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Ottoman Eschatological Enthusiasm:
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Tree of Nuʿmān
as an Early Modern Islamic Esoteric Apocalypse in the Service of Empire

Abstract

This dissertation presents the first extensive study in English of the eschatological and
esoteric apocalypse titled The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the Ottoman Empire (al-Šağarah alnu‘māniyya fī al-dawlah al-‘uthmāniyyah). This work is a revelatory vision (ra’aynā fı̄-lmustaqbal) composed by an unknown man claiming to be Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 638/1240), the
thirteenth-century Sufi and – much later – the Ottoman dynasty’s adopted patron saint; henceforth,
I designate the composer as “Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī.” As a mantic work of anonymous prophecy, one
is confronted with the following clear themes: the messianic nature of the Ottoman dynasty, its
crucial role in securing the end of times at/or after the turn of the Islamic millennium
(1000/1591~92), and the central importance of the Ottoman conquest and control of Egypt as the
landscape sine qua non for apocalyptic battles and supernatural phenomena.
My principal argument is that this text was produced within what Noah Gardiner identifies
as “intermediate groups” of mystically inclined “esoteric reading communities,” and most
particularly Egyptian intermediate esoteric groups. Interestingly, The Tree of Nuʿmān seems to
have circulated almost exclusively among such esoteric cliques for a good half century if not more.
The earliest reliable dating for commentaries on the Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s primary apocalypse, such
as those of Ps.-Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawı̄ , Ps.-Ḫalīl b. Aybak al-Ṣafadī, and (Ps.?) Aḥmad b.
iii

Muḥammad al-Maqqarī, are from the mid-late eleventh/seventeenth century; if al-Maqqarī (d.
1041/1632) did in fact compose a commentary, then we can surmise that The Tree of Nuʿmān
began circulating more widely – or at least became more well-known outside its earliest reading
communities – within no more than 50 years following the earliest possible dating I propose for
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s revelatory undertaking (see below).
I endeavor to make several new contributions to scholarship. First, as an esoteric-cumapocalyptic work that sublimates the Ottoman sultans to messianic figures, I argue that The Tree
of Nuʿmān is a key example of the appeal and reach of what I call Ottoman eschatological
enthusiasm among groups at a distance, politically and perhaps even geographically speaking,
from traditional centers of power. By this I mean that the pseudonymous composer and his target
audience existed outside of the imperial palace walls wherein the composition of apocalyptically
inclined Ottoman propaganda is more commonly attested (e.g. the Ottoman Tercümes of ʿAbd alRaḥmān al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon, the anonymous Conditions of
Resurrection). Second, I take the issue of the pseudepigraphic composition of the apocalyptic
vision seriously. The identity of the real man behind The Tree of Nuʿmān remains unknown. Yet,
in an effort to understand the phenomenon of pseudepigraphy and its function as applied to this
cryptic and chiliastic oracle, I underscore the cultural caché of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name among esoteric
groups, be they actual Sufis or simply Akbarian-inclined practitioners, as well as among elite
political and religious echelons within the dynasty. My approach here is necessarily
interdisciplinary for the purpose of galvanizing further scholarly discussion in Islamic intellectual
history about the topic of pseudepigrapha. Third, through extensive archival research, I correct
many manuscript catalogues that erroneously list numerous copies, primarily of the later
pseudepigraphic commentaries, as versions of the primary apocalypse. Specifically, I have
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determined that there exist only four primary copies of the prophecy: SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, entire
copy; İÜK Ms. A. 4884, fols. 1b-48a; BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2292/2 fols. 40a-65a; PYah. Ms.
4497, fols. 20b-49b. Fourth, concerning a possible date of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s apocalyptic vision,
I argue for a terminus ante quem within several years before circa 986-987/1578-1579.
Notwithstanding a couple examples of later scribal interpolations from the mideleventh/seventeenth century, I hold that the eschatological apocalypse was written by the singular
figure Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, and that it is not a product of collective composition or successive
conglomerate segments collated together at some point in the mid-eleventh/seventeenth century.
Fifth, I provide an historical overview of the Islamic apocalyptic genre called ǧafr according to
which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī classifies The Tree of Nuʿmān. I advance a new and concise definition of
this oracular genre and refute earlier scholarship that claims ǧafr to be an exclusively Shiite
revelatory science. Finally, I argue that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī may have been an ethnic Egyptian. This
hypothesis is based on the curious restaging of Egypt as the foremost site of numerous Islamic
End-Times phenomena and characters, all of which lead up to the Resurrection (yawm alqiyāmah), Judgment (yawm al-dīn), and the total dissolution of cosmic creation.
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“The past carries with it a secret device, by which it is oriented toward Redemption. […] Like all
manner of humankind that has come before us, we are endowed with a weak messianic power to
which the past has claim.”
-

Walter Benjamin, Über den Begriff der Geschichte1

Walter Benjamin, “Über den Begriff der Geschichte,” in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. I–2 (Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 1980), 693–94. The German is as follows: “Die Vergangenheit führt einen heimlichen Index mit, durch
den sie auf die Erlösung verwiesen wird. […] Dann sind wir wie jedem Geschlecht, das vor uns war, eine schwache
messianische Kraft mitgegeben, an welche die Vergangenheit Anspruch hat.”
1
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Reference for Astrology and Lettrism
The following is a reference source for the reader. I explain each of the following in the
various chapters of the thesis. Information often reappears in later chapters but, for brevity, may
not be recapitulated.
The discussion of classical and early modern Islamic astrology (ʿilm aḥkām al-nuğūm) for
the purpose of this thesis is necessarily brief.2 One cannot presume to cover geometry, arithmetic,
cosmography, and judicial astrology, the four basic and necessary sciences of an astronomer
according to Abū Rayḥān Muḥammad b. Aḥmad al-Bı̄ rūnı̄ (d. 1048) in his Elements of Astrology
(Kitāb al-tafhīm li-awāʾil ṣināʿat al-tanğīm).3 That would take us too far afield and would likewise
involve the present writer in subjects in which he is, alas, unskilled.4 The same complications arise
when discussing lettrism. By definition, an esoteric science intended only for initiates, one can
only hope to scrape the surface of comprehension in a thesis that is more properly designed to
discuss the historical intellectual phenomenon of apocalypticism, imperial propaganda, and
pseudepigraphy.
In order to facilitate easy reference to astrological and lettrist (ʿilm al-ḥurūf)
correspondences, I herewith provide the following lists for easy reference.

Astronomy (ʿilm al-hay’ah or ʿilm al-nuğum) is distinguished in the historical literature from astrology qua oracular
interrogation of the effects of the heavens on sublunar events. Yet, as Şen notes, there was a clear reliance of
astrologers on the mathematical calculations of astrologers. Ahmet Tunç Şen, “Astrology in the Service of the Empire:
Knowledge, Prognostication, and Politics at the Ottoman Court, 1450s-1550s” (Chicago, University of Chicago,
2016), 28.
3
Abū Rayḥān Muḥammad b. Aḥmad al-Bı̄ rūnı̄ , The Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, trans.
R. Ramsay Wright (London: Luzac / Co., 1934), 1.
4
For example, see the calculations of progressions, rays, and houses in Josep Casulleras and Jan P. Hogendijk,
“Progressions, Rays and Houses in Medieval Islamic Astrology: A Mathematical Classification,” Suhayl 11 (2012):
33–102. I can barely balance my checkbook, never mind comprehend the calculations for the right ascension,
declination, or axial precession of the planets.
2
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Letters of the Arabic Alphabet:
1) There are two basic alphabetical (abğad) divisions of the twenty-eight Arabic letters in
lettrist practice. One is according to the far more common Eastern (mašriqī) system,
whereas the second follows the Western (i.e. maġribī) system which was also used in
Andalusia. The system used in ToN follows the latter division. I give them both here in the
actual Arabic letters as it seems more useful to those who would wish to use this as a
reference when cross-checking my primary sources:
a. Eastern )mašriqī( System:
i. أ

→1

ii. ب

→2

iii. ج

→3

iv. د

→4

v. ه

→5

vi. و

→6

vii. ز

→7

viii. ح

→8

ix. ط

→9

x. ي

→ 10

xi. ك

→ 20

xii. ل

→ 30

xiii. م

→ 40

xiv. ن

→ 50

xv. س

→ 60

xvi. ع

→ 70

xvii. ف

→ 80

xviii. ص

→ 90

xix. ق

→ 100

xx. ر

→ 200

xxi. ش

→ 300

xxii. ت

→ 400
xix

xxiii. ث

→ 500

xxiv. خ

→ 600

xxv. ذ

→ 700

xxvi. ض

→ 800

xxvii. ظ

→ 900

xxviii. غ

→ 1000

b. Western maġribī System:
i. أ

→1

ii. ب

→2

iii. ج

→3

iv. د

→4

v. ه

→5

vi. و

→6

vii. ز

→7

viii. ح

→8

ix. ط

→9

x. ي

→ 10

xi. ك

→ 20

xii. ل

→ 30

xiii. م

→ 40

xiv. ن

→ 50

xv. ص

→ 60

xvi. ع

→ 70

xvii. ف

→ 80

xviii. ض

→ 90

xix. ق

→ 100

xx. ر

→ 200

xxi. س

→ 300

xxii. ت

→ 400

xxiii. ث

→ 500
xx

xxiv. خ

→ 600

xxv. ذ

→ 700

xxvi. ظ

→ 800

xxvii. غ

→ 900

xxviii. ش

→ 1000

2) The following is a list of the correspondence of the four basic elements and their attending
letters. It is based on the Eastern system:
a. Fire (nār)

→أهطمفشذ

b. Earth (arḍ)

→بوينصتض

c. Air (hawā’)

→جزكسقثظ

d. Water (mā’)

→دحلعرخغ

3) The following is a list of the correspondence of the four cardinal directions and their
attending letters. It is based on the Eastern system and the correspondence between the
elements (above) and the cardinal directions is implicit:
a. East (mašriq) → أ ه ط م ف ش ذ
b. West (maġrib) → ث و ي ن ص ت ض
c. South (ǧanūb) → ج ز ك س ق ث ظ
d. North (šamāl) → د ح ل ع ر خ غ
Constellations:
1) These are the names of the constellations as they are commonly known in English and their
common historical translation in Arabic. I have listed them according to the standard
(counterclockwise) zodiacal order:
a. Aries

→ al-ḥamal or al-ǧadı̄

b. Taurus

→ al-ṯūr

c. Gemini

→ al-ğawzā’

d. Cancer

→ al-saraṭān

e. Leo

→ al-asad

f. Virgo

→ al-ʿaḏrā’ or al-sunbulah
xxi

g. Libra

→ al-mīzān

h. Scorpio

→ al-ʿaqrab

i. Sagittarius

→ al-qaws

j. Capricorn

→ al-ğadı̄

k. Aquarius

→ al-dalw

l. Pisces

→ al-ḥūt

2) The following is a list of the correspondence of the four basic elements and their attending
constellations. They are organized according to the principle of classical Greek astrology’s
four triplicities (muṯallaṯ), which is a division of the celestial sphere (360°) at 120° and
240° distances as defined per spherical geometry and astronomical coordinate systems:5
a. Fire (nār)

→ Aries, Leo, Sagittarius

b. Earth (arḍ)

→ Taurus, Virgo, Capricorn

c. Air (hawā’)

→ Gemini, Libra, Aquarius

d. Water (mā’)

→ Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces

Planets:
1) These are the names of the seven-planet system known by astrologers in the Ottoman
period. They are not always depicted in this order in Islamic cosmographic charts.
Nevertheless, I herewith list them in order from closest to furthest known:

5

a. Earth

→ al-arḍ

b. Moon

→ al-qamar

c. Mercury

→ ʿuṭārid

d. Venus

→ al-zuhrah

e. Sun

→ al-šams

f. Mars

→ al-marīḫ

g. Jupiter

→ al-muštarı̄

h. Saturn

→ zuḥal or kaywān

See especially Ptolemy’s Almagest and Tetrabiblos.
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Notes on Transliteration
For the transliteration of Arabic, I have relied on the transliteration standard of the
Deutsche Morgenländische Gesellschaft (DIN 31635). For transliteration of Ottoman Turkish
words, names, titles, and phrases, I follow the Library of Congress’ standard, which is an amended
version of the transliteration system proposed by Eleazer Birnbaum.6 The LoC-Birnbaum system
approximates the same correspondence of characters in the DMG-DIN system and therefore
achieves a more similar and comprehensible standard. So, the kāf-i nūnı̄ is designated as /ñ/,
yumuşak ge, commonly rendered with the Arabic ġayn, is designated as /ġ/, and so forth.
Standardized vowel harmonies and orthography of modern Turkish are not followed. Hence, içün
and not için, kapu and not kapı. I only use the circumflex to designate long vowels (â, ô, ȋ) when
quoting directly from secondary sources that do so. Commonly known terms in English like Sufi,
sheikh – but Şeyḫ Bedreddīn –, Sunni, Shiite/Shi’a are not transliterated. Likewise, modern
Turkish spellings of names like Murad, Süleyman, Mehmed, Ahmed are not transliterated
according to their Arabic-Ottoman orthography. The prophet’s name is rendered throughout as
Muḥammad and not Muhammad, the fourth caliph and prophet’s cousin is rendered as ʿAlı̄ and
not Ali. With regards to Ottoman authors, I have generally tried to convey their names in a fashion
that accords with their primary language of speech (i.e. not the language of the text they wrote in)
as well as approximates modern Turkish standards. Thus, Taşköprüzāde and not Taşköprı̄ zāde or
Taşkūbrı̄ zāde. For those Arabic terms in Ottoman texts, they are Romanized according to the
Ottoman transliteration standard. Some key examples are ǧafr → cefr and tarğamah → tercüme.

Eleazar Birnbaum, “The Transliteration of Ottoman Turkish for Library and General Purposes,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 87, no. 2 (1967): 122–56.
6
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Part I

1

Introduction: What is at Stake?
“Oblivion constitutes a prerequisite for the poetic enterprise […].”
-

Abdelfatah Kilito, The Author and His Doubles1

“Wer baute das siebentorige Theben?”
-

I.

Bertolt Brecht, “Fragen eines lesenden Arbeiters”2

Introduction
This thesis is foremost an in-depth investigation into a singular text and its historical

context, The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the Destiny of the Ottoman Empire (al-Šağarah alnuʿmāniyyah fī ḥawādiṯ al-dawlah al-ʿuṯmāniyyah). As a work of esoteric eschatological prophecy
composed in the late tenth/sixteenth century by an anonymous – perhaps Egyptian – author
claiming to be the great Murcian-born mystic Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 638/1240) [hereafter: Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī], The Tree of Nuʿmān (hereafter: ToN) is neither an easy text to examine nor can many of
the questions it raises be answered.3 Denis Gril, the only scholar to have examined this apocalypse

1

Abdelfattah Kilito, The Author and His Doubles - Essays on Classical Arabic Culture, trans. Michael Cooperson
(Syracuse: Syrian University Press, 2001), 14.
2
Bertolt Brecht, “Fragen eines lesenden Arbeiters,” in Ausgewählte Werke in sechs Bänden. fünfter Band: Prosa, vol.
V, 6 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1997), 189.
3
The technical descriptors ‘esoteric’ and ‘eschatological’ are precisely selected. For the purpose of this thesis, the
appropriateness of the functional definition of ‘esoteric’ as applied to ToN is found in Liana Saif, “What Is Islamic
Esotericism?,” Correspondences 7, no. 1 (2019): 1–59. Admittedly, the debates around the deployment of
‘eschatological’ as a descriptor in Jewish and Christian historical circles is extensive and complex. For example,
among scholars of Christianity key questions about whether Jesus was an ethical teacher, or an apocalyptic prophet of
the End Times was and continues to be debated. This discussion holds no critical bearing on the Islamic context. For
an example of its unproblematic and clear contextual use in Islamic historical studies, see Stephen J. Shoemaker,
“‘The Reign of God Has Come’: Eschatology and Empire in Late Antiquity and Early Islam,” Arabica 61 (2014):
514–58. The term ‘eschatological’ is hereby referring to the Islamic belief in the teleological progression of human
history toward a divinely ordained end. A major scholar of Christian eschatology and apocalypticism shares this –
perhaps oversimplified – definition. Eschatology is in nuce: “the anticipation,” in a prophetic mode, “of what is still
to come.” Lorenzo DiTommaso, “History and Apocalyptic Eschatology: A Reply to J.Y. Jindo,” Vetus Testamentum
56, no. 3 (2006): 415. The teleological aspect is rooted in the Qurʾān whereby the eschaton in question is temporal: it
is a “moment” (aǧal) and a final “Hour” (al-sāʿah) at which temporal point the “Day of Resurrection” and the “Day
of Judgment” (yawm al-dīn, yawm al-qiyāmah, respectively) occur. For proof of the centrality of the Day of Judgment
and Resurrection, one need only reference the Qurʾān, the Urtext of all things Islamic, the Qurʾān. For yawm al-dīn,
see: Q 1:4; Q 15:35; Q 26:82; Q 37:20; Q 38:78; Q 51:12; Q 56:56; Q 70:26; Q 74:46; Q 82:15, 17, 18; Q 83:11. For
yawm al-qiyāmah, see: Q 2:85; Q 2:113, 174, 212; Q 3:55, 77, 161, 180, 185, 194; Q 4:87, 109, 141, 159; Q 5:14, 36,
64; Q 6:12; Q 7:32, 167, 172; Q 10:60, 93; Q 11:60, 98, 99; Q 16:25, 27, 92, 124; Q 17:13, 58, 62, 97; Q 18:105; Q
19:95; 20:100, 101; Q 20:124; Q 21:47; Q 22:9, 17, 69; Q 23:16; Q 25:69; Q 28:41, 42, 61, 71, 72; Q 29:13, 25; Q
32:25; Q 35:14; Q 39:15, 24, 31, 47, 60, 67; Q 41:40; Q 42:45; Q 45:17, 26; Q 46:5; Q 58:7; Q 60:3; Q 68:39; Q 75:1,
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at any critical length, summarizes the problem succinctly; ToN is “twofold enigmatic,” in that its
content is intentionally cryptic and its authorship pseudepigraphic.4 One must also add that it is at
times decidedly explicit about its enigmatic allusions. Prophecy concerning cosmic oblivion is
often abstruse, mysterious, oftentimes outright inexplicable, yet also comprehensible.5 Ultimately,
ToN is a prophecy for End-Times oblivion, and it is this yearning for the consummation of cosmic
history, to paraphrase Abdelfattah Kilito, that served as the principle creative afflatus. The
unknown Akbarian adept and Ottoman subject behind this supernatural vision into the future
desires the fulfillment of Islamic revelation.
In fact, by doing so Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is participating in a religio-political phenomenon that
characterizes the early modern Ottoman empire. The House of Osman fervently anticipated the
final age and believed that one of its members would be the divinely elected gatekeeper of the
eschaton. This is what I term Ottoman eschatological enthusiasm. True, this phenomenon is more
thoroughly attested in the messianic epithets given to sultans (i.e. mahdī, ser-ʿasker, muǧaddid alzamān, ṣāhib al-qirān, quṭb al-aqṭāb) and in courtly sponsored texts, such as the Tercüme to ʿAbd
al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ) or the
anonymous Conditions of Resurrection (Aḥvāl-i ḳıyāmet) corpus, both of which are accompanied

6.The technical term ağal has pre-Islamic roots. For its proper translation as “moment,” “predestined hour of death,”
“fixed term,” or “fated end” see Helmer Ringgren, Studies in Arabian Fatalism (Uppsala: Lundequistska bokhandeln,
1955), 9, 39, 64, 73. I thank Prof. Christian Lange for pointing this out to me.
4
Denis Gril, “The Enigma of the Shajara Al-Nuʿmāniyya Fi’l-Dawla al-ʿUthmaniyya, Attributed to Ibn ʿArabī,” trans.
Alan Boorman, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ’Arabi Society 43 (2008): 52. The original French article was published
as “L’énigme de la shagara al-nu’maniyya fi l-dawla al-’uthmaniyya, attribuée à Ibn ’Arabi,” in Les traditions
apocalyptiques au tournant de la chute de Constantinople, ed. Benjamin Lellouch and Stéphane Yerasimos, vol.
XXXIII, Varia Turcica (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1999), 133–47. With regard to the issue of authorship, in light of recent
insights into this field, especially vis-à-vis pseudepigraphy proper, one need not necessarily consider unknown
authorship enigmatic or problematic. This point is addressed in the first chapter of this thesis.
5
See similar comments in James Barr, “Jewish Apocalyptic in Recent Scholarly Study,” Bulletin of the John Rylands
University Library 58 (1975): 31. Barr is here criticizing the literary/source criticism school as it was applied to
apocalyptic studies in the Anglophone, and particularly British academic world. He remarks that this approach “has
tended toward clarity and simplicity” which ultimately results in missing “the essential problem of understanding the
apocalyptic books as literary texts with their own strange form of language.”
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with vivid illustrations of the end of times. In complement and in contrast, ToN represents a
manifestation of said eschatological enthusiasm at a remove from centers of power and privilege.
That is to say, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was not in the direct employ of a sultan, a vizier, şehzade, lala,
regional governor, or any other high-ranking member of political society. Nor is the text a product
of a known tekke or Sufi sheikh. It is a prophecy from the margins. As such, it makes one ask,
much like Brecht: who else contributed to the early modern Ottoman claim to universal kingship
at the threshold of the Day of Judgment? The literate worker comes in many guises and disguises.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī and his eschatological apocalypse of Ottoman universal dominion at the end of
time highlights how eschatological enthusiasm resonated beyond the walls of the saray.
A. A Microhistorical Approach to Ottoman Eschatological Enthusiasm
What is at stake, then, for understanding the combined phenomena of Ottoman political
apocalypticism and eschatological enthusiasm? What do we stand to gain by expanding our focus
on the text to also include the cultural context in which it was written and presumably circulated?
On one hand, the advent of eschatologically inspired, religio-political ideology in the Islamic world
in recent years (i.e. al-Qaeda, ISIS) would seemingly justify such a study. The antecedents of
contemporary events can and should be pursued historically. This thesis is, therefore, in part a
study of the intellectual origins of Islamic apocalypticism qua macro-historical political
phenomenon and its development in the early modern Islamic eastern Mediterranean. ToN
demonstrates that the intersection of politics, prophecy, and End-Times expectations is not unique
in Islamic history. In fact, one may go so far as to say that such a confluence of politics and zeal
for God’s chosen date of cosmic dissolution is one of the few constant themes that run throughout
Islamic history, from Muḥammad’s mission as the harbinger of the eschatological “Hour” (al-

4

sāʿah) to the twilight years of the last caliphate and, of course, up to recent memory.6 But it is not
all the same across time, dynasty, and society. What is at stake from this macro-historical
perspective is the need for scholarship to trace the intellectual genealogy of Islamic eschatological
apocalypticism as it is exhibited in the last great Sunni dynasty, how such a yearning on a political
and cultural level is found in various genres, and also how esotericism functioned as a key medium
through which such prophecy achieved perennial appeal and legitimacy.
What is also at stake is the need for scholarship to obtain a more complete picture of this
phenomenon at a distance from the immediate spheres of imperial power. The fact that the present
author, much like Carlo Ginzburg, was guided more by chance and curiosity than conscious
strategy in selecting the present topic speaks to the value of examining the “trifles” of historical
phenomenon, even if they be enigmatic and scantly recorded in the historical legers of power. 7
One need not always emphasize the imagination of sultans, their viziers, and the elite educated
class, or for that matter make grand proclamations of contemporary relevance. Ottoman
eschatological enthusiasm, as ToN proves, can also be observed across the empire and among
various social groups and classes. Thus, this thesis is more properly an investigation in the vein of
the microhistorical approach. What justifies reading ToN, examining its prophetic genre (i.e. ǧafr),
and contextualizing its composition is the ‘trifling’ appeal of a more decentralized engagement
with Ottoman eschatological enthusiasm.

Qurʾān [hereafter: Q] 79:42; 7:187. For the phrases “the Hour is coming” (al-sāʿah ātīyah), see Q 15:85; 20:15; 22:7;
40:59. Also see references for “the Last Day” (al-yawm al-āḫir) in Q 2:8, 62, 126, 177, 228, 232, 264; Q 3:114; Q
4:38, 39, 162; Q 5:69; Q 9:18, 19, 29, 44, 45, 99; Q 24:2; Q 33:21; Q 58:22; Q 60:6; Q 65:2.
7
Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, trans. John Tedeschi and
Anne Tedeschi (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), xi. I borrow the consciously ironic designation
of microhistorical inquiry as “observing trifles” from a masterly review of the work of Halil Inalcik, Suraiya Faroqhi,
and Donald Quataert in Nicholas Doumanis, “Durable Empire: State Virtuosity and Social Accommodation in the
Ottoman Mediterranean,” The Historical Journal 49, no. 3 (2006): 963.
6
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This point requires some explanation. One cannot be certain that ToN ever reached the
Sublime Porte within the first one-hundred years of its composition. I argue for a terminus ante
quem before 986-987/1578-1579 for the composition of the earliest core of ToN. There is a
possibility that several stages by different hands make up the entire text; more philological work
is needed, however, to tease out those composite layers. A key factor that may mitigate against a
progressive composition is the plangent silence in the historical literature. One would rightly
presume that, were ToN circulating and amended over time, it would also be mentioned in, say,
the work of Mustafa ʿĀlī or Katip Çelebi. No such reference is found. For now, a singular author
remains the working hypothesis of this thesis. Some of the gematric codes suggests a list of
Ottoman sultans tantalizingly close to the historical record. For example, on fol. 34a of PYah. Ms.
4497 we are presented with the following succession of kings: sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn
mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif sı̄n. This corresponds exactly with fol. 6b of İÜK Ms. A. 4884 and fol. 22b
of SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609 where we have sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif
sı̄n. Thus, the sultans are: Selim I (r. 918-926/1512-1520), Süleyman (r. 926-974/1520-1566),
Selim II (r. 974-982/1566-1574), Murad III (r. 982-1003/1574-1595), Mehmed III (r. 10031012/1595-1603), Ahmed I (r. 1012-1026/1603-1617), Mustafa I (r. 1026-1027/1617-1618),
Osman II (r. 1027-1031/1618-1622), again Mustafa I (r. 1031-1032/1622-1623), Murad IV (r.
1032-1049/1623-1640), Ibrahim (r. 1049-1058/1640-1648), Mehmed IV (r. 1058-1098/16481687). One may quickly conclude that this is definitive proof a composition well into the late
eleventh/seventeenth. Several considerations must mitigate a quick conclusion that is composite.
First, there is no critical edition. A stemma should be constructed for how Beyazıd 4609 – the
youngest manuscript – and the other known primary prophecies were copies. Second, why would
the list not be extended in the youngest copy? At some point, hypothetically, it was extended as
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far as Mehmed IV. Following Mehmed IV, the sultans should be sı̄n alif (i.e. Süleyman II, Ahmed
II), as it is ‘correctly’ preserved in BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2992/2 (fol. 52b). Third, Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī is usually quite explicit when he makes clear historical allusions and leaves tips as to which
sultan he is referring to. Here, the list is introduced in a cryptic section. Fourth, what are we to
make of the continued list of letters? In other words, what is the scholarly metric for finding truth
in esoteric prophecy? So much has been made out of John’s Apocalypse to prove specific dates
and places and people. Easy correlation between abstract code and reality should be eschewed.
New lists can always be added, but that does not mean that the entire prophecy is in fact a collated
edition of several different apocalyptic authors. Until a critical edition with stemma is published,
the easiest answer is that the entire text was composed by one author – Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī – and that
later insertions of select gematric lists were made. That does not make the entire work a product
of over a century of incremental emendations. Fluidity is the hallmark of pre-modern manuscript
traditions.
Moreover, the manuscript copy SK Ms. Beyazid 4609, commissioned in 1266/1850 by
Sultan Bezmiʿālem Sultan (d. 1269/1853), the mother of Abdülmecid I (r. 1255-1277/1839-1861),
is the only concrete evidence available that indicates the sultan or his retinue were ever aware of
ToN (see Ch. I). So much for arguing that ToN directly shaped early modern Ottoman
apocalypticism. But this is far too myopic and rigid a rubric for understanding the plenary import
of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s cryptic “revelation” (kašf, ru’yā). The ubiquity of Sufi-associated
commentaries around the text suggest that it circulated, perhaps exclusively, among esoteric
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mystical communities. Thus, one may herewith observe a key example of the early modern
“mystical turn” in the Ottoman political imagination, albeit at an obscured distance.8
This thesis is, therefore, an investigation into “the fragmentation, contradictions and
plurality of viewpoints which make all systems fluid and open,” to quote Giovanni Levi and his
interpretation of the value of the microhistorical approach.9 An obscure text like ToN, its unique
genre of prophecy (i.e. ǧafr), its historical allusions – real and imagined –, its departure from more
traditional Islamic apocalyptic narratives, as well as the clues to its composer’s identity reflects
and further underscores the phenomenon of eschatological enthusiasm in the early modern
Ottoman empire.
Islamic apocalyptic had an appeal that was both vertical and horizontal. From this
perspective, this thesis expands on Hüseyin Yılmaz’s pathbreaking work into the Ottoman practice
of “envisioning the caliphate as a comprehensive cosmological position.”10 Whereas Yılmaz
studies more prominent texts of imperial appeal and wide circulation, this thesis takes a look at
supernatural and esoteric visions of the House of Osman from the perspective of an anonymous,
mystically-inclined, would-be Ottoman prophet. Carlo Ginzburg importantly introduced his
Cheese and the Worms with a quotation from Bertolt Brecht: “Who built Thebes of the Seven
Gates?” (Wer baute das siebentorige Theben?)11 Be they anonymous masons or anonymous
prophets, the sentiment holds true. That which has heretofore been passed over in silence can give

Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP,
2018). Yılmaz only briefly mentions ToN. Yılmaz, 267.
9
Giovanni Levi, “On Microhistory,” in New Perspectives on Historical Writing, ed. Peter Burke (University Park,
PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), 107. Levi in particular takes issue with the functionalist approach
and its emphases on “social coherence” vis-à-vis contextualization. Importantly, Ginzburg notes that he first heard of
microhistory from Levi. Carlo Ginzburg, “Microhistory: Two or Three Things I Know About It,” trans. John Tedeschi
and Anne Tedeschi, Critical Inquiry 20 (1993): 10.
10
Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 4.
11
Ginzburg, Cheese, xiii.
8
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voice to the “plurality of viewpoints” that created and sustained the Ottoman cosmological
position.
B. Major Questions of Investigation
At the core of this thesis, several key questions are explored: What is Islamic eschatological
tradition? How did it manifest under the Ottoman dynasty, especially between the tentheleventh/sixteenth-seventeenth centuries? What is the function of prophecy in Ottoman dynastic
propaganda generally? And, lastly, what role does Sufism (al-taṣawwuf), which is otherwise more
commonly construed as a history of mystical love poems and inter-religious dialogue avant la
lettre, have to do with exalting a Muslim empire? How does the ostensibly spiritual practice of
mysticism, be it by actually Sufis or by admirers, end up proclaiming the political supremacy of
the Ottomans at the threshold of the Day of Judgment and Resurrection (yawm al-dı̄n and yawm
al-qiyāmah, respectively)?12 As Abdelfattah Kilito observes, “oblivion constitutes a prerequisite
for the poetic enterprise.” Inasmuch as the elite circles could draw inspiration from the anticipation
of the final “Hour,” so too could a mystagogue from the margins be inspired by the oblivion beyond
the eschaton of time. Through the focused prism of the ǧafrist prophecy of Pseudo-Ibn al-ʿArabī,
answers to all these questions can be found.
II.

