do not believe in the Prophets or the Books. Nev-
ertheless, they do not in any circumstances depart from justice and 
equity.” 62

Al- Idrisi provides a detailed description of the famous idol of Mul-
tan mentioned earlier by al- Mas‘udi. Al- Idrisi states that the temple of 
the idol is situated in the most crowded marketplace in the center of 
the city with a large, vaulted, and richly decorated main building sur-
rounded by rooms for the attendants of the idol. The idol is itself in 
the shape of a human being, sitting cross- legged, with its arms resting 
on its knees, placed on a dais made of baked bricks and plaster. “The 
 whole of its body is dressed in a skin resembling red Morocco leather. 
Nothing is visible of its body except its two eyes. Hence, there are some 
people who assert that its body is made of wood; and there are others 
who reject this statement of theirs and deny it. However, its body is 
never left uncovered. It has two precious stones for its eyes, and its 
head is covered with a crown of gold inlaid with gems.” 63

Al- Idrisi claims that the idol is widely venerated and that people 
from the remotest parts of India undertake pilgrimages to see it, mak-
ing rich offerings of “ornaments, perfumes, and other things beyond 
description, in order to exalt and glorify it.” However, it is not vener-
ated by the people of Multan itself because, aside from the temple at-
tendants, the population is entirely Muslim (an implausible and erro-
neous view). Nevertheless, the idol is important enough to the kings of 
neighboring kingdoms that the threat of destroying the idol made by 
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the idol’s attendants (not simply by the Muslims of Multan) is enough 
for the potential invaders to retreat. “Had it not been so, Multbn 
would have been destroyed [long ago]. Hence the glorifi ers of this idol 
believe its presence there to be a divine assistance to them.” 64

Al- Idrisi’s account of Indian religiosity and its religious landscape is 
apologetic in that it acknowledges that the Indians are idolaters yet, 
simultaneously, claims that they worship one God. He does this with-
out distinguishing between a mono the istic elite that condemns idols 
and a polytheistic lower class that is idolatrous. Instead, he seems to be 
demonstrating a nuanced iconological understanding of the religious 
use of images in a manner reminiscent of al- Shahrastani, although with 
a lesser degree of condemnation for idols and their veneration, as well 
as without demonstrating much theological nuance. This is partially 
explained by the differences in the two men’s scholarly training, in that 
al- Idrisi was a mapmaker and geographer and al- Shahrastani a theolo-
gian and heresiographer. It is also tempting to contemplate how the 
difference was a result of their backgrounds—al- Idrisi, born in Ceuta, 
spent the most productive years of his life at the court of the Norman 
King of Sicily Roger II (d. 1154). Therefore, al- Idrisi was likely to have 
been familiar with image veneration in Christianity— both in the Catho-
lic environment of Sicily and in the Eastern church, on account of the 
Byzantine artisans who worked on the Cappella Palatina— and so con-
ceivably could have applied his understanding of Christianity to his 
treatment of Indian images. One of the most notable characteristics of 
al- Idrisi’s writing on Indian religions, including his treatment of idola-
try, is that he naturalizes Indian practices within an Islamic vocabu-
lary, using specifi cally Qur’anic terms for universal religious catego-
ries, and also covering among his classifi cations of Indian sects those 
who believe in Allah as well as the prophets (al- rusul). His statement 
regarding the meditational nature of image veneration in India, in-
cluding his reference to the actual object of worship as “Allah ta‘blb,” is 
clearly reminiscent of Christian notions of the purpose of images, and 
may indeed by explainable by his close familiarity with Christianity.

The twelfth century saw a substantial growth in the Muslim pres-
ence in India, a result of both an increase in military campaigns and 
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the settlement of merchants and religious missionaries. Thus, the sta-
tus of India as a place of marvels began to diminish as more and more 
Muslims had direct exposure to the subcontinent. Nevertheless, be-
cause this region’s imagined past included idolatry as a central charac-
teristic, India did not shed its connection with the most wondrous (as 
well as odious) forms of idol veneration in the memories of Muslim 
writers and their audiences.

Perhaps the last of the important writers in what amounts to the 
scholarly tradition of classical Islamic indology is the Persian geogra-
pher Zakariya ibn M. al- Qazwini (d. 1283), whose infl uential and im-
mensely pop u lar works on cosmography and geography, entitled ‘Ajb’ib 
al- makhlvqbt wa- gharb’ib al- mawjvdbt (The Wonders of Creation and 
Marvels of Existence) and Athbr al- bilbd wa- akhbbr al-‘ ibbd (Monuments 
of the Lands and News of the Worshippers) contain important details 
on the idols of India. Al- Qazwini echoes earlier writers such as al- 
Biruni and al- Azraqi (who are themselves relying on earlier pre ce dents) 
in categorizing Indian religious groups into a number of sects, includ-
ing idol worshippers, fi re worshippers, and moon worshippers, tying 
their religious beliefs with the practice of illicit sex. Quoting al- Mas‘udi, 
he states that the biggest idol in India is one named Baladhari (the cor-
rect pronunciation cannot be ascertained), and when pilgrims come to 
see it they worship it by prostrating themselves (sajda).65

In his section on Sindh, al- Qazwini writes that, among the wonders 
of the city of Somnath, there is a temple (haykal) in which there is an 
idol (sanam) called Sumnat (Somnath). The idol fl oats in the middle of 
the air in this temple without a pedestal beneath it and without being 
suspended from anything. The idol enjoys a great reputation through-
out India, and whoever sees it suspended in the air is amazed, be he a 
Muslim or a nonbeliever. The Indians do a pilgrimage (hajj) to it every 
night and they believe that when the spirits leave their bodies they col-
lect around this idol. They bring valuables to this temple as gifts, and 
it has in excess of 10,000 villages endowed to its fi nancial support. One 
thousand Brahmin men serve the idol and fi ve hundred women sing 
and dance at its door, all of them (both the men and the women) re-
ceiving their livelihood from the endowment income.66
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Al- Qazwini describes the destruction of the Somnath temple in 
1024 ce by Sultan Mahmud in some detail, saying that more than 
50,000 Hindus  were killed in the campaign against the city. When the 
sultan saw this idol he was amazed, and ordered that all the trea sures 
associated with the temple be confi scated and the temple destroyed. 
The contents of the temples in Somnath  were worth more than 20,000 
dinars, and included many idols of gold and silver encrusted with jewels. 
Finally, Mahmud said to his companions: “What do you say concern-
ing this idol and its suspension in the air without a support or rope?” 
Some of his advisers offered the opinion that it must be suspended by 
an invisible wire, so the Sultan commanded a soldier to take a lance 
and walk around the idol, passing the blade above and below it; but 
the lance failed to encounter any re sis tance. Then others among those 
present suggested that the dome must be made of magnetic stone and 
the idol of iron in just the right amount for a perfect balance of mag-
netism to keep it suspended in the air. Mahmud then ordered that two 
stones from the top of the dome be removed, which caused the idol to 
lean over to one side. After that, they kept removing stones until the 
idol lay on the fl oor.67

Images between Destruction and Fascination

An element of icon destruction certainly pervades Muslim approaches 
toward Indian images, although these attitudes and actions are more 
complicated than some straightforward urge to destroy idols for the 
sake of piety. Through all historical accounts of image and temple de-
struction, one cannot help but detect a level of indifference on the part 
of the Muslims— their reaction to idols is situational, rather than the 
product of an articulate and sustained religious doctrine.68

The biography of Zahir al- din Muhammad Babur, the Timurid 
prince who conquered northern India and established the Mughal Em-
pire, provides an illustrative anecdote concerning the attitude toward 
Indian idols. While traveling in India in September 1528, Babur visited 
the fortress of Urwa (Urwahi) near Gwalior. In Babur’s words as re-
corded in his biography:
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Urwahi is surrounded on three sides by a single mountain, 
the stone of which is not so red as that of Bayana but some-
what paler. The solid rock outcroppings around Urwahi have 
been hewn into idols, large and small. On the southern side 
is a large idol, approximately 20 yards tall. They are shown 
stark naked with all their private parts exposed. Around the 
two large reservoirs inside Urwahi have been dug twenty to 
twenty- fi ve wells, from which water is drawn to irrigate the 
vegetation, fl owers, and trees planted there. Urwahi is not a 
bad place. In fact, it is rather nice. Its one drawback was the 
idols, so I ordered them destroyed.69

The Chaghatay Turkish text in which the biography was composed 
uses the word but for the statues, a term that is very satisfactorily trans-
lated as “idol.” The far more widely circulated Persian translation by 
‘Abd al- Rahim Khankhanan uses the same word, and goes further in 
specifi cally identifying them as bodily or embodied idols (buthb- yi mu-
jassam). Despite his clear identifi cation of the statues as “idols,” how-
ever, it is not their religious status that offends Babur but rather their 
nakedness. Their “private parts” are exposed (bj- satr- i ‘awrat), offend-
ing Babur’s sense of propriety, and it is for this reason that the statues 
are destroyed.70

Conclusion

It appears that certain individuals within the writing and reading sec-
tions of the Muslim population had a nuanced understanding of how 
images and idols  were used by Christian and Indian worshippers. At 
the same time, a report in al- Baladhuri—claiming that the caliph 
Mu‘awiya sent gold idols captured in Sicily to India for sale— suggests a 
lack of concern with the particulars of image veneration, since the un-
derlying assumption would be that all images (even Roman or Chris-
tian ones) would fi nd an audience in India, the ultimate home of 
idolatry in the Muslim imagination. That such a transaction had eco-
nomic implications cannot be ignored, especially since profi ting from 
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images became an ethically charged subject in later times; at this 
stage, however, it seemed to be of little consequence since the only 
source to show disapproval of the transfer of images from West to East 
appears to be al- Shaybani’s Kitbb al- siyar al- kabjr.71

The association of Sindh and Hind with idolatry goes to the very 
beginnings of Arab Islamic writing. Early Arabic sources report that 
Indian merchants had brought idol veneration as far as the Iraqi port 
cities of Uballa and Basra, where they had set up an idol of Zhun, a sun 
god whose worship was centered at Zamindawar in southern Af ghan i-
stan but who was possibly closely related to the more famous Aditya 
of Multan.72 The latter temple, whose importance as recorded by al- 
Muqaddisi has already been mentioned, was one of the most impor-
tant pilgrimage sites in Sindh and all of northern India until its de-
struction in 965 by the Isma‘ilis, and it seems to have been part of a 
network of temples that continued to operate well into the period of 
Islamic rule in the Indus valley. For example, the town of Ramayan (or 
Ramiyan) near Multan held a temple, at the entrance to which there 
was a copper idol inlaid in gold that was the focus of rituals similar to 
those described for the temple in Multan, and other temples are re-
ported at the nearby market town of Biruda (or Biruza).73 Further-
more, their reputation for captivating Muslims was not limited to the 
one individual described by al- Muqaddisi: the Fatimid caliph al- 
Mu‘izz (r. 953– 975) chastised the Isma‘ili db‘j in charge of Multan for 
tolerating Muslims’ pilgrimages to the famous temple in that city and 
engaging in heterodox religious practices.74

One of the distinguishing characteristics of Muslim polemics con-
cerning idolatry as compared to the polemics of their Christian equiv-
alents, as well as of Muslim iconoclastic acts, is their partial justifi ca-
tion in economic terms, with specifi c reference being made to the need 
for gold and silver to circulate in society as instruments for regulating 
economic value. In this view, converting precious metals into objects 
constitutes a form of hoarding that indicates a misplacement of the 
signifi cance of the metal from an economic instrument to an object 
that possesses value in and of itself, and therefore constitutes a form 
of idolatry. It is perhaps for this reason that Muslim rulers who  were 
keen on displaying their religious credentials would destroy silver and 
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gold vessels— sometimes together with images.75 This point is made 
explicitly by the fourteenth- century historian al-‘Umari, who stated 
that India had been taking in gold for 3,000 years without putting any 
of it back in circulation.76 This contrasts with al-‘Umari’s famous de-
scription of the lavish spending of the Malinese king Musa I (d. ca. 
1337) when he went on Hajj (even though Musa I apparently poured so 
much gold into the Egyptian economy that he caused a fi nancial crisis 
through gold’s devaluation).

In the context of the Abbasid po liti cal economy, the religious object 
functioned as a rhetorical and social sign whose value derived from its 
circulation within the Islamic ecumenae as well as from its materiality 
and previous usages. In Flood’s words, “At the end of their peregrina-
tion, looted icons could be sent to Mecca . . .  for ritual display and/or 
destruction and redistribution as alms or coin in a kind of potlatch 
that accrued further symbolic capital for the donor. Within a loosely 
but consistently articulated theory of value that valorized circulation 
over accumulation, such gestures exploited the material instability of 
the icon to enact practical critiques of idolatry.”77

Tying up precious metals in the making of idols therefore consti-
tutes a blameworthy act for which Indians in par tic u lar  were guilty, 
and therefore  were doubly idolatrous for their act of hoarding: “In the 
fi rst place, it commits the sin of hylotheism, the confusion of a tran-
scendental God with matter. In the second, it fetishizes materiality 
through accumulation, which displaces value from the mediating 
function of precious metals onto the materials themselves.”78 The neg-
ative view of lavish spending on religious artifacts as impious and even 
idolatrous was even found in attitudes toward the use of gold in the 
ornamentation of mosques. Al-‘Utbi specifi cally contrasts the use of 
gold to build idols with its pious disposal in mosque construction, ex-
emplifi ed by the work of Mahmud of Ghazni:

As for the gilding . . .  it was not just a matter of gold plate, 
but also of doorbolts of red gold, cast from the golden im-
ages of idols [asnbm] that had been broken up and cult stat-
ues [bidada “buddhas”] that had been taken [from India]; 
thus did they fi nd themselves subjected to the fi re, after 
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 having been worshiped with submissively lowered cheeks and 
chins. Is not he who spends gold on the walls of the mosques 
of God, as a lesson for the mono the ists and a provocation for 
the heathen, nobler and more bounteous than he who casts 
it into an object of worship, which he then sets up as some-
thing intended to dole out benefi t and harm? We take refuge 
in God from a lord whose private parts are shamelessly ex-
posed, lacking even a loincloth! And we pray to God that He 
reward, in the name of Islam, a king who performs such deeds 
and acts as these, and whose constant habit is to extend his 
spirit and his gifts for the sake of God!79

Sultan Mahmud, the destroyer of the temple at Somnath, emerges as 
the exemplary Muslim iconoclast who separates the twin signifi cations 
of the veneration of golden idols not only by looting the temple but also 
by refusing to return the idol for a vast amount of gold offered in ran-
som by the Brahmins. His pious decision to crush idolatry and, simul-
taneously, not to recognize the idol as an object of value is rewarded 
when, in the pro cess of destroying the idol, it is found to contain a trea-
sure of precious stones far richer than the gold that was offered for its 
return.80 The example of Mahmud has been evoked on several occa-
sions by Muslim rulers and others as the model of pious comportment 
toward idols and idolatry. In actual fact, however, the Muslim treat-
ment of Hindu idols has not been one of a straightforward iconoclasm, 
but rather refl ects local po liti cal and religious concerns as well as the 
interaction of centers and peripheries, and involves well- established 
systems of monarchic behavior that are not limited to Islamic society.

The fi nancial dimension to the appropriation and destruction of 
idols competed with the potential economic benefi t of leaving temples 
and their cultures of pilgrimage intact, and in many cases Muslim rul-
ers preferred to keep the idols as a source of revenue. In his Talbjs Ibljs, 
Ibn al- Jawzi (d. 1200) reports that, when the Muslims fi rst conquered 
Multan in Umayyad times, many of them wanted to destroy the city, 
but the local residents promised them a tribute of one- third of the 
temple’s income if they let the temple remain. This offer was conveyed 
to the caliph ‘Abd al- Malik, who ordered that the temple should remain 
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as a place of pilgrimage for Hindus who would bring large sums of 
money as offerings (reportedly from one hundred to a thousand dir-
hams each, with the ritual being invalid unless the offering was made).81 
Earlier, during the conquest of Samarqand in 705, religious images 
 were fi rst abused and burned, after which they  were melted down, yield-
ing fi fty thousand mithqbls (equivalent to approximately 2.5 kg).82

The gifting of idols as spoils of war appears to have been common 
in the early Islamic period, as was discussed briefl y earlier in this chap-
ter. Among other examples, one learns of how, in 884, the ruler of 
Mansura, Musa ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz of the Habbarid dynasty that had 
only recently seized power from the Abbasid governor, sent the caliph 
al- Mu‘tamid three silver idols, together with gifts of exotic animals, a 
throne made of aloe wood, and textiles and spices.83 As objects of won-
derment, reuse, or even in their destruction, idols fi gured prominently 
in the symbolism of Muslim religious power and piety in the eastern 
territories of India and Central Asia as well as in the centers of Bagh-
dad and even Mecca, where some objects  were taken to be destroyed or 
to be displayed, including, by some accounts, pieces of the idol taken 
from the Somnath temple.84 In fact, it was not just religious images 
(be they manufactured or found objects) that  were treated as the signi-
fi ers of idolatry, since the religious signs of other Muslims could also 
be subjected to rituals of destruction, as could nonritual objects of 
other religious groups. Mahmud is said to have sent on to Baghdad 
gifts, including a robe of honor, given by the Isma‘ili counter- caliph to 
the Ghaznavid general Hasanak. The Abbasid caliph had the robe, a 
symbol of the Isma‘ili counter- caliph’s authority, burned at one of the 
palace gates that was normally used for the ceremonial destruction of 
idols as well as for displaying the heads of religious and po liti cal crim-
inals.85 This act had an explicit symbolism in a contest for Muslim le-
gitimacy in which the Isma‘ili leaders  were equal participants. Indeed, 
following their conquest of Multan, al- Mu‘izz is alleged to have in-
cluded the following request in his congratulatory letter: “We would 
be very much pleased if you could send us the head of that idol (sanam); 
it would accrue to your lasting glory and would inspire your brethren 
at our end to increase their zeal and their desire to unite with you in a 
common effort in the cause of God.”86
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The varied fates of the temples in the Indus valley are symptomatic 
of the diverse motivations underlying Muslim iconoclastic acts, as is 
clear from al- Baladhuri’s detailed description of the conquest of Sindh. 
When Daybul was conquered by Muhammad ibn al-Qasim in the early 
eighth century, the substantial portion of the population that was 
killed in a three- day massacre included the two custodians of the city 
temple. Furthermore, as part of the conquest, the lower tower of the 
temple was razed and a mosque constructed in the city, and similar 
policies  were followed in the case of Brahmanabad. Similarly, when 
Kandahar was captured under the reign of al- Mansur, its temple was 
destroyed and a mosque built in its place. Yet no such destruction took 
place during the conquest of other cities with idol- venerating popula-
tions such as Nirun, Sadusan, and al- Rur, and there are reports of cities 
under Muslim rule with functioning idol- temples during the period of 
conquest.87 In the case of Muhammad ibn al-Qasim’s seizure of Mul-
tan, the sources do not mention the destruction of any temples, nor the 
killing of their custodians, only the imprisonment of fi ghting men. 
The signifi cant differences in al- Biruni’s account of this conquest as 
compared with that of al- Baladhuri are that al- Biruni states that the 
conqueror ordered a piece of cow’s meat hung from the neck of the idol 
as a gesture of humiliation and that he had a mosque built in the city, 
suggesting that idolatry was allowed to continue along with the prac-
tice of Islam.88 This status quo appears to have persisted until the con-
quest of Sindh by the Isma‘ilis at the end of the tenth century.

One of the commonest practices combining gestures of victory and 
humiliation with the economic value of reuse of looted artifacts was 
the incorporation of religious objects in the architecture of new build-
ings in a way that required them to be stepped upon, most frequently in 
thresholds and doorways. This practice is not limited to the treatment 
of Indian religious objects, since early Islamic accounts mention that 
an image of the god Hubal was reused in the threshold of the Banu 
Shayba gate at the sanctuary of the Ka‘ba, and that an idol named 
Dhu’l-khalasa was laid across the threshold of a mosque.89 This prac-
tice was also carried out in India, most famously in the case of the linga 
from the Somnath temple. However, Muslim rulers  were not the only 
ones to exploit the symbolic value of religious objects and buildings for 
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po liti cal effect in South Asia; temple looting and destruction  were used 
regularly by Hindu and Buddhist rulers as well. For example, in the 
eighth or ninth century, Theravada Buddhist monks destroyed the sil-
ver image of a god  housed in the temple of Vajrasana at Bodh Gaya and 
melted it into coinage on much the same logic as that employed by 
Muslim rulers.90 Looting and the gifting of spoils of conquest func-
tioned as an important part of the language of politics and religion in 
South Asia before the arrival of Muslims, and it continued in this role 
in de pen dent of them, such that Muslim rulers can be understood as 
participating in a well- established system of manipulating images in 
their capacity as contestants in the culture of local politics.

The use of such symbolism included not only humiliation (such as 
the hanging of beef on Hindu idols) or the act of trampling venerated 
objects underfoot, but also other gestures that indicate how Muslims 
held sophisticated understandings of the role of the image and icon in 
the ritual lives of other communities. In one version of the destruction 
of the Somnath temple, Mahmud ordered the idol ground into a paste 
and then wrapped in betel leaves to be fed to the temple Brahmins. 
When the Brahmins asked him for the idol’s return, he said: “You mis-
directed people! The idol which you are demanding of me and for 
which you are raising such a clamour has been already consumed by 
you along with your betel- leaf. Give up the vain hope now, for hence-
forth your temple is your own stomachs which you worship instead of 
the idol.” 91 This account resonates in three registers: fi rst, Mahmud 
gets to live up to his promise of returning the idol without having to 
become a “seller of idols”; second, he accomplishes the humiliation of 
the god and its devotees while simultaneously proving their collective 
impotence and lack of insight; and third, it evokes the Hindu ritual of 
prasbd food offerings as linked to the temple Brahmins’ reputation for 
gluttony.

Removed from their original context, religious as well as po liti cal 
objects are brought into what Flood has termed a “system of second- 
order signifi cation” in which they function— sometimes concurrently— as 
objects of monetization, negotiation, fascination, and repudiation. An 
example of this is provided by the treatment of regalia sent by the 
Kabul Shah to the caliph sometime around 813. The Kabul Shah 
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 renounced idols, converted to Islam, and delivered his jewel encrusted 
throne and crown to the (future) caliph al- Ma’mun, who was serving as 
the governor of Khurasan at the time. The crown was conveyed person-
ally to the Ka‘ba by al- Ma’mun’s vizier, but the throne was fi rst depos-
ited in al- Ma’mun’s trea sury in Marv and only subsequently forwarded 
to Mecca. In a letter to his vizier dated 817, al- Ma’mun praised him for 
“curbing polytheists, breaking idols, killing the refractory.” 92

At the same time as they participated in a po liti cal and cultural the-
ater in which the use of material symbols, including religious images, 
played an important part, medieval Muslims appear to have been largely 
indifferent to the nature of idol worship. There is ample evidence to 
suggest that Muslim social elites did not see statues of Hindu gods as 
threatening or taboo in ways that always necessitated their destruc-
tion. On the contrary, statues that in their previous context would 
have had religious signifi cance are mentioned as part of booty taken 
on campaigns or as noteworthy gifts exchanged between vassals and 
their superiors. In other cases, such statues are brought up in chroni-
cles as an expected part of the Indian cultural landscape and accorded 
no special qualities.

This is not to say that there are no instances of Muslims destroying 
Hindu idols for the express, stated purpose of eliminating idolatry or 
marking the victory of Islam, as has already been discussed, since 
there are many examples of precisely this sort of behavior and of rulers 
who proudly bore the title of “idol destroyer” (but- shikan). What de-
serves emphasizing in the context of this book is that there is no iden-
tifi able, sustained Muslim attitude toward Hindu idols or images. If 
anything, they  were seen as curios or “wonders” (mirabilia), and are 
remembered as such. In his Tadhkirat al- mulvk, a Persian history of Bi-
japur, the historian and courtier Rafi ‘ al- din Shirazi provides a de-
tailed description of the Ellora cave temples and of the temple at Lak-
mir. Not only does he see them as wonders of skill and ingenuity, but 
he goes so far as to criticize his former patron, ‘Ali ‘Adil Shah (d. 1580), 
for destroying idols after he had conquered Vijayanagar in 1565:

Imagine how much work has been done on the inside and 
outside of all the idol temples, and how many days and how 
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much time it took to complete them. May God the exalted 
and transcendent forgive the World- Protector with the light 
of his compassion, for after the conquest of Vijayanagar, he 
with his own blessed hand destroyed fi ve or six thousand 
adored idols of unbelief, and ruined most of the idol temples. 
But the limited (number of buildings) on which the welfare 
of the time and the kingdom depended, which we know as 
the art of Ellora in Daulatabad, this kind of idol temple and 
art we have forgotten.93

Shirazi’s description of the Ellora caves and Lakmir treats these ar-
tifacts as objects of wonder, or as mirabilia, an important category 
throughout Islamic history. Mirabilia stand distinct from objects of 
the sort mentioned as items of curiosity on account of their freakish-
ness, though the two categories sometimes overlap when the item is of 
voy eur is tic appeal, particularly on account of monetary value. For ex-
ample, the eleventh- century Book of Gifts and Rarities (Kitbb al- hadbya 
wa’l-tuhaf), which was revised in later centuries, lists a number of items 
seized as booty that  were of monetary value as well as having visual 
appeal. These include two gold trays with fi gures (tambthjl) modeled 
of ambergris, sent by the caliph al- Radi bi’llah (r. 934– 940) to one 
Abu’l-Husayn Bajkam in 939.94 In a battle in 637, a certain Kharija 
ibn al- Salt chanced upon a statue of a she- camel made out of gold 
with stripes of pearl and corundum. There was a fi gure of a man, made 
out of gold, on its back. Kharijah delivered this object to the overseer 
of booty.95 A later campaign on the eastern front led to the acquisition 
of a golden peacock “studded with precious gemstones, whose eyes 
 were of ruby, its feathers of glass enamel inlaid with gold, emulating 
the colors of peacock feathers; and a gazelle that looked, in color and 
shape, like a real gazelle. It was similar [to the peacock] in being stud-
ded with large pearls and precious stones . . .  the gazelle’s belly was the 
only white on its body— just like the color of [real] gazelles, and it was 
closely set with magnifi cent large pearls.” 96

Other objects mentioned in this work  were very likely of religious 
value in the contexts from which they  were seized but, after their ap-
propriation by the Muslim Arabs,  were transformed into mirabilia, 
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though it is quite likely that many such items had already been looted 
from their original locations by the very people from whom the Mus-
lims acquired them as loot or tribute. Such could be the case for a 
gem- studded statue (timthbl) of a man found in Ctesiphon, “so valu-
able that it could not be priced.” It was almost certainly the case with a 
silver idol (sanam) “in the shape of the most huge man possible,” sent 
in 708 by the governor of Iraq, al- Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, to the Umayyad ca-
liph al- Walid ibn ‘Abd al- Malik.97



5

Beauty, Goodness, and Wonder

That idol has covered her woman’s tresses, but not abandoned 
 her pagan ways
She has cut the belt around her delicate waist, but not yet 
 become a Muslim
I have wept so much blood longing for your ruby lips
Every door and wall of your town are made coral from my 
 tears.

—ahmet pasha

The majority of scholarship on Islamic art has conceptualized its 
subject using patterns that are familiar from writings about Western 
art. In such a system, the value of true “art” lies in pure aesthetic expe-
rience— an exclusively emotional response unblemished by utilitarian 
or other concerns. By such a reckoning, art that is religious in subject 
and retains valence as a religious signifi er cannot provide the viewer 
with an aesthetic experience but only a purely religious one that is to 
be seen as categorically distinct. As has also been the case with schol-
arship about Eu ro pe an art, Islamic art gets related to beauty, plea sure, 
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and aesthetics, despite the apparent absence of any systematic theory 
of the arts in the medieval Islamic world.1

It is not my purpose in this chapter to mount an assault on the aca-
demic discipline that goes by the name of art history, but in the pro-
cess of exploring a visual- culture- based understanding of the place of 
material objects and their perception in Islamic society, I need to high-
light aspects predominating in art historical approaches to visual and 
material objects and their uses that run counter to the arguments put 
forward in this book. Some of the proposed shortcomings are more 
factors of time, in that Islamic art history (like much scholarship on 
the Islamic world) has been relatively late in coming to grips with struc-
tural and poststructural theory. The key issues concern what consti-
tutes the nature of art; it must be understood not only that what de-
fi nes “art” is determined by local standards, but also that the economy 
of beauty versus utility in art varies in different contexts.2 Viewed from 
a cultural historical perspective, one of the failings of much work on 
the nature of art is in how its treatment of so- called “pop u lar” art tra-
ditions not only focuses on the perceived inability of the producers of 
art to view themselves as artists according to some supposedly norma-
tive notion of the artist as a conscious creative agent, but also the in-
ability (or unwillingness) of the consumers of such art to speak about 
form and aesthetics in recognizable “art- speak.” Writing in defense of 
the production of art at one extreme of a divide whose other pole is the 
world of “high- culture” art, Gell has pointed out that, in so- called pop-
u lar, folk, or primitive culture, the producers of art are not learning 
the technology of production or of the designs, motifs, and forms they 
use for whimsical or arbitrary reasons. In all societies, those locally 
regarded as artists self- consciously work to satisfy the needs of an au-
dience of consumers who must be regarded as sophisticated as well as 
educated in their ability to assess the quality of the object and its ad-
herence to traditions of artistic production, and to determine if the ob-
ject meets their requirements. Notions of beauty certainly play a role 
in such assessments, and it is just as misleading to assume that “folk” 
or “pop u lar” arts are assessed solely on the basis of their utilitarian (or 
even magical) value as it is to claim that aesthetic concerns trump 
utilitarian ones in the case of so- called “high” art.3
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This observation bears directly on questions of defi nitions of art 
versus artifact, of aesthetics, and of broader issues concerning muse-
umship (not just the question of whether an object belongs in a mu-
seum of fi ne art or one of natural history but also whether or not dis-
playing an object in a museum modifi es or even obliterates its original 
purpose, and so on); the aesthetic valuation of art objects also derives 
in no small part from the way in which linguistic semiotics and philo-
sophical aesthetics have found their way into the study of art. Art his-
torians have been very interested in the use of language since the late 
nineteenth century when they tried to associate their discipline with 
that of philology, which enjoyed prestige as a positivist “science” (and 
continues to do so in certain academic circles). Under this infl uence, 
issues of legibility, signifi cation, and meaning have been employed un-
problematically, reducing the status of images to that of orderly signs 
that only await decoding by a trained interpreter.4 Much of the problem, 
from the perspective of visual and culture studies, lies in the treatment 
and interpretation of iconography (a topic dealt with at length elsewhere 
in this book). Even though it would be impossible to study images and 
iconography without relying on texts for clarifi cation of meanings or 
establishing contexts, an excessive reliance on texts runs the risk of 
treating images as nothing more than illustrations accompanying the 
text, as “verbal statements made by non- verbal means.” The visual im-
age is “more intractable, offering only ambiguous answers to many of 
the questions that the text- bound historian is inclined to ask.”5 This 
problem is probably a consequence of the overly enthusiastic application 
of a method employed by Panofsky in the study of painting across time 
and culture. Many students of iconography focused on the discovery 
of a textual source that would help explain the meaning of an image, 
as if fi nding a contemporary text referring to images would unlock the 
mysteries of the visual world. In the pro cess, such scholarship ignores 
the fact that consumers of images do not necessarily inhabit the same 
universe as the bookish scholars who write about issues of resemblance 
or repre sen ta tion. The artists are likely to have lived at an even greater 
remove, since they would rarely be scholars, having earned their repu-
tations for their ability to create visually rather than to textually ex-
plain the nature and purpose of visual repre sen ta tion.6
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Following the material turn across a number of historical and an-
thropological disciplines, this book takes a more guarded view of the 
value of linguistic models for the understanding of visual art. At one 
level, one must remember (following Freedberg) that art is about doing 
in addition to communicating meaning or affecting emotion. “ ‘Doing’ 
is theorized as agency, as a pro cess involving indexes and effects; the 
anthropology of art is constructed as a theory of agency, or of the me-
diation of agency by indexes, understood simply as material entities 
which motivate inferences, responses or interpretations. Indexes stand 
in a variety of relations to prototypes, artists, and recipients. Proto-
types and the things that indices may represent or stand for, such as 
the person depicted in a portrait— though things may be ‘represented’ 
non- mimetically, and non- visually.”7 Art is not meant only to be dis-
played, viewed, and enjoyed, but in every cultural and social context it 
serves a broader role in helping people think about and be connected 
to their world.8

Muslim societies are no different from others in this regard, yet 
some scholars have taken theoretical stances on the nature of Islamic 
art that run counter to the wider view prevalent in visual and material 
cultural studies. To take the (already debatable) hypothesis that Is-
lamic art is never a “form of religious worship or of communicating 
with the divine” does not automatically mean that it can only be “an 
aesthetic medium used for displaying pleasing things, artfully pro-
duced, either for plea sure or for donation as a pious act.” 9

The distinction between aesthetics and utility (or function) looms 
large in discussions of Islamic art; what ever is defi ned as “Islamic” is 
labeled as purely aesthetic, since according to the very narrow defi ni-
tion of what constitutes religion that is being applied, such an object 
cannot have a religious function. This problem is illustrated by claims 
about Islamic art such as “The creation of the visual arts was guided 
by aesthetic criteria alone; as an expression of beauty, the art object 
could serve as a religious or a status symbol, or to embellish everyday 
life,”10 or by:

The arts of the Arabs are not meta phoric, not to be under-
stood as revelations of universal wisdom. . . .  It is the context 
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and the user who bestow moral signifi cance upon the work 
of art. As a profane discipline it obeys only the criteria of the 
specialists and technicians of each genre and the patron’s 
judgment.

By adopting Aristotle’s distinction between the beauty of 
form and that of content, the Arabs opted for the aesthetic 
approach. The lack of a systematic visual symbolism, the 
rarity of human depictions, and a preference for schematic 
and abstract repre sen ta tions led Islamic art toward a pro-
nounced visuality and aestheticity.11

Such extreme connections made between Islamic art and aesthetics 
are misguided, though partly understandable based on the legacy of 
much of Islamic scholarly literature. Late antique thought infl uenced 
the Islamic world not just in the realms of philosophy and the sciences, 
but also in matters of aesthetics. Plato’s thought regarding beauty and 
goodness therefore forms an important foundation for the subsequent 
development of Islamic ideas. As in Christendom, writers in the medi-
eval Islamic world maintained a close relationship between concepts 
of transcendent beauty and aesthetics, and held that beautiful visual 
objects had the capacity of evoking love and of providing a preview of 
metaphysical or heavenly beauty. Similarly, the medieval Islamic the-
ory concerning the attraction of the soul to harmonious proportion 
and bright colors in the composition of visual images refl ected a belief 
in objective standards of beauty as well as subjective systems of aes-
thetic perception and appreciation, assuming the existence of a rela-
tionship between an object and its viewer that took under consider-
ation the emotional response of the latter.12

Islamic philosophical attitudes toward aesthetics and the arts are 
often traced to late antique pre ce dents, and are especially similar to 
positions on the arts expressed by Plato, which deserve to be outlined 
briefl y  here.13 A major part of Plato’s critique of art centers around a 
condemnation of artists, whom he sees as doubly blameworthy for be-
ing mimetic or imitative. In the fi rst place, a paint er (or even a writer) 
accepts and replicates appearances without understanding what un-
derlies them, and in the second, when they imitate (and replicate) the 
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bad, they are contributing to the totality of badness in the world.14 In 
a concrete example of a painting of a bed, God (or some other form of 
intellect) generates the idea of a bed, after which a carpenter makes it. 
The artist, for his or her part, only copies the bed and is therefore at 
three removes from its original form, neither understanding it, nor be-
ing able to manufacture it. Plato makes the same point in Book X of the 
Republic with reference to philosophy where “the artist begins indeed to 
look like a special sort of sophist, and not the least of his crimes is that 
he directs our attention to particulars which he presents as intuitively 
knowable, whereas concerning their knowability philosophy has grave 
and weighty doubts. Art undoes the work of philosophy by deliberately 
fusing knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description.”15

For Plato, as for most writers of Muslim ethical works, beauty is 
moral rather than purely aesthetic in nature, and is therefore linked to 
goodness. One understands the beauty of the world by studying the 
work of its divine creator.16 In places, Plato wants to divorce beauty 
from any connection to art, since beauty and virtue are too weighty as 
concerns to be muddled with something as frivolous as art.17 In other 
contexts, he states that the arts can and must be employed in an intel-
ligent manner to bring about harmony rather than induce irrational, 
emotional plea sure. This point is made clearly in the Timaeus where 
Plato argues that the role of a true artist is to identify and amplify the 
harmonious elements of creation through the (re)production of good 
design as distinct from the creation of objects that pretend to rival 
God’s creative prerogatives. To accomplish this, such artists (like all 
craftsmen) should study the world very carefully in order to differenti-
ate between its reality and its appearances.18

Plato’s attitude toward art is functional and moralistic at a mini-
mum, and religious in nature when viewed from a broader perspective; 
many of his attitudes on the subject bear striking similarities to Is-
lamic attitudes toward past- times, trades, and cultural products, if 
not explicitly the arts. Murdoch takes a degree of literary license, yet 
retains clarity and value in summarizing Plato’s objections to art:

Art is dangerous chiefl y because it apes the spiritual and 
subtly disguises and trivializes it. Artists play irresponsibly 



b e a u t y ,  g o o d n e s s ,  a n d  w o n d e r
1 45

with religious imagery which, if it must exist, should be 
critically controlled by the internal, or external, authority of 
reason. Artists obscure the enlightening power of thought 
and skill by aiming at plausibility rather than truth. . . .  Art 
is playful in a sinister sense, full of a spiteful amused ac cep-
tance of evil, and through buffoonery and mockery weakens 
moral determination. The artist cannot represent or cele-
brate the good, but only what is daemonic and fantastic and 
extreme; whereas truth is quiet and sober and confi ned. Art 
is sophistry, at best an ironic mimesis whose fake “truthful-
ness” is a subtle enemy of virtue. Indirectness and irony pre-
vent the immediate relationship with truth which occurs in 
live discourse; art is thus the enemy of dialectic.19

At the same time, however, in the Laws Plato speaks of the positive 
didactic purposes of art in education and the promotion of good 
qualities.20

Aesthetic Theory and the Nature of Art

The Platonic concern with the uses of art notwithstanding, for the 
most part, modern Western aesthetics is concerned with questions of 
beauty in art. Lessing, the towering fi gure in the development of mod-
ern aesthetics, was explicit in his view that the real purpose of paint-
ing and related visual arts was to represent beautiful bodies in space, 
detached from any practical context. Religion, in his view, is the enemy 
of real art, since it wrenches art from its proper purpose and subordi-
nates it to an alien agenda, that of functioning as symbols and signi-
fi ers for narrative and discourse. Art that lends itself naturally to such 
pedestrian purposes is not to be considered art at all:

Among the antiques that have been unburied we should dis-
criminate and call only those works of art which are the 
handiwork of the artist purely as artist. . . .  All the rest, all 
that show an evident religious tendency, are unworthy to be 
called works of art. In them art was not working for her own 
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sake, but was simply the tool of Religion, having symbolic 
repre sen ta tions forced upon her with more regard to their 
signifi cance than their beauty.21

The true purpose of art, in this view, would be to inspire a form of 
detached contemplation completely free from any concern with didac-
tic, ritual, or other purposes. Not surprisingly, such a stance is not with-
out its critics, who see the fi eld of modern aesthetics as having anes-
thetized human cognition by eliminating the concept of function or 
relevance by removing the visual object from a context of engagement 
or relevance and changing it to one of disinterested contemplation. As 
put by Geertz, “the aesthetic involves a different sort of suspension of 
naive realism and practical interest, in that instead of questioning the 
credentials of everyday experience, one merely ignores that experience 
in favour of an eager dwelling upon appearances, an engrossment in 
surfaces, an absorption in things, as we say, ‘in themselves.’ ”22 The 
echoes of Lessing persist in viewpoints that draw distinctions between 
religious modes of perception and understanding that attempt to make 
sense of human experience through symbolic and ritual systems, and 
the aesthetic view that decontextualizes objects yet simultaneously 
gives them a superfi cial stability through the very act of decontextual-
ization. It is the tearing of an object from its context that allows for 
objects of historical signifi cance to be neutered and seen purely as 
“art.” This pro cess can be described as one of anaesthetization, and 
the aesthetics of detached contemplation as “anathetics” to distin-
guish them from the Greek fi eld of aesthetics known as aisthftikos that 
connoted a broad sphere of sensory reality.23

The dichotomy between the purposes of religion and the nature of 
aesthetics is complicated somewhat by the notion of disinterested be-
lief found in American Protestantism and shared in many ways by 
modalities of Muslim belief and practice. In the American case, the 
association of religion with disinterestedness can be traced to Jona-
than Edwards (d. 1758) and his followers, for whom real belief was 
characterized by a disinterested and selfl ess appeal to God’s beauty; 
this beauty was pondered without any concern for personal gain, with 
the divine qualities contemplated out of appreciation for their intrin-
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sic value.24 However, such religious disinterestedness applies to the con-
templation of God and to the human relationship with the divine, not 
to the production and use of objects that represent the divine and that 
would still be subject to questions of contextual use.

In contrast to an aesthetic theory of disinterestedness, visual and 
material culture- centered views of the arts argue that artistic produc-
tion and appreciation always occur in social environments, and that 
social communities value specifi c forms, styles, and ornamentation in 
objects, which they also encode with meanings that they collectively 
regard as intelligible.25 In this regard, a distinction can be drawn in 
much of the relevant scholarship between Western and supposedly non- 
Western systems of aesthetics, the latter only existing as a construct 
because of what Gell has called our “quasi- religious veneration of art 
objects as aesthetic talismans.”26 The desire to identify and work within 
systems of so- called “indigenous aesthetics” represents nothing more 
than an attempt to make non- Western arts (as well as Western pop u lar 
and folk arts) meaningful to Western consumers of art.

The case for a more experientially grounded system of aesthetic ap-
preciation is compelling; in such a system, both beauty and goodness 
(to which beauty is linked) would be perceived in visual objects that 
constitute imperfect repre sen ta tions in some manner, and would thus 
provoke contemplation on the part of the observer. In religious terms, 
this imperfect mimesis is essential;  were it not there, the claim that 
one possessed a perfect repre sen ta tion of God or his varied manifesta-
tions would inevitably lead to charges of idolatry.27 Aesthetic contem-
plation need not be completely distinct from the religious, nor does it 
necessarily transform the nature of perception. In fact, the religious 
reaction to visual objects is itself aesthetic, constituting what Morgan 
has called the “apocalyptic glance” that— although it does not rest con-
templatively in the present— anticipates meanings to be revealed in the 
future.28

The religious (or apocalyptic) aesthetic is distinct not only from that 
of disinterested contemplation imagined by Lessing, but also from 
that at the center of Kantian aesthetics, which sees the contemplation 
of beauty as a kind of noninstrumental enjoyment. Objects are beauti-
ful precisely because they possess within themselves their reason for 
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being, and do not elicit any emotion or suggest a use for themselves 
beyond their enjoyment. Freed from the danger of utilitarian or even 
erotic desire on the part of the beholder, the beautiful object does noth-
ing other than exist as an object of pure contemplation. For Kant, it is 
only the repre sen ta tion of the object in the imagination that lends itself 
to aesthetic contemplation, not the physical object itself.

Such distinctions between physical existence, repre sen ta tion, and 
contemplation in the imagination arguably cannot be applied to most 
material objects, and especially not to religious art since repre sen ta-
tion, imagination, and experience necessarily merge in many aspects 
of religious visual culture. Put differently, pop u lar aesthetics— which 
include the sorts of religious aesthetics studied  here— depend on view-
ing the imagined object as real, in contrast to a Kantian aesthetic of 
disinterestedness that joins understanding and imagination in a har-
monious mental state.29

Equally important as a critique of an aesthetic of disinterestedness 
in the context of religious visual culture is the danger of overlooking a 
major portion of religious experience and behavior. This is likely to 
happen if we accept the conclusion put forward by proponents of so- 
called “high” art aesthetics who argue for an opposition between apo-
phatic (ineffable and transcendent) and cataphatic (experiential and 
immanent) religious experience, with the former as superior to the 
latter, and hold that aesthetic contemplation can only brook religion 
in a timeless and decontextualized form, as an essence.30

If one holds to an aesthetic theory in which the only acceptable use 
of a beautiful image is one of detached and disinterested contempla-
tion, then, when faced with the fact that human beings actually do use 
images in various arenas of their lives in myriad and visceral ways, one 
is likely to fi nd the “nonartistic” image threatening. This is precisely 
the case with Lessing (as well as Burke and others), who treats images 
as markers of the social, religious, and sexual “other” and deserving of 
fear and contempt. The contempt might derive from the belief that im-
ages (as distinct from art) are an inferior order of signs, powerless and 
mute; the fear springs from the knowledge that these signs, together 
with the individuals and societies that believe in them, gain a voice 
and, through it, power.31 As we shall see in the discussion of iconology 
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and repre sen ta tion, such a fear of the not- purely- artistic image is based 
in the realization that no comprehensive system of understanding im-
ages can avoid confronting the vitality that imaged form holds for both 
iconophiles and iconoclasts (as well as for fetishists, idolaters, and a 
host of other individuals for whom images hold meaning). The exis-
tence of such images and their audiences makes it very diffi cult to posit 
that there are unmediated, transcendent objects of aesthetic contem-
plation that are neither true or false nor worshipped or despised.32 In 
the study of visual religious art, one must confront these very images 
in their myriad forms, be they fi gures and imaginal constructions, 
ritual objects, or the wide variety of visual and material objects found 
in society at large.

Bourdieu’s ideas concerning the social place and relational nature of 
artistic production and reception are relevant in this regard. He argues 
(against Foucault) for the necessity to look beyond a “fi eld of discourse” 
in order to understand specifi c elements of discourse within it, and 
consequently to relate artistic objects to the specifi c social conditions 
of their cultural production. He simultaneously argues against the 
Kantian aesthetic of a pure, disinterested gaze and the related notion 
that art objects hold some innate, in de pen dent qualities, underlining 
the fallacy of a valuation in which “a homologous opposition” is drawn 
between bourgeois art that is valued as true art and other forms of 
artistic production that are suspect because they are pop u lar as well as 
mercantile.33

Islamic Aesthetics

Such a concern with a socially determined contextual notion of aes-
thetics has not penetrated deeply into discussions of Islamic visual 
culture and art, and most works on the subject are still concerned with 
highly abstract, philosophical aesthetic theories linking beauty to vir-
tue rather than to embodied or somatic aspects of human experience. 
At one level, it has been argued that aesthetic experience in the pre-
modern Islamic world is relative— deriving from subjective awareness 
that results jointly from the quality of the object and the observer’s 
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perspective, and contrasting therefore with aesthetic theories that ar-
gue for fi xed and universally discernible standards of beauty.34 On 
another level, there is an attempt to fi nd precisely such a universal no-
tion of beauty in an ultimately futile search for a singular Muslim 
aesthetic that runs through all times and places. Thus even in con-
tending with the variety of aesthetic approaches in Islamic culture, 
important works on the subject assert the continuity of a highly intel-
lectual and rarifi ed scholarly world that is to be seen as the arbiter of 
how beauty is to be qualifi ed:

Classical Arabic thought invested beauty with various sig-
nifi cations, from the sublimely beautiful in the human per-
son and yoked with ethics in Ibn Hazm’s theory, to the phe-
nomenologically modulated and classifi ed beauty of Ibn 
al- Haytham to both opposed visions of the luminescent and 
intellectual beauty from the divine source of Ibn Sina and 
the beautiful structural order of the material world of Ibn 
Rushd. In a sense all kinds of beauty— logical, metaphysical, 
physical and ethical— are to be found in medieval Islam. An 
analogous remark can be made about the opposite concept, 
ugliness which equally presents many faces and various as-
pects associated with immorality, imperfection, dispropor-
tion, ignorance and disorder.35

There is no doubt— nor is it at all surprising— that notions of beauty 
play an important role in many aspects of Islamic thought and cul-
ture. The Qur’an speaks frequently of beauty, and Qur’anic notions of 
beauty are relevant to all discussions of aesthetics in the Muslim world 
because not only is Qur’anic speech seen as the model of rhetorical 
excellence on which all later Arabic writing ostensibly is based, but the 
Qur’an itself is the epitome of beauty. Both concepts have far- reaching 
consequences in elevating writing and somewhat abstract notions of 
aesthetics and perception in Muslim society. Similarly, the centrality 
of beauty is affi rmed in a famous noncanonical hadith that continues 
to be pop u lar to this day: “God is beautiful and He loves beauty.”

The common Arabic words for beauty, husn and jambl, appear in the 
Qur’an, although both refer primarily to either moral goodness or  else 
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to divine beauty, which is defi nitionally inimicable. Husn, etymologi-
cally related to the word for “good,” is commonly used in the Qur’an 
and in classical Islamic ethical literature as referring to beauty of char-
acter or moral beauty and, as such, carries a moral rather than aes-
thetic connotation. Jambl is an epithet for God and is not used in the 
Qur’an to refer to physical beauty. Over time, Muslim theologians— 
particularly Sufi  ones— began to categorize divine epithets mentioned 
in the Qur’an into two groups, the “Attributes of Beauty” (sifbt al- jambl 
or al- sifbt al- jambliyya) and the “Attributes of Majesty” (al- sifbt al- 
jalbliyya), that  were paired with each other. Beauty as “ jambl” there-
fore does not refer to a visually perceptible form of beauty, nor neces-
sarily to beauty at all, but is a typological complement of majesty. The 
two categories represent God’s nurturing and authoritative aspects, 
and are frequently understood— if not explicitly described— as femi-
nine and masculine.36 The word most commonly used in the Qur’an 
to describe a visible form of beauty is zjna, the verb zayyana meaning 
to adorn, ornament, or make beautiful. The Qur’an uses this word 
both for the beauty of the world and the adornment of women. Al-
though both the Qur’an and commentary literature certainly see con-
templation of the physical beauty of the world as serving didactic, ex-
hortative, and cautionary purposes, zjna is fundamentally a reference 
to visible forms of beauty or ornament of an aesthetic variety.37 Zjna 
and tazyjn continue to be used in religious works of the classical pe-
riod as words connoting physical adornment, both in the sense of the 
adornment of human beings and of the earth, although good moral 
character is also described as a form of human adornment. As such, 
even the most physical notions of beauty in the Qur’an remain insepa-
rable from the concept of moral goodness, maintaining a connection 
between aesthetics and ethics.

Moral beauty relies on notions of human virtue that emphasize 
harmony above all  else, in the sense that no part of an individual’s 
character runs to an extreme, and similar notions of harmony charac-
terize certain aesthetic notions of beauty as well, such that physical 
beauty constitutes outward evidence of inner virtue. Precisely this link 
between inner and outer beauty is made in a hadith that claims the 
beautiful believer is the most beloved of God and the ugly disbeliever 
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the most hated of him, and a widespread belief in the physical beauty 
of prophets and saints reinforces such an idea.38

Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) is explicit in twinning beauty to harmony of 
physical and moral sorts, and he claims that the somatic perception of 
beauty “harmonizes with the cognitive soul, which enjoys perceiving 
that which is in harmony with itself” in much the same way that the 
souls of lovers meet and blend together. He goes on to declare that the 
“perfection of proportion and setting are the quintessence of beauty in 
everything.”39 He makes this point clearly in the following passage:

Agreeable sensations of vision and hearing are caused by har-
monious arrangement in the forms and qualities of [the 
things seen or heard]. This impresses the soul as harmonious 
and is more agreeable to it.

If an object of vision is harmonious in the forms and lines 
given to it in accordance with the matter from which it is 
made, so that the requirements of its par tic u lar matter as to 
perfect harmony and arrangement are not discarded— that 
being the meaning of beauty and loveliness whenever these 
terms are used for any object of sensual perception— that 
[object of vision] is then in harmony with the soul that per-
ceives [it], and the soul thus feels plea sure as the result of 
perceiving something that is agreeable to it. . . .  Thus every 
man desires beauty in the objects of vision and hearing, as a 
requirement of his nature.40

As Behrens- Abouseif has noted in her discussion of Arab aesthetics, 
Ibn Khaldun’s concept of aesthetic harmony includes not just the com-
position of the object but also the affi nity that results between the ob-
ject and its observer. Criteria of harmony and proportion remain sub-
jective and fl exible in such a system, and do not refer to some external 
aesthetic standard. The same holds true for aesthetic statements made 
by other scholars, such as when the twelfth- century writer ‘Abd al- Latif 
al- Baghdadi praises the Sphinx for its harmonious proportions or when 
al- Jahiz (d. 869) talks about the beauty of women— they do not refer to 
standard criteria or canons of beauty to rate the object of their discus-
sion. Instead, their emphasis is on subjective criteria such as the pleas-
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ing effect of the objects, which help them judge the object of apprecia-
tion as beautiful.41 Similarly, the idea that human beings derive plea sure 
from beautiful things because their souls are drawn to beauty is made 
by many writers, including the sixteenth- century Tasköprüzade, who 
states: “Man’s soul adores and is in love with beautiful things. When-
ever the soul sees a beautiful image or hears a beautiful sound it re-
members the realm of intelligible entities and for that reason it is de-
lighted and exalted.” 42

Philosophy, Science, and Aesthetics

Islamic philosophical writings address questions of beauty and virtue 
with some frequency, although aesthetic beauty is not itself central to 
the discussion for many authors, their emphasis remaining primarily 
on how to live a virtuous life and thereby to maximize happiness in 
this world and an afterlife. Al- Farabi and Ibn Sina both address issues 
of beauty, as do other philosophical and scientifi c thinkers including 
the Ikhwan al- Safa’, Ibn Hazm, Ibn al- Haytham, and others. However, 
as I’ve already mentioned, one must not forget that much philosophi-
cal thinking remained arcane, esoteric, and disconnected from larger 
intellectual currents in Islamic society, especially after the thirteenth 
century, to the point that it would be misleading to argue that philo-
sophical aesthetics had much direct impact on the way material and 
visual religious art was understood by a wider society. This is likely 
true of the Ikhwan al- Safa’, an esoteric group of scholars whose popu-
larity in modern Western scholarship outstrips its direct infl uence in 
its own environment. If anything, through the assumptions that un-
derlie their arguments, philosophical thinkers might be seen more 
appropriately as indices of the beliefs of their times rather than as in-
tellectual vanguards infl uencing the wider society with the fi ner points 
of their ideas.

In his The Principles of the Views of the Citizens of the Virtuous City (Mabbdi’ 
brb’ ahl al- madjna al- fbdila), al- Farabi (d. 950) describes the First Cause as 
dazzlingly beautiful: “It is diffi cult and hard for us to apprehend (the 
First Cause) because of the weakness of our intellectual faculties, mixed 
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as they are with matter and non- being. . . .  The overwhelming perfec-
tion (of the First Cause) dazzles us. . . .  The more perfect and the more 
powerful a visible is, the weaker is our visual apprehension of it . . .  the 
perfection of its splendor dazzles our sight so that our eyes are bewil-
dered. Thus are our minds in relation to the First Cause, the First Intel-
lect and the First Living.” 43 He goes on to defi ne beauty as synonymous 
with anything that is in a state of “ultimate perfection,” concluding 
that “since the First is in the most excellent state of existence, its 
beauty surpasses the beauty of every other beautiful existent” through 
the nature of its essence and on account of its self- intellection. Whereas 
in the case of all other existents— including human beings— in which 
beauty is an accident, in the case of the First Cause, beauty ( jambl) and 
the beautiful ( jamjl) are one essence.

