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The Scrutinizing Gaze in the Aesthetics of Islamic Visual Cultures 23

Gülru Neciṗoğlu

The ScruTiNiziNG Gaze iN The aeSTheTicS of iSlamic ViSual 
culTureS: SiGhT, iNSiGhT, aNd deSire

This essay engages with the subject of the gaze and aes-
thetic experience by exploring the enticement and won-
derment of the eye, the embodiment of vision through 
emotional states and desire, the disembodiment of the 
eye in introspective vision, and the cognitive capacity of 
sight to produce insight. With these diverse yet inter-
related themes in mind, i consider the modalities of the 
gaze in sixteenth- to early seventeenth-century Safavid 
and ottoman texts on the arts and architecture, starting 
with their origin in medieval paradigms of visual percep-
tion and artistic creation.

as i argued in The Topkapı Scroll: Geometry and Orna-
ment in Islamic Architecture (1995), the realm of visual 
aesthetics was shaped not only by religion but also by an 
eclectic mix of aristotelian and Neoplatonic concepts 
shared with christendom. The dissemination of these 
philosophical concepts was initiated by the ninth-cen-
tury translation into arabic of sections from plotinus’s 
Ennead as the Theology of Aristotle, with its Neoplatonic 
emanationist cosmology that elevates the immaterial 
luminosity of spiritual beauty above material form.1 Be-
cause my forays into theories of visual perception and 
aesthetic philosophies in that book were framed spe-
cifically with regard to late medieval geometric orna-
ment, their broader relevance for the visual arts has 
been eclipsed. i therefore welcome the opportunity to 
revisit my former reflections by focusing here on the 
 islamic tradition of figural representation in diverse me-
dia, including architecture, which has particularly been 
misunderstood with respect to the question of the gaze. 
a recent example directly relevant to this issue is hans 
Belting’s timely book, Florence and Baghdad: Renais-
sance Art and Arab Science (2008, translation 2011), with 
its comparison between the gaze in renaissance europe 

and in the islamic middle east.2 The author proclaims 
that 

a conception of pictures was as foreign to arab science as 
it was to arab art, where geometry was dominant…. in this 
particular case, the issue of pictures separates the two cul-
tures precisely because it reflects their different practices 
with regard to visuality and the gaze. The difference in-
volves not just art but also a mindset and relationship to 
the world.3 

The diversified visual cultures of the islamic domains 
were no doubt informed in varying degrees by restric-
tions placed on the gaze. These included constraints im-
posed on figural representation (particularly but not 
exclusively in religious contexts), on conspicuous con-
sumption (luxury materials such as gold, silver, silk), and 
on the permissibility of ornaments or inscriptions in 
specific building types and objects. Such stipulations, 
which were primarily articulated in hadith literature 
and texts on jurisprudence (fiqh), nevertheless allowed 
a wide margin of options open to negotiation, resulting 
in a broad spectrum of varying interpretations.4 hence 
there is little justification for positing a typical islamic 
“mindset,” transcending time and space, that left its im-
print on the modalities of the gaze. The predilection for 
abstraction in the pictorial arts may have responded in 
part to religious constraints. however, as we shall see, 
this predilection was generally theorized as a matter of 
aesthetic preference in the early modern literature on 
the visual arts, where the power of the abstractive inner 
gaze reigns supreme. 

engaging with Belting’s arguments at various points 
of this essay, i discuss primary written sources on the 
visual arts that yield a more complex and more accurate 
understanding of the gaze in both cultures. The next 
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GüLRU NECİPOğLU24

and geometry, and to impose a filter between the world 
and the gaze, which is thereby tamed and cleansed of 
the senses and their images.” This geometric screen was 
“of a fundamentally different kind than the geometry 
used to construct perspective painting in the West.”5 in 
support of his assumption about the absence of an is-
lamic “domain of representational depiction,” Belting 
extensively refers to my interpretation of the fifteenth- 
to early sixteenth-century Topkapı Scroll (figs. 1 and 2) 
and ibn al-haytham’s eleventh-century Kitāb al-
Manāẓir (Book of optics). he thereby sets up a binary 
opposition between the cultures of the gaze in the West 
and the middle east during the renaissance. 

These two sources are not particularly pertinent, 
however, for pictures and pictorial theory in the islamic 
lands during the early modern period, which is the main 
subject of Belting’s book. To begin with, the two- and 
three-dimensional geometric matrices of the Topkapı 
Scroll, which were primarily intended for Timurid- 

 section provides a synopsis of his thesis and introduces 
some of the relevant early modern islamic texts to which 
i shall return after considering their medieval prece-
dents. Themes highlighted from selected textual sourc-
es in the following sections include the esteemed 
position of the cognitive faculties of vision, of skilled 
human artistry, and of mimetic abstraction. in consider-
ing the scientific gaze, emphasis will be placed on the 
treatise by ibn al-haytham (alhazen, d. ca. 1040) on op-
tics, with its humanistic emphasis on the mental dimen-
sion of visual perception and its distinction between 
glancing and gazing. 

early moderN culTureS of The Gaze iN 
 WeSTerN europe aNd The iSlamic laNdS

according to Belting, the “arab-islamic” aesthetic aimed 
to “encode the sensory world through the use of script 

fig. 1, a and b. Topkapı Scroll, repeat-unit designs for three-dimensional muqarnas vaults, with generative geometric grids 
incised on paper. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 1956. (after Gülru Necipoğlu, The Topkapı Scroll: Geom-
etry and Ornament in Islamic Architecture [Santa monica, calif., 1995], 245, 294)

a 

b 
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The Scrutinizing Gaze in the Aesthetics of Islamic Visual Cultures 25

fig. 2, a and b. Topkapı Scroll, repeat-unit designs for two-dimensional star-and-polygon girih patterns, with generative 
geometric grids incised on paper. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 1956. (after Necipoğlu, Topkapı Scroll, 
262, 319)

Turkmen architectural construction and ornament in 
iran, are by definition irrelevant for the theorization of 
representational depiction. for Belting’s project, com-
paring renaissance perspective painting with contem-
poraneous traditions of islamic figural painting would 
have been more germane, but the multifocal spatial con-
structions of these paintings do not conform to the 
Topkapı Scroll’s rigid geometric matrices. Besides, Safa-
vid and ottoman sources on the pictorial arts list geo-
metric ornament as only one of the “seven fundamental 
modes of decorative design” (haft aṣl-i naqqāshī) dis-
cussed below. These modes were deployed by painter-
decorators (sing. naqqāsh) and figural painters (sing. 
muṣavvir) alike, whose manifold talents extended over 

diverse genres of image-making, which at times contrib-
uted to the blurring of boundaries between figural rep-
resentation and ornamental design (figs. 3 and 4). The 
genres in question—comprising decorative design 
(naqqāshī), animal painting (jānvār-sāzī), and portrai-
ture/figural painting (ṣūrat-garī)—were applied to mul-
tiple media, ranging from the arts of the book and 
portable objects to architecture.6 

Thus the visual cultures of the islamic lands during 
the renaissance can hardly be characterized as “ani-
conic.” The geometric mode of ornamental design codi-
fied in the Topkapı Scroll marked the last stages of a long 
medieval tradition that would soon be supplanted by 
more naturalistic modes of floral ornament and figural 

a 

b 
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GüLRU NECİPOğLU26

fig. 3. illuminated page with margins decorated by an abstract vegetal (islīmī) scroll and a calligraphic frame around a 
standing princely figure facing a smaller one, signed by hasan, before 1566. from the amir Ghayb Beg album, Safavid iran. 
istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 2161, fol. 93a. (photo: courtesy of david J. roxburgh) 
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fig. 4. illuminated page with margins decorated by a floral chinoiserie (khaṭāʾī) scroll and a frame with a landscape popu-
lated by animals and divs around a standing courtly figure, signed by ʿabd al-ʿaziz, before 1566. from the amir Ghayb Beg 
album, Safavid iran. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 2161, fol. 52b. (photo: courtesy of david J. roxburgh) 
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GüLRU NECİPOğLU28

gaze uniquely fused pictorial theory with ibn al-hay-
tham’s geometrical theory of optics, a fusion that did not 
happen in islamic lands. i, too, have interpreted the 
nonperspectival mode of geometric construction codi-
fied in the Topkapı Scroll as representing a “disjunction 
between internal and external vision, an aesthetic atti-
tude that would be reversed in renaissance europe 
where these two types of vision became coordinated by 
perspectivalism, with its ‘neutral’ gaze that separated 
subject and object.” embodying a multiplicity of view-
points, the scroll’s geometric matrices “yielded an infi-
nite isotropic space,” differing from the “renaissance 
concept of the picture plane as a window frame that cuts 
through the spectator’s cone of vision, where rays con-
verge at a central vanishing point.”11 

Where i differ with Belting is his questionable attri-
bution of this divergence to the lack of a pictorial theo-
ry due to the aniconic geometricism of “arab-islamic” 
culture, which constituted the essential quality of its 
“mindset.” for this viewpoint, Belting often resorts to 
evidence derived from prescriptive texts on islamic ju-
risprudence and on modern fiction that serve him better 
than the art-historical literature. for instance, he relies 
on the novelist orhan pamuk’s Turkish novel, My Name 
Is Red (1998, translation 2001) for the alleged deadly re-
ligious illicitness of mimetic representation at the otto-
man court and for the unsubstantiated claim that 
islamic artists depicted the world from “the eye of God” 
that is “both above and outside this world.” it is on the 
basis of the modernist egyptian architect hassan fathy’s 
literary work, Fable of the Mashrabiyya (1949), that Belt-
ing defines the geometric window screen known as the 
mashrabiyya as a barrier that “tames the gaze and puri-
fies it of all sensuous external images through its strict 
geometry of interior light.” contrasting this window 
screen with the “Western type of window” that found its 
emblem in renaissance painting, which represents the 
curious gaze seeking images in the world, Belting con-
cludes that the mashrabiyya and muqarnas “should be 
recognized as symbolic forms” in arab-islamic art, in 
contradistinction to the geometry of perspective that is 
a symbolic form in Western culture.12 

unlike modern fiction, early modern primary sources 
considered in this essay provide a less dichotomous un-
derstanding of the gaze in christian europe and the 

design which radically marginalized geometry by the 
mid-sixteenth century. rather than newly formulated 
fifteenth-century renaissance methods of perspective 
projection in pictorial theory, more appropriate com-
parisons for the Topkapı Scroll are late Gothic manuals 
of architectural and geometric design, which similarly 
marked the final stages of a long medieval tradition in 
the West that extended well into the sixteenth century.7 
however, Belting prefers to consider the scroll designs 
in the context of perspective construction in renais-
sance painting: 

Whereas Necipoğlu was looking for parallels with medieval 
architectural drawings of the West, we must keep in mind 
in our context that the designs on the scroll are structur-
ally the antithesis of the kind of spatial thinking used in 
perspective and its relation to the gaze. They are opposites 
on the same level, an opposition in which different world-
views find expression. Just as perspective was a symbolic 
form, so too were muqarnas in another culture, a culture 
with different priorities.8 

The Topkapı Scroll compiled in iran is seen by Belting 
as an “arab-islamic” counterpart to renaissance per-
spective because the muqarnas, which had been in use 
“since the lifetime of the mathematician alhazen,” 
reached a “peak in the fifteenth century, when florence 
was discovering perspective.”9 in actuality, it was during 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that the muqar-
nas reached a “peak,” losing its former preeminence af-
ter the early fifteenth century. The anachronistic 
juxtaposition of renaissance florence with the elev-
enth-century Baghdad of ibn al-haytham implies that 
only the Western gaze had a history, which is denied to 
its somewhat static “arab-islamic” foil whose postme-
dieval trajectory has not been elucidated. This asym-
metry may partly be explained by Belting’s decision to 
combine a series of lectures on “the history of the gaze” 
with an unforeseen “shift of focus so as to include two 
cultures” in his book. The result is an essentialized, ahis-
torical treatment of the second “culture of the gaze.”10 

as we shall see later, ibn al-haytham’s treatise on op-
tics remained confined largely to the realm of the scien-
tific gaze in the post-mongol islamic east, where the 
pictorial arts were more closely allied with aesthetic dis-
courses on poetics, music, and calligraphy. Belting cor-
rectly observes that renaissance europe’s perspective 
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 surviving documents, testify to the multiple talents of 
calligraphers and painter-decorators (sing. naqqāsh) 
specializing in the arts of the book, who collaborated in 
court scriptoria that institutionally, though not always 
spatially, combined a workshop and library. This col-
laboration extended beyond manuscript production to 
the creation of designs for diverse media, including ar-
chitecture.18 