“The History of Nonsense is Science”: Esoteric Political Prophecy as Real
Intellectual History
“Nonsense is nonsense,” the great twentieth-century Talmudist Saul Liebermann is

reported as having quipped upon introducing his equally renowned colleague of Kabbalah
Gershom Scholem, “but the history of nonsense is science.”13 Tongue-in-cheek though it may be,

See fn. 3 above for Qurʾānic citations.
Yaacob Dweck, The Scandal of Kabbalah: Leon Modena, Jewish Mysticism, Early Modern Venice (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 2011), 1. On Liebermann’s remarks and variants, see Abe Socher, “The History of Nonsense,”
Association for Jewish Studies Perspectives, no. Fall (2006): 32–33.
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13
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Liebermann’s observation is quite apt for the present thesis. Specifically, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
prophecy is composed according to the divinatory “science” (fann) or genre of ǧafr (see Ch. II).
In brief, this means that ToN is encoded foremost in lettrist (ʿilm al-ḥurūf) oracles and astrological
(ʿilm aḥkām al-nuğūm) declarations. For example, consider the following:
In the year bā-kāf-ẓā the descendent of Nuʿmān bearing the letter sı̄n [Selim I] will
arise and take the lands of the Arabs […]. And he will establish his empire and [it
will last] until the advent of the mīm ‘the Seal’ (al-ḫatm) who is predestined to
arrive (al-manṣūṣ ʿalā ẓuhūrihi).14
Mars and Saturn conjoin in the final degree of Libra [whereafter] by the hand of
the House of Osman and with the aid of the “Holy Spirit” (rūḥ al-qudus) a new age
of unending justice (ḫurūğ ʿadl) will commence under the aegis of the conclusive
(al-ḫitām) mīm.15
Egypt will be struck by the arrow of injustice (qaws al-ğūr) in zayn-yā-ġayn and in
the period of ǧı̄m [Egypt] will be struck again by the arrow of Venus (qaws alzuhrah), whereupon the receptibility of Venus will be facing Saturn (zuḥal).16
In contrast to the long lists of lettrist sultans to rule in the final age cited above, these several
quotations here are some of the more coherent “enigmatic” pronouncements of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
visionary manifesto of Ottoman universal supremacy. That is, the historical reference to Selim is
further backed up by additional historical material around this passage. For example, the “land of
the Arabs” is an obvious allusion to Selim’s conquest of Egypt and Arabia. In addition, in the same
section one finds an additional lettrist reference to the Mamluk Sultan Qānṣūḥ al-Ġūrı̄ (herewith
identified as qāf ğīm) whom Selim defeated in 922/1516 at the Battle of Marǧ Dābiq. Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī is always keen to show what history he actually knows.

SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, ToN, fol. 3b. All quotations are taken from this copy unless otherwise indicated. Henceforth,
SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609 will be abbreviated to ToN followed by folio number.
15
ToN, fols. 4b, 6a. Q 17:85; 26:193 (al-rūḥ al-amı̄n); 40:15; 42:52 (awḥaynā al-rūḥ), etc... The rūḥ also accompanies
Muḥammad in the miʿrāğ (Q 78:38). See also the Christian astrological prophecy pertaining to the conjunction of
Mars, Saturn, and Jupiter from the thirteenth century recorded in Bernard McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic
Traditions in the Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 150.
16
ToN, fol. 7a.
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The letters of the Arabic alphabet, which in esoteric (ʿilm al-ġayb, al-ʿulūm al-ḫafiyyah)
teaching are also the very building blocks of the cosmos tout court, combined with the celestial
orbs of observable space, make much nonsense at first sight. But the systematic examination of
their possible meaning exposes the religious and scientific inspiration, as well as political
allegiance of ToN’s unknown author. By taking such key sections wherein the historical allusions
are clearer, one may also come to understand how Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s imagination is derived from
similar practices more traditionally associated with mystical-esoteric groups, be they actual Sufis
or occult practitioners exposed to arcane Sufi teachings. Let us explain this a bit more.
A. The Embarrassment of Oriental Superstitions
The scholarly attitude toward so-called historical nonsense is not new. In Christian, Jewish,
and Islamic intellectual history, the study of esoteric sciences has been overwhelmingly
marginalized. George Sarton memorably dismissed such historical subjects as a “wretched
collection of omens, debased astrology and miscellaneous nonsense ultimately derived from
Arabic, Greek, Persian and of all the superstitious flotsam of the Near East.”17 This position, as
Ahmet Tunç Şen demonstrates, has had a lasting influence on Islamic intellectual history in
particular. Relying on Ann Geneva’s notion of the “embarrassment factor” concerning astrological
materials in early modern English history, Şen points to a double-edged sword of academic
discomfort concerning omens, astrology, and divination generally speaking.18 “Ever since the late
nineteenth century when French orientalist Ernest Renan gave his controversial lecture
L’islamisme et la science in which he argued that Islam is inherently irrational and essentially

George Sarton and Frances Siegel, “Seventy-Sixth Critical Bibliography of the History and Philosophy of Science
and of the History of Civilization (To May 1950),” Isis 41, no. 3/4 (1950): 374; George Sarton, review of Review of
Pline l’Ancien: Histoire naturelle, by Jean Beaujeu, Isis 43, no. 1 (1952): 59.
18
Ann Geneva, Astrology and the Seventeenth Century Mind: William Lilly and the Language of the Stars
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 3.
17
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incapable of producing real ‘science’, ‘Muslim’ scholars and modern historians of ‘Arabic’
sciences have gone to great lengths to disprove this line of thinking.”19 Thus, he concludes, the
quest for proving Islam’s contribution to “legitimate sciences” has come at the cost of keeping
other supernatural and outré topics of superstition at the margins of acceptable scholarship.
The presumed nonsense of ToN is made all the more problematic when one considers its
revelatory mode and eschatological orientation. Notwithstanding several key contributions of
German Orientalist scholarship in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, research into
Islamic eschatological apocalypticism, by which I mean revelation and traditions pertaining to the
advent of the Qurʾānic “Final Hour,” has likewise been generally disregarded in the academic
literature.20 As Christian Lange notes, specialists have generally shied away from treating this EndTimes obsession in Muḥammad’s revelation, and even that of the earliest generations of believers.
In his review of André Roman’s edition of the Book of Imagination (Kitāb al-tawahhum) by
Baghdadi mystic al-Ḥārit b. Asad al-Muḥāsibī’s (d. 243/857), Josef Van Ess alludes, albeit in the
shroud of understatement, to the potential historical value of exploring further Islamic Apokalyptik.
“The development of eschatological language since the Qurʾān,” Van Ess quips, “would not be
uninteresting.”21 That this lacuna remained addressed only in a piecemeal fashion up to the twentyfirst century may be attributed to an apologetic vein that has preferred “to portray [Muḥammad],

Ahmet Tunç Şen, “Astrology in the Service of the Empire: Knowledge, Prognostication, and Politics at the Ottoman
Court, 1450s-1550s” (Chicago, University of Chicago, 2016), 4.
20
In particular, German Jews wrote the most important studies. See Moritz Wolff, Kitāb Aḥwāl Al-Qiyāma:
Muhammedanische Eschatologie nach der Leipziger und der Dresdner Handschrift zum ersten Male Arabisch und
Deutsch mit Anmerkungen (Leipzig: F.A. Brockhaus, 1872); Ignác Goldziher, “Ibn Abi-l-ʿAḳb,” Zeitschrift der
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 75 (1921): 57–59; Josef Horovitz, “Muhammeds Himmelfahrt,” Der
Islam; Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur des Islamischen Orients 9 (January 1, 1919): 159–83. For a thorough
correction of Wolff’s titular misattributions, see Roberto Tottoli, “Muslim Eschatological Literature and Western
Studies,” Der Islam 83 (2008): 452–56.
21
Josef Van Ess, “Une vision humaine des fins dernières. Le Kitāb al-Tawahhum d’al-Muḥāsibī (Book Review),” Die
Welt des Islams 20, no. 1/2 (1980): 123. The original German is: “auch das wäre ja, wenn man schon die Entwicklung
der eschatologischen Sprache seit dem Koran untersuchen will, nicht uninteressant gewesen.”
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in line with much of the Islamic tradition, as a social and ethical reformer who laid the lasting
bases of Islamic civilization.”22 Klaus Koch in the past century observed practically the same
origin problem of apocalypticism in historical studies of Christianity. Scholars were either
perplexed or embarrassed by what seemed to be a tradition of cultic enthusiasm for the EndTimes.23 Nevertheless, eschatological enthusiasm has been a constant factor in imperial and social
movements in the Islamic world since the revelation of Muḥammad.24 To ignore its centrality and
persistence is to dismiss a major theme in the narrative arc of Islam.
Acknowledging this fact, however, does not perforce justify the investigation of esoteric,
and in particular marginal, prophecy. After all, the large corpus of ‘orthodox’ eschatological
reports, both prophetic and historical, presents the Islamic obsession with the End-Time in a
perhaps a more sober manner. Consider the Book of Apocalyptic Battles and Tribulations (Kitāb
al-malāḥim wa-l-fitan) of Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād (d. 228/843), the Book of Resurrection (Kitāb albaʿṯ wa-l-nušūr) by al-Bayhaqı̄ (d. 458/1066), the Tractate on the Post-Morten Conditions of the
Soul and the Otherworld (Taḏkīrah bi-aḥwāl al-mawtā wa-l-umur al-āḫirah) by Šams al-Dīn alQurṭubı̄ (d. 671/1272), or the Book of the End of the Beginning and the End (Kitāb nihāyat albidāyah wa-l-nihāyah, a.k.a. al-Nihāyah fī-l-fitan wa-l-malāḥim) of Ibn Kaṯı̄ r (d. 774/1373).25
Even Ǧalāl al-Dı̄ n al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505), the great Sunni polymath of the Mamluk period, put

22

Christian Robert Lange, Paradise and Hell in Islamic Traditions (New York: Cambridge UP, 2016), 25. Here, one
may note an influence from Christian historical studies on Jesus. Was he an ethical teacher or an apocalyptic prophet?
23
Klaus Koch, Ratlos vor der Apokalyptik: Eine Streitschrift über e. vernachlässigtes Gebiet d. Bibelwiss, u. d. schädl.
Auswirkungen auf Theologie u. Philosophie (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1970).
24
For a similar, if hotly debated, observation for early Christian history, see Ernst Käsemann, “Die Anfänge
christlicher Theologie,” Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 57, no. 2 (1960): 180.
25
Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād al-Marwazī, Kitāb al-fitan wa-l-malāḥim, ed. Mağdī b. Manṣūr b. Sayyid al-Šūrā (Beirut: Dār
al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1997); Abū Bakr Aḥmad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Bayhaqī, Kitāb al-baʿṯ wa-l-nušūr, ed. Abū ʿĀṣim
al-Šawāmı̄ al-Aṯarı̄ (Riyad: Maktabat Dār al-Ḥiğāz, 2015); Šams al-Dīn al-Qurṭubı̄ , Taḏkīrah bi-aḥwāl al-mawtā wal-umur al-āḫirah, ed. al-Ṣāḍiq b. Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm, 3 vols. (Riyad: Maktabat Dār al-Minhāğ, 2004); Abū alFiḍā’ Ismāʿīl b. ʿUmar Ibn Kaṯīr, Nihāyat al-bidāyah wa-l-nihāyah fī-l-fitan wa-l-malāḥim, ed. Muḥammad Fahīm
Abū ʻAbīyah (Riyad: Maktabat al-Naṣr al-Ḥadīṯah, 1968).
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reed to paper and composed a work on “the conditions of the End-Times” (aḥwāl al-āḫirah) titled
Full Moons Unveiled (al-budūr al-sāfirah).26 The choices for more theologically moderate
material are quite extensive. For some this may seem a more reasonable line of inquiry. Islamic
esoterica and especially eschatological revelation and prophecy both seem at first to be the
intellectual equivalent of chasing ghosts. Nonsense is nonsense regardless of whether it is couched
in the technical jargon of academia. What is at stake, one may ask, of studying cryptic, failed
oracles and the men behind them?
B. A Transcendent Cultural Phenomenon
If one examines the flotsam floating in the archives, a vibrant and widespread phenomenon
comes into view. Both esotericism and apocalyptic prophecy are prominent subjects in the history
of Islamic natural philosophy, metaphysics, and political propaganda. As Richard Hartmann in his
extensive study on the apocryphal Apocalypse of Ibn al-ʿArabī (Malḥamat Ibn al-ʿArabī) uniquely
notes,
It is precisely for this reason that there is value in this [apocryphal and apocalyptic]
literature; though we may find it strange and therefore dismiss it at first sight as
unimportant, it is characteristic of its time and its culture. And even if we still find
it incomprehensive, it remains a remarkable example of that fundamental moment
in which one may apprehend a cultural development (Kulturentwicklung) – the one
which Spengler termed “magical culture” – which transcends even Islam.27

Ğalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī, al-Budūr al-sāfirah, ed. ʿAbd Allāh al-Šāfiʿı̄ (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah,
1996).Equally interesting for a thesis concerned with cosmic configurations of Islamic authority, al-Suyūṭī had
something also to say. See Mustafa Banister, “Casting the Caliph in a Cosmic Role: Examining al-Suyūṭı̄ ’s Historical
Vision,” in Al-Suyūṭī, a Polymath of the Mamlūk Period - Proceedings of the Themed Day of the First Conference of
the School of Mamlūk Studies (Ca’ Foscari University, Venice, June 23, 2014), ed. Antonella Ghersetti (Leiden: Brill,
2016), 98–117.
27
Richard Hartmann, “Eine arabische Apokalypse aus der Kreuzzugszeit,” Schriften der Königsberger Gelehrten
Gesellschaft-Geisteswissenschaftliche Klasse, 1924, 116. The original Geramn is as follows: „Darin scheint mir der
historische Wert dieser Literatur zu liegen, daß auf den ersten Anblick unwesentlich erscheinen, charakteristisch ist
für ähre Zeit und für ihre Kultur, ein bezeichnender Exponent jenes uns nicht so leicht faßbaren, aber wesentlichen
Momentes einer weit über den Islam hinausreichenden Kulturentwicklung, die Spengler durch den Ausdruck
‚magische Kutlur‘ charakterisieren wollte.“
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Recent scholarship has done much to prove this point. Cornell Fleischer, Azfar Moin, Matt MelvinKoushki, Noah Gardiner, Liana Saif, Tuna Artun, Ahmet Tunç Şen are some of the leading voices
that seek to liberate Islamic esotericism, and by extension the literature of prophecy and divination,
and elevate it to the level of historical inquiry.28
Fleischer for his part extensively demonstrates that the ninth-eleventh/fifteenthseventeenth centuries in the Ottoman empire were an age of millennialist expectations of the
advent of the long-awaited Mahdi. In particular, his study on Ḥaydar, Sultan Süleyman’s court
geomancer (remmāl), underscores the proximity of esoteric science, divination, and imperial

Cornell H. Fleischer, “The Lawgiver as Messiah: The Making of the Imperial Image in the Reign of Süleymân,” in
Soliman Le Magnifique et Son Temps - Actes Du Colloque de Paris, Galeries Nationales Du Grand Palais, 7-10 Mars
1990, ed. Gilles Veinstein (Paris: La Documentation française, 1992), 159–77; Cornell H. Fleischer, “The Mahdi and
Millennium: Messianic Dimensions in the Development of Ottoman Imperial Ideology,” in The Great OttomanTurkish Civilization, ed. Kemal Çiçek and Güler Eren, vol. 3 (İstanbul: Yeni Türkiye, 2000), 42–54; Cornell H.
Fleischer, “Seer to the Sultan: Haydar-i Remmal and Sultan Süleyman,” in Kültür Ufukları: Talat S. Halman Armağan
Kitabı, ed. Jayne L. Warner (Syracuse and Istanbul: Syracuse UP and Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2001), 51–62; A. Azfar
Moin, The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in Islam (New York: Columbia UP, 2012); Cornell
H. Fleischer, “Shadows of Shadows: Prophecy in Politics in 1530s’ Istanbul,” International Journal of Turkish Studies
13, no. 1–2 (2007): 51–62; Cornell H. Fleischer, “Ancient Wisdom and New Sciences: Prophecies at the Ottoman
Court in the Fifteenth and Early Sixteenth Centuries,” in Falnama: The Book of Omens, ed. Massumeh Farhad and
Serpil Bağcı (Washington, D.C.: Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, 2009), 231–54; Cornell H.
Fleischer, “A Mediterranean Apocalypse: Prophecies of Empire in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” Journal of
the Economic and Social History of the Orient 61, no. 1–2 (2018): 18–90; Liana Saif, The Arabic Influences on Early
Modern Occult Philosophy (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015); Liana Saif, “From Ġāyat Al-Ḥakīm to Šams alMaʿārif: Ways of Knowing and Paths of Power in Medieval Islam,” Arabica 64, no. 3–4 (2017): 297–345; Saif,
“Islamic Esotericism”; Matt Melvin-Koushki, “The Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult Philosophy of Ṣāʾin
al-Dīn Turka al-Iṣfahānī (1369-1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid Iran” (Unpublished
Dissertation, New Haven, Yale University, 2012); Matt Melvin-Koushki, “Astrology, Lettrism, Geomancy: The
Occult-Scientific Methods of Post-Mongol Islamicate Imperialism,” Medieval History Journal 19, no. 1 (2016): 142–
50; Matt Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the Occult Sciences in the High Persianate
Tradition,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 5, no. 1 (2017): 127–99; Matt Melvin-Koushki, “De-Orienting
the Study of Islamicate Occultism,” Arabica 64, no. 3–4 (2017): 287–96; Matt Melvin-Koushki, “In Defense of
Geomancy: Šaraf al-Dīn Yazdī Rebuts Ibn Ḫaldūn’s Critique of the Occult Sciences,” Arabica 64, no. 3–4 (2017):
346–403; Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “How to Rule the World: Occult-Scientific Manuals of the Early Modern Persian
Cosmopolis,” Journal of Persianate Studies 11 (2018): 140–54; Noah D. Gardiner, “Esotericism in a Manuscript
Culture: Aḥmad al-Būnī and His Readers Through the Mamlūk Period” (Unpublished Dissertation, Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan, 2014); Noah Gardiner, “Esotericist Reading Communities and the Early Circulation of the
Sufi Occultist Aḥmad Al-Būnī’s Works,” Arabica 64, no. 3–4 (2017): 405–41; Noah Gardiner, “Stars and Saints: The
Esotericist Astrology of the Sufi Occultist Aḥmad Al-Būnī” 12, no. 1 (2017): 39–65; Noah Gardiner, “Books on
Occult Sciences,” in Treasures of Knowledge: An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace Library (1502/3-1503/4), ed. Gülru
Necipoğlu, Cemal Kafadar, and Cornell H. Fleischer (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 557–87; Tuna Artun, “Hearts of Gold and
Silver: The Production of Alchemical Knowledge in the Early Modern Ottoman World” (Princeton, N.J., Princeton
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propaganda. Ḥaydar’s commission of a copy of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key to the
Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ) – a text that Fleischer identifies as the
“Urtext” of Süleyman’s messianic pretentions – is identified as the smoking gun;29 esotericism,
divination, and eschatological enthusiasm in the inner circles of imperial power and under the
sultan’s personal sponsorship prove that the highest echelons of dynastic power and prestige saw
the Ottoman sultanate as justifiably requiring “opulent” claims to “transcendent universality
[…].”30
Moin complements Fleischer’s eastern Mediterranean focus by highlighting the same
phenomenon in the Timurid, Safavid, and Mughal empires. His work is overwhelmingly
predicated on “sources that are often classified – and marginalized – as related to oral and popular
culture, such as popular stories, apocalyptic treatises, astrological histories, and manuals of
magic.”31 The Muslim “millennial sovereign” relied directly and indirectly on a variegated
network of sciences, be they squarely orthodox theological tractates on caliphal legitimacy
produced for or within religious circles of power or strange vision literature produced by
“intermediary groups,” a category that includes “holy men, Sufis, storytellers, astrologers, and
physicians […].”32
These esoterically inclined “intermediary” agents of apocalyptic propaganda are brought
to the fore in Melvin-Koushki and Gardiner’s work. Melvin-Koushki has tirelessly demonstrated
the unique lettrist-prophetic tradition in Iran through the lens of Ṣā’in al-Dı̄ n ʿAlı̄ Turka Iṣfahānı̄
(d. 835/1432), a.k.a. Ibn Turka, the most important Timurid “occult philosopher.” Gardiner
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likewise has dedicated much of his work to proving the existence of “esoteric reading
communities,” in particular those of a particular esoteric-Sufi orientation, in Mamluk Egypt. His
analytical lens focuses on the reception of Aḥmad al-Būnı (d. 622/1225 or 630/1232~3). Whereas
Melvin-Koushki and Gardiner represent a very strict understanding of esotericism, Saif has
remarkably helped expand our understanding of all that which is ġayb and bāṭin to allow for a
porousness of terminological borders. Specifically, Saif argues that Islamic esotericism can be
examined via two epistemological paradigms, intellectual (philosophical) and revelatory. This, in
turn, allows for a wider network of possible scientific and social intersections.33 According to this
analytical program of Islamic esotericism, greater emphasis is placed on the intermediate groups
than on the actual centers of power.
Picking up where Fleischer left off, Artun studies the production of alchemical knowledge
in the early modern Ottoman world. Again, Moin’s “intermediate groups” come into play. Here
we have the scientist or physician, “anonymous” or “obscure” though they overwhelmingly are,
as key figures in the “learned hierarchy of the Empire.”34 Artun, in reliance on John Deganais, also
highlights the importance of an even more marginalized cohort: the commentators and copyists.35
Though their work did not directly feed into Hartmann’s “cultural development” of eschatological
enthusiasm or apocalyptic propaganda, they do constitute a different kind of testing ground for the
legitimacy of the pursuit of nonsense. Lastly, Şen’s study of astrology at the court brings us back
to the center of power and the place of cosidetto Near Eastern superstition in it. True, he finds little
evidence of millenarianism in the astrological archive. But that is not the point. As a more
immediate medium of articulating Islamic esotericism, astrological sources from the Ottoman
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court (e.g. almanac-prognostications, taḳvı̄m) reflect “an overwhelming sense of order designed
by the Divine power and orchestrated by the reigning sovereign.”36 In short, astrology is a key
scientific medium that defined and shaped the imperial self-image.
We are now brought full circle. From the most intimate proximity to power, through
intermediate social and professional groups, and even via the drudgery of anonymous scribes, the
greater picture of the early modern Ottoman supernatural imagination comes more clearly into
view. The pseudepigraphic prophecy ToN is another key work that, when taken seriously, moves
back from the confusing notion of nonsense and enters into the light of an oracular pamphlet of
imperial devotion. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī intended it this way.
C. Gril and the Enigma of Prophecy
It is interesting, to say the least, that ToN has gone practically unnoticed in academic
literature. Goldziher, one of the earliest scholars to have discussed Islamic apocalypticism and the
genre of ǧafr, makes extensive notes about pseudepigraphy and the imagined Islamic archive of
revelatory literature. But his focus is clearly one of origins, a philological predilection of source
critical methods that predominated nineteenth-century Orientalist scholarship. Thus, in his study
of Shiite literature, the entry on ǧafr is limited to a discussion of the Books of Apocalyptic Battles
(Kutub al-malāḥim) of the Ismaili Fatimids and its legendary origins as derived from either the
Codex of Fāṭimah (Muṣḥaf Fāṭimah) or the Comprehensive Prophecy (al-Ğāmiʿah) of ʿAlī.37 And
even in his study of the apocryphal Apocalypse of Ibn al-ʿArabī, he makes only mention of the
misattributed Hoot of the Owl (Ṣayḥat al-būm fī hawādiṯ al-rūm), a work originally composed by

Şen, “Astrology,” 15.
Ignaz Goldziher, “Beiträge zur Literaturgeschichte der Śîʿâ und der sunnitischen Polemik,” in Sitzungsberichte der
kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften - Philosophisch-Historische Classe, vol. 78 (Wien: K. K. Hof- und
Staatsdruckerei, 1878), 490–91.
36
37

18

al-Bisṭāmı̄ and which was also in circulation at the time of the composition of ToN. Thus, one may
hypothesize that he was either unaware of ToN – which is unlikely – or that he simply did not find
ǧafrist works of later Ottoman composition worth including.38
Hartmann, another German scholar who turned his attention to the Apocalypse of Ibn alʿArabī as noted above, also makes no reference to ToN. This is not that surprising given the focused
nature of his article. It is singularly about the Mamluk origins of the work and its potential earlier
antecedents. Yet, Hartmann does, in fact, make clear that he is aware of later Ottoman materials.
He cites the Orderly Pearl (al-Durr al-munaẓẓam) of Ibn Ṭalḥah as a fundamental example of ǧafr
in the post-classical period (see Ch. II). All of the copies of the Pearl, however, are contained as
the proemium to al-Bisṭamı̄ ’s infamous commentary on it, The Key to the Comprehensive
Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ).39 Hartmann is by no means unaware of the Ottoman
archive of esoteric apocalypses. Nevertheless, his pen runs dry concerning the question of the
second most popular known work of spurious attribution to Ibn al-ʿArabī, i.e. ToN.
Armand Abel, a French scholar who wrote several articles on apocalypticism in the postclassical period, shares the same fate as his predecessors. His article “Un ḥadı̄ṯ sur la prise de Rome
dans la tradition eschatologique de l’Islam” is a masterful study of the early prophetic traditions
surrounding the conquest of Constantinople and its lingering influence on later literature. The crux
of the problem here is that Abel takes the attribution of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Hoot of the Owl to Ibn alʿArabī as credible. Thus, the discussion is limited to the afterlife of the eschatological tradition up
to the lifetime of Ibn al-ʿArabī in the seventh/thirteenth century. Even though that may be the
temporal upper limit, his awareness of the Hoot of the Owl and other works likewise mentioned in
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the article all derive from the Ottoman period. Conversely put, Abel, like Hartmann, is clearly
rummaging through texts composed and copied within the Ottoman world, but he misses the next
most prominent Akbarian prophecy.
The first real note of ToN at any length appears in Toufic Fahd’s groundbreaking study La
divination arabe. Under the section of malāḥim, a typological assignation that will be slightly
corrected (see Ch. II), Fahd makes clear why the lacuna in previous research is so confounding.
“The genre of malāḥim attains its apogee,” he writes, “that was quite important (qui fit fortune)
during the Ottoman period and of which there exists a number of manuscript copies and
commentaries.”40 The claim that there are a “number” of primary copies is misleading (see Ch. 1).
I have determined that there are only four primary copies: SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, entire copy; İÜK
Ms. A. 4884, fols. 1b-48a; BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2292/2 fols. 40a-65a; PYah. Ms. 4497, fols.
20b-49b).41 Fahd relies far too much on Osman Yahya’s catalogue which often mislabels
commentaries as the primary prophecy.42 Despite this minor error, Fahd hits the archival nail on
the head. The several primary copies and the plethora of commentaries underscore the wide appeal,
circulation, and significance of ToN as a textual keystone in the edifice of Islamic apocalyptic
literature, especially in the Ottoman period. Further historical remarks concerning the text are
limited to its possible Fatimid-era substratum, a hypothesis that is more misleading than it is
right.43 All subsequent scholarly notes hereafter – such as those found in the work of Fleischer,

Toufic Fahd, La divination arabe: études religieuses, sociologiques et folkloriques sur le milieu natif de l’Islam
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Ryad Atlagh, and Yılmaz – do not advance our knowledge of ToN beyond the basic fact that it
was a major work of Ottoman apocalyptic prophecy-cum-propaganda from an unknown man at
the margins of imperial power.44
Enter Denis Gril. In a singular article first published in French and then translated into
English, Gril is the first scholar to take ToN seriously. His examination is based solely on the
examination of the PYah. Ms. 4497 copy along with accompanying commentaries, as well as
additional commentaries in PYah. Ms. 4535.45 It is worth quoting his precise summary of the
prophecy at length:
As the title shows, “The Tree of Nuʿmān concerning the Ottoman dynasty” and its
commentaries focus on the dynasty, not in terms of its advent as is generally
supposed, but with regard to future events, principally in Egypt, in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries (sixteenth to seventeenth centuries AD). With its predictions, this
curious and spurious work places the Ottomans in the eschatological tradition of
Islam, more particularly that of jafr.46
In the above, Gril correctly identifies the apocalyptic outlook of the text. First, ToN is grounded in
the history of the empire, and therefore exemplary of the numinous textual tradition that developed
around the assumed divine election of the House of Osman. Second, ToN is also temporally
interested in the advent of the Final Hour, an aspect that properly situates the prophecy within the
genre of Islamic apocalyptic eschatology. It is an enigmatic oracle that “discloses a transcendent
reality which is both temporal,” as J. J. Collins defines apocalypse, “insofar as it envisages
eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world.” 47 The

Fleischer, “Shadows,” 56; Ryad Atlagh, “Paradoxes of a Mausoleum,” trans. Cecilia Twinch, Journal of the
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simultaneous sublunar and supernal nature of the text is secured via Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s explicit
classification of his vatic invention as belonging to the textual genre and divinatory mode of ǧafr.
Moreover, Gril foregrounds the peculiar issue of the elevation of Egypt as the final
geography of Islamic End-Times. Whereas Fahd hypothesizes, albeit without much evidence, that
ToN is in origin the invention of the Fatimid period that somehow remained relatively stable and
only was later amended, presumably, to appeal to Ottoman concerns, Gril hesitates. Egypt as
eschatological hotspot is held out as a far more complex problem.48 My thesis further explores this
issue as a potential indicator of the Egyptian origins – ethnic and/or contextual – of Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī (see Chs. IV-V). Much more work can and should be done on this anomaly in the Islamic
tradition of eschatological tales and visions, especially in comparative connection with the Coptic
apocalyptic tradition.49 Lastly, Gril makes the leap from the microhistorical importance of the
prophecy qua “curious and spurious” exemplar of Ottoman eschatological enthusiasm at a remove
from the endirun of power and millennial expectation. “[T]he eschatological import of these types
of text,” he concludes, “comes from the meaning they give to immediate history.”50 Thus, the value
of ToN’s reappearance (i.e. SK Ms. Beyazid 4609) in the nineteenth century is briefly identified
as indicative of the Ottomans’ “sense of the end,” a conclusion that is not a misguided indulgence
in “decline theory” of the empire. Interest in eschatological prophecy is itself a clear indicator of
the sense of a looming ‘end,’ however that may actually been manifest in the annals of recorded

Gril, “Enigma,” 53–56.
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history after the fact.51 The present thesis picks up where Gril left off. More than just an extended
summary of his work, I herewith present a deeper look into the “oblivion” of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
apocalyptic imagination, why ǧafr is the foremost prophetic genre of political revelation in the
Ottoman period, and how his vision reveals the importance of intermediate groups – especially
esoteric-mystical reading communities – in the propagation of Ottoman apocalyptic interests.
III.