Ibn Sina (d. 1037) also addresses the question of beauty and believes 
that God (the Necessary Being) not only possesses beauty and pure 
splendor (al- jambl wa’l-bahb’ al- mahd), but that he is also the origin of 
all harmony, “given that every harmony occurs within the multiplicity 
of one composition or mixture and in this way creates unity in multi-
plicity.” 44 For all other existents, beauty and splendor comprise the 
fact that they are the way they have to be.45 Speaking of divine beauty, 
Ibn Sina declares:

Let none, then, be so bold as to compare Him to anything 
whatsoever. He has no members that divide Him: He is all a 
face by His beauty, and His beauty obliterates the vestiges of 
all other beauty. When one of those who surround His im-
mensity undertakes to meditate on Him, his eye blinks with 
stupor and he comes away dazzled. Indeed, his eyes are almost 
ravished from him. . . .  It would seem that His beauty is the 
veil of his beauty. . . .  Even so it is by veiling itself a little that 
the sun can be better contemplated. . . .  Whoever perceives a 
trace of His beauty fi xes his contemplation upon it forever.46

Human beings attain happiness only insofar as they are able to dis-
cipline their speculative faculties and think abstractly, through which 
they apprehend more exalted things.47 This includes not just exalted 
intellectual thought but also artistic forms such as poetry, which Ibn 
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Sina characterizes as imaginative speech and claims that assent to 
poetry “is a kind of compliance due to the wonder (ta‘ajjub) and plea-
sure (ladhdha) that are caused by the utterance itself.48

A related attitude toward beauty is displayed in the work of Ibn 
Hazm (d. 1064) who, like Ibn Sina, considered beauty to be an object of 
love: “As for what causes love in most cases to choose a beautiful form 
to light upon, it is evident that the soul itself being beautiful, it is af-
fected by all beautiful things, and has a yearning for perfect symmetri-
cal images; whenever it sees any such images, it fi xes itself upon it; 
then, if it discerns behind that image something of its own kind, it 
becomes united and true love is established.” 49 In the fi fth and sixth 
chapters of his Kitbb al- akhlbq wa’l-siyar, Ibn Hazm classifi es the attri-
butes of perceptible beauty into a threefold hierarchy in which he de-
fi nes both splendor or awe- inspiring beauty (raw‘a) and the highest or-
der of physical beauty (husn):

Splendor is the beauty (bahb’) of the visible parts; it is also 
elegance and nobility [perhaps “lightness” and “swiftness,” 
al- farbha wa’l-‘ itq]. Beauty is something that no other name 
designates in speech, but is sensed (mahsvs) in the soul simi-
larly by all who see it. It is like a fi ne fabric draped over the 
face, a radiance that attracts hearts toward it. Opinions 
agree on its comeliness (istihsbn) even though there are no 
beautiful attributes (sifbt jamjla) in it; everyone that sees it 
admires it, considers it beautiful (istahsanahu) and accepts it, 
even though when its attributes are contemplated individu-
ally it does not look impressive. It is as if something in the 
soul of that which is seen is found by the soul of the viewer. 
This is the most exalted level of beauty (sabbha). Beyond that, 
tastes differ: some prefer splendor (raw‘a), some prefer femi-
nine beauty [perhaps “sweetness,” halbwa], but we do not 
fi nd anyone who prefers symmetry of proportion (qawbm) in 
and of itself.50

Ibn Hazm, the Ikhwan al- Safa’, and Ibn Sina all appear to situate 
beauty in an abstract, conceptual realm, and they differ in this from 
other thinkers such as Ibn Rushd and Ibn al- Haytham, both of whom 
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accord material specifi city to beauty.51 Ibn al- Haytham is rightly noted 
for his writings on optics, but his thoughts on the psychology of percep-
tion are just as important, and perhaps more revolutionary, than those 
on physics. He was no doubt following in late antique intellectual foot-
steps in his belief that proportion is the primary determinant of beauty, 
to which he added the aesthetics of light as a factor, and his treatment 
of the psychology of visual perception might well be the most sus-
tained premodern discussion on the aesthetics of beauty in Arabic.52

Ibn al- Haytham discusses in detail the factors that go into the pro-
duction and perception of beauty, which I will reproduce  here at length 
because of their value to understanding an important hypothesis con-
cerning visual perception in medieval Islam, the technical aspects of 
which are addressed in Chapter 6. Some of these factors are physical 
and belong more appropriately in a discussion of optics, but the ma-
jority bear directly on visual aesthetics:

It is these par tic u lar properties that separately produce 
beauty— and by “producing beauty” I mean that they produce 
in the soul an effect such that the form appears beautiful—
[which] will be evident from a brief consideration. For light 
produces beauty, and thus the sun, the moon, and the stars 
look beautiful, without there being in them a cause on ac-
count of which their form looks beautiful and appealing 
other than their radiant light. Therefore, light by itself pro-
duces beauty.

Colour also produces beauty. For every bright colour . . .  
appeal[s] to the beholder and please[s] the eye. Similarly, 
dyed clothes and covers and utensils, also fl owers, blossoms 
and meadows, are felt to be beautiful. Therefore colour by 
itself produces beauty.

Distance, too, may produce beauty by accident. For some 
apparently beautiful forms may have marks, wrinkles, or 
pores that mar and perturb their beauty. But when moved 
farther away from the eye, these minute marring features 
disappear, and the beauty of the form stands out. Similarly, 
many beautiful- looking forms possess certain refi nements, 
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such as minute designs or outlines or ordering [of parts] 
which account for the beauty of the form. Many of these fea-
tures may not appear to the eye from moderate distances, but 
when brought closer to it they become visible and the beauty 
of the form becomes manifest. Thus, increasing or diminish-
ing the distance [from the eye] may cause beauty to appear, 
and, therefore, distance by itself produces beauty.

Position produces beauty, and many things that look 
beautiful do so only because of order and position. Beauti-
ful writing also is regarded as such because of order alone. 
For the beauty of writing is due only to the soundness of 
the shapes of letters and their composition among them-
selves, so that when the composition and order of the let-
ters is not regular and proportionate the writing will not 
be beautiful, even though the shapes of individual letters 
may be correct and sound. Indeed, writing is considered 
beautiful when of regular composition, even though the 
letters in it are not quite sound. Similarly, many forms of 
visible objects are felt to be beautiful and appealing only 
because of the composition and order of their parts among 
themselves.

Solidity produces beauty, and thus the full- grown bodies 
of individual human beings and of many animals are con-
sidered beautiful.

Shape produces beauty, and thus a crescent moon looks 
beautiful. The beautiful forms of individual human beings 
and of many individual animals, trees and plants look beau-
tiful only on account of their shapes and the shapes of the 
parts of [their] form.

Size produces beauty, and that is why the moon is more 
beautiful than any one of the stars, and the larger stars are 
more beautiful than the smaller.

Separateness produces beauty. Thus dispersed stars are 
more beautiful than nebulae and the Milky Way. And that 
is also why separated lamps and candles are more beauti-
ful than a continuously collected fi re. For this reason, too, 
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blossoms and fl owers dispersed in meadows look more beau-
tiful than when they are gathered and crowded together.

Continuity produces beauty. Thus meadows with contig-
uous and dense vegetation are more beautiful than those in 
which the vegetation is interrupted and discontinuous. And 
of the meadows that look beautiful because of their colours, 
those which are continuous are more beautiful than the 
others. The additional beauty in these is produced by conti-
nuity alone.

Number produces beauty, and so portions of the sky with 
many stars are more beautiful than those with few stars. 
And for this reason, too, lamps and candles look beautiful 
when many of them are gathered in one place.

Motion produces beauty; hence the beauty of dancing, 
and of the movements of the dancer, and of many of the ges-
tures and movements of man in speech and in action.

Rest produces beauty, and therefore gravity and staidness 
appear beautiful.

Roughness produces beauty. Thus many rough clothes and 
covers look beautiful; and for this reason many of the gold-
smith’s artifacts become beautiful by having their surfaces 
roughened and textured.

Smoothness produces beauty, and therefore it is beautiful 
in cloth and utensils.

Transparency produces beauty, and therefore transpar-
ent precious stones and transparent utensils are felt to be 
beautiful.

Opacity produces beauty, for colours, lights, shapes, out-
lines, and all beautiful- looking features that are seen in the 
forms of visible objects are perceptible to sight only on  account 
of opacity.

Shadow causes beauty to appear, for many of the forms of 
visible objects have in them minute marks . . .  which mar 
them and eclipse their beauty. . . .  But when placed in shadow 
or in faint lights their beautiful features become manifest as 
a result of the disappearance of those marring marks. . . .  
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Darkness causes beauty to appear. For the stars are visible 
only in darkness. And, similarly, the beauty of lamps, candles 
and fi res only appears in the darkness of night or in darkened 
places, but not in daylight or in strong lights. And the stars 
are more beautiful in dark nights than in moonlit nights.

Similarity produces beauty. For paired organs of an ani-
mal are beautiful only when they are similar. Thus if eyes are 
of different shapes . . .  they will be extremely ugly. They will 
also be found ugly if one is black and the other blue, and like-
wise if one is larger than the other. . . .  Again, designs and the 
letters of a script are beautiful only when identical letters or 
parts are similar.

Dissimilarity produces beauty. For the shapes of animals’ 
organs are of dissimilar parts, and without this dissimilarity 
they would cease to be beautiful . . .  eyebrows are beautiful 
only when they are narrower at the ends than elsewhere. . . .  
And, similarly, designs and the letters of a script will not look 
beautiful if their parts are of equal thickness. For the ex-
tremities of letters and the ends of their deep curves are beau-
tiful only when they are narrow, that is, narrower than the 
remaining parts of the letters. A script would be very ugly if 
its letters  were of equal thickness and of the same shape at 
their ends, middles, beginnings, junctions and joints. Dis-
similarity therefore produces beauty in many of the forms of 
visible objects.53

According to Ibn al- Haytham, these properties (ma‘nb) do not result 
in beauty in all situations, but they can produce beauty in combina-
tion with each other, and often an item can be more beautiful when it 
joins together more than one of these properties (for example, writing 
when it possesses beautiful shape as well as position). What is most 
striking about Ibn al- Haytham’s aesthetic theory is that beauty is pre-
sented as an objective, externally determined visual quality. It is the 
presence of one or more of his twenty- two listed beauty- producing 
properties that determines whether something is beautiful or not, yet 
his penchant for meadow fl owers and almond- shaped eyes suggests 
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that Ibn al- Haytham was unaware of the culturally determined nature 
of his objective standard of beauty. Unsurprisingly, these factors are 
not seen as determining beauty in exactly the same way in the art and 
literature of the wider Islamic world across time, nor are similar lists 
of criteria found in other sources, although Ibn al- Haytham does have 
certain notions of perception (discussed in Chapter 6) that provide a 
novel theory of recognition and evaluation in visual perception. What 
is clear with relevance to aesthetics is that he sees proportionality and 
harmony as key to beauty, such that the properties that are capable of 
resulting in beauty do so when combined with another appropriate 
factor or placed in an appropriate location (for example, almond- 
shaped eyes look best with a narrow nose of the right size).54

Among the other examples of medieval Islamic thinkers who have 
been seen as bearing on discussions of visual aesthetics are the Ikhwan 
al- Safa’ (Brethren of Purity), whose relevance to the study of art and 
perception has been discussed at length by Necipoglu. Unlike propo-
nents of the aesthetic theories mentioned above that are based on sci-
entifi c (or rational) principles, the Ikhwan al- Safa’ approached beauty 
metaphysically, arguing that aesthetic plea sure results when the soul 
discovers its own inner harmony reproduced in the object of contem-
plation. Love for beauty is a natural emotion that causes one’s sensory 
organs to long for harmonious visual and auditory input.55 For this 
group of phi los o phers (as for many other Muslim metaphysical think-
ers), the love of beauty is innate, and exposure to beautiful things 
arouses emotions of love, longing, delight, and wonderment.56 Like 
other writers addressing questions of beauty, the Ikhwan al- Safa’ re-
garded visual objects as beautiful based on their ability to capture and 
refl ect proportionality and symmetry, which in the case of this group 
of thinkers amounted to representing the corresponding qualities of 
the universe.57

Literary Aesthetics and the Visually Beautiful

Recent scholarship on the aesthetics of Islamic art has tried to look at 
classical and medieval writings on Arabic poetics and literary theory 
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to understand aesthetic standards in the visual arts. Some of the most 
important contributions to these questions occur in works exploring 
the relationship of texts to images. Although visual imagery abounds 
in Arabic (and other) Islamic literature, and theorists talk about issues 
of imagination and imagery, there is no real reason to think that tex-
tual imagery in Arabic belles- lettres had much infl uence over the de-
velopment of visual aesthetics, especially in the non- Arabic- speaking 
parts of the Muslim world. Equally importantly, literary aesthetics 
constitute an elite discourse and are not likely to be an accurate refl ec-
tion of the pop u lar aesthetics— even literary ones— of their societies. 
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that questions of beauty as they are 
developed in classical and medieval Arabic literary theory strongly re-
fl ect ideas concerning the nature of the imagination and of beauty, 
wonderment, and plea sure seen in the Islamic philosophical tradition 
as developed by Ibn Sina. Two Arab writers, ‘Abd al- Qahir al- Jurjani (d. 
1078) and al- Qartajanni (d. 1285), have been of par tic u lar interest to 
Islamic art historians trying to fi nd a link between literary aesthetics 
and the world of visual culture.

Al- Jurjani stresses the importance of harmony as a universal crite-
rion of beauty and its appreciation as manifested in the construction 
of structural relationships. “[Beauty] is manifest in all crafts and artis-
tic activities which are associated with subtlety, fi neness, and skill. In 
the images produced in such crafts it is always the case that the more 
widely different the shape and appearance of their parts are and then 
the more perfect the harmony achieved between these parts is, the 
more fascination the images will possess and the more deserving of 
praise for their skill their creators will be.”58 Al- Jurjani uses a piece of 
jewelry as an example of an object that is beautiful on account of the 
harmonious composition of its elements. Signifi cantly, his notion of 
harmony does not imply similitude, since al- Jurjani maintains that 
beauty lies in contrasts or “the affi nity of contraries” (shiddat i’tilbf fj 
shiddat ikhtilbf).59

Perhaps al- Jurjani’s major contribution relevant to aesthetic atti-
tudes toward the visual image is in the strong connection he creates 
between imagery, meaning, and syntax in the composition of poetry. 
For him, imagery became an integral part of the structure of language, 
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inseparable from its meaning.60 Al- Qartajanni, in a similar vein and 
like most other literary critics of his day, valued novelty and strange-
ness for their ability to induce wonderment and plea sure. Novelty is 
best generated through artifi ce, meaning that any use of imagery— 
visual or otherwise— in poetry valued by al- Qartajanni and those like 
him would not even attempt to be a faithful repre sen ta tion of an ob-
ject, person, or feeling. Accurate reproduction was not the goal of the 
aesthetically desirable literary image, impressing the audience with 
novel turns of phrase and meta phors was.61 Arabic literature (and by 
extension most poetry written in Islamic languages) can hardly be 
seen as mimetically faithful or even attempting something represent-
ing visual mimesis. Examples from Arabic literary theory do, however, 
illustrate the central role played by the desire to generate wonderment 
for aesthetic as well as ethical purposes in medieval Muslim society.

Beauty and Religious Amazement

The most important medieval Islamic thinker to address issues of 
beauty and aesthetics is the phi los o pher, theologian, and Sufi , Abu 
Hamid al- Ghazali (d. 1111). Unlike other philosophical and literary 
thinkers mentioned in this chapter, al- Ghazali’s infl uence is truly per-
vasive in large part because he intentionally set out to formulate a 
Sunni orthodoxy by synthesizing a variety of intellectual currents ex-
isting in Muslim thought. His direct infl uence extends far beyond the 
narrow circles of an educated elite: for several centuries, he has been 
one of the most pop u lar religious thinkers across the entire Muslim 
world, with the majority of his works widely translated and extensively 
read by a broad cross section of Muslims. Al- Ghazali is famous for 
having started his scholarly life as a theologian with strong philosoph-
ical inclinations, only to have grown disillusioned with philosophy and 
to have turned to Sufi  piety and mysticism in his quest for truth and 
happiness. However, recent scholarship suggests that his famous break 
with philosophy is somewhat exaggerated and that he continued to 
write philosophical treatises even after the notorious “conversion” to 
mysticism he himself mentions.62
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Al- Ghazali discusses questions of beauty, allegory, and illusion in a 
number of his works, including his book on the interpretation of the 
Qur’an, the Tafriqa, which directly addresses questions of allegorical 
meaning. It is his Alchemy of Happiness (Kjmiyb- yi sa‘bdat), a Persian work 
encapsulating the most important aspects of his religious thought, 
that contains the most valuable statements concerning notions of 
beauty and aesthetics and their relationship to virtue, and the value of 
this book has been recognized by scholars of Islamic art as early as Et-
tinghausen.63 Overall, the Alchemy of Happiness displays a familiar Sufi  
attitude toward the material world, with the physical body being given 
ancillary importance relative to the metaphysical body and the realm 
of the imagination (a topic discussed in Chapter 8). The signifi cance of 
beauty rests on a recognition of perfection, which lies on the inside— or 
at an esoteric level— and for which outer, physical appearances can 
 easily be a deceptive indicator. Physical senses can only perceive outer 
appearances, whereas the heart— the seat of inner senses— has the capac-
ity to perceive the true nature of things. Viewed in this light, perception 
and contemplation of beautiful physical objects encourages the viewer 
to focus on the misleading outward dimension of things and to believe 
mistakenly that the physical world represents reality.

Al- Ghazali speaks about several categories of beauty and the nature 
of their perception, arranging them in a hierarchical pattern, familiar 
from Islamic metaphysics, in which there is a progression from physi-
cal human beauty, through that of the created universe, to its culmi-
nation in divine beauty. It is in the context of physical perception that 
vision and visual imagination serve an important role: in the section 
on love in his magisterial Revivifi cation of the Religious Sciences (Ihyb’ 
‘ulvm al- djn), al- Ghazali states that the eye is attracted to beauty and 
takes plea sure in perceiving beautiful things.64 Therefore, it is a sign of 
limited understanding to get caught up entirely in the delights of ex-
ternal, physical beauty, since the essential beauty of human beings lies 
in their inner qualities. Similarly, one could argue, the beauty of objects 
of human manufacture such as painting, architecture, and poetry is but 
an image of the inner beauty of their makers.

Visual contemplation of an object arouses love for the object in pro-
portion to its beauty, so that the more beautiful a face, the greater the 
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plea sure in gazing at it. For al- Ghazali, plea sure (ladhdha) is itself a 
form of perception (idrbk), such that to enjoy (or “taste,” dhbqa) some-
thing is to know it. According to this scheme, physical beauty and the 
plea sure derived from its contemplation are not ends unto themselves 
but rather serve to give human beings a sense of the pleasures of the 
afterlife and thus attract them to a more contemplative, virtuous life.65

In his Alchemy of Happiness (Kjmiyb- yi sa‘bdat), al- Ghazali reiterates 
his position concerning the superiority of inner beauty to outer forms, 
using strong words emphasizing the emptiness of outward human 
beauty: “If you look into the beauty of his appearance, it is a skin 
drawn over a pile of dung (mazbala). If he  doesn’t wash himself for two 
days he becomes disgraceful, such that he begins to stink and fi lth 
arises on him.” 66 At the same time, he acknowledges the importance of 
images and their greater visceral appeal as compared to intellectual 
knowledge or nonvisual imagining, since when we imagine those we 
love, the plea sure of seeing them in person (dar djdbr-i svratj) is better 
than the plea sure (ladhdhat) one feels in imagining them.67

An important point running through much of al- Ghazali’s intellec-
tual position on questions of appearance and beauty is that the true 
value of an object (or person) lies in its essence rather than its outward 
form, since the physical characteristics of a thing are accidents that 
hide its true nature. He prescribes the love of beauty in general because, 
ideally, it leads to love of divine beauty, which is the highest object of 
love as well as its cause. “Know that there is none other than God, most 
high, who is deserving of love (dvstj) in actuality; whosoever loves an-
other does so out of ignorance, in the sense that it is actually connected 
to God. As such, loving the Prophet is the same as loving him.” 68 Thus, 
for al- Ghazali love is distinct from sensual desire:

The meaning of loving (dvstj) is a natural inclination to a 
thing that is pleasing (khush). If that inclination is strong it is 
called love (‘ ishq). . . .  You do not fi nd anything pleasing or 
displeasing unless you have a prior awareness of it. Awareness 
of a thing can be through the senses or the intellect. Of senses 
there are fi ve, each of which has its own delight (ladhdhat), and 
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due to that delight it likes a thing, that is, its nature inclines 
to it. The delight of the sense of seeing is in pleasing forms 
and appearances (svrathb- yi njkv), greenery, fl owing water, and 
the like, as a consequence of which it likes the thing. . . .  [All 
fi ve of these senses] are possessed by animals.

The sixth sense is a thing in the heart that is called the 
intellect (‘aql), insight (basjrat) or light (nvr), or any other in-
terpretation one wants to give it such that human beings are 
distinguished from the beasts through it. It, too, has percep-
tions which are pleasing to it and which are beloved of it 
(mahbvb), such that these other delights correspond to the 
senses and are beloved of the senses. It is for this reason that 
the Messenger said: ‘Three things of this world have been 
made beloved to me: women and perfume, and the light of 
my eyes lies in prayer.” He placed prayer at a higher level; but 
someone who, like the beasts, is ignorant of the heart and 
knows nothing but the senses, cannot believe that prayer is 
pleasing and that one could love it. But one who is governed 
by the intellect and far from beastly qualities, loves the spec-
tacle (nazzbra)— seen through the inner eye (chashm- i 
bbtin)— of the beauty of the divine presence, the wonders of 
his creation and the perfection and majesty of his essence 
and attributes more than the spectacles seen through the 
outer eye, such as pleasant forms . . .  in fact, all these [latter 
ones] grow wretched in his eyes when the beauty of the di-
vine presence is revealed to him.69

Al- Ghazali clearly believes that true beauty is of the inner kind, and 
that it is weak- minded to focus exclusively on outward forms. If true 
beauty did not lie within, it would be nonsensical to love the Prophet 
and his companions since they  were buried centuries earlier. Further-
more, he argues that even a child, when asked to describe someone 
whom she loves, focuses on that person’s inner qualities rather than 
his physical ones.70 At the same time, al- Ghazali maintains that there is 
actual value to aesthetic contemplation of beautiful people and objects, 
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since the degree of plea sure one attains from contemplating beauty is 
proportional to the amount of love aroused in the viewer. In other 
words, the more beautiful a face one looks at, the higher one’s plea sure 
and the greater the amount of love. Physical beauty is a blessing from 
God for al- Ghazali and— following Greek ethical and aesthetic models 
that  were already established in Islamic thought— he believes that 
beauty and virtue are integrally connected, and the ability to appreci-
ate beauty is a sign of the viewer’s inner goodness.71 At the same time, 
he never loses sight of the primacy of the nonphysical, with God— the 
ultimate nonphysical entity— representing the pinnacle of beauty and 
virtue.

Even in the case of the contemplation of human beings, inner beauty, 
apprehended through esoteric perception (al- basjra al- bbtina), constitutes 
beauty in its real form. Thus the true beauty of religious luminaries 
such as important scholars or companions of the Prophet cannot only 
be perceived by this inner sense, since either their physical appearance 
was not indicative of their inner beauty, or the very fact that they are 
dead and no longer physically present makes clear that their beauty 
cannot be contemplated physically.72 The ultimate example is contem-
plation of prophetic beauty, and al- Ghazali draws a stark comparison 
between someone who loves an image painted (naqshan musawwaran) 
on a wall because of the beauty of its outward appearance and some-
one who loves one of the prophets because of the beauty of his inner 
attributes.73 Al- Ghazali’s statements regarding the irrelevance of the 
physical beauty of prophets is at some remove from pop u lar Islamic 
attitudes since, following the logic of the direct connection between 
beauty and virtue, prophetic fi gures and religious heroes such as ‘Ali 
(Muhammad’s cousin, son- in- law, and the fi rst imam of the Shi‘as) are 
believed to have been beautiful. There are hadith traditions that 
 describe Muhammad’s physical appearance together with his moral 
character, and the overarching message of them is to underscore his 
physical harmony and proportionality, a key component of beauty as 
has already been outlined. Furthermore, contemplation of the Proph-
et’s physicality gained great popularity in the Ottoman Empire as well 
as elsewhere, giving rise to important traditions of textual portraiture 
and iconography that are discussed at length later in this book.
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Despite his discussion of physical beauty and its visual contempla-
tion, it is clear that al- Ghazali is not concerned with aesthetics as 
much as with ethics and piety. In his discussion of the different forms 
of perception, he locates outward perception toward the bottom of a 
hierarchy, and includes emotional perception and inner perception (al- 
basjra al- bbtina) as the means to get beyond outward forms.74 His dis-
cussion of the beauty of art as a moral refl ection of the artist makes 
clear that his concern is with the ethical or moral stature of the artist 
as human being rather than with the quality of the work of art.75 Never-
theless, his discussion of physical beauty and perception is signifi cant 
for a variety of reasons. Al- Ghazali connects the visual perception of 
art with the perception of the created universe. His argument that 
there is a parallel between the contemplation of beautiful painting or 
calligraphy leading us to contemplate the talent of the artist on the 
one hand, and the contemplation of the physical world encouraging us 
to contemplate its divine designer on the other, shows that he was 
aware of the important role visual perception plays in fostering won-
derment, an exercise of some importance in premodern Islamic cul-
ture not just for fostering admiration and respect for God but also as 
an admonition (‘ ibra), a reminder of personal insignifi cance and tran-
sitoriness, and an exhortation to a moral life.

More important in this context are two other implications of his 
discussion of beauty, these being the recognition that visual percep-
tion has a predictable emotive response, and the idea of a visual object 
as being representative, however imperfectly, of an ideal beyond itself. 
Explicit ac know ledg ment of the power of beautiful images to generate 
plea sure and love constitutes a clear recognition of the power of the 
image, its use in society (and religion) being limited by questions of 
propriety rather than by any lack of appreciation for the value of the 
visual. The repre sen ta tional quality of the visual is more complicated, 
since it involves an element of mimetic dissonance wherein outward 
appearance is simultaneously recognized as repre sen ta tional yet ac-
knowledged as being imperfect in its repre sen ta tion. Al- Ghazali’s 
discussion of the fl awed relationship between the outward appearance 
(or lack thereof) of religious personages brings to mind the literary 
critic Kilito’s analysis of discussions of the physical likeness of the 
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early Muslim encyclopedic scholar al- Jahiz (d. 869). His erudition and 
talent notwithstanding, al- Jahiz was notorious for having been the 
very picture of ugliness, with people supposedly having declared that 
he was “as ugly as the dev il. Paint the dev il and you will have painted 
al- Jahiz.” However, since there are no portraits of the dev il, in order to 
depict the dev il (depicting al- Jahiz) one would be obligated to depict 
al- Jahiz himself.76 Thus not only is the physical depiction of the per-
son in question not an accurate repre sen ta tion of his inner beauty, but 
it is mimetically dissonant, in that for al- Jahiz to look “like” the dev il, 
he must necessarily look “like” himself.

Wonder and Wonderment

The common thread connecting philosophy, theology, and literary 
aesthetics  here is not a preoccupation with similar concepts of virtue 
as much as it is a concern with the importance of wonderment and its 
generation. The connection between the imagination, wonder, and 
plea sure is present in the poetics of al- Farabi and Ibn Sina. In writing 
about poetry as imaginative speech, Ibn Sina described imaginative as-
sent to the form and content of poetry as “a kind of compliance due to 
the wonder (ta‘ajjub) and plea sure (ladhdha) that are caused by the ut-
terance itself.”77 Similarly, al- Qartajanni wrote about the centrality of 
wonder and imagination in poetic mimetic repre sen ta tion, saying: 
“Poetry is metrical, imaginatively- creative discourse, characterized in 
the Arabic language also by the inclusion of rhyme. The imaginatively- 
creative premises it combines, whether objectively truthful or false, 
have as their only conditions, insofar as they are poetry, imaginative 
creativity.” A few pages later he states:

All this must be [realized] by a mimetic repre sen ta tion of the 
usual by the usual, the strange by the strange, or the strange 
by the usual. And the closer the object is to that by which it 
has been mimetically represented, the clearer will be the simi-
larity; on the other hand, the more strangeness and wonder 
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are added to the imaginative creation, the more original it 
will be.78

Al- Qartajanni clearly values the strange and wondrous over the or-
dinary, and artifi ce over faithful repre sen ta tion. He is joined in this 
aesthetic standard by al- Jurjani, who declared his preference for arti-
fi ce by stating that “the best poetry is that which lies most.”79 A similar 
concern with imaginative repre sen ta tion as a tool for the generation of 
wonderment is shared by paint ers and calligraphers in the Islamic 
world, as well as phi los o phers such as al- Farabi and Ibn Sina who de-
fi ned wonder as the fi rst step toward attaining wisdom.80 Like al- Farabi, 
Ibn Sina emphasized the intrinsic aesthetic worth of the pleas ur able 
sense of awe while simultaneously recognizing its importance for gen-
erating future knowledge, not simply as a means for furthering knowl-
edge.81 His concern in this regard is reminiscent of Plato’s claim in the 
Theaetetus as well as Aristotle’s in the Metaphysics that wonder is the 
starting point of philosophy.

Medieval phi los o phers and theologians in Christian Eu rope, as in 
the Islamic world, emphasized wonder as the fi rst step in acquiring 
knowledge, and Christian devotional and hagiographical works stressed 
wonderment as the opposite of imitation. Though they did not gener-
ate psychological or aesthetic theories of wonder, they certainly en-
gaged in theoretical discussions on the subject. In a medieval Chris-
tian religious context, the audience of stories and visual repre sen ta tions 
of saints’ lives was encouraged to wonder at the powers and ascetic 
practices of the saints, not to try and imitate them.82

Just as it is impossible for us to establish the reality of medieval 
aesthetics in the sense of knowing the precise nature of what was 
 considered beautiful by the living people of a time long since past, we 
cannot engage in a simple study of emotion to know exactly what writ-
ers meant by notions of “wonder.” As Bynum has argued for medieval 
Eu rope, we do not have the right to assume a “Darwinian universal 
emotion” readable each time we see “depictions of people with open 
mouths and raised eyebrows or to think that emotion- behavior is so 
culturally constructed as to exist only where we fi nd words for it.”83 
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Emotional reactions such as wonder (or delight and plea sure) do not 
occur of themselves but are evoked. As such, textual sources give us in-
formation not about the nature of wonderment but about phenomena— 
acts, objects, and language— that are known to or intended to provoke 
wonderment. “Finding wonder- words is easy; fi nding wonder is far more 
complicated.”84

An imaginative instinct is widely acknowledged in Islamic writings. 
It is this faculty that makes bees make perfect honeycombs and spiders 
weave webs. The same faculty is also the source of prophetic visions and 
artistic creativity.85 As already alluded to, al- Ghazali likened the hu-
man perception of divine creation to the perception of art, in that con-
templating visual art moves the viewer to refl ect on the artist’s skills in 
the same way as contemplating the wonders of the created world causes 
one to think about and draw closer to God.86 Wonderment is not just a 
desired reaction in Islamic aesthetics— it is the starting point of knowl-
edge and therefore to be sought out and stimulated, and is recognized 
as one of the important aesthetic qualities of excellent calligraphy. Ibn 
Sina made a distinction between “true seekers” and “fools” when dis-
cussing wonders and mysteries, stating that while fools treat the myste-
rious as a laughing matter, the wise recognize it as a divine portent or 
sign.87 The word he uses is ‘ ibra (pl. ‘ ibar), which has multiple meanings 
related to passing through or beyond something. One important sense 
in which the word is used in classical Arabic is to refer to death, in the 
sense of passing from this life to the next. Perhaps as a consequence, it 
can also mean an object of wonder or contemplation that serves to pro-
vide insight into God’s purpose in the entire enterprise of creation; it is 
in this meaning that wonder is widely used in historical, philosophical, 
mystical, and literary works.88 Thus practically anything can serve as a 
divine portent to be contemplated by the wise: the text of the Qur’an, 
natural phenomena, plants, and animals.

Natural phenomena— some mythical— constitute the main subject 
matter of the geographer Zakariyya al- Qazwini (d. 1283) in his ‘Ajb’ib 
al- makhlvqbt wa- gharb’ib al- mawjvdbt (Wonders among Things Created 
and Marvels among Things Existent), a very pop u lar work that has been 
frequently published with illustrations and also translated into Persian, 
Turkish, and Urdu. Echoing Ibn Sina, al- Qazwini states as a human 



b e a u t y ,  g o o d n e s s ,  a n d  w o n d e r
17 1

condition that the young understand the concept of the marvelous 
but quickly become bored with seeing it; in contrast, the wise and ac-
complished continue to marvel at what they see. Al- Qazwini opens his 
book with a discussion of natural wonders (‘ajb’ib) and wonderment 
(‘ajab) such as the bee’s ability to make honeycombs and honey. Accord-
ing to al- Qazwini, amazement at seeing a wondrous thing causes the 
human being to ponder its underlying cause and thereby get closer to 
and develop a better understanding of God.89

Natural phenomena, including fl ora and fauna, are not necessarily 
visual marvels of the sort that concerns my analysis  here, except very 
tangentially in the sense that they are visually represented in books 
such as al- Qazwini’s ‘Ajb’ib al- makhlvqbt. However, wonderful objects of 
human creation, or mirabilia, are frequently mentioned in historical 
and other works. Indeed, describing or at least listing mirabilia was an 
important aspect of documenting the spoils of war or lists of gifts ex-
changed between dignitaries, some of which, like the idol nicknamed 
“shughl,” have already been mentioned. Such mirabilia  were the subject 
of entire books such as the Kitbb al- hadbya wa’l-tuhaf (Book of Gifts), 
which was probably fi rst written by al-Qadi ibn al- Zubayr in the elev-
enth century and later recast into its existing form in the fi fteenth cen-
tury. Most of the items listed in this work are nonfi gural precious ob-
jects, although a few statues or fi gurines (tambthjl) are also mentioned, 
most of which  were sent to the royal trea sury. As mentioned earlier, the 
author lists a gold peacock studded with precious stones, its eyes of 
ruby, feathers of enameled glass inlaid with gold imitating the natural 
iridescence of a peacock, accompanied by a crested rooster covered with 
large pearls and gemstones. These  were found together with a gazelle, 
also studded with pearls and gemstones. The author remarks on the 
realism of the gazelle, to the degree that it even had a white belly like 
the real animal, being set with large pearls.90 On another occasion, a 
certain Mihfan is said to have found at Ctesiphon (al- Mada’in) a fi gu-
rine covered in precious stones that was too valuable to be priced.91

Some of the statues appear to be of human beings (or anthropo-
morphic gods), either by themselves or accompanied by animals. One 
of the items found following a battle in 637 was a statue of a she- camel 
made of gold and striped with large pearls and rubies, ridden by the 
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fi gure of a man made of the same material.92 A large statue found near 
Fars in 708 by al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf is recognized as an icon (sanam), 
made of silver. 93

Such mirabilia are objects of wonder because technology is wondrous 
in and of itself, in that the end product is the result of a pro cess that is 
barely comprehensible to the viewer in terms of both the expertise and 
the virtuosity implicit in its creation.94 Beyond functioning as objects 
of awe and wonder, they serve as a warning concerning the transitory 
nature of human life. This understanding of wonders of the past is 
explicit in the description of the Ellora cave temples and the temple of 
Lakmir by the historian and courtier Rafi ‘ al- din Shirazi quoted in the 
previous chapter, and it is encountered frequently in Islamic historical 
and geo graph i cal writings.

The mirabilia par excellence in the medieval Islamic world  were 
the pyramids of Egypt, dealt with most famously by the thirteenth- 
century historian, grammarian, traditionist, and court genealogist 
Abu Ja‘far al- Idrisi (d. 1251) in a monograph on the subject entitled An-
wbr ‘ulwiyy al- ajrbm fj kashf ‘an asrbr al- ahrbm. Al- Idrisi interweaves two 
related issues in his discussion: fi rst, that it is incumbent upon all pi-
ous Muslims to visit the mirabilia (‘ajb’ib) of the earth— be they won-
drous natural phenomena or human (or demonic) masterpieces of art 
and architecture; second, that learned scholars are in consensus con-
cerning the primacy of the pyramids among all mirabilia. According 
to him, human beings have a natural instinct urging them to see and 
marvel at mirabilia: “The capacity of marveling at the miraculous at-
tests to the normal human disposition (sihhat mizbj al- fi tra al- zakiyya) 
as well as intellectual sanity (salbmat bunyat al- fi tra al- dhakiyya).” 95 Al- 
Idrisi believed that nothing compared to the admonitory power of an 
individual contemplating an object deserving of cognition (mushbhada) 
and observation (mu‘byana), and he devoted a chapter of his book on 
the pyramids to the topic of contemplating the wholly fantastic.96 He 
appears to have seen the occasion to deal with the miraculous not as 
an opportunity to provide entertaining and sensational stories as 
much as a serious obligation to encourage individuals “to visualize 
those powerful and wealthy rulers of days long gone by who had com-
missioned the building of these awesome monuments as a symbol of 
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their might. Yet their hubris was punished by their demise. Only stones 
are left as witnesses to their vanished former glory.” 97

Al- Idrisi considered it a religious obligation to heed the admoni-
tions of ‘ ibra, and the related terms i‘tibbr and isti‘bbr appear repeat-
edly in his book. He is similar in this regard to al- Qazwini, who com-
posed the ‘Ajb’ib al- makhlvqbt both as an act of piety and as a reminder 
to himself and others to ponder the wonders of creation as a way to get 
closer to God. For al- Idrisi (and perhaps al- Qazwini as well, although 
that is not the subject of his book), marvelous objects manufactured 
by humans are themselves reminders of God, and gazing at them is a 
pious act.

Yet it was not only mirabilia that inspired awe and wonder. Many 
historical sources mention the quality of the material arts in parts of 
the Christian world conquered by the Muslims, and speak of them 
with awe and admiration.98 At the same time as they make the world 
comprehensible, books in the Islamic as well as Christian worlds that 
are concerned with the miraculous and wondrous are fundamentally 
antiphilosophical since they elevate the specifi c above the general, the 
exception above the rule. Aside from their pious function to encourage 
human beings to draw closer to God, the central purpose behind the 
fascination with mirabilia is to provide a system by which to catego-
rize and intellectualize the known world, making it comprehensible 
and understandable. Wondrous creations are the visible signs of a di-
vine intelligence, which assure the viewer that there is an order and 
wisdom behind an otherwise confusing world.

Conclusion

Wonderment, its cultivation and encouragement, all rely on notions 
not just of beauty but also of awe, as well as on the embedding of the 
wondrous object in a symbolic framework wherein it functions as the 
object of wonder. Beauty, as a purely aesthetic category, is not wholly 
relevant to such a project. In fact, one might argue that beauty primar-
ily matters in Muslim religious visual culture when it fi lls a purpose 
beyond a purely aesthetic contemplation of the beautiful, because even 
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such contemplation is praised only because it serves a pious didactic 
purpose. In an argument that echoes both Plato and Martin Luther, 
al- Ghazali sees the artist’s role as important because the creation of 
beautiful objects arouses wonderment and, as such, refl ects the inner 
beauty of the artist. Yet, as Necipoglu has noted, despite their ac know-
ledg ment of the importance of artists and their overall positive quali-
ties, al- Ghazali’s writings do not provide any examples of visual ob-
jects serving as symbolic repre sen ta tions of religious ideas.99

That aesthetics, in the sense of a purely contemplative form of view-
ing, is distinct from the kinds of visual piety that characterize the use 
of images in religious situations does not mean that visual piety is 
noncontemplative.100 In discussing religious visual culture, we might 
do better to adopt Pinney’s term “corpothetics” to connote sensory, 
corporeal aesthetics. Pinney deploys the term “corpothetics” in opposi-
tion to “aesthetics” in order to underline the importance of focusing 
on the practices that relate to religious images rather than fi xating on 
the images themselves. “If ‘aesthetics’ is about the separation between 
the image and the beholder, and a ‘disinterested’ evaluation of images, 
‘corpothetics’ entails a desire to fuse image and beholder, and the ele-
vation of effi cacy . . .  as the central criterion of value.”101 Corpothetics 
lies in opposition to the ideal of a disinterested gaze and instead favors 
an intellectual as well as somatic engagement of the viewer with the 
object of contemplation. Of course, the re orientation of “aesthetics” 
into “corpothetics” is a fraught matter because “if there is no ‘mean-
ing’ capable of easy linguistic extraction, the evocation of signifi cance 
becomes a matter of subtle observation.”102 The best solution lies in situ-
ating the religious image in a framework of inquiry that combines the 
study of visual symbolism as “iconology” with an awareness of the shift-
ing nature of practice and meaning in human society— in other words, 
one that combines a visual turn in anthropology and semiotics.
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6

Alchemy, Appearance, and Essence

How do you show the art of medicine without a sick man?
How do you see the power of alchemy without base copper?
The defective mirrors the perfect; the lowly mirrors the 
 sublime.
Everything is revealed by its opposite— honey by vinegar.

—mawlana jalal al- din rumi

The role played by the sciences in the construction of premodern vi-
sual and material culture is diffi cult to quantify. On the one hand, 
there was an extensive and rich tradition of research in the experimen-
tal and theoretical sciences in the early modern and medieval Islamic 
world. On the other, such learning was defi nitionally restricted to an 
educated elite and probably played a limited role in shaping the major-
ity of the population’s conception of the visual and material world. At 
the same time, however, the priorities in exploring new knowledge dis-
played in such scientifi c works refl ected the living concerns— in terms 
of their assumptions and wider goals— within the societies of their 
times, and therefore deserve to be examined for their bearing on issues 
of materiality, visuality, and systems of perception. This is particularly 
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true of optics and alchemy, both of which address questions of the re-
lationship between the appearance of an object and its true nature. 
Alchemy, especially, enjoyed wide popularity both as a scientifi c sys-
tem and as a meta phorical one, and was imbricated in the way wide 
sections of premodern Islamic society understood not just natural 
pro cesses but also the relationship of the spiritual world to the physi-
cal world.

Alchemy was much more than a forerunner of chemistry: in many 
ways, it was a comprehensive system of knowledge for investigating the 
nature of inorganic matter and the transmutation of metals, at the 
same time as it sought to explain the interconnected nature of the en-
tire created world. It accomplished this goal by relying on the meta-
physical and philosophical background of its intellectual context as 
well as on astrology, magic, and theories concerning visionary and al-
legorical experience. Very importantly, as in the case with Eu ro pe an, 
Chinese, and Indian alchemical theories, in Islamic alchemy connec-
tions between alchemical methods and religious ideas  were more than 
theoretical: an absolute correspondence was believed to hold between 
the external physical chemistry of alchemical practices and inner spiri-
tual dispositions.1 In the specifi c context of this book, alchemy is im-
portant for its relevance to visual iconology, since the dominant tradi-
tion of Islamic alchemy hypothesizes that the difference in metals 
is one of appearance rather than substance. As such, it bears directly 
on questions of perception, appearance, and resemblance between the 
nature of an object and its physical repre sen ta tion.

Despite its relevance to a broad range of subjects in premodern Is-
lamic scholarship, few scholars have bothered to recognize the place 
alchemy held as a legitimate science; its impact is rarely taken seri-
ously. Given the unfortunate degree to which alchemy has been con-
signed to the margins of Islamic intellectual history, it is necessary 
 here to provide a quick overview of the history of alchemy in order to 
demonstrate how mainstream a phenomenon it actually was, and to 
show the number of fi gures with otherwise legitimate scholarly cre-
dentials who either engaged in alchemical experimentation or wrote 
about it theoretically.
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A History of Islamic Alchemy

Islamic alchemy relied heavily on translations from Greek works. In 
this regard, its trajectory closely resembles that of the reception and 
early development of Islamic medicine and philosophy, although it 
differs from them in that the paths by which alchemy entered Islamic 
culture are largely unknown and it remains woefully understudied as 
a subject. Yet the Greek infl uence is undeniable, since not only is the 
very word al- kjmiyb’ derived from the Greek term chymeia or chEmeia, 
but much of its terminology comprises direct translations.2

The earliest surviving Arabic alchemical writings appear to be the 
ninth- through tenth- century collection attributed to Jabir ibn Hayyan, 
although there are examples of translations from earlier Greek and 
Middle Persian works. The tradition traces its roots and continuing 
legitimacy to Greek scholarship on the subject, claiming a Greek epon-
ymous found er in Chymes (or Chimes), who is referred to by Ibn al- 
Nadim as both Kimas and Shimas, and is mentioned frequently by 
writers on Islamic alchemy. However, much greater importance in the 
development of the tradition is accorded to Pythagoras, who is referred 
to by al- Jildaki (d. 1342, probably the most important fi gure in the his-
tory of Islamic alchemy) as “the fi rst teacher” (al- mu‘allim al- awwal), 
and whose book with the Arabic title Kitbb fj’l-a‘dbd al- tab‘ iyya (Book 
on the Natural Numbers) is quoted several times by another  famous 
alchemist, al- Tughra’i (d. 1121). In addition, al- Mas‘udi, al- Muqaddisi, 
and al- Shahrastani—all of whose importance to Muslim understand-
ings of foreign societies has already been discussed— mention both 
Socrates and Archelaos as alchemists, with the latter having at least 
two important alchemical treatises to his credit. Almost all Islamic 
writers on alchemy mention Hermes as the found er of the science.3 
Plato, too, was recognized as an alchemist and four works on the sub-
ject attributed to him circulated in Islamic circles; Aristotle also was 
described as an alchemist, though with less justifi cation. A less fa-
mous name is that of Qaydarus (probably Phaidros, the hero of the 
Platonic dialogue), whose Risbla carried authority in Islamic alchemi-
cal circles such that it was believed to have been translated into Arabic 
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(from Persian) for the Umayyad prince Khalid ibn Yazid (d. 704), who 
is himself important to Islamic alchemy.4

A number of fi gures throughout the premodern history of Islamic 
society  were famous as alchemists, some legitimately so and others 
mythically. Khalid ibn Yazid is celebrated as a patron of sciences such 
as medicine and astrology, but especially of chemistry. He is said to 
have had in his employ a Christian monk named Istafan (Stephanos) 
who served as a translator of Greek texts, and to have either learned 
alchemy from another monk named Maryanus or to have inferred it 
directly from a book that the Chinese emperor had sent to his grand-
father Mu‘awiya as a gift. And although Ibn Khaldun recognized that 
Khalid could not have had anything to do with the development of 
alchemy in Islamic society, the tradition itself continued to credit this 
Umayyad prince with at least four books related to alchemy as well as 
a collection of esoteric poems.5

The most important fi gure of the early period of Islamic alchemy is 
Jabir ibn Hayyan, the purported author of a substantial corpus, much 
of which enjoyed greater circulation in Latin than it did in Arabic.6 As 
for the identity of their author, the dominance of elements of Isma‘ili 
thought in the works would suggest that they could not date from ear-
lier than the ninth century. In all likelihood, the corpus attributed to 
Jabir is the work of a number of writers over roughly two centuries.

Following Jabir, the tenth- century Shi‘i writer Ibn Umayl al- Tamimi 
is one of the most important representatives of the allegorizing trend 
in Islamic alchemy. In the introduction to his famous Kitbb al- mb’ al- 
waraqj wa’l-ard al- najmiyya (The Book of Silvery Water and Starry Earth) 
he describes how he entered the temple of Busir— believed to be the 
prison of Joseph— with his friend Abu’l-Husayn al-‘Adawi. There he saw 
fi gural repre sen ta tions on the walls and ceilings and hieroglyphic in-
scriptions that put forward alchemical wisdom as laid out by Hermes. 
According to Ibn Umayl, it was this learning that he had reproduced 
in “The Book of Silvery Water” as well as in some of his poetry.7 “The 
Book of Silvery Water” attained the status of a classic of alchemical 
writing in the Islamic world and was still being copied well into the 
nineteenth century.
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Among theologians who are also known as alchemists, the important 
Mu‘tazili thinker al- Qadi ‘Abd al- Jabbar (d. 1025) is also said to have 
written a long alchemical treatise (although its authenticity is doubtful). 
His contemporary, the polymath Miskawayh (d. 1030), is regarded as an 
avid alchemist by al- Jildaki and by Abu Hayyan al- Tawhidi.8

In the next century, Mu’ayyad al- din al- Tughra’i, a high- ranking 
civil servant and author under the Seljuks until his execution in 1121, 
was to leave a lasting impact on the course of Islamic alchemy. In the 
opinion of al- Jildaki and others, he was the greatest chemist after Jabir 
as evidenced by his Kitbb al- masbbjh wa’l-mafbtjh and Kitbb haqb’iq al- 
istishhbd. However, his knowledge appears to have been more theoreti-
cal than empirical.9 The same holds true for Fakhr al- din al- Razi (d. 
1210), the famous phi los o pher and theologian, who had a deep interest 
in alchemy and especially in the transmutation of metals. His writing 
on the subject eschews any allegorical or mystical connections to al-
chemy that  were pop u lar among many of the early Islamic writers, es-
pecially Jabir and Ibn Umayl. Al- Razi is credited with writing thirteen 
works related to the subject, culminating in his masterpiece, the Kitbb 
al- asrbr (Book of Secrets), an extensive work in three parts dealing with 
materials, devices, and procedures, and characterized by a strictly sys-
tematic structure.10

Little is known about the highly infl uential thirteenth- century 
 alchemist Abu’l-Qasim al- Simawi, whose Kitbb al-‘ ilm al- muktasab fj 
zirb‘at al- dhahab (Book of Knowledge Acquired concerning the Cultivation of 
Gold) is one of the most infl uential works in the history of Islamic al-
chemy. ‘Izz al- din al- Jildaki (d. 1342) is also largely unstudied, despite 
being the most important fi gure in the history of the subject. He was 
one of the most insightful and encyclopedic scholars of Mamluk 
times, and the fact that he is relatively unknown today is a testament 
to the way any association with alchemy and magic appears to dis-
credit otherwise reputable scholars and scientists in the eyes of poster-
ity. In addition to contributing ideas of his own, al- Jildaki’s writings 
on alchemy are valuable for bringing together the theories of earlier 
scholars including pseudepigraphical ones. His Kitbb nihbyat al- talab fj 
sharh al- muktasab comprises an extensive commentary on the Kitbb  al-‘ ilm 
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of al- Simawi and also contains sayings attributed to Greek authors 
such as Pythagoras, Hermes, Democritus, and others.11 A thorough 
analysis of his magisterial Kitbb al- burhbn fj asrbr ‘ ilm al- mjzbn is likely 
to yield a great deal of information on the relationship between sci-
ence, religion, and magic in the medieval Islamic world, seeing as how 
it attempts an integrated discussion of a variety of philosophical, 
physical, astrological, cosmological, theological, magical, and alchem-
ical topics. Al- Jildaki’s Kitbb anwbr al- durar fj jdbh al- hajar (The Lights of 
Pearls for the Explanation of the Stone) contains ten chapters on the 
nature of the alchemical elixir. Throughout his discussion, al- Jildaki 
repeatedly draws explicit analogies between the repre sen ta tion of the 
elixir and the physiology of human beings, and includes direct quota-
tions from medical scientists.12

Al- Jildaki has had a lasting impact on Islamic alchemy, and later 
works are often commentaries on his writing. An important example 
of this is the Kitbb kashf al- asrbr fj hatk al- astbr (The Revelation of the 
Secrets in Tearing Off the Veils) by the fi fteenth- century Anatolian 
author ‘Ali Beg al- Izniqi, also known as al- mu’allif al- jadjd (“the new 
author”). Al- Izniqi argues that the knowledge of alchemy is identical 
to revealed knowledge (wahy), and that the goal of the science is the 
transformation of imperfect metals into perfect ones. He writes that 
the world of chemistry exists in nine levels, paralleling the cosmo-
logical realms of the spheres, and that progress from one level to the 
next (for example, from the level of the basic elixir, which is gained 
from natural elements, to the level of the elixir achieved from chemi-
cally treated elements) parallels cosmological ascent as a pro cess of 
perfection.13

Alchemy remained extremely pop u lar in the later middle period of 
Islamic history down to the early modern period. Among other writers 
from the time, Bel- Maghush al- Maghribi has a short treatise dedi-
cated to the Ottoman ruler Suleyman (r. 1520– 1566), in which he ex-
plains the pro cess of producing gold. Bel- Maghush creates a genealogy 
of alchemical knowledge that begins with Adam and combines Mus-
lim prophetic fi gures with important Greek thinkers, attributing the 
spread of alchemical knowledge in the Islamic world after the Proph-
et’s death to a chain comprised of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, Khalid ibn Yazid, 
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Ja‘far al- Sadiq, Jabir, al- Razi, Ibn Wahshiyya, al- Tughra’i, Ibn Arfa‘ Ra’s, 
al- Simawi (whom he refers to as Abu’l-Qasim al-‘Iraqi), and al- Jildaki, 
among others.14 Two centuries later, in the second half of the seven-
teenth century, Hasan Agha Sirdar from Upper Egypt wrote fi fteen 
alchemical treatises combining new material with commentaries on 
earlier writings, and arguing for the agreement of alchemy with Qur’anic 
knowledge.15

By the seventeenth century, a new epoch can be seen dawning in Is-
lamic alchemy with the works of Ibn Sallum. His thought on the sub-
ject is contained in the fourth part of his large medical work entitled 
Ghbyat al- itqbn, in which he changes the role of alchemy from a science 
of the perfection of natural materials to one of chemistry in the ser-
vice of medicine.16 Despite the eventual move of alchemy into chemis-
try in the ser vice of medicine outlined by Ibn Sallum and the subsequent 
adoption of science curricula based in a modern Eu ro pe an tradition 
across the Islamic world, alchemy continued to enjoy some degree of 
legitimacy into the eigh teenth century, when it still played a part in 
the education of Ottoman elites.17

The Teachings of Alchemy

The culturally pervasive reputation of alchemy as a legitimate science 
in the medieval Islamic world is illustrated by a thirteenth- century 
painting from the Ilkhanid Era that, it has been argued, represents a 
visual defense of alchemy by referencing the famous “Book of Silvery 
Water” of Ibn Umayl. Discussing the parallelisms between the paint-
ing and the text of Ibn Umayl, Berlekamp has argued for an important 
place for this image in the history of Islamic painting: most modern 
scholarship on the subject maintains that the role of images in Islamic 
scientifi c works is ultimately didactic, with the images designed to help 
teach the information contained in the text. In the case of the “Silvery 
Water” painting, however, the text accompanying the image, which in-
cludes Ibn Umayl’s description of an alchemical tablet, helps explain the 
content of the painting, which only unfolds through a close contempla-
tion of it in conjunction with the accompanying alchemical text.18



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
182

It bears reiterating that in the medieval Islamic world, alchemy rep-
resented the state of knowledge in metal arts and enjoyed great prestige 
as a fi eld of knowledge. The parallel between material alchemy and 
spiritual alchemy was seen as a real one in that both refl ected laws of 
the universe. At the same time, however, religious circles appropriated 
alchemical terminology and concepts to a degree— both as a pro cess 
and as a meta phorical language— as simply the adoption of scientifi c 
method and terminology in an attempt to have the prestige of science 
rub off onto religion, in much the same way that modern religious writ-
ers might attempt to “prove” how scientifi c discoveries are prefi gured in 
scripture.19

Alchemical pro cesses and practices involved the use of elaborate de-
vices that  were used to heat metals in order to actually change the form 
of the metal. In this regard, alchemy relates to visual iconology, a point 
already noted in the study of late antique alchemy: “The key to the ritu-
als is the iconic status of the metals and, even more important, the 
iconic status of the changes made to them. These changes have a formal 
resemblance to the changes the world must undergo on its way to per-
fection.”20 The primary goal of the alchemical pro cess was to make the 
color of the metals go through a series of changes— blackening, whiten-
ing, yellowing, and so on— which demonstrated the pro cess of the metal 
transforming to a higher level of progressively more precious metals. In 
this way, color functioned as the sign that signifi ed the true nature of 
the metal for the observer.

