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Introduction 

Text and Image Intertwined — Writing and its Perception 

Lorenz Korn and Berenike Metzler 

Kein Bild ohne Text — kein Text ohne Bild. Oder genauer gesagt: Kein Bild ohne Bild-Text-

Differenz — kein Text ohne Text-Bild-Differenz. Mit jedem Wiedereintritt der Text-Bild-

Unterscheidung steht diese gleichzeitig zur Disposition und wird — auf der Basis bestehender 

Konventionen — neu ausgehandelt […].1 

“No image without text — no text without image. More precisely: No image without 

image-text difference — no text without text-image difference. With each occurrence of 

the text-image distinction, it is discussed anew and is renegotiated on the basis of existing 

conventions [...].” 

This passage is taken from the introduction of a volume published by Wilhelm 
Voßkamp and Brigitte Weingart, titled Sichtbares und Sagbares, (literally: “the vis-
ible and the speakable”) which contains contributions on the various variants of 
text-image relations in European modern and contemporary art. It reflects devel-
opments in art history according to which the focus is no longer on the isolated 
image, but rather on its medial or semiotic context within a joint visual culture. 
Thus, under the auspices of “Bildwissenschaft” or “Visual Culture Studies,” an 
expanded concept of the image (erweiterter Bildbegriff) has been shaped over the 
last few decades.2 And while the statement above can be debated with regard to 
sculptures, paintings or photographs, it is certainly true for writing and 
calligraphy in a way that was perhaps not even intended by the authors. Com-
plementary to the movement in art history, a tendency in the text-focused human-
ities and social sciences has made itself felt over the past twenty years (and more), 

1 Voßkamp, Wilhelm – Weingart, Brigitte: “Sichtbares und Sagbares. Text-Bild-Verhältnisse – 
Einleitung”. In: Sichtbares und Sagbares. Eds. Wilhelm Voßkamp – Brigitte Weingart. Köln: 
Dumont, 2005, p. 9. Translation by the authors. 
2 Apart from opening new perspectives on the image, these new schools have criticized earlier 
approaches of art history for preferring “high art” to “popular art,” for the dominating colonialist 
perspective on the arts of other cultures, for mystifying the (male) artist, and finally for 
continuing to think in categories of styles and periods while being impotent to react to the 
development of new media. Cf. von Falkenhausen, Susanne: Jenseits des Spiegels. Das Sehen in 
Kunstgeschichte und Visual Culture Studies. Paderborn, 2015, pp. 11−12. 
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to consider visuality and materiality as factors constituting human culture, which 
however tended to be overlooked in sciences that have long been driven by the 
approach through language.3 As Sophia Prinz has summarized in line with 
Andreas Reckwitz, even strongly discourse-oriented post-structuralist cultural 
sociologists such as Michel Foucault had implicitly developed vantage points 
from which visual and other sensual phenomena could be explored.4 Going fur-
ther, a theory of social practices (Praxistheorie) that understands culture as genu-
inely shaped by materiality is able to explain better how perception, understand-
ing and action are interwined in human culture.5 

A particular medium, located between image and text, can be seen in writing, 
and calligraphic writing in particular. Its position as intermediary between the 
two worlds of language and visual arts becomes clear through its properties: It 
assumes a form or it constitutes a form, while at the same moment being tied to 
language, or at least to text. The form of the written sign (the letter) has no intrin-
sic connection with anything that it represents through language (contrary to de 
Saussure’s understanding of the symbol).6 But this detachment of meaning from 
form does not work as a historical process. If we look at early writing, it becomes 
clear that the interplay of form and meaning was already a complex one at the 
time when writing signs, and later alphabets, developed.7 Instead of being a 
merely pragmatic and arbitrary vehicle of language, the written letters not only 
bear their specific “linguistic” meaning through the link that is made in the 
human mind, but they become potentially loaded and work as symbols. This is 
because writing and reading go through acts of convention, learning and all kinds 
of cultural handling, and the form of letters becomes interconnected with actions 
of figuration and understanding.8 The role of writing as an activity of human 
mind and culture is, in a way, comparable to that of language and of art, as a 
symbolic form in the sense of Ernst Cassirer. It partakes in both of these 
neighbouring realms, but cannot be fully explained by the categories that are valid 
in either of them. In the overarching system that Ernst Cassirer had sketched in 
the introduction to his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms,9 language and art are 

3 Reckwitz, Andreas: “Grundelemente einer Theorie sozialer Praktiken. Eine sozialtheoretische 
Perspektive”. Zeitschrift für Soziologie 32.4 (2003), pp. 282–301 
4 Prinz, Sophia: Die Praxis des Sehens. Über das Zusammenspiel von Körpern, Artefakten und 
visueller Ordnung. Bielefeld: Transcript, 2014, pp. 10–11. 
5 Reckwitz 2003. 
6 The vast literature on the semiotics of writing cannot be rehearsed here. 
7 Haarmann, Harald: Geschichte der Schrift (Beck’sche Reihe, 2198). München: Beck, 2002, pp. 
40–57; Rogers, Henry: Writing Systems. A Linguistic Approach. Malden (MA)/Oxford/Victoria 
(Australia): Blackwell, 2005, pp. 115–120. 
8 This complex has been addressed already with the postulate of “grammatology” as a science of 
writing by Jacques Derrida: De la grammatologie, Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979. 
9 Cassirer, Ernst: Philosophie der Symbolischen Formen, 3 vols. Berlin 1923–1929, here: 4th ed. 
Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1964, vol. I, pp. 14–27. 
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mentioned, together with mythological thinking, religion, and science, as those 
realms in which the human mind makes connections between contents and 
meaning through signs. As writing carries meaning trough signs and approaches 
the symbolic to the same degree as it is detached from the language that it 
conveys, it can be classified as another symbolic form. Consequently, it follows its 
own rules although it overlaps with art as well as with language. 

For the periods and regions in the focus of the present book, it has frequently 
been stated that calligraphy played a crucial role in the visual arts. It needs no 
underlining that calligraphic writing enjoyed particular esteem among the elites 
of the Muslim societies in the Early Modern period, from North Africa to Central 
Asia and from the Balkans to South Asia.10 Oleg Grabar noted the particular role 
of “the intermediary of writing” not only, but particularly in Islamic Art.11 Beyond 
this plain fact, however, the question about the character of Islamic calligraphy as 
an art form instigates further exploration. How does writing work as an interme-
diary between language and visual form? How does this role as an intermediary 
depend on the texts at which we are looking, their written or unwritten contexts, 
their graphic layout and the possible pictorial and ornamental elements that go 
with the text? Considerations like these have inspired scholarly works on 
calligraphy by authors such as Annemarie Schimmel, Irvin Schick and Bärbel 
Beinhauer-Köhler.12 Similar thoughts were already behind some of the writings 
by calligraphers themselves, and by Early Modern beholders who saw the forms 
of calligraphy imbued with deeper meaning, referring to religious and cosmolog-
ical issues. For the art historian, calligraphy of the Islamic World offers another 
dimension, because it is apt to widen, or even to challenge, established tropes of 
what constitutes an image. 

In many early writings on Islamic arts of the book, scholarly interest was in-
formed by the connoisseurship that marked art history in the 19th century. Style, 
understood as the artistic “handwriting” of the painter, dominated as an analytic 
category and was later supplemented by iconographic inquiry. This way, it is 
hardly surprising to see that paintings illustrating the Persian epic books were 
considered in complete isolation from the text that surrounds them, just like a 

10 Cf., among others, Kühnel, Ernst: Islamische Schriftkunst. Graz: Akademische Druck- und 
Verlagsanstalt, 1972; Blair, Sheila: Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh: University Press, 2006; 
Frembgen, Jürgen W. (ed.): Die Aura des Alif (English Version: The Aura of Alif). Munich et al.: 
Prestel, 2010.  
11 Cf. Grabar, Oleg: The Mediation of Ornament. Princeton NJ: University Press, 1992,  
pp. 47–118. 
12 Schimmel, Annemarie: “Schriftsymbolik im Islam”. In: Aus der Welt der islamischen Kunst. 
Festschrift für Ernst Kühnel. Ed. Richard Ettinghausen. Berlin: Mann, 1959, pp. 244–254; Schick, 
İrvin Cemil: “The Iconicity of Islamic Calligraphy in Turkey”. RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 
No. 53/54 (Spring-Autumn 2008), pp. 211–224; Beinhauer-Köhler, Bärbel: Gelenkte Blicke: 
Visuelle Kulturen im Islam. Zürich 2011, pp. 36–48. Also, it should be mentioned that the iconicity 
of Islamic calligraphy has apparently begun to move into the view of art historians at large; an 
example can be seen in a recent work by Jasmin Holtkötter: “Islamische Kalligraphie als 
Schriftikonik”. [unpubl. BA thesis in art history, University of Leipzig 2017].  
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canvas painting from the Western Early Modern tradition. Texts written on the 
same page, sometimes even integrated into the composition of the painting, were 
frequently not read by art historians, while drawings on the margins of 
manuscript were disqualified as “mere ornament.” At any rate, the number of art 
historians dealing with Islamic arts of the book was very small — an additional 
factor to slow down scholarly discussion and methodological change. All of this 
has changed through the last decades, although figural paintings still seem to 
dominate art historical interest in this field. 

Understanding the arts of the book in the Islamic World on its own terms 
means to leave the perspective of an art history that values figural representations 
over everything else — a perspective that in some way should have become obso-
lete since the days when abstract art became established in the early 20th century. 
However, the overwhelming dominance of the figural in the perception of art 
seems to persist for various reasons.13 And while the linguistic turn of the mid-
20th century had paved the way for an approach that imagined every work of art 
as “text,” few art historians actually dared to explore the potential of writing signs 
as art.14 Doing justice to the Islamic arts of the book means to retrace the prefer-
ences of the elites in Istanbul and Edirne, Tabriz and Isfahan, Agra and Delhi. 
This is enabled by the precious manuscripts that were fabricated for the courts of 
the Ottomans, Safavids, Mughals and other dynasties, and also by the albums in 
which works of art were collected, occasionally branded with attributions to 
famous artists.15 These albums contain drawings and colourful paintings, com-
plete compositions and sketches of design elements, and also calligraphies rank-
ing on the same level as drawings and paintings. The degree to which pictorial 
and calligraphic elements were intertwined is indicated by the written and painted 
colophons, naming and depicting the artists of both branches, which became a 
spectacular feature of books produced in the late 15th to early 16th centuries in 
India (and occasionally in Iran).16 They were cut out and pasted together, framed 
and ornamented, composed and carefully stored. We know little about the social 

13 Even a rather general recent book on ‘Islamic Art’ almost excludes non-figural art; cf. Shaw, 
Wendy M. K.: What is “Islamic Art”? Between Religion and Perception. Cambridge: University 
Press, 2019, passim. 
14 Dobbe, Martina: “Buchstäblich Bild. Zur Schriftlichkeit des Bildes jenseits der Schrift: Cy 
Twombly”. In: Über den Umgang mit der Schrift. Ed. Waltraud ›Wara‹ Wende. Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann 2002, pp. 276–301, here p. 279–280. 
15 Roxburgh, David: The Persian Album. From Dispersal to Collection. New Haven/London: Yale 
University Press, 2005.  
16 Rice, Yael: “Between the Brush and the Pen: On the Intertwined Histories of Mughal Painting 
and Calligraphy”. In: Envisioning Islamic Art and Architecture. Essays in Honor of Renata Holod 
(Arts and Archaeology of the Islamic World, 2). Ed. David Roxburgh. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2014, 
pp. 148–174.  



Introduction: Text and Image Intertwined — Writing and its Perception 

11 

contexts in which these album leaves were viewed, except for the fact that draw-
ings and paintings were used as prototypes for new works in the book ateliers of 
the respective courts, or workshops that were in contact with the courts. 

Great care was taken in the design of the written word — this applies to nearly 
all periods of Islamic cultural history and to different materials; and while typo-
graphical standards varied (not all epitaphs or vessel inscriptions were given care-
ful treatment), it can be said that relatively great effort was spent on writing. It 
seems that the way in which Arabic writing developed eased the transition from 
a beautiful handwriting to calligraphy as an art. There was a larger gap between 
the two in the Latin and Greek world. This meant also that the visual perception 
of writing as an aesthetic incident became realized frequently and in the most 
various contexts.17 While the prerequisites and implications of this development 
still need further research, it seems clear that they are tied to the relationship 
between aesthetic design and readability.18 It seems unproblematic to accord with 
the postulate that one of the results of good readability is the predominance of 
writing perceived as text, at the cost of the perception of aesthetic aspects. But is 
it true that vice versa, writing that is difficult to decipher would promote the 
aesthetic experience? Seen from this side, one might also argue that difficulties 
in legibility could as well stimulate efforts to read the text (superficially equated 
with “information”), whereas good readability frees the reader’s attention to 
enable other experiences. An example can be seen in the two central inscriptions 
on the first gate of the Topkapı Sarayı in Istanbul.19 Both of them are masterworks 
of calligraphy: The one on the lintel containing “historical” information about the 
construction and its patron, is ordered in regular lines. The other one, in the tym-
panum, contains a quotation from Qurʾān 15:45–48 and is alienated from the 
common appearance of writing by diagonal arrangement, intertwining and mir-
rored writing. It remains speculative whether for the contemporary beholders the 
difficulty to decipher the Qurʾanic verse had the consequence that few people read 
it at all, whether the qualities of the composition and the calligraphy were even 
better appreciated, or whether the calligraphic arrangement instigated beholders 
to decipher the text. 

17 Schimmel, Annemarie: Calligraphy and Islamic Culture (Hagop Kevorkian Series on Near 
Eastern Art and Civilization). New York/London 1984, passim. 
18 Ettinghausen, Richard: “Arabic Epigraphy. Communication or Symbolic Affirmation”. In: 
Near Eastern Numismatics, Iconography, Epigraphy and History. Studies in Honor of George C. Miles. 
Ed. Dickran M. Kouymjian. Beirut: American University, 1974, pp. 2997–317.  
19 Tüfekçioğlu, Abdülhamit: “Symmetrical Compositions in Pre-Ottoman and Ottoman 
Architectural Inscriptions in Asia Minor”. In: Calligraphy and Architecture in the Muslim World. 
Eds. Mohammad Gharipour – Irvin Cemil Schick. Edinburgh: University Press, 2013, pp. 447–
462, here: pp. 454–455. 
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Already at a much earlier date there were calligraphic compositions in Arabic 
script that appear divested of their textual character through their design and con-
text. This applies to writing that serves as an ornament filling or framing a sur-
face. An example can be seen in the central dome hall of the Great Mosque of 
Golpaygan (Iran), dated 508/1114–15. Here, one of the wall surfaces in the zone 
of transition between the lower arcades and the vault of the dome bears the name 
of the prophet, Muḥammad, in manifold repetition in squared letters, formed by 
protruding and recessed bricks. This can be counted as one of the earliest dated 
examples of “square Kufic” or “bannāʾī writing.”20 Ordering in a rectangular grid 
makes the script a geometric ornament, or makes it resemble a geometric orna-
ment, for the full lettering of the word Muḥammad is there, visible and readable 
but alienated. The character of square Kufic calligraphies is different when 
framed in a cartouche, distinct from the surrounding space. This mode of pre-
senting the writing makes a difference, as it approaches the mode of a picture in 
a frame, or an icon — according to one of Gottfried Boehm’s sentences on images 
and icons: “Something becomes visible and plausible as something.”21 The form 
of writing, set apart from its architectural surrounding, gains in autonomy and 
value, without necessarily highlighting its textual character. A similar effect can 
also be achieved when writing is integrated into non-calligraphic ornament, as a 
panel in the same mosque shows, in which the names of the ʿashara al-
mubashshara are inserted into a girih pattern: Textuality is negated by the arbitrary 
fragmentation of the words, and overall value of the writing played down by its 

20 Korn, Lorenz: “Architecture and Ornament in the Great Mosque of Golpayegan (Iran)”. In: 
Beiträge zur Islamischen Kunst und Archäologie 3, ed. by the Ernst-Herzfeld-Gesellschaft für 
Islamische Kunstgeschichte und Archäologie. Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2012, pp. 212–236. 
21 Boehm, Gottfried: “Die Wiederkehr der Bilder”. In: Was ist ein Bild? Ed. idem. München: Fink, 
1994, pp. 11–38, here p. 29: “Etwas wird als etwas sichtbar und plausibel.” 

Fig. 1: Topkapı Sarayı, Bab-i Hümayun, exterior: Inscriptions under the central arch (photo L. Korn, 2005) 
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small scale in relation to the interlace star pattern in which it appears. Here, the 
character of writing oscillates between text and ornament. 

Fig. 2: Golpaygan, Great Mosque, dome hall (508/1114–15): Calligraphy constituting architectural 
ornament (left) and calligraphy blending in with architectural ornament of brick and terracotta (right) 
(Photos: L. Korn, 2008)

Fig. 3: Isfahan, Great Mosque (“Friday Mosque”), southern dome hall (c. 475–
80/1082–88 and later): Square Kufic calligraphy on the NE wall, probably Safavid 
period (photo: L. Korn, 2004) 
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Similar to the square Kufic cartouche, calligraphies on paper were also framed 
and presented to the viewer. As one of many examples, the so-called St. 
Petersburg Muraqqaʿ, mounted c. 1150/1737–38, presents calligraphies by Mīr 
ʿImād al-Ḥasanī (961–1024/1553–1615) along with figural paintings by several 
artists, in a strictly regular combination of one calligraphy with one painting.22 
Calligraphies and paintings are treated at equal level, and the use of the same 
kind of frame assimilates them further to each other. The calligraphed texts were 
by no means alienated from readability; Mīr ʿImād’s writing is characterized by 
great clarity. Still, they work similar to the images with whom they are paired in 
the album, as compositions with a strong visual impact that operates parallel to 
the “contents” of the works. 

It seems possible that the iconic character of these calligraphies has one of its 
roots in a process of recognition that begins from the shape of the whole word 
rather than deciphering letters and assembling them. The way in which the per-
ception of words as a whole functions, and whether it is fundamentally different 
from other ways of reading, seems to have been little explored for the Arabic 
script.23 Research about the perception of script seems to focus on Latin and East 
Asian scripts,24 or on the way in which individual letters are recognized.25 Even a 
work dealing with word recognition in Arabic does not squarely address the ques-
tion of whole word recognition but rather asks in which way the root structure of 
Semitic  languages  influences reading  cognition.26  However,  the experience of 

22 Akimushkin, Oleg: “The Calligraphy of the St. Petersburg Album”. In: The St. Petersburg 
Muraqqaʿ. Album of Indian and Persian Miniatures from the 16th through the 18th Century and 
Specimens of Persian Calligraphy by 'Imad al-Ḥasanī. Ed. Francesca von Habsburg. Milano: 
Leonardo Arte, 1996, pp. 39–46. 
23 Linguists have been concerned with the potential application of whole word perception (as so-
called “sight words”) for the purpose of the teaching of literacy. In this context, postulates of the 
Whole Language philosophy have apparently largely been discarded by linguists (cf. Dehaene, 
Stanislas: Reading in the Brain. The New Science of How We Read. New York: Penguin, 2010, p. 
222–228: “… the global contours of words play virtually no role in reading. We do not recognize 
a printed word through a holistic grasping of its contours, because our brain breaks it down into 
letters and graphemes,” ibid, p. 224). It seems that the polemics of this debate have overruled 
discussion of the cognitive process of word recognition in those minds who have already coped 
with learning to read. For the Arabic script, research on whole word perception seems to be a 
lacuna. Explanations of the character of the Arabic script and comparisons between Latin and 
Arabic calligraphy does not address the process of recognition, cf. Blair, Calligraphy, 11–16. 
24 Bergen, Benjamin – Ting Ting Chan: “Writing Direction Influences Spatial Cognition”. 
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society 27 (2005), 
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4tt0k00j (last viewed 11.11.2021) – We are gratefully indebted 
to Geoffrey Haig for this and the two following references. 
25 Carreiras, Manuel et al: “Neural Correlates of Visual versus Abstract Letter Processing in 
Roman and Arabic Scripts”. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience 25.11 (June 2013), 
DOI:10.1162/jocn_a_00438 (last viewed 11.11.2021). 
26 Hansen, Gunna Funder: Visual Word Recognition in Arabic. Towards a Language Specific 
Reading Model. (Centre for Contemporary Middle East Studies University of Southern Denmark, 
Working Paper Series, 13), Odense 2008. 
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anyone fluent in reading Arabic would probably confirm that certain words are 
recognized as whole forms and not from the addition of their components.27 The 
obvious word for which this statement would probably be generally accepted is 
the word Allāh, which can be easily detected within surrounding text for its 
characteristic shape and for which even a complete single grapheme exists in 
computer typeface.28 Consequently, it should be stated that there are words that 
are perceived as icons, and the frequency of ligatures in Arabic writing supports 
the view that in many cases “reading” proceeds through perception of letter-
groups and complete words. The production of calligraphy then relates to these 
shapes by enhancing and harmonizing them, or conversely by breaking them up 
and alienating them from their familiar shape. 

The iconic character is also highlighted by modern reproductions of classic 
calligraphies, particularly in a “foreign” environment. Ahmed Karahisari’s mid-

27 Bärbel Beinhauer-Köhler, Gelenkte Blicke 2011, p. 36, postulates a way of seeing that is in the 
middle between successive and immediate perception, and terms it “focussing” (Fokussierung). 
The text maintains that this way of seeing pertains specifically to the religious sphere and terms 
it “orthodox,” which appears problematic; this way it becomes fraught with many other concepts 
that distract from the act of perception. 
28 Unicode FDF2. 

Fig. 4: A leaf from the so-called St. Petersburg Muraqqaʿ. Recto: Emperor Jahangir giving books to 
shaykhs. Verso: Calligraphic exercise (mashq) by Mīr ʿImād al-Ḥasanī, 1020/1611–12, border 1169/1755. 
Washington DC, Freer Gallery of Art, inv. no. F1931 
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16th century basmala (Türk ve İslam Eserleri Müzesi, Inv. 1443) has been repro-
duced by the thousands and millions since the 1980s, as stickers to be affixed to 
cars and buses, in workspaces and private homes. The popularity of this motif 
was by no means hindered by the shape of the individual letters, which have a 
potential of being mis-read if seen in isolation. On the contrary, the unmistakable 
calligraphic form of the whole seems to have raised its recognition value. Of 
course, two or three generations after Mustafa Kemal’s alphabetic reforms, 
knowledge of the Ottoman-Arabic letters had been as good as eliminated in 
Turkish society. This means that no competence in deciphering can be expected 
on the part of the beholders. Nevertheless, the Arabic basmala as such, and par-
ticularly in Karahisari’s calligraphy, enjoyed a huge popularity throughout de-
cades of Ottoman-Arabic illiteracy (it can be noted that the Turkish Latin alphabet 
version, Bismillâhirrahmanirrahim, was also widely present as a graphic sticker, 
and the question is whether it functions in a similar way as its Arabic counter-
part). In addition, as Edhem Eldem has justly underlined, the mere use of Arabic 

Fig. 5: Murat Dursun Tosun: Wooden casket decorated with Ahmed Karahisari’s basmala, 2012 (URL: 
https://muratdursuntosun.wordpress.com/karahisari-besmele-i-serif/, last accessed 21 April 2021) 

Fig. 6: Advertising for a large-format basmala wallpaper decal, 2021: ebay: “Wandtattoo Wandsticker 
Wandaufkleber Bismillah Arabisch Gott Islam Allah W1482”  
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lettering lens a religious-Islamic aura to every writing, even in cases when the text 
and context has been everything but religious.29  

These examples indicate that calligraphy from the Islamic World is apt to sub-
stantiate a wider notion of iconicity. Long before Robert Indiana’s LOVE graphic 
(1966) und sculpture (1970), calligraphers in the Muslim World created works in 
which writing emphasizes its intermediary character between text and image and 
gained strength from this position, as a visual statement of its own — a statement 
that, similar to metaphors in language, is apt to create associations without con-
summating them in the explicicy of comparison. Islamic calligraphers created a 
world of images that are non-mimetic, but also different from “pure” form. 

The present volume is the result of a workshop titled “Writing as Intermediary: 
Text-Image Relations in Early Modern Islamic Cultures,” held at the University 
of Bamberg in October 2019. This little conference was organized by a research 
group on calligraphy, in which Emine Küçükbay took part together with the pre-
sent editors.30 Participants of the workshop were scholars from various disci-
plines, with a focus on (but not restricted to) the visual cultures of the Safavid and 
Ottoman periods. One of its declared aims was not only to elaborate text-image 
relations from materials belonging to these cultures, but to analyse them under 
the theorem of an expanded concept of the image (erweiterter Bildbegriff). From 
this particular perspective, it seemed possible to address the complexity and di-
versity of the topic. This refers to the diverse research questions, methodological 
approaches, materials examined, and conclusions drawn by the authors. Never-
theless, there were considerable intersections between the papers, which were all 
dealing with the various roles that images and writing assume in relations to each 
other and to their context. Thus, they can all be seen as contributions to enriching 
the concept of the image. While the cultural area of most papers can be termed 
“Islamic,” the observations that are presented here can be taken as relevant for art 
history at large, and possibly even for the field of Western art history. 

Research Questions and Methodological Approaches 

The aforementioned reflections on the relationship between language, image, 
and writing are echoed in many ways in the contributions gathered in this book. 
Two central questions come up repeatedly: To what extent must writing be re-
garded as detached from language? And in which way does writing adopt a par-
ticular mediating role, as our book title suggests? 

29 Eldem, Edhem: “Writing Less, Saying More: Calligraphy and Modernisation in the Last 
Ottoman Century”. In: Calligraphy and Architecture in the Islamic World. Eds. Mohammad 
Gharipour – Irvin Cemil Schick. Edinburgh 2013, pp. 465–483. 
30 Funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) under the title “Was Schrift vermittelt. 
Text-Bild-Verhältnisse in islamischen Kulturen der frühen Neuzeit” (DFG project 
no. 344870700). 
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Nourane Ben Azzouna and Petra Schmidl ask about the criteria according to 
which pictorial representations are chosen by authors and artists: Ben Azzouna 
does this with regard to the arrangement of illustrations in Turcoman manu-
scripts of Niẓāmī’s Khamsah, Petra Schmidl with regard to the pictorial or textual 
design of qibla schemes in a 13th-century Rasulid manual of astronomy. Berenike 
Metzler and Sophie Schweinfurth scrutinize texts for text-image relations, asking 
to what extent modern concepts of text and image coincide with historical con-
cepts in the original languages. Tobias Heinzelmann examines ḥilye texts accord-
ing to the interrelation of content and representation, namely, calligraphy and 
illustration. Emine Küçükbay and Margaret Shortle go a step further in terms of 
semiotics, examining metaphors that were shared by several media levels: Shortle 
with regard to the phenomenon of “sensory instability,” Küçükbay with regard to 
the metaphor of the body, which finds its expression in the Ottoman ḥilye in terms 
of text, illustration, and performance. Birgit Mersmann includes the theme of the 
body in the range of primary categories to be investigated, and examines it by 
means of modern East Asian art installations. 

The materials studied include (partly digital) art installations, manuscripts, 
paper and theological, astronomical and literary texts. The majority of 
contributors work with straightforward method of observation, analytic 
description and contextual comparison. Three other approaches complement 
these: Ilse Sturkenboom uses scientific analyses, prepared and evaluated together 
with a team of researchers, for her work on the meaning and use of Chinese 
paper. Berenike Metzler and Sophie Schweinfurth carry out terminological 
research in Persian-Arabic and Greek primary texts. Bilal Badat investigates the 
interrelation between readability and design on the basis of his own calligraphic 
experience. 

Conclusions 

Studies from the field of Islamic Art are also able to enrich the Western, extended 
concept of the image. This includes the following observations: In order to deter-
mine text-image relations, it is essential to analyze contemporary texts in original 
languages that show how these boundaries have historically been reflected in 
language. This reveals the language-bound nature of our considerations, but also 
the difference that arises between object language and meta-language. For histori-
cally working scholars, these textual investigations are very important sources, 
even if the extra-linguistic reality is not expressed in them and usually has to re-
main in the dark. Thus, it is necessary to develop mechanisms to find out how 
contemporary viewers perceived the visual art forms, whether the focus was on 
their reading, viewing or recognizing. Furthermore, it is necessary to break 
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through the rigid boundaries of the various media levels and to search for com-
mon factors, such as metaphors like, for example, in the present case the “sensory 
instability” as well as the body. 

Especially the significance of writing or calligraphy in Islamic cultures can lead 
to a further enrichment of the expanded concept of the image (erweiterter 
Bildbegriff). The special art form of calligraphy as a hybrid between image and text 
encourages the questioning of strict categorizations in text and image. This leads 
to the creation of new concepts such as “scripturality” (Mersmann) and thus to 
the search for pictorial and textual elements in the respective visual representa-
tion, as James Elkins has already suggested: “This is the way I would prefer to 
understand the relation, if it has to be put this way, between pictures and writing: 
not as a duality with some imbrication, but as an articulated continuum of signs, 
so that every marked surface will have a measure of pictoriality and a measure of 
writing.”31 It is important to understand the strict categories as a continuum, 
within which the boundaries between text and image are constantly being 
renegotiated, as Voßkamp and Weingart have postulated, or in individual cases 
also merge, as appears to be the case in individual contributions of the present 
volume with regard to the aspect of the perception of visual art. 
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When Script Becomes Icon(ic) 

Calligraphic Reconfigurations in East Asian Contemporary Art 

Birgit Mersmann 

In East Asian culture, script and image are tied very closely together. Genealogi-
cally, this can be explained by the fact that in China, visual art evolved from writ-
ing: Writing produced calligraphy, and calligraphy evolved to ink painting in turn. 
Due to this interconnectedness between writing and painting, visual (media) 
forms of inscription have emerged which escape western categories. They show 
that the existence of a specific mode of scriptural iconicity must be as-
sumed — worthy of study when “writing as an intermediary” is under investiga-
tion. Most notably — and contrary to the widespread western prejudice that scrip-
tural definitions of the visual primarily appeal to the intellect and exclude sensory 
perception as well as sensuality — the human body as a whole is powerfully in-
volved as script (image) producer, as both designer and sign.  

The following analysis intends to demonstrate how calligraphy, one of the pre-
dominant art forms and practices in Chinese culture, is being reinvented by 
Chinese contemporary artists Xu Bing and Hung Keung — be it to redefine cul-
tural, linguistic and artistic identity, or be it to translate calligraphic expressions 
into the digital era of global visual communication. Since the mid-1990s, calligra-
phy has become the new artistic playground where writing and imaging meet in 
experimental ways.1 Given the intermediate between script and image, as linguis-
tically anchored in the formation of logographic writing systems in East Asia,2 the 

1 Cf. Luckow, Dirk (ed.): Secret Signs. Calligraphy in Chinese contemporary art. Exhibition 
catalogue, Deichtorhallen Hamburg in cooperation with the Sigg collection and the M+, 
Hongkong, Köln: Snoeck, 2014; Iezzi, Adriana: “Contemporary Chinese Calligraphy between 
Tradition and Innovation”. Journal of Literature and Art Studies, 2013, 3, 3, pp. 158–179; Wang, 
Yin – Sun Yan: Reinventing the Tradition in a New World. The Arts of Gu Wenda, Wang Mansheng, 
Xu Bing and Zhang Hongtu. Gettysburg: Gettysburg College, 2004; Zhang, Yiguo: Calligraphy: 
The Art of Heart and Soul. Beijing: Bejing University Press, 1991. Cf. also Billeter, Jean-François: 
L’art chinois de l’écriture. Milano: Skira, 2001. 
2 Cf. DeFrancis, John: The Chinese Language. Fact and Fantasy. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1984; DeFrancis, John: Visible Speech. The Diverse Oneness of Writing Systems. Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1989; Kim, Sungdo: “Iconicity of Korean Writing. A Media Semiotic 
Approach”. In: Bild Macht Schrift. Schriftkulturen in bildkritischer Perspektive. Eds. Antonio 
Loprieno – Birgit Mersmann – Carsten Knigge-Salis. Weilerswist: Velbrück, 2011, pp. 171–198. 
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transition of logographic writing to the medium of the computer as a digital visual 
writing space3 seems natural. It is therefore not surprising that when digital tech-
nologies were appropriated by contemporary media art, East Asian artists often 
experimented with writing, typography and character design. 

Before starting with the in-depth analysis, some theoretical explanations about 
the applied concept of script iconics and its relevance for the visual study of 
Chinese script culture in contemporary art are required.  

Script Iconicity as an Intermedial Approach 

From the perspective of image and art studies, the concept of Schriftbildlichkeit 
(notational iconicity4), which was developed by the philosopher Sybille Krämer in 
the context of cultural-technical research on “Bild – Schrift – Zahl” (image, writ-
ing, number),5 shows itself to be only partially inter- or transmedial. As the con-
cept of Schriftbildlichkeit directly inscribes autonomous imagery into the medium 
of writing, it proposes an intra-medial model of inclusion that remains referenced 
to the mono-medial contextual framework of script, even if it intends to break up 
this framework in its relation to language. Under this premise, the concept of 
scriptural imagery is restricted to being a property of writing, even if the frame of 
meaning of what should be defined as writing is enormously expanded, thus le-
gitimizing various forms of a cultural technique of writing. Medial boundaries as 
well as inter- and transmedial transitions between writing and image are, how-
ever, excluded. Regardless of the inherent pictoriality of writing, which is a self-
evident given, more far-reaching questions arise: When does a picture become 
writing? When does writing become an image? What are the iconic elements and 
potentials of writing? Can these be generalized at all, or do they not have to be 
determined much more specifically with regard to the particularity of the writing 
system used? What function does typeface graphics assume in the image? 

With my proposal for establishing the term of script iconics,6 I have tried to pro-
vide answers to these questions. Terminologically shaped as a complement to 
script linguistics, it should include the latter and at the same time transcend it in 
a transdisciplinary way. As an independent branch of transdisciplinary image 
studies, the aim of script iconics is a comprehensive, cross-cultural and cross-me-
dia research of image phenomena of writing in history and in the present. Its 

3 Cf. Bolter, Jay David: Writing Space: Computers, Hypertexts and the Remediation of Print. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2001. 
4 This is the English term used by the DFG Research Training group for the translation of 
Schriftbildlichkeit. 
5 Krämer, Sybille – Horst Bredekamp (eds.): Bild – Schrift – Zahl. München: Fink, 2003; Krämer, 
Sybille – Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum – Rainer Totzke (eds.): Schriftbildlichkeit. Wahrnehmbarkeit, 
Materialität und Operativität von Notationen. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2012. 
6 Mersmann, Birgit: Schriftikonik. Bildphänomene der Schrift in kultur- und medienkomparativer 
Perspektive. Paderborn: Fink, 2015. 
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main focus is on the systematic analysis of typeface imagery as a specific aesthetic 
form, media function, and cultural practice of written graphic iconicity. The pro-
ject of script iconics attempts to close the gap between grammatology and iconol-
ogy, between the study of writing and imaging. 

The term of “iconics”, used to designate the newly coined field of written image 
theory, seems particularly suitable for occupying the interface between gramma-
tology and iconology because of its complex references to the current scientific 
terminology of existing research fields and categories. Thus, the analysis of the 
iconic is closely linked with the field of semiotics and linguistics as well as with 
the field of art and image studies. Starting from the icon as a type of pictorial sign 
first specified in more detail by Charles Sanders Peirce, iconicity has firmly es-
tablished itself as an independent object of investigation in semiotics and linguis-
tics. As a special case of sign-referential motivation or motivatability, iconicity, by 
its definition, goes beyond mere representational pictoriality and thus offers an 
adequate starting point for the study of the script iconic, in which pictorial and 
written characters interact. There are also semantic and conceptual links to ico-
nography and iconology, which have established themselves as methods of art 
history. Furthermore, iconology has also been used as a technical term for the 
newly founded images studies (Bildwissenschaften).7 

In the establishment of script iconics, the media and cultural-comparative per-
spective plays a central role. The focus of the cultural-comparative approach is on 
the comparison of Occidental and East Asian grammatology as the most widely 
divergent poles of difference in writing systems, but it is to be supplemented by 
further grammatological comparisons between writing cultures. The media-com-
parative approach is expressed in the analysis of the written image as a media-
chiastic image phenomenon: Thus, the investigation of the iconicity of writing is 
complemented by the examination of the written image. This is precisely the start-
ing point for dealing with calligraphic reconfigurations in contemporary Chinese 
art. 

Prior to the specific case studies, it is important to briefly explain what the iconic 
potential of Chinese writing/characters is from the perspective of the script-iconic 
approach. 

In contrast to alphabet writing, in which graphism was systemically subordi-
nated to phonism, Chinese writing is characterized by an orally and phonologi-
cally independent, i. e. autonomous graphism. Phonetic references are never pho-
nographically determined; they are secondarily assigned to the graphism of the 
writing. Chinese characters, whether Han-ze or Kanji, cannot be read as the 
graphic representation of a sound figure, as is the case with alphabetical letter 

7 Cf. Mitchell, William John Thomas: Iconology. Image, Text, Ideology. Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1987. 
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characters. They lack what is commonly referred to as a representative secondary 
function, namely the ability to graphically represent the system units of oral lan-
guage in their medial difference. The autonomous graphism that is inherent in 
the Chinese writing system expresses itself in a specific written-graphic character 
status. The Chinese character — also termed sinogram — is not representative of 
a signified, it is this signified. The operative act of representation is basically 
meaningless for the Chinese character. The character always represents only it-
self, in its figurational autonomy of visible presence. It possesses meaning only 
as a graphic mark, as an inscription. The reason for this graphic autonomy status 
of the character lies in the logographic organization of the Chinese writing sys-
tem, which has survived to the present day despite the enormous efficiency pres-
sure coming from competing writing systems. Historically, Chinese writing has 
never evolved from a logographic to a logosyllabic system. Among the writing 
systems of the world that have been developed and actively used in the history of 
civilization, it is the only writing system that operates purely logographically. 

A characteristic of the Chinese character type is that by its graphic configuration 
it exclusively represents the semantic value, i. e. the dimension of meaning. In 
addition to its common definition as a logogram, it is therefore also called a 
semantogram. Only in very few cases, however, is the semantic meaning accessible 
purely graphically via the iconic display mode. The number of so-called picto-
graphic signs in Chinese (xiàng xíng = original images) is very limited, as is the 
number of ideographic signs (zhǐ shì = symbolic images), whether in simple or 
composite form. In addition, the graphic form of the characters categorized as 
“images” in Chinese is based on a diagrammatic iconicity, whose schematism of 
representation is conventional and therefore requires an iconographic interpreta-
tion acquired through practical learning. 

The autonomous graphism of the Chinese character system is responsible for 
the fact that the same written form and shape, i. e. the particular script of Chinese, 
has the potential to represent different individual languages graphically without 
causing immediate changes in the written (character) image. Different oral ex-
pressions from the different languages and dialects of China and Japan can be 
assigned to a single, shape-identical character. This script-systemic independency 
of particular languages has given Chinese script the reputation of being a univer-
sal semantographic writing system. 

Since the meaning of the characters is generated restrictively via graphic differ-
entiation, the Chinese character system has also developed a greater graphic var-
iance in character design than the alphabetical character system. This is reflected 
on different levels of the writing system as a notation system. Thus, a character 
can be written in different ways, i. e. it can be written down graphically in differ-
ent ways, without losing its main meaning due to the variance of its writing style. 
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Rather, the differentiating notational system provides semantic nuances or asso-
ciations of meaning that complement the main meaning. In addition, the 
autonomous typeface graphism of Chinese characters is structured in a more 
complex way than the heteronomous alphabetical typefaces. This is redeemed by 
the construction of a complex structure of arrangement and connection. Already 
with regard to the definition of what is considered a stroke, i. e. the smallest 
graphic-inscriptive unit, the multiplicity and complexity of graphic distinction 
becomes apparent. It is not only the external graphic form — which can be 
described as a drawn line with a starting and end point — that determines what 
is a stroke unit according to the Chinese understanding of characters, but also the 
writing process as an act of graphic representation. Thus, the definition of the 
stroke is oriented to the performative notation of the calligraphic brushstroke: 
Stroke is what is written or graphically notated without the brush (the original 
writing instrument in China) being put down, even if the line changes direction 
and forms its own figurations. According to this derivation, the 22 basic strokes 
can be divided into two classes: First, line forms in which the writing instrument 
does not change direction (6 basic lines), and second, line forms in which the 
writing instrument changes direction without stopping (16 line forms). 
Autonomous graphism thus includes performative graphism. 

On a next higher level of the graphic system structure of writing, the arrange-
ment of the strokes into characters follows. It is subject to a clearly defined stroke 
syntax based on iconic positionality as well as proportionality. Thus, there are 
clear graphic rules of composition that precisely define the order and positioning 
of the strokes within a two-dimensional image space, whose inscription space is 
conceived as an imaginary square. 

It follows from the above that in the Chinese character system, semantic differ-
entiation is primarily marked by autonomous graphism. Due to a multi-layered 
graphic parameterization and complex internal character structuring, an inde-
pendent stroke syntax and grammar evolves, which builds up characters and cre-
ates links between meanings. The Chinese script-systemic iconicity can therefore 
be summarized as a semantically motivated, diagrammatographic iconicity. 
Against this script-systemic background, the significance of the use of Chinese 
script/calligraphy in the work of the contemporary media artists Xu Bing and 
Hung Keung can now be analyzed. 

Xu Bing’s Script Art: Icon Writing as Global Intermediary 

The work of the contemporary Chinese “script” artist Xu Bing is a case in point 
through which to study the role of writing as intermediary in globalized artistic 
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contexts.8 It allows the reflection on the digital and global turn in the visual arts 
and media cultures — the transition from “the late age of print”9 to the digital 
age, and the transcultural code-switching between different (art) languages and 
writing cultures in a globalizing art world. The installations Your Surname Please 
(1998) and Book from the Ground (ongoing project since 2003) represent the turn-
ing points of these transitions, marking what Xu Bing himself has described as 
adaptations to the digital “pictographic age.”10 For understanding the artistic at-
tempts to replace linguistic translation by icon(ic) transcription, one has to look 
at the back catalogue of experiments with writing within Xu Bing’s œuvre. The 
later digital experiments in the transcoding of written language can be read as 
digital remediations (and thus hyperwriting) of the analogue square word callig-
raphy invented and designed by the artist after his move to the United States in 
1990. 

A Case Study of Transference (Fig. 1), the artist’s first performance organized by 
the Han Mo Arts Center in Beijing in 1994, engages with the complexity of lin-
guistic, cultural and visual media translation with an ironic twist.11 Into a pen 
strewn with open books in many languages, the artist placed a male and a female 
pig that it was hoped would copulate. The artist and his assistants had imprinted 
the pigs’ skin with orderly rows of invented Chinese characters on the female and 
invented English words on the male. Whilst the possibility existed that the pigs 
would not mate, they did in fact mate repeatedly. Since the pigs had been trans-
formed into vehicles of culture by the imprinting of letters and characters onto 
their bodies, their sexual union became a symbol of cultural transference. The 
western Anglophone and the Chinese culture unify in the image of copulating 
pigs. The male West passes his cultural heritage on to the receptive, female China. 

8 On the writing art of Xu Bing, cf. Erickson, Britta: Words Without Meaning, Meaning Without 
Words: The Art of Xu Bing. Washington, D.C.: Seattle, 2001; Silbergeld, Jerome – Dora C.Y. Ching 
(eds.): Persistance/Transformation. Text as Image in the Art of Xu Bing. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2006; Guile, Carolyn C.: Reading Spaces. The Art of Xu Bing. Hamilton, NY: 
Colgate University, 2009. 
9 This is the title of Striphas, Ted: The Late Age of Print. Everyday Book Culture from Consumerism 
to Control. New York: Columbia University Press, 2009. In the late 1980s, when Xu Bing was still 
living in China, his script works playfully experimented with the (typo)graphic design of Chinese 
characters, using the logographic writing system to demonstrate from a particular Chinese 
perspective the excess and hyperbolism of the print/ing culture and its erosion of meaning in 
the late age of print. 
10 Bing, Xu: “Regarding Book from the Ground”. Moma (2007): 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2007/automatic_update/subs_wrapper.php?se
ction=xubing_interview.html (inactive link, last access 2015). This version of the text is slightly 
different from the later one of the same title published in: The Book About Xu Bing’s ‘Book from 
the Ground’. Ed. Mathieu Borysevicz. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2014, pp. 37–135. 
For this reason, the two text versions of 2007 and 2014 are used for citation. 
11 Since 2017, the video documentation of the performance has been on permanent show at the 
Guggenheim Museum New York. When it was first presented in the museum, it caused a 
controversy over animal rights. 
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The union of the text bodies suggests Chinglish as a transcultural language of 
understanding. Alternatively, should we see the performed sexual act as a rape, a 
domination of Chinese culture by the western Anglophone culture? 

On closer inspection, the union between the cultures turns out to be a farce and 
a fiction. The linguistic signs are already fragmented intra-culturally, they appear 
as pure script and phonetic images that in fact negate a message-oriented con-
ventional transference of meaning. The significance and imprinting power of 
script is evaded by imprinting texts that are composed of freely invented Chinese 
characters and made-up English words. The newly configured Chinese characters 
derive from the Book from the Sky (1987–1991) for which the artist had engraved 

Fig. 1: Xu Bing, A Case Study of Transference, 1993–1994, performance and video with two live pigs inked 
with false English and Chinese characters, discarded books, barriers. Installation view at Han Mo Arts 
Center, Beijing, 1994. © Xu Bing Studio 
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four thousand arbitrarily composed characters into small squares of wood, thus 
producing print letters or — more precisely — print characters as text modules.12 
The resulting printed characters looked surprisingly un-printed, reminiscent of 
graphical, handwritten calligraphy, thus giving an ironic twist to printing as a 
means of typographic writing standardization. What remains is the materiality of 
the characters, the corporeality of script beyond its educational mission. The pigs 
do not care about script culture, their instinct is not held back by the superficial 
layering, i. e. the texts imprinted onto their flesh, nor by their cultured 
surroundings, the book-strewn pen. They perform transculturally in the sense of 
living bodies of flesh and blood beyond cultural prescriptions. 

Beside the fact that by compositional reconfigurations the Chinese characters 
are reduced to pure “visual writing”, completely devoid of semantic meaning, 
there are also political implications involved in this topographical reorganization 
and (e)vac(u)ation of the Chinese writing system. It is not only a gesture critical 
of the fundamental reconstruction — and simplifying reduction — of tradition-
generated Chinese characters under the banner of Mao’s Cultural Revolution, the 
prohibition of reading and writing sparked by fear of intellectual subversions and 
political upheavals against the system in power, but also a general critique of writ-
ing reforms, including new character design, used as a political instrument of 
empowerment and national unification throughout Chinese history.13 

After the Book from the Sky was exhibited in Beijing in 1989, Xu Bing was labeled 
by the Chinese communist government as a bourgeois liberal. Reacting to this 
official denunciation by the Chinese state, Xu Bing eventually emigrated to the 
United States in 1990. The subsequent linguistic switch from Chinese to English 
led to an artistic confrontation between the interacting writing systems; it 
was — ironically — (re)solved with the help of the so-called Square Word 
Calligraphy, an advanced development of pseudo-characters for transgressing 

12 For detailed information about the production of Book from the Sky, cf. Mersmann, Birgit: 
“‘A Book from the Sky’. Xu Bings himmlische Kunst der Schrift im Spiegel chinesischer 
Kulturgeschichte und globaler Gegenwartskunst”. In: Kanon Kunstgeschichte. Einführung in 
Werke, Methoden und Epochen. Bd. IV Gegenwart. Eds. Kristin Marek – Martin Schulz. 
Paderborn: Fink, 2015, pp. 215–234; Erickson, Britta: “Mistrust of Language and the Book from 
the Sky”. In: Erickson, Words Without Meaning, pp. 33–46. 
13 As a child during Mao’s Cultural Revolution, Xu Bing was selected by his school to create 
calligraphic propaganda posters and banners for the government. Compare Xu Bing’s comment 
on the relation between cultural revolution and revolt against language, between writing and 
thinking: “Mao’s transformation of culture was meant to ‘touch people to their very souls.’ Most 
deeply rooted was his transformation of language, because the Chinese language directly 
influences the methods of thinking and understanding of all Chinese people. To strike at the 
written word is to strike at the very essence of the culture. Any doctoring of the written word 
becomes in itself a transformation of the most inherent portion of a person’s thinking. My 
experience with the written word has allowed me to understand this.” Bing, Xu: “The Living 
Word”. In: Erickson, Word Without Meaning, pp. 13–14. 
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script-linguistic barriers.14 By inventing so-called “square words” — a term refer-
ring to the imaginary square in the midst of which the Chinese character posi-
tions itself — the transference of meaning is foiled. The artist introduced a new 
variant of writing that visually represented English words written in the Roman 
alphabet in the spatial configuration and calligraphic style of Chinese characters 
(Fig. 2). Due to its topographical writing mode adjusted to Chinese logographic 
writing, the new graphic, Roman-alphabetic writing gains the overall appearance 
of Chinese character writing, thus confronting viewers of alphabetical writing cul-
tures who are not familiar with Chinese writing with what at first-glance appear 
to be unreadable characters. Once their attention is drawn to the fact that they are 

 
14 Bing, Xu: An Introduction to Square Word Calligraphy. Brooklyn: Xu Bing, 2001. Cf. also 
Erickson, “Language as Intellectual Game”. In: Erickson, Words Without Meaning, pp. 47–58. 

Fig. 2: Xu Bing, Art for the People, 1999. Dye sublimation on dacron polyester, 36 x 9 ft (1097.3 x 273.4 cm). 
Installation view at the entrance of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. © Xu Bing Studio 
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facing alphabetical writing, they usually very easily figure out the individual let-
ters of each character configuration as building blocks of words. Working from 
the use value of traditional calligraphy, Xu Bing encourages the application of his 
newly invented Square Word Calligraphy by common people who are interested 
in calligraphy as an artistic technique of visual writing, teaching it in classroom 
workshops. 

In the personal view of the artist, the square word calligraphy serves as an am-
biguous means of expression to both adapt to the new linguistic environment in 
the United States and to save parts of the Chinese language and culture increas-
ingly put under pressure by the dominance of English as a global lingua franca. 
From a writing-theoretical point of view, the square word calligraphy figures as 
an iconic transcription that merges two different writing systems and cultures on 
the graphical level, thus cross-breeding to create transcultural writing as a form 
of trans(lated)-writing. Specifically, iconic transcription refers to the topograph-
ical inscription of alphabetical writing into Chinese logographic writing, its visuo-
spatial composition and configuration of characters. The writing result is a hybrid 
writing, disturbing in as much as it marks the graphic borderline between reada-
bility and illegibility. 

The installation series Living Word (2001–2011) expands on the model of the 
square word calligraphy, translating it from the two-dimensionality of the written 
page (or scroll) into the three-dimensionality of life-like animated script. Word 
definitions found in the Oxford English Dictionary are transcribed into square 
word calligrams following the typeface re-configuration technique described 
above. This time, even the graphic image of the signified is integrated into the 
iconic transcription of alphabetical letters into Chinese characters. The chain of 
“transcriptural” graphic signs visualizes the written language transition from 
phonography via ideography to pictography, thus pointing to the future of writing 
in a post-phonetic, pictographic digital age. In the installation Living Word 2, for 
instance, the graphic letter-sign for “bird” is transformed into the abstract draw-
ing of a bird; materialized as a paper bird in the script mobile, it appears to break 
free while ascending to the sky. Through means of iconic sign transcription, the 
moving of the characters and typefaces becomes literal — a performative gesture 
of the life-like embodiment of nature in writing, as reflected in the title. 

Your Surname, Please (Fig. 3), a mixed media installation from 1998, displays the 
first digitized version of the square word calligraphy. As with most of Xu Bing’s 
artistic works, it is a project in progress. Accordingly, it exists in various versions 
and at different places. At the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum in Japan, it has found 
a permanent showroom. Originally, the work was created for the Spanish island 
of Las Palmas. Using his square word calligraphy for producing New English 
Calligraphy, the artist wrote down the — statistically most common — surnames 
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of the island’s inhabitants, displayed the calligrams on a wall and scanned them 
digitally. The audience was invited to search for their surname in the computer 
database, print out a copy of their calligraphed surname and take it home. The 
installation reflects in its construction the multi-layered process of “trans-
writing”, showcasing the panels of calligraphy, computers, printers, desks and 
chairs. In later versions of Your Surname, Please the potential for (inter)active par-
ticipation in the trans-writing process was more pronounced, enabling viewers to 
type in their names in English letters on the keyboards of the computer stations 
and then become visual witnesses of how their typewriting was gradually trans-
formed, or more precisely, transcribed into calligraphic pseudo-Chinese charac-
ters. Like in the first conceptual design of the work, they could then print out their 
“character” names. The product of this particular writing configuration is a new 
visual, topographical reading that adapts Roman-alphabetic readers to logo-
graphic reading and writing. Meanwhile, approximately 3000 surnames (among 
them also those of famous personalities and families, including Clinton, Gore, 
Roosevelt, Reagan, Singh, Garibaldi) are digitally transcoded as square word cal-
ligrams, immediately retrievable from the database by the input of typing and 
ready for animated transcription. The additional digital animation of the script as 

Fig. 3: Xu Bing, Your Surname, Please. 1999. Installation view at Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Japan. © 
Xu Bing Studio 
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a new element of the English square word calligraphy, technically realized by pro-
gramming the intermediate stages of Xu Bing’s character writings, allows the 
movement between different writing systems to be visualized. It illustrates the 
fluent transition of code switching as iconic transcription and thus demonstrates 
the digital decomposition of differences and oppositions of both the writing de-
sign and production of meaning. Even on the media level of writing involved in 
the Surname project, these transitive fluctuations become manifest. Viewed from 
the user perspective, typewriting is switched to handwriting, and handwriting 
turned into printing via the computer as intermedium. Considered from the pro-
ducer perspective, handwriting is transposed into digital machine writing, 
thereby facilitating the visual transcodings between typewriting and handwriting. 
In terms of the final outcome of the multimedia transcription, it is — quite para-
doxically — the handwriting that is revived and preserved through the digitization 
of script translation. 

Fig. 4: Xu Bing, Book from the Ground, 2012. © Xu Bing Studio 
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With Book from the Ground15(Fig. 4), Xu Bing’s large-scale design project of 
shaping a new system of trans-linguistic and transcultural writing enters into a 
new pictographic stage. It can be called a Babel project since it constructs an icon-
language for global communication. The story of Mr. Black — a white-collar city 
bachelor whose daily 24-hour life is described in the graphic novel entitled From 

Point to Point — is written in a language of icons. From a script-linguistic view, it 
would be properly defined as “iconic writing”, because its visual symbols contain 
no equivalents in spoken language. Although the Book from the Ground is an ar-
tistic project dedicated to rebuilding the destroyed “Tower of Babel”, its creator 
Xu Bing is very serious and ambitious about its humanistic communicative goal, 
namely the design of a universal writing system that can be comprehended glob-
ally regardless of the linguistic and cultural background, including the educa-
tional level, of its “readers”. Given this objective, the artist puts his project in line 
with the numerous historical attempts to create a universal script. He makes par-
ticular reference to the French philosopher Jean Douet who in “A Proposal to the 
King for a Universal Language” (1627), was one of the first language theoreticians 
to recognize the potential of the system of image recognition in Chinese character 
writing as a basic model for the design of a universal language. 

In contemporary society, marked by the “ubiquity of the Internet and the con-
venience of even faster transglobal communication and information sharing”16, 
the limitations of spoken and written inter-language communication represent a 
significant burden. In the view of Xu Bing, “the age-old human desire for a ‘uni-
versal script’ has become a critical need. This predicament requires a new form 
of communication better adapted to the circumstances of globalization. Today, 
the implications of the Tower of Babel can, all the more powerfully, be felt.”17 

What is the special feature of Xu Bing’s universal script design for global visual 
communication as created in Book from the Ground? On what basis and systemic 
principles is his universal icon/ic writing built? The extremely clever strategy of 
the artist was to not (presume to) invent a new universal script, as most of his 
historical predecessors had aimed at, but rather to construct it from pre-existing 
signage, symbols and icons that function as visual transmitters of conventional-
ized, shared meaning. The prehistory of the project shows clearly that it did not 
evolve from character creation, but from the collection of signs and symbols that 
“are already in use and have the ability to be easily recognized.”18 Interested in 
image recognition as a primary means of communication, Xu Bing began collect-

 
15 The most recent publication is found in Bing, Xu: Book from the Ground. From Point to Point. 
North Adams, Massachusetts: MASS MoCA/Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2018. 
16 Bing 2014, p. 41. 
17 Bing 2014, p. 40. 
18 Bing 2014, p. 43. 
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ing airline safety cards which provided a variety of icons amounting to the com-
prehensibility of a universal language. He continued to expand his collection in 
2003 when he saw icons on a chewing gum packet that explained how to throw it 
away after consumption, visualizing the message: “Please wrap the used gum and 
dispose of it into a trash bin.”19 He realized that “in addition to single icons used 
to explain something simple, several icons together can be used to narrate a 
longer story.”20 From that moment on, he began to systematically and incessantly 
collect symbols and icons. Whenever he saw a symbol or icon of communicative 
relevance, he took a photo or cut it out, and then pasted it into a booklet that 
functioned as a sort of dictionary of symbols. He collected logos, icons and insig-
nia from across the globe and began researching the symbols of specialized fields 
such as mathematics, chemistry, physics, drafting, musical composition, chore-
ography and corporate branding. The main goal of this investigative collection 
was to understand the core design elements and habits of visual communication. 
The main idea of the Book from the Ground is to constantly add new symbols in 
order to keep pace with the discovery or coinage of new icons. Usually, the dis-
covered symbols and icons are graphically synthesized so that they appear as 
unicode signs. Nevertheless, the full spectrum of visual signs from signage, 
logo(gram)s, symbols, insignia, icons and pictograms is present. The variety of 
visual sign types is not restricted to one standard category; it is only graphically 
harmonized to guarantee consistent recognition and readability. In order to ex-
tend the scope of pictographic meaning production, Xu Bing sometimes relies on 
the principles of Chinese character-construction such as the visuo-spatial compo-
sition of more than one character in an imaginary square used to configure a new 
word (or) concept. Just as the Chinese character-construction of “forest” is con-
structed by doubling the character for wood, three car icons stacked together sig-
nify “bottleneck”. A repetition of these composed signs based on multiplication 
along the pictographic writing line expresses a gridlock. 

Point to Point, the first story of Book from the Ground, was written directly with 
icons, after a first attempt to translate a Chinese (written) language draft for an 
amateur novel into icons had failed due to the difficulty of transferring the struc-
tural complexity of the language system. Also the complexity of the narrative had 
to be reduced, resulting in a simple 24-hour story about the daily life of a contem-
porary person living and working in a city — that of “Mr Black, from his waking 
up in the morning, going to the toilet, to his rushing to work, dealing with his 
demanding boss, drinking with friends, and surfing the internet in search of a 
girlfriend.”21 Although the content, message and thoughtfulness of the story is 
restricted, the global outreach of the book is almost limitless, since it can be read 

19 Bing 2014, p. 37. 
20 Bing 2014, p. 37. 
21 Bing 2014, p. 135. 
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and understood by everybody “without the need of translation.”22 For Xu Bing, 
“the limitations of the book lie in your life experience, not in your educational 
level or geographic location.”23 It is the shared visual, physical and emotional ex-
periences that allow for competent icon-reading. 

Due to its linguistically non-translational foundation, the iconic writing system 
compiled for Book from the Ground can be turned into a global translation instru-
ment. After writing a book to be universally understandable, Xu Bing has repro-
grammed his self-composed universal icon-script system as a translation tool, fa-
cilitating the translation of written language into the pictogram system. He devel-
oped a “font library” computer program that enables users to type English or 
Chinese sentences and see them instantaneously translated into the new iconic 
writing.24 Currently, this font library program is limited to English and Chinese, 
but in the future, it should include other major languages, thus rendering possi-
ble global communication through a trans-linguistic visual code. Xu Bing com-
ments on this icon-translation potential of a universal script as follows: 

“[…] after our currently un-finished computer program is perfected, writers of every 

language will be placed on equal footing. To a certain extent, this software will function as 

a point of transfer between dissimilar languages. This early result should not be 

minimized because it has limitless potential to expand into even larger arenas. The rela-

tionship between our new language and other, preexisting languages resembles the rela-

tionship between Mandarin and the many Chinese dialects: disparate pronunciations re-

fer to identical characters. English cannot become a ‘global language,’ as its relationship 

with other languages is one of mutual exclusivity. As the use of English expands, other 

languages are lost. Michael Evamy states, ‘for now, the world’s peoples must either be 

addressed in their own language, or by non-verbal means.’ In that respect, a pictographic 

language not reliant upon phonics has a special advantage.”25 

The installation of Book from the Ground in the exhibition space26 reflects this as-
pect of language-independent icon communication. Two computers equipped 
with Icon Chat Software are set up, facing each other. They are separated by a wall 
of frosted glass that double-functions as language barrier and language translator. 
It displays a written iconic dialogue in the graphic style of Xu Bing’s universal 
pictographic writing. The chat users take opposite seats. They are separated by 
the frosted-glass partition, but at the same time they are placed very close to each 

 
22 Bing 2014, p. 135. 
23 Bing 2014, p. 135. 
24 The “font library” translation program sometimes produces bizarre, unexpected results. These 
reveal the imperfections of the program development and the lapses of mistranslation. 
25 Bing 2007, n.p. 
26 The icon chat installation of Book from the Ground was first exhibited at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York in 2007 as part of the exhibition Automatic Update. 
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other, thus evoking the feeling of telepresence. When the users want to communi-
cate, they type in an English or Chinese sentence, as in web-chatting. Pressing 
the return key activates the instantaneous translation of the given sentence into 
the pictographic symbol language shaped by Xu Bing. Through this interactive 
arrangement, the installation demonstrates how global e-communication devel-
ops into icon/ic writing. 

The translation program is a crucial element of Book from the Ground, since it 
does not only establish the interactive act of messaging, but also serves as a means 
to familiarize users of diverse languages with the new pictographic writing sys-
tem, so that in the future — this is one of the aims of the artist — it might be 
applied independent of individual spoken languages. As utopian as the artistic 
Book from the Ground project might look from the historical perspective of failed 
attempts to shape a universal script for common usage, it signals an iconic turn 
of writing in general and the related writing cultures, particularly in the face of 
digital media culture. 

Another important aspect of the new icon writing system is that it directly ex-
presses and communicates the demand for corporate image design in the global 
economy and consumer society. According to Xu Bing, the new pictographic com-
munication system “draws its strengths from political and economic factors […]. 
It is rooted in the market rules of the global economy and world politics. Capital 
has become the new global language of power, but it must still undergo large-
scale unification before it can more effectively control commerce.”27 While draw-
ing image-reading inspiration from the global visual language of internationally-
operating corporations, the symbol translation tool of Book from the Ground itself 
represents a branding tool for visual marketing and global product communica-
tion in an iconified living environment. The new “grounding” book expresses 
both a serious act of immersion into digitally commodified icon(ic) communica-
tion as well as an ironic comment on the neoliberalist currency and global power 
of corporate images in the 21st century economy. 

In the work of Xu Bing, the artistic case studies of global transference were trig-
gered by his personal experience of migration — his linguistic, cultural and artis-
tic displacement and confusion. The particularity of his Chinese art language and 
artistic context had to be transculturally extended in order to address the new 
American and international art audience and market. In order to create contact 
zones with art viewers, curators, dealers and buyers all over the world, he pro-
longed the calligraphic literati tradition of Chinese writing-art into the 21st cen-
tury by transforming it into a universal iconic script that serves the purpose of 
global visual communication and linguo-iconic translation. The icon-logos, as de-
signed for Book from the Ground as a new system of communication, are coined 

27 Bing 2014, p. 44. 
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as a new lingua franca and transcultural currency for the global translation of the 
art of writing. As an add-on, the icon-script is developed into a translation tool 
allowing for language-image translation and human digital communication be-
yond linguistic translation.28 With this practical software application, Xu Bing has 
found a way of medially translating Chinese writing culture into the pictographic 
age of global digital communication. 

Digital Script Iconics. Hung Keung’s Animated Visualization of 
Calligraphy in Dao Gives Birth to One (2009–2012) 

Previous definitions of scriptural iconicity are still strongly rooted in the idea of 
an analogous writing and print culture of the Gutenberg era. Characteristic for 
them is above all the spatial-relational determination of scriptural iconicity, in 
particular the emphasis on the two-dimensionality of the material writing surface 
as an inscription field for the disjunctive symbol markings in connection with the 
graphism of character production. It is therefore more than questionable whether 
they are capable of grasping the forms, functions and practices of script imagery 
in digital screen culture. Sybille Krämer recognizes in her brief outlook on digital 
writing that it confronts the limits of the notion of typeface pictoriality based on 
spatial relations; however, she tends to negate the emergence of a new media 
form and cultural technique of scriptural iconicity in digital space.29 I would like 
to contradict this view, since writing — as digital writing — is experiencing an 
unprecedented iconization. Regarding the numerous visualizations of writing 
that started in parallel with the digitalization of writing/texts, a reference to Jay 
David Bolter’s study Writing Space. The Computer, Hypertext, and the History of 

Writing from 1991 might be sufficient. The author states that in the digital screen 
space opened by new visualization techniques, the hypermodal, network-forming 
logic of writing can dynamically unfold in space and time, thus producing new 
epistemologies. Digital typefaces must therefore be identified as a particular type 
of typefaces. Their fundamental conceptualization is still pending.

The Hong Kong artist Hung Keung was one of the first to experiment with dig-
ital calligraphic animations of Chinese characters. His interactive installation 
Bloated City/Skinny Language, dating from the years 2006–2008 (Fig. 5), reflects 
the technological advancements in the field of interactive computer animation. 
The work presents itself as an allegory on the “new” China, driven by moderniza-
tion and economic growth. The transitional experience of a transforming society 
and culture is staged as a change from the old to the new China, tradition to refor- 

28 On the translational dimension of Xu Bing’s icon-writing, cf. also Lee, Tong King: “Visuality 
and translation in contemporary Chinese literary art: Xu Bing’s A Book from the Sky and A Book 
from the Ground”. Asian Pacific. Translation and Intercultural Studies, 3.1, 2014, pp. 43–62. 
29 Krämer, Sybille: “Schriftbildlichkeit oder: Über eine (fast) vergessene Dimension der Schrift”. 
In: Bild – Schrift – Zahl. Eds. Sybille Krämer – Horst Bredekamp. München: Fink, 2008, p. 174. 
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mation, between static and dynamic. This transformation process is mediated 
through the medium of Chinese writing, with a particular focus on its internal 
history of reformation in the course of Maoist modernization politics: the rede-
sign of the traditional complex Chinese characters into simplified, graphically re-
duced characters. The oppositions and tensions between preservation and 
change, continuity and discontinuity can be sensed directly in the interactive and 
immersive space of writing. The viewers, standing and moving in front of the 
screen installation, is recorded in real-time. They are confronted with their self-
image in live action, overrun by animated Chinese characters that move like in-
sects. It was a central motivation of the artist to make the viewer’s body experience 
the contradictions between move-on and stand-still, approaching and distancing. 
Like new China, the new writing is on the move. In form of a body-sensory expe-
rience, Hung Keung’s installation expresses the new mobility and visual interac-
tion capacity of writing, of “characters on the move.” But the situation of writing 
is characterized by a paradox. The bodily performed withdrawal from writing, 
here from the rich Chinese writing tradition, results in a virtual-real revival of 
writing. Contrary to Camille Utterback’s interactive script installation Textrain, in 
which the viewer is animated to carefully, almost erotically play with writing by 
catching letters “raining” over the screen and thus forming text particles, the char-
acters of Bloated City/Skinny Language show off a very aggressive behaviour. The 
script unfolds an enormous power within itself, an insect-like life of its own; it 
captures the body in communication with it, draws a textile web around it, in-
scribes it. The entanglement and imprisonment of Chinese writing becomes the 
symbol of a society which is caught in the dilemma between tradition and re-
newal, continuity and change. Thus, the moving power of  the characters also 
implies a critique of writing: not to forget the cultural heritage of Chinese writing 
and its related writing culture over the rapid societal transformations in the age 
of digital globalization. 

Fig. 5: Hung Keung, Bloated City / Skinny Language, 2007, interactive installation. © Hung Keung 
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In Hung Keung’s interactive script project Dao Gives Birth To One (Fig. 6) which 
was created in a total of three different versions between 2009 and 2012, Daoism 
as a philosophy of time and space is linked with the new digital media philosophy 
of script creation. The focus of the project is the visualization of the Dao principle 
using digital motion images of Chinese writing: “The philosophy of Dao reflects 
how Chinese people interpret the concept of the universe. There are different ex-
planations [of how] Dao gives birth to one, one gives birth to two, two gives birth 
to three [...] I wanted to visualize this.” And the artist continues: “In the past, 
people would present their thoughts by writing them down. In this contemporary 
world, we can’t write as well as people could in the past, but maybe we can visu-
alize our thoughts.”30 It is precisely this intention that the artist implements 
through the visualization of writing as a recording medium. The creation of a 
novel interface between traditional Daoist philosophy and digital type creation is 
intended to contribute to the digital expansion of the concepts of time and space. 
Written images appear on three levels, layered on top of each other, from the im-
mersive space of the computer screen to the exhibition space as presentation 
space. This includes: a) the level of character generation and modelling, b) the 

 
30 Cit. following Art Radar: “Words in Art: New media artist Hung Keung’s war on Simplified 
Chinese”. Artradar Journal: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20200621175542/https://artradarjournal.com/2011/03/09/words-
in-art-new-media-artist-hung-keungs-war-on-simplified-chinese/ Archived June 21 2020 (last 
viewed 14. 04. 2020). 

Fig. 6: Hung Keung, Dao Gives Birth to One, 2009–2012, interactive installation. © Hung Keung 
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level of the image sequence of the digital scroll composed of twelve screens, on 
which the character generation is visualized according to Daoist principles, and 
c) the level of the viewer’s interaction with the written images in the exhibition
space.

Hung interprets the philosophical concept of the Dao as a script-forming prin-
ciple. Chapter 42 of the Dao De Jing describes how the Dao acts as the primordial 
creative force of nature and sets in motion life cycles of creation and decay: 

“The Way produces one, one produces two. The two produce the three and the three pro-

duce all things.”31 

In the Daoist idea, the multiplicity of life is produced by multiplying unity. 
Hung’s typeface animation Dao Gives Birth to One is based on the analogy be-
tween the Daoist life-creation principle and the writing principle of Chinese sim-
ple and compound characters, which is represented in one of the first Chinese 
dictionaries, the Shuowen Jiezi. The Chinese character for one, the yi (–), is the 
first word or logogram listed in the Shuowen Jiezi. It is explained by the remark 
that the One is at the great beginning of the way (Dao) and that by its division 
heaven and earth and thus the world of ten thousand things and living beings 
were created. It is this principle of creation that Hung adapts for his digitally an-
imated visualization of Chinese script-genesis. Using a software program devel-
oped by himself, he designs so-called Flying Animated Chinese Characters 
(FACC), which, as in classical calligraphy, are composed of brushstrokes. From 
the one, the horizontal stroke, which floats lonely through the universe of the 
virtual (screen) space, two strokes are created by human touch; a further interac-
tion leads to the doubling of the strokes, then to their quadruplication and further 
multiplications. In the course of (re)production, simple characters assemble into 
compound characters: they multiply exponentially until they populate the uni-
verse as tens of thousands of characters and dive back into the nothingness of the 
black screen through compression. 

New in the virtual creation of Chinese writing was the realization of a three- and 
four-dimensional experience of character perception with the help of digital tech-
nology. The introduction of the time dimension as the fourth script dimension 
was achieved by sequencing the font-formation images. The process of character 
generation in the production mode of the calligraphic brushstroke was broken 
down into a sequence of a certain stroke guidance and stroke combination. The 
example of the animation sequence of the Chinese character for “horse” (ma) (Fig. 
7) visualizes on the real-time axis of ordering how the character is built up from

31 Cit. following A. Charles Muller’s English translation of Daode Jing (1991), AC Muller: 
http://www.acmuller.net/con-dao/daodejing.html#div-43 (last viewed 08. 02. 2021). 
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strokes in a processual and performative manner, i. e. in the execution of its tem-
poral development. This makes the growth process of character formation visible 
as a temporal process. On the one hand, a comprehensive three-dimensional ex-
perience of character perception was achieved through the three-dimensional 
modelling of the individual strokes as components of the visual sign formation. 
In modelling the individual strokes, the artist attached particular importance to 
the stroke volume, the stroke dynamics, the texture and the play of light and 
shadow. The example of the Chinese character yue for “moon” shows how Hung 
Keung designs the line combinations using the 3D software from Studio Max in 
a spatial grid of coordinates. In a further step, the three-dimensionally modelled 
characters were animated in three-dimensional space. The animation sequence 
of the Chinese character for “mouth” (kou) manifests how the character is rotated 
once in space around its own axis. This allows a panoramic view of 360 degrees. 
The innovative element of the digital character creation design thus consists in 
the four-dimensional, time-spatial visualization. Hung Keung also distinguishes 
his own innovative achievement from earlier typeface animation experiments in 
digital art. He criticizes Text Rain, an interactive installation by Camille Utterback 
created in 1999, as well as Lee Lee Nam’s digital interactive folding screen instal-
lation Korean 8-fold Screen (2007) for failing to enable a spatio-temporal experience 
of typeface imagery despite its animation. In his view, the character images re-
main tethered to the two-dimensionality of the writing surface, even if bodies in-
teractively play with them.32 

Hung Keung is concerned with the technological development of a new moving 
image technique of writing that interactively unites space and time into a partici-
patory space-time experience. He sees the best prerequisites for this in the con-
stitution of Chinese writing, its stroke performance and spatially staggered con-
figuration. He points out, for example, that already during the early Tang Dynasty 
some Chinese characters were treated more as three-dimensional figures than as 
flat characters.33 Digital techniques of character visualization can bring these his-
torical dimensions to light and revive them.34 

 
32 Keung, Hung: “How the traditional Chinese of time and space can be applied through digital 
moving images”. TypoDay, (2013): http://www.typoday.in/2013/spk_papers13/hung-keung-
typographyday2013.pdf , pp. 10–11 (last viewed 01. 09. 2020). 
33 Hung 2013, p. 9. 
34 Cf. also Keung, Hung – Jean M. Ippolito: “Time-Space Alterations: A New Media Abstraction 
of Traditional Chinese Painting and Calligraphy Aesthetics”. Leonardo, 35, 1, 2020, pp. 25–30. 

Fig.7: Animation sequence of the Chinese character ma (horse), study by Hung Keung for Dao Gives Birth 

to One. © Hung Keung 
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However, the four-dimensionality of the script-image is not limited to the gen-
esis of character formation, it is extended to the entire space of perception and 
reception of the exhibition project. By using digital technology, Hung Keung aims 
at transforming the two-dimensional surface, on which writing traditionally ap-
pears, into a four-dimensional virtual space that reinterprets the Daoist concept 
of emptiness, from which the fullness of life emerges and in which it also disap-
pears. To this end, he translates the video installation aesthetic of the Black Box 
into a scroll aesthetic of the Yellow Box. He adapted the scroll as a script-related 
media format to visualize interactive script perception as a genetic mode of script 
transformation in space and time. Twelve digital video screens were connected to 
create a long scroll format. On each individual screen, different character anima-
tion sequences can be seen, so that there are always new narrative combinatorial 
connections between the individual sequences of the screens. The visual material 
is based on video recordings made by the artist in his studio. He invited various 
people to physically interact with the “flying” Chinese characters (FACC) he de-
signed. With the camera, he focused on individual body parts such as face, shoul-
der, elbow, chest, etc. The characters were then placed on the screen. From the 
film material, he compiled twelve video sequences, all of which differed in run-
ning time. The first video lasted three minutes, the second eight minutes, the 
eighth twenty-one minutes and the twelfth five minutes. Due to the different loop 
lengths, the overall picture of the video-screen scroll showed varied character in-
teraction combinatorics. This configuration was intended to influence the view-
ers’ reception and interaction behaviours in such a way that they could come and 
go freely, in analogy to the characters that appeared and disappeared; additionally, 
each visitor could observe the character interactions in his or her personal time 
mode. It was also a question of being able to perceive the long scroll video projec-
tion from different angles of view setting — close-up or distant views, top views 
or bottom views — as well as in different temporal phases. 

This perceptual aesthetic approach correlates with that of the classical image 
scroll in the East Asian image and writing tradition. The scroll, which is usually 
several meters long, requires sectional unfolding in order to observe the individ-
ual scenes and thus be able to spin a narrative thread. Storytelling unfolds as a 
series of multiple individual images or scenes in a temporally proceeding and 
sequentially split spatial order. The image scroll is thus per se a literary media 
format, combining discursivity and iconicity to moments of spatio-temporal com-
paction. It is precisely in this media function that Hung Keung makes use of the 
scroll for visualizing the creation of Chinese writing. Of central importance is the 
interaction between writing and the human body. It is already laid out in the his-
tory of Chinese character creation, because according to Daoist cosmology man 
was created as a mediator between heaven and earth. Only by the interaction of 
man with the (written) signs from heaven, the creation on earth is set in motion. 



When Script Becomes Icon(ic) 

43 

The visualization project incorporated the role of the observer into the overall 
concept from the very beginning. The immersion in and emersion from the vir-
tual scroll space of the exhibition played an important part. Accordingly, the space 
was not designed as a black box, but as a tunnel with two open ends, which could 
be entered and left on both sides, thus symbolizing the cyclic nature of the char-
acter journey as a traveling through the genesis of Chinese writing. In order to 
create a rimless, open pictorial space, the twelve monitors were not hung on the 
wall, but fixed directly to the floor. In one version of the work, they even covered 
the entire wall surface. Two modes of perception were included: a rather medita-
tive viewer behavior of distanced internalization and an interactive participation 
behavior in the physical handling of the characters. One could become part of the 
virtual typeface space oneself and enter into a playful physical dialogue with the 
Chinese character creations. This integration strategy is an equally important in-
strument for creating a four-dimensional writing experience not only on the level 
of the video screen, but also in the exhibition space. The video space of the screens 
in interaction with the surrounding space of the exhibition installation forms an 
intermediary space through which viewers can immerse themselves into the art-
work and interact with the characters. 

Writing as Iconic Intermediary. Toward a Media- and Culture-
Comparative Script Iconics 

What does all this mean for the project of script iconics as a field of research in 
visual art and media studies? Scriptural iconicity is not simply given in writing. It 
has developed its own pictorial media formats in the past and present, which dif-
fer greatly in terms of their aesthetic form and the cultural-technical handling of 
them. Just as writing in general cannot be defined since it always appears in a 
particular form of media, cultural and communicative context dependency, scrip-
tural pictoriality cannot be generalized as a medium, symbol and cultural tech-
nique. This becomes particularly clear, as shown, when looking at iconic writing 
potentials in semantographic grammatology traditions such as Chinese writing 
culture. There, it is the pictorial power of writing itself that also influences the 
definition of the image. Under the premise of a media co-presence, it is therefore 
necessary to speak of a scriptural formation of the image or of the image as in-
scription, analogous to the iconicity of writing. The pictorial power of writing and 
the scriptural power of imaging thus stand in a reciprocal media condition and 
exchange relationship. The media format of the scroll, shared by image represen-
tations and written records, is only an expression of these writing-image interac-
tions. Thus, there is a need for re-situating the research on the image of writing 
in a culture- and media-comparative perspective that also considers referential 
relations between the image of writing, the image of thought and the world views. 
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As described above, it is imperative that a theory of script-image includes philo-
sophical and ideological perspectives if it does not want to freeze into an auto-
referential discourse of self-reflection. As a graphic design form, the script-image 
is also always a cultural technique that contributes to the formation and transfor-
mation of knowledge. As a vivid form of a “recognized seeing”, it brings abstract 
thinking and worldviewing to insightful representation. It is therefore hardly sur-
prising that in the age of digital visualization, the use of written images is experi-
encing an enormous upsurge and also an epistemological revaluation. 

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 1–4: © Xu Bing Studio — Fig. 5–7: © Hung Keung 



45 

When Writing Prefigures Painting 

Some Remarks on “Typology” within the Conception of the Byzantine 
Icon 

Sophie Schweinfurth 

 

L’angel che venne in terra col decreto 
de la molt’anni lagrimata pace, 

ch’aperse il ciel del suo lungo divieto, 

dinanzi a noi pareva sì verace 
quivi intagliato in un atto soave, 

che non sembiava imagine che tace. 

Giurato si saria ch’el dicesse ’Ave!’; 
perché iv’era imaginata quella 

ch’ad aprir l’alto amor volse la chiave; 

e avea in atto impressa esta favella 
’Ecce ancilla Deï’, propriamente 
come figura in cera si suggella. 

Dante, Purgatorio X, V. 34–45. 

 

The idea of figural interpretation/prophecy — or to use the accepted modern term 
typology1 — had an enormous influence on the medieval way of visual represen-
tation of the Old and New Testament in the West where the types of the Old 
Covenant within a dense web of relationships prefigure the antitypes of the New 
Testament in which they are fulfilled. 

In modern scholarship the term typology is widely used for this artistical strat-
egy of medieval representation, whereas the significance of the concept of figural 
                                                           
1 The term did not become the denotation of a theological concept until the 16th century and was 
until the end of the 18th century also used as a classification term within natural sciences; cf. 
Strenge, Britta: “Typologie”. In: Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie online. Eds. Joachim 
Ritter – Karlfried Gründer – Gottfried Gabriel. Basel: Schwabe AG, 
https://doi.org/10.24894/hwph.5503 (last viewed 21.10.2021). 
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prophecy for the medieval understanding of history, as Erich Auerbach and 
Friedrich Ohly had outlined in the 20th century,2 is recently negligibly recognized 
within Art History. 

My paper will argue that the concept of typology as a mode of historical percep-
tion as well as an approach to visuality deeply influenced the theological concep-
tion of the icon during the process of Byzantine Iconoclasm (ca. 730–845).3 I will 
further argue that typology itself is a genuinely visually oriented way of thinking 
which is rooted in a Greek classical tradition where the difference between writ-
ing and painting has always been fluid. In addition, I would like to demonstrate 
with regard to some exemplary passages in the orations of John of 
Damascus4 — one of the best known exponents of the Iconophile party, that dur-
ing the 8th century, the deeply entrenched exegetical method of typology became 
a central tool for the argument in favor of images by showing that images were 
also accepted in the Old Testament and part of an unwritten tradition. Beyond 
that, as I hope to show, the conception of the icon itself followed the model of 
typology insofar that the person represented in the icon prefigures the real proto-
type. In Byzantine art typological representation never became as popular as it 
did in the West after Iconoclasm, and insofar marks the drift between the devel-
opment of Byzantine and Western medieval art at the end of Late Antiquity in the 
8th century. Whereas the period of late antique art can be characterised by a shared 
artistic culture from Rome to Constantinople, from Ravenna to Mount Sinai in 
which typology marks the beginning of monumental Christian representation the 
paths diverge after Iconoclasm.5 Typology as the juxtaposition of scenes of the 

                                                           
2 Auerbach, Erich: “Figura”. In: Erich Auerbach: Scenes from the Drama of European Literature, 
translated by Paolo Valesio. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984, pp. 11–78 (first 
published in German, Neue Dantestudien, Istanbul 1944, pp. 11–71); Ohly, Friedrich: “The 
Spiritual Sense of Words in the Middle Ages”, translated by David A. Wells. Forum for Modern 
Language Studies, Volume 41, Issue 1, January 2005, pp. 18–42, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/fmls/cqi002 (last viewed 21.10.2021); first published in German, “Vom 
geistigen Sinn des Wortes im Mittelalter”, Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 
89 (1958), pp. 1–23). 
3 For a recent survey of the history of Byzantine Iconoclasm cf. Brubaker, Leslie – John F. 
Haldon: Byzantium in the Iconoclast eEra, c. 680–850, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011. 
4 Kotter, Bonifatius: Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos, vol. 3 [Patristische Texte und 
Studien 17]. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1975, http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?2934:005:0 
(English translation by Andrew Louth, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, New York: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press 2003). 
5 For typology in Late Antique art Sabine Schrenk’s study is fundamental; Schrenk, Sabine: Typos 
und Antitypus in der christlichen Kunst, Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. Ergänzungsband 21. 
Münster 1995. Further Bloch, Peter: “Typologische Kunst“. Miscellanea Mediaevalia, Bd. 6. 
(1969), pp. 127–142; Suntrup, Rudolf: “Präfigurationen des Messopfers in Text und Bild“. 
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 18 (1984), pp. 468–528; Rickert, Franz: “Studien zum Ashburnham-
Pentateuch”, Diss. Bonn 1986; Elsner, Jaś: Art and the Roman Viewer. Cambridge 1995, especially 
pp. 247–287, who emphasizes the significance of typology in Late Antique art, whereas Schrenk 
is far more cautious concerning typology as a basic visual structure in Late Antique art and sug-
gests that the typological sense has to be examined for every single representation; Schrenk, 
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Old and New Testament became one of the most popular representation strate-
gies in Western medieval art, as the portable Altar of Stavelot or the 
Klosterneuburger Altar impressively show, and created also new image formulas 
in the West, for example “The Tree of Jesse”. In contrast to the Western affinity 
to typological representation similar examples in Byzantine art after the 
Iconoclastic controversy and the dogmatization of the icon in 843, which ended 
the conflict, cannot be found. Typological representation as can be found in late 
antique art and especially in Western art of the High Middle Ages had no rele-
vance in Byzantine art after the end of Iconoclasm.6 

The reason for that, as I hope to sketch out, lies in the conception of the 
Byzantine icon as a genuinely typological mode of representation which was pre-
figured in the Old Testament and realised through the Incarnation of Christ but 
as a typos still enshrines the inaccessibility of the Divine. Thus the icon is a more 
precise representation of the divine realities but still shrouds these realities from 
being seen face to face, only being revealed after the Second Coming of Christ. In 
this respect, the following essay tries to contribute some new aspects to the con-
ceptual genealogy of the icon, for which mainly Christological and Neo-Platonic 
arguments have acquired attention within scholarship.7 The result of this unique 
medieval theoretical process was the salvation relevant equivalence of script and 
image in Byzantium. 