Some painter-decorators were skilled in calligraphy 
and poetry as well, belonging as they did to the inner 
circles of royal and elite courts where they participated 
in assemblies (sing. majlis).19 Such intimate intermin-
gling undermines the widespread assumption that ear-
lier artists in the medieval islamic lands were illiterate 
and unlikely to keep up with intellectual currents that 
surrounded them.20 The primary sources point to a 
more connected universe, at least in the better-docu-
mented early modern islamic courts, where the rising 
prestige of practitioners of the visual arts and architec-
ture paralleled that of their colleagues in europe and 
east asia. The emergence from relative anonymity of 
named calligraphers, painter-decorators, and architects 
with “star status” was among the factors contributing to 
the invention of unprecedented genres of writing.21 

one of the new breed of multitalented artists, ahmad 
b. ʿabdullah al-hijazi, wrote a petition for employment 
that traces his career from Timurid Shiraz in 1422 to 
 edirne in 1441–42. There he sought to enter the service 
of the ottoman court, like many other fifteenth- to ear-
ly sixteenth-century iranian artists, before the persian-
speaking mughal courts in india began to provide a lu-
crative alternative. Such circulations of talent further 
enhanced the shared persianate visual cultures of early 
modern Turco-mongol dynasties in the eastern islamic 
lands. The petitioner points out that he began his train-
ing by studying poetry according to the dictum “poetry 
is necessary” and by learning calligraphy, which is “half 
of learning.” he then goes on to describe his other artis-
tic skills: 

The [Timurid] sultans of the age too, like ibrahim-Sultan, 
Baysunghur, ulughbeg and their father Shahrukh mirza [r. 
1405–47], have taken notice of this art [calligraphy], for 
“people follow their kings’ religion.” in the kutubkhana of 
each of these there was a group of learned people without 
equal in the world—copyist, illuminator, illustrator,  binder. 

 islamic lands. Sharing many similarities overlooked in 
Belting’s antithetical account, both visual cultures were 
nourished by the same sorts of classical texts and were 
equally complex, just as their modalities of the gaze var-
ied according to time and place. rather than opposites, 
then, it may be more productive to see them as two sides 
of the same coin. premodern discourses on visual aes-
thetics in both christendom and islamdom combined 
Neoplatonic concepts, characterized by a “distrust of 
the eye,” and variants of a more positive aristotelian 
view that acknowledged the mental dimension of visual 
perception mediated by distinctly human faculties in 
the brain known as the “inner senses.” focusing almost 
entirely on the geometry of vision in ibn al-haytham, 
Belting downplays the aristotelian psychological com-
ponent of his optics, which assigns a central position to 
these perceptual faculties.13 Those faculties would play 
a prominent role in late medieval and renaissance pic-
torial theory in the West.14 

Translations and creative reinterpretations of classi-
cal written sources by early arab philosophers and sci-
entists rapidly became assimilated into the mainstream 
of medieval islamic culture at the turn of the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, continuing to enjoy currency in 
the post-mongol era, when they were complemented by 
commentaries and translations into other languages.15 
in the more specialized early modern literature in per-
sian and ottoman Turkish, conceptualizations of the 
gaze came to be articulated through new genres of writ-
ing, including treatises on the visual arts (calligraphy, 
painting, architecture), prefaces of albums mounted 
with calligraphies and images, biographical memoirs of 
architects, and anthologies combining the biographies 
of calligraphers and painter-decorators. 

These literary genres were partly rooted in late fif-
teenth-century Timurid precedents such as album pref-
aces and biographical dictionaries of poets, which 
started to incorporate artists and calligraphers who 
wrote poetry.16 anthologies focusing exclusively on the 
lives of calligraphers and painter-decorators appeared 
around the late sixteenth century in the context of the 
growing prominence of court scriptoria (kitābkāna/
kutubkhāna, naqqāshkhāna) in the Safavid and otto-
man realms, with their shared Timurid-Turkmen ar - 
tistic heritage.17 Narrative sources, complemented by 
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to which i shall return later by focusing on Safavid and 
ottoman sources.

medieVal TexTS oN ViSual percepTioN aNd 
The iNNer SeNSeS

islamic texts generally accorded a lofty stature to skilled 
artistry, especially in arts addressing the highest of the 
five “outer senses”: sight and hearing. in some cases, 
sight predominates over hearing, an early example be-
ing the treatise on the eye by the Nestorian iraqi court 
physician hunayn b. ishaq (d. 873), which emphatically 
affirms that “vision is unique among the senses, the no-
blest of them and the most superior in quality.” like-
wise, two cordoban scholars, ibn hazm (d. 1064) and 
ibn rushd (averroës, d. 1198), ranked vision higher than 
audition.25 Nevertheless, Belting categorically asserts: 
“The question is whether one can speak of a gaze in the 
positive sense at all in arab culture. The many social and 
religious limitations imposed on the gaze suggest the 
opposite.”26 

The intimate connection between sight and insight is 
a leitmotif in medieval islamic sources, which em-
phasize the cognitive potential of the arts and architec-
ture. another leitmotif is the creative imagination of the 
 artist/artisan, nurtured by the inner (spiritual) senses 
that complement the outer (corporeal) senses, thereby 
testifying to the elevated productive and perceptual 
capa cities of humankind.27 These concepts are encoun-
tered in an early encyclopedia of philosophical sciences 
and the arts, the tenth-century Rasāʾil (epistles) of the 
Brethren of purity (Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ), attributed to a 
group of scholars based in Basra with an associated 
branch in Baghdad. This popular work, which interprets 
the inner senses within a Neoplatonic and pythagorean 
cosmological framework, circulated among Shiʿi and 
Sunni elites, generally educated people, and artisans 
over the ages. one of its manuscript copies, produced in 
post-mongol Baghdad in 1287, features a double frontis-
piece illustrating the sagelike authors who collectively 
compiled this text (fig. 5). 

The Epistles list the inner senses of imagination, cog-
itation, and memory, along with two human faculties: 
the “faculty of speech” and the “productive faculty 

i too laid some claim [to proficiency] in these arts by virtue 
of my aspiration and ardor, and through service and ap-
prenticeship i acquired from every harvest a gleaning, and 
from every gleaning a seed, until during a voyage in the year 
845 [1441–42] i arrived in edirne … i did this because i 
found that the market for my wares was sluggish and buy-
ers were scarce.22

Given the interaction among poets, calligraphers, and 
painter-decorators, it is not surprising that aesthetic 
concepts articulated in the biographies of literati paral-
lel those informing the visual arts. The coupling of cal-
ligraphers with painter-decorators in early modern 
biographical anthologies and album prefaces also found 
an echo in the Safavid theories of the “two pens” (the 
scribe’s “vegetal” pen and the painter’s “animal” pen/
brush) and the aforementioned “seven fundamental 
modes of decorative design.” formulated around the 
mid-sixteenth century, these complementary theories 
attempted to augment the religious legitimacy and sta-
tus of painting by linking its origin with calligraphy. 
Both theories were articulated in Safavid album pref-
aces and biographical anthologies, genres that largely 
disappeared by the early seventeenth century. Variants 
of these texts were produced around the same time by 
ottoman writers, but not in uzbek central asia or mu-
ghal india, where similar concepts informed artistic 
practices.23 

interestingly, chinese pictorial theorists of the yuan 
dynasty (1279–1386), such as the scholar-artist zhao-
mengfu (d. 1322), a calligrapher and painter affiliated 
with the mongol court, developed a comparable claim 
that calligraphy and painting had a “common origin.” a 
key factor that triggered new artistic trends in the east-
ern islamic lands was the increasing resonance with 
chinese paradigms after the sack of abbasid Baghdad in 
1258 by the mongols.24 including the emergence of court 
scriptoria and the production of albums, these trends 
remained restricted mostly to the Turco-iranian polities 
of the islamic east (mashriq), extending from anatolia 
all the way to china. The relative cultural unification of 
this region owed partly to being brought under the um-
brella of mongol rule, unlike the western islamic lands 
(maghrib), where sinicizing tastes in the arts met resis-
tance. The next section turns to forerunners of the post-
mongol literature on representational arts and the gaze, 
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knowledge, and insight.”30 The arts of painters (ṣināʿat 
al-muṣawwīrīn) and musicians are deemed particularly 
lofty in terms of their connection to the soul. artists ex-
press love for their objects of creation by beautifying 
and adorning them. The Neoplatonic metaphor of mys-
tical love and desire also extends to the yearning of the 
eye of the beholder for harmoniously proportioned 
forms and colors, which remind the human soul of its 
noble origin in the realm of intelligible entities. The in-
stinctive love of beauty, then, embraces the bodies of 
both producers and beholders of the visual arts by si-
multaneously engaging their sensuous and spiritual-
cognitive faculties. This innate attraction to beauty 
carries the potential of going beyond mere pleasurable 
wonder to the threshold of cognition, which is the do-
main of the intellect and guides intuitive knowledge. 

The Brethren regard hearing and sight as “the best 
and noblest of the five senses,” reminding their audience 
of the Koranic affirmation that God endowed humans 

[ al-ṣāniʿa], the seat of which is in the hands and fingers 
and by means of which the soul produces the art of writ-
ing and the other arts.” The epistle on the “loftiness of 
the artist/creator” (sharaf al-ṣāniʿ) exalts the intellec-
tual basis of the arts, implemented by a thinking hand 
intimately linked with the “productive faculty” of the 
soul. comparing human creation with its divine coun-
terpart, the Brethren define the arts as the imprints on 
raw matter of mental images (al-ṣūra) abstracted in the 
minds (fikr) of their creators, who aspire to imitate the 
art of the divine creator to assimilate his wisdom.28 They 
associate art (al-ṣanʿa) with knowledge (al-ʿilm) and ex-
plain that God loves the skillful and diligent artisan, for 
seeking perfection in the arts is to be “in the likeness of 
the wise artificer, who is God.”29 

The Epistles aim to disclose the subtleties of the sci-
ences and arts, all of which reveal the wisdom of the 
divine artificer, the creator, who created human “artists 
and inspired them with their crafts, with wisdom, 

fig. 5. double leaf frontispiece, Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ (epistles of the Brethren of purity), Baghdad, 1287. istanbul, Süley-
maniye library, esad efendi, 3638, fol. 4r–3v. (after richard ettinghausen, Arab Painting [Geneva, 1962], 98–99)
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 intellectually unsophisticated laborers. This view 
amounts to a segregation of islamic art from other artis-
tic traditions that are commonly interpreted in relation 
to aesthetic philosophies predominating in particular 
contexts, a complex correspondence that cannot sim-
plistically be reduced to a provable “causal relation-
ship.”35 al-Tawhidi’s treatise on calligraphy suggests 
that such philosophical aesthetic concepts would have 
been familiar at least among chancellery secretaries and 
calligraphers, who must have collaborated with manu-
script illuminators and perhaps painter-decorators. af-
ter all, it was in the same Baghdadi milieu where the 
geometric mode of ornament, dominated by interlock-
ing star-and-polygon patterns based on the modular use 
of the circle, came to be codified along with propor-
tioned cursive scripts (al-khaṭṭ al-manṣūb). in their 
epistle on ratio and pro portion the Brethren explicate 
that geometry and proportion provide the shared basis 
of every art, referring in particular to prosody in poetry, 
letters in proportioned script, and harmoniously joined 
figures in painting and mechanical devices. They explic-
itly state that the proportions governing prosody and 
music are similar to those underlying calligraphy and 
painting, a statement repeated in later sources.36

in their epistle on music, which has the capacity to 
mediate between corporeal and spiritual senses, the 
Brethren explain that God created the human body ac-
cording to the most eminent proportions of the uni-
verse, derived from the curved circumference of the 
circle and its diameter, from which the letters of propor-
tioned calligraphy also originate. They specify that 
man’s height equals the distance between his fingertips 
when both arms are extended “right and left like a bird 
stretching its wings,” which defines a square inscribed 
in a circle, whose center lies at the midpoint of the body. 
This concept has convincingly been likened to the no-
tion of the “Vitruvian man” as a microcosm of the mac-
rocosm, which would later form the basis of the drawing 
by leonardo da Vinci (d. 1519) of the “renaissance man.” 
The close parallel affirms the lofty status of humankind 
in islamic cosmology, where humans inhabit the very 
center of the universe, specifically created as their 
 habitat. Visual aesthetics and mimesis occupy the core 
of this islamic version of humanism.37

with the gift of “hearing, sight and hearts” (Koran 23:78). 
Nonetheless, their Neoplatonic view of mimesis (recall-
ing the parable of the cave) accords a superior status to 
hearing: the species that inhabit this world are only rep-
resentations and likenesses of forms (ṣuwar) and beings 
of pure substance that inhabit the higher world of the 
celestial spheres and heavens, “just as the pictures and 
images [al-nuqūsh wa-l-ṣuwar] on the surface of walls 
and ceilings are representations and likenesses for the 
forms” of animate beings of flesh and blood.31 This state-
ment takes for granted the presence of figural painting 
on architectural surfaces. Besides calligraphy, ranked by 
them as the noblest of the arts, the Brethren cite, among 
examples of visual beauty that rely on proportionality, 
the harmoniously combined colors and images (taṣāwīr) 
of painters (al-muṣawwirīn) that trigger a pleasurable 
sense of wonderment (taʿajjub) in viewers. as is the case 
in proportionally executed scripts, in the production of 
pleasing pictures artists must observe the right propor-
tions of colors and shapes and sizes of figures.32 it is 
without any theological qualms that the Brethren refer 
to mimetic representations by skilled artists who, while 
emulating as their model God’s creation in figurative 
works—whether “shaped, sculpted, or painted” (ashqāl, 
tamāthīl, ṣuwar)—seek to achieve that they should be 
well-proportioned in construction, composition, and 
arrangement. The human artist must imitate the divine 
artist in mimetic works, “just as it has been stated in 
defining philosophy that is an imitation of the deity to 
the extent that human faculties allow.”33 