According to most Islamic alchemists, minerals belong to three 
main classes: “bodies,” “souls,” and “spirits.” All metals, with the excep-
tion of mercury, constitute “bodies,” as do the “magnesia” (for example, 
magnetite) and minerals similar to it. Sulfur, marcasite, realgar, orpi-
ment, and substances like them are “souls,” while mercury and ammo-
nium chloride (sal ammoniac) are “spirits.” The alchemical elixir requires 
a combination of substances in all three categories, normally in a ratio 
of one part “spirit,” two parts “soul,” and one part “body.”21 One of the 
most representative descriptions of alchemy is found in the Kitbb al-‘ ilm 
al- muktasab fj zirb‘at al- dhahab of al- Simawi; this work is divided into fi ve 
parts, which together comprise nineteen chapters, the fi rst of which 
begins with the following words:
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The subject of the art of chemistry is a uniform, actual type 
(naw‘ wbhid haqjqj) which is called the hammerable mineral. 
This type is divided gradually into six individual natural 
species (ashkhbs) which are not fi xed like the species of ani-
mals and plants, namely the gold, silver, copper, iron, lead 
and tin. Each form of it differs from another by differences 
of formative accidents, after whose evanescence the perma-
nence of the kind must be possible. Thus we state that each 
of the two natural, different kinds . . .  cannot be merged nor 
transformed through the Art [of alchemy]. With these six 
forms, however, each can be transformed by the Art into an-
other, for example lead into silver.22

The second chapter deals with the attainment (or reattainment) of 
natural perfection by means of the removal of accidents, which is ac-
complished through the science of chemistry and the use of elixirs 
that must be fusible and mixable, while at the same time being self- 
persisting and pure in themselves, and possessing the ability to color 
materials. The fi fth section of al- Simawi’s book compares the elixir’s 
function in metal alchemy to the nature of the seed in vegetative life as 
well as with gestation and birth in animal life. The main argument in 
the Kitbb al-‘ ilm al- muktasab is that all metals are the same in reality; 
they differ from each other only in some nonessential properties that 
can be removed by chemical means, and each act of alchemical purifi -
cation results in the next purest metal, eventually culminating in gold, 
which is free of nonessential properties. A basic idea in Islamic al-
chemy (and one that was shared with other alchemical traditions) was 
that metals gestated inside the earth in a manner paralleling the ges-
tation of a fetus in an animal or human womb. Perfect metallurgical 
“gestation” would result in the “birth” of gold, but if a metal  were re-
moved from the earth prematurely, it would be in the imperfect state 
of a baser metal. In the words of al- Simawi: “Have you not considered 
the sperm and its change into blood, then into a tiny piece of fl esh, 
then into an embryo, and then into form after form until it becomes a 
complete man? Yet that which would explain its growth and proper-
ties is not seen until it has attained its fi nal stages.”23
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The difference between the metals is one of appearance, not of sub-
stance, in that the essential metal is one but its outward appearance 
differs depending on perspective, where “perspective” can be under-
stood as the place along the continuum toward perfection where the 
metal is seen, as well as the viewpoint of the observer who either un-
derstands the underlying truth of this essential unity or does not. For 
the alchemist, it is never the true nature of a metal that is transformed, 
since transmutation across species is considered an impossibility. As 
al- Simawi states:

We say and maintain that two species of natural things 
which differ radically and essentially cannot be changed and 
converted one into the other by the Art [of alchemy] as, for 
example, man and  horse. But these six bodies [i.e., gold, silver, 
copper, iron, lead, and tin] can be mutually converted: thus 
lead may be converted into silver, for if you place a pound 
of lead in the fi re, it rectifi es and matures it, and most of it 
is burnt away, leaving a small part as silver. . . .  Now since it is 
possible for a part of the lead to be changed into silver, there 
is nothing to hinder the conversion of the  whole. In the same 
way silver may be converted into gold, by the refi nement of the 
smelting fi re only. For it is tinctured by the fi re and strength-
ened and transmuted and behaves like gold with the touch-
stone. Thus it is possible to effect a certain transmutation 
since the specifi c nature is constant; but if silver differed from 
gold in species it would not be possible to convert it into it, 
just as it is impossible to convert a  horse into the human spe-
cies by the Art, because they differ radically and essentially.24

Al- Simawi draws an analogy with cotton to explain the related con-
cepts of the unity of essence of things that are visually distinct as well 
as the important alchemical idea that the movement to perfection has 
to occur in its appropriate stages: a cotton seed cannot be made into a 
garment directly. Rather, it needs to germinate and change its seed 
form into a plant, then raw cotton, then thread, then cloth, and fi nally 
a garment. “In the same way, these bodies change at fi rst only into the 
form of silver, and then into gold; and this follows uniformity of spe-
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cifi c nature, for what is right for any one of all these forms is right for 
the others, since they are all varieties of the ‘metallic mineral.’ ”25

Al- Simawi draws a similar allegory elsewhere to make much the 
same point, but also to emphasize that the truths of alchemy are not 
accessible to the majority of the populace:

Sergius the Monk said: “Consider the tailor, how he takes 
one piece of cloth and cuts it up part by part and makes 
from it a body and sleeves and gores and hems, then com-
bines them after that and reconverts them into one thing. In 
the same way, this, our Art, is from one thing, hidden and 
trea sured with the Sages, who deliberately keep it secret 
from the ignorant. And they have named it with the best of 
names and it is placed in the most noble of places. It is both 
hidden and displayed: the wise know it and honour it, while 
the ignorant fools despise it and treat it with contempt.”26

The semiological questions inherent in understanding alchemy 
 were not lost on medieval Muslim authors, who wrote very specifi cally 
on notions of the relationship between words and meanings as well as 
on allegory, allusion, and the nature of speech in its abilities to convey 
meaning. In the Kitbb al-‘ ilm al- muktasab, al- Simawi provides a succinct 
explanation of the power of language as a signifi er of a separate truth:

Know, that words indicate meanings. The meanings are the 
things named, while the words are the names. The common-
est word is our phrase “a thing.” Now the thing may be either 
one or more than one, while the word one may be used in two 
ways, (a) literally, and (b) meta phor ical ly. One in the true 
sense is that which has no parts, while one meta phor ical ly 
may be the  whole of a collection, which is called one. Thus 
you speak of one de cade or one hundred or one thousand. 
And one is one by defi nition, just as black is the description of 
blackness by defi nition.27

Al- Simawi underscores his message concerning the ability of a mul-
titude of signs to point to a single underlying truth by quoting sayings 
attributed to the earliest authorities of Islamic alchemy. Pythagoras 
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states through al- Simawi: “Just as all things originate from the One, 
so this Art is from one thing and one essence only. And just as in the 
body of man there are four natures (which Allah created) gathered to-
gether in one body, each of them performing a function different from 
that of the others, and each having defi nite equilibrium and colour 
and power, so is this thing.” Marianus the Monk advises Khalid ibn 
Yazid in a similar vein: “As for thy question concerning the Root, ‘Is it 
from one thing or from diverse things?’, verily it is one thing and one 
root and one essence and one species; to it there is nothing added and 
from it there is nothing removed.”28

A critical element of the use of language to signify meaning is in the 
exploitation of allusion and allegory, which al- Simawi claims is cen-
tral to the way in which alchemists communicate:

Know . . .  that complete phrases are divided into three 
classes, (1) a phrase of exact agreement which perfectly de-
scribes the allusion; this is the plainest form of speech and is 
not used in an allegorical sense at all: it is, rather, straight-
forward; (2) a phrase of inclusion; this indicates a part only 
of the meaning and is more obscure than the fi rst, in con-
trast to which it may be used in an allegorical sense; (3) a 
phrase of necessary association; this is more obscure than 
the fi rst two and is simple allegory.29

The third category is the one employed most often by alchemists; an 
example of it would be to describe a man as a lion, conveying the idea 
of bravery through simile and meta phor. Alchemists, according to al- 
Simawi, describe things by mentioning their necessary characteristics 
rather than referring to their essences.30 He states that allegory must 
either be absolute, in that it indicates its referent through a system of 
“necessary association,” or it may be relative, which can be of four 
kinds: (1) indicating the referent by “necessary association” coupled 
with something he refers to as “inclusion,” (2) by “inclusion” joined 
with “exact agreement,” (3) referred to using “inclusion” by itself, or (4) 
through “necessary association” joined with “exact agreement.”31

Al- Simawi’s discussion of the nature of these systems of allusion 
and signifi cation is knotty and an exploration of it is unnecessary in 
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this context. What is clear, however, is that questions of the nature 
and perception of material things and the ability for them to signify 
an underlying true referent  were important ideas not just for this one 
author, but within an extremely pop u lar intellectual tradition that 
also explored questions of signifi cation in language. Alchemy’s impor-
tance for understanding signifi cation was not lost on writers in other 
spheres, especially with reference to alchemy’s function as an analogy 
for the pro cess of creating art. Al- Jurjani wrote of the catalytic quality 
of the artistic imagination in transforming the raw materials of art 
into a nobler object:

Poetry creates out of ignoble material inventions of transcen-
dental value; and acts in such a manner as to make you be-
lieve that alchemy is truthfully capable of performing what is 
claimed for it, and that the phi los o pher’s stone is true and 
credible— save that these operations are in the case of poetry 
operations which involve man’s imagination and understand-
ing rather than the body or senses.32

The concept of a spiritual alchemy is pervasive in Islamic society, 
and spiritual self- perfection is frequently referred to as an alchemical 
pro cess, as evidenced by the title and subject matter of al- Ghazali’s 
celebrated book, the Kjmiyb- yi sa‘bdat (The Alchemy of Happiness), to 
which I referred in Chapter 5. However, it is misguided to view the con-
cept of spiritual alchemy as only meta phor ical ly related to its physical 
counterpart with the distinction between striving for the purifi cation 
and perfection of the soul being understood as completely separate 
from that of inanimate matter. In fact, the relationship between the 
two is very strongly held both in Shi‘i and in Sufi  thought. The Isma‘ilis 
from the ninth and tenth centuries onward  were active in producing 
alchemical works, and Ibn Abi’l-‘Azaqir and Abu Ya‘qub al- Sijistani (d. 
ca. 975) are known to have produced alchemical texts.33

A large body of alchemical sayings is attributed to the fi rst imam, 
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, and Ja‘far al- Sadiq, the sixth imam, is claimed to 
have been one of Jabir’s teachers.34 The importance of alchemy in early 
Shi‘i thought, especially among what came to be known as the “ex-
treme” Shi‘a (Ghulbt groups), is apparent by looking at the fi gure of 
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Abu Ja‘far ibn ‘Ali al- Shalmaghani, better known as Ibn Abi’l-‘Azaqir, 
who was executed for heterodox views in 934. He is believed to have 
regarded the prophet Muhammad as a traitor to ‘Ali’s cause (the latter 
being a divine incarnation), and predicted a victory of ‘Ali’s religion 
and the end of Islam. Ibn Abi’l-‘Azaqir denied the existence of an after-
life in other realms and preached a bodily resurrection of human be-
ings. Ibn al- Nadim credits him with four alchemical books, one of 
them being an important commentary on the Kitbb al- rahma of Jabir.35

The ascetic al- Hasan al- Basri (d. 728), who fi gures prominently as 
one of the founding fi gures in what came to be called Sufi sm, is sup-
posed to have composed an alchemical treatise, as did another proto- 
Sufi  fi gure, Sufyan al- Thawri (d. 778). Among other towering fi gures of 
early Sufi sm, both Dhu’l-Nun al- Misri (d. 861) and al- Junayd are also 
brought within the lineage of the masters of Islamic alchemy.36

Critiques of Alchemy

Alchemy was not accepted by some conservative religious scholars as a 
legitimate form of learning, and was viewed as one of an array of eso-
teric pseudosciences that  were even more suspect than the natural sci-
ences of which these scholars also disapproved. For example, Ibn 
Taymiyya (d. 1328) made alchemy a target of his attacks, and his stu-
dent Ibn Qayyim al- Jawziyya’s Kitbb miftbh dbr al- sa‘bda comprises a 
sustained polemic against the so- called occult sciences, and gives 
a great deal of attention to alchemy.37 There can be little doubt that a 
degree of charlatanism and fraud found their way into the world of 
alchemists, seeing as how a major purpose of the enterprise, especially 
as it was popularly understood, was the production of gold. Neverthe-
less, as a serious undertaking, alchemy was not an attempt at visual 
deception but a catalytic technique that hastened a refi ning pro cess 
that was inevitable, since ultimately all metals become gold. The prog-
ress of metals corresponds to and iconically represents the refi nement 
that all things experience. Each metal embodies a specifi c aspect of the 
natural world, such that the metals are located at “the center of a web 
of associations and analogies that permit their manipulation to have 
far- reaching religious signifi cance.”38



a l c h e m y ,  a p p e a r a n c e ,  a n d  e s s e n c e
189

In addition to the doctrinally motivated criticisms of individuals 
like Ibn Qayyim al- Jawziyya, there was also philosophical opposition 
to alchemy based in the charge that the alchemical pro cess does not 
change the substance of an object but only its appearance. This point 
was made with much clarity by Ibn Sina, who condemned the alche-
mists as charlatans because they “were only able to make something 
that externally resembles the precious metals, but the senses do not 
perceive specifi c differences (fusvl) in the metals after the alchemistic 
operation, but only attributes and accidents (lawbzim, shawbrid); the 
substances ( jawhar) of the base metal remained untouched.”39

Optics

Alchemy’s history is that of a science which, despite its enormous 
popularity over many centuries, fell off the main shelf of the experi-
mental sciences onto a dusty pile of discredited esoteric past- times and 
pseudosciences. In contrast, optics— which would have been viewed 
with similar distrust as a physical science by many religious scholars 
of the Islamic middle ages— successfully made the transition into a 
modern experimental science, such that its major medieval fi gures are 
celebrated today as found ers of an important scientifi c fi eld.

Ibn al- Haytham’s optical theories of perception have already been 
outlined in the context of Islamic aesthetic theory as it relates to no-
tions of beauty and proportion. However, medieval optical writings 
are also important for the information they provide on how their pro-
ponents viewed the relationship between objects and their images in 
the eye, theories that argued for both epistemological and ontological 
relationships among object, observer, and image.

Medieval Optics

Kepler may have opened the door that allowed for the development of 
modern optical theory, but his work represented an evolutionary rather 
than revolutionary transition from medieval optics, and the basic aims 
and premises of visual theory remained more or less the same from Ibn 
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al- Haytham in the eleventh century to Kepler and his successors in the 
seventeenth. What separated Kepler and his medieval Arab and Latin 
pre de ces sors was a conceptual chasm, with medieval scholars of optics 
primarily concerned with understanding the pro cess of vision and Ke-
pler mainly interested in the nature of light.40 The main goal of medi-
eval optics was to make sense of the manner in which objective reality 
was manifested subjectively in a system of visual perception and through 
the mediation of color and light. In contrast, for Kepler, optics was 
about light and its function in de pen dent of any sensory or perceptual 
element.41

Medieval authors on optics relied heavily on the work of Greek 
thinkers who explained vision by a theory in which a visual ray emit-
ted rectilinearly from the eye and struck the object of vision. Com-
bined with an understanding of refl ection and refraction, optics came 
to be seen as a theory of vision made possible by direct, refl ected, and 
refracted visual rays. Such a complex theory took time to be formu-
lated: although it is visible in Ptolemy’s writing (ca. 170 ce), it was not 
until three hundred years later that Proclus put forth a theory of vi-
sion that combined the study of rectilinear vision with that of the ap-
pearance of specular images (refl ection) and the repre sen ta tion of 
three- dimensional objects on a fl at surface (refraction).42 Elements of 
this theory appear in the writings of al- Farabi, even though Ptolemy’s 
Optics had probably only been available to Muslim scholars for fi fty 
years before al- Farabi’s time.43

The visual ray theory, commonly referred to as the extramission 
theory of vision, was not without its problems, and was contrasted with 
an alternative theory of intromission in which simulacra of the object 
of vision struck the observer’s eye. Even within each theoretical frame-
work there was considerable change over time in the views of authors. 
For example, although Euclid postulated that visual rays emitted from 
the eyes of the observer rather than from some other location, it was al- 
Kindi some centuries later who believed this hypothesis could be dem-
onstrated empirically.44 It was al- Kindi’s claim “that the strength of the 
visual power varies with its position in the visual cone” that introduced 
geometry into scientifi c comprehensions of the pro cess of vision. How-
ever, al- Kindi did not understand vision as a composite impression 
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produced in the eye by a large number of rays (as in the modern under-
standing of vision). Instead, for him, each ray constitutes a complete 
likeness of the object of vision that is impressed upon the eye of the 
observer very much like simulacra or things like fi lms that are believed 
to strike the eye in other theories of vision. This would have been self- 
evident to al- Kindi and his pre de ces sors, since he would think it only 
possible for a coherent visual impression of an object to enter the eye as 
a consequence of a coherent pro cess of radiation, which would require 
the image to depart from the object of vision as a singular unit.45

In contrast to al- Kindi, the majority of medieval Islamic writers on 
optics have favored an intromission theory of vision, including Ibn Sina, 
who deals with visual theory in various works including the Kitbb 
 al- shifb’, Kitbb al- najbt, Kitbb al- qbnvn fj’l-tibb, Dbnishnbma, and Maqbla 
fj’l-nafs. Ibn Sina’s emphasis is on disproving the extramission theory, 
not on defending the theory he favors. His main concern is with the 
criteria by which one is to evaluate theories of vision. In contrast to the 
mathematicians who argued that— because of the use of a visual cone 
in modeling— it was only the extramission theory that could explain 
visual perception, Ibn Sina argued that the mathematics of visual 
cone modeling  were rendered inapplicable and irrelevant by dint of the 
fact that “the visual power is not, according to the version of the extra-
mission theory under consideration, fi xed in the eye, where it can per-
ceive the angle between rays touching the extremes of the object, but 
in the base of the visual cone, where it is able to acquire immediate 
knowledge of the object’s true size; thus a physical or psychological un-
derstanding of the extramission theory reveals its inability to explain 
such facts of perception as the diminution of objects with distance 
from the observer.” 46 Elsewhere, Ibn Sina argues that any extramission 
theory is redundant on the grounds that, “since the air itself is in con-
tact with the eye, it goes without saying that it transmits [the image] to 
the eye, and there is no need for a ray to issue [from the eye].” 47

For Ibn Sina, the only acceptable theory of vision is an essentially Ar-
istotelian one and which he outlines in his Shifb’: “Just as other sensibles 
[than color and sight] are not perceived because something extends 
from the senses to them and encounters them or is joined to them 
or sends a messenger to them, so vision does not occur because a ray 
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issues forth in some way to encounter the visible object, but because 
the form of the thing seen comes to sight, transmitted by a transpar-
ent medium.” 48

An essential difference between the extramission and intromission 
theories of vision is that, in contrast to the essentially mathematical 
nature of the former, intromission is primarily concerned with ex-
plaining how the visual properties of the object of vision  were commu-
nicated to the organ of sight, not with explaining theories of perspec-
tive. In fact, both the extramission and intromission theories can 
allow for a perception- centered theory of optics in which seeing— with 
all it entails in terms of the relationships among the visual object, the 
viewer, and the image of the object— takes center stage. Such a stance 
on the pro cess of vision is apparent in Augustine; though his ideas are 
not direct precursors to any Islamic theories of vision, he highlights 
the ways in which optical theories impact conceptualizations of the 
nature of objects and their perception. In extramission theory, the vi-
sual ray emanating from the viewer’s eye “touches” the object of vision 
and, simultaneously, the ray theory allows for the object to impress it-
self on the body of the viewer. As a consequence, the pro cess of vision 
links the object and the viewer, with the image of the object forming a 
bridge of continuity between the two.49

Ibn al- Haytham and Perception

The most signifi cant development in the medieval Islamic study of 
optics came with Ibn al- Haytham, who tried to undertake a system-
atic, fresh examination of the entire science of vision. Ibn al- Haytham 
distinguished between the two main explanations for the pro cess of 
vision at his time (discussed in the previous section)— the extramission 
theory favored by mathematicians (ashbb al- ta‘ ljm), according to which 
a visual ray exits the eye and hits the object, and an intromission hy-
pothesis preferred by physicists or natural phi los o phers (ashbb al- tabj‘a), 
in which the eye receives “forms.” He did not fi nd either of these theo-
ries suffi cient to explain the nature of vision, and argued that a sound 
hypothesis would synthesize both of them.
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Ibn al- Haytham’s theory of the nature of visual perception is a ma-
jor focus of his seven- part Optics: fi ve of the eight chapters of the fi rst 
book concern his theory of vision and include discussions of the effect 
of light on sight, the manner of vision, accounts of the conditions of 
vision, as well as a detailed exposition of the structure of the eye. The 
second book comprises the substance of his visual theory and deals 
with objects of vision and the nature of their perception. The later vol-
umes also address aspects of the subject, including questions of errors 
in vision, the nature of “pure sensation,” and recognition. This work 
represents the most elaborate and systematic treatment of the subject 
until his time.50

Ibn al- Haytham’s theory involved a total rejection of all variants 
of the extramission or visual- ray theory put forward by Galenic theo-
rists and mathematicians. He countered an important— but previously 
unstudied— fl aw of the intromission theory: if vision is achieved by 
way of an impression made by an object inside the eye, then why is the 
object seen outside the body rather than in the visual organ? Ibn al- 
Haytham hypothesized that vision occurred through the necessary 
intervention of a “faculty of judgment” that drew an “inference” from 
the visual impression produced by the object in the eye and conveyed 
this to the brain. Thus, he argued, the intromission theory could not 
provide a complete explanation of the pro cess of vision unless it was 
combined with a psychological theory that postulated that modes of 
inference  were necessary for vision in addition to the basic ones involv-
ing light and color. For this reason, his writings place signifi cant em-
phasis on the psychological pro cesses of seeing, and it is in this regard 
that he represents the most signifi cant advance over his pre de ces sors, 
providing not just a new theory but also a new methodology for the 
study of vision.51

Ibn al- Haytham argued that empirical evidence supporting his hy-
pothesis of intromission came from the effect of light in the eye: a 
sensation of pain is felt when one gazes at an intensely bright light. He 
even appears to argue that the visual sensation itself as experienced in 
the crystalline part of the eye is the same as the sensation of pain (even 
though the latter sensation is absent).52 The vision of the object in-
side the eye does not manifest itself as a complete image in the eye (like 
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a pinhole camera); rather, “as a repre sen ta tion of the object, it is per-
ceptible only after it has been singled out from a multitude of con-
fused rays on the crystalline- surface and transmitted to the brain: and 
it is perceptible only to the faculty of sense.”53 He distinguishes be-
tween two modes of perception— one immediate (idrbk bi’l-badjha), the 
other contemplative (idrbk bi’l-ta’ammul)—and points to the distinction 
between the “ascertained form” of an object (svra muhaqqaqa) and its 
true form, the latter being one that manifests all its visible properties. 
The only way to ascertain that the true form has been perceived is 
through contemplation, since it is only through this pro cess that we 
apprehend an object’s fi ner features. Thus, even though a true form 
may actually be perceived in immediate perception, it is only through 
the pro cess of contemplative perception that this authenticity is 
ascertained.54

Ibn al- Haytham’s interest in the nature of recognition as a part of 
visual perception is especially interesting, in that it involves a pro cess 
of both memory and comparison using the faculty of judgment. It is 
as a consequence of memory that the observer’s mind stores a data-
bank of images both of entire objects and of their constitutive proper-
ties. New visual perceptions are compared with those seen previously, 
and a pro cess of judgment in examining them and their constitutive 
parts allows the viewer to make sense of the new visual input. Sabra 
summarizes the pro cess of vision well:

A form is an optical array disengaged by the crystalline hu-
mor and presented through the optic nerve to the faculty of 
sense. The visual material of which this form is composed, 
the light and color in it, are registered as light and color sen-
sations. But the perception of the received confi guration as 
an ordered disposition of light and color is the work of a 
mental faculty over and above mere sensation. There is a pro-
cess that turns the disentangled visual material into a per-
ception of form and, ultimately, into a perception of an ob-
ject lying out there with all its visible properties— shape, size, 
position, and so on. Seeing an object is not the result of a 
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mere imprinting on the mind (brain) of a form emanating 
from the object. It is an inference from the material received 
from the object as sensation.55

For Ibn al- Haytham, sight does not perceive the qualities of a visible 
object but only its form, which is itself composed of a permutation of 
individual properties that sight perceives and then conveys to the 
imagination and faculty of judgment.56 It is this last place— a faculty 
of the mind or the imagination— that can appreciate the beauty of 
the visible object. Perceived forms of visible objects are then fi xed in the 
imagination, and the more repeatedly they are perceived by sight the 
more fi rmly they become fi xed, their presence allowing the viewer to 
make judgments about a visual object (composed of similar forms) 
that is seen later. Recognition and appreciation are based on a pro cess 
of comparison to a likeness that already exists in the imagination.57

The most important aspects of Ibn al- Haytham’s theory as they re-
late to the subject of this book are his ideas concerning recognition as 
a factor of perception, and his extensive details on how visual proper-
ties of an object are apprehended. What makes recognition important 
is that it does not require an examination of all properties of the rec-
ognized object and can therefore take place immediately. The faculty 
of judgment immediately goes through its memory to fi nd a similar 
form stored in the imagination, and if no such form is found, recogni-
tion cannot take place (Ibn al- Haytham does not appear to subscribe 
to the belief in the existence of universal forms). The properties that 
aid in recognition are “signs” (ambrbt) that allow for rapid inference, 
recognition, and comprehension of visual objects without the individ-
ual being aware of their pro cess on account of the repetition of visual 
observance.58

For Ibn al- Haytham and those who followed him, the act of seeing 
was a complex affair that occurred in stages, from physical radiation, 
to physical sensation, to perception and, fi nally, to understanding. 
Each of these stages is characterized by a specifi c intentional form of 
repre sen ta tion that, as a “virtual likeness,” resembles the way paintings 
are virtual likenesses of what they purport to represent. “The luminous 
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color- forms transmitted through air are intentional repre sen ta tions, 
or virtual likenesses, of the actual colors on the object’s surface. Physi-
cally radiated to the eye, these color- forms generate a visual repre sen-
ta tion, or image, in the optic complex. This image is a virtual likeness 
of the object at the level of pure sensation. Transmitted through the 
spirit pervading the optic complex, the visual repre sen ta tion gives rise 
to a more abstract perceptual repre sen ta tion. This intentional repre-
sen ta tion is realized in the animal spirit of the brain. So too is the 
conceptual repre sen ta tion arising from it.”59

Ibn al- Haytham believes that under perfect optical conditions and 
with a sound mind, the object as perceived in the mind is identical to 
the object viewed. The implications such a theory holds for the nature 
of the visual image, resemblance, and recognition are im mense: if the 
image in the mind is perfect, then refl ections as well as repre sen ta tions 
can be identical to, or at the very least indistinguishable from, their 
prototypes. The same idea appears in Sufi  metaphysics, as discussed in 
Chapter 8. If an image is identical to the object it represents, then it 
has to share in the prototype’s qualities, which lends an ontological 
authenticity and value to the image that would not hold  were it simply 
a repre sen ta tion.

Ibn al- Haytham’s importance to the history of optics is unques-
tioned, especially in the infl uence he wielded over later writers in the 
Latin West. However, it appears as if his optical theories  were not simi-
larly infl uential in the Islamic world. No mention of the Kitbb al- 
manbzir has been found in the writings of Islamic mathematicians 
and phi los o phers of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, nor is there 
evidence of the impact of his teachings during this period. In all likeli-
hood, Ibn al- Haytham’s magisterial work remained unknown in the 
Islamic world in the centuries immediately following his death, and he 
remained famous primarily as a mathematician and theoretical as-
tronomer.60 It was left to one Kamal al- din Abu’l-Hasan al- Farisi (d. 
ca. 1320) not only to recover his writings on optics from oblivion, but 
also to bring together various aspects of Ibn al- Haytham’s thought 
concerning the physics and psychology of vision that existed sepa-
rately in a number of different treatises in his own Tanqjh al- manbzir 
li- dhawj al- absbr wa’l-basb’ir. The accounts surrounding al- Farisi’s un-
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dertaking of this work suggest that Ibn al- Haytham’s optical theories 
did not enjoy any popularity in the medieval Islamic world: al- Farisi 
was interested in optics, and was told by his teacher, the astronomer 
and phi los o pher Qutb al- din al- Shirazi (d. 1311), that he recalled seeing 
a book in an obscure library in his youth that dealt with the subject of 
optics. Al- Shirazi procured a copy of Ibn al- Haytham’s Optics for his 
disciple, who then chose to write his famous commentary on it. How-
ever, al- Farisi’s writings on optics before he composed his own com-
mentary on the Kitbb al- manbzir make clear that he knew of neither Ibn 
al- Haytham’s work nor of Ptolemy’s Optics.61 In other words, it is highly 
unlikely that scientifi c theories concerning optics had much direct 
impact on the formation of Islamic attitudes toward visual objects 
and their perception during this important period.

At the same time, however, one should remember that, despite the 
relatively small immediate audiences for advanced research in the ex-
perimental sciences or natural philosophy in premodern (or even mod-
ern) Islamic societies, the existence of such infl uential scholars indi-
cates a committed interest in exploring issues of sight and perception 
in a broader educated community.62 Importantly, neither the scholarly 
debates of theologians, jurists, and Sufi  metaphysicians, nor the liter-
ary allusions of poets and other writers, represent a perspective on vi-
sion that stands in opposition to the hypotheses forwarded by schol-
ars such as Ibn al- Haytham and al- Farisi, suggesting that scientifi c 
notions of optics informed or— at the very least— were in harmony with 
other theories concerning perception and the notion of the imagina-
tion in premodern Islamic society.



7

Dreams, Visions, and the Imagination

Night was not yet over when
The moon leaned over my pillow
and said, “Wake up! Dawn is  here!
The cup is empty of the wine of dreams
That was yours this night.”
Saying farewell to the image of my lover,
I raised my eyes to the dark, still waters of the night
As silver eddies danced across its surface . . .  
The bright faces of my fellow prisoners
Bubbled up from the darkness———
Sleep and dreams had washed their faces clean of
The longing for home and the pain of separation.

—faiz ahmed faiz, “one prison morning”

Imagination, prophecy, visions, and dreams are integrally linked in 
much of Islamic thought, which almost universally posits that beyond 
the physical, quotidian world discernible by sense perception lies an-
other, larger realm. Whether through scripture and theology or through 
scientifi c, philosophical, or metaphysical writings, Muslim scholars have 
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maintained that the suprasensible world has an ontological status that 
is more real and more perfect than the one we perceive through our 
senses. Prophecy represents a divinely ordained status through which 
chosen individuals see the “real” world in what is understood to be its 
“true” relationship to the suprasensible one. Similarly, for phi los o phers 
and Sufi  metaphysicians, a refi ned intellect also enables gifted individ-
uals to see truths and patterns of resemblance and repre sen ta tion that 
lie beyond the powers of the external senses.

Although it has not been seen as such in any systematic way, writing 
on dreams and dreaming represents one of the most important areas 
for analyzing Muslim understandings of the relationship between the 
physical realm and what lies beyond. As such, dream literature (oneir-
ocritical works) are an important set of sources to consider when looking 
for patterns of resemblance, even though virtually none of the substan-
tial scholarship on dreaming approaches the subject from this perspec-
tive.1 Vision and sight are primary features of all dreams, therefore vi-
sual repre sen ta tion and mimesis are central to the understanding of 
dreams and their interpretation. Furthermore, the signifi ers and sym-
bols as well as their relationship to the imagination play a fundamental 
role in the understanding of dreams since the imagination transforms 
spiritual or metaphysical truths into symbols. This idea also serves as 
one of the cornerstones of Muslim philosophical understandings con-
cerning the nature of prophecy because, according to the most infl uen-
tial philosophical traditions, the revelations received from God by a 
prophet get dressed in images and fi gures in order to be communicated 
to the populace at large.2

There is a large amount of writing dealing with dreams and dream 
interpretation across all Islamic cultures and historical periods. Dreams 
and dream visions served a variety of functions in premodern Islamic 
society, just as they did in late antiquity, with the dream functioning 
as “the site where apparently unquestioned, and unquestionable, reali-
ties, life and death meet, qualify each other, even change places.”3 
Whether as an individual’s own dreams with easily understood mes-
sages that serve as moral lessons or cautionary communications, or as 
complex dreams that beg for interpretation and became part of the rich 
registry of dreams in manuals of oneirocriticism, the dream remained 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
200

an important means for learning and communicating truth. Dreaming 
in Islamic societies continues to retain many of the important concep-
tual features that characterized the medieval literature on dreaming, 
including the connection to religious revelation, notions of true and 
false dreams, visual correspondence between the dream vision and its 
counterparts in the physical world, and the importance of imagina-
tion as a place of real visions.4

Dreaming in Islamic History

Two important questions concerning dreams necessitate their inclu-
sion in a book dealing with issues of art perception. First, how do we 
actually know the systems of repre sen ta tion linking the dream and 
waking states— in other words, what is the mimetic system of dream-
ing? And second, what kind of truth do dreams convey, and what is the 
truth value of the dream?

In sweeping terms, dreams and dream interpretation in Islamic so-
ciety can be divided into two main categories— dreams as they appear 
in dream manuals, where they function as sources of divination or 
moral lessons, and a broader, less easily defi ned variety of literature in 
which dreams serve a variety of functions including conferring status, 
providing evidence, and symbolizing interpersonal relationships. Most 
classical dream manuals belong in the fi rst category, but this does not 
preclude their relevance for other kinds of uses. Although practically 
all dream manuals have some sort of introduction, virtually none of 
them directly addresses the theoretical nature of the relationship be-
tween what is seen in a dream and its equivalent in waking life. Such 
theoretical discussions that do exist distinguish between two kinds, 
or levels, of seeing: “the dreamer’s visionary experience itself, which oc-
curs in a liminal state during which the activities of the external 
senses are suspended, and the insight required to interpret such visual 
manifestations.”5

Dream manuals  were extremely pop u lar from the very beginning of 
Islamic society, such that in the earliest centuries there  were as many 
dream manuals written as there  were commentaries on the Qur’an. 



d r e a m s ,  v i s i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n
201

The ac cep tance of dreams as a legitimate source of knowledge is 
 attested to by numerous accounts in various contexts. For example, 
Sahnun (d. 854), one of the greatest scholars in the history of the 
 Maliki school of Sunni law, appeared in a dream to declare that read-
ing the Qur’an with a written text in front of oneself was preferable 
to reciting it entirely by heart, thereby settling an important contro-
versy in Islamic legal thinking.6 Similarly, the diary of the Baghdadi 
Hanbalite scholar Ibn al- Banna’ (d. 1079) narrates at least twenty- three 
dreams over a one- year period, some of them at length. They cover 
personal concerns and po liti cal events, as well as doctrinal issues, 
and are not only reports of his own dreams, but also those of others 
that  were described to him because of his reputation as a dream 
interpreter.7

As a rule, classical Islamic dream manuals are not theoretical works 
on dreaming or psychology but are how- to’s of divination. They func-
tion as diagnostics or symptomatological aids of a very straightforward 
sort, stating quite clearly that if one sees a specifi c thing, it means an-
other specifi c thing. The earliest extant manual is that of Ibn Qutayba 
(d. 889), and although it enjoyed great popularity over several centu-
ries, today it survives in only one complete copy.8 The Islamic tradition 
of dream interpretation is popularly traced back to Ibn Sirin (d. 728) 
and a number of dream manuals are attributed to him, although it 
 appears that he never actually composed one. Both Ibn Sirin and Ibn 
Qutayba  were actually important fi gures in the transmission and use 
of hadith, Ibn Sirin as a formal transmitter in canonical collections, 
and Ibn Qutayba as a collector and scholar of hadith. This fact points 
to the close relationship between dream interpretation and religion in 
early Islam. In actuality, the importance of dreaming is attested to in 
hadith, which draws direct explicit links between the phenomenon of 
dreaming and the characteristics of prophecy.

The Dreaming Pro cess

The dream visions encountered by the dreamer are transformed into 
a verbal narrative of the experience, which goes through another stage 
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of transformation in the pro cess of being interpreted. These transfor-
mations (or translations) raise issues concerning the relationship not 
just of images to words, but also of the dreamer to the dream inter-
preter as well as of the connection between author and audience.9

It is important to draw a distinction between two ways of seeing in 
the context of dreams: the dream vision (ru’yb) of the dreamer and the 
interpretative seeing (nazar) of the interpreter. In discussing the phe-
nomenon of dreaming, Ibn Khaldun described these two forms of see-
ing as necessary for understanding the content of a dream. According 
to him, when the dreamer awakens, he is not aware of the true nature 
of what has transpired, only that he saw (ra’b) something. It is, in fact, 
the interpreter who sees (yanzuru) the underlying meaning of the 
dreamer’s visions through the help of “the faculty perceiving likeness” 
(bi- quwwat al- tashbjh) as well as his familiarity with the nature and cir-
cumstances of the dreamer. In many ways, therefore, the pro cess of 
dream interpretation is analogous with that of scriptural interpreta-
tion (tb’wjl), a point noted in several dream manuals.10

In addition to the distinction between dream visions and their in-
terpretation, another necessary distinction can be drawn between two 
kinds of dreams as represented in works on dreaming, these being 
symbolic and literal dreams. Symbolic dreams are the content of dream 
visions and require interpretation (ta‘bjr), and therefore form the subject 
of the bulk of oneirocritical works. In contrast, literal dreams are self- 
explanatory by defi nition. They are almost always verbal rather than 
visual and carry a clear message, such that they do not fi t in the catego-
ries of dreams that are found in the dream manuals that focus on is-
sues of interpretation. Literal dreams possess neither an oneirocritical 
purpose, nor do they function as signifi ers; instead, they constitute an 
explicit form of verbal moral counsel.11 The Kitbb al- manbm of Ibn Abi 
Dunya (d. 894) constitutes an example of the latter category of writings, 
which has never been as pop u lar as the works dealing with the inter-
pretation of dream visions that gathered together symbolic dreams with 
the purpose of demonstrating a range of methods of dream interpreta-
tion. Under the encouragement of the Abbassid caliphs, such oneiro-
critical works took the shape of a distinct genre of dictionary- like cata-
logs, following in the tradition of Greek works on dream interpretation 
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such as that of Artemidorus, which was translated into Arabic by Hu-
nayn ibn Ishaq. The very pop u lar early- modern Tafsjr al- anbm fj ta‘bjr 
al- ahlbm by ‘Abd al- Ghani al- Nabulsi (d. 1731) is an example of such a 
work: or ga nized alphabetically by items seen in dreams, it can func-
tion as a reference book even for amateur dream interpreters, although 
the fact that al- Nabulsi frequently ascribes multiple meanings to the 
same object encountered in the dream suggests that he presumes the 
existence of an authoritative interpreter who is capable of identifying 
the correct symbolism of a specifi c vision. In this encyclopedic guide 
to dream interpretation, al- Nabulsi never questions the objective va-
lidity of the content of a dream, refl ecting the pervasive ac cep tance of 
the truth of dream visions as established by hadith and also of their 
function as sources of revelation. He is aware of the possibility that 
some individuals might approach an interpreter with fake, invented 
dreams, but does not consider it the responsibility of the interpreter to 
judge their genuineness. “If the answer is auspicious, the merit is the 
interpreter’s; if bad, it is at the cost of the willful questioner.”12

The link between dreaming, revelation, and religious authority is 
clearly stated in a widely circulated hadith that declares that having a 
vision of the Prophet in a dream is equal to seeing him physically. In 
many versions, this statement is combined with a declaration that the 
dev il cannot disguise himself to look like the Prophet. Taken together, 
these two authoritative statements denote that the appearance of Mu-
hammad in a dream holds the same legitimacy and authority as see-
ing him physically. The popularity of this hadith— and the fact that 
the canonical hadith collections include it in the section dealing with 
dreaming as evidence of the reliability of dreams— makes it clear that 
not only was the veracity of dreaming a widely sanctioned Muslim re-
ligious idea, but the correspondence between what is seen in a dream 
and its “waking life” referent is a perfect one.13

This hadith tradition allows the institution as well as the living 
guidance afforded by prophethood to continue after Muhammad’s 
death despite the almost universal Muslim doctrine that denies the ex-
istence of prophets subsequent to him. Muhammad continues to over-
see the Muslim community through his appearance in dream visions 
much as he did while he was alive, and individual Muslims retain the 
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ability to seek his guidance and follow his ongoing advice. This point 
is underscored by a famous hadith that states that Muhammad said: 
“Mission and prophecy have come to an end; there is no messenger 
 after me and no prophet.” According to the hadith, his companions 
 were upset at the prospect of being without guidance, and Muham-
mad reassured them by saying: “But the tidings (mubashshirbt) remain” 
(echoing Qur’an 10:63– 64). When people asked him to clarify the 
meaning of this statement and the nature of the “tidings,” he replied: 
“[They are] the Muslim’s dream (ru’yb).”14

It is not only the Prophet whose appearance in dreams constitutes a 
legitimate form of guidance or authority: Ibn Sirin is credited with 
stating that “What ever the deceased tells you in sleep is true [or the 
truth] (haqq), for he resides in the world of truth (dbr al- haqq).” The 
declaration makes clear that it is the dream— not the appearance of 
Muhammad specifi cally— that invests the visionary appearance with 
religious authority, and that any dead person can appear with reliabil-
ity in a dream. “This statement is not focused on the Prophet’s appear-
ance, but rather recognizes the reliability of any dead person who ap-
pears in dreams. It is the dream itself, not the Prophet, that creates 
legitimate authority.”15 Ibn Qutayba is even more direct in affi rming 
the religious legitimacy of dreams, saying: “Among the types of knowl-
edge and the varieties of wisdom with which humans occupy them-
selves, there is none more obscure, none more refi ned, exalted, and 
noble, none more diffi cult . . .  than the dream, for it is one of the parts 
of revelation (wahy) and one of the modes of prophecy (nubuwwa).”16

The category of literal dreams and the amateur practice of dream 
interpretation notwithstanding, part of the complexity inherent in 
interpreting the visions encountered in dreams rests on the varying 
methodologies necessary for any such interpretation, since dreams not 
only differ according to the personality of the dreamer, but also by his 
or her circumstances, and even by the seasons. Furthermore, accord-
ing to Ibn Qutayba, sometimes dream visions do not apply to the per-
son who dreamed them but to someone  else; other times dreams repre-
sent the opposite of what they appear to mean; other times they are 
false; and sometimes they are even devoid of meaning. The complexity 
of the discipline of dream interpretation necessitates a highly quali-
fi ed dream interpreter. In the words of Ibn Qutayba:
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It is incumbent on him to be learned in the Book of God and 
in the traditions of the Prophet . . .  in the proverbs of the 
Bedouin and in well- known verses of poetry, and in etymo-
logical and dialectical studies. He must moreover be refi ned 
in his character, a quick study, equipped with a thorough 
practical understanding of men and their characters, knowl-
edgeable in the use of analogy and able to memorize lots of 
material.17

Dream Resemblance

The pro cess of interpreting dream visions occurs, in a fundamental 
sense, by positing links between dream- vision symbols and their mean-
ings. As analyzed by Lamoreaux, such links can be propositional, con-
ditional, indicative, or anecdotal. In the case of a propositional link, 
“an interpreter posits a relation of equivalence between the symbol 
and its meaning, predicating the meaning of the symbol. ‘Venus is the 
king’s wife.’ ” A conditional link would be one such as “if he sees a frog 
speaking to him, he will obtain dominion” (and sometimes the condi-
tional clause has its apodosis linked to an indefi nite relative clause, as 
in “whoever sees that the resurrection has happened in a place, justice 
will be spread in that place”). Indicative links are ones in which the 
symbol in the dream vision is understood to indicate (dalla) its mean-
ing directly, as in: “a turtle covered with mud indicates a woman who 
is perfumed and adorned, who presents herself lewdly to men.” Finally, 
an anecdotal link is one in which the dreamer narrates the details of 
his or her dream to a dream interpreter and receives an interpretation 
of it. “Regardless of the literary form in which the interpretation of the 
dream is presented, in each instance it is possible to discern two logi-
cal elements, a description of the dream symbol and a statement of its 
meaning.”18

Dreams are understood, fi rst and foremost, to contain symbolic 
messages; thus, it is the visual elements of the dream that are the keys 
to its interpretation, viewed within the context of environmental and 
situational factors. The appearance of a camel in the dream vision of 
an Arab, for example, means something completely different from its 
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appearance in the dream of a Greek person.19 This point is based in 
an ac know ledg ment that the entire phenomenology of dreaming is 
grounded in specifi c cultural contexts, in terms of both the visual 
qualities of the dream itself and the contextualization and interpreta-
tion of the dream. The contextual specifi city of the symbolic system of 
Islamic dream interpretation relies on a stable— if complex— system of 
interpreting signs, which can be deciphered in fi xed and reliable ways 
by a qualifi ed dream interpreter. In fact, like constructed visual sym-
bols in the waking world, dreams can be cultivated or, at the very least, 
one can live one’s life in ways that increases one’s chances of receiving 
dream visions.

In many ways, the dream, as a signifi er, is composed of three main 
parts. The fi rst is the “cultural template” on which the dream is situ-
ated; the second is the meta phorical (or perhaps repre sen ta tional) rela-
tionship between the dream and the dreamer’s individual psychoso-
cial position. The third is the belief of the dreamer and others in the 
reliability of the relationships of signifi cation between the dreamer 
and the object or person encountered in the dream vision; in other 
words, the belief in the direct semiotic relationship between the dream 
vision as a signifi er and the social world of the dreamer as that which 
is signifi ed.20

Some dreams appear understandable on the grounds of their sym-
bolism, such as ones that comprise visions of urinating into a vessel 
with a hole (which signifi es that the dreamer’s wife is infertile), or uri-
nating on the Qur’an (signifying that the dreamer’s offspring will 
memorize the Qur’an), the constant in both being the symbolic rela-
tionship between urine and semen. In other cases, the symbolic rela-
tionship is based on perceptions in waking life; for example, frogs are 
believed to glorify god through their croaking, therefore seeing a frog 
in a dream signifi es a holy person or good fortune. Other symbolic re-
lationships are very direct, such as a vision of resurrection implying 
either death or justice. Yet others seem completely arbitrary and call 
for the ser vices of a trained interpreter who understands, for example, 
why a turtle signifi es a wise man, but a muddy turtle a lewd woman.

In actual fact, the stability of such symbolic correspondences is 
overstated by dream manuals and their amateur users since, in prac-
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tice, no visual symbol encountered in a dream occupies a stable rela-
tionship with its referent such that its context becomes irrelevant. 
This holds true for traditional oneirocritical works, but especially so 
for other genres of literature that include accounts of dreams and 
dream visions as an integral part of their purpose. Sufi  hagiographical 
works comprise the most important of these genres, but other works, 
including po liti cal histories and royal writings, rely on dream visions 
for a variety of purposes.21 In Sufi  literature, dream narratives primar-
ily serve prescriptive or exemplary functions, with virtually no distinc-
tion between dream experience and waking experience, in the sense 
that what is encountered in a dream could also be encountered in a 
waking state. Therefore, in many types of Sufi  writing, dream visions 
constitute a means of seeing that is not distinct from other types (such 
as regular seeing, or waking visions), such that dream narratives con-
stitute one of several modes of utilizing vision in the instructional and 
descriptive elaborations of Sufi sm.22

Resemblance between the object seen in a dream and its waking- life 
counterpart is an accepted fact in the nature of dreams as they are 
understood in Islamic society. Similar to semiotic relationships of 
other sorts, symbolic resemblance and signifi cation in dreams relies 
on the interpretations of an informed observer. The absence of such an 
observer— either as the dreamer him or herself or as the dream 
interpreter— might prevent the explanation of a symbolic relationship 
between the object of the dream vision and its physical counterpart, but 
in no way does it bring into question the truth value of visual dreaming.

Dreaming in the Philosophical Tradition

Discussions of the truth value of dreams as well as of the imagination 
are primarily found in the philosophical and Sufi  traditions of Islamic 
thought. Writings on the nature of dreaming in these contexts owe a 
great deal to the philosophical tradition of late antiquity, a topic which 
is beyond the scope of this chapter and is part of the wider pro cess of 
adoption and translation of Greek learning in Islamic society. More 
than any other single work, the Arabic version (for it is more than a 
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straightforward translation) of Aristotle’s De divinatione per somnum 
(which forms part of his Parva naturalia dealing with psychological 
topics) proved extremely pop u lar with Muslim as well as Jewish philo-
sophical thinkers, and they believed this work accurately represented 
Aristotle’s ideas on matters of dream interpretation. It exerted a sig-
nifi cant impact on the thinking of phi los o phers such as al- Farabi, Ibn 
Sina, Ibn Bajja (d. 1138), and Ibn Rushd (d. 1198). Outside of the philo-
sophical tradition, it was also relied on by al- Dinawari (fl ourished ca. 
1040) in the writing of his Kitbb al- ta‘bjr fj’l-ru’yb aw al- qbdirj fj’l-ta‘bjr 
(The Book of Dream Interpretation), one of the most important works in 
the Muslim oneirocritical tradition.23

Though these thinkers took the Arabic version of De divinatione to 
refl ect the thought and writings of Aristotle accurately, in actual fact 
the Arabic version differs from Aristotle’s work in several important 
ways. The Arabic text forms part of the Kitbb al- hiss wa’l-mahsvs, which 
is a translation of the Parva naturalia. According to Hansberger, who 
has engaged in a close reading of the most reliable manuscript of this 
work, the Arabic De divinatione “never even questions the assumption 
that the ultimate source of veridical dreams is God; divination in 
dreams is not only possible, but a fact of life.”24

The Arabic De divinatione focuses on two primary points in its dis-
cussion of true dreams— their divine provenance and the psychologico- 
metaphysical circumstances of the individual at the time that he or 
she is experiencing such a dream. Its explanations are provided within 
a context that draws on both Muslim scriptural material and the 
philosophical legacy of late antiquity. According to this text, all true 
dreams are created by God as part of the pro cess of creation rather 
than at the moment that an individual dreamer experiences the dream 
or in the moments prior to the dreamer’s experience. The conveying of 
the dream to the dreamer is an act of the Active Intellect. Through 
this pro cess, God provides individuals knowledge of what awaits them 
in their earthly future and in the afterlife.25

The Arabic version of De divinatione describes a set of “spiritual 
 faculties” (al- quwb al- rvhbniyya) through which visionary dreams are 
perceived, entirely bypassing the physical organs of perception. These 
are comprised of the imagination or “formative faculty” (musawwir), 



d r e a m s ,  v i s i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n
209

memory (dhikr), thought (fi kr), as well as a shared spiritual faculty (sen-
sus communis, or al- hiss al- mushtarak in Arabic).26 According to this work, 
all things have three different forms, a corporeal one that can be 
sensed physically (svra jismbniyya); a spiritual one (svra rvhbniyya), and 
an intellectual one (svra ‘aqliyya). These three distinct forms are con-
centrically arranged, with the corporeal form on the outside, enclosing 
the spiritual form, which in turn encloses the intellectual form. The 
arrangement of three distinct forms of the same entity provides a sat-
isfactory explanation of how an entity seen in a dream does not appear 
the same as one seen in a wakeful state, even though its essence (or 
true identity) is the same. “When having a veridical dream, the dreamer 
perceives the spiritual form, which is, though similar, not identical 
with the corporeal form.”27 The concept of different forms also helps 
explain how even true dreams do not always provide an accurate pre-
diction for future events, since the form of the future event as seen in 
the dream might not be correctly identifi ed as resembling the event in 
the future that it is depicting.

The way in which pure intelligibles are communicated from the Ac-
tive Intellect to a human being who perceives them without the par-
ticipation of the external senses is explained in the Arabic De divina-
tione in the following manner:

The Intellect expresses the intellectual form (which is not 
perceptible) in “spiritual words” (kalimbt rvhbniyya). These 
are somehow conveyed to the dreamer’s sensus communis; that 
is, they arrive at the “clearing  house” of sense perception 
without any interference of the external senses, directly from 
the Intellect. The sensus communis passes them on to the for-
mative faculty, which represents these “spiritual words” as 
“spiritual forms”; the latter are what the dreamer “sees” in 
his dream. The other spiritual faculties also play their role: 
memory will store those forms; and when the dreamer awakes 
he may be able to discover the signifi catum (ma‘nb) of the dream 
with the help of the faculty of thought.28

Veridical dreams are therefore entirely true and free of error. Be-
cause they arise in de pen dently of the dreamer in the Active Intellect, 
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they are untouched by previous experiences of the dreamer and are 
perceived by his or her spiritual faculties as completely new experiences 
or perceptions. In the event that the meaning of a veridical dream is 
not readily apparent to the dreamer such that he or she requires the 
assistance of a dream interpreter, the same holds true for the veridical, 
error- free nature of the dream vision; even though the interpreter does 
not experience the actual dream in the way the dreamer does, the in-
terpreter shares the same act of “revelation” from the Active Intellect:

The Intellect conveys the same spiritual words to the inter-
preter which it conveys to the dreamer; only in his case they 
are not converted into “spiritual forms”, that is, a dream- 
vision; the interpreter is able to understand their meaning di-
rectly. His ability to receive this kind of “inspiration” from the 
Intellect is either due to his spirituality, or due to his ability to 
read “signs that have become manifest in the world.” It is his 
task to convert the spiritual words into “corporeal words,” 
into normal speech which the dreamer can understand.29

Al- Farabi and the Imagination

The Arabic version of the De divinatione undoubtedly had broad infl u-
ence on works concerning dreaming and the imagination in the Is-
lamic world. Al- Farabi’s theories on dreams and dreaming appear to 
have been heavily infl uenced by this work, even though he never men-
tions it by name. The most infl uential Islamic po liti cal phi los o pher 
and arguably the greatest Neoplatonist since Proclus, he lists all the 
treatises comprising the Kitbb al- hiss wa’l-mahsvs in his own Falsafat Aris-
tvtbljs (The Philosophy of Aristotle), and his description of the section 
on the nature of sleep and wakefulness (bbb al- nawm wa’l-yaqaza) 
closely follows the text of the important manuscript of the Arabic De 
divinatione discussed briefl y  here.30 Furthermore, al- Farabi’s ideas on 
divinatory dreams, which are spelled out in his Mabbdi’ brb’ ahl al- 
madjna al- fbdila, seem to build directly upon the Arabic De divinatione. 
For example, al- Farabi maintains that dream visions occur during the 
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state of sleep because it is at that time that the imaginative faculty is 
free to act on its own without the burden of pro cessing sensory inputs. 
Furthermore, his concept of the imitative activity (muhbkbh) of the 
imaginative faculty echoes the Arabic De divinatione in that the imagi-
native faculty can imitate not just sensibles but also intelligibles, and 
imitation can occur in de pen dently of any input either from memory 
or from the external senses.31

Al- Farabi’s concept of human psychology and perception posits an 
imaginative or repre sen ta tional faculty (al- quwwa al- mutakhayyila) be-
tween the intellect and the external senses. During wakeful states, the 
imaginative faculty is occupied pro cessing sensibles perceived by the 
external senses and working for the rational and appetitive faculties, 
but during sleep, it is free to create its own images through what might 
be understood as a pro cess of mimetic reproduction— the creation of 
images based on earlier sensory or intellectual inputs:

When all the auxiliaries of the faculty of sense actually sense 
and perform their actions, the faculty of repre sen ta tion is 
acted upon by them and kept busy by those sensibles which 
the senses bring to it and imprint on it; it is also kept busy in 
serving the rational faculty and supplying the appetitive 
faculty.

But when the faculties of sense and repre sen ta tion and 
reason are in the state of their fi rst perfection and thus do 
not perform their actions— as happens during sleep— the fac-
ulty of repre sen ta tion is on its own, free from the fresh im-
prints of sensibles which are provided again and again by 
the senses, and is relieved of the ser vice of the rational and 
appetitive faculties. Thus it will turn to those imprints of 
sensibles which are preserved in it and have remained, and 
will act upon them by associating them with one another 
and dissociating them from one another.32

The capacity of the imaginative or repre sen ta tional faculty to imi-
tate sensibles is critical to my discussion of mimetic repre sen ta tion. 
However, this faculty can also imitate input from the intellect (intelli-
gibles). In the words of al- Farabi: “The faculty of repre sen ta tion also 
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imitates the rational faculty by imitating those intelligibles which are 
present in it with things suitable for imitating them. It thus imitates 
the intelligibles of utmost perfection, like the First Cause, the immate-
rial things and the heavens, with the most excellent and most perfect 
sensibles, like things beautiful to look at.”33

It is the Active Intellect that brings intelligibles from potentiality to 
actuality in the human mind. If the Active Intellect bypasses the hu-
man intellect and sends the intelligibles to the imaginative faculty in-
stead, the results are true visions, which are given by the Active Intel-
lect in dreams. In actual fact, these true visions are imparted by the 
Active Intellect to the imaginative faculty at all times— both during 
sleep and wakefulness— but the input from the senses and through the 
human intellect are so strong while the person is awake that he or she 
does not notice them. Furthermore, very few individuals possess a 
repre sen ta tional or imaginative faculty powerful enough to success-
fully receive and pro cess true visions while awake.34

The repre sen ta tional faculty holds the unique role of uniting what 
it apprehends with the most beautiful of sensible objects, such that:

When it happens that the faculty of repre sen ta tion imitates 
those things with sensibles of extreme beauty and perfec-
tion, the man who has that sight comes to enjoy overwhelm-
ing and wonderful plea sure, and he sees wonderful things 
which can in no way what ever be found among the other 
existents. It is not impossible, then, that when a man’s fac-
ulty of repre sen ta tion reaches its utmost perfection he will 
receive in his waking life from the Active Intellect present 
and future particulars of their imitations in the form of sen-
sibles, and receive the imitations of the transcendent intelli-
gibles and the other glorious existents and see them. This 
man will obtain through the particulars which he receives 
‘prophecy’ (al- nubuwwa, supernatural awareness) of present 
and future events, and through the intelligibles which he 
receives prophecy of things divine (al- ashyb’ al- ilbhiyya). This 
is the highest rank of perfection which the faculty of repre-
sen ta tion can reach.35
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Below this gifted category of human beings are those who see things 
only partially while they are asleep as well as when they are awake, and 
below them are those who only see these things while asleep.36 In all 
cases, however, the visual things apprehended are real, so that the 
imagination remains a place where visual apprehensions are real and 
true.