Visuality and the Historicity of Typology in Modern Discourses 

The artistic strategy of typology, widely established in Medieval art throughout 
Europe in the 12th century,8 realises visually the much older exegetical tradition 
of typology essential to late antique Christian thinking. In the 20th century land-
mark contributions for the understanding of the idea of typology in terms of the 
Christian perception and understanding of history were made by the theologians 

                                                           
Typos und Antitypos, pp. 17–19. 
6 The evidence is ex negativo: There are simply no examples for typological representations in 
Byzantine Art after Iconoclasm. References to the Old Testament in the monumental programs 
of cross-in-square-churches are only suggested by the row of Church Fathers and Prophets. I am 
thankful to Prof. Barbara Schellewald (University of Basel) who confirmed my observation that 
examples of typological representations in Byzantium after Iconoclasm are lacking. 
7 For an overview of the Iconophile arguments cf. Parry, Kenneth: Depicting the Word. Byzantine 
Iconophile Thought in the 8th and 9th Centuries. Leiden/NewYork/Köln: Brill, 1996. Cf. further 
Barber, Charles: Figure and Likeness. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002; Elsner, Jaś: 
“Iconoclasm as Discourse: From Antiquity to Byzantium”. The Art Bulletin (2012) 94:3, pp. 368–
394, https://doi.org/10.1080/00043079.2012.10786048 (last viewed 21.10.2021). 
8 Cf. Suntrup, Rudolf: “Typology”. In: Der Neue Pauly. Eds. Hubert Cancik – Helmuth 
Schneider. Brill Reference Online (first published 2006), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-
9347_dnp_e15306250 (last viewed 21.10.2021). 



Sophie Schweinfurth 

48 

Jean Danielou9 and Leonhard Goppelt,10 and the cultural philologists Friedrich 
Ohly11 and Erich Auerbach.12 The latter defined typology in his pivotal study 
“Figura” as “figural interpretation” (Figuraldeutung) characterizing it as a genu-
inely historical mode of exegesis: 

“Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events or persons, the first 

of which signifies not only itself but also the second, while the second encompasses or 

fulfills the first. The two poles of the figure are separate in time, but both, being real events 

or figures, are within time, within the stream of historical life. Only the understanding of 

the two persons or events is a spiritual act, but this spiritual act deals with concrete events 

whether past, present, or future, and not with concepts or abstractions; these are quite 

secondary, since promise and fulfillment are real historical events, which have either hap-

pened in the incarnation of the Word, or will happen in the Second Coming.”13 

Although Friedrich Ohly prefers the denotation “allegorical sense” or allegory for 
what Auerbach defined as typology, i. e. figural interpretation, he indirectly an-
swers Auerbach in his study “On the Spiritual sense of the Word in the Middle 
Ages” (first published in 1958) and states frankly: 

“If the text is questioned as to the historical past, it responds with the historical literal 

sense. If the question is couched in terms of the significance of the text for Christian spir-

itual history (Heilsgeschichte), the response is at the level of the allegorical sense. In this 

case allegory means the same as the modern concept of typology, that is the relationship 

of meaning between prefiguration and fulfilment, as between the Old and the New 

Testament. This form of typological thought, rooted in the idea of Christian spiritual his-

tory (Heilsgeschichte), exerted a strong formative influence on the historical consciousness 

of the Middle Ages; […].”14 

Indeed, the concept of typology had tremendous consequences for the medieval 
perception of time itself. Whereas even the end of time is regarded to be fulfilled 
in God, the historical event is always incomplete and veiled and will only be fully 
understood after the end of earthly time.15 

                                                           
9 Daniélou, Jean: From Shadows to Reality. Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers, trans. by 
Wulstan Hibberd. London: Burns and Oats, 1960 (first published in French, Sacramentum 
Futuri: Etudes sur les Origines de la Typologie Biblique. Paris: Beauschesne et ses Fils, 1950). 
10 Goppelt, Leonhard: Typos. The typological interpretation of the Old Testament in the New, trans. 
by Donald H. Madwig. New York: Eerdmans, 1982 (first published in German, Typos. Die 
typologische Deutung des Alten Testaments im Neuen. Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1939). 
11 Auerbach 1984, pp. 11-78. 
12 Ohly 2005, pp. 18–42. 
13 Auerbach 1984, p. 53. 
14 Ohly 2005, p. 25. For Ohly’s approach in context of recent discussions on materiality within 
medieval Art History cf. Kumler, Aden – Christopher R. Lakey: “Res Et Significatio: The Material 
Sense of Things in the Middle Ages”. Gesta 51, no. 1 (2012), pp. 1–17. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/669944 (last viewed 21.10.2021) 
15 Cf. Auerbach 1984, p. 59: “Whereas in the modern view the event is always self-sufficient and 
secure, while the interpretation is fundamentally incomplete, in the figural interpretation the 
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In his study “Figura” Erich Auerbach stresses the possible synonymous mean-
ing of the Latin term figura and one of his Greek equivalences16 typos (τύπος) as 
being only incidental. Auerbach remarks: 

“ […] the original plastic sense [of figura] was not entirely lost, for typos, imprint, and plasis, 

plasma, plastic form, were often rendered by figura as the radical fig- suggested. From the 

meaning of typos developed the use of figura as imprint of the seal, a metaphor with a 

venerable history running from Aristotle […] through Augustine […] to Dante […]. How-

ever, it was not only the plastic sense of typos, but also its inclination toward the universal, 

lawful, and exemplary […] that exerted an influence on figura, and this in turn helped to 

efface the already faint dividing line with forma.”17 

Auerbach’s aim was however more ambitious: In his article he wanted to show 
what deep impact the idea of figura in terms of the exegetical practice of figural 
prophecy had on the medieval conception of history: 

“Figural prophecy implies the interpretation of one worldly event through another; the 

first signifies the second, the second fulfills the first. Both remain historical events; yet 

both, looked at in this way, have something provisional and incomplete about them; they 

point to one another and both point to something in the future, something still to come, 

which will be the actual, real, and definitive event. […] This is true not only of Old 

Testament prefiguration, which points forward to the incarnation and the proclamation 

of the gospel, but also of these latter events, for they too are not the ultimate fulfillment, 

but themselves a promise of the end of time and the true kingdom of God. Thus history, 

with all its concrete force, remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of interpreta-

tion.”18 

The central point of Auerbach’s considerations is to outline that the visibility of 
the historical Biblical events as figurae still conceal the divine reality only present 
and fulfilled in God. This idea has fundamental consequences also for the idea of 
visibility itself which is regarded as to be always and inherently insufficient. The 
concept of the general insufficiency of the visible in Christian thought can already 
be found in the New Testament, when Paul writes in his first letter to the 
Corinthians: 

“For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, 

the partial will come to an end. When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a 

child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.  For 

                                                           
fact is subordinated to an interpretation which is fully secured to begin with: the event is enacted 
according to an ideal model which is a prototype situated in the future and thus far only prom-
ised. This model situated in the future and imitated in the […] recalls Platonic notions. […] For 
every future model, though incomplete as history, is already fulfilled in God and has existed 
from all eternity in His providence.” 
16 Auerbach stresses also morphé, schema, eidos plasis; cf. Auerbach 1984, p. 14. 
17 Auerbach 1984, p. 15. 
18 Auerbach 1984, p. 58. 
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now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; 

then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known..”19 

An analysis of the Greek text shows the intertwining of understanding and see-
ing, stemming from Greek, especially (Neo-)Platonic philosophy, but radically 
undermined by a Christian eschatological reality which can only be unveiled to 
the participants of the heavenly kingdom of God and remains impervious to the 
faithful. The Greek original of Paul’s speech to the Corinthians nonetheless em-
phasizes the divine face as prosopon (πρόσωπον), which is genuinely to be seen as 
something which is in front of the viewer (πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον).20 

Whereas Auerbach’s analysis of the Latin term figura traces back its various lay-
ers of meaning according to the whole range of its relations within the roots and 
traditions of Latin Christian exegesis, a similar study of the Greek term typos and 
its origin in Greek literature and its use in patristics was led by Jean Danielou,21 
Leonhard Goppelt22 and most recently by Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer.23 An in-depth 
study of typology in Byzantium has not yet been accomplished.24 Because of the 
wide range of meanings for typos some general remarks concerning the philolog-
ical history of typos in the context of the present paper may be desirable. The most 
respected dictionary of ancient Greek — the Liddell–Scott Lexicon — lists the not 
inconsiderable amount of ten different fields of meanings for typos.25 Among oth-
ers, these are: the effect of a blow or of pressure, impression, cast or replica made 
in a mould, carved figure/image, form/shape, archetype/pattern/model. 

In the context of the present paper two aspects seem to be crucial defining the 
terminological range of typos: the idea of a figure/image/shape formed by impres-
sion as a marking or stamping and the function of typos as a model or pattern. 

                                                           
19 1 Corinth.13,9-12, NRSV: “εἴτε δὲ προφητεῖαι, καταργηθήσονται εἴτε γλῶσσαι, παύσονται εἴτε 
γνῶσις, καταργηθήσεται. ἐκ μέρους γὰρ γινώσκομεν καὶ ἐκ μέρους προφητεύομενὅταν δὲ ἔλθῃ τὸ 
τέλειον, τὸ ἐκ μέρους καταργηθήσεται. ὅτε ἤμην νήπιος, ἐλάλουν ὡς νήπιος, ἐφρόνουν ὡς νήπιος, 
ἐλογιζόμην ὡς νήπιος ὅτε γέγονα ἀνήρ, κατήργηκα τὰ τοῦ νηπίου.βλέπομεν γὰρ ἄρτι δι᾽ ἐσόπτρου 
ἐν ἀινίνιγματι, τότε δὲ πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον.” 
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians+13&version=NRSV (last 
viewed 13.10. 2021). 
20 For the complex cultural history of prosopon, which literally means “that which is in front of 
the eyes (of another person)” and can also mean “mask” or “person” cf. Weihe, Richard: Die 
Paradoxie der Maske. Geschichte einer Form. München: Fink, 2004. 
21 Cf. Danielou, From Shadows to Reality. 
22 Goppelt, Typology. Goppelt does not consider the use of typos in the Classic and Hellenistic 
literature, but rather focuses on typology in Late Judaism. 
23 Ostmeyer, Karl-Heinrich: Taufe und Typos. Elemente und Theologie der Tauftypologien in 1 
Korinther 10 und 1 Petrus 3. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000 (with a critical reading of Goppelt). 
24 For the specific understanding of typos by the Iconoclastic party within the controversy cf. 
Barber, Figure and Likeness, pp. 83–105. Barber translates typos simply as “figure” and does not 
refer to the term with respect to the concept of figural interpretation. For a short summary of 
the use of typology in Iconophile thought cf. Parry, Depicting the Word, pp. 125–132. 
25 For the whole LSL lexicon entry see http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=108890 (last viewed 
08.10.2021). 
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The first aspect links typos inherently not only to the image, but also to the prac-
tice of writing, where the form or shape of the letter is regarded as typos or char-
acter (χαρακτήρ) as a figure of an impress and in this regard the draft of a docu-
ment or letter can also be named typos. This amalgamation of figure and letter 
within typos mirrors a characteristic in Ancient Greek which as well does not dif-
fer between writing and painting by language: the Greek Noun graphè (γραφή) 
derivates from the Verb graphein (γράφειν, to write/to inscribe)26, and is conceived 
as “representation by means of lines” and can hence refer to both, a text and a 
picture (i. e. a drawing or painting).27 Furthermore the term character (χαρακτήρ) 
mentioned above according to its overall meaning “mark engraved or impressed” 
can reference the imprint of a letter or an image.28 No matter whether typos 
denotes a letter, a figure or an image the term contains the idea of impression; in 
other words the notion of a contact with somebody or something else whereby 
the typos is initially formed. In this respect typos describes a genuinely ontological 
deficient phenomenon because it immanently and always implicates the 
reference to its external origin. 

In the light of this, the second semantic, more abstract level of typos as model 
or pattern seems to be slightly inconsistent but may be explained by the exactitude 
of a copy as the exact outline of an impression made, for example, by a seal or a 
stamp. 

An interesting suggestion to solve this inconsistency, which he regards as mis-
leading, was made by Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer: he proposes to understand typos 
first of all as something which makes something other visible. According to the 
ontological weakness of typos mentioned above Ostmeyer states, that typos does 
not express an ontological status but always a relation (between the typos and the 
idea, thing, person which is made visible through the typos).29 

However, typos as a model or archetype was eventually defined more precisely 
in post Classical times as archetypon (ἀρχέτυπος) or prototypos (προτότυπος)30 and 
would become one of the key concepts in Byzantine Iconoclasm.  

                                                           
26 For the whole LSL lexicon entry see http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=23614 (last viewed 
08.10.2021). 
27 For the whole LSL lexicon entry see http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=23603 (last viewed 
08.10.2021). 
28 For the whole LSL lexicon entry see http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=23603 (last viewed 
08.10.2021). 
29 I would not follow Ostmeyer in the consequences he draws from this definition: For Ostmeyer 
typos is never to be understood as form, picture or copy (Abbild), but only as the instrument or 
instance which gives form or makes visible. But from the perspective of the beholder the typos 
figuring something other appears as form, picture or copy. I would therefore not suspend this 
level of meaning. 
30 Cf. Strenge. For an outline of the use of the term “prototype” in Iconophile thought cf. Parry, 
Depicting the Word, pp. 22–33. 
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The semantic fields of typos can be conclusively outlined in the following way: 
on the one hand the more concrete sense of a form or a figure made by impres-
sion and touch which can relate to the shape of a letter, figure or picture, on the 
other hand the more abstract idea of typos as something which makes something 
visible which is not identical with itself. Both semantic properties describe typos 
as a visual phenomenon which is ontologically insufficient. Furthermore, onto-
logical insufficiency is a feature of images which condenses the difference of what 
they represent with what they are.31 In this respect typos cements its place within 
the long, vastly and ambiguously connotated list of Greek image terms.32 

Moreover, typos gave a fundamental exegetical Christian practice its modern 
name: typology. In contrast to the relatively young term typology, which was 
coined in the 18th century,33 the exegetical practice of figural interpreta-
tion/prophecy/(Figuraldeutung) is already present in the New Testament. In John 
3, 14–15 it says: “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son 
of Man must be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”34 
John’s example illustrates the exegetical method of typology unambiguously as 
an analogous relation, which shows that in the Old Testament the divine plan of 
salvation is present but veiled. The relation between typos (the serpent) and 
antitypos (Christ) is precisely not an antithesis, but an organic one within salvation 
history whose ultimate promised ending — the parousia — has yet to come. 

To be clear: Christian typology was used from its very inception as an instru-
ment of apology to demonstrate the supremacy of the Christian faith over 
Judaism. Typology consists of the following threefold stage model: The Old 
Testament (sub lege) is the time when the divine revelations were veiled as typoi, 
the New Testament and the Church mark the beginning of an eschatological time 
(sub gratia), when the faithful due to the Incarnation are allowed to see more 
clearly but still shrouded the images of the things to come (εἰκόνα τῶν πραγμάτων; 
Hebr. 10, 1), and finally the parousia when the divine things will be revealed35 
(πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον), as promised by Paul. The problem of the hermeneu-
tical method of typology is that it provides a circular argument. As Konrad 

                                                           
31 Cf. Mondzain, Marie-José: Bild, Ikone, Ökonomie. Die byzantinischen Quellen des 
zeitgenössischen Imaginären. Zürich/Berlin: Diaphanes, 2011, pp. 83–136 (first published in 
French: Image, Icone, Economie. Les Sources Byzantines de l’imaginaire Contemporain. Paris: 
Editions Du Seuil, 1996). 
32 Cf. Donohue, Alice A.: “Image II”. In: Brill’s New Pauly online. Eds. Hubert Cancik – Helmuth 
Schneider, https://doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_dnp_e217080 (last viewed 19.04.2022). 
33 See Pollmann, Karla: “Typology”. In: Brill’s New Pauly online. Eds. Hubert Cancik – Helmuth 
Schneider, https://doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_dnp_e1223670 (last viewed 21.10.2021). 
34 John 3, 14–15, NRSV: “Καὶ καθὼς Μωϋσῆς ὕψωσεν τὸν ὄφιν ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ, οὕτως ὑψωθῆναι δεῖ 
τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου,ἵνα πᾶς ὁ πιστεύων ἐν αὐτῷ ἔχῃ ζωὴν αἰώνιον.” 
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+3&version=NRSV (last viewed 
21.10.2021) 
35 Cf. Strenge. 
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Eberlein pithily observes in his essay on the interpretatio christiana, the Christian 
typological interpretation of the Classical canon: 

“Pauline allegorical interpretation is determined by the belief that Christ had ushered in 

the eschatological age, and that the Old Testament contains testimony to its reality which 

are now visible, just as the lamb in Revelations 5 opens the book with seven seals. But 

what was intended on the original level of meaning as a juxtaposition in historical-factual 

terms also offered the possibility of moving on to an evaluative differentiation. The pass-

ing of time between the type and the antitype, and the presumption that in a kind of cir-

cular argument [5, 141] only the belief in Christ makes the recognition of the connection 

possible, automatically moves the authority in the interpretation toward Christianity. 

From the non-evaluative connection with Jewish transmission there emerged a method-

ology which placed that Jewish transmission into a secondary role.”36 

In this respect Christian typology was harshly criticized repeatedly from theologi-
ans, art historians, political scientists and others over the last 150 years.37 How-
ever, from a historical perspective the suspension of typology as a Christian mind-
set is not an option because as a way of interpretation of history it informed me-
dieval thinking profoundly. Furthermore, as Bernd Mohnhaupt remarks, refus-
ing typology means to deny the Old Testament as an immanent part of the New.38 

The whole discussion came up recently in 2015 when theologians and religious 
studies scholars addressed detailed criticism to the Berlin Protestant theologian 
Notger Slenczka. Slenczka in an article that was already published in 2013 had 
proposed — referring to a position already elaborated by Adolf von Harnack in 
192139 — to withdraw the Old Testament from the Christian canon because the 
Old Testament does not address Christians but was exclusively written for the 
people of Israel.40 Slenczka’s account was prominently criticized by Christoph 
Markschies, Micha Brumlik, Jan Assmann and other scholars as being “anti-ju-
daistic” and for denominating Judaism as “Stammesreligion” (tribal religion).41 
The discussion gained public attention beyond scholarship and the debate pur-
sued in the feature sections of several German-speaking newspapers.42 Again, the 
                                                           
36 Eberlein, Johann Konrad:“Interpretatio Christiana”. In: Brill’s New Pauly online. Eds. Hubert 
Cancik – Helmuth Schneider, https://doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1406540 (last viewed 
21.10.2021). 
37 Cf. Mohnhaupt, Bernd: Beziehungsgeflechte. Typologische Kunst des Mittelalters. Bern/Berlin 
et al.: Peter Lang, 2000, pp. 33–35. 
38 Mohnhaupt, Beziehungsgeflechte, p. 35. 
39 von Harnack, Adolf: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gott. Eine Untersuchung zur Geschichte der 
Grundlegung der katholischen Kirche. Leipzig 1924 (2. Auflage, ND Darmstadt 1996). 
40 Slenczka, Notger: “Die Kirche und das Alte Testament”. In: Das Alte Testament in der Theologie. 
Ed. Elisabeth Gräb-Schmidt, Leipzig 2013, S. 83–119. 
41 Brumlik, Micha: “Antijudiasmus in neuem Gewand?”. Jüdische Allgemeine, 20. 04. 2016, 
https://www.juedische-allgemeine.de/religion/antijudaismus-in-neuem-gewand/ (last viewed 
08.10.2021).; Assmann, Jan: “Die Fremdheit des Alten Testaments. Bemerkungen zu einer 
These von Notger Slenczka”. FAZ, 01. 07. 2015. 
42 It is not the place here to reconstruct the course of the entire public discussion, which seems 
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relation of the Old and New Testament was at stake, which includes eventually 
the Christian attitude towards Judaism. Whereas Slenczka tried to show that the 
aim of his argumentation was to avoid the Christian usurpation of the Old 
Testament43 the vast majority of scholars argued for its fundamental relevance 
for Christian thinking and the indisputable nexus of the Old and New Testament 
from a Christian perspective.44 

Against the background of this discursive and methodological complexity 
Auerbach’s proposal of the term figural interpretation/prophecy 
(Figuraldeutung/Figuralprophetie) should gain new attention. Besides its critical 
distance to the problematic term typology, as I outlined above, figural 
interpretation benefits from the fact that it eludes the redundant discussion about 
the difference between typological and allegorical interpretation, which is a con-
struct of a modern theological discourse45 and was not of interest for the late an-
tique and medieval Christian exegesis. 

                                                           
to be still ongoing. Below a short selection of the commentaries in the German-speaking press: 
Bingener, Reinhard: “Der Gott des Gemetzels”. FAZ, 21. 04. 2015 
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/berlin-professor-fordert-abschaffung-des-alten-
testaments-13549027-p2.html?printPagedArticle=true#pageIndex_2 (last viewed 08.10.2021); 
Graf, Friedrich Wilhelm: “Hiobs Botschaft”. FAS, 27. 04. 2015  
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/kann-man-das-alte-testament-einfach-
streichen-13558589.html (last viewed 08.10.2021); Prösser, Claudia: “Das Alte, das Neue und das 
Fremde”. In: taz, 23. 04. 2015 https://taz.de/Bibel-Streit-an-der-Humboldt-Uni/!5011093/ (last 
viewed 08.10.2021); Tück, Jan-Heiner: “Christentum ohne Wurzel?”. NZZ, 21. 06. 2015 
https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/christentum-ohne-wurzel-1.18565646?reduced=true (last 
viewed 08.10.2021). 
43 Slenczka, Notger: “Differenz tut Not. Systematische Erwägungen zum Neuen Testament”. In: 
Zeitzeichen 6/2015, pp. 8–12.  
https://www.theologie.hu-berlin.de/de/professuren/stellen/st/AT/zeitzeichen_at_debatte.pdf 
(last viewed 08.10.2021); id., “Was soll die These: Das AT hat in der Kirche keine kanonische 
Geltung mehr?”, Vortrag, https://www.theologie.hu-berlin.de/de/professuren/stellen/st/was-
soll-die-these.pdf (last viewed 08.10.2021). 
44 Cf. https://www.theologie.hu-berlin.de/de/professuren/stellen/st/stellungnahme-zu-den-
aeusserungen-von-herrn-slenczka-1.pdf (last viewed 08.10.2021). https://www.deutscher-
koordinierungsrat.de/dkr-home-Stellungnahme-Theologieprofessor-will-Altes-Testament-
verbannen (last viewed 08.10.2021). 
45 “Among the Church Fathers and most medieval exegetes, the fact that Paul (Gal 4:24) used 
allegoria typologically led to the coexistence of concepts like typus, figura, praefiguratio and 
allegoria, and to the inclusion of typology within Allegoresis.”; Suntrup, Rudolf: “Typology”. In: 
Brill’s New Pauly online. Eds. Hubert Cancik – Helmuth Schneider, dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-
9347_bnp_e15306250 (last viewed 21.10.2021). Erich Auerbach represents the modern position 
according to which typology and allegory must be distinguished. For a critic of this suggestion 
by Protestant theologians cf. Curtius, Ernst Robert: “Gustav Gröber und die romanische 
Philologie”. Zeitschrift für romanische Philologie 67 (1951), pp. 225–288; Jauss, Hans-Robert: 
“Form und Auffassung der Allegorie in der Tradition der ‘Psychomachia’”. In: Medium Aevum 
vivum. Festschrift für Walter Bulst. Ed. Hans-Robert Jauss. Heidelberg: Winter 1960, pp. 179–206; 
cf. Meier, Christian: “Überlegungen zum gegenwärtigen Stand der Allegorie-Forschung. Mit 
besonderer Berücksichtigung der Mischformen”. In: Frühmittelalterliche Studien. 10 (1976) 1–70 
(especially pp. 34–41). For a distinction from a Catholic point of view cf. Jean Daniélou: 
“Traversée de la mer Rouge et baptême aux premiers siècles”. Recherches de science religieuse 33 
(1946), pp. 402–430; idem. 1950. Critical is de Lubac, Henri: “‘Typologieʼ et ‘Allegorisme’”. 
Recherches de science religieuse 34 (1947), pp. 180–226; idem, Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens de 
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Byzantine Iconoclasm and the Problem of the Unwritten Tradition 

The idea of typology as the core of Christian representation in Late Antiquity was 
tremendously challenged by the landmark study of Sabine Schrenk46: Schrenk 
was able to show that only certain representations can be regarded as typological 
on the basis of a close study of objects and monuments such as the Brescia casket, 
the Melchizedek mosaic of San Vitale, and others. Furthermore, Schrenk demon-
strated that typological representation in Late Antique art does not necessarily 
need the visual representation of an antitype but can also point to this antitype in 
terms of image structure or the placement of the image in the church.47 Schrenk 
identified the semantic field of early Christian typology as exclusively applying to 
the realm of sacrifice (Opfertypologie),48 namely the Eucharist and the Passion. 

When it came to the Iconoclastic controversy in Byzantium in the second quar-
ter of the 8th century49 the possibility of a Christian image was essentially ques-
tioned. The Iconoclast party brought the argument of the impossibility of depic-
tion of Christ according to his two natures forward50 bolstered by the prohibition 
of images in the Old Testament tradition. Within a theological landscape where 
all innovation means heresy the prohibition of images was more than an arbitrary 
argument in favor of the Iconoclastic cause. 

The Iconophiles had to prove that the use of images was rooted in Christian 
tradition and had therefore to undermine the Mosaic commandment, which 
clearly prohibits images of God.51 

For this reason, figural interpretation/typology was “(t)he most common kind 
of scriptural exegesis used by iconophile writers.”52 In doing so, the Iconophile 
theologians pursued two objectives which reveal the problems of this exegetical 
method from the modern perspective mentioned above: In a first step the 
Iconophiles professed themselves to the relevance of the Old Testament in terms 
of the prefiguration of the New, just to demonstrate that it was eventually over-
come by the Incarnation and the Christian faith. 

                                                           
l’écriture, Paris: Aubier, 1959, pp. 352f. 
46 Schrenk, Typos und Antitypos. 
47 Schrenk summarizes this evidence as “typologische Verknüpfungen ohne eigenes Bildfeld”; 
Schrenk, Typos und Antitypos, p. 178. 
48 Schrenk, Typos und Antitypos, p. 187: “Der Begriff ‘Opfertypologie’ […] charakterisiert früh-
christliche typologische Darstellungen insgesamt.” 
49 For a detailed survey of the historical events cf. Brubaker – Haldon, Byzantium in the Iconoclast 
Era, pp. 69–155. 
50 Cf. Parry, Depicting the Word, pp. 99–113. 
51 Ex. 20, 4–5: “You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is 
in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall 
not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God […].” 
52 Parry, Depicting the Word, p. 125. 
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A quotation of the florilegium53 on the First Oration on the Divine Images54 by 
John of Damascus55, one of the most prominent exponents of the Iconophile 
party, may illustrate this twofold strategy. Melchizedek, the legendary priest-king 
of Salem, who brought wine and bread to Abram (fig. 1),56 was already in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews identified as a typos of Christ.57 John of Damascus quotes 
Saint John Chrysostom58 from his interpretation of the Epistle to the Hebrews: 

“In a certain way the first is an image of the second (εἰκὼν τοῦ δευτέρου τὸ πρῶτον), 

Melchizedek [an image, SS] of Christ, just as one might say that a sketch of a picture (τὸ 
πρὸ ταύτης σκίασμα τοῦ γραφέως) is a shadow of the picture in colors(σκιὰν τῆς γραφῆς τῆς 
ἐν χρώμασι), therefore [time of the, SS] law is called a shadow, [the time of, SS] grace is 

called truth, and reality of what to come (πράγματα τὰ μέλλοντα). So the law and 

Melchizedek are preparatory sketches [foreshadow] of the picture in colors (Μελχισεδὲκ 

                                                           
53 For me there is no doubt that the florilegium of the First Oration and especially the scholia 
are authentic being the role model for the florilegia of Oration II and III as Kotter has shown; 
Kotter, Die Schriften des Johannes, pp. 24–33. Cf. further the thoughtful study by Alexakis, 
Alexander: Codex Parisinus Graecus 1115 and its Archetype. Dumbarton Oaks Studies 35, 1996. 
54 Kotter, Die Schriften des Johannes, pp. 63–200. English translation by Louth, Andrew, Three 
Treatises on the Divine Images, New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press 2003. On the genesis of 
the orations cf. Kotter, Die Schriften des Johannes, pp. 1–63. The dating of John’s three defenses 
is still part of controversial debate: whereas Kotter in the 1970s has argued for an origin in the 
730s, the most recent suggestions antedate the work in the forties; cf. Louth, Andrew: St. John 
Damascene: Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002, p. 204, respectively on the eve of the Council of Hiereia (754), Speck, Paul: Artabasdos, der 
rechtgläubige Vorkämpfer der göttlichen Lehren. ΠΟΙΚΙΛΑ ΒΥΖΑΝΤΙΝΑ 2, Bonn 1981, pp. 179–
243. It is obvious, that John’s treatises and the Horos of Hiereia (754) refer to the same biblical 
and patristic sources, and the fourfold anathema of John at the end of the Horos is definitely a 
strong hint, that John was the main theological opponent for the argumentation of the Horos. 
But, in my opinion, this does not help to decide whether the treatises were written in the 40s or 
the 50s of the eighth century but does only coincide a date before Hiereia. Concerning Hiereia 
cf. most recently: Krannich, Torsten – Christoph Schubert – Claudia Sode: Die ikonoklastische 
Synode von Hiereia 754. Einleitung, Text. Übersetzung und Kommentar ihres Horos. Tübingen 2002. 
55 On the life and work of John of Damascus cf. Andrew Louth, St. John Damascene. Louth char-
acterizes John’s theological position within the Iconoclastic discourse as follows: “John’s defense 
of icons and their veneration is both far-reaching and fundamental: it makes the icon part of the 
fundamental fabric of Christian belief, and argues that iconoclasm is more than simply objection 
to an isolated devotional, threatens to undermine Christianity itself”; Louth, St. John Damascene, 
p. 219. To what extent John, who was born in Damascus and was raised in a world dominated 
by the Islamic Umayyad dynasty, and his arguments in favor of images were also triggered by 
the prohibition of images in his Islamic environment is part of scholarly discussion; Louth, St. 
John Damascene, pp. 4–14, pp. 220–222. 
56 Gen. 14, 18–20: “And Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine: and he was [is] 
the priest of the most high God. And he blessed him, and said, ‘Blessed be Abram to the most 
high God, possessor of heaven and earth, And blessed be the most high God, which hath deliv-
ered thine enemies into thy hand.’ And he gave him tithe from all.” 
57 Hebr. 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:1, 10, 11, 15, 17, 21. See for example Hebr. 7:11–12: “If therefore perfec-
tion were by the Levitical priesthood (for under it the people received the law), what further need 
was there that another priest should rise after the order of Melchizedek, and not be called after 
the order of Aaron? For the priesthood being changed, there is made of necessity a change also 
of the law.” 
58 The passage by Saint John Chrysostom is unidentified; Kotter, Die Schriften des Johannes, p. 
28.  
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προσκίασμα τῆς ἐν χρώμασι γραφῆς), (the time of) grace shows the truth in a colored paint-

ing (ἡ ἐν χρώμασι γραφή), while reality belongs to the ages to come; just as the Old 

Testament is the typos of typos (a figure of something which will make something other 

visible, τύπου τύπον), as the New Testament is the typos (makes visible by not being iden-

tical with it) the reality [i. e. the things to come] (τῶν πραγμάτων τύπον).”59 

This excerpt is absolutely notable in the context of the present paper because it 
shows the sublime intertwining of multilayered image terms which the ancient 
Greek language provides. Speaking of the painting/image John uses conse-
quently the term ἐν χρώμασι γραφή (verbatim: a graphè in colors), a term, as shown 
above, which operates at the interface between image and script, painting and 
writing. This is by no means accidental but part of John’s strategy to converge 
script and image to prove that they belong to the same semantic field. In doing 
so John strengthened the Iconophile argument that the image is part of a 
Christian unwritten tradition. The passage cited finds its climax in the use of typos 
and demonstrated the rich semantic range of the word: the formula τύπου τύπον 
used to describe the Old Covenant only makes sense when the two different se-
mantic levels — the concrete, figurative one and the abstract one — are both 
taken into account. The proposed translation as “a figure of something which will 
make something other visible” shows how John is able to formulate the concept 
of figural interpretation concisely with only two words due to the complex seman-
tics of typos. 

Such a reading of the figure of Melchizedek is already present in the mosaic of 
the Offering of Melchizedek in the south side of the clerestory cycle in the nave 
in Santa Maria Maggiore from the first half of the 5th century (fig.1): Christ pre 
sides over the scene from heaven and points directly to the figure of Melchizedek 
who as high-priest-king is outside the Levitical order typos Christi. I would not 
follow Schrenk’s interpretation of the mosaic; she suggests that the figure in 
heaven be read as God the Father. Aside from the fact that this would be the only 
representation of God the Father in Late Antique art, the typological context of 
Melchizedek offering bread and wine makes perfectly clear that the mosaic does 
not only refer to the Eucharist but also represents the fulfilment of Melchizedek’s 
offering through the Incarnation of Christ. This becomes even more evident by 
the placement of the mosaic as the first of the clerestory cycle of the south side, 

                                                           
59 John Damasc., Orat. I, 53: “καί πως εἰκὼν τοῦ δευτέρου τὸ πρῶτον, ὁ Μελχισεδὲκ τοῦ Χριστοῦ, 
ὥσπερ ἄν τις εἴποι σκιὰν τῆς γραφῆς τῆς ἐν χρώμασι τὸ πρὸ ταύτης σκίασμα τοῦ γραφέως· διὰ τοῦτο 
γὰρ ὁ νόμος καλεῖται σκιά, ἡ δὲ χάρις ἀλήθεια, πράγματα δὲ τὰ μέλλοντα. Ὥστε ὁ μὲν νόμος καὶ ὁ 
Μελχισεδὲκ προσκίασμα τῆς ἐν χρώμασι γραφῆς, ἡ δὲ χάρις καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια ἡ ἐν χρώμασι γραφή, τὰ 
δὲ πράγματα τοῦ μέλλοντος αἰῶνος, ὡς εἶναι τὴν παλαιὰν τύπου τύπον καὶ τὴν νέαν τῶν πραγμάτων 
τύπον.” Translation by SS. The translation by Parry, Depicting the Word, p. 127 is misleading and 
does not regard the complexity of the different image formulas. Cf. John Damascene: Three 
Treatises on the Divine Images. Trans. by Andrew Louth. New York: St. Vladimir’s Press 2003, 
pp. 48–49. 
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Fig. 1: Offering of Melchizedek, detail of the mosaics of north side of the nave of Santa Maria Maggiore, 
Rome, 432–440. From: Joachim Poeschke: Mosaiken in Italien 300–1300. München: Hirmer, 2009, p. 86 
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and hence being the image closest to the altar on the south side of the nave, the 
place of the Eucharist. This visual relation of the Melchizedek mosaic to the altar 
was not made accidentally, as Schrenk emphasized by showing that the place-
ment of the mosaic eventually disrupts the chronical order of the biblical narra-
tion and was therefore chosen on purpose.60 

Although the Old Testament had only the epiphanic realization of a shadow, the 
prohibition of images could not be swept aside easily. Because of that John 
adopted a further argument by pointing out that in the period under the law (sub 
lege) images existed und were even commissioned by God himself. 

At the beginning of this passage in his First Oration John addresses the alleged 
contradiction between the prohibition of images and images made by divine com-
mission such as the cherubim on the Ark and at the curtains of the tabernacle 
directly to demonstrate that there is no general prohibition of image-making in 
the Old Testament: 

“Answer me this question. Is God one God? Yes, you say, as it seems to me, one lawgiver. 

Why then does He decree what is contradictory? For the cherubim are not outside crea-

tion. Why then does he prescribe carved cherubim fashioned by human hand to over-

shadow the mercy seat? It is clear that it is impossible to make an image of God or of 

anything like God, since he is uncircumscribable (ἀπεριγράπτου) and unimaginable, lest 

the creation be venerated in worship as God. Since the cherubim are circumscribable 

(περιγραπτῶν), He prescribes the making of an image of them prostrate before the divine 

throne, to overshadow the mercy seat; for it was fitting that the image of the heavenly 

ministers (τῇ εἰκόνι τῶν οὐρανίων λειτουργῶν) should shadow (prefigure, σκιάζεσθαι) the 

image of the divine mysteries (τὴν εἰκόνα τῶν θείων μυστηρίων). And what do you say about 

the ark, the jar and the mercy seat? Were they not handmade? Not the work of human 

hands? Were they not fashioned, as you put it, from unworthy matter? What of the whole 

tabernacle? Was is not an image (Οὐχὶ εἰκὼν ἦν)? Not a shadow (σκιὰ) and a copy 

(ὑπόδειγμα)? Therefore the divine apostle says about the sacred things made in accordance 

with the law: These things serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly sanctuary; for when 

Moses was about to erect the tabernacle, he was instructed by God, saying, See that you 

make everything according to the pattern which was shown you on the mountain (πάντα 
κατὰ τὸν τύπον τὸν δειχθέντα σοι ἐν τῷ ὄρει).61 But the law was not an image, but a fore-

shadowing of an image (εἰκόνος προσκίασμα); therefore, the same apostle says, For the law 

having a shadow of the good things to come (Σκιὰν τῶν μελλόντων ἀγαθῶν), not being 

itself the image of realities (οὐκ τὴν εἰκόνα τῶν πραγμάτων).62 If then the law prohibits 

                                                           
60 Schrenk, Typos und Antitypos, pp. 51–55. For the entire Old Testament cycle in Santa Maria 
Maggiore see Deckers, Johannes G.: Der alttestamentliche Zyklus von Santa Maria Maggiore in 
Rom. Studien zur Bildgeschichte (Habelts Dissertationsdrucke. Reihe Klassische Archäologie 8), 
Bonn: Habelt, 1976. 
61 Hebr. 8:5. 
62 Hebr. 10:1. 
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images, while being itself an outline (προχάραγμα) of an image (εἰκόνος) in advance, what 

shall we say? If then tabernacle is a shadow and a typos of typos [a figure of something 

which will make something other visible] (τύπου τύπον), how then can the law command 

that images be not drawn/written (εἰκονογραφεῖν)? But these things are not so, not at all. 

Rather, there is a season for everything.63”64 

Aside from the fact that the passage demonstrates how John uses a wide range of 
image terms with aplomb it is remarkable that he defines the whole historical 
model of figural interpretation by means of different degrees of visuality as a three 
step development towards salvation: The Old Testament provides the fig-
ure/outline/shadow of the images which will point to the heavenly realities and 
the New Testament represents the colored images indicating the divine things to 
come whereas the faithful still have to wait to see the divine realities completely 
unveiled (πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον). Hence it becomes obvious that the mental 
contortion of figural interpretation which explains salvation history is also a gen-
uinely visual way of thinking. If the Old Testament allows access to the figures of 
the images in the New Testament which will introduce the more precise images 
of the divine realities yet to come the entire Scripture is not only a written docu-
ment but itself an expression of different forms of visual ascertainments leading 
from the veiled (the abstract figure of the Old Testament) to the more concrete 
(the colored image of the New Testament) to the revelation of the divine realities 
in the parousia. For John, defending the Christian image against the accusation 
of not being part of the written tradition of the Scripture, this discursive, twofold 
strategy is instrumental in proving that the prohibition of images on the one hand 
is only addressed to the Jews suspected of idolatry but never was intended to be 
binding for Christians who — in contrast to the Jews — can read the veiled mean-
ing of the Old Testament properly. On the other hand, according to this line of 

                                                           
63 Eccles. 3.1. 
64 John Damasc., Orat. I. 15 (trans. by Andrew Louth, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, p. 29): 
“Λέγε μοι ἐρωτῶντι·Εἷς θεὸς ὁ θεός; Ναί, φήσεις, ὡς ἔμοιγε δοκεῖ, εἷς νομοθέτης. Οὐ γὰρ ἔξω τῆς 
κτίσεως τὰ χερουβίμ. Τί οὖν προστάττει χερουβὶμ γλυπτὰ ἀνθρώπων χερσὶν τεκταινόμενα σκιάζειν 
τὸ ἱλαστήριον; Ἢ δῆλον, ὡς θεοῦ μὲν ὡς ἀπεριγράπτου καὶ ἀνεικάστου ποιεῖν εἰκόνα ἀμήχανον ἤ 
τινος ὡς θεοῦ, ἵνα μὴ ὡς θεὸς λατρευομένη προσκυνῆται ἡ κτίσις. Τῶν δὲ χερουβὶμ ὡς περιγραπτῶν 
καὶ τῷ θείῳ θρόνῳ δουλοπρεπῶς παρεστώτων τὴν εἰκόνα προστάττει ποιεῖν δουλοπρεπῶς 
σκιάζουσαν τὸ ἱλαστήτάττει ποιεῖν δουλοπρεπῶς σκιάζουσαν τὸ ἱλαστήριον·ἔπρεπε γὰρ τῇ εἰκόνι 
τῶν οὐρανίων λειτουργῶν τὴν εἰκόνα τῶν θείων μυστηρίων σκιάζεσθαι.Τί δὲ φὴς τὴν κιβωτόν, τὴν 
στάμνον, τὸ ἱλαστήριον; Οὐ χειρότευκτα; Οὐκ ἔργα χειρῶν ἀνθρώπων; Οὐκ ἐξ ἀτίμου, ὡς σὺ φής, 
ὕλης κατεσκευασμένα; Τί δὲ ἡ σκηνὴ ἅπασα; Οὐχὶ εἰκὼν ἦν; Οὐ σκιὰ καὶ ὑπόδειγμα; Φησὶ 
τοιγαροῦν ὁ θεῖος ἀπόστολος περὶ τῶν κατὰ τὸν νόμον ἱερέων διεξιών· Οἵτινες ὑποδείγματι καὶ σκιᾷ 
λατρεύουσι τῶν ἐπουρανίων, καθὼς κεχρημάτισται Μωσῆς μέλλων ἐπιτελεῖν τὴν σκηνήν. Ὅρα γάρ 
φησι, ποιήσεις πάντα κατὰ τὸν τύπον τὸν δειχθέντα σοι ἐν τῷ ὄρει.» Ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ εἰκὼν ἦν ὁ νόμος, 
ἀλλ’ εἰκόνος προσκίασμα·φησὶ γοῦν ὁ αὐτὸς ἀπόστολος·«Σκιὰν γὰρ ἔχων ὁ νόμος τῶν μελλόντων 
ἀγαθῶν, οὐκ αὐτὴν τὴν εἰκόνα τῶν πραγμάτων.» Εἰ οὖν ὁ νόμος εἰκόνας ἀπαγορεύει, αὐτὸς δὲ 
εἰκόνος ἐστὶ προχάραγμα, τί φήσομεν; Εἰ ἡ σκηνὴ σκιὰ καὶ τύπου τύπος, πῶς μὴ εἰκονογραφεῖν ὁ 
νόμος διακελεύεται; Ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἔστιν οὕτω ταῦτα, οὐκ ἔστι· καιρὸς» δὲ μᾶλλον τῷ παντὶ ταῦτα, οὐκ 
ἔστι·«καιρὸς» δὲ μᾶλλον τῷ παντὶ πράγματι.”; suggestions in italics by the author. 
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figural interpretation, the text of the Scripture becomes itself a form of visual rep-
resentation, not metaphorically but as a definite outline of God’s design, whereas 
the different gradations of visuality — from the veiled to the more concrete to the 
revealed — mark distinct historical stages within salvation history. As John puts 
it: 

“[…] there are said to be images of the future, describing the things to come in shadowy 

enigmas.”65 

Additionally, John uses the ambiguity of graphein between writing and painting 
again intentionally speaking of the writing of images (εἰκονογραφεῖν) with the ob-
jective to level the relevance of the Mosaic commandment of the prohibition of 
images.66 Another important aspect of John’s and the Iconophile argumentation 
in general is the fact that they acknowledge the written (the Gospels, the Church 
Fathers, the Councils etc.) and the unwritten tradition (the Christian practice of 
image making) as “a single source of truth and revelation.”67 In fundamental op-
position to the Iconoclast position, which emphasized the sole validity of the writ-
ten word and the written tradition, John states: 

“Not only has the ordinance of the Church been handed down in writings, but also in 

unwritten traditions.”68 

As mentioned before, one of the main efforts of the Iconophile party was to prove 
that the Christian image was no innovation. By integrating the unwritten tradi-
tion into the ecclesiastical canon the Christian image could be understood as part 
of a traditional Christian practice. 

Figural interpretation and the idea of typos was eventually also prevalent within 
the Iconophile conception between the relation of the image (icon) and its proto-
type (Christ, or a saint). John writes regarding this pictorial relationship: 

“[…] if the divine Scripture (ἡ θεία γραφὴ) bestows on God figures (τύπους) that seem to be 

bodily, as shapes (σχήματα) are seen, yet they are in a way incorporeal; for they were seen, 

not with bodily, but intellectual eyes, by the prophets to whom they were revealed, for they 

                                                           
65 John Damasc., Orat. I, 12 (trans. Louth, Three Treatises, p. 27): “Πάλιν εἰκὼν λέγεται τῶν 
ἐσομένων αἰνιγματωδῶς σκιαγραφοῦσα τὰ μέλλοντα […].” 
66 This discursive strategy can be found throughout Iconophile literature; cf. Parry, Depicting the 
Word, pp. 131–132. 
67 Parry, Depicting the Word, p. 160. 
68 John. Damasc., Orat. I, 23 (Louth, Three Treatises, p. 37): “Οὐ μόνον γράμμασι τὴν 
ἐκκλησιαστικὴν θεσμοθεσίαν παρέδωκαν, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἀγράφοις τισὶ παραδόσεσι.” Similar Theodorus 
Studites in his second Oration, cf. Theod. Stud., Orat. II. 6–7 (trans. Roth, On the Holy Icons, 
p.46): “Heretic [i. e. Iconoclast, SS]: But since it is not written that Christ is the prototype of His 
image, your statement cannot be accepted, because it is not included in the traditional confes-
sion of our faith. Orthodox [i. e. Iconophile]: Many teachings which are not written in many 
words but have equal force with the written teachings”; “Ἀλλ’ ἡνίκα μὴ γέγραπται εἶναι Χριστὸν 
πρωτότυπον τῆς ἑαυτοῦ εἰκόνος, ἀπαράδεκτος ὁ λόγος·μὴ παραλαμβανόμενος ἡμῶν τῇ κατὰ πίστιν 
ὁμολογίᾳ. ΟΡΘ. Πολλὰ δὴ ἃ οὐ γέγραπται λέξεσιν αὐταῖς, ἰσοδυναμεῖ δὲ τοῖς γεγραμμένοι […].” 
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were not seen by all. To put it simply: we can make images of everything with a visible 

shape (εἰκόνας πάντων τῶν σχημάτων); we understand these things, just as they are seen. 

For it is from words that we understand shapes, but from what we have seen we also come 

to an understanding of these things, so it is also with each of the senses, from what we 

smell or taste or touch, we come to understand these things through words. […] For God 

is by nature completely incorporeal; angels and souls and demons; in comparison with 

the alone incomparable God, are bodily, therefor, not wishing that we should be com-

pletely ignorant of the incorporeal beings, bestowed in them figures and shapes and im-

ages that bear some analogy with our nature, bodily shapes seen by the immaterial sight 

of the intellect and we depict these beings and give them shapes, just as the cherubim 

were depicted and given shapes. But Scripture has shapes and images of God, too. (Ἀλλὰ 
καὶ θεοῦ σχήματα καὶ εἰκόνας ἡ γραφὴ ἔχει).”69 

This passage of John’s third oration impressively illustrates the fundamental in-
fluence the mental process of figural interpretation had for the Iconophile con-
ceptualisation of the icon by means of Scripture itself. In this regard script and 
image, writing and painting, hearing and reading are of the same educational and 
truth revealing relevance: 

“ […] we also long to see and to hear and to be blessed. They [the apostles, SS] saw face-to-

face, since to them he was bodily present; in our case, however, since he is not bodily 

present, even as we hear his word through books and are sanctified in our hearing and 

through it we are blessed in our souls, and venerate and honor the books, through which 

we hear his words, so also through the depiction of images we behold the form of his 

bodily character and the miracles and all that he endured, and we are sanctified and as-

sured, and we rejoice and are blessed, and we revere and honor and venerate his bodily 

character.”70 

                                                           
69 John. Damasc., Orat. III, 24–25 (trans. Louth, Three Treatises, pp. 100–101): “ εἰ καὶ ἡ θεία 
γραφὴ τύπους θεῷ περιτίθησι τὸ μὲν δοκεῖν σωματικούς, ὥστε σχήματα ὁρᾶσθαι, καὶ αὐτοὺς δὲ 
ἀσωμάτους οὐ γὰρ σωματικοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς, ἀλλὰ νοεροῖς ἑωρῶντο τοῖς προφήταις καὶ οἷς 
ἀπεκαλύπτοντο, οὐ γὰρ πᾶσιν ἑωρῶντο. Ἁπλῷ δὲ λόγῳ εἰπεῖν, δυνάμεθα ποιεῖν εἰκόνας πάντων τῶν 
σχημάτων, ὧν εἴδομεν νοοῦμεν δὲ ταῦτα, καθὼς ὡράθη. Εἰ γὰρ καὶ ἀπὸ τῶν λόγων ἔσθ’ ὅτε 
κατανοοῦμεν σχήματα, ἀλλ’ ἐξ ὧν εἴδομεν, καὶ ἐπὶ τὴν τούτων ἐρχόμεθα κατανόησιν. Οὕτω καὶ ἐφ’ 
ἑκάστης αἰσθήσεως, ἐξ ὧν ὠσφράνθημεν ἢ ἐγευσάμεθα ἢ αἰσθήσεως, ἐξ ὧν ὠσφράνθημεν ἢ 
ἐγευσάμεθα ἢ ἡψάμεθα, διὰ λόγων ἐπὶ τὴν τούτων ἐρχόμεθα κατανόησιν. […] Ὁ μὲν γὰρ θεὸς φύσει 
καὶ παντελῶς ἀσώματος·ἄγγελος δὲ καὶ ψυχὴ καὶ δαίμων πρὸς μὲν θεὸν συγκρινόμενοι τὸν μόνον 
ἀσύγκριτον σώματά εἰσι, πρὸς δὲ τὰ ὑλικὰ σώματα ἀσώματοι. Μὴ θέλων οὖν ὁ θεὸς παντελῶς 
ἀγνοεῖν ἡμᾶς τὰ ἀσώματα περιέθη-κεν αὐτοῖς τύπους καὶ σχήματα καὶ εἰκόνας κατὰ τὴν ἀναλογίαν 
τῆς φύσεως ἡμῶν σχήματα σωματικὰ ἐν ἀύλῳ ὁράσει νοὸς ὁρώμενα, καὶ ταῦτα σχη-ματίζομεν καὶ 
εἰκονίζομεν, ἐπεί πως ἐσχηματίσθη καὶ εἰκονίσθη τὰ χερουβίμ. Ἀλλὰ καὶ θεοῦ σχήματα καὶ εἰκόνας 
ἡ γραφὴ ἔχει.” 
70 John Damasc., Orat. IIΙ. 12 (trans. Louth, Three Treatises, p. 93): “καὶ ἡμεῖς ἰδεῖν καὶ ἀκοῦσαι 
καὶ μακαρισθῆναι. Εἶδον ἐκεῖνοι πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσπωπον, ἐπειδὴ παρῆν σωματικῶς ἡμεῖς δέ, 
ἐπειδὴ σωματικῶς οὐ πάρεστιν, ὥσπερ διὰ βίβλων ἀκούο ωματικῶς οὐ πάρεστιν, ὥσπερ διὰ βίβλων 
ἀκούομεν τῶν λόγων αὐτοῦ καὶ ἁγιαζόμεθα τὴν ἀκοὴν καὶ δι’ αὐτῆς τὴν ψυχὴν καὶ μακαριζόμεθα 
καὶ προσκυνοῦμεν τιμῶντες τὰς βίβλους, δι’ ὧν ἀκούομεν τῶν λόγων αὐτοῦ, οὕτως καὶ διὰ γραφῆς 
εἰκόνων θεωροῦμεν τὸ ἐκτύπωμα τοῦ σωματικοῦ χαρακτῆρος αὐτοῦ καὶ τῶν θαυμάτων καὶ τῶν 
παθημάτων αὐτοῦ καὶ ἁγιαζόμεθα καὶ πληροφορούμεθα καὶ χαίρoμεν καὶ μακαριζόμεθα καὶ 
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The Iconophile doctrine of the icon is yet mainly considered with regard to its 
Christological conception or its origins within classical philosophical tradition.71 
The aim of this paper was to add to the discussion of the theologising of the 
Christian image the aspect of figural interpretation, which was an important in-
strument for the apology in favor of the image as prefigured and provided by 
Scripture as a central tool to outline that the Second Commandment was not 
binding for Christians. 

The conceptualisation of the image was examined profoundly within the dis-
course of Byzantine Iconoclasm for the first time in the course of Christian think-
ing and resulted in the equivalence of script and image within the Orthodox 
church, both equally relevant for salvation; an exceptional case for a religion to be 
ostensibly based on a holy text. But as I hope to have shown in my arguments the 
Christian exegesis was genuinely affected by the idea of different stages of visu-
ality which shaped the exegetical method of figural interpretation and prepared due 
to the terminological intertwining of script and image, writing and painting as 
present in the Greek terms graphe and typos the theoretical background of the 
theological acclamation of the Christian image. 

The salvation-relevant augmentation of the image was officially decreed in the 
Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea in 787,72 which was tolerated by Pope 
Hadrian II., but was effectively never accepted in the West, where the primacy of 
the Scripture was never questioned seriously.73 The Horos of Nicaea II decrees: 

“We preserve without innovation all the traditions of the church that have been laid down 

for us whether written or unwritten. One of these is reproduction in painted images, as 

something that is in harmony with the narration of the gospel message for the confirming 

of the real and in no way phantasmal incarnation of God the Word, and which serves us 

by conferring the same benefit. For these two things [the Icons and the Gospels; my note] 

provide indisputable proof of each other and give expression to each other.”74 

                                                           
σέβομεν καὶ τιμῶμεν καὶ προσκυνοῦμεν τὸν χαρακτῆρα αὐτοῦ τὸν σωματικόν.” 
71 Cf. Anagnostopoulos, Thalia: “Aristotle and Byzantine Iconoclasm». In: Greek, Roman, and 
Byzantine Studies 53 (2013), pp. 763–790. 
72 For the Horos of Nicaea II cf. Price, Richard: The Acts of the Second Council of Nicaea (787). 
Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2018, vol. II., pp. 561–578. 
73 For the Western reactions to the Byzantine image controversy cf. Thomas F. X. Noble, Images, 
Iconoclasm, and the Carolingians, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013. 
74 Trans. Price: The Acts of the Second Council of Nicaea (787), vol. II., p. 564. “πάσας τὰς 
ἐκκλεσιαστικὰς ἐγράφως καὶ ἀγράφως τεθεσπισμένας ἡμῖν παραδόσεις ἀκαινοτομήτως 
φυλλάτομεν·ὧν μία ἐστὶ καὶ ἡ τῆς εἰκονικῆς ἁναζωγραφήσεως ἐκτύπωσις ὠς τῇ ἱστορίᾳ τοῦ 
εὐαγγελικοῦ κηρύγματος συνᾴδουσα πρὸς πίστωσιν τῆς ἀληθινῆς καί οὐ κατὰ φαντασίαν τοῦ θεοῦ 
λόγου ἐνανθρωπήσεως καὶ εἰς ὁμοίαν λυσιτέλειαν ἡμῖν χρησιμεύουσα· τὰ γὰρ ἁλλήλων δηλωτικὰ 
ἀναμφιβόλως καὶ τὰς ἀλλήλων ἔχουσιν ἐμφάσει.” A recent analysis of the Horos of Nicaea II offers 
Mathews, Thomas F.: The Dawn of Christian Art in Panel Paintings and Icons. Los Angeles: Getty 
Publications 2016, pp. 211–215. Mathews reads the Horos especially as an instruction for cult 
practices but is not interested in the relation of script and image the Horos particularly refers to. 
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It stands to reason that the specific development of the rise of the Byzantine icon 
as a result of the triumph of the Iconophile party was substantially prefigured by 
a Christian exegetical tradition which was inherently visual, figurative, and imag-
istically oriented by enshrining at the same time the visual inaccessibility of the 
divine realities which will only be seen revelata facie (πρόσωπον πρὸς πρόσωπον) 
after the Second Coming of Christ. In this respect, it may be argued, the icon is a 
colored image of the Holy as the New Testament is the colored typos of the proto-
type operating on the interface of the past and future of God’s plan for salvation 
making visible the historic grace of the Incarnation and the promise of future 
redemption in the parousia. Furthermore, the icon as an entirely typological mode 
of representation always preserves its relational, ontological indigence which de-
sires the prototype and is therefore incapable of being an idol.  

This may be the reason, as I would suggest with respect to the posed aspects in 
this article, that in Byzantium typology as a mode of visual representation, as a 
dense web of pictorial juxtapositions of scenes and persons of the Old and New 
Testament was never as popular as it was in the West after the dogmatisation of 
the icon, because it eventually became redundant: as it was conceptualised in the 
course of Byzantine Iconoclasm the Byzantine icon is an intrinsically typological 
form of representation, which embodies the three fold model of the Christian 
approach to visuality as an artificial object which can be seen and touched by the 
faithful and hence is able to make visible the different stages of salvation history 
within a single image.  

Nevertheless, one may legitimately question to what degree this typological con-
ception of the Christian image affected Christian image practices in Byzantium. 
It seems by no means particularly in a society where it became common custom 
to kiss the icons, to drink mixed particles taken from the icon and where promi-
nent icons were regarded as agents. But this contradiction of theory and practice 
must be the focus of another discussion. 

 

Sources of Illustrations 
Fig. 1: Offering of Melchizedek, detail of the mosaics of north side of the nave of Santa Maria 
Maggiore, Rome, 432–440. From: Joachim Poeschke: Mosaiken in Italien 300–1300. München: 
Hirmer, 2009, p. 86. 
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Qibla Schemes as Text-Image Arrangements by an Example 
from 13th Century Yemen 

al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira, Chapter xxxvii.1. 

Petra G. Schmidl1 

Abstract 

Qibla schemes facilitate finding the direction to the Kaʿba in Mecca from different 
localities by simple and approximate means, regardless of whether they provide 
their information in running texts or as text-image arrangements. This article in-
troduces a cluster of qibla schemes found in three Yemeni sources from 13th and 
early 14th century after briefly outlining the principles behind this procedure, its 
manifestations and its developments. The focus will be on al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s 
Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm including Arabic text and English translation of 
one of the qibla schemes presented in this treatise. Finally, some preliminary ob-
servations will be drawn by comparing these qibla schemes, mainly based on the 
simultaneous emergence of them in running texts and as text-image arrange-
ments.  

1. Qibla Schemes as Text-Image Arrangements 

1.1 Text-image arrangements in pre- and early modern Arabic astronomical and 

astrological sources 

Pre- and early modern Arabic, Persian and Ottoman manuscripts of astrological 
and astronomical contents include a wide variety of text-image arrangements that 
belong to a similar wide variety of treatises,2 such as 

 
1 I would particularly like to thank Lorenz Korn and Berenike Metzler, who invited me to contri-
bute to this volume although I missed the conference. Furthermore, I would like to express my 
gratitude to all colleagues who helped me in improving this paper, in particular Thony Christie, 
Klaus Herbers for his support, David A. King for kindly providing me with his research on sacred 
geography, Flora Favea for her efforts, and last but not least Martin M. Schmidl for his sympathy. 
The responsibility for the content falls entirely upon the author of this present text. This article 
belongs to a series by this author all dealing with different aspects of the Tabṣira and its author 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar (cf. also https://tabsira.hypotheses.org/ [last viewed 20.05.2022]). 
2 For an overview of pre-modern and early modern astronomy and astrology in Islamic societies, 
cf. for example, Ragep, F. Jamil: “Astronomy”. In: Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE. Burnett, 
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(1) astrological texts, introductory as well as specialized literature, compris-
ing all its branches, e. g., horoscopes, elections, and interrogations,

(2) cosmological and philosophical literature mainly dealing with the struc-
ture of the universe,

(3) anwāʾ and azmina texts as well as treatises of similar contents that present
what modern research denotes as folk astronomical traditions, e. g.,
almanacs and calendars,

(4) texts providing practical aspects of astronomy, zījes, i. e., astronomical-
astrological handbooks with tables, timekeeping corpora, books on the
constellations or on the construction and use of instruments,

(5) and those with an interest in theoretical problems, in particularly those
belonging to the hayʾa tradition.

The text-image arrangements these sources present are of similar wide variety. 
They range from running texts, either plain, procedural, recipe-like or others, 
lists, numerical and non-numerical one- and double-argument tables, schemes, 
diagrams, charts and maps to illustrations and miniatures.3 The most famous of 
these text-image arrangements might be depictions taken from one of the manu-
scripts of the Kitāb al-Ṣuwar (“Book of constellations”) by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Ṣūfī 
(d. 986), the chart with the horoscope of Sulṭān Iskandar (d. 1415), a grand-son of 
Tīmūr Lang (d. 1405), and the miniature depicting the observatory of Taqī al-Dīn 
(d. 1585) in Istanbul. They are widely used on book covers and web pages dealing 
with pre- and early modern astronomy and astrology in Islamicate societies as 
well as on flyers and posters announcing lectures, exhibitions, and the like.4 

Charles: “Astrology”. In: Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE and the literature there mentioned; 
Schmidl, Petra G.: “Astral Sciences. Traditions and Practices in the Medieval Islamic world”. In: 
Prognostication in the Medieval World. A Handbook. Eds. Klaus Herbers – Matthias 
Heiduk – Hans-Christian Lehner. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2021, pp. 532–550. 
3 There are no systematic overviews of the different kinds of text-image arrangements in pre- 
and early modern Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman manuscripts of astronomical and astrological 
contents. However, museum, library and exhibition catalogues, coffee-table books and 
digitalisations of manuscripts allow a good impression, cf. for example, Porter, Yves et al. (eds.): 
Images of Islamic Science. Illustrated Manuscripts from the Iranian World (Bibliothèque iranienne 
67). Téhéran: Institut français de recherche en Iran, 2009, pp. 68–181; L’âge d’or des sciences 
arabes. Exposition présentée à l’Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris 25 octobre 2005 – 19 mars 2006. Paris: 
Institut du Monde Arabe, 2005, pp. 80–139; the rich appendix of King, David A.: Survey of the 
Scientific Manuscripts in the Egyptian National Library. Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1986. 
Partially related to the topic are the ongoing projects “Visual Organisation” at the Centre for the 
Studies of Manuscript Cultures (CSMC) in Hamburg (https://www.manuscript-cultures.uni-
hamburg.de/Projekte_p2_e.html#PBB (last viewed 30. 03. 2020)) and “Visualisation of the 
Heavens” at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in Berlin (https://www.mpiwg-
berlin.mpg.de/research/projects/visualization-and-material-cultures-heavens-image-database-
eurasia-and-north (last viewed 30. 03. 2020)). 
4 For images found in the various manuscripts of al-Ṣūfī’s Book of Constellations, e. g., 
https://ismi.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/text/172144 (last viewed 30. 03. 2020); Strohmaier, Gotthard: 
Die Sterne des Abd ar-Rahman as-Sufi. Leipzig, Weimar: Gustav Kiepenheuer, 1984; for further 
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1.2 Qibla schemes as text-image arrangements 

Qibla schemes provide one example of such an text-image arrangement found in 
pre-modern astronomical and related sources.5 They allow the determination of 
the direction to the Kaʿba in Mecca, of prime importance for Muslim ritual prayers 
and further religious obligations,6 by simple and approximate means, in modern 
research often described as folk astronomical procedures or denoted as sacred 
geography.7 Besides these qibla schemes, since the ninth century mathematical 
methods were developed that deal with the determination of the qibla as a prob-
lem of spherical astronomy.8 Together with the determination of the five daily 
ritual prayers and the first sighting of the lunar crescent it constitutes what 
David A. King calls “astronomy in the service of Islam,”9 a branch of pre-modern 
knowledge where religious obligations and astronomical solutions meet. 

Principles 

Determining the direction to the Kaʿba in Mecca by these schemes is based on 
three principles:10 

reading, e. g., Kunitzsch, Paul: “The Astronomer Abu ‘l-Ḥusayn al-Ṣūfī and his Book on the 
Constellations”. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 3 (1986), pp. 56–
81. – For a book cover using the Iskandar horoscope preserved in the Wellcome Collection,
London (MS Persian 474), e. g., App, Urs et al. (eds.): Orakel – Der Blick in die Zukunft.
Sonderausstellung zur Jahrtausendwende im Museum Rietberg, Zürich 14.12.1999–2.12.2000.
Museum Rietberg: Zürich, 1999; for an image https://wellcomecollection.org/works/kx424333
(last viewed 30. 02. 2020); for further reading, e. g., Caiozzo, Anna: “The Horoscope of Iskandar
Sultan as a Cosmological Vision in the Islamic world”. In: Horoscopes and Public Spheres. Essays
on the History of Astrology (Religion and society 42). Eds. Günther Oestmann et al. Berlin, New
York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005, pp. 115–138. – For a book cover using the Istanbul observatory,
e. g., Häuser der Weisheit. Wissenschaft im Goldenen Zeitalter des Islam. Mainz: Nünnerich-Asmus,
2015; for further reading Fazlıoğlu, İhsan: “Taqī al‐Dīn”. In: The Biographical Encyclopedia of
Astronomers. Eds. Thomas Hockey et al. New York: Springer, 2007, pp. 1122a–1123b.
5 Photos of some examples are published in King, David A.: World-maps for Finding the Direction
and Distance to Mecca. Innovation and Tradition in Islamic Science (Islamic philosophy, theology
and science 36). Leiden: Brill 1999, pp. 52–55, figs. 2.3.1–2.3.4; King, David A.: “Makka iv: As
the Centre of the World”. In: The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, 12 volumes and indices.
Leiden: Brill 1960–2009, vol. 6 (1991), pp. 180b–187a, pl. V–X.
6 For more details, e. g., Wensinck, Arent J.: “Ḳibla. i. Ritual and Legal Aspects”. In: EI2, vol. 5
(1986), pp. 82a–83a.
7 King, World-Maps, pp. 47–55; King 1991, and the literature there cited.
8 Van Brummelen, Glen: Heavenly Mathematics. The Forgotten Art of Spherical Trigonometry.
Princeton/Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2013, pp. 66–71; King, World-Maps, 1999, pp. 56–
64; King, David A.: “Ḳibla ii. Astronomical aspects”. In: EI2, vol. 5 (1986), pp. 83a–88b and the
literature there cited.
9 King, David A.: “Astronomie im Dienste des Islam”. In: Ad radices. Festband zum fünfzig-
jährigen Bestehen des Instituts für Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften der Johann Wolfgang Goethe-
Universität Frankfurt am Main. Ed. Anton von Gotstedter. Franz Steiner: Stuttgart, 1994, pp. 99–
124; also King, David A.: “Folk Astronomy in the Service of Religion: The Case of Islam”. In:
Astronomies and Cultures. Eds. Clive L. N. Ruggles – Nicholas J. Saunders. Colorado: University
Press of Colorado, 1993, pp. 124–138 and King, David A.: Astronomy in the Service of Islam
(Variorum collected studies series 416). Aldershot: Variorum, 1993.
10 For more details Herrera-Casais, Mónica – Petra G. Schmidl: “The Earliest Known Schemes
of Islamic Sacred Geography”. In: Islamic Thought in the Middle Ages. Studies in Text,
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(1) The Kaʿba is considered the centre of the inhabited world that is divided
into sectors around it.11 Each is associated with a segment of its
perimeter.

(2) The cube-shaped edifice in Mecca is astronomically aligned. The four cor-
ners of the Kaʿba point roughly to the four cardinal directions and are
named accordingly. Its four walls are associated with the four cardinal
winds whose boundaries are defined by astronomical horizon
phenomena.12

(3) The directions that the qibla schemes describe by means of astronomical
phenomena pertaining to the horizon and the winds, are intended to face
the segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba that is associated with one’s
locality, as if one were standing directly in front of that part of the edifice
in Mecca.13

Developments 

David King has identified about forty qibla schemes based on these principles in 
sources from the 9th to the 19th century, and these being the tip of the iceberg, as 
he assumes.14 They appear in specialized literature on the subject, the kutub 

dalāʿil al-qibla, in texts on folk, but also on navigational and mathematical 
astronomy, however not as an integral part, in almanacs, instrument books, 
geographical, cosmographical, historiographical, and legal treatises as well as in 
encyclopaedias.15 

The oldest known and rather simple example from the 9th century is found in 
the geographical treatise Kitāb al-Masālik wa l-mamālik (“The Book of itineraries 
and kingdoms”) written between ca. 846 and 885 by Abū al-Qāsim ʿUbayd Allāh 
b. Khurradādhbih (fl. second half of 9th c.), a scholar from the region of modern

Transmission and Translation, in Honour of Hans Daiber. Eds. Anna Akasoy – Wim Raven 
(Islamic philosophy, theology and science 75). Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2008, pp. 275–300. 
11 Also Wensinck, Arent J.: “Kaʿba”. In: The Encyclopaedia of Islam. 4 volumes. Leiden/London: 
Brill, 1913–1936. Photomechanical reprint in 9 volumes. Leiden: Brill, 1987, vol. 4, p. 590a. 
12 Also Schmidl, Petra G.: Volkstümliche Astronomie im islamischen Mittelalter. Zur Bestimmung 
der Gebetszeiten und der Qibla bei al-Aṣbaḥī, Ibn Raḥīq und al-Fārisī (Islamic philosophy, theology 
and science 68). Leiden: Brill, 2007, pp. 342–345 (Arabic text with German translation), pp. 637–
642 (study); Hawkins, Gerald S. – David A. King: “On the Orientation of the Kaʿba”. Journal for 
the History of Astronomy 13 (1982), pp. 102–109; non the winds also Schmidl, Petra G.: “Zur 
Bestimmung der Qibla mittels der Winde”. In: Der Weg der Wahrheit. Aufsätze zur Einheit der 
Wissenschaftsgeschichte. Festgabe zum 60. Geburtstag von Walter G. Saltzer. Eds. Peter 
Eisenhardt – Frank Linhard – Kaisar Petanides. Hildesheim, New York: Georg Olms, 1999, 
pp. 135–146. 
13 For more details and background information, e. g., King 1991, pp. 182a–182b. 
14 King, David A.: “Islamic Sacred Geography and Finding the qibla by the Sun and Stars: A 
Survey of the Historical Sources with an Appendix on Some Recent Fallacies Concerning 
Mosque Orientations”. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften (2020), 
pp. 91–141), sub “Index of authors on Islamic sacred geography”. 
15 King 2020, sub “Index”; also King 1991, pp. 183a–185b. 
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Iran and Iraq. He wrote several treatises that might belong to a courtly context, 
according to their titles.16 The qibla scheme associates four segments of the pe-
rimeter of the Kaʿba with four sets of localities, or rather their inhabitants, and 
describes the direction to Mecca for them by means of the cardinal directions. For 
the inhabitants of the Yemen, it reads: 

وجوههم إلى وجوه أهل أرمينية إذا صلـّوا  قبلة أهل اليمن فصالتهم إلى الركن اليمانيوأّما 

“The qibla for the peoples in the Yemen: they pray towards the Yemeni corner, with their 

faces opposite to the faces of the people of Armenia when they (also) pray [it is to the wall 

of the Kaʿba where the door is located, between the North Pole to the left of (the wall) as 

far as due east].”17 

To fulfil the task of finding the direction to the Kaʿba in Mecca, however, Ibn 
Khurradādhbih does not arrange these four sectors graphically around the Kaʿba 
as the term qibla scheme might suggest.18 Instead, he provides them in a simple 
running text with some linguistic inconsistencies.19 

Another example that provides the information on the determination of the qibla 
in a running text, this time with eight sectors and not exactly that early, is included 
in a treatise of folk astronomical contents with the uncomplete title …ʿalā 

madhāhib al-ʿArab (“… according to the knowledge of the Arabs”). It is most prob-
ably written in 11th century Hijāz by Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad b. Raḥīq b. ʿAbd 
al-Karīm (fl. 11th c.),20 who attributes the qibla scheme to Muḥammad b. Surāqa 
al-ʿĀmirī (d. 1019), a legal scholar from the Yemen who is associated with two 
further schemes.21 While Ibn Khurradādhbih relies on the cardinal directions to 
describe the directions to the Kaʿba in Mecca, Ibn Surāqa uses astronomical hori-
zon phenomena and the winds, that need to be positioned at a specific part of the 

16 On Ibn Khurradādhbih and his oeuvre, e. g., Hadj-Sadok, M.: “Ibn Khurradādhbih”. In: EI2, 
vol. 3 (1986), pp. 839a–840a. 
17 Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, pp. 279–280. 
18 Besides “scheme,” sometimes also “diagram” and “chart” appear, e. g., “Kaʿba-centered 
geographical scheme” in King, David A. – Richard P. Lorch: “Qibla Charts, Qibla Maps, and 
Related Instruments”. In: The History of Cartography 2/1. Cartography in the Traditional Islamic 
and South Asian Societies. Eds. J. B. Harley – David Woodward. Chicago/London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992, pp. 189–205, here p. 190b, parallel in King 1991, p. 183a; “scheme” in 
Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, p. 278; “diagrams giving information about the rising and 
setting and appearance of the moon, and qibla, and the rainbow” in King, David A.: Mathematical 
Astronomy in Medieval Yemen. A Biobibliographical Survey. Malibu: Undena Publications, 1983, 
p. 33, “diagrams” in King 1991, p. 185b, “qibla diagram” in King 2020, §29; “qibla charts” and
“charts of different design” in King – Lorch, Qibla charts, p. 189b and p. 192b, respectively.
19 Arabic text, English translation, and study in Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, pp. 277–284.
20 Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 15–18; also King, Mathematical Astronomy in Medieval
Yemen, pp. 20–21.
21 For Ibn Surāqa’s eleven-sector scheme King 1991, pp. 183b–184b; for his twelve-sector scheme
ibid, p. 183b.
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human body.22 For example for the Yemen, after listing several localities belong-
ing to this region and the associated segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba he 
writes: 

القطب بين عينيه وسهيل إذا طلع على أذنه اليمنى وإذا غرب خلف إذنه اليسرى    ومن كان في إحدى هذه البالد وجعل

ومشرق الشتاء على إذنه اليمنى أيضاً والصبا على كتفه األيمن والشمال بلقاء وجهه والجنوب على كتفه األيمن فقد استقبل  

جهة الكعبة 

“Who is in one of these localities and puts the (northern) pole (al-quṭb) between his two 

eyes, Canopus (suhayl; α Car), if it rises, at his right ear, and if it sets behind its left ear, 

and sunrise at the winter (solstice; mashriq al-shitāʾ) is also at the right ear, and (who puts 

the wind) ṣabā at his right shoulder, the shamāl in front of him and janūb at the right 

shoulder, he then faces the direction towards the Kaʿba.”23 

At the same time as Ibn Surāqa, Shams al-Dīn al-Muqaddasī (also called al-
Maqdisī; fl. second h. of 10th c.), presents in his geographical treatise Aḥsan al-

taqāsīm fī maʿrifat al-aqālīm (“The best divisions for the knowledge of the regions”) 
an eight-sector scheme as a text-image-arrangement. It is, however, difficult to 
tell if it is de facto the earliest graphical qibla scheme known since al-Muqaddasī’s 
authorship is to be questioned.24 For it is only preserved in one manuscript be-
longing to the second or Berlin version of his treatise, according to the library 
where its manuscript is preserved, datable ca. 1500 (cf. fig. 1).25 It depicts a ruler-
straight rectangle that touches with its four vertices a circle surrounded by 
another circle, both as if drawn with a compass. Together they form a ring that is 
subdivided into eight sectors of equal size. From the centre to the periphery, the 
depiction presents the Kaʿba, inscribed with bayt Allāh al-ḥarām (“The Holy 
House of God”), with specific parts of the building, its corners and its 
surroundings also labelled. Of the sectors, only seven provide the relevant 
information for the determination of the qibla, and not in all cases completely. 
Although the text is corrupted, it includes in most cases sets of localities, the 
associated segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba, and a description of the 
direction.26 The textual information partially contradicts the graphical realisation 
that appears to follow other rules, such as the equidistant subdivision of the ring, 
aesthetical, and decorative reasons.27 

22 Arabic text, German translation, and study in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 271–275 
and pp. 584–599; also King 1991, p. 184. 
23 Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 272–273 [English translation by the author] 
24 Cf. Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, p. 285: “[…], the attribution of the scheme to al-Muqaddasī 
should be taken with caution.” and King, World-Maps, p. 52, fig. 3.2.1: “One of the oldest known 
schemes of Islamic sacred geography, found in a late 15th-century copy of the geographical 
treatise of the 10th-century scholar al-Maqdisī but certainly not original to that work.” 
25 Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, p. 285 and p. 287. 
26 Arabic text, English translation, and study in Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, pp. 285–297. 
27 Cf. the figure in Herrera-Casais – Schmidl 2008, p. 291, fig. 2 and the photo in King, World-
Maps, p. 52, fig. 2.3.1.  
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Fig. 1: The qibla scheme in the Berlin copy of Shams al-Dīn al-Muqaddasī's Aḥsan al-taqāsīm fī maʿrifat al-

aqālīm (Staatsbibliothek Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Ahlwardt 6034 (Sprenger 5), p. 34; photo: 
© Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Orientabteilung).
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2. Coexistence

According to this evidence, qibla schemes provided in running texts appear earlier 
than those presented as text-image arrangements. The textual schemes, however, 
do not disappear after the 11th century, but continue in use side by side, albeit 
apparently less commonly.28 This is clearly demonstrated by a cluster of qibla 
schemes found in copies of three Yemeni treatises from the 13th and early 14th 
century (cf. Table 1). 

scheme source manuscript 
F1 Tuḥfat al-rāghib by 

al-Fārisī 
Milano, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, X 73 sup. (Griffini 37; copied 
Ramaḍān 965/June–July 1558, hence: M), fol. 29b–33a [cf. 
Fig. 2–3] 

F2 Tuḥfat al-rāghib by 
al-Fārisī (?) 

M, fol. 36b [cf. Fig. 5] 

F3 Tuḥfat al-rāghib by 
al-Fārisī (?) 

M, fol. 37a [cf.Fig. 4] 

A1 Kitāb al-Tabṣira by 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar 

Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 233 (Uri 05), (most 
probably copied 14th century; hence: H), fol. 116b [cf. Fig. 6] 

Kitāb al-Tabṣira by 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar 

Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Arabe 2601 (copied 
Muḥarram 1036/September–October 1626; hence: P), 
fol. 153b [cf. Fig. 7] 

A2 Kitāb al-Tabṣira by 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar (?) 

P, 151b–152b 

A3 Kitāb al-Tabṣira by 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar (?) 

P, 153a [cf. Fig 9] 

E1 anonymous 
ephemeris 

Cairo, Dār al-kutub, Mīqāt 817,2 (copying date unknown), 
fol. 84b [cf. Fig. 10] 

Table 1: Qibla schemes from 13th and 14th century Rasūlid Yemen. 

2.1 The qibla schemes in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa 

Author, text, manuscripts 

The earliest of these schemes is found in the Tuḥfat al-rāghib wa-turfat al-ṭālib fī 

tasyīr al-nayyirayn wa-ḥarakāt al-kawākib (“The book of the curiosity of the de-
manding and the rarity of the requesting on the revolutions of the both luminaries 
and the motions of the planets”) written in the second half of the 13th century by 
Muḥammad b. Abī Bakr al-Fārisī (d. 1278–79 [?]), a scholar of wide learning and 
author of about nine works on medicine, music, magic, and astronomy.29 He was 

28 Cf. King 2020, sub “Index”. The dominance of graphic schemes might be, however, due to 
research methods, since they are easier to discover in manuscripts than those in running texts. 
For further examples of textual schemes King 2020, sub “Index”, §10 (Ibn al-Ajdābī [Lybia, 
13th c.],), §12 (Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī [Egypt, 13th c.]), §19 (ʿIzz al-Dīn b. Jamāʿa [Cairo, 14th c.], 
§25 (al-Qalqashandī [Egypt, 15th c.]).
29 Schmidl, Petra G.: “Fārisī”. In: The Biographical Encyclopedia of Astronomers. Eds. Thomas
Hockey et al. New York: Springer, 2007. 2nd ed. 2014, pp. 357b–359a; Schmidl, Volkstümliche
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closely related to the court of the second Rasūlid sultan, al-Muẓaffar Yūsuf 
(d. 1295), father of al-Ashraf ʿUmar (d. 1296) and author of the second treatise 
taken into consideration in this article and to be discussed below.30 al-Fārisī’s 
Tuḥfa, a treatise of folk astronomical contents, deals with calendar conversions, 
timekeeping, first sighting of the lunar crescent, determination of prayer times, 
finding the qibla and related topics presenting its knowledge in running texts, 
schemes, diagrams, and depictions.31 The whole treatise is preserved in a 
manuscript of a possible Yemeni origin finished in 965/1558 and now in Milano, 
while the fragment of al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa now in Berlin does not include the qibla 
schemes.32 

The qibla schemes 

The first of these qibla schemes (F1) is presented in twelve paragraphs of running 
text, each starting with al-jiha (“the direction”) followed by the respective number 
emphasized by a bolder and larger script than its remaining text (cf. fig. 2–3). It 
forms the eleventh chapter of al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa. Its qibla information provides sets 
of localities, orientations by astronomical horizon phenomena and winds, as well 
as associations with a segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba.33 It is closely related 
to Ibn Surāqa’s eight-sector scheme included in Ibn Rahīq’s folk astronomical 
treatise from the 11th century.34  

The second qibla scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2) provides a text-image-
arrangement that fills one page of ca. 25 × 15 cm (cf. fig. 5).35 It depicts a rectangle 
in its centre that presents the Kaʿba with some of its parts labelled and surrounded 
by a circle. Arranged around it there are twelve parabolic sectors that include the 
information for finding the qibla and that are again surrounded by a circle. The 
graphic elements are drawn without the support of a ruler or compass, so that the 
whole arrangement appears somewhat sloppy. Each text in the parabolic sectors 
starts with “miḥrāb” (“prayer-niche”) and a respective number, the first introduce-
ing the Yemen and the southern corner of the Kaʿba, probably due to the author’s  

                                                           
Astronomie, pp. 18–27; also King, Mathematical Astronomy in Medieval Yemen pp. 23–26; partial 
Arabic text, German translation, and study of the Tuḥfa in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, 
pp. 307–359 and pp. 615–699. 
30 Cf. 2.3. 
31 A table of contents in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, p. 27. 
32 Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 24–26. 
33 Arabic text, German translation, and study in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 342–349 
and pp. 637–699, here esp. pp. 645–646. 
34 Cf. King 1991, p. 183b: “Ibn Surāḳa’s 12-sector scheme was also used by the 7th/13th century 
Yemeni astronomer al-Fārisī in his treatise on folk astronomy.” 
35 According to Löfgren, Oscar – Traini, Renato: Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts in the 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, vol. 2: nuovo fondo, series A–D (nos. 1–830). Vicenza: Pozza, 1981, p. 142, 
no. cclxx, who add in parentheses: “4 smaller ff. (folios – pgs).” 
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Fig. 2–3: Two pages of the first qibla scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfat al rāghib wa-turfat al-ṭālib fī tasyīr al-

nayyirayn wa-ḥarakāt al-kawākib (F1 [cf. Table 1]) including the complete paragraphs for the fourth to the 
seventh direction (Biblioteca Ambrosiana, X 73 sup. [Griffini 37], fol. 30a–b; photo: © Veneranda 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milano). 
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Fig. 4: The third qibla scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfat al rāghib wa-turfat al-ṭālib fī tasyīr al-nayyirayn wa-ḥarakāt 

al-kawākib (F3 [cf. Table 1]; Biblioteca Ambrosiana, X 73 sup. [Griffini 37], fol. 37a; photo: © Veneranda 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milano).
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Fig. 5: The second qibla scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfat al rāghib wa-turfat al-ṭālib fī tasyīr al-nayyirayn wa-

ḥarakāt al-kawākib (F2 [cf. Table 1]; Biblioteca Ambrosiana, X 73 sup. [Griffini 37], fol. 36b; photo:
© Veneranda Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milano).
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stay in this region.36 A link to the cardinal south direction of pre-modern Arabic 
maps might be admittedly also conceivable, though doubtful in view of the 
different types of maps produced and their varying orientations.37 Additionally to 
the consecutive numbering of the sectors, the sets of localities and the 
associations with a segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba, al-Fārisī includes 
orientations by astronomical horizon phenomena, though not by the winds. 

The third scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F3) also arranges its text graphically 
(cf. fig. 4). The arrangement fills one page opposite the second scheme (F2) and 
resembles a twelve-petalled flower. In its centre, the Kaʿaba is depicted and 
inscribed in detail. It is surrounded by additional buildings that are also labelled. 
Outside the petals containing the qibla information, further astronomical and 
architectural details are added. The scheme is related to the cardinal directions 
and the places of sunrise and sunset at the solstices. Further it details the gates 
and the columns of the Sacred Mosque, again in relation to the depiction of the 
Kaʿba.38 Similar to the second scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2), the features are 
drawn without the support of a ruler or a compass. Concerning the qibla 
information, it shares many commonalities with the first scheme in al-Fārisī’s 
Tuḥfa (F1), although it omits the orientations of the winds and does not number 
the sectors, so that there is no clear indication where to start reading the scheme, 
and how to proceed. The most striking difference, however, remains the 
presentation of this knowledge, in the first scheme (F1) in a running text, in the 
third (F3) as a text-image arrangement. 