Outline of the Thesis
My thesis is divided into two main parts. The first part is titled “Putting ToN in Context”

and comprises Chapters I-III. The second part is titled “Unpacking ToN’s Prophecy” and
comprises Chapters IV-V and the “Conclusion.” In order to properly put ToN in its proper context,
I begin Part I by introducing the basic philological issues surrounding the text in Chapter I.
Specifically, I first address the problem surrounding ToN’s authorship. Who was Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
and what is the relevance of the real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name? What, if any, is the problem with the
term “forged” as opposed to “pseudepigraphic”? Answers to these questions are addressed through
the work of two scholars. First, I introduce Foucault’s notion of “author function,” a very useful
heuristic for examining how the ‘name-on-work’ can have a relevance and influence far beyond
historical-factual knowledge and tidbits about the biological person behind the name.52 The fact
that Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name is identified – as a nom de plume or through misattribution – as the
‘author’ of texts like ToN indicates that his authorial ghost, so to say, had a lingering appeal beyond
his own personhood and his canonical works. Rephrasing author function to ‘writer as ghost’ is
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helpful for introducing Laura Nasrallah’s concept of “authorial afterlives.”53 Based on her work
on Christian pseudepigraphy composed in Paul of Tarsus’ name, one herewith may better
understand the application of Foucault’s model. Inasmuch as a haunting specter is a phenomenon
that is distinct from the body in the ground, so too is the name of an author a diaphanous idea that
continues to live, transform, and communicate with later generations. By extension, one may
understand how the loaded term ‘forged’ is a charged descriptor. ‘Pseudepigraphy,’ on the other
hand, plays less into the semantic field of deceit. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was not trying to dupe his
readers, but rather most likely he believed – to paraphrase Nasrallah – that he was writing in the
spirit of Ibn al-ʿArabī. Lastly, this issue of pseudepigraphic authorship when paired with the
consistent style of ToN points to a singular author pace Gril who is inclined to believe it was a
cohort of Akbarian adepts.54
The next issue I address in Ch. I is the discrepancy between archival catalogues and the
real manuscript evidence. Manuscript catalogues at libraries across the world often list
commentaries of ToN as the primary prophecy itself. Such an error, as indicated above, led Fahd
to conclude that there are both numerous primary copies as there are commentaries. Carlo
Ginzburg calls this the “tensions between narration and documentation” that make up the “actual
historiographic practice.”55 As mentioned above, I have only been able to confirm four extant
primary copies following extensive research in libraries across the United States, Europe, the UK,
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and the Middle East, specifically Turkey, Israel, and Egypt. Again, they are: SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609,
entire copy; PYah. Ms. 4497, fols. 20b-49b; İÜK Ms. A. 4884, fols. 1b-48a; BYEK Ms.
Veliyüddin 2292/2 fols. 1b-39a.56 The commentary tradition is a far more complex web of
pseudonymous attributions and esoteric interpretation. Without first understanding the prophecy
to which they refer, one cannot truly comprehend their content. Hence, I take it as a necessary first
step to only focus on ToN in this thesis. Equally important, I argue for the legitimacy of choosing
Beyazid 4609 as the primary manuscript for analysis. Notwithstanding some divergences in the
strings of lettrist sultans as noted above, a point of fact that reflects more the innovation of a copyist
rather than a whole new section of prophecy, there is no meaningful “textual fluidity” in the
manuscript tradition.
In addition, I also explain the silence surrounding ToN in eleventh/seventeenth century
Ottoman historical works, such as the Essence of History (Künhü’l-aḫbar) and Description of
Egypt (Ḥālātü’l-Ḳāhirah min el-ādātü’l-ẓāhirah) by Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ (d. 1008/1600), and the
Exposition of Knowledge Concerning the Titles of Books and Sciences (Kašf al-ẓunūn ʿan asāmı̄
al-kutub ʿa-l-funūn) by Katip Çelebi (a.k.a. Ḥacı Ḫalīfe, d. 1067/1657-58). My hypothesis is that
ToN originally circulated among closed, Sufi – or Sufi-inspired – esoteric communities of
Akbarian adepts steeped in the lettrist prophetic tradition. Of course, one may debate the vague
conception of ‘Sufi-inspired’ groups.57 But are historians to understand that only card-carrying
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Sufis practiced spiritual annihilation or had exclusive access to mystic masters’ works? As Nathan
Hofer has demonstrated, the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods (ca. 568-725/1173-1325) witnessed to
a sweeping “popularization” of Sufism across elites and non-elites, rich and poor.58 Boaz Shoshan
has further demonstrated how widely popular Sufism and Sufi shaykhs were in Mamluk Cairo.59
Shoshan also provides a working definition of ‘popular culture’ that I take as a good metric for
conceptualizing the broader social network of Ottoman Egyptian Sufism qua diffuse religious
phenomenon from which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī could have drawn inspiration. Michael Winters
likewise has noted that “Ottoman patronage of the Sufis is well-documented” and that even under
the Ottomans the “ideological gap between orthodox Sufis and the ulama narrowed
considerably.”60 Furthermore, Side Emre by studying the Gülşeniye-Ḫalwatı̄ order has
demonstrated how Egypt not only remained a power broker but also a nexus of Sufi orders in the
early Ottoman period, despite a “politically fraught” early transition of power. 61 Emre’s work is
especially important for disproving the thesis that Egypt slid into being on the “provincial
periphery” following the Ottoman conquest.
For a later period, Rachida Chih further argues, principally by focusing on the role of alAzhar and what she defines as a Ḫalwatī revival, that the Ottoman imperial context facilitated
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scholarly migration to Egypt and intensified its diffusion across society in the eleventh and
twelfth/seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.62 In other words, despite the defeat of the Mamluks,
Egypt exchanged one political apparatus disposed favorably toward Sufism (i.e. the Mamluks)
with another. And the draw of Egypt as a melting pot of scholarly interaction, especially among
mystical adepts, evidently did not abate under the Ottoman aegis. It is hence cogent to presume
the same broad appeal and stability of Sufism as an Egyptian institution existed at the time during
which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī most probably lived and worked, i.e. in the late tenth/sixteenth century.63
In short, yes, the walls of any tekke were porous; be it by word of mouth, casual attendance at Sufi
lessons, or direct access to books, non-official members of mystical lodges existed and, more to
the point, could be inspired by Sufi teachings to the point that one may designate them as
mystically disposed even if they were not per se Sufis. Any use of the term “mystical” in this thesis
to refer to Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī and his prophecy should be understood in this sense.
Lastly, I propose a terminus ante quem for the composition of ToN based on internal
historical clues in the sections of the prophecy that are composed in the mode vaticinium ex eventu.
Reference to Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī (d. ca. 1010/1601~02) and his Safavid partisanship (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā
šāh al-ʿaǧam) is a philological smoking gun.64 One is quite certain that the reference here is to
Šaraf al-Dı̄ n Ḫān and not to his grandfather Šaraf Beg (a.k.a. Šaraf Ḫān) or his father Šams al-Dı̄ n
Ḫān. First, the more popularly attested name is key. Šaraf al-Dı̄ n was, according to Said Naficy,
“commonly known as Šaraf Ḫān,” the titular privilege of ḫān he inherited from his father Šams al-
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Dı̄ n who received it after switching sides from the Ottomans to the Safavid ruler Šāh Ṭahmāsp (r.
930-984/1524-1576).65 He is further memorialized by this title through his historical work on the
Kurds, the Šarafnāme.66 Second, though his grandfather’s name is Šaraf, he was never officially
given the title ḫān by the Ottomans. As far as I have been able to ascertain – pace Dehqan and
Vural – in official correspondence he only ever referred to himself as a beg.67 This fact is preserved
in a series of letters written by Šaraf Beg to the Ottoman administration.68 Šaraf al-Dīn does refer
to his ancestor Šaraf Beg as Šaraf Ḫān in the section on him, but this may be understood as a title
of honor gifted to his dearly departed grandfather rather than his proper or more commonly attested
title.69 At any rate, it is certainly true that his grandson is far more well-known thanks to his
Šarafnāme, a point of fact that must be taken into account when considering to which of the Šarafs
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is referring. Third, Šaraf Beg remained the Ottoman governor of Bidlīs until his
death; he was not, in other words, a known enemy of the Ottoman state. It is not clear how the
grandfather died, however. Either he fell in battle or he was executed under “vague circumstances”
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and the Safavids, see Akihiko Yamaguchi, “Shāh Ṭahmāsp’s Kurdish Policy,” Studia Iranica 41, no. 1 (2012): 101–
32.
66
See
67
Vélïaminof-Zernof refers to the grandfather as the “Emir of Bidlis,” a title that is in fact attested in the Šarafnāme.
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(des circonstances fort peu claires).70 In any case, it would be an exaggeration to refer to Šaraf
Beg as having been a partisan of the neighboring Safavid Persians (ʿaǧam). Fourth, and in contrast,
Šaraf Ḫān the Younger was raised at the Safavid court under Šāh Ṭahmāsp and dutifully served as
a satrap in Van under Shah Ismāʿīl II (r. 984-985/1576-77).71 That counts as a decisive metric for
being in league with Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s maligned Persian nemesis. More impressively, Erika
Glassen notes that Shah Ismāʿīl II also appointed him the “amīr al-omarā of all the Kurds of Iran
with the task of voicing their concerns at the royal court.”72 He later switched sides to Murad III
in 986/1578, a political move that earned Šaraf Ḫān the family principality of Bidlīs.
Two additional considerations should be made. First, this historical allusion figures quite
late in the revelation (fol. 40b out of 50). Second, it is the last clearly identifiable historical note
before Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī in the remaining folios veers off into a plenary mode of revelatory
imagination and pure conjecture. By this I mean that supernatural and ahistorical elements increase
in number without any reliable or even marginally discernible real historical referent. For example,
mythological figures appear such as the “individuals” (i.e. afrād) who are twenty-four in number
(alif mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m ḥā ḥā ḥā sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n yā waw ʿayn dāl kāf bā šīn ṣād lām waw dāl qāf qāf),
the “Final Alif,” and the “Sun of Religion” (šams al-dı̄n). The Dağğāl, a key eschatological
character, also figures prominently. These final folios also are understood within the context of a
sabbatical week that is calculated according to some divine, eschatological clock. Thus, the reign
of Alif will last until the year ṣād of century ġayn (1090/1679), but the reign of the Sun of Religion,
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72
Erika Glassen, “Bedlīsı̄ , Saraf-al-Dı̄ n Khan,” in Encyclopædia Iranica, ed. Ehsan Yarshater (London: Routledge,
1989).

29

who is a later permutation of the Alif, will last until alif-yā-qāf-ġayn (1111/1699~1700). None of
this should be taken literally; we are in the narrative land of pure enigma. The number 1111 is a
dead giveaway; a quadruple series of ones is symbolic.73 Conversely put, the projected year 1111
serves to extend the prophecy into an indeterminate time of guaranteed lasting relevance.
Moreover, in these last folios a final “Great Battle” is mentioned whereafter the final “Judgment”
(al-ḥisāb) takes place. We are, in short, beyond the point of reliable historical reality. Thus, I argue
that the explicit reference to Šaraf Ḫān as still being aligned with the Persians – i.e. prior to his
defection to the Ottomans in 986/1578 – constitutes a provisional terminus ante quem of circa 986987/1578-1579 for dating the original composition of ToN.
Chapter II turns to the text itself. The question of genre takes center stage here. Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī makes clear over and again that his prophecy is one that falls squarely in the vatic mode of
ǧafr, which is also an independent genre of Islamic divinatory texts.74 “It has been the custom of
the masters of the science [of ǧafr],” our anonymous prophet proclaims, “to advance and postpone
the Final Moment (al-aǧal) in order to obfuscate this matter [concerning the end of the world],
which should not be explicitly revealed otherwise.”75 Yet, in the academic literature the exact
typological lines of apocalyptic genres are extremely blurry, especially concerning ǧafr. Can one
truly speak of “masters of a science” if that science is either a secondary or tertiary subgenre?
Arguably, those masters to whom Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī refers are those men who have gained superior

Would any rational, scholarly analysis of the “number of the beast” in Revelation (13:6-8) take the number 666
(“six-hundred threescore six) literally? Augustine early on warned against such literal readings of revelation. The same
principle should be applied here.
74
Arguably, a textual genre can also be a mode. That is to say, in a genealogy of genre, the mode by which a group of
texts is composed leads to the categorical assignation of them belonging to a type of text. This thesis takes ǧafr as
being both and mode and a genre. Moreover, as Wai-chee Dimock argues, when speaking of genre one should not be
so “rigid,” but rather understand that genre as organizing concept is a “self-obsoleting system, a provision set that will
always be bent and pulled and stretched by its many subsets.” Wai-chee Dimock, “Genre as World System: Epic and
Novel on Four Continents,” Narrative 14, no. 1 (2006): 86. In other words, inasmuch as ǧafr as mode gave rise to ǧafr
as genre, we should not presume that the mode ceases to exist simply because it has now become a taxological kind.
75
ToN, fol. 9b.
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knowledge concerning an epistemologically superior, independent, and/or more prominent mode
of divination. I consequently advance a new definition of ǧafr as its own unique genre of revelatory
literature and practice. Such an undertaking involves drawing a fine but fundamental distinction
between ḥidthān al-duwal and malāḥim, both of which are non-esoteric and do not rely on lettrist
predictions generally, and ǧafr, which emerges as its own esoteric (bāṭinī) political prophetic
textual tradition in the seventh/thirteenth century. It is, one will note, the bāṭinī aspect that is a key
distinction. The use of lettrist codes (ḥurūf) and symbols (išārāt, rumūz, lugūz,
̣ etc..) is not common
in ḥidthān al-duwal and malāḥim, but it is essential for ǧafr. The matrix of oracular mode, key
terms, and (political) eschatological orientation is what sets ǧafr apart.
This brings us to Chapter III. Herein a history of apocalyptic divination prior to ToN in the
Ottoman world is provided. That particular textual tradition mentioned above is a combination of
two key texts. First, there is the Orderly Pearl (al-Durr al-munaẓẓam fī sirr al-ism al-aʿẓam) by
the mystically inclined Ayyubid-Syrian ʿālim and short-lived vizier Kamāl al-Dīn Ibn Ṭalḥah (d.
651/1254).76 Ibn Ṭalḥah tells the story of an anonymous friend who receives a vision intermediated
by ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭalib. Cloaked in the darkness of his cell, the friend sees a celestial tablet (lawḥ)
upon which a “diagram” (dā’irah) inscribed with the Most Awesome Name of God (al-ism alaʿẓam) is found. Additional symbols, and especially letters of the Arabic alphabet (i.e. lettrism)
are also therein contained. Ibn Ṭalḥah aides his friend who is described as wholly incapable of
deciphering its meaning. This filial gesture of apocalyptic assistance thus begets the composition
of the Orderly Pearl which is a political prophecy that specifically deals with sacred Islamic
history from Muḥammad’s apostleship (baʿṯah) to the striking of the eschatological Hour (qiyāmat
al-sāʿah). But this is not just any history; it is imperial history. The rise and fall of dynasties is
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This is a short work of which no early copy exists prior to the late ninth/fifteenth century.
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made manifest through the vision of the diagram and the lettrist codes, especially those letters
which make up the Most Awesome Name of God (i.e. ālif-lām-lām-hā’). But the political destiny
of Muslim monarchs is not the focus of the prophecy. Rather, it is the progression of the undulating
wave of these polities toward a final, apocalyptic empire to rule the world.
It is probable that Ibn Ṭalḥah’s vision narrative would have been lost if it were not for ʿAbd
al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmı̄ (d. 858/1454), the occult-mystic master at the court of Murad II (824-48,
850-55/1421-44, 1446-51). Specifically, al-Bisṭāmı̄ composed a commentary to the Pearl titled
The Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ). The Key almost explodes
the traditional definition of commentary, however. In the courtly copy SK Ms. Laleli 1532
commissioned by Ḥaydar, Süleyman’s personal geomancer, al-Bisṭāmı̄ goes over Ibn Ṭalḥah’s
page count by approximately 110 folios. The fact that an occult practitioner so close to the sultan
has this copy composed is an indisputable piece of evidence of the central appeal of ǧafrist
eschatological prophecy at the palace. al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s exegetical opus appealed to an empire whose
greatness seemed on an endless course of military victories and expansion just as the Islamic
millennium was drawing to a close (1000/1592~93). No wonder, then, that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī had
his own try at the anvil of divinatory invention. Timing, as in any endeavor, is vital.
Over the course of his esoteric exegesis, al-Bisṭāmı̄ gives a robust account of what ǧafr is,
what its tools our, and how it is to be used. Of key importance is the emphasis on its exclusivity.
Esoteric prophecy, even when political, can still be limited in its functional accessibility and
appeal. Yet, secrecy is always a bit of a fool’s errand. Building on the observation of the longstanding appeal of the Key at the Ottoman court, I also take up the translation (tercüme) into
Ottoman Turkish of the Pearl + Key at the courts of Mehmed III (r. 1003-1012/1595-1603) and
Ahmet I (r. 1012-1026/1603-1617). TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373 and İTÜ Ms. Türkçe 6624 are not
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only imperially commissioned copies, but they are also richly decorated with illustrations of
eschatological scenes. In cryptic word, explanation, and vivid image, the millenarian aura
surrounding the office of the sultan achieves an apotheosis. These texts may in origin be cryptic,
but their appeal in an age of eschatological enthusiasm led to an incremental unraveling of the
skein of secrecy.
True, this comes at the cost of transgressing the esoteric principle that the Pearl and the
Key should not be easily accessible to the hoi polloi. But what audience if not the sultan – the very
focus of all esoteric prophecy – is more exclusive? The presumption, anyhow, that its content could
still be comprehended simply because it is translated into Turkish is naïve, to say the least. Given
literacy rates, not to mention a working literacy rate of lettrist prophecy in Arabic and/or Ottoman,
not very many people even at the court would have gotten the crux of the millenarian memo. At
best, casual readers probably only came away with the most basic message, i.e. that of continued
messianic expectation in the post-millennial age. The world would – eventually – come to an
apocalyptic end. That is an axiom of Islamic faith; its details, however, are reserved for the select
few, among whom we can easily count the sultans and their occult-oriented courtiers.
Let us now turn to Part II “Unpacking ToN’s Prophecy.” Chapters IV-V are an in-depth
analysis of ToN. This involves a folio-by-folio account of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s vision, his particular
language, his historical and imagined oracular declarations, and the lettrist codes in which they are
all encrypted. What emerges from this extensive description of the prophecy itself is three-fold.
First, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī proves himself to be an Akbarian inspired Sufi steeped in the real Ibn alʿArabī’s own teachings on the “renewer of the age” (muǧaddid al-zamān). Elite mystics in
particular, at least within the Akbarian tradition, can achieve a capacity to interpret God’s
inscrutable hints concerning when the eschatological Hour will chime. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī takes this
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principle and applies it to apocalyptic politics. Through spiritual perfection, proficiency in lettrism,
as well as a grasp of astrology, the final universal sovereign can be predicted. Spoiler alert, it is an
Ottoman sultan. Second, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī also demonstrates that he is skilled in lettrism. Outside
of obvious references to past historical events, all of which are couched in the bāṭinī language of
letters, he is eminently capable of fudging futuristic declarations in the register of the gematria of
cosmic creation. Third, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is creative. His emphasis on Egypt as the new hotspot of
the end of times breaks definitively with standard Islamic eschatological scenarios. Neither Syria
(e.g. Damascus, Jerusalem) nor Constantinople (a.k.a. the “Red Apple,” al-tufāḥah al-ḥamrā’), the
seat of the empire and erstwhile eschatological gold ring of Islamic ġazwah, figure as the Hauptsitz
of the apocalypse.77 The Nile and its environs is the new theater of God’s ultimate Judgment. A
number of other unique or obscure references also underscore Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s authorial and
hierophantic ingenuity. In short, ToN perfectly captures what Noah Gardiner has termed the “new
[Ottoman] cosmological imaginary” and Hüseyin Yılmaz has identified as the “comprehensive
cosmological position.”78 If, as Walter Benjamin once wrote, mankind possesses a “weak
messianic” capacity, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī made sure that the Ottoman claim was, in contrast, quite
strong. Behold, Ottoman eschatological enthusiasm.

Pál Fodor, “The View of the Turk in Hungary: The Apocalyptic Tradition and the Legend of the Red Apple in
Ottoman-Hungarian Context,” in Les traditions apocalyptiques au tournant de la chute de Constantinople, ed.
Benjamin Lellouch and Stéphane Yerasimos (Paris: Harmattan; Institut français d’études anatoliennes GeorgesDumézil, 2000), 99–131.
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Gardiner, “Books on Occult,” 557; Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 4.
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Chapter I: The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the Ottoman Empire –
A Philological Overview of the Text
“The text entitled Shajara al-nu‘māniyya fi al-dawla al-‘uthmāniyya presents us with a twofold enigma: it is written
in coded language where the key is often elusive, and its author remains so far unknown.”
-

Denis Gril, “The Enigma of the Shajara al-nu‘māniyya”1

“One lunatic tossed a stone into a well; forty scholars could not get it back out.”
-

I.

Turkish saying2

Introduction: Defining the Text
A comprehensive survey has yet to be written on the late classical (seventh/thirteenth

centuries) and early modern (eighth-eleventh/fourteenth-seventeenth) phenomenon of Islamic
eschatological enthusiasm. Both broad in its geographic scope and dynamic in its appeal and
content, the cultural caché of the End-Times has continually captivated the interest of Muslim
intellectuals and rulers from Andalusia in the west, across North Africa to Mamluk Egypt, and in
the Ottoman and Safavid empires in the east.3 Most particularly, in the east, where the greatest and
longest reigning Sunni empire bordered a Shiite one, traditions of catastrophic “calamities and
battles” (fitan, malāḥim), the “Final Hour” (al-sāʿah), the Day of Resurrection and Judgment
(yawm al-qiyāmah, yawm al-dīn), and messianic anticipation (i.e. advent of the Mahdi, revenant
Jesus, Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction) inspired sultans, Sufis, scholars, and otherwise

Denis Gril, “The Enigma of the Shajara al-nuʿmāniyya fi’l-dawla al-ʿuthmaniyya, Attributed to Ibn ʿArabī,” trans.
Alan Boorman, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ’Arabi Society 43 (2008): 51. For the original French, see Denis Gril,
“L’énigme de la shagara al-nu’maniyya fi l-dawla al-’uthmaniyya, attribuée à Ibn ’Arabi,” in Les traditions
apocalyptiques au tournant de la chute de Constantinople, ed. Benjamin Lellouch and Stéphane Yerasimos, vol.
XXXIII, Varia Turcica (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1999), 133–47.
2
Tur.: Bir deli kuyuya taş atmış, kırk akıllı onu çıkaramamış.
3
For a study on each of these regions and manifestations of apocalyptic eschatological interest/movements, see:
Michael Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy in Al-Andalus - Ibn Masarra, Ibn al-ʿArabī and the Ismāʿīlī Tradition
(Leiden: Brill, 2014); Remke Kruk, “History and Apocalypse: Ibn al-Nafis’ Justification of Mamluk Rule,” Der Islam
72 (1995): 327 ff; Ignác Goldziher, “Materialien Zur Kenntniss Der Almohadenbewegung in Nordafrika,” Zeitschrift
Der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 41, no. 1 (1887): 30–140; Cornell H. Fleischer, “A Mediterranean
Apocalypse: Prophecies of Empire in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” Journal of the Economic and Social
History of the Orient 61, no. 1–2 (2018): 18–90; Ferenc Csirkés, “Messianic Oeuvres in Interaction: Misattributed
Poems by Shah Esmāʿil and Nesimi,” Journal of Persianate Studies 8 (2015): 155–94.
1
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nameless subjects to envision and articulate the end of times.4 Collectively, the eschatologically
loaded terms, themes, and teachings transect class and place, from the elite at the center of the
empire to the literate man in newly acquired territory, such as Egypt.
Recent work on the more temporally limited and geographically specific phenomenon of
Islamic apocalypticism and messianic expectation in the early modern Eastern Mediterranean has
slowly been gaining traction.5 Such advancements with regard to Ottoman eschatological
enthusiasm are a response to research on millenarianism in Spain and Renaissance Italy, on one
hand, and critical investigations on apocalypticism in the late Byzantine Empire, on the other
hand.6 The Ottomans engaged with all these empires militarily, politically, and culturally. Work

4

For the Iranian-Indian context, see A. Azfar Moin, The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in
Islam (New York: Columbia UP, 2012).
5
Barbara Flemming, “Der Ǧāmiʿ ül-Meknûnât: Eine Quelle ʿAli’s aus der Zeit Sultan Süleymans,” in Studien zur
Geschichte und Kultur des vorderen Orients. Festschrift für Bertold Spuler zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Hans R. Roemer
and Albrecht Noth (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 79–92; Barbara Flemming, “Ṣāḥib-Ķirān und Mahdī: Türkische
Endzeiterwartungen im ersten Jahrzehnt der Regierung Süleymāns,” in Between the Danube and the Caucasus, ed.
György Kara (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987), 43–62; Cornell H. Fleischer, “Royal Authority, Dynastic Cyclism
and ‘Ibn Khaldunism’ in Sixteenth Century Ottoman Letters,” Journal of Asian and African Studies 18, no. 3 (1983):
198–220; Cornell H. Fleischer, “Seer to the Sultan: Haydar-i Remmal and Sultan Süleyman,” in Kültür Ufukları: Talat
S. Halman Armağan Kitabı, ed. Jayne L. Warner (Syracuse and Istanbul: Syracuse UP and Yapı Kredi Yayınları,
2001), 51–62; Cornell H. Fleischer, “Shadows of Shadows: Prophecy in Politics in 1530s’ Istanbul,” International
Journal of Turkish Studies 13, no. 1–2 (2007): 51–62; Cornell H. Fleischer, “A Mediterranean Apocalypse: Prophecies
of Empire in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 61, no.
1–2 (2018): 18–90; Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Turning the Stones Over: Sixteenth-Century Millenarianism from the
Tagus to the Ganges,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 40, no. 2 (2003): 129–61; Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, Empires Between Islam and Christianity, 1500-1800 (Albany: SUNY Press, 2019). For earlier studies
that prefaced the Mediterranean-focus of apocalypticism, see
6
Donald Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence: Prophecy and Patriotism in the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1970); Richard L. Kagan, Lucrecia’s Dreams: Politics and Prophecy in Sixteenth-Century Spain
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Paul Julius Alexander, The Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); Aleksandr A. Vasiliev, “Medieval Ideas of the End of the World:
West and East,” Byzantion 16, no. 2 (1942): 465–502; Gerhard Podskalsky, Byzantinische Reichseschatologie; die
Periodisierung der Weltgeschichte in den vier Grossreichen (Daniel 2 und 7) und dem tausendjährigen Friedensreiche
(Apok. 20) Eine motivgeschichtliche Untersuchung (München: W. Fink, 1972); Alexander, The Byzantine Apocalyptic
Tradition; Stefanos Yerasimos, La fondation de Constantinople et de Sainte-Sophie dans les traditions turques:
légendes d’empire (Istanbul: Institut français d’études anatoliennes; Jean Maisonneuve, 1990); Paul Magdalino, “The
History of the Future and Its Uses: Prophecy, Policy and Propaganda,” in The Making of Byzantine History: Studies
Dedicated to Donald M. Nicol, ed. Roderick Beaton and Charlotte Roueche (London/Aldershot: Centre for Hellenic
Studies, King’s College London/Variorum, 1993), 3–34; Stefanos Yerasimos, “De l’arbre a La Pomme: La Genealogie
d’un Theme Apocalyptique,” in Les Traditions Apocalyptiques Au Tournant de La Chute de Constantinople, ed.
Benjamin Lellouch and Stefanos Yerasimos (Istanbul: L’Institut français d’études anatoliennes, 1997), 153–92;
Benjamin Lellouch and Stefanos Yerasimos, eds., Les traditions apocalyptiques au tournant de la chute de
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on classical Islamic eschatology and apocalypticism by David Cook and Christian Lange renders
all the more feasible contemporary research into how prophetic and historical traditions were
repurposed and reinterpreted in the service of the Ottoman Sunni dynasty.7 By way of a specific
case study, I aim to make a vertical contribution, herewith understood in terms of elite vs. nonelite groups, to research into the phenomenon of Islamic eschatology and apocalypticism.
Specifically, the Ottoman Empire politically exercised and culturally enshrined the Sunni
eschatological and messianic ideal.8 Evidence for this is generally found in well-attested epithets