Ibn Sina and the Imaginative Vision

The importance of the imagination as a location of visions holds true 
for other infl uential Islamic phi los o phers in addition to al- Farabi, al-
though not always in the same way. For Ibn Sina, imagination plays a 
very important role, but he does not afford it any explicitly ontological 
status in de pen dent of the individual doing the imagining. However, in 
his al- Risbla al- adhawiyya he appears to grant imagination some degree 
of ontological autonomy:

Some scholars say that when the soul leaves the body and 
carries the imaginative faculty along with it (i.e., in the case 
of the intellectually undeveloped souls) . . .  it is impossible for 
it to be absolutely free from the body. It then imagines that 
it is experiencing pains by way of the usual physical chastise-
ments, and all that it used to believe during its earthly life 
[i.e., about the afterlife] would happen to it after death. . . .  
These scholars say that it is not impossible that the soul 
should imagine an agreeable state of affairs and that it should 
experience, in afterlife, all that is mentioned in the prophet’s 
revelations.37

In Ibn Sina’s view, revelation is in need of its own symbolic interpre-
tation (tb’wjl, literally “carry ing back to the source or the initial point”) 
in exactly the same way as dreams require their interpretation (ta‘bjr, 
literally “carry ing across to the other side of a river”). Rahman argues 
that al- Farabi and Ibn Sina use this device to provide a psychological 
explanation of positive or technical revelations such as the Qur’an or 
the Bible.38
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As outlined by Rahman in his discussion of another very infl uential 
Muslim metaphysician, Shihab al- din al- Suhrawardi (d. 1191), even 
though the Realm of the Imagination or of Similitudes (‘blam al- 
mithbl), which I translate  here as the Realm of Images, exists primarily 
to serve as a place where “the incredible is rendered credible and where 
the miraculous is somehow made ‘normal,’ ” this realm also encroaches 
on the physical world: the intellects of the celestial bodies project an-
gels into the physical world, the angel of revelation belonging to pre-
cisely this system of projection. Put differently, the realm of fi gures 
functions as a kind of “unconscious of the universe” where things like 
love, hate, and fear are created as concrete symbols and make the mi-
raculous (or supernatural) into the physical, allowing things from the 
nonphysical realm to intrude into the physical world.39

The concept of the Realm of Images or of Similitudes (‘blam al- 
mithbl) gained in importance in metaphysical thought in subsequent 
centuries. For example, Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1625), a pivotal fi gure in 
the development of the Naqshbandiyya (one of the largest and most 
infl uential Sufi  orders), embraced the concept of the ‘blam al- mithbl, al-
though he treated it as experiential, lacking any ontological status of 
its own. Even so, for Sirhindi the Realm of Images does not cease to be 
a visual realm, and its content bears a repre sen ta tional relationship 
with things in the physical world:

That world [i.e., the ‘blam al- mithbl] in itself does not possess 
any forms or fi gures; these appear in it as mere refl ections 
from the other two worlds— just like a mirror which in itself 
does not contain any form and what ever forms come to exist 
in it, come [as refl ections] from outside. . . .  ‘blam al- mithbl is 
for seeing, not for being; the place of being is either the spiri-
tual world or the physical world.40

The ontological status of the Realm of Images is defi ned very clearly 
by Mulla Sadra (Sadr al- din Shirazi, d. 1640), who described the physi-
cal, spiritual, and imaginal worlds as sharing an ontological relation-
ship. Developing a philosophical principle of “higher possibility” for-
mulated by Suhrawardi, Mulla Sadra maintained that “nothing can 
exist at the lowest level unless it has passed through the upper grades 
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of ‘existence,’ ” and conversely that “nothing moves to a higher grade of 
‘existence’ without having passed through the intermediary grades.” 41 
If this is the case, everything that exists in the physical world has a 
tripartite existence: from the realm of the pure intellect, it descends 
into the realm of images and downward to the physical realm. Con-
versely, when things ascend in their path toward return— both in the 
sense of perfection discussed in the context of alchemy and in the sense 
of the return of the spirit to its origin— they pass through the realm of 
images on their way to the spiritual world.42

One of the most remarkable points made by prominent Muslim 
metaphysical thinkers is that things created in the Realm of Images 
(‘blam al- mithbl) can be projected into the physical realm. In fact, this is 
the arrangement through which saints and prophets perform mira-
cles. The real correspondence between the objects in the physical and 
imaginal realms outlined by Islamic phi los o phers is also affi rmed in 
Sufi  metaphysics, which is arguably the most pervasive intellectual 
system addressing issues of repre sen ta tion and resemblance in Islamic 
intellectual history.



8

Sufi sm and the Metaphysics of Resemblance

 Were my body to become one large eye, I would not see enough 
 of my guide.
In every cell a million eyes, I’d close one and open another.
Even seeing this much  wouldn’t calm me, what  else can I do?
Bahu, one vision of my guide is as a million billion 
 pilgrimages.

—sultan bahu

Well- meaning scholars and practitioners who see in Sufi sm an artis-
tic muse that explains the underlying motivation and message behind 
the entirety of Islamic visual art have done signifi cant damage to the 
rigorous intellectual use of Sufi  writings in the study of perception (and 
visual perception in par tic u lar) within the wider fi eld of Islamic his-
tory. The problem is especially severe in discussions of abstract forms 
such as the arabesque, which are often seen as representing some 
 inner meaningful system of spiritual signifi cation that can be decoded 
through a form of mystical insight.

Earlier scholars have bemoaned the anti- intellectual implications of 
this trend, in par tic u lar Terry Allen, Oleg Grabar, and Gülrü Necipo-
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glu, the last of whom provides a short list of examples of such works in 
her important book The Topkapı Scroll. Such bad examples of scholar-
ship bear repeating in this context because they underscore the differ-
ence between a widespread, mistaken notion of the tenuous place of 
Sufi  thought in Islamic intellectual history and its actual status as the 
arena in which the bulk of philosophical thinking was carried on after 
the twelfth century.

Particularly egregious in its treatment of the relationship between 
Sufi sm and the arts is a work published by Ardalan and Bakhtiar follow-
ing the World of Islam festival in 1973. The preface by S. H. Nasr, which 
sets the tone for the entire book, describes the architectural traditions 
of Islamic Iran as “composed of timeless ‘forms that echo transcendent 
archetypes’ intimately related to cosmology and [identifying] its most 
fundamental principle as the concept of God’s unity (tawhid).”1

Nasr has claimed elsewhere that there is a direct connection between 
the Islamic doctrine of divine unity and a Muslim “love” for geome-
try.2 And in a similarly anti- intellectual way, R. Al- Faruqi claimed that 
the Islamic notion of divine unity somehow imbues the practice and 
appreciation of the arts with “an intuition of unimaginableness and 
inexpressibility— in short, of infi nity.”3 He described the arabesque as 
the quintessential “religious work of art in Islam”:

It is the semitic religious work of art par excellence since it 
produces an aesthetic— not logical— intuition of “not- nature,” 
of “not- fi nitude,” and of “inexpressibility,” the only intuit-
able categories of transcendent reality. Every work of art in 
Islam is a more or less successful exemplifi cation of it.4

Even otherwise outstanding scholars of Sufi sm have fallen victim to 
the temptation to see Sufi sm as a font of universal explanations. Much 
of this writing— though by no means all of it— is directly linked to the 
thought of the so- called Perennialist School, which has sought to rein-
vigorate modern secular life with a spiritual meaning that is attained 
by realizing the nature of perennial religious truths. From the time 
of its early proponents such as René Guénon (1886– 1951), Ananda K. 
Coomaraswamy (1877– 1947), and Frithjof Schuon (1907– 1998), such 
thinkers have seen Sufi sm not only as a source of much perennialist 
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knowledge but also as proof of the existence of what they regard as 
timeless truths. Guénon in par tic u lar drew a direct connection be-
tween metaphysics and symbolism that was to have a heavy infl uence 
on later followers of the school such as Titus Burckhardt and S. H. 
Nasr. I have already mentioned examples of Nasr’s position concerning 
the relationship between visual repre sen ta tion and a concept of eter-
nal religious knowledge. Burckhardt, for his part, has been extremely 
infl uential in linking Sufi  metaphysics to the message of Islamic art 
through a number of works including Sacred Art in East and West, infl u-
encing a broad audience into believing that so- called Sufi  “mysticism” 
constitutes a changeless muse underlying all of Islamic religious art 
across the ages and refl ects “the timeless spiritual unity of the Islamic 
visual tradition in all periods and regions.”5

These examples are not, in and of themselves, devoid of all value. 
Many of them, particularly some of the perennialist writings, repre-
sent a genuine attempt to fi nd a sense of order in comparative meta-
physics, aesthetics, and art, and they are legitimized in a fashion by 
attracting a substantial audience. Where they fail is in providing a 
historically grounded reading of Sufi  material; they do not place these 
metaphysical writings within the context of the intellectual tradition 
within which their authors  were operating. It is of some signifi cance 
that the authors of Sufi  metaphysical works, like writers in most other 
Islamic intellectual traditions, clearly did not have the visual arts in 
mind when they  were composing their works. In fact, the overwhelm-
ing majority of important Sufi  writings relevant to the topic do not 
refer to visual arts at all, but rather to issues of resemblance between 
two or more categories of objects or beings.

Dreaming and Epistemology in Sufi sm

As is the case of Islamic philosophical writings, in Sufi  thought dream-
ing and the imagination occupy a central role in widely accepted no-
tions of the relationship between the physical world and some other 
ideal realm, as well as between visible, physical objects and their proto-
types. Dream visions are an extremely common feature of several genres 
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of Sufi  literature, especially hagiographical works and collections of 
sayings. Prophets, saintly mothers, and Sufi  masters— living as well as 
dead— appear in such visions and provide the same range of functions 
as individuals do in accounts of dreams in other traditions. But visions 
are undoubtedly more common in so- called Sufi  literature than they 
are in other categories of Islamic scholarly writing, with the exception 
of formal oneirocritical literature. In the majority of cases, the person 
encountered in the dream vision is real, his or her dream appearance 
constituting an alternative form of existence that is equally “real” as 
his or her physical one, if not even more so. Although there are no guar-
antees of success, Sufi  teachings include techniques for facilitating vi-
sions, both in waking and sleeping states. There are numerous exam-
ples of these varied categories of visions in Sufi  literature across the 
Islamic world from the earliest times to the present. Al-Hakim al- 
Tirmidhi (d. ca. 936– 8) recounts many of his own dream visions as well 
as those of his wife, who repeatedly saw and conversed with an angel.6 
Ibn al- ‘Arabi (d. 1240), whose importance to Sufi sm is discussed below, 
received spiritual instruction from teachers who  were not present and, 
famously, had trouble distinguishing between a woman who approached 
him in the night in Mecca and a vision of Sophia, the goddess of knowl-
edge. In the Persianate world from the thirteenth century onward, the 
cultivation of visionary visitations of Sufi  masters functions as a com-
plex, yet completely normal, part of Sufi  religious life.7

Despite the pervasiveness of such visions of people (and also ob-
jects) that have both a physical and imaginary experience, most de-
scriptions of such phenomena do not include any theorizing con-
cerning the nature of visionary forms or of their relationship to their 
physical counterparts. In part, this is due to the pervasiveness of such 
phenomena, such that there is little reason to justify belief in visions 
or realms of the imagination. It is also because Sufi  metaphysics has 
laid out some theories concerning the nature of the imagination and 
the role of the Realm of Images or the Imagination in connecting the 
physical and spiritual worlds in ways that have had a pervasive impact 
on Islamic society. Epochal fi gures such as al- Ghazali and (especially) 
Ibn al-‘Arabi may have written for highly learned audiences in the 
main, but their ideas have percolated through much of Islamic society 
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and are found in the religious, literary, and material culture at myriad 
levels.

Al- Ghazali on Dreaming

Al- Ghazali, in par tic u lar, makes the link between imagination, dream-
ing, and prophecy, seeing in the universal experience of dreaming proof 
that prophecy is capable of understanding things that lie beyond the 
domain of the intellect.8 His famous pseudoconfessional work com-
pleted approximately three years before his death in 1111, al- Munqidh 
min al- dalbl (translated as Deliverance from Error) contains a brief but 
sustained look at dreaming framed within a broader discussion of the 
challenges encountered in determining the accuracy of knowledge 
gained both through the intellect and through the senses. Al- Ghazali 
distinguishes between a priori knowledge and knowledge acquired 
through the senses, stating that these two forms of knowing sometimes 
confl ict with each other, and that it is the responsibility of the intellect 
to ascertain the veracity of the input of the senses, which he deems to 
be unreliable. However, he also acknowledges that the intellect itself is 
not above error, which poses epistemological problems of its own.9 In 
his magisterial Ihyb’ ‘ulvm al- djn, al- Ghazali warns of the dangers of 
trusting in external appearances and the consequent need to search 
for the inner truth of things. This view underlies an overall hermeneu-
tical attitude that relies on the interrelationship of the Qur’an and its 
explanation (tb’wjl) with dreams and their interpretation (ta‘bjr), and 
in which the signifi cation of a sensible form (svra) can be observed 
from its meaning but not from the visible form itself.10 In his view, the 
close correlation between seeing (through the senses) and knowing ne-
cessitates a careful use of different Arabic words for “seeing.” Distinct 
from nazara used in this context, al- Ghazali uses absara for seeing 
with a kind of inner sight of reason, which he describes as “one mo-
ment of human beings in which there is an eye (‘ayn) with which it sees 
(yubsiru) all kinds of rational knowledge (ma‘qvlbt).”11 However, all 
things that exist in realms hidden from the physical senses can be per-
ceived with the light of this inner vision (nvr al- basjra). The verb basara, 
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and the noun basjra that derives from it, therefore indicate an inner 
vision that is distinct from what is implied by the verb nazara (noun 
nazar), which means seeing sensible things visually or optically, al-
though this verb is also sometimes used to indicate intuitive appre-
hension. The distinction drawn by al- Ghazali between the two forms 
of seeing closely parallels distinctions between seeing of the dream vi-
sion on the part of the dreamer versus the seeing of the interpreter, be-
tween ru’yb as a vision that is seen and an interpretation that is “seen” 
in a theoretical sense.12

In al- Munqidh min al- dalbl and Mishkbt al- anwbr (The Niche of Lights), 
al- Ghazali discusses the relationship between dreaming, prophecy, 
and sensory perception in the context of the nature of what he calls 
true light (al- nvr al- haqjqj), the relationship of the visible to the invisi-
ble, and the phenomenon of lifting the veil on the unseen (inkishbf). In 
this context, he characterizes dreaming as seeing with “the other” eye 
designed for seeing things in the inner or spiritual dimension.13 This 
inner eye is opened at the highest level of human spiritual develop-
ment; after a pro cess of refi nement in which an individual gains the 
power of discernment (tamyjz) and reason (‘aql), one reaches a stage 
where “another eye is opened, by which [one] beholds the unseen, what 
is to be in the future, and other things, which are beyond the ken of 
intellect in the same way as the objects of intellect are beyond the ken 
of the faculty of discernment and the objects of discernment are be-
yond the ken of sense.”14 This prophetic discernment is not shared by 
all human beings, and those who do not possess it are compensated by 
God by being given the prophetic faculty of dreaming.15 For al- Ghazali, 
the faculty of dream vision, a sister to the inner eye of prophecy, pro-
vides an important and necessary corrective to physical visual percep-
tion, which is the most easily deceived (and therefore unreliable) of all 
the senses: “Do you not see [sense perception said], how, when you are 
asleep, you believe things and imagine circumstances, holding them to 
be stable and enduring, and, so long as you are in that dream- condition, 
have no doubts about them? And is it not the case that when you 
awake you know that all you have imagined and believed is unfounded 
and ineffectual? Why then are you confi dent that all your waking be-
liefs, whether from the sense or intellect, are genuine?”16
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Al- Ghazali posits an intimate relationship between dreaming and 
the imagination (khaybl), writing that when an individual has a vision 
(ru’yb) of a thing, the ability to close his or her eyes and still perceive 
the image (svra) of it is a result of the imagination.17 Elsewhere, he 
states that in the physical or sensory world (‘blam al- shahbda), the body 
is actually a simulacrum or image (mithbl) of the spiritual heart, a non-
physical organ that cannot be apprehended through the senses.18 Per-
ceived through the physical sense of vision, the body— as the outward 
form— does not resemble it completely. Using the case of Satan who 
appears in many forms in dreams, al- Ghazali argues that the meaning 
of a form supersedes its “sensible form,” such that a thing can appear 
in a multitude of forms. But seen through a superior and true visual 
faculty of the imagination in dream visions or prophecy, the resem-
blance between a “sensible form” and the actual form is clear.19 Al- 
Ghazali defi nes an image (mithbl) as something in the physical realm 
that accurately conveys the meaning or signifi cation (ma‘nb) of what it 
represents. In the semiotic relationship of a metaphysical entity and its 
physical image, it is the pro cess of dream interpretation (ta‘bjr) that 
connects a visual image to its referent. In claiming that “Prophets only 
speak to the people by striking images (bi- darb al- amthbl, what is nor-
mally translated as “in allegories”), al- Ghazali is arguing that physical 
images serve as essential signifi ers of divine truths.20

The subject of dreaming is addressed directly in a work entitled 
“Treatise on the Realization of the Vision of God in Dreams and the 
Vision of the Prophet (Risbla fj tahqjq ru’yat Allah fj’l-manbm wa- ru’yat 
al- nabj),” although the authenticity of this work is open to some ques-
tion since it normally forms part of a larger work, entitled al- Madnvn, 
of which the widely circulated version is probably not by al- Ghazali.21 
Regardless of whether or not it constitutes a pseudo- Ghazalian work, 
however, the fact that it has been accepted and circulated as authentic 
merits its inclusion among the sources that inform posterity about al- 
Ghazali’s position on dreams and the imagination.

In this treatise, al- Ghazali berates ordinary people for believing 
that when one sees a vision of the Prophet in a dream, one actually sees 
him, and simultaneously critiques the philosophical position on the 
nature of dreams. According to this treatise, it is the imagination 
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(khaybl) that gives all images (naqsh) existing in the soul a visual form 
(svra).22 In the case of a dream of the Prophet, the author argues that a 
dreamer actually sees an “image” (mithbl) that is an intermediary (wb-
sita) between the Prophet and the dreamer, serving as a means of com-
munication between Muhammad and his follower in ways strongly 
reminiscent of the Christian doctrine of icons. The dreamer is not view-
ing the actual essence of the Prophet, but rather an “embodied image” 
that serves an intermediary role. In al- Ghazali’s words: “The dreamer 
says, ‘I saw God in a dream,’ not in the sense that I saw His essence (dhbt). 
Therefore, when he says, ‘I saw the Prophet’ this is not in the sense that 
he saw the essence (dhbt) of the Prophet, or his spirit (rvh), or the es-
sence of his personality (dhbt shakhsihi) but in the sense that he saw his 
image (mithbl).”23

In this treatise, al- Ghazali distinguishes between an image (mithbl) 
and similitude (mithl), saying that the latter is an inappropriate con-
ceptual category for religious mimesis since, unlike the “image,” the 
concept of “similitude” implies an equivalence (musbwj) in all qualities 
between the prototype and its resemblance, something that simply 
cannot be conceived of in the case of God.24 He provides an explana-
tion of this idea through speech: one can describe a vizier as analogous 
to the moon, in the sense that, like the moon serves as an intermediary 
between the Sun and the Earth, a vizier is an intermediary between the 
sultan and his subjects. But saying this in no way implies that the vi-
zier looks like the moon or is equivalent to it.25 He gives another ex-
ample dealing with the Prophet:

In many dreams the Prophet was given a vision of milk 
and rope. He said, “The milk is Islam and the rope is the 
Qur’an.” . . .  The similarity . . .  between the milk and Islam 
and the rope and the Qur’an is nothing but an analogy. . . .  
One clutches a rope for safety, just as one does the Qur’an; 
milk nourishes the outer life, just as Islam nourishes the in-
ner life. These are images and not [similitudes] because these 
things do not have [similitudes].26

Al- Ghazali underscores the importance of the relationship between 
an object and its sign, arguing that it is vital to know the content of a 
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dream, since to misunderstand a dream vision is to make the ontologi-
cal and epistemological mistake of confusing an image for a simula-
crum.27 He declares in his Ihyb’ ‘ulvm al- djn that all dreams are divine 
in origin,28 and his idea that dreams function as the epistemological 
guarantors both of the senses and of prophecy has a pre ce dent in Is-
lamic philosophical writings, in par tic u lar in al- Farabi’s aforemen-
tioned Mabbdi’ brb’ ahl al- madjna al- fbdila (Principles of the Views of the 
Citizens of the Virtuous City, translated as On the Perfect State).29 For 
al- Ghazali, a prophet is someone whose inner eye is completely opened, 
enabling him or her to see what others cannot. Despite lacking this 
faculty, in those brief moments of sleep when other normal human be-
ings dream, they become like prophets, seeing in ways that are more ac-
curate than our sense perceptions as well as our intellects.30 The distinc-
tion between al- Ghazali’s understanding of the nature and place of 
dreaming and that of al- Farabi centers around the relative importance 
of the rational and imaginative faculties in their thinking. Al- Farabi 
raises the rational faculty to a status such that all other faculties are 
subsumed beneath it. In contrast, al- Ghazali argues that ultimate 
truths are communicated through various forms of vision that lie be-
yond reason, these being either prophetic forms of seeing or dream vi-
sions.31 Both thinkers consider dream visions a source of knowledge 
not only of supernatural truths but also of the realities of the physical 
world; the implication of al- Ghazali’s thought, and arguably that of 
many other Sufi  thinkers, is that such a nonphysical form of seeing is 
also the most accurate way of visually perceiving the physical world.

Al- Ghazali provides a clear account of the importance the image 
(svra) holds in his thought:

Svrat (image or form) is a common noun. Some things are 
sometimes expressed through meta phor or allegory so that its 
impression on the heart of the listener may be deep. Its value 
is that it leaves a greater impression on the heart. This kind 
of meta phor belongs to the principle of expressing a certain 
meaning through a picture which contains the same mean-
ing or a similar meaning. The knowledge that in such cases 
there are inner meanings which differ from the outward sig-
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nifi cations can be determined only either by rational or legal 
evidence. The feeble- minded will regard the literal exoteric 
meaning sensible and will not go beyond it, but the man who 
has an insight for realities will comprehend the secret it con-
tains. On the authority of this tradition, a meaning other 
than the outward is intended. Svrat or image means  here an 
intellectual and not a physical image. In it those attributes of 
the human soul are mentioned which have been derived from 
the personality of God and His attributes and actions.32

The World as God’s Mirror

The distinction between a physical image and its suprasensible proto-
type pervades Sufi  metaphysical thinking from the twelfth century 
onward to such a degree that it is diffi cult to imagine that any edu-
cated person in the premodern Islamic world was unaware of its vari-
ous implications, even if only in rudimentary form or through its tropic 
appearance in poetry or allegorical romances. Meta phors in which the 
world and its contents resemble their archetypes through various forms 
of mirroring, the concept of an outward (zbhir) form bearing a mimetic 
relationship to a more real inward (bbtin) one, and other theories in 
which the same essence manifests itself differently in two (or more) 
realms circulated widely at the center of the most widespread systems 
of theological and metaphysical teaching.

The list of fi gures whose ideas concern such mimetic correspondence 
is very long and cannot be discussed comprehensively  here, although 
that very fact should be seen as evidence of the pervasiveness of concep-
tual systems in which the physical world bears a symbolic relationship 
to a realm of archetypes. Among the many medieval scholars to put 
forward such theories, the Ira ni an writer and teacher Simnani (d. 1336) 
had a wide infl uence on Sufi sm in Iran and South Asia, particularly on 
the Mujaddidi branch of the Naqshbandi order, which represents one 
of the most important Sufi  orders in modern times.

Simnani laid out a complex system of metaphysical physiology that 
comprised organs bearing an exact correspondence with the organs of 
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the physical world. Referred to as “subtle substances” (latb’if), they suf-
fer predictable change through actions (particularly, rituals and other 
practices) undertaken in the physical world. At the culmination of hu-
man spiritual development, when the “subtle substance of I-ness” (al- 
latjfa al- anb’iyya) fi rst takes its place opposite the divine face, it is pas-
sive, functioning as an inanimate mirror that simply refl ects God and 
allows him to observe himself. The concept of the universe or human 
being refl ecting God is common in Sufi  writing, based as it is on a fa-
mous hadith that states that God created the world in order to be 
known. However, in Simnani’s understanding, the divine refl ection 
transforms the passive mirror, such that it becomes an animated and 
active witness to God, making God the object that is witnessed. In this 
transformative moment, it becomes impossible to differentiate God as 
he witnesses himself in the mirror from the mirror as it bears witness 
to God. They are like two bright lights refl ecting back at each other. 
The beauty of God is refl ected and witnessed by the mirror, which 
then refl ects this beauty back to God, who witnesses the perfect refl ec-
tion of his own beauty as identical to his beauty.33

In his discussion of such metaphysical transformations, Simnani is 
not directly concerned with the relationship between the nature of 
objects and their appearance. Nonetheless, the implications of his 
writings on the subject are twofold: in the fi rst place, they suggest that 
vision can have a transformative impact on an object, in that the pas-
sive act of refl ecting causes a transformation into the active act of see-
ing, a pro cess that can bring the seer to life in the most literal sense. In 
the second, an image (in this case a divine refl ection) can represent its 
referent so perfectly as to be truly indistinguishable even to an omni-
scient god, meaning that even in the absence of ontological identity, 
apparent and epistemological identity between the visual signifi er and 
the visually signifi ed is a real possibility.

The question of the relationship between objects and their symbols 
as well as of the phenomenon of things that share an essence yet exist 
in two or more realms is taken up most famously by the towering fi g-
ure of medieval Sufi  metaphysics Muhyi al- din Ibn al-‘Arabi.
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Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Metaphysics

No Sufi  author has infl uenced the development of Islamic philosophi-
cal thinking more than Ibn al-‘Arabi (1165– 1240) who, from his birth in 
Andalucia to his death in Syria, left a staggering written legacy that 
transformed thinking in much of the Muslim world. Even though Ibn 
al-‘Arabi’s writings tend to be dense, both conceptually and linguisti-
cally, his impact on the wider society cannot be overestimated. In ad-
dition to the development and promotion of his theories in intellec-
tual circles, his infl uence is readily apparent in the works of writers 
who enjoyed im mense popularity in the Persian speaking world, such 
as Jamali- yi Dihlawi (d. 1542), the court poet of the Indian sultan Sikan-
dar Ludi (r. 1489– 1517), whose Mir’bt al- ma‘bnj (Mirror of Meanings) was 
one of the most widely read works on Sufi  symbolism and philosophi-
cal terminology as it appears in Persian poetry. Among the important 
individuals in the dissemination of his ideas was ‘Abd al- Rahman 
Jami (d. 1492), an encyclopedic thinker and writer whose commentary 
on Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Fusvs al- hikam, entitled Naqd al- nusvs fj sharh naqsh al- 
fusvs (Selected Texts Commenting on the Imprint of the Fusvs) is the 
most widely read commentary on Ibn al-‘Arabi’s most pop u lar work, 
and which was read, copied, taught, and printed in Iran, Central Asia, 
and South Asia. The Fusvs al- hikam (often translated as “The Bezels of 
Wisdom”) itself was widely infl uential directly as well as through the 
more than one hundred commentaries written upon it. Presented as 
the quintessence of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s writings, it is simultaneously a fasci-
nating apocalyptic text and one that provides information distinct 
from what is put forth in his voluminous al- Futvhbt al- makkiyya as well 
as his many shorter treatises.34

Ibn al-‘Arabi has not been without his detractors, some of whom have 
seen him as a threat to their own notions of normative Muslim belief 
and practice. For the most part, critiques of Ibn al-‘Arabi are often simply 
manifestations of a general condemnation of Sufi sm in which he be-
comes targeted on account of his celebrity and infl uence rather than for 
specifi c ideas he espoused. Until the embracing by many modern Sunni 
Muslims of a narrow group of so- called traditionalists such as Ibn 
Taymiyya, Ibn al- Qayyim al- Jawziyya, and Ibn Kathir as representatives 
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of an imagined normative Islam, their viewpoints (including their de-
nunciations of Ibn al-‘Arabi)  were somewhat peripheral to the course of 
religious life in the Muslim world. In fact, from Ibn al-‘Arabi’s time 
down to the early modern period, Sufi  beliefs and practices  were more 
pervasive in the majority of Muslim societies than the positions held by 
their critics. In some very large, well- populated, and culturally produc-
tive regions, such as most of the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and Central 
and South Asia, Sufi  organizations became a major part of the struc-
ture of society such that it was virtually impossible to function outside 
their orbit. Similarly, Sufi  metaphysics  was learned in a variety of for-
mal and informal settings, and its pervasive infl uence is obvious in the 
written legacy of these regions.

Ibn al-‘Arabi is most famous for having promoted a theory, called 
“Oneness of Being” (wahdat al- wujvd), according to which God is insep-
arable— in an ontological sense— from the world he created. Ibn al-‘Arabi 
believed in a correspondence between the physical world we perceive 
through our senses and a suprasensible realm. In his writings, every-
thing in the cosmos can be traced back to divine attributes (which are 
the names of God) that he often refers to individually as a “root” (asl) 
or “support” (mustanad) of things that exist in the physical world. “No 
property becomes manifest within existence without a root in the Di-
vine Presence (al- janbb al- ilbhj) by which it is supported.”35 As part of 
this theory, Ibn al-‘Arabi lays out in great detail his ideas about a cor-
respondence between archetypal entities that exist in the celestial 
realm, the Realm of Similitudes (‘blam al- mithbl), which can also be re-
ferred to as the Realm of Images or of the Imagination, and par tic u lar 
entities that exist in the physical world (‘blam al- wujvd). For our pur-
poses, the important aspects of this theory deal with how an object in 
this physical world can be understood to relate to God, or to the arche-
typal entities in a nonphysical realm.

According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, creation is a pro cess of unending divine 
self- manifestations in innumerable, sequential levels, the highest be-
ing an interior, nonvisible manifestation of God’s essence and the low-
est being of physical matter, visibly and somatically (or sensorially) 
manifested in the physical world. Everything that exists in the physi-
cal world is “real,” but in a limited sense, in that its existence is contin-



s u f i s m  a n d  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c s  o f  r e s e m b l a n c e
229

gent upon the existence of divine qualities or names with which it 
shares being, but in some sort of ontologically distinct sense.

The pro cess of divine manifestation takes place in three distinct 
levels, of which the Realm of the Similitudes or of Images (‘blam al- 
mithbl), is located interstitially between the physical realm of material 
forms (‘blam al- ajsbm) and a nonmaterial, spiritual realm (‘blam al- 
arwbh), and it plays a critical role in questions of epistemological and 
ontological resemblance.36 This is a place that is not imaginary in the 
sense of not being real, but rather is “imaginary real”— existing as a 
space that is imaginal (that is, of images and imagination), but its con-
tents possess an existence that is no less real than that of the physical 
world and its contents.

Rahman, despite his overall critical attitude toward Sufi  metaphys-
ics, noticed the importance of the concept of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Realm of 
Images for an understanding of art and artistic production:

Once the world of fi gures is affi rmed as a reality, it is impos-
sible in the nature of things to set limits to it. For this realm 
is no smaller or bigger than imagination itself. . . .  Once the 
fl ood of imagination is let loose, the world of fi gures goes 
beyond the specifi cally religious motivation that historically 
brought it into existence in the fi rst place, and develops into 
the poetic, the mythical, and the grotesque: it seeks to sat-
isfy the relatively suppressed and starved artistic urge. Much 
of the contents of the ‘blam al- mithbl, as it develops later, has, 
therefore, nothing to do with religion but indirectly with the 
theater.37

In Ibn al-‘Arabi’s thought, the ‘blam al- mithbl not only delineates the 
boundary but also mediates between the divine, mysterious level above 
it (‘blam al- ghayb) and the physical, visible realm below (‘blam al- shbhada). 
Its function as both an ontological and an epistemological interstice 
between a realm that is entirely invisible and unknowable on one 
hand, and a realm that is visible and occupied by physical objects and 
beings on another, depends on complex aspects of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s meta-
physics concerning the nature of God, his names, their relationship to 
the cosmos, and the concept of the Perfect Human Being (al- insbn al- 
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kbmil), all of which are topics tangential to the overall project of this 
book.38 I will therefore attempt to outline relevant aspects of his 
thought in a highly simplifi ed form.

Ibn al-‘Arabi and the Imagination

In Ibn al-‘Arabi’s thought, the imagination functions both as a catalyst 
and a liminal or interstitial space— which he (along with other Sufi  
metaphysicians) refers to using the Qur’anic term barzakh— between the 
physical realm and its contents, and the realm of ideals. He uses two 
terms, mithbl and khaybl, more or less interchangeably to refer to the 
imagination, even though the two are not really synonymous, since the 
latter can refer to both the world of the imagination and the mental 
faculty of the same name, while mithbl means a likeness, similitude, re-
semblance, or even an image.39

For Ibn al-‘Arabi, imagination functions as both the location and 
the faculty (or agent) for defi ning the ontological and epistemological 
relationship of existence to knowledge, a relationship that is central to 
his metaphysics since, for him, it is divine self- knowledge that is the 
very cause of all existence. The Realm of the Imagination (or of Im-
ages) serves as the interior epistemological center of human awareness 
and is sometimes identifi ed with the soul (nafs), while in other con-
texts it is regarded as a faculty of the soul. The soul is described as the 
interstitial space between the spirit and the body that parallels in im-
portant ways the dichotomy between visible and invisible characteris-
tics of the divine and physical worlds.40 As imagination, the soul serves 
as the connection between the appearance (svra) of a thing and its ac-
tual meaning (ma‘nb), between the signifi er and the signifi ed. This 
soul- as- imagination is where metaphysical things (or meanings) as-
sume visible form in dreams or visions of other kinds. Ibn al-‘Arabi 
asserts that dream visions demand interpretation, where interpreta-
tion consists of progressing from one visible form to another.41

In its alternative function as a faculty of the soul, the imagination 
possesses the power to bring visible objects as repre sen ta tions together 
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with the meanings they represent. This is accomplished through a 
form of existentiation of ideas into forms, accomplished through an 
extraordinary, spiritual power called himma, which is a human version 
of God’s creative faculty, and refers both to the faculty of bringing 
imaginal things into physical, perceptible existence and to the method 
of accomplishing this.42

The relevance of the imagination to the pro cess of visual repre sen-
ta tion is underlined by Ibn al-‘Arabi in his al- Futvhbt al- makkiyya when 
he speaks about the nature of refl ection and its relationship to the 
object it represents:

Imagination is neither existent (mawjvd) nor non ex is tent 
(ma‘dvm), neither known or unknown, neither affi rmed nor 
negated. A person who sees his image in the mirror knows 
decisively that he has perceived his form in some respect and 
that he has not perceived his form in some other respect. 
Since he has perceived minuteness in the image, which is 
due to the small size of the mirror, he realizes that his form 
is bigger than the one he has seen, which rules out any pos-
sibility of identifying between the two forms. . . .  Then if he 
says: “I saw my form, I did not see my form,” he will be nei-
ther a truth- teller nor a liar.43

In its interstitial role, the imagination gives physical shape to spiri-
tual things and renders physical those things that are spiritual. As a 
consequence of this pro cess of two- way conversion, the “store house” of 
the soul- as- imagination (khizbnat al- khaybl) contains images from 
both the physical and spiritual realms.44 Despite this capacity to gen-
erate images, the imagination can only existentiate things in forms 
that can be perceived by the senses, and is thus both narrow and wide 
(restricted and unfettered) in its nature and capabilities:

As for its narrowness, that is because imagination does not 
have the capacity to accept any affair, whether sensory, su-
prasensory (ma‘nawj), relations, attributions, the majesty of 
God, or His Essence, except through form. . . .  Hence sense 
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perception is the nearest thing to imagination, since imagi-
nation takes forms from sense perception, then it discloses 
meanings through those sensory forms. . . .  

. . .  Imagination is the widest known thing . . .  it is inca-
pable of receiving meanings disengaged from substrata as 
they are in themselves. That is why it sees knowledge in the 
form of milk, honey, wine and pearls. It sees Islam in the 
form of a dome or pillar. It sees the Koran in the form of 
butter and honey. It sees religion in the form of a cord. It sees 
the Real in the form of a human being or a light. Hence it is 
the wide/narrow.45

The inability of the imagination to construct a repre sen ta tion that 
lies beyond that which is perceived necessarily implies that the appear-
ance of an object must have an epistemological as well as an ontological 
relationship to its essence.  Were that not the case, the constraining 
would only occur in one direction, limiting the repre sen ta tion to what 
can be perceived, but in no way preventing the signifi ed meaning from be-
ing constrained within any limits. The correspondence between what 
appears in the Realm of Images or the Imagination and the visible world 
also implies that imaginal events have the ability to affect experiences in 
the visible world, particularly through the pro cess of dreaming:

You see someone sleeping next to you, but he sees himself in 
chastisement or bliss, as a merchant, a king, a traveler. In his 
sleep, fear overtakes him in his imagination, and he cries 
out. But the one next to him has no knowledge of that or of 
what he is in. Sometimes, when the affair intensifi es, a change 
occurs in his constitution, and in his manifest, sleeping 
form, this leaves a trace of a movement, a shout, words, or 
nocturnal emission. All this derives from the faculty of imag-
ination’s overcoming the animal spirit such that the body 
changes in its form.46

The clearest statements addressing the relationship between the 
nature of an object and its appearance are found in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s 
Fusvs al- hikam, a fascinatingly constructed text of an apocalyptic na-
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ture that purportedly synthesizes the entirety of the author’s meta-
physical theories into a concise twenty- seven chapters, each of which is 
framed as a discussion of the qualities of a specifi c prophet.47 The 
chapter on Jesus (chapter 15) provides much food for thought on how 
one might comprehend the relationship between physical existence 
and something beyond the physical world to which it relates. Ibn al-
‘Arabi’s reading of the conception of Jesus echoes many of the ideas 
concerning this event as they are commonly presented in Islamic texts: 
Jesus had no earthly father; rather, he was conceived by Gabriel infus-
ing Mary with a divine breath (nafakh) that he brought from God. Cru-
cially, in the context of this discussion, Ibn al-‘Arabi maintains that 
human beings cannot be created except in the normal biological way, 
therefore Gabriel had to appear to Mary in human form and Jesus had 
to be conceived biologically (in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s understanding of biol-
ogy), with both parents contributing fl uid to his generation. In the 
case of Jesus, he was formed from “actual fl uid” (mb’ muhaqqaq) from 
Mary and “notional fl uid” (mb’ mutawahham) from Gabriel.48

The reason it was imperative that Gabriel appear in a fully human 
form to Mary, Ibn al-‘Arabi argues, is because of the fact that being part 
human and part divine was essential to Jesus’s nature. When Jesus dem-
onstrated human qualities such as humility, it was on account of the 
part of him inherited from his mother, while when he demonstrated di-
vine qualities such as raising the dead, it was through the part of him 
inherited from Gabriel. Had Gabriel not appeared in human form, but 
had infused the breath of God in Mary while remaining in his natural 
luminescent state, Jesus would have been forced to transform into a lu-
minescent form in order to act out his divine qualities. It is the fact that 
physical appearance and actual substance (or essence) are linked that 
required Gabriel to appear as human in order to enable Jesus to keep a 
human form when he acted in both his natures.49

Of course, Jesus is a unique case in light of his dual nature, but it is 
clear from Ibn al-‘Arabi’s writings that the relationship between physi-
cal entities and the archetypal concepts or entities they represent is a 
real one, and examples of this conception appear several times in the 
Fusvs al- hikam. Gabriel also appeared to Joseph in human form, an ap-
pearance that he took from the so- called Plane of the Imagination 
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(hadrat al- khaybl). Joseph, as beholder, immediately recognized Gabriel 
and transposed him to his true form only because of his prophetic 
abilities and knowledge. However, both the human form of the imagi-
nation and the angelic form represent Gabriel’s true forms:

He said, “That was Gabriel who had come to teach you your 
religion.” He also said, “Bring that man back to me”, calling 
him “man” on account of the form (svra) he understood in 
which he appeared to them. Then he said, “This is Gabriel” 
[thereby] acknowledging [or taking into account] the form 
(svra) he understood this imaginal man (al- rajul al- 
mutakhayyal) to be. He was truthful in both statements— 
true in vision (‘ayn) in his visual senses, and true in it being 
Gabriel, for it was Gabriel, without a doubt.50

These prophetic visions occur in the Realm of Images (‘blam al- 
mithbl)—or alternatively in the Plane of the Imagination (hadrat al- 
khaybl)—and are treated by Ibn al-‘Arabi as part of the liminal, inter-
mediating function of the Realm of Images. This interstitial space is 
populated by imaginal forms (sing. svra mithbliyya or svra khaybliyya) 
that are different manifestations or appearances of things that popu-
late the physical and divine realms, but with which they are ontologi-
cally identical, to be recognized as such through dream visions or 
their siblings, prophetic or Sufi  modes of understanding. Ontological 
oneness is a pervasive and rather complex aspect of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s 
thought, and one that has been treated by him, his commentators, and 
modern scholars primarily as the subject of metaphysics and episte-
mology. Yet both the underlying assumptions and the conclusions of 
Ibn al-‘Arabi’s writings on the imagination and the nature of the 
realms of the imagination or of images and their contexts point ines-
capably toward a visually constructed system of resemblance in which 
two objects in different realms might “look” different but be episte-
mologically and ontologically identical. And furthermore, their iden-
tity is apparent to anyone who possesses the correct form of cognition. 
At the same time, however, the theory argues that there is a relation-
ship between the appearance of a thing and its properties, such that, 
despite ontological and epistemological unity across three realms, the 
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thing possesses different properties in each realm, and needs to hold 
the visual appearance that accompanies the characteristics of a par tic u-
lar realm. When discussing the well- known story of Moses climbing 
Sinai to converse with God, Ibn al-‘Arabi describes how the Samaritan 
priest fashioned a bull out of gold, snatched some of the breath of Ga-
briel, and infused it in the bull calf, causing it to bellow (or moo). Had 
he fashioned another animal, the statue would have made the sound 
of that animal. In other words, not only is physical appearance directly 
related to the archetypal nature of the thing it resembles, but the 
qualities characteristic of that archetypal thing are inseparable from 
the physical form itself as we perceive it in our quotidian world: an im-
age of a bull, once animated, can only bellow. It cannot bleat like a 
sheep, or bray like a donkey, or speak like a human being.51

Ibn al-‘Arabi’s arguments in favor of a substantive connection be-
tween a visual object and its intrinsic nature are relevant to wider dis-
cussions of visual repre sen ta tion, as are other, broader, Sufi  theories on 
the relationship between visible, physical entities and their archetypes. 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Sufi  metaphysical theories con-
cerning the correspondence between images and prototypes, ontologi-
cal and epistemological links between two or more entities, and the role 
of the imagination and of specialized education in developing par tic u-
lar ways of seeing and apprehending, are all pervasive in the majority of 
Islamic societies. Their popularity is amply demonstrated in literary 
and religious works across languages and genres, including in so- called 
“pop u lar” and belletristic poetry, the signature artistic form in much of 
the Islamic world. That topics of such relevance to visual repre sen ta-
tion occur in literary works says less about the place of the visual arts 
than it does about the centrality of texts and of writing in Islamic soci-
ety. The visual is not only mediated by the textual but, in fact, the tex-
tual serves as the visual, as discussed in Chapters 9 and 10.



9

Words, Pictures, and Signs

Picture for a moment our modern cities stripped of all signs, 
their walls blank as an empty consciousness. And imagine 
that all of a sudden the single word GARAP appears every-
where, written on every wall. A pure signifi er, having no ref-
erent, signifying only itself, it is read, discussed, interpreted 
in a vacuum, signifi ed despite itself— in short, consumed qua 
sign. What indeed can it signify except for the society itself 
that is capable of generating such a sign? By virtue of its very 
lack of signifi cation it mobilizes an entire imaginary collec-
tivity. It comes to stand for a  whole society. In a way people 
end up “believing” in GARAP.

—j. baudrillard, The System of Objects

Writing, words, and cultures of text have been important since the 
earliest recorded periods of Islamic history, and a direct link between 
the scriptural word and cultures of writing and text was made almost 
immediately after the death of Muhammad. A hadith account on 
the authority of Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. ca. 732) states that if a man 
 were simply to inscribe “In the name of God, the Compassionate, the 
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Merciful”— and write it well and carefully— God would pardon his 
sins.1 Medieval accounts concerning respected scholars and religious 
fi gures reinforce the sacred nature of writing. For example, the re-
nowned scholar of hadith traditions Taqi al- din al- Subki (d. 756) was 
once asked about the permissibility of stepping on holy words woven 
into a carpet: “What is your opinion concerning a man’s placing his 
foot upon a carpet into which there are woven some letters of the al-
phabet arranged in meaningful words such as ‘blessing,’ ‘bliss,’ ‘endur-
ing strength’? Is it permissible for a man to step on the portions of the 
carpet where these words are found?” Al- Subki’s considered opinion 
was that it was forbidden for a man to step on any part of the carpet 
(not just on the words), even though he was unable to fi nd explicit tex-
tual proof for his opinion. In other words, he considered the sacred-
ness of the words to be such that it extended to the medium on which 
they  were inscribed. Other legal scholars have argued that pieces of 
paper that contain the name of God cannot also be used (or reused) to 
write profane things, however innocuous they may be.2 The impor-
tance of keeping all religious writing and the medium on which it ap-
pears free from contamination is apparent in modern times in the 
tendency among Muslims in non- Arabic- speaking societies to treat all 
scraps of paper containing Arabic with respect. It is also true of the 
societal power of blasphemy charges in Pakistan— though almost al-
ways po liti cally motivated, the perceived legitimacy of such charges 
often rests on the sacred nature of written words.3

Literary fi gures, aesthete courtiers, and calligraphers themselves 
have written works addressing various aspects of the importance of 
writing. The eleventh- century litterateur Abu Hayyan al- Tawhidi is 
credited with a treatise on calligraphy in which he addresses its aes-
thetic aspects along with purely technical ones. Al- Tawhidi considers 
writing and penmanship to be closely related to wisdom and morality, 
and provides a tradition to say: “Handwriting is the tongue of the 
hand. Style is the tongue of the intellect. The intellect is the tongue of 
good actions and qualities. And good actions and qualities are the 
perfection of man.” He quotes two other authorities to describe writ-
ing as the “necklace of wisdom [which] serves to sort the pearls of wis-
dom” and writing instruments as the “pack animals of the minds, the 
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couriers of the natural faculties, the avant- garde of the part of the body 
in which thought and feeling are situated.” 4 A similar attitude linking 
penmanship to morality is expressed by the Ottoman bureaucrat, his-
torian, and litterateur Mustafa ‘Ali (d. 1600), who provides several ex-
amples of calligraphers who would have excelled as artists if only they 
had possessed the necessary moral qualities.5

Writing on Writing

Calligraphy occupies such a central role in Islamic visual arts that it 
has often been identifi ed as the most distinctively Islamic art form. 
Some scholars have gone so far as to suggest that monumental reli-
gious epigraphy could be manipulated so effectively in conveying spe-
cifi c messages to Muslim viewers that it functioned very much the way 
icons and repre sen ta tional images did for Christians.6 Yet, if one is to 
judge by the written record, Muslims have not themselves been overly 
concerned with the use of calligraphy and inscriptions in architectural 
decoration, nor even with the religious signifi cance of calligraphy it-
self. Few works are known to exist that address the cultural and reli-
gious importance of calligraphy, and those that are known represent 
varied historical periods and literary languages, especially Arabic and 
Persian.

A Persian treatise composed in the middle of the fi fteenth century 
by a calligrapher from Shiraz, who found himself in the ser vice of the 
Bahmani kingdom in the Deccan, is perhaps the earliest known work 
to shed light on the importance of the Arabic script among South 
Asian Muslims; it also explains the spiritual and aesthetic underpin-
nings of calligraphic practice. The author of the Tuhfat al- muhibbjn (The 
Bounty of Lovers), Siraj- i Hasani Shirazi, chose to dedicate the work not 
to a court patron but to his Sufi  master, and even pointed out that his 
treatise was named after a work composed by the famous Sufi  master 
of Shiraz, Ruzbihan Baqli (d. 1209), who was an ancestor of the author’s 
own master in calligraphy.7

Among the distinguishing characteristics of the Tuhfat al- muhibbjn 
is the author’s sustained attempt to trace the development of new 
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 Arabic scripts in a religious context, characterizing it as the conse-
quence of meditative experience designed to mimic divine creativity. 
According to his account, Ibn Muqla (who is widely credited with de-
veloping a new Arabic script) realized that writing could be made cir-
cular, the circle being the best of shapes and also the form in which 
the world is fashioned as explained by the saying: “The world is a circle, 
the earth is a dot, the heavens are bows, accidents are arrows, and man 
is a target; so where is one to fl ee?”8 He quotes the fourteenth- century 
calligraphic master Sirafi - yi Tabrizi as maintaining that the move-
ment from a square to a rounded Arabic hand resulted from an inci-
dent in the life of Ibn Muqla. One day the caliph’s son went on an out-
ing; when he returned to the palace, the caliph asked him whether he 
had brought back any souvenir from his adventure. The prince replied 
by reciting two couplets he had overheard in which a poet compared 
his beloved’s teeth to the Arabic letter sjn and mouth to the rounded 
letter mjm, so that together they spelled “poison (samm).” The caliph 
remarked that it made no sense to compare a rounded mouth to the 
letter mjm (which would not be round in the angular Kufi c script), 
so he summoned Ibn Muqla (who served as tutor to the young prince) 
to help him make sense of the poetic illusion. Ibn Muqla took leave to 
spend forty days in contemplation, during which time “he made use of 
the fl ashes of divine lights and sought the emanation from the con-
tents fi lled with grace of [the divine saying] ‘I kneaded the clay of Adam 
with my hands for forty days’. . . .  He took a period of forty days in a 
retreat of meditation to imagine the kneading of the clay of letters 
possessing elegant forms, transferring them from the lines of Kufi c to 
the heavenly form of round and circular lines.” 9

Two points are noteworthy in this account of the origins of the cur-
sive Arabic script. First, that writing mimics the “script” of the cre-
ation of the world and that Ibn Muqla understands this through reli-
gious meditative techniques that are underlined by using the Qur’an 
and hadith as proof texts; and second, that Arabic writing is intrinsi-
cally iconographic in that it mimics visual forms. The second point is 
one that repeats itself frequently in Muslim epigraphic practice, espe-
cially in the systems of letter and number symbolism made famous 
by the Hurufi s, the practice of making epigraphic pictograms (or 
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 pictorial calligraphy), and in other iconographic practices that will be 
addressed later in this chapter. In the case of Siraj- i Hasani, a clear 
connection is drawn between the shapes of letters and their metaphysi-
cal meanings, with “letters of the alphabet [functioning] as ciphers for 
mysteries that are otherwise insoluble.”10 The longest section in the 
treatise addresses the hidden meanings of letter combinations; in most 
cases, the meanings comprise established Sufi  ideas and are drawn 
without attribution from a famous lexicon of Sufi  terminology com-
posed by ‘Abd al- Razzaq Kashani (d. 1329), a major exponent of Ibn al-
‘Arabi’s school of thought.11

Another illustrative treatise addressing the importance of calligra-
phy is the Adbb al- mashq (Manners of Practice), written by the cele-
brated Safavid calligrapher Baba Shah Isfahani (d. 1587– 88), who was 
renowned for his mastery of the nasta‘ ljq script. In addition to the Adbb 
al- mashq, Baba Shah also wrote poetry extolling the virtues of calligra-
phy; this includes poetic puns that play on the ambiguity in the word 
khatt to mean both “script” and the down on a young man’s cheek, 
thereby highlighting the beauty of calligraphy and the value of gazing 
at it as a means of contemplating divine beauty: “The pupil of the eye 
became all light in body as in soul, to look upon the sweet curls of his 
[khatt].”12 Baba Shah’s work is signifi cant because it departs from most 
other writings on calligraphy by calligraphers, going beyond descrip-
tions of the calligraphic craft and discussing the internal discipline 
and ethics involved in it as a practice. In keeping with widespread Is-
lamic attitudes linking beauty to moral action, he states that any ab-
sence of moral and spiritual proportionality and balance displays it-
self in imperfect calligraphic art:

Because blameable qualities in the soul are the sign of im-
balance, God forbid that work proceed from an imbalanced 
soul, for there will be no balance in it.

[Verse:] The same thing that is in the jug pours out of it.
So the scribe should completely shun the blameable qual-

ities and acquire the praiseworthy qualities, so that the lu-
minous effects of these blessed qualities appear on the beau-
ty’s cheek of his writing, and it becomes sought after by the 
connoisseurs’ temperament.13
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Baba Shah details the stylistic and psychological foundations of 
calligraphy, going beyond issues of style and instead speaking both 
of artistic mastery (usvl or “principle”) and purity (safb’) as a quality of 
the heart that provides the inner beauty necessary for generating artis-
tic beauty:

“Principles” is a characteristic which is gained from the bal-
ance in composition of the [other parts of script]. All writing 
that contains even a little of this quality is precious, and eas-
ily will be held dearer than jewels. When this quality be-
comes conspicuous in writing, it is appropriate if it is loved 
more than life itself. It is no secret that the (fi rst) nine parts 
of script are in the position of the body, and “principles” are 
in the position of the soul.

And concerning “purity,” he writes:

“Purity” is that condition which makes the temperament 
happy and refreshed, and makes the eye luminous. One can-
not attain it without cleansing the heart. As the Mawlana 
(Sultan ‘Ali) said,

[Verse:] Purity of writing is from purity of heart.
Through this quality there is complete possession of (the 

art of) writing. Just so the human face, no matter how propor-
tionate, is not attractive if it lacks purity. It is no secret that if 
principles and purity are joined with “authority (sha’n),” some 
call it “taste (maza),” and some also call it “effect (bsbr).”14

Baba Shah goes on to explain his notion of “authority” using terms that 
are readily familiar from Sufi  thought; for an accomplished calligra-
pher, the act of writing is itself a form of contemplating divine beauty:

“Authority” is that condition in which the scribe becomes 
enraptured from its display when it is found in writing, and 
he has done with egotism. When the scribe’s pen possesses 
“authority,” heedless of the pleasures of the world, he turns 
his heart toward practice (mashq), and the luminous sparks 
of the real beloved’s beauty appear to his vision. . . .  And it is 
fi tting, when such a scribe sets his hand to a white page and 
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writes a letter on it in his practice, that he reddens that pa-
per with bloody tears from the extremity of his love for that 
letter. This characteristic . . .  becomes the face (‘briz) of the 
human soul (nafs), and by the power of the pen its form is 
drawn on the paper page. Not everyone can comprehend this 
quality in writing, although he may be looking at it.15

There are many other instances of works addressing penmanship 
and calligraphy, as well as of literary and visual examples that place 
calligraphy and calligraphers in a variety of milieus including in their 
ateliers and the company of aristocrats.16 One need not belabor the 
point that the examples of writings on calligraphy mentioned briefl y 
above (and others that go unmentioned) represent widely differing 
historical and cultural contexts within the breadth of Islamic history. 
What these diverse works prove, however, is the enduring importance 
of writing and epigraphy in Islamic culture at a variety of social levels 
and in different media. For the purposes of this discussion, I will sepa-
rate the treatment of writing into two categories, that of monumental 
epigraphy (or writing as a feature of architecture) and that of writing 
on paper, books, and other nonpublic and public media (including on 
some kinds of private buildings in the modern period). The separation 
of writing into these two categories is almost entirely for heuristic pur-
poses, since much of what I claim for writing on buildings applies to 
certain uses of text in other media.17

This chapter is not concerned with the development of writing in 
the Islamic world, but rather with its public visual role, and makes a 
distinction between what might be called “everyday writing,” includ-
ing highly ornate and ornamental styles used in important govern-
ment documents such as decrees, grants, and the award of honors on 
the one hand, and ornamental writing on the other (with all the com-
plex signifi cations it entails). At an important level, the distinction is 
between plain text whose purpose is to communicate clear, textual 
messages, and calligraphy, which has other primary purposes.18 I cer-
tainly do not imply that the aims and signifi cations of the two catego-
ries are absolutely distinct, but that, for the purposes of this book, one 
needs to focus on writing that lends itself intentionally and readily to 
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the latter aim. Of course, calligraphy itself fulfi lls many different pur-
poses in varied contexts. In addition to the uses of calligraphy dis-
cussed in this book, scriptural, quasi- scriptural, and other forms of 
writing are found on all manner of items of life, from coins and other 
instruments of state, to items of clothing such as handkerchiefs and 
talismanic undershirts, to other textiles, to items of jewelry, to a wide 
array of visual arts for elite as well as nonelite audiences. Furthermore, 
many scholars have written extensively on the place of calligraphy 
in the religious arts of the Islamic world, some of them with a decid-
edly romanticized notion of the connection between calligraphy and 
spirituality.19

Orality, Literacy, and Power

Key to understanding the different functions of writing and text in 
society are the nature of literacy and the relationship between oral and 
written uses of language. It goes without saying that, until the very 
recent advent of mass literacy, the majority of human beings  were il-
literate, and that, with few exceptions and complicating factors, levels 
of literacy correlated closely with gender and economic status as well 
as proximity to urban centers (with wealthy urban men most likely to 
be literate and poor rural women least likely). From this perspective, 
the oral, which is accessible to everyone including the highly literate, 
can be viewed as constituting a fi rst order of language. In fact, Sau-
ssure stressed the importance of oral speech as the basis of all human 
communication despite the scholarly tendency to emphasize the writ-
ten as the most fundamental form of communication.20 From some 
academic perspectives, the basic orality of language is permanent, evi-
dent from the fact that of the many thousands of languages used by 
human beings barely a hundred have ever been written down to the 
extent that they can be considered to have produced a written litera-
ture, and the majority have never been written at all. And despite the 
importance of writing not only for conferring cultural status but also 
for restructuring thought and enlarging the potentialities of language, 
orality retains its status as the primary form of language. “Written 
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texts all have to be related somehow, directly or indirectly, to the world 
of sound, the natural habit of language, to yield their meanings. ‘Read-
ing’ a text means converting it to sound, aloud or in the imagination, 
syllable- by- syllable in slow reading or sketchily in the rapid reading 
common to high- technology cultures. Writing can never dispense with 
orality.”21

A thorough study of the relationship between orality and literacy 
must attempt to bring into focus the relationship between sounds, 
shapes, words, and meanings, as well as juxtapose a people completely 
untouched by any form of writing with ones who function entirely tex-
tually.22 Happily, neither group is to be found in the major narratives 
describing Islamic society, nor of those cultures with which it came 
into sustained contact. It is more productive to think instead of cul-
tural contexts in which the oral and written coexist, and which possess 
a visual culture in which the notion of those who operate purely orally 
functions as a substitute for the purely illiterate. In such contexts the 
distinction between the visual (pictures) and the textual (words) com-
prises the linguistic and semiotic divide between people. Illiteracy, 
more than pure orality, is a human state that is encountered frequently 
both in history and in the present, and one that has been the object of 
valuable study.23 One important fi nding is that textual systems of 
memory differ from oral ones in that the latter have very substantial 
somatic components; for example, madrasa students sit and rock back 
and forth quite vigorously in their attempt to memorize the Qur’an 
(similar patterns are apparent in Jewish, Buddhist, and other modes of 
memorizing scripture). “The oral word . . .  never exists in a simply ver-
bal context, as a written word does. Spoken words are always modifi ca-
tions of a total, existential situation, which always engages the body. 
Bodily activity beyond mere vocalization is not adventitious or con-
trived in oral communication, but is natural and even inevitable.”24

In primarily oral and (spoken) word- oriented societies— termed 
verbomoteur— individuals are signifi cantly more word- oriented than 
object- oriented in “person- interactive contexts.” However, Ong ac-
knowledges that the distinction between words and objects is not ab-
solute: “Words and objects are never totally disjunct: words represent 
objects, and perception of objects is in part conditioned by the store of 
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words into which perceptions are nested. Nature states no ‘facts’: these 
come only within statements devised by human beings to refer to the 
seamless web of actuality around them.”25 The focus in such scholar-
ship is on the oral rather than the written; if one  were to switch the 
focus such that the object of inquiry is the written text, with the oral 
(which is to say, nontextual) individual existing in relation to the writ-
ten word as well as the spoken word, somatic experiences would not sim-
ply be ones referring to bodily activity accompanying the spoken word, 
but all bodily interaction that is attendant to the encounter with oral 
language. This includes the somatic interaction with objects, includ-
ing visual ones. Indeed, the visual encounter with language can be 
seen as including the written word as a subset of all encounters with 
the visual, since, in ways discussed in Chapter 10, writing possesses the 
quality of acting as a visual signifi er much in the same way that pic-
tures or objects do.