While the first scheme (F1) clearly belongs to the Tuḥfa forming the eleventh 
chapter of a total of twelve, it is at least doubtful for the other two (F2, F3). They 
might have been either an integral part of this treatise or added later, as they are 
located at the end of the Tuḥfa, after the colophon and before the start of another 
text, an explanation though, less plausible for the second scheme (F2; cf. below).39 

36 Arabic text, German translation, and study in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 350–355 
and pp. 663–676. 
37 For examples, Tibbetts, Gerald R.: “The Balkhī School of Geographers”. In: The History of 
Cartography 2/1. Cartography in the Traditional Islamic and South Asian Societies. Eds. J. B. 
Harley – David Woodward. Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press, 1992, pp. 108–129; 
for further reading Brentjes, Sonja: “Cartography”. In: Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE. 
38 Arabic text, German translation, and study in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 342–359 
and pp. 637–699. 
39 Cf. the argumentation in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, p. 676 concerning the three qibla 
schemes in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa; also Löfgren & Traini, Catalogue, p. 142, no. cclxx. 
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2.2 The qibla schemes in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira 

Author, text, manuscripts 

The next group of qibla schemes is preserved in the Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-

nujūm (“Enlightenment in the science of the stars”) written in 13th century Yemen 
by al-Ashraf ʿUmar, the third of the Rasūlid sultans. al-Khazrājī (d. 1410) who to 
the end of the 14th century wrote a history of the Rasūlid dynasty describes him 
as “an auspicious prince, wise, excellent, learned, ingenious, of good manners, 
and quiet” who “occupied himself with an acquisition of the sciences” and “com-
piled many works.”40 

The Tabṣira comprises 50 chapters on a great variety of topics, astronomical, 
astrological, mathematical, and geographical knowledge as well as calculating, 
prognostic, and magic practices. This information is presented in running texts, 
lists, numerical and non-numerical one- and double-argument tables, schemes, 
diagrams, and charts. Maps, illustrations, and miniatures are missing.41 In some 

40 ʿAsal, Muḥammad – James William Redhouse (eds.): The Pearl-strings: A History of the Resúliyy 
Dynasty of Yemen by ‘Aliyyu’bnu’l-Ḥasan El-Khazrejiyy with Translation, Introduction, Annotations, 
Index Tables, and Maps, vol. 1. Leiden: Brill, London: Luzac & Co., 1906, p. 236. 
For more details about the author and his oeuvre Schmidl, Petra G.: “Ashraf”. In: The 
Biographical Encyclopedia of Astronomers. Eds. Thomas Hockey et al. New York: Springer, 2007. 
2nd ed. 2014, pp. 66a–67b; Schmidl, Petra G.: “Rulers as Authors in 13th Century Yemen: 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Oeuvre”. To appear in the proceedings of the conference Rulers as Authors: 
Knowledge, Authority and Legitimacy held at Hamburg, Centre for the Study of Manuscript 
Cultures (CSMC) in December 2017 and organized by Sonja Brentjes, Maribel Fierro, and 
Tilman Seidensticker; Varisco, Daniel Martin: Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science. The 
Almanac of a Yemeni Sultan. Seattle, London: University of Washington Press, 1994, pp. 12–16; 
for al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s instrument text and the astrolabes he made King, David A.: In Synchrony 
with the Heavens. Studies in Astronomical Timekeeping and Instrumentation in Medieval Islamic 
civilization. Vol. 2: Instruments of mass calculation (Studies X–XVIII) (Islamic philosophy, 
theology and science 55). Leiden: Brill, 2005, study XIVa and Schmidl, Petra G.: “Two early 
Arabic sources on the magnetic compass (revised translation of a master thesis, Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe-Universität Frankfurt 1994)”. Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 1 (1997), 
pp.  81–132; for his treatises on genealogy Mahoney, Daniel: “Writing the Ethnic Origins of the 
Rasulids in Late Medieval South Arabia”. The Medieval History Journal 21 (2018), pp. 380–399. 
41 About the Tabṣira in general Schmidl, Petra G.: “Des Sultans Sternkunde. Al-Ashraf ʿUmar 
(st. 1296) und sein Kitab al-Tabṣira fi ʿIlm al-Nujum”. Jemen-Report 47:1–2 (2016), pp. 36–40 and 
Schmidl, Petra G.: “al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira: The Table of Contents. Supporting Sovereign 
Decision-making in 13th Century Yemen?” In: Unterstützung bei herrscherlichen Entscheiden. 
Experten und ihr Wissen in transkultureller und komparativer Perspektive. Ed. Michael Grünbart 
(Kulturen des Entscheidens 5). Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2020, pp. 216–232; about 
specific chapters and contents of the Tabṣira Schmidl, Petra G.: “The planets and their 
corresponding colours in astrology – an example from 13th century Yemen”. In: Colours in 
Culture and Science. Ed. Gudrun Wolfschmidt (Nuncius Hamburgensis – Beiträge zur 
Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften 22). Hamburg: Tredition, 2011, pp. 548–573; Schmidl 
2012; Schmidl, Petra G.: “al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira: Chapter xxvii.1. Numbers in the Service of 
Religion in an Example from 13th Century Yemen”. In: Zahlen- und Buchstabensysteme im Dienste 
religiöser Bildung. Eds. Reinhard Gregor Kratz – Laura V. Schimmelpfennig (Studies in 
education and religion in ancient and pre-modern history in the Mediterranean and its 
environs 5). Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019, pp. 75–111; Varisco, Daniel M.: “The Magical 
Significance of the Lunar Stations in the 13th Century Yemeni Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm of 
al-Malik al-Ashraf”. Quaderni di Studi Arabi 13 (1995), pp. 19–40. 
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cases tables are labelled jadwal as well as schemes and diagrams being labelled 
ṣūra or zāʾirja. Other times, they are introduced as if a running text will follow, 
namely by qawl, dhikr or maʿrifa. 

The Tabṣira is preserved in two manuscripts, one now in Oxford (henceforth 
abbreviated: H) most probably copied in 14th century Yemen by a neat hand using 
black and red ink for contrast. After the preface it provides a table of contents 
followed by fifty numbered chapters that are all included.42 The other copy, today 
in Paris (henceforth abbreviated: P), was recently brought to the author’s attention 
by Bink Hallum, London.43 Copied in 1626 by a delicate hand using muʿallaq 
letterforms, e. g., the sīn without its denticles, it differs widely from the Oxford 
manuscript. Whole chapters are transposed or omitted including the table of con-
tents, new material is added.44 All in all, the Oxford manuscript appears more 
reliable and closer to al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s version of the text. 

The qibla schemes 

Only one qibla scheme both copies of the Tabṣira share (A1; H,116b and P,153b). 
In the Oxford manuscript it forms the first part of chapter xxxvii and fills one page 
(cf. fig. 6).45 Opposite, another circular diagram presents an association of lunar 
mansions, zodiacal signs, seasons, and cardinal directions. The qibla scheme re-
sembles a twelve-petaled flower, each petal of the same size and including the 
qibla information in black and red ink alternatingly. In the circle in the centre thin 
red strokes, roughly a square and four horizontal, one vertical line, indicate the 
Kaʿba. The sketch of the edifice is surrounded by a ring subdivided into twelve 
sectors, each bearing the word miḥrāb (“prayer-niche”), again alternatingly 
written in red and black ink. Above and below the scheme, framed in red, are the 
title and a short description of the scheme’s contents and use. 

In the Paris manuscripts, the qibla scheme (A1) consists of a circle subdivided 
into twelve equidistant sectors instead of a twelve-petaled flower, so that the over-
all composition remains the same (cf. fig. 7). The text-image arrangement is not 

42 For more details Schmidl 2012, pp. 46–48; for Arabic text and English translation of the table 
of contents https://tabsira.hypotheses.org/ (last viewed 24. 11. 2020) – sub “Table of contents” 
and, supplemented by a study, Schmidl 2020 (as in n. 41). 
43 Vajda, Georges: Index général des manuscrits arabes musulmans de la Bibliothèque Nationale de 
Paris. Paris: Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1953. p. 647; also Beeston, 
A. F. L.: Revisions of Rescriptions of Various Medical & Scientific Arabic MSS in the Bodleian Library. 
Unpublished manuscript kept in the Oriental Collections workroom, Weston Library, sub “MS 
Hunt. 233” (copy kindly provided by Bink Hallum, London). 
44 A concordance of the two manuscripts is in preparation by the author and will be published 
on https://tabsira.hypotheses.org/. 
45 The size is not given in Uri, Ioannes: Bibliothecae Bodleianae codicum manuscriptorum 
orientalium […] catalogus, pars prima. Oxonii: Typographeum Clarendonianum, 1787, p. 196–197, 
no. cmv, but assessable by the manuscript’s belonging to the group of “Mathemathici et 
geographi. In folio” (p. 187). 
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Fig. 6: The first qibla scheme in the Oxford copy of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm (A1 
[cf. Table 1]; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 233 [Uri 05], fol. 116b; photo: courtesy of the Bodleian 
Library, Oxford).
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Fig 7: The first qibla scheme in the Paris copy of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm (A1 
[cf.Table 1]; Bibliothèque nationale de France, Arabe 2601, fol. 153b; photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Paris).
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framed, and fills roughly only half of the page.46 It lacks the contrast of red and 
black ink that leading to a less elaborated and decorative impression than the 
Oxford manuscript conveys. The sketch of the Kaʿba in the centre, however, is 
very similar in both copies.  

As reflected in the first scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1), it appears that 
copyists of astronomical and astrological treatises handle text-image-arrange-
ments differently to plain text. They appear to be subject to greater changes, due 
to personal abilities, regional features, and taste of time, as it also holds true for 
script and layout. On the other hand, the copyists’ attitude towards the text itself 
seems to reflect high fidelity.47 

While the graphical realization differs, the text provided in the sectors of the 
qibla scheme (A1) and its structure are nearly identical in both manuscripts. After 
the term miḥrāb (“prayer-niche”), that one might conceive as a heading, follows a 
set of localities. Introduced by the wording “The qibla of those (living there),” next 
the direction is defined, first by associating it with a segment of the perimeter of 
the Kaʿba and second by describing it by means of astronomical horizon 
phenomena (cf. Table 2 and in the appendix). The sectors are unnumbered, so 
that there is again no clear starting point.  

  

sector 
 

perimeter  
of the Kaʿba 

sets of localities 
 

orientation by astronomical 
horizon phenomena 

1 southern corner ʿAdan, Ṣanʿāʾ, Zabīd Pole Star (al-judayy; α UMi) between 
both eyes; rising of Canopus (suhayl; α 
Car) on the spine 

2 between southern 
corner and Black 
Stone 

Kābul, al-Qandahār and 
what is beyond 

rising of the three stars in the handle 
of the Plough (banāt naʿsh; ηεζ UMa) 
above the right cheek 

3 as in sector 2 India (al-Sind), the 
islands of India (Jazāʾir 
al-Hind)  

as in sector 2 

4 between door and 
Black Stone 

al-Baṣra, China (al-Ṣīn), 
Iṣfahān 

rising of Atair (al-nasr al-ṭāʾir; α Aql) 
on the spine 

5 between prayer 
place of Abraham 
and door 

Khurāsān, Khwārizm rising of Capella (al-ʿayyūq; α Aur) on 
the spine; Pole Star (al-judayy; α UMi) 
on the right cheek  

6 as in sector 5 Baghdād, Samarra (Sarra 
man Raʾā  [?]), Wāsiṭ 

as in sector 5  

7 between northern 
corner and prayer 
place of Abraham 

al-Jazīra, Armīniya al-farqadān (βγ UMi) on the spine 

8 between rainwater 
spout and northern 
corner 

Damascus (Dimashq), 
Aleppo (Ḥalab min al-
Shām) and what lies next 
to them 

rising of Canopus (suhayl; α Car) 
between both eyes 

 
46 https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b100375751/f189.item.r=Arabe%202601?lang=FR – 
(last viewed 24. 02. 2020): “Format: […] Hauteur, 21 centimètres; largeur, 14 centimètres et 
demi.” 
47 An example provides the manuscripts of al-Ṣūfī’s Kitāb ṣuwar al-kawākib (cf. n. 4). 
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sector perimeter 
of the Kaʿba 

sets of localities orientation by astronomical 
horizon phenomena 

9 towards rainwater 
spout 

Medina (Madīnat al-Nabī, 
lit. “the city of the 
prophet”), Jerusalem (al-
Quds) 

setting of the three stars in the handle 
of the Plough (banāt naʿsh; ηεζ UMa) 
between the right ear and the spine 

10 between western 
corner and 
rainwater spout 

Cairo (or: Egypt [?]; Miṣr), 
al-baḥr al-aswad, al-
Andalus 

rising of the Pleiades (al-thurayyā; M 
45 with η Tau) on the left eye 

11 between western 
and southern 
corner 

Barbarā (?), al-Nūba, and 
al-Ẓulamāt (Atlantic) 

rising of the Pleiades (al-thurayyā; M 
45 with η Tau) and of Capella (al-
ʿayyūq; α Aur) turn your face between 
both of them 

12 as in sector 11 the land of al-Bujāt 
ʿAydhāb, Ethiopia 
(al-Ḥabasha), (Takrūr 
[Timbuktu]) 

as in sector 11 

Table 2: Summary of the data provided in the first qibla scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) 
(for the difficulties in translating the place names and for more information Schmidl, Volkstümliche 

Astronomie, pp. 431–465) 

When analysing the text provided in the first qibla scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s 
Tabṣira (A1), two points are striking. First the discrepancy between the infor-
mation it includes and that imparted by the graphical elements. While the latter 
arranges the sectors evenly around the Kaʿba, the specifications given in the for-
mer express differently (cf. Figure 1). 

Second, three times two sectors are associated with the same segment of the 
perimeter of the Kaʿba (sectors 2 and 3, sectors 5 and 6, sectors 11 and 12). The 
same holds for the astronomical phenomena describing the direction. Only the 
localities mentioned differ. To explain this finding a copying error appears less 
convincing than assuming an expansion of an originally eight- or nine- to a 
twelve-sector scheme. This step, however, was most probably not undertaken by 
al-Ashraf ʿUmar himself, mainly due to two reasons. First, the overall picture of 
the context and the contents of the Tabṣira sees its author compiling his treatise 
from earlier sources rather than presenting his own work. In the preface, al-
Ashraf ʿUmar states: 

Fig. 8: Sectors and their association with the perimeter of the Kaʿba as provided 
in the texts of the first qibla scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1).
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بها على استعجاله حاجته  المجموع ليكون تبصرة . يستغني بها طالبها عن كثير من كتب الحساب وينال  اقتـ[ـبسنا] هذا

 وقت الطالب

“(We sought to acquire) this collection (of materials) so that it becomes an enlightenment. 

By (using this collection), its student can dispense with lots of books on reckoning (kutub 

al-ḥisāb). Through it is expeditiously obtainable what he needs during (his) studies (?).”48 

Second, given al-Fārisī’s connection to the Rasūlid court and al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s 
familiarity with his oeuvre — this scholar is mentioned as his source in chapter 
xiv —49 the most plausible scenario sees the second scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa 
(F2) as the source of the first scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1), because 
the qibla details are nearly identical. This holds true for the associated segments 
of the perimeter of the Kaʿba, the sets of localities, and the astronomical 
phenomena describing the qibla directions, although they are more complete in 
the Tuḥfa. The only exception where the Tabṣira provides more information than 
the Tuḥfa concerns the mentioning of Takrūr in sector 12 in the Paris manuscript. 
One major difference between both schemes concerns the order of sectors 5 and 
6, that are interchanged in the first scheme of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1), but 
also that the scheme in the Tuḥfa numbers its sectors while the one in the Tabṣira 
does not.50 

Again, and similarly to the two depictions of the first scheme in al-Ashraf 
ʿUmar’s Tabṣira in the Oxford and the Paris manuscripts (A1), the graphical real-
isation of the second scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2) shows more differences. 
The most obvious concerns that the latter is drawn without the support of a ruler 
or a compass and therefore looks sloppier than the former. What is shown in the 
Oxford copy of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) as a neatly arranged twelve-petaled 
flower and in the Paris manuscript (A1) as a compass-drawn circle with twelve 
sectors, in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa consists of twelve irregular parabolic sectors inscribed 
in a circle drawn freehand (F2). 

If the second scheme in the Tuḥfa (F2) is either the source of the first scheme 
in the Tabṣira (A1) or they have a common ancestor, as seems probable, it follows 
more feasibly that the former was originally part of al-Fārisī’s treatise. If so, their 
close relationship makes it more plausible that the extension of an eight- or nine- 
to a twelve-sector scheme happened before its inclusion in the Tabṣira. Other 
possibilities, however, are also conceivable, since both treatises are no autographs 
and the manuscript of the Tuḥfa is later than the Oxford copy of the Tabṣira. 

 
48 Schmidl, Petra G.: “al-Ashraf ˁUmar’s Tabṣira: The Preface. Announcing an introductory 
text?”. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 22 (2020), pp. 163-196, 
here p. 194-195. 
49 Schmidl 2012, pp. 45–46. 
50 Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 664–665. 
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Besides the qibla scheme that the two manuscripts of the Tabṣira share, the Paris 
copy additionally includes two eight-sector schemes, one in a running text 
(A2; P,151a–152b), the other as a text-image arrangement (A3; P,153a). The 
former lists unnumbered paragraphs with sometimes incomplete sets of 
localities, orientation by cardinal directions and astronomical horizon 
phenomena as well as winds. The associated segments of the perimeter of the 
Kaʿba are not further specified. 

The third scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A3; P,153a), a text-image 
arrangement, fills roughly three fourths of the page (cf. fig. 9).51 It consists of a 
circle subdivided into eight sectors of different size with three smaller concentric 
circles of increasing diameter forming its centre. The borderlines between the 
sectors are drawn twice, first with straight lines most probably supported by a 
ruler and then freehand to adjust them to the amount of text. Accordingly, 
copying the qibla scheme involved at least two steps, first drawing the outline of 
the scheme and second filling in the text.52 Therefore, the person drawing the 
outline seems not to be aware of the amount and organisation of the text that will 
be filled in. This might rather point to two different people involved in the process 
of copying — or a very unmindful and careless copyist. It appears even likely that 
it originally comprises only seven sectors, an eighth squeezed in additionally. The 
innermost circle in the centre of the scheme surrounds the word “Kaʿba,” between 
it and the middle circle an eight-pointed star is enclosed. Between its points the 
four cardinals are included and the four ordinal directions specified by 
astronomical horizon phenomena such as mashriq (al-) ṣayf (“place of summer 
[solstice] sunrise”).53 They serve as headings for each of the eight sectors 
containing the qibla information. Again, the sectors are not numbered, so that 
there is no clear starting point and reading direction. The dependencies of these 
two eight-sector schemes (A2 & A3), their possible sources, and their belonging 
to the Tabṣira as well as their relationship to the twelve sector-scheme in al-Ashraf 
ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) still deserve further investigations. 

In addition to these three schemes, a rectangular qibla diagram is presented at 
the end of the Tabṣira in the Paris manuscript (P,180b). It stands in the tradition 
of al-Dimyāṭī (fl. 12th c. [?]), a legal scholar from Egypt.54 In the upper third in the 

51 Cf. also n. 44. 
52 The manuscript of the Dustūr al-munajjimīn (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arabe 
5968) copied in Iran between the 12th and 14th century documents a similar procedure for tables 
according to Orthmann, Eva; Schmidl, Petra G.: “The Provenance and History of the Dustūr al-
munajjimīn and its Manuscript”. In: Science in the City of Fortune. The Dustūr al-munajjimīn and 
its World. Eds. Eva Orthmann – Petra G. Schmidl (Bonner Islamstudien 39). Berlin: EBV, 2017, 
pp. 13–33, here p. 26 and pp. 28–31. 
53 The omission of the article, although describing the other ordinal directions, might point less 
to a lack of space than to a non-Arabic, most probably Persian, native speaker. 
54 King, David A.: “Architecture and Astronomy. The Ventilators of Medieval Cairo and Their 
Secrets”. Journal of the American Oriental Society 104:1 (1984), pp. 97–133, here p. 115 with n. 
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70–71 and p. 125–126, pl. 13 and 14; also King – Lorch 1992, p. 192a–192b with fig. 9.3; King, 
World-Maps, pp. 49–51 with fig. 2.2.2 and fig. 2.2.3. 

Fig 9: The third qibla scheme in the Paris copy of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm (A3 
[cf. Table 1]; Bibliothèque nationale de France, Arabe 2601, fol. 153a; photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Paris) 
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middle an inscription mentions Mecca, to its right a cloud-like shape adumbrates 
the Red Sea. From the point marking the city straight lines radiate that denote 
different qibla directions and are inscribed alongside with the names of the ac-
cording localities. Their inclination reproduces approximately the directions de-
scribed in the schemes by astronomical horizon phenomena and the winds. The 
diagram is incompletely framed in red ink, the lower part cut off. Outside the 
frame at the centre of each side cardinal directions and/or localities are inscribed 
in red ink. In the four corners the according regions appear. 

In comparison to the qibla schemes, in this and similar diagrams the role of the 
text is reduced. For the orientation neither ensues by astronomical horizon 
phenomena, nor the winds or cardinal directions, but by the angle that the lines 
determine. The diagram’s sources as well as its belonging to the Tabṣira deserve 
further research.55 

2.3 The Qibla scheme in an anonymous ephemeris 

Related to these schemes in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa and al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira, is 
another qibla scheme included in the final part of an anonymous ephemeris for 
Ṣanʿāʾ compiled ca. 727/1326–27 and mentioning al-Muʾayyad Dāʾūd (d. 1322), al-
Ashraf ʿUmar’s brother and successor, on the first page (cf. fig. 10).56 It shares 
many commonalities concerning its qibla information with the second scheme in 
al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2) and the first scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1). But 
it is less complete than the second scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2) and does not 
number its sectors. In this regard, it is closer to the first scheme in al-Ashraf 
ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) whose order it most probably follows by keeping its 
interchangement of sector 5 and 6. The organization of the text in the sectors, 
however, apparently pursue the second scheme in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa, since in the 
ephemeris first the orientation by the stars is mentioned, while al-Ashraf ʿUmar 
begins with the association of the segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba. A 
common source for these three schemes might well explains their dependencies. 

Overall, this cluster of Yemeni qibla schemes gives clear evidence that textual 
and graphical qibla schemes coexisted at the same time and place. One should, 
however, keep an eye on the fact that none of these schemes is preserved in an 
autograph. Therefore, still a small degree of uncertainty remains, if in the copying 
process graphical and textual forms were maintained. 

55 Cf. the argumentation in Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, p. 676 concerning the three qibla 
schemes in al-Fārisī’s Tuḥfa. 
56 King, Mathematical Astronomy in Medieval Yemen, p. 33; for this article was only accessible the 
preliminary edition and translation in King, David A.: The Sacred Geography of Islam. 
Unpublished Script (copy kindly provided by the author); the qibla scheme is neither mentioned 
in King, David A.: A Catalogue of the Scientific Manuscripts in the Egyptian National Library (in 
Arabic). Cairo: General Egyptian Book Organization, 1986, vol. 2, p. 148, no. 2/3/2 nor King, 
Survey, p. 132, no. E11. 
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Fig. 10: The qibla scheme in the anonymous ephemeris (E1 [see Table 1]; Dār al-kutub, Mīqāt 817, 2, 
fol. 84b; photo: courtesy of Dār al-kutub wa-l-wathāʾiq al-qawmiyya, Cairo). 
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3 Some Preliminary Observations 

Possible reasons that might explain the coexistence of textual and graphical qibla 
schemes can be found on different levels. How the knowledge is presented might 
depend on the author or the copyist, e. g., his personal preferences, his interests 
or his skills, but also on the target audience, on the overall contents of the treatise 
where the scheme is included, and much else. From a practical point of view, 
producing or copying a running text needs, at least, other skills, devices and re-
sources than a (colourful) text-image arrangement, e. g., the space they require 
differs.57 The same holds true for reading or using them, e. g., while running texts 
has a clear beginning and end, some schemes do not indicate where to start read-
ing and where to continue. 

Despite these basic differences, modern research refers to the information as 
qibla schemes regardless of whether provided in running texts or included in text-
image arrangements. It does not distinguish between these two different kinds 
of how knowledge is presented,58 most probably due to the commonalities of the 
textual elements. They include, generally speaking, a set of localities, an 
association with a segment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba, and a direction de-
scribed either by astronomical horizon phenomena, the winds or cardinal direc-
tions, whereas the number of sectors might vary. Therefore, each sector provides 
an initial problem, namely the people of specific localities looking for the direc-
tion towards the Kaʿba in Mecca. And it describes its solution, the qibla direction 
provided. Sometimes included is a statement that one might understand as a 
prognostication, if you follow this instruction, then you will be opposite a segment 
of the perimeter of the Kaʿba in Mecca.59 From a formal point of view, the para-
graphs might be understood as procedural texts whose structure runs parallel to 
the if-then-constructions often found in prognostic texts describing, for example, 
astrological, meteorological or medical practices.60 

57 Cf. King 2020, §29 dealing with the qibla scheme in the cosmography entitled Kharīdat al-
ʿajāʾib wa-farīdat al-gharāʾib by Pseudo-Ibn al-Wardī (Syria, 15th c.): “Several copies have a blank 
space where the qibla diagram might have been. Either the copyists did not like drawing dia-
grams, or they could not choose which one to copy!” 
58 Cf. n. 18. 
59 An example provides the first qibla scheme in al-Fārsī’s Tuḥfa, for Arabic text, German trans-
lation, and study cf. n. 33. 
60 The term “procedure text” is commonly applied to a group of Mesopotamian sources, e. g., 
Ritter, James: “Babylon–1800”. In: Elemente einer Geschichte der Wissenschaften (suhrkamp 
taschenbuch wissenschaft 1355). Ed. Michel Serres. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2nd ed. 
2002, pp. 38–71, here p. 61 or Ossendrijver, Mathieu: Babylonian Mathematical Astronomy. 
Procedure Texts. New York: Springer, 2012, p. 16. For an example, e. g., Fodor, Alexander: 
“Malhamat Daniyal”. In: The Muslim East. Studies in Honour of Julius Germanus. Ed. Gyula Káldy-
Nagy. Budapest: Lorand Eötvös University, 1974, pp. 84–133 + 26 pages in Arabic or Varisco 
1995. 
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To arrange the text in a circle around the Kaʿba does not add further essential 
information. On the contrary, this arrangement is independent or even contra-
dicts the text that is understandable and applicable without it, as in the first 
scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1; cf. fig. 6). The graphical element is a 
surplus that arranges, organizes, and visualizes the information. The knowledge 
presented in a scheme might become simpler to access, more attractive, more 

Fig. 11: The qibla diagram at the end of the Paris copy of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm

(Bibliothèque nationale de France, Arabe 2601, fol. 181a; photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, Paris) 
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suitable for didactical purpose and even more entertaining than that presented in 
running texts. For as text-image arrangements, qibla schemes might look more 
puzzling than running texts, partly because they often do not have a clear starting 
point or an indicated reading direction. Treated in company, they even gain a 
ludic element. Overall, one might understand qibla schemes as procedural texts 
that might be arranged graphically, but not necessarily. 

Intricately linked to the commonalities of the textual and the role of the graph-
ical element as a surplus is the permeability between how knowledge is presented, 
in a running text or as text-image arrangements. Both can be easily transformed 
from one into the other and vice versa as unintentionally demonstrated in the edi-
tion and translation of al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s qibla scheme (see in the appendix).61 
This permeability and transformability, however, does not convey how knowledge 
is presented as arbitrarily exchangeable. While kept in qibla schemes provided in 
form of lists,62 the exchangeability is lost in a tradition of qibla schemes observable 
since the 12th century. They group localities equidistantly around the Kaʿba with-
out mentioning the association of the sectors with a segment of its perimeter and 
without describing the directions by means of cardinal directions, astronomical 
horizon phenomena or the winds. Seemingly, at least the first task should be un-
dertaken by the graphical element.63 The same holds true for qibla diagrams as 
the one preserved at the end of the Paris manuscript. 

Permeability, transformability, and exchangeability in how knowledge is pre-
sented deserves further research, since even in two different copies of the same 
treatise they might be interchanged. The part dealing with the appropriate times 
for bloodletting in al-Ashraf ʿ Umar’s Tabṣira is presented once in a non-numerical 
table, the other in a running text.64 

61 For another example of permeability of knowledge presentations in a completely different 
context, namely Old Babylonian rational practices (mathematics, medicine, divination, jurisdic-
tion) Ritter, Jim: “Reading Strassbourg 369: a Thrice-Told Tale”. In: History of Science, History of 
Text. Ed. Karine Chemla. Berlin/Göttingen/Heidelberg: Springer, 2004, pp. 177–200, here p. 
194: “The line between such tables and the procedural texts is not always clear cut; there exists 
rather a spectrum from the purely tabular verbless tables, through tables involving abbreviated 
procedures, to the full procedure texts with their structured verbal chains. This point can be seen 
in the divination texts with their rather simple verbal chains. Are they abbreviated procedure 
texts or elaborated tables?” 
62 King 2020, §35; King 1991, pl. viii; also King – Lorch 1992, p. 197, fig. 9.10. 
63 Cf. King – Lorch 1992, p. 193: “[…] the well-known geographer Yāqut (575–626/1179–1229) 
also reproduced a twelve-sector scheme, without the instructions for finding the qibla, in his 
Kitāb Muʿjam al-buldān (Dictionary of countries) (fig. 9.7). Are we to assume that in this case the 
diagram its annotations would speak for itself?”; also King, World-Maps, pp. 53–55 with fig. 2.3.4. 
64 H,120b–121a and P,132a–132b, respectively; Arabic text, English translation, and study in 
Schmidl, Petra G.: “Magic and Medicine in a 13th c. treatise on the Science of the Stars. The 
Kitāb al-Tabṣira fī ʿilm al-nujūm of the Rasulid sultan al-Ashraf ʿUmar”. In: Herbal Medicine in 
Yemen: Traditional Knowledge and Practice, and their Value for Today's World (Islamic History and 
Civilization 96). Eds. Ingrid Hehmeyer – Hanne Schönig: Leiden: Brill, 2012, pp. 43–68, here 
pp. 58–60. 
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4 Appendix: The qibla Scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) 

[To render the alternatingly writing in black and red ink, regular and bold letters 
are used in the edition and the translation. The text in P,153b shows only minor 
differences with exception of sector 12 where Takrūr (Timbuktu) is additionally 
mentioned in P.] 

4.1 Text 

<H,116a> ]1[  65على سوية  الباب السابع والثلـ[ـثـ]ـون في معرفة جهات القبلة
إلى كّل    <H,116b>  65وهللا أعلم  

66ركن من أركان البيت حرسه هللا تعالى ومعرفة قسمة المنازل بين
.  66البروج وما لكّل فصل منها في الشمال والجنوب 

[A qibla scheme resembling a twelve-petaled flower follows. Edition and translation pro-

vide the text of each petal in a separate paragraph starting at eleven o’clock and proceeding 

counterclockwise.67] 

البلدان إلى كّل ركن من أركان البيت حرسه هللا ]  2[ البلدان    68معرفة جهات القبلة لسائر  تعالى مقسومة على سمت 
.  68يهاالمذكورة وما والها وما يستدّل من النجوم عل

] sector 1   [حرسه هللا تعال على حدّ الركن اليماني ومن النجوم   عدن وصنعاء وزبيد قبلتهم من البيت الحرام  محراب

على فقار الظهر .الجدّي بين العينين وسهيل إذا طلع 

] sector 2   كابل والقندهار وما وراء ذلك وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام ما بين الركن اليماني والحجر األسود ] محراب
ومن النجوم بنات نعش إذا طلعت على الخّد اليمين . 

] sector 3   [السند وجزائر الهند وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام حرسه هللا تعالى ما بين الحجر األسود والركن اليماني   محراب

وقبلتهم من النجوم بنات نعش إذا طلعت تكون على الخدّ األيمن .

] sector 4   لظهر  البصرة والصين واصـ[ـفـ]ـهان وقبلتهم من النجوم النسر الطائر إذا طلع يكون على فقار ا] محراب
 .وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام حرس هللا تعالى ما بين الباب والحجر األسود 

] sector 5   [خرسان وخوارزم وقبلتهم من النجوم العيّوق إذا طلع يكون على فقار الظهر ويكون الجدّي على    محراب

الخدّ األيمن وقبلتهم من البيت حرس هللا ما بين المقام وبين الباب . 

] sector 6   [  وواسط وقبلتهم من البيت الشريف ما بين المقام والباب ومن النجوم    سّر مـ[ـن] رأى بغداد  محراب
 .  على الخّد األيمن وهللا أعلم يالعّيوق إذا طلع على فقار الظهر والجدّ 

] sector 7   [ت الحرام  الجزيرة وأرمينية وقبلتهم من [ النجوم ] والفرقدان على فقار الظهر وقبلتهم من البي  محراب

حرسه هللا وشّرفه ما بين الركن الشامي والمقام وهللا أعلم .

] sector 8   دمشق وحلب من الشام وما يليها وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام ما بين الميزاب والركن الشامي ومن ] محراب
 .  النجوم سهيل إذا طلع يكون بين العينين وهللا أعلم

] sector 9   [تعالى على حدّ الميزاب مدينة النبي صّل   محراب ى هللا عليه وسّلم والقدس وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام حرسه أ

69ومن النجوم بنات نعش إذا غابت تكون بين األذن اليمنا 
 وفقار الظهر . 

] sector 10  مصر والبحر األسود واألندلس وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام ما بين الركن الغربي والميزاب ومن ] محراب
  .  النجوم الثرّيا إدا طلعت تكون على العين اليسار

65 H writes supra lineam. 
66 The title continues on H,117a. 
67 The second scheme in al-Fārīsī’s Tuḥfa (F2) that is closely related to al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s 
numbers the prayer niches, the first one being for the Yemen. 
68 The text continues below the scheme. 
69 H writes frequently ـا… – alif instead of ـى… – alif maqṣūra. 
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]sector 11  [  تعالى ما بين الركن الغربي    70بربر[ا]  محراب والنوبة والظلمات وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام حرسه أ

والركن اليماني ومن النجوم الثرّيا والعيّوق إذا طلعا فاستقبل ما بينهما . 

] sector 12   ة وعيذاب والحبشة وقبلتهم من البيت الحرام ما بين الركن الغربي واليماني ومن بلد البجا] محراب
.  النجوم الثرّيا والعيّوق استقبل بينهما إذا طلعا

4.2 Translation71 

<H,116a> [1] The thirty-seventh chapter on the knowledge of the qibla directions (jihāt al-

qibla) — together (?) and God knows best — towards each corner of the corners of the 

(Holy) House — may God the Exalted protect it —, the knowledge of the division of the 

lunar mansion in between the zodiacal signs and what belongs to each of the seasons 

towards north and south. 

[The following text is arranged in a circular qibla scheme.72] 

[2] The determination of the qibla directions (jihāt al-qibla) for all cities (and territories) to

each corner of the corners of the House — may God the Exalted protect it — arranged 

according to the direction of the cities (and territories; samt al-buldān) mentioned and 

what lies next to it and what indicates (the direction) respective the stars. 

[sector 1] Prayer Niche. ʿAdan, Ṣanʿāʾ and Zabīd. The qibla of those (living there) is 

respective the (Holy) House — may God the Exalted protect it — the edge of the Yemeni 

corner. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars the Pole Star (al-judayy; α 

UMi) between both eyes and Canopus (suhayl; α Car), when it rises, on the spine. 

[sector 2] Prayer Niche. Kābul, al-Qandahār and what is beyond them. The qibla of those 

(living there) is respective the (Holy) House between the Yemeni corner and the Black 

Stone. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars the three stars in the handle 

of the Plough (banāt naʿsh; ηεζ UMa), when they rise, above the right cheek. 

[sector 3] Prayer Niche. India (al-Sind) and the islands of India (jazāʾir al-Hind). The qibla 

of those (living there) is respective the (Holy) House — may God the Exalted protect 

it — between the Black Stone and the Yemeni corner. The qibla of those (living there) is 

respective the stars the three stars in the handle of the Plough (banāt naʿsh; ηεζ UMa), 

when they rise, they are above the right cheek. 

[sector 4] Prayer Niche. al-Baṣra, China (al-Ṣīn) and Iṣfahān. The qibla of those (living 

there) is respective the stars Atair (al-nasr al-ṭāʾir; α Aql), when it rises, it is on the spine. 

The qibla of those (living there) is respective the Holy House — may God the Exalted pro-

tect it — what is between the door and the Black Stone. 

70 H writes حوحو . 
71 For the difficulties in translating the place names and more information cf. Schmidl, 
Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 431–465. 
72 For more information cf. the description in section 2.2 above “The qibla schemes in al-Ashraf 
ʿUmar’s Tabṣira” and cf. Fig. 6. 
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[sector 5] Prayer Niche. Khurāsān and Khwārizm. The qibla of those (living there) is 

respective the stars Capella (al-ʿayyūq; α Aur), when it rises, it is on the spine, and the Pole 

Star (al-judayy; α UMi) is on the right cheek. The qibla of those (living there) is respective 

the (Holy) House — may God the Exalted protect it — between the (prayer) place (of 

Abraham) and the door. 

[sector 6] Prayer Niche. Baghād, Samarra (Sarra m[an] raʾā [?]) and Wāsiṭ. The qibla of 

those (living there) is respective the Noble House between the (prayer) place (of Abraham) 

and the door. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars Capella (al-ʿayyūq; 

α Aur), when it rises, on the spine and the Pole Star (al-judayy; α UMi) on the right cheek 

— and God knows best. 

[sector 7] Prayer Niche. al-Jazīra, and Armīniya. The qibla of those (living there) is 

respective (the stars) al-farqadān (βγ UMi) on the spine. The qibla of those (living there is) 

respective the Holy House — may God the Exalted protect it and exalt it — between the 

Syrian corner and the (prayer) place (of Abraham) — and God knows best.  

[sector 8] Prayer Niche. Damascus (Dimashq), Aleppo (Ḥalab min al-Shām) and what lies 

next to them. The qibla of those (living there) is respective the Holy House between the 

rainwater spout and the Syrian corner. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the 

stars Canopus (suhayl; α Car), if it rises, it is between both eyes — and God knows best. 

[sector 9] Prayer Niche. Medina (Madīnat al-Nabī; lit. “the city of the prophet”) — may God 

bless him and grant him salvation —, and Jerusalem (al-Quds). The qibla of those (living 

there) is respective the Holy House — may God the Exalted protect it — towards the edge 

of the rainwater spout. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars the three 

stars in the handle of the Plough (banāt naʿsh; ηεζ UMa), when they set, they are between 

the right ear and the spine. 

[sector 10] Prayer Niche. Cairo (or: Egypt [?]; Miṣr), baḥr al-aswad,73 and al-Andalus. The 

qibla of those (living there) is respective the Holy House between the western corner and 

the rainwater spout. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars the Pleiades (al-

thurayyā; M 45 with η Tau), when they rise, they are on the left eye. 

[sector 11] Prayer Niche. Barbarā (?), Nubia (al-Nūba), and the Atlantic (al-Ẓulamāt). The 

qibla of those (living there) is respective the Holy House — may God the Exalted protect 

it — between the western corner and the Yemeni corner. (The qibla of those living there 

is) respective the stars the Pleiades (al-thurayyā; M 45 with η Tau) and Capella (al-ʿayyūq; 

α Aur), when they both rise, (then) turn your face between both of them. 

[sector 12] Prayer Niche. The land of al-Bujāt, ʿAydhāb, and Ethiopia (al-Ḥabasha). The 

qibla of those (living there) is respective the (Holy) House between the western and the 

73 Taking into consideration the general direction of sector 10, al-baḥr al-aswad denotes in this 
context rather “the sea of the blacks” than “the Black Sea.” 
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Yemeni corner. (The qibla of those living there is) respective the stars the Pleiades (al-

thurayyā; M 45 with η Tau) and Capella (al-ʿayyūq; α Aur), turn your face between both of 

them, when they rise. 

4.3 Commentary 

al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s scheme (A1) is closely related to the second scheme in al-
Fārisī’s Tuḥfa (F2), so that its detailed analysis remains valid in this case, too.74 In 
general and approximately, the sets of localities mentioned, the associated seg-
ment of the perimeter of the Kaʿba and the description of the orientation by means 
of the stars match together (cf. Table 3). Only sector 2 is problematic, the localities 
mentioned, Kabūl and al-Qandahār, are located northeast, not southeast to Mecca 
and the Kaʿba. 

sector perimeter 

of the Kaʿba 

sets of localities orientation 

by the stars 

1 S ʿAdan, Ṣanaʿāʾ, Zabīd NNW–N 

2 SE (!) Kābul, al-Qandahār and what is beyond NW–NNW (!) 

3 SE India (al-Sind), the islands of India (jazāʾir al-Hind) NW–NNW 

4 E al-Baṣra, China (al-Ṣīn), Iṣfahān W 

5 NE Khurāsān, Khwārizm SW–WSW 

6 NE Baghdād,  Samarra (Sarra man Raʾā [?]) and Wāsiṭ SW–WSW 

7 NNE al-Jazīra, Armīniya SSW–S–SSE 

8 NNW 
Damascus (Dimashq), Aleppo (Ḥalab min al-Shām) 
and what lies next 

SE–SSE 

9 NW 
Medina (Madīnat al-Nabī, lit. “the city of the 
prophet”), Jerusalem (al-Quds) 

SES–SE–SSE 

10 WNW 
Cairo (or: Egypt [?]; Miṣr), al-baḥr al-aswad, al-
Andalus 

E–ESE 

11 SW Barbar(ā) (?), al-Nūba, and al-Ẓulamāt (Atlantic) NE–ENE 

12 SW al-Bajāt, ʿAydhāb, al-Ḥabasha, (Takrūr [Timbuktu]) NE–ENE 

Table 3: Analysis of the sectors described in the first scheme in al-Ashraf ʿUmar’s Tabṣira (A1) 

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 1: Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Orientabteilung — Fig. 2–5: Veneranda Milano, Biblioteca 
Ambrosiana — Fig. 6: Oxford, Bodleian Library — Fig. 7, 9, 11: Bibliothèque nationale de 
France — Fig. 10: Dār al-kutub wa-l-wathāʾiq al-qawmiyya, Cairo 

74 Schmidl, Volkstümliche Astronomie, pp. 663–676. 
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Making the Invisible Visible

Text-Image Relations in an Illustrated Manuscript of Niẓāmī’s 
Khamsah from Turkmen Shiraz (Strasbourg, Bibliothèque nationale et 
universitaire, MS 4715)1 

Nourane Ben Azzouna 

The study of text-image relationships in illustrated manuscripts of the Islamic 
world is still in its infancy. Indeed, for a very long time, the majority of historians 
of Islamic art had only a limited knowledge of the languages of Islamic cultures 
and saw no interest in studying them and the corresponding texts in any depth. 
For instance, in 1953, Bishr Fares claimed the following about one of the first 
extant illustrated Arabic manuscripts, the famous Kitāb al-Tiryāq dated Rabīʿ I 
595/January 1199 at the Bibliothèque nationale de France (hereafter BnF):2 

“Je me désintéresse totalement de l'objet de ce traité, n’étant point spécialiste de la 

pharmacopée ni de la thérapeutique. Je suis loin de regretter mon incompétence, car 

l’histoire de la médecine arabe n’avancerait guère et la science grecque se trouverait 

amoindrie si l’on s’avisait de prêter une attention spéciale au texte”3 (“I have no interest 

whatsoever in the subject of this treatise, as I am not a specialist in pharmacopoeia or 

therapy. I am far from regretting my incompetence, because the history of Arab medicine 

would make little progress and Greek science would be weakened if special attention were 

paid to the text”). 

More recently, Marianne Barrucand was adamant that, in the Maqāmāt of the 13th 
century, “la relation entre texte et miniatures d’une manière générale est ici des 
plus distantes, et ni les images ni leur architecture n’ajoutent à la compréhension 

1 This chapter received support from the Maison Interuniversitaire des Sciences de l’Homme 
d’Alsace (MISHA) and the Excellence Initiative of the University of Strasbourg. 
2 BnF, Arabe 2964. For recent publications cf.: Kitāb al-Diryāq (Thériaque de Paris) [Fac-simile 
edition with commentaries]. Sansepolcro: Aboca Museum Edizioni, 2009; Micheau, Françoise: 
“La calligraphie du Kitāb al-Diryāq de la Bibliothèque nationale de France: Entre sens et 
esthétique”. In: Les non-dits du nom. Onomastique et documents en terres d'Islam. Mélanges offerts à 
Jacqueline Sublet. Eds. Christian Müller – Muriel Roiland-Rouabah. Damascus/Beirut: IFPO, 
2013, pp. 29–52; Gallica: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8422960m.r=arabe%202964?rk 
=21459;2 (last viewed 21. 10. 2021). 
3 Fares, Bishr: Le livre de la Thériaque. Manuscrit arabe à peintures de la fin du XIIe siècle conservé 
à la Bibliotheque nationale de Paris. Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1953, p. 4. 
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du texte littéraire”4 (“The relationship between text and miniatures in general is 
very distant here, and neither the images nor their architecture add to the under-
standing of the literary text”). Still more recently and in a volume dedicated to the 
study of Text and Image in Illustrated Arabic Manuscripts, Oleg Grabar came to the 
conclusion that: “to the historian of art the Arabic of texts is secondary, merely an 
excuse for illustration and decoration,” hence proposing that “paintings […] be 
classified together with other contemporary creativity, metalwork for example. Or 
else the illustrations and the decoration could be identified through the quality of 
its manufacture […]. We can indeed apply different categories of thought for paint-
ings in manuscripts than the ones we use for texts.”5 In other words, he argued 
for a clear distinction, if not a separation, between text and image. 

These few quotes illustrate the fact that in Arabic and more generally speaking 
Islamic illustrated manuscripts, the majority of researchers were only interested 
in the paintings. They did not hesitate to dissociate them from their original 
context in the codex, either physically, by dismantling and dispersing the 
volumes — such as the well-known case of the so-called “Demotte Shāhnāmah” 
and many others — or virtually, by publishing only reproductions of the images, 
without the text, or obviously conceptually by excluding the text and the relations 
between image and text from their analyses. Fortunately, this approach, which is 
reductive to say the least, is beginning to subside. In this article, I would like to 
start with a brief historiographical and methodological review of the study of text-
image relations in Islamic illustrated manuscripts before proposing a case study 
about text-image relations in an illustrated manuscript of Niẓāmī’s Khamsah from 
Turkmen Shiraz (Strasbourg, Bibliothèque nationale et universitaire, MS 4715). 

The Study of Text-Image Relations in Islamic Illustrated Manuscripts 

In the late 1960s, scholars began to address the issue of the pictorial or illustrative 
cycle, or iconographic program of a given text with regard to the greatest classics 
of Persian poetry and painting. The first studies focused on the Shāhnāmah of 
Firdawsī.6 As for the Khamsah of Niẓāmī, following Priscilla Soucek’s PhD on the 
earliest illustrated codices,7 Ivan Stchoukine, then Larisa Dodhudoeva published 
lists of illustrations, the first referring to holdings of the Topkapı Palace Library 

4 Barrucand, Marianne: “Les représentations d’architectures dans la miniature islamique en 
orient du début du XIIIe au début du XIVe siècle”. Cahiers archéologiques 34 (1986), pp. 119–141, 
here p. 121. 
5 Grabar, Oleg: “What Does ‘Arab Painting’ Mean?”. In: Arab Painting. Text and Image in 
Illustrated Arabic Manuscripts. Ed. Anna Contadini. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007, pp. 17–22, here 
p. 22.
6 Norgren, Jill – Edward Davis (eds.): Preliminary Index of Shahnameh Illustrations. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan, Center for Near Eastern and North African Studies, 1969.
7 Soucek, Priscilla: “Illustrated Manuscripts of Nizami’s Khamsah: 1386–1482”. [PhD
dissertation, unpublished]. New York University, 1971. Unfortunately, Soucek’s dissertation was
not available to me.
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(in 1977), the second to a corpus of 245 volumes from the 14th to the 19th century 
(in 1985).8 The constitution of such corpora could develop on a much larger scale 
thanks to the possibilities offered by digital technologies, which enabled the crea-
tion of large-scale databases. The most comprehensive database available so far is 
the Cambridge “Shahnama Project”, which records ca. 1.500 manuscripts and 
single pages, 15.000 images and 20.000 paintings from all over the world, “acces-
sible with a few clicks of a mouse.”9 

These tools obviously open up promising perspectives for the study of illustrated 
manuscripts and text-image relations, even if such studies are still quite rare10 
and are often limited to two main approaches or questions: First, a statistical 
approach that consists in inventorying the illustrated episodes and classifying 
them according to their frequency, as popular, rare or unique;11 and second a 
diachronic and/or synchronic study of selected iconographic themes.12 These 
approaches have the advantage of taking the text into account, and even starting 
from it, allowing for comparisons between manuscripts, but they also present the 
risk of not paying enough attention to each individual manuscript to the point of 
losing sight of the internal logic of each volume, which, in my opinion, is another 
way of virtually dismantling the manuscripts. However, each manuscript is, by 
definition, unique.13 All studies that have been carried out on coherent corpora 
such as Kalīla wa Dimna, the Shāhnāmah or the Khamsah, have demonstrated 

8 Stchoukine, Ivan: Les peintures des manuscrits de la “Khamsah” de Niẓâmî au Topkapi Sarayı 
Müzesi d’Istanbul. Paris: Geuthner, 1977; Dodhudoeva, Larisa: Поэмы Низами в 
средневековой миниатюрной живописи [Poèmy Nizami v Srednevekovoj Miniatjurnoj 
Živopisi]. Moscow, 1985. These lists have been supplemented by: De Blois, François: Persian 
Literature. A Bio-Bibliographical Survey Begun by the Late C. A. Storey, Vol. V, 2. London: Royal 
Asiatic Society, 1994, pp. 449–479. 
9 Cambridge University Library−Shahnama Project: http://shahnama.lib.cam.ac.uk/ (last viewed 
21. 10. 2021).
10 With the exception of the Shāhnāmah. Cf. notably the publications that stemmed from the
“Shahnama Project”: Hillenbrand, Robert (ed.): Shahnama: The Visual Language of the Persian
Book of Kings. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004; Brend, Barbara – Charles Melville (eds.): Epic of the
Persian Kings. The Art of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Cambridge/London, 2010; and the series
Shahnama Studies: three volumes edited by Charles Melville and Gabrielle R. van den Berg be-
tween 2011 and 2017.
11 For instance: Mehran, Farhad: “Frequency Distribution of Illustrated Scenes in Persian
Manuscripts”. Student 2, 4 (1998), pp. 351–379; Graves, Margaret S.: “Words as Pictures: The
British Library’s 1386–8 Khamsah of Nizami, and the Development of an Illustrative Tradition”.
Persica 18 (2002), pp. 17−48.
12 For instance: Lukens Swietochowski, Marie: “Some Aspects of the Persian Miniature Painter
in Relation to his Texts”. In: Studies in Art and Literature of the Near East. Ed. Peter Chelkowski.
Salt Lake City 1974, pp. 111–131; Barrucand 1986; Abdullaeva, Firuza: “Kingly Flight: Nimrud,
Kay Kavus, Alexander, or Why the Angel has the Fish”. Persica 23 (2009–2010), pp. 1–29.
13 “Le manuscrit est le domaine de l’un”. (The manuscript is the domain of one), Bourgain,
Pascale: “L’édition des manuscrits”. In: Histoire de l’edition française 1. Le livre conquérant. Du
Moyen Âge au milieu du XVIIe siècle. Eds. Roger Chartier – Henri-Jean Martin. Paris, 1989, p. 53,
quoted by Cheikh-Moussa, Abdallah. “Considérations sur la littérature d’Adab. Présence et effets
de la voix et autres problèmes connexes”. Al-Qantara 27, 1 (2006), pp. 25–62, here p. 37, n. 44;
cf. also p. 49.
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that, in spite of certain phenomena such as the existence of compositions and 
motifs that are repeated from one manuscript to another14 or of stylistically 
homogeneous schools or groups, with very rare exceptions, which, I believe, 
require specific analysis, no two codices are identical. The choice of pictorial 
cycles seems to be unique to each volume; and the same episode is almost never 
represented twice in exactly the same way. In other words, exact copies seem to 
be the exception and variations the rule.15 Therefore, and as formulated by 
Sandrine Hériché-Pradeau and Maud Pérez-Simon, “each work founds its own 
code [...], it is also necessary to read a given iconographic program in relation to a 
given other.”16 

In her various publications, Anna Contadini has defended the importance of 
considering the illustrated manuscript as “a consciously designed whole.”17 In 
her monograph on the only extant copy of Kitāb Naʿt al-Ḥayawān now at the 
British Library,18 she analysed absolutely every aspect of the codex: its physical 
composition — paper, ink, pigments, scripts and condition; its text, which she 
defined as a new, anonymous compilation, replacing it into a complex intertextual 
network; and finally its paintings, i. e. double-frontispieces and illustrations, 
which she examined in relation to the text as well as in comparison to the existing 

                                                           
14 Lukens Swietochowski 1974; Titley, Norah: “Persian Miniature Painting: The Repetition of 
Compositions during the Fifteenth Century”. In: Akten des VII. Internationalen Kongresses für 
Iranische Kunst und Archäologie, München, 7.−10. September 1976. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1979, 
pp. 471–491; Adamova, Adel T.: “Repetition of Compositions in Manuscripts: The Khamsa of 
Nizami in Leningrad”. In: Timurid Art and Culture: Iran and Central Asia in the Fifteenth Century. 
Eds. Lisa Golombek – Maria Subtelny. Leiden: Brill, 1992, pp. 67–75; Bağcı, Serpil: “Old Images 
for New Texts and Contexts: Wandering Images in Islamic Book Painting”. Muqarnas 21: Essays 
in Honor of J. M. Rogers. Eds. Doris Behrens-Abouseif – Anna Contadini (2004), pp. 21−32; 
Tanındı, Zeren: “Repetition of Illustrations in the Topkapı Palace and Diez Albums”. In: The 
Diez Albums. Contexts and Contents. Eds. Julia Gonnella – Friederike Weis – Christoph Rauch. 
Leiden: Brill, 2017, pp. 163–193. 
15 In fact, this is what emerges even from the studies mentioned in the previous footnote. Cf. 
also, for instance, Adahl, Karin: A Khamsa of Nizami of 1439. Origin of the Miniatures, a 
Presentation and Analysis. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell Int., 1981, p. 39; Ben Azzouna, 
Nourane: “What is a Painter in Medieval Islam? Reflections Based on Medieval Illustrated 
Manuscripts of Kalīla wa Dimna”. In: Beiträge zur Islamischen Kunst und Archäologie VII. Ed. 
Martina Müller-Wiener. Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag 2021, pp. 7–23. The reasons behind the 
repetition of compositions and motifs are multiple: economic; educational, for the training of 
the painters; or performative, in order “to demonstrate his skills in repeating models with 
varying degrees of exactitude. [… I]nvent new compositions [… and] deal with subjects not 
depicted before,” and, for the viewer, “to ‘recognize’ a favorite image in a new and unexpected 
form”. (Adamova 1992, pp. 69, 74.) 
16 Hériché-Pradeau, Sandrine – Maud Pérez-Simon: “Du texte à l’image et de l’image au texte: 
en pratique et en théorie“. In: Quand l’image relit le texte: Regards croisés sur les manuscrits 
médiévaux. Eds. Sandrine Hériché-Pradeau – Maud Pérez-Simon. Paris: Presses Sorbonne 
Nouvelle, 2013, pp. 11–38, here pp. 25–26, translated by the author. 
17 Contadini, Anna: “The Manuscript as a Whole”. In: Arab Painting. Text and Image in Illustrated 
Arabic Manuscripts. Ed. Anna Contadini. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007, pp. 3−16. The quote here is 
from: Contadini, Anna: A World of Beasts. A Thirteenth-Century Illustrated Arabic Book on Animals: 
The Kitāb Naʿt al-Ḥayawān in the Ibn Bakhtishūʿ Tradition. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2012, p. 9. 
18 Contadini, A World of Beasts. 
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typological, compositional, iconographic and stylistic pictorial traditions. This 
very detailed study allowed her to draw highly solid conclusions about the date, 
provenance, patronage and milieu of production of this unicum. As Anna Caiozzo 
puts it, this book can be regarded as “a fine lesson.”19 

While Contadini has chiefly focused on the Arabic zoological tradition, Aya 
Sakkal has mainly worked on literary texts, especially the Maqāmāt. The 
originality of her work stems from her background as a historian of Arabic 
literature and her very detailed knowledge of the extremely rich text of the 
Assemblies of Ḥarīrī and of adab. In a series of articles published since 2012, 
Sakkal has taken this adab masterpiece as her starting point.20 She has identified 
a number of recurring themes and structuring motifs, such as travelling, clothing 
or the human body, which she has analyzed from a literary point of view, notably 
taking into account medieval commentaries on the work, before considering how 
they were visually translated by the illustrators of 13th-century copies. This 
allowed her not only to assess more precisely the “literal” or “interpretative” 
character of the illustrations, but also to better understand the discrepancies 
between text and image in light of certain “commonplaces of the Maqāmāt and 
adab in general,”21 for instance the contrast between indigence and oratory talent 
or the literary topos of “al-adab ḥulyā” (adab as an ornament). Thus, Sakkal has, 
for instance, demonstrated that literary talent could be represented in different 
ways: by a “gesture of orality,” the evocation of Greek masters, or the canons of 
elegance of the “ẓurafāʾ” (refined men) of Baghdad, hence opening new perspecti-
ves for reflection on this very intriguing work. 

Such challenging studies, whether they take the manuscript or the text as their 
starting point, encourage us to attempt to be systematic, holistic or integrative in 
several ways. First by undertaking detailed research on every individual 
manuscript. In this regard, I, like other art historians,22 believe that every 
manuscript is interesting and deserves a comprehensive study. Second by 
considering each manuscript as a multi-faceted whole. And third by analyzing 

 
19 Caiozzo, Anna: “Compte-rendu de: Contadini, Anna: A World of Beasts. A Thirteenth-Century 
Illustrated Arabic Book on Animals: The Kitāb Naʿt al-Ḥayawān in the Ibn Bakhtishūʿ Tradition. 
Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2012”. Bulletin Critique des Annales Islamologiques 27 (2012), pp. 123–124, 
here p. 124. 
20 Cf. in particular Sakkal, Aya: “La représentation du héros des Maqāmāt d’al-Ḥarīrī dans les 
trois premiers manuscrits illustrés (XIIIe siècle)”. Annales Islamologiques 48, 1 (2014), pp. 79–
102, https://doi.org/10.4000/anisl.3080 (last viewed 21.10.2021); Sakkal, Aya: “Représentation 
du dromadaire dans le livre illustré des séances”. In: L’animal: Une source d’inspiration dans les 
arts. Eds. Sandra Costa – Claire Maître. Paris: Editions du Comité des travaux historiques et 
scientifiques, 2018, pp. 79–89.  
21 Sakkal 2014, translated by the author. 
22 Cf. for instance Ada Adamova’s pioneering work on Injuid illustrated manuscripts: Adamova, 
Adel T.: “The St. Petersburg Illustrated Shahnama of 733 Hijra (1333 AD) and the Injuid School 
of Painting”. In: Shahnama: The Visual Language of the Persian Book of Kings. Ed. Robert 
Hillenbrand. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004, pp. 51–64. 
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each of these facets using the most appropriate methodology in order to 
understand it in depth. These methods include codicology and, if necessary, and 
possible, scientific analyses of materials (inks, pigments, etc.), palaeography, 
textual and literary analysis, and visual analysis. In this respect, it is important to 
stress that each manuscript is unique both in its text and its images. Therefore, 
the analysis of the text implies paying attention to the text not as it is established 
in a given translation23 or even edition, but as it appears in each handwritten 
volume, especially since research on certain corpora has highlighted the widely 
diverging nature of some manuscript traditions.24 

Moreover, especially as far as narrative texts are concerned, studies on text-
image relations have generally focused on the so-called pictorial cycles, i. e. the 
episodes selected for illustration, and whether the illustrations are placed at the 
right place in the text generally limited to the few lines or even the one verse, 
called breakline verse, placed immediately before, i. e. above, or after, i. e. below 
the image.25 However, it seems to me that this approach is still reductive. Even 
though a specific verse often gives or corresponds to the subject of the image, the 
subject matter is far from being the only or probably even the key component of 
a painting. I think that focusing on the “breakline verse” may prevent us from 
considering other significant aspects of the story and the text. In any case it can 
only be one facet of the problem. Several examples show that what the patron, the 
copyist or the painter chose to illustrate is at least as important as what they chose 
to leave aside.26 Examining the whole text and breaking it down into illustratable 
units seems to be the best way to really understand the selection of paintings, and 
how far or close they are from the structure of the text and/or the narrative. There 
are two reasons for this. The first is that the image often condenses several 
moments or at least aspects (narrative, descriptive etc.) of the text, which cannot 
be limited to one or two verses. The second is that, by trying to adopt the position 
of the original reader/illustrator/viewer, and breaking down the text into as many 

23 For instance, in Graves’s article mentioned above (Graves 2002), the author relies only on 
translations. 
24 Cf. for instance the ongoing project “AnonymClassic” on Kalīla wa Dimna manuscripts: 
https://www.geschkult.fu-berlin.de/en/e/kalila-wa-dimna/index.html (last viewed 20. 10. 2021). 
25 For instance: Mehran, Farhad: “The Break-Line Verse: The Link Between Text and Image in 
the ‘First Small’ Shahnama.” In: Shahnama Studies I. Ed. Charles Melville. Leiden: Brill, 2006, 
pp. 152–169. 
26 James, David: A Masterpiece of Arab Painting. The ‘Schefer’ Maqāmāt Manuscript in Context. 
London: East and West Publishing, 2013, especially pp. 35–43. Cf. also Kruk, Remke: “Elusive 
Giraffes: Ibn Abi l-Ḥawāfir’s Badāʾiʿ al-Akwān and Other Animal Books”. In: Arab Painting. Text 
and Image in Illustrated Arabic Manuscripts. Ed. Anna Contadini. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007, pp. 
49−64. Esp. Melville, Charles – Abdullaeva, Firuza: “Text and Image in the Story of Bizhan and 
Manizha I”. In: Shahnama Studies I. Ed. Charles Melville. Cambridge: Centre for Middle Eastern 
and Islamic Studies, 2006, pp. 71−96; Mahdavi, Amin: “An Event-Driven Distribution Model for 
Automatic Insertion of Illustrations in Narrative Discourse: A Study Based on the Shahnama 
Narrative”. [PhD dissertation]. University of Edinburgh, 2004. Edinburgh Research Archive: 
https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/1249 (last viewed 28. 10. 2021). 
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illustratable units as possible, one is better able to understand the possibilities 
and choices of illustration vs. non-illustration. As for visual analysis, it should 
examine the typology, composition, iconography and style of the paintings. The 
ultimate purpose is to try to understand “each cycle of images [as] a coherent 
whole, conceived and thought of as a whole”27 before replacing it in its intertextual 
and intericonic network.28 

Case Study: An Illustrated Manuscript of Niẓāmī’s Khamsah from 
Turkmen Shiraz (Strasbourg, Bibliothèque nationale et universitaire, 
MS 4715) 

It is inspired by this methodology that I looked at an illustrated manuscript of 
Niẓāmī’s Khamsah now held at the Bibliothèque nationale et universitaire (hereafter 
BNU) in Strasbourg under shelfmark MS 4715. In the work of Niẓāmī (d. 
605/1209 [?]), the Khamsah (literally meaning “five” or “quintet”) is rightly consid-
ered as his masterpiece.29 It is a compilation of five poems (mas̱navīs) titled: 
Makhzan al-asrār (The Treasury of Mysteries or The Treasury of Secrets), Khusraw 
and Shīrīn, Laylī and Majnūn, Haft Peykar (The Seven Portraits), and 
Iskandarnāmah (The Book of Iskandar). The Quintet met with immense success: 
it was one of the most frequently copied and illustrated texts in the Persian-speak-
ing cultural area from the 14th up to the 19th century. 

The Strasbourg manuscript bears an anonymous colophon (fol. 352r) in a 
clumsy mixture of Arabic and Persian, suggesting that its author only has a shaky 
command of the Qurʾanic language. It reads: 

1. tammat (sic) al-kitāb khamsah (sic) iftikhār 

al-ḥukamāʾ khvājah niẓāmī ganjah (sic) 

The book Khamsah [of] the glory of 

philosophers, Master Niẓāmī [of] Gandjah, 

has been completed.  

2. ʿalayh al-raḥma wa al-ghufrān  On him [be] the mercy and forgiveness [of 

God]. 

3. bi-tawfīq allāh taʿālā wa ḥusn taysīrih wa al-

ṣalāt 

With the assistance of God, who is exalted, 

and the goodness of his help; may his 

blessing 

 
27 Sakkal 2014, translated by the author. 
28 Hériché-Pradeau – Pérez-Simon 2013, p. 30. 
29 On Niẓāmī and his work cf. notably de Blois 1994; Chelkowski, Peter J.: “Niẓāmī Gandjawī”. 
In: The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, Leiden: Brill, 1960–2009, vol. 8 (1995), pp. 76–81; 
Parrello, Domenico: “Ḵamsa of Neẓāmi”. In: Encyclopaedia Iranica Online. Originally Published: 
2000. Last Updated: 2010. Iranica Online: http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kamsa-of-
nezami (last viewed 21. 10. 2021). 
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4. ʿalā nabiyyih muḥammad wa ālih ajmaʿīn fī

al-tārīkh (sic)

Be upon his Prophet Muḥammad and his 

entire family, on the date of  

5. shuhūr (sic) sanat tisʿa wa thamānīn wa

thamānimāʾa (sic)

The months of the year 889 

6. al-hijra al-nabawiyya (sic) [From] the Hijra of the Prophet. 

It is written in a pentagonal panel, which is framed by a large gilded inscription 
in Persian: a prayer for the success of the conquests (fatḥ, ghazw) of an anony-
mous dedicatee. 

Thus, the colophon specifies the date: 889/1484, but not the place of production 
or the dedicatee of the manuscript. However, the style of the paintings allows it 
to be attributed to Shiraz during the reign of Āq Quyunlū Sultan Yaʿqūb (r. 883–
896/1478–1490).30 The so-called “Turkmen commercial school/style of Shiraz” 
presents the paradox of being famous but little known. Apart from a few general 
essays,31 only one manuscript has been the topic of a detailed study.32 This school 
is neglected because its production is generally considered commercial and its 

30 Bourgeois, Marie Laure: “Sur quatre manuscrits persans de la Bibliothèque nationale et 
Universitaire de Strasbourg”. Studia Iranica 16, 2 (1987), pp. 238–255, esp. pp. 239–243; Richard, 
Francis: “Le manuscrit des cinq poèmes de Nizâmî (1484)”. In: Métamorphoses: Un bâtiment, des 
collections [Exhibition catalogue]. Strasbourg: BNU, 2015, pp. 210–211; Ben Azzouna, Nourane. 
“Le Khamsah de Nezâmî: Un manuscrit du XVe siècle conservé à Strasbourg”. Special issue of: 
Art de l’enluminure 67 (2018). The manuscript is accessible online: Numistral − La bibliothèque 
numérique patrimoniale du site universitaire alsacien:  
https://www.numistral.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b102352370/f1.planchecontact.r=nizami (last viewed 
24.10.2021). 
31 Cf. esp. Grube, Ernst J.: “The Miniatures of Shiraz”. The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, 
New Series, 21, 9 (1963), pp. 285–295, esp. pp. 292–294; Robinson, Basil William: “The Turkman 
School to 1503”. In: The Arts of the Book in Central Asia, 14th–16th Centuries. Ed. Basil Gray. 
London/Paris 1979, pp. 215–247, esp. pp. 243–244; Robinson, Basil W: Fifteenth-Century Persian 
Painting. Problems and Issues. New York/London: New York University Press, 1991, pp. 21–43; 
Brend, Barbara: “Manuscripts in Turkmān Styles”. In: Perspectives on Persian Painting: 
Illustrations to Amīr Khusrau’s Khamsah. London/New York: Routledge, 2003, pp. 101–148, esp. 
pp. 110–148; “Illustration. E. Iraq and Iran, c. 1450–c. 1500” and “Shiraz [Shīrāz] II. Art life and 
organization”. In: The Grove Encyclopedia of Islamic Art and Architecture. Eds. Jonathan M. 
Bloom – Sheila S. Blair. Oxford University Press, Online Version, 2009; Hayashi, Norihito: “The 
Turkman Commercial Style of Painting: Origins and Developments Reconsidered”. Orient 47 
(2012), pp. 169–189. On the so-called “brownish style”, which overlaps with the “Turkman com-
mercial style,” cf. Brend, Barbara: “A Brownish Study: The Kumral Style in Persian Painting, its 
Connections and Origins”. In: Islamic Art 6 (2009), pp. 81–98 and plates. Simon Rettig’s PhD 
focused on various aspects of manuscript production but included very little on the paintings of 
this school: Rettig, Simon: “La production manuscrite à Chiraz sous les Aq Qoyunlu entre 1467 
et 1503”. [PhD dissertation, unpublished]. Aix-Marseille University, 2011. 
32 Anvari, Saeed (ed.): Khāvarān Nāmeh: Ibn Ḥusām Khusifī Birjandi. Miniature Paintings and 
Illuminations by Farhād Naghāsh, 15th Century. Tehran: 2002. Unfortunately, this facsimile edi-
tion has not been made available to me. In addition, it must be noted that the Khāvarānnāmah’s 
attribution to Shiraz is not unanimously accepted: cf. Shani, Raya: “The Shahnama Legacy in a 
Late 15th-Century Illustrated Copy of Ibn Husam’s Khavaran-nama, the Gulistan Palace Library, 
Tehran, Ms. 5750”. In: Shahnama Studies III. The Reception of the Shahnama. Eds. Gabrielle R. 
van den Berg – Charles Melville. Leiden: Brill, 2017, pp. 216–265, here p. 224. 
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style judged as stereotypical and simple.33 The commercial scale/activity is first 
attested by the considerable number of codices that were either illustrated in 
Shiraz in the second half and especially the last quarter of the 15th Century or 
attributed to it on stylistic grounds. As regards Khamsah volumes, it is interesting 
to note that the oldest known illustrated copy, though fragmentary (it contains 
only the last three books), was probably made in Shiraz in 718/1318, and 
illustrated shortly afterwards (Tehran, University Central Library, no. 5179),34 
which suggests a long tradition of illustrating this text in Shiraz before the 
Turkmen dynasties. According to the lists compiled by Stchoukine, Dodhudoeva 
and de Blois evoked above, no less than fifty illustrated Khamsahs are attributed 
to Shiraz during the last quarter of the 15th Century.35 Several are signed by the 
same copyist: Shaykh Murshid al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Kātib,36 which supports the 
idea of abundance, and even suggests a form of serial production. Moreover, 
according to the data provided by Stchoukine, the formats of these codices appear 
to be fairly standardized and rather small, with two categories measuring ca. 
32 × 20 and 26 × 15 cm respectively, which further supports the idea of mass 
production. The Strasbourg volume appears to be one of the smaller copies. 

In its current state, the BNU manuscript consists of 352 folios measuring 
23 × 15.5 cm. However, the folios must have been trimmed by at least 1 cm on 
the gutter margin side. The dimensions of the pages and the vertical orientation 
of the laid lines indicate that they are octavos. This is a medium-size fold, 
common in ordinary manuscripts. The paper is thin, sometimes translucent, but 
quite dark in colour. The sheets have been sized and polished, but have a frayed, 
medium-quality appearance. This is probably due to their poor state of 
conservation. The manuscript opens with an illustrated double frontispiece, 
which is followed by a richly illuminated frame presenting the title, the author 
and the beginning of the text.37 The beginning of each poem is also marked by a 
richly and finely illuminated title panel (fols. 30v, 107v, 163v, 223v, 307v). The 

 
33 Hayashi 2012, pp. 172–173. 
34 Titley, Norah M: “A 14th-Century Niẓāmī Manuscript in Tehran”. Kunst des Orients 8, 1/2 
(1972), pp. 120–125. 
35 According to Francis Richard, this list is not yet exhaustive. Other manuscripts held in libraries 
that are not catalogued or are in the process of being catalogued, notably in Central Asia and 
Afghanistan, may be added. I would like to thank him for this information. 
36 Istanbul, Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi Kütüphanesi, H. 754, dated 888/1483–84; H. 1008, copied in 
Shiraz in 895/1489; and H. 784, dated 909/1503–04 (cf. Stchoukine 1977, no. 14, 17, 29). This 
copyist also produced other manuscripts, e. g. at least three copies of ʿAṣṣār’s Mihr wa Mushtarī 
dated 876/1472, 881/1476–77 and Shiraz, 882/1478 (British Library, Add. 6619; Walters Art 
Museum, MS. 627; and Freer Gallery of Art, FGA 1949.3, cf. Brend 2009, p. 81, fig. 1); Fattāḥī’s 
Dīwān in Shiraz in 885/1480 (Cambridge University Library, Or. 1280, cf. Brend 2009, p. 81); 
and Amīr Khusrū’s Dīwān in 893/1488 (British Library, Or. 5770, cf. Hayashi 2012, p. 173). 
37 As with the colophon, the title and the name of the author indicated here are in a rough mix-
ture of Arabic and Persian: “hadhih (sic) kitāb / khamsah [-yi] niẓāmī / ʿalayh al-raḥmat (sic) / 
wa al-ghufrān” (This is the book / the Khamsah [of] Niẓāmī, on him the mercy / and forgiveness 
[of God]). 
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palette is dominated by gold and blue. On all pages, the text is framed by a 
succession of gold, black and blue lines. The text is written in a table of four 
columns delimited by golden lines. An ordinary page shows twenty-one lines, i. e. 
forty-two verses, but many pages show fewer verses due to the presence of subtitle 
panels.38 In addition, a few pages, especially at the end of each book, present more 
original layouts with verses written in oblique lines (fols. 29v–30r, 43v, 48v, 107r, 
163r, 222r–223r, 307r); and 35 pages show illustrations, which are also framed 
with gilded lines. The written surface measures 163 × 106 mm. The verses are 
penned in black ink, in a small module (ca. 8 mm), in Nastaʿlīq. The anonymous 
copyist has an expert but not a perfectly neat hand. Here and there appears an 
overly inked letter, a trembling line or an empty space that is too wide. The poem 
was probably copied quite quickly. 

As mentioned above, each manuscript is unique. The table below shows the 
number of verses in the Strasbourg codex and according to Domenico Parrello’s 
article on the Khamsah in Encyclopaedia Iranica.39 

Folios in BNU, MS 

4715 

Number of verses in 

BNU, MS 4715 

Number of verses in 

Parrello 2000/2010 

Double-frontispice 1v–2r 

Makhzan al-Asrār 2v–30r 2108 ca. 2260 

Khusraw and Shīrīn 30v–107r 6060 ca. 6500 

Laylī and Majnūn 107v–163r 4469 ca. 4600 

Haft Peykar 163v–223r 4782 ca. 5130 

Iskandarnāmah 223v–352r 10475 (6699 + 3776) ca. 10500 

Colophon 352r 

Total 352 27894 ca. 28990 

Fig. 1: Number of verses of the Khamsah in the Strasbourg codex and according to Parrello 2000/2010 

In comparison to Waḥīd Dastgirdī’s edition of the text,40 our volume shows many 
gaps, displacements and additions. However, in the absence of a reference critical 
edition, it is difficult to assess these particularities. Are they errors or variants that 

38 The titles of the poems are in “floriated Kufic” and the subtitles of the sections in Thulth. The 
subtitles stand out against fine spiral scrolls on a dotted background. The palette is essentially 
limited to gold, black and blue, thus creating continuity between the illumination and the text. 
39 Parrello 2000/2010. 
40 Niẓāmī: Khamsah. Ed. Waḥīd Dastgirdī. Tehran: Amīr Kabīr, 1962. This edition has the ad-
vantage of bringing the five poems together in a single volume. 
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correspond to a particular manuscript tradition? Is the transmission of the text in 
our case secondary to the paintings? Is it possible to identify intentional changes 
to the text in relation to the choice of the pictorial program? 

With a double frontispiece and thirty-five paintings, though badly preserved, the 
Strasbourg manuscript appears as one of the most abundantly, but also, I think, 
one of the most subtly illustrated of the Turkmen school of Shiraz. The 
interweaving of text and image seems particularly strong, but also multi-faceted. 
It is possible to distinguish between several distinct, though often concomitant 
modes. Through a few examples, mainly taken from the second book, Khusraw 
and Shīrīn, I will address the question of how Niẓāmī’s narrative genius and 
philosophical-mystical conceptions could be translated into images. I will limit 
myself here to observations on the Strasbourg manuscript, leaving the 
comparisons to a forthcoming monograph on the Khamsahs of the Turkmen 
school of Shiraz. 

Poem Painting Fol. Dimensions of 

the painting in 

mm 

 Double-frontispice 1v–2r  

I. Makhzan al-Asrār  

(fol. 2v–30r) 

1. Sultan Sanjar and the old woman  16v 60 × 110 

II. Khusraw and 

Shīrīn (fol. 30v–107r) 

2. Khusraw surprises Shīrīn bathing 

in a spring 

44r 57–78 × 127 

 3. The first encounter between 

Khusraw and Shīrīn 

51v 66 × 109 

 4. Shīrīn and her companions 

hunting 

48r 67–88 × 137 

 5. Khusraw and Shīrīn feasting in the 

countryside 

55r 80 × 108 

 6. Khusraw kills a lion with a single 

punch 

55v 55–74 × 133 

 7. Khusraw fights and defeats 

Bahrām Chūbīn 

58r 70–90 × 138 

 8. The controversy between Khusraw 

and Farhād 

67r 65–110 × 140 

 9. Farhād cutting through Mount 

Bīsutūn, visited by Shīrīn 

74r 109 × 147 

 10. The union of Khusraw and Shīrīn 95v 48–154 × 134 

III. Laylī and Majnūn 11. Laylī in a garden 125r 49–97 × 147 
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(fol. 107v–163r) 

12. An old woman leads Majnūn in

chains to Laylī

132r 42–88 × 146 

13. Majnūn in the desert 139r 64–91 × 138 

14. Laylī and Majnūn about to meet

in a palm grove

147v 48–108 × 143 

15. The last meeting between Laylī

and Majnūn, lying unconscious

155r 57–90 × 148 

IV. Haft Peykar

(fol. 163v–223r)

16. Bahrām Gūr kills a lion and an

onager with a single arrow

174r 74–81 × 128 

17. Bahrām Gūr kills a dragon 175r 64–109 × 150 

18. Bahrām Gūr kills two lions and

seizes the crown of Iran

179v 77–98 × 150 

19. Bahrām Gūr in the black pavilion 188r 56 × 108 

20. Bahrām Gūr in the yellow

pavilion

194r 57 × 108 

21. Bahrām Gūr in the red pavilion 200r 54 × 109 

22. Bahrām Gūr in the sandal

pavilion

209r 49 × 108 

V.1. Iskandarnāmah

1: Sharafnāmah

(fol. 223v–307r)

23. Iskandar slaughters the Zang

warrior Zarātshah

239r 78–97 × 132 

24. Iskandar fights the Zangs 239v 77 × 131 

25. Iskandar routs the Zang chief

Palangar

241r 64 × 108 

26. Iskandar and the partridge fight 243v 54–74 × 136 

27. The death of Dārā 254r 62–94 × 137 

28. The marriage of Iskandar and

Rūshanak

260v 83 × 109 

29. The enthronement of Iskandar 261v 70 × 108 

30. Iskandar gives a banquet in

honour of Queen Nūshābah

269v 90 × 108 

31. Nūshābah receives gifts from

Iskandar

270v 104 × 110 

32. The marriage of Iskandar and the

daughter of the king of India

279v 64 × 110 
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33. Iskandar lassoes his Russian

enemy

296v 66–76 × 111 

V.2. Iskandarnāmah

2: Iqbālnāmah

(fol. 307v–352r)

34. Iskandar and the seven wise men 325v 82 × 108 

35. Iskandar and the peasant 337v 48–92 × 148 

Fig. 2: The iconographic program of the Strasbourg Khamsah 

1. The right image in the right place: sequential and rhythmic effect

As mentioned above, the question of the “breakline verse,” i. e., as Marianna 
Shreve Simpson puts it, that “a single or a very few critical verses” correspond to 
the central action of an illustration,41 is of course interesting, but it remains 
atomized because it is focused on single images and within each image on actions 
at the expense of other aspects of the text, such as descriptions or narrative struc-
ture, without really answering the question of the role of the image in the narra-
tive or in the reading experience.42 If one adopts the position of the reader of the 
manuscript, it appears not only that the paintings are generally placed extremely 
precisely in the text, but also that they introduce a break, interrupt the poem and 
cut off reading at a particularly significant moment: either a powerful moment in 
a speech or a turning point in a narrative, and by highlighting these textual nodes, 
they introduce an additional sequential and rhythmic effect. 

For instance, Makhzan al-Asrār is, according to some, one of the most complex 
and enigmatic works in Persian literature. It is a didactic, ethical and 
philosophical-mystical text. After a long introduction in which Niẓāmī praises 
God, the Prophet, his patron Fakhr al-Dīn Bahrāmshāh b. Dāwūd, the ruler of 
Arzinjān (r. 558–622/1163–1225), but also the speech, rhetoric, poetry, and his 
own book, the poem consists of twenty homilies or “discourses” (maqāla) dealing 
with various subjects such as justice, world instability or renunciation, and each 
discourse is illustrated by a brief apologue (ḥikāyat).43 In our manuscript only the 
fourth discourse and story are illustrated (no. 1). This discourse on “the highest 
value that [the king] must pursue,”44 i. e. justice, urges the ruler to listen to the 
complaints of the oppressed. This is illustrated by the story of the Seljuq Sultan 

41 Simpson, Marianna Shreve: “Shahnama as Text and Shahnama as Image: A Brief Overview of 
Recent Studies, 1975–2000”. In: Shahnama. The Visual Language of the Persian Book of Kings. Ed. 
Robert Hillenbrand. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004, pp. 9–23, here p. 15. 
42 Cf. for instance Lukens Swietochowski 1974 who came to the essentialist conclusion that “the 
relationship of the artist to his text […] remained fundamentally unchanged throughout the 
history of Persian manuscript illustration” (p. 111). 
43 On this text cf. notably de Fouchécour, Charles-Henri: Le sage et le prince en Iran médiéval. 
Morale et politique dans les textes littéraires persans, Xe-XIIIe siècles. Paris: L’Harmattan, 2009, 
pp. 275–283. 
44 De Fouchécour, Le sage et le prince, p. 281. 
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Sanjar and the old woman. During an outing, the sultan is brutally stopped in his 
tracks by an old woman who complains that she suffered injustice and asks him 
for redress: 

درگرفت / دست زد و دامن سنجر گرفت پيرزنی را ستمی

کاي ملک آزرم تو کم ديده ام / از تو همه ساله ستم ديده ام

شحنه مست آمده در کوي من / زد لگدي چند فرا روي من 

بی گنه از خانه برويم کشيد / موي کشان بر سر کويم کشيد 

در ستم آباد زبانم نهاد / مهر ستم بر در خانم نهاد 

شب اي کوژپشت / بر سر کوي تو فالنرا که کشت گفت فالن نيم 

که خونی کجاست / اي شه ازين بيش زبونی کجاست45دهخانه من بر

/ عربده با پيرزنی چون کند 46شحنه که در شب طلب خون کند 

رطل زنان دخل واليت برند / پيرزنان را به جنايت برند 

برداشتست آنکه درين ظلم نظر داشتست / ستر من و عدل تو 

کوفته شد سينه مجروح من / هيچ نماند از من و از روح من

47گر ندهی داد من اي شهريار / با تو رود روز شمار اين شمار 

An old woman suffered injustice; she laid hold on the skirt of Sanjar, 

Saying: “Oh king, I have seen little of thy justice, and all the year long I have suffered thy 

tyranny. 

A drunken watchman came down my street and kicked me sorely. 

I was innocent, but he forced me from my house and dragged me to the end of the street 

by my hair. 

He abused me shamefully and placed the seal of oppression on the door of my house. 

He said: ‘Oh hunchback, who killed such a one at midnight in thy street?’ 

He [destroyed] my house, saying: ‘Where is the murderer?’ Oh king, what humiliation 

could exceed this? 

[When the watchman seeks blood at night.] Why should he violently accuse an old woman? 

The drunkards consume the revenue of the country; they carry off old women on false 

accusations. 

He who has condoned this tyranny, has destroyed my honour and thy justice. 

My wounded breast was smitten; there is nothing left of me, body or soul. 

Oh king, if thou dost not do me justice, it will be counted against thee on the Day of Judg-

ment.”48 

45 In the edition:   جست: searched. 
46 In the edition: شحنه  بود  مست  که  آن  خون  کند: “When the watchman is intoxicated, a murder is 
committed”. 
47 Niẓāmī: Khamsah. Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 16v. 
48 Nezāmi: Makhzanol Asrār. The Treasury of Mysteries. Translated by Gholām Hosein Dārāb. 
London: Arthur Probsthain, 1945, pp. 167–168. 