Similar views expressed in the Neoplatonic writings 
of the polymath abu hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. ca. 1010) and 
his associates in abbasid Baghdad, then under Buyid 
tutelage, negate the assumption that mimesis invariably 
has a negative connotation in islamic visual cultures.34 
a treatise on penmanship written by al-Tawhidi—a 
protégé of the mathematician-engineer abu’l-Wafaʾ al-
Buzjani (d. 998), a man of letters, philosopher, and pro-
fessional scribe associated with at least three principal 
members of the Brethren of purity—should dispel 
doubts as to whether the Neoplatonic-pythagorean 
 conceptualization of the arts in the Epistles had any con-
nection with artistic/artisanal practice. as noted above, 
these doubts revolve around the insistence that 
 me dieval artists/artisans were mostly illiterate and 
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 inner beauty of these men. Just as the greatness of a poet, 
writer, or artist becomes all the more notable the more you 
know of the wonderful works of poetry, writing, and art, in 
the same way, miracles of the creation of God are a key to 
the knowledge of the greatness of the creator.40 

admiration for beautiful works of art and architecture, 
then, extends to their author as well, which in turn in-
creases love and ardent desire (shawq) for the divine 
creator. al-Ghazali also acknowledged the love of beau-
ty for its own sake in a celebrated passage, whose rele-
vance for aesthetic theory has long been recognized: 

another cause of love is that one loves something for its 
own sake…. To this category belongs the love of beauty…. 
do not believe that love of beautiful forms is conceivable 
only for the satisfaction of sensual desire…. however, the 
perception of beauty also gives pleasure and can be loved 
for its own sake alone…. The reaction of every healthy con-
stitution proves that the contemplation of flowers and birds 
and of a beautiful colour, graceful design and form gives 
pleasure. on seeing them even worry and grief leave the 
human mind, though there is no benefit to be derived be-
yond the mere looking. These objects give pleasure and 
everything pleasurable is loved.41 

The love of visual beauty therefore allowed for both the 
formal autonomy of aesthetic value and its place within 
a unitary scheme of values in a cosmos that opened onto 
the transcendent and sublime. Since al-Ghazali regard-
ed the source of all beauty as no other than God, visual 
beauty could induce in those spiritually or intellectually 
inclined a contemplation of the wonders of creation, 
semiotically replete with the signs of divine wisdom. 
The intuitive passage from aesthetic pleasure and won-
der to metaphysical or mystical rapture could thus be 
virtually instantaneous. This passage was facilitated by 
an anagogical mentality (ascent from the visible to the 
spiritual/heavenly) and the habit of connective thinking 
that equated microcosm with macrocosm in both chris-
tian and muslim contexts alike, well into the modern 
era.

even though medieval philosophers had criticized 
the Sufis for embracing criteria of knowledge below rea-
son—such as intuition, inspiration, and immediacy of 
mystical experience—these criteria would gain increas-
ing currency in the post-mongol eastern islamic lands. 
in this context, the augmented importance of Sufi mys-
ticism, the metaphysics of light, and the Neoplatonic 

The central asian aristotelian philosopher ibn Sina 
(avicenna, d. 1037) and his father are known to have 
studied the Epistles. ibn Sina argued that although ani-
mals transform matter by building nests, theirs is a 
spontaneous activity of “sensitive imagination” when 
compared to the creation of artificial environments by 
humankind through work and creative invention in-
volving “rational imagination.” Nonetheless, his emana-
tionist cosmology is imbued with illuminationist and 
mystical tendencies that were subsequently elaborated 
by al-Ghazali (d. 1111) and Suhrawardi (d. 1191). drawing 
upon aristotle’s Poetics, ibn Sina linked “mimesis” (al-
muḥāqā) in the arts with the “imagination” (al-takhyīl), 
constituting one of the five inner senses or faculties that 
were less systematically explicated by aristotle: the 
common sense (which centrally coordinates the inner 
senses from the brain), the faculty of imagination (ca-
pable of abstracting matter), the faculty of estimation 
(capable of a more elevated form of abstraction going 
beyond material accidents), the faculty of cogitation, 
and the faculty of memory.38 

The Epistles were also studied by the Sufi theologian, 
jurist, and philosopher al-Ghazali, who was affiliated 
with the Seljuq court in iran and iraq. he added to the 
five inner senses housed in the brain a sixth sense lo-
cated in the heart—comprising the spirit and rational 
soul—that he likened to a polished mirror manifesting 
the light of truth. Through this sixth sense—referred to 
variously as the soul, the spirit, or the heart—al-Ghaza-
li further assimilated the perceptual theories of arab 
philosophers into a framework of mystical love and de-
sire, whose highest goal is the intuitive perception of 
absolute divine beauty, partially reflected in the beau-
ties of the universe and of humankind. according to 
him, the sixth sense could perceive the superior beauty 
of the inner world, which is far more perfect than that 
of the outer one, since inner vision (al-baṣar al-bāṭina) 
is stronger than outer vision (al-baṣar al-ẓāhir).39 em-
phasizing the capacity of initiated Sufis to penetrate 
hidden beauties with “the eye of the heart and the light 
of insight” (bi-ʿayn al-qalb wa-nūr al-baṣīra), al-Ghazali 
wrote: 

The beautiful work of an author, the beautiful poem of a 
poet, the beautiful design of a painter-decorator [naqsh al-
naqqāsh] or the building of an architect reveal also the 
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biographer’s claim that he had studied perspective at 
length: “perspective, no, because it seemed to me to be 
a waste of too much time!” Giorgio Vasari’s (d. 1574) 
Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Archi-
tects (1550, revised edition 1568) similarly demoted per-
spective to the level of a technique. This critical stance 
has been attributed to the “irreparable fissure” that the 
invention of perspective painting opened in “humanist” 
culture, a point i shall revisit in relation to an implicit 
critique of “frankish” illusionistic painting in some six-
teenth-century Safavid sources.44

as is well known, ibn al-haytham’s Optics, translated 
into latin by the early thirteenth century as Perspectiva 
or De aspectibus, became available by the fourteenth 
century in an italian translation. The florentine sculp-
tor of the early renaissance, lorenzo Ghiberti (d. 1455), 
extensively copied the latter’s section on the perception 
of beauty in his Commentarii. leonardo’s treatise on 
painting also includes recognizable echoes of ibn al-
haytham’s theory of visual perception.45 The Book of 
Optics explains that beauty (al-ḥusn) is perceived with 
respect to contingent factors, involving a complex inter-
action among twenty-two visual properties (light, color, 
distance, position, solidity, shape, size, separation, con-
tinuity, number, motion, rest, roughness, smoothness, 
transparency, opacity, shadow, darkness, beauty, ugli-
ness, similarity, and dissimilarity). only two of these, 
light and color (a corporeal property of light)—and to 
some degree proportion (the geometric order of light)—
are in themselves capable of producing beauty.46 

unlike light and color that are perceived by “pure sen-
sation,” other visual properties require “perceptual in-
ferences” of two kinds, mediated by the sense of sight: 
glancing and contemplation. ibn al-haytham defines 
immediate or “glancing” perception as an instantaneous 
recognition of familiar forms firmly embedded in visual 
memory. By contrast, “contemplative perception” is a 
longer operation involving the inspection of complex 
visual elements by the inner faculty of judgment. he 
explains that intricate designs with subtle proportions 
and color combinations can be fully apprehended only 
by contemplative vision, involving the inner senses.47 

Visually complicated forms that require the concen-
trated contemplation of the gaze include the “painted 
designs and decorations [nuqūsh wa tazayīn] of a wall” 

tradition loomed large. But the simultaneous preva-
lence of aristotelian notions of visual perception and 
aesthetics speaks against attempts to postulate a mono-
lithic islamic gaze. like ibn Sina, another contemporary 
scholar subscribing to an aristotelian model of visual 
perception was ibn al-haytham, whose monumental 
seven-volume treatise on optics allocated a prominent 
role to the inner senses coordinated by the common 
sense in the brain.42 

iBN al-hayTham’S BOOK OF OPTICS aNd iTS 
early moderN recepTioN

Known as alhazen in the West, this polymath flourished 
in abbasid Basra and Baghdad during the Buyid period 
and spent his later years in fatimid cairo. he is famous 
for his intromissionist visual theory, which synthesized 
the geometry of vision with the physiology of the eye 
and the psychology of perception. ibn al-haytham’s in-
novative theory was concerned primarily with under-
standing the sense of sight through a model of light and 
vision. he conceptualized vision as a cumulative pro-
cess moving through stages, passing through the eye 
into the brain: from physical radiation, to visual sensa-
tion, to perceptual and conceptual representation, with 
each successive stage involving a degree of abstraction 
that yielded a relatively subjective image of objective 
reality.43 

Besides positing the necessity of “unconscious infer-
ences” such as comparison and memory for sensation to 
be transformed by the brain into conscious perception, 
ibn al-haytham recognized the crucial importance of 
eye movement for observing the visible world. This in-
sight contrasts with the reduction of the beholder to an 
immobile and disembodied eye in renaissance single-
point perspective, which constituted a human subject 
that is hardly “humanist.” The problem was noted in 
leonardo da Vinci’s treatise on painting, in which he 
criticized the painters’ perspective for reducing the 
viewing subject to a kind of cyclops, in contradistinc-
tion to the actual circumstances of perception and the 
complexity of painting. likewise, a marginal note in a 
copy of ascanio condivi’s Life of Michelangelo (1553) by 
his last assistant quotes the artist’s contradiction of his 
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 wrinkles, creases, although the surfaces of those pictures 
are smooth and polished. But if sight perceives a smooth 
picture as being rough then it will have erred in regard to 
its roughness.  

ibn al-haytham goes on to explain that the smoothness 
of the surfaces of painted pictures can be perceived only 
by “contemplation” from close up, and that sight cannot 
contemplate them unless they are “very near.”50 

at the time ibn al-haytham was writing, painted 
decorations on walls, muqarnas surfaces (fig. 6), and 
objects often combined figurative images with propor-
tionally harmonized geometric, vegetal, and calligraph-
ic designs, except for religious contexts characterized by 
aniconic imagery. To be sure, such pictorial representa-

and “minute designs, letters of a script, tattoo marks, 
wrinkles and the difference between closely similar co-
lours.” ibn al-haytham adds: “indeed all fine features 
appear only after they have been scrutinized and con-
templated.”48 This statement does not imply, as Belting 
maintains, that his optical theory was entirely aniconic. 
assuming that the author “lived in a culture with no 
figurative pictures” and that the surfaces of muqarnas 
forms contained “no picture that is tied to an observer,” 
Belting writes, “The insight that alhazen’s optical theo-
ry was just as aniconic as islamic culture itself poses 
entirely new questions.”49 

in fact, ibn al-haytham, like the Brethren of purity 
before him, explicitly refers to painter-decorators who 
mimetically represented animate beings and even por-
traits of individuals. it is worth quoting this passage, 
which Belting discusses but selectively considers only 
the animals and plants mentioned therein. here, pic-
tures painted “on a wall or on a piece of wood or paper” 
are discussed with respect to errors of sight, caused 
when the seen “object’s distance exceeds the moderate 
range”: 