Constantinople: Actes de la Table ronde d’Istanbul, 13-14 avril 1996, Varia Turcica 33 (Paris : Istanbul: Harmattan;
Institut français d’études anatoliennes Georges-Dumézil, 2000); Andras Kraft, “The Last Roman Emperor ‘Topos’ in
the Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition,” Byzantion 28 (2012): 213–57. This is not an exhaustive list, but it is
representative.
7
David Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 2002); David Cook, “An Early Muslim
Daniel Apocalypse,” Arabica 49, no. 1 (2002): 55–96; Christian Robert Lange, Paradise and Hell in Islamic
Traditions (New York: Cambridge UP, 2016). The distinction of ‘Sunni’ is key here. Shiite eschatological tradition,
especially as it was developed in the Safavid Empire, is markedly different. This is in part due to their theology of the
imamate, centered around the occultation of the Mahdi, as well as “the spiritual and political power of the Qizilbash.”
Kathryn Babayan, “The Safavid Synthesis: From Qizilbash Islam to Imamite Shi’ism,” Iranian Studies 27, no. 1/4
(1994): 143. Shiite hadith tradition and Shiite exegetical practices of the Qurʾān must also be considered when
distinguishing between early modern Ottoman (Sunni) and Safavid (Shiite) examples of apocalypticism. For example,
on the issue of Safavid divination practices of the Qurʾān (fāl-i Qurʾān), see Christiane Gruber, “The Restored Shīʿī
Muṣḥaf as Divine Guide? The Practice of Fāl-i Qurʾān in the Ṣafavid Period,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 13, no. 2
(2011): 29..The Ottomans also practiced Qurʾānic divination and indulged in “imamophilia,” especially regarding ʿAlı̄
and Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, but the paradigm is different. The Safavid-Shiite practice presupposes the defectiveness of a
Sunni Qurʾān. Ergo, ‘missing’ verses were added, as was exegesis by the imams. On “imamophilia,” see Matt MelvinKoushki and James Pickett, “Mobilizing Magic: Occultism in Central Asia and the Continuity of High Persianate
Culture under Russian Rule,” Studia Islamica 111, no. 2 (2016): 253.
8
On the nature of the pro-imperial nature of Islamic eschatological apocalypticism, see Stephen J. Shoemaker, The
Apocalypse of Empire: Imperial Eschatology in Late Antiquity and Early Islam (University of Pennsylvania Press,
2018), 116–79. Shoemaker also argues for the roots of this pro-imperial aspect in Judaism and Christianity, a thesis
that goes against the grain of much scholarship. Shoemaker, 38–63. Take, for example, Daniel 2 and the declining
value of the metals in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, an oneiric symbol for the decline of the Babylonian empire. John J.
Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2016), 95. For a more thorough defense of the anti-imperial position, see
Anathea E. Portier-Young, Apocalypse Against Empire: Theologies of Resistance in Early Judaism (Grand Rapids,
MI: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing Co., 2011), passim. However, in the Middle Ages apocalypses, especially of the
historical kind, were deployed in support of empire and the papacy. Bernard McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic
Traditions in the Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 33–36. A key weakness in Shoemaker’s
argument is his reliance on the “Last Emperor” legend, i.e. that a Christian Roman emperor would be victorious over
the enemies of God/the Church and thereby pave the way for the end of time. Shoemaker dates the legend to the fourth
century. For a more compelling argument of the dating of the legend to the seventh century, see Kraft, “Last Roman
Emperor”; Christopher Bonura, “When Did the Legend of the Last Emperor Originate? A New Look at the Textual
Relationship Between the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius and the Tiburtine Sibyl,” Viator 47, no. 3 (2016): 71, 84,
100.
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that the sultans personally used or in laudatory histories that elevate their status to quasi-messianic
kings.9 As

Hüseyin Yılmaz notes, “the Ottoman sultan was exalted to have the same

comprehensive authority as prophets, poles (quṭb), rightly guided caliphs, and the Mahdi […].”10
Is there any evidence from outside the court for pro-imperial, eschatological language with heavy
allusions to the sultan as the Mahdi? One specific revelation demonstrates how End-Times
enthusiasm and messianic-millenarian anticipation was adopted and advanced among non-elite
segments of society within the Ottoman Empire. That text is The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the
Ottoman Empire (al-Šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah fī al-dawlah al-ʿuṯmāniyyah, hereafter: ToN).11 This
innovative work is an esoteric, eschatological apocalypse of pro-Ottoman propaganda. It was
arguably written in approximately the late tenth ~ early eleventh /late sixteenth century before the
Islamic millennium. This calendrical benchmark should be highlighted. One may confidently
presume that the encroaching year 1000 AH was a significant factor that galvanized the unknown

Fleischer, “Haydar-i Remmal,” 290; Uzun Firdevsī, Kutb-Nāme, ed. İbrahim Olgun and İsmet Parmaksızoğlu
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1980), 29–30; Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in
Ottoman Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2018), 79, 147; Géza Fehèr, “Kanunî Sultan Süleyman Preisende
Inschriften Zweier Buda-Stammender Renaissance-Kunstgegenstände,” in Kanunî Armaǧani (Ankara: Türk Tarih
Kurumu Basimevi, 1970), 203–6.
10
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is more commonly known as the “Lawgiver,” a moniker that betokens the sultan’s function of sustaining empire
beyond the horizon of foreseeable time. Moreover, the messianic aspect existed alongside the Ottomans own claims
to be the “direct and legitimate heirs to the Seljukid sultans of Konya […].” Rhoades Murphey, Exploring Ottoman
Sovereignty: Tradition, Image and Practice in the Ottoman Imperial Household, 1400-1800 (London: Continuum,
2008), 19.
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Prophecies of Empire in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the
Orient 61, no. 1–2 (2018): 48. Hüseyin Yılmaz, Fleischer’s former student, also renders the title as the “Crimson
Tree.” See Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 2018), 267. Fleischer’s translation ignores the generally colorless references to the “tree” in favor –
perhaps? – of the later reference to a Sandalwood tree (ṣandal), though even here the term is decidedly “red” (iḏā
nubitat šağarah bi-ḥamrat al-ṣandal) and not crimson (qirmizī). ToN, SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, fol. 23b. Conversely,
Fleischer et al. may simply be confusing the adjective nuʿmāniyyah in the title of ToN with that of Taşköprüzade’s
Scholarly Anemones of the Ottoman Empire (al-Šaqā’iq al-nuʿmāniyyah fī ʿulamā’ al-dawlah al-ʿuṯmāniyyah).
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author to write down his ‘vision’ of dynastic glory as the Final Hour (al-.sāʿah) or Final Moment
(al-ağal) was poised to strike. But who exactly is the author? He claims to be Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 638
/1240), the Andalusian-born Sufi master who transformed Islamic mysticism and, in light of his
influence, subsequently became the patron saint of the Ottoman court. An analysis of the content
and style of the text leads one to conclude, for a number of reasons discussed later on, that this is
not the work of the mystic from Murcia. Thus, we are dealing with a pseudepigraphic text. Though
little can be said about the author’s true identity, a central hypothesis of this thesis is that he was
most likely man who lived most of his life in Egypt.
Given the problems posed by using the term “ethnic” to describe his identity, one will
simply refer to him as a native “Egyptian.” It is herewith conceded that such a descriptor is fraught
with a number of questions, the most pressing being: what constitutes Egyptian-ness in the early
modern period? For the sake of brevity, I take it to mean that he belonged by birth and/or
upbringing to the web of social, cultural, linguistic, and religious traditions that distinguished
Egypt from other regional groups within the empire. A key argument proposed in defense of this
“Egyptian thesis” is Pseudo-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s [hereafter: “Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī” in order to distinguish
him from the biological and historical mystic Ibn al-ʿArabī proper] elevation of Egypt as the
preeminent site of all final apocalyptic battles and events, as the “throne of kings,” and his curious
inclusion of the Coptic Christian calendar.12
This celebration of Egypt as the eschatological site par excellence is remarkable for two
reasons. First, as David Cook notes, in Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād’s Book of Apocalyptic Calamities and
Battles (Kitāb al-fitan wa-l-malāḥim), “For some reason, Egypt is especially cursed.”13 In these
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See SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, ToN fols. 5b, 21a. Again, recall that all quotations are taken from this copy and are
henceforth designated in abbreviated as ToN followed by folio page.
13
Cook, Studies, 80. See also p. 83: “All in all,” Cook concludes, “Egypt is very vulnerable to attack.”
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historical apocalypses, Egypt is not a key site of such destruction, but one of several; Syria, more
than Egypt, is the principal landscape of most key eschatological events. Second, in the “praise”
(faḍā’il) literature Egypt is then exempted from apocalyptic destruction quite precisely because it
is blessed.14 For example, Abū ʿAbbās al-Qalqašandı̄ (d. 821/1418) in his encyclopedia Morning
Light for the Weak of Sight (Ṣubḥ al-aʿšā) cites a tradition of Nuʿaym wherein Egypt is declared
“a country spared of all apocalyptic calamities (balad muʿāfā min al-fitan). Likewise, citing alKindī and Nuʿaym, Egypt is both holy and blessed by virtue of Mt. Sinai being the site of Moses’
reception of the Torah.15 And aside from Moses, Egypt also is a land wherein many a prophet set
foot (daḫalahā ğamāʿah min al-anbīyā’) like Abraham, Jacob, Joseph and his brothers; it is also
the birthplace of Jesus.16
This is to say nothing of its exalted status as a land of riches.17 “[T]here is no doubt that
due to its excellent qualities and the glorious deeds that have taken place on its soil,” al-Qalqašandı̄
remarks, “Egypt is the greatest of regions, the most glorious in rank, the richest of kingdoms, the
best of soils, the least pluvial, the most agriculturally fertile, the best of fruits, the most fair of
weather, and the best of denizens.”18 But Egypt is not the only country to have praise compendia
composed in its honor. What of the holy cities of Islam, principally Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem,

Cook, Studies, 80, fn. 195. In al-Suyūṭī’s Ḥusn al-muḥāḍarah (vol. I), Egypt is not necessarily spared, its destruction
(ḫurāb) is made contingent on the prior destruction of Basra. Otherwise, Egypt is “safe” (āminah). Abū al-Faḍl ʿAbd
al-Raḥmān b. Abī Bakr Ğalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī, Ḥusn al-muḥāḍarah fī maḥāsin al-Miṣr wa-l-Qāhirah, ed. Muḥammad
Abū al-Faḍl Ibrāhı̄ m (Cairo: Dār Iḥyā’ al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyyah, 1968), 15.
15
Abū ʿAbbās al-Qalqašandı̄ , Ṣubḥ al-aʿšā, vol. III (Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿah al-Amı̄ riyyah, 1914), 284. Contrast this with
al-Suyūṭī’s note that due to a copying error, Egypt became commonly identified (ʿalā alsinat kaṯīr min al-nās) in
exegisis with the Qurʾānic “I [God] will show you [Moses] the land of the ungodly (dār al-fāsiqı̄n)” (Q 7:145).
Evidently, in in Muğāhid maṣīr(a)hum was elided to miṣra. al-Suyūṭī, ḥusn al-muḥāḍarah fī maḥāsin al-Miṣr Wa-lQāhirah, 10.
16
al-Qalqašandı̄ , Ṣubḥ al-aʿšā, III:284.
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al-Suyūṭī, Ḥusn al-muḥāḍarah fī maḥāsin al-Miṣr wa-l-Qāhirah, 7.
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zarʿan wa-aḥsanuhā ṯimāran wa-aʿdaluhā hawā’an wa-alṭafuhā sākinan. al-Qalqašandı̄ , Ṣubḥ al-aʿšā, III:285.
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and Damascus? What, too, of Syria which is the homeland of Jerusalem and Damascus and a key
theater for End-Times battles and calamities?19 Egypt is also not the only country to have Qurʾānic
prophets born in its environs or tread across its soil. Certainly, Egypt neither unique in
praiseworthy qualities nor is it superlative in revelatory history. Nor, for that matter, is it the
homeland of any of the major holy cities of Islam. One must take the sentiments of Egyptian
historians with a grain of salt. Yes, Egypt is laudable for a number of reasons, but not for the
reasons that qualify it to be the epicenter of Islamic eschatology. After all, it is a “a country spared
of all apocalyptic calamities.”
What we are dealing with in ToN is an instance of innovation. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī synthesizes
these two distinct narratives, thereby restaging Egypt’s ‘cursedness’ as reflective of its divine
election above and beyond other traditional sites of superlative apocalyptic status, and its role as
the birthplace of Mosaic law (i.e. the Sinai, i.e. ṭūr sīnīn, al-wadī al-muḳaddas ṭuwan) as a mark
of revelatory distinction.20 God’s promise of resurrection and judgment hinges on what happens
along the Nile. Moreover, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s vision of Egypt as the true “throne of kings” is not
some simple allusion to Egypt’s pharaonic past. In the context of a prophecy about the
eschatological superiority of the Ottomans, one must read this as both native son’s promotion of
his homeland and an appeal to imperial power. True divine investiture is not located at the center
of the empire but at its periphery. Lastly, the Coptic calendar in an Islamic esoteric revelation is
such a specific detail that only a person with deep ‘native’ familiarity of Egyptian society and

Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād al-Marwazī, Kitāb al-fitan wa-l-malāḥim, ed. Mağdī b. Manṣūr b. Sayyid al-Šūrā (Beirut: Dār
al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1997), 155-159 (esp. hadith #s640, 643); 169-172 hadith #s 684-86, 688–89, 691; 386-387
hadith #1333; Cook, Studies, 1 fn1, 255. The operative metaphor in hadiths 640 and 643 is that of a bird, the head of
which is Sryia, but the crown of the head (ra’s al-ra’s) is Homs. For more specific events, see ibid.: Jesus’ messianic
reign in Syria pp. 170-71, a series of moral apocalypses based in and around Syrian cities and towns pp. 255-59, earlier
traditions of the Sufyānı̄ in Syria pp. 103-122, 193, 261, and the appearance of Gog and Magog pp. 185-86.
20
Q 95:2; 20:12, 79:16.
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culture would or could make such an innovation. It seems most improbable that someone
personally unbound to Egypt writing from anywhere else in the empire be aware of the religious
idiosyncrasies of a minority sect within a minority religion. Beyond this point, no other
biographical information about the composer can be ascertained. The evidence is simply not there.
ToN consequently presents us with evidence of an Ottoman subject most likely of extraAnatolian origins who composed a pseudepigraphic prophecy that exalts the Ottoman dynasty
beyond that of a mere political institution. To wit, ToN seeks to achieve via a mystical esoteric
vision the apotheosis of the Ottoman Empire. Equally important to note, the ‘original’ target
audience of the text consisted most likely of mystical adepts of Akbarian Sufism, that is to say the
unique Sufi tradition inspired and shaped by Ibn al-ʿArabī’s teachings; there is no such official
Sufi order known as Akbariyyah, however. No evidence from the eleventh/seventeenth century
has been found – yet – that proves that the text circulated among other groups of literate Ottoman
scholars, such as muftis or bureaucrats.
I therefore will examine ToN as a micro-historical case study of the esoteric applications
of Ottoman apocalypticism qua political ideology outside the immediate centers of power, i.e. the
saray or urban administrative environments. Conversely put, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī belonged to and
composed his prophecy for an “intermediary group – holy men, Sufis, storytellers, astrologers, and
physicians –” that believed in the election of the House of Osman as God’s final Muslim monarchs
and likewise believed that the close of the first Islamic millennium would beget the advent of the
Mahdi, who himself might be an Ottoman sultan.21 He contributed to the exaltation of the House
of Osman as the lineage from which the Mahdi would emerge or as the divinely elected
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predecessors (mīm al-ṣadr al-qā’im maqām) of his advent.22 In doing so, he “played an important
role in the dissemination of political messages and news as well as in the formation of social
memory.”23
In order to properly comprehend and contextualize this diverse arrange of statements
concerning the form, function, and reception of ToN, I proceed by undertaking two preliminary
tasks. First, I provide a detailed explanation of the above technical descriptors (pseudepigraphic,
esoteric, eschatological apocalypse). Second, I situate the text philologically. This second task
necessarily requires that one also correct errors in many catalogues. I have only been able to
identify four surviving copies of the primary prophecy (SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, entire copy; İÜK
Ms. A. 4884, fols. 1b-48a; BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2292/2 fols. 40a-65a; PYah. Ms. 4497, fols.
20b-49b). Regardless of the problems ToN poses, “narrowing the scope of inquiry” will, I hope,
expand our understanding of eschatological enthusiasm.24 Carlo Ginzburg’s micro-historical
method, especially concerning the “tensions between narration and documentation” that make up
the “actual historiographic practice” is a key source of inspiration here. 25 Individual apocalyptic
and esoteric works from the early modern Islamic world will help us reveal a greater complex of
texts, personalities, and cultural currents. ToN is a perfectly focused and narrow aperture through
which to capture the wider panorama of Ottoman interest in the End-Times.

ToN, fol. 4a. See also “commander” (ser-ʿasker) as another possible title that approximates this precursorial sultanic
role prior to the Mahdi’s advent in Cornell H. Fleischer, “The Lawgiver as Messiah: The Making of the Imperial
Image in the Reign of Süleymân,” in Soliman le magnifique et son temps - actes du colloque de Paris, Galeries
Nationales du Grand Palais, 7-10 Mars 1990, ed. Gilles Veinstein (Paris: La Documentation française, 1992), 165;
Fleischer, “Haydar-i Remmal,” 291. In both articles, Fleischer refers back to Flemming’s seminal article “ṢāḥibĶirān.” Flemming discusses Mevlāna ʿĪsā’s Cāmiʿü’l-meknūnāt (LUB Ms. Cod. Or. 1448). She does not, however,
discuss this particular term. Fleischer references the manuscript copy İTÜ Ms. İbnülemin Türkçe 3263, but he does
not cite a specific folio. Fleischer, “Lawgiver,” 176, fn. 31. I have not examined either copy at length.
23
Moin, Millennial Sovereign, 83.
24
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665.
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II.

Definitions: Pseudepigraphy and Authorial Afterlives
Perhaps the most confounding aspect of this text is that its author remains unknown.26 More

precisely, the author claims – pseudepigraphically – to be none other than Ibn al-ʿArabī, a
seventh/thirteenth century Andalusian-born itinerant mystic who fundamentally transformed the
theoretical character of Islamic mysticism, i.e. Sufism, and late came to be the patron saint of the
Ottoman dynasty.27 That said, the issue of pseudepigraphy in Islamic intellectual history, to say
nothing of Ottoman intellectual history, has yet to be methodologically explored. ToN
consequently presents one with an opportunity to discuss the concept of the ‘author’ (e.g. kātib or
mu’allif) as an analytical category within Islamic historiography. To that end, and in order to
comprehend more fully the appeal of posing as Ibn al-ʿArabī, I will first provide a brief historical
note on the life of the Murcian mystic. This should not be mistaken for an extensive biography,
however.28 I follow up on this biographical note with a brief discussion of pseudepigraphy and its
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In Jewish and Christian apocalyptic studies, this is not all that surprising. For example, see George Raymond
Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation (London: Oliphants, 1974), 14; Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 39–40.
27
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Ryad Atlagh, “Paradoxes of a Mausoleum,” trans. Cecilia Twinch, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ’Arabi Society 22
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Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 4; Elizabeth Sirriyeh, Sufi Visionary of Ottoman
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Urban Rituals and Deviant Sufi Mysticism in Ottoman Istanbul (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014),
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haḳḳı İbn ʿArabī. See Kemālpāşazāde, “Fetāvā” (Istanbul, n.d.), Süleymaniye Ktp., MS Aşir Efendi 270; Hüseyin
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appeal as a scribal choice. In particular, Laura Nasrallah’s concept of “authorial afterlives” is key.29
Finally, I advance an ‘original’ singular-author hypothesis. Specifically, I depart from Denis Gril’s
notion of a corporate effort of Akbarian dervishes, i.e. adepts of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s teachings, as the
possible authors behind the composition of ToN.30
A. Who is Ibn al-ʿArabī?
What is the relevance of Ibn al-ʿArabī? Such a question is not rhetorical. Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
work has, after all, not been systematically well-received throughout the centuries. Understanding
his appeal is hence necessary in order to comprehend the popular function of ToN as a legitimate
mystical revelation. In concert with a number of premier scholars of the modern and contemporary
period, one must conclude that Ibn al-ʿArabī’s historical importance for the Sunni world generally,
and especially within the Ottoman Empire, remained principally positive.31 For example, A. J.
Arberry, one of the earliest Orientalists to introduce Ibn al-ʿArabī’s work into the English world,
remarked that:
He gathered into the comprehensive range of his meditation the entire learning of
Islam, and was perfectly familiar not only with the writings and teachings of the
orthodox Sunni theologians, lawyers and philosophers, and of the Sufis from the
earliest times to his own day, but also with the schismatic and heretical movements
like the Mu’tazilites, Carmathians and Isma’ilis.32
“[N]o mystic who came after him,” Arberry concluded in an oft cited statement, “was free of his
influence, and he has left his mark on all subsequent literature.”33 Osman Yahya, the first scholar
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to attempt a philological appraisal of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s canonical works and the only man to date to
produce a critical edition of the Meccan Revelations (al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyyah), summarized Ibn
al-ʿArabī’s work in the following concise sentence: “He is the grammarian of Islamic esotericism,
the interpreter par excellence of Islamic spirituality, and the porte-parole of metaphysics in
Islam.”34 William Chittick, the foremost specialist of Ibn al-ʿArabī in the United States today,
surmised that, “Ibn al-ʿArabī is at once the most influential and the most controversial Muslim
thinker to appear over the past nine hundred years.”35 These scholars are not exaggerating. For
example, the Algerian Aḥmad al-Maqqarı̄ al-Tilmisānı̄ (d. 1041/1632) in his history of Andalusia
Sweet Scent (Nafḥ al-ṭı̄b) cites several scholars are cited who heap praise on this Sufi master. Citing
a poem by Muḥammad b. Saʿd al-Kalašnı̄ (or al- Kulšanı̄ ), al-Maqqarı̄ records Ibn al-ʿArabī
praised in the following terms:
The Ḥātimī man [Ibn al-ʿArabī] is universally unique: / he is succor, a master, an
imam.
How many sciences has he brought forth from the depths / of the seas of Oneness;
O, great lover!
If you were to ask, when did this laudable man decease / I say, “I’ve recorded, he
died a preeminent pole of valor”36
al-Maqqarı̄ also records that Ibn al-ʿArabī’s works accrued “a great reputation in lands of Yemen
and Anatolia” (wa-lahā bi-bilād al-yaman ʿa-l-rūm ṣayt ʿaẓīm), one of the reasons for his
popularity being his status as “a great wonder of the age” (wa-huwa min ʿağā’ib al-zamān).37 In
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Ar. – innamā al-Ḥātimiyyun fı̄-l-kawni fardun wa-hwa g̱awṯun wa-sayyidun wa-imāmu
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another quotation, Kamāl al-Dı̄ n Abı̄ Manṣūr al-Azadı̄ al-Anṣārı̄ calls Ibn al-ʿArabī, “one of the
greatest masters of mysticism” (min akbar ʿulamā’ al-ṭarı̄q) whose wisdom covers that which is
empirically acquired (ʿulūm kasbiyyah) and that which is spiritually inspired (ʿulūm wahbiyyah).38
Certainly, Ibn al-ʿArabī has been the focus of much polemic vitriol, the nuanced philippics
of Taqī al-Dı̄ n Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) being the most memorable.39 Despite the notable
assaults on his monistic theosophy (waḥdat al-wuğūd), Ibn al-ʿArabī still commanded supreme
status among a mystically and esoterically-inclined public. For this reason, he is remembered
honorably as the “Reviver of Religion” (muḥyi al-dı̄n), the “Greatest Doctor” (al-šayḫ al-akbar),
and the “Red Sulphur” (al-kibrīt al-aḥmar) of Sufism (al-taṣawwuf). In short, his influence casts
a long shadow on the entire Islamic mystical tradition for the early modern period. Choosing the
name Ibn al-ʿArabī quite clearly secured ToN a certain amount of public appeal and traction in the
market of ideas.
B. Ibn al-ʿArabī: Author Function and Authorial Afterlives
Having now established Ibn al-ʿArabī’s august status for the greater historical and scholarly
record, one may now introduce Foucault’s concept of “author function.”40 While Roland Barthes
may have declared the “death of the author” over half a century ago, the author as existential
personhood, as cultural celebrity, and as value marker still lives on in both critical theory and in
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historical research.41 By addressing the category of authorship as a historically problematic
concept or term, Foucault is thus interrogating the resonance of the very word itself; the author as
‘name-on-work’ can have more relevance beyond identifying an historical individual or limiting
the parameters of what we today call intellectual property.
Specifically, Classicists still remind us that Homer qua actual historical ‘author’ may be
fiction. Yet they also problematize the issue of authorship by simultaneously noting that, while an
unknown composer ‘penned’ the textual artifacts known as The Iliad and The Odyssey, Homer’s
name still has value; it limits the meaning of the text. Likewise, historians of Christianity point out
time and again the many pseudepigraphic texts (10 to 13) present in the New Testament. They are
also quick to highlight that this evidently has had little effect on the faith communities who accept
them as inspired works. As Karen King notes, “while they, too, were not indifferent about false
attribution and forgery, their concerns pertained to authority, prestige, and character rather than to
modern economic and legal considerations…”42 Pseudepigraphy is hence preferred over forgery
as the operative conceptual category for describing ToN’s authorial status. True, the author is
willfully claiming to be a historical character whom he is decidedly not. What else is a forgery if
not that? This is a transgression not only by our modern standards of personhood and intellectual
property, but also by classical Islamic standards. An awareness of authorial shenanigans is there;
the terminology, however, is not. At most, Muslim historians or scribes err on the side of caution
and, when in doubt vis-à-vis authorship, rely simply on saying “attributed to” (mansūb ilay) to
indicate questionable authorship. I have yet to come across a philological note in the archive that
labels ToN or other pseudonymous texts like it as “forged” (manḥūl). Further research on this topic
Roland Barthes, “La Mort de l’auteur,” Manteia, 1968.
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will no doubt reveal a more robust and dynamic discourse and vocabulary around plagiarism and
forgery.43 So which term should we, then, use? Given the neutral descriptive language used by
Muslim historians or commentators examined for this thesis, pseudepigraphy is promoted because
it reflects a similarly neutral valence.
The issue of intent is another key factor to consider when choosing the term
pseudepigraphic over forged. One must also contend with the probable fact that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
purpose was not to deceive in a malicious sense but rather to create an artefact of prestige that
would convey a veritable simulacrum of Akbarian authorship, insofar as ToN is a prophecy in the
spirit of Ibn al-ʿArabī. In other words, literary deceit is real and Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is committing it.
But his presumed meretricious desire to manipulate or exploit his readership is less likely. Arguing
from silence is tricky and historians should be disabused from doing so.
Nevertheless, otherworldly spiritual allegiances of mystic students to their masters – living
or long dead – points to a totally different emotional and intellectual paradigm. Consider the
platonic-amorous language of love – the desirer and the desired, murīd and murād – as an affect
that goes beyond the known missionary enthusiasm of Christian and Jewish forgers. Likewise, the
practice of psychosomatic bondage (rābiṭah, lit. “bind”), whereby the Sufi disciple engages in a
spiritual practice of physical disintegration by imagining his master as parts of his own body,
further underscores a different notion of personhood, individualism, and ego in the Islamic
mystical tradition. Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own teachings on “spiritual annihilation” (fanā’) into the
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personhood of Muḥammad is another example of a unique Islamic mystical-psychological state
whereby the penitent devotee is instructed to totally become if not the spiritual doppelgänger, then
at least a physical simulacrum of a religious idol/leader, a.k.a. the sheikh, the murād, the pı̄r.44
Islamic forgery in the context of mystical esoteric brotherhoods is a world apart from that of early
Christianity and its forgers.45 Pseudepigraphy qua textual-authorial concept keeps modern
scholarship on a more neutral footing.
The archive of Islamic intellectual history has much more to offer us that remains entirely
untouched. Pseudepigraphic material and even outright forgeries are abundant, especially in the
early modern period. For example, in the Süleymaniye Archival Library in Istanbul, two copies
(Mss. Ayasofya 2246 and 2247) exist of an anti-trinitarian polemic titled The Kind Response (alRadd al-ğamīl), which is attributed to Abū Ḥāmid al-Ġazālī (d. 1111). This is none other than the
clerical curmudgeon and author of the Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahāfut al-falāsifah) who
is popularly held to have killed Islamic philosophy. Even august Islamic scholars like Louis
Massignon and A.J. Arberry took the attribution at face value and promoted the text as a bona fide
part of al-Ġazālī’s oeuvre.46 An examination of the manuscript quickly throws the certainty of its
authorship into question. If we cannot definitively ascertain the authorship, what resonance did alĠazālī’s name have for the readers of this text? For now, it is safe to assume that the great
theologian’s name exhibited an appeal, much like that of a Paul, that enhanced the theological
importance and historical weight of the text. These works approximate Ehrman’s argument for
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forgery with the intent to deceive as distinct from Sufi disciples obliterating their own egos and
taking on the identity of their guide who, much in contrast to a theologian or philosopher (faylasūf),
already exists on a different authorial plane due to their charismatic status.47
A whole cottage industry of pseudepigraphic authors and misattributions surround the
name of Islam’s most famous Sufi master, Ibn al-ʿArabī. One of the most widely circulated and
commented works by these anonymous authors was none other than ToN. Whoever the real author
was, the authorial motivation was in part practical. The prophecy received a wider readership and
greater credibility with the name of Ibn al-ʿArabī backing it up. Thus, one may speak of both alĠazālī and Ibn al-ʿArabī as having lived “authorial afterlives”; the specter of their names lingers
down the halls of reader reception.48 But the key distinction between Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī and Ps.-alĠazālī is that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī most probably is composing in a different mode. Dissolved or
drunk off of his spiritual devotion to Ibn al-ʿArabī, the composition of ToN exhibits an afterlife of
“genuine religious pseudepigraphy” (echte religiöse Pseudepigraphie) if one will permit the
paradox.49 The Akbarian adept is not forging an apocalypse to slide surreptitiously into the endirun
of imperial power. Though we know nothing about his real biography, his facility with lettrism
and eschatological terminology point to more than familiarity with Ibn al-ʿArabī’s writings on the
subject. And under Ottoman sponsorship of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s sainthood, the authorial act of forged
composition may be interpreted as an attempt to allow his sheikh, Ibn al-ʿArabī, to respond and
bless his posthumous union with the House of Osman. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s apocalypse herewith
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charismatic authority as functionally designating them as “aberrations among their sex,” by which she means as
something beyond human yet not divine. The same can be said of Muḥammad and Ibn al-ʿArabī.
48
Nasrallah, “Out of Love,” 93.
49
Speyer, Literarische Fälschung, supra.