Of course, writing does more than function as a pure visual sign for 
an object. Even in pictographic scripts, written words do more than 
represent objects mimetically. Instead, scripts represent utterances, 
words that exist relationally with other words to convey complex ideas. 
This is not to suggest that images are incapable of functioning in rela-
tion to other pictures (or text) or that they cannot convey complex 
ideas, but to underline the point that script— or written words— exist 
in the fi rst place to be read, and that other uses are second- order func-
tions of the written text. As such, written text exists primarily as a 
consequence of, and in relationship to, literacy, suggesting that all ex-
plorations of the place of writing must begin with an awareness of this 
relationship as well as the important consequential relationship of il-
literacy to the written word.

Recent studies of literacy emphasize the point that it (and illiteracy) 
is not a static state categorically dividing those who read from those 
who don’t.

Literacy is not a single phenomenon but a highly variable 
package of skills in using texts: it may or may not include 
writing as well as reading and it is generally geared only to 
par tic u lar genres of texts, par tic u lar registers of language 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
2 46

and often to only some of the languages used within multi-
lingual societies. Moreover, literacy does not operate as an 
autonomous force in history, whether for change, progress 
and emancipation or for repression. Literacy does not of it-
self promote economic growth, rationality or social success. 
Literates do not necessarily behave or think differently from 
illiterates, and no Great Divide separates societies with writ-
ing from those without it. The invention of writing did not 
promote a social or intellectual revolution, and reports of 
the death of orality have been exaggerated.26

In the context of Islamic society, text exerts itself powerfully at vari-
ous points in history. On the one hand, the presence of a scripture 
gives an enduring importance to words, although without necessarily 
privileging their written form over their oral presence. But the Muslim 
doctrine that not only does God speak but he speaks Arabic ended up 
dovetailing with the use of Arabic by the military elite of the fi rst two 
centuries, resulting in the creation of a hierarchy of status among lan-
guages used by Muslims, with Arabic as the privileged language of so-
ciety at all levels and the one used almost exclusively for scholarship 
for several centuries. During the fi rst period of Islamic expansion, Ara-
bic asserted itself as the language of prestige over a number of other 
language communities, including those of Aramaic, Greek, Hebrew, 
and Syriac speakers, all of which  were themselves textual languages 
that existed in a contested power relationship with each other as well 
as with some other languages of lesser prestige. In later times, Arabic 
retained its status as the prestige language in a wider Islamicate cul-
tural zone, although in much of western, central, and southern Asia a 
new, Islamic Persian asserted itself as a language of literature, subse-
quently of administration, and fi nally of certain kinds of religious 
scholarship so as to create a “textual bilingualism” among the elites. 
But the innate phenomenon of a hierarchical distinction between the 
indigenous, spoken languages of the majority (or, at the very mini-
mum, a substantial minority) of the population and the society’s tex-
tual language remained unchanged. As in Christian societies a few 
centuries earlier, the written language served to construct power in 
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society through the use of shared texts, be they scriptural or of other 
varieties. Elites used them to legitimize themselves directly through 
their privileged facility in the written language, while other groups 
(such as artisans, merchants, record keepers, and tax collectors) also 
contested for status in ways that foregrounded the role of literacy.27 
“The spread of an elite culture obviously creates social caste markers 
and may also reinforce po liti cal and cultural coherence, or group 
identity . . .  elite status can then be expressed in terms of literacy in a 
par tic u lar language, obliterating the ambiguities posed by issues 
such as the borderline between orality and literacy and obscuring 
the extent to which we can differentiate between bilingualism and 
bi- culturalism.”28

The growth of written texts was rapid in the early Islamic world, but 
the oral transmission of texts continued as the preferred means of com-
municating important categories of knowledge through the entire for-
mative period, and the importance of orality in instructional environ-
ments continues well into the present.29 The practice of communicating 
sophisticated texts in key religious disciplines orally has ramifi cations 
on the relationship between literacy and access to knowledge. Amidst 
the differing levels of literacy as well as the varying ways in which 
Muslims and other subjects of the Islamic state related to the Arabic 
language, the Qur’an exerted its own infl uence on issues of orality, 
textuality, and literacy in the early Islamic state, and arguably contin-
ued to do so in frontier zones of the growing Islamic world. Muslims 
shared with Jews and Christians their belief in revelation and scrip-
ture, but the Muslim reverence for revelation as text surpassed that of 
other related religious communities, retaining for Arabic a prestige 
that is unrivaled for any other language in the history of Judaism or 
Christianity.30

The per sis tence of languages other than Arabic as well as of diglos-
sic and idiolocal uses of Arabic dictates that one must view literacy 
and illiteracy not as static categories but as ones that can change over 
time and also as ones that are determined by context. Individuals gain 
literacy by learning to read and write a new language, a common and 
oft- repeated phenomenon in the spread of Islam. And literate people 
are rendered illiterate both by entering an environment where they do 
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not know the language or the script, and by reading texts (such as 
mathematical, scientifi c, or magical ones) that rely on highly special-
ized vocabulary, symbols, and formatting. In most cases, even the il-
literate exist in a dynamic relationship with writing and can negotiate 
their way through a world in which text plays a central role. In the 
complete absence of an ability to read, the illiterate depend on the lit-
eracy of others.31 They also possess varying degrees of contextual lit-
eracy along with the ability to see in text a variety of signifi ers that 
render it meaningful to the nonreader.

The majority of the population in classical and medieval Islamic 
society would belong to the class and sex in which literacy was rarest, 
yet not only did illiterate women function in fulfi lling ways within a 
world where scriptural literacy was valued highly, but anecdotes about 
the connection between female illiteracy and religious devotion osten-
sibly underscore the view that literacy has no correlation with virtue.32 
Among the references to holy women in Sufi  biographical works, one 
reads of the illiterate Maymuna chasing after a ship’s captain who had 
promised to teach her to read, walking on water as she repeated the 
formula “Maymuna knows God and God knows Maymuna!”33 At a 
secondary level, this account underscores the true importance of lit-
eracy by linking successfully pious status with miraculous divine 
 favor; in other words, underlying the message concerning the value of 
pure devotion is the implication that, under normal circumstances, 
religious status is only accessible to those who can read.

I have stressed the importance of words, text, and literacy because 
of the centrality of the written word in the material culture of the Is-
lamic world. For a faith- based community or ga nized around a scrip-
tural text revealed by a God who speaks in words and that is preserved 
in written form from very early in the life of the community, written 
text plays a role that cannot be substituted with another medium.34 In 
such a context, “writing often operates both as a form of symbol, com-
parable to images like monumental statues or icons, yet also as a form 
of communication comparable to speech.”35 The relative value of the 
symbolic and pragmatic uses of language is contested in many con-
texts, and the written word itself, especially when it appears twinned 
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to material objects that are themselves meant to be perceived visually, 
vacillates between being a word and an image.

Writing fulfi lls a variety of functions in Islamic society, and some of 
them it accomplishes simultaneously. Along with its mundane uses, 
writing has the capacity to inspire wonder; in fact, this is an explicitly 
desired goal of calligraphic art. The Safavid scholar Qadi Ahmad (d. 
ca. 1606) mentions an anecdote concerning a one- handed calligrapher 
named ‘Umar Aqta‘ who used a microscript to write a Qur’an so min-
iscule that it could fi t inside a signet ring. He presented this to Timur, 
who was left unimpressed. ‘Umar Aqta‘ then wrote another copy in 
which each line was one cubit long, resulting in a book so big that he 
had to haul it to the court in a wheelbarrow. Timur was pleased with 
this wondrous object and rewarded the calligrapher for his gift.36 In 
terms of their relationship to the calligraphic arts as well as in other 
ways, the cognitive pro cesses relating to epigraphy in Islamic society 
extend beyond predictable functions of writing in the visual arts, 
forming “an original, diversifi ed and polyvalent semantic relationship 
to the confi guration in which it operates.”37

The Birth of Arabic Calligraphy

The origins of Islamic calligraphy are said to lie in the environment of 
the chancery as opposed to that of a religious establishment, such that 
aesthetics rather than any religious doctrine would have played the 
primary role in its initial development. Even Ibn Muqla (d. 940) and 
Ibn al- Bawwab (d. 1021)— two calligraphers whose decisive role in the 
emergence of later Arabic scripts had theological ramifi cations that 
are discussed briefl y below— both worked in the state bureaucracy.38 It is 
unnecessary in this context to outline the evolution of the Arabic script 
itself, since this task has been undertaken ably by a number of schol-
ars.39 Perhaps the most important development from the perspective of 
the study of religion and visual culture is the change from an angular 
Kufi c to a cursive script, starting fi rst with manuscripts of the Qur’an 
in the tenth century and subsequently occurring in monumental 
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 epigraphy. Not only did this change have a permanent impact on the 
calligraphic arts of the Islamic world but, as argued by Tabbaa, devel-
opments in calligraphic style directly addressed religious and po liti cal 
concerns of their day. From approximately 930 until the early de cades 
of the eleventh century, Qur’anic calligraphy experienced major trans-
formations that altered the physical appearance of the Qur’an, the 
most signifi cant of them in this context being the transformation of 
the written Arabic script from an early Kufi c to a semi- Kufi c and sub-
sequently to a fully cursive hand. The major difference between the 
two Kufi c scripts was legibility, with the latter version of Kufi c being 
easier to read; the signifi cant change is with the development of cur-
sive, which is easily legible by anyone literate in the Arabic language.40

The change in scripts is partially explained by technological factors, 
such as the arrival of paper in the Islamic world and its rapid adoption 
over the next two hundred years, leading to a proliferation both of 
written materials and of literacy and the consequent need to be able to 
engage in the act of reading. But these are not suffi cient to explain the 
readiness with which Muslims abandoned the script that was as old as 
the written Qur’an and replaced it with one that originated in a courtly 
environment. The likely explanation is that religious and po liti cal 
changes in Islamic society rendered the Kufi c script defi cient in the 
eyes of the writing and reading population.41

Ibn Muqla, the calligrapher credited with the shift to the new script, 
was deeply involved in the theological debates of his day concerning 
the nature of the Qur’an. During the caliphate of al- Muqtadir, Ibn 
Mujahid (d. 936) established seven variant readings (qirb’bt) of the 
Qur’an that  were considered canonical, and two prominent Qur’an 
reciters, Ibn Miqsam and Ibn Shannabudh,  were tried in 934 for using 
nonsanctioned variants and forced to recant. Ibn Muqla was serving as 
the vizier at the time, and it was under his authority that signifi cant 
portions of these trials took place.42 The trials of Ibn Miqsam and Ibn 
Shannabudh occurred against a backdrop of important theological 
debates concerning the nature of the Qur’an, specifi cally over its cre-
ated or uncreated nature and the rational accessibility of its meaning. 
The position championed by the theological circles patronized by the 
caliph and Ibn Muqla maintained that the Qur’an was uncreated and 
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possessed one immutable meaning across time; this contrasted with 
other positions, including that of the rival Isma‘ili caliphate based in 
Egypt, that the textual Qur’an in human possession was existentiated 
in time, a position that potentially allowed for more options in inter-
pretation. Equally importantly, Isma‘ili doctrine maintained that the 
Qur’an existed at two levels, outer (zbhir) and inner (bbtin), with the 
textually manifest level not representing the ultimate meaning of scrip-
ture, a problem (from the Sunni perspective) compounded by the Isma‘ili 
use of a variant reading of the Qur’an.43

The rise of a legible cursive script has been linked to the desire to 
promulgate the Sunni- sanctioned version of the Qur’an and the paral-
lel doctrine of the literal truth and inerrancy of scripture, and is the 
direct result of ideologically motivated decisions made by Ibn Muqla, 
which  were pop u lar ized by Ibn al- Bawwab, the highly infl uential mas-
ter calligrapher who followed him. It was the latter’s version of the 
Qur’anic script that displayed a readily legible hand that could be used 
(among other things) for promulgating the offi cial version of the di-
vine word in an unambiguous manner and which was adopted over 
subsequent centuries all across the Sunni- ruled Islamic world. In this 
capacity, “The actual image— not just the content— of the Word be-
came the symbol of the most important principle of the Sunni revival, 
a movement that redefi ned the course of medieval Islam.” 44 The rela-
tionship between calligraphy’s quality as a visual signifi er and the 
growth of Sunnism is attested to in the architectural record, although 
the paucity of textual sources concerning the production of inscrip-
tions on buildings before the Ottoman period limits the confi dence 
with which one can make these claims. The earliest offi cially spon-
sored cursive inscriptions date from the beginning of the eleventh 
century during the latter part of the reign of Mahmud of Ghazna, a 
great champion of Sunnism. These early inscriptions show the clear 
infl uence of Ibn al- Bawwab’s style, in par tic u lar the use of a thin, trace 
of a line to connect letters that would normally be written in de pen-
dently.45 A century later, cursive monumental epigraphy was widely 
seen, although it did not replace Kufi c for some time, and the two 
scripts coexisted on the same building, most likely as a display of artis-
tic virtuosity. This is especially common in examples from Seljuk 
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lands, where a distinctive script was developed on the basis of the cur-
sive thuluth seen earlier in Ghazna, which probably derived from styles 
used in calligraphy on paper.46 The spread was rapid in other parts of 
the Islamic world as well, such that by the last quarter of the twelfth 
century the cursive script was in use in monumental epigraphy not just 
in Iran and Central Asia, but also in Anatolia, Upper Mesopotamia, 
Syria, North Africa, and Spain.47 “Without completely doing away with 
the dual nature of early Arabic offi cial writing, especially as exemplifi ed 
by the fl oriated Kufi c, the new cursive script shifts the balance decisively 
in favor of the denotive over the connotive aspects of writing. Subsum-
ing the mystical within the informational and the bbtin within the zbhir, 
the new public inscriptions perfectly embodied and eloquently propa-
gated the exoteric and encompassing tendencies of the Sunni revival.” 48

The connection between the visual qualities of calligraphy and reli-
gious doctrine is underscored by the observation that cursive monu-
mental calligraphy did not make its way into the monumental inscrip-
tions of Egypt until after the end of Fatimid Isma‘ili rule, but became 
widely used very shortly after Egypt was integrated into the wider 
Sunni world under the nominal rule of the Baghdad caliphate.49 It re-
placed a fl oriated Kufi c script that was much harder to read and that 
was promulgated and perhaps even created by the Fatimids.50

Architectural and Epigraphic Signs

Such discussions of script, calligraphy, and their signifi cations in Is-
lamic society focus primarily on monumental epigraphy, which cannot 
be studied apart from broader issues in architectural iconography. The 
application of iconographic analysis to architecture is relatively recent, 
originating in the works of scholars such as Krautheimer, Bandmann, 
Wittkower, and others in the middle of the last century. By that time, 
Warburg’s earlier attempts to deploy iconographic methodologies to 
situate art within a wider context of cultural expression had been re-
duced to little more than a pro cess of decoding art- related subject matter 
as “programs” or “texts.”51 As a nonrepre sen ta tional art form, architec-
ture was excluded from such scholarly review. Krautheimer’s work, in 



w o r d s ,  p i c t u r e s ,  a n d  s i g n s
253

par tic u lar, recognized the mimetic qualities of architecture when he 
highlighted the practice of copying venerable earlier structures in me-
dieval Europe— not as exact replicas but in ways that reproduced essen-
tial elements of the prototype so as to evoke their meaning or symbol-
ism for the viewer. In this way, architectural repre sen ta tion could be 
used for po liti cal purposes as well as to evoke religious feeling or mem-
ory. And since architectural symbolism (in fact, all systems of symbolic 
signifi cation) struck Krautheimer as imprecise, he argued that it would 
invoke a range of responses, and that such a multiregistered response 
was part of the intention of architectural projects.52

Krautheimer’s observations concerning medieval Eu rope hold some 
validity for the study of Islamic architecture. He points out that the 
written record on medieval buildings does not concern itself with their 
design or even very much with construction. In contrast, practical 
functions are taken into consideration, which would suggest that, 
for religious buildings, issues of religious signifi cance would probably 
have been central to architectural thinking.53 Much of the recent 
scholarship on the symbolism of Islamic architecture presupposes var-
ious levels of intentionality on the part of the architects and patrons, 
both in terms of the edifi ce itself and the epigraphic and other decora-
tive programs. A number of studies attempt to see such patterns of 
symbolism in architectural elements of mosques such as the mihrab, or 
in the many towers erected by Muslim rulers in various parts of the 
Persianate world.54 I am not concerned  here with the question of what 
iconographic elements render a building Islamic, although this issue is 
of great importance when thinking about how buildings are appropri-
ated for religiously specifi c use in all time periods.55 Instead, I focus on 
the use of epigraphy as a visual signifi er in the complex social environ-
ments where epigraphically adorned buildings  were conceived, built, 
used, and observed across centuries. I accept as a premise that build-
ings and their constitutive signifi ers— like other elements of material 
and intellectual life— undergo a pro cess of translation from one cul-
ture to another and also within wider religious and culture zones, 
such that not only do Islamic buildings borrow and “translate” into 
their own idiom from the Christian, Hindu, and other architectural 
and decorative traditions in their environment, but that the pro cess of 
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translation also goes the other way.56 The starting point for an explo-
ration of the place of monumental calligraphy in the visual religious 
culture of the Islamic world is with the earliest surviving religious 
monuments— the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, and the Umayyad 
Mosque in Damascus— both of which have been the subject of consider-
able study. The former, constructed in 692 at the behest of the Umayyad 
caliph ‘Abd al- Malik, bears the earliest surviving monumental inscrip-
tion in Arabic; the latter, for which construction began in 706 under al- 
Walid (who also constructed the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina), is the 
oldest monumental mosque in the Islamic world, and is distinctive for 
its extensive pictorial mosaics. As Flood demonstrates in his study of 
this edifi ce, the mosque was itself the conclusion of a complex and re-
peated system of translation and borrowing: built on the site of the Ca-
thedral of St. John, which had itself replaced a Temple of Jupiter before 
it, the construction was the result of work done by artisans and workers 
from Coptic, Persian, Indian, Greek, and North African backgrounds.57

Some scholars have speculated as to the purpose of the mosaics on 
the mosque, especially the landscapes and cityscapes devoid of people 
that adorn the façade above the main doorway and the galleries of the 
western arcade (riwbq), suggesting variously that they represent either 
a paradisiacal world awaiting dead believers or  else an imagined map 
of the great cities of the world. Without addressing the specifi c signifi -
cation of par tic u lar elements of the decorative program, it seems safe 
to conclude that the entire mosque, not just its mosaics or epigraphy, 
was part of an attempt to convey meaning to a spectrum of audiences, 
both Muslim and Christian. Far from being a gesture signifying anti- 
Christian policies or symbolizing the triumph of Islam, the Umayyad 
Mosque served to articulate an emerging Islamic— and specifi cally 
Umayyad— identity. As Flood argues,

Al- Waljd’s architectural patronage represented one response 
to these needs, implicitly accepting that it addressed a dual-
ity of identity issues. In fact . . .  the cultural issues at stake 
 were much more complex, for the Muslim “self” was by no 
means a homogeneous entity, and the “other” whom it ad-
dressed was itself a heterogeneous mix of Syrian Christians 
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(of different denominations), Syrian Jews, non- Muslim visi-
tors to the Syrian capital, Byzantine envoys and even those 
living outside the dbr al- Islbm who would never set foot in 
Damascus. Nevertheless, the division of the audience into 
an “internal” Muslim one and an “external” non- Muslim 
one is a con ve nient shorthand, with the caveat that these are 
crude categories, eliding the distinctions between different 
types of readership while obscuring readings that tran-
scended the general cultural predispositions of each group.58

Al- Muqaddasi summarizes one possible purpose of Umayyad reli-
gious monuments through an anecdote involving his own family:

Now, talking to my father’s brother one day, said I: “O my 
uncle, surely it was not fi tting for al- Waljd to expend the re-
sources of the Muslims on the mosque at Damascus. Had he 
expended as much in building roads, or the water tanks, or 
in repairing the fortresses, it would have been more proper 
and more to his credit.” Said he: “You simply do not under-
stand, my dear son. Al- Waljd was absolutely right, and it was 
open to him to do a worthy work. For he saw that Syria was 
a country settled by the Christians, and he noted there their 
churches so handsome with their enchanting decorations, 
renowned far and wide, such as are the Qumbma [Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre], and the churches of Ludd (Lydda) and 
al- Ruhb (Edessa). So he undertook for the Muslims the build-
ing of a mosque that would divert their attention from the 
churches, and make it one of the wonders of the world. Do 
you not realize how ‘Abd al- Malik, seeing the greatness of the 
dome of the Qumbma and its splendour, fearing lest it should 
beguile the hearts of the Muslims, hence erected, above the 
Rock, the dome you now see there?59

The Umayyad Mosque clearly employs a variety of architectural ele-
ments familiar from late antique and Byzantine buildings, reinter-
preting them for the new context. In this capacity, the architecture of 
the mosque conveys messages concerning the po liti cal aspirations of 
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al- Walid and his Umayyad successors at a diachronic historical scale at 
the same time that it communicates with a spectrum of viewers in the 
immediate synchronous environment of the Damascus of their day. 
To assume intentional messaging of a sort that makes cohesive sense 
of the architectural iconography of the mosque, including its mosaics 
and epigraphy, is to presuppose the existence of an educated viewer-
ship that was familiar not only with the literate traditions of the Mus-
lim world (including that of Qur’anic exegesis) but also with the archi-
tectural and cultural legacy of the late antique world. Umayyad 
patricians could very well have constituted just such an audience, and 
therefore might have been the primary category of viewers the patron 
of the building had in mind.60

Similar iconological questions come up in an examination of the 
Dome of the Rock, which has been the subject of even more specula-
tion as to its purpose than the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. Grabar, 
in par tic u lar, made the Dome of the Rock a focus of study to which he 
returned several times throughout his career. Through an analysis of 
the interior mosaics as well as the content and location of the epigra-
phy, he argued that the architectural form and inscriptional message 
of the edifi ce explicitly served as a “forceful assertion of the power and 
of the strength of the new faith and of the state based on it.” 61 He saw 
this as a response to the Christian practice of bringing “barbarians” to 
their sophisticated urban centers in an attempt to convert them by aw-
ing them with monumental churches, music, and the visual arts. As 
such, the Umayyad ruling class would be acting in a manner in keep-
ing with established customs of using monumental architecture to 
impress other communities.62

Soucek suggests an alternate purpose to the Dome of the Rock, see-
ing it as symbolically referring to Solomon’s Temple and what it and 
Solomon’s prophethood (as distinct from kingship) represent in Mus-
lim sources. She claims that the mosaics on the walls of the Dome of 
the Rock repeat motifs of fabulous precious stones and trees described 
as decorating Solomon’s palace.63

The original intentions of the builders of the Dome of the Rock re-
main unknown as do those of its renovators, but we do have an early 
eleventh- century source that speaks of the signifi cance of the monu-
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ment and of the city of Jerusalem in general in the period before they 
became symbols of the Muslim nation during the First Crusade when 
Nur al- din ibn Zangi (d. 1174) and Salah al- din al- Ayyubi (d. 1193) as-
serted Sunni authority against the Isma‘ili Fatimids in Egypt and Syria 
and reconquered Palestine from the crusaders. Abu Bakr al- Wasiti, a 
preacher (khbtib) about whom little is known, composed a work of reli-
gious merits (fadb’il), a genre that was to become very pop u lar with the 
advent of the crusades. His Fadb’il al- bayt al- muqaddas gives a short ac-
count of the construction of the Dome of the Rock under ‘Abd al- Malik 
and sheds light on the symbolic importance of the building’s loca-
tion.64 Al- Wasiti quotes hadith traditions legitimizing the Muslim sig-
nifi cance of Jerusalem, although few of them emphasize the role played 
by the Rock in stories of the ascension of Muhammad— a fact that is 
not at all surprising since the association of the mi‘rbj with Jerusalem 
did not occur until somewhat later. What al- Wasiti does is emphasize 
the familiarity of many of the companions of the Prophet and early 
generations of his followers with Jewish sources. Indeed, Jewish con-
verts to Islam such as Ka‘b al- Ahbar contributed a deep knowledge of 
the eschatological signifi cance of Jerusalem to the nascent Muslim 
community, which adopted a Jewish rather than Christian notion of its 
importance that often went hand in hand with anti- Christian polemic. 
Ka‘b al- Ahbar reportedly advised two of his Jewish relatives who  were 
going to Jerusalem to pray in a mosque rather than a church, saying: 
“Do not go to the Church of Mary or ‘al-‘Amudayn [the Two Columns?]’ 
for these are seducers (tbghvt). Whoever visits them loses the merits of 
his prayers unless he starts anew. May God fi ght the Christians, for 
they are impotent: they only built their Church in Wadi Jahannam.” 65 
Such sentiments might explain not only why the Umayyads chose to 
build the Dome of the Rock on a site sacred to Jews but abandoned by 
Christians, but also why the architectural iconography evokes Byzan-
tine martyria yet is simultaneously very different from them, and most 
importantly, why the Qur’anic inscriptions covering the inner arcade 
include all verses that disavow Jesus’s divine nature.66

Al- Wasiti’s account of the reason behind the Dome of the Rock’s 
construction is functional and matter of fact, attributed to ‘Abd al- 
Malik’s desire to “build a dome (qubba) over the Rock to shelter the 
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Muslims from cold and heat, and to construct the masjid [referring to 
the nearby Masjid al- Aqsa].” 67 Presumably, the Muslims  were already 
gathering there for a reason, and one that was self- apparent to al- Wasiti 
to the point that he did not feel the need to explain it. Nor did he, or 
any of the other writers of fadb’il works that describe the Dome of the 
Rock, feel it worthwhile to describe or explain the epigraphy or mosaics 
on the structure.68 Both facts suggest that the primary audience for the 
symbolism of the Dome of the Rock and its iconography was not exclu-
sively Christian (or even Christians at all), but one composed of Mus-
lims in the city of Jerusalem as well as in the wider Muslim community 
who  were familiar both with the scriptural signifi cance of the site to 
Jews as refracted in the self- image of the new religious community, and 
with the doctrinal relevance of the chosen Qur’anic verses appearing on 
the arcade. However, one must also recognize that such Muslims— who 
combined a knowledge of hadith, tales of the prophets (Isrb’jliyybt), and 
an intimate knowledge of scripture and its exegesis— could only repre-
sent a small elite, not the large groups of Muslims who  were reportedly 
gathering on the mount by the Rock, even less so the ever- growing pop-
ulation of Muslims with a tenuous connection to Arabic, the text of the 
Qur’an, and the emerging literature of prophetic traditions. A more 
plausible explanation is that the Dome of the Rock was intended to 
function iconically at several registers— for an educated Muslim elite, 
for the wider population that was pledging allegiance to the new reli-
gion (and the regime that patronized it) in a variety of ways, and the 
Christian population of Jerusalem as well as of a wider Christian world 
who would, no doubt, hear of the new monument.69

Bierman has stressed the importance of multiple levels of signifi ca-
tion in architectural iconography and epigraphy with specifi c reference 
to Fatimid Cairo, an Islamic counterpoint to the Sunni- ruled milieu of 
al- Wasiti. This was a territory inhabited by Sunni and Shi‘i Muslims, 
Jews, and Christians, ruled over by an Isma‘ili Shi‘i elite. All religious 
groups represented in Fatimid Cairo possessed their own architectural 
spaces while simultaneously functioning in a place where they coex-
isted with other groups. Bierman distinguishes between so- called sec-
tarian spaces such as mosques, churches, and synagogues, which  were 
group- specifi c environments where co- religionists assembled formally, 



w o r d s ,  p i c t u r e s ,  a n d  s i g n s
259

and public spaces, which  were accessible to the society as a  whole, “rul-
ing and ruled, traders, servants, foreigners, Muslims, Jews, Christians, 
men, and women.”70 Public spaces are the ones that projected societal 
power most directly, and it was  here that epigraphy played its most im-
portant role as a signifi er, although sectarian spaces also used epigra-
phy in complex ways. The writing on the interior of these spaces— 
regardless of creed— tended to be religion- specifi c, and the dominant 
epigraphic materials  were taken from the par tic u lar scriptures of each 
group. However, in contrast to the sectarian spaces of the subject reli-
gious groups, Fatimid Isma‘ili religious buildings functioned more di-
rectly as public spaces, intentionally conveying messages about Fatimid 
religious and po liti cal authority to a public audience, although this was 
done in a nuanced manner: the public texts placed inside structures 
such as the Mosque of al- Hakim  were directed at Muslim (and espe-
cially Isma‘ili) audiences while those on the outside spoke to the entire 
society. According to Bierman, the semantic content of the inscriptions 
on the exterior was accessible to viewers who not only  were unfamiliar 
with the Qur’an but also might not even be Muslim.71

The decision on the part of the patrons and builders of the Mosque 
of al- Hakim to put Arabic writing on the building’s exterior at pedes-
trian level and to inscribe it in large letters on the minaret suggests 
that they intended for the inscriptions to be read, or at least seen 
clearly.72 However, in the absence of explicit evidence, it is ultimately 
pointless to speculate about authorial intent in the case of architec-
tural projects and their epigraphic and fi gural decorative programs. 
Beyond very basic questions about the relationship between the cre-
ator’s intent and the audience’s interpretation for both art and litera-
ture, it is simplistic to the point of error to draw a straightforward di-
vision juxtaposing an educated, sophisticated audience of Muslim 
patricians against a non- Muslim population entirely unfamiliar with 
the signifi cance the Qur’an holds for Muslims.

The Qur’an’s status and symbolism is itself a subject of some com-
plexity as has already been alluded to with reference to its importance in 
providing compelling support for the special role of Arabic in all aspects 
of Islamic culture. Several scholars have tried to make sense of the use of 
the Qur’an in monumental epigraphy as well as in calligraphy, either by 
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arguing— on the basis of their understanding of the general value of the 
Qur’an to Muslims— for an iconographic quality to the written word, or 
 else using surveys of inscriptions to hypothesize about whether or not 
scriptural inscriptions function as text or some sort of nontextual signi-
fi er. As an example of the fi rst, Thackston sees the Qur’an as a natural 
stimulus to meditative contemplation for all Muslims:

The Qur’an, or any part thereof, in and on a mosque pro-
vides the viewer with a message and a focus of medita-
tion. It may incidentally be ornamental or decorative, but a 
Qur’anic inscription has value in and of itself. Like the reci-
tation of the Qur’an, an act of piety that has merit in and of 
itself and is completely divorced from any questions of un-
derstanding the lexicon and grammar of Arabic, the mere 
existence of a Qur’anic inscription is equivalent to a Chris-
tian icon: it serves as a visible repre sen ta tion of supernatu-
ral reality. In the case of quotations from the Qur’an, God’s 
word is revealed in the guise of human speech. In view of 
this, it should not come as a surprise that much of the in-
scriptional material found in a mosque or any other reli-
gious building is not— and, from the builder’s or designer’s 
point of view, need not be— readable.  Here we say “readable” 
and not “legible,” for almost all inscriptions are “legible” in 
the sense that they are capable of being read— eventually if 
not immediately.73

He goes on to maintain that any Muslim in the premodern world 
who was “literate enough to care to read” a mosque inscription would 
have memorized the Qur’an in childhood and therefore would natu-
rally be able to recall the entire passage just by recognizing one word 
in an inscription.74 Assuming such a highly literate viewership leads 
Thackston to conclude that, for the most part, Qur’anic inscriptions 
are always “appropriate to the locations in which they are found” even 
though few passages appear predictably in specifi c places on a build-
ing. Even so, he maintains that the overall combination of specifi c 
textual choices could well present an attempt to convey a par tic u lar 
message on the part of the architect or patron of the building.75
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At the other extreme from an understanding that presupposes the 
existence of a highly educated, literate viewership as the primary audi-
ence for monumental epigraphy and an attendant absolute divide be-
tween the completely unlettered and the (highly) literate for whom in-
scriptions made textual sense either individually or as part of an overall 
decorative program, some scholars have suggested that the absence of 
any obvious relationship between the use and content of scriptural in-
scriptions indicates that they  were not meant to be read. An example of 
this approach is found in Robert Hillenbrand, who surveys architec-
tural examples from across the Islamic world to suggest that, although 
certain verses became pop u lar in architectural usage, no individual 
verse or collection of verses from the Qur’an attained the status of be-
ing considered necessary for use on a mosque, nor  were verses used on 
mosques to the exclusion of other religious buildings such as madrasas, 
khanqahs, or mausoleums.76 Recognizing that certain verses repeat 
themselves on different buildings, Hillenbrand hypothesizes that such 
repetition might not be the result of conscious intent so much as either 
extreme conservatism preventing innovation in inscriptional choices or 
 else little more than creative laziness, with the designers of epigraphic 
bands simply copying what they had seen already in architectural use. 
Either way, the practice of copying gave both textual and artistic author-
ity to the earliest verses chosen for epigraphy.77 Hillenbrand’s expecta-
tions of artistic creativity or theological adventurism color his discus-
sion of an important subject:

Those charged with devising epigraphic decoration in mosques 
 were normally content with one or two verses which sheer 
repetition had rendered hackneyed. It was foreign to their 
 whole approach to comb the Qur’an for relevant texts and to 
fashion them into an epigraphic collage that would in effect 
be a written commentary on the mosque and its functions. 
With a very few exceptions the challenge of such directed 
epigraphy was not confronted in mosque architecture; in-
deed, it was probably never perceived in the fi rst place.78

Hillenbrand does acknowledge that certain verses do, in fact, ap-
pear repeatedly in locations that seem relevant to their content. For 
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example, the “Light Verse” (Qur’an 24:35) appears frequently on roughly 
half of surveyed mosques known to him, and in most cases the verse is 
located in some way associated with the mihrab, a phenomenon Hillen-
brand explains by pointing to the imagery of light that dominates the 
verse, which would “naturally” evoke thoughts of mosques and their 
lamps.79 Other verses such as 47:1– 18 (from the chapter entitled “Mu-
hammad” and dealing mostly with issues of the hereafter) and 3:15– 17 
(promising heaven for the righ teous) also repeat themselves, with 47:1– 6 
being most pop u lar. The only verse that seems to have been commonly 
considered appropriate for inscriptions on mosques is Qur’an 9:18 
(“Only he who believes in Allah and the Hereafter, performs the prayers, 
gives the alms and fears no one but Allah, shall visit Allah’s mosques. 
Those shall be reckoned among the rightly guided”), appearing almost 
four times as often as the “Throne Verse” (2:256), which is the next most 
common.80

The content of some of these verses makes their appropriateness as 
inscriptions obvious. The “Throne Verse,” which succinctly encapsu-
lates God’s nature at the same time as it glorifi es him, has emerged as 
the most pop u lar long verse of the Qur’an and is frequently used in 
decorative arts as well as on pendants worn across the Muslim world. 
Similarly, Qur’an 47:1– 6 refer explicitly to reward and punishment in 
the afterlife, and 9:18 to Muslim ritual and who should enter mosques. 
In noting that many Qur’anic inscriptions are placed in locations 
where they are impossible to read and others virtually illegible because 
of their intricacy, Hillenbrand suggests a hypothesis on the relation-
ship between monumental epigraphy and religio- political agendas 
that echoes Tabbaa’s thesis concerning script reform in the Umayyad 
period: inscriptions of verses with no par tic u lar signifi cance could af-
ford to be illegible (which is to say, purely ornamental), but ones that 
carried a doctrinal message  were written with clarity, the earliest ex-
ample being the use of diacritical marks on the verses on the Dome of 
the Rock that address Christological questions.81

But analyses of the textual content of religious monumental epigra-
phy explain the nature of religious art just as unsatisfactorily as accu-
sations that patrons and artisans who fail to come up with new mate-
rial do so because of indolence. Epigraphy, like other forms of religious 
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decoration, is repeated on different buildings because it works— in other 
words, the epigraphy is deemed effi cacious in its context and therefore 
does not need to be replaced with something  else. From the perspective 
of religious users, effi cacy trumps other concerns in decoration, such as 
aesthetics or creativity; thus, to judge writing on buildings on the basis 
of these secondary criteria is to miss its point. Whether or not an ex-
ample of monumental epigraphy is legible or not is secondary to its 
multiple functions as a visual religious signifi er. Even completely legi-
ble inscriptions are intended to function very differently from texts in 
religious books and poems, in that their function as visual signifi ers 
places them in a different category from these other kinds of writing.



10

Legibility, Iconicity, and Monumental Writing

People quickly forget evil because they still  haven’t created a 
language to describe it so the world refuses to carry the bur-
den, preferring to forget.

That’s why the dev il appears openly in recognizable signs: 
horns and a tail are appended to a human fi gure. Right by 
fi elds full of wild sunfl owers, the machinery of mass murder 
functioned smoothly in Hitler’s camps. Who remembers the 
tyranny of death? Who feels its pain?

Hitler is easy to draw, any kid can do it. All you have to do 
is make a circle for his head and add the moustache. With 
the passing of time, even Hitler has been turned into an in-
nocuous sign.

—s. mehmedinović, Sarajevo Blues

As I have alluded to in previous chapters, several writers have noted 
that a substantial portion of Islamic monumental epigraphy was not 
meant to be read, not even by literate viewers familiar with the con-
tent of the words. Aside from the fact that ornate, sometimes over-
lapping, diffi cult- to- read calligraphic scripts are often used, inscrip-
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tions are sometimes placed in locations that are impossible to see 
from the ground; this architectural use of script is similar to the use 
of epigraphy and images in Buddhist art mentioned in the Prologue 
and Chapter 1.1

Various explanations have been put forward as to the purpose of such 
monumental epigraphy, with some suggesting that a portion of the 
writing on buildings— such as the epigraphic bands at the top of mina-
rets or towers— is intended for God, while other, more legible, portions 
are intended for human beings. Others have hypothesized that monu-
mental epigraphy should by understood iconographically rather than 
textually, or  else that par tic u lar forms of epigraphy serve different pur-
poses. The most plausible explanation of the place of monumental 
epigraphy must allow for historical specifi city as well as substantial dif-
ferences between the intent of patrons and builders on the one hand, 
and the vast majority of viewers of the epigraphy on the other. It is be-
yond debate that most of the viewers of public Muslim buildings across 
time could not read the inscriptions— regardless of the epigraphy’s loca-
tion or the complexity of the script— simply because they  were illiterate. 
And even a major portion of the literate Muslim population would be 
unable to read Arabic with any fl uency in important non- Arabic- 
speaking parts of the Islamic civilizational sphere such as Iran, Anato-
lia and the Balkans, Central and South Asia, as well as others. Thus, 
even if one allowed for a primarily inter- Muslim system of signifi cation 
centered around text and calligraphy (to the exclusion of the substan-
tial non- Muslim populations of many Islamic territories in specifi c pe-
riods of history), one would still have to acknowledge that the differ-
ences in Muslim identity, relationship to text, education, and power, as 
well as gender- based differential access to public space, would render 
futile any attempts to make singular sense of Islamic epigraphy.2

Certain monuments and their epigraphic programs make sense in 
historical context: just as one can understand the iconography of early 
Islamic coinage as it made the transition from Byzantine or Sassanian 
symbolism through the phased substitution of earlier religious and im-
perial symbols with Islamic ones and of Greek text with Arabic, so too 
can one comprehend the use of Qur’anic inscriptions referring to the 
glory of Islam on similarly diverse examples of “victory” monuments 
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such as the Dome of the Rock and the Buland Darwaza at Fatehpur 
Sikri, the latter built by Akbar around 1575 at the height of his reign 
and of Mughal power in India.3 The Taj Mahal constitutes another 
example of par tic u lar relevance on account of its popularity with non- 
Muslims and Muslims alike and the romantic story that serves as the 
favored myth of its origin. Begley has argued convincingly, on the ba-
sis of historical evidence as well as the content of its Qur’anic inscrip-
tions, that the Taj Mahal is meant as a replica of the divine throne sit-
uated at the center of a paradisiacal garden. This hypothesis makes a 
great deal of sense in light of what is known of Shah Jahan’s views of 
himself as a millennial king whose person and reign had cosmic signifi -
cance. However, such a plausible hypothesis concerning the Taj Mahal’s 
origins, supported though it is by substantial epigraphic and histori-
cal evidence, has failed to have any impact on the majority of those 
who have seen or heard of the monument. Generations of Indians— 
both Muslims and non- Muslims—along with foreign travelers con-
tinue to believe that the Taj Mahal was constructed by Shah Jahan not 
as a symbol of his own grandeur but as a monument to love for his 
queen Mumtaz Mahal.4

There are numerous examples of monuments and mosques in South 
Asia that bear almost illegibly ornate inscriptions as well as writing 
that is located so high up as to be practically illegible.5 As in other 
contexts, there can be little doubt that the builders who chose to place 
the inscriptions  were aware of the problem of legibility, just as they 
would have been cognizant of the value of pre- Islamic or extra- Islamic 
visual and ornamental elements that they incorporated into their own 
architectural works. One can distinguish between the decorative and 
inscriptional program on the insides of buildings versus that on the 
outside, working on the assumption that it was the outside that con-
stituted public space and was intended, even in a tertiary fashion, for a 
broad viewing public. Parallels can be drawn in this regard between 
the nature of monumental epigraphy in South Asia, especially in the 
Sultanate and early Mughal periods, and in Anatolia under the Rum 
Seljuks. Not only do the two cultural spaces share in Persianate civili-
zation and in their patronage of Sunni institutions, but they also 
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functioned as active religious frontiers with large non- Muslim popu-
lations that  were the object of signifi cant propaganda on the part of 
those in power.6 Furthermore, along with the overwhelming majority 
of the Muslim population, these non- Muslims would not have any-
thing but the most passing familiarity with Arabic, which served as 
nothing other than a liturgical language for all but a small, scholarly 
section of the Muslim population. Seljuk rulers, paralleling their In-
dian counterparts, incorporated Byzantine trophies and spoils into 
their architecture in an attempt to connect themselves to a pre- Islamic 
imperial past and to participate in a local symbolic language of Anato-
lian kingship at the same time as they actively cultivated their image 
as Sunni Muslim rulers and cultural patrons.7

Several mosques and madrasas from Seljuk Anatolia stand out for 
their extensive use of epigraphy that is often completely integrated with 
other ornamental features, and many incorporate inscriptions that 
are diffi cult to read from ground level. Some of them  were considered 
remarkable even during the Ottoman period: Evliya Çelebi (d. 1682) 
regarded the decoration on the three portals of the mosque and hospi-
tal complex in Divrigi to be the most awe- inspiring of any buildings he 
had ever seen.8 The use of epigraphy for complex iconographic pur-
poses is most dramatic in the case of Seljuk madrasas, in par tic u lar the 
Jnce Minareli Medrese in Konya, built in the third quarter of the thir-
teenth century under the patronage of Sahib Ata. The entire façade on 
either side of the main portal of this building is covered with a wide 
band of calligraphy carved into the stone and interspersed with natu-
ral and fl oral motifs.9 The main inscription is in an ornate, overlap-
ping thuluth style, but it is not hard for a viewer with knowledge of the 
Qur’an to see from which chapters the inscriptions are drawn. The 
students and faculty of this madrasa in Seljuk times most likely would 
have known (either by instruction or their own investigation) what the 
inscription said, but this would not have been the case for other view-
ers who passed by the public façade of what was otherwise an enclosed 
institution, just as it is not the case today for the majority of Turks 
who are illiterate in the Arabic script (Plate I).
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Calligraphy as Image

Seljuk religious monuments collectively represent the most dramatic 
Islamic example of the use of epigraphy in multiple registers, includ-
ing ones in which they are integrally linked to the nontextual ornamen-
tal facets of the buildings. Monumental epigraphy, as a  whole, cannot 
be treated as separate from nontextual ornamentation but must be 
seen as part of a greater ensemble in which it is perceived and under-
stood by viewers. As such, it operates polysemically, at one level func-
tioning as text with its denoted or connoted meanings, while at others 
it can be seen as operating iconically as a visual art form inseparable 
from other elements of the decorative or illustrative program of which 
it forms a part. In both regards it also functions indexically, inasmuch 
as it is inseparable from the sociopo liti cal and religious realities of its 
context.10 Beyond the indexical value of these works, their religious 
inscriptions undoubtedly play a part distinct in the minds of the de-
signers and patrons from the function of other inscriptions (such as 
dedications and statements of endowment), even if such a distinction 
is not apparent to the majority of the viewership.

The religious epigraphic program of an Islamic building might best 
be understood in terms of tattooing. Even when the epigraphy is rec-
ognized as words, and words are recognized as possessing textual 
meaning, their affective power is not diminished. They function pri-
marily as visual images with apotropaic powers and as iconically dis-
tinct signifi ers. Like epigraphy, body tattooing commonly fulfi lls the 
dual functions of beautifi cation (and relatedly of drawing attention to 
the body as a visual object) and of serving as prophylactic armor that 
wraps or seals the body against misfortune of supernatural or humanly 
infl icted kinds. In his study of tattooing among Polynesian societies, 
Gell has hypothesized that tattooing also serves to convey status dif-
ferentials in a society, presuming as it does an engagement between the 
one possessing the tattoos and someone not from his or her immedi-
ate group.11

With some reservations, the social function of tattooing can be 
transferred to the use of monumental epigraphy in Islamic societies. 
Although the particulars of individual societies would have to be stud-



l e g i b i l i t y ,  i c o n i c i t y ,  a n d  m o n u m e n t a l  w r i t i n g
269

ied to bear this out empirically, as in the case of Polynesian tattooing, 
there appears to be a strong correlation between the proliferation of 
Islamic monumental epigraphy and contexts of heightened sociopo-
liti cal competition. Monumental epigraphy fl ourishes in moments of 
compromised individual or social authority when there is a height-
ened need to project a complex set of religious and/or po liti cal mes-
sages to an outside group (such as members of another religion or sect) 
or a competing po liti cal force.12 Beyond an aesthetic desire to be at-
tractive, there is no real need to project visually to oneself or to a nar-
row group of insiders. The motivation to project an individual or col-
lective self- representation through architectural iconography depends 
on the existence of social distance from another with whom one wishes 
to communicate visually. Just like tattooing, architectural iconogra-
phy in the form of epigraphy and related ornamentation is not espe-
cially effective in communicating messages concerning the sentiments 
that hold the “family” of one coherent community together.13

Furthermore, like in the case of tattooing, the technology entailed 
in monumental epigraphy is not culturally specifi c, such that architec-
tural iconography has no “determinate symbolic meaning which can 
be posited in advance of specifi c details relating to specifi c cultural 
and po liti cal contexts.”14 In the case of Islamic architecture, one is 
struck by the seeming lack of concern on the part of patrons with the 
utilization of non- Muslim artisans to build religious buildings and 
create scriptural inscriptions.15 The iconography is external to culture 
as well as religion, and its possible meanings are neither wholly a prod-
uct of its cultural context, nor of its technical schema, but result inter-
actively from both.16

The polysemic, iconic, and indexical qualities of monumental epig-
raphy, wherein it functions textually and visually to provide sociopo-
liti cal and religious messages, act prophylactically and possess aesthetic 
as well as wondrous qualities, as can be seen to varying degrees in all 
the buildings referred to above. In some cases, such as the seventeenth- 
century Sher Dor Madrasa in Samarkand and the Nadir Divan Begi 
Madrasa in Bukhara, religious inscriptions coexist with fi gural repre-
sen ta tions of animals and celestial objects whose signifi cance is no lon-
ger known, leaving scholars to speculate as to the images’ astrological 
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or imperial signifi cation.17 In other cases, the function of hard- to- read 
calligraphy as defi ning the “skin” of the edifi ce occurs in almost com-
plete integration with other equally abstract designs and fi gures. In the 
case of the Karatay Medrese, built in Konya at the behest of the emir Jalal 
al- din Karatay in 1251, the carved stone portico is covered with bands of 
Qur’anic inscriptions in a legible (if overlapping) thuluth script, together 
with a variety of geometric and fl owing patterns. The main doorway 
leads into an enclosed hall that is entirely enveloped with blue and white 
tile- work of Qur’anic and other religious epigraphy in a variety of calli-
graphic styles including a highly fl oriated, diffi cult- to- read Kufi c. Most 
of the squinches are completely covered with tile- work displaying the 
names of important religious fi gures in Islam (such as Muhammad, the 
caliphs, and important prophets) in such a rectangular and abstract 
hand that they resemble a nontextual arabesque pattern.18

The Karatay Medrese, like many other Seljuk madrasas, is an en-
closed space with high exterior walls, its few windows to the street 
small and placed high, and an imposing portico designed to be kept 
shut. This is an architecturally closed space that in both its day- to- day 
function and its symbolism maintains a distinction between the pri-
vate space of the educational institution and the world of the street, 
such that the inside and outside have a discrete, if overlapping, viewer-
ship, since those with access to the inside would also have access to the 
public space of the exterior. Yet it is even to this audience, which in-
cludes in its ranks the very individuals who would be best able to read 
religious inscriptions, that the epigraphy presents an iconic face. The 
pervasive presence of abstract, repetitive, and diffi cult- to- decipher 
epigraphy on the interior of this madrasa serves a visual symbolic pur-
pose in marking the religious space and reinforcing its “skin” to con-
vey a variety of messages, not the least of which is apotropaic.

Text as Icon

Written text has, of course, long been used in the Islamic world in 
amulets and charms.19 What appears to be a new practice— certainly in 
pervasive form— is the inscribing of religious phrases such as the bas-
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mala (“In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful”) or tra-
ditionally apotropaic formulas such as “This is by the grace of my 
Lord (hbdhb min fadl rabbj)” and “As Allah wishes (mb’ sha’llbh)” con-
spicuously on one’s home or place of business. In the fi rst place, such 
phrases provide an excellent example of writing that functions both 
visually and textually, in that such phrases are common enough to be 
contextually legible to substantial numbers of people even in societies 
that do not speak Arabic, with many people recognizing the shapes of 
the script without understanding the words or letters. At the same 
time, such displays “help create a physical environment in which the 
unseen takes material form in written symbols that surround the urban 
audience as a constant backdrop.”20 Furthermore, the display of such 
formulas also telegraphs the attitudes, allegiances, and interests of 
those who choose to sponsor them. To paraphrase Starrett, displaying 
the name of God over the front door of one’s  house and displaying it 
on a lamppost mean very different things.21

In trying to understand calligraphic works that function as images, 
it might be helpful to use Gonzalez’s distinction between works in 
which the image dominates the text and those in which the opposite 
holds true, the latter being referred to as the “scriptural regime” and 
the former the “fi gural or repre sen ta tional regime.”22 The distinction 
is an important one, in that it helps explain various aspects of archi-
tectural epigraphy together with fi ne arts such as album and minia-
ture painting. Regardless of the contrast between the two categories, 
in the current context, I want to focus on the iconological value of text 
as well as image in situations where both categories function either in 
dialogue or in de pen dently of each other. These include examples of 
calligraphic arts in what is often referred to as pictorial calligraphy, 
where calligraphic words and phrases are shaped into repre sen ta tional 
forms.23 In most cases, the pictures have no obvious connection to the 
content of the verses, with common formulas such as the profession of 
faith or the basmala formed into birds, boats, or other shapes. In other 
cases, there are obvious connections, such as when references to ‘Ali, 
nicknamed the “Lion of God,” are written in the shape of a lion.