This frequently happens with paintings [tazāwīq]. for 
painters [al-muzawwiqūn] make their pictures [ṣuwar] and 
paintings [tazāwīq] look like the visible bodies to which 
they correspond, and by means of flat pictures [ṣuwar 
musaṭṭaha] they represent particular animals, individuals, 
plants, utensils or other solid objects, and their features. 
for this purpose they make skilful use of colours and draw-
ings [nuqūsh], paying particular attention to points of re-
semblance…. They also make pictures of individual people, 
imitating what is visible in their forms of the outlines of 
their faces and bodies, their hair, the pores and wrinkles in 
their skin, and the creases in their clothes; thus they repre-
sent the roughness visible in their skin on account of the 
hair and the pores, and the roughness of their clothes due 
to their creases. painted pictures will be perceived to be 
like the forms they represent if those who made them were 
skilled in the art of painting. Therefore looking [for exam-
ple] at a picture of a hairy animal painted on a wall or on a 
piece of wood or paper, sight will perceive the [painted] 
hair as if it were real. and, similarly it will perceive the 
pictures of rough leaves as if they were [really] rough; and 
the same will be true of pictures of visibly rough bodies. 
again it will perceive the painted pictures of individual men 
as if they were solid forms, their painted hairs and wrinkles 
and creases in their clothes appearing as [real] hairs, 

fig. 6. plaster muqarnas fragment with painted decoration 
of a seated prince or noble holding a goblet in one hand, 
fatimid, eleventh century. from the Bath of abu Suʿud in 
fustat (cairo). cairo museum of islamic art, mia 12880. (af-
ter The Treasures of Islamic Art in the Museums of Cairo, ed. 
Bernard o’Kane [cairo and New york, 2006], 64, fig. 51)
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(yuṣawwiru) a figure in such a way that the beholder 
would think it is coming out of the wall. his egyptian 
competitor proposed to depict the same subject as if the 
figure were going into the wall, whereupon those pres-
ent exclaimed, “This is more wondrous [aʿjab]!” Their 
response captures the curiosity value of the feat and the 
performativity of the ensuing artistic show. The painters 
each painted the picture of a dancing girl, in two niches 
opposite one another—that of al-Qasir wearing a white 
dress against a black background, and that of ibn ʿaziz 
in a red dress against a yellow backdrop. each artist suc-
ceeded in achieving the painterly illusion he set out to 
create, and yazuri lavishly rewarded them both.52 

This episode, which stresses the importance of life-
likeness within the bounds of prevailing seminaturalis-
tic modes of abstract representation, indicates that the 
scholar al-maqrizi harbored no religious misgivings 
about illusionistic figural painting animated by move-
ment. recalling anecdotes on organized competitions 
among ancient Greek painters, the leitmotif of the con-
test is a trope encountered in other islamic texts that 
will be discussed later. The trope of the contest may per-
haps carry the echoes of such classical sources as pliny 
the elder’s Natural History, according to which the high-
est artworks are created by artists granted by nature an 
“insight into art” that enables them to better imitate na-
ture. Besides stressing verisimilitude and mimetic per-
fection as the principle aim of art, pliny’s “art-historical” 
chapters underline the value attached to artworks that 
are curious, wondrous, and daring (mirabilia).53 

al-maqrizi explains that the fatimid vizier’s contest 
was described in greater detail in a (now-lost) book en-
titled Ṭabaqāt al-muṣawwirīn, or Ḍawʾ al-nibrās wa anas 
al-jullās fī akhbār al-muzawwiqīn al-nās (Biographies of 
painters, or The Guiding lamp and the pleasure of com-
pany in the Biographies of painters among people).54 
The title hints at the entertainment value of representa-
tional paintings in courtly gatherings (also the case with 
figural automata), for which there is ample evidence in 
early modern sources as well. for instance, in a courtly 
majlis of the Turkic vizier of Timurid herat, ʿali Shir 
Navaʾi (d. 1501), the celebrated painter Bihzad (d. 1535–
36) presented a portrait of the vizier standing in a 
 garden, leaning on a cane. The portrait was passed 
around and evaluated by those present in terms of its 

tions, like their counterparts in medieval Byzantium 
and the latin West, differed from the illusionistic natu-
ralism of renaissance perspective painting. yet the pas-
sage quoted above demonstrates the value attached to 
verisimilitude within the conventional parameters of 
figural depiction. 

The widespread combination of figural with aniconic 
imagery in medieval islamic artifacts and the outspoken 
appreciation of mimetic affects are expressed in a poem 
by the celebrated abbasid poet al-mutanabbi, who died 
near Baghdad in 965, the year ibn al-haytham was born 
in nearby Basra. it has been observed that al-mutanab-
bi’s poem sheds light on a tenth-century muslim intel-
lectual’s attitude toward figural depiction and the 
question of “mimesis and animation in art.”51 This ara-
bic poem, probably written in aleppo around 948–49, 
describes the surfaces of a lavishly decorated royal tent 
that amazed the beholder with its naturalistic animal 
designs, depicted against a backdrop of gardens with 
trees and plants and framed by a decorative border of 
pearl motifs. These designs were brought to life and 
animated by the blowing wind that bestowed move-
ment to the realistically represented plants, flowers, 
trees, birds, and animals in combat. 

The fascination with verisimilitude in animated fig-
ural representations also finds testimony in the account 
by the mamluk-period egyptian historian al-maqrizi (d. 
1442) of a mid-eleventh-century contest between an 
egyptian and iraqi painter, close to the time ibn al-hay-
tham resided in cairo. The contest was organized by the 
fatimid vizier yazuri (r. 1049–58), who is said to have 
been especially fond of “illustrated books” (kitāb 
muṣawwar) and “images and pictures” (ṣūrat wa tazwīq). 
The vizier invited the painter ibn ʿ aziz from iraq, whose 
fame equaled that of the calligrapher ibn al-Bawwab (d. 
1022), to challenge the conceited egyptian painter al-
Qasir who demanded high wages because he was as 
great in painting as ibn muqla (d. 940) was in calligra-
phy. This comparison of the painters to the two leading 
calligraphers of abbasid Baghdad, who codified propor-
tioned cursive scripts, is an indication of the prestige of 
calligraphy as the standard against which painting is be-
ing measured. The vizier introduced both painters to his 
“assembly” (majlis) and incited them against one an-
other. The iraqi artist announced that he would “paint” 
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a note Taqi al-din wrote on a copy of the arabic transla-
tion of claudius ptolemy’s (d. ca. 168) Almagest explains 
that he had researched Greek manuscripts to determine 
the vocalization of the name claudius and found the 
meaning of Almagest in the latin book of ambrogio ca-
lepino (d. 1511). The discovery of the note has suggested 
that he was “almost up-to-date on whatever philological 
works were being published during the european re-
naissance.”61 it also points to a hitherto underestimated 
two-way traffic of scientific exchanges between Western 
europe and the ottoman empire, demonstrating the 
continuing vibrancy of arabic sciences.62 Such a conclu-
sion finds support in the striking correspondence be-
tween the high-precision observational instruments for 
stargazing constructed by Taqi al-din for the Galata ob-
servatory (ca. 1575–80)—built on the site of the former 

 verisimilitude, even though painted portraiture on pa-
per was governed by a marked tension between realism 
and convention.55 individualized portraits were not 
confined just to the arts of the book but also enlivened 
the painted palace murals of the Timurid, Turkmen, and 
later islamic courts.56

To return to ibn al-haytham’s Book of Optics, this 
arabic treatise was disseminated in the post-mongol 
islamic east through the expanded persian translation 
and commentary (1309) of Kamal al-din al-farisi, which 
explicitly refers to the “figurative arts” (ṣināʿat al-taṣvīr). 
The author of this updated translation, entitled Kitāb 
Tanqīḥ al-manāẓir (revision of the Optics), was a scien-
tist who had studied with the polymath Qutb al-din al-
Shirazi (d. 1311) at the maragha observatory of the 
mongols.57 his persian text, in turn, was abridged in 982 
(1574–75) with a discussion of its main topics in arabic 
and dedicated to the ottoman sultan, murad iii, by the 
chief court astronomer, Taqi al-din muhammad b. 
maʿruf (d. 1586).58 Just around that time, in 1572, fried-
rich risner’s edition of alhazen’s latin translation was 
published in Basel under the title Opticae thesaurus 
(fig. 7). 

The reworking of ibn al-haytham’s treatise by both 
Kamal al-din al-farisi and Taqi al-din within the con-
text of astronomical observation exemplifies its confine-
ment to the realm of the scientific gaze in the eastern 
islamic lands, where the pictorial arts were not concep-
tualized as a field of applied optics (fig. 8). it is therefore 
important to distinguish between two kinds of perspec-
tive: the “painters’ perspective” exclusively developed in 
early modern europe, and the perspective of astrono-
mers, geometers, and architect-engineers that contin-
ued to flourish in both the islamic and christian 
domains.59 

for the damascus-born arab astronomer-engineer, 
Taqi al-din, a royal observatory had been built in the 
Galata district of istanbul, which was dominated by the 
european residents of the ottoman capital. This court 
astronomer, who spent most of his professional life in 
istanbul after an initial stage of astronomical experi-
mentation in ottoman cairo, was keen to keep up with 
contemporary scientific advances in europe. his col-
laborators included a Jewish astronomer from ottoman 
Thessaloniki known as davud “the mathematician.”60 

fig. 7. print showing archimedes setting roman ships on 
fire with the help of parabolic mirrors. frontispiece of the 
latin translation of the Book of Optics of ibn al-haytham, 
Opticae thesaurus … Libri Septem, nunc primùm editi. Eiusdem 
liber De Crepusculis & Nubium ascensionibus. Item Vitellonis 
… Libri X. Omnes instaurati, figuris illustrati & aucti, adjectis 
etiam in Alhazenum commentariis, a Federico Risnero (Basel, 
1572). (photo: Gülru Necipoğlu)

For use by the Author only | © 2015  Koninklijke Brill  NV



GüLRU NECİPOğLU38

fig. 8. The court astronomer Taqi al-din using a quadrant to observe a comet that appeared in the skies of istanbul in 1576. 
from mustafa ʿĀli, Nuṣretnāme, 1584. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 1365, fol. 5b. (photo: hadiye cangökçe, 
courtesy of emine fetvacı)
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Sinan’s (d. 1588) masjid in istanbul, built and endowed 
in his own name, is suggestive indeed. The collection 
may have included ibn al-haytham’s Optics, all known 
manuscript copies of which are currently in istanbul 
libraries. if so, this treatise and others on the mathemat-
ical sciences must have been deemed relevant for otto-
man architectural practice by Sinan and his team of 
architect-engineers. it is not a coincidence that an as-
tronomer called molla fütuh was part of a survey com-
mittee, headed by Sinan in 1582, whose members were 
assigned to prepare an estimate for a canal project con-
necting lake Sapanca to the Bay of izmit.65

ibn al-haytham’s influential arabic treatise, along 
with its translations and commentaries, circulated 
widely in europe as the major work on the science of 
optics and the study of vision until the early seventeenth 
century. it was then that the treatise on optics by 

palace of the Venetian merchant alvise Gritti (d. 1534)—
and those deployed in the observatory (ca. 1576–80) of 
Tycho Brahe (d. 1601) in uraniborg, denmark.63 Taqi al-
din explained that one of the precision instruments he 
created for the royal observatory was his own invention, 
inspired directly by the Almagest and previously un-
known.64 

The extensive library of the Galata observatory also 
included a major collection of islamic scientific manu-
scripts on astronomy and geometry that once belonged 
to the ottoman scholar and royal librarian molla lutfi 
(d. 1494). The latter was a student of the Timurid astron-
omer-mathematician ʿali Qushji (d. 1474), who had 
joined the ottoman court before 1472 (fig. 9). The fact 
that this manuscript collection, which Sultan murad iii 
ordered to be handed over to the “pride of astronomers,” 
Taqi al-din, in 1578, was being kept at the chief architect 

fig. 9. The court astronomer Taqi al-din with his colleagues working at the Galata observatory. from Seyyid lokman, 
Shahanshāhnāma, 1581. istanbul university library, ms. f. 1404, fol. 56b–57a. (photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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their often underestimated value, islamic narrative 
sources, poetry, and literary inscriptions provide valu-
able insights into aesthetic values that informed the 
modalities of the gaze and attitudes toward the visual 
arts, including the appreciation of lifelike figural repre-
sentation.