Making the Invisible Visible 

111 

  

Fig. 3: Sultan Sanjar and the old woman, Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 16v © photo et 
coll. BNU Strasbourg. 
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The image (fig. 3) is placed after this verse, i. e. at a particularly powerful moment 
in the complainant’s speech. After explaining that she was unjustly accused of 
murder, mistreated and dishonored by the drunken watchman, she demands jus-
tice from the sovereign while declaring him responsible and even guilty before 
God. These words also mark a turning point in that they shift the guilt from the 
watchman to the person he serves: the sovereign. According to Fouchécour, this 
story is “of a rare violence in Persian literature.”49 

We can say that this story must have been popular, as it is illustrated in seventy-
two of the 245 manuscripts inventoried by Dodhudoeva, including several 
volumes of the Turkmen school of Shiraz.50 However, we do not know why this 
theme is, here, the only one to be illustrated in the first book; probably because it 
deals with the supreme value of justice, or because this fourth discourse is itself 
a turning point in the book: While the first four chapters are, for the most part, 
an address to the prince, the following chapters present his mirror: the ascetic.51 

The other four poems of the Khamsah are narrative. It seems to me that the 
question of popularity is secondary, or it should at least be posed differently in 
the case of lengthy cycles where we need to question the role of the image in the 
narrative. For example, does it introduce the main characters of the story, or 
highlight the turning points of the narrative, or anticipate the future events or 
reveal possible hidden interpretations…? 

Khusraw and Shīrīn stages the loves of the last great prince, then sovereign of 
the Sassanid dynasty: Khusraw II Parvīz (r. 591–628), with a Christian princess: 
Shīrīn, the niece of the queen of Armenia. The painter Shāpūr describes the 
incomparable beauty of the Armenian princess to his young friend Khusraw. This 
eulogy turns the prince’s heart upside down. Shāpūr is then sent in search of the 
beauty to whom he shows, three times, a painted portrait of his master. Shīrīn is 
so troubled that she leaves her kingdom to find Khusraw in his capital, but 
Khusraw has travelled in the opposite direction. On his way, he watches Shīrīn 
bathing in a spring but does not recognize her. Once in Armenia, he sends 
Shāpūr again to look for Shīrīn but in the meantime he learns of his father’s death 
and must himself return to Iran. He ascends the throne, but only for a brief 
moment. The rebellion of his general Bahrām Chūbīn forces him to seek refuge 
in Armenia, where he finally meets his beloved by chance, on a hunting ground. 
The two lovers spend happy days together, but Shīrīn refuses to give in to 
Khusraw’s advances until he has regained his kingdom. He succeeds with the 
help of the Byzantine Emperor and marries the Byzantine princess, Maryam. 
Shīrīn in turn becomes queen of Armenia. A brilliant engineer,  Farhād, pierces 

49 De Fouchécour, Le sage et le prince, p. 281. 
50 Dodhudoeva 1985, pp. 110–114. 
51 De Fouchécour, Le sage et le prince, pp. 280–283. 
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Fig. 4: Khusraw kills a lion with a single punch, Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 55v © photo et 
coll. BNU Strasbourg 
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the mountains out of love for her, which provokes Khusraw’s jealousy: He makes 
Farhād believe that Shīrīn is dead. The desperate Farhād throws himself from the 
top of the mountain and Maryam dies shortly afterwards, but instead of regaining 
the chaste Shīrīn, the frivolous Khusraw is tempted by a courtesan from Esfahan 
whom he marries. This last adventure is not enough to shake the infallible love 
of the two heroes. They end up getting married, but their happiness is fleeting. 
Khusraw and Maryam’s son falls in love with Shīrīn and kills his father. Shīrīn 
decides to kill herself to join her beloved in eternity. 

During their happy days in Armenia, one day, Khusraw and Shīrīn feast in the 
countryside. The text mentions a pavilion, a court with attendants and “cups of 
nectar.” Khusraw gets drunk: “And when love and wine came together, the king 
was intoxicated with both of them.”52 It is then that a fierce lion bursts in:

برامد تند شيرى بيشه پرورد / كه از دنبال مى زد برزمين گرد

چو بدمستان به لشكرگه درافتاد / وزو لشكر به يكديگر برافتاد 

فراز آمد به نزد بارگه تنگ / به تندى كرد سوى خسرو آهنگ 

شه از مستى شتاب آورد بر شير / به يكتا پيرهن بى درع و شمشير

 53وش / چنان بر شير زد كز شير شد هوشكمانكش كرد مشتى تا بناگ

But suddenly a furious lion came along, whipping the air with its tail − a child of the 

jungle. 

Like the wicked drunkard, he ran into the camp, turned all those who were there upside 

down. 

He arrived very close to the royal pavilion, rushed towards Khusraw in a hurry. 

Without a sword, without a coat of mail, having only a tunic, the king, although he was 

drunk, ran to the lion. 

The fist touching the ear like a bow is banded, struck the lion so well that he lost his life. 

The painting (no. 6, fig. 4) is placed precisely after this verse, i. e. at the very mo-
ment Khusraw kills the lion. This episode is also a very popular one,54 probably 
because beyond the prince’s feat, his gesture earned him the first kiss from his 
beloved, adding to the intoxication of wine and victory that of desire, which is 
probably suggested here by the pink hue of the landscape: “And he hugged her 
so tightly that her thin white skin was all blushed.”55 

These two examples are associated with two different types of narratives: an iso-
lated allegorical story and an episode in a long and continuous sequence of events. 
They show that in both cases the illustrations play an active role by accentuating 

52 The verses of Khusrū and Shīrīn are translated by the author. 
53 MS 4715, fol. 55v; Niẓāmī: Khusrū va Shīrīn. Ed. Bihrūz Tharvatyān. Tehran: Amīr Kabīr, 1365 
SH/1987, reprinted 1392/2014, p. 229. 
54 Stchoukine 1977, 168; Dodhudoeva 1985, pp. 137–140; Graves 2002, p. 37. 
55 The association between desire and pink appears in another painting in this manuscript 
(no. 32). 
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the decisive moments and emphasizing the dramatic turns, hence echoing the 
rhythm of the narrative and even introducing subtle visual comments that 
heighten the suspense by opening up perspectives and foreshadowing what is to 
come (i. e. the pink hue of the hills foreshadowing the first kiss of Khusraw and 
Shīrīn). 

2. Structural and homological translation56 

Another particularly interesting aspect of the dialogue between text and image is 
that paintings can generally be read in the same order and direction as the text. 
In other words, the characters enter the scene in the order in which they appear 
in the text and they move forward in the pictorial space in the direction of reading, 
i. e. from right to left. This makes the painting respond not only to the narrative 
drive of the story and its theatrical rhythm, but also to the graphic layout of the 
text, by rendering the idea of movement and often instantaneity. As stated by 
Rose-Marie Ferré, “reading the image is also a diachronic experience,”57 like in 
the first two paintings presented so far. 

In Sultan Sanjar and the old woman, it is the old woman who is mentioned first, 
before the Sultan. In spite of a probably deliberately constrained space, the 
composition is very effective in rendering the idea of movement and of a sudden 
and even brutal encounter. The composition is centered on the characters. The 
sultan pulls the bridle of his horse which, head down, body arched and right 
foreleg raised, stops just in front of the old woman coming from the opposite 
direction. The king’s companions stop behind him. The first turns to the last two. 
His gesture underlines the surprising aspect of the event and of the speech that 
interrupt the royal ride. The last two horsemen barely arrive in the space of action. 
They are largely cut off by the frame, which accentuates the effect of movement, 
temporality, and even immediacy. 

If we compare this painting with that of a manuscript signed by a copyist named 
Sulṭān Ḥusayn b. Sulṭān ʿAlī in 890/1485, i. e. one year after our volume (Berlin, 
Staatsbibliothek, Ms. or. quart. 1665,58 fol. 15v, fig. 5,) we notice first of all that 
this one is placed immediately after the first verse: its purpose seems to be less 
about underlining the dramatic accent than arousing curiosity. The protagonists 
are almost identical, but the sovereign pulls the bridle with one hand, which is 
less evocative of the sense of surprise. Similarly, the royal suite is reduced to a 
single rider holding a parasol over the sultan’s head, thus depriving us of the 
internal commentary in favour of a more anecdotal and aesthetic treatment, while 

 
56 Hériché-Pradeau – Pérez-Simon 2013, p. 25–26. 
57 Ibid, p. 29. 
58 Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Digitale Sammlung https://digital.staatsbibliothek-
berlin.de/werkansicht?PPN=PPN756272408&PHYSID=PHYS_0001&DMDID=&view=overvie
w-info (last viewed 11. 10. 2021). 
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another male figure, presumably the assassin, runs to the left. This example 
shows that despite the use of iconographic motifs: the old woman, the sultan, the 
two central horses, which are almost identical, variations in the location and 
internal details of the images offer different possibilities of reading. In Khusraw 
kills a lion with a single punch, Niẓāmī’s narrative genius is also captured by the 
painter, translated into a very effective composition. It shows the setting: the 
charming plain, the pavilion and the court; the course of events: the lion that 
appears from the right, “whipping the air with its tail,” passes the royal guard and 
rushes towards Khusraw; and the climax of the action: the triumph of the king 
who, although naked and drunk, runs outside the tent and with a single blow of 
his fist kills the wild beast. It is this single-second moment or, in Karin Adahl’s 
words “arrested moment”59 that is represented. The only element that can be felt 
moving is the air that lifts both the lion’s tail and paws and Khusraw’s feet: The 
two drunk protagonists (Khusraw and the lion) appear as if floating. The rapidity 
of the monstrous attack and of the royal reaction is also underlined by the figure 
of the guard who has not finished drawing his sword. Khusraw's gesture is very 
neat: His fist hits the lion’s ear with the speed and power of an arrow. Shīrīn, in 
the tent, and her followers, outside, barely have time to raise their hands to their 
mouths, as a sign of surprise. 

In the Berlin Manuscript (fol. 53r, fig. 6) the painting is placed in exactly the 
same place, but again it is larger and slightly different. The guard is relegated to 
the background, no longer playing any role in the action. Khusraw is firmly 
planted on the ground, but his dress seems lighter and his gesture weaker. The 
overall treatment is more decorative, although the pink hue is omitted, which 
supports the hypothesis of a less fine reading of the poem. 

3. Modifying the poem for an alternative iconographic choice

Sometimes the painter goes so far as to modify or manipulate the poet’s own 
verses in a more or less consequential way. For instance, in Khusraw and Shīrīn, 
in the episode that relates the first encounter between the two lovers, which hap-
pens by chance on a hunting ground, the poem says: 

60جستند دوستی را ساز ريق ط
يکديگر نشانها باز جستند ز /  

زين بر سر خاكسر ز شنيدند آن دو چاالک / فتادند ا61چو نام خود

گذشت از ساعتی سر برگرفتند / زمين از اشک در گوهر گرفتند 

 62به آيين تر بپرسيدند خود را / فرو گفتند لختی نيک و بد را

59 Adahl 1981, p. 40. 
60 I am not sure about the reading of this word in the manuscript (fol. 51v). The reading proposed 
here follows Tharvatyān’s edition (p. 218). 
61 “Ham” in Tharvatyān’s edition (p. 218). 
62 MS 4715, fol. 51v; Niẓāmī/Tharvatyān 2014, pp. 218–219.
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Fig. 5: Sultan Sanjar and the old woman, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. or. quart. 1665, fol. 15v © Berlin 
Staatsbibliothek 
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Fig. 6: Khusraw kills a lion with a single punch, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. or. quart. 1665, fol. 53r © Berlin 
Staatsbibliothek
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Fig. 7: The first encounter between Khusraw and Shīrīn, Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 51v © 
photo et coll. BNU Strasbourg 
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Seeking to prepare the way for love, they wondered who they were, each other. 

When these ardent beings each heard their own name, they fell to the ground slipping 

from their saddles. 

An hour having passed, they came to themselves; with the pearls of their tears they covered 

the ground. 

Then, more fully, they questioned each other; they talked a little bit about their good, about 

their ills. 

However, the last two verses were covered by the painting (no. 3, fig. 7), but they 
can still be deciphered underneath the pictorial layer. This gap in the text is very 
significant. This is precisely what makes the poem line “When these ardent be-
ings each heard their own name, they fell to the ground slipping from their sad-
dles” and the painting a perfect match. Indeed, the image shows Khusraw and 
Shīrīn fainting. This change in the text reflects the existence of two possibilities 
of illustration: either Khusraw and Shīrīn fainting or the two lovers in conversa-
tion, and the painter obviously chose the first option, going so far as to compro-
mise the continuity and even the coherence of the poem, as the following verse, 
after the painting, is: “But thinking that they had so much to say, they took pa-
tience by speaking much less.” This change is therefore very revealing. First, as 
in the previous examples, the iconographic choice highlights the most dramatic 
moment. This episode is very rarely illustrated. It appears in only three manu-
scripts, all from the late 15th century.63 This underlines both the originality of the 
Strasbourg codex and its attribution to a very specific context. Moreover, this ex-
ample shows that the very high precision in the placement of the paintings is the 
result of carefully considered iconographic choices. Lastly, it suggests that the 
ultimate raison d’être of this volume and this kind of manuscript is probably not 
the transmission of the text but the paintings.64 

4. Mise-en-page, format and composition as interpretative bias

Another interesting aspect of the relation between text and image pertains to 
mise-en-page or page layout. It very often happens that the image extends towards 
the margin,65 in which case its format and composition take advantage of the dis-
tinction between text area and margin.66 For instance, once again in Khusraw and 
Shīrīn, after defeating Bahrām-Chūbīn, Khusraw must face an even more formi-
dable rival: Farhād. After the battlefield, and after trying to seduce Farhād with 

63 Stchoukine 1977, p. 91; Dodhudoeva 1985, p. 134.  
64 Verses are also omitted for ill. no. 7, and covered by the painting in no. 26 and 33. 
65 This phenomenon is called “frame-breaking” by Hillenbrand (Hillenbrand, Robert: “The Uses 
of Space in Timurid Painting”. In: Timurid Art and Culture: Iran and Central Asia in the Fifteenth 
Century. Eds. Lisa Golombek – Maria Subtelny. Leiden: Brill, 1992, pp. 76–102, here pp. 84–92) 
and “margin invasion” by Graves 2002, pp. 39–41.  
66 Cf. Brend, Barbara: “Beyond the Pale: Meaning in the Margin”. In: Persian Painting from the 
Mongols to the Qajars. Ed. Robert Hillenbrand. London 2000, pp. 39–55. 
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“gold [...] piled up as high as an elephant,” the confrontation takes place on the 
field of love. This meeting is not only the first, but also the only one between the 
two rivals. It is a confrontation between two giants, and two universes: the king 
and the man, around a crucial question: love. If the king has been swept away by 
victory and seduced by pride by giving his heart to his ally’s daughter, the Byzan-
tine princess, what will become of the humble mortal? Described by the poet as 
being “like a mountain,” “like a lion,” and an “elephant man,” he appears unbeat-
able because, “having chosen his way, being out of himself,” he is ready to re-
nounce even his soul, his existence. The verses above the painting read:  

نخستين بار گفتش کز کجايی / بگفت از دار ملک آشنايی 

67بگفت اينجا 
68بصنعت در چه کوشتی 

69ه خرند و جان فروشیدبگفت آن / 

نيست / بگفت از عشق بازان اين عجب نيست بگفتا جان فروشی در ادب 

70بگفت از دل شدی گفتا
بدينسان / بگفت از دل تو ميگويی من از جان 

بگفتا عشق شيرين بر تو چونست / بگفت از جان شيرينم فزونست

  71بگفتا هر شبش بينی چو مهتاب / بگفت آری چو خواب آيد کجا خواب

To begin with, the king asked, “Where are you from?” He replied, “I come from the land 

of love.” 

— So what is the job you do here?  — One buys torment and sells one’s soul. 

— Putting your soul up for sale is not appropriate. — When you are in love, it’s not 

surprising. 

— Would you have such a heart as they say?  — You talk about the heart; I talk about the 

soul. − Tell us how your love for Shīrīn is made.  — Shīrīn is more than the soul to me. 

— Do you see her every night, like the moonlight?  — Yes, if sleep comes; but how will I 

sleep? 

After the painting (no. 8, fig. 8), the dialogue continues: “— If you see her happy 
demanding your head? — Hurry, I will free my neck from this debt!” This meet-
ing also proves to be decisive because, having unsuccessfully tested Farhād using 
gold and eloquence, Khusraw decides to resort to cunning, ordering him to cut a 
road through Mount Bīsutūn. Farhād agrees on the condition that the king re-
nounces his love for Shīrīn. The king accepts as he believes that the task will be 
impossible, thus adding duplicity to pride.

The painting shows the audience in a garden. As usual, the movement of the 
image goes from right to left, but it can also be read in the light of the 
confrontation between the two rivals and the strength of their love. Khusraw is 
pushed towards the margin on the left by Farhād, who has entered from the right 

67 “Āndjā” in Tharvatyān’s edition (p. 317). 
68 “Kūshand” in the edition. 
69 “Furūshand” in the edition. 
70 “ʿĀshiq” in the edition. 
71 MS 4715, fol. 67r; Niẓāmī/Tharvatyān 2014, p. 317. 
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Fig. 8: The controversy between Khusraw and Farhād, Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 67r © photo 
et coll. BNU Strasbourg 
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to sit in the center of the scene. In addition, Khusraw is depicted as a king, 
wearing a crown and a luxurious coat, sitting on a throne under a parasol, but he 
only has authority over one person in the margin, whereas Farhād looks more 
corpulent and he is followed by the crowd. Farhād is humbly dressed, with a short 
robe, low shoes, and he is armed with his working tool, his pick with which he 
carves the mountain. This reflects his social and professional status, but it also 
testifies to his choice: renunciation. His inconvenience, his “lamentable state” are 
the sign of his true love, also visible in his afflicted expression. Khusraw’s only 
horizon is the gold above his head, while Farhād has swapped the gold of the 
world for the greenery of paradise. Moreover, at his feet, the painter replaced the 
piles of gold mentioned in the text with three blue-and-white porcelains in a 
golden tray. The painter probably intended to offer a literal translation of the 
verse: “Gold (zar) and dust (khāk) were one for him”: The gold of the tray is 
equaled with the dust, the clay of ceramics, unless it is a representation of 
Farhād’s gaze: Gold turns to dust in his eyes. Like the composition,72 the adoption 
of Farhād’s gaze suggests that the painter has clearly grasped what is at stake in 
the scene. Despite its importance both in the plot and in its mystical reading, this 
episode is very rarely depicted,73 which once again underlines the originality and 
relevance of our painter’s choices. 

5. Staging the gaze

Niẓāmī displays an extraordinary talent in describing the visual encounters and 
the intense and complex emotions they spark in the heroes, and the painter also 
strove to render these effects in the images. For example, again in Khusraw and 
Shīrīn, in the famous episode where Khusraw surprises Shīrīn bathing in a 
spring,74 the poet describes a vision of divine nature that overturns the sky and 
the earth, making the moon appear in broad daylight on the surface of the earth.75 
The painter responded (no. 2, fig. 9) by depicting Shīrīn in a frontal position with 
one leg bent forward, the other stretched to the side, which would evoke, if not 
for the stretched leg, an East-Asian deity, like a Buddha.76 This is probably why  

72 The same device is used for instance in paintings no. 2, 18, 35. 
73 Graves 2002, pp. 32–33. 
74 About this episode and its illustrations cf. for instance Graves 2002, pp. 36–37. 
75 Shīrīn is masterfully described as a moon: “the moon of Nakhshāb,” a legendary artificial 
moon: a basin filled with mercury, illuminated by a refraction process, made by a false prophet 
in the city of Nakhshāb, near Bukhara, in the 8th century; “a mirror coated with bright silver;” 
the spring is her “mansion” etc. 
76 Cf. for instance the much earlier painting “Abraham destroys the idols of the Sabeans” in 
Bīrūnī’s Al-Āthār al-Bāqiya in Edinburgh University Library, Ms. 161, dated 707/1307 
(Hillenbrand, Robert: “Non-Islamic Faiths in the Edinburgh Biruni Manuscript”. In: Ferdowsi, 
the Mongols and the History of Iran: Art, Literature and Culture from Early Islam to Qajar Persia: 
Studies in Honour of Charles Melville. Ed. Hillenbrand, Robert – Andrew Charles Spencer 
Peacock – Firuza Abdullaeva. London: I. B. Tauris, 2013, pp. 306–315, here p. 308). 
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Fig. 9: Khusraw surprises Shīrīn bathing in a spring, Strasbourg, BNU, MS 4715, fol. 44r © photo 
et coll. BNU Strasbourg 
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Fig. 10: Khusraw surprises Shīrīn bathing in a spring, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. or. quart. 1665, fol. 44v © 
Berlin Staatsbibliothek 
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her head was erased by an obviously iconoclastic hand at a later stage.77 Moreover, 
the weight of the image seems to lean on Shīrīn’s side, in the lower right, barely 
counterbalanced by Khusraw in the opposite corner. While his horse is just going 
his way, the prince “deviated from his path,” in the margin, is caught up in this 
idyllic apparition. The extension of the image to the margin accentuates 
Khusraw’s feeling of upending and upheaval.78 In addition, while Shīrīn is a 
moon, Khusraw’s heart is “burning like the sun” and “beating like when one 
mixes molten gold and silver,” and the diagonal, unstable composition threatens 
to spill the gold from the sky in the upper left over the silver of the moon in the 
lower right corner. The metaphors of vision, upheaval and outpouring are thus 
rendered with great finesse. 

In the Berlin Manuscript (fol. 44v, fig. 10), the figures are very similar, but the 
composition, which is more vertical, does not take advantage of the possibility of 
extension towards the margin. The result is therefore more stable. 

In addition to the main characters, the painter often adds additional, secondary 
characters that turn towards each other, look at each other or watch the scene, and 
converse, thus playing several different roles. First, in a culture where direct 
contact was still generally considered the strongest guarantee of authenticity, 
particularly for the transmission of texts, these characters can be interpreted as 
eyewitnesses who guarantee the authenticity of the stories transmitted, bearing 
in mind that in the case of Niẓāmī, several stories are based on historical 
characters and facts. These marginal actors, often placed in the margins of the 
scene, at the sides or in the background, thus play a role in the narrative by 
witnessing and transmitting the story, but also by emphasizing the fact that it is 
worthy of transmission. They may also echo and pay tribute to the transmitters of 
these stories par excellence, the poet, the copyist, but also the painter.79 

In addition, as mentioned above, the oral narrative80 and the gaze have a strong 
presence in the poem. Orality is represented by the hand gestures, and even when 
hands are silent, eyes are speaking. The main figure is not necessarily at the 
center of the stage but at the center of the gaze (for instance in the double 
frontispiece, ill. no. 5, 13, 15, 28). In some cases, the painter even seems to adopt 
the protagonist’s gaze, state of mind or feelings, as in the cases of Farhād 

77 On Islamic “partial iconoclasm” cf. Balafrej. Lamia: “Islamic Iconoclasm, Visual 
Communication and the Persistence of the Image”. Interiors. Design/Architecture/Culture 6–3 
(2015), pp. 351–366. 
78 For a similar composition and a different interpretation cf. Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi 
Kütüphanesi, H. 781, fol. 40a (dated 849/1445–46) and Hillenbrand 1992, p. 87, fig. 14. 
79 Esp. in illustrations no. 16, 17, but also 19–22. 
80 According to Graves’ words, “there is almost always a voice speaking directly in the narrative” 
(Graves 2002, p. 33). 
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mentioned earlier. Thus, the gaze of the secondary characters directs that of the 
viewer. 

Lastly, even if the eyes of the marginal characters remain focused on the scene, 
they form a link between the scene and the viewer. This process of viewer 
inclusion is accentuated by the fact that these figures are often cut by the frame, 
a device that suggests to the viewer that the pictorial space continues beyond the 
limits of the image, towards him. As stated by Dominique Donadieu-Rigaut, “the 
circular arrangement of the characters populating [the] cavities [in the image] 
provides an empty space in front of the scene,” 81 a space for the viewer who is 
“absorbed [...] in the places of the story […] and thus further invested.”82 He is 
therefore invited to read, recite, listen, look and undoubtedly also comment. He 
is involved as a witness as well as a transmitter in a mise-en-abîme that ensures a 
continuous dynamic life for the poem. 

Conclusions 

The various examples examined here relate both to the modes of interaction be-
tween text and image and to the functions of images. In the case of the Strasbourg 
manuscript, the images offer a visual translation of not only the primary, literal 
meaning of the text, but also several of its literary properties: its sequential struc-
ture and breathless rhythm, the jolts of the narrative, the movement of the char-
acters, and the suspense of the action. Often, the visual translation also reflects 
the implicit, especially the mystical meaning of certain episodes, sometimes in a 
temporal intercalation of narratives that links the time of the story to that of the 
viewer. This suggests that despite the undeniable influence of external visual 
sources, i. e. standardized compositions and iconographic motifs within a well-
established pictorial tradition, our painter’s iconographic and chromatic choices 
were carefully considered and often very original. 

The functions of the images are manifold: To make the invisible visible; to 
enhance the reading experience by accentuating the pace of the narrative and the 
suspense of the action; to direct the understanding or interpretation of the poem 
towards its implicit, mystical meaning; and to invite the reader/viewer to react 
and interact. Indeed, it is necessary to imagine these manuscripts being read and 
viewed not so much individually as in the context of collective reading, 
declamation and debate sessions, in other words in literary and artistic circles 
such as those held in the princely courts, but also in the intellectual circles of the 
urban centers. In other words, like poetry, images appear as an object of learned 
and refined sociability. It is important to try to perceive them not in terms of 

81 Donadieu-Rigaut, Dominique: “Les images médiévales à la recherche de nouveaux cadres”. 
Perspective 1 (2009), pp. 146–151, here p. 149, translated by the author. 
82 Ibid. 
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inferiority and dependency but in terms of interaction with the text. The examples 
of deletion of verses even suggest that the images were probably the real purpose 
of such manuscripts. As we try to understand them, we may get a better sense of 
the thoughts, questions and debates that could be sparked by such illustrated 
copies. The illustrated manuscripts do not mark the end of oral literature,83 but 
each of them is a starting point for ever-renewed oral interactions, because “the 
modes of relations that are internal to the figurative discourse interact with the 
social situations that are played out in front of the works.”84 

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 3, 4, 7, 8, 9: © photo et coll. BNU Strasbourg — Fig. 5, 6, 10: © Berlin Staatsbibliothek 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz 

83 Graves 2002, p. 42. 
84 Donadieu-Rigaut 2009, p. 149, translated by the author. 
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Overcoming the Dichotomy of Text and Image 

The Safavid Album Prefaces (1500–1700) 

Berenike Metzler 

The opinion that the relationship of Islam to imagery can hardly be called 
“aniconic” and even less so “iconoclastic”1, has recently been illustrated once 
more by the volume The Image Debate. Figural Representation in Islam and across 
the World2, published in advance of an exhibition on figural art from the Islamic 
world. Nevertheless, the dichotomy of “image” versus “text” still seems to shape 
our thinking in such a way that almost all attempts to explain the subject, formerly 
discussed under the general term “Bilderverbot/prohibition of images,” operate 
along this medial divide. The present paper aims to question this rigid categori-
zation of “text” and “image” by examining the terminology used in Safavid album 
prefaces from the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Overcoming the Traditional Text-Image Dichotomy 

The explanations for the part figurative representation played in Islamic art 
through the ages seem to be as varied as the representations themselves. It can 
be considered common knowledge that neither the Qurʾān3 nor the Hadith liter-
ature4 give indications for a religiously legitimized “Bilderverbot/prohibition of 

1 Lamia Balafrej points out that historical iconoclastic acts involve not so much a destruction 
than a transformation of the pictorial, and that both historical and contemporary “iconoclasts” 
must deal intensively with the materiality of the image in their actions, cf. Balafrej, Lamia: 
“Islamic Iconoclasm, Visual Communication and the Persistence of the Image”. Interiors: 
Design/Architecture/Culture 6.3 (2015), pp. 351–366. Finbarr Barry Flood underlines that there 
are no Arabic or Persian equivalents for the term “iconoclasm” and that in many cases it was not 
the figural image per se but its content that was the stumbling block, cf. “Iconoclasm”. In: 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE. Eds. Kate Fleet – Gudrun Krämer – Denis Matringe – John 
Nawas – Everett Rowson http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_32363 (last viewed 
22. 10. 2020).
2 Cf. Gruber, Christiane (ed.): The Image Debate. Figural Representation in Islam and across the
World. London: Gingko Library, 2019.
3 The Qurʾān says almost nothing about the legitimacy of pictures, but instead admonishes be-
lievers not to adore beings or their figural representations besides God (shirk), cf. Naef, Silvia:
Bilder und Bilderverbot im Islam. Vom Koran bis zum Karikaturenstreit. München: Beck, 2007, p.
12.
4 Hadith literature is similarly meagre concerning the issue of figurative representation, with
the exception of a few very famous hadith sayings like “Calligraphers are destined for Paradise
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images,” as earlier orientalists had claimed5. 

A theological argument to be considered here is the doctrine that the act of 
Creation is God’s privilege, who is often attributed names of creative acts (e. g. al-
khāliq, al-bāriʾ, al-muṣavvir). However, many Muslim artists viewed their God-
likeliness as reason for their creativity and took their observation and imitation of 
God’s creation for their worship6, culminating in the famous saying that the 
qalam, the reed pen, was God’s first creature, by which everything else was cre-
ated.7 

But what is it then, that prevented Muslim people from creating more figural 
representations? To this day, Islamic art history continues to search for answers 
to the special relationship of Islam to imagery: Is it a politically motivated instru-
ment to distance oneself from other religious communities and to unite the own 
religious group, as can be seen in the contemporaneous conflicts of the Byzantine 
iconoclasm?8 

Is it the awareness of the power of images, as is reflected in the Qurʾānic the-
matization of this issue, as well as in ancient visual practices like the “evil eye,” 
which could have led to a kind of iconophobia?9 Or as Wendy M. K. Shaw postu- 

                                                 
for copying the Koran, while painters will most probably go to hell.”, cf. Schimmel, Annemarie: 
“Islamic Art, §III, 2: Calligraphy”. In: The Dictionary of Art. Ed. Jane Turner. Oxford: Grove, 1996, 
vol. 16, pp. 273–277, here p. 276. According to some early legal texts of Sunni and Shīʿī Islam, 
idolatry could be avoided for example by the position of the particular picture. Most agree that 
legitimate figurative representations are those that do not cause the viewer to raise their eyes (as 
it is laying on the ground for example), cf. Paret, Rudi: “Textbelege zum islamischen 
Bilderverbot”. In: Das Werk des Künstlers. Studien zur Ikonographie und Formgeschichte. Hubert 
Schrade zum 60. Ed. Hans Fegers. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1960, pp. 36–48, here pp. 45–46; 
Other mechanisms to avoid idolatry would be avoiding paintings of living creatures and the 
headlessness of creatures, pp. 43–44 and 46–48. 
5 Prior orientalists indeed considered a prohibition of images which was based on the Qurʾān to 
be the reason for the lack of figural representations, cf. Huart, Clément: Les calligraphes et les 
miniaturistes de l'Orient musulman. Osnabrück: Zeller, 1972 (reprint Paris 1908), p. 2 and 
Rosenthal, Franz: “Significant Uses of Arabic Writing”. Ars Orientalis 4 (1961), pp. 15–23, here 
p. 20. Cf. Qurʾān, Surah 6:74: “And when Abraham said unto his father, Azar, “‘Do you take
idols for gods? Truly I see you and your people in manifest error.’” (Nasr, Seyyed Hossein: The
Study Quran. A New Translation and Commentary. New York: HarperOne, 2015.)
6 Cf. Leaman, Oliver: Islamic Aesthetics. An Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2004, p. 16.
7 Cf. Thackston, Wheeler M.: Album Prefaces and other Documents on the History of Calligraphers
and Painters. Leiden: Brill, 2001, p. 5.
8 Cf. Knysh, Alexandr D.: Islam in Historical Perspective. New York/London: Routledge Taylor &
Francis Group, 2017, p. 310. A major difference between Islamic and Byzantine forms of icono-
clasm is the fact, often overlooked, that Byzantine iconoclasm was directed towards the repre-
sentation of holy men and women, while Islamic iconoclasm would have been directed towards
representations of all living creatures, cf. Allen, Terry: Five Essays on Islamic Art. Sebastopol
(Cal.): Solipsist Press, 1988, p. 19. Finbarr Barry Flood furthermore distinguishes between an
active, “expressive” iconoclasm and a pragmatic, “instrumental” iconoclasm, cf. Noyes, James:
The Politics of Iconoclasm. Religion, Violence and the Culture of Image-Breaking in Christianity and
Islam. London/New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013, p. 168.
9 Cf. Leaman, Islamic Aesthetics, pp. 16–17.
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lates: “Yet Islam might be considered iconoclastic not so much in forbidding the 
image as in recognizing the image as powerful, less in and of itself than in em-
phasizing the role of the viewer as the performer of meaning.”10 

Is it the lack of prominent symbols in Islam, which could have taken the posi-
tion of the cross in Christianity and which could have led to the decision to choose 
the lack of images and pure monotheism as the marker of Islam, i. e. 
aniconism,11 or more deliberately formulated, anti-iconism12? 

Or is it the special role of writing in Islam13, the significance of the Arabic script, 
which gained a holy status and, as model for the art of calligraphy, surpassed all 
other types of artistic expression? As Leaman states: “So the writing is indeed a 
symbol of Islam, the writing and not necessarily the meaning of the words which 
were used so decoratively.”14 

Apart from the likelihood that most of these explanations mentioned contain a 
true core (and it is precisely those that point to the importance of script that have 
convincing arguments), they all suffer from a basic assumption. What all these 
explanations have in common is an inherent dichotomy between text and image, 
which is not questioned by the authors. This dichotomy has been common since 

10 Shaw, Wendy M. K.: “Performing Vision: Re-representation in Islam”. In: Islam and the Politics 
of Culture in Europe: Memory, Aesthetics, Art. Ed. Frank Peter. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2013, 
pp. 203–218, here p. 203. Cf. also Bürgel, Johann Christoph: “Mightiness, Ecstasy and Control: 
Some General Features of Islamic Arts”. In: Image and Meaning in Islamic Art. Ed. Robert 
Hillenbrand. London: Altajir Trust, 2005, pp. 61–72, here p. 62. 
11 Allen in particular uses this term and puts to the question whether Muslims could have de-
cided on aniconism in contrast to the Byzantine churches but at the same time in the style of 
imageless churches in their Christian neighbourhood, cf. Five Essays, p. 22. T.D.N. Mettinger 
differentiates further between material aniconism and empty-space aniconism, cf. Shenkar, 
Michael: “Aniconism in the Religious Art of Pre-Islamic Iran and Central Asia”. Bulletin of the 
Asia Institute New Series 22 (2008), pp. 239–256, here p. 239. Cf. also Apostolos-Cappadona, 
Diane: “Visual Arts as Ways of Being Religious”. In: The Oxford Handbook of Religion and the 
Arts. Ed. Frank Burch Brown. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014, pp. 220–237, here p. 227. 
12 Harvey defines anti-iconism as “a mode of active resistance to representation derived from 
religion’s advocacy of spiritual prohibitions on image-making and image worship” and declares 
iconoclasm as its severest form, cf. Harvey, John: “Visual Culture”. In: The Routledge Handbook 
of Research Methods in the Study of Religion. Eds. Michael Stausberg – Steven Engler. 
Abingdon/New York: Routledge, 2011, pp. 502–522, here p. 504. One prominent example would 
be the reformation of coins under the caliph ʿAbd al-Malik, who while competing with the 
Byzantine ruler Justinian began in 698–699 to mint a fully aniconic coin, replacing images with 
Qurʾānic texts, cf. Elsner, Jaś: “Iconoclasm as Discourse: From Antiquity to Byzantium”. The Art 
Bulletin 94.3 (September 2012), pp. 368–394, here p.374. 
13 There are several researchers who view writing, or the Arabic script, as a central narrative and 
as the reason for the lack of figural representations, cf. Schick, Irvin Cemil: “Text”. In: Key 
Themes for the Study of Islam. Ed. Jamal J. Elias, Oxford: Oneworld, 2015, pp. 321–335, here p. 
333; cf. also Rosenthal 1961, p. 21. Otherwise, the centrality of writing in Islam leads some re-
searchers to a strict categorization of text-based religions vs. image-based religions, cf. Apostolos-
Cappadona 2014, p. 220. 
14 Leaman, Islamic Aesthetics, p. 21. 
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Plato’s times15 and continues to dominate our experience and thinking. It is this 
dichotomy which led former Orientalists to misconceptions about the nature of 
Islamic Art, describing Islamic art by using derogatory terms like “horror vacui,” 
“contentless art,” “bigotry” or “non-creative.”16 To this day, Islam is still associ-
ated with and stereotyped by the absence of images.17 This has mainly to do with 
the fact that the art of calligraphy, which has shaped Islamic art like no other craft, 
is first and foremost connected with textual, content-related, rather than with pic-
torial and visual aspects. 

Underlying these discussions are semiotic debates of the 20th century. The 
prominent linguistic turn in the 1960s, according to which there is no reality be-
yond language, was soon opposed by art historians, who feared that images would 
be hegemonized by texts.18 One of those art historians is Gottfried Boehm, who 
defends the autonomy of the image, claiming that images have their own lumi-
nosity and should never be considered as mere reflections of external meanings.19 
New branches of art history have developed, above all “Bildwissenschaft” in 
Germany and “Visual Culture Studies”20 in the USA.21 Visual Culture Studies 
address the problem of text and image as being two entangled modes of visual 
culture, but have failed to develop a coherent methodology. Instead, they raise 

15 Cf. Gil, Isabel Capeloa: “Von der Semiologie zur ‘visuellen Literalität’?”. In: Literatur & Visuelle 
Kultur. Eds. Claudia Benthien – Brigitte Weingart. Berlin: de Gruyter 2014, pp. 193–211, here p. 
194. Cf. further Bräunlein, Peter J.: “Bildakte. Religionswissenschaft im Dialog”. In: Religion im
kulturellen Diskurs/Religion in Cultural Discourse. Festschrift für Hans G. Kippenberg zu seinem 65.
Geburtstag. Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 2004, pp. 195–231, here p. 197.
16 Cf. al-Faruqi, Ismaʿil R.: “Misconceptions of the Nature of Islamic Art.” Islam and the Modern
Age 1 (1970), pp. 29–49, here p. 30–31.
17 Cf. Belting, Hans: Das echte Bild. Bilderfragen als Glaubensfragen. München: Beck, 2005, p. 84.
Oya Pancaroğlu has recently repeated this criticism, stressing that Islam is always accused of
what it does not have, cf. “Figural Ornament in Medieval Islamic Art”. In: A Companion to Islamic 
Art and Architecture. Eds. Finbarr Barry Flood – Gülru Necipoğlu. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons,
2017, pp. 501–520, here p. 517.
18 Cf. Frank, Gustav: “Literaturtheorie und visuelle Kultur”. In: Bildtheorien. Anthropologische und
kulturelle Grundlagen des Visualistic Turn. Ed. Klaus Sachs-Hombach. Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 2009, pp. 354–392, here p. 356.
19 Cf. Boehm, Gottfried: “Iconic Turn. Ein Brief”. In: Bilderfragen. Die Bildwissenschaften im
Aufbruch. Ed. Hans Belting. Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2007, p. 27–36, here p. 35. Original quote:
“So ist deutlich geworden, dass Bilder selbst schon über ein eigenes ‘Licht’ verfügen, nicht als
bloße Spiegel externer Bedeutungen funktionieren, die sie reflektieren.”
20 The research of Charles Sanders Peirce, Nelson Goodman, John Langshaw Austin, Erwin
Panofsky and Ernst Cassirer need to be mentioned as forerunners, but the actual godfathers of
this new approach were Gottfried Boehm, Horst Bredekamp and Hans Belting (for “Bildwissen-
schaft”) and especially William John Thomas Mitchell (for “Visual Culture Studies”).
21 These new schools have criticized earlier approaches of art history for preferring “high art” to
“popular art,” for having a colonialist perspective on the arts of other cultures, for elevating the
status of the (male) artist, and finally for continuing to think in categories of styles and periods
while being unable to react to the development of new media. Cf. von Falkenhausen, Susanne:
Jenseits des Spiegels. Das Sehen in Kunstgeschichte und Visual Culture Studies. Paderborn: Wilhelm
Fink, 2015, pp. 11−12.
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more questions than they formulate answers.22 There is a group of scholars 
(among them Gottfried Boehm and William John Thomas Mitchell) who deny 
the possibility of describing images in text-based terms. Instead, they are trying 
to imbue images with an extra-textual language, and to deprive semiotics of hav-
ing any significance for the analysis of pictures. Other scholars do not see any 
contradiction between semiotics and art history, but view non-textual manifesta-
tions as already included in semiotics. Among these are Gustav Frank, who intro-
duced the term of the “inter-field”23 between text and image, and James Elkins, 
who denies the possibility of a pure image, but views explanations, which stress 
the “visual language” of a picture, simply as “an interpretation that lists only some 
of the qualities of the image.”24 

A popular definition of Visual Culture Studies by David Morgan reads as fol-
lows: “The study of visual culture is the analysis and interpretation of images and 
the ways of seeing (or gazes) that configure the agents, practices, conceptualities, 
and institutions that put images to work.”25 Despite their wide range of ap-
proaches, there are two aspects which almost all Visual Culture Studies have in 
common: first their contemporary perspective, triggered by the modern flood of 
pictures, and second their limitation to phenomena from the Western hemi-
sphere. These are among the reasons why Visual Culture Studies have been ap-
plied to Islamic art history only recently.26 

Thus the approach of Visual Culture Studies, which was the starting point for 
this study, tries to overcome the sharp categorization of “text” and “image”27 and 
to see diverse forms of art production as parts of a joint visual culture, influenced 
by various factors, but building a continuum. As Elkins postulates: “This is the 
way I would prefer to understand the relation, if it has to be put this way, between 
pictures and writing: not as a duality with some imbrication, but as an articulated 

22 This phenomenon is addressed by William J. T. Mitchell. He writes “that pictures form a point 
of peculiar friction and discomfort across a broad range of intellectual inquiry.”; Mitchell, 
William J. T.: Picture Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995, p. 13. 
23 Cf. Frank 2009, pp.363−364. 
24 Elkins, James: On Pictures and the Words that Fail them. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998, p. 161. 
25 Morgan, David: The Sacred Gaze. Religious Visual Culture in Theory and Practice. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005, p. 33. 
26 Among the prominent representatives of Islamic art history who have explicitly been inspired 
by the Visual Culture Studies approach are Olga Bush, Wendy M. K. Shaw and Gülru Necipoğlu. 
Among Visual Culture researchers there are a few who use examples of Islamic art, such as 
James Elkins (cf. bibliography). 
27 Cf. Elias, Jamal J.: Aisha’s Cushion. Religious Art, Perception, and Practice in Islam. Cambridge 
(Massachusetts): Harvard University Press, 2012, p. 283: “Whether or not it constitutes a form 
of visual meditative practice, the multiple uses of text in Islamic religious art and formal as well 
as informal religious life push the limits of our understanding of representational art in Islamic 
society, lending themselves most readily to an iconological explanation rather than one that dis-
tinguishes between text and art, or word and image.” 
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continuum of signs, so that every marked surface will have a measure of pictori-
ality and a measure of writing.”28 

Terminological Investigations in Visual Arts of Safavid Times 

Coming from the side of textual studies, my approach to visual arts in Islamic 
cultures is terminological.29 The most important representative of terminological 
studies of Islamic text culture in diverse fields is, of course, Manfred Ullmann, 
who, for his part, has always pointed out the pitfalls of this approach.30 It is im-
portant to be aware of some factors which could cloud the results of the investi-
gation. These include, firstly, the fact that our own previous understanding of the 
language and the modern colouring of terms could mask historical connotations 
and thus connotations and ambiguities of meaning can only be guessed at; sec-
ondly, the awareness that written concepts of visual arts are concepts of elite cul-
tures that can differ greatly from visual concepts of everyday life; thirdly, the sen-
sitivity to the fact that there is a gap between the meaning of words and word 
usage or, respectively, language and practice31 that grows with the historical dis-
tance to the source texts. For this reason I do not analyse the character of visual 
arts in Islam, but, aligned with Beinhauer-Köhler, only their terminology in texts 
of a distinct area of Islamic culture (“Binnenkultur”32). Ullmann also points out 
the big difference between the lexical meaning and the actual meaning of a cer-
tain term. Apart from the relatively small amount of lexicographic works from the 
period under study, the lack of a context of use also speaks against the inclusion 
of lexicographic data in the present study.33 

28 Elkins, On Pictures, p. 158. 
29 The already great wealth of methods in Islamic art history was enriched by the editions and 
terminological analysis of texts by some scholars of whom Dede Fairchild Ruggles should be 
mentioned for her edition, titled “Islamic Art and Visual Culture” as well as, for the specific 
context of the Safavid Album Prefaces, David J. Roxburgh, Vladimir F. Minorskij and Wheeler 
M. Thackston (cf. bibliography).
30 Cf. Ullmann, Manfred: Theorie und Praxis der arabischen Lexikographie. Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz Verlag, 2016, pp. 49–51.
31 Cf. Koselleck, Reinhart: Begriffsgeschichten. Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik der politischen
und sozialen Sprache. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2006, p. 67.
32 Cf. Beinhauer-Köhler, Bärbel: Gelenkte Blicke. Visuelle Kulturen im Islam. Zürich:
Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2011, p. 16.
33 A look into the much later Loghatnameh of Dihkhudā (Teheran 1946–73, edited by Muḥammad
Muʿīn) for the various terms examined here suggests a close semantic connection of the terms
in the sense of a common semantic field, but also shows clearly that due to the lack of compara-
ble weighting in basic and secondary meanings, the concrete connections between the individual
terms are hardly to be determined. Although Dihkhudā lists a lot of concise quotations from
classical Persian literature in which the terms are used, this creates a range of variants of con-
notations that raises the suspicion of arbitrariness (the term raqm, for example, is explained by
the terms khaṭṭ, kitābat, nivishtan, taḥrīr and naqsh; naqsh is explained by nigār kardan, rang
kardan, ṣūrat, taṣvīr, rasm, khaṭṭ, kitābat, shakl, etc.). In a particular text, however, the author must
commit himself to certain meanings and their mutual semantic relationship, which can there-
fore be better analysed and put together to an overall picture of meanings.
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The cultural area that I have chosen for this analysis is that of the Safavid book 
production in the 16th and 17th centuries. There are three reasons for this choice: 
the great importance of book art among the Safavids, the comparatively rich 
sources on the theoretical aspects of this art, and finally the fact that the Safavid 
albums stood out precisely because of the equally important roles of both calli-
graphy and miniature painting. Furthermore, the language in which the prefaces 
under study are written, Persian, with its both indigenous and borrowed, i. e. pri-
marily Arabic, character, encourages intensive studies on word fields of writing 
and painting.34 

The main sources of this analysis stem from album prefaces of the 16th and 17th 
century of Safavid provenance, when the art of calligraphy reached its heyday, 
rulers and princes established famous workshops and patrons themselves were 
taught calligraphy. The album prefaces themselves are interwoven with literary 
motifs of book production: The day is a metaphor for the bright paper, the night 
for the black ink35 and the string of pearls for the compilation of the Album36. My 
text selection for this paper is based on Wheeler M. Thackstons bilingual edition 
Album Prefaces and other Documents on the History of Calligraphers and Painters37 
as well as the Persian Gulistān-i hunar by Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī38 and its English 
translation39 and parts of the Persian compilation of prefaces Kitāb ārāʾī dar 
tamaddun-i islāmī40. Unlike the Timurid period, for which separate artists’ 
biographies have been preserved41, the sources mentioned are also the most 
relevant for biographical information. A classical Safavid album preface contains 
a eulogy of greater or lesser length of the ruler for whom the album was compiled, 
praises to God as the predecessor and inspiration for all creative artisans, a 
legitimation of calligraphy or miniature painting as divinely inspired art, a 
mythically enhanced history of the origins of the scripts or painting styles, lists 

34 The influence of Arabic on Persian began with the first cultural contacts in the context of the 
Islamic conquests, but reached its first peak in the 12th century, with Arabic forming about 50% 
of the lexemes in theological and literary prose texts. The grammatical change in Persian due to 
the adoption of Arabic language structures has been studied in detail by Mohammad Ali Jazayeri, 
but a more detailed investigation of semantic shifts apart from statistical surveys, which would 
also benefit the present study, is still outstanding, cf. Jazayeri, Mohammad: “The Arabic Element 
in Persian Grammar”. Iran 8 (1970), pp. 115–124. 
35 Cf. Roxburgh, David J.: Prefacing the Image. The Writing of Art History in Sixteenth-Century Iran. 
Leiden: Brill, 2001, p. 100. 
36 Cf. Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, p. 112. 
37 Cf. Thackston, Album Prefaces. 
38 Cf. Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī: Gulistān-i hunar. Ed. Aḥmad Suhailī Khvānsārī. Teheran: 
Kitābkhāna-i Manūchihrī, 1987. 
39 Cf. Minorskij, Vladimir Fjodorowitsch – Minorsky, T. (transl.): Calligraphers and Painters. A 
Treatise by Qāḍī Aḥmad, Son of Mīr-Munshī (ca. A.H. 1015/A.D. 1606). Washington: 
Smithsonian Institution, 1959. 
40 Cf. Māyil Haravī, Najīb: Kitāb ārāʾī dar tamaddun-i islāmī. Āstān-i Quds-i Raḍawī: Mashhad, 
1993. 
41 For example Daulatshāh Samarqandī’s Tadhkirat ash-shuʿarāʾ, Khvāndamīr’s Ḥabīb as-siyar or 
ʿAlī Shīr Navāʾī’s Majālis an-nafāʾis. 
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on teacher-student relationships (silsila) or the composition of the respective book 
atelier and finally a chronogram. I have examined and grouped into four 
categories these sources with regard to concepts of visual arts, the results of which 
I will now present: 1) The terminology of the artwork, 2) The terminology of the 
artistic activity, 3) The terminology of the artistic profession, 4) The terminology 
of perception. 

This terminological approach can contribute a further aspect to the fact that the 
Safavid prefaces, as noted by Roxburgh, should not only be used to reconstruct 
the history of events, but should also be taken seriously for their very own literacy 
and artistry. Quoting the American historian and literary scholar Hayden White, 

“[i]t is now possible to recognize that in realistic, no less than imaginary, discourse, 

language is both a form and a content and that this linguistic content must be counted 

among the other kinds of content (factual, conceptual, and generic) that make up the total 

content of the discourse as a whole. This recognition liberates historiographical criticism 

from fidelity to an impossible literalism and permits the analyst of historical discourse to 

perceive the extent to which it constructs its subject matter in the very process of speaking 

about it. The notion of the content of linguistic form scrumbles [sic] the distinction 

between literal and figurative discourses and authorizes a search for and analysis of the 

function of the figurative elements in historiographical, no less than fictional, prose.”42 

This statement underlines how complex the various levels of investigation are 
interrelated: the artistry of the text is closely interwoven with the artistry of the 
writing and painting mentioned in the text. The researcher can sort and discuss 
the diverse indications on the different medial levels, but the intention of the au-
thors will only be approximately fathomable. 

The Terminology of Writing and Painting in Safavid Album Prefaces 

1) The terminology of the artwork

To distinguish the semantics of the visual arts according to nominal and verbal 
use is, of course, not easy with regard to the Persian language, since it has inher-
ited the root semantics of Arabic. As there are, however, subtle differences with 
respect to word use, we will first of all list the nominal use of the meaning. As 
one might expect, the prefaces of Safavid albums examined here do not contain 
any philosophical discussion of the terms text-image: “text,” Arabic/Persian naṣṣ, 
occurs only in one place and is used to introduce a Qurʾānic verse, thus focusing 
on the content aspect. There are many words for the term “picture” or “image,” 
depending on whether it is a form, a painted work of art or a metaphor. However, 

42 White, Hayden: Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect. Baltimore/London: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1999, p. 4. Cf. also Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, p. 12–15. 
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these terms are never mentioned in contrast to “text”, but have diverse synonyms 
and antonyms, as will be shown below. 

khaṭṭ is the term for the art of writing per se. When it comes to an attribution to 
any kind of writing in the prefaces, this root is used, be it the writing of a certain 
person, a certain style or a certain colour. Less frequently the term kitāba (also of 
Arabic origin) appears, which is used synonymously in most places. The differ-
entiation between ktb and khṭṭ in the prefaces is not particularly distinct. We find 
the expression uslūb-i kitābat next to the term uslūb-i khaṭṭ (meaning “the methods 
of calligraphy”). Only in Qāżī Aḥmads Gulistān the specific meaning of an epi-
graphic inscription is reserved for the term kitāba. Thus, among the authors ex-
amined here, Mālik Daylamī and Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī are said to have excelled 
in the field of epigraphic inscription (kitāba).43 Two further terms stand out in 
regard to the art of writing: One is mashq as a writing exercise, the other taḥrīr as 
the perfected calligraphy: 

 بھر تعلیم او دلم خون شد تا خطش یافت صورت تحریر

For teaching him I let my heart bleed until his handwriting (khaṭṭ) acquired the form of 

calligraphy (taḥrīr).44 

However, the following quotation about the writing practice also shows the inter-
changeability of terms for calligraphy: 

 كثرت كتابت و مشق تجربھ كرده

He had often engaged in practical writing exercises [here: mashq and kitāba].45 

The assignment of the terms naqsh to (non-figural) painting and taṣvīr to (figural) 
portraiture seems to be more distinct in the texts. Although no concrete defini-
tions can be found, this unambiguous assignment can be deduced from the con-
text. Furthermore, both terms are usually mentioned together in a complemen-
tary way, i. e., to designate illustration and portrait painting, both terms must be 
used. 

In the following example the legitimacy of portraiture (taṣvīr) is explicitly 
pointed out: 

مصّوررا بخاِر نومیدى نخراشد. س تصویر نیز بى اصلى نباشد وخاطرِ پ  

43 Cf. Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 97/119; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 
144/165–166. 
44 Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 84; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 132. 
45 Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī: “Ādāb-i Mashq”. In: Kitāb ārāʾī dar tamaddun-i islāmī. Ed. Haravi, p. 
148; translation: Berenike Metzler. 
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Therefore, portraiture is not without justification, and the portraitist’s conscience need 

not be pricked by the thorn of despair.46 

A few lines later it is clearly reported in metaphorical language, how a portrait 
artist “lifted the veil from the face of depiction”47. The term ṣūra is also used less 
frequently, but synonymously with taṣvīr. 

While the nominal terms and distinctions between writing and painting seem 
clear, there are already two terms in the nominal area that share both word fields: 
ṣūra and raqm. In the Qurʾān the root ṣwr/ṣvr in its verbal form denotes creating 
or fashioning in a certain form and is mostly attributed to God. In the use of this 
term in the prefaces, the connotation of creating and fashioning continues to res-
onate. Thus, for example, the proximity of the meaning of creation to that of por-
trait painting is achieved, when the question of the possibility of portraiture rises 
with respect to the perfection of God’s creation: 

ى تصویر قلم وقلم تصویرستجا چھ  

What room is there for the depiction of the pen or the pen of depiction?48 

The awareness of the ambiguity of this root becomes even clearer in the following 
example, in which the root occurs in several derivatives: 

َرَك هللا على ُصورتِھْ  اى ز ھمھ صورِت خوِب تو بِْھ َصوَّ  

You are better than any beautiful form: God fashioned you after his own image.49 

The term ṣūra is thus not only given in in the meaning of “portrait,” but also in 
the meaning of “created form.” Furthermore in many places the form of the in-
dividual letters is called ṣūra. The shape (ṣūra) of calligraphy is compared with the 
beauty of portrait painting: 

قى نیافت تحریردر صورِت خّط وحسِن تصویر زینسان ور  

With such calligraphic forms and beautiful depiction no page has ever been filled.50 

بصِر اھِل فھم وبصیرت از مالحظھ لطِف صورِت خطى ومشاھده حسِن صورت حظى شامل یابد نیھمچن  

Likewise people of understanding and insight might take full pleasure in seeing the sub-

tlety of calligraphic specimens and viewing the beauty of pictures.51 

46 Dūst Muḥammad: “The Bahram Mirza Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p. 12. 
47 Dūst Muḥammad, p. 12. 
48 Dūst Muḥammad, pp. 4–5. 
49 Dūst Muḥammad, p. 11. 
50 Khvāndamīr: “An Album made by Kamaluddin Bihzad”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p. 
42. 
51 Mālik Daylamī: “Amir Husayn Beg Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p 20. There 
appears a small inaccuracy in Thackston’s translation: In both cases it is about the beauty of the 
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Another link between writing and painting is the term raqm. This root firstly de-
notes the meaning “line” and is used as well with regard to writing (in connection 
with qalam and lawḥ) as with regard to painting (here in combination with naqsh). 
Since both visual arts have their basis in artistic strokes, an overlap of both word 
fields seems to be self-evident. In the following two passages, it is even left in the 
dark which art is meant, as writing (khaṭṭ) and painting (naqsh) are equally alluded 
to: 

رقمھاى عجب در قلِم اوست چھخِط مشكین رقِم اوست یا رب  كان تقاِش ازل  

The eternal painter who drew that black line, O Lord, what marvelous shapes are in his 

pen!52 

قم زد صور مظھِر فضل وھنر آمد بشرو رچكلِك الھى   

When the divine pen drew shapes, humankind came forth as the locus of knowledge and 

skill.53 

It is exactly in this metaphorical use that the categories of writing and pictorial art 
begin to blur. Thus, within a few lines in his preface, Dūst Muḥammad mentions 
five different terms for the image in the figurative sense (mithāl, naqsh, ṣūra, taṣvīr 
and khayālāt). For images in a figurative sense Muḥammad Waṣfī even uses the 
term for calligraphy, khaṭṭ, in addition to ṣuvar: 

اكیزه ایشان كھ خط روح وروانست بمثابھ ایست كھپصور   

Their pure images, which are drawn by the spirit and the soul, are of such a degree that 

[…]54 

2) The terminology of the artistic activity

Summarising my terminological findings so far I can state that there is a good 
indication that the approach can overcome the old dichotomy between text and 
image with regard to Islamic calligraphy. While Visual Culture Studies try to push 
a new perspective on this issue with regard to our modern and western approach 
to text-image-relations, the eastern terminology already shows that a strict dichot-
omy of text versus image never was endogenous. We do not find a contrast be-
tween “writing” as expressed by ktb and “painting” as expressed by ṣwr/ṣvr, but 

form of calligraphy, not, as translated here in the second part of the sentence, about the beauty 
of the form of images. 
52 Dūst Muḥammad, p. 5. 
53 Khvāndamīr, p. 41. In his essay on the Ādāb-i mashq by Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī, Ernst translated 
the word raqm in the proem of this work several times with “writing”. In view of the ambiguity 
of the term shown here, I would argue that we should stick to the basic meaning of line or stroke. 
Cf. Ernst, Carl W.: “The Spirit of Islamic Calligraphy. Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s Ādāb al-mashq”. 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 112.2 (Apr.–Jun. 1992), pp. 279–286, here p. 282. 
54 Muḥammad Vaṣfī, “Shah Ismaʿil II Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p. 34. 
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instead a caleidoscopic range of terminological constellations which build a con-
tinuum between text and image, mediated by the diverse notions of writing. The 
verbal concepts of artistic activity will be discussed here, as well as the writing 
instrument, the qalam. 

The usual terms for writing calligraphy, which of course are closely related to 
the nominal terms mentioned above, are khaṭṭ nivishtan, nivishtan, more rarely 
raqm kardan or khūsh nivishtan. The verbal forms of illustration and portrait paint-
ing are mostly compositions of naqsh or taṣvīr and an auxiliary verb, such as 
kardan. The manifold possibilities of expression in regard to calligraphy in both 
the nominal and verbal sense55 are well summarized in the following quotation: 

مولى نظام الدّین كھ مانند خطش در عرصھ افاق كم باشد ى رقوم ھفت خطاشناس  
شتش قلم باشدگننین كاتب كھ اچینرا یا رب كھ دیدست ا شت خط ثلثنگانویسد از سر   

The expert of writing in seven styles is Mullā Niẓām al-dīn, He whose writing has few 

parallels on the tablets of the universe. He writes in thulth with the tip of his finger, O 

Lord! Who has seen a scribe whose qalam is his finger?56 

The qalam, the reedpen, is used for writing as well as for painting processes, fa-
mously expressed in the well-known “theory of the two qalams,”57 i. e. the imagi-
nation that both, pen and brush, stem from the same instrument, the qalam: 

یست؟ نوك قلمچكلیِد خردرا ھنر شد علم كلیِد ھنر   
شاى قلم بر دو نوع آفریده خداىگ چھرهقلم نقش بندست و  

شتھ ز بھر دبیرگقند  ذیر نىِ پلیكى از نبات آمده د  
ِب حیوان دُر افشانى استآیوانى است كش از حر نوع ازو نوعِ دگ  
اِه ھنر دیده زیبگنده نقِش مانى فریب ازو كارار نگ  

Art is known as the key to wisdom. What is the key to art? The nib of the pen. 

The pen is a designer of patterns, an ‘unveiler of faces.’ Two types of pen were created by 

God: One comes from vegetal matter: the reed turns agreeable for the writer. The other 

type is animal: it scatters pearly from the Fountain of Life. By the painter of a picture that 

would fool Mani is the workshop of art adorned.58 

This “theory of the two qalams” is the clearest statement on the equal status of 
writing and pictorial art. In fact, when using the term qalam, it is hardly ever clear 

55 The activity of writing is expressed in the following quotation by the Arabic loan roots “rqm”, 
“khṭṭ” and “ktb”, but also by the Persian word “nivishtan”. 
56 Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 34; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 75. 
57 Cf. for instance Mīr Sayyid Aḥmad: “Amir Ghayb Beg Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. 
Thackston, p. 24. Cf. further Yves Porter’s discussion of the various, but not in all points con-
sistent links between painting and writing: Porter, Yves: “From ‘The Theory of the Two Qalams’ 
to ‘The Seven Principles of Painting’. Theory, Terminology, and Practice in Persian Classical 
Painting”. Muqarnas 17 (2000), pp. 109–118. 
58 Mīr Sayyid Aḥmad, p. 24. Cf. further Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 9; Minorsky, 
Calligraphers and Painters, pp. 49–50. 
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whether it is a brush or a reed pen. Sheila Canby once asked in an article whether 
the reed pen was also used for painting.59 Only at one point in the evaluated 
sources the qalam is more closely specified as a brush: 

حیوانیست قلم موست آنچھاما از قلم   

Now, the pen that mimics life is the hair brush.60 

In a few cases the term kilk is used instead of qalam. This seems to be author-
dependent. In almost every preface, the qalam is mentioned in reference to a 
hadith as the first creature of God with whom everything else was created. The 
meaning of the qalam goes so far that it itself becomes a subject: 

تصویرت بر لوح وجود قدم ننھد قلم وجود قدم از حیز عدم بر ندارد ر كلكگا  

If your portrait-painting brush does not place its foot on the canvas of existence, the pen 

of existence does not step out from the realm of nonexistence.61 

It also addresses a variety of senses that are not impressed by a possible distinc-
tion between written and visual art: 

 حبَّذا اى قلم طرفھ رقم كھ زدى در ره اقبال قدم رقم ظل برخ نور زدى مشك بر صفحھ كافور زدى

Bravo, O marvel-writing pen, for you have placed your foot on the road of success. You 

have drawn a shadowy line across the cheek of light; you have cast musk on a page of 

camphor.62 

3) The terminology of the artistic profession

There are few detailed sources about the technical processes of album produc-
tion.63 Professions involved in the kitābkhāna, the book atelier, were “katiban 
(calligraphers or scribes), naqqashan (painters), muzahhiban (limners or 
illuminators), jadwal-kishan (line drawers or rulers), hall-karan (gold-fleckers), 
and sah-hafan (binders), along with others who prepared materials, including 
zarkuban (gold-leaf makers) and lajvardi-shuyan (lapis lazuli washers).”64 With re- 

59 Cf. Canby, Sheila R.: “The Pen or the Brush? An inquiry into the technique of late Safavid 
drawings”. In: Persian Painting. From the Mongols to the Qajars. Studies in Honour of Basil W. 
Robinson. Ed. Robert Hillenbrand. London: Tauris, 2000, pp. 75–82. 
60 Mīr Sayyid Aḥmad, p. 25. 
61 Shāhqulī Muhrdār: “Shah Tahmasp Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p. 1. 
62 Shāhqulī Muhrdār, p. 2. 
63 Cf. Shreve Simpson, Marianna: “The Making of Manuscripts and the Workings of the Kitab-
khana in Safavid Iran”. Studies in the History of Art 38 (1993), pp. 104–121, here p. 110–111: 
“Unfortunately, no single source contains an actual description of a kitab-khana as workshop, 
and any attempt to define this aspect of the kitab-khana from the available records involves the 
compilation of disparate, and sometimes inconsistent, bits of information. In addition, the type 
of information varies widely: in general, the sources for the first half of the Safavid period (that 
is, the early sixteenth through the first quarter of the seventeenth century) focus on individuals 
(patrons and artists), whereas the later sources emphasize Safavid governmental bureaucracy.” 
64 Shreve Simpson 1993, p. 112. 
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gard to our question on text-image-differentiations we can observe that the art of 
writing and the art of painting have some common aspects: similar terms for the 
various styles created by the two65, similar artist signatures66, similar ruling 
systems (mastar)67 or similar origin myths.68 Akimushkin and Ivanov point out 
that until the second half of the 15th century such a division into different profes-
sions did not exist at all.69 This diversification must therefore have occurred just 
before the time of the compilation of the albums examined here. There are some 
differences with respect to the various artistic activities in the book workshop as 
well. Mostly it was the head calligrapher, who was the master of the workshop 
and decided the illustrative program.70 Usually the calligrapher had the compar-
atively higher rank.71 In reference to the mentioned Album prefaces we find sev-
eral silsilas of the various art workers, but calligraphers and painters/illustrators 
in separate chains. Sometimes we read that an artist knew both crafts quite well 
and was counted among the painter-scribes.72 But in general, the Album authors 
distinguish between both crafts. This distinction does not automatically stand for 
a general differentiation between nonfigural and figural artworks: While listing 
the workers of the actual Royal Library, the author Dūst Muḥammad places the 
calligraphers on one side and the portraitists and painters on the other73, not dif-
ferentiating between figural portraiture, book illumination or ornamentation. 
The defining factor seems to have been the instrument (the vegetal or the animal 
pen) rather than the representation which made the difference. 

If we take a look at the exact profession titles of the visual artists of the Safavid 
book workshops, the following picture emerges: Similar to the discussion of the 
designations for particular artworks and the artistic activities, the profession of 
the calligrapher is represented by a variety of terms, while that of the illustrator 
always remains naqqāsh and that of the portraitist always remains muṣavvir, at one 
point also in the plural arbāb-i taṣvīr. The distinction between these two types of 
painting becomes particularly clear in the following example: 

65 Cf. Porter 2000, p. 113. 
66 Cf. Porter 2000, p. 112. 
67 The calligraphic ruling (mastar) was fundamental for the beginning of book painting, cf. Porter 
2000, p. 109. 
68 There is an oft-repeated narrative that for writing it is ʿ Alī who led Kūfī to perfection, for picture 
making it was ʿ Alī who was the first painter – the transition is liminal, cf. e. g. Dūst Muḥammad: 
“The Bahram Mirza Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, pp. 7 and 11. 
69 Cf. Akimushkin, Oleg Fedorovich – Anatol A. Ivanov: “The Art of Illumination”. In: The Arts 
of the Book in Central Asia, 14.–16. Centuries. Ed. Basil Gray and Oleg F. Akimushkin. 
Paris/London: Unesco/Serindia Publications, 1979, pp. 35–57, here p. 50. 
70 Cf. Porter 2000, p. 112. 
71 Cf. Blair, Sheila: Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006, p. 418. 
72 Cf. Bağçı, Serpil: “Presenting Vaṣṣāl Kalender’s Works: The Prefaces of Three Ottoman 
Albums”. Muqarnas 30 (2013), pp. 255–313, here p. 262. 
73 Cf. Dūst Muḥammad, pp. 15–16. 
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رى كھ اوراِق جریده امكان بصورِت نبات وحیوان ونقوِش نفوِس انسان پسونسخھ شكر و رداختپاِس مصِوّ  

And the manuscript of thanks and gratitude to the Illustrator who filled the pages of the 

rescript of possibility with pictures of plants and animals and designs of humans.74 

In accordance with the above mentioned complementary, clearly assignable use 
of naqqāsh and muṣavvir as well as the illustrations’ figurativeness, which be-
comes clear at the end of the quotation, I would translate the term muṣavvir here 
with “portraitist,” in contrast to Thackston who favours “illustrator.”75 

Among the calligraphers, on the other hand, are the khaṭṭāṭ, the kātib (Arabic 
plural kuttāb or Persian plural kātibān), the Persian khūshnevīs and the muḥarrir. 
What unites visual artists is that they all practise a craft (kār), that there are true 
masters among them (ustādān) and that they all belong to the realm of book pro-
duction: 

ران وسایر ھنروران كھ باین طبقھ منیفھ منوطند واز اھل كتب وكتابخانھ اندگناز استادان وخوشنویسان ونقاشان وافشا  

Each of the masters, artists and all men of talent who are connected with this glorious 

company and excellent class, or with books and libraries[…]76 

The terms for the calligraphers can vary even with one author, there are no sig-
nificant differences in meaning. 

4) The terminology of perception77

Although the significance of writing and calligraphy in Islamic cultures is well 
known, the study of the gaze, which is important for Visual Culture Studies, is a 
quite new field of research for Islamic studies. Inspired by the prominent mono-
graph of the Bildwissenschaftler Hans Belting, titled “Florenz und Bagdad: Eine 
westöstliche Geschichte des Blicks,” which was soon criticised for its culturalist 
approach78, studies on the field of visual perception have emerged in Islamic art 
history: one studying the concrete cultural role of the gaze79, the other more gen-
erally on the research perspective of perception (“perceptual culture”)80. 

74 Mālik Daylamī, p 18. 
75 At the end of the sentence also the term nuqūsh stands in connection with the portraiture of 
humans, grammatically remains however its dependence on the before mentioned term ṣūra, 
which is introduced by the preposition bi-. 
76 Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 6; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 44. 
77 Another article on performative aspects in Safavid Album prefaces is in preparation. 
78 Cf. Necipoğlu, Gülru: “The Scrutinizing Gaze in the Aesthetics of Islamic Visual Cultures: 
Sight, Insight, and Desire”. In: Gazing Otherwise. Modalities of Seeing in and beyond the Lands of 
Islam. Eds. Olga Bush – Avinoam Shalem. Muqarnas 32 (2015). Leiden/Boston: Brill, p. 23–61, 
here p. 23–28. 
79 Cf. Bush, Olga: “Prosopopeia: Performing the Reciprocal Gaze”. Muqarnas 32 (2015), pp. 13–
19.; Necipoğlu 2015; Shaw 2013 (cf. bibliography). 
80 Cf. Shaw, Wendy M. K.: What is “Islamic Art”? Between Religion and Perception. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019. From this perspective, Shaw concludes for the term 
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It is a matter of record that the gaze plays an important role in Islamic culture, 
not least in its performative function: The viewing direction (qibla) is indispensa-
ble for the ritual prayer and is very often materialized by the niche (miḥrāb).81 
Even the question of shirk (idolatry) finds its crucial point in the direction of the 
gaze, as we find it in legal texts about the legitimacy of painting.82 The idea of 
visual manifestations of God in his creature (āya), which exists already in the 
Qurʾān, is repeated and even intensified in the Albums. The term āya inherently 
shimmers between image and text: On the one hand it is God’s visual manifesta-
tion on earth, on the other hand it is the name for the Qurʾān’s written verses. In 
regard to the Album prefaces, there is no differentiation in how the observer wit-
nesses God the creator in visual art: “Everywhere I look, you are seen; every direc-
tion I turn, you are visible. Everywhere a beauty is manifested, you are seen by 
the witnessing eye.”83 The prefaces are naturally full of the imagined effects 
which visual art could have on their observers and make a strong connection 
between the impact on the eye and the impact on the heart: “There are four things 
from which the eye and heart derive delight: beautiful calligraphy, beautiful faces, 
greenery, and running water.”84 These verses might be elaborations of a certain 
courtly elite, but especially their focus on the impact on the observer possibly ex-
presses a common experience, as Elias put it: “In vernacular (as distinct from 
elite) cultural circles, issues of mimetic representation — of what religious im-
ages ‘look like’ — are almost irrelevant in comparison to concerns with what an 
image can ‘do,’ in the sense that efficacy, power, and threat are the primary deter-
minants of the accuracy of an image in representing its prototype.”85 

The authors of these prefaces use a wide variety of terms for the act of seeing, 
comparable to terms which are applied by scholars of Visual Culture Studies (e. g. 
to gaze, to look, to observe, to focus86, to see). In the extant Persian sources the 
semantic field of seeing and gazing covers above all the terms dīdan87, nigāh 
kardan88 as well as lāḥaẓa89, taʾammala90, naẓara91 and baṣura92, which are Arabic 
loan words. According to an initial check of the examined material I can claim 

“Bilderverbot/prohibition of images” that it reflects more the perception of Islam in the West 
than the various attitudes of Islam towards the pictorial, cf. p. 33. 
81 Cf. Beinhauer-Köhler, Gelenkte Blicke, pp. 33–36.  
82 Beinhauer-Köhler states that the situation of seeing is crucial for the whole Islamic discussion 
of images, cf. p. 32. 
83 Shāhqulī Muhrdār, p. 1. 
84 Mālik Daylamī, p 20. 
85 Elias, Aisha’s Cushion, p. 42. 
86 Cf. Beinhauer-Köhler, Gelenkte Blicke, p. 36. 
87 Cf. Khvāndamīr, p. 41. Cf. further Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī, p. 151 and Ernst 1992, p. 284. 
88 Cf. Khvāndamīr, p. 42. 
89 Cf. Mālik Daylamī, p 19. 
90 Cf. Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī, p. 153; Fatḥ Allāh Sabzavārī: “Uṣūl va-qavāʾid-i khuṭṭūṭ-i sitta”. In: 
Kitāb ārāʾī dar tamaddun-i islāmī. Ed. Haravi, p. 107. 
91 Cf. Bābā Shāh al-Iṣfahānī, pp. 148 and 151; Ernst 1992, pp. 282 and 284. 
92 Cf. Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 13; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 53. 
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that the verbs dīdan und nigāh kardan are applied to contexts about pure visual 
perception, while the Arabic loan words naẓar and baṣar are used to describe a 
deeper dimension of seeing. This basic differentiation is most clearly expressed 
in the following quote, which again does not differentiate between writing and 
painting: 

رستگیكر صورتى جلوه پرى پمیكنى  نگھبھر جانبش كھ   
 وبھر طرف كھ نظر مى افكنى مدّ نظر نوخطى در كمال حسن وجمال

[…] in every direction you look there is a beautiful image, and every direction in which you 

gaze at the end of your sight there is, in perfect beauty, the lovely cheek with traces of 

down/script (khatt)[…].93 

While the relationship between writing and painting appeared ambiguous from 
the perspective of the first three sections under study, showing both connecting 
and separating elements, with regard to the perception of the various visual arts, 
as described in detail in the prefaces, no distinction is made between the diverse 
outcomes of visual art production. After all, the perspective of perception is not 
only a category which was pushed forward by the Visual Culture Studies, but is 
also decisive for the prefaces themselves, which were very concerned about the 
effect of their words and the effect of the Album on the observer. 

The importance of perception is dealt with in the calligraphic training when 
looking closely at the calligraphies of previous masters. Sayyid Aḥmad Mashhadī, 
an important Timurid calligrapher, who is also frequently quoted in Safavid al-
bums, divided the calligraphic exercise into two aspects: the aforementioned med-
itation on previous calligraphies naẓarī and the subsequent writing practice 
qalamī: 

فتمگبر دو نوعست مشق وننھفتم با تو اى خوبر وجوان   
نظرى نبود این سخن منى ومرى گرقلمى خوان یكى د  
لى روز مشق خفى وشام جلىقلم مشق كردن نق  

ز لفظ حرف نقط آگھاه كردن خط بودن گننظرى دان   

Exercise is of two kinds, as I have told you, O handsome youth, without reservation: Call 

the one qalamī, and the other naẓarī. These words cannot be contested. Qalamī is the ex-

ercise in reproduction, exercising small (writing) during the day and large (writing) in the 

evening. Naẓarī is to gaze at a writing and to become aware of words, letters, and dots.94 

While the above quotation is mainly related to the practice of calligraphers, the 
following example does not make it clear which kind of visual art is meant. Here, 

93 Muḥammad Muḥsin: “Preface to a Safavid Album”. In: Album Prefaces. Ed. Thackston, p. 35. 
A similarly dense stringing together of verbs of seeing also occurs in Dūst Muḥammads Preface 
at a eulogy on calligraphy: م اندبھزار دیده نظاره كنان حیراِن جماِل میرزا بھرا  Gaze with a thousand“ بنگر- 
eyes. Onlookers are dazzled by the beauty of Mirza Bahram,” Dūst Muḥammad, p 16. 
94 Qāżī Aḥmad Qummī, Gulistān, p. 73 Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 117. 
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moreover, we find the motif alluded to above, namely that the contemplation of 
creation does not involve an illegitimate imitation of the Creator, but rather a 
form of worship and service: 

 سوى آفرینش نظر داشتھ سوادى ز ھر اصل برداشتھ

With their gazes fixed on creation, they take an image from every prototype.95 

But also the recipients of the artistically produced albums — whether the patron 
himself or other members of the court elite — are encouraged to view the albums 
as a perfect artwork and to let them have an effect on themselves: 

ر از مھ ومھر منظور نظر مرقعت باد مدامھپستا ھست مرقع   

As long as the patched cloak (muraqqaʿ) of the celestial sphere contains the sun and moon, 

may this album (muraqqaʿ) be the object of your perpetual gaze.96 

Finally, in visual enjoyment, no explicit distinction is made between writing and 
painting. Instead, the observer is invited to take a close look at the visual artworks: 

 خطوط وصور ھمیشھ منظر نظر دقیق

Calligraphy and pictures always to gaze intently[…]97 

Summary and Contextualisation of the Study Results 

My terminological findings in the various fields of Safavid book production all 
head in the same direction: Mediality in Islamic art is not a binary choice between 
figurality and non-figurality or painting vs writing, but knows many ways in 
which all visual expressions are entangled. From the prefaces of Safavid albums, 
both differences and similarities in the relationship between writing and painting 
can be found. Thus a wide variety of vocabulary for calligraphy and the calligra-
phers contrasts with more distinct terms for illustration and portrait painting. On 
the other hand, both visual arts touch each other in the concept of ṣūra, the cre-
ated, divine prototype, and in the concept of raqm, the line, which is the basic 
structure of both. The instrument, the qalam, cannot be clearly assigned to the art 
of writing or painting either. Both visual arts share similar designations for styles, 
signatures, comparable ruling systems and similar origin myths - but the silsilas 
of teachers and students are strictly separated into calligraphers on the one hand 
and illustrators and portrait painters on the other. In the field of art perception, 
the prefaces contain many Arabic and Persian terms for various ways of seeing. 
Both in terms of practical artistic exercises, i. e. meditation on 

95 Cf. Mīr Sayyid Aḥmad, p. 27. 
96 Shāhqulī Muhrdār, p. 2. 
97 Mālik Daylamī, p 21. 
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calligraphic/pictorial models, and the perception of the finished works of art, the 
borders of both visual arts begin to blur. 

In the introduction, I had listed various explanatory models for the specific re-
lationship of Islam to the image- from the thesis of iconoclasm and iconophobia 
to anti-iconism and the significance of writing (as a substitute for images). I have 
shown that all the explanations listed are based on an implicit dichotomy of text 
and image. The previous explanations for the Islamic prohibition of images can 
only answer single aspects of this complex subject, but through their inherent 
dichotomy and the reduction of calligraphy to its content-related aspect, failed to 
open a much broader view. I do not claim that there have been no restrictions in 
the history of Islamic art with respect to figural art; nor that there is no difference 
between the various visual art forms. In regard to the Safavid prefaces examined 
here, I posit that there is such a wealth of terminological detail that it is worth 
taking the perspective of the Visual Culture Studies and to examine the various 
forms of Islamic calligraphy and (miniature) painting under the auspices of a 
joint visual culture. It is only through such a perspective that the terminological 
differences and similarities in the areas of art production, self-designation and art 
perception become clear. The latter area in particular has shown how close writ-
ing and painting can be. 

Obviously the context of the Safavid album production represents only a small 
part of Islamic art history. But both the richness of the Persian language (enriched 
by Arabic and concepts of Qurʾānic-Arabic terminology) and the genre of the Al-
bum preface in its self-reflection and own artistry contribute a great deal to mak-
ing this cultural area a rich object of research relating to text-image relationships. 
This example already makes clear the multidimensionality of the complex of text, 
writing and image. Not only for the Safavid, but far beyond greater attention is 
needed in all areas of Islamic culture in which literature, calligraphy and (minia-
ture) painting are intertwined. In the words of Aziz al-Azmeh: 

“What needs to be mapped, on reflection, is not only the gaze and the frames it freezes, 

but also the glance, the visual or visible index, visual practices overall, metaphors and 

figures of visual practice and of its organ which has a greater involvement with the body 

and with its surroundings ... and, finally to gesture towards the outward and inward eyes, 

two eyes, one located on the visible face and the other, according to Arabic usage, in the 

‘heart’, veiled by the visible body. Both of these are equally organs of perception whose 

relationship goes beyond the contrast of the ordinary and the extraordinary or uncanny, 

and reaches into the very structure [of] being, in which the visible and the invisible are 

both equally present.”98 

98 al-Azmeh, Aziz: “Preamble”. In: “le Regard dans la Civilisation Arabe Classique/mapping the 
Gaze: Considerations from the history of Arab Civilization”. Eds. Nadia al-Bagdadi – Aziz al-
Azmeh, special issue, Medieval History Journal 9, 1 (2006), p. 20. 
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It is precisely through a more close analysis of mechanisms of seeing and percep-
tion that detailed terminological studies can be used not only to determine their 
semantic field in the respective texts, but also to make statements about ways of 
seeing that point far beyond the textual context into a “visual culture” and thus 
recombine text, image, writing and language in their close, organic context. 
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Sensory Variability in Calligraphy and Paper in Early Modern 
Persian Book Arts 

Margaret Shortle 

Penned in gold and silver on pink tinted paper are shimmering images of real 
and fantastic creatures including dragons and sīmurghs (mythical bird in Persian 
culture), and cranes moving amongst curving trees, flowers, other foliage and cir-
cular, flame-like clouds. On the reverse side of the same folio, three figures, one 
on horseback and two in conversation move amongst a similarly shimmering and 
fantastic landscape (fig. 1).1 The folio included here comes from a dīvān (collected 
works) of the fourteenth- century Persian poet Ḥāfiẓ whose pages are dispersed 
in various museums worldwide. Visually spectacular, the curved lines repeat, 
intersect, and direct the viewer’s eye to the centered text and out again to the mar-
ginal decorations, thus, maintaining constant visual movement in and around the 
entire page. Further supporting the sensory effect of motion are the metallic ma-
terials and heavy use of gold and silver pigments, whose visual effects are ren-
dered mute due to oxidation and the darkening of silver with time and also the 
uniform lighting common to contemporary methods of display and reproduction. 
Imagine, however, the ways in which the images would shimmer and move with 
every turn of the page or as light from the sun or a lit candle flickers across the 
folio. In effect, the images never stabilize; they come to life and bring to mind a 
world at once real and moving and yet completely fantastical. Rather than merely 
embodying the sublime, however, I argue that their visual instability and constant 
movements visually mimic the rhetorical instability or ambiguity available in the 
poetry and reflect an early modern Persianate concept of aesthetics.2 

Prior to the prolific use of colored and gilded marginal decorations in sixteenth-
century manuscripts like the above example, recycled, fragmented, colored, and 
gilded papers likely imported from China were used as visual and physical 
supports for a selection of Persian literary texts copied by celebrated calligraphers   

                                                 
1 Anthology of poetry by Ḥāfiẓ and Saʿdī, calligrapher Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī, attributed to Herat, 
late fifteenth century, New York, NY, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 11.84.9. 
2 For lack of a better term, I choose Persianate to describe a cultural arena spanning Greater 
Iran, Central and South Asia where Persian was a primary cultural language despite significant 
ethnic and linguistic diversity throughout. Hodgson, Marshall: The Venture of Islam: the 
Expansion of Islam in the Middle Periods. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974. 



Margaret Shortle 

150 

 

Fig. 1: Recto and verso side of folio from anthology of poetry by Ḥāfiẓ and Sa’di (above includes 
ghazals of Ḥāfiẓ), late 15th century, Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī (calligrapher), 
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 attributed to Herat, late fifteenth century, Ink, opaque watercolor, silver and gold on paper, 
30.2 × 19 cm, New York, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 11.84.9 
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beginning as early as 1437.3 Stiff, heavy, and surprisingly colorful, the papers 
function as evidence of the Persian tradition’s significant admiration of Chinese 
visual forms and also signal a new development in Persianate arts of the book, in 
which gilded and glossy figural and vegetal imagery creep into the margins of the 
page.4 Like the papers introduced above, the Chinese papers are visually unstable. 
Their gilded imagery is cut and often turned on its side, revealing fragments of 
larger landscapes akin to those common in Chinese paintings and other images 
of birds and fruit trees. Further polished, the papers gain texts and are gathered 
in codex form. Assembled in a Persianate book, the paper supports recall their 
potential Chinese origins yet serve to enhance the look and feel of the literary texts 
copied therein. 