A possible variation on the tradition of pictorial calligraphy, but 
one that can be understood very differently in semiotic terms, is the 
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tradition of imbuing the written text with a “visual equivalence” to its 
meaning. Such calligraphic examples— which enjoyed great popularity 
as religious artifacts in the Ottoman world— are comprehensible in 
iconological terms, in that they resemble that which they signify. They 
also represent an iconic form of onomatopoeia, one in which the word, 
as visual sign, mimics the sound and meaning of its object.24 Among 
the most representative of such mimetic calligraphic works is an often- 
copied panel by the Ottoman calligrapher Mehmed Sefi k Bey in which 
the pear- shaped text reads: “Mercy ‘Ali, Fatima, Hasan, Husayn,” refer-
ring to the family of the Prophet (Plate II) (in fact, Muhammad is 
himself cryptically represented in this composition as the word ambn 
[an interjection in common Turkish usage, meaning “security,” “pro-
tection,” and “mercy”], which is numerologically equivalent to the 
name “Muhammad”).25 In the composition, the fi rst letter of the name 
of the Prophet’s daughter Fatima (fa) is inscribed within the fi rst letter 
of the name of her husband ‘Ali (‘ayn). Schick has succinctly captured 
the visual signifi cance of what, at fi rst glance, seems like a somewhat 
awkward artistic choice:

What is interesting is that the name of the fi rst letter of Ali is 
a homonym of the Arabic word for “eye.” Furthermore, there 
is, both in Arabic and Turkish, the expression “to be in some-
one’s eye,” which means to be loved, to be esteemed, to be val-
ued. So by placing Fatima into the ‘ayn/eye of Ali, this inscrip-
tion is in fact giving the message that the Prophet’s daughter 
was greatly beloved and esteemed by her spouse, the Caliph 
Ali. Visually, the calligraphic composition makes Fatima “the 
apple of Ali’s eye”— an expression that has the same meaning 
in Turkish (Ali’nin göz bebegi) as it does in En glish.26

The repre sen ta tional and iconographic function of text is apparent 
in an important genre of book arts known as a hilye- i nebi, hilye- i saadet, 
or hilye- i serife, the fi rst example of which was composed in the late sev-
enteenth century by the Ottoman calligrapher Hafi z Osman (d. 1698). 
A hilye comprises a verbal portrait of the Prophet’s person, drawn in 
most cases from a tradition recorded by al- Tirmidhi (d. 892) and at-
tributed to Muhammad’s cousin ‘Ali:
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When ‘Ali described the Messenger of God, he said: “he was 
neither too tall nor too short, rather he was of medium 
height among people. His hair was neither short and curly, 
nor was it long and straight, it hung in waves. His face was 
neither fl eshy nor plump, but it had a roundness, rosy white, 
with very dark eyes and long eyelashes. He was large- boned 
as well as broad- shouldered, hairless except for a thin line 
that stretched down his chest to his navel. His hands and 
feet  were coarse. When he walked, he would lean forward as 
if descending a hill. When he turned [toward someone], he 
turned with all his body. Between his two shoulders was the 
Seal of Prophethood, and he was the seal of the prophets.”27

The Turkish name for these elaborate, embellished calligraphic pan-
els is taken for the Arabic word for the physical appearance of a person 
(hilya), and is likely to have been inspired by a well- known poem by the 
sixteenth- century Ottoman poet Hakani (Khaqani) Mehmed Bey, 
which in turn was inspired by the hadith from al- Tirmidhi’s collection 
quoted above. Al- Tirmidhi also rec ords a prophetic account that states: 
“It is reported of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, may God be pleased with them both, 
that he said: The Prophet of God, prayers upon him and peace, said: 
‘Whosoever sees my hilya after me, it is as if he had seen me; and whoso-
ever sees it, longing for me, God prohibits Hell- fi re from him and he 
will be protected from the trials of the grave, and he will not be resur-
rected naked on the Day of Judgment.’ ”28 Hakani’s poem speaks in de-
tail about the physical qualities of the Prophet as well as his dress and 
comportment. And in a manner familiar from later accounts of the 
blessings of relics, Hakani declares that whoever possesses the hilye- i 
serife is saved from punishment after death, Satan never enters his 
 house, is guarded against all bodily ills, and is rewarded at a level equal 
to that of someone who has done the Hajj or has freed a slave.29

Veneration of the Prophet has been a central feature of Muslim piety 
from its formative period when both the tellers of prophetic tales and 
collectors of prophetic traditions gathered and promulgated  minute 
details of Muhammad’s life. It is on only one such famous collection 
of hadith, al- Tirmidhi’s book entitled Shamb’il al- Mustafb containing 
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 traditions concerning Muhammad’s moral excellence together with de-
tailed accounts of his physical characteristics, that the Ottoman ex-
amples mentioned above are ultimately based. By the eleventh century, 
these early texts had given rise to related genres of literature on the 
proofs of prophethood (dalb’il al- nubuwwa) and on Muhammad’s physi-
cal and moral beauty (shamb’il).30 Such works, as well as others such as 
the famous “Ode to the Cloak (qasjdat al- burda)” that conjured up im-
ages of Muhammad’s actual person, have been used by Muslims across 
the Islamic world as objects of informal prayer and contemplation, and 
as talismanic artifacts that are carried or worn to guard against mis-
fortune. Writing a hilye- i serife was itself viewed as an important act of 
piety, and at least some individuals believed that whoever composed 
one would be protected from misfortune by God.31

It is conceivable that the hilye- i serife as a visual portrait might have 
arisen as a Muslim response to the icon in Orthodox Christianity. In-
triguing though this idea may be, the fact is that not only do verbal de-
scriptions of Muhammad’s appearance predate the hilye calligraphic 
plates by many centuries, but so does the Muslim encounter with the 
tradition and use of Christian icons. Nevertheless, that this textual por-
trait is meant to be construed as a bodily repre sen ta tion is suggested by 
the fact that the components that together form a hilye panel are called 
the “place of the head” (basmakam), belly (göbek) or body (gövde), belt (ku-
sak), and skirt (etek).32 In addition, the placement of four roundels con-
taining the names of the fi rst four caliphs (Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, 
and ‘Ali) around the “head” and “belly” of the hilye suggest limbs, mak-
ing the artifact not only linguistically referential to the appearance of a 
human body but physically so as well.

A similar transformation of textual signifi ers into visual ones is 
 encountered in an unusual Ottoman calligraphic work that, at fi rst 
glance, appears to be a simple prayer (Plate III); on closer examination 
it turns out to be a textual repre sen ta tion of the “Seal of Prophethood” 
said to have been located between Muhammad’s shoulders. As such, 
this artifact is the textual version of a visual sign that is itself known 
only through textual descriptions. The lower panel reads as follows in 
Turkish:
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The benefi t of this holy seal to those who visit it will be as 
follows: To those who look at it in the morning, having per-
formed their ritual ablutions, it will last until the eve ning. 
And to those who look at it at the beginning of the month, 
until the end of the month. And to those who look at it at 
the beginning of the year, until the end of the year. And for 
those who look at it while on a journey, may their journey be 
blessed. And those who die in the year during which they 
have looked at it shall die with faith.33

Nowhere on the panel does the word “to read” appear. The address-
ees of the text are instructed to see the artifact, including in the prayer 
at the bottom where God’s forgiveness is begged for the calligrapher, 
his parents, and “for all those who look at it.” As Schick rightly notes, 
“the panel was not only regarded as written text, as well as devotional 
object, but also as an image.”34

The textual repre sen ta tion of the prophetic seal, which itself be-
comes an object of visual contemplation, walks the fi ne line between a 
relic, its repre sen ta tion, and an icon through which the devotee ac-
cesses not just the seal on the Prophet’s body, but also the set of doc-
trines concerning prophecy, Islam’s relationship to Judaism and Chris-
tianity, and much more that is imbricated in the belief that Muhammad 
wore a physical mark of prophethood. Similar phenomena of visually 
representing Muhammad’s relics are found in many parts of the Is-
lamic world to this day, and Muslims in a broad range of societies 
purchase and possess cheaply reproduced chromolithographs that de-
pict the Prophet’s cloak or other garments, or  else his sandal or foot-
print. Repre sen ta tions of his sandal or footprint are especially pop u-
lar and are often depicted in a stylized— as distinct from realistic— form 
(see Plates V and VII). In virtually all cases, the visual repre sen ta tion of 
the relic is accompanied by text in a way that makes the two insepara-
ble. Plate IV is of a poster from Pakistan reproducing an image of a 
footprint of the Prophet that is preserved in the collection of holy rel-
ics in the Topkapı Palace Museum in Istanbul. There are, in fact, 
shrines of the prophetic footprint in South Asia, but as implied by the 



a i s h a ’ s  c u s h i o n
276

statement in the bottom- left panel on the poster acknowledging that 
the image of the footprint has been reproduced from an offi cial Turk-
ish pamphlet entitled “The Blessed Relics of Islam (tabarrukbt-i Islbm),” 
the provenance of the relic in the Topkapı Museum lends it greater 
value than those found elsewhere.35

The upper half of the left- hand panel of this poster quotes a hadith 
of the Prophet according to which he said that whoever says one prayer 
for Muhammad, God blesses him or her ten times, forgives ten sins, 
and raises him or her up ten levels. The right- hand panel lists the bless-
ings of the prophetic footprint:

Whoever keeps it with them is honored; whichever caravan 
has it is not robbed; whichever ship has it does not sink; 
whichever property contains it remains protected. [Whoever 
has it with them] has the fortune of visiting the holy pre-
cinct or is honored by perceiving himself or herself visiting 
the sanctifi ed presence of the Prophet (may peace be upon 
him) in a dream. What ever need one approaches it with is 
fulfi lled. Whoever is without child, should say fi ve blessings 
on the Prophet (durvd sharjf) and pray with the mediation 
(tawassut) of the footprint, and God will bless them with 
offspring.

In this example, the writing functions as text, possessing both a 
descriptive function in explaining the value of the image of the foot-
print as well as an indexical value as a caption, which appears boldly 
across the top of the poster as “The Print of the Blessed Foot of the 
Most Noble Messenger, May Peace be Upon Him.” The reference to the 
footprint is signifi cantly ambiguous as a signifi er since the Urdu term 
naqsh- i pb can mean both “footprint” and “picture of the foot” such 
that, at a par tic u lar level, the image is also a visual repre sen ta tion of 
the Prophet (albeit a partial one).

The polysemic value of text as well as the iconic value of such arti-
facts is even clearer in Plate V, which is of a poster depicting the styl-
ized sandal of the Prophet (na‘ l al- nabj), which is commonly seen either 
in print and painting, or in jewelry, and is used as an amulet across the 
Islamic world. This example, like that of the image of the footprint, is 
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from Pakistan, and bears more than a passing resemblance in its lay-
out to the most pop u lar hilye- i serife plates from the Ottoman Empire, 
with four medallions at each corner, and a horizontal strap dividing 
the upper and lower portions in much the same corporeally referential 
way as they do in a hilye- i serife. In this repre sen ta tion of the sandal, the 
four medallions contain the names of four archangels (Jibra’il, Mika’il, 
Isfrafi l, and Azra’il) rather than of the fi rst four caliphs, most probably 
because of the poster’s Shi‘i associations, which are made clear by a 
divine saying attributed to the Prophet appearing at the bottom: “I 
have fi ve through whom is quenched the heat of the crushing affl ic-
tion: Mustafa, and Murtaza, and their two sons, and Fatima.” The 
angular border on either side of the sandal contains Urdu verses com-
monly seen together with this image: “If I could fi nd the pure sandal 
of his excellency to place on my head / Gladly would I declare: ‘Yes, I 
too wear a crown!’ ” and “The Qur’an swore by the dust on which it 
tread / A million blessings upon the slipper of the sacred foot.”36

As it is in many Muslim- majority countries, the symbol of the sa-
cred sandal is common enough in Pakistan, where it appears as a talis-
man, such that it is instantly recognizable by most members of society. 
Yet the image of the sandal is captioned twice in this image, in Arabic 
at the top (“This is the image [mithbl] of his sandal, prayers be upon 
him and his family”) and in Urdu/Persian at the bottom (“The image 
[naqsha] of the blessed sandal of his excellency, the Master of Mankind, 
according to the mea sure ments of the noble Imams”).

Based on the other text appearing on the poster, and especially the 
writing concerning the provenance of the image, the title at the top is 
redundant. However, it is extremely common to provide captions on 
religious images in the Islamic world, whether they be of the venerated 
saint Ahmadou Bamba in West Africa or of a multitude of saints in 
South Asia.37 In the latter case, saint posters frequently carry a textual 
caption with the name of the saint despite the fact that, like Christian 
saints and the posters of Hindu gods to which these images are closely 
related both technologically and stylistically, the saints are normally 
accompanied by visual cues that serve to identify them. The poster in 
Plate VI depicts the pop u lar saint of Pakistan, Shahbaz (“The Falcon”) 
Qalandar (d. 1274), in three different postures or moods: fl ying through 
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the air (appropriately for the patron saint of travelers), as an ecstatic 
Sufi , and as a pious Muslim. Not only is the entire poster captioned 
with his name, but each tableau has a textual reference to the qualities 
depicted in the image: devotion is represented by the vocative names 
“O Allah!” and “O Muhammad!” which appear together with images 
of the Ka‘ba and Prophet’s Mosque, a phenomenon which has its own 
iconographic signifi cance as I shall discuss shortly with reference to 
trucks. The ecstatic Sufi  is referred to textually with the lines of a pop-
u lar Punjabi song in his honor: “Drunk in every breadth, ‘Ali is fore-
most (damadam mast qalandar / ‘Ali db pehlb numbar).” The saint is also 
represented textually in verse: “The falcon fl ies through the air / he 
knows the hearts’ secrets (shahbbz karE parvbz / jbnE rbz dilbn dE).”

In these examples, the text adds value to the image and vice versa. 
The same phenomenon is encountered in the practice of truck decora-
tion in Pakistan and the case of Hajj paintings in Egypt. Among rural 
Egyptians, there is a custom of decorating the outsides of the homes 
and businesses of individuals who have gone on the Hajj pilgrimage in 
order to celebrate as well as advertise their completion of this impor-
tant and expensive religious duty, and one that marks an important 
turning point in the lives of many pious believers. The visual displays 
vary tremendously, but key features in most of them are repre sen ta-
tions of the pilgrim, images of the journey— in many cases including 
its different stages such as the train  ride to the coast and the ship or 
aircraft to Jeddah— and various aspects of the pilgrimage itself.38 There 
are no set patterns of representing the pilgrim or the journey either in 
their contemporary, actual form, or as an idealized repre sen ta tion of a 
timeless Muslim going on Hajj (on a camel caravan for example). In 
many cases, the signifi ers of modernity, particularly aircraft, feature 
prominently in the images, and are accompanied by the electronic 
goods presumably acquired by the pilgrim on his or her way home 
from Saudi Arabia, or  else they represent the aspiration and expecta-
tion that whoever gets to go to the oil- rich countries of the Arabian 
Peninsula returns with such goods.

Text appears as an explanatory caption or title, most obviously when 
displaying the name of the pilgrim. Elsewhere it captions images depict-
ing events, such as in the Abrahamic sacrifi ce, where text reading “sacri-
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fi cial ram,” “Jibril [the angel],” and in rare cases “Isma‘il, upon him be 
peace” and “Ibrahim the Friend of God, upon him be peace” appear 
alongside visual repre sen ta tions of each of them. In other examples, the 
scene is accompanied by a religious phrase, normally from scripture, 
that in and of itself evokes a par tic u lar station of the pilgrimage. For 
example, pictorial repre sen ta tions of the sacrifi ce are accompanied by 
the verse “And we ransomed him with a great sacrifi ce (fa- fadaynbhu bi- 
dhibhin ‘azjmin)” (Qur’an 37:107), and repre sen ta tions of the ambulatory 
ritual elements of the pilgrimage by the common saying concerning the 
power of the Hajj to erase all sins: “Hajj is accepted (by God) and sins are 
forgiven (hajj mabrvvr wa- dhanb maghfvr),” or  else the formula repeated 
during those rituals: “At your command, O God, at your command (lab-
bayka Allahumma labbayk)!” In these cases, the image and the text are not 
interchangeable so much as the text provides a “value- added” quality to 
the visual repre sen ta tion and vice versa. Each can and, in many cases, 
does function perfectly well in de pen dently of the other, but in these 
forms of visual art images are integrated with text, such that not only 
the signifi cation of the visual display but also its status as an aesthetic 
phenomenon makes the “visible correlative to the legible by displacing 
or connecting up the sphere of language to that of icon.”39

A similar phenomenon holds true for truck painting in Pakistan, a 
pervasive art culture that combines text with image, and the religious 
with a variety of other expressions of life, society, and individual as 
well as collective aspirations.40 Pakistani trucks are covered in a com-
plex arrangement of patterns, images, and texts that collectively repre-
sent a major visual regime of a large Islamic society and serve as a 
window into the structure and politics of this contemporary public 
sphere. Explicit religious signifi ers and talismanically or religiously 
loaded symbols fi gure prominently in truck decoration; the former 
category includes the majority of the calligraphic program of the truck 
along with explicit religious symbols such as the Ka‘ba and the Proph-
et’s Mosque in Medina. Some of these religious symbols are mixed in 
their signifi cation, such as a paired star and crescent that simultane-
ously represent Islam and Pakistan. Into this category also fall the 
names (and occasional images) of prominent or regional Sufi  saints 
who are invoked for protection, although arguably these could be seen 
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as part of a religious calligraphic program as distinct from a primarily 
visual one. Talismanically or religiously loaded symbols account for the 
majority of decorative motifs on the truck, and they are both painted on 
during the initial design as well as added later in the form of stickers 
and smaller objects attached to the body of the truck. Common sym-
bols are fi sh, which represent good fortune, and eyes, which function 
ambiguously to represent protection from the evil eye and as symbols of 
beauty.41

Many of the motifs occupy predictable places on the Pakistani 
truck, such that one can comfortably speak of a visual grammar gov-
erning its design. Explicit religious symbols and images are almost al-
ways located on the front of the truck; talismanic objects and symbols 
may be found on the back and occasionally on the sides, but the pre-
ponderance of such signs is also on the front of the truck.42 Repre sen-
ta tional images and patterns typify the more visually striking aspects 
of the trucks’ decorative program but— in almost all cases— they lack 
the power as signifi ers to be readily understood or to provide any ex-
plicit or systematic message comprehensible to the majority of onlook-
ers. Epigraphic material, it might be argued, is very clearly selected to 
be seen as well as read, and to provide explicit messages concerning the 
identity and concerns of the individuals associated with the truck. 
Text is used to impart mundane information such as the name of the 
own er and transportation company, but it is also text, rather than im-
age, that is used to actively engage viewers in the most direct manner 
and to communicate a variety of messages.

One decorative element of the Pakistani truck for which this poly-
semy glaringly does not hold true is the pervasive display of the Ka‘ba 
and the Prophet’s Mosque. Images of them almost invariably appear 
on the front of the truck toward the top, sometimes accompanied by 
inscriptions reading “O Allah!” and “O Muhammad!” Almost without 
exception, the image of the Ka‘ba appears on the left side and that of 
the Prophet’s Mosque on the right. The purpose of this arrangement is 
almost certainly to be repre sen ta tional of what they symbolize— Allah 
and Muhammad— and mimic the way in which their names would be 
seen or read (as distinct from written): the name of God always precedes 
the name of his prophet, and an individual reading the Perso- Arabic 
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script would read from right to left while facing the truck.43 In the 
case of the invocation of Allah and Muhammad on the front of a 
truck, the images of the Ka‘ba and the Prophet’s Mosque function 
iconically. But the text functions iconically in referring to God and 
His prophet as well—“picture and scripture are one and the same en-
tity with two faces, two properties and two natures, one textual and 
the other fi gurative, i.e. a double ontology with a primary (scriptural/
ideal) ontology and a secondary (fi gural/material) ontology.” 44

The iconic use of text is also encountered in book arts in the Otto-
man Empire, where its application is reminiscent of the pop u lar con-
temporary examples mentioned  here. The early modern period wit-
nessed a growth in the popularity of small, illustrated volumes that 
have sometimes been called prayer manuals, but which most likely 
fulfi lled a variety of other functions (and crossed into other genres) 
such as souvenirs, ritual guides, relic rec ords, and so on. These books 
frequently include captioned images, for instance pictorial repre sen ta-
tions of a tree with the title “Lote Tree of the Boundary” (with refer-
ence to a Muslim eschatological feature), or images of standards and 
weapons belonging to early Muslim heroes. They normally also con-
tain a section comprised of holy names (such as those of Muhammad 
or the early caliphs), which are presented as large, ornately written Ar-
abic names on a dark, plain fi eld; they are thus imbued with a pictorial 
quality, seeing as how they are framed in the middle of the page, one at 
a time (Plate VIII). What makes them remarkable is that, in most cases, 
the name medallions carry a caption stating what the illustration is. 
Thus the medallion containing the name of Abu Bakr will have the cap-
tion “This is the name of his excellency Abu Bakr, may God be pleased 
with him,” and the medallion containing the name of the Prophet or 
‘Ali will be laid out in much the same way.45

The caption on the name medallions would be completely superfl u-
ous and redundant unless one  were to accept the hypothesis that the 
“name- that- is- named” does not function as text at all— it is not the 
textual rendition of the name but its image. The written word, in such 
examples, functions simultaneously in two capacities: as a caption, the 
name (“Abu Bakr”) is textual and explanatory in a straightforward 
fashion; as the image of the name, it is visual, and operates exactly the 
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same way as an icon would in other, more conventionally pictorial, re-
ligious contexts.

Conclusion

It is impossible to overstate the importance of text, reading, and writing 
in Islamic societies. But in many cases, the written word functions as an 
image, such that whether or not the viewer can read or understand it, 
writing is visually recognizable as the signifi er of a complex set of mes-
sages concerning the nature of religion and po liti cal authority as they 
exist within societal constructs. In many contexts, writing functions as 
a linguistic sign at a second, accessory level; at a primary level it is dis-
tinct from but analogous to nontextual visual arts, in that they are of-
ten “similarly invested with repre sen ta tional qualities and values.” 46

Literacy is important to understanding the place of text and writing 
in Islamic art, but one should not assume that the possession of the 
ability to read the language of an epigraphic piece necessarily makes an 
individual’s experience qualitatively different from that of other view-
ers who are unable to do so. Each individual epigraphic example does 
not have to be “readable” to the viewer. Epigraphy works on the expecta-
tion of meaningfulness, in that whether one can read the inscriptions 
or not, or even if one’s senses are dulled to their presence so that one 
 doesn’t even bother to, the presence of the Arabic script in any calli-
graphic form on a building of religious signifi cance is appropriate to its 
presence, reaffi rming not only the importance of all that the building 
signifi es but also the iconographic and other symbolism of the script. 
Qur’anic inscriptions belong on Islamic buildings in the eyes of Mus-
lim and non- Muslim viewers the same way pseudo- Arabic belongs on 
the Mudéjar architecture of Spain and in repre sen ta tions of imagined 
Islamic architecture in orientalist paintings— most famously in the work 
of Gérôme— because it is appropriate to its context.47

In such uses of text, individuals populate the visual text with their 
individual intentions in de pen dent of the original intent of the builder, 
artist, or patron. To borrow Bakhtin’s argument on language and apply 
it to images, text and image do not exist as a “neutral and impersonal 
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language”; instead, they exist “in other people’s mouths, in other peo-
ple’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions.” Individual viewers then 
take these visual examples and make them their own, inhabiting the 
visual text with their own intentions and meanings that result from 
the context of the viewer rather than that of an author.48

The written word functions in such contexts not as text but as a vi-
sual sign— the “image of the word” to use a term coined by Dodd and 
Khairallah— where the interplay of the textual and the visual refl ects a 
form of “iconic augmentation” in which one adds value to the power 
of the other as a signifi er.49 Gonzalez has suggested that visual reli-
gious art of this sort represents a form of visual remembrance of or 
meditation on God (dhikr), in that it prepares the viewer mentally and 
psychically for remembering the divine, and also allows for the indefi -
nite repetition of God’s name.50 Whether or not it constitutes a form 
of visual meditative practice, the multiple uses of text in Islamic reli-
gious art and formal as well as informal religious life push the limits 
of our understanding of repre sen ta tional art in Islamic society, lend-
ing themselves most readily to an iconological explanation rather than 
one that distinguishes between text and art, or word and image.



Epilogue

But in 2500 b.c. Harappa,
who cast in bronze a servant girl?
No one keeps rec ords of soldiers and slaves.
The sculptor knew this,
polishing the ache
off her fi ngers stiff
from washing the walls
and scrubbing the fl oors,
from stirring the meat
and the crushed asafoetida
in the bitter gourd.
But I’m grateful she smiled at the sculptor,
as she smiles at me
in bronze . . .  

—agha shahid ali, The Country without a Post Off ice

One might have hoped that somewhere in the vast and rich intellec-
tual traditions of the Islamic world, or in its bejeweled social history, 
there was to be found a Rosetta Stone, a clavis interpretandi by which to 
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make sense of the nature of the visual image in Islam. Such a key is not 
to be found; but more to the point, the search for such an interpretive key 
is a conceptual error because,  were a text providing a doctrine or theory 
of images in Islam to be located, it would only shed light on the attitude 
toward images of its author in his or her context. The existence of one, 
or even a handful, of texts on a theology of images or the religious status 
of artists and the visual arts (what has been a quest for more than a 
few art historians) would do little to locate visual and material culture 
within Islamic societies across their historical and geo graph i cal ex-
panse. Indeed, the search for such texts says more about the scholar 
looking for them than about the history of Islamic visual culture, since 
it is premised upon treating Christianity as the normative religious tra-
dition. Sweeping theological works on the nature of the religious image 
are not to be found in Buddhism or Hinduism— two highly textual and 
scholarly religions that possess a rich visual culture, nor do they exist for 
Judaism or for other religions with a more limited textual record.

One could argue, therefore, that it is Christianity that represents 
the exception, in the sense that it possesses articulate theologies of the 
image that are a direct result of two internal moments of crisis in 
which imaged form played a central part, these being the so- called 
Iconoclast Era of iconomachical movements in the eighth and ninth 
centuries, and the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth. Islam and other religions have not experienced such moments 
for a constellation of social and historical reasons, and consequently 
lack similar theologies of images born out of apologetic debate. But it 
is also conceptually problematic to take the textual expressions of the 
iconodules and iconophobes of the eighth century (or the antipapists 
of the sixteenth) and generalize about a universal Christian theology 
of images. The writings of St. John of Damascus or a Nicene Council 
are no more relevant to attitudes toward images among the majority 
of Christians in North America today than a tenth- century Muslim 
theological treatise would be to the practices and attitudes of today’s 
Muslims. And furthermore, any understanding drawn primarily from 
a nominal reading of such a text cannot adequately incorporate the 
many exegetical and hermeneutical devices employed by Muslims (as 
well as by many others) throughout history.
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Among the various ways in which Muslims have reacted to (and con-
tinue to react to) visual images, expressions of anxiety, ambivalence, 
aversion, and fascination manifest themselves simultaneously on oc-
casion. The fascination for images might be an obvious and innate 
part of the human constitution, but so too, it appears, is the fear of 
images, as has been demonstrated repeatedly in this book. As such, no 
theory of imagery can be separated from a recognition of the fear of 
images, since not only are iconophilia and idolatry the conjoined twins 
of iconophobia and iconoclasm, but they often exist simultaneously in 
the same individuals and the same societies.1 There is no easy explana-
tion of why this anxiety with images exists, beyond some very general 
notions, such as the need of one group to differentiate itself from an-
other (and therefore from its gods), some primordial fear of the uncon-
trolled and uncontrollable that continues as an evolutionary by- 
product, an ac know ledg ment of the power of the image, or something 
 else. But any explanation that attributes the fear and fascination with 
images to an innate human need does little to provide a specifi c satis-
factory explanation, and acknowledging the power of images as some-
thing innate to the images themselves, rather than to the human per-
ception of them, avoids the question entirely.

Mitchell has provocatively suggested that the anxiety concerning 
images centers around the nature of resemblance, and that the fear of 
images is, at root, a fear of clones, or “clonophobia.” The fear of clones 
(as apparent in medical ethics as it is in fi lm and literature) is based in 
a concern with images:

It is not just the resemblance to fears of the “other,” whether 
racial or sexual; not just the fear of violating natural or di-
vine law, of transgressing the codes of evolution on the one 
side, or revelation on the other; it is not just the horror of 
desecrating the sacredness of life, or of erasing human indi-
viduality, or denying death for a static immortality, nor of 
turning human creatures into commodities. . . .  At bottom 
the fear of cloning is rooted in the fear of images and image- 
making, arguably one of the most durable phobias that hu-
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man beings have ever developed for themselves. Cloning is a 
realization, a literalization of the most ancient fear— and 
(signifi cantly) the most ancient hope— about images, and that 
is that we might bring them to life.2

The observation that clonophobia is but one manifestation of 
iconophobia sheds little light on the nature of iconophobia itself or on 
the human attitude toward images, except to highlight that iconopho-
bia “in its most primitive, archaic manifestations already contains 
premonitions of cloning.”3 Repre sen ta tion and mimesis— as expressed 
both in the Bible and in the Qur’an— refl ect an element of cloning, 
with Adam made “in the image” of God, and the many condemna-
tions of making imaged form mentioned in this book center around 
the threat of making human creators like God through the act of creat-
ing images that are like the images God creates.

That it is the human concern with the nature of resemblance that 
underlies our fear and fascination with images commends itself as a 
plausible, broad explanation for the visual phenomena covered in this 
book. Attitudes toward visual images and resemblance harbored by 
Muslims as well as others are frequently contradictory, and it is only 
through a pro cess of what has been termed “multi- think” 4 that viewer- 
devotees condemn the use of religious images while simultaneously 
venerating those visual images that they themselves possess.

Vision—and the images and concepts of resemblance and repre sen-
ta tion that rely on it— are fundamentally somatic matters of “the fl esh.”5 
As is clear from the overview of Islamic optical theories in Chapter 6, 
not only perception but also repre sen ta tion was explicitly understood 
in such a way by premodern Muslim thinkers, and the images in dream 
visions as well as in the imagination as discussed in Islamic philoso-
phy and Sufi  metaphysics argued for a similar corporeal location to the 
 whole affair of seeing. The physicality of experiencing visual objects— 
indeed, the very materiality of objects themselves— is sanitized in hu-
man experience through the passage of time: “memory makes images 
acceptable to a broad religious culture that is otherwise given to de-
claring itself anti- iconic.” 6 And the physical objects of the past, that in 
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their actual presence threaten the autonomous existence of prototypes 
through their properties of resemblance, primarily live on in later times 
only as images.7 Within this pro cess of somatic detachment from the 
fl eshiness of seeing, the equally physical (and even visual) text and 
the book assume a place of virtual primacy in Islamic material culture; 
this occurs through the written word manifesting the “body” of the 
divine and of absent religious heroes, to the point that some forms of 
text function entirely visually for their viewers who cannot access the 
words, or  else they function the way modern sheet music does, unintel-
ligible to most until it is brought alive through sounds produced by 
those who understand its symbolism.

One major goal of this book has been to reframe the study of resem-
blance, seeing, and visual images and their use through a counterin-
tuitive focus on Islamic materials, since prevailing wisdom would sug-
gest that a religious culture that places visual images at a doctrinal 
periphery would constitute a less valuable fi eld of inquiry than one 
that was obviously rich in images. Through the exploration of visual-
ity and repre sen ta tional concerns where they are not self- evident, one 
can better understand the role of the visual image as something that 
goes beyond straightforward questions of mimesis.

In the end, even though we know that “those who live by the pen 
and those who live by the brush or chisel work to separate agendas,”8 
the text and image intersect in many ways in the history of religious 
visual culture in the Islamic world, and several of the hypotheses put 
forward in the course of this book would appear to hold true: fi rst, 
that examples of visual art (including textual ones) need to be looked 
at as objects or entities that are perceived and interpreted, and not 
simply as objects for aesthetic appreciation. Second, that notions of 
repre sen ta tion as they emerge from a study of Islamic writings help us 
understand how Muslims might perceive religious objects in their 
midst, and that this understanding cannot be reduced to simple ques-
tions of whether or not Muslims tolerate visual religious art. Third, 
that the defi nition of what is considered Islamic religious art needs to 
be expanded so that one can develop a new understanding of the na-
ture of ritual and practice, aesthetics and art, as well as material and 
social culture in Islamic society. And lastly and more generally, it is 
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very productive to look at art objects as technological products that 
serve as mediums of communication within societies. Such an under-
standing of art is not reductive, in the sense that it devalues aesthetic 
questions of appreciation and patronage or of artistic and technical 
virtuosity. On the contrary, such a view removes the multifaceted ap-
preciation of the object from the confi nes of detached appreciation 
and brings it to the center of social and religious life.





Notes

Prologue: The Promise of a Meaningful Image

  Epigraph: Agha Shahid Ali (1991), A Nostalgist’s Map of America, New 
York, W. W. Norton, 75– 76.

 1. There  were widespread demonstrations across the Islamic world follow-
ing the release of The Message, which was banned in several countries. 
Dramatically, the leader and supporters of a small African- American 
Muslim group occupied three buildings in Washington, D.C. (one gov-
ernment building, the Islamic Center, and the headquarters of the B’nai 
B’rith) on March 9, 1977, and held 132 hostages for 38 hours. The crisis 
ended with the extensive involvement of the ambassadors from Egypt, 
Iran, and Pakistan, but not before the deaths of a reporter and a police-
man. The release of The Message was listed among the grievances of the 
hostage takers, and it is broadly understood to have been the catalyst 
that instigated the attack (“Terrorism: The 38 Hours: Trial by Terror,” 
Time, March 21, 1977 [ http:// www .time .com /time /magazine /article /0 
,9171 ,946751–1 ,00 .html]). South Park began to toy with representing Mu-
hammad shortly after the Danish cartoon controversy of 2005, drawing 
attention to po liti cal problems in depicting Muhammad that do not ex-
ist with representing other religious fi gures such as Jesus and the Bud-
dha. At no point did the cartoon ever show Muhammad; in fact, the 
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character in a bear suit that was said to be Muhammad was eventu-
ally revealed to be Santa Claus (for synopses of the episodes, visit 
 http:// www.southparkstudios.com/full- episodes/ and search for “Super 
Best Friends” and “201”).

 2. Elias (2007), 13– 17. See also Flood (2002), 641– 659.
 3. Clément (2002), 218– 220.
 4. Centlivres (2002), 75– 77.
 5. Mullah ‘Umar’s initial declaration ordering the destruction was made 

on 2 Dhu’l-hijja, fi ve days before the start of the Hajj pilgrimage and 
eight days before Eid al- adha. For an outline of the timeline of these 
events in the Islamic calendar, see Elias (2007), 16– 19.

 6. This statement has gained much popularity among Muslim admirers 
of Mahmud of Ghazna, although it does not accurately refl ect his words 
as they appear in the historical work from which they are drawn. The 
infl uential, though temporally remote, early seventeenth- century chron-
icle Tbrjkh- i fi rishta describes Mahmud as being concerned with the judg-
ment of posterity and declaring his preference for being remembered as 
a destroyer of idols. See Firishta (1905), 1:33; Firishta (1829; rpt. 1990), 1: 
43– 44. For more on the destruction of the temple of Somnath, see Chap-
ter 4.
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 10. The Danish controversy had ongoing consequences related to Islam 

and repre sen ta tion. The matter of the tele vi sion show South Park and 
depictions of Muhammad has already been mentioned. On May 20, 
2010, a cartoonist from Seattle or ga nized a Facebook event entitled “Ev-
eryone Draw Mohammed Day.” This drew a sharp reaction from sec-
tions of the global Muslim community, including threats to the car-
toonist that  were deemed serious enough for her to go underground 
and change her identity (“On the Advice of the FBI, Cartoonist Molly 
Norris Disappears from View,” Seattle Weekly, September 15, 2010 [ http:// 
www .seattleweekly .com /2010 -09 -15 /news /on -the -advice -of -the -fbi -car 
toonist -molly -norris -disappears -from -view /]) .

 11. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb bad’ al- khalq, 3052; 4:54:447. I have utilized a hybrid 
system of referring to individual hadith accounts, including a numeri-
cal reference (favored by contemporary translations) for each account 
after the more traditional manner of referring to the section name and 
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hadith number: 4:54:447 refers to volume 4, book 54, hadith number 
447 of al- Bukhari’s collection.

 12. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5610; 7:72:838. Other close variants of this 
hadith do not mention the conversion of the tapestry into cushions: 
“The Prophet returned from a journey when I had hung a thick curtain 
with images. He ordered me to remove it and I removed it” (Sahjh al- 
Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5611; 7:72:839).

 13. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5615; 7:72:843, with a very similar version in 
Kitbb bad’ al- khalq, 3055; 4:54:450.

 14. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb bad’ al- khalq, 3053; 4:54:448.
 15. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb ahbdjth al- anbiyb’, 3173; 4:55:570.
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 17. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5608; 7:72:836.
 18. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5606; 7:72:834.
 19. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5607; 7:72:835. Other variants of this had-

ith include Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5609; 7:72:837: “[from Abu 
Zur‘a]: I went with Abu Hurayra into a  house in Medina where he saw a 
man making images at the top of the  house. [Abu Hurayra] said: ‘I 
heard the Messenger of God say [that Allah said], “Who is more wrong-
ful than one who attempts to create the like of My creations? Let him 
create a grain, let him create the smallest ant!” ’ ”

 20. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5613; 7:72:841.
 21. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- buyv‘, 2112; 3:34:428.
 22. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb bad’ al- khalq, 3054; 4:54:449.
 23. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5612; 7:72:840, with a close variant in 5616; 

7:72:844.
 24. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb manbqib al- ansbr, 1415; 5:58:235. For more on the 

topic of images and dream- visions, see Chapter 7.
 25. Sahjh al- Bukhbrj, Kitbb al- libbs, 5614; 7:72:842.
 26. Mitchell (1986), 72.
 27. Hoffman (2000), 44. For a fuller discussion of Arabic illustrated manu-

scripts of a scientifi c nature, see Contadini (2007). An interesting sub-
category of Arabic illustrated books deals with the technology of au-
tomata, itself a category of physical form, though not a religious one. 
Islamic culture had a highly developed tradition of constructing and 
imagining devices such as fountains and water clocks in the form of 
animals and human beings. This technological tradition made its way 
to Eu rope through the court of Frederick II in Sicily, becoming part of a 
secular courtly tradition (Camille [1989], 247).
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 28. Among the notable works exploring the nature of medieval pop u lar 
culture in the Islamic world are Shoshan (1991), 67– 107; and J. E. Lindsay 
(2008), Daily Life in the Medieval Islamic World, Indianapolis, Hackett Pub-
lishing. For a reevaluation of early Islamic history with importance 
given to the sociopo liti cal periphery, see Bulliet (1994).

 29. This point has been made in the case of comparable Christian illus-
trated manuscripts in Brubaker (1989a), 27.

 30. Ibid., 28. The question of the place of miniature painting in Muslim 
culture is a broader one than I have space to discuss in this context. 
Quite apart from important questions related to the role played by aes-
thetics in determining the place of such images, it is diffi cult to argue 
for any major didactic role to these images when only a limited group of 
viewers— functionally all of whom could read with facility— had access 
to them.

 31. Solomon (1991), 1– 14. One needs to bear in mind that notions of beauty, 
sentimentality, value, and so on are not static even within a specifi c so-
ciety, such that the distinction between high art and kitsch drawn  here 
would not be binding in the past, especially as regards issues of senti-
mentality evoked by the image.

 32. Gell (1992b), 42.
 33. Rotman (2009), 5– 6; Gell (1998), 6– 7.
 34. M. Miles (1985), 27.
 35. Argan (1975), 302.
 36. Belting (1994), xxii. “Objects are meaningful not in their individual rela-

tions to human purpose, but in their collective consumption, their rela-
tions to other objects as a fi eld of signifi ers. Insofar, then, as religious 
commodities are to be understood as material things, they have two 
networks of signifi cation in which they can act as markers of difference: 
fi rst, with regard to other objects defi ned as religious, and second, with 
regard to the fi eld of commodities as a  whole” (Starrett [1995a], 53).

 37. Schmitt (1993), 131– 138.
 38. For more on the concept of “corpothetics,” see Chapter 5; cf. Pinney 

(2004), 194– 200.
 39. Morgan (1998), 33.
 40. Mitchell (1986), 90– 91.
 41. Cutler (2001), 250. In addition to Bourdieu and his ideas of habitus as a 

set of dispositions that shape and are shaped by the individual, other 
scholarship on the concept of ritual also bears on the present discus-
sion. Catherine Bell has pointed out that many modern scholars of reli-
gious behavior have categorized ritual as integrating two irreducible 
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symbolic aspects, “the conceptual (worldview) and the dispositional 
(ethos),” which would suggest that ritual practices actually hold mean-
ing to the scholarly observer, not to the practitioner herself or himself 
(Bell [1992], 31). Stanley Tambiah has also argued for a sedimentation of 
meaning in ritual, in that the components of ritual create a context of 
“ritual involution” in which the repetitive nature of rituals serves as a 
replica of each previous enactment back to the purported fi rst act that 
they commemorate (Tambiah [1979, rpt. 1985], 123– 166). Stated differ-
ently, each ritual enactment involving the use of visual and material 
objects is connected in a syntagmatic chain of almost identical links 
going back to that prototype, such that each enactment mimics the 
prototype suffi ciently for the signifi cation it derives from the original 
to be apparent to the participants. For Bourdieu’s infl uential concept of 
habitus, see Bourdieu (1977, rpt. 2006), 72ff.; and Bourdieu (1990), espe-
cially the third chapter.

 42. St. George (1998), 3– 4.
 43. Mitchell (1986), 31, italics in the original.
 44. Belting (1994), 3.
 45. Rotman (2009), 271, note 7.
 46. Brown (1997), 98.
 47. Ibid., 71– 73.
 48. Ibid., 65, 73, 98.
 49. Rotman (2009), 179– 180.
 50. Ibid., 179– 180; 273, note 16.
 51. See Chapter 10 for a discussion of pop u lar images of saints. Norman 

Bryson explicates the distinction between narrative and iconic art using 
the example of a stained- glass window in the apse of the Canterbury 
Cathedral: “By the ‘discursive’ aspect of an image, I mean those features 
which show the infl uence over the image of language— in the case of the 
window at Canterbury, the biblical texts which precede it and on which 
it depends, the inscriptions it contains within itself to tell us how to 
perceive the different panels, and also the new overall meaning gener-
ated by its internal juxtapositions. By the ‘fi gural’ aspect of the image, I 
mean those features which belong to the image as visual experience in-
de pen dent of language— its ‘being- as- image.’ With the window this would 
embrace all those aspects as we can still appreciate if we have forgotten 
the stories of the Grapes of Eschol and of the last plague of Egypt, or are 
not at all familiar with the technique of ‘types’ and ‘antitypes,’ but are 
nonetheless moved by the beauty of the window as light, colour, and 
design’ ” (Bryson [1981], 6).
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 52. Starrett (1995a), 59.
 53. Mitchell (1986), 113.
 54. Baudrillard (1994), 5; Camille (1989), 350.
 55. Mitchell (1986), 158.

1. Repre sen ta tion, Resemblance, and Religion

  Epigraph: Lewis Carroll (1971), Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Norton 
Critical Edition, ed. D. J. Gray, New York, Norton and Co., 55– 56.

 1. Camille (1989), 42– 44.
 2. Gadamer (1989), 143, 153, and more generally 134– 159.
 3. Danto (1999), 215– 216.
 4. Barthes (1981), 5.
 5. Janowitz (2002), 101– 102.
 6. Distinctions between fi gurative and nonfi gurative dominate aspects of 

Oleg Grabar’s thinking, for example: “a nonfi gurative art, even if the 
nonfi gurative aspect is not total, contains ipso facto an arbitrary ele-
ment that somehow escapes the normal rules of communicating a vi-
sual message (O. Grabar [1973], 100). Gonzalez, despite her sophisticated 
use of semiotic methodologies, seems to take a narrow view of the na-
ture of mimetic art when she says: “Art imitates but cannot reproduce 
nature and it is neither possible nor legitimate to attempt to interchange 
the two. Indeed, as we know, mimetic art was never really customary in 
Islam after the formative period under the Umayyads” (Gonzalez [2001], 
41). Such formal distinctions between fi gurative and nonfi gurative 
repre sen ta tions, or between iconic and noniconic or aniconic repre sen-
ta tions, are not limited to art historians of course, nor to studies of Is-
lam. In his landmark investigation of the role of images in early Juda-
ism, Tryggve Mettinger (1995, especially pp. 21– 22) relies heavily on such 
a differentiation, using the distinction between iconic and aniconic 
repre sen ta tion as the basis of an otherwise sophisticated semiological 
classifi cation system.

 7. Mettinger refers to the fi rst category as “material aniconism” and the 
second as “empty- space aniconism,” 19.

 8. Camille (1989), 205.
 9. Kitzinger (1954), 146.
 10. Morgan (1998), 38– 39.
 11. Ibid., 43.
 12. For a detailed study of the role of tradition and systems of change in the 

repre sen ta tion of Hindu gods in modern poster art, see Pinney (2004) 
and Jain (2007).
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 13. Babb (1981), 393; Pinney (2004), 192. The tactility of the visual senses in 
darshan bears some resemblance to medieval Islamic theories of vision, 
which are discussed in Chapter 6. For a brief introduction to the con-
cept of darshan, see Eck (1981).

 14. Meister (1995), 193– 194.
 15. Davis (1997), 263.
 16. Kinnard (1999), 43.
 17. Rotman (2009), 184. For more on aniconism and repre sen ta tion in early 

Buddhism, see Tanaka (1998).
 18. Gombrich (1971), 4– 5.
 19. Tambiah (1984), 204.
 20. Ibid.; see also 4– 5, 132.
 21. Kinnard (1999), 26. In Mahayana monastic practice, as distinct from 

philosophical writing, the Buddha was believed to fully inhabit images, 
such that he was counted in monastic roll calls. For more on the contin-
ued presence of the Buddha in images, see Schopen (1990), 181– 217; re-
printed (1997) as chapter 12 in Bones, Stones and Buddhist Monks: Collected 
Papers on the Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Texts of Monastic Buddhism in India, 
Honolulu, University of Hawa’i Press.

 22. Rotman (2009), 186.
 23. Ibid., 182.
 24. Kinnard (1999), 177.
 25. Ibid., 179.
 26. Brown (1997, 1998b).
 27. Rotman (2009), 272, note 10.
 28. Morgan (1998), 34.
 29. Kinnard (1999), 43.
 30. For a study and examples of Ira ni an coffee house paintings, see Seyf 

(1990). For more on Hajj paintings, see Chapter 10. Storytelling and enter-
tainment are, of course, not mutually exclusive categories; there is also a 
long- standing tradition of shadow- puppetry in many Middle Eastern 
and Balkan Islamic societies, in which the puppets occupy an interesting, 
if unstudied, repre sen ta tional semiotic space (see Saad [1993]).

 31. Soucek (1988), 193– 209. The argument for a religious context to the im-
ages in Kitbb al- aghbnj is made in Farès (1946), 1– 4, i– iii; this view is coun-
tered in Rice (1953), 128– 135. Much of the debate on early religious imag-
ery in Islamic society continues to be hampered by outdated notions of 
categorizing images as religious or not.

 32. There are many books and cata logs that reproduce paintings depict-
ing Muhammad as well as other religious subjects. For reproductions 
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of albums with paintings of Muhammad’s life, see Séguy (1977), Tanındı 
(1984), and Gruber (2010a). For examples of paintings depicting other 
religious fi gures in addition to Muhammad, including previous proph-
ets and Sufi  saints, see Uluç (2000), 569– 602.

 33. For an introduction to the place of fi gural art in Islamic society, see 
Barry (2004), especially chapter 2.

 34. Papadopoulo (1979), 56.
 35. Leaman (2004), 167.
 36. Grabar (1977), 50– 51; al- Maqrizi (1869 rpt.), 2:318.
 37. For more on Hurufi sm, see S. Bashir (2005), Fazlullah Astarabadi and the 

Hurufi s, Oxford, UK, Oneworld Publications. For examples of Hurufi  
and Hurufi - inspired images, see Aksel (1967), especially pp. 106– 109.

 38. Kappeler (1986), 3.
 39. Brubaker (1989b), 27.
 40. Gadamer (1989), 143.
 41. Pinney (2004), 190.

2. The Icon and the Idol

  Epigraph: W. J. T. Mitchell (2005), What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and 
Loves of Images, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 30.

 1. Barasch (1992), 52.
 2. “O father, never will I come as an assistant to the mice in trouble, since 

they have done me many ills, having befouled my garlands, and lamps, 
for the sake of the oil. But this thing, such as they have done, has par-
ticularly eaten into my soul, they have nibbled away a garment, which I 
had worked with my own toil, and they have made holes in it. But the 
weaver presses me, and demands usury of me, [and] on this account I 
am worn out. For having borrowed, I worked it, and have not the where-
withal to pay back. But even thus I shall not be willing to aid the 
frogs . . .  but yesterday . . .  when I was very tired, and wanted to sleep, 
they, making a noise, would not suffer me to close my eyes even for a 
minute, and I lay sleepless with a headache, until the cock crowed” 
(Buckley [1869], 344); Barasch (1992), 54.

 3. Bryce and Campbell (1871), 291 (Book VI, chapter 16); Barasch (1992), 
55– 56.

 4. Bryce and Campbell, 291 (Book VI, chapter 16); Barasch (1992), 56.
 5. Gell (1998), 124, from E. Bevan (1940), Holy Images, London, George Allen 

and Unwin, 34.
 6. Barnard (1974), 82.
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 7. “One should not object that it would have been better not to erect be-
fore men any statue or any image of the gods on the pretext that we 
should turn our eyes only towards heavenly things. These things, that 
are above, every being endowed with reason adores, every man who be-
lieves in the blessed gods, even though he only sees them from afar. But 
thanks to that desire which draws us to the divine there is in all men a 
passionate longing to honour and serve the divinity, to draw near to it, 
to lay hold upon it with assurance, to bring to it sacrifi ces and garlands. 
Just as little children separated from their father and their mother long 
for them, need them sorely and often in their dreams stretch out their 
arms towards them in their loneliness, so men, who rightly love the 
gods for their benefi ts towards them and because of the kinship which 
unites them to the divine, desire in every way to be in their presence and 
to company with them” (Barnard [1974], 82– 83).

 8. Baynes (1955), 130, note 2; Barnard (1974), 83.
 9. Barnard (1974), 85.
 10. Brubaker (1989a), 61– 62.
 11. Ibid., 65– 66. The same point was made by Nikephoros in very similar 

words.
 12. Bland (2000), 149.
 13. Ibid., 62.
 14. His rebuke of William, Abbot of St. Thierry, was worded as follows: “I 

say nothing of the vast height of your churches, their immoderate 
length, their superfl uous breadth, the costly polishings, the curious 
carvings and paintings which attract the worshipper’s gaze and hinder 
his attention, and seem to me in some way to imitate . . .  the ancient 
Jewish rite” (Bland [2000], 65).

 15. Bland (2000), 59– 60.
 16. Mettinger (1995), 16.
 17. Ibid., 24– 25.
 18. Bland (2000), 61.
 19. Colson and Whitaker (1929; rpt. 1968), 475; Wolfson (1948), 1:29– 30, 

note 22.
 20. Bland (2000), 106.
 21. Ibid., 131. For Rashi and other Jewish scholars’ discussion of the Golden 

Calf and its problematic associations with idolatry, see pp. 116– 129. This 
is, of course, in complete contradiction of the polemical Christian view, 
according to which Jews  were transformed into dev ilish bodies for the 
sin of having worshipped the calf.
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 22. Barnard (1975), 8.
 23. Bland (2000), 115.
 24. Ibid. There are undoubtedly similarities between the development of 

the attitude toward images among Jews from the Second Temple and 
medieval periods and their Muslim counterparts. However, the Islamic 
and Jewish attitudes toward images have departed from each other in 
signifi cant ways in the subsequent centuries, understandably so be-
cause of the different historical and social trajectories of the two faith 
communities.

 25. Compare this to a description of idolatry found in a work of anti- 
Christian polemic written by a Muslim around the ninth century ce: 
“a nation (umma) which had not previously been given a scripture or a 
prophet; sunk in an ignorance ( jbhiliyyjn fj jahbla) in which it was un-
aware that there is a Lord and reckoning after death; on the wrong path 
and given to creating falsehoods; its people  were enemies one to another 
and in mutual hatred; disobedient to God and lacking in fear of Him; 
worshipping idols and eating carrion and blood; allowing what should 
be prohibited, rejecting the right path and complacent in error; its peo-
ple killing one another and shedding their own blood; disregarding the 
prohibited degrees in matters of sexual relations; heedless of ties of kin-
ship; causing harm to its own children and . . .  in the worst evil. Thus it 
remained until God sent them this Prophet” (Sourdel [1966], 25, 32; En-
glish translation from Hawting [1999], 99). A similar passage— without 
the reference to harming children— is found in Ibn Hisham’s biography 
of the Prophet: “Ja‘far b. Abu Tblib answered: O King, we  were an un-
civilized people, worshipping idols, eating corpses, committing abomi-
nations, breaking natural ties, treating guests badly, and our strong 
devoured our weak” (Ibn Hisham [1955a], trans. Guillaume, 151 [original 
folio 219]).

 26. Mettinger (1995), 195.
 27. J. Ries (2005).
 28. Barnard (1974), 81.
 29. Camille (1989), 9.
 30. Ibid., 115. The im mensely pop u lar Golden Legend (Aurea Legenda) has saints 

destroying idols in a number of ways: some use the power of the Word, 
others miracles like gusts of wind, while Saint Felix used his mind: “He 
destroyed every image to which he was led by breathing upon it. The 
priest of the idols came to him and said ‘Lord bishop, my god has fl ed at 
the sight of thee, saying that he could not bear thy holiness’ ” (Camille 
1989, 120, note 72).
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 31. Gabrieli (1969), 148– 149. For more on Muslim iconoclasm and the im-
pact of the crusades, see Jacoby (1992), 13– 24.

 32. Camille (1989), 233.
 33. Tolan (2002), 105– 106. See also Tolan (1999), 97– 117.
 34. The patriarch Germanus of Constantinople (d. 730) accused Muslims 

of litholatry in connection with the Ka‘ba: “they, up to our own days, 
venerate in the desert an inanimate stone . . .  which is called Khobar.” A 
similar accusation is made by John of Damascus in his Peri hairesepn, 
where he claims that the stone represents the head of Aphrodite (Vasiliev 
[1956], 26– 27).

 35. Tolan (2002), 109.
 36. Ibid., 118– 119. Elsewhere, Muslims are described as engaging in idolatry 

in Solomon’s temple, probably meaning the Dome of the Rock, which is 
cleansed by the crusaders in a massacre so great that the knights  were 
riding with blood up to their knees. The Gesta Tancredi of Raoul glorifi es 
Tancred for having destroyed the large silver idol of “Mahummet” in 
the temple, then melting down the precious metal (ibid., 119).

 37. Ibid., 122. Muslim accounts of the Temple of Somnath describe the idol 
as suspended in the air with the help of magnets (see Chapter 4). This 
naturalistic explanation for a magical or miraculous phenomenon is 
found as far back as the fourth century in Rufi nus of Aquilea’s account 
of the Serapis of Alexandria (cf. Tolan [1998], 53– 72; Eckhardt [1949], 77– 
88). The construction of Saracen idolatry as “anti- Christianity” is per-
vasive in the Chanson d’Antioche; the poem provides a detailed account of 
an embassy to “Mieque,” which is home to a golden idol of Mahomes 
and is ruled over by three brothers with a religious parliament presided 
over by the “Apostle Califes of Bauda” (Baghdad, perhaps). The Sara-
cens have used magic to make a demon named Sathanas reside in the 
idol, and it speaks to them about their superiority over the Christians, 
after which the “Apostle Califes of Bauda” declares a “rich pardon that 
Mahons will give us,” a clear parallel to the indulgences granted to the 
crusaders by Urban II (Tolan [2002], 122).

 38. Tolan (2002), 125.
 39. Camille argues that, in the case of pagan antiquity at least, idolatry lost 

its negative connotations in the chansons de geste: “In this realm of texts 
and images, pagan antiquity and Islam  were not subject to denigration 
but  were rather sources of inspiration for writers and artists. It is signifi -
cant that the same exotic practices of idolatry described so negatively in 
historical writing and in the epic tradition, should, in the newer genre 
of romance, lose their sinister implications and take on the glamorous 
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garb of the fantastic. In romances set in the ancient world of pagan 
Rome and in the mysterious East, the gods appear as neutral magical 
intercessors in human affairs, and the idols have a much more poeti-
cally suggestive role to play in the narrative” (Camille [1989], 242).

 40. Ibid., 71.
 41. Cameron (1994), 209. The forging of documents became such a wide-

spread and recognized problem during this period that the Council of 
Hierea relied exclusively on books and not on fl orilegia (collections of 
excerpts purported to be from prominent religious fi gures) (ibid., 205); 
Brubaker (2010), 331.

 42. Brubaker (2010), 323. For a comprehensive history of Byzantine icono-
clasm, see Brubaker and Haldon (2011).

 43. Cameron (1992), 2– 5; Cameron (1994), 199.
 44. Cameron (1992), 33; Cameron (1994), 212.
 45. Brubaker (2010), 328; Brubaker and Haldon (2011), 94– 105.
 46. John of Damascus (Saint) (1980; rpt. 2002); Barasch (1992), 185– 253. John 

of Damascus is widely viewed as the fi rst Christian author to treat Mus-
lim doctrine and practice seriously. This distinction is better deserved 
by Anastasios of Sinai, who anticipated John by approximately fi fty 
years and who referred to Muslim ideas concerning Jesus in his Hodegos, 
or Viae Dux (Griffi th [1987], 341– 358).

 47. The Patriarch Germanus was deposed and declared “anathema” at this 
council as a “worshipper of wood” (Vasiliev [1956], 27; Brubaker [2010], 
330– 331).

 48. Vasiliev (1956), 31– 33.
 49. Kitzinger (1954), 89– 90.
 50. Ibid., 90– 91.
 51. Brubaker and Haldon (2011), 9– 29, 531– 572.
 52. Kitzinger (1954), 122– 123.
 53. Ibid., 86– 87.
 54. Ibid., 96. The fi rst pilgrim in Palestine to mention explicitly the venera-

tion of images is Antoninus Piacenza (ca. 570 ce), who reported that 
there was a picture of Jesus, said to have been painted in his lifetime, in 
the Praetorium of Pilate (ibid., 97).

 55. Cameron (1992), 5. The icons of St. Catherine’s monastery in Sinai repre-
senting the Virgin and Child as well as Christ Pantocrator and St. Peter 
are the best examples of images from this period.

 56. Kitzinger (1954), 98.
 57. Cameron (1992), 2. Kitzinger has the phrase as “so that we may perceive 

through it the depth of the humiliation of God in the World and be 
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led to the remembrance of His life in the fl esh, His Passion and His 
death, and of the redemption which it brought to the world” (Kitzinger 
[1954], 121).