51

becomes an act of authorial bondage, fan fiction in the name of Akbarian devotion. ToN may serve
imperial propaganda, but its composition derives from an otherworldly, mystical level.
1. Afterlives: Ibn al-ʿArabī as Relevant Pseudonym for an Apocalypse
What specifically attracted the author of ToN to Ibn al-ʿArabī? The short answer is that
Ibn al-ʿArabī was a mystic known for esoteric visions. Born in Murcia in 560/1165, Ibn al-ʿArabī
was a prophet in all but name. For example, the Andalusian Sufi claims to have begun receiving
visions in his childhood. So well-known and esteemed are his youthful episodes of hierophantic
insight that by the age of ten he had already attracted the attention of Ibn Rušd (d. 594/1198), the
Andalusian master of Aristotelian philosophy. Evidently, during their exchange the pre-pubescent
and “beardless” Ibn al-ʿArabī (lā baqala wağhī wa-lā ṭurra šāribī) manages to confound the
Aristotelian enthusiast:50
As I entered the house the philosopher rose to greet me with all the signs of
friendliness and affection and embraced me. Then he said to me, “Yes!” and
showed pleasure on seeing that I had understood him. I, on the other hand, being
aware of the motive for his pleasure, replied, “No!” Upon this, Ibn Rushd drew
back from me, his color changed, and he seemed to doubt what he had thought of
me. He then put to me the following question, “What solution have you found as a
result of mystical illumination and divine inspiration? Does it agree with what is
arrived at by speculative thought?” I replied, “Yes and No. between the Yea and
the Nay the spirits take their flight beyond matter, and the necks detach themselves
from their bodies.” At this Ibn Rushd became pale, and I saw him tremble as he
muttered the formulate, “there is no power save from God.” This was because he
had understood my allusion.51

For a primary source that exhibits Ibn Rušd’s consummate Aristotelianism, see his Epitome of Aristotle’s
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Aristotle’s “Metaphysics”: An Annotated Translation of the so-Called “Epitome,” trans. Rüdiger Arnzen, Averroës,
1126-1198. Works. Latin. 1981 ; Ser. A, 35 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010). For an examination of Ibn Rušd’s
commentaries on other aspects of Aristotle’s oeuvre, see Gerhard Endress, “Averroes’ De Caelo: Ibn Rushd’s
Cosmology in His Commentaries on Aristotle’s On the Heavens,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 5, no. 1 (1995):
9–49.
51
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Throughout his life, Ibn al-ʿArabī continued to cultivate and develop his inchoate mystical insights.
As an adult he attained spiritual union with the Godhead (fanā’), ascended on supernatural
journeys into the celestial sphere, and also partook in conjugal union (nikāḥ) with the stars and
cosmic letters.52 He even alludes to his status as the “Seal of Saints” (ḫātim al-awliyā’), a title that
echoes Muḥammad’s status as the “Seal of Prophets” (ḫātim al-nabiyyīn, Q 33:40).53 Ibn al-ʿArabī
also claims to be the “Renewer of the Age” (muğaddid al-zaman), a term that traditionally is
understood in a century-by-century cyclical sense, but in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own usage suggests
something far more terminal for his own age.54 Both of these epithets reflect a messianic
understanding of his own mission. Ibn al-ʿArabī also alleges to have received the Bezels of Wisdom
(Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam) from the Prophet Muḥammad himself in a dream in 627/1229.55 Such mystical
influence, pan-Islamic appeal, and visionary power was not lost on the Ottomans, nor for that
matter was its value missed by the man behind ToN.
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As a revelatory esoteric text, only a couple other Sufis, in particular Aḥmad al-Būnı̄ (d.
622/1225 or 630/1232-33) and ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī (d. 858/1454), could offer a similar
package of mystical authority, esoteric appeal, and Sunni character.56 But our anonymous author
chose Ibn al-ʿArabī for the simple reason that his authorial ghost possessed a more numinous
authority, especially among Sufis and the Ottoman elite. Moreover, for the purpose of composing
a revelation, one must keep in mind that Ibn al-ʿArabī professes to have been blessed with visions
and preternatural spiritual powers since his youth. With regards to his authorial afterlife, Ibn alʿArabī is an immortal man.
2. Afterlives: Ibn al-ʿArabī as Relevant Pseudonym for an Ottoman Audience
The third question pertaining to Ibn al-ʿArabī’s appeal is: What is the specifically Ottoman
fascination with the man from Murcia? First and foremost, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s ghost is present from
the earliest chapters of the Ottoman dynasty’s intellectual formation. Orhan Ġāzı̄ (r. ca. 724763/1324-1362), the son of the eponymous founder Osman (r. ca. 698-724/1299-1324), sponsored
the construction of the first Ottoman medreseh in Iznik, the aptly named Orhaniye, for the nascent
dynasty’s first müderris Dāwūd al-Qaysarī (d. 751/1350-51). Not only did Dāwūd al-Qaysarī hold
the honor of being the first müderris, he also composed the first commentary in the Ottoman
Empire of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Bezels of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam) and is credited with introducing Ibn
al-ʿArabī into the Ottoman religious world.57 Regardless of the original appeal of Ibn al-ʿArabī,
the first Sheikh al-Islam Mollā Fenārı̄ (d. 834/1431), a graduate of the Orhaniye, further
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incorporated the writings of Ibn al-ʿArabī into the Ottoman religious tradition, especially with
regards to the metaphysical theory of “Oneness of Being” (waḥdat al-wuğūd).58 The official
adoption of Ibn al-ʿArabī as the Ottoman’s “patron saint” can be traced to approximately the time
of Selim I (r. 917-926/1512-1520) who, after his conquest of both Syria and Egypt personally
commissioned the construction of a shrine to Ibn al-ʿArabī at his tomb near the Ṣāliḥiyyah mosque
outside of Damascus (completed 924/1518).59 Not long thereafter, an official fatwā was issued by
the Sheikh al-Islam Kemālpaşazāde (a.k.a. Ibn Kemāl, d. 942/1536) in 940/1534 mandating the
instruction of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s works under the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 926973/1520-1566). Kemālpaşazāde, as it happens, also wrote a commentary on the Bezels of Wisdom,
the very text which the Seal of Prophets, Muḥammad, had revealed in a vision to the Seal of Saints,
Ibn al-ʿArabī.
Even outside the purview of imperially sponsored centers of theological education, Ibn alʿArabī exhibited a charismatic allure. For example, Hacı Bayrām-ı Velī (d. 832/1429), the founder
of the Bayrāmī Sufi order (ṭarı̄qah), was an adept of the Andalusian saint and imbued his own
mystical practice with Ibn al-ʿArabī’s metaphysics.60 The infamous rebel (bāğī) and would-be
messiah Sheikh Bedreddīn of Simavna (executed in 823/1420) is known to have been steeped in
the esoteric musings of Ibn al-ʿArabī.61 And despite his often controversial reception among
certain Sunni scholars, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s place in the intellectual history of the Ottoman Empire is a
constant factor. As Stephen Hirtenstein has noted, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
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constituted a “renaissance” of interest in the sheikh at the hands of ʿAbd Allāh Bosnevī (d.
1054/1644), Ismāʿīl Haḳḳı̄ Bursevī (d. 1137/1725), and of course ʿAbd al-Ġanī al-Nābulusı̄ (d.
11/431731).62 Choosing Ibn al-ʿArabī as one’s pseudonym for composing an ex eventu prophecy
was just as much a spiritual sign of devotion as it was a reflection of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s popular appeal
as a mystic blessed with supernatural visions and insights into the cosmos. An esoteric prophecy
with the Greatest Doctor’s name appended to it guaranteed ToN’s potent appeal among Akbarian
adepts and the Ottoman religious elite. This is what underpins Ibn al-ʿArabī’s author function in
nuce. Ibn al-ʿArabī is, in short, memorialized as a quasi-prophet who could apprehend greater
truths about God’s plans for the ummah. The mystic becomes the mouthpiece of eschatological
revelation. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is effectively a ventriloquist communicating between his mystical
model, the empire that canonized him, and his own community of elite Akbarian acolytes.
C. Singular-Author Hypothesis: Against Collective or Conglomerate Authorship
I propose a singular-author hypothesis for the composition of ToN while also accepting the
idea that there were various additions, usually concerning individual lettrist prophecies, over time.
Such additions can come in the form of series/chains (alif, bā, ğīm, dāl, etc…), pairings (alif of /in
bā, ğīm of/in dāl), or singular symbols. Minor emendations being added ad hoc over time is not to
be mistaken with advocating for successive compositions of entire sections. It seems improbable
that later scribes penned separate apocalyptic sections from deep into the late eleventh/seventeenth
century. Even if somehow this were the case, one must square the circle of an later unknown editor
collating these disparate passages into a cohesive and fluid narrative whole, all the while without
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any of these various would-be apocalyptists leaving behind a paper trail.63 Notwithstanding various
emendations to lettrist prophecy, it is still cogent and tenable to argue that the entire apocalypse
was composed as an entire apocalyptic literary enterprise sometime prior to Šaraf Ḫān’s alliance
with the Ottomans (i.e. sometime prior to 986-987/1578-1579). Moreover, and pace Denis Gril, I
contend that there is no conclusive evidence for supposing that this original late-tenth century
apocalypse is the work of a “circle of dervishes sufficiently well-acquainted with the work of Ibn
‘Arabī and with the political evolution of the Near East.”64 Whatever the metric Gril used to come
to this conclusion, it is not outlined. Ockham’s razor is a guiding analytical metric; a cabal of
composers seems incompatible with the cohesive language and style of ToN. It also makes it all
the more difficult to explain how ToN evidently remained unknown for so long. The hypothesis of
successive apocalyptic compositions being edited and compiled over time is on par with Gril’s
notion of ToN being the brainchild of a single literary group effort.
For some, the idea of successive composition may still be attractive. Why? Gril dismisses
this notion outright, “for even if the composition seems disjointed,” a literary critique I disagree
with, “the style and vocabulary are quite similar.”65 True, as noted above, there are aspects of the
text that suggest later additions. For example, there is a lettrist list of Ottoman sultans tantalizingly
close to the historical record. On fol. 22b of SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, fol. 6b of İÜK Ms. A. 4884,
and fol. 34a of PYah. Ms. 4497 we are presented with the following: sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m
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ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif sı̄n. The corresponding sultans would be the following: Selim I (r. 918926/1512-1520), Süleyman (r. 926-974/1520-1566), Selim II (r. 974-982/1566-1574), Murad III
(r. 982-1003/1574-1595), Mehmed III (r. 1003-1012/1595-1603), Ahmed I (r. 1012-1026/16031617), Mustafa I (r. 1026-1027/1617-1618), Osman II (r. 1027-1031/1618-1622), again Mustafa I
(r. 1031-1032/1622-1623), Murad IV (r. 1032-1049/1623-1640), Ibrahim (r. 1049-1058/16401648), Mehmed IV (r. 1058-1098/1648-1687).66 The final alif sı̄n inverts the correct succession:
first Süleyman II then Ahmed II. But I do not think this is a ‘mistaken’ inversion.
The terminal sı̄n, as Gril suggests, is “cyclically necessary.”67 That is to say, it is less a
function of historical consciousness than it is a matter of literary style. Repetition is, likewise, a
style that comes up over and again in ToN. J.J. Collins has importantly argued that some early
approaches to apocalyptic literature ignored “literary structure and mythological symbolism” in
favor of sussing out “historical allusions and extracting theological doctrines.”68 Islamic
apocalyptic studies is not that far developed yet, but one should take a lesson from one’s elders:
the drive to find historical fact behind each esoteric door will not always work.69 Enigmatic,
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revelatory form and style should be balanced against both obscure and obvious contextual allusions
to historical fact. A “cyclical” or chiastic principle of lettrist organization is, therefore, a real
possibility. The exactitude and certainty with which one can unravel this particular lettrist chain
is, however, limited. ToN is quixotic. Let us prove this argument.
Two potential hypotheses can be advanced concerning the above list. Either the later editor
in fact lived in the time of Ahmed II but switched the terminal two sultans out of some esoteric
stylistic motivation; or, conversely, he composed the list under Mehmed IV and the terminal two
letters are entirely lettrist invention.70 Neither hypothesis is conclusive. What should be the method
by which we approach each outburst of lettrist prophecy? In ToN, it is difficult to apply one method
to all cases. Instead, I have found context important. Prior to this list, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is extremely
clear that the first sı̄n is Selim – a sultan with whom he is particularly obsessed – and the final sı̄n
is the “seal” of sultans (sīn al-ḫātim). He continues that, “should kings emerge forth from this list,
then it is the conquering lieutenant (?) with regards to Egypt and the collapse of the dynasty of Qāf
al-ğīm.”71 The Qāf al-ğīm in question is the last Burğī Mamluk Sultan al-Aşraf Qānṣūh al-Ġūrī alĞirkisī, (d. 922/1516) who was defeated at the Battle of Marǧ Dābiq on 25 Rağab 922 (24 August
1516). Thus, we have two historically ascertainable figures – whose identity from this section –
and also from preceding sections – is indubitably ascertainable: Selim and Qānṣūh al-Ġūrī. The
terminal (ḫātim) is a revelatory character whose identity is intentionally obscure and, therefore,
not an allusion to Süleyman II. Gril’s cyclical thesis holds water. We can therefore extend this
conclusion and dismiss the penultimate alif as an element of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s apocalyptic

There is another, far less likely, option. The editor presumed that Mehmed’s younger half brother Süleyman, who
had been imprisoned in a cage for thirty-six years, would ultimately take the throne. The terminal alif, then, is not
Ibrahim of historical fact but the Final Alif of prophecy mentioned later on in the text. See ToN fols.
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imagination and not a reference to Ibrahim. Otherwise, if this editor did in fact live up to Ibrahim’s
age, why not just follow the pattern and list all the sultans according to attested succession? What
of the interceding kings?
Given the terminus ante quem derived from the reference to Šaraf Ḫan and his Safavid
partisanship (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā šāh al-ʿaǧam), the core ‘original’ list of the Urtext comprises the
following sultans: Selim I, Süleyman, Selim II, Murad III.72 The remaining mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn
mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m is either an interpolation by a later scribe or it is coincidence. Does context help
us here? The surrounding section pertains exclusively to Selim’s conquest of Egypt; no additional
historical material has been added to give clues – as Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is wont to do – regarding
the real identity of these padişahs. Is Gril right, though, that this particular series of lettrist kings
is an instance of pure “coincidence, given that the text cannot have been written as late as the end
of the seventeenth century.”73 I am inclined to disagree with Gril up to a point. Explained below,
there is further evidence of emendations up to the reign of Murad IV (r. 1032-1049/1623-1640).
Thus the list mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m corresponds to Mehmed III, Ahmed I, Mustafa I,
Osman II, Mustafa I, Murad IV. This points to a subsequent editorial copyist – if the term fits –
from the mid eleventh/seventeenth century. As a result, one may surmise that the terminal alif mı̄m
alif sīn is more likely an instance of stylistic repetition and esoteric eschatology. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
indulges in repetition as an apocalyptic literary convention throughout ToN. His combination of
mīm and sīn with alif has greater import and reflects the later editorial individual’s awareness of
the central importance of these lettrist codes. Mīm is the most commonly used letter to designate
apocalyptic characters; mīm is used consistently to refer to the Mahdi (e.g. mīm al-ḫatm, mīm ʿādil,
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ToN, fol. 40b.
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muḥyyi al-šarīʿah al-muṭahharah al-muḥammadiyyah)74 or his predecessor (mīm al-ṣadr al-qā’im
maqām), in addition to other less explicit contexts whereby the mīm in question is a military leader,
a function of the Mahdi as well.75 Sı̄n in this particular section refers to a terminal sultan (sı̄n alḫātim), but sīn is peppered throughout the text and is often paired with mı̄m such that it may be
considered the second most common eschatological symbol/character.76 Toward the end of ToN,
we also encounter the real and true final apocalyptic sovereign: the Alif, the “Sun of Religion”
(Šams al-Dīn) and the “Lord of the Obvious Religion” (ṣāhib al-dīn al-mubı̄n) who will achieve
universal unity of God’s Law (nāmūs) in preparation for the Day of Judgment.77 Alif mīm alif sīn
is less a reliable historical catalogue of kings and more a cryptic and stylistic code. At any rate, all
of these hypotheses must be tested more rigorously through a critical edition of all known primary
copies.
The issue of later scribal emendations from as late as the reign of Murad IV (r. 10321049/1623-1640) is almost certain. Consider the chronogram of ḥā-mīm (8+40) in the year ġayn
(1000) and the reconquest of Baghdad (al-zawrā’).78 The year 1048/1638 corresponds exactly with
the Ottoman reconquest of Baghdad from the Safavids. At first, one may suspect this is a
coincidence. It is too obvious and the section in question is replete with additional esoteric material
that confuses any linear reading. All major occurrences in the first half of the eleventh century
(min ʿām ġayn ilā ʿām al-nūn) are understood as belonging to a series of mysterious events
designated likewise through lettrist codes (ṭā fı̄ ġay, ḥādiṯat al-ğīm maʿ al-mīm fī zīġ, ṭā al-ğīm, ṭā
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al-mīm etc...).79 But Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is hardly disinclined to give exact dates. For example, an
early, key event designated as the “ğafrist year ẓā-bā-yā” equals 922/1516~17.80 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
makes eminently clear that this date refers to Selim’s conquest of the “lands of the Arabs,” by
which is meant more specifically at this juncture Syria, but in the prophecy extends the scope of
the conquest to North Africa, Iraq, and the Hijaz.81 Both esoteric code and additional hints help
one figure out the historical event of importance. For the sake of argument, this would not be the
first time a prophecy gets it right. Take, for example, Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl (al-Durr almunaẓẓam fı̄ sirr al-ism al-aʿẓam, a.k.a. Kitāb al-ğafr), the composition of which Mohammad
Masad dates to 644/1246.82 Specifically, therein Ibn Ṭalḥah predicts that in the year 656/1258
“renewed severe chaos, humongous confusion, and discord” will overtake the Muslim world.83
1258 is the ominous year of the Mongol invasion of Baghdad and the collapse of the Abbasid
Caliphate. In light of the fact that Ibn Ṭalḥah died in 654/1240, one can agree with Mohammad
Masad and identity the inauspicious year of “severe chaos” as one of a number of “obvious
predictions.”84
Let us return to the surrounding context and additional textual clues to cut through the fog
of coincidence or later interpolation. We are told in no unclear terms that this ‘prediction’ is not to
be read esoterically. Ḥa-mīm is not a ǧafrist year but a hijri year (ḥā-mīm al-hiğriyyah ġayr alğafriyyah). More important and just as relevant is the reference to a crisis in the Meccan Holy
Precinct (ḥādiṯat al-ḥarām) and the movement of an Egyptian army (wa-ẓuhūr afrād al-Kinānah
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ilayhim) to Mecca.85 The “event” in Mecca to which this later scribe is referring is the “Celali
Incident” (waqʿat al-ğalāliyyah).86 About a thousand rebellious soldiers from Tihamah (Yemen)
known collectively as al-Aṣbāḥiyyah besieged Mecca and took hold of the holy city in
1041/1632.87 The Ottoman governor in Yemen at the time was Qānṣūh Pasha, or in Arabic bāšā,
who is alluded to in code via “and then the appearance of qāf-bā in ğīm from the Quiver” (ṯumma
ẓuhūr qāf-bā bi-ğīm min al-Kinānah). In response to the insurrection and violation of the Holy
Precinct, the Ottoman governor of Egypt Ḫalı̄ l Pasha (r. 1039-1042/1630-1633) took charge and,
after theological clearance for fighting in and around the besieged Kaabah, sent 3,500 troops to
retake Mecca which they accomplished in the same year.88 The combination of both the exact
lettrist dating, the explicit indication that ḥā-mīm is a normal – as opposed to esoteric – historical
date, and the additional reference to the Celali takeover of Mecca and the Egyptian expedition to
liberate the Holy Precinct is too much for mere coincidence. In short, here we are dealing with
quite an extensive emendation from the time of Murad IV. Later editors did have their hand at
expanding and ‘updating’ prophecy.

Again, all of this is on SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, ToN, fol. 20b.
The so-called Celali Rebellions takes its name from the leader of the first armed revolt in 1519, Şeyh Celal. This
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But is this only a minor insertion or is this evidence of a conglomerative composition, a
whole new section of a later ǧafrist prophet writing in the spirit of Ibn al-ʿArabī?89 In my opinion,
the above interpolations do not constitute evidence of some later ‘chapter.’ An original, latetenth/sixteenth century core exists into which later scribes inserted references to their own time.
Further structural elements must be taken into consideration when arguing for conglomerate
composition. The preceding and subsequent language and structure of the prophecy around these
two examples of interpolation (i.e. the chain of lettrist sultans, the reference to Murad IV’s
reconquest of Baghdad) remain quite consistent with what I take to be Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
apocalyptic voice and apocalyptic style.90 In short, ToN is an overwhelmingly a work of one
original apocalyptic composer that was periodically emended over the subsequent century.
Gril agrees that the text from beginning to end is a work from the late tenth/sixteenth
century. But what of his thesis of collective composition concerning ToN’s origins. First, as noted
above, Gril defines the composition as “disjointed.” I outright disagree. If, as Gril argues, the style
and language of ToN is uniform throughout the prophecy, a point that undermines the idea of
several or more Akbarian adepts writing the revelation together, then how is the composition
fragmented or disorganized? One should not confuse the esoteric nature of this eschatological
ǧafrist apocalypse as indicative of multiple hands. Rather, that is the nature of the style. It moves
between moments of clear and open language to opaque and esoteric prophecy. Moreover, if the
style is consistent, then would that not suggest some basic organization to the text overall? A
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contradiction arises that is the result of the enigmatic nature of ToN. We are not faced with a text
stitched together in chunks as if it were an anthology of apocalyptic pericopes. A lack of narrative
linearity or structural harmony is Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s approach.91
Esoteric eschatological prophecy is elusive, a point of fact more generally attested and
accepted in Jewish and Christian apocalyptic studies. If a vision were written in clear academic
prose with subsection headings, it would cease to be an apocalypse of supernatural inspiration but
rather a treatise. Scholars are the ones who impose order, which is a fool’s errand that the present
author indulges in with major caveats (see below). Organization, at least the kind Gril seems to
expect, is not part of the game. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes this clear from the outset: “It has been the
custom of the masters of the science [of ǧafr] to advance and postpone the Final Moment (al-aǧal)
in order to obfuscate this matter [concerning the end of the world], which should not be explicitly
revealed otherwise.”92 Further evidence of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s systematic style and language,
including the principle of “reciprocal opposition (tashājur, sic) between opposed and
complementary” predictions, is provided at length in the core chapters (IV-V) of this thesis.93
How, then, does Gril conclude that a cabal of anonymous mystics stands behind the
composition of ToN? In addition to his thesis of disjointedness as evidence of a plurality of
pseudonymous prophets, Gril seems also to have confused the composition of the primary
apocalypse and the later commentary tradition, of which there are many such texts. These
commentaries do seem to be the textual byproduct of a community of mystic adepts – or for that
matter esoteric masters – who believed in the esoteric-supernatural truth of ToN and, consequently,
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felt compelled to make it public and explain its prophecies. Much like the apocalypse itself, these
commentaries are mostly pseudepigraphic, i.e. Ps.-Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawı̄ and Ps.-Ḫalīl b. Aybak
al-Ṣafadī; a question mark remains concerning the commentary authored by al-Maqqarī (d.
1041/1632), however. A preliminary analysis of the archival material suggests that the bulk of
these commentaries emerged in the late seventeenth century. When one considers that the latest
datable emendation is from the reign of Murad IV, this makes sense.94
With that said, it seems implausible that the primary apocalypse was composed
simultaneously along with these commentaries. Such a hypothesis supposes that there was a
systematic scribal endeavor in some Ottoman tekke (lodge) wherein a group of Sufis – or Akbarian
influenced esoteric scholars – colluded to create an apocalypse and an entire commentary tradition
all at once. Moreover, one must take into consideration the likelihood that, with such a large group,
the word would have gotten out that a mystical brotherhood was fabricating revelatory works. The
more reeds there are, the more probable it is that someone would have spilled the ink, if one may
permit the reformulation of the more colloquial “spilling the beans.”
Consequently, it seems more likely that a singular writer stands behind the genesis of ToN.
Moreover, this person seems to be a dervish of some significant training in Akbarian teachings.
That is to say, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī exhibits a keen awareness of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s importance in the
Ottoman world, his supernatural “voyages” (asfār) into the heavens,95 his mantic-visionary
accounts,96 his superior skill as a master of lettrism,97 and his own messianic musings, most clearly
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exhibited in the Book of the Fabulous Gryphon (Kitāb ʿanqā’ muġrib).98 Yet, one might argue,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī repeatedly makes it clear that ToN is an example of ǧafr, the esoteric apocalyptic
genre par excellence and one in which Ibn al-ʿArabī never composed his work, at least not in such
categorical terms. Ǧafr as a genre was, for the Ottoman context, more popularly associated with
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī (d. 858/1454), another famous and well-liked Sufi in the Ottoman
court. Importantly, al-Bisṭāmī composed a widely copied commentary titled The Key to the
Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ).99 There is therefore reason to argue that
al-Bisṭāmī’s work, in light of its popularity in the Ottoman intellectual world, influenced the
language and style of ToN as well. But that does not undermine the obvious fact that Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī is writing in emulation of his spiritual sheikh. In fact, given the misattribution of the Hoot
of the Owl (Ṣayḥat al-būm) to Ibn al-ʿArabī, which is originally a work by al-Bisṭāmī, one may
speak of a wider network of intermingling Sufi esotericism. Writing in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name does
not preclude inspiration from elsewhere.
Some scholars may cavil against Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s presumed ineptitude in replicating
exactly the real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s style. His metaphysical poetic flourishes – supposedly revealed to
him by a spirit no less –, are not found in ToN. Nor does one find the same predilection for
cascading hypotactic clauses, stacked mystical symbolism, and Ibn al-ʿArabī’s practically
impenetrable digressions that make his texts some of the longest in the history of Sufism.100 But
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our anonymous author is no idiot savant. Such a conclusion would, again, miss the point and also
underscores why the word ‘forgery’ is inappropriate. Ibn al-ʿArabī’s work served as a fountain of
conceptual fodder, but not (systematic) literary inspiration. And if ToN more closely resembled,
say, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Fabulous Gryphon or his accounts of celestial journeys, one would more
properly be speaking of plagiarism. Writing as Ibn al-ʿArabī can be a spiritual practice, the
bondage of two visionary mystics across time.101
This insight leads us to conclude that the eschatological program Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī develops
is unique. The anonymous composer most likely drew from a number of mystical sources. AlBisṭāmī’s work lingers in the background as a possible node of creative insight, but only insofar
as his Key is the ǧafr-ist apocalypse-cum-commentary sine qua non in the Ottoman period. One
must also take into consideration the importance of Ibn Ṭalḥah (d. 652/1254) whose Orderly Pearl
cited above is the Ur-prophecy upon which al-Bisṭāmī penned his commentary. Gril is therefore
correct in assuming that ToN is either a reworking of some “earlier text,” if one understands a
‘reworking’ to be an innovative mélange.102
Likewise, one must consider other popular eschatological or prognosticatory texts of the
Ottoman period when discussing the potential sources of inspiration. Specifically, the “destinies”
literature (Ar. pl. malāḥim, sing. malḥamah; Ot. Mülḥeme) are such a source for comparison.103
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Would a cabal of dervishes be equally as keen on emulating such a textual tradition?104 An
assessment of the Ottoman sources corroborates a key observation by Ibn Ḫaldūn (d. 808/1406) in
his Muqaddimah. The North African historian defines malāḥim as synonymous with the “dynastic
events” (ḥidṯān al-duwal) literature. Both of these types are, in turn, intrinsically concerned with
“seeing” or “anticipating” (tašawwuf) events, be they “general events (ḥawādiṯ) such as what
remains of earthly existence or knowledge of the length of dynasties and their evanescence
(tafāwut).”105 Of the malāḥim most popular in the Ottoman period is the Mülheme-yi Dānyāl – not
to be confused with the copies of the Book of Daniel also made for Ottoman sultans –, Ottoman
mülhemes are preternatural dynastic almanacs;106 the celestial source of inspiration is implied by
way of the attribution to Daniel who famously confabulated with angelic intermediaries. 107 Ibn
Ḫaldūn’s definition should be expanded in light of this particular corpus. No evidence exists thus
far for the production or circulation of these almanacs in Sufi tekkes, though there is no reason to
presume mystics would not have used or read such works. Again, much of the material herewith
discussed in brief has not be examined at any length in scholarship. Evidence may exist. The
archive waits.
Is the Mülheme-yi Dānyāl corpus an additional node of textual inspiration for Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī? As an often copied and popular book of destinies and prognostications ToN shares no
structural qualities with this corpus either.108 A Danielic tradition exists somewhere for the
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audience of the mülheme. It is equally relevant to note that the mülhemes of Ottoman-era
production are only composed in Old Anatolian Turkish. ToN is very purposefully written in
Arabic. The linguistic register is key here. It is not exaggerated to say that Arabic possesses a
numinous quality seeing as it is the language of the Qurʾān. It is also the language in which
generations of theological and mystical masters wrote. Ibn al-ʿArabī himself only wrote in Arabic,
a fact that a pseudepigraphic author had to keep in mind while penning a believable Akbarian
apocalypse. In contrast, Ottoman divinatory texts emerge as quotidian works.
In contrast, ToN is a self-proclaimed, bona fide autographed vision of things to come. Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī’s sources are the Qurʾān, apocalyptic hadith, esoteric sciences (i.e. lettrism),
Akbarian supernatural and spiritual teachings, and either his own imagination or heretofore
unattested popular eschatological myths. The skein of questions surrounding the composition of
ToN constantly unfurl and get tangled as one tries to impose a clean and logical framework around
its vague origins. Postulating a corporate entity of Sufi scribes as the progenitors of ToN
unnecessarily – and improbably – complicates the situation. In short, mülhemes, or for that matter
takvı̄ms (Ar. taqwı̄m) to which technically mülhemes belong, fāls, or ziğs were not a direct source
of inspiration, though it is certain that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was familiar with each of these divinatory
modes.
We should, then, take Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī at his word. ToN is an example of ǧafr (see Ch. II),
which is a textual genre above and beyond agriculturally oriented prognosticatory almanacs; ǧafr
is esoteric and divinely inspired. Whoever Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was, he chose a genre that necessitates
a kind of secrecy and commitment to the idea of revelation. A group of composers violates this
framework. It makes ǧafr loose. The esoteric principle must be maintained. A writers’ collective
also contradicts the singular identification of the Akbarian adept with his master. The
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psychosomatic bondage (rābiṭah, lit. “bind”) of the real Ibn al-ʿArabī with his later murı̄d comes
undone. Too many would-be mystics roping themselves at once onto a spiritual master ironically
undoes the exclusive union of Sufi sheikh and student.
Further evidence for a singular author is likewise observed in the uniformity of Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī’s simple style, the repetition of specific locutions, the consistency of intra-textual
references, and the very intimate authorial affiliation with Egypt. Can one seriously presume that
a cohort of composers maintained such precision in their work? To indulge in Gril’s corporate
hypothesis, ostensibly a workshop of mystics could have agreed on a very rigid rubric for their
supernatural invention. Yet, again, that seems quite unlikely. Much like modern-day conspiracy
theories concerning the moon-landing, it just seems easier to have one man actually go to the moon
– or in this case one man compose ToN – than it does to postulate several reeds working in unison
to prestidigitate a coherent, smooth, and uniform end-product. Thus, the “single-author
hypothesis” herewith advanced is more acceptable as a solution to the problem of authorship, while
also accepting the reality of incremental emendations of esoteric material. As the Turkish saying
has it, “One lunatic tossed a stone into a well; forty scholars could not get it back out.” With just
one author, the text is cryptic and complex as it is. Ockham’s razor occasionally serves a function
in historical research.
D. Singular-Author Hypothesis Continued: Egyptian Origins?
A key element of the prophecy and a point of repeated focus is Egypt. First, Egypt is
constantly referred to as “the Land of Quiver” (Arḍ al-kinānah), an unusual epithet that in Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī’s terms betokens extraordinary divine election and revelatory status.109 Second, this
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strategic territorial holding is identified as the privileged geographic space over which all
auspicious cosmological phenomena align.110 Third, and consequently, Egypt emerges as the site
nonpareil for the appearance of several prominent End-Times characters, i.e. the Mahdi, revenant
Jesus, their sidekick the sultan, and the Dağğāl, all of whom converge upon the Land of the Quiver.
Fourth, this preternatural pageant show of millennial monarch, savior, resurrected prophet, and
Antichrist is juxtaposed with mundane considerations as well. Under the divinely ordained
commander identified as Sīn – Sultan Selīm I (r. 918-926/1512-1520), Ps-Ibn al-ʿArabī predicts
that the Ottomans will secure a major victory over an Egyptian ruler Qāf Ğīm. Again, this is the
last Burğī Mamluk Sultan al-Aşraf Qānṣūh al-Ġūrī al-Ğirkisī, (d. 922/1516). This military success
coincides with the advent of the final century of the first Islamic millennium. Egyptian history is
hereby a function of chiliastic predetermination. Or, rather, Egyptian history is synonymous with
salvation history tout court.
Fifth, as the title suggests, some arboreal typology also figures in the Egyptian landscape.
Specifically, one finds the new eschatological milieu converted into an apocalyptic arboretum in
which plants several trees take root: the Ḥanẓal bush, Ṣandal tree, and the ominously named “Tree
of Discord” (šağarat al-ḫilāf or al-iḫtilāf).111 The tree as a generic symbol is attested in apocalyptic
hadith. They are common metaphors for countries: Iraq is a palm tree, Syria is an olive tree, Rome
is an acacia tree, and Jaffa is a sycamore tree.112 No such tree is, as far as I have been able to
ascertain, assigned to Egypt. Furthermore, as Cook notes, “Nature participates in the [apocalyptic]
action, as it were; thus we find stones throw themselves at enemies, both trees and animals
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frequently speak, and the earth swallows up believers.”113 In particular, the Jews will hide behind
trees on the Day of Resurrection, but the trees and the stones will betray them and call out to the
Muslims to come and kill them.114 The only tree that will not give away the Jews’ location is the
Ġarqad (Boxthorn), for it is “the tree of the Jews” (illā al-ġarqad fa-innahu min al-yahūd).115
In both cases of arboreal imagery herewith cited, the tree is not per se a harbinger of the
Day of Resurrection, whereas it is a crucial warning symbol thereof in ToN. That is to say, there
is nothing intrinsic about the tree that makes it an apocalyptically potent or powerful object in the
hadith. Neither the palm tree by virtue of it being a palm tree nor the olive tree by virtue of it being
such designates Iraq or Syria as principal sites of eschatological happenings. They are simply
metonymic markers of territory. Palm trees are ubiquitous in Iraq, olives grow in abundance in
Syria, and so forth. In contrast, the Ḥanẓal bush, Ṣandal tree, and – more obviously – the “Tree of
Discord” are potent and specific hallmarks of Egypt’s status – above all other geographic locations
– as God’s select arena for the end of times. As for the talking trees in the case of the massacre of
Jews, they become animated because the Resurrection is at hand. They are a symptom of the EndTimes, not an omen of it. Everything is already topsy-turvy, ergo rocks, trees, animals become
sentient. They do serve a key function, however. Insofar as they can talk, they help the Muslims
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on their God-decreed killing spree of the disbelieving and iniquitous Jews.116 Spiritually speaking,
the whole of humanity must be cut down to a cohort of true believers.
More properly, the foremost signs (ʿalāmāt) of the “Hour” are the appearance of the
Dağğāl, the descent of Jesus in Damascus, Gog and Magog’s escape from intramural captivity, a
lunar eclipse (ḫasf), an earthquake, the metamorphosis (masḫ) of sinners and disbelievers into apes
and pigs, a great fire in Syria, the sun rising in the west, and advent of the “Creature of the Earth”
(dābbat al-arḍ), and – interestingly – the onslaught of Ethiopian armies.117 This is a condensed list
of the more commonly known signs.118 Trees are not among the ʿalāmāt. Moreover, the trees are
not tied to territory. Notwithstanding the Boxthorn, they are allies of the Muslims in an apocalyptic
setting where chaos reigns. Egypt, in contrast, is a fertile soil for the blossoming of eschatological
fauna that distinguish it from all other territories. The environs of the Nile are the site par
excellence of catastrophe, national (i.e. ummah-wide) redemption, and post-Judgment celestial
utopianism, a superlative status that Egypt otherwise does not occupy in traditional hadith.119 In