The coNTemplaTiVe Gaze aNd  
The faSciNaTioN WiTh mimeTic imaGeS

The late fourteenth-century poetic epigraphy in arabic 
at the alhambra palace in Granada, for instance, implies 
that sight could lead to cognition through pleasurable 
wonderment (fig. 10). one such inscription encourages 
the beholder to ponder the beauty of its architectural 
support, the visual perception of which exceeds the 
most extravagant conceptions of the “imagination.” This 
is a beauty that resonates with cosmological metaphors: 
“i am the garden appearing every morning with adorned 
beauty; contemplate my beauty and you will be pene-
trated with understanding.” another inscription refers 
to the unfolding of so many wonders that “the eyes [of 
the beholder] remain forever fixed on them, provided 
he be gifted with a mind [to estimate them].” The al-
hambra’s poetic epigraphy thus acknowledges the men-
tal dimension of aesthetic perception, which is not 
limited simply to the eye.69 

it has been argued that the poems in the first-person 
voice directly engage with and guide the beholder “from 
visual perception to imaginative cognition.”70 While the 
hall of the Two Sisters and the mirador de lindaraja 
accessed from it, where some of the inscriptions are con-
centrated, feature entirely aniconic ornaments, the 
roughly contemporary hall of Justice (hall of Kings) in 
the same courtyard boasts figural paintings in a late me-
dieval european style. attributed to the Nasrid ruler 
muhammad V (ca. 1362–91), these large paintings on 
leather, which adorn three contiguous vaulted ceilings, 
are seamlessly incorporated into an otherwise aniconic 
decorative program (fig. 11).71 The North african scholar 
ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) observed that decorating the walls 
of buildings and houses in Nasrid al-andalus with euro-
peanate figural images was a widespread practice. pre-
sumably because such murals were uncommon in his 

 Johannes Kepler (d. 1630) advanced the modern under-
standing of the nature of light and the formation of the 
retinal image, based on data collected by the astronom-
ical observations of Tycho Brahe (d. 1601).66 in The Judg-
ment of Sense (1987), david Summers notes the parallel 
yet differing trajectories of ibn al-haytham’s theory of 
visual perception, coordinated by the faculty of judg-
ment, in premodern europe and the islamic lands. link-
ing the rise of the inner senses in late medieval and 
renaissance europe to the new authority of artists, 
Summers regards these human faculties as the ancestor 
of modern aesthetics and the unconscious that paved 
the way to Surrealism and modernist abstraction. By 
contrasting the transformation of nature in islamic art, 
which gives free reign to the faculty of imagination, with 
the renaissance enterprise of making internal and ex-
ternal vision mutually reinforce one another, Summers 
anticipates Belting’s more detailed comparison between 
these two visual cultures. The union of naturalistic rep-
resentation and optics in one-point perspective entailed 
the fixed point of view of an observer, a bipolar separa-
tion between subject and object that, in islamic art, re-
mained relatively fluid. While the immobile perspective 
gaze produced static images, the kinetic gaze allowed 
for the entry of the body, the senses, and desire into the 
fractured unity of visual spaces in islamic art and archi-
tecture.67 

late medieval and early modern written sources, 
along with monumental inscriptions, capture the po-
tential of architectural spaces to promote the type of 
prolonged contemplative gaze theorized in ibn al-hay-
tham’s Book of Optics by stimulating the cognitive facul-
ties of vision. The cases considered in the next section 
show how ravishing multisensory architectural ensem-
bles could attract the subjectivity of attentive beholders 
like seductive visual magnets by inviting an intimate, 
close-up way of viewing. The willful complication of the 
optical field in architecture and the arts can be inter-
preted as a calculated way of inducing contemplative 
vision, a “way of seeing” that is often referred to in otto-
man texts as the “scrutinizing gaze” (imʿān-i naẓar).68 
regardless of the debate on whether or not theories of 
vision and aesthetics had an impact on artistic produc-
tion, such texts offer precious glimpses into widespread 
sensibilities that framed visual hermeneutics. despite 
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exchange for the captive son of the duke of Burgundy, 
philip the Bold, after crushing the crusader armies at 
Nicopolis in 1396. in response to that request, the duke 
sent two packhorses laden with the finest-quality arras 
tapestries portraying “the history of King alexander [the 
Great], with the major part of his life and his con-
quests.”73 one of these alexander tapestries was among 
the booty Timur brought from the ottoman palace in 
Bursa to his own capital, Samarqand, upon defeating 
and capturing Bayezid i in 1402. The arab chronicler ibn 
ʿarabshah (d. 1496), who had been carried off by Timur 
from damascus to Samarqand in 1400–1401, saw this 
10-cubit-wide “curtain” with lifelike naturalistic figural 
representations and deemed it “one of the wonders of 
the world,” whose “fame is naught to the sight of it.” his 
detailed description once again testifies to the unre-
strained admiration aroused by mimetic figural imag-
ery, animated by affects of motion, as noted above in 
al-mutanabbi’s and al-maqrizi’s verbal accounts. The 
tapestry was 

decorated with various pictures of herbs, buildings and 
leaves, also of reptiles, and with figures of birds, wild beasts 
and forms of old men, young men, women and children 
and painted inscriptions and rarities of distant countries 
and joyous instruments of music and rare animals exactly 
portrayed with different hues, of perfect beauty with limbs 
firmly jointed: with their mobile faces they seemed to hold 
secret converse with you and the fruits seemed to approach 
as though bending to be plucked.74

europeanizing images, attested in the figural mural 
paintings of Nasrid Granada, also began to appear in the 
persianate arts of the book in the islamic east during the 
fourteenth century. This trend would accelerate in sub-
sequent centuries until figurative representations in the 
“frankish manner” eventually displaced the post-mon-
gol taste for sinicizing imagery around 1600.75 

The practice of “contemplative perception” described 
by ibn al-haytham was not only confined to secular im-
ages but also induced by religious architecture. his con-
temporary al-Thaʿalibi (d. 1038) recounts in The Book of 
Curious and Entertaining Information the story of a 
shaykh who was utterly captivated by the visual splen-
dor of the umayyad Great mosque in damascus (705–
15), “one of the wonders of the world in its beauty and 
uniqueness.” This old man of damascus used to say that 

homeland, he regarded this practice as a sign of foreign 
domination. although this may well be the case, ibn 
Khaldun did not take into consideration the reciprocity 
of artistic exchanges between the Nasrids and their cas-
tilian allies, which complicates the matter because both 
parties manipulated a collective iberian language of 
courtly culture for self-fashioning.72 

The late medieval fascination with frankish mimetic 
figural representations is also documented in another 
islamic frontier region at the edge of Western europe, 
namely the ottoman territories ruled by Bayezid i (r. 
1389–1402). This sultan demanded a ransom of arras 
tapestries depicting “appropriate ancient histories” in 

fig. 10. alhambra palace, Granada, mirador de lindaraja, 
fourteenth century, interior view showing the northern win-
dow overlooking a garden below. (photo: harvard univer-
sity fine arts library Visual collections)
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lavish aniconic ornaments, accompanied by intricate 
Kufic inscriptions, included representational Byzan-
tinizing mosaics depicting ethereal architectural land-
scapes without animate figures (fig. 12).

This narrative once again illustrates the positive val-
ue attributed to gazing. By contrast, some puritanical 
hadith and texts on jurisprudence (fiqh) criticized the 
use of distracting ornaments and even inscriptions in 
mosques, indicating differences in opinion that were 

each time he went to pray in that mosque, ever since his 
youth, “he had never once entered it without his eyes 
alighting on some piece of inscriptional carving or orna-
mentation or other aspect of its beauty which he had 
never noticed before.”76 The shaykh’s enthusiastic aes-
thetic response to the allure of wondrous visual forms, 
continually revealing new beauties, can be likened to a 
process of mystical unveiling (kashf) that was particu-
larly upheld in Sufi circles. The mosque’s partly extant, 

←
fig. 11. alhambra palace, Granada, hall of Justice, late fourteenth century. (after Jesús Bermúdez pareja, Pinturas sobre piel 
en la Alhambra de Granada [Granada, 1987])
a. Northern ceiling
b. central ceiling 
c. Southern ceiling
d. detail from the northern ceiling, depicting noble couples gazing from belvedere windows and arches, with a fountain in 
the foreground 
e. detail from the southern ceiling, depicting a noble lady and her attendant looking out from the belvedere window of a 
castle at the landscape and battles scenes below

fig. 11d and 11e. 
d e
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Turkish endowment deed of a mosque complex he built 
(1577–90) for the princess Shahsultan and her husband 
zal mahmud pasha in a delectable garden along the 
shores of the Golden horn. The mosque’s aniconic inte-
rior is portrayed as capable of triggering visionary expe-
rience by sharpening ocular vision. it could almost 
restore eyesight to the blind with its light-filled windows 
commanding spectacular vistas (fig. 14). an excerpt 
from this astonishing description reads: 

Truly the mosque is a charming and immaculate sanctuary 
… its windows are like doors opening from the belvederes 
of paradise for the eyes of worshippers. They provide vistas 
for eyes desirous of encountering God by making manifest 
the miracle-filled illumination of the true path. Those enter-
ing there for the joy of God are granted spiritual states 
[ḥālet]. it is a meeting place where people are caught in 
rapture and ecstasy [vecd u ḥāl]. This beautiful and alluring 
mosque is joy-giving and illuminated to such a degree that 
the eyes of humans, normally limited to perceiving the vis-
ible world, can almost penetrate the concealment of the 
sublime hosts of angels. This mosque embodies such a de-
gree of charm and delight that it is possible for even the 
blind eye to behold brightness from its world-viewing bel-
vedere windows.81 

in similar fashion, the mid-sixteenth-century historian 
eyyubi exclaims that inside the Süleymaniye mosque  
in istanbul (built by Sinan, 1550–57), “the garden of 
 paradise becomes visible to the mystically inclined  
[ehl-i ḥāl].”82 according to another observer, the visual 

negotiated according to the preferred orientations of 
diverse regimes of visuality across time and space.77 an 
account comparable to that of the medieval damascene 
shaykh is narrated centuries later about an ottoman 
painter-decorator called Nakkaş ahmed Çelebi. This 
artist became so enamored of the Selimiye mosque in 
edirne (built by the ottoman chief architect Sinan be-
tween 1568 and 1574) that he dedicated all his time after 
the prayers to gazing at its wondrous forms, which daily 
unveiled to him concealed beauties as a kind of visual 
revelation (fig. 13). he then reported these newly re-
vealed marvels to his friends each evening in convivial 
gatherings.78 This state of affairs is described in an epis-
tle on the Selimiye mosque, written by dayezade mus-
tafa efendi in 1741, where the author himself engages in 
a prolonged visual meditation and hermeneutical reflec-
tion on the mosque’s architectural forms in a stream-of-
consciousness narrative mode. dayezade individually 
ponders distinctive architectural elements as a source 
of spiritual revelation, involving a meditative exercise of 
unrestrained freedom that is deeply imbued with cos-
mological metaphors.79 

like earlier narratives, sixteenth-century descrip-
tions of ottoman monuments frequently highlight the 
amazement aroused in discriminating beholders who 
are “clear-sighted” (ṣāḥib-naẓar, erbāb-i naẓar).80 That 
Sinan’s mosques could even transport their congrega-
tions into states of spiritual rapture is suggested by the 

fig. 12. umayyad Great mosque, damascus, 705–15, mosaic 
revetments at the west arcade of the courtyard. (photo: anna 
Gonosova, harvard university fine arts library Visual col-
lections)

fig. 13. Selimiye mosque, edirne, 1568–74, interior. (photo: 
reha Günay)
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the “eye offered the gaze control over the world,” 
 perspective painting became a “symbolic mirror in 
which the gaze depicted itself.” The picture plane in re-
naissance painting therefore came to be conceptualized 
as a mirror reflecting the artist’s optical gaze, in which 
the viewers found their own gaze.87 drawing upon a rich 
medieval tradition, the mirror is also a recurrent meta-
phor in early modern islamic written sources discussed 
in the following section.88 

The mirror meTaphor aNd mimeTic 
 aBSTracTioN 

in Safavid and ottoman texts on the arts, the eye of the 
artist and architect intently gazes at the world and uni-
verse beyond, not to record itself but rather to hold a 
mirror to ideal images reflected in the polished mirror 
of the mind, heart, or soul. While this is a gaze that con-
tinues to prioritize inner vision, insight is nevertheless 
mediated by sight instead of being “purely mental.”89 
The ongoing preference to place inner vision above the 
outer kind is more about a divergence in pictorial theo-
ry—a favoring of abstraction over optical naturalism—
than about “aniconicism” or the lack of a “conception of 
pictures,” as Belting proposes. 