 58. Kitzinger (1954), 107.
 59. Ibid., 112.
 60. The fi rst known text dealing directly with theoretical questions related 

to images is a letter written by Bishop Hypatius of Ephesos to his suf-
fragan, Julian of Atramytion, in the fi rst half of the sixth century (Kitz-
inger [1954], 135).

 61. Ibid., 137.
 62. Barnard (1974), 93– 94; Kitzinger (1954), 137– 138. Issues of the relation-

ship between physical objects and the prototypes they might represent 
are dealt with in Chapter 8 with reference to Sufi  metaphysics, which 
bears more than a passing resemblance to the concepts explored by 
Pseudo- Dionysius.

 63. Kitzinger (1954), 139– 140.
 64. Ibid., 142. For an overview of the place of icons in the theology of the 

Orthodox Church, see Ouspensky (1992).
 65. Brubaker (1989a), 40.
 66. Kitzinger (1954), 137.
 67. Barnard (1974), 47.
 68. There seems to be little evidence that Leo III was actually infl uenced 

directly by any Muslim attitudes toward images. See Barnard (1981), 29– 
37. The notion of a Semitic iconophobic “germ” is found in a number of 
works including an important early essay on Islam and the religious 
image by Marçais in which he states that Arabs are not capable of ob-
serving nature and  were not suited to the observation and creation of 
objects of “fi ctions vivantes” (Marçais [1932], 161– 183). Besançon ac-
knowledges that Jewish and Muslim opposition to images might not 
derive from the same source, but he is reductive in his analysis nonethe-
less: “For Islam, it is God’s insurmountable distance that renders im-
possible the fabrication of an image worthy of its object; for Judaism, it 
is God’s intimate familiarity” (Besançon [2000], 2). Such teleological 
caricatures of “Semitic” attitudes toward images are, in fact, common-
place. According to Hegel, the supposed Jewish and Muslim lack of im-
ages is a sign of those religions’ adherents’ inability to think or worship 
abstractly: “. . . everything genuine in spirit and nature alike is inher-
ently concrete and, despite its universality, has nevertheless subjectivity 
and particularity in itself. Therefore the Jews and the Turks [sic] have 
not been able by art to represent their God, who does not even amount 
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to such an abstraction of the Understanding, in the positive way that 
the Christians have. For in Christianity God is set forth in his truth, 
and therefore as thoroughly concrete in himself, as person, as subject, 
and, more closely defi ned as spirit (Hegel [1975], 1:70).

 69. Barnard (1974), 38.
 70. Ibid.; for a detailed treatment of the role of Leo III, see Brubaker and 

Haldon (2011), chapter 2.
 71. Barnard (1974), 41– 42.
 72. Vasiliev (1956), 27– 28. The Islamic accounts of Yazid’s edict are embel-

lished over time, most likely refl ecting infl uence from Christian under-
standings of the importance of the dictate. Al- Kindi does not make it 
clear that the images in question are Christian, but writing fi ve centu-
ries later, al- Maqrizi explicitly states that Yazid II ordered the destruc-
tion of churches, crosses, and Christian images (ibid., 39).

 73. Ibid., 30– 31. For more on the infl uence of supposed Semitic iconophobia 
on iconoclastic Byzantine emperors, see Barnard (1981).

 74. For more on the relationship between the Byzantines and Muslims dur-
ing this period, see Kennedy (1992), 133– 143; El Cheikh (2004). As von 
Grunebaum points out, not only did Muslim antagonism toward im-
ages deepen as time went on and was not especially strong in the eighth 
and ninth centuries, but an anti- image attitude existed within the Byz-
antine church long before Islam emerged (von Grunebaum [1962], 1– 10). 
For more general information on Christians under Islamic rule, see 
Griffi th (2008).

 75. For a detailed study of this important actor in the early developments 
of Christianity under Islamic rule, see Lamoreaux (2005).

 76. Among the many examples of conscious translation by Muslims of 
things with signifi cance in Christianity is the fi gure of John the Baptist, 
whose relics and the iconography associated with him are important 
signifi ers deployed to mark the religious and po liti cal ascendency of Is-
lam relative to Christianity (see Khalek [2011], 111– 119).

 77. Welch (1977), 66– 67.
 78. Grabar (1973), 105.
 79. Griffi th (1990), 250.
 80. Griffi th (1985), 56. See also Griffi th (1990).
 81. Ibid., 68.
 82. Ibid., 61.
 83. “If there is any Christian opposed to making prostration to [the image 

of Christ], I would like an image of his father to be painted by the 
door of the Church of the image of Christ. I would then invite everyone 
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who makes prostration to the image of Christ, when he comes out from 
its presence, to spit in the face of the image of the father, especially if 
his father was the one who bequeathed it to him that he should not 
make prostration to the holy image— until I see if he gets angry or not” 
(ibid., 59).

 84. St. Thomas Aquinas (1920; online ed. 2008). Aquinas distinguishes be-
tween three relative degrees of veneration that depend on the object: the 
crucifi x— as the most exalted sign— demands latria, repre sen ta tions of 
Jesus in human form require hyperdulia, and images of saints, dulia.

 85. Camille (1989), 205.
 86. Ibid., 347.
 87. Kaufman (1995), 128.
 88. Camille (1989), 347.
 89. Luther (1970, ed. Lehman), 178– 179.
 90. Michalski (1993), 2– 3.
 91. Quoted from ibid., 5.
 92. Ibid., 6. The foris/intus opposition between invidious idolatry of inten-

tion that is harbored in the heart and the more pedestrian idolatry of 
the idolaters is also found frequently in Muslim writings which empha-
size purity of intent over that of action as the benchmark of true belief.

 93. Ibid., 15.
 94. Luther (1958, trans. Bergendoff), 40:91; German original Martin Luther 

(1957), Ausgewählte Werke, ed. S. S. Borcherdt and G. Merz, Munich, Chr. 
Kaiser Verlag, 4:78– 81.

 95. Luther (1958), 40:99– 100.
 96. Garside (1966), 76– 87.
 97. Calvin (1989, trans. Henry Beveridge), 1:100. For more on the iconoclasts 

of the Protestant Reformation, see Michalski (1993), especially pp. 443– 
474. For Protestant attitudes toward visual religious art before the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries more generally, see Belting (1994), par-
ticularly chapter 20; Eire (1986); and Christensen (1977).

 98. Morgan (1998), 55.
 99. Ibid., 183.
 100. Ibid.
 101. Ibid., 192– 194.
 102. Ibid., 195.
 103. Cameron (1994), 211– 212; Brubaker (1989a), 32.
 104. Brubaker (1989b), 26.
 105. Anastos (1954), 153.
 106. Brubaker (1989a), 34.
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 107. Anastos (1954), 153– 154.
 108. Ibid., 158.
 109. Ibid., 155.
 110. Ibid.
 111. Brubaker (1989b), 31.
 112. Ibid., 32.
 113. Ibid., 20– 24.
 114. Quoted in Brubaker (1989b), 25 (square brackets are from Brubaker). Cf. 

Barber (1993), 7– 16, who argues that the end of the iconoclastic period 
saw a separation of acts of worship from the notion of art, and therefore 
marked a beginning of viewing Byzantine images as art objects.

 115. Brubaker (1989b), 26. Cf. Pentcheva (2006), 631– 655, who emphasizes 
that the icon was perceived not just visually but synesthetically, that is, by 
the  whole body through the use of multiple senses.

 116. Brubaker (1989a), 25– 26.
 117. Ibid., 33, note 33; (1989b), 27, note 38 [Mansi XIII, 244B, 4– 6, from the 

Acts of the Ecumenical Council of 787]; En glish trans. from Sahas (1986), 
77. Another source commenting on the Second Council of Nicaea 
states that “the image of Christ was not honored as a god but as a stim-
ulus to higher effort through the thought of the incarnation” (Barnard 
[1974], 47).

 118. Brubaker (1989a), 34. For more of John’s statements concerning images, 
see St. John of Damascus (1980, rpt. 2002).

 119. Brubaker (1989a), 34– 35. Nickephoros’s argument constitutes a refutation 
of the equation of the painting of a thing with its circumscription— in 
this understanding of mimesis, resembling a thing does not mean the 
same as being identical to it.

 120. Ibid., 59; Brubaker and Haldon (2011), 260– 276.

3. Iconoclasm, Iconophobia, and Islam

 1. A concern with Muslim as well as Jewish criticism of Christians is found 
in some of the earliest documents dealing with Christian image venera-
tion, specifi cally in a letter from the patriarch Germanos to Thomas of 
Kaludioupolis, in which the patriarch condemns Thomas for removing 
icons from his church, and accuses him of providing an opportunity to 
the Muslims and Jews to slander the church (Brubaker [2010], 324; see 
also Crone [1980], 59– 95).

 2. Brubaker (2010), 327.
 3. Von Grunebaum is one of the earliest scholars of Islam to point out that 

Byzantine iconoclasm substantially predates the rise of Islam, and also 
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to argue that the Jews themselves  were using pictorial repre sen ta tions 
in the sixth century, thereby disproving any alleged Semitic predisposi-
tion against the use of images (von Grunebaum [1962], 4).

 4. Sourdel (1966), 17, 25, 33, 34; translation quoted from Hawting (1999), 83.
 5. Hawting (1999), 84– 85.
 6. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (1981), 2:153– 154. See also La‘ibi (2001), 48– 49.
 7. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (1981), 2:155– 156.
 8. Ibid., 2:148– 149.
 9. Gregorious al- Malati, better known as Ibn al-‘Ibri or Bar Hebraeus (d. 

1286) (1958), 145; see also La‘ibi (2001), 48.
 10. Brubaker (1989a), 38.
 11. Al- Dinawari (1960), 18– 19.
 12. Ibid.; Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 23– 24. Another early version of the ac-

count dates from the last de cade of the ninth century and is found in 
Ibn al- Faqih’s Kitbb al- buldbn, where it appears in the section on Byzan-
tium. Ibn al- Faqih does not mention the name of the emperor and lacks 
many of the details found in the accounts of al- Dinawari and later au-
thors (Ibn al- Faqih [1996], 187– 189).

 13. Brinner (2002), 447; al- Tha‘labi (1985), 266; Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 27, 
note 38.

 14. Al- Kisa’i (1978), 82.
 15. Al- Isfahani (1970), 1:59– 64; al- Bayhaqi (1985), 1:386– 390. An account of 

the mission to Heraclius that omits the description of an image of the 
prophet is found in both Guillaume’s translation of Ibn Hisham (1955a) 
(652– 659) and al- Tabari (1985) (98– 115). Grabar and Natif’s treatment of 
this celebrated event is misleading and somewhat convoluted: in Ibn 
Ishaq’s version as well as that of al- Tabari (who relies on Ibn Ishaq), the 
envoy to Heraclius is not Hisham ibn al-‘As al- Umawi but one Dihya ibn 
Khalifa al- Kalbi al- Khazraji. Neither of these versions have any mention 
of an image of the Prophet on a cube or fabric or otherwise; they simply 
recount the mission and the letters exchanged.

 16. Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 20; al- Bayhaqi (1985), 1:387. This story has 
been studied from a historical perspective by several authors, perhaps 
the most important treatment being El Cheikh (1999), 5– 21.

 17. Al- Isfahani (1970), 1:60; al- Bayhaqi (1985), 1:388; Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 
20– 21. The remaining compartments contain images of Moses, Aaron, 
Lot, Isaac, Jacob, Isma‘il (whom Heraclius refers to as “the ancestor of 
your prophet”), Joseph, David, Solomon, and Jesus, some of whom are 
wrapped in black silk, others in white. Al- Bayhaqi claims that Noah’s 
hair was like that of cats (qitat), but this is most likely a misreading of 
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the word “Copt” (qubt) in al- Isfahani’s account. Cf. the versions of this 
event according to Ibn Ishaq and al- Tabari, in which Heraclius simply 
says, “You know, by God, that this man is a prophet who has been sent. 
We fi nd him in our book. We know him by the description whereby he 
has been described to us” (al- Tabari [1985], 8:106).

 18. Al- Isfahani (1970), 1:62; al- Bayhaqi (1985), 1:390.
 19. Al- Isfahani (1970), 1:54– 55; al- Bayhaqi (1985), 1:384– 385; Grabar and Natif 

(2003/4), 22. The similarity between al- Bayhaqi and al- Isfahani’s ver-
sions of the story are discussed in Schimmel (1985), 32– 34; and Asani 
(1995), 64– 65. Al- Bayhaqi (1985) provides another version in which a Mec-
can merchant is taken to a  house, rather than a monastery, where he is 
shown paintings of Muhammad.

 20. Al- Maqrizi (1991), 3:25; Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 28.
 21. Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 30; Thackston (2001), 11.
 22. Al- Mas‘udi (1965), 1:169– 170 (paragraph 345); Grabar and Natif 

(2003/4), 25.
 23. Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 28. The role of these stories in justifying the 

religious and po liti cal legitimacy of Islam is discussed in Miquel (1975), 
458– 461.

 24. Grabar and Natif (2003/4), 26.
 25. For more on the Christian emotional response to icons, see Brubaker 

(1989a) and (1989b).
 26. Sachau (1888; rpt. 2005), 1:111; see Chapter 4 of this book for more 

discussion.
 27. Al- Afl aki al-‘Arifi  (1976), 1:425– 426; Soucek (2000), 102– 103.
 28. Al- Afl aki al-‘Arifi  (1976), 1:552– 553. At the end of the story, ‘Ayn al- dawla 

repents and becomes a Muslim.
 29. For more on the interaction between Muslims and Christians in medi-

eval Anatolia, see Ocak (1985) and Wolper (2003).

4. Idols, Icons, and Images in Islam

  Epigraph: Mawlana Jalal al- din Rumi (1925; rpt. 1986), Mathnawj- yi 
ma‘nawj, edited by R. A. Nicholson, Tehran, Intishbrbt-i Mawlb, 1:178. 
Translated by the author.

 1. For more on the concept of jbhiliyya in Islam, see Goldziher (1967), 1:201– 
208 (orig. 1888– 1890, 1:219– 228).

 2. For more on the concept of shirk and of terms relating to heresy, see 
Lewis (1953), 1:43– 63, and Hawting (1999), 48– 50.

 3. Cf. Qur’an 6:74, 7:138, 14:35, 21:57, 26:71, and 29:2. Ibn al- Kalbi draws a 
distinction between idols referred to as asnbm and awthbn, but this dif-
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ference does not appear to be maintained in other writings (Ibn al- Kalbi 
[1964]; Ibn al- Kalbi [1969]).

 4. Cf. Qur’an 2:257, 4:51, 4:60, 4:76, 5:65, 16:36, and 39:17.
 5. Hawting (1999), 49 (the author provides no reference for this account).
 6. Yaqut ibn ‘Abd Allah al- Hamawi (1993). References to the Kitbb al- asnbm 

are found throughout Yaqut’s work; a con ve nient source that brings 
them together is Wellhausen (1897), especially pp. 10– 13. The Kitbb al- 
asnbm was not entirely unfamiliar to Muslim scholars in the medieval 
through early modern periods, for several of them drew extensively 
from this work. Most signifi cantly, Ibn al- Jawzi (d. 1200) abridged it in 
his Naqd al-‘ ilm wa’l-‘ulamb’ [= Talbjs Ibljs], and ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Baghdadi 
(d. 1682) reproduced its principal contents in his Khazjnat al-bdbb wa- lubb 
lubbb lisbn al-‘arab (Ibn al- Kalbi [1969]: xii). Other early works that men-
tion the idols of pre- Islamic Arabia include al- Sjra al- nabawiyya of Ibn 
Hisham ([1955a], 24, 35– 40, 176, 207– 208, 565– 566, 775– 776; and [1955b], 
1:47, 76– 89, 384, 452– 453; 2:436– 437, 427; Ibn Habib (d. 859) (1942), 309– 
318; and Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) (1962), 491– 494.

 7. For discussions of the origin and composition of the text, see Nyberg 
(1939), 346– 366, and Hawting (1999), 89– 92. See also Al- Tawil (1993).

 8. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 33; cf. al- Azraqi, who claims that travelers would 
prostrate themselves in front of the idol of Hubal in the Ka‘ba and cir-
cumambulate it before departing on a journey (1978), 1:117.

 9. Ibn al- Kalbi (1969), 4– 5.
 10. al- Mas‘udi (1965), 1:173– 174, 371 (paragraphs 962– 964, 1372); 2:204; Ibn 

al- Kalbi (1964), 8, 13, 50.
 11. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 9, 29– 30; al- Azraqi (1978), 1:119– 120.
 12. al- Azraqi (1978), 1:122.
 13. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 42.
 14. Ibid., 38– 40, 48; Ibn al- Kalbi (1969), 42. Cf. also Hoyland (2001), 152; Bel-

lamy (1951), 234.
 15. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 36– 37, and (1969), 32. A similar story is told of the 

god Su‘ayr belonging to the ‘Anazah tribe (Ibn al- Kalbi [1969], 35).
 16. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 20– 21. This allegation is reminiscent of passages in 

the Wisdom of Solomon (13:10– 13) and Isaiah (44:9– 12) that speak of a 
person who uses part of his piece of wood to make a fi re for cooking and 
part to make an idol for worship (Hawting [1999], 105).

 17. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 18, 27.
 18. Ibid., 24– 26; Ibn al- Kalbi (1969), 21– 22; al-‘uzzb literally means “most ven-

erated” or “most cherished”— there is a play on words in this statement 
attributed to Muhammad.
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 19. Ibn Sa‘d (1904), vol. I, pt. 2, 49. For more examples of the humiliation of 
idols and their subsequent abandonment by their worshippers, see 
Lecker (1993), 333, 336, 338, 339– 340.

 20. Ibn ‘Uqba (1994), 310– 313. Cf. Ibn Hisham (1955a), 616– 617, and (1955b), 
1:540– 542, where Mughira destroys Allat (perhaps al- Rabba); al- Waqidi 
(1966), 3:972; and Hawting (1999), 107, note 56.

 21. Ibn Hisham (1955a, trans. Guillaume), 45, 62– 64, 66– 68, and (1955b), 
1:110– 111, 142– 143, 151– 155; al- Azraqi (1978), 1:117; the name of ‘Amr ibn 
Luhayy is only mentioned in Ibn al- Kalbi’s Book of Idols ([1969], 6– 7). 
Hawting states, on the authority of Ibn Hisham and al- Azraqi, that the 
idol’s name was Hubal, but this does not appear in the reference he cites 
(Hawting [1999], 22).

 22. Ibn Hisham (1955a), 35– 36, and (1955b), 76– 78; al- Azraqi (1978), 1:116; Ibn 
al- Kalbi (1969), 4– 5; Hawting (1999), 24– 25.

 23. Al- Azraqi makes this identifi cation in the context of describing the ar-
rival of idols in Mecca: “The Prophet said that [‘Amr b. Luhayy] was the 
fi rst who . . .  set up idols around the Ka‘ba and changed the hanjfi yya, 
the religion of Abraham” (al- Azraqi [1978], 1:117– 119, translation from 
Hawting [1999], 36).

 24. Ibn al- Kalbi (1969), 4– 5; al- Azraqi (1978), 1:116.
 25. al- Azraqi (1978), 1:123.
 26. Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 31.
 27. Ibid., 23.
 28. Hawting (1999), 68– 69; al- Waqidi (1966), 841– 842; see also al- Azraqi (1978), 

1:122– 123. See Hawting (1999), chapter 3, for a discussion of parallels be-
tween Muslim accusations of shirk and similar phenomena in Judaism 
and Christianity. There are several studies of contexts in which charges 
of idolatry  were leveled against Christians, Muslims, and Jews, some of 
which are discussed elsewhere in this book.

 29. Ibn Hisham (1955a), 36– 37, and (1955b), 1:80– 81; Ibn al- Kalbi (1964), 43. 
On the idol ‘Umyanis, cf. Goldfeld (1973), 108– 119.

 30. The inscriptions in question most likely date from the time of the Dome 
of the Rock’s construction at the command of ‘Abd al- Malik in 691. See 
O. Grabar (1959), 52– 58; Kessler (1970), 2– 4. See also Max van Berchem 
(1894), Matériaux pour un corpus inscriptionum arabicarum, 3 vols., Cairo, 
L’Institut français d’archéologie, 223– 371.

 31. al- Mas‘udi (1965), 2:253– 254 (paragraphs 1123– 1126). Al- Shahrastani has 
a very similar description, only with somewhat greater detail (al- 
Shahrastani [1982], 2:244).
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 32. al- Mas‘udi (1965), 2:254 (paragraph 1125). For an analysis of al- Mas‘udi’s 
historiography, see Khalidi (1975).

 33. Hawting (1999), 138.
 34. Ibid., note 16. Cf. al- Waqidi, who talks about her head and calls her “the 

lady” (al- Rabba) (al- Waqidi [1966], 971).
 35. Friedmann (1975), 214– 215; al- Tabari (1965), 1:121; Ibn al- Kalbi (1969), 46– 

47; Ibn al- Jawzi (1948/49), 55– 56; for the tradition on Indian Brahmins 
coming to Mecca, see Firishta (1905), 1:32.

 36. Davis (1997), 54; see also Davis (1993), 22– 48, and (1994), 151– 177; and 
Flood (2009), 28– 29. For a theoretically dense discussion of similar im-
age appropriation and destruction in the ancient Near East, especially 
Mesopotamia, see Bahrani (1995), 363– 382.

 37. For useful discussions of the various categories of Islamic writings on 
India’s wonders and religious practices, see (besides Friedmann [1975]), 
Lawrence and al- Shahrastani (1976), 17– 32, and E. Rehatsek (1878– 1880), 
29– 70. For the period after al- Biruni, see Jahn (1963), 185– 197.

 38. Al- Ramhurmuzi (1987) and (1980, trans. Freeman- Grenville). For other 
accounts of seafaring on the western coast of India, see Hourani (1995), 
65– 68. Accounts of the wonders of India are also found in Miquel (2001), 
especially pp. 116– 132.

 39. Al- Mas‘udi (1965), 2:379– 380 (paragraphs 1370– 1371).
 40. Ibid., 2:392 (paragraph 1392).
 41. Ibid., 5:152 (paragraphs 3260– 3261); Minorsky (1937; rpt. 1970), 347, note 21.
 42. Al- Mas‘udi (1965), 5:152 (paragraphs 3260– 3261). The idol of the Kabul 

Shah was also said to have been displayed for three days in Mecca eighty 
years earlier, suggesting a formal or ritualized treatment of idols and 
perhaps even their disposal (Flood [2009], 31– 32; Ibn al- Zubayr (1959), 
44– 45, and (1996, trans. al- Qaddumi), 88; al- Tabari (1992), 265.

As Flood points out, the idol’s nickname is not only denotative of its 
role as a cause of distraction but also of the very attention of which it 
became the focus. “The reception of this looted image thus opens up a 
space between the fi gurative and literal reduction of idolatry and its 
objects, pointing to more ambivalent and expansive practices of re-
sponses, which adumbrate the idea of the golden idol as a sign of funda-
mental incommensurability, lurching between adoration and denigra-
tion as it circulated from east to west” (Flood [2009], 37).

 43. Al- Muqaddasi (2001, trans. Collins), 390.
 44. For a brief and preliminary discussion of the distinction between mono-

the ism and monolatry in Muslim contexts, see J. J. Elias (2010), “God,” 
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in Key Themes for the Study of Islam, ed. J. J. Elias, Oxford, Oneworld, 
161– 181.

 45. Sachau (1888, rpt. 2005), 1:111.
 46. Ibid., 1:111– 112.
 47. Ibid., 1:112. Al- Biruni also claims that Romulus erected a monument to 

the sun; still alleged to be in Rome at al- Biruni’s time, it comprised four 
images— each representing one of the elements— on four  horses.

 48. Ibid., 1:112– 113.
 49. Friedmann (1975), 214.
 50. Sachau (1888, rpt. 2005), 1:116– 117.
 51. Ibid., 1:122.
 52. Ibid.
 53. Ibid., 1:124.
 54. Gardizi (1968), 200– 215; the chapter on India was translated into En glish 

by Minorsky (1948 [rpt. 1964]), 625– 640; Friedmann (1975), 216. On one oc-
casion, while referring to the practices of Indian idolaters, Gardizi says: 
“May God be exalted above what they say!” (ta‘blb Allbh ‘ammb yaqvlvn).

 55. Minorsky (1948), 627– 628.
 56. Faqih- i Balkhi (1997), 46.
 57. For the most likely sources of al- Shahrastani’s description of Indian re-

ligions, see Lawrence and al- Shahrastani (1976), 17– 29, and Lawrence 
(1973), 60– 73.

 58. Lawrence and al- Shahrastani (1976), 52.
 59. Ibid., 221; see pp. 212– 221 for a study of the relationship of al- Shahrastani’s 

version of this narrative to those of Ibn al- Nadim, Gardizi, Marvazi, 
and al- Muqaddisi.

 60. Al- Idrisi (1960), 10– 11. Al- Idrisi’s principal sources are the Kitbb al- masblik 
wa’l-mamblik of Ibn Hawqal (d. ca. 977) and the work of the same name 
by Abu’l-Qasim ibn Khurdadhbih (d. 911), as well as several works from 
the “book of wonders” (kitbb al-‘ajb’ib) genre of Arabic literature (ibid., 
12– 18).

 61. Al- Idrisi (1954), 23, and (1960), 37; Waardenburg (2004), 213, 224.
 62. Al- Idrisi (1954), 25, and (1960), 39. A “sect” called the Barbhima served an 

important function for Muslim heresiographers as well as others, and it 
is likely that this religious group is constructed as a complete fi ction, 
invented as a polemical foil demonstrating the superiority of prophetic 
religions (cf. Calder [1994], 40– 51, and Stroumsa [1985], 229– 241).

 63. Al- Idrisi (1960), 49– 50.
 64. Ibid., 50.
 65. Al- Qazwini (1848– 1849b), 85– 87.
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 66. Ibid., 63.
 67. Ibid., 63– 64.
 68. For more information see Eaton (2000), 246– 281.
 69. Babur (1993), 3:728– 729.
 70. An illustration of Babur’s visit to Urwahi shows the naked statues very 

conspicuously using their hands to cover their genitals in an interesting 
example of how subsequent accounts of the event carry Babur’s disap-
proval to the next obvious step (Baburname, c. 1590, British Library, Or 
3714, f. 478a, reproduced in J. M. Rogers [1993], Mughal Miniatures, New 
York, Thames and Hudson, 51). Cf. Baily (1931), 279– 283.

 71. Friedmann (1975), 214; al- Baladhuri (1956), 1:278; Sachau (1888, rpt. 2005), 
1:124.

 72. Bosworth (1984), 5– 7. Al- Baladhuri and other writers describe the shrine 
of Zhun (or Shu- na) as “the Mecca of the local people, set on a hill, the 
Jabal al- Zvn. . . .  The God’s embodiment was an idol of gold, with rubies 
for its two eyes. Set up before the temple was the gigantic bone or verte-
brae of some fi sh or monster. The cult was highly or ga nized, with many 
priests who claimed magical and curative powers, and if occasion arose, 
malefi cent and demoniacal ones” (from Bosworth [1984], 5– 6).

 73. Flood (2009), 37– 38; Minorsky (1942), 49.
 74. Stern (1955), 14– 16; Halm (1996), 389; Flood (2009), 42, note 201.
 75. Flood (2009), 35. For example, ‘Ala’ al- din Khalji (d. 1316) ordered the 

melting down of silver and gold vessels and their conversion into coinage 
at the same time as he had gilded porcelains and wine bottles smashed in 
front of the Badaun Gate of Delhi, the very place where, on occasion, 
Hindu images  were tossed to be trampled upon by the people.

 76. Ibid., 36
 77. Ibid., 28.
 78. Ibid., 36
 79. Al-‘Utbi (2008), 579; unpublished En glish translation by Everett Row-

son; Flood (2009), 36.
 80. Firishta (1905), 1:33. ‘Attar included a section on Mahmud’s destruction 

of the Temple of Somnath in his famous “Conference of the Birds” (‘At-
tar [1963], 174– 175, and [1984], 161– 162). For more on Mahmud of Ghaz-
na’s role as an exemplary Muslim warrior and king, see Davis (1997), 
96– 102, and Bosworth (1966), 85– 92.

 81. Friedmann (1972), 177– 178. Another account, Al- Jumbn fj akhbbr al- zambn 
by al- Shatibi, takes a critical note in stating that ‘Abd al- Malik agreed 
to this policy out of a desire for money (raghbatan fj’l-mbl).

 82. Flood (2009), 28, note 93, from al- Tabari (1990), 194.
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 83. Ibn Zubayr (1959), 37, (1996, trans. al- Qaddumi), 83– 84.
 84. The thirteenth- century Delhi court historian Minhaj- i Siraj has a syn-

thetic account in which Mahmud has the idol broken into four pieces, 
one of which was thrown in front of the palace, the second in front of 
the great mosque of Ghazna, and the other two sent to Mecca and Me-
dina (Raverty [1881], 1:82; Davis [1997], 109).

 85. Flood (2009), 34.
 86. Stern (1949), 302, (1955), 23– 24; Sachau (1888, rpt. 2005), 1:116.
 87. Friedmann (1972), 176– 177.
 88. Ibid., 177.
 89. Flood (2009), 277, note 123; also (2002), 650– 651.
 90. Flood (2009), 34.
 91. Davis (1997), 109.
 92. Flood (2009), 29– 30. Other sources of the period refer to this artifact as 

a golden jewel- encrusted idol (sanam), wearing a crown and seated on a 
silver throne. It was sent to al- Ma’mun either by the Hindu Shahi ruler 
or by an anonymous “king of Tibet” as a recognition of his conversion 
to Islam. Flood suggests that the idol might have been the tutelary deity 
of the Kabul Shahs, which would explain the confusion between the 
throne and the crown in the sources. Al- Biruni speaks of gold and silver 
idols rather than monarchic symbols of a crown and throne (Sachau 
[1888, rpt. 2005], 1:57).

 93. Ernst (2000), 107. Ernst emphasizes that the author sees the caves as a 
po liti cal product rather than one of the many minor curios he lists at 
the end of his book. Ernst also provides an interesting discussion of 
other Muslim visitors to the Ellora caves, not the least of whom was the 
Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb, somewhat unjustifi ably notorious for be-
ing an avid destroyer of Hindu temples and idols. Aurangzeb describes 
the Ellora caves in a letter as a divine creation: “one of the wonders of 
the work of the true transcendent Artisan (az ‘ajb’ibbt-i sun‘- i sbni‘- i haqjqj 
subhbnahu)” (ibid., 109).

 94. Ibn al- Zubayr (1996), 98 (paragraph no. 65).
 95. Ibid., 172 (paragraph no. 194).
 96. Ibid., 238 (paragraph no. 403).
 97. Ibid., 171 (paragraph no. 191), 177 (paragraph no. 208).

5. Beauty, Goodness, and Wonder

  Epigraph: Walter Andrews, Najaat Black, and Mehmet Kalpaklı, eds. 
and trans. (2006), Ottoman Lyric Poetry: An Anthology, expanded edition, 
Seattle, University of Washington Press, 35.
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 1. This is not to say that medieval Christendom was completely lacking in 
theories of art, but that those that are known to have existed  were con-
cerned with theorizing practice and formal composition, not issues of 
emotion and expression (Eco [1986], 41).

 2. Among the many anthropological critiques of scholarship that treats 
the concept of art as purely aesthetic and noncontextual, see Geertz 
(1976), 1473– 1499; reprinted in Geertz (1983), Local Knowledge: Further Es-
says in Interpretive Anthropology, New York, Basic Books, 94– 120.

 3. Campbell (2001), 122; cf. Pinney, “Piercing the Skin of the Idol” in the 
same volume, 161– 162.

 4. Camille (1993), 43– 44.
 5. Cassidy (1993), 6– 7.
 6. Ibid., 7.
 7. Thomas (2001), 4.
 8. Campbell (2001), 123.
 9. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 131. Oleg Grabar has rightly noted that, in the 

absence of any real evidence of the ways in which a society affects the 
making of works of art, it is problematic to assume par tic u lar theoreti-
cal explanations for the place of the visual (Grabar [1992], 20).

 10. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 184.
 11. Ibid., 131.
 12. Necipoglu (1995), 196– 197.
 13. Perhaps the best— or, at least, most accessible— discussion of Plato’s 

ideas regarding visual aesthetics in the En glish language is by Iris Mur-
doch, and the following outline is largely drawn from her work.

 14. Murdoch (1977), 5– 6. Artists could conceivably also multiply the amount 
of goodness in the world but, according to Plato’s logic in this context, 
it is easier to imitate a bad person than a good one because the former is 
more entertaining and dynamic. See also Besançon (2000), 37– 52, for a 
discussion of Plato’s critique of artists and images, together with those 
of other thinkers such as Aristotle, Cicero, and Plotinus. For more on 
aesthetics and philosophy in the Islamic world, see Mahdi (1980), 43– 48.

 15. Murdoch (1977), 32; Plato, Republic, X.599c.
 16. Plato celebrates the form of beauty in the Phaedrus and the Symposium, 

and the form of good in the Republic where it is treated as a creative and 
enlightening fi rst principle. “Though pure beauty has no moral mes-
sage, the instinctive enjoyment of natural beauty is the mark of a good 
soul: the forms of natural beauty are spiritually superior to those of 
art” (Murdoch [1977], 19, 3).

 17. Ibid., 17– 18.
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 18. Ibid., 57; Plato, Timaeus, 68– 69 (the mortal soul), 47c– d (on audition), 
28a (on the eternal nature of the world). The Timaeus was to become one 
of Plato’s best- known works in the Islamic world.

 19. Murdoch (1977), 65.
 20. Ibid., 9. Plato’s Laws contains several sections on the didactic functions 

of art and games: 797b (on children’s games), 657 and 799 (on music and 
song), 957d (the Laws as the ideal literary paradigm).

 21. Lessing (1969), 63; cf. Mitchell (1986), 106, 111.
 22. Cf. Camille (1989), 78, note 9. The notion of art for its own sake is not an 

invention of enlightenment thinking but plays an important part in 
medieval reactions to classical art, eloquently stated in the Theodosian 
Code (16.10.8 “Pagans, Sacrifi ces, and Temples”), which claims that im-
ages should be “mea sured by the value of their art rather than by their 
divinity” (Pharr, trans. [2001], 473; Geertz [1973], 111).

 23. Efi mova (1997): “Thus the modern science of aesthetics, understood as 
detached contemplation rather than instinctual cognition, functions 
as a form of anesthetization, a way for numbing the human sensorium, 
overwhelmed by the shock of war or the shock of industrialization” 
(162– 163); Pinney (2001), 160; Camille (1989), 78– 79. The labeling of mod-
ern aesthetics as anathetics is done by Susan Buck- Morss in her analysis 
of Benjamin’s essay on the work of art (Buck- Morss [1992], 3– 41).

 24. Morgan (1998), 27.
 25. Campbell (2001), 118.
 26. Gell (1998), 3.
 27. Mitchell (1986), 93.
 28. Morgan (1998), 17– 18.
 29. Ibid., 26.
 30. Ibid., 30.
 31. Mitchell (1986), 151.
 32. Ibid., 157– 158.
 33. Bourdieu (1993), 33, 50; Kinnard (1999), 49– 50. For more on the impor-

tance of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as it pertains to the practice of life, 
see Bourdieu (1977; rpt. 2006), 72. The concept is developed further with 
reference to art and material culture in Bourdieu (1990), especially the 
third chapter. For a discussion of Bourdieu’s theories with specifi c ap-
plication to material culture in the Islamic world, see Elias (2011), 13– 14.

 34. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 41. At the other extreme, attempts to fi nd a 
universal Islamic aesthetic border on the ridiculous, as in the following 
assertion concerning nonvisual aesthetics: “In nonvisual arts the Mus-
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lim prefers simple tunes over that of the symphony, for instance, whirl-
ing dervishes over the ballet, and lyric poetry over dramatic literature” 
(Gocer [1999], 683).

 35. Gonzalez (2001), 25.
 36. For more on this issue see Sachiko Murata (1992), The Tao of Islam: A 

Sourcebook on Gender Relationships in Islamic Thought, Albany, State Uni-
versity of New York Press.

 37. There are other words that appear in the Qur’an and early Muslim litera-
ture that can mean “beauty,” although they are not commonly used for 
this purpose. Wasjm refers to the physical beauty of human beings, while 
maljh, a more common word, carries the connotation of “delectable” or 
“tasty,” since it literally refers to something to which salt has been added, 
something fl avorful (Behrens- Abouseif [1998], 17). The question of what 
place ornament occupies in Islamic art is an important one that cannot 
be discussed at length in this book. Arguably, ornament represents the 
singular element of art that is endowed with the capacity of carry ing 
beauty and conveying plea sure. It is also an important concept in Arabic 
literature and literary theory, where terms such as naqqasha (“to cover 
with decoration”), zawwaqa (“to embellish”), and isti‘bra (“to use meta-
phor ical ly”) signify distinct ideas concerning artistic and aesthetic prac-
tice, all being positive in their judgment and implying the effective trans-
fer of meaning from one form to another (O. Grabar [1992], 25– 26, 222).

 38. Muhammad was said to be the most beautiful of God’s creations with 
the nicest face, which looked like the moon, or alternatively as if the sun 
shone across it (Ibn al- Qayyim al- Jawziyya [2008], 275, 273– 274; several 
other works provide variants on the same theme).

 39. Munbsib li’l-nafs al- mudrika fa- taltadhdhu bi- idrbk mulb’imihb and kambl 
 al- munbsaba wa’l-wad‘ wa- dhblika huwa ma‘nb al- jambl wa’l-husn fj kull 
madrak (Ibn Khaldun [n.d.], 423– 428, chapter on singing [ fj sinb‘ al- ghinb]); 
Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 38, note 65.

 40. Ibn Khaldun (n.d.), 423– 428, chapter on singing (fj sinb‘ al- ghinb); Ibn 
Khaldun (2005), 329, “The Craft of Singing and Music.”

 41. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 38– 39.
 42. Translated by G. Necipoglu from Ahmed ibn Mustafa Tasköprüzade 

(1895), Mevzv‘btü’l-‘ulvm, Istanbul, Ahmet Cevdet, vol. 1. (Necipoglu 
[1995], 193, note 46).

 43. Al- Farabi (1985; rpt. 1998), 79– 81, 83– 85.
 44. Ibn Sina (1985), 281; Gonzalez (2001): 14.
 45. Ibn Sina (1985), 281; Gonzalez (2001), 13– 14.
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 46. Corbin (1960), 149– 150; Ibn Sina (1889), 20– 21. Ibn Sina speaks of divine 
beauty and its ability to inspire love in a number of other treatises. He 
claims that the “rational soul recognizes that the closer a thing is to the 
First Object of love, the more steadfast it is in its order, and the more 
beautiful in its harmony” (E. Fackenheim [1945], 7: 220). He also ad-
dresses divine beauty and perfection in his Metaphysics, and the Kitbb al- 
najbt contains a chapter entitled “That in Itself, It is the Beloved and the 
Lover, The Object of Plea sure and the Subject of Plea sure, and that Plea-
sure is the Perception of the Good and the Properly Proportioned” (Ibn 
Sina [1985], 281– 282).

 47. Arberry (1951), 64– 76. “As for the question how far the human soul needs 
to be capable of conceiving intelligible distraction, so that it may pass 
beyond the point where this misery is bound to befall, and in trans-
gressing which that happiness may be justly hoped for: this is a matter 
upon which I can only pronounce approximately. I suppose this posi-
tion is reached when a man achieves a true mental picture of the incor-
poreal principles, and believes in them implicitly because he is aware of 
their existence through logical demonstration” (ibid., 71).

 48. Cantarino (1975), 133; Necipoglu (1995), 213, note 112. “The imaginatively- 
creative repre sen ta tion and the true- to- life pre sen ta tion are both a kind 
of ac cep tance, except that the imaginative repre sen ta tion is an ac cep-
tance of the astonishment and delight in the discourse itself, while the 
objective pre sen ta tion is an ac cep tance of the object just as it is said to 
be” (Cantorino [1975], 133, translated from Abdurrahman Badawi, ed. 
[1953], Aristvtbljs: fann al- shi‘r, Cairo, 161– 165; 167– 171).

 49. Ibn Hazm (1953), 28; Necipoglu (1995), 187, note 12. For more on Ibn 
Hazm, see Chejne (1992).

 50. Ibn Hazm (2007), 61; Gonzalez (2001), 8– 9.
 51. Gonzalez (2001), 15.
 52. The best overview of Ibn al- Haytham’s thought is found in Ibn al- 

Haytham (1989, ed. and trans. Sabra); see also Sabra (1978), 160– 185, and 
Omar (1977). Aspects of his psychology are dealt with in Nazif (1942).

 53. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), 200– 203. A discussion of Ibn al- Haytham’s views 
on beauty is found in Gonzalez (2001), 19– 22.

 54. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), 204– 205. Ibn al- Haytham considers ugliness to be 
the absence of beauty: “As for ugliness, it is a [property of the] form from 
which all beautiful properties are absent. For it has been shown that the 
par tic u lar properties produce beauty but not in every situation nor in 
 every form, but in some forms rather than others. Proportionality also 
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exists not in all forms but in some rather than others. Therefore, beauty 
will be lacking from forms in which no par tic u lar properties produce 
beauty either singly or in conjunction, and in which no proportionality 
exists among the parts. Thus ugliness of form is the absence of beauty 
from it. There may exist in one and the same form both beautiful and 
ugly properties, and in this case sight will perceive their respective beauty 
and ugliness once it has distinguished and contemplated the properties 
in the form. But sight will perceive ugliness from the privation of beauty 
when perceiving forms from which all beautiful features are absent. And 
likewise for all ugly things” (Ibn al- Haytham [1989], 206).

 55. Shiloah (1978), 65– 68, 257– 296; al- Bustani (1957), 183– 24; Necipoglu 
(1995), 187, note 11. The Ikhwan al- Safa’ considered hearing and sight to 
be superior to the other physical senses.

 56. Necipoglu (1995), 187.
 57. Ibid., 188.
 58. Abu Deeb (1979), 282; al- Jurjani (1954), 136.
 59. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 38, note 63.
 60. Abu Deeb (1979), 275– 277; Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 100, note 227.
 61. Necipoglu (1995), 213.
 62. Not only is the distinction between philosophy and Sufi  metaphysics 

overblown in many such repre sen ta tions, but there is substantial evi-
dence to suggest that al- Ghazali continued to write philosophical works 
after his famous “conversion,” and that such treatises  were part of the 
philosophical curriculum in the medieval Islamic world. For more on 
this question, see the Persian and En glish introductions to Pourjavady 
(2002).

 63. Ettinghausen (1947), 160– 165. Since that time, al- Ghazali’s thought has 
been discussed by several art historians including O. Grabar (most sig-
nifi cantly in [1977]), Necipoglu (1995), Behrens- Abouseif (1998), and 
Soucek (2000). Ettinghausen’s short article on al- Ghazali’s attitudes 
toward beauty and aesthetics was comprised for the most part of a syn-
thetic En glish translation of German and French translations of the 
Kjmiyb- yi sa‘bdat presented as accurate refl ections of al- Ghazali’s words 
(although Ettinghausen explicitly acknowledged his sources and their 
limitations). Despite its shortcomings and the greater availability of al- 
Ghazali’s Kjmiyb- yi sa‘bdat since the essay’s publication, Ettinghausen’s 
fl awed translation has been very infl uential and often quoted in Islamic 
art historical circles. C. Hillenbrand’s essay on al- Ghazali’s aesthetics is 
a welcome corrective (C. Hillenbrand [1992], 249– 260).
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 64. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4: 289– 290, and (2009), 9– 10, 32.
 65. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4: 290– 92; Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 23. For 

more on al- Ghazali’s conception of “tasting” (dhawq), see Treiger (2012), 
48– 55.

 66. Al- Ghazali (1975; rpt. 2001), 1: 45– 46, and (1909; rpt. 1997), 10.
 67. Al- Ghazali (1975; rpt. 2001), 2: 586, and (1909; rpt. 1997), 78.
 68. Al- Ghazali (1975; rpt. 2001), 2: 576– 577, and (1909; rpt. 1997), 74.
 69. Al- Ghazali (1975; rpt. 2001), 2: 572– 573, and (1909; rpt. 1997), 73– 74; cf. 

al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4: 288– 289.
 70. Al- Ghazali (1975; rpt. 2001), 2: 576.
 71. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 2: 291.
 72. Ibid., 4: 295; C. Hillenbrand (1994), 256.
 73. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4: 292; C. Hillenbrand (1994), 256. Soucek 

draws attention to the ambiguity of the nature of the wall painting to 
which al- Ghazali compares prophetic beauty; Soucek concludes that he 
was comparing depictions of human beings (in other words, portrai-
ture) to the mental apprehension of prophetic qualities (Soucek [2000], 
102, note 33).

 74. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4: 292.
 75. Leaman (2004), 76.
 76. Kilito (1985), 58– 60, and (2001, trans. Cooperson), 52– 54.
 77. Kemal (1991), 153; Dahiyat (1974), 4, 63 (i.e., chapter 1, commenting on the 

introductory chapter of Aristotle, paragraph 4, p. 63).
 78. Cantarino (1975), 218– 220; Necipoglu (1995), 213, note 113.
 79. Cantarino (1975), 164; Necipoglu (1995), 213, note 114.
 80. Kemal (1991), 154– 169; Necipoglu (1995), note 115.
 81. Kemal (1991), 161– 162, from Dahiyat (1974), 7, XXII.8, 115; Necipoglu 

(1995), 214, note 116.
 82. Bynum (1997), 6. The twelfth- century En glishman Master Gregory’s ac-

count of the marvels of Rome opens with a confession of the deep im-
pact made on him by the ruins and temples as well as the images within 
them. He thanks God for “[rendering] the works of man wondrously 
and indescribably beautiful” (Camille [1989], 81).

 83. Bynum (1997), 14.
 84. Ibid., 15.
 85. Necipoglu (1995), 197. Artistic creation is sometimes seen as divine inspi-

ration, normally, but not exclusively, with reference to textual arts. For 
example, al- Tawhidi compares the creative work of the calligrapher Ibn 
Muqla (d. 939) to that of a bee, hearkening to the Qur’an, which has a 
chapter entitled “the Bee” (Sura 16): “He is a prophet in the fi eld of hand-
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writing; it was poured upon his hand, even as it was revealed to the bees 
to make their honey cells hexagonal” (Rosenthal [1948], 13: 9).

 86. Necipoglu (1995), 192, note 41; Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 22, 109.
 87. Ibn Sina (1892), 207, cf. 204– 206. An En glish translation of Part 1 (on 

logic) is available in Inati (1984), and of Part 4 (on mysticism) in Inati 
(1996). Inati’s translations of Part 2 (Physics) and Part 3 (Metaphysics) 
 were prepared for publication but never actually produced, so far as I 
am aware.

 88. For a discussion of the term ‘ ibra, its meaning, as well as its importance 
as a concept in the study of history, see Mahdi (1957), 63– 70.

 89. Al- Qazwini (1848– 1849a), 5– 6, and (1986) (partial German translation 
by Alma Giese). For the place of al- Qazwini at the center of a rich tradi-
tion of inducing wonderment through art in the Islamic world, see 
P. Berlekamp (2011).

 90. Ibn al- Zubayr (1996), 238.
 91. Ibid., 171.
 92. Ibid.
 93. Ibid., 177.
 94. Thomas (2001), 3. The “enchanting” power of technology can be seen as 

exemplifying “an ideal of magical effi cacy that people struggle to real-
ize in other domains.”

 95. Haarmann (1991a), 57– 67. Haarmann has edited the treatise in ibid. 
(1991b).

 96. Haarmann (1991a), 67.
 97. Ibid., 58.
 98. O. Grabar (1973), 87– 88.
 99. Necipoglu (1995), 199– 201.
 100. This point has been made convincingly by David Morgan in his study of 

American Protestantism (Morgan [1998], 31– 34).
 101. Pinney (2004), 194.
 102. Ibid., 200.

6. Alchemy, Appearance, and Essence

  Epigraph: Mawlana Jalal al- din Rumi (1925; rpt. 1986), Mathnawj- yi 
ma‘nawj, edited by R. A. Nicholson, Tehran, Intishbrbt-i Mawlb, 1:198. 
Translated by the author.

 1. Ullmann (1972), 146. Ullmann’s work is by far the most exhaustive treat-
ment of the subject, and I will be following it closely in my discussion 
 here. He also has a partner volume to this work that deals with the his-
tory of medicine ([1970], Medizin im Islam, Leiden, E. J. Brill).
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 2. For example, al- san‘a al- ilbhiyya (“the divine Art”) corresponds to hE theia 
technE, and al-‘amal al- a‘zam (“the grand work”) to to mega ergon; metals 
are referred to as “the bodies” (al- ajsbd) and mercury and sulfur as “the 
spirits” (al- arwbh), corresponding to the Greek ta spmata and ta pneumata 
respectively, and so on for the names of devices and methods. Further-
more, as argued by Ullmann, the Arabic alchemical poems of many 
of the famous early alchemists, such as Pseudo- Khalid, Ibn Umayl, Ibn 
Arfa‘ Ra’s, and others, are modeled on the works of Greeks such as He-
liodorus, Theophrastus, Hierotheos, and Archelaos (Ullmann [1972], 
148– 149).

 3. Ibid., 153– 154. Archelaos’s works are entitled Mushaf al- jamb‘a and Risbla 
madd al- bahr dhbt al- ru’ya. See Faivre (1995).

 4. Ullmann (1972), 155– 157. Aristotle is also regarded as an alchemist, al-
though with less justifi cation than other phi los o phers.

 5. Ibid., 193: The four books are Kitbb al- kharazbt (The Book of Glass Beads); 
Kitbb al- sahjfa al- kabjr (The Greater Book of the Scroll); Kitbb al- sahjfa al- 
saghjr (The Lesser Book of the Scroll); and Kitbb wasiyyatihi ilb ibnihi 
fj’l-san‘a (The Book of Testament to His Son on the Art). The collection 
of poetry is entitled Kitbb fi rdaws al- hikma (Book on the Paradise of Wis-
dom). To these may be added a treatise on alchemy and magic entitled 
Risbla fj’l-san‘a al- sharjfa wa- khawbssihb (Treatise on the Noble Art and Its 
Properties).

 6. These are the Liber de septuaginta and the Liber misericordiae, which are 
translations of the Kitbb al- sab‘jn and the Kitbb al- rahma respectively 
(ibid., 198). The identity of Jabir remains a question of some debate, as 
does the relationship of his works to Latin alchemical writings. The 
most likely case is that the Summa perfectionis magisterii, which is attrib-
uted to him and which enjoyed wide popularity in the Latin West, has 
no Arabic equivalent and is therefore not attributable to an early Is-
lamic author, but two other works attributed to Jabir do enter Latin 
from Arabic. A dissenting opinion on the corporate nature of the writ-
ings attributed to Jabir and their authenticity is presented by Fuat Sez-
gin, who claims the historicity of both the person of Jabir and his 
works. Sezgin argues that Jabir was born sometime before 725 and died 
around 812, and that the Jabirian writings are the work of a single au-
thor. This is based on the view that the fi rst translations of spiritual 
and scientifi c works from Greek, Syriac, and Middle Persian go back to 
at least the seventh century and therefore that Islamic sciences date 
from that time (Sezgin [1971], 152; cf. also Sezgin [1964], 255– 268). For 
more on Jabir, see Marquet (1988) and Nomanul Haq (1994). For transla-
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tions of his works, see Ibn Hayyan (1983; rpt. 1996). The defi nitive work 
concerning the Jabirian corpus is still Kraus (1942).

 7. Ullmann (1972), 218– 219; see also Ruska (1936), 310– 342. Al- Jildaki con-
sidered the Kitbb miftbh al- hikma al-‘uzma (Key to the Great Wisdom) to 
be Ibn Umayl’s most important work, but he also composed alchemical 
verses in a number of different collections.

 8. Ullmann (1972), 222.
 9. Other alchemical works by al- Tughra’i include Kitbb jbmi‘ al- asrbr, Kitbb 

tarbkjb al- anwbr, Kitbb sirr al- hikma, as well as some poetry (ibid., 230– 
231). The Kitbb haqb’iq al- istishhbd has been published in a critical edition: 
Mu’ayyid al- din al- Tughra’i (1982), Kitbb haqb’iq al- istishhbd: risbla fj ithbbt 
al- kjmiyb’ wa’l-radd ‘alb Ibn Sina, ed. Razuq Faraj Razuq, Baghdad, Man-
shurbt wizbrat al- thiqbfa wa’l-a‘lbm.

 10. Ullmann (1972), 211– 212.
 11. For more on al- Jildaki’s works, see Ullmann (1972), 238– 239.
 12. Ibid., 241.
 13. Ibid., 242– 243.
 14. Ibid., 246.
 15. Ibid., 247– 248.
 16. “We say: al- kjmiyb’ is a Greek word. . . .  Some people apply the expression 

‘hermetic art’ to alchemy, others the expression ‘matter of the priests’. 
Its inventor was the Egyptian Hermes the ‘three- fold’. He taught it to 
the priests. Afterward it spread and arrived to the Greeks also and they 
wrote books and treatises on chemistry. Finally it came to the Muslims, 
and many [more] books and epistles  were also written on it. The pur-
pose and goal of alchemy was the rectifi cation of minerals and their 
transformation of the corrupting to the improving. . . .  Then, however, 
the Teuton Paracelsus came, and gave the art of chemistry a new pur-
pose and made it a part of medicine, and he called her spagyria in Latin, 
which means ‘collection and division of differences’. This expression 
applies particularly to the art of chemical medicine” (Ullmann [1972]: 
248).

 17. There are small compendia of treatises dealing with alchemy that have 
been translated into Ottoman Turkish, such as MS 1012, Bagdatlı Vehbi 
Ef., Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi, Istanbul. The late nineteenth- century 
ruler of Morocco, Sultan al- Hasan I, was also deeply interested in al-
chemy (see Salmon [1906]).

 18. Berlekamp (2003), 54– 55.
 19. Janowitz (2002), 111, note 10.
 20. Ibid., 109.
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 21. Al- Simawi (1923), 5– 6. Al- Razi has a different classifi cation of substances 
as “mineral,” “animal,” and “vegetable,” with mineral substances be-
ing subdivided into “spirits,” “bodies,” “stones,” “vitriols,” “boraxes,” 
and “salts.” Acids and oils  were included in the animal and vegetable 
categories.

 22. Ullmann (1972), 236.
 23. Al- Simawi (1923), 35.
 24. Ibid., 12.
 25. Ibid., 17– 18. The issue of whether or not essences are immutable, with 

changes occurring in appearance only, is one that appears to have been 
open to some debate in medieval Islamic intellectual circles. Other sci-
entifi c thinkers argued that essences are themselves subject to decay 
and putrefaction, and that the destruction of the essence of one thing 
results in the coming into being of another (cf. ‘Ali ibn Rabban al- Tabari 
[1928], 16– 18).

 26. Al- Simawi (1923), 34.
 27. Ibid., 33– 34.
 28. Ibid., 34.
 29. Ibid., 55.
 30. Ibid. An example of the fi rst sort would be to describe the human being 

as “the rational animal”; it is completely straightforward, in that it cap-
tures its meaning perfectly without allegory, and can be reversed as well 
as generalized, as in “all rational animals are human beings” and “all 
human beings are rational animals.” An example of the second sort 
would be to describe a human being simply as an animal, since the 
statement would not hold true if it was reversed or generalized: “all ani-
mals are human beings” is not a true statement, but the partial con-
verse, “some animals are human beings,” is true. The second sort is 
more obscure than the fi rst as a form of description.

 31. Ibid., 55– 66. “Of their description by ‘necessary association’ we have an 
example in their phrase ‘Eastern Mercury’. They mean by this the mer-
cury extracted from their stones, and this is a phrase of ‘necessary asso-
ciation’, for the Eastern Mercury which is extracted from rocks, in con-
trast to the Western Mercury which is extracted from soft earth. Now if 
any characteristic of Eastern Mercury is found in their mercury they 
know it by this name. Understand that, therefore. . . .  [t]he term ‘Land of 
India’ is also employed by them to mean a substance in proper equilib-
rium, resembling the land of India in the equilibrium of its climate. The 
terms ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’ are intended by them to mean two substances, 
one of them volatile like the heaven and the other stable like the earth.”
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 32. Abu Deeb (1979), 264– 265.
 33. Ullmann (1972), 149. Al- Sijistani is believed to have written an alchemi-

cal work entitled al- Kitbb al- gharjb fj ma‘nb al- iksjr (The Wondrous Book 
on the Meaning of the Elixir), which might be the same as the Kitbb 
ma‘rifat al- iksjr (ibid., 208).

 34. Al- Jildaki reproduced several alchemical theories attributed to ‘Ali as 
well as a poem believed to have been composed by Ja‘far, who is also said 
to have composed a treatise entitled Risblat Ja‘far al- Sbdiq fj ‘ ilm al- sinb‘a 
wa’l-hajar al- mukarram (The Treatise of Ja‘far al- Sadiq on the Science of 
the Art) (Ullmann [1972], 195– 196). A preliminary discussion of the rela-
tionship between religious— specifi cally Shi‘i— and scientifi c esotericism 
is found in Nomanul Haq (2002), 19– 32.