These necessary murderous rampages are more properly the “calamity” (fitnah) under discussion in this hadith
chapter.
117
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short, Egypt exists under an auspicious sky. Everything about Egypt simply points to it being the
central cog in the cosmic clock of Islamic eschatological history as far as Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is
concerned.
In light of this emphasis, one may suggest that the anonymous composer was an Ottoman
mystic of Egyptian-ethnic origins. This hypothesis is perhaps better understood by way of
comparative historical conjecture. If the author was either not born in Egypt or did not have some
personal (ethnic) connection to the region, how can we explain the centrality of Egypt? If he was
not Egyptian, then, for being an outsider, our diviner was quixotically obsessed with the place. 120
This is not unusual of course. One immediately thinks of the European Christian obsession with
the Holy Land. But at least the Holy Land was explicitly identified as a terra sancta in the JudeoChristian tradition. It fits their religious “cultural memory.”121 Egypt, in marked contrast, does not
figure in Islamic tradition as a terra sancta, notwithstanding its conflation with the Sinai as noted
above, and more particularly it is not an apocalyptic terra sancta like Syria.122
Some rightly argue that the “praise” (faḍā’il) literature sufficiently reclassifies Egypt as a
holy or blessed place. True, Egypt is exalted, but it is then exempted from apocalyptic destruction
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as mentioned earlier.123 Citing Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād, al-Qalqašandı̄ notes that Egypt is declared “a
country spared of all calamities (balad muʿāfā min al-fitan).”124 al-Qalqašandı̄ also cites traditions
that affiliate Egypt with Mt. Sinai, thus imbuing it with holiness by proxy.125 Aside from hosting
Moses as a son of its soil, Jesus is born there.126 Likewise, prophets like Abraham, Jacob, Joseph
and his brothers alight within its territory. Holy treading ground, indeed. Even the Torah is
summoned to sanctify Egypt as among “the treasures of God” (ḫazā’in Allāh).127 But does this
necessarily re-classify Egypt as an apocalyptic holy land in a revelatory sense on par with the Holy
Land – which includes Syria – or the Hijaz? I think not. If a holy place, such as a mosque,
sanctuary, or shrine are different in magnitude from the Kaabah, as well as functionally distinct
among themselves, then so too may one argue that Egypt does not attain the same status as the
Holy Land proper or that of the Hijaz. Egypt neither unique in praiseworthy qualities nor is it
superlative in its claim to hosting prophets. Seeing as al-Qalqašandı̄ and Ğalāl al-Dı̄ n al-Suyūṭı̄ ,
another author of Egyptian-centric faḍā’il, are both Egyptians, one must take a step back and
reconsider what merit these positive depictions of Egypt have in the context of apocalyptic
eschatology.
That is to say, I do not think that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī would have considered this corpus as
constituting a relevant source for writing End-Times revelation. Moreover, one cannot overstate
how important it is that in this literature Egypt is reclassified as untouched form apocalyptic
calamities because of its wonderful, sanctified status. Not every text that touches on Egypt would
have shaped Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s mantic vision of the place. He is working within an apocalyptic
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framework, a factor that must be underlined. He packs his prophecy with the Dağğāl, the revenant
Jesus, the Mahdi, and Gog and Magog. He also ushers forth unattested but apocalyptically charged
material such the aforementioned trees, a final Alif “the Sun of Religion,” and a Green Mountain
(al-ǧabal al-aḫḍar) from which another character called the “Yellow ʿAyn” will descend.128 Thus,
he seems to be wedded to the classical apocalyptic script as well as rewriting it.
If Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was in fact an Egyptian, the personal, intellectual, and mystical
investment in his homeland seems more probable. Jan Assmann’s rubric of cultural memory is
useful here. First, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī would have a reasonable and personal investment in relating
to the past memory of Egypt as a place and peoples (Erinnerung → Vergangenheitsbezug). Second,
he would also exhibit a particular political affiliation upon which his identity as an individual and
as part of a greater collective (ethnos) can be based (Identität → politische Imagination). Third,
and consequently, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī would have the authority of affiliation and proximity to create
from scratch a new Islamic apocalyptic narrative that is nevertheless based in the “cultural
continuity” of his Egyptian-ness and Egypt’s place in the Islamic imagination (kulturelle
Kontinuierung → Traditionsbildung). A new tradition thus emerges. It may not be a synthetic
byproduct from within the exclusive bounds of a supposed ‘canonical’ Islamic tradition, whatever
that may be for a late ninth/sixteenth-century Muslim Egyptian subject of the Ottoman Empire. It
is, however, a remarkably innovative fusion of personal affiliation to (peripheral) place and
religious belonging to the larger Ottoman Muslim ecumene, the dawlah as ummah. The ummah is
metonymically subsumed in the office of the sultan. Ergo, an Egyptian-focused revelation about
the eschatological significance of Ottoman history and imperial power no longer seems improbable
or incongruous. Rather, it fits a well-established model of constantly reconceiving what it means
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to be part of a multi-ethnic empire. This is, of course, not new. The Ottomans, like the Seljuks and
Timurids before them, were masters of synthesizing and “re-synthesizing” disparate ethnic and
religious traditions, especially when it came to articulating dynastic power.129 In a way, Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī was working within a well-established model.
The greater ummah’s salvation is not in any sense diminished through this re-assignment
of sacred geography from Greater Syria (Damascus, Jerusalem, Marğ Dābiq, al-Aʿmāq) and
Byzantium to Egypt. Apocalypses are a genre of tradition and innovation. They are also material
artifacts of the time and place in which they are produced. Thus, between the canon and the creative
afflatus of the apocalyptic seer, the particular historical, social, and cultural reality that surrounds
and informs ToN is “metaphoriz[ed] and symboliz[ed]…so that [the events of history] never lose
their actuality for all generations.”130 If this can be said about Jewish and Christian apocalypses,
then it same can be said for ToN, too. In the revelation of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, Islamic eschatological
enthusiasm is preserved and updated for a new age of expanded Ottoman imperial power and
authority that coincided with auspicious cosmic alignments (qirān) and the close of the first
Islamic millennium (1000/1592~93). One should be surprised if the revelation did not reflect the
world of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s historical situation. Thus, an Egyptian hypothesis for the author’s
identity becomes all the more probable.
Lastly, the author’s singular reference to the Coptic calendar provides a final piece of
evidence that he was, in all likelihood, Egyptian. On fol. 21a, one encounters the following cryptic
statement:
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And know, [for] God supports you through the Holy Spirit (al-rūḥ al-qudus), that
the minor events are endless due to their plurality. But they can be derived from a
calendar we have made as the basis for implementation (bināʾ) through special
means when the seeker of it wants to derive [the minor events]. May he intend to
do so on the first day of the year at the time of seeking, which is Coptic (sanat waqt
al-ṭālib qibṭiyyah, sic).131
This is a small, vague, yet telling detail. In a single word, qibṭiyyah, the author may be revealing
an ever more personal familiarity with the cultural make-up of Egypt. Of course, an Ottoman
bureaucrat sent to Egypt or itinerant mystic who sojourned to Egypt could have just as easily
familiarized themselves with something as culturally particular to the Orthodox Christian minority
as their calendar and their language. But then one must ask the question, “Why would they do so?”
By the Ottoman period Egypt had become definitively majority Muslim. True, the Copts were
Egypt’s “largest minority religion,” but they were also decidedly “isolated” politically.132 If Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī was an Ottoman pilgrim passing through Egypt, the probability of him taking interest
in, or engaging with the Oriental Egyptian Orthodox community seems doubtful. Moreover, would
not Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s status as a non-Egyptian Muslim outsider elicit a more general
classification of the local non-Muslims simply as Christians (masīḥiyyīn or naṣārah)?
The ethnic category of qibṭ in the context of a prophecy in which Egypt takes centerstage
as the supreme apocalyptic hotspot, in the present author’s mind, suggests personal familiarity and
long-term exposure of that kind that accrues through a shared geographic space and an awareness
of its peoples. To update the scenario a bit, it is the equivalent of a Lutheran living in New York
knowing generally about kosher delis, Rosh ha-Shanah, and a bit about the split between Reform
and Orthodox Jews, whereas a Lutheran from Nebraska would have no reason to know or be aware
of any of these details about a minority religion to which he/she does not belong. The former could
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speak superficially about different Jewish holidays and the other would at best only know that
Jews don’t believe in Christ’s divinity. Such a kind of cultural osmosis via lived proximity is often
spoken of in the Islamicate world as working the other way, i.e. from top down. Research into
Jewish Sufism is a case in point.133 Here one may speak of an instance in which a member of a
hegemonic class took intellectual interest in the religio-ethnic Other in the empire.134
In short, it seems far more likely – though not certain – that someone who grew up with
Copts and was exposed to their religious traditions, their calendars, their unique idiom, and their
particular ethnic identity would incorporate such a marginal reference into his apocalypse. The
cultural memory of Egypt and political concept of Egyptian-ness makes itself discernible through
the identification of the auspicious Coptic year for deriving the otherwise inscrutable “minor
events” (al-aḥādiṯ al-ṣiġār) of Islamic Armageddon.
Things become additionally complex given the simultaneous reference to the power of the
Holy Spirit and the propitious relevance of a Coptic year. True, the Holy Spirit is not a foreign
entity to Islam. It is mentioned in Muḥammad’s revelation several times. For example, in Q 16:102
it says, “Say: ‘the Holy Spirit sent it down from your God in truth in order to strengthen those who
believe, and as a guidance and good tidings for those who submit (al-muslimīn).”135 But the
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combination of Coptic calendar and the Holy Spirit together gives one pause. The theological
valorization of the Holy Spirit is not necessarily exclusively Muslim. It seems that Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī is intentionally playing with a conceptual mirror through which a Christian and Islamic
supernatural entity takes on a quasi-areligious signification. Why or how a Muslim subject of the
Ottoman Empire otherwise not from, or long resident in, Egypt would incorporate an aspect of
Coptic culture as well as play with shared Islamic and Christian terminology in a non-apologetic
or polemic manner is more rationally explained by way of the Egyptian thesis. It is unlikely that
some random Muslim passer-by picked up one or two bits of Coptic culture to incorporate in his
pseudonymous revelation of Ottoman propaganda on the fly.
III.

Definitions: Eschatology, Apocalypse, and Esotericism
As stated at the outset of this chapter, ToN is an esoteric, eschatological apocalypse of

Ottoman propaganda. These terms are precisely chosen and therefore deserve an extended
explanation. Each one of these adjectives will help us best understand the discursive function of
ToN in an Islamic-Ottoman context and, by extension, comprehend the narrative decisions of Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī. Codification and definition are the only tools one functionally has for deciphering
such a complex work of imagination, synthesis, and dissimulation.
A. Eschatology
First, ToN is eschatological because it is foremost concerned with the advent of the Islamic
messianic age, which is to say the divinely foreordained, calendric (i.e. chiliastic-based), and
terminal stage of material history. This is conveyed in ToN with the Qurʾānic terms the “Final
Hour” (al-sāʿah), the “Day of Resurrection” (yawm al-qiyāmah), and the “Day of Judgment”
(yawm al-dīn). All of these conceptual elements – the edge of history, cosmic timekeepers,
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resurrection, and judgment – coincide with ummah-wide salvation which in ToN is synonymous
with empire-wide deliverance; non-believers are, of course, implicitly condemned. One may
justifiably question the particular relevance of the descriptor “messianic.” There are pertinent
distinctions between the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic paradigms of individual, communal, and
universal soteriology. Yet such hesitance is not entirely warranted.
ToN, insofar as it is representative of fundamental salvific principles in the Islamic tradition
tout court, conceives of the coming of divinely anointed and supernatural figures. In particular,
the messianic age is signaled by two chief characters: the Mahdi, who is the End-Times supreme
warrior-king resembling more the Jewish messiah in form and function, and the revenant Jesus,
who is the superior and triumphant warlord that crushes his archnemesis and doppelgänger, the
Dağğāl (lit. “Lying Messiah,” al-masīḥ al-dağğāl, Syr. mešiḥā dagālō/daggālā, “deceiver”),136
along with his retinue of other frightening characters (i.e. Gog and Magog).137 Grace à the Mahdi
and Jesus’ staggered efforts at protecting the ummah and defeating its opponents, the world is thus
prepared for total material and spiritual deliverance. Critically, in ToN the Mahdi and Jesus qua
cosmically dispatched duo are in turn aided by the Ottoman sultan who serves – variably – as their
precursor, their herald, and their sidekick.
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With that in mind, the locution “messianic” approximates the more common connotations
of the term in English. It describes the enthusiasm around the Mahdi’s arrival and, along with him,
the reappearance of Jesus and their supernatural zeal in purifying the world and protecting true
believers. In short, ToN is eschatological because its source of inspiration programmatically and
terminologically speaking is derived from the language of the Qurʾān itself (i.e. Hour, Day of
Resurrection/Judgment) and tradition. ToN is eschatological because it is invested in specifying
the nature of Islamic history as finite and that its terminal phase is prepared by the advent of
supernatural salvific figures. Lastly, ToN is eschatological because it is palpably concerned with
the ultimate outcomes of the purification of the world and the salvation of all true believers.
B. Apocalypse
Second, ToN is an apocalypse ipsissima verba because it is conveyed in terms of a
“revelation” (kašf → ἀποκάλυψις, lit. “uncover” or “unveil”) of God’s divine plan, prophetic
“vision” (ruʾyā) of supernatural events, and a detailed “disclosure/exposition” (bayān) of the future
(fı̄-l-mustaqbal).138 It therefore seeks to unveil and divulge events pertaining to the messianic age
mentioned above, with particular emphasis on the phases of catastrophe, judgment, and salvation.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī presents us with a uniquely Islamic “religious perspective” in the Ottoman period
that relates God’s plans with the “mundane” world of dynastic history and theological aspiration
for salvation.139 ToN is, more specifically, an “historical apocalypse,” by which is meant that Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī composed a revelatory text that, “views the course of history from the perspective of

For a critical evaluation of “vision-oriented terminology” in Jewish and Christian apocalypses, see Ralph Korner,
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Testamentum 42, no. 2 (2000): 160–83.
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supernatural forces and the coming judgment […].”140 As such, ToN identifies from the outset that
its messianic-cum-salvific vision is foremost apprehended through the ineffable “secrets” (asrār)
that God has endowed in celestial bodies, which themselves belong to a lower yet apprehensible
gradient of the heavens. ToN is here emulating the Qurʾān, which is replete with auspicious
celestial phenomena signaling the End-Times (e.g. Q 53, 54, 81, 84, 85, 91), and the more scientific
mode of astrological prediction (ʿilm aḥkām al-nuğūm) discussed below.
As a revelation, it exhibits an awareness of the temporal and spatial dimensions common
to apocalypses as defined by John J. Collins:
An apocalypse is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in
which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient,
disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages
eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural
world.141
This definition will be slightly amended later on in order to provide a more Islamic-specific
definition of apocalypse as a genre.
Moreover, insofar as an apocalypse is a scribal artifact, ToN is classified by its unknown
author as an “epistle” (risālah).142 Epistles are not in any categorical sense associated with Islamic
eschatological apocalypses. Prophetic hadith and secondary traditions concerning “calamities and
apocalyptic battles” (fitan and malāḥim, respectively) are the most common unit of eschatological
information. The definition of ToN as a letter points to an awareness on the part of the author of
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the need, as Tzvetan Todorov argues, to “codify” the “discursive properties” of his own work.143
Such a codification also suggests a “horizon of expectations” among an Ottoman, and more
particularly Akbari-Sufi esoteric, audience. One cannot construe the risālah as an arbitrary textual
category or authorial mode of writing. Epistles evoke a particular, narrative framework.
Moreover, ToN is apocalyptic because its claims to be composed in the esoteric revelatory
mode of ǧafr. There is no proper translation for this term and its etymologically origins are
uncertain. Moreover, ǧafr has been mischaracterized as a “Shiite” science.144 By this, one should
understand that scholars generally presume a strict confessional discrimination not only of
religious practices and beliefs between Sunni and Shiite, but also sciences. Because the legendary
origins of ǧafr are attributed to ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib, the prophet Muḥammad’s cousin, son-in-law,
and fourth “Viceregent of God” (ḫalīfat Allāh) of his community of believers, and the Sixth Imam
Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, the conclusion follows that the esoteric revelatory mode is necessarily Shiite.145
This is not correct. More on this is presented in Ch. II. For now, it is sufficient to state that this
logic oversimplifies the situation and, more to the point, presumes that the modern political
antagonisms between Sunnis and Shiites, which implicitly suggests a disaffection among Sunnis
for ʿAlı̄ or the imams, can be projected onto Islamic intellectual history as a whole.
C. Esoteric Apocalypse
Third, as an esoteric genre in particular, ǧafr was en vogue among mystics, regardless of
their Sunni and Shiite leanings. Proof thereof is observed by that fact that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
explicitly identifies the necessary tools for decoding the symbolism of the titular tree (šağarah)

Tzvetan Todorov, “The Origin of Genres,” trans. Richard M. Berrong, New Literary History 8, no. 1 (1976): 162.
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and the various lettrist allusions as derived from/inspired by “the masters of ǧafr” (arbāb al-fann
min ahl al-ğafr).146 The popular personalities associated with ǧafr in the Ottoman empire are Ibn
al-ʿArabī, Ibn Ṭalḥah, and al-Bisṭāmı̄ , the reasoning being the works they left behind. Therein, one
is continually confronted with a fusion of mystical and esoteric practices. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is, by
his own declaration, a mystic acolyte of occult oracles. Likewise, our pseudonymous visionary
declares in the royal we that, “With the aid of the Holy Spirit, we have recorded these symbols
(rumūz) with these signs (išārāt) through the process of extracting (istiḫrāğ) ǧafrist secrets and
lettrist treasures (al-asrār al-ğafriyyah wa-l-kunūz al-ḥarfiyyah).”147 Herein the esoteric aspect of
observed. As a ǧafrist vision, the prophecies are rooted in two foundational pillars of early modern
Islamic divinatory practice: lettrism (ʿilm al-ḥurūf) and astrology (ʿilm aḥkām al-nuğūm), the latter
of which also includes almanac-prognostications (taqwı̄ms), horoscopes, and astronomical charts
(zījs). These augural methods were widely used and employed within the Ottoman court and
society specifically, as well as in the Islamic intellectual world broadly speaking.148 For Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī, cryptic symbolism is the sine qua non for composing a proper eschatological vision.
Lettrism relies on an esoteric valuation of the letters of the Arabic alphabet as God’s cosmic
building-blocks and, therefore, signs or codes (rumūz, išārāt) for deciphering the ineffable truth
behind material creation and mundane-historical time. For ToN, the letters mīm, sı̄n, alif, ğīm, qāf,
and ʿayn – in order of descending importance for the text – are the key elements of unlocking
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messianic prophecy and the events leading up to the eschaton, i.e. the Hour (al-sāʿah) of Qurʾānic
prophecy. In contrast, astrology, as it is employed in ToN, relies on a long-standing tradition of
identifying astrological-planetary phenomena as influencing and signaling minor and major events
in imperial history.149 Astrology as a function of ǧafrist prophecy thus renders ToN as
simultaneously public, that is to say “collective” in its political orientation of communal salvation,
and esoteric, that is to say “private” or communally restricted in relation to the proper interpretation
of its cryptic statements.150 Oracular proclamations, Delphic or divinely inspired, tend to vacillate
between the extreme poles of hermeneutic accessibility.
With that said, the anonymous composer behind ToN invokes astrology as a point of
revelatory truth insofar as the Great Conjunction (qirān) of Mars and Saturn in the final degree of
Libra (ḥattā yuqābil al-marīḫ kaywān fī aḫir darağat al-mizān) in the year ġayn (1000/1592) is
identified as a futuristic vision. This is the most auspicious and, by extension, the most
apocalyptically relevant celestial event for signaling the advent of the messianic age. The only
other major astrological conjunction is that of Jupiter and Mars in the year the year ʿayn al-ġayn
[70 + 1000 = 1070/1659]. This final conjunction signals the “propitious hour” (sāʿah saʿı̄dah) in
the final day of the final week of cosmic history. From a non-prophetic point of view, the
phenomenon is scientifically, if inaccurately, ascertainable. It was popularly believed that the first
conjunction would indicate the chosen, final leader of the ummah in the millennial age, herewith
signaled by the esoteric letter ġayn.151 The latter conjunction is also scientifically determined, but
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at this juncture the author-visionary is consumed by the Delphic vapors and is projecting well
beyond his own limited sight.
The exact distinction between Mahdi and sultan, first messianic phase and final messianic
phase are intentionally blurred. But this is the point of an esoteric vision. Apocalypse and
astrology, revelatory divination and scientific predictability simultaneously operate together to
create a text that can be at times elite and exclusive, i.e. appealing only to the “masters of ǧafr,”
and at other times more transparent. To draw from the model of Islamic esotericism proposed by
Lian Saif, ToN is esoteric precisely because it relies on an epistemological principle of revelatory
origin (celestial), revelatory mode (kašf, ru’yā, bayān) and revelatory genre, i.e. ǧafr. Likewise,
ToN is esoteric because it relies on an exegetical principle of esoteric sciences (ʿilm al-ḥurūf, ʿulūm
aḥkām al-nuğūm). ToN is in equal measure esoteric because it relies on a social principle of
collective salvation (al-qiyāmah, al-dı̄n), the nature of which is per se otherwise ineffable and
inscrutable lest revealed via divine-angelic fiat, otherworldly journey, or deciphered through elite
sciences, such as lettrism and astrology listed above. Lastly, ToN is esoteric because it relies on a
“trans-linguistic principle that demands the use of symbols and allegory.”152 Such symbols are the
gematric codes, but also the impromptu and intentionally confounding introduction of random
cyphers and puzzles (luġz), as well as the celestial constellations and their attending planets which
function to convey a different message according to a different discursive system. The allegory of
particular relevance in ToN is that of Egypt as the “Land of the Quiver” (Arḍ al-kinānah) wherein
the apocalyptic trees appear. That is, Egypt qua geographic locality is dissolved into a preternatural
narrative context of revelatory proportion. Herein, the sign “Egypt” ceases to represent its common
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signifier – the material space on a map – and, instead, taps into a more abstract, revelatory signified
notion of Egypt as apocalyptic space. In this light, Egypt is not just the birthplace of prophets or a
great treasure-trove; it is the keystone in the historical arch of divine cosmic architecture.
D. Propagandistic Apocalypse
Third, and consequently, ToN is propagandistic. Though it may have initially circulated
exclusively among a cohort of Akbarian adepts, the thrust of the prophecy aims to inculcate among
this particular social and intellectual group the belief that the House of Osman is a celestially
elected dynasty sent to secure salvation for the Muslim world, a notion which was quite en vogue
at the time in Ottoman circles. The imbricate relationship between kašf, ǧafr, and astrology work
together to underscore ToN’s nature as a political prophecy in the “service of empire.”153
This point of fact is foremost reflected in the title of the apocalypse. The Tree of Nuʿmān
is literally concerned with the apotheosis of “the Ottoman Empire” (al-dawlah al-ʿuṯāmiyyah). By
this, one should understand that the prophecy depicts the Ottoman sultans as the supreme
gatekeepers and guarantors of the End of Time. Their ascent to power, especially following the
conquest of Constantinople by Mehmed II in 857/1453 and the conquest of Syria and Egypt by
Selim I on 25 Rağab (24 August) 922/1516 and on 28 Ḏū al-Ḥiğğah (22 January) 922/1517
respectively, is repeatedly presented as surefire proof of the Turkish dynasty’s celestial election.
Insofar as propaganda is both politically and religiously understood to be the practice of advocating
for a particular religious/political ideology, ToN goes to great lengths to make the Ottomans’
successes synonymous with God’s will.154 Ottoman texts often incline towards poetic titles that
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can, at times, obfuscate the subject matter. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was evidently keen on making his
topic of interest indubitably clear.
ToN is therefore propagandistic because its conceptualization of history – mantic in nature
though it be – reduces the universal catalogue of events into a singular category; the Ottoman’s
dynastic destiny is the ultimate consummation of a cosmic divine plan. God has placed his bets
and the money is on the Ottomans. Political alliance and religious belief are ineluctably intertwined
in the pages of this prophecy. Next to ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s Key to the Comprehensive
Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ) and his Hoot of the Owl (Ṣayḥat al-būm), ToN can be
described as one of the principle political prophecies of its age. 155 Having explained the authorial
function of choosing Ibn al-ʿArabī as a pseudonym and also having defined exactly how ToN is an
eschatological apocalypse predicated on esoteric systems, symbols, and allegory that served to
inculcate a particular religio-political position – initially – among Sufis vis-à-vis the central Sunni
authority, let us now discuss the archival history of the text.
IV.