We have seen ample examples that render these no-
tions irrelevant. Besides, the abstractive faculty of cre-
ative imagination, which foregrounds the agency of the 
artist and beholder, is privileged not only in islamic vi-
sual cultures but also in east asian and Western euro-
pean nonperspectivist image theories, such as those 
pertaining to medieval, Baroque, and modernist art.  
a comparable notion in chinese art theory, for instance, 
is that the picture comes not entirely “from an observa-
tion of external phenomena” but “from within the heart/
mind of the artist.” even pliny the elder, whose anec-
dotes are permeated by a preoccupation with mimetic 
perfection, credits the agency of the artists’ mind, intel-
lect, and insight, thanks to which painting was recog-
nized in Greece as the foremost among the liberal arts. 
he thus characterizes the artist Timanthes’s art as em-
bodying a “sense of some more profound content” and 
having “behind it an intellect that reached beyond 
art.”90 

 continuity between this mosque’s interior and the gar-
dens outside (seen through windows descending all the 
way to the floor level) created a feeling of transparency 
within the prayer hall where the odor of flowers “per-
fumed the minds” of the congregation, as if they had 
entered paradise.83 The late sixteenth-century court his-
torian Seyyid lokman poetically describes the same 
spatial effect: “all four sides are opened up with plea-
sure-increasing windows on multiple layers, from which 
Space and Time is exposed.”84

expansive vistas were commanded by windows not 
only in Sinan’s mosques but also in ottoman palaces 
and garden pavilions whose belvederes find numerous 
parallels in islamic palatial architecture, such as those 
of the alhambra (see fig. 10). The latter, in addition, fea-
tures paintings of fortified palaces with open belvedere 
towers, from whose arched windows courtly personages 
gaze at surrounding landscapes and activities (see  
fig. 11d, e).85 The prevalence of view-commanding bel-
vederes makes it difficult to maintain the aforemen-
tioned theorization of the mashrabiyya as a symbolic 
form of arab-islamic culture, “directed toward the inte-
rior instead of drawing the gaze toward the outside,” 
which differs from windows and the view from them 
that are “inseparably linked in Western culture.”86 

Belting explains that the window and the mirror were 
“key concepts” in the renaissance. in this context, where 

fig. 14. mosque of the couple Shahsultan and zal mahmud 
pasha, eyüp, istanbul, 1577–90, interior. (photo: reha Günay)
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chinese artist wins the competition in the “art of design 
and painting” (ṣanʿat al-naqsh va’l-ṣuvar) by polishing 
his wall like a mirror. When the curtain is lifted, its bur-
nished surface reflects with greater luminosity and in-
creased beauty the Greek artist’s mural painting. While 
the winner is likened to the Sufi who polishes his heart 
until divine radiance shines in it, his rival is compared 
to the ulema who strive for external knowledge. accord-
ing to Nizami’s modified version of the parable, both 
mural paintings appeared to be nearly identical in draw-
ing and color, except for one difference: one was giving 
and the other receiving. The Greek mural was judged 
superior in figural painting (ṣūrat-garī) and the chinese 

unlike renaissance single-point perspective painting 
that sought to scientifically map the outer gaze on the 
picture plane, contemporaneous artists in the eastern 
islamic lands aspired to mirror the insightful gaze by 
means of soulful and evocative mimetic abstractions 
that enlighten the beholder. directed toward subjectiv-
ity rather than objectivity, such seminaturalistic, multi-
focal pictorial images solicited close attention from 
discerning eyes. They came closer to poetry, conceptual-
ized as a mode of imaginative creativity arousing plea-
surable wonder, than to the science of optics, with its 
own geometry of the gaze. like poetic discourses, picto-
rial representations manipulated codified imagery and 
conventions, selectively integrating more naturalistic 
representational devices from the fifteenth century on-
ward into the international persianate painting tradi-
tion embraced by diverse Turco-iranian polities. The 
degree of naturalism varied in accordance with specific 
regional traditions, genres, and styles.

it has been shown that the assimilation of theories of 
visual perception into literary discourses is already ap-
parent in the writings of the persian poet Nizami Gan-
javi (d. 1209), referring to the mental origin of images, 
painted from memory and from forms stored in the 
imagination.91 The terminology of Neoplatonism and 
islamic mysticism, adopted in the medieval persianate 
literary tradition and perpetuated in early modern texts 
on the visual arts, revolved around the dichotomy of 
outer appearance (ṣūrat) and inner reality (maʿnī), con-
nected to the Sufi concepts of exterior (ẓāhir) and inte-
rior (bāṭin). ideal beauty arose from a harmonious 
fusion between outward form and inner meaning, 
through the creative deployment of conventional imag-
ery that would become invigorated with an increasing 
dose of naturalism in the post-mongol era. 

The image theory that pervades Nizami’s oeuvre is 
visually articulated in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 
manuscripts of his Khamsa (Quintet), produced in the 
Turkmen and Safavid courts of iran. paintings in these 
manuscripts illustrate the parable of a competition be-
tween chinese and Greek painters, who are asked by 
alexander the Great to decorate with murals two facing 
walls of a palace, separated by a curtain (figs. 15–17).92 
in the version of Nizami’s parable narrated about eighty 
years earlier by the iranian Sufi scholar al-Ghazali, the 

fig. 15. contest between Greek and chinese painters. from 
Nizami, Khamsa, mid-fifteenth-century, probably Shiraz, Qa-
raqoyunlu Turkmen. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum li-
brary, ms. h. 753, fol. 304r. (after Sultanların Aynaları, exh. 
cat., Topkapı palace museum [istanbul, 1998]), 18, fig. 5)
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fig. 16. contest between Greek and chinese painters. from Nizami, Khamsa, Shawwal 900 (June 25–July 23, 1495), Shiraz, 
aqqoyunlu Turkmen. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 778, fol. 324r. (after Sultanların Aynaları, 20, fig. 7)

fig. 17. contest between Greek and chinese painters. from 
Nizami, Khamsa, rabiʿ ii, 919 (June 6–July 4, 1513), Shiraz, 
Safavid. istanbul, Topkapı palace museum library, ms. h. 
788, fol. 319r. (after Sultanların Aynaları, 19, fig. 6)

one superior in polishing (ṣaql). The conclusion of the 
contest was that “both are an aid to vision [baṣar].”93 

different interpretations have been proposed for 
Nizami’s enigmatic account. according to ibn Khaldun’s 
commentary, al-Ghazali’s version of the parable was 
meant to elucidate the difference between alternative 
modes of cognition by the soul, envisioned as turning on 
one side toward the material world and on the other side 
toward the eternal preserved Tablet (lawh al-maḥfūẓ) of 
divine creation. The curtain of corporeal impurities 
separating the soul from the Tablet could be lifted by 
purification, so as to more effectively receive the reflec-
tions of luminous supranatural realities. The painter 
who polishes his wall thus represents the Sufis, for 
whom the reception of inspired knowledge (ilhāmī) 
through dreamlike visions constitutes the highest proof, 
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 fingers in awe and wonderment. The doubled murals in 
one example represent an idealized garden with a 
standing couple (see fig. 15), whereas the other two vari-
ants feature abstract gardens composed entirely of dec-
orative scrolls: a chinoiserie or cathayan (khaṭāʾī) floral 
scroll (see fig. 17) and an inhabited scroll with human 
and animal heads (vāq) (see fig. 16), respectively. like 
these iranian manuscript paintings, sixteenth-century 
Safavid album prefaces that will be discussed below 
conceptualize vegetal and floral scrolls as mimetic ab-
stractions, distilled from the divine creation rather than 
as purely decorative motifs. 

according to a later version of the parable in the bio-
graphical anthology of calligraphers and painters by the 
ottoman polymath mustafa ʿĀli (d. 1600), written in 
1587–88, the legendary “chinese artist mani” (founder 
of manicheism) wins the contest against three other 
masters of painting, each of whom is ordered to paint 
one of four walls in an emperor’s garden pavilion. all the 
other artists’ “wondrous creations” had been crafted 
with “inventions and [works of] originality,” as if they 
were signs of the divine “perpetual decorator and eter-
nal artist’s” adornments in the highest gardens of para-
dise. yet the winner, mani, 

that peerless master, gave the wall such a burnishing that 
[even] pure water had never been so transparent. and he 
gave his every image such a bright appearance that the 
world-illuminating mirror [i.e., the sun] has never furbished 
plants and flowers in that tone. Verses by the author: 

 With their pure, natural quality, mani’s 
 designs became a mirror for his enemies. 

 he gave [his] world-renowned pictures such a light that
 from end to end they began to manifest God’s provi-

dence.97 

The metaphor of the polished mirror or pure tablet of 
the painter-decorator’s heart/mind/soul is a recurring 
theme in sixteenth-century Safavid and ottoman texts, 
rooted in an international Timurid-Turkmen cultural 
heritage that increasingly became infused with Sufi 
paradigms of enlightened inner vision and inspired 
 creativity. The eminent Timurid historian and stylist 
Khvandamir (d. ca. 1535), for example, described a glass 
vessel with figurative representations of thirty-two arti-
sans, made in 1465, as “such a configuration that no 

whereas the other painter personifies those who seek 
acquired external knowledge (kasbī). ibn Khaldun ex-
plains that between these two facets of cognition, the 
brighter specular reflection alludes to the supremacy of 
mystical enlightenment, on which plato, “the greatest 
philosopher and Sufi of antiquity,” placed a premium. 
Given Nizami’s own Sufi proclivities, the polished wall 
in his version of the allegory is probably a metaphor for 
the purity of the soul, affirming the value judgment that 
reflective mirror vision is a more profound mode of mi-
metic imaging than illusionistic painting, although he 
does not explicitly state this. The equivocal conclusion 
of the contest in his account recalls al-maqrizi’s above-
mentioned narration of another competition without 
an obvious winner at the court of a fatimid vizier, in 
which both an iraqi and egyptian painter are rewarded 
for their equally successful realistic representations.94 

early modern paintings illustrating Nizami’s parable 
can be interpreted as self-reflexive images, reflecting 
upon their own operation and upon their role in posi-
tioning the viewer/subject. it is tempting and not im-
plausible to read into them an implicit critique of the 
deceptive mimicry of renaissance perspective painting, 
which sought to mirror “reality,” as if what one saw on 
the picture plane seemed to mirror “truth itself.”95 as 
noted above, even some renaissance artists expressed 
skepticism about the claim to truth of painters’ perspec-
tive. Such a critique is, in fact, hinted at in a mid-six-
teenth-century Safavid version of the contest of painters 
(naqqāshān), now involving chinese and european (fa-
rang) figural painters (ṣurat-garān), in which the former 
triumph. This competition conflating the painters of 
“china and cathay” and “Greek and frankish” painters 
ends with a description of the talismanic world-reflect-
ing mirror of alexander the Great installed above the 
lighthouse of alexandria (a metaphor for the heart of 
the perfect man in mysticism), and of how aristotle 
made an astrolabe to view the heavens.96 

one of the three manuscript paintings from Nizami’s 
Khamsa that are reproduced here shows the chinese 
artists intently burnishing their wall like a mirror, in the 
manner of Sufi masters who purify the soul to increase 
its reflective capacity (see fig. 17). in each example, the 
wall paintings, whether figurative or nonfigurative, 
 astound alexander and his company, who bite their 
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With their gazes fixed on creation, they take an image from 
every prototype.103

These lines of poetry imply that depictions on the al-
bum’s folios echo the mirroring in the tablet of the 
painter-decorator’s mind of cosmic prototypes, in-
scribed with the divine pen on the eternal preserved 
Tablet. it is not surprising, then, that Safavid prefaces 
often conceptualize albums as microcosms, comparable 
to the patchwork (muraqqaʿ) of the sky, which have 
been assembled to praise God’s creation and to invite 
an intimate gaze from insightful viewers. Their “pure” 
images drawn by the “spirit and soul” arouse “spiritual 
pleasure and eternal delight.”104 

Similar statements are encountered in the preface of 
an ottoman album combining images and calligraphies 
that was assembled by the artist Kalender for Sultan 
ahmed i around 1610. also conceptualized as a micro-
cosm of the divine creation, this album is likened to the 
mirror of Time, whose polished surface revealing kalei-
doscopic images is the object of esteemed gazes. Kalen-
der’s preface explains that gazing at the album’s 
wonder-arousing beautiful contents, created by talent-
ed artists and calligraphers, will perfect in the sultan 
“the eye of learning by example” (ʿayn-i ʿibret) and in-
crease his capital in “the science of wisdom” (ʿilm-i 
ḥikmet). contemplating the album’s wondrous artworks 
will console the monarch’s troubled heart by enlivening 
his mind and please his soul by adding beauty to his 
radiant inner world. The skillful manner in which the 
album’s contents have been seamlessly joined together 
will be obvious to those with “acute perception” 
(ḫurdebīnān) and to “sagacious people of insight” 
(ḫurdedān-i ehl-i ʿirfān), if each work is viewed with a 
“scrutinizing gaze” (imʿān-i naẓar).105 Briefly put, gazing 
at the album’s artistic beauties will not only beautify the 
beholder’s inner world but also promote pleasure, 
knowledge, and wisdom. 