 35. Ullmann (1972), 208; Ibn al- Nadim (2002), 552– 553; En glish translation 
in ibid. (1970), 867. To the list of Shi‘i alchemists should be added Abu 
Bakr ‘Ali al- Khurasani, called al- Shaikh al-‘Alawi, and Muhammad ibn 
Umayl. For more on the relationship between alchemy and esoteric Shi‘i 
thought, see Lory (1989).

 36. Ibn al- Nadim attributes two alchemical books to Dhu’l-Nun, the Kitbb 
al- rukn al- akbar (The Greater Book of the Element) and Kitbb al- thiqa 
fj’l-san‘a (The Book of Reliability in the Art); al- Junayd is supposed to 
have written Kitbb tadbjr al- hajar al- mukarram (Ullmann [1972], 196– 197).

 37. For more on Ibn al- Qayyim’s critique of alchemy, see Livingston (1992).
 38. Janowitz (2002), 114.
 39. M. Ullmann (1979), “al- Kjmiyb’,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., vol. 5, 

Leiden, E. J. Brill, 110– 115; Ibn Sina (1965, eds. Mustansir et al., 22– 23; 
Anawati (1971), 285– 341. Later alchemists, especially al- Jildaki and al- 
Tughra’i, made Ibn Sina the target for polemics on account of this 
critique.

 40. A. M. Smith (2004), 180– 181; Lindberg (1976), 207.
 41. A. M. Smith (2004), 194. Medieval optics is oculocentric as distinct from 

the luminocentric optics of Kepler and his followers. Although recog-
nizing that Lindberg’s repre sen ta tion of the development from classical 
to Keplerian optics has become widely accepted, Smith argues that 
Lindberg misrepresents the place of Ptolemy’s Optics in the development 
of the fi eld (cf. A. M. Smith [1988], 188– 207).

 42. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), lvi. In his Commentary on the First Book of Eu-
clid’s Elements, Ptolemy attributes this theory to the fi rst- century bce 
Germinus.

 43. Ibid., lvi– lviii. Perhaps as a consequence, al- Farabi does not address the 
phenomenon of refraction.
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 44. Lindberg (1978), 136. See also Lindberg (1976), 18– 32; Travaglia (1999).
 45. Lindberg (1978), 140– 141. It is worth noting that the Arabic originals of 

al- Kindi’s work on optics are not known to survive and are only acces-
sible through their Latin translations (de radiis and de aspectibus). Proba-
bly as a result, they are better integrated into the academic traditions of 
the Latin West than those of science in the Islamic world.

 46. Ibid., 146. Lindberg is drawing largely on the sixth book of part four of 
Ibn Sina’s Kitbb al- shifb’, which was translated into Latin as a separate 
work known commonly as De Anima (critical edition by Simone Van 
Riet [1972], Avicenna Latinus: Liber de anima seu sextus de naturalibus, I– III, 
Louvain, Belgium, Peeters).

 47. Lindberg (1978), 150.
 48. Ibid. This theory is virtually identical to what Aristotle writes in his De 

Anima: “Colour moves the transparent medium, e.g. the air, and this, 
being continuous, acts upon the sense organ. . . .  For vision occurs when 
the sensitive faculty is acted upon; as it cannot be acted upon by the 
actual colour which is seen, there remains only the medium to act on 
it. . . .” (Lindberg [1978], 150– 151, note 62; [1975], De Anima, II.7.419a 13– 19, 
trans. W. S. Hett, rev. ed., Loeb Classical Library series, London, 107. For 
the Greek, see W. D. Ross, trans. (1959), De Anima, Oxford, Oxford Uni-
versity Press).

 49. M. Miles (1983), 127. “The visual ray of the physical eye which unites the 
soul to the objects of its habitual attention provided Augustine with 
a powerful description of the vision of God, a coordination of physics 
and metaphysics which grounded his ‘vision’ of the pro cess and goal of 
human life” (ibid., 142).

 50. Sabra (1978), 160.
 51. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), liv– lv. His rebuttal to the extramissionists’ cri-

tique of intromission is as follows: “Because the visible object is per-
ceived in its own place, the upholders of the doctrine of the ray came to 
believe that vision occurs by means of a ray issuing from the eye and 
ending at the object, and that vision is achieved by the end points of the 
ray. They argued against natural scientists, saying: if vision takes place 
by a form that comes from the object to the eye, and if the form exists 
inside the eye, then why is the object perceived in its own place outside 
the eye while its form exists in the eye? But these people forgot that vi-
sion is not accomplished by pure sensation alone, but is rather accom-
plished by means of discernment and prior recognition, and that with-
out these no vision can be effected by sight, nor would sight perceive 
what the visible object is at the moment of seeing it” (Sabra [1978], 179).
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 52. Sabra (1978), 167.
 53. Ibid., 169.
 54. Ibid., 170.
 55. Ibid., 174. Ibn al- Haytham refers to a specifi c kind of perception as that 

of recognition (idrbk bi’l-ma‘rifa) through which the cognitive faculty 
recognizes an individual object of vision— including a person— as be-
longing to a species or as the same individual seen previously. Memory 
is an essential factor in this kind of perception, because it allows recog-
nition beyond the comparison of identical visual factors.

 56. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), 208.
 57. Ibid., 213– 214.
 58. Sabra (1978), 175.
 59. A. M. Smith (2004), 188.
 60. Ibn al- Haytham (1989), lxiv– lxv.
 61. Ibid., lxix– lx.
 62. This point has been made convincingly for the case of Christian Eu rope 

in Denery (2005), 4– 9.

7. Dreams, Visions, and the Imagination

  Epigraph: Faiz Ahmad Faiz (1984), “Zindbn kj ik subh,” from Dast- i sabb, 
reprinted in Nuskhahb- yi wafb, Lahore, Kbrvbn, 181– 182. Translated by the 
author.

 1. One notable exception that makes some preliminary observations con-
cerning the relationship between dreaming and mimesis in art is Al- 
Bagdadi (2006).

 2. Rahman (1966), 410. The Jewish scholar Maimonides also compared the 
dream visions generated by the imagination to prophecy; such visions 
 were seen in the mind’s “inner eye,” an organ cultivated by Jewish mys-
tics and phi los o phers (Bland [2000], 6).

 3. Miller (1994), 5.
 4. For important discussions of the place of dreams in contemporary Is-

lamic societies (Egypt and Pakistan in par tic u lar), see Mittermaier 
(2011) and Ewing (1990).

 5. Marlow (2008), 15.
 6. Von Grunebaum (1966), 15. The only available statement from the early 

Islamic period that is categorically critical of dreams and their inter-
pretation is ascribed to Abu Sulayman al- Darani (d. 830): “Dev ilish in-
sinuation (waswbs) and much dreaming come only to the weak person. 
When he devotes himself to God, dreaming and insinuations from the 
dev il leave him . . .  I have sometimes remained for many years without 
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dreaming” (Kinberg [1994], 47; from Al- Bidbya wa’l-nihbya, 10:257; Hilyat 
al- awliyb’, 9:260; al- Kawbkib al- durriyya 1:253).

 7. Makdisi (1956).
 8. Lamoreaux (2002), 11. For information on the history of dreaming in 

premodern Islamic culture, see also Felek and Knysh (2011); Abdel Daïm 
(1958); and Schimmel (1998). The latter work is valuable for the empha-
sis it places on dreaming in Persian and Turkish culture. The early Is-
lamic oneirocritical tradition also infl uenced scholarship on dreams 
and dreaming in the Byzantine world (see Mavroudi [2002]).

 9. Marlow (2008), 9.
 10. Al- Bagdadi (2006), 124; Ibn Khadun, Muqaddima: “The Science of Dream 

Interpretation,” section 17 of chapter 6 (“The Various Kinds of Sci-
ence”); translation by F. Rosenthal (1958), The Muqaddimah: An Introduc-
tion to History, New York, Pantheon Books, 103– 110.

 11. Kinberg (1994), 44– 46.
 12. Von Grunebaum (1966), 7, 10. The question of true versus false dreams is 

addressed (somewhat tangentially) in Abdel Daïm (1958).
 13. Kinberg (2008), 26– 27, including notes 6 and 7. Variants of this hadith 

are listed in Zaghlul (1989), 8:271– 272. The issue of whether the Prophet 
can be seen in forms not resembling his physical one is addressed in Ibn 
Hajar al-‘Asqalani (1978), 26:233; Ibn Hajar reproduces the relevant had-
ith account with an important addition: “Whoever has seen me in a 
dream has certainly seen me in wakefulness, because I can be seen in any 
form” [emphasis added].

 14. Kinberg (2008), 27. Kinberg argues that the interpretation of “good tid-
ings” to mean dreams (ru’yb) must date from at least the middle of the 
eighth century, since it is mentioned by Muqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 767) in 
his commentary on the Qur’an. The link between the verb “to see” (ra’b) 
and the noun for “dream” (ru’yb) was already made by Abu Zakariyya 
Yahya ibn Ziyad al- Farra’ (d. 822) in his exegetical work, as was the con-
nection between the verbal nouns nawm (“sleep”) and manbm (“dream”). 
In this context, the words ru’yb and manbm are used interchangeably to 
denote that all righ teous individuals can attain good dreams.

It can be argued that prophethood is so central to Islam that it be-
comes the defi ning characteristic of Muslim notions of time, where all 
of human history from the era of Adam onward is countable in units 
marked by generations of prophets. Thus, living in a post- prophetic age 
following the death of Muhammad is an almost incomprehensible shift 
in the conceptualization of history; ongoing prophecy becomes a reli-
gious necessity that, in light of the doctrinal fi nality of Muhammad’s 
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prophet mission, can only be accommodated for most Muslims by ar-
guing for a continued presence of Muhammad in this world (for more 
on notions of prophetic authority in Islam, see D. Stewart [2010], 
“Prophecy,” in Key Themes for the Study of Islam, ed. J. J. Elias, Oxford, 
Oneworld, 281– 303).

 15. Kinberg (2008), 29.
 16. Lamoreux (2002), 28.
 17. Ibid., 29.
 18. Ibid., 85.
 19. Al- Bagdadi (2006), 134.
 20. For a discussion of this issue in the specifi c context of Sufi  dreaming, 

see Ewing (1990).
 21. See, for example, G. Hagen, “Dreaming ‘Osmbns: Of History and Mean-

ing,” in Felek and Knysh (2011), 99– 122.
 22. Bashir (2011a), “Narrating Sight: Dreaming as Visual Training in Per-

sianate Sufi  Hagiography,” in Felek and Knysh (2011), 245.
 23. Among the Jewish scholars infl uenced by the Arabic version of De divina-

tione per somnum are Moshe ibn Ezra (d. ca. 1140), the author of the Kitbb 
al- muhbdara wa’l-mudhbkar, which deals with the subject of poetical in-
spiration occurring during sleeping states, and Rabbi Zerahyah ben 
Isaac ben Sheltiel Hen (fl ourished in the second half of the thirteenth 
century), who wrote an important commentary on Maimonides’s Guide 
of the Perplexed (Hansberger [2008], 64– 66).

 24. Hansberger (2008), 54.
 25. Ibid., 55.
 26. Ibid., 56– 57
 27. Ibid., 57.
 28. Ibid., 58.
 29. Ibid., 58– 59.
 30. Ibid., 73.
 31. Al- Farabi (1985; rpt. 1998), 210– 213. For more on al- Farabi’s notions of 

mimesis as they apply to ethics and imagination, as well as their Aristo-
telian roots, see Daiber (1986), 2:729– 41.

 32. Al- Farabi (1985; rpt. 1998), 210– 211.
 33. Ibid., 218– 219.
 34. Ibid., 220– 223.
 35. Ibid., 222– 225.
 36. Ibid., 224– 227. Al- Farabi also uses the faculty of repre sen ta tion to explain 

madness as a fl aw in the pro cess of representing reality accurately: “It 
also may happen to people that their temperament is ruined in certain 
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circumstances and their powers of repre sen ta tion impaired; they see 
then, as the outcome of the combinations which the faculty of repre sen-
ta tion performs in these ways, things which are neither real nor imitate 
reality. These are the bilious (mamrvrjn), insane and madmen (majbnjn) 
and their like” (ibid., 226– 227).

 37. Rahman (1966), 410, Ibn Sina’s al- Risala al- adhawiyya.
 38. Rahman (1966), 410. Al- Farabi (1985; rpt. 1998), chap. 14; Ibn Sina (1959), 

4:2; cf. Rahman (1958), 36– 38. See also Pines (1974).
 39. Rahman (1966), 413.
 40. Ibid., 419.
 41. Ibid., 416– 17.
 42. Ibid., 417.

8. Sufi sm and the Metaphysics of Resemblance

  Epigraph: J. J. Elias, trans. (1998), Death before Dying: The Sufi  Poems of 
Sultan Bahu, Berkeley, University of California Press, 25.

 1. N. Ardalan and L. Bakhtiar (1973), The Sense of Unity: The Sufi  Tradition in 
Persian Architecture, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, xi; from Ne-
cipoglu (1995), 76– 77, note 71. For sustained discussions of the anti- 
intellectual, romantic tendency to fi nd universal meaning in Islamic art 
see the seventh chapter of O. Grabar (1973) and Necipoglu (1995), 76– 80. 
An unsuccessful attempt to link Sufi sm to aesthetics is found in Afrasi-
yabpur (2001).

 2. S. H. Nasr (1976), Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, Westerham, UK, 
World of Islam Festival Publishing, 75.

 3. I. R. al- Faruqi (1970), “On the Nature of the Work of Art in Islam,” Islam 
and the Modern Age 1:2 (August), 78.

 4. Ibid., 79. A similar universalizing view of art is applied to modern media 
in M. Aziza (1978).

 5. T. Burckhardt (1967), Sacred Art in East and West: Its Principles and Methods, 
trans. Northbourne, London, Perennial Books. Burckhardt has a num-
ber of other works that promote a similarly convoluted view of the rela-
tionship between the arts and Islamic spirituality, including (1954) “The 
Spirit of Islamic Art,” Islamic Quarterly 1:212– 18; see also (1984), “The Void 
in Islamic Art,” Studies in Comparative Religion: Titus Burckhardt Memorial 
Issue 16 (Winter– Spring): 79– 82; and with R. Michaud (1976), Art of Islam: 
Language and Meaning, London, World of Islam Festival Publishing; Ne-
cipoglu (1995), 78, note 78. The most egregious prose in this regard is 
found in Burckhardt (1987), Mirror of the Intellect: Essays on Traditional Sci-
ence and Sacred Art, trans. and ed. by W. Stoddart, Cambridge, Quinta 
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Essentia, which shows how a so- called Sufi  “symbolist” perspective 
helps explain not just Islamic art, but also chess, Rus sian icons, and the 
Native American Sun Dance.

 6. See Reynolds (2001), 119– 131.
 7. For more on visions of Sufi  masters and guides as part of the normal 

contours of the master- disciple relationship in Persianate Sufi sm, see 
Bashir (2011b). See also Alexandrin (2011). A study of dreaming in the 
context of a specifi c North African Sufi  fi gure is found in Katz (1996); a 
somewhat unsatisfactory attempt to study the place of dreaming in 
Sufi sm is undertaken in Llewellyn Vaughan- Lee (1990), The Lover and the 
Serpent: Dreamwork within a Sufi  Tradition, Shaftesbury, UK, Element 
Books. The dream manual of the infl uential early- modern Sufi , al- Nabulsi 
(d. 1731) is available in a printed edition: al- Nabulsi (1940).

 8. Ormsby (2008), 146; al- Ghazali (1973), 147; En glish translation in Watt 
(1953; rpt. 1982), 65– 66; and al- Ghazali (2000; rpt. 2004), 85.

 9. Ormsby (2008), 144.
 10. Al- Bagdadi (2006), 131.
 11. Jabre (1970), 27– 28; al- Ghazali (1973), 146; Al- Bagdadi (2006), 131.
 12. Al- Bagdadi (2006), 131.
 13. Al- Ghazali (1964), 49; al- Ghazali (1998, trans. Buchman), 10– 11.
 14. Al- Ghazali (1973), 145; al- Ghazali (2000; rpt. 2004), 83– 84; Watt (1953; 

rpt. 1982), 64.
 15. Al- Ghazali (1964), 79– 80; al- Ghazali (1998), 29– 30: “The science of 

dream interpretation makes known to you the way similitudes are 
struck, since dreams are a part of prophecy” (29).

 16. Watt (1953; rpt. 1982), 24; al- Ghazali (1973), 85; al- Ghazali (2000; rpt. 
2004), 57.

 17. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 3:6; al- Ghazali (2010, trans. Skellie), 15; Al- 
Bagdadi (2006), 129.

 18. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 1:276; Al- Bagdadi (2006), 129.
 19. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 3:24; al- Ghazali (2010), 113– 114.
 20. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4:23; Al- Bagdadi (2006), 129– 130.
 21. See Chapter 5, note 63, in this volume. for a brief discussion of this work 

and its relationship to al- Ghazali’s corpus. The possibility that the “real” 
al- Madnvn is a largely unknown philosophical treatise found in a com-
pilation in Maragha notwithstanding, even the well- known treatise at-
tributed to al- Ghazali exists in two redactions, al- Madnvn al- saghjr and 
al- Madnvn bihi ‘alb ghayr ahlihi; Hughes (2002), 41, note 12.

 22. Hughes (2002), 41.
 23. Ibid.
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 24. Ibid., 42. Hughes translates mithl as “resemblance,” but in the context of 
the current discussion, “similitude” is a more appropriate and equally 
valid translation for the Arabic term.

 25. Ibid.
 26. Ibid.
 27. Ibid., 44.
 28. Al- Ghazali (1957; rpt. 1985), 4:174; Ormsby (2008), 145.
 29. Ormsby (2008), 147.
 30. Ibid., 146.
 31. Ibid., 147– 149.
 32. Al- Ghazzali (1985), 24– 25.
 33. Elias (1995), 94– 96.
 34. For more on the importance of the Fusvs al-hikam, see Chittick (1982). 

For a general appraisal of the infl uence of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s thought, see 
Benaïssa (1999); cf. also Coates (2002).

 35. Chittick (1989), 39; Ibn al-‘Arabi (1911), II: 508.5.
 36. Izutsu (1984), 30.
 37. Rahman (1966), 415. He goes on to argue that Ibn al-‘Arabi attempted to 

“secularize” the concept of the ‘blam al- mithbl so as to use it primarily 
for artistic purposes which, though interesting as an idea, did not enjoy 
much popularity.

 38. For more on Ibn al-‘Arabi’s thought in general, see (among other things) 
Chittick (1994), and the same author’s topically arranged, selected trans-
lations of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s works: the aforementioned (1989), and (1998). The 
Perfect Human Being (al- insbn al- kbmil) also represents an interstitial en-
tity or barzakh between the divine and physical realms as the only crea-
ture that unites the two perfectly. This Perfect Human Being is a cosmic, 
metaphysical entity, distinct from perfected human beings in the physical 
world. In the case of the latter, “spiritual realization has opened up the 
imagination to the actual vision of the embodiment of God when He dis-
closes Himself in theophany. He does not know ‘how’ God discloses Him-
self but he sees Him doing so. He understands the truth of God’s similar-
ity with all things through a God- given vision, seeing clearly that all 
things are neither/nor, both/and, but never either/or” (Chittick [1989], 29).

 39. Chittick (1994), 116– 117. According to Chittick, the two terms gain the 
greatest etymological proximity in the concept of tamaththul, meaning 
“to appear in the image of” or “to become imaginalized.”

 40. Ibid., 52, 71.
 41. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1946; rpt. 1980), 85– 86; Ibn al-‘Arabi (2004), 68– 72; Ibn al-

‘Arabi (1980), 99– 100.
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 42. Himma is diffi cult to defi ne succinctly; among the more straightforward 
explanations of the term are “the utmost concentration of the heart 
(qalb) upon God,” which does not seem to be exactly what Ibn al-‘Arabi 
is referring to (Nicholson [1967], 118, note 1), and an “extraordinary 
power” or a “concentrated spiritual energy” (Izutsu [1984], 273).

 43. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1911), I:304.23– 26, 29– 30, from Bashier (2004), 89.
 44. Chittick (1994), 72.
 45. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1911), I:306.13– 20, quoted in Chittick (1989), 122. As Chit-

tick notes, these associations have pre ce dents in hadith (397, note 14).
 46. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1911), III:38.20– 23, quoted in Chittick (1998), 338; 

II.609.17– 21, quoted in Chittick (1998), 260. Ibn al-‘Arabi draws a distinc-
tion between a “nondelimited” and “bound” imagination (al- khaybl al- 
mutlaq versus al- khaybl al- muqayyad), the nondelimited being so because 
it situates all of existence in a designated fashion. The “Bound Imagina-
tion” serves as the interstitial space between the spiritual and physical 
worlds. The “Bound Imagination” is further distinguished into the two 
categories of “Contiguous Imagination” and “Discontiguous Imagina-
tion” (al- khaybl al- munfasil and al- khaybl al- muttasil). The form “Contigu-
ous Imagination” refers to the soul- as- imagination, which is the loca-
tion of dream visions as distinct from prophetic visions, which occur in 
the “Discontinuous Imagination” that exists as an interstitial realm 
in de pen dent of the individual viewer (Chittick [1989], 117– 118; 126; see 
also Chittick [1998], 332– 355).

 47. Like in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s other works, visions of various kinds feature 
prominently in the Fusvs al- hikam. A vision is a central aspect of how the 
author experiences the prophets he mentions, as is clear from the dis-
cussion in the chapter on Hud: “Know that when the Reality revealed to 
me and caused me to witness the essential realities of His apostles [on 
whom be peace] and prophets of humanity from Adam to Muhammad 
[peace and blessings be on all of them] at an assembly in Cordova in the 
year 586 (1190 ce), none addressed me from among them save Hud, who 
informed me of the reason for their gathering together. I saw him as a 
stout man, fair of form, subtle of converse, a gnostic, a discloser of the 
realities” (Ibn al-‘Arabi [1980], 133– 134); Ibn al-‘Arabi (1946), 110.

 48. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1946), 139– 140; Ibn al-‘Arabi (1980), 175– 176; Ibn al-‘Arabi 
(2004), 159– 161.

 49. “The cosmos is two worlds and the Presence is two Presences, though a 
third Presence is born between the two from the totality. The fi rst Pres-
ence is the Presence of the absent, and it possesses a world called the 
‘world of the absent’. The second Presence is the Presence of sensation 
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and the witnessed; its world is called the ‘world of the witnessed’ (‘blam 
al- shahbda) and it is perceived by eyesight (al- basar), while the world of the 
absent is perceived by insight (al- basjra). That which is born from the 
coming together of the two is a Presence and a world. The Presence is 
the Presence of the imagination, and the world is the world of the imag-
ination. It is the manifestation (zuhvr) of meanings (al- ma‘bnj) in sen-
sory moulds (qawblib), like knowledge in the form (svra) of milk, perse-
verance in religion in the form of a fetter, [Islam] in the form of a pillar, 
faith in the form of a handle, and Gabriel . . .  [becoming imaginalized 
to Mary in the form of a well- proportioned mortal (Qur’an, 19:17)]” (Ibn 
al-‘Arabi [1911], III:42.5– 10, quoted in Chittick [1998], 258– 59).

 50. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1946), 100; Ibn al-‘Arabi (1980), 121– 122; Ibn al-‘Arabi (2004), 
96. The importance of perspective in how something is perceived is also 
brought up in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s chapter on Joseph: “Joseph, upon him be 
peace said, ‘I saw eleven stars, the sun, and moon; I saw them prostrat-
ing to me’ (Qur’an, 12:4). He saw his brothers in the form (svra) of stars 
and saw his father and aunt as the sun and the moon. This is from the 
perspective of Joseph; had it been from the perspective of the perceived, 
the appearance of his brothers in the form (svra) of stars and the ap-
pearance of his father and aunt in the form of the sun and the moon 
would have been intended by them. But since they had no knowledge of 
what Joseph saw, Joseph’s perception took place in the store  house of his 
imagination (khizbnat al- khaybl)” (Ibn al-‘Arabi [1946], 100; Ibn al-‘Arabi 
[1980], 122; Ibn al-‘Arabi [2004], 96– 97).

 51. Ibn al-‘Arabi (1946), 138; Ibn al-‘Arabi (1980), 175; Ibn al-‘Arabi (2004), 
157– 158.

9. Words, Pictures, and Signs

  Epigraph: J. Baudrillard (1996), The System of Objects, trans. J. Benedict, 
London and New York, Verso: 197.

 1. Rosenthal (1948), 10; reprinted in Rosenthal (1971).
 2. Rosenthal (1961), 15– 16.
 3. Among the many examples of how the very presence of supposedly sa-

cred words can cause sin if the object is mishandled, in December 2010, 
a Muslim doctor in Karachi who threw a medical sales representative’s 
business card in the garbage was arrested on blasphemy charges because 
the card was inscribed with the word Muhammad (which happened to be 
the salesman’s name) (“Doctor Arrested for Blasphemy: Police,” Dawn, 
December 12, 2010,  http:// www .dawn .com /2010 /12 /12 /doctor -arrested -for 
-blasphemy -police .html) .
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 4. Rosenthal (1948), 1, 11– 12.
 5. Akın-Kıvanç (2011), 124– 25.
 6. O. Grabar (1973), 135; Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 139. For more on the im-

portance of text and writing in Islamic society, especially as it relates to 
calligraphy, see Schick (2010).

 7. Ernst (2009), 431– 432. The Tuhfat al- muhibbjn is regarded as the second- 
oldest in de pen dent Persian treatise dealing with the Arabic script, com-
ing after a fourteenth- century work by ‘Abd Allah Sirafi  Tabrizi whom 
Siraj- i Hasani quotes extensively (Ernst [2009], 434). The treatise is 
available in a Persian edition: Ya‘qub ibn Hasan Siraji- i Shirazi (1997), 
Tuhfat al- muhibbjn (dar b’jn-i khushnawjsj wa latb’if- i ma‘nawj- yi bn), ed. M. 
Taqi Danish- Pazhuh, K. Rana Husayni, and I. Afshar, Daftar- i nashr- i 
mjrath- i maktub, ‘Ulum wa funun, no. 8, Tehran, Nuqta.

 8. Ernst (2009), 436– 437.
 9. Ibid.
 10. Ibid., 441.
 11. Ibid., 439– 441.
 12. Ernst (1992), 281. There has been confusion over the authorship of the 

Adbb al- mashq, with some manuscripts erroneously attributing it to Mir 
‘Imad al- Hasani (d. 1615), perhaps the most famous master of the nasta‘ ljq 
script.

 13. Ibid., 283.
 14. Ibid.
 15. Ibid., 284. Baba Shah describes the pro cess of apprenticeship through 

which one learns the art of calligraphy in terms that are very similar to 
the master- disciple relationship in the Sufi sm of his time.

 16. There is no defi nite answer as to why works on calligraphy started to be 
written from the fi fteenth century onward. In all likelihood, it is related 
to the proliferation of artisanal guilds as a social phenomenon in the 
Persianate world. If such a relationship does indeed hold true, it would 
appear that an intellectualizing discourse on specifi c practices of art 
and writing only came about as a consequence of the emergence of a 
sociohistorical sodality invested in cultivating such a discourse. Preced-
ing or in the absence of such a social structure, art practices may have 
been exceedingly widespread yet did not demand any rhetorical under-
pinning or intellectual justifi cation.

For works that depict calligraphers, paint ers, and practitioners of the 
visual arts, see (among others) Porter (1988) and Taragan (2008). There 
are isolated passages on calligraphy and painting in a number of works, 
perhaps the best known being from the A’jn-i Akbarj by Abu’l-Fazl, who 
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also provides a detailed description of the taswjr khbna, or the royal 
painting atelier (Abu’l-Fazl Nagori [1872], 1:111– 118). The Ottoman Mus-
tafa ‘Ali also considered calligraphy much more important than the 
pictorial arts, and only devoted a section of one of the fi ve chapters in 
his Manbqib- i hunarwarbn (Epic Deeds of Artists) to paint ers (Akın-Kıvanç 
[2001], 261– 281, 398– 417).

 17. Oleg Grabar, among other scholars, has tried to highlight commonali-
ties in the place of writing in the premodern Islamic world despite the 
substantial differences in attitudes and expectations concerning its so-
cietal function. He also distinguishes between two overlapping currents 
in the use of writing in classical Islam, the fi rst promoted by the courtly 
milieu in which professional scribes  were employed to produce sophisti-
cated products for the appreciation, use, and consumption of an elite; 
the second was a populist current in which a more “exuberant,” if less 
legible, style was utilized broadly to carry a variety of religious as well as 
secular messages (O. Grabar [1992], 84, 113– 114).

 18. Gonzalez (2000), 314. Grabar suggests two other facts that emerged in 
the growth of scripts in the early Islamic centuries. “One is the notion 
of a beautiful or at least expensive- looking book and the other one is 
that writing carries information no doubt but also identifi es categories 
of taste (and therefore of patronage) and can be used on all sorts of ob-
jects other than books” (O. Grabar [1992], 69).

 19. Among the most important early examples of works that uncritically 
connect calligraphy to spiritually (often of a Sufi  sort) are those by Ti-
tus Burckhardt, beginning with his (1947), “Principles and Methods of 
Traditional Art,” in Art and Thought: Issued in Honour of Dr. Ananda K. 
Coomaraswamy on the Occasion of His 70th Birthday, ed. K. Bharatha Iyer, 
London, Luzac and Co., 17– 22, and most signifi cantly T. Burckhardt 
and R. Michaud (1976), Art of Islam: Language and Meaning, trans. J. P. 
Hobson, London, World of Islam Festival Publications; and Lings (1976; 
rpt. 1987). More recently, Librande has tried to make sense of the place 
occupied by calligraphy in the spiritual lives of Muslims (Librande 
[1979]), and Schimmel has written a fl avorful and broad- reaching sur-
vey with more cultural specifi city (Schimmel [1984]).

 20. Saussure (1983; rpt. 1986), 24– 27; Ong (1982; rpt. 1991), 5. The idea that 
literacy represents a higher level of intellectual and social development 
than illiteracy— which forms a dyad with orality— is deeply ingrained in 
academic as well as pop u lar thinking.

 21. Ong (1982; rpt. 1991), 7– 8.
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 22. For a discussion that creates a dichotomy between such forms of orality 
and literacy, see Ong (1982; rpt. 1991), 11– 14. Despite occasional state-
ments of mitigation, Ong maintains a clear (and value- ridden) distinc-
tion between the function of oral and written communication: “Oral 
communication unites people in groups. Writing and reading are soli-
tary activities that throw the psyche back on itself” (ibid., 69).

 23. Ong’s infl uential work on how literacy leads to a ground- shift in the 
thought pro cesses and outlook of individuals and  whole societies draws 
on the research of the Soviet scholar Alexander Luria conducted among 
Muslim populations in Uzbekistan in the 1930s. Ong injects a method-
ological awareness of the importance of context and ethnocentrism in 
notions of literacy and illiteracy in an attempt to draw broader conclu-
sions on the role of language in society (Ong [1982; rpt. 1991], 51– 61). For 
an appraisal of the relationship between the work of Luria and Ong, see 
B. Daniell (1988), “Re- Reading Ong: Literacy and Social Change,” paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference on College Compo-
sition and Communication, St. Louis, March 17– 19, 1988. Ong has stud-
ied the relationship between orality and literacy in the text cultures of 
medieval Eu rope, but the differences in the material nature of the book 
and its uses between the Latin Christian West and the medieval Islamic 
world are suffi cient to limit the usefulness of his arguments in this con-
text (Ong [1984]).

 24. Ong (1982; rpt. 1991), 67– 68.
 25. Ibid., 68. Ong adopts Jousse’s term verbomoteur, expanding it to “include 

all cultures that retain enough oral residue to remain signifi cantly word- 
attentive in a person- interactive context (the oral type of context) rather 
than object- attentive” (cf. Jousse [1925]).

 26. Bowman and Woolf (1994), 2– 3. Bowman and Woolf reject the validity 
of most of Ong’s writing on the subject, although they take a less nega-
tive view of his later work. Related cultural phenomena include the dis-
tinction between vocalized and silent reading and its relationship to 
the emergence of literacy, as well as the movement of texts from ones 
primarily read out loud and experienced as oral words by the audience 
that hears them, to texts that are read by an individual (or small groups 
of individuals), implying that all who interact with the words possess 
the power to read. Little scholarship has been done on reading cultures 
in the Islamic world, the most important work being Hirschler (2012), 
which explores the history of reading in the medieval Arabic- speaking 
world, demonstrating how the proliferation of paper and subsequently 
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of books had a tremendous impact on the spread of literacy beyond the 
narrow circles of a scholarly elite. See also Messick (1993), which studies 
modern Arab religious textual cultures. For information on the rise of 
silent reading in the late antique and medieval Christian worlds, some 
of which is applicable to Islamic society, see Knox (1968), and Saenger 
(1982) and (1997).

 27. Cf. Bowman and Woolf (1994), 2, 6.
 28. Bowman and Woolf (1994), 12. A somewhat similar situation pertained 

in Syria in late antiquity, where a substantial portion of the population 
was bilingual in Aramaic and Greek, although it is diffi cult to ascertain 
whether they  were bicultural as well. As in the case of the rise of modern 
Persian, it was its association with Christianity that afforded Syriac the 
prestige to compete with Greek, although in this arena the relationship 
between languages is reversed, since, unlike in the case of Arabic and 
Persian, Syriac did not pose a challenge to Greek outside the narrow 
confi nes of religious literature (Brock [1994], 153– 154).

 29. For more on the relationship of the oral to the written in the early Is-
lamic centuries, see Schoeler (2009), especially chapters 1 and 7.

 30. It is true that Jews share with Muslims the notion that divine revelation 
is attached to a specifi c language (Hebrew in the case of Jews), but Mus-
lims have been far more energetic than Jews in their insistence that the 
scripture be kept in the language of its revelation and that translation 
be avoided entirely or  else be treated as lesser order interpretations of 
the divine word. Jews have historically insisted on the importance of 
learning Hebrew, yet they have acknowledged that many Jews do not 
understand Hebrew and have accepted the value (or at least the prag-
matic necessity) of translations for a long time, going back to the Greek 
translations in the Septuagint and the emergence of Aramaic summary- 
translations of scripture in the post- Exhilic Septuagint. In contrast, 
with isolated exceptions, Muslims remained extremely resistant to the 
spread of translations of the Arabic Qur’an until modern times and the 
majority continue to maintain the exclusive legitimacy of Arabic in rit-
ual settings (Graham [1987], 84– 85). See also W. A. Saleh (2010), “Word,” 
in Key Themes for the Study of Islam, ed. J. J. Elias, Oxford, Oneworld, 356– 
376. For an informative, if somewhat dated, overview of the importance 
of the Qur’an in Muslim ritual life, see van Nieuwenhuijze (1962).

 31. Camille (1985), 32.
 32. A similar point could be made concerning the correlation of literacy 

with class and sex in medieval Eu rope (cf. Fox [1994], 128).
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 33. A. Schimmel (1975; rpt. 1981), Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill, 
University of North Carolina Press, 430.

 34. Cf. Fox (1994), 129, where the same point is made for Judaism and 
Christianity.

 35. Bowman and Woolf (1994), 15.
 36. Minorsky (1959), 64; O. Grabar (1992), 85; Gonzalez (2000), 322.
 37. Gonzalez (2001), 97– 98.
 38. Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 140– 141.
 39. The birth and early development of the Kufi c script is outlined in 

George (2010), 55– 60. Some of the best works on Islamic calligraphy are 
listed in O. Grabar (1992), 250– 251, note 8. To these should be added (in 
addition to works referred to directly in this book), as a nonexhaustively 
representative list nor one that subdivides works into the categories 
used by Grabar: Blair (2006); Derman (1998a); Alparslan (1999; rpt. 2004); 
Gündüz and Taskale (2000); and Petrosyan, ed. (1995), Pages of Perfection: 
Islamic Paintings and Calligraphy from the Rus sian Academy of Sciences, St. 
Petersburg, Lugano, Switzerland, ARCH Foundation.

 40. Tabbaa (2001), 28; Tabbaa (1991), 140b– 141a; cf. Blair (1998), 88.
 41. Tabbaa (2001), 43– 44; Tabbaa (1991), 141a. Other observations concern-

ing the Kufi c script include that it was easier to carve in stone than the 
cursive naskh (Leaman [2004], 49), and that its popularity in certain 
later circles might have something to do with its resemblance to the 
squarish Mongolian script called Phagspa introduced by Qubilay Khan 
in 1269 (Blair [1998], 85).

 42. Melchert (2000), 5– 22, especially p. 20; Tabbaa (1991), 141b; Tabbaa (2001), 
42– 43. See also Melchert (1996), 316– 342.

 43. Tabbaa (1991), 142b; Tabbaa (2001), 50. For more on the debates over the 
origin of the Qur’an, see Peters (1976).

 44. Tabbaa (2001), 52. For more on the infl uence of Ibn al- Bawwab on cal-
ligraphers and the appreciation of calligraphy after his time, see Rox-
burgh (2003b).

 45. Tabbaa (1994), 127a– 128a; Tabbaa (2001), 59.
 46. Tabbaa (1994), 128b; Tabbaa (2001), 59. An excellent example of this is 

found on the exterior of the mihrab dome of the Great Mosque of Isfa-
han (dated 1086– 1087).

 47. Tabbaa (1994), 133a; Tabbaa (2001), 60.
 48. Tabbaa (1994), 139a; cf. Tabba (2001), 71– 72.
 49. Tabbaa (1994), 140a; Tabbaa (2001), 71– 2. Tabbaa argues that most previ-

ous scholarship on monumental epigraphy in the early Islamic centu-
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ries is defi cient, in that (in Oleg Grabar’s case) it does not address the 
specifi cs of historical context and (in the case of Ettinghausen and 
Dodd) it views calligraphic complexity as either an insignifi cant feature 
or  else nothing more than a hindrance to legibility rather than a sym-
bolic repre sen ta tion of offi cial ideology (Tabbaa [2001], 5, 26).

 50. Tabbaa (1994), 124a, 126a; Tabbaa (2001), 71. For a discussion of inscrip-
tions using the fl oriated Kufi c script, see Blair (1998), 77– 93.

 51. Crossley (1988), 116a.
 52. Crossley (1998), 116b. Krautheimer (1942), 7– 9; reprinted in Krautheimer 

(1969). In his excellent, short critique of the origins of architectural ico-
nography, Crossley argues that Bandmann, in contrast to Krautheimer, 
tried to identify precise “intended meanings” behind architectural proj-
ects, a problematic idea since public buildings allow for a variety of in-
terpretations. “Bandmann placed early medieval architecture half- way 
between the magical symbolism of primitive societies, where the work 
of art is one and the same as the magical essence it ‘stands for’, and the 
purely aesthetic values of rationally sophisticated cultures, where the 
work of art has become ‘the object and goal of its own reality’ ” (Crossley 
[1998], 117b). Panofsky similarly argued for a singular intentionality, or 
a priori meaning, behind architecture.

 53. Krautheimer (1942), 1.
 54. On the iconography of the mihrab, see G. C. Miles (1952); also various es-

says in Papadopoulo (1988), especially Bakirer (1988), “Aspects généraux 
des mihrâb du XIIIème au XVIème siècles dans l’architecture religieuse 
d’Anatolie,” 99– 114, and Daoulatli (1988), “Le mihrâb: Signe ou symbole?,” 
76– 79. The symbolic importance of pillars is discussed in Flood (2003) 
and Asher (1997); see also Irwin (1989). Pillars and columns  were also used 
to symbolize victory in the Middle Ages in Eu rope, especially in Italy (Ca-
mille [1989], 343). For larger studies on architectural iconography and its 
place in Islamic art and society, see Alami (2011) and Rabbat (2010).

 55. Questions of what makes a building “Islamic” are dealt with in O. 
Grabar (1988), also in the chapter “What Makes Islamic Art Islamic?” in 
O. Grabar (2006b), 247– 251. The question of how to make an existing 
structure appropriately Islamic continues to be relevant today, with the 
frequent purchase and reuse of existing buildings as mosques and Is-
lamic community centers, and the pressure felt by minority Muslim 
communities to make their buildings conform to the expectations of 
the dominant community.

 56. The theoretical point of artistic and architectural cultural translation 
in Islamic art was fi rst made by Grabar, and has been developed and 
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utilized effectively by Flood (see Flood [2003] and Flood [2001a], 10– 12, 
203– 206). Less has been done on the pro cess of artistic translation from 
the Islamic to other cultural spheres, except perhaps to point out that 
simply subsuming Byzantine and other Eastern Christian arts and 
practices into a wider “Western” category gives short shrift to Arabic, 
Syriac, and other “proto- Islamic” artistic contributions (see, for exam-
ple, Lou‘aybi [also known as La‘ibi] [2001], 9– 41, 63– 71). Attempts to link 
architecture to Islamic metaphysics have been undertaken by Akkach 
with limited success (Akkach [2005] and [1997]).

 57. Flood (2001a), 1– 2.
 58. Ibid., 214. A critique of those analyses of the mosque that treat it as 

 possessing a monolithic iconographic meaning is found in Rabbat 
(2003), 90– 91. According to Flood, the mosaics in the western arcade rep-
resent reworkings of Byzantine iconography adjusted for Muslim needs 
(2001a, 239).

 59. Al- Muqaddasi (1906), 159; al- Muqaddasi (2001), 135– 136.
 60. Flood (2001a), 233; Rabbat (2003), 94. Flood argues that there is a high 

degree of thematic unity to the iconography of the mosque, with the 
Qur’anic verses— especially those on the qibla wall— conforming in their 
eschatological vision with the pictorial decorations (2001a, 238– 239).

 61. O. Grabar (1959), 57. For Grabar’s studies of this important monument, 
see also O. Grabar (2006a).

 62. O. Grabar (1959), 55, 57. Byzantine pilgrims continued to visit Damascus 
after it came under Islamic rule. For a discussion of the Byzantine prac-
tice of using impressive monuments to awe and seduce visitors, see Cor-
mack (1992), 221.

 63. Soucek (1976).
 64. Rabbat (1989), 13– 14.
 65. Quoted in Rabbat (1989), 16.
 66. Ibid. For a discussion of the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock, see 

George (2010), 60– 68. Kessler (1970) has discussed the inscriptions in a 
historical perspective, drawing attention to the fact that the verses that 
polemically address Christological issues have many more diacritical 
marks than the rest of the epigraphy, although she demurs from specu-
lating about the signifi cance of this observation.

 67. Rabbat (1993), 68. Welch credits ‘Abd al- Malik, the fi rst caliph to have been 
born into the new religious environment amidst Muslim competition 
with the Byzantines, with setting in motion a new Muslim aesthetic re-
gime centering around the use of epigraphy to signify religious and po liti-
cal authority over the course of his twenty- year rule (Welch [1977], 66– 67).

n o t e s  t o  p a g e s  2 5 4 – 2 5 8



3 42

 68. Rabbat (1993), 70. Ibn Kathir (d. 1373) takes a much more polemical tone 
in his discussion of the Dome of the Rock’s construction and decoration; 
along with condemning the behavior of the people who assemble there, 
he accuses ‘Abd al- Malik of constructing it in order to distract Muslims 
from pilgrimage to Mecca and encouraging them to visit Jerusalem as a 
means of increasing his own stature (Ibn Kathir [1998], 12:41– 44).

 69. Bierman, in rightly taking issue with Grabar’s hypothesis that the in-
scriptions on the Dome of the Rock  were meant primarily to humiliate 
Christians and induce them to convert or submit po liti cally, suggests 
that different aspects of the structure fulfi ll different functions, with 
the Qur’anic inscriptions directed at Muslims of various sectarian 
groups and the overall aesthetic aspects intended to impress Christians 
and missionize (Bierman [1998], 58– 59).

 70. Ibid., 4, 8.
 71. Ibid., 18.
 72. Ibid., 4.
 73. Thackston (1994), 44– 45.
 74. Ibid., 45. Cf. Grabar who also argues that the Muslim beholder of 

Qur’anic inscriptions would know the Qur’an by heart and would have 
found a “minimal ‘sign’ suffi cient” (O. Grabar [1973], 136).

 75. Thackston (1994), 44, 46– 47.
 76. R. Hillenbrand (1986), 172.
 77. Ibid., 173. “The virtually total neglect of the rest of the Qur’an as a 

quarry for inscriptions says little for the enterprise and imagination of 
those who decided what texts should be used” (ibid., 175) speaks more to 
this author’s limited understanding of the nature and function of mate-
rial and visual objects than it does to the talents or intentions of those 
to whom he refers.

 78. R. Hillenbrand (1986), 175. In contrast to Hillenbrand, Dodd sees in the 
diversity of verses used for architectural epigraphy proof of a “variety 
and ingenuity” displaying that “they are chosen with intelligent, or at 
the least, intelligible associations and are intimately related to the over- 
all conception of the decoration” (Dodd and Khairallah [1981], 1:61– 62). 
Atanasiu has taken the novel, if somewhat esoteric, approach of using 
computer modeling to examine the frequency of appearance of Arabic 
letters in monumental calligraphy to argue for an intrinsic mystical 
meaning (Atanasiu [1999]).

 79. R. Hillenbrand (1986), 174.
 80. Ibid., 175– 176. Other verses seem to have gained regional popularity for 

reasons that are not readily explainable. For another survey of architec-
tural inscriptions, see Dodd and Khairallah (1981).
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 81. R. Hillenbrand (1986), 178, note 8. Bierman (1998) also links calligraphic 
script to ideology in her claim that the almost illegible fl oriated Kufi c 
script was developed to refl ect aspects of Fatimid ideology, in par tic u lar 
the belief that esoteric levels of knowledge  were accessible only to an 
Isma‘ili elite.

10. Legibility, Iconicity, and Monumental Writing

  Epigraph: S. Mehmedinovi] (1998), Sarajevo Blues, translated from the 
Bosnian by A. Alcalay, San Francisco, City Lights Books, 82. Reprinted 
by permission of City Lights Books.

 1. Among others, these observations have been made in R. Ettinghausen 
(1974), 297– 317; Dodd and Khairallah (1981), 24– 25; Fu, Lowry, and Yone-
mura (1986), 107; and R. Hillenbrand (1986), 178– 179.

 2. There are marked similarities between the non- Arabic- speaking Islamic 
world— the major portion of Muslim lands by far— and the Latin West in 
this regard (cf. Ong [1982], 113). Arabic functioned as a chirographically 
controlled language that was read and written (with varying degrees of 
competence) by everyone with a traditional Muslim education; however, 
with the exception of a highly educated religious elite and a smattering 
of merchants and travelers, there  were no oral users of Arabic in these 
societies. Written elements in medieval Christian pictures are often un-
readable on account of their size, position, or location, such that the 
text was present in order to authenticate the image. Furthermore, im-
ages of saints, even though they had a well- defi ned language of signs 
through which they could be identifi ed,  were still captioned with text in 
a pattern of redundancy (Camille [1985], 33) that I discuss later in the 
chapter in an Islamic context.

 3. The Buland Darwaza (“High Gate”) has inscriptions of verses Qur’an 
39:73– 75 (referring to the gates of paradise through which the righ-
teous will be led), 41:53– 54 (referring to God showing his signs to the 
unbelievers), and 41:30– 31 (referring to entry into paradise and the an-
gels as protectors) (Thackston [1994], 46). Much has been written about 
the iconographic changes in early Islamic coinage; of par tic u lar inter-
est is the thesis that many Sassanian symbols  were replaced by Islamic 
ones during the reign of ‘Abd al- Malik, such as the depiction of Sassa-
nian imperial headgear with the phrase “Caliph of God (khaljfat Allah)” 
and the Zoroastrian fi re altar (gabrj) with the mihrab (G. C. Miles [1952], 
159– 151). Another very interesting period of shifting signifi cation in Is-
lamic coinage, but which has received little attention from scholars of 
Islamic art, is that of Ilkhanid rule in the thirteenth century (cf. T. 
Aykut and S. Aydın, eds. [1992], Ak Akçe: Mogol ve Ilhanlı Sikkeleri/Mongol 
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and Ilkhanid Coins, En glish trans. V. T. Saçlıoglu, Istanbul, Yapı Kredi 
Yayınları).

 4. Begley (1979b). A thorough study of the Taj Mahal’s inscriptions as well 
as historical references to the building is found in Begley and Desai 
(1989). Begley has been criticized by some art historians for not allowing 
for multivalent interpretations of the Qur’anic inscriptions on the mau-
soleum (Blair [1998], 65). For a well- illustrated overview of the Taj Mahal 
complex, see E. Koch (2006), The Complete Taj Mahal and the Riverfront 
Gardens of Agra, New York, Thames and Hudson.

 5. See in this regard Siddiq (2009a) and (2009b); Begley (1985); Nath (1979); 
Khan (1990); Hasan (2007); and Flood (2010).

 6. On the religiously diverse social milieu of Anatolia, see Wolper (2003) 
and Ocak (1985).

 7. For more on the Seljuk attempt to relate to a Byzantine and late antique 
past, see Redford (1993). For discussions of Seljuk architectural patron-
age, see Crane (1993).

 8. Evliya Çelebi (1896), 213; Bates (1994), 260– 261, note 25. For more on the 
status of Seljuk architecture during the Ottoman period, see Atçekin 
(1998). For an example of a Seljuk inscription located high on a minaret, 
see  O’Kane (1994).

 9. This madrasa has not been the subject of concerted study as far as I know. 
For a brief discussion, see Kuban (2002), 170– 172; Karpuz (2001), 52– 53.

 10. Schick (2008), 209.
 11. Gell (1993), 121.
 12. Ibid., 217. As Blair has noted, the increased complexity and elaboration 

of the Arabic script coincided with the proliferation of smaller, regional 
dynasties (Blair [1998], 80).

 13. Gell (1993), 298.
 14. Ibid., 303.
 15. The role of non- Muslim labor in the construction of the Dome of the 

Rock and Umayyad Mosque in Damascus has already been mentioned. 
A similar phenomenon also holds true for South Asian Islamic architec-
ture (Siddiq [2009b], 230).

 16. Gell (1993), 303.
 17. For a study of architectural examples from Anatolia that combine epig-

raphy and repre sen ta tions of real or mythical animals in similar ways, 
though perhaps not for the same purpose, as these madrasas from Cen-
tral Asia, see Gierlichs (2009). See also Diez (1949).

 18. An attempt at deciphering the entire epigraphic program of the Karatay 
Medrese is made in Eminoglu (1999). See also Kuban (2002), 168– 169.
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 19. The best cata log of such Islamic objects, albeit one limited to artifacts 
from Anatolia, is Isın (2003; rpt. 2006). See also Farès (1959).

 20. Starrett (1995b), 10.
 21. Ibid.
 22. Gonzalez (2000), 313– 340.
 23. Examples of pictorial calligraphy, or calligraphic pictures, are found in 

virtually all publications on Islamic calligraphic arts. They have been 
the focus of study by Aksel (1967). See also Touati (2003).

 24. Schick (2008), 213.
 25. Ibid., 214– 215.
 26. Ibid., 215.
 27. Abu ‘Isa M. ibn ‘Isa al- Tirmidhi (2000), 36– 37.
 28. Hakani Mehmed Bey (1991), 38; Schimmel (1985). 36; Schick (2008), 211– 

212. There are numerous other literary works on the physical character-
istics of the Prophet and other early Muslim heroes. Among the ones 
composed in the Ottoman Empire after the Hilye- i Hakani are the Hilye- i 
çehâryâr-ı güzîn of Jbrahim Cevri Çelebi (d. 1655), Hilye- i enbiyâ by Nesati 
Ahmed Dede (d. 1674), Nüzhet’ül ahyâr fî tercümet is-semail of Nahifi  Süley-
man Efendi (d. 1738), and Nâzire- i Hakani by Arif Süleyman Bey (d. 1769).

 29. Al- Tirmidhi’s Shamb’il was translated into En glish by Hidayat Hussain 
in (1933– 34), Islamic Culture, 7:395– 409, 561– 572; 8:46– 54, 273– 289, 364– 
386, 531– 549. Schimmel (1985), 39; Hakani (1991), 40.

 30. For more on this subject, see Schimmel (1985), 33– 35.
 31. From the Hilyetül- Enver of Süleyman Nahifi , MS. 2622, Jstanbul Üniver-

sitesi Kütüphanesi, Istanbul, according to H. Subası (1991), 3:284.
 32. Taskale and Gündüz (2006), 41– 43. For other works on the hilye, see Tas-

kale (1990), 7:90– 95; Derman (1998b); and Derman (1998c), 34– 37, note 3; 
Acar (1999), 151– 161, En glish text 219– 224; Acar (1997), 42:94– 100; Gruber 
(2010b), 130– 133. Illustrations of examples from what is probably the fi n-
est collection of hilyes today are found in Bilgi (2004).

 33. Schick (2008), 209– 210.
 34. Ibid., 210.
 35. For a study of the importance of the footprint of the Prophet in South 

Asia, see Hasan (1993). For a study of the shrine to the footprint of the 
Prophet in Delhi, see Welch (1997).

 36. “Khp sar par rakhnay kp mil jby na‘ l-i pbk-i huzvr  /  to phir keheyn gay ke hbn 
tbjdbr ham bhj heyn” and “khbj qur’bn nay khbk-i guzar kj qasam / is kaf- i pb-
 yi hurmat pe lbkhpn salbm.” For more on prophetic relics, including the 
footprint and the sandal, see Wheeler (2006), 71– 98, and Schimmel 
(1985), 39– 42. There are many works written across the Islamic world in 
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praise of the sandal of the Prophet. See, for example, the seventeenth- 
century work by al- Tilimsani (2006). Al- Tirmidhi devotes a chapter to 
the sandal of the Prophet in his Shamb’il ([2000], 69– 73).

 37. For examples, see Roberts and Roberts (2003) and (2000), and Frembgen 
(2006) and (1998).

 38. For examples of such paintings, see Parker and Neal (1995). The paint-
ings are often a collective enterprise, made in the pilgrim’s absence and 
usually completed in under a week (Campo [1987], 287).

 39. Gonzalez (2000), 314. Cf. Campo (1987), who claims that the paintings 
comprise two semiotic classes for the most part, distinguishing be-
tween “epigraphic formulae in Arabic” and “iconic fi gures” (291): “The 
thematic divisions in each class are not mutually exclusive. Nor is one 
class completely in de pen dent of the other. For example, the degree of 
unity attained among epigraphic formulae becomes apparent when it is 
recalled that God is the ultimate agent of blessing and victory, the cre-
ator of space (sacred and otherwise) and authority behind the institution 
of pilgrimage rites, and that Muhammad— founder of the community 
and mosque at Medina, pilgrimage reformer, and conqueror of Mecca—
is his instrument. Within the class of iconic fi gures, fl owers can be linked 
with little diffi culty to talismanic fi gures, to native defi nitions of femi-
ninity and family life, and to the symbology of holy places as gardens 
and earthly bits of paradise.” Ibid., 295.

 40. See Elias (2011), especially chapters 7, 8, and 9.
 41. Ibid., 114– 116.
 42. Ibid., 119– 122. See also Elias (2003). Aside from the religious motifs and 

symbols, those representing an idealized or imagined life and scenes 
from modern life appear mostly on the sides and the back— they are very 
rarely seen on the front. The name of the truck company and other spa-
tial and locational signifi ers normally appear on the sides, which is also 
where most naturalistic pictures are likely to be (the name of the truck 
typically appears on the front, and might include the company’s name, 
but  here it functions as an identity marker rather than a spatial one). 
Humorous statements are almost invariably on the back of the truck 
and serious ones (particularly poetry) on the front, although witticisms 
and examples of folk wisdom do appear on the rear, but very seldom on 
the sides.

 43. Elias (2003), 192– 193.
 44. Gonzalez (2000), 319.
 45. Schick (2008), 210. An example of such a book being referred to as a 

prayer manual is found in Gruber (2010).
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 46. Gonzalez (2000), 320.
 47. The phenomenon of pseudo- Arabic is discussed briefl y in Gonzalez 

(2001), 99, and Behrens- Abouseif (1998), 141.
 48. Bakhtin (1981), 293– 294; St. George (1998), 4.
 49. I am borrowing this term from Ricoeur (1976), 40.
 50. Gonzalez (2000), 330– 331.

Epilogue

  Epigraph: Agha Shahid Ali (1997), The Country without a Post Offi ce, New 
York, W. W. Norton, 65.

 1. Mitchell (1986), 157– 158.
 2. Mitchell (2011), 31.
 3. Ibid., 33.
 4. Krautheimer (1969), 149; Crossley (1988), 121b.
 5. Merleau- Ponty (1964), 170; cf. Rotman (2009), 19.
 6. Morgan (1998), 202.
 7. Guha- Thakurta (2003), 110.
 8. Cassidy (1993), 10.
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