Most of the manuscripts copied on decorated Chinese papers were penned in 
the mid-fifteenth century and regularly include a special corpus of interpretively 
difficult and mostly non-narrative poetry, including collections of ghazals (short 
lyric poems) as well as several Qurʾans.5 These types of texts rarely are associated 
with figural images or paintings, and it is only after they are copied on the 
Chinese papers that many of the collections of poetry, like the Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ, 
receive accompanying paintings.6 Given popular resistance to associating espe-
cially ghazals with images, why juxtapose these texts with fragmented natural im-
agery? What is the relationship between the papers and texts, if any? That the 
papers’ fragmented landscapes and fruit trees offer no iconographical link to the 
texts helps to support a merely decorative function. The corpus, however, is 
skewed to religious material (the multiple Qurʾans and treatise on Sufism) and 

                                                 
3 Ilse Sturkenboom, in her contribution to this volume, carefully analyses the paper’s materiality, 
origins and circulation and is a welcome addition to other earlier studies including: Blair, Sheila: 
“Color and Gold: the Decorated Papers used in Manuscripts in Later Islamic Times”, Muqarnas, 
17 (2000), pp. 24–36; Soucek, Priscilla: “The New York Public Library Makhzan al-Asrar and its 
Importance”. Ars Orientalis, 8 (1988), pp. 1–37; Roxburgh, David: The Persian Album: 1400–1600: 
From Dispersal to Collection, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005, pp. 158–161; and Farhad, 
Massumeh – Simon Rettig (eds.): The Art of the Qurʾan Treasures from the Museum of Islamic and 
Turkish Arts. Washington D.C.: The Freer and Arthur M. Sackler Galleries of Art and the 
Smithsonian Institute, 2016, pp. 241–43. Christies recently (25. 06. 2020) sold an undated mid-
fifteenth-century Qurʾan copied on the papers for a record £7 million, a number that has caught 
the eye of numerous Islamic art historians and raised questions regarding its more recent prov-
enance. 
4 Blair, Sheila: “Color and Gold”; Bloom, Jonathan: Paper Before Print, The History and Impact of 
Paper in the Islamic World. New Haven/London: Yale University, 2001, p. 71; and Schmitz, 
Barbara: Islamic Manuscripts in the New York Public Library. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1992, p. 68. Schmitz further suggests that the relatively small size of Turkmen manuscripts 
copied on these papers after 1468 results from smaller stock-piles of paper. I am hesitant to draw 
hard lines between Timurid and Turkmen manuscript production and use of the Chinese pa-
pers. It is clear that the Chinese papers circulated widely and were used for a number of specific 
texts. 
5 Sturkenboom has broadened the corpus of manuscripts copied on these papers. For a current 
list, cf. tables 1 and 2 in her essay in this volume. 
6 Shortle, Margaret: “Illustrated Divans of Hafiz: Persian Aesthetics at the Intersection of Art 
and Ghazal Poetry, 1450–1550”, [PhD dissertation], Boston University, 2018, pp. 163–66. 
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much celebrated yet interpretively difficult, if not mystical, poetry and lyrics ded-
icated to love and longing.7 The strong links between the types of texts copied do 
suggest that papers connect to the texts in some manner. At the very least, these 
papers were reserved for these types of texts. 

This paper seeks to understand a potential aesthetic relationship between the 
literature and their visual and material supports. Although the essay focuses more 
closely on the colored and gilded Chinese papers, its arguments easily extend to 
later emulations like the marginal papers introduced above as well as a fuller un-
derstanding of ornament in manuscript studies and the broad appeal of glittering, 
shiny and visually unstable decorative devices. While ornament certainly serves 
to visually embellish and enhance the viewer’s experience of text, ornament also 
functions as a visual device for content — narrative content, commentary or even 
the suggestion of an abstract yet elusive subject.8 In other words, the following 
essay seeks the subject in ornament and to firmly place ornament in the discus-
sion of text and images in Islamic art. Parallel aesthetic concerns for both the 
visual and verbal arts are expressed through comparative descriptions of beauty 
in both cases. Although a detailed study of the poetry penned remains beyond the 
scope of this short essay, I suggest that the combination of visual, material and 
poetic elements evokes an aesthetic of sensory instability that helps to clarify the 
intersections of word and image in the Persian tradition. 

While source material concerning the reception of the Chinese papers does ex-
ist, most merely hints at the papers’ aesthetic import. The papers were valuable 
commodities and presented as diplomatic gifts from the Ming court in China to 
the Timurids in Central Asia.9 Calligraphers too praise the papers when writing 
guidelines for good calligraphy practice. They suggest that Chinese paper is ex-
cellent and enhances good writing. Still, little more is suggested and few indica-
tions are made in regard to pairing paper to texts.10 The famed fifteenth-century 
calligrapher Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī, for example, claims that: 

 

                                                 
7 Of the non-Qurʾanic manuscripts, many are poetic anthologies or dīvāns inclusive of ghazals 
and rubāʿī (quatrains) or overtly mystical works like the mas̱navīs by ʿ Aṭṭār, Jāmī’s Ṣubḥat al-abrār 
or Navāʾī’s Ḥayrat al-abrār. Missing are poetic works more commonly associated with visual 
imagery including especially the Khamsas of Niẓāmī or Amīr Khusraw. 
8 Beyer, Vera – Christian Spies (eds.): Ornament. Motiv – Modus – Bild. Munich: Wilhem Fink 
Verlag, 2012, pp. 13–23; and Necipoğlu, Gülru – Alina Payne: Histories of Ornament from Global 
to Local. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018, cf. especially the introduction and Vittoria 
di Palma’s chapter, “A Natural History of Ornament”. 
9 Roxburgh, The Persian Album, pp. 158–60. 
10 In a rare exception, Simi Nishapuri suggests that white paper is best suited to royal 
correspondences. Thackston, Wheeler M.: “Treatise on Calligraphic Arts: a Disquisition on 
Paper, Colors, Inks and Pens by Simi Nishapuri”. In: Michel Mazzaoui – Vera Mourens (eds.): 
Intellectual Studies on Islam: Essays Written in Honor of Martin B. Dickson. Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 1990, pp. 221–223. 
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“[Chinese paper] is excellent, 

and it embellishes good writing. 

For writing on slightly tinted (nīm-rang) paper is suitable, 

That it should be restful to the eye 

The red, green, and white colors 

Strike the eye, like looking at the sun.”11 

While it is clear that the calligrapher values the Chinese papers, the full statement 
asserts a certain level of ambiguity regarding colored papers. The colored or tinted 
papers should be restful to the eyes and improve the viewer’s ability to see and 
presumably read. The red, green and white colors are, however, like the sun, 
cause the eyes to squint or dazzle the eye (chasm rā rang-i surkh va sabz va safīd / 
khīra sāzad chu dīdan-i khurshīd). Although seemingly painful for the modern 
reader, it is not quite clear whether this blinding effect is an entirely undesirable 
quality.12 Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī does not elaborate. To be sure, the Chinese papers 
are good and embellish good writing. Colored papers seem to encourage 
restfulness while other are more active. Also, the presence of both green and red 
(likely pink) in the surviving manuscripts on Chinese papers, suggest either that 
the advice, if negative, was not heeded or that emphasis rests instead on 
astonishment or bewilderment, often desirable aesthetic effects. The papers’ 
preferred impact on reception remains uncertain. What is more, the alternating 
colors — light and deep blues, deep violet, pale pink, magenta, burnt yellow, 
orange and chartreuse green — in a single manuscript do activate alternating 
perceptions in a manner that both invites looking and begs the viewer to look 
away due to some pages perceived luminosity. 

                                                 
11 Aḥmad Ibrāhīmī Ḥusaynī Qumī, Qāżī Mīr: Gulistān-i Hunar (Rose Garden of Skill). Ed. Ahmad 
Suhayli Khwansari, Tehran: Manuchihri, 1352, p. 70; Translated to English by V. and T. 
Minorsky: Calligraphers and Painter, A Treatise by Qadi Ahmad, son of Mir Munshi. (circa A.H. 
1015/A.D. 1606). (Freer Gallery of Art Occasional Papers, 3:2). Washington D.C.: Freer Gallery 
of Art, 1959, p. 115. The final two bayts are reversed in edition by Ahmad Suhayli Khwansari. 
Although it seems to suggest that green, red, and white colored papers are not suitable supports, 
a later line, not included in Minorsky’s translation, determines that writing in white on red paper 
is best. Cf. also Barkeshli, Mandana: “Historical Persian Recipes for Paper Dyes”. Restaurator 
37:1 (2016), p. 50. 
12 Cummins, Thomas: “Gilded Bodies and Brilliant Walls: Ornament in America before and 
after the European Conquest”. In: Histories of Ornament from Global to Local. Eds. Gülru 
Necipoğlu – Alina Payne. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016, pp. 238–249. Cummins 
examines the universal appeal of gold, especially for metaphysical effect. While he maintains 
focus on the reception of this effect for the Inca, his discussion of blinding luminosity as a de-
sirable effect of gilded ornament supports the possibility that Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī’s statement 
may not be entirely negative. Also supporting this possibility is a commonly published statement 
by the thirteenth/fourteenth-century master ceramicist from Kashan, ʿAbuʾl Qāsim. In a treatise 
on calligraphy he favors, “that which has been fired evenly glistens like red gold and reflects like 
the light of the sun.” Cf. Allan, James: “Abuʾl Qasim’s Treatise on Ceramics”. British Institute of 
Persian Studies, 11 (1973), p. 114. 
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This oscillating visual impact parallels the shifting effects of gold sprayed or 
painted on the same pages. In fact, some pages are so heavily flecked with gold 
that they are simultaneously mesmerizing and exceedingly difficult to read as is 
the case with one half of a two page spread from a Qurʾan in the Detroit Institute 
of Arts (fig. 2). Other pages are significantly more subtle in both the intensity of 
color and the amount of gold flecking or spray present. The juxtaposition en-
hances these manuscripts and their papers’ visual instability. They seemingly at-
tract the viewer’s gaze and simultaneously reject complete conceptual compre-
hension of the words penned. In this respect they mirror circulating aesthetic 
concepts based on apophatic logic and commonly present in both literature and 
descriptions of the visual arts. 

The Unstable Aesthetics of Perfect Calligraphy 

Persianate aesthetics and descriptions of beauty can be examined according to 
two separate yet connected threads. First are descriptions of ideal beauty, in-
formed by religious interests and the impossibility of truly knowing God’s crea-
tion, the standard of ideal beauty.13 These descriptions, in turn, inform the mys-
tical language embedded in poetry and equally evoked in framing texts related to 
the visual arts, such as album prefaces, that introduce a sixteenth-century 
Persianate theory of calligraphy and painting.14 Second are practical descriptions 
of ideal beauty and its perception that can be exhumed from treaties on 
calligraphy. Here, too, mystical language is espoused. But, the mystical language 
is more trope than sentiment. It is telling of the difficulties one faces when trying 
to define beauty — an abstract and highly contextual concept related to experi-
ence.  

Highlighting the first is the language in an album preface commonly attributed 
to the Timurid/Safavid  historian (d. 1534)  known as Khvāndamīr.15  The album   

                                                 
13 Interesting discussion of materiality and the visual expressions of both God’s and artistic cre-
ation include Weinryb, Ittai: “Living Matter: Materiality, Maker and Ornament in the Middle 
Ages”. Gesta 52:2 (2013), pp. 113–32; and Flood, Finbarr Barry: “God’s Wonder, Marble as 
Medium and the Natural Image in Mosques and Modernism”. West 86th, a Journal of Decorative 
Arts, Design and Material Culture, 23/2 (2016), pp. 168–219. Cf. also Necipoğlu, Gülru: The 
Topkapı Scroll: Geometry and Ornament in Islamic Architecture. Santa Monica: The Getty Center 
for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1995, pp. 93–97; and Tabbaa, Yasser: “The Muqarnas 
Dome: Its Origin and Meaning”. Muqarnas 3 (1985), pp. 61–74. 
14 Porter, Yves: “From the ‘Theory of Two Qalams,’ to the ‘Seven Principles of Painting:’ Theory, 
Terminology, and Practice in Persian Classical Painting”. Muqarnas, 17 (2000), pp. 109–18; and 
Roxburgh, David: Prefacing the Image, The Writing of Art History in Sixteenth-Century Iran. 
Leiden/Boston/Cologne: Brill, 2001. 
15 Ghiyās̱ al-Dīn b. Humām al-Dīn Muḥammad, known as Khvāndamīr, or his contemporary 
Amīr Ṣadr al-Dīn Sulṭān Ibrāhīm Amīnī, known as Amīnī, wrote a preface to an album of paint-
ing and calligraphy assembled by the famous fifteenth and sixteenth century artist, Kamāl al-
Dīn Bihzād. The album no longer exists, but the preface is preserved in a collection of 
Khvāndamīr’s writing, the Nāma-i Nāmī, a copy of which exists in the Bibliotheque Nationale in 
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Paris. An edited version of the text and an English translation can be found in Thackston, Album 
Prefaces and Other Documents, pp. 41–42. For problems of authorship, cf. Roxburgh, Prefacing the 
Image, pp. 24–26. 

Fig. 2: Open double page spread from a Qurʾan, c. 1450/1560, leather, paper, ink, colors, gold, book, 
44.5 × 38.1cm; manuscript, 30.5 × 26.7 cm, Detroit, MI: Detroit Institute of Art, acc. no. 30.323. 
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preface presents numerous ideas regarding calligraphy and painting as an intro-
duction to an album compiled by the famous artist Bihzād. Khvāndamīr, the au-
thor of the preface, employs a discursive language that on the one hand seeks to 
understand artistic beauty in terms similar to God’s creation; he introduces the 
calligraphy and paintings collected in the album with a creation story that casts 
God as the first artist.16 On the other hand, he is caught in an effort to avoid 
reifying the transcendent as an “entity,” “being” or “thing,” whose creation may 
be emulated or described in word or image.17 Importantly, he struggles to 
verbalize beauty in terms analogous to what he sees. The following passage, 
which begins with a short verse followed by an explanatory prose section, 
exemplifies this struggle: 

“The lot of beautiful writing, in the opinion of the wise, is greater than can be imagined. 

The delight of the human spirit derives from painting and depiction, which is the lot of 

prince and vizier, rich and poor alike, cannot be put into words, and it is impossible to de-

scribe even an iota of the beauty, joy and rapture that rare art imparts through the brush 

and fingers.”18 

By prefacing a description of painting’s abilities with the same abilities of writing, 
Khvāndamīr equates the two arts and maintains that neither is capable of captur-
ing real beauty through description or emulation. Both calligraphy and painting 
are a means of depiction or description of the natural world, and Khvāndamīr 
highlights this connection by prefacing the above verse with two Qurʾanic refer-
ences to the pen that further connote his esteemed value of writing and the idea 
that God, the first calligrapher and painter, created the natural world via the pen.19 
Khvāndamīr asserts that artistic creation metaphorically parallels divine creation 
through mimesis of nature. 

Khvāndamīr’s struggle to describe beauty relates too to his highly metaphorical 
descriptions of the album his writing prefaces and the artworks collected therein. 

                                                 
16 This framework is common in many album prefaces. Cf. Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, 
especially pp. 189–192. 
17 My thinking here may be attributed to discussions of apophasis in medieval Islamic thought 
and literature in Sells, Michael: The Mystical Language of Unsaying. Chicago/London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1994, p. 6; and also in relation to the epiphanic descriptions of 
ancient Greek art in Platt, Verity: Facing the Gods, Epiphany and Representation in Graeco-Roman 
Art, Literature and Religion. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011, especially p. 53. 
18 Thackston, Album Prefaces, p. 42. My emphasis; literally qābil-i tahrīr nīst translates “is unwor-
thy of beautiful writing/ornamented description;” alternatively, it may also translate, “is unwor-
thy of serving God.” I use Thackston’s translation because it works well in English and is suffi-
cient for supporting my claim. The literal translation serves to further bolster my suggestion that 
the passage demonstrates a belief in the impossibility of both knowing and describing fully 
God’s creation. 
19 Thackston, Album Prefaces, p. 41. Cf. also Qurʾan 68:1 and 96:4, which state, “Nun (N), by the 
pen and what they write,” and “He (God) taught by the pen.” 
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When introducing the album, he relies on visually unstable objects stemming 
from the natural world, namely pearls and gems: 

“every coveted pearl that is nourished in the ocean of contentment, 

is to be found in this sea (i. e. the album) 

like beauty, it lights the torch of the eye, 

like the meeting of lovers, it seizes every heart”20 

Pearls and gems appear repeatedly to characterise well-formed artworks, both ver-
bal and visual.21 In fact, the metaphors provide a primary means for connecting 
the visual to the verbal. They elevate calligraphy’s hierarchical status to that of 
poetry and embrace the manuscript or album, like in Khvāndamīr’s example, as 
the accumulation of multiple artistic treasures. Maybe it should come as no sur-
prise that the visual and material paper supports for these collections seek to em-
ulate key characteristics of pearls and gems, the primary descriptors of great art. 

In poetry, the comparison between a well-formed individual verse and pearl is 
so common that poets tend to play with the trope; the allusion to poetry, often 
their own, remains unambiguous. The following bayt from a ghazal by the thir-
teenth-century poet Saʿdī, for example, nicely compares the aural and written tra-
ditions by juxtaposing pearl-like speech with the gilded letters of the manuscript: 

“Instead of poetry, pearls dropped from Sa’di’s speech. 

If you had silver [= money], you would write his words with gold.”22 

In this case, Saʿdī highlights the monetary value of his artwork by comparing it to 
the expensive and luxury nature of pearls and gold. In regard to the topos connect-
ing precious stones to poetry, scholarship tends to focus on examples like Saʿdī’s 
above or the following bayt from Ḥāfiẓ, which suggests that the poet pierces 
pearls, i. e. individual bayts, and strings them together to form a necklace, i. e. 
complete poem or ghazal: 

“You composed a ghazal and pierced a pearl, come and read/sing well, Ḥāfiẓ 

for over your composition, the firmament will scatter the necklace of the Pleiades.”23 

The allusion establishes a direct and strict comparison: a pearl is equated with 
individual bayts of poetry, and, thus, it provides metaphorical reference for the 

                                                 
20 Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, p. 93; Thackston, Album Prefaces, p. 42; har gawhar-i murād ki 
dar baḥr-i khūshdilī/ parvarda-and jumla dar īn baḥr hāṣil ast/ hamchūn jamāl-i mashʿala afrūz-i 
dīda hast/ hamchūn viṣāl khurramī andūz-i har dil ast  
21 Schimmel, Annemarie: A Two-Colored Brocade, the Imagery of Persian Poetry. Chapel Hill/ 
London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1992, pp. 156–60 and pp. 204–05. 
22 Ibid., p. 335. 
23 Ḥāfiẓ, Shams al-Din Muḥammad: Dīvān-i Ḥāfiẓ. Ed. Khalil Khatib. Tehran: Intisharat-i Safa 
Alishah, 1387/2008, p. 5; ghazal guftī-o durr suftī bīā khush bikhān Ḥāfiẓ/ ki bar naẓm-i tu afshānad 
falak ʿ iqd-i suraiyā rā. 



Margaret Shortle 

160 

verbal arts.24 The ghazal and individual bayt are further juxtaposed with the heav-
ens and stars, the imagery oscillates between its parts and whole. 

Calligraphy, too, is compared to a pearl, and the same topos nicely establishes 
an extended comparison between the visual art of calligraphy and verbal art of 
poetry. The fifteenth-century calligrapher Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī, for example, sug-
gests that through a careful and sustained study of a master’s writing, the stu-
dent’s “letters should become like a pearl.”25 By suggesting that each letter of cal-
ligraphy be a pearl, Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī uses the popular trope for poetic beauty 
and extends this to calligraphy. So the connection is not missed, he prepares the 
reader by utilizing a similar trope for poetry as a metaphor for great calligraphy 
in previous lines and also comparing the inventor of the calligraphy form naskh ī 
taʿlīq (nastaʿlīq), Khvāja Mīr ʿAlī Tabrīzī (active ca. 1370–1410), to a great and ad-
mired poet, Shaykh Kamāl Khujandī (d. 1400).26 Importantly, Sulṭān ʿAlī 
Mashhadī suggests that Mīr ʿ Alī’s pen, “exudes sugar.”27 Great poetry is very often 
compared to sugar, and Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī employs the trope a second time 
and in reference to poetry when he states: 

“he was a contemporary in that assembly of great writers 

shaykh of sweet speech, the perfect Shaykh Kamāl 

for whose poetry is like the orchards of Khujand 

it is sweeter than sweet meats and sugar.”28 

                                                 
24 The allusions and split between the individual bayts and full poem also serve academic debates 
regarding unity in the ghazals of Ḥāfiẓ. For an early translation of this bayt that stirred the de-
bate, cf. Jones, Sir William: “A Persian Song”. In: Grammar of the Persian Language. London: 
1771, pp. 133–135. For criticism of the translation, cf. especially Arberry, A.J.: “Orient Pearls at 
Random Strung”. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 11.4. 
Cambridge/London: Cambridge University Press, 1946, pp. 699–712; and Meisami, Julie Scott: 
“Sir William Jones and the Reception of Eastern Literature”. South Asian Review 8/5 (1984), pp. 
61–70. 
25 Qāżī Mīr Aḥmad, Gulistān-i Hunar, p. 73. Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painter, p. 117. harf 
harfat chū durr shud ẕi khaṭṭash 
26 Qāżī Mīr Aḥmad, Gulistān-i Hunar, 72; Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 116. Khvāja 
Mīr ʿAlī and Shaykh Kamāl Khujandī were contemporaries from Tabriz. For more on Khvāja 
Mīr ʿAlī, cf. Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, pp. 131–33; Rettig, Simon: “Ja’far Tabrizi, ‘second 
inventor’ of the nasta’liq script”. In: The Diez Albums, Contents and Contexts. Eds. Julia 
Gonnella – Christopher Rauch – Friedrike Weis. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2017, pp. 194–220; 
Soucek, Priscilla: “Ali Tabrizi”. In: Encyclopaedia Iranica (1985); idem, “The Arts of Calligraphy”. 
In: The Arts of the Book in Central Asia: 14th–16th Centuries. Ed. Basil Gray and Oleg F. 
Akimushkin. Paris/London: Unesco/Serindia Publications, 1979 pp. 7–35; and Blair, Sheila: 
Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006, pp. 275–79. For more on 
Shaykh Kamāl Khujandī, cf. Rypka, Jan: History of Iranian Literature. Dordrecht: D. Reidel 
Publishing, 1968, pp. 262–63. 
27 Qāżī Mīr Aḥmad: Gulistān-i Hunar, 72. nay-i kalakash āz ān shakar rīz-ast. 
28 For an alternative translation, cf. ibid. Būd muʿāsir bi-majmaʿ al-afżal/ shaykh-i shīrīn-i maqāl 
shaykh-i kamāl/ ānki shiʿr-ash chū mīva-hā-yi khujand/ hast shīrīn-tar āz nabāt ū ẕi qand; the verse 
immediately preceding these two verses also aids the connection between poetry and calligraphy: 
khaṭṭ-i pāk-ash chū shiʿr-i ū mauzūn (his clear/clean calligraphy is like his verse, bal-
anced/harmonious) / hast ta’rīf-i ū ẕi ḥadd bīrūn (praise to him is without limits). 
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Through his clear juxtaposition of a great calligrapher to a great poet, Sulṭān ʿAlī 
Mashhadī upholds calligraphy to poetry’s equal. Further he expands the pearl 
topos and through assimilation, beautifully connecting the ligatures of individual 
letters is akin to composing the full poem or stringing the pearls of necklace. Each 
character, like an individual bayt, is an individual art form, and the metaphor im-
plies that artistic skill is achieved once a student can write beautiful letters and 
also artfully attend to their relationships in a full composition. The principles re-
garding the reception of skilled calligraphy in relation to the pearl or gem meta-
phors, as with poetry, continually oscillate between a part and the whole. 

Aside from the general assumption that perfectly formed poetry, calligraphy, 
and real pearls are all rare and, thus, to be celebrated for their unique beauty, the 
three forms have materially little in common.29 It is, however, precisely the pearl’s 
materiality that makes the pearl and other gems appropriate images for verbal 
and visual arts, and this logically extends to the starry night sky or the silvered 
and gilded ink in the marginal papers from the Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ above.30 Naturally 
iridescent and visually opalescent, the pearl is instantly recognized for its 
luminosity, the colors and sheen of which shift and change as one turns the stone 
in one’s hand or views it under flickering and shifting light, like that of a candle.31 
The temporality of visual perception of both a pearl and the paper supports mir-
rors the momentary aural experience of performed poetry. Because the black ink 
of calligraphy seems fixed and permanent by comparison, the material and sen-
sory connection between poetry, calligraphy, and pearls requires some elabora-
tion.32 On the one hand, Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī’s use of the pearl metaphor as-
sumes familiarity with the oft-repeated trope and the multiplicity of meanings it 
may elicit. On the other hand, the pearl metaphor is connected to contemporane-
ous concepts of aesthetics marked by verbal evocations of sensory instability,33 

                                                 
29 The idea regarding a rare pearl and thus its allusion to a unique and individual bayt or sample 
of calligraphy is a modern concept; nevertheless a subtle appreciation of artistic individuality 
does exist and David Roxburgh demonstrates this idea by pointing to the indexical nature of 
Islamic calligraphy in “‘The Eye is Favored For Seeing the Writing’s Form’: on the Sensual and 
Sensuous in Islamic Calligraphy”. Muqarnas 25 (2000), pp. 275–298. 
30 Avinoam Shalem discusses the materiality of pearls and its nomenclature in medieval Arabic 
and also classical literature in “Jewels and Journeys: The Case of the Medieval Gemstone called 
al-Yatima”. Muqarnas 14 (1997),pp. 42–56, especially pp. 44–45. 
31 In his book on stones, al-Birūnī (10th c.) indicates that pearls resemble the stars in luster and 
brilliance, hence their name, najm (star). Shalem, p. 43. 
32 At times calligraphy was glittered with crushed stones or scented with musk or ambergris, thus, 
providing a sensory experience that matches the metaphoric language. 
33 Al-Birūnī determines that the Arabic term talaʾlaʾa (to glisten) stems from luʾluʾ (pearl). This 
further extends to his citations of various Arab poets who verbally connect the glistening effects 
of pearls to the starry night sky; Shalem, p. 43. The Persian poets retain similar juxtapositions 
of the stars and pearls. The above verse from Ḥāfiẓ, for example, combines the imagery of a 
poem, pearl, Pleiades/starry sky and necklace. For studies on materiality and description of glis-
tening and visually unstable objects, cf. Saba, Matt: “Abbasid Lusterware and the Aesthetics of 
ʿajab”. Muqarnas 29 (2012), pp. 187–212; Pentcheva, Bissera: “Moving eyes, Surface and shadow 
in the Byzantine mixed-media relief icon”. RES, Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56 (2009), 
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and these ideas help to govern the look and feel of the manuscripts copied on 
colored and gilded Chinese papers. 

Returning to Khvāndamīr’s struggle, it is clear that he acquires language shared 
between the descriptions of the visual arts and the Persian poetic tradition.34 Mo-
mentary temporality or the brief encounter with the beautiful form epitomizes 
Khvāndamīr’s concept of understanding or nearly understanding that beautiful 
form. In the introductory section of the preface, Khvāndamīr describes divine 
writing, the most beautiful of all writing, and frames his following discussion of 
actual calligraphers. Here, he describes a “musk-crushing pen,” which calls to 
mind various cultural or religious associations relating the smell of musk to the 
prophet Muhammad or the Garden of Paradise.35 

A certain referential slippage exists, and I suggest that Khvāndamīr’s descrip-
tion of musk-smelling ink continually oscillates between reality and metaphor or 
the sensuous experience of writing and calligraphy and a verbal descriptor of ink 
as literary trope with iconographic significance. That scent, a sense whose per-
ception is impermanent, helps to mediate a conceptual understanding of beauty 
as it relates to the art of calligraphy and further supports the underlying thematic 
stance that beauty escapes verbal description. Consistent with apophatic logic, 
Khvāndamīr participates in a rhetoric commonly found in Islamic mystical 
thought and subsequently used in Persian poetry and poetic treatises. Whether 
conceptual, verbal or visual, all representations acknowledge the impossibility of 
capturing their subject, be it God, the beloved, or beauty. The brevity of sensory 
perception suggests that the subject — full understanding of true beauty in the 
case of calligraphy described by Khvāndamīr — remains just beyond reach and, 
yet, simultaneously affirms its existence, encouraging the viewer to look and en-
gage with the object as an intermediary.36 Visual experience is emphasized, yet 

                                                 
pp.  222–234; Idem: The Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual and Senses in Byzantium. University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University, 2010, especially pp. 128–147. 
34 It is also a language shared with Islamic mysticism, which informs the all too common mys-
tical interpretations of Islamic art broadly and ornament and calligraphy in particular. For a brief 
historiography of this kind of approach in Islamic art history and the problems involved, cf. 
Necipoğlu, Gülru: “The Concept of Islamic Art: Inherited Discourses and New Approaches”. In: 
Islamic Art and the Museum. Eds. Bénoit Junod – Georges Khalil – Stefan Weber – Gerhard Wolf. 
London: Saqi Books, 2012, pp. 8–10. 
35 Gacek, Adam: “Scribes, Copyists”. In: Medieval Islamic Civilization, an Encyclopedia. Ed. Josef 
W. Meri. New York: Routledge, 2006, p. 705. Schopen, Armin: Tinten und Tuschen, des Arabisch-
Islamischen Mittelalters. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006, pp. 35–61 and pp. 183–186. 
For a comprehensive history of musk in Islamic culture and societies, cf. King, Anya: “The Musk 
Trade and the Near East in the Early Medieval Period”. [PhD dissertation], Indiana University, 
2007, especially chapters four and five. 
36 Verity Platt traces a similar phenomenon in Graeco-Roman art and the textual recordings of 
epiphanic encounters in Facing the Gods, p. 53. Also Oleg Grabar frames ornament including 
calligraphy as an intermediary in The Mediation of Ornament. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1992. 
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intellectual comprehension remains inaccessible. About this phenomenon in 
writing, Khvāndamīr is rather explicit: 

“The eye takes pleasure from the form of the writing, 

but the heart is unaware of its inner meaning.”37 

Importantly, the means by which one may experience or see divine writing are 
always defined by their momentary existence. Divine writing, according to 
Khvāndamīr, makes “a rivulet of golden water,” whose material essence is char-
acterized by movement — both the continual movement of a small stream of wa-
ter and the fluctuating and shimmering properties of gold.38 Because it is con-
stantly moving, this writing is unstable and continually fluctuating; thus, it may 
only momentarily, if ever, be captured and perceived. Again, Khvāndamīr’s 
preface introduces and frames the following presentation of numerous examples 
of calligraphy and paintings collected in the album. Presumably the most beauti-
ful, divine writing, here, serves as a benchmark, against which these following 
examples will be judged.39 It should come as no surprise, then, that the material 
qualities of paper and ink in calligraphy examples from this same tradition 
physically embody the same fleeting or constantly fluctuating sensory appeal.40 
Indeed ink might be scented with musk, as noted above, and gold was a common 
material used in inks and liberally applied to the page via spraying, flecking, or 
other marginal decorations including figural and vegetal stamps or drawings. 

The gilded Chinese papers and their use in Persianate manuscripts shortly pre-
date the preface and album compiled by Khvāndamīr; nevertheless, they are an 
excellent example of the preferred use of visually shifting and unstable materials 
in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Persianate artistic traditions, and they certainly 
inform the later use of colored and gilded papers and margins in the early modern 
Persianate manuscripts. By fragmenting the imagery available, and, at times, ob-
scuring the writing on the page, these papers function at a glance and also de-
mand sustained viewing, encouraging the audience to look, read, and repeat. 
They materialize via the constantly shifting and changing properties of gold fleck-
ing and fragmented and gilded landscapes and other natural images, a concept of 
ideal beauty that is verbalized in Khvāndamīr’s preface. 

 

                                                 
37 Thackston, Album Prefaces, p. 41; Roxburgh, 2008, p. 280. 
38 Ibid. 
39 For an expert and comprehensive analysis of this and other similar prefaces and their social 
and political implications, cf. Roxburgh, Prefacing the Image, pp. 62–72. 
40 The actual contents of the album for which the Khvāndamīr preface was written no longer 
exist or are not retained as a collection. Cf. note 15 above. 
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Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s Guide to the Perception and Creation of 
Calligraphy 

The medieval Arabic theorist, Ibn al-Haytham, whose writings were still current 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, differentiates between “glancing per-
ception” (idrāk bi l-badīha) and “contemplative perception” (idrāk bi t-taʾammul) 
and suggests that one perceives beautiful forms quickly through recognition of a 
previously seen and understood beautiful form and also through sustained obser-
vation, by which one may slowly comprehend and arrive at an understanding of 
the beautiful form.41 Likewise, the Chinese papers engage the viewer via the 
glance and simultaneously encourage and obscure reading, thus, begging the 
viewer’s sustained and contemplative attention. Although centuries old, Ibn al-
Haytham’s two-part approach to the perception of beauty provides a worthwhile 
entry and frame for discussing the practical guides to the visual arts.42 Practical 
texts, especially those concerning calligraphy, like Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s Ādāb al-
Mashq (Manners of Practices) clarify how the visual arts were taught and perceived 
in actuality rather than in mere theory. Building on my introduction of ideal 
beauty, I turn now to descriptions of well-formed calligraphy via Bābā Shāh 
Iṣfahānī’s sixteenth-century treatise on calligraphy practice, the Ādāb al-Mashq 
and clarify how the all-important experience of beauty was conceived. 

Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī repeats some of Khvāndamīr’s spiritual language and mys-
ticism and his text has been analysed for its mystical potential.43 Although pre-
sent, the spiritual elements are eclipsed by his emphasis on technique, terminol-
ogy and practices, and most allusions to mysticism repeat a formulaic spiritual 
language used to frame discussions of ideal beauty in relation to artistic practices 
already discussed. Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s Ādāb al-Mashq expands Sulṭān ʿAlī 
Mashhadī’s advice and includes commentary on ethics, internal discipline, and 
the various levels of mastery of calligraphy. Collectively, they lay a foundation with 
which to understand the material relationship between calligraphy and ideal 
beauty as represented by the oft-repeated and sensorially unstable meta-
phors — pearls and gems — noted above. A detailed guide, Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī 
writes for the practitioner. Emphasis, for example, is given to action and the push 
and pull of the pen in his explanation of the various parts of calligraphic 

                                                 
41 Sabra, A.I. (trans.): The Optics of Ibn al-Haytham, Books I–III on Direct Vision, I. London: The 
Warburg Institute, University of London, 1989, p. 209. 
42 King, David A.: World Maps for Finding the Direction and Distance to of Mecca, Innovation and 
Tradition in Islamic Science. Leiden/Boston/Köln: Brill, 1999, pp. 130–132.  
43 Ernst, Carl: “The Spirit of Islamic Calligraphy: Bābā Shāh Isfahāni’s Ādāb al-mashq,” Journal 
of the American Oriental Society, 12, no. 2 (1992), pp. 279–286. Maryam Ekhtiar repeats this con-
nection in reference to Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s treaties in “Practice Makes Perfect: The Art of 
Calligraphy Practices (Siyāh Mashq) in Iran”. Muqarnas, 23 (2006), pp. 107–113. For more on the 
connection between Islamic calligraphy and Islamic mysticism, cf. Schimmel, Anne Marie: 
Calligraphy and Islamic Culture. New York: New York University, 1984; reprinted London: I.B. 
Tauris, 1990. 
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characters. Difficult for a modern reader, the technical language espoused may 
be clarified once one imagines the action of writing, which also helps to secure 
the text’s broader aesthetic concerns. 

The third section of the Ādāb al-Mashq analyses the three levels of competence 
of calligraphic practice and is the section relevant for determining beauty in 
calligraphy. This section is divided further in three parts, visual practice (mashq-i 
naẓarī), pen practice (mashq-i qalamī), and intellectual or imaginative practice 
(mashq-i khayālī). The final practice, mashq-i khayālī, has garnered attention in art 
historical scholarship due to its emphasis on individuality, or what David 
Roxburgh suggests is the desired indexical quality of Islamic calligraphy.44 
Imaginative practice, according to Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī 

“is when the scribe writes not according to a model but with reference to the power of his 

own nature, and he writes every composition that appears [to him]. The benefit of this 

practice is that it makes the scribe a master of spontaneity (taṣarruf), and when this prac-

tice mostly takes the place of pen practice, one’s writing becomes non-reflective (bī-

maghz). If someone makes a habit of pen practice and avoids imaginative practice, he lacks 

spontaneity, and is like the reader who grasps the writing of others but himself cannot 

write. Spontaneity is not permitted in pen practice.”45 

This passage emphasizes a master calligrapher’s ability to spontaneously and 
without thought write well. Translating taṣarruf as spontaneity fits not only 
Roxburgh’s interest in the individual but also an emphasis on spirituality and 
writing as a talent performed without external cause or deliberation. In this con-
text taṣarruf also means “power, control, influence, art, and cunning.”46 An even 
fuller definition, however, would also include “changing” and “turning.”47 Im-
bedded in these alternative translations, especially a nuanced and combined un-
derstanding of “spontaneity,” “changing,” and “turning” is an emphasis on the 
fleeting power of visual perception that calligraphy may hold. In regard to recep-
tion, taṣarruf implies that great calligraphy is only momentarily grasped as its im-
age employs imaginative practice and perpetual change or spontaneity. 

Dedicated to pen practice (mashq-i qalamī), the second section outlines twelve 
elements important to good writing. The final three elements are indicative of 
mastery when present and, therefore, best arrive at a comparison with ideal 

                                                 
44 Roxburgh 2008, pp. 282–283. 
45 Ernst, p. 284; Roxburgh 2008, pp. 282–283; Ekhtiar, pp. 111–112. For the original, cf. Bābā 
Shāh Iṣfahānī: Ādāb al-mashq, bā-risāla-i naṣāʾiḥ al-mulūk. Tehran: Karkhana-i Mashhadi-yi 
Khudaddd, 1317/1938, pp. 265–268. I thank Shoreh Jandaghian for kindly and patiently reading 
with me the Ādāb al-Mashq in its original Persian while I was working on my dissertation. My 
analysis is indebted to our discussions with regard to these materials, but any mistakes are 
entirely my own. 
46 Ernst, p. 284, note 32. 
47 Steingass, A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, p. 305. 
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beauty. The first, uṣūl (principles) regards the skillful control of the previous nine 
parts. According to the text: 

“All writing that contains even a little of [uṣūl] is precious and easily will be held dearer 

than jewels… It is no secret that the [first] nine parts of script are in the position of the 

body and uṣūl are in the position of the soul. 

By God, you will not know the flavor of 

This wine until you taste it!”48 

Again, calligraphy is compared to jewels and also, here, wine, which serve as de-
scriptors for assessing uṣūl (principles) or the exceptional aesthetics of a writer’s 
work. Taste is a key component of uṣūl, and the clarifying verse rests on the sub-
jective realization of this concept. Uṣūl cannot exist without an audience, which 
complicates the spiritual emphasis prescribed to Isfahani’s text but certainly does 
not eliminate it. Importantly uṣūl is the first part of writing to shift a calligrapher’s 
practice from pen practice to imaginative practice and enable spontaneity or 
taṣarruf. Positioned in the soul, uṣūl is identified as a subjective experience like 
tasting wine.  

The second to last part of writing further establishes the grounds for a subjective 
approach to calligraphy and also descriptions of paper, to which I will turn shortly. 
This part calls for ṣafā or purity, which is: 

“that condition which makes the temperament happy and refreshed, and makes the eye 

luminous. One cannot attain it without cleaning the heart. As Mawlana [Sulṭān ʿAlī 

Mashhadī] said, 

(Verse): Purity (ṣafā) of writing is from purity (ṣafā) of heart. Through this quality there is 

complete possession of [the art of] writing. Just so the human face, no matter how 

proportionate, is not attractive if it lacks purity. It is no secret that if principles and purity 

are joined with ‘authority (shaʾn),’ some call it ‘taste (maza),’ and some also call it ‘effect 

(as̱ar)’.”49 

Here Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī directly addresses taste and effect and highlights the 
tenuous relationship between subject and object with regards to calligraphy’s aes-
thetics. Maza implies taste as possessed or embodied by the object, which then 
must be sense or received by the subject.50 As̱ar, which translates here as “effect” 
also suggests impression or imprint, indicates an exchange between subject and 
object and reasserts the aforementioned line, “one cannot attain ṣafā without 
[first] cleaning the heart.” In Persian poetry, the heart is like a mirror and must 

                                                 
48 Ernst, p. 283. 
49 Ernst, p. 283; cf. Steingass, A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, p. 16. 
50 Steingass, A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary, p. 1224. Here maza translates as taste 
or flavor and typically would be accompanied by the verb dashtan (to have). 



Sensory Variability in Calligraphy and Paper in Early Modern Persian Book Arts 

167 

be polished or cleaned in order to both receive and reflect the image of the be-
loved. The trope draws on the mirror topos utilized in Islamic mysticism, an im-
portant aspect of which is not necessarily achieving unity with the divine but 
rather the preliminary effort required.51 Within this context, Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s 
text gains additional spiritual weight. Taken alone, however, he calls attention to 
the exchange between an object and its subject. Indicative of the subject, as̱ar 
must receive the impression of that which belongs to maza, the object. Because 
the quotation states that, “some call it maza, [while others] call it as̱ar,” Bābā Shāh 
Iṣfahānī indicates that the two are mirror images of one another that calligraphy 
exists as an intermediary and an impression of both its production and con-
sumption. 

Ṣafā or purity of writing renders the eye clear. Stemming from the heart, which 
is like a mirror, ṣafā, thus, prepares the viewer to better see calligraphy. Bābā Shāh 
Iṣfahānī’s description of ṣafā nicely parallels the descriptions of the Chinese pa-
pers mentioned earlier. According to Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī, good writing was 
meant to “clear the eyes” or, like ṣafā, “make the eye luminous,” and therefore 
improve the viewer’s ability to see.52 The function is preparatory and helps to sup-
port the final part of script, shaʾn, which is characterized by the luminous sparks 
that the beloved emits or reflects and is by far the most intellectually elusive of 
the twelve parts of calligraphy. 

Shaʾn, according to Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī, builds on this idea of sight, mirror 
imagery, and the mystical language of annihilation or loss of self. Further it points 
to a psychological understanding of artistic practice and equally may be viewed as 
encouraging continued artistic practice regardless of the artist’s religious in-
clination.53 

“Shaʾn is that condition in which the scribe comes enraptured from its display when it is 

found in writing, and he has done with egotism. When the scribe’s pen possess shaʾn 

(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 in his vision. 

[Verse]: everywhere the sparks of the beloved’s face are found.”54 

                                                 
51 Sells, The Mystical Language of Unsaying, pp. 90–92 and pp. 105–106; and Berlekamp, Persis: 
Wonders, Image, & Cosmos in Medieval Iran. New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 2011, 
especially chapter three, “Mirrored Visions, Penumbral Wonders and the Position of the 
Viewer”. 
52 Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 52. 
53 Ernst is particularly interested in the spiritual implications of this passage as they relate to a 
concept of inner beauty, which I believe is reflected in his translation. Rather than focusing on 
broad spirituality, one could additionally examine the additional three parts of script, uṣūl, ṣafā, 
and shaʾn, which, when added to the first nine known from earlier treatises, makes twelve and 
may reflect an interest in a general reverence for that number and its ties to Safavid political 
ideology and twelver shi’ism. 
54 Ernst, p. 284. Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī, Ādāb al-Mashq, p. 217. Literally, the passage translates: 
“shaʾn is that state which when it exists in writing, the writer, from beholding it, is drawn towards 
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The passage suggests that the quality of shaʾn strikes the viewer, who is, here, the 
calligrapher himself, and incites awe. Dazzled by his writing, the calligrapher de-
sires to see its form again, and is driven to continued practice. 55 Constantly writ-
ing, he repeatedly produces the quality of ṣafā, which clearing the eyes enables 
the simultaneity of maza and as̱ar. Perfect and ideal beauty in calligraphy exists 
somewhere between its production and consumption, and it seems that it is only 
momentarily grasped for it immediately encourages the process to be repeated. It 
is not surprising, then, that in attempting to nail down what the writer sees, Bābā 
Shāh Iṣfahānī relies on luminous rays of light, partāv-i anvār, an unstable and 
fleeting visual image that nicely approaches this underlying concept of aesthetic 
instability and recalls Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī’s description of the colored papers 
which “strike the eye, like looking at the sun.”56 

Returning to the Chinese papers, which again were understood to embellish 
good writing and could subsequently “clear the eye,” and enable sight, one may 
additionally presume that these papers were intended to prepare the reader for a 
better experience of the text. The visual elements of the individual pages from a 
Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ on the colored and gilded Chinese papers are such that they visual-
ly engage the calligraphic script and possibly affect its reading (fig. 3a). The paint-
ing in gold is rendered with a delicate and sensitive line that evokes spatial volume 
and also imbues the painting with an intangible or atmospheric lightness. These 
qualities enable the image to both sit behind and emerge from the text block creat-
ing a shared experience of image and text. Fully emphasizing this arrangement, 
the golden va-lahu, a term that separates the two poems, merges with the golden 
mountain in the background and appears to create another ridge (fig. 3b, detail).57 
The thickness and thinness of the letters (their strength and weakness, both ele-
ments of good calligraphy) are such that they mirror the strength and weakness 
of the lines in the Chinese drawing.58 The juxtaposition encourages the viewer to 

                                                 
it and becomes free from (his) self; when the pen of the writer becomes endowed with shaʾn, it 
becomes independent from the sensual pleasures of the world/ (alternatively) it becomes en-
riched from the world’s sensual pleasures; the face of the heart makes (turns) completely toward 
practice and the brilliant rays of the beautiful (face) of the true witness appear in his eyes.” 
55 Modern Iranian scholars and practitioners of calligraphy hone in on this quality of shaʾn and 
define it as the part of script that is so attractive that when seen, it encourages the writer to 
continually practice and produce. Cf. Ghilich-khani, Hamid Riza: Farhang-i Vazhagān va 
Istilāhāt-i Khushnivīsī va Hunar-hā-yi Vabasta. Tehran: Intisharat-i ‘ilmi va farhangi, 1373/1995. 
Like poetry, calligraphy is a living tradition in Iran, and the early modern sources examined here 
continue to inform practice today. Both scholar and calligrapher, Ghilich-khani bases his diction-
ary of calligraphy terms on Sultan ʿAli Mashhadi’s and Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s treatises as well as 
others. 
56 Cf. note 10 above. 
57 Va-lahu repeatedly and routinely separates individual ghazals in Dīvāns of Ḥāfiẓ and other 
authors. 
58 Importantly, I follow Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī’s descriptions. The weak end of the letter lām occurs 
at the letter’s most vertical point, where it ends at an angle corresponding with the angle of the 
pen. It is important to note that the horizontal strength in the letter lām appears visually duller. 
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oscillate between text and image and focus on the page as an integrated whole 
and urges close looking. The visual comparison acts to heighten the aesthetic re-
lationship between the papers and excellent calligraphy, descriptions of which are 
not that different. 

Although the black ink of the main text does not seamlessly disappear into the 
landscape like the va-lahu, features of the writing echo the calligraphic line in the 
gilded drawing. The horizontal extensions on the top of the kāfs and gāfs, for ex-
ample run parallel to the mountain’s ridge-line (fig. 3b, detail). Likewise, the tails 
of the mīms are such that they curve inward and slowly draw out to a point (fig. 
3b, detail). They are especially dynamic and reminiscent of the quick stroke of a 
brush rather than a reed pen. This continual shift from image to text are evidence 
that the manuscript’s pages make their point not through calligraphy and text 
alone but rather through the combination of materials, composition, and text. 

If we consider the original sheets from which these pages were taken, it is evi-
dent that the pages’ compositions relied heavily on extracting the pictorial images 
from their original context and, thus, refuse to capture the natural images present 
in their entirety. The initial Chinese sheets, reconstructed by Priscilla Soucek, 
show a large landscape scene and a full page of delicately rendered birds perched 
atop a branch of a blossoming fruit tree.59 Seen as a whole, these images are clear 
and discernible paintings and are quite different from the fragmented images 
seen in the individual manuscript pages. They reflect Persianate concepts of 
beauty and refinement that often hold Chinese objects in especially high regard.60 
Once fragmented, the images are rearranged in the manuscript and are often 
turned on their sides. They recall their Chinese origins but equally negate their 
initial function as a complete painting. Unlike the larger, original paintings, the 
lines of these fractured images extend beyond the edge of the page. They are 
abstracted and suggest a visual expanse far greater than what may be seen in the 
original landscape, thus, leading the reader to imagine the visual possibilities not 
represented materially. The reader’s experience is, therefore, subjective and reli-
ant upon a combination of text and image that is never stable but constantly mov-
ing. In this way, the new Persianate papers materialize a concept of real or 
physically mirror the many metaphorical descriptions of beauty in the available 
sources on the visual arts. Fragmented and shimmering the visual recalls the ver- 

                                                 
It retains the appropriate thickness or strength required of good pen practice, as outlined by 
Bābā Shāh Iṣfahānī, and also visually matches the density of gold ink in the painted mountain. 
59 Soucek 1988, pp. 15–16 and pp. 31–32. 
60 For a discussion of transcultural relations between China, Central Asia and Iran and its impact 
on visual culture, cf. Roxburgh, David (ed.): Turks, a Journey of a Thousand Years, 600–1600. 
London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2005; and Masuya, Tomoko: “Timurids, Central Asia, and Ming 
China, 1370–1507, Chinese and Turko-Mongol Elements in Ilkhanid and Timurid Arts, Part 2”. 
In: A Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture. Eds. Finbarr Barry Flood – Gülru Necipoğlu. 
Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2017, pp. 652–667. 
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Fig. 3a: Folios 20b and 21a, Divan of Ḥāfiẓ, A.H. 855, A.D. 1451, copied by Sulayman Fushanji, London, 
British Library, Add. 7759 
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bal, whose own aesthetic beauty is also likened to similarly unstable material 
objects; recognition of content remains fleeting. The papers are, therefore, 
visually and materially appropriate supports for the variety of intellectually 
difficult poetry copied therein. 

Sources of Illustrations 
Fig. 1: New York, NY, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 11.84.9 — Fig. 2: Detroit, MI, Detroit Institute of Art, 
acc. no. 30.323 — Fig. 3: Copied by Sulayman Fushanji, London, British Library, Add. 7759 

Fig. 3b: Detail from folio 21a from Divan of Ḥāfiẓ, BL Add. 7759 
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Chinese Decorated Paper in Persianate Manuscripts of the 
Fifteenth Century 

Materiality, Use and Meaning 

Ilse Sturkenboom1 with Christina Bisulca, Sebastian Bosch, Claudia Colini, 

Agnieszka Helman-Ważny and David Howell 

Approximately one century ago, Islamic art historians became aware of the use of 
a particular kind of coloured and gold-decorated paper in specific fifteenth-
century manuscripts from the Persianate world. Based mainly on the style of this 
paper’s gold motifs it is believed to have its origin in China, even if, until now, 
this was not supported by scientific evidence. Apart from its origin, other im-
portant questions have remained unanswered concerning the paper’s materiality 
and production techniques, its original use, and the reasons for which it was 
applied in Persianate manuscript production. 

After introducing previous approaches to this particular subject and the manu-
scripts in which the paper was identified, this article presents initial results from 
scientific and technical analyses of so-called ‘Chinese’ paper, discusses its gold 
motifs and their application techniques, investigates how the original long sheets 
were cut and used in greater Iran and China and considers possible motivations 
for the use of this paper in Persianate manuscripts. 

1 This research is generously funded by a Bahari Visiting Fellowship at the Bodleian Libraries, 
University of Oxford, the Carnegie Trust, and the Leverhulme Trust and conducted in 
cooperation with the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures (CSMS) at the University of 
Hamburg. Many institutions and individuals have been extremely welcoming and were of great 
help in gaining access to and knowledge about the relevant material. I would especially like to 
thank Marinita Stiglitz and Alasdair Watson (Bodleian Libraries, Oxford), Christina Duffy and 
Ursula Sims-Williams (British Library, London), Elaine Wright (formerly Chester Beatty Library, 
Dublin), Sara Plumbly (Christie’s, London), Michael Friedrich and Uta Lauer (CSMC), 
Christopher Foster and Katherine Kasdorf (Detroit Institute of Art), Mansoureh Azadvari and 
Nasrin Marjani (Golestan Palace Library, Tehran), Nil Baydar and Pınar Çakar (Manuscript 
Institution of Turkey, Istanbul), M. Murat Bozcu and Şenay Özkan (Museum of Turkish and 
Islamic Art, Istanbul), Masoumeh Ahmadi, Fereidoun Biglari, Karam Mirzaei and Jebrael 
Nokandeh (National Museum of Iran, Tehran), Zhao Lihong (National Palace Museum Beijing), 
Chiu Shihhua, Huang Lanyin and Liu Yujen (National Palace Museum Taipei), Ramazan 
Aktemur and Esra Müyesseroğlu (Topkapı Palace Library, Istanbul), Mary Oey (New York Public 
Library), Ina Sandmann (Sarikhani Collection), Ziad S. Rajab (Tareq Rajab Museum of Islamic 
Calligraphy, Kuwait) and Fariba Afkari (Tehran University). 
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Introduction: An Overview of Previous Approaches to ‘Chinese’ 
Paper in Persianate Manuscripts 

Since at least the first half of the twentieth century, scholars have been aware of 
the select use, in certain fifteenth-century Persianate manuscripts, of a distinct 
kind of paper that is generally believed to be of Chinese origin. This paper is typ-
ically very heavy, brightly coloured on both sides and embellished with gold on 
only one side of the folio (comp. fig. 1). The gold decoration consists of either 
large gold flecks or fine gold sprinkling2 and may, additionally, be combined with 
gold designs. This combination of coloured paper and gold embellishment was, 
after its production, used as a background for writing, and sometimes painting, 
in Persianate manuscripts. 

In 1929, Erménag Beg Sakisian was apparently the first to describe such col-
oured and gold-decorated paper in four manuscripts in Istanbul’s collections 
(tables 1:2–3, 2:12–13)3 as ‘Chinese paper’ (papier chinois).4 Sakisian’s assump-
tion that this paper originated in China was in the first place based on his obser-
vation of the Chinese-like style of the paper’s gold designs, of which he mentioned 
Chinese landscapes, flowers and trees. Shortly thereupon, a Qurʾan manuscript 
in the collection of the Detroit Institute of Art (DIA) was described as executed on 
‘Chinese’ paper directly after it was acquired under the tenure of Mehmet Aga-
Oglu as DIA’s Curator of Near Eastern Art in 1930.5 This Qurʾan manuscript 
(table 2:9) includes only two folios with gold design (ff. 67b and 126a, in both 
cases part of a grapevine design on light-blue paper). But, apart from the limited 
gold designs, the DIA Qurʾan shares important characteristics with the manu-
scripts that Sakisian described, including a variety of colours in its folios, gold 
flecks or sprinkling on one side of the folios, and an extraordinarily heavy weight 
(14 pounds or 6036 gram in the case of the DIA Qurʾan). Undoubtedly, Aga-Oglu 
was  aware  of  these  similarities.  In  1928, he  was  acting  director of the Evkaf  

2 Gold flecks consist of large particles of gold leaf that can be seen with the naked eye, as on the 
right-hand folio in fig. 1. Gold sprinkling, as on the left-hand folio in fig. 1, appears as a gold 
shimmer to the naked eye, but can be identified as separate particles under a microscope (fig. 
6b). In the manuscripts analysed, folios feature only one of the two forms of decoration; a com-
bination of gold flecks and gold sprinkles has not been identified on a single folio. 
3 The tables 1–3 on pp. 180–187 list known manuscripts written on ‘Chinese’ paper with indica-
tions of a date (table 1), undated manuscripts written on ‘Chinese’ paper (table 2) and manu-
scripts and albums containing single leaves of ‘Chinese’ paper (table 3). 
4 Sakisian, Arménag Beg: La miniature persane du XIIe au XVIIe siècle. Paris and Brussels: Les 
Editions G van Oest, 1929, p. 56.  
5 Detroit Institute of Arts: The Fourteenth Loan Exhibition: Mohammedan Decorative Arts, the 
Detroit Institute of Arts, October 21 to November 23, 1930. Detroit: The Detroit Institute of Arts, 
1930, p. 17. Ford, Edsel B. – Albert Kahn – Charles T. Fisher – Julius H. Haass – W. R. 
Valentiner – Clyde H. Burroughs – Dexter M. Ferry, Jr.: “Annual Report for the Year 1930”. 
Bulletin of the Detroit Institute of Arts of the City of Detroit 12:5 (February 1931), pp. 46–64, here 
p. 58.
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Museum in Istanbul, 6  where three of the four manuscripts mentioned by 
Sakisian were held. In 1935, Aga-Oglu discussed two of the Istanbul manuscripts 
(table 1:2–3) in his monograph Persian Bookbindings of the Fifteenth Century and 
mentioned the heavy weight of the manuscripts’ pages, their various colours, gold 
speckling and designs of landscapes and branches which he deemed to be 
“undoubtedly of Chinese manufacture”.7 It therefore seems likely that the DIA 
Qurʾan was purchased during Aga-Oglu’s tenure because he believed that this 
Qurʾan was produced out of paper from China and, together with the Istanbul 
manuscripts, belongs to a distinct group of manuscripts. 

After a shift of generations, and possibly also after unpublished knowledge was 
lost, the 1980s again saw intensified interest in manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper 
and the identification of additional specimens. In 1981, Zeren Tanındı discussed 
leaves of ‘Chinese’ paper collected in two of the Istanbul albums.8 Norah M. Titley 
described two fifteenth-century manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper in the British 
Library (table 1:4–5) and comparative manuscripts in her 1983 monograph,9 
while in her seminal article of 1988, Priscilla Soucek used the wording ‘Chinese’ 
paper for the light-blue-tinted and gold-decorated paper of the 1478 New York 

 
6 Comp. Weibel, Adèle Coulin: “Mehmet Aga-Oglu (1896–1949)”. Ars Islamica 15/16 (1951), 
pp.  267–271, here p. 267. 
7 Aga-Oglu, Mehmet: Persian Bookbinding of the Fifteenth Century. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1935, description facing plate I. 
8 Tanındı, Zeren: “Some Problems of Two Istanbul Albums H. 2153 and 2160”. Islamic Art 1 
(1981), pp. 37–41, here p. 37. 
9 Titley, Norah M.: Persian Miniature Painting and Its Influence on the Art of Turkey and India: The 
British Library Collections. London: The British Library, 1983, pp. 240–241. 

Fig. 1: Qurʾan manuscript (table 2:15) written on ‘Chinese’ paper, showing a dark-purple folio with fine 
gold sprinkling on the left and a light-orange folio with pomegranate design and gold flecks on the right. 
Courtesy of Christie’s, London 
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Public Library Makhzan al-asrār manuscript (table 1:6).10 In their use of the term 
‘Chinese’ paper, these authors adhered to its meaning as implied in the 1920s 
and 30s, and included in their discussions coloured papers with only gold flecks 
or sprinkles, as well as those with gold designs.11 

In the following years, the term continued to grow in popularity when used by 
Islamic art historians such as Sheila S. Blair, Jonathan M. Bloom and David J. 
Roxburgh,12 in catalogues13 and in recent conference talks and still unpublished 
studies that demonstrate the increased scholarly interest in this topic.14 The in-
creased awareness of this type of paper, and thus the increased use of the term, 
is fuelled in large part by the occasional appearance of new manuscripts and loose 
folios at auctions. Most recently, on 25 June 2020, a Qurʾan on ‘Chinese’ paper 
(fig. 1, table 2:15) was auctioned at Christie’s for GBP 7,016,250, which provides 
an indication of the value of such manuscripts today. 

Since the 1980s, several different approaches to the study of ‘Chinese’ paper 
have been taken. Sakisian already suspected that the coloured papers in the 
manuscripts he investigated derived from single pieces [of paper],15 but it was not 
until 1988 that Priscilla Soucek demonstrated that the 35 small folios (17.9 × 10.6 
cm) of the New York Public Library Makhzan al-asrār (table 1:6) had been cut
from two long sheets.16  Recently, Ursula Sims-Williams used the method of
photographic reconstruction introduced by Soucek to show that some of the folios
of the 1451-dated Dīvān of Hāfiẓ in the British Library (table 1:4) together form a
continuous landscape design.17

10 Soucek, Priscilla: “The New York Public Library ‘Makhzan al-asrār’ and Its Importance”. Ars 
Orientalis 18 (1988), pp. 1–37, for ‘Chinese’ paper esp. pp. 15–18. 
11 Comp. Titley, Persian Miniature Painting, p. 240, who defined ‘Chinese’ paper as “thick, highly 
polished and either flecked with gold or bearing Chinese painting in gold.” 
12 Blair, Sheila S.: “Color and Gold: The Decorated Papers Used in Manuscripts in Late Islamic 
Times”. Muqarnas 17 (2000), pp. 24–36, here pp. 25–30; Bloom, Jonathan M.: Paper Before Print: 
The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World. New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 
2001, pp. 70–71; Roxburgh, David J.: The Persian Album, 1400–1600. New Haven/London: Yale 
University Press, 2005a, pp. 159–165. 
13 Cf. tables 1–3 for references to catalogues and other publications that deal with manuscripts 
on ‘Chinese paper.’ 
14 Margaret Shortle’s presentation “Creativity and Humor in Illustrated ‘Divans’ of Hafiz” at the 
workshop Writing as Intermediary, 11 October 2019 in Bamberg, contained new thoughts on 
‘Chinese’ paper, cf. her article in the present volume. On 23 November 2019 Yusen Yu delivered 
the talk “Why Paper?: A Study of Written Sources from the Mongol and Timurid Periods” with 
newly discovered sources on ‘Chinese’ paper at the workshop Decorated Papers in Early Modern 
Islamic Manuscript Culture at the Orient-Institut Istanbul. Elaine Wright’s article “‘Chinese’ 
Paper and Margins of Gold in a Fifteenth-Century Shiraz Anthology” is forthcoming in the 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. 
15 Sakisian, La miniature persane, p. 56. 
16 Soucek 1988: pp. 15–16, 31–33, figs. 15, 17 and 19. 
17 Sims-Williams, Ursula: “Two Persian ‘Ming’ manuscripts on view at the British Museum”. 
Asian and African studies blog, 25. September 2014, https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-
african/2014/09/two-persian-ming-manuscripts-on-view-at-the-british-museum.html (last 
viewed 17.12.2021). 
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Scholars have investigated written sources about Timurid-Ming diplomatic mis-
sions taking place from 1412 to the mid-1430s to explain how ‘Chinese’ paper 
might have been brought from China to greater Iran.18 A problem in understand-
ing these sources is their often-lacking description of the paper in question. In 
his Mujmal-i faṣīḥī, Faṣīḥ Khvāfī (d. 1442), for example, mentioned ‘Cathayan 
paper’ (kāghaz-i khaṭāʾī) among the Chinese diplomatic gifts received in Timurid 
Herat in the Spring of 1417.19 Cathay/khaṭāy being the most common word for 
China in fifteenth-century Persian, the term Cathayan paper/kāghaz-i khaṭāʾī 
primarily denotes the broad geographical area of origin of this paper, but does not 
have specific implications for its visual qualities and material consistencies.20 
New investigations of sources are underway and will be published in a forthcom-
ing volume edited by Jake Benson. At the workshop Decorated Papers in Early 
Modern Islamic Manuscript Culture, convened by Benson on 23 November 2019 in 
Istanbul, Yusen Yu presented exciting evidence from the Sino-Persian tribute let-
ters Translations of the Muslim Office (回回館譯語). According to the letters, a cer-
tain Ḥāfiẓ from Samarqand was presented with gold-sprinkled paper (kāghaz-i 
zar-shāsh/撒金剪紙) by the Ming emperor,21 which is closer in its description of 
the ‘Chinese’ paper under investigation than any other written source thus far 
identified. 

An interpretation of the meaning of the employment of ‘Chinese’ paper in 
Persianate manuscripts has been suggested by David J. Roxburgh, who suspects 
a relationship between the Muslim concept of the light of God and the, at times, 
mystical works written on gold-decorated papers.22 An investigation of the sen-
sory aspects of ‘Chinese’ paper when used as a background for texts in Persianate 
manuscripts is presented by Margaret Shortle in the present volume. 

A last approach taken by multiple scholars is the investigation of the impact of 
‘Chinese’ paper on the aesthetics of Persianate manuscripts. As argued by Soucek 
(1988), Blair (2000) and the present author, 23  the use of ‘Chinese’ paper in 
Persianate manuscripts resulted in increased employment of gold decoration on 

18 Soucek 1988, pp. 10–11; Blair 2000, pp. 26–27; Roxburgh, Persian Album, pp. 159–161. 
19 Khvāfī, Faṣīḥ Aḥmad b. Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad: Mujmal-i faṣīhī (777–849). Ed. Maḥmūd 
Farrukh. Mashhad: Kitābfurūshī-i Bāstān, 1960 (1339 H. Sh.), p. 230. 
20 Cf. for the common Timurid use of khaṭāy/ khaṭāʾī Thackston, W. M.: A Century of Princes: 
Sources on Timurid History and Art. Cambridge MA: Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, 
1989, p. 280, n. 8. Comp. Afshār, Īrāj: Kāghaz dar zindigī va farhang-i Īrānī. Tehran: Mīrāth-i 
maktūb, 2011 (1390 H. Sh.), pp. 97–100 for Persian sources’ uses of the wording kāghaz-i chīnī, 
kāghaz-i khaṭāʾī and kāghaz-i khānbāligh for paper from China.  
21 At the moment of editing this article for publication, similar information is about to be pub-
lished by Yu, Yusen: “Gold Sprinkled: Chinese Paper and Persian Book Arts during the Fifteenth 
Century”. In: The Allure of Matter: Materiality Across Chinese Art. Ed. Orianna Cacchione – Wei-
Cheng Li. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021, pp. 92–113, here p. 95. 
22 Roxburgh, Persian Album, pp. 162–165. 
23 Sturkenboom, Ilse: “The Paintings of the Freer Divan of Sultan Ahmad b. Shaykh Uvays and 
a New Taste for Decorative Design”. Iran 56, 2 (2018), pp. 184–214. 
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the (coloured) margins and, sometimes, in the text areas of manuscripts produced 
in greater Iran. 

As important and encouraging as these approaches are, more research needs to 
be conducted in order to gain greater understanding of the production processes, 
uses, meanings and impact of ‘Chinese’ paper. One research strand, which I have 
recently started together with scientists and conservators, is the investigation of 
the material consistencies of the ‘Chinese’ papers, their colouring, and gold 
decoration. Further Persianate manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper, this paper’s use 
in China, and Middle Eastern and Chinese sources still await further scrutiny. 
The current article, therefore, is not the bottom line of a research project but 
rather an interim report that presents new insights including additional 
information indicating that this particular paper was indeed produced and used 
in Ming China, evidence for the gold designs’ application through printing, and 
reasons for which this paper was used for manuscript production in greater Iran. 
After introducing Persianate manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper,24 this article sur-
veys the materiality and production processes of the paper, its gold designs and 
their application techniques, the ways in which the paper was employed in Iran 
and China and, finally, text-image relationships in the use of this paper in 
Persianate manuscripts. 

Known Persianate Manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ Paper 

The identification of manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper has been a slow process. As 
many collections of Persianate manuscripts are still uncatalogued, and available 
catalogues might not mention, let alone index, the coloured and gold-decorated 
characteristics of this paper, researchers still rely on their own personal investi-
gation of manuscripts. New manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper are still being dis-
covered. The tables provided below, listing manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper with 
an indication of a date (table 1), undated manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper (table 2) 
and manuscripts and albums containing single leaves of ‘Chinese’ paper (table 3), 

24 Throughout this article, the term ‘Chinese’ paper will be used for the specific group of papers 
under investigation. This term is doubtlessly problematic. In a broader sense it implies a specific 
group of material products made in China, by Chinese people, or according to Chinese methods 
and technologies. Specific methods and technologies are, however, often shared and rarely ex-
clusive to one geographical location. This is why defining the paper of Persianate manuscripts 
as ‘Chinese’ paper may not be adequate to common ways in which the term is understood by 
scholars other than those (often western) scholars in Islamic Art History who have employed it. 
Chinese paper was made of a wide variety of both recycled rags and bast fibres of indigenous 
plants, by using specific tools and technologies. It should also be emphasised that the process 
of paper production has evolved over time and was conditioned by access to local raw materials 
in particular geographical regions. 
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will continue to grow. These tables would not have been as extensive without the 
help and valuable information provided by colleagues.25 

The available data provides us with an impression of the fifteenth-century time 
frames, contexts and places of production of Persianate manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ 
paper as well as the paper’s continued valuation during the Safavid period. The 
earliest securely dated manuscript is the Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (Table 1.1), 
written upon grey and light-purple folios with gold-sprinkling, gold-flecking and 
gold designs. According to its final colophon on f. 269a this collection was 
calligraphed by Nāṣir al-Kātib in Shaʿbān 840 (February/March 1437).26 Although 
the colophon lacks a place of production, the combination of the manuscript’s 
‘three-sided-marginal column format,’27 vegetal designs used as a background for 
rubrics and in triangular thumb- and corner pieces, and thirty-one headpieces in 
the ‘blue-and-gold floral style’28 place it into the Shiraz tradition in fashion from 
the second half of the fourteenth until the middle of the fifteenth century. The 
style of this manuscript’s table of contents, of which only the right-hand half sur-
vives, differs from the blue-and-gold floral style in its greater colour variety, the 
use of large white-outlined blossoms and the addition of structuring bands with 
interlaced and cross-and-line designs.29 This style corresponds with what Elaine 
Wright has called the ‘floral/palmette-arabesque style.’30 Apparently under influ-
ence of the illuminative style of Herat, this new style often features alongside the 
blue-and-gold floral style in manuscripts produced in Shiraz starting from the 
final years of the reign of the city’s Timurid ruler Ibrāhīm (d. 1435). The 1437-
dated Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī can then be called a true child of its time. It betrays 
its provenance from Shiraz in its use of the well-established blue-and-gold floral 
style while adding a contemporaneous touch to its opening folios that, in the orig-
inal composition, must have contained all the titles of Saʿdī’s works available in 
the manuscript. 

25 I am grateful to Jake Benson, Richard McClary, Karam Mirzaei, Andrew Peacock, Denise-
Marie Teece, and Elaine Wright for pointing out manuscripts and single leaves of ‘Chinese’ 
paper to me.  
26 Cf. for this colophon in the central panel f. 269a: 
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-
e4fd42c8b67c/surfaces/5186b868-6f77-45e0-814f-399711dc5b47/ (last viewed 05.12.2021).  
27  Cf. for the ‘three-sided-marginal column format’ Wright, Elaine: The Look of the Book: 
Manuscript Production in Shiraz, 1303–1452. Washington DC: Freer Gallery of Art, 2013, 
pp.  128–131. 
28 https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-e4fd42c8b67c/ (last viewed 
05.12.2021) on ff. 3a, 7b, 10a, 14a, 16a, 19b, 26a, 28a, 30a, 39b, 40b, 42b, 43b, 54b, 73b, 92a, 98a, 
103b, 112a, 171b, 219a, 238b, 241a, 243a, 250a, 253b, 257b, 262a, 265b, 276b and 268b. For the 
‘blue-and-gold floral style’ cf. Wright, Look of the Book, pp. 71–80. 
29 On f. 1b: https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-
e4fd42c8b67c/surfaces/cdf9a3de-9551-4128-b675-f192f484d042/ (last viewed 05.12.2021). 
30 For the ‘floral/palmette-arabesque style’ cf. Wright, Look of the Book, pp. 106–120. 
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Table 1: Manuscripts written on ‘Chinese’ paper with indications of a date31 

Date and place of pro-

duction 

Content Calligrapher(s) 

1. 1437 (Shaʿbān 840), 

probably Shiraz  

Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (in Persian and Arabic) Nāṣir al-Kātib 

2. 1438 (27 Shavvāl 841), in 

Herat, where Shāhrukh 

had his seat 

Six Persian works (allegedly) by ʿAṭṭār: 

Javhar al-zāt, Bulbul-nāma, Vaṣlat-nāma, 

Manṣūr-nāma, Khusrav-nāma, Mukhtār-

nāma  

ʿAbd al-Malik 

3. Probably c. 1438, Herat, 

because dedicated to 

Shāhrukh and appar-

ently produced as a set 

with no. 2 

Five Persian works (allegedly) by ʿAṭṭār: 

Asrār-nāma, Ilāhī-nāma, Manṭiq al-ṭayr, 

Muṣībat-nāma, Ushtūr-nāma 

- 

4. 1451 (mid Ramaḍān 

855), probably greater 

Iran 

Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (in Persian) Sulayman al-

Fūshanjī  

5. 1468 (1 Rābiʿ II 873) at 

Shamakhi, where 

Farrukh Yasār had his 

seat 

An anthology of selections from Persian 

Dīvāns by Kamāl Khujandī, Ḥāfiẓ, Amīr 

Khusrav, Kātibī Turshīzī, Mavlānā Ashraf, 

Amīr Shāhī Sabzavārī, Nāṣir, Mavlānā 

Biṣātī, Khiyālī, Jāmī, Ṭūsī, Ṭāliʿī  

Sharaf al-Dīn 

Ḥusayn Sulṭānī 

31 For detailed references cf. the bibliography at the end of this volume.
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Collection and call 

number 

Literature 

Bodleian Library, 

Oxford, Pers e. 26 

Beeston 1954, p. 29, no. 2579; Roxburgh 2005a, pp. 161, 340–341, 

n. 36; Howell and Snijders 2020, p. 137; Wright forthcoming;

digitized manuscript32.

Topkapı Palace 

Library, Istanbul, A. 

3059 

Sakisian 1929, p. 56; Aga-Oglu 1935, pls. 1–3; Ritter 1958, pp. 11–

12; Karatay 1962, no. 484; Titley 1983, p. 240; Soucek 1988, p. 14; 

Lentz and Lowry 1989, pp. 121, 337, no. 40; Schmitz 1992, p. 67; 

Blair 2000, p. 26; Bloom 2001, p. 70; Roxburgh 2005a, pp. 161, 

341, n. 36; Roxburgh 2005b, pp. 198, 228–229, no. 179; Wright 

forthcoming. 

Museum of Turkish 

and Islamic Art, 

Istanbul, 1992 

Sakisian 1929, p. 56; Aga-Oglu 1935, pls. 6–7; Ritter 1958, pp. 12–

13; Titley 1983, p. 240; Soucek 1988, pp. 14, 17; Lentz and Lowry 

1989, pp. 121, 337, no. 39; Schmitz 1992, p. 67; Blair 2000, p. 26; 

Bloom 2001, p. 70; Roxburgh 2005a, pp. 161–165, figs. 84–86; 

Wright forthcoming. 

British Library, 

London, Add 7759 

Rieu 1881, pp. 627–628; Titley 1983, pp. 240–241, fig. 82; Soucek 

1988, pp. 15–16; Schmitz 1992, p. 67; Soucek 2011; Sims-Williams 

2014; Yu 2021, p. 93, figs. 1–2; Wright forthcoming; digitized 

manuscript33. 

British Library, 

London, Add 16561 

Rieu 1881, pp. 734–735; Stchoukine 1954, p. 61, no. L, pl. XLV; 

Robinson 1957, pls. 8–10; Robinson 1967, p. 87, no. 109, pl. 40; 

Titley 1977, pp. 38–39, no. 97; Robinson 1979, pp. 226, 241, fig. 

130; Titley 1979, pp. 14, 16, fig. 8; Titley 1983, pp. 64, 69, 240, pl. 

6; Soucek 1988, pp. 4–5, 15, fig. 5; Schmitz 1992, p. 67; Canby 

1993, pp. 70–71, fig. 45; Sims 2002, pp. 107, no. 92; Soucek 2011; 

Sims-Williams 2014; Wright forthcoming; digitized manuscript34. 

32 https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-e4fd42c8b67c/ (last viewed 
05.12.2021). 
33 http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_7759 (last viewed 05.12.2021). 
34 http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_16561 (last viewed 
05.12.2021). 
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Date and place of 

production 

Content Calligrapher(s) 

6. 1478 (25 Jumādā I 

883), probably pro-

duced in Tabriz 

because dedicated 

to the Aq Qoyunlu 

ruler Yaʿqūb who 

had his seat there 

Makhzan al-asrār by Mīr Ḥaydar in Chagatai 

Turkish 

Sulṭān ʿAlī al-

Yaʿqūbī  

7. 1497–8 (903), 

probably Herat be-

cause calligraphers 

were active there 

Anthology with the Ḥayrat al-abrār (in Chagatai 

Turkish) by Navāʿī in the central panel and in the 

margin: Jāmī’s Subḥat al-abrār (in Persian), 

Navāʾʿī’s Naẓm al-jawāhir (in Chagatai Turkish), 

ʿĀrifī’s Hāl-nāma (in Persian) and Rūmī’s 

Rubāʾiyāt (in Persian) 

Sulṭān 

Muḥammad 

Khandān, Shāh 

Maḥmūd 

[Nishapūrī] 

8. Before 1608–9 

(1017) when 

endowed to the 

shrine of Shaykh 

Ṣafī in Ardabil, 

probably greater 

Iran (Herat?) 

Persian poetic anthology with ghazaliyyāt by 

Bisāṭī, Jāmī, Jalāl, ʿImād, Nāṣir, ʿIṣmat, Kātibī, 

Shāhī, Ṭūsī, Khiyālī and muqaṭṭʿāt by Ibn Yamīn 

-
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Collection and call 

number 

Literature 

Spencer Collection, 

New York Public 

Library, Persian Ms. 

41 

Corbin et. al. 1938, p. 152, no. 42; Bussagli 1956, pp. 287–288, no. 

556; Grube 1968, p. 191, no. 38, pl. 38; Soucek 1979, pp. 22, 30, 36, 

colour pl. IV; Titley 1983, p. 240; Soucek 1988; Schmitz 1992, pp. 

67–69, no. II.1, colour pls. 1–2, figs. 43–47; Blair 2000, p. 26; 

Bloom 2001, pp. 70–71, fig. 32 and cover; Clunas 2007, p. 82, fig. 

60; Yu 2021, pp. 97–98, fig. 3; Wright forthcoming. 

Süleymaniye 

Library, Istanbul, 

Ayasofya 4334 

- 

National Museum, 

Tehran, 3598 

-
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Table 2: Undated manuscripts written on ‘Chinese’ paper 

Content Calligrapher(s) Collection and call number 

9. Qurʾan - Detroit Institute of Art, 30.323 

10. 45 leaves of a Qurʾan - Sarikhani Collection, Oxfordshire, 

I.MS.1029

11. Qurʾan - Topkapı Palace Library, Istanbul, M. 100 

12. Qurʾan - Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, 

Istanbul, 41 

13. Qurʾan - Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, 

Istanbul, 186 

14. Qurʾan Bāyazīd bin 

Ṣādiq al-

Kirmānī 

Tareq Rajab Museum of Islamic 

Calligraphy, Kuwait, 87 

15. Qurʾan - Current whereabouts unknown 

16. Dīvān of Ṭālib Jājarmī 

in Persian 

- National Museum of Iran, Tehran, 4326 

17. A treatise on Sufism by 

Abū ‘l-Vafā b. Saʿīd b. 

Muḥammad b. Yūsuf 

b. Maḥmūd in Persian

- 

Current whereabouts unknown 
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Literature 

Detroit Institute of Arts 1930, p. 17; Ford et. al. 1931, p. 58; North Carolina Museum of 

Art 1959, pp. 196, 254, no. 214; Edwards and Signell 1982, p. 28; Soucek 1988, p. 14; 

Lentz and Lowry 1989, pp. 78–79, 332, no. 20; Blair and Bloom 1991, pp. 55, 97, no. 

33a; Schmitz 1992, p. 67: Henshaw 1995, p. 127; Soucek 2016, p. 234, pls. 25.9–10; Yu 

2021, p. 106, fig. 9. 

Christie’s, 8 April 2008, lot 12035. Further folios of apparently the same Qurʾan were 

auctioned at Christie’s, 7 October 2008, lot 14336 and at Bonhams, 4 October 2011, lot 

737.  

Karatay 1962, p. 110, no. 396; Titley 1983, p. 240; Soucek 1988, p. 14; Schmitz 1992, p. 

67. 

Sakisian 1929, 56; Roxburgh 2005b, pp. 198, 228, cat. no. 178; Şahin 2010, pp. 103, 

286–289, cat. no. 70; Şahin, Kutlay, and Çelen 2014, p. 329, cat. no. 107, fig. 115; 

Farhad and Rettig 2016, cat. no. 34, pp. 240–243. 

Sakisian 1929, p. 56. 

Sotheby’s, 26 April 1995, lot 29; Asian Civilisations Museum 1997, p. 60. 

Christie’s, 25 June 2020, lot 29; Yu 2021, pp. 104–105, figs. 7–8. 

- 

Christie’s, 5 May 1977, lot 56; Titley 1983, p. 240; Soucek 1988, pp. 15, 17; Schmitz 

1992, p. 67. 

35 https://www.christies.com/lot/lot-a-group-of-timurid-or-aqquyunlu-quran-5057505/  
(last viewed 05.12.2021). 
36 https://www.christies.com/lot/lot-a-group-of-timurid-or-aqquyunlu-quran-5125277/  
(last viewed 05.12.2021). 
37 https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/18950/lot/7/?category=list&length=12&page=1 
(last viewed 05.12.2021). 
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Table 3: Manuscript and albums containing single leaves of ‘Chinese’ paper 

Content Calligrapher(s) 

18. Persian anthology 

of short poetry by 

ʿIṣmat, Saʿdī, 

Rūmī, ʿAṭṭār, ʿIrāqī, 

Avḥadī, Khusrav 

Dihlavī, Ibn Yamīn 

and Salmān Sāvajī, 

and selections 

from mathnaviyyāt 

by ʿAṭṭār (Manṭiq 

al-ṭayr) and Niẓāmī 

(Makhzan al-asrār 

and Khusrav va 

Shīrīn). 

- 

19. Anthology of 

poetry 

- 

20. Album ʿAbd al-Ḥayy b. Ḥāfiẓ Shaykh Muḥammad al-Bukhārī (ff. 74b), 

firmān in the name of Sulṭān Yaʿqūb), Najm al-Dīn Masʿūd (f. 86b), 

firmān in the name of Sulṭān Yaʿqūb), Sharaf al-Dīn Ḥusayn (ff. 

111b, 126b), Sulṭān ʿAlī al-Yaʿqūbī (ff. 125b, 129a, 136a, 139a, 148a, 

155b, 156a), ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Yaʿqūbī (f. 136a), ʿAbd al- Karīm al-

Khvārazmī (ff. 142b, 151a, 168a), ʿAbd al-Raḥīm al-Yaʿqūbī (f. 

151a), Shaykh Muḥammad al-Yaʿqūbī (f. 155b), Shaykh Maḥmūd 

(f. 156b) 

21. Album Sulṭān ʿAlī al-Yaʿqūbī (ff. 31b, 48b, 63b), Shaykh Maḥmūd (f. 52b) 

22. Album Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī (ff. 82b–83a) 

23. Album None recorded 
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Collection and call number Literature 

Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, Per. 

294, ff. 72, 133, 134, 165–168 

Robinson in Arberry, Robinson, Blochet and 

Wilkinson 1962, pp. 62–63; Wright 2013, p. 325; 

Wright forthcoming.  

Previously in the Kevorkian 

Collection. Current whereabouts un-

known. 

Robinson 1953, pp.23–25, no. 22. 

Topkapı Palace Library, Istanbul, H. 

2153, ff. 51b, 74b, 86b, 97b, 111b, 

125b, 126b, 129a, 130a, 136a, 139a, 

142b, 143a, 148a, 151a, 155b, 156a, 

156b, 168a 

Tanındı 1981, p. 37, figs. 5–6, 13; Soucek 1988, 

p. 14; Seki 2007–2008, pp. 79, 84; Yu 2021, pp. 

107–109, figs. 10–11. 

Topkapı Palace Library, Istanbul, H. 

2160, ff. 31b, 48b, 52b, 63b 

Tanındı 1981, p. 37. 

Topkapı Palace Library, Istanbul, H. 

2161, ff. 82b, 83a  

- 

National Library of Russia, St 

Petersburg, Dorn 148, ff. 14a, 66b, 

67a, 67b, 69a, 69b 

- 
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Another manuscript that indicates that ‘Chinese’ paper was available in or 
around Shiraz at this early stage is an anthology in the Chester Beatty Library 
(table 3:18). Although it does not contain a colophon that could disclose its 
calligrapher, dedicatee, date or place of production, the anthology can, based on 
the style of its illustrations and the combination of the blue-and-gold floral style 
and the floral/palmette-arabesque style, be dated into the 1430s or 1440s and at-
tributed to Shiraz. In a forthcoming article, Elaine Wright points out that among 
this anthology’s papers are seven ‘Chinese’ folios in green of which only one 
(f. 134a) contains part of a gold design.38 This gourd-vine design is used in combi-
nation with fine gold sprinkling and it appears likely that all seven folios were cut 
from a single sheet of ‘Chinese’ paper showing, on one side, the gourd-vine de-
sign in the middle while leaving parts at the edges without design, but with gold 
sprinkling all over. 

An apparently similar combination of gold-decorated ‘Chinese’ and ‘Islamic’ 
paper characterises an anthology in the oblong safīna format that was previously 
in the Kevorkian collection (table 3:19). B.W. Robinson described this anthology 
with two illustrations as executed in the Shiraz style of the second quarter of the 
fifteenth century.39 His mentioning of a number of its folios “of heavy paper, 
glossy and colored; some of them […] decorated with free designs in gold of rocky 
landscapes, rippling water, melon vines, and a bird, all in the Chinese manner, 
over which the text is written” as well as his statement that this paper is “the same 
glossy colored paper” as that of the Shamakhi Anthology (table 1:5) gives the 
strong impression that this safīna too employs ‘Chinese’ paper. 