The coSmic Gaze aNd The rheToric of 
 SuperrealiSm

Glimpses of pictorial theory can also be gleaned from 
early modern technical manuals expounding the can-
ons of painting and calligraphy. a Safavid example 

more beautiful picture could be reflected in the mirror 
of the imagination.”98 Khvandamir’s late fifteenth- or 
early sixteenth-century preface to a now-lost album of 
calligraphy and painting samples, assembled by the 
painter Bihzad, eulogizes the album folios, which de-
light the soul with their “pictures” (ṣūrat) that “the artist 
of the mind [muṣavvir-i khāṭir] has transferred from the 
tablet of the heart/mind/soul [lavḥ-i dil] to the pages of 
this book.”99 

in the preface of an album dedicated to the Safavid 
prince Bahram mirza in 1544–45, the court calligrapher 
dust muhammad declares that “when the desired form 
is manifested from the invisible world, like a mirror, the 
surface of a pure heart is the best.”100 The same preface 
mentions the artangi Tablet, consisting of images paint-
ed on silk by the legendary artist mani, the likes of which 
“occur only in the mirror of the mind [āyīna-yi ʿaql] 
through the eye of imagination [dīda-yi khiyāl].”101 

The mirror metaphor also appears in the preface of a 
Safavid album, dated 1564–65 and compiled by mir 
Sayyid ahmad for amir Ghayb Beg. This preface exalts 
the status of vision by defining the visual arts as the “key 
to wisdom” and the pen as the “key to art.” The charac-
terization of the pen as the “designer of patterns” and 
“an unveiler of faces” encapsulates the fluidity between 
modes of ornamental and representational design, 
which multitalented iranian artists mastered during ap-
prenticeship (see figs. 3 and 4). The author of the preface 
praises the “amazing images and wonderful motifs” of 
this “art” (ṣanʿat), which are the “object of contempla-
tion for those possessed of insight.” Stating that the 
“imaginative power and elegance of nature” of its prac-
titioners is not possessed by experts in the other arts, he 
adds: “The beauty that unveils her face in the tablet of 
the painter-decorator’s mind [lavḥ-i khāṭir-i naqqāsh] is 
not reflected in everyone’s imagination.”102 in mir Say-
yid ahmad’s preface, decorative designs in the seven 
fundamental modes, which parallel the six pens in cal-
ligraphy, are regarded as mimetic abstractions modeled 
on the divine artist’s wondrous creation: 

What marvelous wielders of pens of sorcery who bestow 
life with magic-making pens! 

latched onto every created thing, they reproduce the like-
ness of every thing.

They follow God’s craft from the compass of the spheres to 
the surface of the earth.
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one was composed by the Safavid scholar and man of 
letters, Qadi ahmad, around 1596 (revised second edi-
tion 1606), so that it “may prove useful to connoisseurs 
and find a place in the flourishing kitābkhāna of the 
Shah of the World [ʿabbas i], by the side of masters of 
writing and artists.”109 Written a decade earlier, mus-
tafa ʿĀli’s ottoman-Turkish version of the same bio-
graphical genre, introduced above, attests to the 
currency of similar yet divergent discourses on the vi-
sual arts in the “lands of Rūm” (i.e., the formerly roman 
realm of the ottoman empire). This work was intended 
to educate uninformed collectors of paintings and cal-
ligraphies, who were “addicted” to albums. it signals the 
emergence of an open market for the sale of artworks by 
renowned past and present masters.110

mustafa ʿ Āli highlights the regional distinctiveness of 
ottoman (rūmī) aesthetic sensibilities from those of the 
iranian (ʿacemī) artistic tradition. he characterizes 
some ottoman artists and calligraphers as the “inven-
tors” (mūcid) of new styles differing from the “manner 
of the iranian world” (üslūb-i ʿacemī), where stricter 
imitative practices passing from master to disciple were 
preferred.111 Thus the paragone set up in dust muham-
mad’s and later Safavid album prefaces among chinese, 
frankish, and persianate artists has been substituted 
here by a competitive comparison between practi-
tioners of the arts in iran and the lands of rum.112 it has 
been shown that such a comparative gaze informs the 
organizational strategy of the Sultan ahmed album, 
where iranian and ottoman works are juxtaposed to 
invite comparison.113 

The divinely bestowed power of artistic invention 
and individualism is a key concept in ottoman texts, in 
which the ideal of mimetic abstraction and the cosmic 
gaze occupy a central position. The autobiography that 
the chief architect Sinan dictated to mustafa Saʿi in the 
1580s is the prime example of the exaltation of innova-
tion and creative genius, not unlike the lives of italian 
renaissance artists and architects. Since Sinan’s oral ac-
counts were recorded with literary embellishments by 
his poet friend, who was also a painter and calligrapher, 
they closely echo concepts encountered in the biogra-
phies of calligraphers, painters, and poets. The chief 
architect’s self-assertive autobiographies stress his men-
tal powers of invention. his God-given talent wins him 

 entitled Qānūn al-Ṣuvar (The canons of painting, 1597) 
was written by the Turkmen court painter and poet 
Sadiqi Beg afshar (d. 1609–10), the head of the library 
(kitābdār) of Shah abbas i (r. 1588–1629). The author 
praises the multitalented master who trained him as 
having “piercing eyes” capable of gazing upon expansive 
cosmic vistas: 

When drawn to picture animate life, his achievements were 
sheer wizardry and miracle. When minded to portray a 
certain person, his creative imagination [khiyāl] could pen-
etrate to the inner man beneath. and none could truly 
distinguish between original and likeness—unless, perhaps 
purely physical considerations of motion were invoked. 
indeed, when he painted “maiden Beauty,” passion’s thighs, 
beside themselves, went a-quivering uncontrollably. and 
when he portrayed “Sir Valor,” prowess, cut the quick, was 
sent a-questioning the philosopher’s elixir. Then again, 
when he turned his brush [from the figural] to the decoral 
genre [naqqāshī], the fabled gardens of iram rose re-creat-
ed a-fresh on earth. and lastly, in view of his color-varnish-
ing technique, dame purity would take one look and flush 
crimson to her shame.106 

What drew the author to his profession was an inner 
voice insinuating: “your true vocation is art [hunar], 
seek it diligently the rest of your days. pursue it mili-
tantly, and cling to it mightily; for life without art is 
bleak.” Sadiqi Beg passionately resolved to find a “mas-
ter-follower of the Bihzadian line” of figural painting 
and to bind himself in apprenticeship and learn to 
“paint the bazaar-world of pictured things with the sole 
idea of drawing near to their real Nature.”107 Sadiqi, 
upon finding his incomparable master, muzaffar-ʿali (d. 
ca. 1576), faithfully bound himself to him in apprentice-
ship: 

So assiduously did i abandon myself to figural painting 
[ṣūrat-garī] that i was able to discover how, by this art, what 
was intrinsically real within a subject [maʿnā] could be 
represented, to all appearances, through its external form 
[ṣūrat]. i prided myself on having become a conquistador 
in the realms of these genres and techniques [fann]. for all 
these conquests were in the name of muzaffar [i.e., 
muzaffar-ʿali], that saintly shaykh among men, my mas-
ter.108

comparable praises of artistry and mimesis are encoun-
tered in late sixteenth-century Safavid and ottoman 
biographical anthologies of calligraphers and painters. 
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of that chief architect, in order to commemorate his 
master’s life and achievements.115

among their intended readers (including Sultan mu-
rad iii, the crown prince mehmed, and the grand vizier 
Siyavush pasha), the autobiographical memoirs of Sinan 
address fellow architects and experts capable of appre-
ciating his innovations with their special powers of vi-
sual discrimination. They are referred to as “brethren of 
purity” (ḫullān-i ṣafā), “companions” (dost), and “con-
noisseurs” (erbāb-i teʾlīf). Sinan’s autobiographies are 
also replete with allusions to the possessors of “skill/art” 
(ehl-i hüner, maʿrifet ehli) and “clear-sighted ones” 
(erbāb-i naẓar). Their prefaces reflect a humanist ethos 
in the exaltation of humankind as a mirror of God’s 

the status of “perfect man” (insān-i kāmil), which is the 
highest station attainable by humankind in Sufi par-
lance. modeled on the lives of miracle-working saints, 
the autobiographies elevate Sinan to the status of saint-
hood (velāyet) and style him the “patron saint of master 
architects” (pīr-i ustādān). existing in several versions, 
these autobiographical texts have no parallel in the Sa-
favid context, or elsewhere in islamic art history.114 it is 
suggestive that the proud first-person voice in them dis-
appears in an early seventeenth-century biographical 
treatise on architecture, narrating the career of a stu-
dent and successor of Sinan, mimar mehmed agha  
(d. 1617). its author independently decided to write this 
biographical memoir as a longtime household member 

fig. 18. parade of royal architects with a model of the Süleymaniye mosque during the circumcision festivities of a prince 
in 1582 at the hippodrome in istanbul. from İntizami, Sūrnāme-i Humāyūn (Book of festivities), ca. 1587. istanbul, Topkapı 
palace museum library, ms. h. 1344, fol. 190b–191a. (photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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and naturalistic imitation, all mimesis required acute 
visual observation, the only way human beings could 
acquire knowledge of the cosmos. hence leonardo da 
Vinci (d. 1519) stated, “The eye, that is the window of the 
soul, is the principal way whence the common sense 
may most copiously and magnificently consider the in-
finite works of nature.”119 leon Battista alberti’s (d. 1472) 
statement in a collection of writings dated 1431 that 
“when we investigate all things [with the human eye], 
we emulate the divine”120 is not fundamentally different 
from comparable statements in islamic texts, although 
it found artistic expression in a pictorial mode that priv-
ileged optical reality. The “anthropomorphism” of the 
renaissance “cult of the eye” was, after all, not liberated 
from a theocentric ethos in an early modern world, 
where the cosmos constituted the basis for mimesis in 
the christian and islamic lands alike. 

ottoman biographical anthologies of literati, which 
include some references to painter-poets, shed further 
light on parallels between the conceptualization of vi-
sual and literary arts. in an anthology completed in 1546, 
the ottoman poet latifi (d. ca. 1582) asserts that the true 
masters of poetry are the inventors (mūcīd) of personal 
styles (ṣāḥib-i ṭarz) because they directly imitate God’s 
creation instead of deriving art from art. latifi considers 
himself the creator of a “new style” (ṭarz-i nev) of elo-
quent prose, which nobody else invented (ihdās)̱ in the 
ottoman lands (rūm) conducive for talented natures to 
flourish.121 This was a divinely inspired, beautiful style 
“drawn and pictured” on the “tablet/page of my heart,” 
a conceptualization that echoes discourses on the vi-
sual arts.122 latifi partially quotes a qasida of his that he 
describes as a “mirror from which to learn lessons” 
(ʿibret aynası). Gazing at the beauties of the cosmos is 
the main theme of this poem whose first couplet ex-
claims:

o soul, purify yourself like water from turbidity and gaze 
at the [divine] beloved 

polish the mirror of the heart [āyine-i ḳalb], and gaze at the 
[divine] beloved’s face!123 

Some ottoman poets mentioned by latifi even pro-
claimed the possibility of a reciprocal gaze between God 
and humans, using the metaphor of the lover and divine 
beloved. This concept was developed, among others, by 
the andalusian Sufi, ibn al-ʿarabi (d. 1240), whose 

 perfection. They refer to special skills divinely bestowed 
on select individuals (the foremost being the prophet 
muhammad), among whom Sinan represents the earth-
ly counterpart of the divine architect.116 

Sinan is also glorified in a book of festivities depicting 
the parade of royal architects in 1582 at the hippodrome 
in istanbul (fig. 18). his farsighted cosmic gaze, capable 
of mimetically abstracting the universe on the tablet of 
his perceptive mind, is praised along with his fingers, 
which are endowed with extraordinary skills. The con-
nection between his mind and fingers is reminiscent of 
the “productive faculty” of artists described above by the 
Brethren of purity: 

a talented person he was indeed
each of his fingers had a thousand skills. 

his intellect [ʿaḳl] was endowed with power in geometry
his cultivated mind [fikr-i maʿmūr] was an architect for all 

types of work.