The Archival Evidence: Introducing the Manuscripts and New Philology
In Ottoman history, greater emphasis has generally been placed on exploring what one

might call ‘traditional’ sources of imperial historiography. For example, some of the earliest
scholarship – due primarily to Teutonic predilections – concentrated on the cornerstone texts of
dynastic myth. These are the Alexander Legend (İskendernāme) of Tāceddīn Aḥmedi (d.
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815/1412), with special reference to the final chapter,156 the Anonymous Chronicles,157 the History
of the House of Osman (Tevārīkh-i Āl-i ʿOs̱ mān) works of ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde (d. 889/1484) and Oruç
Beğ (d. after 908/1502),158 and the World Chronicle (Kitāb-ı Cihānnümā) of Meḥmet Neşri (d.
926/1520),159 to name a few. It is in these works that one finds the dream sequence in which
Ertuğrul (e.g. Anon. Chronicles, Oruç Beğ)160 and more memorably Osman (i.e. ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde),
the dynasty’s founding father and son, receive a vision in which a tree emerges from their navel.161
The relevance of these works is self-evident. Likewise, the exploration of Ottoman religious
history has dominated much academic discourse, the ubiquity of works surpassing the present
space for citation.162 Interest in economic, military, and cultural-social history has generally
steered close to ‘orthodox’ subjects, however.163 The so-called “superstitious flotsam of the Near
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Oruç Beğ Tarihi - Giriş, Metin, Kronoloji, Dizin, Tıpkıbasim, ed. Necdet Öztürk (İstanbul: Çamlıca Basım Yayın,
2008), 1–221.
159
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East” has only recently begun to see the light of day.164 The following philological overview of
ToN ultimately seeks to contribute to such efforts.
A. Which are the Primary Copies?
I have determined that only four true copies of the esoteric eschatological apocalypse ToN
exist. In no particular order, they are:
-

Süleymaniye Ktp. (SK) Ms. Beyazıd 4609 (entire text)

-

İstanbul Üniversitesi Ktp. (İÜK) Ms. A. 4884 (fols. 1b-12b)

-

Beyazıt Yazma Eserler Ktp. (BYEK) Ms. Veliyüddin 2292/2 (fols. 40a-65a)

-

Princeton University’s Garrett Collection – Yahuda Section (PYah.) Ms. 4497 (fols. fols.
20b-49b
For the purposes of this thesis, SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609 will serve as the primary source for

investigation. The argument for choosing Beyazıd 4609 is explained below; an extensive
description of this copy is also provided in Chapters IV-V. It is therefore relevant now to briefly
describe İÜK Ms. A. 4884, BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2292/2, and PYah. Ms. 4497. The copy İÜK
Ms. A. 4884 (fols. 1b-12b) was composed along with two commentaries on the primary
apocalypse, one of them being Ps.-Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawı̄ ’s Šarḥ titled the Luminescent Light Shed
on the Tree of Nuʿmān (al-Lumʿah al-nūrāniyyah fī muškilāt al-šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah) (fols.
12a-36a), in the month of Ḏū al-Ḥiğğah 1135/1723.165 Similarly, PYah. Ms. 4497 is compiled
along with Ps.-Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawı̄ ’s Luminescent Light as well as several other ǧafrist texts.

George Sarton and Frances Siegel, “Seventy-Sixth Critical Bibliography of the History and Philosophy of Science
and of the History of Civilization (To May 1950),” Isis 41, no. 3/4 (1950): 374. Two of the most important
contributions in this regard are Tuna Artun, “Hearts of Gold and Silver: The Production of Alchemical Knowledge in
the Early Modern Ottoman World” (Princeton, N.J., Princeton University, 2013); Şen, “Astrology.”
165
ToN, fol. 36a.
164
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They are all composed in the same hand. No date of composition is given, however. Ms.
Veliyüddin 2292/2 is also grouped together with a commentary by (Ps?) al-Maqqarī (d. 1041/1632)
titled The More Complete Example (al-Namaṭ al-akmal). Unlike Beyazıd 4609 and A. 4884,
Veliyüddin 2292/2 provides no concrete date of composition. One may surmise, however, that it
was composed in the eighteenth century as well, if not in the early nineteenth century. Again, as I
was not able to access the text in-person, a more certain dating is for now not possible. It is also
unclear for whom this copy of ToN and commentary were originally composed. Unlike the
extensive marginalia in both Arabic and Ottoman Turkish found in A. 4884, Veliyüddin 2292/2
has minimal notes, all of which are in Arabic. In addition, unlike Beyazıd 4609 and A. 4884, a
blank space remains where the esoteric diagram of Egypt should be. One cannot offer any precise
explanation as to why an otherwise complete text would be lacking such a minimal, yet critical
illustration.
This makes İÜK A. 4884 the oldest ascertainable copy of ToN. As I was not able to examine
the text in person, I cannot make any remarks about the provenance of the paper, watermarks, or
chain marks. Nevertheless, additional notes about the marginalia and its contents are relevant.
First, in a brief marginal note in Ottoman Turkish on fol. 1b we are told that the copies of ToN
along with its commentaries were gifted as an endowment (vaḳf) to the Meḥmet Şemseddīn Efendi
Ḳādirī tekke in the neighborhood of Aḳşemseddīn, sometime after 1203, the date of the
endowment of the tekke. This would likewise suggest that the prophecy still had some caché
among Sufi circles in the Ottoman Empire in the late eighteenth century. Its value as an endowment
to a mystical lodge is made clearer in the note: “whomsoever buys or sells this text, may he be
deprived of the intercession of the prophet” (beyiʿ ve-şerā’ eden şefāʿat-i resūlullāh maḥrūm
olsun). Such a consideration is underscored when one considers the final text with which ToN and
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its commentaries are collated. Found on fols. 50a-86a, the third text titled The Book of the
Luminescent Pearl Concerning the Comprehensive Pearls (Kitāb al-durrah al-lāmiʿah fī al-durur
al-ğāmiʿah) deals with esoteric material, especially lettrism and ǧafr. It is by a different hand and
is arguably older. Thus, A. 4884 as a whole constitutes an esoteric and divinatory text. Lastly, the
copy of the primary text in A. 4884 does not differ at all from Beyazıd 4609 in content or
composition. Both of these copies also possess the diagram of Egypt in the suggestive shape of a
tree.166
B. Sorting Out the Catalogues and Archival Records
The remaining supposed copies of the primary apocalypse in catalogues are in fact only
copies of the commentaries. To address this issue, a piecemeal evaluation of said catalogues must
be undertaken. Let us begin with Carl Brockelmann. In his entries on Ibn al-ʿArabī in Geschichte
der arabischen Literatur (GaL, vol. I, Suppl.), Brockelmann claims to know of two copies of the
primary apocalypse. One he records as being in the Biblioteca Vaticana (hereafter: Vat.) Ms. Vat.
arab. 1419, and the other in the St. Petersburg Asian Museum of the Russian Academy of Sciences
(Arabskija rukopisi postupivšija v Aziatskü Musei Ross. Akad. Nauk s Kavkazskavo fronta,
hereafter: AMK) Ms. 1134. Brockelmann, much like Kant, the other famous Königsbergian
thinker, did not travel outside his Büro-based Gedankenwelt. Thus, his information is largely
obtained from library catalogues. It is unclear from what catalogue or source Brockelmann drew
his information concerning Vat. Ms. arab. 1419. Yet, contrary to Brockelmann’s assessment,
Giorgio Levi della Vida notes that Vat. arab. 1419 is nothing but a “commentary epistle on the
Šaǧarah al-nuʿmāniyyah fı̄ al-dawlah al-ʿuṯmāniyyah.”167 As for the information on the latter
ToN, SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, fol. 20a; İÜK Ms. A. 4884, fol. 6a.
Giorgio Levi della Vida, Elenco dei manoscritti arabi islamici della Biblioteca Vaticana : Vaticani, Barberiniani,
Borgiani, Rossiani, vol. I (Città del Vaticano: Biblioteca apostolica vaticana, 1935), 220.
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manuscript concerning the Petersburg copy, Brockelmann identifies his source as the catalogue
published in 1917 by I. Krackovskii.168
Upon visiting the Biblioteca Vaticana in Spring 2018, I was able to double check Levi della
Vida’s remarks. Ms. Vat. arab. 1419 is in fact an anonymous copy of a Commentary (Šarḥ). On
the first preliminary page, a note is given in the upper margin that the copy once was in the personal
possession of one ʿAlı̄ al-Ḥamdı̄ b. ʿUṯmān, though no additional certificates of transmission are
provided. It also stands alone and is not collated with another exemplar or model. As a final note,
the makeshift paper cover of the manuscript still bears a handwritten catalogue note in Latin letters
labeling the text as eš-Šeǧere en-Nuʿmāniyye. This may have been the singular reason for an
erroneous entry in the original Vatican catalogue upon which Brockelmann’s entry is based.
The fact that this is a commentary is immediately made clear upon opening the manuscript.
On fol. 1b the content is introduced by Ps.-Qūnawī as, “some of the secrets you find in the
“diagram” (dāʾirah) of the Tree of Nuʿmān” (fī hāḏahi al-risālah baʿḍ al-asrār [allatı̄] talmaḥuha
fī dāʾirat al-Šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah) [Fig. 1].169 The introductory folio continues to explain that
it will decipher the three trees “big, small, and medium” (kubrā, ṣuġrā, wa-wusṭā) and the
diagrams, i.e. talismanic parallelograms (ğadwal pl. ğadāwīl) or magic squares (wafq – budūḥ –
murabbaʿ), alluded to in the primary prophecy. The terminology here and in the other
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Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Literatur - Erster Band, vol. I (Leiden: Brill, 1943), 447, no. 126,
and Supp., 799.
169
The commentary tradition is pseudepigraphic as well. The three main authors of the commentary tradition are: Ps.Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawī, Ps.-Ḫalīl b. Aybak al-Ṣafadī, and (Ps.?) al-Maqqarī. The real Ṣadr al-Dı̄ n al-Qūnawī died in
672/1263. The real Ḫalīl b. Aybak al-Ṣafadī died in 696/1297 or 764/1363. al-Maqqarī’s death of 1041/1632, however,
post-dates the late sixteenth century composition of ToN and thus opens the possibility of true authorship. A fourth
commentary tradition is attributed to one Muṣṭafā al-Sahrāb (or al-Saḥrābī, d. ?). I have not been able to ascertain who
this is. Further research must be undertaken, however, on this issue in the commentaries. Note below that Osman
Yahya does not identify any of these texts as pseudepigraphic. Yahya, “Histoire et classification,” 456–57. Note: no
arboreal or circular illustrations are found in Vat. arab. 1419. As it happens, this is generally consistent for all the
commentary copies I have examined for Ps.-Qūnawī, as well as Ps.-Ṣafadī and (the real?) al-Maqqarī (d. 1041/1632).
A singular exception is found in the commentary by al-Sahrāb/al-Saḥrābī.
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commentaries is a key marker for distinguishing the primary prophecy from its commentaries.
Specifically, the primary apocalypse makes no such division of symbolic-revelatory trees into
large, medium, and small. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī only speaks of the general “tree” (šağarah) of titular
and mantic importance, the Ṣandal Tree, the “Tree of Discord” (šağarat al-ḫilāf or al-iḫtilāf), and
the Ḥanẓal bush (šağarat al-ḥanḍal). Thus, reference to the division of sizes is unique to the
commentary tradition [Fig. 2].170 Moreover, nowhere in ToN does Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī refer to
talismanic parallelograms or magic squares. These, too, are later exegetical additions.
Consequently, as in Vat. arab. 1419 and all other commentaries, the inclusion of such a ğadwal
and/or a wafq help us in identifying and categorizing these manuscripts.
More importantly, this point of documentary detail is a key metric that future scholars can
and should employ for the explicit purpose of distinguishing the errors in catalogues and the actual
manuscript material, i.e. between secondary commentaries and the primary apocalypse. Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī, and by extension the later scribes who copied him, did not include in ToN proper any such
talismanic decryption diagrams – at least not in the four copies preserved for us –, nor did he
propose to perform a meta-commentary on the diagrams or the lettrist prophecies therewith
affiliated. That would defeat the purpose of composing an apocalypse. The revelatory scribe
inevitably wants to ensure the longevity of his text. Dissimulation and obfuscation are key tactics
to keep a crowd keen on unlocking its secrets. Thus, the exact details of the final phase of cosmic
history are left vague. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is quite clear as to the methodological motivation behind

DK Ms. Mağāmīʿ (ḥurūf) 26, fol. 8b. This copy has two distinct renditions by (perhaps) the same author. On the
final folio in the colophon we find Šarḥ al-šaǧarah al-nuʿmāniyyah li-l-Šayḫ al-Saḥrābī. But on the title page it is
recorded as al-Sahrāfī. Muṣṭafā b. (al-)Sahrāb, who was an Ottoman bureaucrat under Mehmed IV (r. 1058-1098/16481687). He was dispatched to Egypt and served under ʿUmar Paşa, then the governor of Egypt. There is no reason to
suppose that al-Sahrāb could not have made a copy of the text. Yet again, the authorship of the commentaries just as
much as the primary text is a vague and tenebrous line of investigation. See Aḥmed Çelebī Ibn ʿAbd al-Ġanı̄ , Awḍaḥ
al-išārāt fı̄man tawallā Miṣr al-qāhirah min al-wuzarāʾ wa-l-bāšawāt, ed. Fuʾād al-Māwı̄ (Cairo: Dār al-Anṣār, 1977),
191; Gril, “Enigma,” 61.
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96

this point: ToN’s prophecy is intentionally rendered in a scrambled language in explicit emulation
of the “ancients” (al-qudamāʾ). Consequently, or at least according to esoteric logic, these symbols
and this oracular register should not be expounded in any clear fashion (la yuqābil al-taṣrīḥ) to the
Muslim hoi polloi; hence, the “ten-fold” method of esoteric lettrist cryptography (ramz, ı̄māʾ,
kināyah, talwı̄ḥ, luġz, iltifāt, etc…).171
As indicated above, the only illustration in Ms. Beyazıd 4609, the primary exemplar used
throughout this thesis, is of Egypt from Aswan to Alexandria and its tributaries. This geographic
illustration, perhaps in an intentional kind of semiotic ambiguity, is rendered strikingly in an
arboreal-like shape [Fig. 3]. Such a polyvalent reading of the illustration is supported via
comparison with another illustration from İÜK A.4884, fol. 6a, in which the notes of the end-nodes
of the tributaries are rendered as leaf-like roundels. Egypt is not only a material landscape located
on a map that can be delineated regionally from the land of the Nubians in the south to the
Mediterranean shore in the north; it is also the cosmic tree from in which the secrets of salvation
are contained. Egypt, in short, is worth more than the soil and sand of its spatial location. The
illustration does not, however, help in deciphering the text in any obvious fashion.172
As for the Petersburg (AMK) copy Ms. 1134, with the help of the Slavic Librarian at
Harvard’s Widener Library Ms. Anna Rakityanskaya, I have determined that the manuscript in
question is none other than an additional commentary copy by Ps.-Qūnawī, here provided with the
plenary title Luminescent Light Shed on the Problematic Parts of the Tree of Nuʿmān (al-Lumʿah
al-nūrāniyyah fī muškilāt al-šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah). Please note that this title is a variant on the
commentary title contained in İÜK Ms. A. 4884. The same internal textual details regarding
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ToN, fol. 9b.
ToN, fol. 20a.
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illustrations, diagrams, and self-referential function as an exegetical commentary also apply. In
short, neither of the sources Brockelmann lists as the primary apocalypse are correct.173
The second major source for manuscript information on ToN and its commentaries is
Osman Yahya’s monumental Histoire et classification de l'œuvre d'Ibn ʻArabī which was
published as his dissertation.174 Yahya’s Histoire is primarily based on two critical primary sources
for delineating the overwhelming number of texts written by Ibn al-ʿArabī: the Catalogue (Fihris
al-muʾallafāt or muṣannafāt) and the Certificate (al-Iǧāzah li-l-Malik al-Muẓaffar).175 Ibn alʿArabī himself oversaw and sanctioned the compilation of these indexes of intellectual output.
Composed in 627/1230 in Damascus and containing 238 works, the Catalogue is the earliest
overview of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s intellectual output, and it was dictated by the Sufi master himself and
amended with the help of his son-in-law Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawı̄ (d. 672/1274) nigh a decade before
Ibn al-ʿArabī’s death in 638/1240.176
Thus, the Catalogue is the Red Sulphur’s earliest list of authorial works, and therefore a
comprehensive handbook for discerning between canonical and pseudepigraphical works up to the
year 627 AH/1230 CE. For this reason, Yahya identifies the Catalogue as his primary source.177
Here, the Great Sheikh provides a tripartite division of his oeuvre as follows: prophetic sayings

It is also curious to note that Brockelmann evidently never knew of the İÜK A.4884, SK Beyazıd 4609, or of Ẓāh
Ms. 8376, the latter of which Samer Akkach used in his study on the architectural history of the tomb of Ibn al-ʿArabī
and its renovation by Selim I. I have communicated with Prof. Akkach. He is not sure if what he referenced was in
fact the primary apocalypse or a commentary. As noted above, this singular copy will remain a lacuna in the archival
record. According to Denis Gril, Muḥammad Riyāḍ al-Māliḥ “a well-known Damascus specialist on Ibn ʿArabī and
taṣawwuf literature” shared with Gril that there are two copies of ToN in Damascus, presumably one of them being
the Ms. 8376, though Gril does not provide the catalogue numbers. Gril, “Enigma,” 72. Akkach cannot confirm the
existence of a second Damascene copy of the primary apocalypse.
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Yahya, “Histoire et classification.”
175
Yahya discusses these texts at length. See Yahya, 37–56.
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SK Mss. Yahya Ef. 6355; Şehit Ali 2717, fols. 42b-47a, and 1344, fols. 152a-155b; Esad Ef. 1420; BYEK Ms.
Veliyuddin 1794. These are the manuscripts I have been able to check. Yahya provides a more exhaustive list on p.
38.
177
Yahya, “Histoire et classification,” 37.
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(ḥadīt), “secrets” (asrār) which Yahya interestingly translates as “ésotérisme,” and metaphysics
(ḥaqāʾiq).178 The Certificate was composed in 632/1235, shortly after the Catalogue, in dedication
to Sultan al-Muẓaffar Bahā al-Dīn Ġāzı̄ , one of the sons of the Egyptian Ayyubid Sultan al-Malik
al-ʿĀdil Abū Bakr b. Ayyūb (r. 635-637/1238-1240); Sultan al-Muẓaffar ruled the region of
Māyāfāriqīn (r. 617-642/1220-1244), today’s Silvan in the Turkish region of Diyarbakir.179 It
reflects a later iteration of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s understanding of his work and the breakdown of his
intellectual fields of activity. Ibn al-ʿArabī notably qualifies this collection as possibly incomplete
since his own age at the time of compilation caused him to forget things.180
Yahya compiles the following list of supposed primary copies of ToN at libraries across
the Middle East and Europe. Importantly, Yahya does not label any of these manuscripts as
pseudepigraphic, nor for that matter does he exhibit any awareness of the fictional authorship of
the commentaries as well:
-

SK Beyazıd 4609

-

BYEK Veliyuddin 2292/2

-

İÜK A.4884

-

Pére Paul Sbath, private library 663

-

Biblioteca Alexandrina (hereafter: BAlex) 3862

As has already been demonstrated, SK Beyazıd 4609, BYEK Veliyüddin 2292/2, İÜK A.4884,
and PYah. Ms. 4497 are true copies of the primary apocalypse ToN. The following discussion will

Yahya, 107. Ibn al-ʻArabī, “Fihrist asmāʼ kutub Ḥaḍrat al-Šayḫ Ibn al-ʻArabī: manuscript, undated” (nd), 341v–
42, Ms. Arab 225, Houghton Library, Harvard University, http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:FHCL.HOUGH:3222155. For
those who debate the proper rendering of Ibn al-ʿArabī – i.e. with or without the “al-” –, it is important to note that
Ibn al-ʿArabī himself lists his name in the Certificate as Muḥammad b. ʿAlī b. al-ʿArabī al-Ḥātimī. Yahya, “Histoire
et classification,” 48.
179
For a critical evaluation of the Cairo manuscripts of the Certificate, see ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Badawī, “Autobibliografía
de Ibn ’Arabi,” Al-Andalus 20, no. 1 (n.d.): 107–28.
180
Yahya, “Histoire et classification,” 49.
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therefore address the remaining manuscripts cited. Let us start with Pére Paul Sbath private library
663, the least accessible manuscript and by extension the source about which nothing definitive
can be said. Specifically, I have not been able to contact anyone who has either inherited or knows
about the private collection of the Damascene Pére Sbath (d.?).181
In an online discussion, John Lamoreaux argues that these manuscripts should be in the
Vatican: “Of the 1325 manuscripts in Sbath’s personal collection, 1-338 and 340-776 are currently
in the Vatican Library (fonds Sbath). Of the remaining manuscripts, all but 23 are now in the
Foundation G. and M. Salem in Aleppo. The present location of these 23 manuscripts is
unknown.”182 I double checked the manuscript numbers against the Bibliothéque de Manuscrits
Paul Sbath, which is a comprehensive catalogue of the manuscripts Sbath collected and/or owned.
Therein, it clearly states that Ms. 663 is another exemplar of Mss. 323 and 635. These manuscripts
are labeled as Makardiğ al-Kasīḥ. This is a mixed Armenian-Arabic title, whereby a Makardiç
(Ar. Մկրտիչ, Mkrtich) is a technical term for an Armenian Catholic book of prays and meditations;
kasīḥ literally “the lame,” a self-effacing title that refers to the supplicant who might be in need of
such a spiritual aid.183 Thus, one may definitively conclude that these copies do not, in fact, exist.
Lapsus calami was evidently still a problem in the age of typewriters and mechanical printing in
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Ahmed Zildzic reproduces in his unpublished Ph.D. thesis the SBath 663 and, moreover, indicates that it is held in
the Birmingham University Library. More interestingly, Zildzic also seems to infer that he has discovered two
additional copies once possessed by the goodly father Pére Sbath that are also held in Birmingham: Sbath nos. 682
and 683.181 After having examined the Birmingham University Library’s Arabic catalogue, I could not find any record
of the three Sbath copies. I double checked this on their online website, which is not only easily accessible but is wellknown given that it contains the entirety of the Cadbury collection. There is a gap in the record from MSS 661 to 664.
I contacted the librarians at Birmingham to double check this lacuna. No one was able to find any record of Sbath nos.
663, or for that matter 682 and 683.
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https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/2008/09/09/1000-arabic-manuscripts-destroyed-in-ww2/.
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Paul Sbath, Bibliothèque de Manuscrits Paul Sbath : Catalogue, vol. II (Cairo: H. Friedrich, 1928), 35. Reference
to Ms. 635 is found in Sbath, II:27. Reference to Ms. 323 is found in Paul Sbath, Bibliothèque de Manuscrits Paul
Sbath : Catalogue, vol. I (Cairo: H. Friedrich, 1928), 144. The full title of the text in both instances is Ẓill al-kamāl fī
taṯḳīf al-aʿmāl li-makardīğ al-kası̄ḥ.
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the early twentieth century.184 There is a possibility that Sbath’s collection was either sold or
donated, maybe even to the Ẓāhiriyyah Library. This remains an open line of investigation for
future scholars. As for BAlex Ms. 3862, I was barred from gaining access to the copy.185
I will now speak of one final mislabeled copy of ToN. At the Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi Ktp.,
the manuscript catalogued as Revan 1742 is listed as containing Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s apocalypse for
the Ottoman Empire. No other scholar has identified this particular copy, be it either in a catalogue
or an academic article.186 Revan 1742 is not even mentioned in the relevant section on “occult
sciences, cifr [sic], sīmiyāʾ, etc...” in Fehmi Edhem Karatay’s Topkapı Sarayı Kütüphanesi –
Arapça Yazmalar Kataloğu.187 At first, the discovery of Revan 1742 inspired a moment of
uncritical excitement. Upon examination of the manuscript, the excitement quickly gave way to a
more sober, though no less important, realization. Rather than an older and imperially sponsored
copy of ToN, Revan 1742 contains two copies (fols. 1a-13a, 65a – 98b) of commentaries on the
primary apocalypse.188 There is a valid reason why Revan 1742 is labeled as a primary copy.

Zildzic, “Friend and Foe,” 83, fn. 209. How or wherefrom Zildzic procured these catalogue numbers is not clear;
he has not responded to any of my attempts to contact him and engage in dialogue about his research. Based on other
major errors in his thesis, one may presume at best that these are copied form some other source, but not checked on
site.
185
Despite two separate trips to Egypt (July-August 2017, July 2018) and several personal appeals with directors at
the headquarters of Dār al-Kutub (Corniche Branch, hereafter: DK), I was only ever permitted to view a minimal
number of copies at the Cairene manuscript library. According to authorities at the Egyptian Ministry of Culture, the
corpus of manuscripts at the core of this project are unofficially considered “magic” (siḥr). This is an intriguing act of
eisegesis on the part of bureaucrats. The texts are categorically labeled in the on-site internal catalogue system under
“compendia: lettrism” (mağāmīʿ ḥurūf) or talismanic squares (awfāq). Of note, the latter designation is more
commonly used for lettrist texts in archival lists generally. As noted above, ToN and its commentaries are foremost
based on the Islamic science of letters, though the talismanic squares are not mentioned at all in the three primary
copies; they only figure in the commentaries. I have tried to determine on the Egyptian-based research dataset EastLaw
(Šabaqat qawānīn al-šarq, https://www.eastlaws.com) if there ever was an official law or act passed by the Egyptian
government concerning magic generally, or esoteric sciences (ʿilm al-ḥurūf, ʿilm al-ġaybah, ʿulūm ḫafiyyah)
specifically.
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Specifically, the title in the cartouche is given verbatim as al-Šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah fī al-dawlah
al-ʿuṯmāniyyah. At any rate, on fol. 2b the scribe identifies the first text as a copy of Ps.-Qūnawī’s
The Luminescent Light. On fols. 10b, 11b, 12b, and 13a we also find illustrated “diagrams” which
are otherwise never included in the primary apocalypses themselves, as noted above.
C. Why MS Beyazıd 4609? The Primary Source of Investigation and Its Relevance
In marked contrast to İÜK A.4884, BYEK Veliyüddin 2292/2, and PYah. Ms. 4497, the
Süleymaniye manuscript copy Ms. Beyazıd 4609 is an imperial copy. By grace of it being
produced for the Sublime Porte, this manuscript critically presents us with a definite date of
composition. Equally important, Beyazıd 4609 does not exhibit any deviation from A.4884,
Veliyüddin 2292/2, or PYah. Ms. 4497 in content. That is to say, it is an exact copy in terms of
textual detail, prophetic locutions, and linguistic register. The prophecy remains on the mark in all
four testaments. The occasional misspellings, random variations in the orthographic representation
of the glottal stop /ʔ/ hamzah, or choice in when to designate the prophetic letters (ḥurūf) and
Qurʾānic or prophetic quotations in a different ink (i.e. black, red, or gold) are marginal differences.
They do not amount to substantial deviations within a manuscript tradition. And, as noted
regarding the latter eleventh/seventeenth century additions, each of these four copies contains the
same extended list of sultans and the note about the Ottoman reconquest of Iraq. Ergo, they all
derive somehow from an earlier (lost) intermediary copy from the mid-eleventh/seventeenth
century. To summarize, one cannot speak of any obvious and meaningful “textual fluidity” in the

as the Epistle of Ibn al-ʿArabī, fols. 99b-167b; ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s Cry of the Owl (Sayḥat al-būm fī ḥaʿadiṯ
al-Rūm), fols. 168b-174b, and which is here misattributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī; astrological charts, fols. 175a-180a. Šams
al-Dı̄ n Muḥammad’s Epistle contains three works by al-Kindī, Kamāl al-Dīn Ibn Ṭalḥah, al-Bisṭāmī, and Ibn al-ʿArabī.
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manuscript tradition insofar as the Turkey-based archive is concerned; if the Sbath copies are ever
found, this statement will have to be reevaluated.189
This is quite a curious consistency when one considers the general philological
presumption that scribes working in a given manuscript culture will – intentionally or not – change
the text and thus engender new transmissions.190 In this light, Bernard Cerquiglini’s maxim that
“medieval writing does not produce variants; it is variance” (Or l’ecriture medievale ne produit
pas de variants, elle est variance) is a gross overstatement.191 Beyazıd 4609’s imperial
sponsorship, exact date of composition, and lack of any substantial divergence from the other three
primary copies are concrete and compelling philological reasons for choosing this particular
manuscript as the primary source for this thesis.
Proof of the imperial provenance and dating is clearly presented on fol. 1a of Beyazıd 4609.
In an oval colophon decorated with gold filigree, one encounters the following information [Fig.
4]:
This noble book and beautiful artifact (aṯar) was endowed by the mother of the
Splendid Sultan and Eminent Emperor (ḫānḳān) ʿAbdülmecīd [r. 1255-1277/18391861] – may God sustain his days, his life, and his dynasty until the End of Ages
(aḫir al-dawrān) –, by whom I mean the esteemed Bezmiʿālem Sultan (d.
1269/1853), may [God ...] and make the donor grateful, as well as reward her [...]
in the year 1266 [1850 CE] of her gift.192
This dedicatory information is critical for two primary reasons. First, it demonstrates that Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī’s eschatological apocalypse did finally reach the Sublime Porte. With that said, one must

For a summary of the concept of textual fluidity, see Hugo Lundhaug and Liv Ingeborg Lied, “Studying Snapshots:
On Manuscript Culture, Textual Fluidity, and New Philology,” in Snapshots of Evolving Traditions: Jewish and
Christian Manuscript Culture, Textual Fluidity, and New Philology, ed. Hugo Lundhaug and Liv Ingeborg Lied
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017), 9–10.
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These differences are not always intrinsically meaningful, of course. Stephen G. Nichols, “Introduction: Philology
in a Manuscript Culture,” Speculum 65, no. 1 (1990): 6–7.
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Bernard Cerquiglini, Eloge de la variante: Histoire critique de la philologie (Paris: Seuil, 1989), 111.
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[…] designates elements of the text that are smudged or illegible.
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keep in mind that the upper echelons of imperial power do not seem to have been the target
audience of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s work originally.193 The history of the text’s circulation is key.
Recall that ToN seems to be wholly unknown for the first hundred-plus years of its existence. Yet,
that is a meagre rationale for evaluating the thrust and orientation of ToN. Texts are polyvalent and
can appeal to multiple readerships and audiences at once. After all, the real author behind this
ǧafrist prophecy, based on the continued emphasis on the role of the sultan in the events of the
End-Times, composed his vision as a propagandistic piece for the Ottoman dynasty. Though we
have no proof that ToN ever made its way to the saray, the commissioned copy Ms. Beyazıd 4609
is proof that the Āl-i ʿOs̱ mān did finally get wind of its oracular pronouncements.
The issue of lasting appeal and reproduction of ToN as exhibited by Beyazıd 4609 should
be further highlighted in the context of apocalypse studies generally. One invites the reader to
think of two other prominent and evergreen apocalypses, specifically the Book of Daniel and the
Apocalypse of John. Both texts are, as Bernard McGinn notes, continually read, commented on,
and “used to interpret the events of the times.”194 As indicated by the date in the colophon of
Beyazıd 4609 above, the same is obviously true about ToN. Yet, ToN is a text uniquely composed
for a victorious audience in a position of power. It is hence markedly different from the Book of
Daniel which is a Seleucid-era (312-63 BCE) piece imagining their Babylonian Captivity (ca. 597538 BCE) and using that imaginary to critique Antiochus IV Epiphanes (r. 175-164 BCE).