These instances of the use of ‘Chinese’ paper provide an important indication 
for its early circulation. In previous studies it had been assumed that this paper 
was exclusively available for manuscript production in Herat during the first half 
of the fifteenth century and was introduced to the western half of greater Iran 
only after the middle of the century.40 Envoys and ambassadors carrying recipro-
cal gifts did, however, not only move between Shāhrukh’s capital Herat and 
China, but also departed from and travelled to other major cities in greater Iran, 
including Shiraz.41 Between 1413 and 1427 a total of five embassies from Shiraz 

38 Wright forthcoming. 
39 Robinson, B. W.: The Kevorkian Collection: Islamic and Indian Illustrated Manuscripts, Miniature 
Paintings and Drawings. Typescript prepared for the Trustees of the Kevorkian Foundation at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1953, pp. 23–25. 
40 Schmitz, Barbara with contributions of Latif Khayyat – Svat Soucek – Massoud Pourfarrokh: 
Islamic Manuscripts in The New York Public Library. New York / Oxford: The New York Public 
Library and Oxford University Press, 1992, p. 68. Blair 2000, p. 27. 
41 Chinese accounts on relationships and envoys between China and Central and Western Asia 
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are translated and summarised in Bretschneider, 
Emil: Mediaeval Researches from Eastern Asiatic Sources: Fragments Towards the Knowledge of the 
Geography and History of Central and Western Asia from the 13th to the 17th Century, volume 2. 
London: Routledge 1967 (reprint of 1937), pp. 157–332. 
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are recorded to have visited the Chinese court (in 1413, 1415, 1419, 1423 and 
1427). Chinese envoys also visited Shiraz prior to the Shiraz embassy’s arrival at 
the Chinese court in 1413, and ambassadors from China followed the Shiraz en-
voys home after their visits in 1413, 1415 and 1419.42 Although the known sources 
do not mention paper to have been gifted by the Chinese to governors of Shiraz, 
the recorded exchanges would have provided ample occasions for ‘Chinese’ paper 
to end up at the court in Shiraz before the death of Ibrāhīm in 1435. 

The availability of ‘Chinese’ paper in Shāhrukh’s capital Herat in the first half 
of the fifteenth century is shown by two manuscripts (table 1:2–3) already known 
to Sakisian and Aga-Oglu. Both are collections of works attributed to Farīd al-Dīn 
ʿAṭṭār and were written entirely on ‘Chinese’ papers with gold flecks, gold sprin-
kles and gold designs that are more varied in their colours (pink, light orange, 
dark orange, purple, light blue and grey) than the papers in the Bodleian Kulliyāt. 
Folio 1a of both manuscripts contains a shamsa which states that the manuscript 
was intended for the treasury of Shāhrukh, while seal impressions in both 
manuscripts confirm that they were indeed both part of Shāhrukh’s imperial 
library.43 Only the manuscript with six works attributed to ʿAṭṭār in the Topkapı 
Palace Library (table 1:2) contains a colophon which states that the otherwise un-
known calligrapher ʿAbd al-Malik completed the manuscript in Herat on 27 
Shavvāl 841 (23 April 1438) in the days of Shāhrukh's reign. The manuscripts’ 
similar folio sizes of an impressive c. 36 × 25 cm, their common page layout of 25 
lines written in four columns and the complementary character of their contents 
indicate that they were produced as a set. The manuscript with five works at-
tributed to ʿ Aṭṭār in the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art (table 1:3) is therefore 
likely to have been produced around 1438 as well, but at least before Shāhrukh’s 
death in 1447. 

In date, these manuscripts are followed by the small (17.1 × 10.6 cm) British 
Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4) that is written entirely on ‘Chinese’ paper (table 
1:4) and contains stunning illumination in the form of a shamsa and a head-
piece.44 Its colophon mentions that Sulaymān al-Fūshanjī wrote the manuscript 
in the middle of Ramaḍān 855 (middle of October 1451).45 A place of production 
is not mentioned in the colophon and although the manuscript provides space 
for a dedication in its shamsa on folio 1a, the six-lobed and gilded centre of the 

 
42 Bretschneider, Mediaeval Researches, pp. 292–293. 
43 These seal impressions were identified on ff. 1a, 115b, 233b and 378a of the manuscript 
Topkapı Palace Library A. 3059 and on ff. 1a, 204a and 345a of the manuscript in the Museum 
of Turkish and Islamic Art 1992.  
44 On folios 1a http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_7759_f001r (last view-
ed 17.12.2021) and 1b http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_7759_f001v 
(last viewed 17.12.2021).  
45 Cf. for the colophon f. 141a: 
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_7759_f141r (last viewed 17.12.2021). 
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shamsa is not inscribed. This may indicate that the manuscript was produced 
without a particular dedicatee in mind but was still made in a very high quality in 
the assumption that a well-to-do buyer would be found. The calligrapher’s nisba 

‘Fūshanjī’ indicates that he or his family came from Fūshanj near Herat, which 
led scholars to suggest that this manuscript might have been produced in Herat.46 
As we know of the availability of Chinese paper at the Timurid court under 
Shāhrukh in Herat, this could indeed have been the place where Sulaymān al-
Fūshanjī had access to this paper. Between Shāhrukh’s death in 1447 and the late 
1460s, however, only very few manuscripts are known to have been produced for 
Timurid rulers in Herat.47 Judging from its colourful illumination and structur-
ing bands, the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ fits comfortably within the Herat 
tradition seen for example in the c. 1444 Shāh-nāma of Muḥammad Jūkī.48 Simi-
lar features of the manuscript’s shamsa and headpiece can, however, also be ob-
served in manuscripts produced for Pīr Būdāq,49 who governed Shiraz from at 
least 1456 to 1460 and Baghdad from 1461 until his assassination in 1466. From 
the 1450s, book artists left Herat to work further to the west under the Qara 
Qoyunlu and the Aq Qoyunlu confederations50 and it cannot be ruled out that 
this manuscript, too, was produced by itinerant book artists. 

The British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ demonstrates important developments in the 
use of ‘Chinese’ paper. It contains a much greater array of paper colours (dark 
blue, light blue, green, dark orange, light orange, dark pink, light pink, dark 
purple and light purple) than the Bodleian Kulliyāt and the two ʿAṭṭār manu-
scripts. While the latter three manuscripts usually employ folios of the same col-
ours in single quires, in the Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ up to all four bifolios of its quires have 
a different hue. This results in a festival of colours when leafing through the 
manuscript, where, except in the middle of the quires, the left- and right-hand 
pages of the opened book are differently coloured. In both the Bodleian Kulliyāt 

46 Titley, Persian Miniature Painting, p. 240; Sims-Williams 2014. 
47 For an in-depth analysis cf. Roxburgh, David: “‘Many a Wish Has Turned to Dust’: Pir Budaq 
and the Formation of Turkmen Arts of the Book”. In: Envisioning Islamic Art and Architecture: 
Essays in Honor of Renata Holod. Ed. David Roxburgh. Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2014, pp. 174–222, 
here pp. 177–179. Important exceptions to the assumed lack of manuscripts produced for 
Timurid rulers from the late 1440s to the late 1460s in Herat are a manuscript of the Nahj al-
farādīs and an anthology of love poetry (Chester Beatty Library, Per 149) that are both dedicated 
to Abū Saʿīd, ruler over the Timurid empire from 1458 to 1469. For these manuscripts and others 
that might possibly have been produced for Abū Saʿīd cf. Sims, Eleanor: “The Nahj al-Faradis of 
Sultan Abu Saʿid ibn Sultan Muhammad ibn Miranshah: An Illustrated Timurid Ascension Text 
of the ‘Interim’ Period”. Journal of the David Collection 4 (2014), pp. 88–147. 
48 Cf. for this manuscript (Royal Asiatic Society Persian 239) Brend, Barbara: Muhammad Juki’s 
Shahnama of Firdausi. London: Royal Asiatic Society, 2010, pp. 39–43 for the illumination; and 
the digitised manuscript https://royalasiaticcollections.org/ras-persian-239-shahnamah-of-
firdausi-of-muhammad-juki/ (last viewed 17.12.2021).  
49 Comp. for this illumination Roxburgh 2014, esp. figs. 9.3, 9.13, 9.20. 
50 Cf. for discussions of this movement of book artists from Herat to the Qara Qoyunlu and Aq 
Qoyunlu realms Soucek 1988; Robinson, Basil W.: Fifteenth-Century Persian Painting: Problems 
and Issues. New York/London: New York University Press, 1991, pp. 21–43; Roxburgh 2014. 
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and in the British Library Dīvān, the bifolios are arranged so that throughout the 
manuscript, facing folios with gold decoration alternate with ones without, but 
the resulting visual effect is much more dramatic in the Dīvān, because the gold 
is more vibrantly off-set by its stronger paper colours. 

In the second half of the fifteenth century, ‘Chinese’ paper was available at 
courts in the west of greater Iran. Although to date no manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ 
paper are known to be dedicated to Pīr Būdāq, there is some evidence to suggest 
that this paper was available during his reign. The calligrapher Shaykh Maḥmūd 
signed two poems on leaves of ‘Chinese’ paper collected in the Istanbul Albums 
H. 2153 and H. 2160 (table 3: 20–21), which mainly contain specimens from the 
Qara Qoyunlu and Aq Qoyunlu periods. These calligraphies do not provide a date, 
an indication of their place of calligraphing, or a courtly affiliation, yet the 
calligrapher’s signing as ‘Shaykh Maḥmūd’ is telling. During his time as student 
of Jaʿfar al-Baysunghūrī in Herat he signed his name as ‘Shaykh Maḥmūd al-
Jaʿfarī’ in recognition of his teacher.51 While in the service of Pīr Būdāq in Shiraz 
and Baghdad, he signed all but one manuscript as either ‘Shaykh Maḥmūd’ or 
‘Shaykh Maḥmūd Pīr Būdāqī.’52 When Pīr Būdāq died in 870/1465–6, Shaykh 
Maḥmūd — by then a mature calligrapher — appears to have left Baghdad. Based 
on six specimens of his work in the Topkapı albums H. 2153 and H. 2160, all of 
which are both signed and provide a place of production, it appears that he was 
then active for only one further year, during which time he moved between Sava, 
Hamadan and Darjazin (near Hamadan).53 It is therefore likely that it was during 
his ten-year career under Pīr Būdāq — the most important patron of manuscripts 
at the time — that Shaykh Maḥmūd had access to ‘Chinese’ paper. 

The calligrapher Sharaf al-Dīn Ḥusayn54 also signed two leaves of ‘Chinese’ 
paper in the album H. 2153 without an indication of a date, place or affiliation. 
He was a younger colleague of Shaykh Maḥmūd when in the service of Pīr Būdāq 
and later worked for the Shirvānshāhīs in Shamakhi and for the Aq Qoyunlu in 
Tabriz, which makes it difficult to estimate where and when he wrote these 
specimens. The only dated calligraphy of Sharaf al-Dīn Ḥusayn on ‘Chinese’ 
paper was not executed in Pīr Būdāq’s capital Baghdad or in the Aq Qoyunlu 
capital Tabriz, but in the provincial capital city of Shamakhi (in present-day 

 
51 Comp. Seki, Yoshifusa: “Shaykh Maḥmūd Haravī”. Nāma-i bahāristān 11 (2010), pp. 45–60, 
here pp. 46–49. 
52 For these six manuscripts cf. Roxburgh 2014, esp. no. 3 on p. 219, no. 4 on pp. 219–220, no. 5 
on p. 220, no. 7 on p. 220, no. 8 on pp. 220–221 and no. 9 on p. 221. Cf. Roxburgh 2014, no. 2 
on p. 219 for Shaykh Maḥmūd’s earliest manuscript known to be dedicated to Pīr Būdāq, a Dīvān 
of Amīr Khusrav Dihlavī of 860/1455–56, that is signed ‘Maḥmūd.’ 
53 Cf. Seki 2010, table on p. 52 for these six specimens dated to 870 and 871 and p. 53 for Shaykh 
Maḥmūd’s movements.  
54 For Sharaf al-Dīn Ḥusaynī cf. Bayānī, Mahdī: Aḥvāl va āthār-i khushnivīsān, volume 1&2: 
nastaʿlīq-nivīsān (second edition). Tehran: Chapkhāna-i Mihārat, 1984 (1363 H. Sh.), no. 257, pp. 
156–157; Soucek 1988, p. 5; Roxburgh 2014, p. 240. 
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Azerbaijan). According to its colophon, this so-called Shamakhi Anthology in the 
British Library (table 1:5) was completed by Sharaf al-Dīn Ḥusayn Sulṭānī (the 
latter written in gold) at the city of Shamakhi on the first day of Rabīʿ II 873 (19 
October 1468).55 The addition of the epithet sulṭanī to the calligrapher’s name 
signifies that he worked for a sultan, and this might well have been the 
Shīrvānshāh ruler Farrukh Yasār, who ruled Shirvan with Shamakhi as its capital 
between 1462 and 1500. 

The Shamakhi Anthology is executed on papers in strong pink, purple and 
green, which were colours already available in earlier manuscripts written on 
‘Chinese’ paper. These papers contain no gold sprinkles or gold designs, but large 
gold flecks as their only ‘Chinese’ gold decoration. On top of this coloured and 
gold-flecked paper not only calligraphy and illumination, but also illustrations 
and a double-page figural frontispiece were added. The distribution of the col-
oured ‘Chinese’ paper in this manuscript is similar to that in the Kulliyāt of Ḥāfiẓ. 
Here, quires regularly consist of three bifolios in each of the manuscript’s colours 
and openings with large flecks of gold usually alternate with those without. 

The albums H. 2153 and H. 2160 contain abundant evidence for the availability 
of ‘Chinese’ paper at the Aq Qoyunlu court in Tabriz during the government of 
the Aq Qoyunlu Yaʿqūb (r. 1478–1490). Two firmāns in the name of Sultan Yaʿqūb 
were written on such paper in the album H. 2153 (table 3:20, ff. 74b, 86b),56 and 
the use of the nisba al-Yaʿqūbī by calligraphers — Sulṭān ʿAlī al-Yaʿqūbī57, ʿAbd al-
Karīm al-Yaʿqūbī58 and ʿAbd al-Raḥīm al-Yaʿqūbī59 — when calligraphing on the 
tinted and gold decorated papers collected in these albums substantiates that they 
were in his service when writing. The only manuscript written completely on 
‘Chinese’ paper known to have been produced for Yaʿqūb is the small New York 
Public Library Makhzan al-asrār (table 1:6). According to its colophon, on folio 
33a, it was calligraphed by the above mentioned Sulṭān ʿAlī al-Yaʿqūbī (the latter 
written in gold), who is also known as ʿAlī Qāʾinī, on 25 Jumādā I 883/ 24 August 
1478.60 The folios are all pale blue and are decorated with gold sprinkles and gold 

55 On f. 89a http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_16561_f089r (last viewed 
17.12.2021). 
56 Soucek 1988, p. 14. 
57  Cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 236–241; Soucek, Priscilla P.: “ʿAlī Qāʾenī”. Encyclopaedia 
Iranica, I/8, 1985, p. 870, the online version of 2012 is available at 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles.ali-qaeni-calligrapher (last viewed 17.12.2021). 
58  Cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 409–411; Soucek, Priscilla P.: “ʿAbd al-Karīm Kvārazmī”. 
Encyclopaedia Iranica, I/2, 1982, pp. 123–125, the online version of 2011 is available at 
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/abd-al-karim-karazmi (last viewed 17.12.2021).  
59  Cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 384–388; Soucek, Priscilla P.: “ʿAbd-al-Rahīm Kvārazmī”. 
Encyclopaedia Iranica, I/2, 1982, p. 143, the online version of 2011 is available at 
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/abd-al-rahim-karazmi (last viewed 17.12.2021). 
60 Soucek 1988, p. 2. 
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designs; a double-page figural frontispiece and one illustration are also included 
in it. 

The calligraphy by Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī (c. 1453–1520) on ‘Chinese’ paper in 
the Istanbul Album H. 2161 (table 3:23) provides an indication that towards the 
end of the fifteenth century this paper was again, or possibly still, available in 
Herat at the court of Ḥusayn Bāyqarā, where Sulṭān ʿ Alī Mashhadī worked during 
most of his career.61 Sulṭān Muḥammad Khandān, who was a student of Sulṭān 
ʿAlī and seems to have spent his whole life in Herat,62 signed the central panel of 
an anthology on ‘Chinese’ paper in the Süleymaniye Library, Istanbul, (table 1:7, 
fig. 23) in the year 903/ 1497–8, while the marginal columns of this anthology 
were calligraphed and signed by Shāh Maḥmūd. The latter may be identifiable 
with Shāh Maḥmūd Nishapūrī who, according to the nineteenth-century 
calligrapher Mīrzā Sanglākh, studied for a while at the atelier of Sulṭān ʿAlī 
Mashhadī and was an apprentice of Sulṭān Muḥammad Khandān.63 Herat then 
appears to be the most likely place of production for this anthology that contains 
poetry by, among others, the Herati poets Jāmī (d. 1492) and Navāʾī (d. 1501), on 
deep purple, pink and orange folios. As in the Shamakhi Anthology, the only 
‘Chinese’ gold decoration in this manuscript consists of large gold flecks on only 
one side of the paper. The folios in three different hues are likewise combined in 
quires of three bifolios. Most quires, however, contain pages in deep purple and 
pink, to which only in the final four quires (ff. 118–141) orange folios were added. 

The gathered data substantiates the use of ‘Chinese’ paper during the fifteenth 
century, from 1437 to 1497–8, but a final manuscript with an indication of a date 
demonstrates that ‘Chinese’ paper was still valued during the Safavid period. A 
poetic anthology in the National Museum of Iran, Tehran (table 1:8, fig. 2) con-
tains a waqf statement on its opening folios as well as multiple seal impressions 
that together testify that the manuscript was endowed by the Safavid Shāh ʿAbbās 
I to the shrine of Shaykh Ṣafī in Ardabil, where it was received in 1017/ 1608–9. 
The manuscript’s binding (now bound with its flap attached to the front instead 
of the back cover) and its illuminations are executed in Safavid styles. Yet, the 
latest poet whose work is included in the manuscript, which does not have a 
colophon, is Jāmī (d. 1492). The papers decorated with gold-flecks, gold-sprinkles 
and gold motifs are coloured in dark pink, light orange, dark orange, light blue, 
light purple and green. With quires containing bifolios that are all differently 
coloured, the colour variation of this manuscript approaches that of the 1451-
dated British  Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4).  This, alongside  the  absence of 

61 For Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 241–266; Blair 1996, pp. 280–283. 
62 For Sulṭān Muḥammad Khandān cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 268–271. 
63 For Shāh Maḥmūd Nishāpūrī cf. Bayānī, Aḥvāl va āthār, pp. 295–307, and p. 297 for Mīrzā 
Sanglākh’s statement. 
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(original) writing in the Tehran anthology’s headpieces and rubrics (fig. 2), leads 
to the hypothesis that this manuscript was produced in the second half of the 
fifteenth century, but that its illuminations were still lacking at that point. It is 
likely that the manuscript was refurbished under Shāh ʿAbbās I (r. 1577–1629) in 
preparation for its endowment to the shrine of the Safavid dynasty’s name giver.64 
These refurbishments consisted of the addition of illuminations to the empty 
spots for headpieces and rubrics, new incipit pages on cream-coloured paper 
holding the waqf statement of Shāh ʿAbbās, and a (new) binding. 

64 This is reminiscent of the very similar case of a famous late-fifteenth-century manuscript of 
the Manṭiq al-ṭayr from Herat that was refurbished and gifted to the shrine of Shaykh Ṣafī by 
Shāh ʿAbbās I in 1017/1608–9. For the refurbishment of the Manṭiq al-ṭayr manuscript, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 63.210, Cf. Kamada, Yumiko: “A Taste for Intricacy: 
An Illustrated Manuscript of Manṭiq al-Ṭayr in the Metropolitan Museum of Art”. Orient: Reports 
of the Society for Near Eastern Studies in Japan 45 (2010), pp. 129–175.  

Fig. 2: Opening of a poetic anthology (table 1:8, two folios not decorated with ‘Chinese’ gold) with binding 
and illumination in the Safavid style and a seal impression reading “Endowment to the blessed tomb of the 
Safavīd Ṣafī, 1017 [1608–09]”. Photograph by Ilse Sturkenboom 
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The Materiality and Production Processes of ‘Chinese’ Paper 

As demonstrated above, scholars have employed the term ‘Chinese’ paper for a 
coherent group of writing supports in Persianate manuscripts but without pre-
senting evidence that this paper was produced in the broad geographical area of 
China.65 This section presents first results of scientific and technical analyses of 
paper fibres, the materials and techniques of colouring the paper, and the appli-
cation of gold. Together, these analyses lead to the conclusion that this kind of 
paper was produced in Central or East Asia. It should be noted that the different 
stages of production do not need to have taken place at the same location. 

To date, it was possible to analyse paper samples from two manuscripts on 
‘Chinese’ paper through microscopy. 66  The samples from both manuscripts 
demonstrate that their papers were produced using fibre components from the 
same set of plants, which are here discussed by focussing on samples taken from 
a total of five folios of a Qurʾan manuscript on ‘Chinese’ paper in the Sarikhani 
Collection (table 2:10, fig. 3). Fibres from the paper mulberry shrub were present 
in all samples. Under a microscope, these fibres can be identified by their trans-
lucent membranes partially detached from the fibres (fig. 3a). The bast of paper 
mulberry has been used for paper making in China since at least the first century 
AD but has thus far not been recorded in papers from the Middle East.67 Ramie 
or ‘China grass’ is another bast fibre that is common in Central and East Asian 
paper production and was identified in small amounts in the paper samples, but 
that has not been identified in paper from the Middle East (fig. 3b). It consists of 
long fibres which under a microscope are recognisable by both longitudinal 
stratification and irregular cross markings.68 The other fibres identified are cot-
ton (which has a ‘twisting’ appearance, fig. 3c), hemp (which looks similar to 
paper mulberry but has a wider lumen and more cross markings, fig. 3d) and flax 
(which has a narrow lumen and many ‘knees,’ fig. 3e). In the Islamic world, rag 
papers were commonly produced out of the latter fibres, but hemp and flax were, 
often in combination with bast fibres, also used for paper production in East 
Asia.69 Papers from Chinese Turkestan that are dated to the period between the 
third  and  eighth century  were  similarly produced  from a combination  of mul- 

 
65 Comp. footnote 24 for further implications of the use of the term ‘Chinese’ paper. 
66 The microscopic analyses were graciously made by Agnieszka Helman-Ważny at the Centre 
for the Study of Manuscript Cultures (CSMC), University of Hamburg. 
67 Cf. for the use of paper mulberry in China Tsien Tsuen-Hsuin: Paper and Printing (part 1 of 
volume 5 Chemistry and Chemical Technology of the series Science and Civilisation in China. Ed. 
Joseph Needham). Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 56–59.  
68 Cf. for the use of ramie in Chinese paper Tsien, Paper and Printing, p. 53. 
69 Cf. Tsien, Paper and Printing, p. 53 for flax, pp. 53–54 for hemp, and p. 63 for cotton in Chinese 
paper. For the predominance of rag fibres in the Islamic world cf. Bloom 2001, pp. 44–45 and 
Bloom, Jonathan M.: “Papermaking: The Historical Diffusion of an Ancient Technique”. In: 
Knowledge and Space. Eds. H. Jöns – P. Meusbruger – M. Heffernan. Heidelberg: Heidelberg 
University, 2017, pp. 51–66. 
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Fig. 3: Microscopic photographs of fibres from papers of the Sarikhani Qurʾan (table 2:10). Photographs 
and analyses by Agnieszka Helman-Ważney

a. Paper mulberry fibres in the Sarikhani Qurʾan, sample
from a light-blue folio with, on one side, the gold design
of a mountainous landscape in combination with fine
gold sprinkling, sūra 3:152–169

b. Ramie fibre in the Sarikhani Qurʾan,
sample from a dark-pink folio with, on one
side, the gold design of a landscape with
mountains and pine trees in combination
with large gold flecks, sūra 10:24–48

c. Cotton fibre in the Sarikhani Qurʾan, sample from a
dark-blue folio with, on one side, the gold design of a
gourd plant in combination with gold sprinkling, sūra
3:152–169

d. Hemp fibre in the Sarikhani Quʾran,
sample from a dark-pink folio with, on one
side, the gold design of a landscape with
mountains and pine trees in combination
with large gold flecks, sūra 10:24–48

e. Flax fibre in the Sarikhani Qurʾan, sample from
a dark-pink folio with, on one side, the gold design
of a landscape with mountains and pine trees in
combination with large gold flecks, sūra 10:24–48
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berry bark, hemp, flax and ramie.70 The scientific evidence of the presence of 
paper mulberry and ramie in the folios tested suggests that ‘Chinese’ paper was 
likely produced in Central or East Asia. However, more extensive testing is 
required to confirm this. 

Microscopic analyses of the surfaces of a number of manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ 
paper (table 1: 1, 4–8 and table 2:9–10, 14–16, fig. 4) reveal that the fibres of the 
paper have an off-white colour. This means that the fibres themselves were not 
dyed, either by adding dye to the paper pulp or dipping the papers into a vat of 
dye, as this would have caused the dye to penetrate and colour the fibres. Rather, 
a thick coating (esp. fig. 4a) appears to have been dyed and then applied, possibly 
with a spatula or a brush, to the paper’s surfaces.  

X-Ray Fluorescence (XRF) analysis of three manuscripts has shown that their 
‘Chinese’ paper contains a large amount of lead. While the gold that is so clearly 
visible on the surface of the papers only produces a very small peak (Au in fig. 5), 

 
70  Tsien, Paper and Printing, p. 54; Tsien Tsuen-Hsuin: “Raw Materials for Papermaking”. 
Collected Writings on Chinese Culture. Ed. Tsuen-Hsuin Tsien. Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University of Hong Kong Press, 2011, pp. 72–90, here pp. 74–75. 

a. Microscopic photograph of the coating of 
Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 1:1). Bodleian Library, 
Oxford, Pers e. 26, f. 3b 

b. Microscopic photograph of the coating of 
a Qurʾan (table 2:9), Detroit Institute of Art, 
30.232, f. 29a 

c. Microscopic photograph of the coating of a Qurʾan (table 2:15), 
auctioned at Christie’s on 25 June 2020, f. 509b 

Fig. 4: Microscopic photographs of coatings and fibres of manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper. Photographs 
by Ilse Sturkenboom 
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lead (Pb in fig. 5) results in a huge peak in the XRF spectra of the Bodleian Kulliyāt 
of Saʿdī (table 1:1). This high amount of lead seems to be the reason for the heavy 
weight of manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper.71 The Bodleian Kulliyāt, for example, 
weighs 1896g. Subtracting the approximate weight of its binding (determined by 
the weighing and measuring of detached bindings to calculate an average density 
per cm3 for Persianate bindings of its type) results in an approximate weight of 
1763g for the paper used in the manuscript. This means that each of the Bodleian 
Kulliyāt’s 269 folios (measuring 22.5 × 14.0 cm) weighs, on average, 6.6 g, with 
the grammage of the paper being 202 g/m2. Although this is not a precise calcu-
lation (because the exact weight of the binding is not known), the calculated gram-
mage of the paper of the unbound Tehran Dīvān of Ṭālib Jājarmī (table 2:16) is 
equally high, at 190 g/m2. The grammage of the ‘Chinese’ paper used in other 
manuscripts, calculated in the same manner as that of the Bodleian manuscript, 
is between 190 and 224 g/m2, 72 which is significantly higher than the grammage 
of other, ‘non-Chinese’ papers employed in Persian manuscripts of the fifteenth 
century and,73 of course, much higher than the 80 g/m2 grammage of today’s 

71 Comp. Howell, David − Ludo Snijders: Conservation Research in Libraries. Berlin/Boston: De 
Gruyter Saur, 2020, p. 137. 
72 The calculated grammages of the ‘Chinese’ paper are 190 g/m2 in the British Library Dīvān of 
Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4), 211 g/m2 in the Shamakhi Anthology (table 1:5), 224 g/m2 in the New York 
Public Library Makhzān al-aṣrār (table 1:6), 213 g/m2 in the DIA Qurʾan (table 2:9), 195 g/m2 in 
the Tareq Rajab Qurʾan (table 2:14), and 198 g/m2 in the Qurʾan sold on 25 June 2020 at 
Christie’s (table 2:15). 
73 For example, the calculated grammage of the paper of a manuscript of the Mihr va Mushtarī, 
British Library Add 6619, written in 876/1472 at Shiraz, is 96 g/m2. 

Fig. 5: Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 1:1). XRF measurements (4 different spots on gold) by David 
Howell, Bodleian Library, Oxford. Data representation and interpretation by Sebastian Bosch
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standard office paper. This means that even if XRF-analysis cannot be conducted, 
a calculated grammage of around 200 g/m2 for the thin,74 tinted and gold-deco-
rated paper in manuscripts from the Persianate world is a strong indication that 
it contains lead or is coated with lead.  

As X-rays penetrate the folio under investigation, it is not possible to determine 
how the lead distributes through the thickness of the folio, and therefore it is 
unclear whether the lead is located inside the paper, in the tinting, or in a layer 
between the two as a base for the dyes and the gold decoration. The tinting of 
folios, however, provides further insight. The paper colours of the Bodleian 
Kulliyāt and the DIA Qurʾan (table 2:9) are made of organic dyes, as no elements 
associated with inorganic pigments were detected by XRF analyses (with the ex-
ception of the aforementioned lead).75 The DIA Qurʾan was further tested using 
fibre optics reflectance spectroscopy,76 which confirmed that all colourants used 
for the paper are organic dyes. These analyses demonstrated that for the ten paper 
colours of the DIA Qurʾan probably three primary dyes were used: an insect (pos-
sibly lac) dye for a strong pink/magenta colour, indigo dye for a dark blue colour, 
and an unidentified organic dye for an orange/yellow colour. The remaining 
seven colours used for this Qurʾan manuscript’s papers consist of either a mixture 
of the primary dyes or a lighter version of primary or mixed dyes. A green dye was 
demonstrated to have been produced by mixing indigo with the organic 
orange/yellow dye, dark purple was achieved by mixing the indigo and dark 
pink/magenta insect dye, while dark orange is a mixture of the orange/yellow dye 
and the magenta insect dye. Light blue, light purple/lavender, grey, and light pink 
appear to have been produced by mixing mentioned dyes with lead white. This is 
suggested by the higher amount of lead detected in lighter papers compared to 
papers tinted with primary dyes (especially orange/yellow). 

The gold decorations on ‘Chinese’ papers are visibly added on top of the dyed 
coating but are positioned underneath the calligraphy, illumination, jadval-lines 
and sporadic illustration applied to the papers in greater Iran. The gold motifs, 
which will be discussed in greater detail below, are positioned underneath the 
large gold flecks (fig. 6a). When instead of gold flecks, fine gold sprinkling was 
used, it can be suspected that also in these cases the gold motifs were applied 
prior to the fine gold sprinkling, even if this is not clearly visible due to the small 

 
74 Recorded thicknesses of single folios of ‘Chinese’ paper range from 0.09 to 0.15 mm. 
75 The analyses of the Bodleian Kulliyāt were thankfully conducted by Dr David Howell, Bodleian 
Library. 
76 Christina Bisulca (Andrew W. Mellon Scientist at the Detroit Institute of Art’s Department of 
Conservation) performed fiber optics reflectance spectroscopy on an Ocean Optics HR4000 
spectrometer from 350–1000nm with a deuterated halogen light source (HL-2000-HP). A bifur-
cated fiber optic probe with approximately 400 µm spot size was used to collect spectra. 



Ilse Sturkenboom et al. 

200 

size of the sprinkles. Thus far, only folios with either gold flecks or gold sprinkles 
have been identified and the two forms of decoration do not jointly occur on the 
same page. 

Microscopic investigations of the gold flecks and fine sprinkles (fig. 6) demon-
strate that both consist of sharp-edged gold leaf, despite them being of consider-
ably different sizes. Yoshifusa Seki has investigated both gold-decorating 
techniques. He compared folios with large gold flecks on fifteenth-century paper 
used in greater Iran to contemporary techniques of applying gold flecks to paper 
in Japan. There, the paper is treated with a starch glue before the gold leaves are 
scattered over it through a large sieve and adhere to the wet starch glue,77 which 
appears to be a suitable technique to achieve the gold flecking on ‘Chinese’ paper 
(fig. 6a) as well. The fine gold sprinkling consists of minute but rather similarly 
sized particles of gold leaf that, according to Seki, are difficult to handle. He 
suggests that these tiny particles (fig. 6b) consist of ground gold leaves that might 
have been mixed with a starch glue before the mixture was applied to the paper 
with a brush.78 As the gold-flecking and -sprinkling is positioned under the cal-
ligraphy and similarly applied gold leaf is not demonstrably used in greater Iran 
before the sixteenth century79 it appears plausible to suggest, as Seki does,80 that 
these gold-decorations were added to ‘Chinese’ paper in East Asia. 

77  Seki, Yoshifusa: “Fann-i zarāfshānī dar du murraqaʿ-i Sulṭān Yaʿqūb: yādgārī az  ʿaṣr-i 
Qarāqūyūnlūhā va Āqqūyūnlūhā”. Nāma-i bahāristān 8–9:13–14 (2007–2008), pp. 77–84, here 
pp. 78–79. 
78 Seki 2007–2008, p. 81. 
79 Early examples of Persian gold flecking were produced in the sixteenth century, such as the 
Shāh-nāma of Shāh Tahmāsp and the Shāh Tahmāsp Album. Apparent earlier examples of gold-
flecked margins such as the early-fifteenth century Khusrav va Shīrīn of Niẓāmī in the Freer 
Gallery of Art (31.32/7) and the Cairo Būstān of Saʿdī (Dār al-kutub, Adab fārisī 22) of c. 1488 are 
in fact later, Safavid, additions. Comp. Blair 2000, pp. 29–30 and Balafrej, Lamia: The Making of 
the Artist in Late Timurid Painting. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019, p. 216. 
80 Seki 2007–2008, p. 81. 

a. f.3a b. f.29a

Fig. 6: Microscopic photographs of the gold decoration in the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4).
Photographs by Ilse Sturkenboom



Chinese Decorated Paper in Persianate Manuscripts of the Fifteenth Century 

201 

‘Chinese’ Paper’s Gold Designs and their Application Techniques 

In the ‘cut off,’ incomplete and, at times, rotated form in which the gold motifs 
in Persianate manuscripts reveal themselves, they quickly give the impression 
that they were once part of a larger whole. The aforementioned studies by Priscilla 
Soucek and Ursula Sims-Williams81 have already demonstrated that this impres-
sion is correct and that folios of ‘Chinese’ paper were cut from long sheets with 
continuous gold designs. What went unnoticed by previous researchers of 
manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper, however, is that the gold motifs repeat within 
single manuscripts and across manuscripts. 

Combining photographic reproductions of folios from manuscripts on 
‘Chinese’ paper in Adobe Photoshop and subsequently tracing them on the places 
where the folios were photographed in their flattest position (fig. 7) makes it pos-
sible to reconstruct the original and continuous designs. This process further-
more provides additional information about the themes of the designs, their ap-
plication techniques as well as their uses within Persianate and Chinese material 
culture. 

The gold designs can be divided into three groups based on their themes. One 
thematic group consists of three plants: the gourd vine (fig. 8), the grapevine,82 
and the pomegranate shrub (fig. 1).83 All plants are depicted growing from the 
soil in the middle of the composition often indicated by hatchings. The stems 
meander up and are, initially, seen from the side. At about one-third from the 
bottom of the compositions, the stems branch out to the right and the left as well 
as upwards and downward. There, leaves, fruits, spiralling vines (in the cases of 
the grape- and gourd vine) and flowers (in the cases of the pomegranate shrub 
and gourd vine) emerge. The more the plants expand, the more perspectives shift, 
allowing the beholder views from the side, the bottom and the top of the plants 
and their details. These plants are frequently recurring motifs in Chinese art and 
can, for example, be found as decoration on blue-and-white porcelain. Tradition-
ally, these motifs are related to longevity, fecundity and offspring  in Chinese art  

 

 
81 Cf. footnotes 10 and 17. 
82  Parts of this design can be seen in the digitised Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 1:1, 
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-e4fd42c8b67c/ (last viewed 
28.12.2021)) on folio 77b and on bifolios 1b–2a, 3b–10a, 4a–9b, 5b–8a, 6a–7b, 59b–66a, 60a–65b, 
61b–64a, 75b–82a, 76a–81b, 78a–79b, 85b–88a, 258b–265a, 259a–264b, 260b–263a, 261a–262b.  
83  Parts of this design can be seen in the digitised Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 1:1, 
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b54c3f88-a3bf-4cfe-a743-e4fd42c8b67c/ (last viewed 
19.12.2021) on folio 80a and on bifolios 43b–50a, 45b–48a, 52a–57b, 53b–56a, 54a–55b as well 
as in the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4, http://www.bl.uk/manu-
scripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_16561 (last viewed 28.12.2021)) on the bifolios 13b–20a, 
30b–35a, 61a–68b, 70b–75a. 
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owing to the reproduction of the fruits as well as the seeds in them,84 which can 
be seen particularly well in the motif of a bursting pomegranate (fig. 1).85 

An analogous thematic group consists of flowering trees that move in similar 
ways and provide  similar perspectives  as the aforementioned plants (fig. 9).86 A 

84 Welch, Patricia Bjaaland: Chinese Art: A Guide to Motifs and Visual Imagery. Tokyo: Tuttle 
Publishing, 2008, pp. 50–52 for the gourd, p. 53 for grapes and pp. 57–58 for the pomegranate. 
85 Also cf. the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4) f. 61a 
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_7759_f061r (last viewed 28.12.2021). 
86 For another design within the same group cf. Soucek 1988, p. 31, fig 15. 

Fig. 7: Tracing of a gourd-vine design based on light-pink folios from a manuscript with five works 
(allegedly) by ʿAṭṭār (table 1:3, from left to right: ff. 427b, 422a, 429a, 421b), orange folios from the same 
manuscript (from left to right: ff. 309a, 297b, 294a), and grey folios from the Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 
1:1, from left to right ff. 26a, 38a). Tracing by Ilse Sturkenboom 

Fig. 8: Traced design of a gourd-vine design as recognised in the manuscripts: Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī 
(table 1:1), five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār (table 1:3), British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4), Sarikhani 
Qurʾan (table 2:10), Qurʾan in the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art (table 2:12), Tareq Rajab Qurʾan 
(table 2:14), Christie’s Qurʾan (table 2:15). Tracing by Ilse Sturkenboom 
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difference in this group of motifs is that two birds of the same species, understood 
as a couple,87 perch on the branches of the flowering tree and interact while facing 
each other. The monochromy of these designs is reminiscent of the literati ink-
painted, rather than colourful, flower-and-bird paintings that originate in the 
Song period.88 

The last and most frequent theme on ‘Chinese’ paper within Persianate manu-
scripts is that of the landscape. Some landscapes contain abundant water waves 
seen in birds-eye view in the lower half of the composition, hills with pines seen 
from a horizontal perspective and, in some designs, clouds in the sky (fig. 10). 
Other landscape compositions indicate water through far fewer waves and more 
negative space (fig. 11),89 while employing multiple viewpoints on the islands in 
the water. This is reminiscent of Chinese landscape paintings such as Zhao 
Mengfu’s 趙孟頫 ink-wash painting Twin Pines, Level Distance 雙松平遠圖 
(fig. 12) in the birds-eye representation of rocks with trees and/or plants in the 
foreground, and hills, seen from a distance, in the background. In the second type 
of landscape, other details that are sometimes depicted include Chinese-style 
pavilions with upturned eaves on the roof corners (fig. 11), flying or swimming 
birds90 and sporadic people.91

  

 
87 Cf. Welch, Chinese Art, p. 67 for any pair of birds being understood to represent a male and a 
female in Chinese art. 
88 For these ink-painted flower-and-bird paintings cf. Law, Sophia Suk-mun: Reading Chinese 
Painting: Beyond Forms and Colors, a Comparative Approach to Art Appreciation. Translation by 
Tony Blishen. Shanghai: Shanghai Press and Publishing, 2016, pp. 99–110. 
89 For another design in this category cf. Soucek 1988: p. 32, fig. 17. 
90 Comp. Soucek 1988: p. 32, figs. 17–18. 
91 A landscape design in which a mounted and a walking man approach a bridge is identified in 
the manuscript with five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār (table 1:3) and in the Qurʾan manuscript 
auctioned at Christies on 25 June 2020 (table 2:15). 

Fig. 9: Traced design of two birds in a flowering tree as recognised in: five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār (table 
1:3), a folio auctioned at Bonhams on 4 October 2011 (table 2:10), a Qurʾan in the Museum of Turkish and 
Islamic Art (table 2:12). Tracing by Kathryn McLaren 
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Fig. 10: Design of a landscape with water waves. Kulliyāt of Saʿdī, 1437 (table 1:1, gold replaced by blue). 
Folios (left to right, top to bottom): 193a, 186b, 143a, 140b, 147a, 152b, 149a, 150b, 169a, 162b, 108a, 113b, 
165a, 166b, 145a, 138b, size of reconstructed sheet: c. 45 × 120 cm. Reconstruction by Ilse Sturkenboom

Fig. 11: Traced design of a landscape with pavilions as recognised in: the Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 
1:1), five poems attributed to ʿAṭṭār (table 1:3), British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4), Sarikhani Qurʾan 
(table 2:10), Qurʾan in the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art (table 2:12), Tareq Rajab Qurʾan (table 
2:14), Christie’s Qurʾan (table 2:15), Tehran Dīvān of Ṭālib Jājarmī (table 1:16). Tracing by Ilse 
Sturkenboom

Fig. 12: Zhao Mengfu, Twin Pines, Level Distance. Handscroll, ink on paper, 26.9 × 107.4 cm. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1973.120.5. Photograph in public domain
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Fig. 13: Details of a gourd-vine design in a manuscript with five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār (table 1:3), ff.  
422a, 428a, 297b, 294a (from left to right and from top to bottom). 

 
Fig. 14: Systems of cutting (bi-) folios from sheets of ‘Chinese’ paper. The dotted frame marks a sheet of 
120 × 55 cm. In the folios of both manuscripts, gold was replaced by blue in Adobe Photoshop to increase 
the visibility of the design. The two left-hand folios are folios 427b and 422a (left to right) from a 
manuscript with five works attributed to ʿ Aṭṭār (table 1:3) that measure c. 35 × 26 cm each. Originally, these 
leaves are coloured in light pink. This figure demonstrates that only four folios, or two bifolios, of this size 
were cut from the original sheet while aiming to capture the design in the middle. The folios to the right 
derive from the Bodleian Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (table 1:1). They measure 22.3 × 14.4 cm and are originally 
coloured in grey. Sixteen folios or eight bifolios were cut from a sheet measuring 120 × 55 cm. 
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The gold designs on ‘Chinese’ paper then fit well within Chinese visual culture 
and find counterparts in Chinese paintings on porcelain, paper or silk. The gold 
execution of the motifs might be unique to ‘Chinese’ paper, but also the designs’ 
monochrome character as well as their employment of empty space to indicate 
water, soil or sky are by all means characteristic of Chinese art. 

The striking repetition of the same designs in and across manuscripts (comp. 
figs. 14–15) give a first impression that they may have been reproduced through 
the old Chinese technique of printing. A closer examination, however, reveals that 
not all components of the motifs but rather the outlines were printed. Figure 13, 
for example, shows that the outlines of the gourd vine on folios in the manuscript 
of five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār are identical. Fine lines and hatching on the 
ground, in the stem and in a flower, however, vary. This indicates that after print-
ing the outlines, details were added with a brush and gold paint, providing each 
print with a certain degree of individuality. Due to its capacity of reproducing a 
whole image, woodblock printing is the most likely method by which the outlines 
of designs were transferred.92 Woodblock printing, though often in black ink, was 
a common method to reproduce paintings in the Ming period.93 Thus, not only 
the styles and themes of the motifs, but also the method of their application 
technique points toward East Asia as their origin. 

92 For Chinese woodblock printing cf. TsienTsuen-Hsuin: “Techniques of Woodblock Printing”. 
Collected writing on Chinese Culture. The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press: Hong Kong, 
2011, pp. 129–144. 
93 Clunas, Craig: Pictures and Visuality in Early Modern China. London: Reaktion, 1997, pp. 134–
148. 

Fig. 15: Systems of cutting (bi-) folios from sheets of ‘Chinese’ paper. The dotted line marks a sheet of 
120 × 55 cm. The dark-blue folios of the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4) measure 17.1 × 10.6 cm. 
From left to right and from top to bottom these are the folios 45b, 16b, 7a, 51a, 17a, 10b and 3a. This figure 
demonstrates that in total twenty-four oblong folios, or twelve bifolios, of this size could be cut from such 
a sheet. The grey folios of a Qurʾan manuscript in the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul 
(table 2: 12) measure 22.7 × 18.0 cm. Here we see, from left to right, folios 347b and 346a. Twelve folios, 
or six bifolios, were cut from such a sheet of ‘Chinese’ paper for this manuscript. 
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The Employment of ‘Chinese’ Paper in Iran and China 

The way in which sheets of ‘Chinese’ paper were employed for manuscript pro-
duction in greater Iran makes clear that these sheets were not understood as 
completed works of art or products. Rather, they required further processing by 
cutting, folding, calligraphing, decorating and binding. Already seen in the 1437 
Bodleian Kulliyāt, but far better recognisable in the 1451 British Library Dīvān of 
Hāfiẓ and in later manuscripts, parts of the same sheet were deliberately dis-
persed over a number of quires, apparently in order to disguise their coherence 
and to further the diversity of motifs in the quires. 

The decision as to how to cut the originally uncut sheets as they arrived at 
greater Iran, was, of course, dependent on the required size and proportions of 
the manuscript. Several cutting systems have thus far been identified (fig. 16), 
which demonstrate that, by means of vertical and horizontal cuts, from just four 
large folios (or two bifolios, fig. 16a) up to twenty-four small folios (or twelve bi-
folios, fig. 16d) could be produced from a single sheet. 

The Qurʾan manuscript sold at Christie’s on 25 June 2020 (table 2:15) provides 
the best indication of the size of the original sheets of paper. Sixteen of its folios 
measuring 26.5 × 14.1 cm could be produced from a single sheet, which indicates 
that the minimum dimensions of the original sheets must have been around 
55 × 120 cm (fig. 16b). A very similar method of cutting sixteen slightly shorter 
folios (22.3 × 14.4 cm) is identified in the Bodleian Kulliyāt (table 1:1, figs. 10, 14). 
Twelve folios, or six bifolios, were cut to produce a Qurʾan manuscript in the 
Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul (table 2:10, figs. 15 and 16c), while 
a total of twenty-four folios, or twelve bifolios, were cut from one sheet to produce 
folios for the British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4, figs. 15 and 16d). The re-
markable aspect of the latter way of cutting is that it produces folios that show the 
designs with a rotation of 90 (or 270) degrees in the manuscript, while the other 
systems produce folios that either show the designs correctly or with a rotation of 
180°. 

The two c. 1438 ʿAṭṭar manuscripts (table 1:2–3, figs. 7, 14, 16a, 21) are, by their 
sheer folio size of c. 36 × 25 cm, the most suitable to reconstruct original designs. 
A (nearly) complete gold design can be reconstructed by combining reproduc-
tions of only two bifolios from these manuscripts (figs. 16a, 21). These recon-
structions demonstrate that the folios were produced from the middle of the 
original sheets, where most of the gold design was located. Indeed, also in the 
ʿAṭṭar manuscripts themselves, large amounts of gold design feature on the folios 
whereas in other manuscripts it is common to also see folios with only a very 
small gold element from a larger design, or folios that might have been part of a 
sheet with design that only shows gold flecks or sprinkling, possibly because they 
were cut from  the edges of the  large sheets. Through the  large amounts of gold 
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on their folios, the ʿAṭṭar manuscripts thus present themselves as even more 
extraordinary than the other manuscripts. For this extensive project of writing 
eleven works attributed to ʿAṭṭār on ‘Chinese’ paper for Shāhrukh, a total of 
around 230 sheets of ‘Chinese’ paper (926 folios: 4 folios per sheet) must have 
been required. The paper waste resulting from this system of cutting must have 
been immense and it seems plausible to suggest, as Elaine Wright does, that the 
wastepaper deriving from the edges of the sheet ended up in small manuscripts 
and those that contain only a few folios of ‘Chinese’ paper.94 Also the British 
Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ gives the impression that the original sheets were used to 
provide folios for more than one manuscript. Even though the British Library 
Dīvān is a complete manuscript, it for example includes only seven folios (three 
bifolios and one single folio) cut from a dark blue sheet with a landscape design 
(fig. 15), while twelve bifolios or twenty-four folios could be cut from a full sheet 
measuring 55 × 120 cm. 

Strong clues that point towards East Asia as the origin of ‘Chinese’ paper have 
already been discussed, but the purpose of these papers is still unknown. During 
a research trip to China and Taiwan in 2019 three Chinese examples of ‘Chinese’ 
paper were identified that provide information about their mode of employment 

94 Comp. Wright forthcoming for the thought that six of the seven folios of ‘Chinese’ paper in 
the small anthology Per. 294 in the Chester Beatty Library were cut from remains of sheets that 
were used for larger manuscripts. 

a. System of cutting of the ʿAṭṭār manuscript
(table 1:2–3), folio c. 36 × 25 cm

b. System of cutting of a Qurʾan sold at
Christie’s (table 2:15), folio 22.5 × 14.1 cm

c. System of cutting of a Qurʾan in the
Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul
(table2:10), folio 22.7 × 18.0 cm

d. System of cutting of the British Library
Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (table 1:4), folio 17.1 × 10.6 cm

Fig. 16: Regular cutting systems of sheets of ‘Chinese’ paper to produce bifolios for manuscript 
production, the size of the reconstructed sheet as depicted in grey is 55 × 120 cm. 
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in China. The exhibition Friends Through Culture: A Special Exhibition of Paintings 
on Elegant Gatherings at the National Palace Museum, Taipei (5 May–
25 December 2019), focussed on paintings of ‘elegant gatherings.’ The insightful 
display of the painting The Eighteen Scholars 十八學士圖, which is historically 
attributed to the late-twelfth and early thirteenth-century artist Liu Songnian 劉
松年 but is considered to be a Ming copy,95 did not only show the painting itself, 
but the complete handscroll of which it is part (fig. 17). This is rather uncommon 
in exhibitions and publications of Chinese art, which put on display and publish 
sections of the scroll considered to be more important, while hiding other 
sections such as the frontispiece. Read from the right to the left, The Eighteen 
Scholars handscroll opens with a yellow frontispiece paper, which is followed by 
the painting itself and multiple colophon papers.96 Close examination reveals that 
the yellow frontispiece (fig. 18) contains the gold design of a landscape with, in 
the foreground, rocks, plants and birds seen in birds-eye view and, in the back-
ground, mountains with a few clouds above them seen from a distance. 

Especially exciting was the discovery of another handscroll frontispiece contain-
ing the calligraphy Poems at Songfeng Pavilion (自書松風閣詩) written by the 
famous Song-period calligrapher Huang Tingjian 黄庭坚 (1045–1105, fig. 19).97 
The frontispiece of this handscroll, which is also located in the National Palace 
Museum in Taipei (fig. 20), was, judging from its seal impressions, attached to 
the scroll in the Ming period.98 Its dark blue paper is the same colour as that used 
for folios in the 1451 British Library Dīvān of Ḥāfiẓ (comp. fig. 15), while its 
printed gold design of two birds in a flowering tree is used both in the c. 1438 
manuscript with five works attributed to ʿAṭṭār (figs. 9 and 21) and also on a 
similarly coloured dark blue folio from a Qurʾan manuscript.99 

A final example of ‘Chinese’ paper is similarly used as frontispiece to a hand-
scroll which is located in the National Palace Museum in Beijing (fig. 22).100 The 
light-orange frontispiece sheet contains a gold landscape design with waves, 
which was, among others,  recognised in the 1437 Kulliyāt of Saʿdī (fig. 10).  The  

95 Friends Through Culture: A Special Exhibition of Paintings on Elegant Gatherings (以文會友: 雅
集圖特展). Ed. Lin Wanru 林宛儒. Taipei: National Palace Museum, 2019, no. 19. 
96 Cf. for this handscroll 
https://theme.npm.edu.tw/opendata/DigitImageSets.aspx?sNo=04011039 (last viewed 
16.01.2022). 
97  I am indebted to Yusen Yu for the reference to this handscroll. Cf. for this handscroll 
https://digitalarchive.npm.gov.tw/Painting/Content?pid=43&Dept=P (last viewed 16.01.2022). 
98 I am grateful to Lai Yuchih, Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica, Taipei, for this 
information. 
99 Cf. https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/a-group-of-timurid-or-aqquyunlu-quran-
5125277-details.aspx (last viewed 28.12.2021) for this folio that appears to stem from the same 
manuscript as the 45 folios in the Sarikhani Collection (table 2:10). 
100 I am grateful to Zhao Lihong, research professor librarian at the Palace Museum in Beijing, 
for confirming that this sheet is part of a handscroll. 



Ilse Sturkenboom et al. 

210 

Fig. 17: Handscroll with the painting The Eighteen Scholars. 44.5 cm in height. National Palace Museum, 
Taipei. Photograph of the exhibition Friends Through Culture: A Special Exhibition of Paintings on Elegant 
Gatherings. Photograph by Ilse Sturkenboom 

Fig. 18: Frontispiece of The Eighteen Scholars handscroll. 44.5 cm in height. National Palace Museum, 
Taipei. Photograph by Ilse Sturkenboom 

Fig. 19: Handscroll with calligraphy of Poems at Songfeng by Huang Tingjian. 32.8 cm in height. National 
Palace Museum, Taipei 
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https://digitalarchive.npm.gov.tw/Painting/Content?pid=43&Dept=P (last viewed 14.01.2022) 

Fig. 20: Frontispiece of the handscroll containing Poems at Songfeng by Huang Tingjian. 32.8 × 114.1 cm. 
National Palace Museum,Taipei. http://painting.npm.gov.tw/Painting_Page.aspx?dep=P&PaintingId=43
(last viewed 29.12.2021) 

Fig. 21: Five works attributed to Farīd al-Dīn ʿAṭṭar, calligraphed c. 1438 for Shāhrukh in Herat (table 1:3). 
Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul, 1992, folio (left to right): 78a, 71b, 88a, 93b. Size of 
reconstructed sheet: c. 35 × 106 cm. Reconstruction by Ilse Sturkenboom 
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most striking aspect of this frontispiece is its ink painting, which is signed by the 
Ming court artist Wu Wei 吳偉 (1459–1509) and depicts the anecdote Asking for 

the Ferry (book 18, chapter 6 of the Analects of Confucius).101 

It was not possible to handle any of these examples or to technically analyse 
them, and therefore it is not possible to say whether the paper’s weight, material-
ity and dyes are similar to the paper used in Persianate manuscripts. However, 
the frontispieces’ use of the same gold-printed designs as in the manuscripts 
from greater Iran, apparently the same colours, heights below 55 cm (44.5 cm, 
32.8 cm and 46.3 cm) and a date roughly corresponding to the Ming period (be-
fore 1509 for the Wu Wei frontispiece) provide sufficient evidence to suggest that 
this paper was indeed produced and used in Ming China. Furthermore, these 
examples indicate that ‘Chinese’ paper was produced as stationery paper102 for 
frontispieces (if not also for other purposes) and was, not unlike its use in 
Persianate manuscripts, cut or trimmed to fit the formats of the handscrolls. Of 
the featured frontispieces only one has been identified with a painting on top, but 
other frontispieces, and also those with gold flecks, hold calligraphy providing the 
title of the work in the handscroll.103 It can therefore be assumed that writing or 
painting on top of the coloured and gold-decorated frontispieces was part of its 
intended purposes. Therefore, it is possible to see the Persian impulse to write on 
the same paper and to understand it as an interim stage in a production process 
as not that far remote from or even disrespectful of the intended use of the paper. 

Text-image Relations in the Use of Chinese Stationery Paper 

Further research is needed in order to say in which instances exactly and for 
which reasons coloured and gold-decorated stationery paper was employed in 
China, and whether it might have had a particular meaning. The paper’s availa-
bility at the Ming court and use in front of valued art works, however, do give the 
impression that it was considered a high-status commodity. 

Wu Wei’s painting on a sheet with landscape design might imply a further re-
lationship  between this  painting and the gold print onto which  it is positioned 

101 I am grateful to Uta Lauer for pointing this out to me. For a translation of this anecdote cf. 
Legge, James (trans.): The Chinese Classics, volume 1: Confucian Analects, the Great Learning, The 
Doctrine of the Mean, third edition. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1960, pp. 333–334. 
102 The use of decorated stationery paper has a long tradition in China. Tinted notepaper was 
already used in the fourth century AD and notepaper coloured in ten different colours with 
motifs and gold ‘sand,’ gold ‘powder,’ and gold ‘spots’ were known by the ninth century AD. 
Already in the tenth century it was recorded that stationery papers were decorated through wood-
block printing. Cf. Tsien, Paper and Printing, pp. 92–94 and A Special Exhibition of Painting and 
Calligraphy on Song Dynasty Decorated Paper (宋代花笺特展). Ed. He Yanquan (何炎泉). Taipei: 
National Palace Museum, 2017 for Song-period uses of decorated stationery paper. 
103 Cf. the 31-volume series Illustrated Catalogue of Painting and Calligraphy in the National Palace 
Museum (故宮書畫圖錄), esp. volume 22. Ed. Lee Yumin (李玉珉). Taipei: National Palace 
Museum, 2003. 
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(fig. 22). The anecdote visualised by Wu Wei narrates how Confucius — seated 
on the carriage in the painting — and his driver were looking for a good place to 
pass a river. The carriage driver approached two men ploughing in a field — seen 
on the left in the painting — and asked them where it is best to ford the river. The 
men replied that Confucius, as a sage, should know the answer to this question 
very well. Providing the content of the story depicted, it does not seem to be 
entirely coincidental that out of all tinted sheets with gold designs available, a 
sheet with the design depicting abundant water waves was chosen as a back-
ground for this painting. In this image-image combination, the positioning of 
Confucius’ carriage within these waves thus appears to reinforce the message that 
he already knows where the best ford is. 

Similarly, in manuscripts from the Persianate world, we can at times suspect a 
relationship between the text and the gold images onto which it was written. The 
best example is ʿAttār’s poem Manṭiq al-ṭayr (‘Conference of the Birds’) in one of 
the volumes produced for Shāhrukh (table 1:3). Except for a few folios, this work 
about birds finding their way to God is written on top of pink leaves with gold 
designs of birds perching on flowering branches.104 In other cases, however, no 
relation can be established between the contents of the texts and the images used 
as a background. In order to explain those occurrences of works written on 
Chinese stationery paper we might reconsider the nature of these works. They 
often consist of poems written by a single author or multiple authors (tables 1:1–
8, 2:16, 3:18–19) and of Qurʾan manuscripts (table 2:9–15). These works have in 
common that they are difficult to illustrate. The Qurʾan is never illustrated, and 

 
104 This work is written on ff. 112b–161b. Of these folios, only ff. 156–157 are not written on 
pieces of a sheet with the design of two birds perching in a flowering tree, but instead on a gourd-
vine design. 

Fig. 22: Wu Wei (1459–1509), Asking for the Ferry, painted on stationery paper used as a frontispiece. Palace 
Museum, Beijing, 00153059. 46.3 × 110.1 cm. Yu, Yusen: “Gold Sprinkled: Chinese Paper and Persian 
Book Arts during the Fifteenth Century”. In: The Allure of Matter: Materiality Across Chinese Art. Ed. 
Orianna Cacchione – Wei-Cheng Li. University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 2021, pp. 92–113, Fig. 5 
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the poems contained in the manuscripts are at times mystical and therefore 
rather abstract, or they are short ghazals and other poems which lack a clear nar-
rative. The selection of decorated papers from China to write these works upon 
presents itself as an endeavour to produce luxurious and visually appealing 
manuscripts in, at times, courtly contexts without the need of the lavish 
illustration used in other luxury manuscripts. 

A poem sometimes related to the use of ‘Chinese’ paper in Persianate manu-
scripts stems from Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī’s 920/1514-dated treatise Ṣirāt al-

suṭūr.105 If the most complete  sixteenth- and seventeenth-century versions of his 
treatise are compared to V. Minorsky’s often-quoted translation of this poem, it 
becomes evident that the former provide more verses, slightly different wording 
and another sequence of the verses.106 They also indicate that instead of Chinese 
(khaṭāʾī) paper, hennaed (ḥanāʾī) paper was addressed by Sulṭān ʿAlī and that 
‘khaṭāʾī’ may either be a copying error of ‘ḥanāʾī’ or both words were used 
synonymously in manuscripts:107 

حاجت آن که آزمايی نيست نيست   ]حنايی [کاغذی بهتر از خطايی

مکنَش رد اگر خردمندی حبذا کاغذ سمرقندی

ليک پاک و سفيد می بايدخط براو صاف و خوب می آيد 

جهد کن تا که خوب بستانی  خواه رسمی و خواه سلطانی 

رنگ آن از چيست  با تو گويم کهی به از حنايی نيست نگ هيچ ر

از مدادست بيش ازين مپسند زعفران و حنا و قطره ای چند  

زينِت خط خوب مرغوبست خط بر او خوب و هم طال خوبست

خيره سازد چو ديدن خورشيدچشم را رنگ سرخ و زرد و سفيد

تا از او ديده ها بياسايد بهِر خط نيم رنگ می بايد 

خط رنگين بر او نکو باشدرنگهايی که تيره رو باشد 

تا نمايد خط تو خوب و نفيس کاغِذ سرخ را سفيد نويس 

108از سفيداب دلپسند بود کاغذ کان کبود˚ رنگ بَُود 

105 Soucek 1988: p. 14 appears to be the first to relate Sulṭān ʿAlī Mashhadī’s poem to the 
phenomenon of ‘Chinese’ paper. 
106 Cf. for Minorsky’s version of the poem Minorsky, V.: Calligraphers and Painters by Qāḍī 
Aḥmad, son of Mīr-Munshī. Translated from the Russian by T. Minorsky. Washington DC: Freer 
Gallery of Art, 1959: p. 113. For an edition of the relevant poem of the Ṣirāt al-suṭūr based on 
three manuscripts of the sixteenth and seventeenth century cf. Māyil Haravī, Najīb: Kitāb ārāʾī 
dar tamaddun-i islāmī. Mashhad, Āstān-i Quds-i Raḍawī, 1993, pp. 90–91 and pp. پنجاه و پنج – پنجاه 
.for the manuscripts used for the edition و سه 
107 Already Minorsky (Calligraphers and Painters: p. 113, n. 369) commented that in one occasion 
in this poem ‘ḥanāʾī’ might be read instead of ‘khatāʾī’. With reference to the same poem, Afshār 
(2011, p. 99) mentioned that Sulṭān ʿ Alī Mashhadī used khatāʾī in place of ḥanāʾī. In her analyses 
of Persian recipes for paper dyes, Mandana Barkeshli notes that henna colour was referred to 
with both ḥanāʾī and khatāʾī. Cf. Barkeshli, Mandana: “Historical Persian Recipes for Paper 
Dyes”. Restaurator 37:1 (2015), pp. 49–89, p. 67. I am grateful to Mandana Barkeshli, Nourane 
Ben Azzouna and Elaine Wright for discussing this poem with me. 
108 Based on the edition of Māyil Haravī (Kitāb ārāʾī, pp. 90–91). The addition of ḥanāʾī in square 
brackets in the first verse is my own. 
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There is no better paper than Chinese [hennaed] paper, 

there is no need to test it. 

Oh excellent, the paper of Samarqand!  

Do not reject it if you are wise. 

On it, calligraphy comes out clear and good,  

but if it needs to be pure and white, 

whether of the rasmī or the sulṭānī kind,  

try to acquire it well. 

There is no better colour than henna,  

I tell you what its colour consists of: 

Saffron, henna and a few drops  

of ink, no more. 

Calligraphy is good on it and gold is too, 

the adornment of good calligraphy is desirable. 

For the eye, the colours red, green and white, 

are dazzling, like looking at the sun. 

For calligraphy, a slight tint is suitable,  

for it relaxes the eye. 

On dark colours, 

coloured writing is good. 

Write on red paper with white,  

to make your writing good and delicate. 

For paper that is blue,  

white lead is pleasant.109 

 

The (slightly-tinted Persian) paper dyes favoured by Sulṭān ʿAlī were already de-
scribed in the anonymous fifteenth-century treatise Risāla dar bayān-i kāghaz 

murakkab wa ḥall-i alwān110 and can also physically be found in fifteenth-century 

 
109 For translations of parts of this poem cf. Minorsky, Calligraphers and Painters, p. 113 and 
Barkeshli 2016: pp. 50, 66. 
110 Cf. Māyil Haravī, Kitāb ārāʾī: pp. 67–80 for an edition of this text and Barkeshli 2016 for 
translations of excerpts from it.  
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Persian manuscripts.111 His statement that white, red, and green paper have the 
effect of looking at the sun is repeated by Muḥammad Bukhārī in 1586 and the 
sixteenth-century treatise of Ṣayrafī confirms that this effect is not desirable in 
the clear expression that white harms the eyesight a hundred times.112 

Considerations similar to Sulṭān ʿAlī’s thinking about which colours to choose 
for writing on coloured paper can also be suspected of the process of writing on 
Chinese stationery paper. In the anthology of 1497–8 (table 1:7), calligraphed by 
Sulṭān ʿAlī’s apprentice Sulṭān Muḥammad Khandān and Shāh Maḥmūd, for ex-
ample, the coloured inks are consciously selected to contrast with their tinted sup-
port (fig. 23). White is often chosen to highlight lines on the dark purple, strong 
pink and deep orange folios, while red, gold, green and blue were also used to 
contrast with their backgrounds. As such, the calligraphy and the paper interplay 
and reinforce each other: the colours of both seem even brighter when juxtaposed, 
and the qualities of both are enhanced by the presence of the other. The story of 
this and other manuscripts on ‘Chinese’ paper then becomes a story of superla-
tives. The best calligraphers of the time wrote the most highly valued works 
(Herat’s court poets Jāmī and Navāʿī in the 1497–8 anthology being two) on 
coloured paper from China for the most important (courtly) patrons. This 
demonstrates an appreciation of all of the manuscript’s parts and, especially, of 
their combination. 

If we ask whether manuscripts written on ‘Chinese’ paper were meant to be 
read or to be looked at, the answer can only be ‘both.’ Only if the reader’s and 
viewer’s attention switches back and forth between the content of the text, the 
beauty of the calligraphy, the changing colours of the paper and its gold designs, 
can the manuscript be appreciated to its fullest. The gold flecks, sprinkles and 
images are only a background if one reads the text, but they are foregrounded if 
one focusses on the landscapes, plants and living beings and maybe even at-
tempts to reconstruct the complete designs or to establish relationships between 
the images and the text. 

The ambiguity between the gold images as a medium on which to write and an 
intermediary agent that conveys meaning is beautifully seen in Qurʾan manu-
scripts on ‘Chinese paper.’ The producers of several, probably fifteenth-century, 
Qurʾan manuscripts had no problem with employing designs that feature birds 
in a landscape or a tree as a background for the holy text.113 They thus appear to 
have mainly  understood  these gold images as an embellishment  without icono- 

111 For examples cf. Teece, Denise-Marie. “’Compassionate Companion, Familiar Friend’: The 
Turin Safîna (Biblioteca Reals ms. Or. 101) and its Significance”. Muqarnas 36 (2019), pp. 61–82 
and Wright forthcoming. 
112 Cf. Māyil Haravī, Kitāb ārāʾī, p. 454 for Muḥammad Bukhārī’s statement and p. 291 for 
Ṣayrafī ‘s statement. Barkeshli 2016: p. 50 translates and discusses these sections. 
113 Designs including birds have been recognised in the Qurʾan manuscripts table 2:10, 12, 15. 
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graphic implications. Later beholders of two Qurʾan manuscripts, however, took 
offense at these birds and ‘killed’ the depictions of living beings by rubbing out 
their faces or placing a gold fleck on their head (fig. 24). Inevitably, the presence 
of the birds in the Qurʾan manuscripts and the iconoclastic reaction they provoked 
reinforce the multi-layered understanding of the gold images. On the background 
or to the sides of the main text, they contribute to the embellishment of the 
ensemble, and yet, they never entirely seem to lose their quality as recognisable 
images. 

Conclusion 

The gathered evidence indicates that the ‘Chinese’ paper used in Persianate 
manuscripts was created out of long paper sheets from at least 55 × 120 cm that 
were in all likelihood produced, coloured and decorated with gold in Ming China. 
Contrary to what was previously assumed, the outlines of the gold motifs were 
not painted but instead printed onto the paper, after which details were executed 
with a brush. In Ming China,  these stationery papers were used as frontispieces  

Fig. 23: Opening of an anthology with works by Nawāʿī, Jāmī, ʿĀrifī and Rūmī (table 1:7), calligraphed by 
Sulṭān Muḥammad Khanḍān in 1497–8 (central panel) and Shāh Maḥmūd [Nishapūrī] (marginal column), 
probably in Herat. Süleymaniye Library, Istanbul, Ayasofya 4334, ff. 70b–71a 
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that may also be painted or written upon, while, once exported to greater Iran in 
the fifteenth century, the sheets were cut up and folded to the required folio sizes 
to subsequently be written upon, illuminated and bound. Contextual information 
obtained from the manuscripts suggests that they were luxury books that, at least 
in part, were produced at courts, in the most important centres of manuscript 
production in the Persianate world (such as Shiraz, Herat, Tabriz and probably 
Baghdad), and calligraphed by the most famous calligraphers of the time. The 

a. Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul, 41 (table 2:12), f. 72b

b. Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, Istanbul, 41 (table 2:12), f.205b

c. Christie’s Qurʾan (table 2:12), f. 315b

Fig. 24: Defacing of birds in Qurʾan manuscripts
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contents of these manuscripts — the Qurʾan or, often, collections of short or 
mystical poetry — have in common that they are difficult to illustrate. The fif-
teenth-century selection of Chinese stationery paper to write these texts upon pre-
sents itself as an attempt to create the finest manuscripts without frequently draw-
ing on the figural illustrations that characterise other luxury manuscripts of the 
time. In these manuscripts, high-quality calligraphy interplays with the changing 
colours of the paper and its gold designs that, depending on the reader’s and be-
holder’s focus, can be understood as pure embellishment or valued as 
recognisable images and part of a larger composition. 

Sources of Illustrations 

Figs. 1, 24c: Courtesy of Christie’s, London — Figs. 2, 4, 6, 17, 18: Photograph by Ilse 
Sturkenboom — Fig. 3: Photographs and analyses by Agnieszka Helman-Ważney — Fig. 5: 
XRF measurements (4 different spots on gold) by David Howell, Bodleian Library, Oxford. Data 
representation and interpretation by Sebastian Bosch — Fig. 7, 8, 10, 11, 21: Tracing by Ilse 
Sturkenboom — Fig. 9: Tracing by Kathryn McLaren — Fig. 12: Photograph in public do-
main — Figs. 13–16: Graphic arrangements by Ilse Sturkenboom — Figs. 19, 20: National 
Palace Museum, Taipei — Fig. 22: Palace Museum, Beijing — Fig. 23: Süleymaniye Library, 
Istanbul — Figs. 24a, b: Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, Istanbul 
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Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye in Context 

Text-Text versus Text-Image Configurations in Ottoman Manuscripts 

Tobias Heinzelmann 

From the late 16th century onwards, the term ḥilye held a prominent place in the 
literature and art of the Ottoman Empire. Originally standing for “ornate” or 
“sheen,” it denotes creative works on two different levels: firstly literary 
texts — mostly poetry — describing the physiognomy of a person, usually a reli-
gious authority. And secondly calligraphic manifestations, notably calligraphic 
panels, of a text describing the physiognomy of a religious authority.1 In the ma-
jority of cases ḥilye refers to the Prophet Muḥammad, but there are also texts and 
calligraphic panels about other prophets, the rightly guided caliphs, and Sufi 
saints.2 Recent research has focussed on calligraphic panels, seeing ḥilye-panels 
as an exemplar for the iconicity of calligraphy in the Ottoman Empire.3 The inter-
relation of literary ḥilye-texts and their graphic design in manuscripts and printed 
copies, however, is still understudied.4 A closer look at the manuscripts helps us 
to better understand the interaction between the author or, as it may be, his text, 
on the one hand, and the users, i. e. the copyists, owners, readers, and beholders 
on the other. Which aspects of the text — content, language, structure — could 
be emphasised by graphic aspects of a copy, and how relevant might this have 

 
1 The 17th century diplomat and lexicographer Meninski defines ḥilye as: “ornatus gladii, pec. in 
capolo et vaginam, et externa forma descriptioque viri […],” Meninski, Franciscus à Mesgnien: 
Thesaurus Linguarum Orientalium, Turcicae, Arabicae Persicae [...] nimirum Lexicon Turcico – 
Arabico – Persicum [...]. 3 vols. Vienna 1680, here vol. 1, column 1801. Cf. also Uzun, Mustafa: 
“Hilye”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 18, 1998, pp. 44–47, here p. 44. 
2 This applies mainly to the texts, cf. Erdoğan, Mehtap: Türk Edebiyatında Manzum Hilyeler. 
Osmanlı Edebiyat Tarih Kültür Yayınları 2, Istanbul: Kitapevi, 2013, pp. 17–20. There are also 
calligraphic panels for authorities other than Muḥammad, e.g., a panel of the Ḥilye-i Mevlānā, 
cf. Gölpınarlı, Abdülbâki: Mevlânâ Müzesi Yazmalar Kataloğu, vol. 2. Ankara: T.C. Millî Eğitim 
Bakanlığı 1971, pp. 368–369. 
3 Cf. Schick, İrvin Cemil: “The Iconicity of Islamic Calligraphy in Turkey”. In: RES: Anthropology 
and Aesthetics 53/54 (Spring–Autumn, 2008), pp. 211–222, or Elias, Jamal J: Aisha’s Cushion, 
Religious Art, Perception, and Practice in Islam. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press 2012, here pp. 270–283. 
4 There is a comprehensive study on the layout of other works, cf. Daub, Frederike-Wiebke: 
Formen und Funktionen des Layouts in arabischen Manuskripten anhand von Abschriften religiöser 
Texte – al-Būṣīrīs Burda, al-Ǧazūlīs Dalāʾil und die Šifāʾ von Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ. (Arabische Studien 12). 
Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 2016. 
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been for the process of reception? In the present case — a poem about the physio-
gnomy of the Prophet Muḥammad — this poses the question how the configu-
ration of a manuscript, including its illumination (i. e. graphic elements with an 
ornamental intention) or illustration (i. e. graphic elements with semantic func-
tion), mediated information about the interrelation of different texts — that is, 
between the author and his sources? And furthermore, is there any categorical 
distinction between works of high calligraphic art and those of “ordinary” copy-
ists, regarding the iconicity of script? 

In this study, I analyse manuscripts of the most widely read ḥilye-poem in the 
Turkish language, the Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī, which is named after its author Meḥmed 
Ḫāḳānī (d. 1015/1606–7). The poem was completed in 1007/1598–1599, it con-
sists of a little more than seven hundred verses and is based on al-Tirmidhī’s 
(d. 279/892) al-Shamāʾil al-Nabawiyya, one of the oldest and most authoritative 
texts about the physiognomy of the Prophet Muḥammad. 

To begin, I will give a short description of the structure, content and character 
of the two texts, which helps us to understand how these aspects became manifest 
visually on the folios of a manuscript. Then, I will analyse manuscripts of al-
Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil and Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye from the collections of the Süleymaniye 
Library, Istanbul. Almost all of the manuscripts are easily accessible as digitized 
images in the Süleymaniye Library, and my study is mostly based on these. Only 
in a few cases was a close study of the original required. 

1. Shamāʾil and ḥilye — Texts About the Physiognomy of the Prophet
Muḥammad

Texts describing the physiognomy of the Prophet Muḥammad date from a very 
early period of Arabic literature. The most influential work on this theme is a 
collection of ḥadīth-texts compiled by Abū ʿĪsā al-Tirmidhī — al-Shamāʾil al-
Nabawiyya (“The Good Qualities of the Prophet”). The author, al-Tirmidhī, was a 
scholar of high renown, and his more comprehensive ḥadīth-collection — al-
Jāmiʿ al-Ṣaḥīḥ — is one of the canonical texts of Islamic scholarship.5 In compar-
ison, al-Shamāʾil al-Nabawiyya is a small book containing only traditions which 
focus on the Prophet’s physiognomy and character. It is, however, also structured 
by themes, just like the canonical collections, and includes the full chain of nar-
rators (isnād) of every text. A first, introductory chapter contains general physical 
descriptions. The following 54 chapters each focus on a narrower topic, e.g. his 
hair, his way of dressing, his way of using antimony (kuḥl), his manner of walk-
ing. The collection also includes two chapters with quite similar titles — “the seal 
of prophethood” (khātam al-nubuwwa) and the “seal of the messenger of God” 

5 However, it should be noted that, unlike the Shamāʾil, this comprehensive collection contains 
only ḥadīth of the highest category (ṣaḥīḥ). 
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(khātam rasūl Allāh) — the first being about a mark on his back between his 
shoulders, the second an artefact, which he used to sign official letters.6 The con-
cluding chapter of al-Shamāʾil al-Nabawiyya collects accounts from people who 
saw the Prophet in their dreams.7 

Probably the most influential ḥadīth-text from Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil goes back to 
Muḥammad’s cousin and son-in-law ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib. The original text is not 
easily understandable and my translation is based on commentaries — especially 
ʿAlī al-Qārī (d. 1014/1605).8 The intention is not to reconstruct the original mean-
ing, but to reflect how the text was understood by readers in later times. 

“Aḥmad ibn ʿAbda al-Ḍabbī al-Baṣrī, ʿAlī ibn Ḥujr and Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn al-

Ḥusayn (that is Ibn Abī Ḥalīma) reported [the following] to us, consistent in content.9 

They said: ʿĪsā ibn Yūnus reported to us from ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd Allāh, a client of Ghufra. 

He said: Ibrāhīm ibn Muḥammad, one of the descendants of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib — may 

God be pleased with him — reported to me. He said: ‘When ʿAlī described the messenger 

of God — God bless him and grant him salvation — he used to say: 

‘The messenger of God — God bless him and grant him salvation — was neither exces-

sively long nor very small. He was of medium height. He had neither tight curls nor 

straight hair. His hair was slightly curled. His face was not full and meaty, nor was it 

furrowed with fury. His face was rather a bit roundish. His skin was light and slightly 

reddish. He had dark black eyes and long eyelashes. His joints and shoulders were sturdy. 

He was not very hairy (ajrad), but had body hair from chest to belly. His hands and feet 

were hard. When he walked, it was as if he was flying down a slope. If someone turned to 

him, so did he. Between his shoulders he had the seal of prophethood, since he was the 

last of the prophets. He was the best of all men as far as his chest was concerned, the 

sincerest in terms of his tongue, the mildest in mind, and the noblest with respect to his 

tribe. Those who saw him unexpectedly, stood in awe, those who associated with him and 

knew him, loved him. Whoever described him said: ‘I have never seen anyone like 

him — neither before, nor after — God bless him and grant him salvation.’”10 

In this ḥadīth Muḥammad is no unearthly beauty. The beauty of the Prophet is 
rather described as the absence of extremes — for example, in terms of his body 

 
6 al-Tirmidhī, Abū ʿĪsā b. Muḥammad b. ʿĪsā b. Sūra: al-Shamāʾil al-Muḥammadiyya wal-khaṣāʾil 
al-Muṣṭafāwiyya. Ed. Muḥammad ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Khālidī. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2006, 
here chapter 2, “the seal of the prophethood”, pp. 16–20, and chapter 11, “the seal of the 
Prophet”, pp. 43–46. 
7 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, pp. 194–198. 
8 al-Qārī, ʿAlī b. Sulṭān Muḥammad: Jamʿ al-Wasāʾil fī Sharḥ al-Shamāʾil. Cairo: Muṣṭafā al-Bābī 
al-Ḥalabī wa-Ikhwānihi, 1318/1901, here p. 27. This work is also use by Zakariya in his transla-
tions, cf. Zakariya, Mohamed: “The Hilye of the Prophet”. Seasons: The Journal of Zaytuna 
Institute, Autumn–Winter 2003–2004, p. 15. 
9 The phrase “consistent in content” suggests that there could have been smaller variations in 
the wording – a fact that was (and is) relevant for ḥadīth scholars. 
10 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, pp. 9–10, no. 7. Unless otherwise indicated translations 
are those of the author. 
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size, which is not too big and not too small. The points of reference are his con-
temporaries, or other human beings in general, even if Muḥammad is described 
as both exemplary and extraordinary. 

The term ḥilye appears only once in al-Tirmidhī’s collection, in a ḥadīth at-
tributed to al-Ḥasan, the grandchild of Muḥammad: “I asked my uncle Hind ibn 
Abī Hāla, since he was one of those describing the ḥilye of the Prophet — God 
bless him and grant him salvation. And I was eager to hear something about it 
from him.”11 Subsequently Hind gives a description of Muḥammad’s appearance 
very similar to the preceding ḥadīth-texts, without referring to the term ḥilye even 
once. The latter does not seem to be of great importance here, and the original 
meaning is difficult to reconstruct. Al-Qārī defines it in his commentary as “form 
or shape” (hayʾa wa-shakl) and explains, “it is also used for ornament” (wa-qad 
yustaʿmalu bi-maʿnā al-zayna).12 Taking the general problem of the term ḥilye into 
account, it is interesting to note that this ḥadīth is classified as “weak” or “very 
weak” in modern editions.13 

The eleven ḥadīth-texts in the concluding chapter in al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil de-
scribe people who saw the Prophet in their dreams. Most of the texts refer to 
Muḥammad himself and are very similar in their wording: 

“Muḥammad ibn Bashshār reported to us. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Mahdī reported to us. 

Sufyān reported to us from Abū Isḥāq from Abū al-Aḥwaṣ from ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd 

from the Prophet — God bless him and grant him salvation. He said: Whoever sees me 

in his dreams, truly sees me, since Satan does not take on my shape.”14 

In all these versions the Prophet uses a phrase like “whoever sees me in his sleep” 
(man raʾanī fī l-nawm or man raʾānī fī l-manām).15 All the statements confirm that 
seeing the Prophet in a dream is equivalent to truly seeing him. In all versions 
except one, this is supplemented by the statement that Satan cannot imitate him. 
The reader will regard this as a particular characteristic which differentiates 
Muḥammad from other human beings. The chapter includes only one narrative 
that describes an event after the Prophet’s death. Yazīd al-Fārisī, a young Muslim 
from the second generation who had never met Muḥammad, told Ibn ʿAbbās, a 
companion of the Prophet, that he saw the Prophet in his dreams.16 Ibn ʿAbbās 
asked for a description and confirmed thereafter that that was indeed what the 
Prophet looked like. A narrative like this reveals to the reader at least one of the 

11 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, p. 11, no. 8.  
12 al-Qārī, Jamʿ al-Wasāʾil, p. 33. 
13 Cf. e. g. the classification “very weak” (ḍaʿīf jiddan) in the edition of Māhir Yāsīn al-Faḥl 
(1971–), al-Tirmidhī, Abū ʿĪsā b. Muḥammad b. ʿĪsā: al-Shamāʾil al-Nabī. Ed. Māhir Yāsīn al-
Faḥl. Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 2000, here p 38. 
14 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, p. 189, no. 407, and al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. Māhir 
Yāsīn al-Faḥl, p. 221, no. 407. 
15 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, p. 191, no. 414. 
16 al-Tirmidhī, al-Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, pp. 190–191, no. 412. 
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reasons why knowledge about Muḥammad’s physiognomy can be of essential im-
portance — among others, to recognise him, when seen in a dream. 

In the 12th century, images of Muḥammad in Arabic and Persian literature di-
versified. One of the most influential works was al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ al-Yaḥṣubī’s al-
Shifāʾ bi-taʿrīf  al-Muṣṭafā (“The Remedy Concerning the Determination of the Just 
Merits of the Chosen One”). Central aspects of al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ’s doctrine were 
Muḥammad’s infallibility and immunity from sin. Muḥammad was a person who 
had reached perfection.17 As his essence, the “light of Muḥammad” (nūr 
muḥammadī) was created by God as the first being, even before everything else in 
the world. These ideas spread widely, but they were controversial. They were re-
jected based on the accusation that this resulted in a form of worshipping 
Muḥammad, which ultimately challenged monotheism.18 

In his Shifāʾ, al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ discusses the aforementioned ḥadīth about Hind ibn 
Abī Hāla — as one of the persons “describing the ḥilye of the Prophet.” He con-
siders it a good introduction to his portrait of Muḥammad, but notes: “We add a 
friendly reminder concerning its strange and problematic character” (naṣiluhu bi-
tanbīhin laṭīfin ʿalā gharībihi wa-mushkilihi).19 In ḥadīth-scholarship, the term 
gharīb can imply different meanings — referring, for example to the terminology 
or the chain of narrators as well. Al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ was obviously more concerned 
about the terminology since he explained these in detail in a subchapter.20 Still, 
even there, the term ḥilye is not mentioned, and thus seems rather marginal. 

The reception of Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil through the centuries was most probably 
characterised by a strong continuity, although this supposition needs further 
analysis. Striking — and for the Ottoman context relevant — is the high number 
of comprehensive commentaries, which were written in the late 16th and early 
17th centuries in different areas of the Islamic world. Among them are the 
commentaries of al-Isfaryānī (d. 945/1538), Ibn Hajar al-Haytamī (d. 974/1567), 
al-Lārī (d. 979/1572), ʿAlī al-Qārī (d. 1014/1605), and al-Munāvī (d. 1031/1622). 

Within only a few decades they had found their way into Ottoman libraries as 
manuscripts or as citations in marginal notes. 

Almost simultaneously the term ḥilye — which, even for an author like al-Qāḍī 
ʿIyāḍ, was marginal — developed a dynamic on its own: First, in the late 16th and 

 
17 Khalidi, Tarif: Images of Muhammad. Narratives of the Prophet in Islam Across the Centuries. New 
York, NY: Doubleday, 2009, here pp. 209–213, and Nagel, Tilman: Allahs Liebling. Ursprung und 
Erscheinungsformen des Mohammedglaubens. München: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2008, here pp. 
135–179. 
18 Riexinger, Martin: “‘Der Islam begann als Fremder, und als Fremder wird er wieder-
kehren’ – Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhābs Prophetenbiographie Muḫtaṣar sīrat ar-rasūl als 
Programm und Propaganda”. Die Welt des Islams 55 (2015), pp. 1–61. 
19 al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ, Abū Faḍl ʿIyāḍ b. Mūsā b. ʿIyāḍ al-Yaḥṣubī: ash-Shifāʾ bi-taʿrīf ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafā. 
Ed. ʿAlī Muḥammad al-Biǧāwī. 2 vol. Cairo: ʿĪsā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī 1977, here vol. 1, pp. 198–208. 
20 al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ, ash-Shifāʾ, vol. 1, pp. 209–214. 
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early 17th centuries, as topic and title of literary works, and a few decades later, in 
the second half of the 17th century, as a genre of panel-calligraphy. Mehtap 
Erdoğan edited and analysed nineteen Turkish ḥilye-poems about the Prophet 
Muḥammad in her monograph Türk Edebiyatında Manzum Hilyeler.21 Among 
those poems about the Prophet Muḥammad, five give verbatim quotes and direct 
references to al-Tirmidhī as part of their text.22 However, as Erdoğan shows, in 
Turkish literature the category of ḥilye is characterised by a broad variance. 