When he drew the form of the universe on the tablet [levḥ] 
of his mind

he would instantly turn it into a working drawing [kār-
nāme].

When he lacked compasses, his fist
Would suffice to him with two fingers. 

When he resolved to fashion the heavenly vault
he would turn Saturn’s palace into muqarnases.

When his adze struck a melodious tune
dough would turn into wax and iron into stone.

When he designed a plan and elevation
many a euclid would draw lessons from it. 

When he drew a wheat bud on marble, he would harvest it 
When he carved a rose on stone, he would create a rose 

garden.117 

This eulogy echoes the same kind of rhetoric deployed 
for painter-decorators, whose pictorial representations 
are often described as more real than optical reality, as 
in Sadiqi Beg’s acclamation of his master quoted earli-
er.118 rather than mere hyperbole, i prefer to interpret 
such rhetoric as the emphatic expression of an aesthet-
ic ideal of “superrealism.” from this perspective, ab-
straction is more mimetic than optical illusionism 
because it better captures the essence of what is repre-
sented. regardless of the tension between abstractive 
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 sen sation, and memory, thereby raising the status of the 
visual arts and architecture into potential sites of knowl-
edge. Suspended between embodiment and disembodi-
ment, and between sensation and contemplation, the 
intimacy of the scrutinizing gaze involved diverse inter-
actions of sight, insight, and desire. 

Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture,
Department of History of Art and Architecture, 
Harvard University
Cambridge, Mass. 
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Author’s note: This essay further explores some ideas introduced 
in a shorter article, Gülru Necipoğlu, “l’idée de décor dans les 
régimes de visualité islamiques,” in Purs décors? Arts de l’Islam, 
regards du XIXe siècle: Collections des Arts Décoratifs, ed. rémi 
labrusse, exh. cat., musée des arts décoratifs, musée du louvre 
(paris, 2007), 10–23. i am grateful to the editors olga Bush and 
avinoam Shalem, and to finbarr Barry flood for their insightful 
comments on an earlier version of this essay.
1. on the integration of aristotelian and Neoplatonic thought 

in early islamic philosophy, see Gerhard endress, “mathe-
matics and philosophy in medieval islam,” in The Enterprise 
of Science in Islam: New Perspectives, ed. Jan p. hogendijk 
and abdelhamid i. Sabra (cambridge, mass., and london, 
2003), 121–76. for the assimilation of Neoplatonic and 
aristotelian aesthetic concepts, see Gülru Necipoğlu, The 
Topkapı Scroll: Geometry and Ornament in Islamic Archi-
tecture, Topkapı Palace Museum Library MS H. 1956, With 
an Essay on the Geometry of the Muqarnas by Muhammad 
al-Asad (Santa monica, calif., 1995), 185–96. following the 
publication of my book, there has been a growing interest 
in discourses on visual aesthetics in medieval arabic texts. 
See José miguel puerta Vílchez, Historia del pensamiento 
estético árabe Al-Andalus y la estética árabe clásica (madrid, 
1997); doris Behrens-abouseif, Beauty in Arabic Culture 
(princeton, N.J., 1999); Valérie Gonzales, Beauty and Islam: 
Aesthetics in Islamic Art and Architecture (london, 2001). 

2. hans Belting, Florence and Baghdad: Renaissance Art and 
Arab Science, trans. deborah lucas Schneider (cambridge, 
mass., 2011), originally published in German as Florenz und 
Bagdad: Eine westöstliche Geschichte des Blicks (munich, 
2008). Belting’s book has been widely acclaimed in numer-
ous reviews. critical book reviews that intersect with 
some of my own criticisms in the present essay include 
frank Buettner, “hans Belting, Florenz und Bagdad: Eine 
westöstliche Geschichte des Blicks, münchen, Verlag c. h. 
Beck, 2008,” Kunstchronik, 62, 2 (2009): 82–89; david J. rox-
burgh, “Two-point perspective: on hans Belting’s Florence 

 pantheistic mystical writings were widely disseminated 
in the lands of rum and beyond.124 for example, the 
ottoman Sufi poet Shaykh Bayezid of edirne, who wrote 
a commentary on ibn al-ʿarabi’s Fusūs al-ḥikam (The 
Bezels of the Wisdoms) composed a couplet which de-
clared that God is both the seer and the seen, for he 
created humankind in his own image and gazes at him-
self through human eyes. it addresses God as follows: 

you created your own beauty in the form of [human] beau-
ties

Then you turned around to gaze at it from the eye of the 
lover.125 

Similarly, the mid-sixteenth-century ottoman poet and 
calligrapher Gubari of larende wrote a poem before re-
tiring as an ascetic in medina that expressed the reci-
procity between the “forms of the microcosm” (ṣuver-i 
ʿālem-i ṣuġrā) and images of the “macrocosm” (ʿālem-i 
kübrā). This tantalizing poem commends humans to 
“gaze with the soul’s eye to comprehend the cosmos” 
(naẓar it dīde-i cān ile cihānı añla) because it is a store-
house of wisdom, manifesting knowledge of the divine 
mysteries with “symbols and signs” (remz ü işāret). The 
poem’s last two couplets read: 

o Gubari, come to understand your own essence! 
listen with all ears to my advice, as it is filled with good 

tidings. 

do not be oblivious, open your eye, you are the macrocosm 
itself 

you are the very Tree of paradise, and the Tablet, and the 
pen, and the divine Throne!126 

These daring verses hint at the currency of an alterna-
tive gaze of anthropomorphic humanism with a per-
spectivism of its own. 

in conclusion, the coexistence of different modalities 
of gazing, which also included the scientific gaze, speaks 
against a monolithic islamic way of seeing or mindset. i 
have emphasized the aesthetic, emotive, and cognitive 
dimensions of seeing, along with the “humanism” of Sufi 
discourses on the power of vision, positing a reciprocal 
gaze between God and humans possessing special 
 visionary abilities that enabled them to perceive the 
 reflexivity of macrocosm and microcosm. The subjectiv-
ity of the gaze and its engagement with human experi-
ence had the capacity to incorporate the body, affect, 
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review roxburgh notes that another modern source of 
Belting is hamid Naficy, who writes about the veil in con-
temporary islam and uses persian miniature painting to 
describe “the averted look,” or the habit of constructing 
pictorial space as hermetic cells separating actors from one 
another. roxburgh, “Two-point perspective,” 64.

13. This omission is also noted in Buettner’s critical book 
review, “hans Belting, Florenz und Bagdad.”

14. See Necipoğlu, Topkapı Scroll, 185–215. The inner senses are 
discussed in harry austryn Wolfson, “The internal Senses 
in latin, arabic, and hebrew philosophical Texts,” Harvard 
Theological Review 28, no. 2 (1935): 69–33. Belting refers 
to aristotelian and Neoplatonic ideas that coexisted in 
fifteenth-century europe without mentioning parallels in 
the islamic lands, where he assumes that muslims always 
“distrusted” the eye. See Belting, Florence and Baghdad, 
211–38, esp. 216. 

15. dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-
Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early 
ʿAbbasid Society (2nd–4th / 5th–10th Centuries) (london 
and New york, 1998); abdelhamid i. Sabra, “The appro-
priation and Subsequent Naturalization of Greek Science 
in medieval islam: a preliminary Statement,” History and 
Science 25 (1987): 223–43. 

16. Selections from mīr dawlatshāh Samarqandī’s Tadhkirat 
al shuʿarāʾ (memorial of poets), completed in 1487, are 
translated in Wheeler m. Thackston, A Century of Princes: 
Sources on Timurid History and Art (cambridge, mass., 
1989), 11–62; dawlatshāh Samarqandī, Tadhkirat al shuʿarāʾ, 
ed. muḥammad ʿ abbāsī (Tehran, 1337). another biographi-
cal dictionary was written in 1491–92 by the Timurid poet 
and vizier ʿalī Shīr Navāʿī, Majālis al-nafāʾis, ed. Suiima 
Ganieva (Tashkent, 1961). for late Timurid album prefaces, 
see Wheeler m. Thackston, Album Prefaces and Other Docu-
ments on the History of Calligraphers and Painters (leiden, 
2001), 22–23, 41–42.

17. Sixteenth-century ottoman and Safavid biographies of 
calligraphers and painters include muṣṭafā ʿĀlī, Menāḳıb-ı 
hünerverān, ed. İbnü’l emīn maḥmūd Kemāl (istanbul, 
1926); muṣṭafā ʿĀlī, Mustafa ʿÂli’s Epic Deeds of Artists: A 
Critical Edition of the Earliest Ottoman Text about the Cal-
ligraphers and Painters of the Islamic World, ed. and trans. 
esra akın-Kıvanç (leiden, 2011); Qāḍī aḥmad, Gulistān-i 
hunar, ed. Suhaylī-Khvānsārī; translated into english as 
Calligraphers and Painters by Vladimir minorski, freer 
Gallery of art occasional papers 3, 2 (Washington, d.c., 
1959). See also a biographical compendium written ca. 1550 
by the Safavid prince Sām mīrzā, Tuḥfa-i Sāmī, ed. Waḥīd 
dastgardī (Tehran, 1314). 

18. a petition (ʿarzadāsht), datable to ca. 1427–28, that has 
been identified as a progress report addressed to the Timu-
rid prince Baysunghur mirza (d. 1433) by the head of his 
scriptorium in herat mentions the completed construc-
tion of a kutubkhāna for painter-decorators (naqqāshān) 
and scribes (kātibān). it itemizes projects that include 
illustrated manuscripts; a little chest; painted tent poles; 

and Baghdad,” Art Forum 50, 8 (april 2012): 61–64. See also 
Belting’s related article, “afterthoughts on alhazen’s Visual 
Theory and its presence in the pictorial Theory of Western 
perspective,” in Variantology 4, On Deep Time Relations of 
Arts, Sciences and Technologies in the Arabic-Islamic World 
and Beyond, ed. Siegfried zielinski and eckhard fürlus 
in cooperation with daniel irrgang and franziska latell 
(cologne, 2010), 43–52; and a shorter version, “perspective: 
arab mathematics and renaissance Western art,” Euro-
pean Review 16 (2008): 183–90. 

3. Belting, Florence and Baghdad, 90.
4. daan van reenen, “The Bilderverbot, a New Survey,” Der 

Islam 67 (1990): 27–77.
5. Belting, Florence and Baghdad, 165–66. Belting believes that 

a comparison between Western and east asian art “cannot 
provide a model for the task of undertaking a cultural com-
parison of the gaze between the worlds of the West and the 
middle east, since in the far east we remain in the domain 
of representational depiction that separates the West from 
the middle east” (p. 266).

6. for the seven fundamental modes, see n. 23 below. The 
different genres of painting and decorative design are out-
lined in a sixteenth-century Safavid manual: Ṣādiqī Beg 
afshār, Qānūn al-ṣuvar (The canons of painting), trans-
lated into russian as Ganun ös-sövär by a. yu. Kaziev (Baku, 
1963). The persian text is also edited by muḥammad-Taqī 
dānish-pazhūh, Hunar va mardum 90 (1349): 13–20, and 
published in Qāḍī aḥmad ibrāhīmī Ḥusaynī Qummī, 
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