In studies on the ḥilye in literature or art, the terms shamāʾil and ḥilye are often 
used as synonyms, or even explicitly defined as such.23 Erdoğan recognises this 
as an essential misunderstanding of the terms und their use. She defines ḥilye as 
a text which gives a physical and spiritual description. Shamāʾil, however, de-
scribes the way and manners of living (yaşayış biçimi) of Muḥammad “as a human 
being” (bir insan olarak).24 The latter phrase also points to the fact that the two 
terms frame different images of  Muḥammad and the literary forms to which they 
refer. 

2. The Concept of the ḥilye in Ḫāḳānī’s Poem

In his poem Ḫāḳānī refers explicitly to his source, al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil, from 
where the text derives its authority. Ḫāḳānī cites al-Tirmidhī phrase-by-phrase 
and word-by-word and translates and interprets these short citations into Turkish 
verses. This structure emphasises the poet’s claim that his work is very close to 
the original. But Ḫāḳānī in fact creates an image of Muḥammad which differs 
clearly from canonical ḥadīth and provides the readers with a reinterpretation 
based on images and narratives of the Prophet Muḥammad that had developed 
only in the 12th century and later, in works such as al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ’s Shifāʾ. These 
differences already become obvious in three narratives within Ḫāḳānī’s introduc-
tion: firstly the narrative of the creation of the “light of Muḥammad” (nūr-i 
Muḥammed), secondly the citation of an uncanonical ḥadīth about Muḥammad’s 
ḥilye, and thirdly the narrative about the caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd receiving 
Muḥammad’s ḥilye from a Sufi beggar. 

21 Erdoğan, Türk Edebiyatında, pp. 5–8. In addition, Erdoğan’s monograph includes the editions 
of two ḥilye-texts on the rightly guided caliphs, one on the prophets before Muḥammad, one on 
Muḥammad’s grandchildren Ḥasan and Ḥusayn, six on Sufi saints, and three on other religious 
authorities. 
22 Cf. Erdoğan, Türk Edebiyatında, pp. 116–146 (Ḫāḳānī), pp. 150–154 (Ḥıżrī), pp. 155–239 
(Meḥmed Esʿad Efendi), pp. 240–288 (Nüvāzī), pp. 338–346 (Naḥīfī). 
23 Taşkale, Faruk – Hüseyin Gündüz: Hat sanatında hilye-i şerife. Hz. Muhammed’in özellikleri. 
Hilye-i şerife in calligraphic art. Characteristics of the Prophet Muhammed. Istanbul: Antik A.Ş. 
Kültür Yayınları, 2006, p. 19 (FN 9). Zakariya 2003–2004, pp. 13–22. 
24 Erdoğan 2013, p. 19. Cf. also Meninski’s definition, Meninski, Thesaurus Linguarum 
Orientalium, vol. 2, column 1858, s. v. “‘şemāʾil’: Indolis virtutes, talenta, etiam corporis 
qualitates. Qualità, virtù, proprietà, talenti.” 
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In the first narrative, like any classical Turkish poem, Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye starts with 
the praise of God and his prophet. His narration of God’s creation of the world is 
directly linked to the latter. God first created the “light of Muḥammad,” and then, 
step-by-step, the rest of the world. In the translation of Elias John Wilkinson 
Gibb — who particularly aims to imitate Ḫāḳānī’s language — the text reads as 
follows: 

“At that same moment Love had birth; 

In a word, a Light25 shone glorious forth. 

God loved that Light which He hailed ‘My Love!’ 

And fain was He of the sight thereof. 

Thereunto was the realm of the seen made o’er, 

It came into being with mickle glore. 

With the Glory of Ahmed the world was filled, 

And the Love Divine ecstatic thrilled. 

When the Lord thereon His gaze did set, 

For shame and confusion that Light did sweat; 

On the spirit-world did those sweat-drops fall, 

And a Prophet was born from each and all. 

Then the Lord of Glory once again 

Looked thereon with passing love full fain, 

’Twas whelmed in a sea of sweat for shame, 

That Glory a dew-sprent rose became.  

The Master Etern from a drop thereof 

First fashioned a Kingly pearl through love; 

Then He gazed thereon in His majesty, 

And that pearl dissolved and became the sea. 

The cloud of His grace did sea-like rain, 

The waves and the vapours rose amain. 

Then God from the Foam and the Mists that rise 

From that Sea created our earth and skies.”26 

The central theme of these verses is the “light”, but they include other familiar 
attributes and metaphors of Muḥammad like the “beloved” (ḥabīb)27, the “most 
laudable” (aḥmed), the “rose” (gül), and the “pearl” (gevher), which are omni-
present throughout Ḫāḳānī’s text and describe his unearthly perfection. 

 
25 Gibb, Elias John Wilkinson: A History of Ottoman Poetry. 6 vols. London: Luzac and Co., 1900–
1909, here p. 196. Gibb comments in a footnote: “This Light is closely connected, if not identical, 
with what is called the Light of Ahmed (or Muhammed) which is usually said to have been the 
first thing created.” 
26 Gibb, A History of Ottoman Poetry, vol 3, pp. 196–7. Cf. Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1307, S. 5, 
Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1264, pp. 5–6, Erdoğan, Türk Edebiyatında, p. 120, verses 50–62. 
27 Gibb, A History of Ottoman Poetry, p. 196, translates “My love” (ḥabībüm). 
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In his second narrative, Ḫāḳānī continues citing a ḥadīth, which, in contrast to 
the rest of his citations, is not canonical. It vaguely takes up the topic of “seeing 
the Prophet in a dream” from Tirmidhī’s collection, although the ḥadīth cited by 
Ḫāḳānī omits the words “in a dream”: 

“It is passed down according to ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, who said: ‘The Prophet said, ‘whoever 

sees my ḥilye, after I have passed away, it is as if he sees me. And from those who see it 

having a true desire for me, God will withhold the fire, and he will save them from the 

torment of the grave, and they will not be judged naked on the day of judgement.’ And 

according to another tradition he said ‘nude on the day of judgement’.’”28 

The wording “whoever sees my ḥilye” (man raʾā ḥilyatī) is rather abstract. The 
term ḥilye (“sheen”) might at first glance be read as referring to the characteristics 
of the Prophet’s physical appearance, but it can easily be reread as referring to a 
text or even an icon describing or depicting his physical appearance.29 In his 
Turkish translation Ḫāḳānī compares “seeing my pure ḥilye” with “seeing my 
beautiful face (vech-i ḥasenüm)” — but again, the word vech has a broad semantic 
range, including “face, appearance, stature, figure.” 

Finally, in his third narrative about the ʿAbbāsid caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd, the 
author introduces the idea of a blessing, immanent in the ḥilye written on a piece 
of paper.30 Ḫāḳānī tells us the story of a poor man — a dervish — clad in black 
(siyeh-pūş faḳīr), who approaches the caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd and presents him a 
piece of paper: 

“bir varaḳ ṣundı eline bī-pāk / ki anda yazılmış idi ḥilye-i pāk 

naẓar ėtdükçe aña şād oldı / ḳayd-i endīşeden āzād oldı” 

“A leaf he presented in his hand impure / on which was written the ḥilye pure 

When he saw it, joy erupted / all his worry and fear dissolved” 

Hārūn al-Rashīd realizes the particular blessing and its effect, and presents the 
poor man with gold and silver. The following night, in his dream, Hārūn al-
Rashīd sees the Prophet, who compliments him on recognising the salutary effect 
of the ḥilye and showing him his awe and veneration. The Prophet then explains 

28 Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1264, p. 12, Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1307, p. 10. Erroneously attributed 
in Elias, Aisha’s Cushion, p. 273. 
29 Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1264, p. 12, Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1307, p. 11: “Ḥilye-i pākümi kim 
görse benim/Ola görmüş gibi vech-i ḥasenüm.” 
30 Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1264, p. 14, Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1308, pp. 12–13. Cf. also Stanley, 
Tim: “From Text to Art Form in the Ottoman Hilye”. In: Filiz Çağman’a Armağan. Eds. Erdoğdu, 
Ayşe – Zeynep Atbaş – Aysel Çötelioğlu Istanbul: Lale Yayıncılık, 2018, pp. 559–570, here 
pp.  563–564. 



Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye in Context 

229 

that those who see his ḥilye will rejoice, and must keep it and “make it the strong-
hold of their very life” (ḥırz-ı cān eyleye).31 He also asserts that it will protect them 
on the day of judgement from the fire of hell. 

Ḫāḳānī’s narrative about Hārūn al-Rashīd is much more precise on the salutary 
and apotropaic effect of the ḥilye than the cited ḥadīth. It is also explicit about the 
fact that the term ḥilye refers to an artefact, which can be viewed and kept like an 
amulet. The wording ḥırz-ı cān eyleye is quite suggestive, since ḥırz is used for 
“stronghold, fortification” as well as “amulet, talisman.”32 

According to Ḫāḳānī’s poem, the caliph “sees” the ḥilye and becomes aware of 
its beneficial effect — the poet uses the verb naẓar ėtmek.33 In this narrative, the 
apotropaic effect of the ḥilye is confirmed by the Prophet in a dream, but it is not 
present itself. The ḥilye might very well be a ḥadīth written down on paper, but 
the reader might by analogy attribute the salutary and apotropaic effect even to 
Ḫāḳānī’s poem itself — the Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī. 

As mentioned above, the main part of Ḫāḳānī’s poem focusses explicitly on his 
source — ḥadīth-texts from al-Tirmidhī’s collection. The first citation reads: “The 
messenger of God — God bless him and grant him salvation — was bright of 
hue” (kāna rasūl Allāh ṣallā Allāhu ʿalayhi wa-sallam azhar al-lawn). Ḫāḳānī 
translates and interprets this short passage in ten verses, which Gibb translates 
into English as follows: 

“All the folk hereon agree 

That the Pride of the world was bright of blee. 

Full sheen was the radiance of his face 

His cheeks were lustrous with lustre’s grace 

One of heart with the rose was his face’s hue; 

Like the rose, unto ruddiness is drew 

Yclad his face in the light of delight, 

’Twas the Chapter of Light or the dawn of light. 

The scripture of beauty was that fair face; 

The down on his cheeks was the verse of grace. 

Shamed by his visage bright as day, 

Life’s fountain hid in the dark away. 

Well may the comrades of joyance call: 

31 Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1264, p. 15, Ḫāḳānī, Ḥilye, Istanbul 1307, p.13: “Dėdi-kim ḥilyeñi şād 
ola gören / ḥırz-ı cān eyleye anı götüren / Āḫirü l-emr olıcaḳ rūz-ı ḳıyām / cismine nār-ı caḥīm 
ola ḥarām.” 
32 Meninski, Thesaurus Liguarum, vol. 1, column 1745: “amuletum, mala et veneficia arcens.” 
33 On the apotropaic effect of “seeing” cf. Gruber, Christiane: “Go Wherever You Wish, for Verily 
You are Well Protected. Seal Designs in Late Ottoman Amulet Scrolls and Prayer Books”. In: 
Visions of Enchantment. Occultism, Spirituality, and Visual Culture. Ed. Daniel Zamani. London: 
Fulgur, 2018, pp. 23–35. 
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‘The sheen of his visage conquers all!’ 

Yon radiant face shone in the sky 

The light of the harem-feast on high. 

The Portrait-painter of Nature gave 

Thereto all beauty that man may have. 

When the sweat upon that sultan stood 

He was forsooth like the rose bedewed.”34 

Again, Ḫāḳānī uses the rose and the light as metaphors. Several references to the 
Qurʾān, are striking as it is — in Muslim doctrine — not created but eternal and 
inimitable. According to Ḫāḳānī’s poem, Muḥammad’s face is enveloped by light; 
a light which is compared to the “chapter of light” (sūre-i nūr) — one of the suras 
of the Qurʾān (i. e. no. 24, al-Nūr). His face is also compared with the “scripture 
of beauty” (muṣḥaf-ı ḥusn) — in which the term muṣḥaf is usually used for a copy 
of the Qurʾān. In other words, Muḥammad is not compared to the inimitable 
beauty of the Qurʾān but a manuscript copy of it, which again is qualified as al-
Ḥusn (“the beauty”). In Ḫāḳānī’s commentary, the points of reference for 
Muḥammad’s beauty are not other human beings, but words, texts, or even writ-
ten words as artefacts (the muṣḥaf). 

In sum, al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil is essential for Ḫāḵānī’s poem as a frame of ref-
erence and textual reservoir of information. The images of Muḥammad they con-
vey differ, however. Both texts were important for Ottoman book culture of the 
17th to 19th centuries. So, the question remains, how did the interrelation of these 
two texts become manifest in the manuscripts? 

3. The scholarly Context of Shamāʾil-Manuscripts 

In the corpus I have surveyed, manuscripts of al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil originate to 
a large extent from scholarly environments. This context had a considerable effect 
on paratexts and graphic aspects. In the following, I will explicate this by example, 
with reference to seven copies of the Shamāʾil from the Nuruosmaniye collec-
tion — founded in 1169/1755 by Sultan ʿOs̱mān III.35 An impressive example is 
manuscript Nuruosmaniye 1174, which includes a number of paratexts docu-
menting the process of production. The colophon is dated 9 Muḥarram 1122 h. 
(03. 03. 1710) and describes in detail the examination of the copyist by different 
scholars at the Ḥekīm Çelebi convent in Istanbul, which led to the granting of a 
teaching licence (ijāza). This licence is recorded in the teacher’s own hand at the 
beginning of the manuscript. Directly preceding Tirmidhī’s text, the reader finds 
a supplementary chain of narrators from the author to the copyist’s teacher. An 
alternative chain of narrators is documented in a rectangular box on the margin 

 
34 Gibb, A History of Ottoman Poetry, pp. 197–198. 
35 Süleymaniye Library, mss. Nuruosmaniye 1168–1174. 
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of this page. Both the text itself and this small box are headed by the typical floral 
illumination of a title page (serlevḥa or ʿunvān) executed in gold, but in a plain, 
simple style (fig. 1). The whole manuscript is written in an elaborate — but not, 
in the narrow sense, calligraphic — nesiḫ ductus. It is collated, and contains only 
occasionally vowel marks. The headings of the chapters are in red. On the whole, 
Nuruosmaniye 1174 is a typical scholarly manuscript copy.36 

Similarly, information about the context of production can be found in two other 
manuscripts. In both cases, however, these were most probably copied from an 
older original. Nuruosmaniye 1169 is an undated manuscript from the 17th or 
18th century. On folio 1a it includes detailed notes dated Sunday, 22 Jumādhā II 
711 h. (Friday 05. 11. 1311), explaining the process of collation and the abbrevia-
tions for the margins. The margins of the manuscript were prepared with a ruling 
board but ultimately left blank. Nuruosmaniye 1170 is dated Dhū l-Qaʿda 914 
(February–March 1509), but gives no further information on the context of pro-
duction in its colophon. Like Nuruosmaniye 1174, however, it includes an intro-
ductory passage, which supplements the isnād from the author to scholars of the 

36 The exam was conducted in a Sufi convent, and some of the scholars were affiliated to a Sufi 
order, which was common among Ottoman scholars. 

Fig. 1: Shamāʾil-manuscript with paratexts documenting the process of production (Süleymaniye Library, 
Nuruosmaniye 1174, fol. 3b–4a) 
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14th century (dating one ijāza to 743/1343). It is obviously a 16th-century copy of 
a 14th-century manuscript. Both manuscripts — Nuruosmaniye 1169 and 
Nurusomaniye 1170 — are written in nesiḫ with very few vowel signs. The sparse 
use of vowel signs is a general characteristic of the seven Shamāʾil-manuscripts. 

So far, a closer examination of the texts establishes the scholarly context of these 
manuscripts. In contrast, the impressive number of interlinear and marginal 
notes makes it obvious at first glance that the next two specimens are scholars’ 
copies: Nuruosmaniye 1173 is characterised by a complex layout, which combines 
interlinear and marginal notes, rotated at different angles (fig. 2). These notes are 
extensive citations from the already mentioned commentaries of Ibn Ḥajar, al-
Lārī, and al-Qārī — in each of these notes, the name of the respective author is 
given at the end. At first glance, this combination of interlinear and marginal 
notes seems chaotic. But, upon closer inspection, it has a didactic purpose and 
guides the reader’s eye to certain words and phrases. Significantly, this kind of 
layout was still esteemed in the 19th century and quite often adapted for litho-
graphic prints of scholarly books. In Nuruosmaniye 1172, however, excerpts from 
commentaries — al-Qārī and al-Munāwī — are restricted to the margins, which 

Fig. 2: Shamāʾil-manuscript with marginal and interlinear glosses (Süleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 
1173 fol. 1b–2a) 
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are framed. In addition, all these citations are written on the line. Overall, the 
manuscript appears much tidier. The layout of the margins is different in both 
cases. Yet it sends a signal: This is a text that requires exegesis. This is possibly 
combined with the suggestive message that paper, as an expensive resource, is 
used and exploited as effectively as possible for imparting knowledge.37

  

There is, however, a single exception within the Nuruosmaniye collection, 
which does not fit the general scheme of a scholarly manuscript. The copyist of 
Nuruosmaniye 1168 identifies himself as a calligrapher at the Sultan’s pal-
ace — the colophon includes the date 1164 h. (1750–1751) and the signature 
“Ibrāhīm the calligrapher, son of ʿAbd Allāh, disciple of Muḥammad known as 
Imāmzāde, may God be pleased with him and his master, living at the Sultan’s 
palace in the barracks of the Seferli corps.”38 The manuscript is written in a calli-
graphic nesiḫ with very few vowel marks. The manuscript is collated. Even on the 

 
37 On paper cf. e.g. Bloom, Jonathan M: Paper before Print. The History and Impact of Paper in the 
Islamic World. New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 2001, here pp. 215–226. 
38 Süleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 1168, fol. 168a–168b: “Ibrāhīm b. ʿAbd Allāh min 
talāmīdh Muḥammad al-maʿrūf bi-Imāmzāde raḍiya ʾllāhu ʿanhu wa-mawlāhi as-sākin fī saray 

Fig. 3: Shamāʾil-manuscript with an illuminated title page (Süleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 1168, fol. 
1b–2a) 
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very representative opening pages with its gold sprinkled margins we find a col-
lation note within a cloud-shaped frame (fig. 3). In contrast to copies from a schol-
arly context, it does not include the introductory passage which supplements the 
chain of narrators from al-Tirmidhī to one of his contemporaries. The title is 
richly illuminated with floral ornaments in gold and colour. There is also an eye-
catching detail on this page — in the first line, above the elongated letter sīn of 
the invocation of God, two roses are depicted. On the one hand, these pick up the 
ornaments of the illumination above, on the other hand, the roses also might be 
read as a visualisation of Muḥammad, comparable to illuminations in manu-
scripts of the Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī, and seen as a connecting element between the using 
context of al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil and Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye.39 

4. Ḥilye Manuscripts as Commentary or Visualisation

a. Calligraphy and iconicity

Verses from Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye were often chosen by calligraphers to practice. Uğur 
Derman refers to muraḳḳaʿ-albums by ʿArabzāde Meḥmed Saʿdullāh Efendi 
(1180–1259/1767–1843) or Yesārīzāde Muṣṭafā ʿ İzzet (d. 1265/1849) (fig. 4).40 The 
semi-verses are written in an elegant taʿlīḳ ductus, and Derman already pointed 
to the fact that the abbreviate characters in between the lines are to be read as saʿy 
(“effort, endeavour, exertion”). These calligraphic albums had the character of a 
draft for a full copy as well as a work of art on their own.41 The term saʿy can 
obviously be read as reference to the artistic exercise. However, it also has the 
aspect of religious exercise, and subsequently copying Ḫāḳānī’s text was thought 
to have a blessing effect. 

The percentage of copyists who identify themselves as calligraphers or pupils of 
master calligraphers is very low in Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī manuscripts. In the surveyed 
collections of the Süleymaniye library, even the more elaborate copies are not 
signed by persons who identify themselves as calligraphers in the colophons. Still, 
even the “ordinary” scribe had a very conscious approach to the configuration of 
layout, ductus, and illumination. 

al-ʿāmira khāne-i seferli li-sana arbaʿa wa-sittīn wa-miʾa wa-alf min hijrat man lahu l-ʿizz wa-l-
sharaf.” 
39 For the devotional use of scholarly works cf. Daub, Formen und Funktionen des Layouts, 
pp.  182–187. 
40 Uǧur Derman: Letters in Gold, Ottoman calligraphy from the Sakıp Sabancı collection, Istanbul, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art/Los Angeles County Museum of Art. New York: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art 1998, here pp. 102–103. Cf. also the facsimile print: Karataş, Abdullah (ed.): Mustafa İzzet 
(Yesarizade). Hilye-i Hâkānî. Mürekkebat. Istanbul: Abdullah Karataş, n.d. 
41 For a fullcopy of Ḫāḳānī’s poem cf. Berk, Süleyman: “Hattat Arabzâde Mehmed Sadullah 
Efendi’nin Ta’lîk hat eseri bir Hilye-u Hâkânî”. Art+Decor 6 (2000), pp. 94–95. 
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The Nuruosmaniye collection, for example, includes two copies of Ḫāḳānī’s 
Ḥilye — Nuruosmaniye 789 and Nuruosmaniye 790. Both are obviously written 
by copyists with calligraphic training, but they do not include colophons with 
names, professions or dates. They were produced in the late 17th or first half of 
the 18th century — terminus ante is the date of the foundation and donation of 
the library, 1169/1755. Binding and illumination are elaborate, which does not 
necessarily indicate a courtly context.42 Nuruosmaniye 789 is copied in taʿlīḳ-
ductus, citations from the ḥadīth-texts and headings are written in red, and illu-
minated with floral ornaments in gold (fig. 5). Citations occasionally include 
vowel marks, but not consistently. Nuruosmaniye 790 is a multi-text manuscript, 
which includes Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye and Cevrī’s Ḥilye of the rightly guided caliphs — a 
frequent combination. On the last folio a ḳaṣīde is later added in a cursive ductus, 
probably by another hand. The manuscript is copied in nesiḫ-ductus, text and 
headings are fully vocalised (fig. 6). Headings and citations are written in gold 
with a broader pen and illuminated with floral ornaments in red, yellow and blue. 

42 Only a smaller part of the Nuruosmaniye collection consists of manuscripts with users’ notes 
that indicate an owner or user in the context of the palace. A larger part was obviously acquired 
by the Sultan for the purpose, of being donated to the newly founded library, cf. e. g. the para-
graphs above, about the Shamāʾil-manuscripts. 

Fig. 4: muraḳḳaʿ-albums by ʿArabzāde Meḥmed Saʿdullāh Efendi with verses from Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye, 
collection of the Sakıp Sabancı Museum (SSM 120–0379) 
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In both examples an indexical link between the beauty of the calligraphy and the 
beauty of the language, and hence the beauty of Prophet, which the poem de-
scribes, seems manifest. Still, was the choice of the ductus just the preference of 
the copyist or the patron who commissioned a manuscript? There is some evi-
dence that the choice of the ductus, and the use of vowel signs were an essential 
aspect of the iconicity of calligraphy. On the one hand, the manuscripts were read 
as texts. On the other hand, the graphical aspects of the writing had their own 
semantics. It is striking that in 19th century typographic prints in Istanbul and 
Cairo poetry — and especially dīvān-poetry — is rather often set in taʿlīḳ-types, 
whereas texts in prose, and especially scholarly texts, are with extremely rare ex-
ceptions set in nesiḫ. In these cases, taʿlīḳ with its aspiration to elegance was asso-
ciated with poetry; nesiḫ, however, as an easily readable ductus, with an authentic 
transmission of content was associated with prose. 

In addition, in Ottoman-Turkish texts, vowel signs are — due to the vowel har-
mony — not very helpful, except for those marking the Persian iżāfet. The vowel 
signs in fully vocalised texts fulfil a rather iconic function, which indicates the 

Fig. 5: Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī-Manuscript with citations from Tirmidhī’s text in red with illumination 
(Süleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 789 fol. 11b–12a) 
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religious character of the text. The combination of the ductus nesiḫ and the vowel 
signs — in analogy to the Qurʾān — emphasises the religious character and the 
authenticity of transmission. Correspondingly, the copy Nuruosmaniye 789 in 
taʿlīḳ-ductus underlines the poetic character of the texts with all its beauty and 
elegance, the copy Nuruosmaniye 790, however, refers more directly to the 
sources of the text — a ḥadīth-collection — and its authority. 

b. Source, translation, and commentary — the layout of interrelation 

The structure of a page and graphic aspects of script are relevant in scholarly texts, 
as well as in poetry — or hybrids like didactic poems. In a poetic context, “re-
sponses” to texts are not only translations or commentaries, but also “imitative 
pieces of poetry” like the poetic forms naẓīre or taḫmīs.43 A particularly complex 
example is a manuscript of an imitation (taḫmīs) to al-Būṣīrī’s popular poem 
Qaṣīdat al-Burda in the Sadberk Hanım Museum (Sadberk Hanım Müzesi, 

 
43 Daub, Formen und Funktionen des Layouts, pp. 106–116. Gacek, Adam: Arabic Manuscripts – A 
Vademecum for Readers. (Handbook of Oriental Studies, Section 1 The Near and Middle East, 
98). Leiden: Brill 2009, here p. 178. 

Fig. 6: Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī-Manuscript with citations from Tirmidhī’s text in gold with illumination 
(Süleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 790 fol. 8b–9a) 
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Küt. 615).44 The copy dates from the 15th century. The first semi-verse (mıṣrāʿ) of 
each of al-Būṣīrī’s lines is written alternate in red s̱ülüs̱ and black reyḥānī. The 
second semi-verse is written in red nesiḫ below, at a declining angle, and the three 
imitative semi-verses by an unidentified author in black nesiḫ, below and centred. 
Moreover, a Persian adaptation of the two original semi-verses of the Qaṣīdat al-
Burda is added above, on the left, also in a declining angle (fig. 7). The manuscript 
also includes a word-by-word translation of the original semi-verses into Turkish, 
written in a chancellery ductus (dīvānī) under the respective words. On the whole, 
the structure of the page is a visualisation of the complex interrelation between 
the four texts, similar to marginal commentaries in scholarly manuscripts. Simi-
lar interrelations can be found in Ḥilye-manuscripts from my corpus, even if they 
do not match this manuscript of al-Būṣīrī’s poem in their complexity. 

As stated above, the character of a commentary is already inherent in the struc-
ture of Ḫāḳānī’s text. In some of the manuscripts this is emphasised by graphic 
aspects, especially the layout, the choice of colour, and ductus. This can be exem-
plified by manuscript Fatih 4328 in the Süleymaniye library, which was donated 
by Sultan Maḥmūd I in 1742 as part of the newly founded vaḳf-library at the Fatih-
Mosque in Istanbul. The manuscript does not include a colophon; the date of the 

44 Tanındı, Zeren: Harmony of Line and Colour: Illuminated manuscripts documents and calligraphy 
in the Sadberk Hanım Museum Collection, 2 vols. Istanbul: Sadberk Hanım Müzesi, 2019, here 
vol. 1, pp. 284–285. 

Fig. 7: Imitation (taḫmīs) to al-Būṣīrī’s Qaṣīdat al-Burda (Sadberk Hanım Müzesi, Küt. 615, 22b–23a) 
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donation is the terminus ante. In a broader sense, Fatih 4328 is a multi-text-
manuscript, since Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye is preceded by a double page giving a list of 
Muḥammad’s attributes, which is supplemented by an interlinear translation into 
Turkish. It is headed by the line “this is the ḥilye of the Prophet — peace be upon 
him.”45 

Certain aspects of the two texts are designed parallel — the use of colour and 
ductus. Both are executed quite accurately, but not from a master calligrapher’s 
hand, who followed the norms of these ductuses in every detail. The short Ḥilye 
preceding Ḫāḳānī’s poem is a list of attributes of Muḥammad, written in red 
s̱ülüs̱. Under each of the words a Turkish translation is added in black nesiḫ (fig. 
8). They recall interlinear commentaries or word-by-word translations in scholarly 
manuscripts. Similar, but more elaborate compositions exist also as panel 
calligraphy, e. g. by Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān (d. 1110/1698), who had also developed the 
classical composition of the ḥilye as a panel.46

  

 
45 Süleymaniye Library, Fatih 4328, fol. 0b–1a.  
46 E.g. SHM 11724–Y.25, cf. Tanındı, Harmony of Line and Colour, pp. 540–541, and Taşkale–
Gündüz, Hatt Sanatında Hilye-i Şerife, pp. 34–37. 

Fig. 8: List of Muḥammad’s attributes preceding a copy of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye (Süleymaniye Library, Fatih 
4328, fol. 0b–1a) 
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The copy of Ḫāḳānī’s poem in Fatih 4328 is arranged correspond-
ingly — citations from the ḥadīth-texts and headings are written in red s̱ülüs̱, 
Ḫāḳānī’s verses in black nesiḫ (fig. 9). The highlighting of citations and headings 
by the choice of colour and ductus is the same as in the two manuscripts from 
the Nuruosmaniye collection. But the analogies in design to the short Ḥilye at the 
beginning of manuscript Fatih 4328 makes the character of Ḫāḳānī’s poem as 
“interlinear translation” or “interlinear commentary” more obvious. 

c. Illustration and illumination

Illustrated manuscripts of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye are rare. In addition, it is rather difficult 
to draw a clear line between the iconicity of calligraphy and — in a narrower 
sense — illustrations.47 In none of the illustrated manuscripts do we find any fig-
urative illustrations, which refer to a particular passage in Ḫāḳānī’s poem — e.g. 
the story about Hārūn al-Rashīd and the poor man. The illustrations are all posi-
tioned at the end of the text, hence they can — just like Fatih 4328 — also be un-
derstood as another “text”. Two manuscripts from the Süleymaniye library may 
serve to explicate the interrelation of “text” and “illustration.” 

47 Schick 2008, pp. 211–22, Elias, Aisha’s Cushion, pp. 272–275. 

Fig. 9: Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye as interlinear comment to Tirmidhī’s text (Süleymaniye Library, Fatih 4328, fol. 
11b–12a) 
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Manuscript Hamidiye 1075 is written in a calligraphic taʿliḳ. The text is framed 
in gold, the title page, the headings and Arabic citations from al-Tirmidhī’s text 
are richly illuminated — mainly with floral ornaments. The copy has no colo-
phon, but the last verse is followed directly by the picture of a rose, which is signed 
Es̱er-i Kelek Meḥmed Yemenī Muḥarrem 1130 (“work of Kelek Meḥmed Yemenī 
Muḥarrem 1130/December 1717”) (fig. 10, Hamidiye 1075, fol. 21b–22a).48 The 
signature avoids a clear wording like naqashahu (“painted it”) or katabahu (“wrote 
it”), but prefers the neutral es̱er (“work of”). So, the dating refers most likely to the 
whole manuscript, even if the calligrapher, illuminator, and painter were differ-
ent persons. Christiane Gruber has already suggested that we may see the picture 
of the rose not only as a part of the floral illumination of the manuscript but also 
most likely as a reference to the omnipresent metaphors to the Prophet 
Muḥammad in Ḫāḳānī’s poem.49 

We have observed the use of a similar graphic element in the Shamāʾil-manu-
script Nuruosmaniye 1168, in which the roses above the sīn of the invocation of 
God are, at first  glance simply an illumination, but might, on closer inspection, 
also be read as an illustration — a floral visualisation of Muḥammad. The graphic 
characteristics of illumination and illustration, their ornamental vs. semantic use, 
apparently form a continuum. In the case of Hamidiye 1075, the positioning, the 
size, and the signature make the character as illustration and visualisation dis-
tinct. 

Apart from the rose, the “seal of prophethood” (khātam al-nubuwwa, tr. mühr-i 
nübūvet) is another graphic element, which can be found in Ḥilye-manuscripts. 
In manuscript Şehid Ali Paşa 2755, which is dated 1075/1665, an illustration of 
the seal of prophethood follows the texts of Ḫāḳān’s Ḥilye, in a fashion very sim-
ilar to the rose in Hamidiye 1075 (fig. 11).50 Şehid Ali Paşa 2755 is a multi-text 
manuscript which includes three ḥilye-texts as well as a heterogeneous mixture of 
26 treatises in the fields of theology and Sufism.51 The seal of prophethood can 
therefore be understood both as illustration to Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye or as just another 
text in this collection. The graphic of the seal ends with the formula “finished” 
(tammat) in the same way as Ḫāḳānī’s poem. It consists of three concentric circles 
in a rectangular frame. The space between the two outer circles is filled with the 
iteration of the formula of confession  “There is no god but God.  Muḥammad is 

48 Süleymaniye Library, Hamidiye 1075, fol. 21b–22a.  
49 Cf. Gruber, Christiane: “The Rose of the Prophet, Floral Metaphors in Late Ottoman 
Devotional Art”. In: Envisioning Islamic Art and Architecture, Essays in Honor of Renata Holod. Ed. 
David Roxburgh. Leiden: Brill, 2014, 227–254, here p. 230. 
50 Süleymaniye Library, Şehid Ali Paşa 2755, Tuesday, 18 ZA 1075/2 June 1665 (date on fol. 34b). 
51 The first three ḥilye-texts are Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye, the already mentioned poem on the ḥilye of the 
four Rightly Guided Caliphs (Ḥilye-i Çār Yār-i Güzīn ) by Cevrī İbrāhīm Çelebi (d. 1065/1654), 
and a treatise in prose about the Prophet’s ḥilye by a certain Şemseddīn Sivasī — probably the 
famous Ḫalvetīye sheikh of this name (d. 1006/1597). 
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Fig. 10: Final page of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye and the image of a rose (Süleymaniye Library, 
Hamidiye 1075, fol. 21b–22a) 
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the messenger of God”. The space between the inner circles and the centre of the 
circles contains pseudo-script. The edges between the circles and the frame 
contain the formula “Oh God, bless Muḥammad and grant him salvation, and 
also all of his family and companions” (Allāhummā ṣalli / ʿalā Muḥammadin wa-
ʿalā / ālihi wa-ṣaḥbihi / ajmaʿīna). Two aspects need further discussion: One, the 
similarity of this graphic with the composition of a ḥilye-panel, two, the iconicity 
of the seal of prophethood: 

1. The four parts of this formula in the corners are very reminiscent of the
names of the four rightly guided caliphs in the classical composition of a ḥilye-
panel.52 In another multi-text manuscript, Fatih 5385, a similar image of the seal 
of prophethood names in lieu of the above mentioned formula the four caliphs 
(fig. 12).53 A note dated 1079 (1668–1669) and written in a  more cursive ductus 
at the end of the manuscript documents that the copyist had spent three years of 
his life compiling this anthology (mecmūʿa). The two manuscripts were created in 

52 Cf. the article by Emine Küçükbay in the present volume, and Gruber, Christiane: The 
Praiseworthy One. The Prophet Muhammad in Islamic Texts and Images. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2018, here pp. 285–301. 
53 The manuscript does not include Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye, but a much shorter version by another poet, 
who is identified by Uzun as Hüdāʾī Maḥmūd, cf. Uzun 1998, p. 44. 

Fig. 11: Illustration of the seal of prophethood following Ḫāḳānī’s poem (Süleymaniye Library, Sehid Ali 
Pasa 2755, fol. 19b–20a) 
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close temporal — and probably also local — proximity to Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān’s ḥilye-
panels. It is, however, essential that both manuscripts — Şehid Ali Paşa 2755 and 
Fatih 5385 — construct an implicit parallel between the seal of prophethood and 
Muḥammad’s ḥilye. Both emphasize the salutary and apotropaic effect which the 
“image” or “written copy” (ṣūret) of the seal of prophethood carries. The version 
in Şehid Ali Paşa 2755 reads: “Everybody who bears this image upon him/her and 
looks at it from time to time will be saved from the fire of hell, and he/she will be 
respected among the people, and God will not deny those who write it and bear it 
upon them Muḥammad’s  intercession”.54 This is very close  to Ḫāḳānī’s conclu- 

54 Süleymaniye Library, Şehid Ali Paşa 2755, fol. 20a: “Her kim işbu mühr-i nübūveti yanında 
getürse ve gāh gāh naẓar ėtse ḥaḳḳ taʿālā anuñ bedenini cehennem odına ḥarām eyleye ve ḫalḳ 
içinde ʿazīz ola ve yazanı ve getüreni ḥaḳḳ taʿālā ḥażret-i Muḥammed şefāʿatından maḥrūm 
eylemeye.” 

Fig. 12: Image of the seal of prophethood naming in the corners the four 
rightly guided caliphs (Süleymaniye Library,  Fatih 5385, 304a) 
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sion about the ḥilye — as an artefact — from the very first ḥadīth he cites and his 
narration about Hārūn al-Rashīd.55 

2. Schick has argued that the seal of prophethood is, alongside the ḥilye, a char-
acteristic example of the iconicity of calligraphy.56 By calligraphing the text, which 
was written on Muḥammad’s seal, the artist produces an image 
(şekil) — respectively icon — of the relic. The calligraphic panel that Schick ana-
lysed dates from the end of the 19th century and includes rather detailed explana-
tions about the source of information — i. e., al-Tirmidhī — and the apotropaic 
and salutary effect of looking at this icon. As I have already mentioned above, the 
reference to al-Tirmidhī is actually misleading, since the different concepts of the 
“seal prophethood” and the “seal of the messenger of God”, which al-Tirmidhī 
addresses in his Shamāʾil, are here amalgamated. According to the explanations 
on the panel, the text is “concealed” (bāṭin) within the seal — which obviously 
refers to a hidden inscription on the mark on Muḥammad’s body, between his 
shoulders and not to the object which Muḥammad used to sign his letters.57 In 
the images of manuscripts Şehid Ali Paşa 2755 and Fatih 5385 the pseudo-script 
might be a hint to the fact that they depict a concealed inscription — a fact that 
makes the iconic character of these graphics even more obvious. 

Keeping the iconicity of script in mind, the text-text and text-image interaction 
is very similar in the three analysed manuscripts. In case of Fatih 4328, the de-
scriptive poetry of Ḫāḳānī’s poem interacts with the preceding double page, 
which looks very similar to an early ḥilye-panel by Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān, and as such can 
be “read” or “seen” as a visualisation of Muḥammad. In Şehid Ali Paşa 2755, too, 
the seal of prophethood can be read as just another text in an anthology (mecmūʿa), 
but it functions also as icon and visualisation. Finally, in Hamidiye 1075 the 
“visualising text” is the picture of a rose. In these manuscripts the illustrative 
effects of texts and images resembles a continuum. 

55 On the “images” of seals and their apotropaic effect cf. also Gruber 2018, pp. 23–29. 
56 Schick 2008, pp. 211–213, and Elias, Aisha’s Cusion, pp. 272–275.  
57 According to al-Tirmidhī, the seal of the messenger of God fell into the well of Arīs (near 
Medina) during the reign of the caliph ʿUthmān, al-Tirmidhī, Shamāʾil, ed. al-Khālidī, p. 43, no 
95.
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d. Manuscript Hüsrev 36 — a ḥilye-anthology

Another multi-text manuscript, which is dated 1196/1781–2, combines several 
aspects of the preceding examples.58 In contrast to these, Hüsrev 36 contains ex-
clusively ḥilye-texts — two copies of the Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī, one of the copies with and 
one without vowel-signs, Cevrī’s Ḥilye-i Çār Yār-i Güzīn (ḥilye of the four Rightly 
Guided Caliphs), Neşāṭī’s Ḥilye-i Enbiyāʾ and some unidentified, shorter ḥilye-
texts in verse and prose. In my analysis, I focus on two aspects: Firstly, is it of any 
significance that the Ḥilye-i Ḫāḳānī is represented twice in this volume — with 
and without vowel signs? And secondly, how did users most likely “read” several 
configurations reminiscent of the classical ḥilye-panel of Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān? 

The answer to the first question depends very much on whether the whole 
manuscript was copied by the same hand. During our workshop in Bamberg we 
discussed whether different shapes of the same letter in the same ductus in this 
manuscript might originate from different calligraphic schools. The copyist wrote 
an accurate and appealing nesiḫ. Still, he or she most likely did not identify as a 
calligrapher belonging to a certain school as his or her pedigree and affiliation are 
not noted in the colophon. It is generally difficult to decide if the different texts 
were copied by the same hand. Still, in my opinion this volume is most probably 
an anthology (mecmūʿa), which was originally planned and produced as such.59 

The two versions of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye in manuscript Hüsrev 36 — written in nesiḫ 
with and without vowel signs — may have suggested a different approach to the 
text — to a certain degree comparable to the two manuscripts Nuruosmaniye 789 
and Nuruosmaniye 790, even if, in that case, the ductus (nesiḫ vs. taʿlīḳ) also dif-
fered. Again, I argue that the nesiḫ with vowel signs is used to emphasise the 
religious authority of the text, the version without vowel signs leaves more room 
for the poetic aspects. In addition, the first version with vowel signs also docu-
ments text variants in marginal notes. Consequently, manuscript Hüsrev 36 may 
be interpreted as an amateur’s saʿy (“endeavour”) or even his aesthetic delibera-
tion, comparable to a calligrapher’s process of writing a muraḳḳaʿ-album. Accord-
ingly, the volume helps the readers to reflect on these different approaches to 
Ḫāḳānī’s poem.

The third text in manuscript Hüsrev 36 is Cevrī’s Ḥilye-i Çār Yār-i Güzīn (ḥilye 
of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs).60 On the following pages, a series of page 

58 The colophon gives only the date, but no name or any further information, Süleymaniye 
Library, Hüsrev 36, fol. 71a. 
59 Only after the workshop, in February 2020, did I get the chance for an autopsy, which showed 
that the whole manuscript is probably written on the same paper with very few watermarks. 
60 Süleymaniye Library, Hüsrev 36, fol. 38b–45a. 
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configurations begins, which are reminiscent of the classical ḥilye-panel. By the 
1780s, ḥilye as a genre of panel calligraphy had already become popular. On folios 
45b–47a, four short texts are written in the shape of a circle in the middle of an 
otherwise blank page. Each of these is an abbreviated version of the ḥilye of one 
of the rightly guided caliphs (fig. 13). The citation of the Arabic text is written in 
red, the Turkish translation in black ink, which gives the circles a certain visual 
dynamic. These circles may be seen as visualisation of the preceding text, Cevrī’s 
poem. They may also remind one of the four small circles surrounding 
Muḥammad’s ḥilye, but presenting them as circles on an otherwise blank page 
gives them a much higher authority. In fact, in Cevrī’s poem also, the focus is on 
the ḥilye of each of the four caliphs. 

The following page shows a configuration of Muḥammad’s ḥilye which is very 
close to Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān’s panels (fig. 14).61 The first line contains the invocation of 
God. Below, the first part of the ḥadīth is written in circular shape, surrounded by 
the names of the four rightly guided caliphs. The rest of the ḥadīth is written in 
the lower part of the page in a rectangular shape. The following pages pick up this 

61 Cf. E.g. Hatcher Graduate Library, Michigan University Ann Arbor, Isl. Ms. 238; Gruber, 
Praiseworthy, pp. 286–287. 

Fig. 13: Visualisations of the ḥilye of the rightly guided caliphs ʿAlī and ʿUthmān (Süleymaniye Library, 
Hüsrev 36, fig. 47)
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contrast of circular and rectangular text blocks. It is an anonymous ḥilye-text in 
prose, in fact a Turkish translation of one of the ḥadīth-texts from the Shamāʾil.62 
In the centre of each page the Arabic original is written in circular shape with 
vowel signs, in the upper and the lower part of the page the Turkish translation 
is written in rectangular shape without vowel signs. This page configuration ob-
viously had priority over the correlation of the cited text and its translation, be-
cause there are slight discrepancies between these texts. The configuration visu-
alises the hierarchy of texts by means of colour (red vs. black), shape (circular vs. 
rectangular) and script (use of vowel signs), but it also adapts the iconicity of the 
panel calligraphy. Still, the circular shape in general brings us back to the topic of 
the seal of prophethood. 

e. Hybrids of the ḥilye and the seal of prophethood

In the 19th century, a hybrid form of the ḥilye and the seal of prophethood found 
their way into manuscripts and printed books. A printed version of Bursalı İsmāʿīl 
Ḥaḳḳı’s (d. 1137/1725) commentary (Feraḥ er-Rūḥ) on a 15th-century poem about 
basic religious knowledge, e. g. the Prophet Muḥammad, creation and the day of 
judgement — Yazıcıoğlı Muḥammed’s (d. 855/1451) Muḥammedīye — serves as 

62 Süleymaniye Library, Hüsrev 36, fol. 48a–50a. 

Fig. 14: Different ḥilye-texts in a multi-text manuscript (Süleymaniye Library, Hüsrev 36, fig. 48) 



Tobias Heinzelmann 

250 

an impressive example for the interaction between the two images. For my 
analysis, I chose the version of İsmāʿīl Ḥaḳḳı’s commentary, which was published 
as a typographic print in Cairo 1258 h. (1842). The configuration of the text and 
the ḥilye remains the same in a number of manuscripts and prints (fig. 15, Feraḥ 
er-Rūḥ, Cairo 1258 h., vol. 2, p. 64).63 The printed image of Muḥammad’s ḥilye is 
not interpolated into the chapter about Muḥammad’s characteristics and physio-
gnomy, where it is most likely to be expected, but into the chapter about his 
death.64 Thus it is linked to a new narrative. The verses immediately preceding 
the ḥilye describe the scene where, on his deathbed, Muḥammad asks his 
companions to tell him if he is still in debt to someone or owes anyone 
compensation or retribution. All discharge him from any debt or guilt except for 
ʿUkkāsha ibn al-Miḥsan, who reminds them that the Prophet had hit him once 
with his whip by accident, and he insists on recompense. The Prophet confirms 
this and asks ʿUkkāsha to hit him back now. The companions beg ʿUkkāsha to 
discharge the Prophet, who was weak and faint by then, but he insists on his right. 
When Bilāl is finally asked to bring the whip and the Prophet removes his robe, 
ready to be hit on his back, the seal of prophethood between his shoulders 
becomes visible to all, and it illuminates the whole environment like a flash of 
lightning.65 At this point in the narrative, the print of Feraḥ er-Rūḥ interpolates 
the ḥilye-design, which is at first sight very close to Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān’s panels. The 
following ten verses tell that the companions of the Prophet thereupon lamented 
excessively. ʿUkkāsha was perplexed when he saw what he unwittingly unveiled. 
Then he wept, too, and regretted that he had intended to touch the Prophets 
blessed body with his own (mübārek cismüñe cismüm ulaşsun dėyü).66 But 
Muḥammad tells him that God will withhold from him the fire of hell and reward 
him with paradise.67

Yazıcıoğlı’s original text links ʿUkkāsha’s act of unwittingly unveiling the seal of 
prophethood and thereby the light of Muḥammad with the promise of paradise. 
In the print of Feraḥ er-Rūḥ from 1258 h. (1842) a similar link is presented by the 
interpolation of the ḥilye. The ḥilye here consists of three elements: a slightly ab-
breviated version of the ḥadīth about the apotropaic and salutary effect of seeing 

63 Heinzelmann, Tobias: Populäre Religiöse Literatur und Buchkultur im Osmanischen Reich. Eine 
Studie zur Nutzung der Werke der Brüder Yazıcıoġlı. (Istanbuler Texte und Studien 32). Würzburg: 
Ergon, 2015, here pp. 200–204, fig. 6.11 on p. 525. 
64 Çelebioğlu, Âmil: Muhammediye. 2 vols. Istanbul: Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı, 1996, here vol. 2, 
pp.  124–127, verses 1916–1961. 
65 Çelebioğlu, Muhammediye, vol. 2, pp. 255–259, verses 3912–3956. 
66 Çelebioğlu, Muhammediye, vol. 2, p. 259, verse 3956. İsmāʿīl Ḥaḳḳı, Bursalı: Şerḥ el-
Muḥammedīye el-musemmā bi-Feraḥ er-Rūḥ, 2 vols. Cairo: Dār el-ṭıbāʿa el-bāhire, 1258 h., vol. 2, 
p. 65.
67 Which actually contradicts Yazıcıoğlı’s chapter about those who were promised paradise by
the Prophet, where ʿUkkāsha is not mentioned, cf. Çelebioğlu, Muhammediye, vol. 2, pp. 308–
309, verses 4711–4720.
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the Prophet’s ḥilye, the typical ḥilye-design reminiscent of the configuration of 
Ḥāfīẓ ʿOs̱mān’s panels, and four additional verses which explain the apotropaic 
effect of the image of the seal of prophethood.68 The configuration implicitly 
equates the two: the image of the ḥilye and the image of the seal of prophethood. 
The adaptation of the ḥilye-panel here consists of the large circle with the text of a 
ḥadīth describing Muḥammad’s physiognomy and five small, ornate cir-
cles — one in the centre of the large circle, and four in the corners between the 
large circle and the rectangular frame. The names of the four rightly guided ca-
liphs, however, are lacking. The fact that the text of the ḥadīth, which is uncanon-
ical, differs from those on the panels is remarkable, and conveys again a hybrid 
concept of the seal of prophethood. The last sentence reads: “Between his shoul-
ders he has the seal of prophethood, and it was written on its inside (fī baṭnihi) 

68 İsmāʿīl Ḥaḳḳı, Şerḥ el-Muḥammedīye, vol. 2, p. 64. 

Fig. 15: ḥilye as interpolation in a typographic print of İsmāʿīl Ḥaḳḳı’s 
Feraḥ er-Rūḥ, Cairo 1258 h., vol. 2, p. 64
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[i.e. as a concealed inscription]: “God is the only one. He has no associates” (Allāh 
waḥdahu lā sharīk lahu).69 The seal of prophethood as a mark on Muḥammad’s 
body is amalgamated with the idea of the seal as an artefact bearing an inscription. 
Its “copy” or “image” (both for ṣūret or şekil) can be used as apotropaic de-
vice — again as an artefact, be it as a single page in the whole manuscript or 
printed book, or be it as a graphic on a separate piece of paper or wooden panel. 

Taking the narrative about ʿUkkāsha into account, the idea that the seal of 
prophethood is a phenomenon of light, which was normally veiled by 
Muḥammad’s clothes, is transferred to the image of the ḥilye. This suggests that 
the ḥilye in this print — and probably also in some other contexts — was inter-
preted as a visualisation of the light of Muḥammad. 

5. Conclusion

Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye is remarkable for its construction of the interrelation between a 
text and its written manifestation. This is based on two significant factors: Firstly, 
its claim to be directly based on one of the important sources of Islamic be-
lief — the ḥadīth, i. e., the tradition of the Prophet, and secondly the authorisation 
given by the Prophet in a dream, to use a piece of paper as an artefact and profit 
from its beneficial effect. These different approaches become visible in the 
manuscripts. On the one hand, there are manuscripts which visualise — by 
colour, ductus, and illumination — the hierarchy and interrelation of the 
commentary (Ḫāḳānī’s poem) and the source (al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil). On the 
other hand, Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye is complemented by other texts, illuminations or 
illustrations which visualise that beneficial artefact which is mentioned in the 
text — the ḥilye written on a piece of paper. 

The narrative of the caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd as a part of this poem explicitly ad-
dresses the iconic character of the ḥilye and its apotropaic effect. It might have 
been logical for copyists and illuminators to take up this suggestive theme. Still, 
manuscripts of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye with illustrations or illumination are relatively 
rare — and illustrated prints do not exist at all. The specimens analysed, are re-
markable in their use of three textual and graphic additions — supplementary 
texts, illumination, and illustration, which constitute a continuum. A comple-
mentary ḥilye-text, a list of the Prophet’s attributes as in Fatih 4328, might be read 
as just another text in an anthology. Still, the iconicity of such a list becomes ob-
vious if we take a similar panel of Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān into account. The same applies 

69 In the above mentioned ḥilye-panel of Ḥāfıẓ ʿOsm̱ān, the part of the ḥadīth which is written 
within the circle ends with the sentence about the seal of prophethood. It is, however, the original 
version of the ḥadīth, not mentioning any inscription, Hatcher Graduate Library, Michigan 
University Ann Arbor, Isl. Ms. 238, Gruber Praiseworthy, 286. But this configuration is not a 
general characteristic of ḥilye-panels. In some of them, this sentence is in the central, circular 
zone; in some of them it is in in the rectangular zone below. 
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to images of the seal of prophethood. The picture of a rose, which covers two 
thirds of a page, might have more of the character of an illustration than two small 
roses in between the lines. Still, if both can be read as a reference to the text, the 
line between is blurred. 

It is difficult to say anything about the social context of the manuscript users. In 
the case of al-Tirmidhī’s Shamāʾil, paratexts indicate that they were used in a 
scholarly environment. Only a single manuscript in my corpus — Nuruosmaniye 
1168 — was possibly a copy used for devotion and contemplation in the context 
of the Ottoman palace in Istanbul. The data on the users of Ḫāḳānī’s Ḥilye are 
extremely scarce. Still, they indicate that in this corpus of manuscripts, the asso-
ciated strategies to visualise Muḥammad was not confined to a small elite group. 

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 7: Sadberk Hanım Müzesi, Istanbul — Fig. 4: Sakıb Sabancı Müzesi, Istanbul — Fig. 1–3, 
5–6, 8–14: Süleymaniye Library, Istanbul — Fig. 15: Author’s collection 
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Bodily Structures in the Ḥilye-i Sherīf 

Emine Küçükbay 

This paper deals with a particular type of Ottoman calligraphy: The Ḥilye-i Sherīf 
of the late 17th century, focusing on the question in which way it was conceived 
with regard to bodily structures.1 The Ḥilye-i Sherīf will be examined in its textual 
and graphic elements and their semiotics, and its development will be placed in 
the socio-religious circumstances of the period, especially traditions of piety, 
which informed the making and the artist of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf. Attention will be 
paid to diverse elements of meaning that may be addressed with regard to this 
multifaceted medium. The aim is to identify features of corporeality in the Ḥilye-
i Sherīf, and to understand them in their particular relationship between form 
and contents. 

Definition 

A hilye, derived from the Arabic root (ḥ-l-y), is firstly and in sensu stricto an orna-
ment, precious item or jewel. In a broader sense the concepts of “creation,” 
“form” and “beautiful characteristic” may be derived.2 For what was to become 
the Ḥilye-i Sherīf, a textual tradition describing the physical characteristics and 
the moral beauty of the Prophet Muḥammad was the core element, which was in 
turn based on prophetic traditions and collections of earlier texts that are sub-
sumed under the term of shamāʾil. In literary terms, the genre of ḥilye is drafted 
either in verse (manẓūm) or prose (menshūr). Hybrids appear in later lyrical 
variants. Finally, the term Ḥilye-i Sherīf3 refers to a panel on which textual 

1 Work on the present article was begun in the course of the research project “Writing as an 
Intermediary. Text-image relations in early modern Islamic cultures” funded by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) between 2017–2021 (DFG: KO 2130/9–1), at the Department of 
Islamic Art and Archaeology, University of Bamberg. As a further result from this research, I 
am planning my PhD thesis on the development of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf. For the present article, I 
am grateful for the suggestions by the reviewers and editors which have substantially clarified 
its expression. 
2 Uzun, Mustafa İsmet: “Hilye”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 18 (1998), 
pp.  44–47, esp. p. 44: “yaratılış, sûret ve güzel vasıflar.” 
3 For the textual origin of ḥilye literature and Turkish terms, cf. Zakariya, Mohamed: “The Hilye 
of the Prophet”. Seasons: The Journal of Zaytuna Institute (Autumn-Winter 2003–2004), pp. 13–
22, esp. pp. 13 and 16. Cf. also the article by Tobias Heinzelmann in the present volume. 
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elements in calligraphy of different sizes and geometric forms are arranged in a 
certain graphic scheme. 

The Millennial Crisis 

The decade before the millennium (1000/1592) and the following 17th century 
were, for the subjects of the Ottoman Empire and for citizens of Istanbul, a time 
of crises and wars. Pandemics such as the plague beginning 1588, the renewed 
Celali-uprising of 1596, natural disasters such as drought4 as well as devastating 
urban fires 1633 and 1660 along with wars between East and West characterised 
a period in which darkness and fear were frequent.5 At the beginning of the 17th 
century, when the Ottoman Empire had reached its largest territorial extent but 
ceased to expand further, its government, responsible for the well-being of the 
Empire and its subjects, was under strain. The thousandth anniversary of the hijra 
(according to the Islamic calendar) caused a wave of prophecies, for which the 
reigning sultan Murad III. (r. 1574–1595) was also receptive. The leaders of the 
Celali6 and the Shiite7 uprisings all claimed to follow a mahdī, with the aim to 
restore the supposed divine order and with an eschatological component. At the 
same time, political-cultural conflicts caused unrest in the capital, especially be-
tween the Sufi and the Qāḍīzāde adherents whose individual members had con-
nections to the ruling elite. Thus, the millennium went along with a number of 
religious unrest and uprisings. Their contradictory views were also expressed in 
the way popular customs were performed and how pious traditions were pre-
sented. As a result, a dark mood settled on the whole era. One of the elements of 
hope to which larger parts of the Ottoman society adhered seems to have been a 
longing for the past, part of which was also described in terms of an Islamic 
“Golden Age,” during which “pure” religion was supposed to have been prac-
ticed.8 

Just as the troubled times turned individuals towards humble repentance or 
more likely to intensified pious reflection and the use of salvation literature, the 
coping strategies of the Ottoman rulers apparently aimed at unifying and 
strengthening the society of the capital through a number of processional acts 

4 White, Sam: The Climate of Rebellion in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001. 
5 Kreiser, Klaus – Christoph K. Neumann: Kleine Geschichte der Türkei. Stuttgart: Philipp Reclam 
jun., 2003, esp. pp. 187–242. 
6 The Celali uprisings came out of social ethnic injustices and kept flaring up over a 70-year 
period. The protagonists were common people fighting against authorities; at the end of the 
1690s they were especially virulent. Cf. also in Kreiser – Neumann, Kleine Geschichte, pp. 191–
197, esp. pp. 192 and 196. 
7 The first ruler of the Safawids, Shāh Ismāʿīl I. (r. 1501–1524) presented himself as a godly 
incarnation of the deified fourth caliph ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib. His propaganda influenced many of the 
Turcoman tribes living in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire. 
8 Kreiser – Neumann, Kleine Geschichte, p. 234. 
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using prophetic texts and reliquaries. Festivities and special events were cele-
brated within the walls of the palace or openly in the streets. Formal parades were 
held in the appropriate institutions or on open squares and processional streets.9 
Celebrations such as the sword girding (ḳılıç alayı)10, the Festival of the Holy 
Mantle (ḫırka-ı sherīf)11, circumcisions, weddings or even the “Procession festival 
of the lucky coin purse” (sürre-i hümāyūn)12 were celebrated at certain days in the 
year. 

Devotional Piety and the Veneration of the Prophet 

Unrest and crises may have caused the spiritual-ideological upswing13 as a new 
way of devotion. Forms of religious devotion were coupled with the Ottoman 
ideology of universal structure and world order. The Prophet Muḥammad and his 
earthly life were celebrated as expressions of God’s mercy.14 In public, for exam-
ple in courtly ceremonies, relics of the Prophet were displayed in an almost litur-
gical way. The increased veneration of the Prophet went along with poetic texts 
based on prophetic traditions, which were used within rituals of newly created 
anniversaries, such as the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday (mevlid)15. The 
starting point of festivities was the much renowned poem Mevlūd-i sherīf16 written 

9 Faroqhi, Suraiya: Kultur und Alltag im Osmanischen Reich. Vom Mittelalter bis zum Anfang des 
20. Jahrhunderts. München: C.H. Beck, 20032, pp. 183–206. For a detailed description of
Ottoman pilgrimage cf. Faroqhi, Suraiya: Herrscher über Mekka. Die Geschichte der Pilgerfahrt.
Düsseldorf/Zürich: Artemis & Winkler, 2000, pp. 51–55. Cf. also Wasti, Syed Tanvir: “The
Ottoman ceremony of the Royal Purse”. Middle Eastern Studies 41.2 (2005), pp. 193–200.
10 The ceremony taking place after the Ottoman sultans took their throne; cf. Özcan, Abdülkadir:
“Kılıç alayı”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 25 (2002), pp. 408–410. Cf. also
Wasti 2005, p. 198, Fn.7.
11 The “Mantle of Beatitude” of the Prophet Muhammad, acquired for the Ottoman palace at
some point, had previously (allegedly) been worn by caliphs on special occasions; Atasoy,
Nurhan: “Hırka-i saʽadet”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 17 (1998), pp. 374–
377.
12 Wasti 2005, p. 199 and Fn 9.
13 During the 16th century, the Ottoman Empire, which had grown to a dominating power in the
Middle East and in the Mediterranean, was increasingly influenced by the Zeitgeist of new
science (essentially, mathematics, astronomy and astrology, among others) that also sought to
understand and clarify the hidden spiritual structure of the universe. For example, the much-
discussed new heliocentric worldview, already controversially debated in Europe, also found its
way to Ottoman scholars. Some of these discussions went along with debates on the nature of
the divine and with messianic movements; cf. Howard, Douglas A.: Das Osmanische Reich. 1300–
1924. German transl. Jörg Fündling. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2018, pp.
165–170, esp. ch. 3 and 4, pp. 113–229. Cf. also: Hagen, Gottfried: Ein osmanischer Geograph bei
der Arbeit. Entstehung und Gedankenwelt von Kātib Čelebis Ğihānnümā. Berlin: Klaus Schwarz,
2003.
14 Howard, Das Osmanische Reich, p. 169.
15 The day of the official mevlid festivities was set on the 12th Rabīʿ al-Awwal. Cf. Schimmel,
Annemarie: And Muhammad Is His Messenger. Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic Piety. Chapel
Hill/London: UNC Press, 1985, p. 145.
16 The text was written by Süleyman Çelebi (1351–1422) around 1409; Schimmel, Muhammad Is
His Messenger, pp. 152–155.
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around 1409, which was at first read out to small groups and audiences and be-
came widespread all over the Ottoman sphere.17 Sultan Murad III. (r.1574–1595) 
deemed in 1588 that the annual festivities with its custom of burning candles 
should take place within sight of the minarets. Annemarie Schimmel reports on 
the debates surrounding the new forms of devotion: 

“Authorities of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, like the mystically minded polymath 

Suyuti (who composed a work defending the ‘good innovation’ of the maulid) and the 

traditionist Ibn Hajar al-Haithami [sic], deemed it permissible that the Koran be recited 

and religious songs be sung, but they prohibited other musical entertainment and even 

more the use of lights and candles. Processions with candles and illuminations reminded 

them too much of the customs of their Christian neighbors […].”18 

Of special significance was the extraordinary congruence of three light festivals 
(Jewish, Christian and Muslim), which Howard termed the “Mevlid of the 
millennium” and which arguably was seen as a moment of healing or atonement 
by cosmological circumstances.19 

A cornerstone of the veneration of the Prophet Muḥammad lies in following 
him in his way of life (sunna). There are a number of mentions in the Qurʾān 
which exhort the believer to follow the messenger of God as a “beautiful example” 
(uswa ḥasana) (Q 33:21). Schimmel mentions that over centuries the veneration 
of the Prophet developed far above the norm and that the biography of 
Muḥammad was invested in a “luminous haze of legends.”20 

With the change of living conditions after the Early Islamic period, difficulties 
arose with the adherence to religious practice. During the Early Modern Period 
many questions arose whether and to what degree believers could follow the prac-
tice of the Prophet, which had long attained religious-normative functions.21 
From the earliest times Muḥammad had been considered the ideal and role 
model for the believers. In the 12th century the veneration reached new peaks, 
according to Schimmel.22 In the late 16th century, Ottoman thought underlined 
this with the notion of ‘the Prophet as the Perfect Man.’ As Emine Fetvacı notes: 

17 Hagen, Gottfried: “Mawlid, Ottoman”. In: Muhammad in History, Thought, and Culture: An 
Encyclopedia of the Prophet of God. (2 vols.). Ed. Coeli Fitzpatrick and Adam Walker. Santa 
Barbara: ABC-Clio 2014, pp. 369–373, here p. 370. 
18 Schimmel, Muhammad Is His Messenger, p. 146. 
19 Howard, Das Osmanische Reich, p. 170.  
20 Schimmel, Muhammad Is His Messenger, p. 10. 
21 Ibid., pp. 25–32.  
22 Schimmel, Annemarie: Mystische Dimensionen des Islam. Die Geschichte des Sufismus. 
München: Diederichs, 1995, pp. 303–321. In the section on the veneration of the Prophet, 
Schimmel shows how the Prophet rose in the esteem of mystics and intensity of beliefs through 
the centuries. The evolving new forms of expression manifested themselves in various literary 
works of the times. Beginning with the biographies of the Prophet (sīra), descriptions (ḥilya), 
eulogies (naʿt), worship of the Prophet through the metaphor of light (nūr-i Muḥammadī), and 
much more. Especially the works of Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240) on the veneration of the Prophet, which 
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“Emulating the Prophet Muhammad aligned with the Sufi concept of the ‘perfect man’ 

(insān-ı kāmil), derived from the Qurʼanic notions that God created man in his image, and 

that man is Godʼs representative or deputy (caliph) in the world.69 The Prophet 

Muhammad was deemed the ‘perfect man’ by the influential medieval Andalusian mystic 

Ibn al-ʿArabī, who became the patron saint of the Ottoman house during the sixteenth 

century and was fundamental to the teachings of most early modern Ottoman Sufis.”23  

The following considerations target two fields of meaning by following the textual 
evolution of the ḥilye literature genre as well as the possible evolutionary steps of 
the Ottoman pictorial-visual representations of the Prophet. The foregoing state-
ments on the textual evolution have explained the reasons for the start and the 
ongoing occupation with descriptions of the Prophet, which culminated in the art 
form of the single leaf. 

Textual Origins of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf 

Political and religious events that were experienced as threats influenced the 
changes and consolidation of the majority Ottoman-Sunni belief system as de-
scribed above. It informed religious co-habitation to a degree that it became an 
equivalent of state religion.24 The intense engagement with the Prophet 
Muḥammad can be seen in diverse artistic expressions under the reign of Murād 
III. (r. 1574–1595), for example in the “Biography of the Prophet” (Kitāb-i Siyer-
i Nebī)25 commissioned by the sultan. This veneration and the wish to pay 
homage, to become closer in every possible way to the long-departed messenger 
of God, permeated the Muslim community over the following generations. The 
pious longing went along with legendary traditions. According to one of them, 
Fāṭima, the Prophet’s daughter, was so upset when it became clear the serious 

 

he interprets as the absolute perfection in the view of God (cf. p. 385) was important for the 
following centuries. 
23 Fetvacı, Emine: The Album of the World Emperor: Cross-Cultural Collecting and the Art of Album-
Making in Seventeenth Century Istanbul. Princeton, Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2019, 
pp.  20–21. 
24 Characteristics include an emphasis on meaningful genealogy, which benefited both the new 
imperial ideology and the Ottoman sultans and high dignitaries to associate themselves with 
seminal figures of the past, especially the Prophet Muhammad himself. In the course of 
Ottoman expansion, the sultans invoked historical figures by gaining physical as well as spiritual 
supremacy of their tombs, thus claiming legitimacy of their rule. At the time of Sultan 
Mehmed II (r. 1444–46 and 1451–81), the tomb of the Prophet’s companion Aiyūb al-Anṣārī was 
discovered; the rediscovery and ceremonial dedication of the tomb of the respected Sufi master 
Ibn ʿArabī (1165–1240) occurred under Sultan Selim I. (r. 1512–1520), and finally Sultan 
Suleyman I (1520–1566), during his campaign of conquest in Baghdad, came upon the tomb of 
Abū Ḥanīfa al-Nuʿmān (d. 767), the founder of the Ḥanafī school of Ottoman law. 
25 Sultan Murād’s III (r. 1574–1595) reverence and love for the Prophet was obviously influenced 
by his teacher and mentor Hoca Saʿdeddīn Efendi (1536/7–1599), whose views he himself fed 
from the great mystic ʿAzīz Maḥmūd Hüdāyīi(1542–1628) of his time. Hüdāyī, in turn, studied 
the writings and Qurʾānic exegesis of Ibn ʿArabī, who reflected on the Prophet Muhammad as a 
“Perfect Man”; cf. Fetvacı, The Album of the World Emperor, p. 21. 
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illness would be his last and that she would never see him again that he set his 
son-in-law ʿAlī to writing a ḥilye about him. The Muslim community seems to 
have engaged early on with the description of the Prophet. Mohamed Zakaria 
reports on an “interesting but questionable hadith […] refers, of course, not to the 
calligraphic composition of the hilye but to the physical, moral, and spiritual de-
scription of the Prophet.” 

“He who sees my hilye after me, it is as if he had actually seen me, and he who sees it out 

of love and desire for me, God will forbid the fire of Hell to touch him. He will be safe 

from the trials of grave, and he will not be sent forth naked on the day of resurrection.”26 

It is important to state that the ḥilye allows the reader or beholder to connect in 
some way with the presence of the Prophet. Various scholars keep stressing this 
meaning. “The ones who see and read my hilye, the illiterates who rub it on their 
faces and eyes and bless my soul with their prayers will feel as if they have seen 
me.”27 Another way of communing with the Messenger after his passing was to 
establish a spiritual connection through dreamscape, which is of eminent im-
portance for the ḥilye.28 Zakariya cites a tradition: “He who has seen me in a 
dream has seen the truth.”29 The Messenger speaks of the existence and veracity 
of a dream-vision himself:30 “The Prophet (ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص) said, ‘Whoever has seen me in a 
dream, then no doubt, he has seen me, for Satan cannot imitate my shape.’”31 

The theme of dreams can also be shown in the reported dream-visions of the 
Ottoman mystic Asiye Hatun32 (d. after 1643). In her writings she noted, among 
others, the following dream: “On the blessed head of the Friend of God was a 
black turban. He was dressed in a honey-coloured garment. I see him as in a ḥilya-
i sharīfa…”33 The examples cited show the effort of connecting to the Prophet 

26 Zakariya 2003–2004, p. 21. 
27 Gruber, Christiane: “A Pious Cure-All: The Ottoman Illustrated Prayer Manual in the Lilly 
Library”. In: The Islamic Manuscript Tradition: Ten Centuries of Book Arts in Indiana University 
Collections, (Ed.) Christiane Gruber. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009, pp. 117–153, 
here p. 132 und cf. also in Fn. 79. Cf. also Taşkale, Faruk – Hüseyin Gündüz: Hat Sanatında 
Hilye-i Şerîfe: Hz. Muhammed’in Özellikleri = Characteristics of the Prophet Muhammad in 
Calligraphic Art. Istanbul: Antik A.Ş. Kültür Yayınları, 2006, pp. 17–18 and Zakariya 2003–2004, 
p. 21.
28 Numerous medieval and early modern case studies on the dream theme can be found in Felek,
Özgen – Alexander D. Knysh (eds.): Dreams and Visions in Islamic Societies. Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2012. Cf. especially the contributions by Gottfried Hagen, pp. 99–
122, and Özgen Felek, pp. 249–272.
29 Zakariya 2003–2004, p. 21.
30 Schimmel, Annemarie: Die Träume des Kalifen: Träume und ihre Deutung in der islamischen
Kultur. München: C. H. Beck, 1998, p. 20.
31 Sunnah.com. The Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (صلى هللا عليه و سلم) at Your Fingertips,
URL https://sunnah.com/bukhari:6994 (last viewed 26.07.2021): Sahih al-Bukhari 6994, Book
91, Hadith 13; cf. Schimmel, Träume des Kalifen, p. 231.
32 For Asiye Hatun, cf. Faroqhi, Kultur und Alltag, pp. 133–134.
33 Schimmel, Träume des Kalifen, p. 187.
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through knowledge, poetry, traditions, and rituals or spiritually on a different 
level of consciousness, as in a dream, to envision and recognise him. 

However, in order to show the complete picture of textual evolution, the begin-
ning of the ḥilye tradition must be considered. The term indicates a genre of 
literature that deals with the inner and outer characteristics of the Prophet 
Muḥammad, as orally transmitted by contemporary witnesses. The texts written 
on the single leaf ḥilyes are taken from the collection of the renowned traditional-
ist Muḥammad b. ʿĪsā at-Tirmidhī (d. 892). His ash-Shamāʾil an-nabawīya al-
muṣṭafawīya / Shamāʾil an-nabī speaks of the beautiful aspects of the Prophet 
Muḥammad. In contrast to other traditionalist scholars he not only had an 
unusually diligent memory of traditions, but also managed to take a new 
perspective on the Prophet and Messenger of God by collating traditions about 
the life of Muḥammad — including the descriptions of his person — in a new 
way, focusing on his human aspects and organising the material accordingly. 
Tilman Nagel’s description gives an overview of the content and structure of 
Tirmidhī’s work: 

“The first twenty of overall fifty-six short chapters summarise details from the ḥadīṯ which 

are based on the appearance of Mohammed; his build, his personal care and his way of 

dress are dealt with here. Thirteen chapters on his way of eating follow. Then the reader 

can learn of Mohammed’s way of speech, his laughter and his pranks and in what way he 

went to sleep. Important to Muslims and therefore especially comprehensive are those 

following chapters: in what way the Prophet fulfilled his ritual duties and how he read 

from the Koran. The last twelve chapters of at-Tirmiḏī are dedicated primarily to the 

significant character traits of Mohammed: his humbleness and modesty and the lifestyle 

resulting from them. But many [further] traditions […] are interspersed — as the last 

chapter — as he presents himself to the Muslims in dream-visions.”34 

The chapters of the Kitāb ash-Shamaʿil are categorised according to different 
bodily aspects (hair, face), personal and religious behaviours (food, laughter and 
ritual washing, prayer), but also personal items (shoes, robe and turban). Order-
ing the material according to a leitmotiv within each chapter, Tirmidhī collected 
all relevant traditions from the close circle surrounding the Prophet, while strictly 
observing the transmission chain (isnād). The didactic procedure as well as the 
references on the meaning and explanation of the hadiths contributed to the 
image of authenticity and authority that secured the reputation of this text until 
the Ottoman 16th century.35 Considering Tirmidhī’s biographic dates, there is a 
legitimate question about his connection to the Ottoman Ḥilye-i sherīf of the 17th 

 
34 Nagel, Tilman: Allahs Liebling. Ursprung und Erscheinungsformen des Mohammedglaubens. 
München: R. Oldenbourg, 2008, cf. chapter III, section 3. “Die ‘schönen Seiten’ Mohammeds”, 
pp. 267–288, here p. 277. Translation by Magret Sloan. 
35 Gruber, Christiane: “Between logos (Kalima) and light (Nūr): Representations of the Prophet 
Muhammad in Islamic painting”. Muqarnas 26 (2009), pp. 229–262, especially cf. on p. 234. 
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century and how these texts were transmitted and received in the Ottoman society 
of the early modern period. 

Another important collection is the work by the Maliki jurist al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ ibn 
Mūsā (1083–1149) with the title Kitāb ash-Shifāʾ fī taʿrīf ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafā. Qāḍī 
ʿIyāḍs work, which also contains a detailed description of the bodily characteristics 
and moral virtues36, additionally mentions details on the healing of sick and 
handicapped people in the paragraphs on prophetic miracles (muʿjizāt). 

These two collections were considered the essential classics of shamāʾil literature 
that were known and appreciated by the Ottoman scholars at the beginning of the 
early modern period. Many exegetical commentaries (sharḥ) and explanations 
were penned to describe their usefulness or to show their viewpoints through 
translations or revisions. High-ranking scholars such as the mufti of Mecca Ibn 
Ḥajar al-Ḥaytamī (d. 1567)37, the Ottoman historian Aḥmed Ṭāshköprüzāde 
(1494–1561) who at the end of his life dedicated himself to the study of the hadith, 
ʿAlī al- Qārī (d. 1605)38, as well as the later polyhistorian Kātib Çelebi (Ḥājjī 
Khalīfa 1609–1658) — to name but a few — engaged with prophetic traditions, 
among them Tirmidhī’s and Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ’s works, and wrote their comments and 
explanations. The judgement on the usefulness and importance of these texts was 
universal among the later scholars. Primarily, they praise the reliable authority of 
Tirmidhī and the special collection of healing ḥadīth, especially important for the 
ḥilye.39 

A group of important ḥilye texts which derived from the shamā’il works show 
the evolution of the Ottoman-Turkish literary genre. The first known prose ḥilye 
work is Risâletü ş-şemâiliyye (also known as Hilye-i Celiyye ve Şemâil-i Aliyye) by 
Sheykh ül-Islām Khōja Saʿdeddīn Efendī (1536/7–1599) finished in 1580. A par-
ticular feature of this prose work is that Saʿdeddīn translated the collected 
traditions relating to the Prophet’s descriptions, thus making them accessible to 
a new broad Ottoman readership.40 The first ‘autonomous’ work in the literary 
genre of the ḥilye was the mesnevi poem by Khāḳānī Meḥmed Bey (d. 1606), fin-
ished in 1598. The author, mostly working as an accountant in state service, be-
came honoured among the court poets, because his work was received at the 

36 Zakariya 2003–2004, pp. 16–20.  
37 Nagel, Allahs Liebling, p. 282 and p. 985 FN 110. Haitamī’s statement that neither the Prophet 
nor the descriptions of his person must be denigrated underlines the high status that Tirmiḏī’s 
work enjoyed. 
38 Özel, Ahmet: “Ali el-Kārî“. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 2 (1989), pp. 403–
405, here p.403. Al-Qārī’s commentary Şerhüʾş-şifāʾ on Qādī ʿIyāḍ’s work was widely read in both 
Istanbul and Cairo. 
39 Kandemir, M. Yaşar – Mustafa İsmet Uzun: “eş-Şifâ”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam 
Ansiklopedisi, vol. 39 (2010), pp 134–138, esp. p. 135.  
40 Uzun 1998, pp. 44–47, here p. 44. 
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Divān-ı Hümāyūn, the grand council.41 The poem became known as the Ḥilye-i 
Khāḳānī and was widely disseminated; it became equally widespread among the 
elite and the populace.42 Going by various statements in modern literature, schol-
ars believe that the Ḥilye-i Khāḳānī may have been the inspiration for Ḥāfıẓ 
ʿOs̱mān’s graphic display of the hilye — an obvious thesis, considering the recep-
tion of this lyrical work in the close courtly circle, in which Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān (1642–
1698) also moved due to his courtly workshop and his teaching commitments. 

Parallel to this development of the textual ḥilye, another group of pious texts 
dealing with personal items and relics from the life of the Prophet established 
themselves, sometimes accompanied with images.43 Philosophical-mystical 
works and handbooks of prayer by authors such as Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240) or the 
Imam al-Jazūlī (d. 1465) underline spiritual experience of the individual, fre-
quently in connection with the veneration of the prophet. Christiane Gruber sum-
marizes: “the Prophet is praised as the perfect or complete man (al-insān al-
kāmil), as well as a vehicle or channel (wasīla), an isthmus or boundary point 
(barzakh), and a medium or intermediary (wāsiṭa) between God and man.”44 The 
interaction between spiritual approach and devotional practice is mirrored in the 
Ottoman prayer books (Duʿāʾ mejmūʿası and Enʿām-i sherīf).45 In these works, 
schematic representations of Mecca and Medina also appeared, mostly at the end 
of the text. Later copies of these manuscripts also contain the ḥilye scheme de-
signed by Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān, and there seems to be at least one copy of the Enʿām-i 
sherīf calligraphed by Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān himself.46 

The fact that the physical appearance of the Prophet was subject to literary de-
scription and that several works highlighted the corporeal aspects of his life raises 
the question how visual images of the Prophet Muḥammad were presented at the 
same time. Which margin for variation was given and which developments or 
restructurings of representations can be observed? 

 
41 Ḫāḳānī Meḥmed Bey was funded by the Grand Vizier Cığalzāde Sinān Pāsha (1545–1605), 
who presented the work to Divān-ı Hümāyun. For additional information cf. Pala, İskender (ed.): 
Hilye-i Saadet. Hakanî Mehmet Bey. Istanbul: Melisa, 2013. 
42 Cf. the article by Tobias Heinzelmann in the present volume. 
43 Korn, Lorenz: “Footprints and Sandals as Relics and Symbols of Veneration in Islamic 
Cultures”. In: In the Footsteps of the Masters. Footprints, Feet and Shoes as Objects of Veneration in 
Asian, Islamic and Mediterranean Art (Studies in Asian Art and Culture, 7). Ed. Julia A. B. 
Hegewald. Berlin 2020, pp. 727–764. 
44 Gruber 2009, p. 233. 
45 The Dalāʾil al-khayrāt is a compilation of blessings (ṣalawāt) to the Prophet Muḥammad, cou-
pled with supplications (duʿāʾ) that the pious are able to address to themselves or to others. This 
collection was compiled by the Sufi scholar Imam al-Jazūlī (d. 1465), based in Fez (Morocco). It 
is considered the model for Ottoman variants, the modified Dalāʾil al-khayrāt and the Enʿām-i 
Sherīf. 
46 Istanbul, Topkapı Sarayı Library, EH 322; cf. Bain, Alexandra: “The late Ottoman Enʻamı şerif: 
Sacred text and images in an Islamic prayer book”. [PhD dissertation] University of Victoria 
1999, pp. 58–59. 
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From Figural Depiction to Abstraction in the Representation of 
Muḥammad 

In Islamic art, portraits of Muḥammad from the 13th century onwards often show 
him in a ‘naturalistic’ way. Christiane Gruber has intensely studied the pictorial 
tradition and has classified diverse pictorial programmes of representations of the 
Prophet. She examines a repertoire of manuscripts, usually of Persian context and 
dated between the 13th and 16th century.47 It was not unusual during that period 
to show the Prophet full length and with features according to the current style 
that was influenced by Far Eastern painterly traditions. Under the dynasties of the 
Ilkhanids (1256–1353), Timurids (1370–1506) and Safavids (1501–1722), book il-
lustrations were the preferred pictorial output, so that images were mostly em-
bedded the literary works. According to Gruber’s categories, the images of the 
Prophet can be classified into “veristic,” “inscribed” and “luminous” portraits. 
Gruber points out that borders between these categories are blurred and that pic-
torial traditions were not necessarily bound to a period or a place, also due to the 
migration of artists.48  

The “veristic” portraits, common between 1250–1400, show the human form as 
bodily stature and a clearly visible face. These naturalistic pictures also show per-
sonal attributes and items. The Prophet Muhammad is normally shown as a 
seated monarch, often surrounded by a court. There are usually motifs of celestial 
association around the central scene with Muhammad as the main character. 

From 1400 onward portraits were increasingly removed from this “veristic” type 
and split into two further groups. Muhammad was depicted either with a white 
veil or with a luminous aura that hide his face. Those portraits which Gruber 
terms “inscribed” have text added but not integrated. In these scenes the Prophet 
is usually hidden behind a white veil. Rather than the seeing the facial features of 
the Prophet, the viewer reads the salutations, such as Yā Muḥammad.49 “In such 
representations, a written text serves to buttress a visual construct, while the de-
clarative mode helps to realize the demonstrative mode.”50 The simultaneous 
view of picture and text, paired with practices of invocation and prayer (duʿāʾ) in-
voke a spiritual vision of the Prophet within the beholder. The so-called “lumi-
nous” portraits operate with metaphors of the prophetic light. The primordial, 
sacred and creative light that is associated with the Prophet is represented as a 
gilded aureole or flashing nimbus. 

In later literary works which address the other-worldly properties of the Prophet 
in his perfection as well as the desire of the believer to approach the Prophet on 

47 Gruber 2009, p. 229. 
48 Ibid., p. 229. 
49 Ibid., p. 240. 
50 Ibid., p. 230. 
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an increased level of spiritual piety, Muhammad is increasingly shown in one of 
these hidden manners, with a veiled face or in a rather metaphorical construct 
like a celestial body with a light source.51 According to Gruber, this highlights 
him “as a dual substance, or a combination of physical body and non-physical 
being.”52 Furthermore, it appears that visual depictions of the Prophet became 
rarer after 1700. 

Obviously, the initial ‘naturalistic’ pictorial tradition was therefore gradually re-
placed by more abstract representations. It seems plausible that reasons for this 
development can be seen in devotional trends as visible in the Ottoman Empire, 
together with “philosophical concepts, mystical thought, sectarian debates.”53 

Provenance and Calligrapher of the Single-Leaf Panel 

The Ḥilye-i Sherīf, the textual and graphic contents of which is organised in a 
special way, appeared first as a calligraphic panel in the second half of the 17th 
century. “Calligraphic panel” (levḥa) denotes a self-contained composition of the 
type that were frequently illuminated and framed to be hung on a wall. In the case 
of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf, the layout with its stereotypical forms in a particular aesthetic 
order can be traced back to the Ottoman master calligrapher Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān b. ʿAlī 
(1642–1698), who worked in the scriptorium of the serail. In the mind of modern 
experts he also excelled in the art of illumination (tadhhīb).54 There is no evidence 
on his single leaves to bear other signatures of illuminators, so it is likely that 
Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān himself added the decorations.55 In general, it was not unknown 
for artists to be active in a number of fields (such as illumination and bookbind-
ing).  

Like many calligraphers, Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān was devoted to Sufi texts and mystic 
practice. He belonged to the Sünbül order in the Koca-Mustafa-Paşa district of 
Istanbul. Most of his life he spent in Istanbul, apart from pilgrimages to Mecca 
in 1672 and 1677 as well as regular visits to Bursa and Edirne.56 We can therefore 
conclude that the main part of his works were created in Istanbul, as long as ex-
plicit signatures or dates connected to his journeys do not indicate otherwise. 

51 Gruber 2009, pp. 247–251. 
52 Ibid, p. 248. 
53 Gruber Christiane: “Images”. In: Muhammad in History, Thought, and Culture: An Encyclopedia 
of the Prophet of God. (2 vols.). Ed. Coeli Fitzpatrick – Adam Walker. Santa Barbara: ABC-Clio 
2014, pp. 286–294, here p. 292. 
54 Niewöhner-Eberhard, Elke: “Die Berliner Murakka von Hafiz Osman”. Jahrbuch der Berliner 
Museen 31 (1989), pp. 41–59, here, p. 44, and Fn. 13 with a reference to personal communication 
by Filiz Çağman. 
55 There are two known gilders named Hāfiz Mehmed Çelebi and Ahdeb Hasan Çelebi, who 
generally did illuminations for Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān’s works. Cf. Niewöhner-Eberhard 1989, p. 44. 
56 Derman, Mustafa Uğur: “Hâfız Osman”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 15 
(1997), pp. 98–100. 
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Fig. 1: Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān, Ḥilye-i Sherīf, dated 1103/1691–92. Chester Beatty Library, Inv. No. CBL T 559.4, 
© The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin
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Calligraphic works of Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān comprise a number of Qurʾāns (muṣḥaf), 
prayer books (Dalāʾil al-khayrāt / Enʿām-ı Sherīf) and calligraphic works such as 
practice sheets (mashq), compositions (qiṭʿa), leaves (muraqqaʿ) as well as several 
Ḥilye-i Sherīf. His output contains nearly exclusively Arabic texts.57 We also know 
that the calligrapher developed short texts in Turkish describing the Prophet for 
non-Arabic speaking Muslims on ordinary paper. These were often carried in the 
breast pocket by the pious as a sign of respect and deep connection to the 
Prophet.58 

The Shape of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf 

The selected example shown in fig. 1, currently in the Chester Beatty Library in 
Dublin with the inventory number CBL T 559.4 1212, was calligraphed by Ḥāfıẓ 
ʿOs̱mān in the year 1003/1691. The panel measures 47 × 34 cm in portrait mode. 
It represents a standardised classical form. 

57 Niewöhner-Eberhard 1989, p. 46. 
58 Derman, Mustafa Uğur: “Hilye – Hat”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 18, 
(1998), pp. 47–51, here p. 47. 

#1 baş makam 

#2 göbek 

#3 hilāl 

#4 – #7 cihār-yar 

   #4 Abū Bakr 

   #5 ʿUmar 

   #6 ʿUṯmān 

   #7 ʿAlī 

#8 āyāt 

#9 etek 

#10/11 koltuk 

Terminology of the graphic scheme Fig. 2: Graphic scheme of the Ḥilye-i 
Sherīf (after Derman)
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Surrounded by framing elements that were applied later, three horizontal divid-
ing lines within the inner mount create four separate zones. The upper 
rectangle (#1) contains the text of the basmala59 in large cursive letters. The 
second zone underneath is almost square and contains a large circle in its 
middle (#2), filled with a text in a significantly smaller writing style. This text 
details the outer appearance and the character of the Prophet Muḥammad. 

The circle is clasped around its lower circumference by a crescent moon (#3), 
brightly coloured in gold and resembling a light source. This synthesis of circle 
and crescent moon is surrounded by four smaller near-circular objects placed in 
the corners of the frame. The bubble-like outlines surround the names of the four 
rightly guided caliphs (#4, #5, #6, #7). Directly below the seemingly central space 
of the circular medaillon and tightly fitting crescent moon, surrounded by floral 
and textual accents and within a cloudy shape is another bold text (#8), framing 
the central motif together with (#1). 

The fourth and lowest zone of the ḥilye consists of three rectangles, with a mid-
dle text box (#9), flanked by two richly decorated frames on the edges (#10, #11). 

The description mainly emphasizes the zoned layout of the geometric forms 
and lines, which can be easily differentiated in the simplified plan. The graphic 
scheme, similar to a framed picture in conjunction with its frequent attribution 
to personal devotion, raises the question whether the beholder would have recog-
nized a human form in this arrangement. Was there a form of the human body 
inherent in the Ḥilye-i Sherīf? In the following, I posit that the Ḥilye-i Sherīf is 
indeed a devotional picture. The close examination of the visual form will show 
how, under different aspects, evidence of corporeality can be approached. 

Medial Dimensions of the Graphic Ḥilye-i Sherīf 

Different levels of communication offered by the graphic Ḥilye-i Sherīf can be 
clarified using different medial dimensions. The textual, geometric, performative 
and conceptual levels are of importance here. 

a) Textual level

Portions of the text as shown in the sample can be explained from a wider inter-
textual landscape that serves to elucidate some of the intended associations and 
meanings. 

In the upper rectangle (#1) appears the basmala, here in a special style, which is 
of particular importance in prayer and in the life of the pious. Its shape, the 

59 Padwick, Constance E.: Muslim Devotions. A Study of Prayer-Manuals in Common Use. London: 
SPCK, 1961, repr. Oxford: Oneworld, 2011, p. 94: “This phrase, Bismi llahi r-rahmani r-rahim, 
usually translated into English by ‘In the Name of God the Merciful the Compassionate’, is for-
ever on Muslim lips and pens.” 
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basmala with the long drawn-out letter sīn, is also called oklu besmele, “the invoca-
tion formula with an arrow.” This type acquired high symbolic power, as it was 
believed to indicate the way to paradise across the sirāṭ bridge. 60  

In the corners around the centre, the names of the four rightly guided caliphs 
can be read: #4 “Abū Bakr,” #5 “ʿUmar,” #6 “ʿUthmān,” and #7 “ʿAlī.” In the sec-
ond rectangle below (#8) is the Quranic verse (Q 21:107): “We have only sent you 
as a mercy for mankind.” 

The content of the central text in the circle (#2) reads: 

“[Transmitted] from ʿAlī. When he described the Prophet — God bless him and grant him 

salvation — he used to say: He was neither excessively long nor very small, he was of 

medium height. He had neither curly and short, nor straight and long hair; his hair was 

between curly and straight. He had a round face, clear white complexion, large black eyes 

and long eyelashes. He was large-boned and wide-shouldered. There was no hair on his 

chest from the middle to the abdomen. The palms of his hands and soles of his feet were 

plump. When he walked, he walked in ease as inclined like descending a slope. When he 

wanted to look to his right or left, he used to rotate with his full body. Between his two 

shoulders was the seal of prophethood, as he was the last of the prophets.” 

In the lower rectangular field (#9), the text continues with an invocation: 

“O God! Bless the Prophet of mercy, the intercession of the community, Muḥammad and 

his family, the good and pure ones!”, followed by the signature and the date: “This has 

been written by ʿOs̱mān, known as the ḥāfıẓ of the Qurʾān, may God forgive him and his 

parents, and the one who looks at this. Amen, o Helper! In the year one thousand and one 

hundred and three after the hijra of the one to whom the power and the honour are due.” 

In many other ḥilyes, this continuation in the lower field (#9) runs as follows: 

“He was the most generous-hearted of men, the most straightforward, the most docile-

tempered of them, and the most friendly of them. Those who saw him all of a sudden, got 

upset by his grandeur, but those who were present in his company, by knowing his 

superior qualifications, loved him more than anybody and anything else. Anyone who 

tried to make his superiorities and beauties known, would confess his insufficiency in 

praising him by stating, ‘I have never seen anyone like him, even before or after him…,’ 

may Allah bless him and grant him salvation.”61  

The description of the appearance of the Prophet, especially his bodily stature, 
begins with a pair of opposites stating that the Prophet was “neither too large nor 
too small.” This is followed by a quite elastic exposition on how the Prophet styled 
his hair. In comparison, the shape of the face, the complexion, eyes and eyelashes 

60 Özönder, Hasan: Ansiklopedik Hat ve Tezhip Sanatları – Deyimleri – Terimleri Sözlüğü. Konya: 
Sebat, 2003, p. 154. 
61 Taşkale - Gündüz, Hat Sanatında Hilye-i Şerîfe, pp. 45–46. 
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are described clearly and precise in detail. Likewise, the descriptions of the shape 
of his body and body hair are concrete, even if without remarkable features. 

As a contrast, the slightly stooped walk suggests the pious character, while the 
fact that the Prophet fully turned to those who approached him can be taken as a 
hint of sovereignty and approachability. The ‘prophetic seal’ was a feature that 
signaled authority and singularity. Other exemplary traits of the Prophet are 
enumerated in superlatives such as “magnanimous,” “straightest” etc. which cul-
minate in fame and perfection. According to Zakariya, “these artful descriptions 
make vivid impressions on the listener or reader. They are quite easy to memorize 
and played an important part in recalling beloved and respected figures.”62 It can 
be remarked that this “vivid impression” also drew on the absence of extremes, 
which made it easy for believers to animate their own imagination with familiar 
features. The form of ḥadīth that introduces ʿAlī as witness for the bodily features 
and character of the Prophet not only stands for authenticity but also underlines 
the personal experience behind the text. 

b) Level of geometric shapes

The layout of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf contains simple and more complex geometric 
motifs such as horizontal lines, a number of rectangles, circle and crescent. These 
forms are usually bound by mathematical formulas, which are, however, never 
explicated so that the geometry of the ḥilye remains simple and opaque at the 
same time. Obviously, geometry was mirrored in all traditions of arts in the 
Ottoman Empire, functioning as a bridge between science and artistry.63 As 
Hamdouni Alami puts it, “the science of harmonious proportions is central to the 
work of artists and craftsmen, for it is the basis of beauty,”64 and further, “the 
science of proportions applies to all existing things and beings,”65 which makes it 
clear that geometry was considered relevant for natural as well as for artistic 
creations. From the point of view of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf, whose main components 
(in addition to writing) are geometric forms, the connection with the human body 
is, however, not far-flung. According to Hamdouni Alami, as well as taking into 
account the statements of the famous philosopher-“Brothers” from Basra, it is 
said as follows: 

62 Zakariya 2003–2004, p. 15. 
63 The functional and contextual concerns of geometric forms has gained in importance with the 
increasing study of applied geometry (ʿilm-i misāḥa). Among the Ottoman mathematicians of 
the 16th century, geometry had advanced to a highly valued field of knowledge. Fourteen new 
and noteworthy treatises on geometry were written. Cf. Aslan, İrem: “16th century Ottoman 
Mathematics visible features”. Dörtöğe Felsefe ve Bilim Tarihi Yazıları Hakemli Dergisi. 3.5 (May 
2014), pp. 47–58. 
64 Hamdouni Alami, Mohammed: The Origins of Visual Culture in the Islamic World. Aesthetics, 
Art and Architecture in Early Islam. London, New York: I. B. Tauris, 2015, p. 86. 
65 Ibid., p. 42. 
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“As the Ikhwān al-Şafāʾ say, the image of the human body, Şūra al-ʾinsān is the greatest 

evidence of God [addressed] to his creatures, because it is the closest to them, its proofs 

are the clearest and its arguments the strongest.”66  

The perfect proportions can therefore be studied on the human body. 

Circle (#2) 

The circle (dāʾira) is at first glance a geometric figure, the area of which is de-
scribed by a single curving line around a centre point. It is considered the perfect 
and most complete of all geometric figures due to this property. Simple and com-
plex figures of the arts, which can be put together as an endless pattern, are also 
based on the circle, such as various polygons. According to some Islamic lore, the 
geometric circle on its own or within a complex braided pattern symbolizes the 
eternity of the universe. The ubiquitous concentric circles, rings or spheres can 
be found in the Islamic art form as countless metaphorical comparisons of heav-
enly bodies, although written evidence for this identification is rare. 

Rectangle (#2 to #7) 

A quadrangle is a geometric figure with four corner points which can vary in nu-
merous ways. The quadrangle here — nearly square (murabbaʿ) or a rectangle 
(mustaṭīl) — has two equal and two equidistant sides; both forms reflect the sys-
tem of four. Quadrangle forms such as the square and the rectangle are associated 
with the earth and the four elements. The system of four can be found in a num-
ber of examples throughout beliefs of creation: the four natures, the four cardinal 
points, the four seasons, the four phases of the moon and many more. The num-
ber four therefore suggests the view of an ordered cosmos; it symbolizes the world 
of nature and manifestation.67 

The two forms of circle and quadrangle in harmonious combination are indica-
tive of the supernatural and natural world. 

Crescent moon (#3) 

A crescent-like circular shape (hilālī)68 is also part of the geometric forms where 
the shape is synonymous with the name. There are many treatises and associa-
tions in which the Prophet Muhammad is compared with the moon (badr) or the 
narrow new moon (hilāl).69 Literary comparisons of the moon or half moon with 

66 Ibid., p. 86. 
67 Schimmel, Annemarie: Die Zeichen Gottes. Die religiöse Welt des Islam. München: C.H. Beck, 
1995, p. 113; Hamdouni Alami, Origins of Visual Culture, p. 60. 
68 El-Bizri, Nader (ed. and transl.): On Arithmetic and Geometry: An Arabic Critical Edition and 
English Translation of Epistles 1 and 2 (Epistles of the Brethren of Purity, 6.), Oxford: Oxford 
University Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2012, p. 124. 
69 Gruber, Christiane (ed.): The Moon: A Voyage Through Time. Toronto, Ontario: Aga Khan 
Museum, 2019. 
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the person of Muhammad are countless. Above all, there are the symbolic equa-
tions of the heavenly bodies (sun or moon) with the human, but also unattainable 
godly beauty which shines above everything.70 Especially the ideal of beauty of the 
time corresponding with similarities to the face of the moon are textually and 
visually processed in manuscript illumination, poetry and literature71. Numerous 
poets associated and enveloped the Prophet Muḥammad not only with light met-
aphors. Rather, he himself was the brightest and purest light from which all be-
ings of creation emerged: “He also glows like the moon (māh), the sun (āftāb), or 
a candle (shamʿ), and his primordial luminescence gives birth to all things seen 
and unseen.”72 Last but not least, the shape of the crescent also alludes to the 
Qurʾānic miracle of Muhammad splitting the moon in Sūra 54:1 (al-Qamar).73 

Other symbolic interpretations of the crescent moon are not excluded.74 In sum, 
the group of geometric forms of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf seem to hint at a cosmic dia-
gram in which the Prophet is symbolized by the moon or the crescent. 

c) Performative level

The calligraphic panel also addresses the level of emotional experience through 
the senses. In an emotive way the person contemplating the Ḥilye-i Sherīf taps 
into a variety of possibilities to experience the Ḥilye-i Sherīf. 

Seeing, remembering and reading 

The variety of the early Ḥilye-i Sherīf — in form of wood panels, foldable sheets 
or single sheets which due to their size were usually hung on the wall — made 
them works to view and marvel at. Valerie Behiery reports that the early wooden 
panels evolved into the single leaves covered by glass due to woodworm infesta-
tions and soot from candles.75 The use of candle light may have been for the ease 
of reading, but it is probably a sign of devotional practice, remembering the use 
of candles in the mevlid festivities. 

One important question remains how the Ḥilye-i Sherīf panels were read. The 
first assumption is that the text was read from top to bottom, as postulated in the 
Niewöhner-Eberhard’s study on a series of album leaves calligraphed by Ḥāfıẓ 
ʿOs̱mān. However we must also consider an alternating pattern.76 Reading ac-
cording to the size and ductus of the script would mean beginning at the top of 

70 Schimmel, Zeichen Gottes, pp. 39–40. 
71 Gruber, Moon, p. 180. Cf. also, Gruber 2009, p. 250 and Fn. 102. 
72 Gruber 2009, p. 249; cf. also pp. 247–252. 
73 Schimmel, Muhammad Is His Messenger, pp. 69–71. 
74 One might associate the curved boat-shape of a begging-bowl (kashkūl), of which one example 
is engraved with verses naming the Prophet Muḥammad as “the Prince of Two Worlds,” cf. 
Gruber, Moon, p. 100. 
75 Behiery Valerie: “Hilya”. In: Coeli Fitzpatrick – Adam Walker (eds.): Muhammad in History, 
Thought, and Culture, pp. 258–263, here p. 261. 
76 Niewöhner-Eberhard 1989, pp. 47. 
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the panel with the invocatio (basmala) (#1) and going on with the Qurʾān verse 
(#8). In this example both are written in the thuluth ductus, which ties them to-
gether even more closely, but there are also examples in which the basmala is 
executed in muḥaqqaq.77 

In the same way the small scale nashk text is read beginning in the middle of 
the corpus (#2) and going on to the rectangular sequel (#9). This method is plau-
sible for a number of reasons. Niewöhner-Eberhard reports on other calligraphed 
leaves (qıṭʿa, muraqqaʿ) of different layouts which, despite the divergent text fonts, 
always follow the same reading pattern. Consequently there is a textual connec-
tion within the large and small fonts, even if their relation in content is weak.78 
In the case of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf there seems to be a clear hierarchy between 
Qurʾān and tradition. Pronouncing the basmala along with a verse is similar to 
the rules of a prayer (duʿāʾ). The supplicating invocation of the Lord of the Worlds 
in combination with a verse (āya; also in the meaning of “miracle sign”) which 
addresses the compassion for humanity makes the recipient into a supplicant. He 
who speaks the verse thinks inevitably of the existence of the Prophet 
Muḥammad.79 

Reciting and listening 

Recitations of the literary “Ḥilye-i Khāqānī” by Mehmet Bey (d. 1606) were held 
in public. Gündüz reports that the work was extremely popular and respected in 
the Ottoman society of the time and was read “for years during religious ceremo-
nies on public places (makam) similar to the Mevlids.”80 It is unknown whether 
public readings were done with the single leaves.81 If this was the case, the ques-
tion remains in what way such meetings took place and what their etiquette was. 
Annemarie Schimmel reports that “the faithful believe that by composing or lis-
tening to such traditional legends one is able to establish a very personal relation-
ship with the Prophet,” and further “They are certain that though buried in 
Medina, he yet lives in God's presence and is able to be present everywhere.”82 

77 E. g. the two examples signed by Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān in the Topkapı Sarayı Museum Collection, G. 
Y. 1248 (dated 1099/1688) and in the Yıldız Holding Collection (1103/1691).
78 Niewöhner-Eberhard 1989, p. 47.
79 With regard to these considerations, it would be worthwhile to establish whether there is a
duʿāʾ that refers directly to verse 21:107, and whether a related prophetic tradition can also be
found.
80 Taşkale – Gündüz, Hat Sanatında Hilye-i Şerîfe, pp. 31–32.
81 There is also no evidence so far for meditative reading. However, the use of devotional books
such as the Dalāʾil might perhaps offer an approach by analogy to practices with the Ḥilye-i
Sherīf in private space.
82 Schimmel, Muhammad Is His Messenger, p. 79.
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Touching and feeling 

As mentioned above, pious believers had the habit of carrying pieces of paper with 
written phrases or text sections on the Prophet traditions on their bodies. For daily 
use there were three-part foldable single leaves richly decorated, which were prob-
ably carried by their wealthy owners on pilgrimages or campaigns. This was not 
only an activity of respect and deep affection; pious Muslims hoped to receive the 
blessing (baraka) emanating from the textual content. 

In Islamic tradition there are different ways of realising spiritual power and 
blessings.83 Schimmel reports on the mystical ceremonies and acts in which the 
blessing power of the spirit of a holy man or of the Prophet may be received 
through touching an object that once belonged to them.84 The tactile experience 
enabled or amplified the close emotional connection to the Prophet Muhammad 
and members of his family such as ʿAlī or his later descendants.85 Without doubt, 
images such as figural bookpaintings in stories of the prophets, the depiction of 
relics, or other symbols helped the affective relation. It seems, however, that phys-
ical interaction beyond looking had a more important role. Thus, it is firmly be-
lieved that with visiting a holy burial place, a certain spot at which a noble person 
manifested, a spiritual connection through the ever-present soul is possible.86 

According to pious literature, good characteristics, protection and blessing may 
be absorbed by rubbing or kissing a ḥilye.87 “The visionary and curative potential 
of the hilye was not just expressed through its structural vocabulary; it was con-
firmed by the Prophet Muhammad.” Accordingly, “the hilye was intended to rep-
resent the protective presence of the Prophet well after his death.”88 

The magnificent surviving examples of Ḥilye-i Sherīf show no surface abrasions 
at first glance. That may be because the single leaves — usually the larger and 
especially those made with costly materials — were framed behind glass and 
mounted on the wall. In similar materials — in a manuscript on a sketched ḥilye 
drawing — abrasions could be observed:89 Within the central area of the aureole, 
which shows the name of the Prophet in red glyphs and therefore unequivocally 
assigned to him, there are noticeable smudges made by touching and stroking. 

83 Gruber, A Pious Cure-All, p. 133. 
84 Schimmel, Mystische Dimensionen, pp. 153, 331. Siehe auch Trimingham, J. Spencer: The Sufi 
Orders in Islam. With a new foreword by John O. Voll. New York/Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998, p. 257. 
85 Schimmel, Mystische Dimensionen, pp. 126–127. 
86 Trimingham, Sufi Orders, p. 26. 
87 Gruber, A Pious Cure-All, pp. 132–133. 
88 Gruber, A Pious Cure-All, p. 132 with Fn. 78. 
89 Istanbul, Süleymaniye Library, MS Nuruosmaniye 02872: The chapter by Zülüflü Mustafa 
Teberdar el-Bosnevi (d. 1007/1599) titled Tercümetü Ḥilyeti’n-Nebī ʿaleyhisselam contains a 
graphic scheme with the names Allāh, Muḥammad and ʿAlī in an arrangement reminiscent of 
the central part of the Ḥilye-i Sherīf. 
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Obviously, the longing for physical closeness equated with spiritual approxima-
tion demanded more than viewing and contemplating. 

d) Level of modern terms

The following terms, documented for the first time in the 1980s by Mustafa Uğur 
Derman, are taken from the contemporary schematic plan (see above).90 They 
designate the obligatory parts of a classic Ḥilye-i Sherīf. While the ultimate source 
on which this terminology is based remains unknown, it is clear that their concept 
derives from the order in which elements are arranged in relation to each other, 
partly in analogy with the human body. This could possibly go back to the terms 
that were used among calligraphers in workshops, for which a linguistic tradition 
can be assumed that continued (with subtle changes) through teacher-student re-
lationships over centuries. It may perhaps be possible to trace these terms in fur-
ther Ottoman or Arabic sources. 

#1 baş makam (head station) 

The first part of the compound term baş means head. Next to the overriding mean-
ing of the body part, head also means brains, eyes, nose, ears and mouth. The 
second part refers to the term makam (maqām), which describes aspects of stay-
ing, a resting point, and could be connected to many places.91 The term is also 
used for sacred places on which prophets have dwelt in veneration before God. 

#2 göbek (belly) 

The term göbek stands for navel or belly. It also has meaning of centre, middle 
part or metaphorically, heart (of a city, etc.).92 

#3 hilāl (crescent) 

The term hilal describes the crescent, specifically the first visible crescent of the 
new moon.93 Its appearance determines many aspects of the religious life of 
Muslims according to the meaning of the Islamic moon calendar. 

90 Confirmed by Uğur Derman in personal e-mail communication, January 2021. I am gratefully 
indebted to Professor Derman for his readiness to answer my questions. –Cf. Derman, Mustafa 
Uğur (ed.): Türk Hat Sanatının Şâheserleri. Istanbul: Kültür Bakanlığı, 1982 (no pagination; the 
design drawing with the terms appears in the explanatory notes to Hilye-i Şerif No. 49). 
91 “Makam”. In: Devellioğlu, Ferit: Osmanlıca-Türkçe Ansiklopedik Lûgat. Eski ve yeni harflerle. 
Ankara: Aydın Kitabevi, 2015, pp. 661–662.  
92 “Göbek”. In: Redhouse, James et al.: Türkçe/Osmanlıca-Ingilizce Sözlük. Istanbul: SEV 
Maatbacılık ve Yayıncılık, 2011, p. 405. 
93 “Hilāl”. In: Redhouse, Türkçe/Osmanlıca-Ingilizce Sözlük, p. 484. “Hilāl”. In: Devellioğlu, Ferit, 
Osmanlıca-Türkçe Ansiklopedik Lûgat. Eski ve yeni harflerle. Ankara: Aydın, 2015, p. 424. 
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#4, #5, #6, #7 (chihār-yār) 

Chihār-yār literally means “four friends” and stands for the four rightly guided 
caliphs Abū Bakr, ʿUmar, ʿUthmān und ʿAlī. The term of friendly connection is 
preferentially used in the Sunni context. With these four names, the eulogy raḍiya 
Allāhu ʿanhu “May Allah be pleased with him” is commonly associated, as it ap-
pears also in the Ḥilye-i Sherīf.94 

#8 āyat (verse) 

An āya or verse is the smallest text section of the Qurʾān. They are also repre-
sented by those words that start and end a verse or contain a verse, thus forming 
the links of which the Sūras of the Qurʾān are made up. Here the meaning of the 
link is highlighted, similar to the term kuşak (ribbon). 

#9 etek (skirt) 

The term etek usually stands for a skirt, or lower seam, of a robe. Etek also may 
define the foot of a mountain.95 

#10 and #11 koltuk (armpit; chair) 

The two usually same-decorated and symmetrically arranged rectangles are called 
koltuk and are the same as the terms for armchairs or chairs, but also for shoul-
ders and armpits.96  

Conclusion: A Written Image of the Prophet 

When Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān created the single-leaf Ḥilye-i Sherīf in a form that became 
so widely accepted that it is now considered canonical, he united in his design a 
variety of different, partly even contradictory currents of Islamic religion prevail-
ing in the Ottoman capital. He articulated the religious intent in calligraphic 
forms that followed particular traditions and strict rules, which limited the crea-
tive possibilities but also opened up certain ways of expression which could be 
widely understood, e. g. in the arrangement and highlighting of certain parts. 

In the Ottoman Empire and beyond, the veneration of the Prophet Muḥammad 
had developed to a part of Islamic religion that implied pious devotion, the recit-
ing of poetic texts, mystic practices of immersion and absorption, and rituals of 
acquiring blessings on the verge of magic. The critical situation of state and soci-
ety was apt to promote these tendencies in the Ottoman Empire, but the religious 
developments were not exclusive to the Ottoman world, and they had their roots 

94 “Cihâryâr”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi. TDV İslâm Araştırmaları Merkezi 
2016–2021, URL: www.islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/ciharyar (last viewed 29.10.2020). 
95 “Etek”. In: Redhouse, Türkçe/Osmanlıca-Ingilizce Sözlük, p. 351. 
96 “Koltuk”. In: Redhouse, Türkçe/Osmanlıca-Ingilizce Sözlük, p. 672. 
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further back in Islamic history. The texts which ultimately became part of the ḥilye 
were based on much older traditions. Together with rituals of the veneration of 
Muḥammad such as the mevlid, these texts obviously appealed to widespread 
needs and tallied with the emotions of many believers. The physical aspect of the 
Prophet’s existence, his outer appearance together with virtues of his character, 
were central to the text that constituted the ḥilye. In a mixture of precision and 
ambiguity, this text allowed the beholder to animate the image of the prophet in 
imagination, and to memorize the words. Coming close to the Prophet in physical 
terms promised authentic religious experience as well as immediate blessing. It 
can only be guessed to what extent this experience was sought through the touch-
ing of relics and the pilgrimage to some sites that preserved them. At any rate, 
this was not an available option for everybody; and some believers may have been 
preferred to perform Islam on a more spiritual level. 

The manner in which bodily features were addressed in the ḥilye may have been 
so successful because it was less ‘earthly’ and left much for the beholder to envi-
sion. Therefore, the design of the ḥilye should probably be understood not so 
much as compensating for a lack of figural representation, because it would be 
unjust to label this as a ‘deficiency.’ Rather, it fitted neatly with a larger develop-
ment in Ottoman art. For the general tendency to render figural paintings of the 
Prophet more ‘abstract’, be it through the motif of the veiled face, be it through 
the dominance of the radiating halo, also heightened the meaning of the person-
ality the Prophet and gave more weight to inner devotion and imaginative power 
on the part of the beholder. In this context, the creation of a calligraphic design 
that represented the Prophet was certainly an appropriate way not only to arrange 
the venerated text, but also to foster the imagination of the beholder. The vague 
allusion to bodily features that can be detected in the circle, which could be taken 
as equivalent to a face, and in lower parts of the composition that can be under-
stood as indicating a throne, made it possible to interpret the Ḥilye-i Sherīf as a 
metaphorical image of the enthroned figure of the Prophet. At the same time, 
these features were far from binding in their likeness with corporeal features and 
thus remained aloof from blunt representation. The image of the prophet was 
meant to arise in the heart of the believer, not before his physical eyes. 

Building on a century-old tradition of calligraphic art, Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān followed 
established customs in the use of scripts in different sizes, the manner of arrang-
ing text elements in segments, of visually balancing letters, words and phrases. It 
was only fitting to decorate this written image with ornaments –in keeping with 
the customs of Ottoman calligraphy, according to which the illumination was an 
essential part of the artwork. Bold composition in large forms that can be easily 
recognized, harmonious rhythm and carefully weighed proportions made the 
whole an aesthetically satisfying experience. On various levels, by representation 
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and allusion, Ḥāfıẓ ʿOs̱mān’s composition united corporeal, textual and visual 
features to form an icon. 

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 1: Chester Beatty Library, Inv. No. CBL T 559.4, © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty 
Library, Dublin — Fig. 2: Derman, Mustafa Uğur (ed.): Türk Hat Sanatının Şâheserleri. İstanbul: 
Kültür Bakanlığı, 1982, #49. 
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‘The Aroma of a Tulip’ 

Negotiating Readability and Design in Ottoman Calligraphy 

Bilal Badat 

Introduction1 

A prominent and persistent thread in the field of Islamic calligraphy is the at-
tempt to study the relationship between the word and image. In recent years, the 
scriptural, symbolic, iconic, and indexical aspects of calligraphy have been ana-
lysed through multiple theoretical perspectives. Such research has been under-
taken in recognition of both the difficulty of grasping the symbolic and aesthetic 
language implemented in calligraphic works, as well as in respect of the analytical 
challenge of defining ‘Islamic calligraphy’ itself.2 To borrow a quote from Irvin 
Cemil Schick, calligraphy is “deeply polysemic,” capable of being ‘read’ in a mul-
tiplicity of ways.3 Central to this ‘reading’ of Islamic calligraphy is the question of 
whether calligraphy is intended to be read, in a literal sense, as text, or looked at 
as an object of art, an interrogation set in motion by the existence of numerous 
inscriptions and calligraphic compositions that possess, at least ostensibly, a 
questionable relationship with readability. This paper seeks to contribute to this 

1 A Note on Orthography: Ottoman calligraphic terms, and the names of Ottoman calligraphers 
and authors have been transliterated following the International Journal of Middle East Studies 
(IJMES) transliteration system for Turkish. Hence, the Qurʾanic invocation which precedes the 
chapters of the Qurʾan known as the basmala in Arabic (‘In the name of God, Most Gracious, 
Most Merciful’) is given the Turkish transliteration of besmele, and the scripts thuluth and naskh 
are given as sülüs and nesih. The transliteration system used for Arabic texts and Arabic letters is 
that of the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES) for Arabic. 
2 Cf., for example, Blair, Sheila: Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2006; Schick, İrvin Cemil: “The Iconicity of Islamic Calligraphy in Turkey”. RES: Anthropology 
and Aesthetics 53–54 (Spring–Autumn 2008), pp. 211–224; Gharipour, Mohammad – İrvin Cemil 
Schick (eds.): Calligraphy and Architecture in the Muslim World. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2013; Schick, İrvin Cemil: “The Content of Form: Islamic Calligraphy between Text and 
Representation”. In: Script as Image in Cross-Cultural Perspective (300–1600 ce). Eds. Brigitte 
Miriam Bedos-Rezak – Jeffrey F. Hamburger. Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 2016, pp. 173–
194; Kokoschka, Alina: “Reading between the Line – Arabic Script, Islamic Calligraphy, and the 
Question of Legibility”. In: Ways of Knowing Muslim Cultures and Societies. Studies in Honour of 
Gudrun Krämer. Eds. Bettina Gräf – Birgit Krawietz – Schirin Amir-Moazami. Leiden: Brill, 
2018, pp. 246–264; and Ekhtiar, Maryam D.: How to Read Islamic Calligraphy. New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2018. 
3 Schick 2008, p. 211. 
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critical debate, not by offering an alternative interpretation of Islamic calligraphy, 
but by increasing the aperture of analysis to focus on how Ottoman calligraphers 
approached the question of legibility versus design. This is achieved in the main 
through a study of process; that is to say, through a study of the artistic journeys 
taken by master calligraphers in the development of calligraphic compositions, 
taking into full consideration their training as apprentices, and also how master 
calligraphers negotiated legibility with the diversity of traditional aesthetic princi-
ples upon which calligraphic works were constructed. As this paper contends, 
although Ottoman calligraphers privileged readability in a composition, calli-
graphic works cannot fully be conceptualised in terms of the mutual exclusion of 
legibility and design, but rather, through a recognition of the chorus of values that 
prevailed upon a final design, including legibility, proportion, balance, and har-
mony. 

Pedagogy and the Ottoman Apprenticeship 

In seeking to investigate attitudes towards legibility and design in the Ottoman 
period, a rewarding point of entry is the traditional apprenticeship in calligraphy. 
This rigorous period of training was the fiery crucible in which true calligraphers 
were formed, and it was during this phase of education that calligraphers were 
inculcated with the technical expertise, aesthetic values, and ethical guidelines for 
practice that subsisted and sustained their artistic careers. By subjecting the con-
tent of the apprenticeship curriculum to historical enquiry (alongside an exami-
nation of how the curriculum was taught) in particular, one can arrive at a critical 
awareness of how master calligraphers defined the art of calligraphy to their ap-
prentices. This definitive process, enacted by master calligraphers throughout the 
apprentice’s training, is embodied by the transmission of a knowledge that en-
compassed a trinity of meanings (amongst others) for the disciple that are rele-
vant for the purpose of this study: the definition of what calligraphy should look 
like (its visual attributes), what calligraphy consisted of (the texts to be tran-
scribed), and what constituted ‘mastery’ in calligraphy. In recognition of the piv-
otal role played by the master in defining what calligraphy is for his disciples, 
therefore, this paper takes seriously, at both an epistemological and referential 
level, the teachings and practices of the master as information that is of primary 
importance to an art historical study of calligraphy. Although it may be argued 
that privileging the perspective of the master calligrapher as being the judge of 
how calligraphy should ideally be is to endorse just one authority claim among 
many within the cultural phenomenon of Ottoman calligraphy, it must be reiter-
ated that master calligraphers were central to the production of calligraphy, and 
also controlled who could be licensed as a calligrapher in Ottoman society. As 
such, this paper privileges master calligraphers as invariably the final legitimate 
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and authoritative arbiter of what constitutes calligraphy according to the Ottoman 
tradition. 

Stages of the Apprenticeship 

Although the incremental stages of the apprenticeship in Ottoman calligraphy 
have been published elsewhere, it will be instructive to take a preparatory pause 
to reiterate the content of each stage in order to fully contextualise the following 
discussion.4 At the first stage of the apprentice’s training, the master would copy 
out a model line of calligraphy (meşk) in front of his student known as the Rabbi 
Yassir, a short prayer invoking God to remove any potential difficulties that may 
lay ahead, and requesting that the student’s journey ends with blessings: Rabbi 
yassir wa lātu‘assir. Rabbi tammim bi’l khayr, ‘O Lord make it easy and do not make 
it difficult. O Lord may it end in goodness.’5 After writing the line, the master 
would append the letters with a series of symbols or auxiliary aids that articulated 
the precise formal attributes and dimensions of the individual strokes (cf. fig. 1 
for an example of appended auxiliary aids).6 These dimensions were governed by 
a strict proportional system based on the nokta, a rhomboid shaped dot that was 
employed as a fixed unit of measurement. The nokta itself was fashioned by mak-
ing a diagonal movement of the pen towards the bottom right, thus creating an 
active square with roughly equal sides. Crucially, the length of each side of the 
nokta was exactly the same as the width of the nib of the pen, thus creating a 
flexible unit of measurement which could be applied to any size or format of cal-
ligraphy.7 

Following the completion of the line the master would underline the calligraphy 
exercise, or meşk, with a double looped horizontal line (known as the saʿy), and 
instruct the new disciple to imitate the entire line of calligraphy to the best of his 
ability, and bring his own meşk for corrections the following week.8 This instruc-
tive process marked the beginning of the apprentice’s training, a training that, if 

4 Cf., for example, Serin, Muhittin: “Meşk”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 29 
(2004), pp. 372–374, pp. 373–374; Derman, M. Uğur: “Hattat”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm 
Ansiklopedisi, vol. 16 (1997), 493–499, pp. 494–497. For a complete published late-Ottoman 
curriculum, cf. a facsimile of an album of Mehmed Şevki Efendi’s meşks. Şevki Efendi, Mehmed: 
Şevki Efendi’nin Sülüs ve Nesih Meşk Murakkaı. Prepared by Muhittin Serin. Istanbul: Kubbealtı 
Neşriyâtı, 2011. 
5 Serin 2004, pp. 373–374; Derman 1997, pp. 494–496. 
6 Yazır, Mahmud Bedreddin: Medeniyet Aleminde Yazı ve İslam Medeniyetinde Kalem Güzeli, I and 
II, second edition. Prepared by M. Uğur Derman. Ankara: Ayyıldız Matbaası A.Ş., 1981, p. 208. 
6 Yazır, Kalem Güzeli, p. 203.
7 Yazır, Kalem Güzeli, p. 203. 
8 Serin 2004, 374; Derman 1997, p. 495. Known as the saʿy, this double looped line was an artistic 
interpretation of the Arabic word saʿy (deriving from the Arabic triliteral root sīn-ʿayn-yāʾ) 
translating as both ‘persevere’ and ‘work hard’). For examples, cf. Şevki Efendi, Şevki Efendi’nin 
Sülüs ve Nesih Meşk Murakkaı, p. 16; Derman, M. Uğur: “Ölümünün 30. Yıldönümünde Reîsü’l 
Hattâtîn Kâmil Akdik”. In: Ömrümün Bereketi: 1. Istanbul: Kubbealtı, 2011, pp. 112–123, p. 117. 
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successful, would result in the investiture of the authority to practice and teach 
calligraphy. 

Once the student completed his attempt at imitating his master’s model line, he 
would bring his meşk to the master for corrections at the following session.9 Dur-
ing the corrections, the master would review and revise any letters that did not 
meet his approval by demonstrating the student’s mistakes in a different colour 
ink. This corrective process was known as the çıkartma or harf çıkartma, literally 
meaning to ‘extract’ or ‘take out.’10 If the corrections were too great in number, 
then the student would be instructed to repeat the lesson until he demonstrated 
enough proficiency in imitating the model line. Upon reaching this point, the 
student would be allowed to pass onto the next lesson, which consisted of the 
letters of the Arabic alphabet (hurûf or hurûf-ı mukattaa), arranged in alphabetical 

The saʿy appears on Ottoman meşks from as early as the fifteenth century. Cf. for example, a saʿy 
appended to a late fifteenth/early sixteenth century model line written by Şeyh Hamdullah (d. 
926/1520), reproduced in Rado, Şevket: Türk Hattatları. Istanbul: Yayın Matbaacılık, 1984, p. 52. 
9 Serin 2004, p. 374.
10 Serin 2004, p. 374. For examples of çıkartmas cf. a corrected meşk held in the Istanbul 
University Library of Rare Manuscripts. Unsigned and undated, most likely nineteenth century 
(İÜK H 001388), a çıkartma administered by Mehmed Hûlûsî Efendi (d. 1264/1847–48) on one 
of his student’s writings. (Süleymaniye Library, Yazma Bağışlar 2783), and a çikartma of Hamid 
Aytaç’s calligraphy, possibly by Hacı Nazîf Bey (d. 1331/1913) (undated), reproduced in Kazan, 
Hilal: Hasan Çelebi. Istanbul: İstanbul Ticaret Odası, 2013, p. 113. 

Fig. 1: The müfredât exercises; kāf-wāw to mīm-mīm in the sülüs script (upper and lower line). The auxiliary 
aids articulating the precise formal attributes of the letters can be observed here (small circles are used 
here in lieu of noktas). From an album of calligraphic practices (meşk murakkaı) written by Mehmed Şevki 
Efendi, dated 1276/1859–60 (Süleymaniye Library, Yazma Bağıs ̧lar, 02637). ©Türkiye Yazma Eserler 
Kurumu Bas ̧kanlığı 
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order and written in their unconnected and singular forms.11 Much like in the 
Rabbi Yassir phase, a similar process of correction and repetition would ensue 
until the student had completed the letters to the master’s satisfaction. 

In this respect, at a very early stage in his education, the student was inculcated 
with the awareness that his success or failure as a calligrapher was contingent on 
two distinct elements: firstly, the degree to which the student was able to imitate 
his master’s letters. And secondly, his ability to work within the rules upon which 
the master’s writing was constructed. These notions were further articulated 
when the student committed too many errors, in which case the student would 
be forced to repeat the initial lesson over and over again until he had demon-
strated enough proficiency in imitating the master’s model line.

 
As the surviving 

meşks and çıkartmas show, this process of correction during the initial Rabbi 
Yassir phase could endure for any space of time between three months to three 
years.12

 
The Ottoman pedagogical methods of commendation and criticism thus 

reflected a system of education which rewarded conformity and punished indi-
viduality; artistic license had no place here, and it was only through the imitation 

11 Serin 2004, p. 373; Derman 1997, p. 495. 
12 Derman, M. Uğur: “Ölümünün yirmibeşinci yıldönümünde Tuğrakeş İsmâîl Hakkı 
Altunbezer”. In: Ömrümün Bereketi: 1. Istanbul: Kubbealtı, 2011, pp. 92–105, p. 96; and Eriş, 
Muin: Hat Sanatında Vazifeli Bir Hattat Hamid Aytaç. Istanbul: İBB Kültür A.Ş. Yayınları, 2011, 
p. 185.

Fig. 2: The subhânek exercise from the murekkebât stage of the apprenticeship (see fn. 13 for a full 
translation). The subhânek is accompanied by a balanced distribution of diacritical markers to ensure 
readability. From an album of calligraphic practices (meşk murakkaı) written by Mehmed Sȩvki Efendi, 
dated 1276/1859–60 (Süleymaniye Library, Yazma Bağışlar, 02637). ©Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu 
Başkanlığı 



284 

Bilal Badat

of the master’s style and the respecting of traditional values that the student could 
progress to next phase of learning. Calligraphy was thus defined by an extraordi-
narily specific configuration of forms and aesthetic values through a pedagogical 
technique that made it abundantly clear how calligraphy should appear at the most 
fundamental level. 

After completing the individual letters the student could then move on to the 
müfredât (fig. 1), a series of compound two-letter combinations, and after that, the 
student could advance through a series of sentences known as the mürekkebât 
(fig. 2). These sentences typically included verses of the Qurʾan, ḥadīths (collected 
traditions of the Prophet Muhammad), pious phrases and prayers, kasîdes (poems 
or odes), and a mnemonic device known as the ebced hesabı (also known as the 
ebced hurûfâtı).13 The primary purpose of the mürekkebât exercises was to instill 
an awareness within the student of how to connect letters into word units, and 
word units into full sentences that conformed to the stipulated rules of balance, 
layout, and spacing. 

Once the student had completed all of the necessary assignments, he would be 
granted his icâzet (fig. 3), a certificate or license which finally permitted the stu-
dent to sign works with his own name, and pass on his knowledge to his own 
apprentices.14 For the icâzet, the master would choose a Qurʾanic verse, ḥadīth or 
sometimes a hilye (a composition consisting of a text which describes the Prophet 
Muhammad) written by another master calligrapher, and instruct the student to 
imitate the work to the best of his ability. If successful, the master calligrapher, 
alongside a number of other master calligrapher counter-signatories, would sign 
the student’s work with a short commentary affirming that, by the grace of God, 

13 Serin 2004, pp. 373–374; Derman 1997, p. 495. The ebced hesâbı facilitated the memorisation 
of the numerical value assigned to each letter of the Arabic alphabet. Cf. Uzun, Mustafa “Ebced”. 
In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 10 (1994), pp. 68–70, p. 68. Although a 
significant number of surviving meşk murakkaıs (albums of calligraphic exercises) conclude with 
the subhânek exercise (translated as: “Glory be to Thee, O God, In Your praise may Your name 
be blessed, Your realm exalted, Your Majesty commended, and there is no God but thee”), these 
albums can be contrasted with those that do not follow a fixed order of sentences. Furthermore, 
in some instances, master calligraphers would instruct their students to develop their own 
compositions based on a particular text without relying on a prior example to imitate (cf. Serin 
2004, p. 374). For examples of meşks that conclude with the subhânek, cf. a meşk murakkaı written 
by Hocazâde Mehmed Enverî (d. 1106/1695) (Süleymaniye Library, Istanbul, Yazma Bağışlar, 
0031), a meşk murakkaı written by Mehmed Şevki Efendi, dated 1276/1859 (Süleymaniye Library, 
Istanbul, Yazma Bağışlar, 02637), and a meşk murakkaı written by Derviş Ali (d. 1084/1673) 
(dated 1077/1666) (Sakıp Sabancı Museum Collection, 120–0380). For examples of those that 
continue beyond the subhânek cf. an anonymous meşk murakkaı dated 1127/1715 which includes 
the Qaṣīdat al-Burda (‘Poem of the Mantle’, a 13th

 
century ode in praise of the Prophet 

Muhammad composed by the Egyptian mystic Imām al-Būṣīrī (d. 695/1294)) in the sülüs script, 
and Sūrat al-ʿAṣr in the nesih script (Istanbul University Library Collection, Istanbul, H001242), 
and a meşk murakkaı written by Hafız Osman (1110/1698) (Istanbul University Library 
Collection, Istanbul, 6478) which also includes the Kasîde-i Burda. 
14 Tabrizi, Mohammad Al Karimzadeh: Ijazat Nameh. The Most Unique and Precious Document 
in Ottoman Calligraphy. London 1999, pp. 1–2. 
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the student had successfully completed his apprenticeship and was now a master 
calligrapher.15 

Taken against the backdrop of the apprenticeship therefore, the icâzet can be 
recognised as the culmination of years of critical and corrective processes that 
engendered within the graduated apprentice an idea of how calligraphy should 
(and more often than not, shouldn’t) look, and thoroughly established a solid foun-
dation for artistic practice. As confirmed by a significant number of surviving 
meşk murakkaıs (albums of calligraphic exercises consisting of meşks arranged in 
chronological order and pasted onto boards to form foldable albums (murakka, cf. 
figs. 1 and 2), this curriculum concluded with the copying of sentences completed 
in a series of horizontal lines, a fact that draws forth two observations pertinent 
to this study.16 

Firstly, it is evident from the vantage point of the master calligrapher (who es-
tablished to a significant degree the parametric boundaries of what defines and 
constitutes calligraphy), that one of the most essential artistic requisites of mas-
tery is the ability to compose and transcribe texts consisting of sentences that fol-

15 Derman 1997, p. 496.
16 For examples, cf. fn. 13.

Fig. 3: An icâzetnâme granted to Mîr Seyyid Osman Naʾîm Efendi and signed by Hafız Mehmed Râgib 
and Mustafa Râsih. Sülüs and nesih scripts. Dated 1249/1833 (Istanbul University Library of Rare 
Manuscripts, H001160–0001) ©Istanbul Üniversitesi Nadir Eserler Kütüphanesi 
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lowed the prescribed rules of writing. As a study of the surviving mürekkebât re-
veals, apprentices were not taught how to compose complex compositions (such 
as istif compositions, discussed in further detail below), but texts that unfolded in 
a horizontal and clear linear format, including verses of the Qurʾan, ḥadīth, the 
besmele, the hilye, verses of religious poetry, and a miscellany of pious phrases and 
prayers. These texts are clearly legible with an easily identifiable sequence of 
words, and their readability is increased by the accompaniment of diacritical 
marks that follow very specific rules of spacing and construction (fig. 2). At the 
most fundamental level, therefore, the primary objective of calligraphy as an ar-
tistic medium was to actualise the transcription of texts in a beautiful and legible 
form. The absolute necessity of these twin requirements was firmly ingrained 
within the student through numerous cycles of correction and repetition, the en-
forcement of which ensured that the student coded a legible text that followed the 
rules of calligraphy as a ‘correct’ and ‘successful’ composition, and that that read-
ability was a rarefied attribute to aspire towards. 

A further observation that can be elicited through a study of the curriculum is 
that the exercises primarily consisted of sacred texts. This characteristic bears con-
sideration in light of the fact that for Muslims, the Qurʾan is the literal Word of 
God; when transcribed, Qurʾanic calligraphy is both the symbol, as well as that 
which is symbolised. As such, Muslims deemed it necessary for the Qurʾan to be 
written in a format unconducive to false reading, for to do so could misconstrue 
the Words of God. Although ḥadīths, pious phrases, and religious poetry are not 
necessarily the literal Word of God, it was nevertheless important for both aes-
thetic (the poetics of reading) as well as ethical, spiritual, theological, and legal 
reasons that they be written in a clear and concise manner.17 This mandate is 
heavily reflected in the manner of transcription of these texts in the mürekkebât 
sentences, which utilise both the sülüs and nesih scripts to transmit the texts in a 
highly legible format. To develop the aforesaid conclusion further, therefore, for 

17 The socio-cultural, political, and theological determinants that necessitated the readability of 
inscriptions and compositions have been discussed in detail elsewhere. Cf., for example, Tabbaa, 
Yasser: The Transformation of Islamic Art during the Sunni Revival. Washington: University of 
Washington Press, 2002 (particularly chapters two and three); Necipoğlu, Gülrü: “Qurʾanic 
Inscriptions on Sinan’s Imperial Mosques: A Comparison with Their Safavid and Mughal 
Counterparts”. In: Word of God – Art of Man: The Qur’an and its Creative Expressions. Ed. Fahmida 
Suleman. Oxford: Institute of Ismaili Studies Conference Proceedings, Oxford University Press, 
2007, pp. 69–104. Talip Mert has also documented archival evidence describing some of the 
ceremonies and rituals that accompanied the hanging of certain istif compositions. Both Mert 
and Hilal Kazan have discussed the active participation of state officials in selecting specific texts 
for calligraphic composition. Cf. Mert, Talip: “Archival Evidence on the Commissioning of 
Architectural Calligraphy in the Ottoman Empire”. In: Calligraphy and Architecture in the Muslim 
World. Eds. Mohammad Gharipour – Irvin Cemil Schick. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2013, pp. 230–252, p. 241; and Kazan, Hilal: “On the Renewal of the Calligraphy at the 
Mosque of the Prophet (al-Masjid al-Nabawī) under the Reign of Sultan Abdülmecid”. In: 
Calligraphy and Architecture in the Muslim World. Eds. Mohammad Gharipour – Irvin Cemil 
Schick. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013, pp. 253–274, p. 255. 
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a writing to be considered calligraphy, sacred texts should be legible, and mastery 
is achieved through transcribing sacred texts in a beautiful and readable form. 

The Layered Composition (istif) 

The overriding emphasis in this paper thus far on linear successional sentences 
should not imply that the designing of composite and multilayered compositions 
was of peripheral concern to Ottoman master calligraphers. On the contrary, the 
stacked composition, or istif, was a noteworthy barometer for a calligrapher’s in-
dividual style, visual acumen, and aptitude for successful design, especially from 
the 18th century onwards.18 The visual format of the istif perfectly mirrors the se-
mantic content of the assigned term, literally meaning to ‘stack,’ ‘layer,’ or ‘ar-
range.’19 Typically istifs comprise a text (verses from the Qurʾan, traditions of the 
Prophet Muhammad, pious phrases, verses of poetry, names of prophets and 

18 Although there are many examples of complex layered calligraphic compositions in the early 
Ottoman period, particularly within architectural settings, the presence of layered compositions 
proliferated from the late 18th century onwards in tandem with the increasing popularity of the 
levha form. Cf. Blair, Sheila, Islamic Calligraphy, p. 500. 
19 Bedruddin Yazır also uses the more specific term ‘girift yazı istifi’ (interlaced calligraphic 
stacked composition) or ‘girift istifi’ (interlaced stacked composition) to describe more composite 
and layered istifs. The term istif, as it is used throughout this paper, refers to both simple and 
composite istifs. Yazır, Mahmud Bedreddin: Medeniyet Aleminde Yazı ve İslam Medeniyetinde 
Kalem Güzeli, II. Prepared by M. Uğur Derman. Ankara: Ayyıldız Matbaası A.Ş., 1974, p. 224. 

Fig. 4: A celi sülüs istif composition written by Sâmi Efendi (d. 1330/1912), prepared as a kalıp (stencil 
designed for reproduction): jannāti ʿadnin mufattaḥatan lahumu l-abwābu, ‘Gardens of Eden, whereof the 
gates are opened for them’ (Qurʾan 38:50). Dated 1328/1910. Reproduced with permission from the 
Süleyman Berk Collection.
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saints, as well as other non-sacred texts) arranged in layers, either in singular or 
in mirror form, configured to a specific shape (most often a circle, oval, rectangle, 
arch, raindrop or turban) (figs. 4–6). 

To all appearances, the composite format of the istif affords more creative free-
dom for the calligrapher, in that it breaks away from the strictly linear format of 
the mürekkebât, and thus grants an opportunity to configure the text to a particular 
size and shape. However, a study of the surviving istifs reveals a persistent con-
cern to maintain legibility; the words comprising the composition are almost al-
ways arranged in the sequence found in the original text, typically from bottom 

Fig. 5: A celi sülüs istif composition written by Sâmi Efendi, prepared as a kalıp (stencil designed for 
reproduction): fa-llahu khayrun ḥāfiẓan wa huwa arḥamu r-rāḥimīn, ‘Allah is better at guarding, and He is 
the Most Merciful of those who show mercy’ (Qurʾan 12:64). Reproduced with permission from the 
Süleyman Berk Collection. Dated 1320/1902-03. 
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to top (figs. 4 and 620) or top to bottom (fig. 7) in successional horizontal or diag-
onal movements (fig. 7), and this rule is only broken when the name of God is 
transcribed. In this case, ‘Allah’ is almost always placed towards the top of the 
composition (fig. 5) as a symbol of respect. Even this exception to the rule cannot 
be said to negate the importance of legibility, as this reformulation of the word 
order is widely acknowledged, encouraged, and enforced, and thus constitutes an 
essential component of normative reading patterns. Almost all examples of 
Ottoman calligraphy can be analysed and read through a similar progression, 
thus testifying to a shared concern with respecting the legibility of the 
composition, and a prevailing awareness that the arrangement of words into a 
sequence that followed the reading of the text was an integral constitutive element 
of any istif composition. 

20 For the original narration of the ḥadīth see al-Tabrīzī, Muhạmmad ibn ʿAbd Allāh al-Khaṭīb: 
Mishkāt al-Maṣābīḥ. Translated by James Robson. Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1975, p. 789. 

Fig. 6: Preparation for celi sülüs istif composition written by Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı: kamā takūnū yuwallā
ʿalaykum, ‘Just as you are, so will be those in authority over you.’ Reproduced with permission from the 
Süleyman Berk Collection. Dated 1379/1959–60. 
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This visible concern with readability is also corroborated by the descriptive ter-
minology that developed around compositions. As Uğur Derman relates, the cat-
egory of readability for a composition was known as ‘yazının teşrifat’ (protocol or 
rules of writing) or ‘harflerin takdim ve tehirine riayet’ (respecting the placement of 
the letters), and a highly legible composition was described as teşrifatlı ([correctly] 
ordered). Conversely, if the master calligrapher disrupted the correct sequence of 
words through an arrangement that was unconducive to reading, the composition 
was described as ‘bozuk’ (broken), or ‘teşrifatsız’ (lit: without proper order).21 

Although there are, to my knowledge, very few explicit statements in the 
Ottoman sources that rationalise the privileging of legibility, a study of both 
surviving works as well as descriptive terminology illustrates a deep concern for 
readability.22 That is to say, the prodigious fact that the majority of istif 
compositions respected the value of legibility indicates the scale at which 
Ottoman calligraphers were historically sensitive to the inescapable conditions of 
readability inherent to a successful composition. It is highly likely that such 
concerns were activated by the nature of sacred texts, whose meaning and poetics 
relied on the proper conveyance of word order, and whose ontological status as 
the very Words of God (in the case of the Qurʾan) mandated a commitment to 
exactitude. Returning briefly to pedagogy, it can also be suggested that the master 
calligrapher’s commitment to legibility when developing an istif can also be 
understood when analysed in conversation with the instructive training he 
received during his apprenticeship, during which it was made painstakingly clear 
that tradition mandated that sacred texts were transcribed in a beautiful and 
readable form. 

21 Derman, M. Uğur: “İstif”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 23 (2001), pp. 330–
333, p. 331. As an example, Uğur Derman explains that due to the fact that some of the istifs 
developed by the late Ottoman calligrapher Abdullah Zühdi (d. 1296/1879) do not obey the 
traditional rules for the placement of words in a composition, the Qurʾanic verses that are 
contained within them can only be read without any mistakes by those who have memorised the 
Qurʾan. Cf. Derman, M. Uğur: Türk Hat San’atından Seçmeler. Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi, 
2017, p. 474.  
22 A rare example in the Ottoman sources is found in Mustafa Âlî’s The Epic Deeds of Artists, in 
which the author cites the following ḥadīth: “Writing is what is legible.” Cf. ʿÂlî, Mustafa: The 
Epic Deeds of Artists. Edited, commented, and translated by Esra Akın-Kıvanç. Leiden: Brill, 2006, 
p. 163.
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Fig. 7: As the inserted arrows illustrate, Sâmi Efendi (above) and Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı’s (below) 
placement of the words follows a logical sequence that respects the order of the text. 



292 

Bilal Badat 

Developing a Composition 

Having explored some of the structural motives for ensuring legibility, an inter-
rogation of legibility versus design can now be formulated: When developing a 
composition, how did master calligraphers negotiate the mandate of legibility 
with the multitude of other demands that prevailed upon a successful istif com-
position? Put another way, how did a master calligrapher develop a composition 
that was at once legible, subscribed to the orthodox rules of calligraphy, reflected 
his own style or artistic contribution, and possessed aesthetic value? In seeking 
to answer this question, this section examines a number of aesthetic values that 
calligraphers took into careful consideration when developing an istif, ultimately 
with the view to establishing a context for how legibility is imbricated within the 
aesthetic system of a composition. As a caveat, it bears mentioning that a full 
inventory of the aesthetic values that calligraphers aspired to could easily occupy 
a series of volumes arranged according to school, style, or chronology. In recog-
nition of this, the following simply lays claim to providing a cursory overview of 
the most important and accessible values pertinent to this discussion.23 

First and foremost amongst the aesthetic values that calligraphers took into 
careful consideration was proper form. It was imperative that the letters, ligatures, 
and words of any composition followed the precise rules of calligraphy (which 
stipulated the correct proportion, dimensions, contours, ‘thresholds’ or limits, 
thicknesses, and negative spaces within letters) transmitted by the master to the 
disciple during his apprenticeship (figs. 1–2) as well as those learned through 
other post-icâzet courses of instruction and practice.24 The letter units also had to 
be configured to an equilibrium within the compositional space. That is to say, 
calligraphers had to ensure that there was enough space for the letters to ‘breathe’, 
yet not too much space that the composition appeared open, weak, and disjointed. 
This task was further complicated by the necessity of overlapping particular seg-
ments of the composition, especially for works that contained an abundance of 
text. If there was too much of an overlap in a particular area (due to a convocation 
of the thicker parts of letter units, or due to too many letter strokes in a particular 
space), then this could constitute, in the words of the late scholar and calligrapher 
Bedruddin Yazır (d. 1952), a ‘sırıtan yer’ in the composition. Literally meaning ‘a 
place that smirks or scowls,’ the sırıtan yer constituted a section of a composition 
which detracted from the overall balance of the design by immediately drawing 

23 For a more detailed discussion of the aesthetic values that calligraphers aspired to, cf. Yazır, 
Mahmud Bedreddin: Medeniyet Aleminde Yazı ve İslam Medeniyetinde Kalem Güzeli, II. Prepared 
by M. Uğur Derman. Ankara: Ayyıldız Matbaası A.Ş., 1974, pp. 263–279; Dere, Ömer Faruk: 
“Terkîb-i Hat Yazı Sanatında Kompozisyon”. El Sanatları Dergisi, 12. Istanbul: İsmek, İstanbul 
Büyükşehir Belediyesi, 2015, pp. 154–160. 
24 These can include lessons undertaken with the master after graduation, and studying the 
works of old masters. 
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undue attention to a particular area, thus compromising its overall harmony.25 In 
order to prevent this, calligraphers had to ensure that the strokes that collectively 
comprised the text were distributed throughout the composition in such a way 
that dense areas and overlaps were equitably (but not symmetrically) distributed. 
As Muhittin Serin explains, if the calligrapher could achieve this, and the letters 
and units conformed to the formal prescriptions of calligraphy, and all of the 
aforementioned categories manifested seamlessly into a unified whole, then the 
composition may be said to manifest harmony (âhenk).26 

The calligrapher’s task was further complicated by content of the text itself. In 
seeking to establish balance and harmony in a composition, the calligrapher has 
to take into consideration the multitude of letter combinations available to him 
when writing a text in the Arabic script (figs. 8–13). If the calligrapher is develop-
ing a composition that contains the Arabic word ʿamal (consisting of the Arabic 
letters ʿayn, mīm, and lām in that order) in the sülüs script, for example, the letter 
ʿayn can be written two ways when at the beginning of a word, the letter mīm can 
be written four ways when located in the middle, and the letter lām can be written 
two ways when located at the end of a letter unit. The ligatures connecting letters 
in a word can also often be extended by using a keşîde (elongated stroke). The 
ligature between ʿayn and mīm can be a keşîde, as can the ligature connecting mīm 
and lām. Thus, when all permutations are calculated, the word ʿamal can be writ-
ten in forty-eight possible ways. When writing a Qurʾanic verse or a ḥadīth, there-
fore, the calligrapher has to navigate between hundreds, possibly thousands of 
permutations in order to arrive at a suitable composition. This selection process 
was in large part guided by the aforementioned requisites of balance and har-
mony; relative to the composition, certain letter-forms are better suited in combi-
nation with others, certain letter-forms are more efficacious in filling empty 
spaces than others, and certain permutations are more successful in eliminating 
disagreeable overlaps. The calligrapher’s skill is thus revealed in not only the way 
he wrote the letters themselves, but also through the way he navigated between 
the seemingly endless combination of letters and words in order to create a bal-
anced piece of calligraphy that fit harmoniously within a designated space. 

25 For Mohamed Zakariya’s discussion of the ‘sırıtan yer’ with examples, cf. Zakariya, Mohamed: 
“Criticism in Islamic Art”. Mohamed Zakariya: http://mohamedzakariya.com/essays/criticism-
in-islamic-art/ (last viewed 20.03.2020). 
26 Serin, Muhittin: “Ahenk”. In: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 1 (1988), pp. 521–
23; and Serin, Muhittin: Hat Sanatı ve Meşhur Hattatlar. Istanbul: Kubbealtı Neşriyatı, 1999, 
pp. 26–27 and p. 30. 
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Fig. 8: A karalama (practice/planning exercise) of Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı. Undated, 
reproduced with permission from the Süleyman Berk Collection. Pencil drafts for an istif
composition are seen below. On the upper page is a draft composition completed with a 
reed pen. On the right hand-side of the upper page are two different permutations for 
the mīm-nūn connection. 
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Fig. 9: A karalama (practice/planning exercise) of Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı. Celi sülüs script, undated,
reproduced with permission from the the Abdullah Rüştü Collection. At the top of the page are sketches 
in pencil drafting a possible arrangement for the istif. Directly below these, a draft composition has been 
written with a reed pen with minor changes. See for example, the qabl connection, which is sketched with 
a keşîde in pencil, but shortened in the later draft with a reed pen. 

Fig. 10: A celi sülüs kalıp (stencil designed for reproduction) designed by İsmail Hakkı Altunbezer (d. 
1365/1946): Raʾs al-ḥikma makhāfat Allāh, ‘The fear of Allah is the beginning of wisdom’. Evidence of later 
alterations to the calligraphy can be seen in the outlines of some of the letter units, which have been 
repainted using black and yellow ink. Draft sketches exhibiting different permutations for the composition 
can be seen at the bottom left and right. Reproduced with permission from the Abdurrahman Depeler 
Collection. 
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Fig. 11: Draft celi sülüs istif composition for a gravestone inscription. Undated, attributed to 
İsmail Hakkı Altunbezer (d. 1365/1946). Reproduced with permission from the Abdullah Rüştü 
Collection. 

Fig. 12: Detail of fig. 11. The calligrapher İsmail Hakkı has explored 
two possible ways of writing Hazretlerinin kerîme. 
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Process 

Despite the fact that the struggles of this selection process could be ameliorated 
by breaking the word order of the selected text, as mentioned earlier, master cal-
ligraphers always sought to ensure legibility by obeying the designated sequence 
of words. As the following anecdote conveys, this rule was followed despite the 
immense challenges that came with it. 

When developing a müsenna (mirror composition) istif composition for the 
newly built Şişli Mosque (Şişli Camii) in Istanbul (fig. 14), the calligrapher Hamid 
Aytaç (1891–1982), explains how he initially practiced writing a section of the 
verse that he chose for the inscription (Qurʾan 9:18) with a reed pen, but struggled 

Fig. 13: Draft celi sülüs istif composition attributed to İsmail Hakkı Altunbezer (d. 1365/1946). Different 
permutations for the text can be observed. Reproduced with permission from the Abdullah Rüştü 
Collection. 
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to find the right placement for the lām-elifs. After numerous unsuccessful at-
tempts Aytaç became fatigued, closed the light, folded his hands across his chest, 
and closed his eyes. After a short while he fell asleep, and in a state that he de-
scribes as being “between a dream and wakefulness” (rüya ile yakaza arasında), 
the entire composition appeared in front of his eyes; the lām-elifs settled, and ap-
peared in the middle of the composition. Aytaç immediately awoke with excite-
ment, lit his lamp, and completed the composition. As Aytaç explains further, the 
writing is composed of three sections: at the lowest level of the composition in 
the centre, the calligraphy resembles the tall felt hat (sikke) of Mevlana Rumi (sec-
tion one). Further above, the calligraphy resembles a human being with a nose 
(section two) and two eyes (section three).27 

As the anecdote makes clear, and indeed as is revealed through an inspection of 
the final composition, certainly Hamid Aytaç aspired to specific aesthetic values, 
and perhaps even the inclusion of particular symbolic elements (although 
whether these were intentional or incidental is unclear from the anecdote) in the 
istif. However, the fact that the sequence of words is so logical in its progression 
and that Aytaç was completely unwilling to sacrifice legibility (hence, the struggle 
over the appropriate placement of the two lāms) leads to the conclusion that the 
Aytaç’s primary objective was not just to develop a beautiful composition, but to 
create an istif that also ensured the readability of the sequence of words that com-
posed the text. With inspiration, Hamid Aytaç was able to develop a composition 
that both respected the original text, and also embodied the aesthetic values of 
balance and harmony. 

In recognition of the difficulties of developing a composition that satisfied the 
requisites of readability, the prescriptions of form, and harmonious balance, 
Ottoman calligraphers underwent a strenuous series of planning phases before 
alighting on a final design. First, calligraphers made brief sketches of the compo-
sition and experimented with different permutations and arrangements of the 
text (figs. 8, 9, 13). Next, they practiced the individual letter-forms, and then wrote 
out the composition with a reed pen (figs. 8, 9, 11, 12, 13). After many trials, the 
calligrapher would settle upon a final design and transfer the composition to a 
large sheet of paper or board in order to both facilitate reproduction and allow for 
minor adjustments over time (figs. 4, 5, 6, 10). 

27 Özeren, Murtaza M.: “Hattat Hâmid Aytaç’ın hastanede verdiği son röportaj”. Dünyabizim, 
03.03.2019: https://www.dunyabizim.com/alinti/hattat-hmid-aytac-in-hastanede-verdigi-son-
roportaj-h23792.html (last viewed 06.03.2020). 
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To summarise thus far, a brief examination of the diversity of aesthetic attrib-
utes that calligraphers had to navigate through when developing a composition 
reveals, by definition, that design and other artistic categories were of paramount 
importance. However, a study of existing works also demonstrates that calligra-
phers singled out legibility amongst the broad spectrum of visual attributes and 
aesthetic values as the most essential requisite, and identified this as the template 
to which the whole must conform. 

Legibility versus Design: A Contemporary Case Study 

In order to understand further the dynamic processes of negotiation that calligra-
phers underwent when developing a composition, this final section offers two 
contemporary examples from my own experience. Specifically, these examples 
chart the progress of two compositions (one satır (line) based composition (also 
known as ‘düzyazı’), and one istif) from start to finish through a series of interac-
tions with my own master, calligrapher Efdaluddin Kılıç. As an instructive device, 
a study of the corrections administered by a master calligrapher (hoca or ustâd) on 
his student’s work facilitates a more conscientious appreciation of how calligra-

Fig. 14: Hamid Aytac’s celi sülüs müsenna (mirror) istif for the Şişli Mosque, Istanbul: Innamā yaʿmuru 
masājid Allāh man āmana bi-Llāhi wa l-yawmi l-ākhir, ‘He only shall tend Allah’s sanctuaries who believeth 
in Allah and the Last Day’ (Qurʾan 9:18). Photograph printed with permission from Süleyman Berk. 
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phy should look. Although an annotated study of the development of a composi-
tion by a master from beginning to end could serve the same purpose, the ad-
vantage of analysing the corrective processes undergone by an amateur calligra-
pher (myself), contributes towards a clearer idea of the negotiations of legibility 
versus design by virtue of the prodigious mistakes (and subsequent corrections) 
made by an amateur along the way, giving clarity to both how calligraphy should 
look (i. e. through a study of the master’s examples), as well as how calligraphy 
should look through the apprehension of how it shouldn’t (i. e. a study of the mas-
ter’s corrections of the student’s mistakes).28 Prior to the following, however, I 
would like to preface this section with a few words on the propriety of using a 
contemporary example from a methodological perspective. 

The Problem 

Surviving documentary sources on pedagogy in Ottoman calligraphy furnish an 
understanding of the various stages of the Ottoman apprenticeship, as well as a 
partial record of the interactions that transpired between master calligraphers and 
their disciples.29 Of these interactions, artistic evidence that offers an index of 
how calligraphers developed compositions with the aid of their masters no longer 
exist, and documents providing a complete record of the master’s artistic journey 
from sketch to completed composition are few. Yet, it is known that calligraphers 
would continue to show their completed works to their masters after they gradu-
ated, a practice that still maintains a relevance for master calligraphers today.30 
For art historians, this twin absence in the historical record represents a tragic 
loss, as evidence of such pedagogical interactions could help us to understand 
how a composition was developed in the Ottoman period, and which aesthetic 
values were prized over others. In response, this paper offers a contemporary ex-
ample of the interactions between master and student during the development of 
a composition, both as a visual record of how the negotiation between legibility 

28 For an example of a study that explores the development of a composition by a contemporary 
master calligrapher, cf. Berk, Süleyman: “Celî Sülüs Bir Hat Levhasının Meydana Getiriliş 
Safhaları”. IX. Eyüpsultan Sempozyumu Tebliğler. 13–15 Mayıs 2005. Istanbul: Eyüp Belediyesi, 
2005, pp. 422–431. 
29 Cf., for example, the biographies of calligraphers contained within the Ottoman biographical 
dictionaries, which on occasion include descriptions and anecdotes pertaining to the interactions 
that transpired between master calligraphers and their disciples. Cf. ʿ Âlî, Mustafa: The Epic Deeds 
of Artists; Nefeszâde, İbrahim: Gülzâr-ı Savâb. Ed. Kilisli Muallim Rifat. Istanbul: Güzel Sanatlar 
Akademisi Neşriyatı, 1938. Suyolcuzâde, Mehmed Necîb: Devhatü’l-Küttâb. Prepared by Kilisli 
Muallim Rıfat. Istanbul: Güzel Sanatlar Akademisi Neşriyatı, no. 16,1942; Müstakimzâde, 
Süleyman Sa’deddin Efendi: Tuhfe-i Hattâtîn. Prepared by Mustafa Koç. Istanbul: Klasik, 2011; 
Habîb, Mirza: Hat ve Hattâtân. Istanbul: Matbaa-i Ebüzziya, 1305; İnal, İbnülemin Mahmûd 
Kemâl: Son Hattatlar. Istanbul: Millî Eğitim Bakanlığı Devlet Kitapları, 1955. 
30 Mehmed Şevki Efendi, for example, stated that he would continue to show his works to his 
teacher even after he graduated. Ünver, Suheyl: Hattat Mehmed Sevki. Süleymaniye Library, 
Istanbul, Suheyl Ünver Dosya, No. 8, 80, 841. 
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versus design unfolds in the present day, as well to serve as a potential recreation 
of historical pedagogical and artistic methods. 

History and Method 

Many of the styles, techniques, ethics, and pedagogical practices that developed 
and evolved during the Ottoman period did not disappear with the dissolution of 
the Ottoman Empire in 1923, but remained concentrated in the hands of several 
calligraphers such as Hamid Aytaç (1891–1982), Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı (1898–
1964), and Necmeddin Okyay (1883–1976), whose lifetimes spanned the chrono-
logical divide between the Ottoman Empire and the contemporary Turkish 
Republic.31 In spite of the damaging consequences of the 1928 Turkish alphabet 
reforms for some of those practitioners, significant remnants of the Ottoman cal-
ligraphic tradition have survived into the present day due to the transmission of 
their calligraphic knowledge via the traditional Ottoman apprenticeship to their 
students, a number of whom are alive and continue to practice and teach tradi-
tional Ottoman calligraphy in Istanbul today (hence the designation of the type of 
calligraphy practiced by these contemporary calligraphers as ‘Ottoman’ rather 
than ‘Turkish’ or ‘contemporary’).32 Chief amongst these master calligraphers is 
master Hasan Çelebi (born 1937), whose undisputed authority as the living em-
bodiment of the Ottoman calligraphic tradition is reflected in his bestowed title 
of ‘Reʾîs-ül Hattâtîn,’ the ‘Chief of the Calligraphers.’ Hasan Çelebi was a student 
of Hamid Aytaç and Mustafa Halîm Özyazıcı (whose artistic lineages stretch back 
through a chain of master calligraphers to Şeyh Hamdullah [d. 926/1520], the 
eponymous founder of the Ottoman calligraphic tradition), and Çelebi has dedi-
cated his life to preserving traditional Ottoman methods of pedagogy and practice 
by transmitting his accumulated knowledge to apprentices.33 To study under 

31 For biographies of Hamid Aytaç, Mustafa Halîm Ozyazıcı and Necmeddin Okyay cf. Eriş, 
Muin: Hat Sanatında Vazifeli Bir Hattat Hamid Aytaç. Istanbul: İBB Kültür A.Ş. Yayınları, 2011; 
Berk, Süleyman (ed.): Vefatının 35 Yılında Hattat Necmeddin Okyay. Istanbul: Büyükşehir 
Belediyesi, 2011; Alparslan, Ali: Osmanlı Hat Sanatı Tarihi. Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 1999, 
pp. 99–100; Berk, Süleyman: “Hattat Halim Mustafa Özyazıcı ve Tuttuğu Talebe Kayıt 
Defterleri”. In: Yalova Üniversitesi İslami İlimler Fakültesi Hakemli Dergisi. Eds. Fatma 
Kızıl – Yasin Beyaz, 1/1 (2015), pp. 10–54. 
32 For a discussion of the 1928 alphabet reforms in the context of the traditional arts, cf. Gündüz, 
Hüseyin: “Atatürk ve Geleneksel Türk Sanatları”. In: M. Uğur Derman 65 Yaş Armağanı. Ed. 
İrvin Cemil Schick. Istanbul: Sabancı Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2000, pp. 341–346. For Hasan 
Çelebi’s silsile (calligraphic genealogy), cf. Kazan, Hilal: Hasan Çelebi. Istanbul: İstanbul Ticaret 
Odası, 2013, p. 95 and pp. 360–61.  
33 Derman, M. Uğur: Hattın Çelebisi, prepared by Tarih ve Tabiat Vakfı. Istanbul: TATAV, 2003, 
p. 14; and İhsanoğlu, Ekmeleddin: “A Quarter of a Century with Hasan Çelebi; the Power of
Tradition, Estimable Loyalty, and Conformity to the Age in Calligraphy”. In: Hattın Çelebisi,
prepared Tarih ve Tabiat Vakfı for Hasan Çelebi. Istanbul: TATAV, 2003, pp. 15–17, p. 15. A
comprehensive list of students that Hasan Çelebi has personally taught and licensed as
calligraphers can be found in Kazan, Hasan Çelebi, pp. 360–361.
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Hasan Çelebi or one of his many students, therefore, is to be connected to a his-
torical tradition that reaches back to the fifteenth century and beyond. 

As part of my doctoral study on pedagogy in Ottoman calligraphy I undertook a 
traditional apprenticeship in Istanbul, anticipating that a study of contemporary 
pedagogical methods in calligraphy would reveal fascinating insights into the 
quantitative and qualitative aspects of teaching, and also provide an opportunity 
to reflect on the structure and functioning of Ottoman calligraphy in relation to 
the practitioners that supported it in the past as well as today. From January 2013 
I began a traditional apprenticeship with one of Hasan Çelebi’s students, Master 
(ustâd) Efdaluddin Kılıç. For over seven years I trained alongside apprentices and 
calligraphers, both amateur and professional, at a rate of one to two lessons a 
week, finally receiving my icâzet in Ramadan 2017. For the duration of a year I 
would also visit Master Hasan Çelebi’s classes on a weekly basis to observe his 
methods of teaching and also, on several occasions, to receive comments, criti-
cism, and corrections for my work. 

The undertaking of a traditional apprenticeship under master calligrapher 
Efdaluddin Kılıç afforded me the opportunity to engage with the contemporary 
practice of a historical tradition that still upholds an apposite aesthetic and spir-
itual relevance to contemporary calligraphers. It also afforded the opportunity to 
recapture the ‘ways of seeing’ of a particular artistic and cultural tradition, and 
combine the aesthetic, as well as non-aesthetic ideologies of contemporary 
calligraphers with that of the researcher. Moreover, the process of studying under 
a master calligrapher permitted the transmission, reception, and eventual 
embodiment of a highly ritualised, coded, and embodied form of knowledge from 
master to the researcher-apprentice, bringing into view particularities that 
reflected the religious, cultural, and aesthetic particularities that were either 
marginalised, or not yet discovered by conventional source-based art historical 
approaches. 

It should be mentioned in bold, however, that the following examples and im-
ages are not intended as a retrospective commentary on the Ottoman past, for in 
reality a clear distinction must be made between how the tradition of calligraphy 
is practised in contemporary Turkey, and how it was practised in the Ottoman 
period. That is to say, a distinction must be enforced between the subjectivity of 
contemporary experience, and the objective event of discussing the history of 
Ottoman calligraphy. Nevertheless, it is obvious that certain principles, aesthetic 
values, and techniques have been developed through the Ottoman period which 
crossed chronological boundaries, and the intention of the following descriptions 
and images is to shed light on key concepts pertaining to how the negotiations 
between legibility and design most likely played out for Ottoman calligraphers, in 
the light of how such deliberations are mediated today. 



‘The Aroma of a Tulip’

303 

Contemporary Examples 

The first composition under examination dates to 03. 02. 2016, the third year of 
my apprenticeship. The exercise set by the ustâd was to write the entire Sūrat Yā-
Sīn (the 36th chapter of the Qurʾan) in alternating lines of sülüs and nesih. In my 
first attempt at writing verse 61 (fig. 15): “But that ye worship Me? That was the 
right path,”34 I initially extended the bāʾ of ʿabd using a keşîde (elongated stroke), 
and placed the wāw in the resulting opening above the extension, thus producing 
a more compact word unit which I felt contributed positively to the originality and 

balance of the line. During corrections, the ustâd, Efdaluddin Kılıç, acknowledged 
the novelty and aesthetic value of my addition, but was undisguisedly critical of 
the disruption this caused to the overall readability of the line. As he explained, 

34 All translations of Qurʾanic verses follow Mohammad M. Pickthall (Pickthall, Mohammad M.: 
The Meaning of the Glorious Qurʾan. Maryland: Amana Publications, 1996). 

Fig. 15: Detail of first attempt at writing the Qurʾanic verse 36:61 in the sülüs script: wa-ʾani-ʿbudūnī hadhā
ṣirāṭun mustaqīm, ‘But that ye worship Me? That was the right path’. The ustâd’s suggested alternative is 
sketched over the letter unit. 

Fig. 16: Repeated attempt at writing the Qurʾanic verse 36:61 after incorporating the ustâd’s corrections. 
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this readability was particularly imperative considering the fact that I was tran-
scribing the Qurʾan. As corrective feedback, the ustâd sketched an alternative on 
top of my attempt in which he shortened the keşîde to its normal size, and also 
placed the wāw after ʿabd, thus increasing the legibility of the verse. I was then 
instructed to repeat the lesson to incorporate this correction. As fig. 16 makes 
clear, I repeated the exercise a further time, addressing a number of other correc-
tive additions. However, as made evident by my first major attempt at an istif sev-
eral years later following my graduation, I did not manage to fully internalise this 
early valuable lesson that legibility takes precedence over design. 

The second composition under examination responds to a commission from 
the founder of The New Crescent Moon Society,35 Imad Ahmad, who asked for the 
following Arabic text to be written in a circle in the sülüs script for the society logo: 
hilālu rushdin wa khairin (‘May this moon bring guidance and good’). Dating to 
14.04.2019, my first attempts at designing the composition were sketched in pen, 
and then later using a reed pen with a 3mm nib. As fig. 17 makes clear, I once 

35 Founded in 2016, The New Crescent Moon Society describes itself as “An organisation 
dedicated to the revival of the traditional practice of observing celestial bodies and celebrating 
the relationship between Islam, astronomy and faith.” Personal communication, 12.04.2019. 

Fig. 17: First attempt at developing a celi sülüs composition for the text: hilālu 
rushdin wa khayrin, ‘[May] this moon [bring] guidance and good’. 
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again privileged design over legibility. Rather than following the traditional ar-
rangement of a text from the lower to the upper register, I chose to start at point 
1 in the middle, continue with point 2 below, and then finish with point 3 above. 
This artistic decision was a result of my inability to find a solution in which the 
word ‘hilāl’ could fit in the lower register without also breaking free of the circular 
compositional form as requested by Mr. Ahmed. When I showed it the ustâd, he 
was immediately critical of my arrangement of the text, and sketched a solution 
that increased the overall readability of the composition (fig. 18). I then followed 
the ustâd’s sketch in my subsequent attempts at a composition, showing the ustâd 
my design several times before a final version was approved. During these latter 
interactions, other aspects of the design were taken into consideration, such as 
the correct dimensions of the letters, the overall balance and harmony of the com-
position, and the appropriate distribution of diacritical marks to ensure both bal-
ance and readability (fig. 19). 

The previous examples from my own work must certainly be taken as no more 
than suggestions towards the elucidation of a broader issue that requires much 
more investigation on the historical side. Nevertheless, what is relatively certain 
is that historical and contemporary masters of Ottoman calligraphy adopt an un-
ambiguous stance on the question of legibility versus design, giving precedence 

Fig. 18: The ustâd’s alternative arrangement of letter units and words 
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to the former in the development of the latter. Yet, the question of legibility versus 
design also establishes a false dichotomy that sets apart readability versus aes-
thetic value, as if legibility somehow detracts from a composition’s overall design. 
If aesthetic value can be defined as the features of a work that contribute to its 
success, and the attributes upon which its beauty supervenes, then should legi-
bility or readability not also be included as fundamental elements constitutive of 
that category? Indeed, as the examples of Hamid Aytaç and ustâd Efdaluddin Kılıç 
demonstrate, the success of the composition is measured in large part by finding 
complex solutions to a commission through an artistic journey that culminates 
in a finished piece that not only showcases a seamless harmony of legibility and 
design, but also illustrates the genius and inspiration of the artist. In such works, 
the conceptual and aesthetic registers of the legible and the beautiful dissolve into 

Fig. 19: Repeated attempts at developing the composition after following the ustâd’s suggestions. The final 
draft is at the bottom right. 
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each other in a synthesis that problematises the binary categories of readability 
versus design. That is to say, the very mutual imbrication of these values as de-
fining principles of a composition frustrates such a modern distinction. Further-
more, if aesthetic experience can be measured (at least as it is in the Ottoman 
tradition) by a heightening of the emotional, cognitive, and spiritual responses 
evoked by the artwork in the viewer, then surely legibility should be understood 
as an aesthetic value in and of itself. On this note, it is rather pertinent to conclude 
with the poetic imagery invoked by one of greatest masters of calligraphy of the 
Ottoman period, who uttered the following in recognition of the aesthetic experi-
ences evoked by a legible composition: “To read beautiful calligraphy,” Kadıasker 
Mustafa İzzet Efendi (d. 1293/1876) noted, “is like smelling the aroma of a tu-
lip.”36

Sources of Illustrations 

Fig. 1–2: ©Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Başkanlığı — Fig. 3: ©Istanbul Üniversitesi Nadir Eserler 
Kütüphanesi — Fig. 4–8: Reproduced with permission from the Süleyman Berk Collection — Fig. 9, 11, 
12,13: Reproduced with permission from the the Abdullah Rüştü Collection — Fig. 10: Reproduced with 
permission from the Abdurrahman Depeler Collection — Fig. 14: Photograph printed with permission 
from Süleyman Berk. — Fig. 15–19: Photographed by Bilal Badat 

36 As quoted from Derman, M. Uğur: Masterpieces of Ottoman Calligraphy from the Sakıp Sabancı 
Museum. Istanbul: Sakıp Sabancı Müzesi, 2004. 
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