Prior to the nineteenth century, the ubiquity of commentaries and their geographic spread indicate that ToN’s
circulation was quite broad among Akbarian adepts, but the appeal of the text could not be contained. Explaining the
text is a way of opening the text to a wider audience. Conversely put, the commentary tradition is potential proof of a
larger group of mystically inclined Ottoman subjects who sought to understand the prophecy. Gril importantly
suggests that one of the goals of Ps-Ibn al-ʿArabī seems to have been “win[ning] people over to the Ottoman cause,
particularly in Egypt and Syria.” Gril, “Enigma,” 66. The “people” of concern here were not only a scholarly class of
esoteric initiates, but potentially even religious scholars with no official affiliation with a Sufi order or training in
lettrist prophecy.
194
McGinn, Visions of the End, 1.
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Similarly, it differs from John’s Apocalypse which originally may have served as a polemic for
persecuted Christians against Roman authority.
The Ottomans were the conquerors and hegemons. One is therefore speaking – however
obliquely – to a Muslim elite running a massive empire that achieved what no other Islamic dynasty
had managed before: the conquest of Rūm (Q 30:2 – wa-ġulibat al-Rūm), and the taking of their
capital Constantinople, the latter a key victory in the Islamic eschatological playbook.195 Thus, by
choosing Beyazid 4609 as the text of philological and historical analysis, an interesting comparison
can be made between the original context of production and its deployment nigh 250 years later in
the nineteenth-century. The difference between a victorious millennial empire and a dynasty
struggling with new and modern geo-political and cultural configurations will help us better
understand the dynamics of Islamic apokalyptika.196 This topic, especially concerning ToN’s
nineteenth-century resurgence, constitutes fertile ground for further research.
D. An Outline of the Prophecy
I now present a schematic outline of the contents of ToN is introduced:
I.

Prologue: Definition of Text Type as Revelatory Epistle (risālah) and
Précis of Islamic Cosmology (fols. 1b – 2a)

II.

Narrative Framing: Inaugural Revelation (fols. 2a-b)

III.

Egyptian Vision – Vaticinium ex eventu Part 1: Affirmation of Divine
Design Behind Islamic (Universal) History and the Method of Interpreting
the Vision (fols. 3a – 9b)
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al-Marwazī, K. al-Fitan, 295–302, 322–80; Cook, Studies, 6, 22, 35, 53–54, 58–59, 60, 61, 63, 210, 310–11, 317.
Cf. Tommaso Tesei, “‘The Romans Will Win!’ Q 30:2‒7 in Light of 7th c. Political Eschatology,” Der Islam 95, no.
1 (2018): 1–29. It is difficult to accept Tesei’s conclusion. Nevertheless, Islamic tradition reads the line as prophesying
an Islamic victory over the Byzantines and this is how the Ottomans did understand it.
196
Gril, “Enigma,” 70. Gril goes a little far in his language, suggesting that the “Ottomans could feel the end of their
empire […].” How Gril can know this, or for that matter how the Ottomans had such a prescient awareness in the early
nineteenth century is not supported by the historical record. Anxiety, yes, but knowledge of an end to come in the
twentieth century seems a stretch.
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A. First introduction of the symbolism of the tree
B. First introduction of ǧafr as the textual genre and principle mode of
revelation
C. First introduction of a series of lettrological messianic-era characters
(mīm, sīn, mīm al-ḫatm, mīm al-ṣadr, etc...)
IV.

Explanatory Interlude: Esoteric Mode and Tools Identified (fols. 9b –
12a)
A. Identification of ToN as a “true and divine revelation” (kašf ṣaḥīḥ
rabbānī) based on ǧafrist secrets (fol. 9b)
B. Identification of esoteric nature of ToN and necessary encryption
(išārāt, rumūz, luġz, īmā’, kināyah, talwı̄ḥ) of revelatory information
(fol. 9b)
C. Identification of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib as original progenitor and master of
ǧafr (fols. 10b – 12a)

V.

Egyptian Vision – Vaticinium ex eventu Part 2: A Return to Describing
Total Chaos (including a review of Islamic history since the Rāšidūn
Caliphate, further elaboration on the apocalyptic tree and predicting events
into the eleventh/seventeenth century, fols. 12b – 33a)
A. Further citations of the ǧafrist nature of ToN
B. Identification of Süleyman as the Ottoman equivalent of the biblical
Solomon, description of the reconstruction of the Temple Mount/Dome
of the Rock
C. Introduction of additional trees:
i. Ḥanẓal Bush
ii. Ṣandal Tree
iii. “Tree of Discord (šağarat al-iḫtilāf)”
D. Introduction of the two Sīns, Selim and Süleyman
i. Additional lettrist lists of the final sultans of the Ottoman
dynasty
ii. Question of reliability of lists
E. Sabbatical eschatology
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i. A final week of seven days marks the ultimate phase of cosmic
history
ii. Introduction of the All-Just Mīm (Mı̄m ʿādil), the Mahdi, as the
“Reviver of the purified Muḥammadan law” (sic: muḥyyi alšarīʿah al-muṭahharah al-muḥammadiyyah)
iii. A final “Great Battle” (al-malḥamah al-kubrā)
VI.

Syrian

Vision

–

Continuing

Ad

Hoc

Prediction

into

the

Eleventh/Seventeenth Century: Increased Abstraction of Historical
Events Concerning Syria (fols. 33b – 50a)
A. Introduction of Syria as the site of the “Great Battle” and new cryptic
eschatological characters, places, and astrological phenomena
i. Yellow ʿAyn
ii. Green Mountain
iii. Ascent of the Red Star in Aquarius (al-dalw)
iv. Arrival of the satanic North African bearing a false prophecy (lit.
“book,” kitāb)
B. Reference to Šaraf Ḫān al-Bidlīsī and his alliance with the Safavids (fol.
41a)
C. Introduction of the final savior-sovereign Alif on the final day of the
terminal apocalyptic week (fol. 42a)
D. Conclusion: the final year before Judgment Day is 1111/1700
There is no preexisting or standard “external” Akbarian model of eschatological visions off of
which ToN’s pseudonymous author drew inspiration. True, the pseudepigraphic attribution of
authorship to Ibn al-ʿArabī suggests that the exalted and (in)famous Andalusian Sufi’s own
revelatory and lettrist speculations constitute the Pierian Spring from which ToN percolated. This
initial hypothesis has been checked against the most relevant of the ‘real’ Ibn al-ʿArabī’s works,
in particular The Meccan Revelations (al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyyah),197 Bezels of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ alIbn al-ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyyah, ed. Osman Yahya, vol. I–XIV (Cairo: al-Hay’ah al-Maṣriyyah al-ʿĀmmah
li-l-Kitāb, 1972).
197
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ḥikam),198 Book of Visions (Kitāb al-fanā’ fī-l-musāhadāt),199 The Book of the Letter B (Kitāb albā’),200 The Secrets of Voyaging (Kitāb al-isfār ʿan natā’iğ al-asfār),201 the mystical anthology
known as In the Presence of the Pure (Muḥādirat al-abrār),202 The Fabulous Gryphon (or:
Phoenix, ʿAnqāʾ muġrib),203 and The Universal Tree and the Four Birds (Risālat al-ittiḥād alkawnı̄).204 I also explored both Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Dīwān and Interpreter of Desires (Tarğumān alašwaq), the latter being – at least in Western discourse – his most popular poetic oeuvre.205 An
anthology of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s poetry may at first seem irrelevant or a queer consideration when
talking about esoterica and eschatology. One must recall, however, that in other prophetic texts
include prophecy in poetic form. For example, the Hoot of the Owl, which is commonly
misattributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī but is in fact by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmı̄ , and some later

198

Ibn al-ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam. Two English-language translations are available: Ibn al-ʿArabī, Bezels (Austin
Trans.); Ibn al-ʿArabī, Ibn Al-ʿArabı̄’s Fuṣūs al-Ḥikam: An Annotated Translation of “The Bezels of Wisdom,” trans.
Binyamin Abrahamov (New York: Routledge, 2015). Abrahamov’s edition is preferred.
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1968).
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Motif in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s ‘Book of the Fabulous Gryphon.’” The exact correlation between the Islamic mythological
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though it seems he would prefer “Phoenix.” See Elmore, 413, fn. 9. Two other magical creatures of Islamic legend
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and Farīd al-Dīn ʿAṭṭār’s Conference of Birds (Manṭiq al-ṭayr). For the latter, see Ahmed Al-Rawi, “A Linguistic and
Literary Examination of the Rukh Bird in Arab Culture,” Al-ʿArabiyya: Journal of the American Association of
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are traditionally associated with eschatological themes. Al-Rawi, 106. Ibn al-ʿArabī herewith exhibits a unique
semiotic system that one would otherwise expect to be emulated in ToN; this is decidedly not the case as argued above.
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Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī, The Universal Tree and the Four Birds: Treatise on Unification (al-Itti·hād al-Kawnī),
trans. Angela Jaffray (Oxford: Anqa, 2007).
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variations of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl convey supernatural and transhistorical insights in
verse.206 Mantic rhymed chanting has always maintained a central, if somewhat contentious, place
in Islamic revelatory tradition.207 Investigating the verses of Ibn al-ʿArabī therefore seemed a
potential, if somewhat unlikely, corpus to investigate as well. Nevertheless, no further parallels or
evidence was found.
In fact, none of the primary, canonical texts by Ibn al-ʿArabī examined above exhibit any
parallels in structure or content with ToN, notwithstanding the basic interest in lettrism and visions
of the celestial realm.208 But these are not exclusive to Ibn al-ʿArabī. As one will observe in Chapter
III, the lettrist codes in ToN are most definitely not derived from any program set forth by the Red
Sulphur himself. Rather they reference in far too obvious a fashion actual historical events and
persons on one hand, or they strike one as either strings of letters or extremely cryptic, but
nevertheless eschatologically relevant cyphers, on the other hand. This should not be taken to mean
that Ibn al-ʿArabī’s dabblings in esoterica did not, in some fashion, inform Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s

SK Ms. Hacı Mahmud Ef. 4268, fols. 79a-104b; DK Ms. Mağāmīʿ Ṭalʿat 653; SB Ms. Wetzstein II 1212, fols.
54b-57b; NLI Ms. Yah. Ar. 125 fols. 48a-51b. Bisṭāmī identifies himself as the author of the Hoot of the Owl in his
Durrat tāğ al-rasāʾil. Ismāʿīl Bāšā al-Baġdādı̄ (Bağdatlı), Īḍāḥ al-maknūn fī-l-ḏayl ʿalā kašf al-ẓunūn ʿan asāmı̄ alkutub ʿa-l-funūn, ed. Rifʿat al-Kilīsı̄ and Šaraf al-Dīn Yāltqāyā, vol. II (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʼ al-Turāth al-ʻArabī, n.d.),
72–73; A. Abel, “Un hadit sur la prise de Rome dans la tradition eschatologique de l’Islam,” Arabica 5, no. 1 (1958):
6; Yahya, “Histoire et classification,” 473–74 no. 708; Gril, “Enigma,” 67. For an example of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s apocalyptic
tale that includes a poem, see SB Ms. Wetz. II 1212, fols. 54b-57b.
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Divination, 22–23, 83–84, 89–104; Toufic Fahd, “La connaissance de l’inconnaissable et l’obtention de l’impossible:
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(šāʿir mağnūn) is Q 37:36. See also Q 21:5; 52:30; 69:41.
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work. After all, Gril importantly notes that, “the text of the Shajara has been composed so as to
make it credible as one of Ibn ʿArabī’s texts.”209 But in light of the evidence, the schematic,
thematic, and content-based inspiration Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī derived from the Great Sheikh’s work
remains at an indiscernible remove, general parallels notwithstanding.
To conclude, revelatory literature is a moving target for theologians and historians alike.
W.R. Kempson once aptly observed that the number of modern scholarly outlines of John’s
Apocalypse was comparable with the plurality of theological and academic interpretations of it.210
The same can be said of Ezekiel, Daniel, the Tiburtine Sibyl and many other visionary tractates.
Even the Qurʾān, with its essentially eschatological revelatory core, is justifiably characterized as
difficult to pin down. Muḥammad was, after all, both the herald of the End and simultaneously illequipped to explain its signs and portent (e.g. Q 7:187, 79:42). Hence, Islamic theologians relied
as much on the prophetic sayings to understand what exactly Muḥammad meant when he spoke of
the impending “Hour,” as they did on oracular apocalyptic literature, occult science, and esotericmystic visions. As a pseudepigraphic esoteric eschatological prophecy of imperial propaganda,
any outline of ToN will be predicated on the analytical questions that scholars bring with
themselves when analyzing the text. Future research may find it necessary to adjust the schematic
outline above. To wit, the thematic program above is as stable as lines of poetry written in water.
The stream of future research will inevitably replace what I have herewith provided.

Gril, “Enigma,” 61.
W.R. Kempson, “Theology in the Revelation of John” (Ph.D. Thesis (unpublished), Louisville, KY, Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1982), 38.
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V.

When Was ToN Written? Proposing a Terminus ante quem
As a final point of introductory discussion, one should provide a brief note on dating.

Deciphering the dizzying admixture of historical fact and esoteric prophecy does not lend itself
well to standard historiographical methodologies au courant in Islamic intellectual history. One is
confronted with a complex web of information. On the one hand, there are the obvious ex eventu
allusions to real historical events. Selim I’s conquests of Damascus in 1516 and Egypt in 1517 is
a repeated point of fact, thus pointing to a composition after the fateful Ottoman takeover.211 More
importantly, as discussed below, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes a singular yet critical allusion to Šaraf
Ḫān Bidlisī’s alliance with the Safavids; such specific knowledge on the part of our pseudonymous
oracle takes us further down the century into the 1570s.212 On the other hand, one encounters in
what is arguably part of the earliest core of the prophecy by Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī lettrist codes like the
string of alif-mīm-mīm-mīm-mīm-ḥā-ḥā-ḥā-sīn-sīn-sīn-yā-dāl-ʿayn etc...,213 additional cryptic
symbols and cyphers (i.e. išārāt, rumūz, luġz, īmā’, kināyah, talwı̄ḥ),214 futuristic allusions to the
celestially determined advent of the Mahdi under the chiliastic “conspicuous conjunction”
(qirān),215 a final apocalyptic week that extends far into the post-millennial age (alif-yā-qāf-ġayn
→ 1 + 10 + 100 + 1000 = 1111/1699~1700), and, to complicate matters further, an additional
mysterious post-Mahdi Muslim super-sovereign designated by the letter alif, to name a few key
points.216 This is quite the mélange of real and imagined prophetic components. A quick survey of
work in the field of Islamic intellectual history reveals a predilection for less mercurial texts and
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traditional academic genres such as medicine, philosophy, theology (ʿilm al-kalām), and
linguistics/literature.217
Such a mix of non-traditional topics in ToN is all the more confounding when one considers
Reinhart Koselleck’s observation that apocalyptic eschatology exists in a temporal framework of
“structural repetition” (Wiederholbarkeit). Revelation is like a “Best of the 80s” playlist at a party
set on replay; inevitably, despite the temporal anachronism, the right tune will chime in that fits
the ambience of the social setting and appeals to the mood of the evening. And much like the
emotion of nostalgia, a sensibility that is difficult to rationalize but always lingers, so too is
“Prophecy for now and ever true” (Denn die Prophetie ist ein und für allemal wahr).218 In fact, the
phenomenon of apocalypticism – which is distinct from the literary genre of apocalyptic – as a
sentimentality or emotional condition is illuminating. By believing in the repetitive and perennially
applicable truth of revelation, one intellectually indulges in an historical mode that is markedly
atemporal, or at least trans-temporal. As Mark O’Donnell has observed regarding modern
apocalyptic movements, “The apocalyptic sensibility, the apocalyptic style, is seductive
because…it vaults us over the epistemological chasm of the future, clear into a final destination,
the end of all things.”219 Conversely put, prophecy, especially of the esoteric-mystical kind
presented in ToN, skirts around the familiar Hegelian notion of a lived past (res gestae) that is
recounted in a narrative framework we have come to know as discrete history (historia rerum
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gestarum). Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī takes us into a mantic timeframe that in large part imagines historical
fact as future possibility.
Where an oracular author either obfuscates or projects into a future of seemingly perpetual
applicability, he also leaves evidence of concrete and singularly occurring events. Barring belief
in the truth of oracles and prophecy, one can confidently classify many of ToN’s claims concerning
events (e.g. Selim’s conquests, the ascent of Süleyman, his renovation of the Dome of the Rock,
Kurdish alliances with the Shiite Safavids, unrest in the east) as vaticinum ex eventu. Consequently,
one can likewise approximate the date of composition and, in part, free ToN from the structural
repetition of its cryptic locutions.
Most critically, as noted above there is a singular and short reference to Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī
(d. ca. 1008~1012/1600~04). This is a philological smoking gun. Specifically, the Rūzagı̄ Kurdish
chieftain and historian is cited by name toward the end of the prophecy as “a partisan of the ruler
of the Persians” (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā šāh al-ʿaǧam), whereby the šāh in question can be Šāh Ṭahmasp
(r. 930-984/1524-1576) or his son Šāh Ismāʿīl II (r. 984-985/1576-77). Neither can be ruled out,
though given the longer reign of Ṭahmasp and in light of the fact that Šaraf Ḫān’s father, Šams alDı̄ n, alligned himself with Ṭahmasp, this particular ruler may in fact be the Persian king in
question.220 A provisionary terminus ante quem of 986-987/1578-1579 is thus proposed. This
requires some explanation. The Kurdish chieftain was raised in the Safavid court as a child and, as
an adult, served as a satrap in Van under the short-lived reign of Šāh Ismāʿīl II. Critically, however,
Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī eventually switched sides after Murad III gave him the principality of Bidlīs in
986/1578. Šaraf Ḫān’s Shiite alliance and affiliation is, in other words, the latest concrete historical
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date ascertainable of the core prophecy, notwithstanding the later scribal interpolations mentioned
above. One may conclude that if Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was aware of Šaraf Ḫān’s previous allegiance,
he no doubt would have then been aware of his alliance with the Ottomans. But Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
is silent on this point. The absence of any ex eventu hint at Šaraf Ḫān miraculously turning over a
new leaf – an event that would have arguably served the propagandistic thrust of ToN – is
invaluable. ToN cannot have been composed any time after 1578-79. Though a final proviso is in
order. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī may have known about the alliance between Šaraf Ḫān and Murad III and
remained skeptical about his trustworthiness. The terminus ante quem here is flexible enough to
even extend to some point after Šaraf Ḫān’s pact with the Ottoman empire.
One must not go to the opposite extreme and surmise that ToN is nothing but a
reformulation of another pseudepigraphical text from the eighth/fourteenth century attributed to
Ibn al-ʿArabī titled The Apocalypse of Ibn al-ʿArabī (Malḥamat Ibn al-ʿArabī) that I found in the
National Library of Israel Ms. 125.221 Firstly, one must admit that there is much to compare
between this pseudepigraphic apocalypse and ToN. Malḥamat Ibn al-ʿArabī is concerned with
Egypt as a site of importance. It also identifies the domination of the Nilotic nation under the
“Turks,” i.e. the Burğı̄ Mamluks who were of Oğuz Turk and Circassian descent. Sultan Qayitbey
(r. 872–901/1468–1496) is identified in an obviously truncated form of his as “the first to rule
Egypt from among the Turks is Ay bek.”222 The Ḥanẓal bush and the “Tree of Discord” also make
an appearance, as does a “Tree of Knowledge” (šağarat al-ʿilm).223 There is even at the very
beginning of the apocalypse a diagram of twenty-four slices that transect three concentric circles,

Ibn Ḫaldūn, Al-Muqaddimah, I:556, 558. NLI Ms. Arab 125, fols. 59b-62a. This copy was composed in in
1055/1645 by an Ottoman Egyptian scholar. Efraim Wust, Catalogue of the Arabic, Persian, and Turkish Manuscripts
of the Yahuda Collection of the National Library of Israel, ed. Raquel Ukeles et al., vol. I, Islamic Manuscripts and
Books (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 212, 214.
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each unit therein filled with quasi-lettrist allusions to the names of Mamluk sultans.224 This is
complemented at the end of the text with oracular tables filled with letters and astrological
correspondences. Despite these several major points of comparison, the text is decidedly different.
Most importantly, it is not ǧafrist. The use of disparate letters from the alphabet come nowhere
near the complexity of ToN.225 It is more like a cheap imitation of a lettrist oracle. Second, it is
more akin to a prognosticatory work than it is an eschatological prophecy. Third, Egypt is in no
way depicted as a site of apocalyptic significance. The history of its conquest by the Mamluks is
elevated to an ominous event of Akbarian prediction but that is all. Moreover, the inclusion of
lettrist-cum-astrological tables at the end may actually not belong to the malḥamah at all. As Wust
notes, the manuscript is a compilation of twelve separate occult treatises.226
The textual history gets even more confusing when compared with another
pseudepigraphic Apocalypse attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī. This other text is actually a malḥamah of
an Ibn Abı̄ ʿAqab or Ibn Abı̄ ʿUqab incorporated into Ibn al-ʿArabī’s In the Presence of the Pious
(Muḥāḍarat al-abrār).227 These two texts resemble each other only insofar as they restage eleventh
and twelfth century Egyptian history in terms of futuristic visions in the mode of vaticinium ex
eventu; otherwise, the textual details are extremely distinct from ToN. How, then, is a non-esoteric,
pseudo-Akbarian tradition exclusively concerned with the Mamluks the Vorbild of ToN? There is
a possibility, of course, that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was aware of these texts, but the internal evidence
indicates that the only points of real comparison are reflected through the shared arboreal
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symbolism. Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Pearl, al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key, and Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own teachings on
millenarian mystical renewal prove far closer to the prophetic content present in ToN. Moreover,
the difference between a malḥamah and ǧafr, as will be discussed in the following chapter, is a
fundamental issue of genre that drives the two pseudo-Akbarian works apart.
Second, pace Samer Akkach, the Malḥamat Ibn al-ʿArabī cited in the Description of Egypt
(al-Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-iʿtibār bi-ẕikr al-ḫiṭaṭ wa-l-aṯār) by al-Maqrīzī (d. 846/1442) can only be one
and the same text as ToN if one believes in the truth of prophecy, i.e. that ToN was in fact written
in any form before the ninth/sixteenth century.228 Third, the information al-Maqrīzī provides about
this text is clearly, in his own eyes, apocryphal; he is careful to designate the malḥamah as
“attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī” (mansūbah ilayhi).229 It is unclear from the information al-Maqrīzi
provides whether this Akbarian Apocalypse is either an earlier version of Ms. 125 or the
Apocalypse of Ibn Abı̄ ʿAqab, or some other oracle circulated under the title malḥamah and
attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī. Whichever, al-Maqrīzī’s historical suspicion is clear. This other
prophecy is again at odds with ToN’s staging of Egypt as a sacred landscape that perseveres to the
end of time as the site sine qua non of salvation; its origin is evidently from the Mamluk period
seeing as it identifies the destruction of Egypt as occurring in 780/1378. Again, this Akbarian
Malḥamah may have served as a source of inspiration for Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, but this is mere
speculation.230 One should not presume that any apocryphal text attributed to the Great Sheikh is
immediately an Urtext for later pseudepigraphic Akbarian works of prophetic invention.

Akkach, “Eye of Reflection,” 82.
Taqī al-Dı̄ n Abū al-ʿAbbās al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-iʿtibār bi-ẕikr al-ḫiṭaṭ wa-l-aṯār al-maʿrūf bi-l-Ḫiṭaṭ almaqrīziyyah (Cairo: Maktabat al-Ādāb, n.d.), 196; Taqī al-Dı̄ n Abū al-ʿAbbās al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-mawāʿiẓ wa-liʿtibār fī ẕikr al-ḫiṭaṭ wa-l-aṯār (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1987), 372.
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There is one problematic issue with this dating, however. A marked silence regarding ToN
plangently echoes throughout the external historical sources. Several major Ottoman works from
the seventeenth century do not cite ToN’s existence. Specifically, the sixteenth-century Ottoman
bureaucrat and scholar Muṣṭafā Ālı̄ (d. 1008/1600) who started his Essence of History (Künhü’laḫbār) in the year 1000 AH makes no reference to ToN. This is remarkable. As Cornell Fleischer
notes, “Âli utilized as sources not only histories and popular cosmological works, but also Qurʾânic
exegesis, mystical works (particularly those of Ibn ʿArabî), and their commentaries.”231 Was
Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ unaware of the text’s existence? One should hesitate to presume that historians and
scholars, regardless of the era, are the equivalent of Google. Research does not work like that. If
Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ were that well acquainted with Ibn al-ʿArabī’s canonical works and their
commentaries, then several possibilities may explain the silence.
First, either the work had not yet been composed; second, Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ knew of it and
dismissed it on some technical basis; or third, the text circulated exclusively among elite Sufi
circles, which is what Noah Gardiner calls “esoteric reading communities.”232 By this Gardiner
highlights the “tension” between the restrictive (read: secret) paradigm that regulates the
circulation of an esoteric work and the act of writing and the production of books as a “communal
affair.”233 The first proposition can be dismissed based on the philologically sound argument that
ToN exhibits a deep awareness of historical events up to the 1570s and, markedly, for any date
thereafter trails off into pure apocalyptic symbolism and oracular conjecture. The
eleventh/seventeenth century is a foggy temporal space; the two obvious editions from later in that
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century thus stand out all the more as too specific. The eleventh century is more properly the age
of the Alif and the Yellow ʿAyn. Thus, ToN must have been composed before the time Muṣṭafā
ʿĀlı̄ put pen to paper, otherwise it would have – logically – included more historical detail leading
up to 1000 AH and thereafter. With regards to the second proposition, if Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ had known
about ToN, two probable possibilities arise. Either he knew it was pseudepigraphal and dismissed
ToN on the basis of it being ‘forged’ and therefore spurious, or he knew of the text and believed it
to be by Ibn al-ʿArabī. In the latter case, Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ might have then refrained from referencing
the text out of a sense of embarrassment. After all, the millennium tide had come and gone, leaving
in its wake the detritus of failed prophecy and, more specifically, an empire – at least in Muṣṭafā
ʿĀlı̄ ’s eyes – on the wane. In this regard, Fleischer poignantly observes the following:
The millennium marked the end of an era, an end that many though would usher in
the apocalypse. But the apocalypse did not arrive, and so the year 1000 also
inaugurated a new age. It was a time for retrospection, and perhaps introspection.
Âli meditated on the society he had served as a man of learning, a bureaucrat, and
a solider for all of his adult life. He saw it to be in the grip of a moral apocalypse,
a cultural and political crisis, a decline from an ideal order that had existed in fact
but a few decades. This retrospective process led Âli to articulate, in his history and
social commentaries, the ideals that lay at the heart of Ottoman society […].234
Such insights, especially regarding the notion of “retrospective introspection,” are compelling food
for thought. If Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ believed the work to be true, it would have also not fit ʿĀlı̄ ’s
apocalyptic sensibility, nor would it have served a more paraenetic quality. That is to say, ToN
would little help to advance the author’s instructive lamentation of his own age as one of moral
decay. Quite the contrary, ToN would stage such social, religious, and political chaos as necessary
in order that a messianic age of salvific restitution could take place.
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Insofar as The Essence of History is concerned, one is inclined toward the final hypothesis
that the text originally circulated exclusively among Akbarian adepts. As we shall see in Chapters
IV-V, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī goes to great lengths to emphasize the secret nature of his prophecy. Within
the first major section of prophecy, our hierophant remarks that, “there is no shame in advancing
and postponing [elements of prophecy]” (lā ʿayb ʿindanā fī al-taqdı̄m wa-l-ta’ḫīr).235 A linear
timeline is intentionally not provided; what should come last may come first, and all points in
between these two inverted temporal narrative nodes get jostled in the process. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
wants to ensure the cryptic and confusing nature of his prophecy.236
Moreover, Ibn al-ʿArabī admonishes his potential readers never to expose the revelation
(lā yaftaḥ al-kašf bi-l-taṣrīḥ). Our anonymous author drives this point home by asserting that the
revelation

is

embedded

“metonomy/antonomasia”

in

a

system

(kināyah),

of

“symbols”

“dissimulation”

(ramz),

(talwı̄ḥ),

“allusions”

“puzzles”

(ı̄mā’),

(luġz),

and

“convolution” (iltifāt); it is, therefore, following the ‘ancient’ model of ǧafrist esoteric prophecy.237
When one encounters a willfully obscured oracle, does that necessarily mean the text/message was
only intended for elite or exclusive groups? As argued above, the answer leans toward a positive
yes. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī composed a propagandistic prophecy, but his own warnings suggest that the
prophecy was originally intended for more exclusive group. The enigmatic and puzzling content
of ToN points to its earliest recipients as having belong to esoteric reading communities of
Akbarian Sufis. To wit, Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ and others like him who merely dabbled in mysticism were
inadvertently barred from access. Finders keepers, losers weepers, to put it succinctly.
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Such a hypothesis also explains ToN’s absence in another of Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ ’s key works.
The ex-mandarin turned prolific scholar makes clear in his Mirror of the Worlds (Mir’ātü’lʿavālim) that he did not share in the popular belief that the world was coming to an end. Quite
rightly, Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ excludes himself from the social environment in which ToN would have
circulated and been studied. At most, ‘apocalypse’ was a literary trope for describing social chaos
and disorder, at least as Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ saw it.238 Where does that leave us? Arguments from silence
are generally inadmissible in historical research; but absence of evidence does not perforce imply
evidence of absence. In light of the above discussion, one may apprehend why Muṣṭafā ʿĀlı̄ , and
by extension a number of other early eleventh/seventeenth century authors and historians, would
have been unaware of ToN’s existence. It need not mean that ToN was composed much later, it
was just not in wide public circulation.
One must also note that Katip Çelebi (a.k.a. Ḥacı Ḫalīfe, d. 1067/1657-58), the compiler
of the scientific encyclopedia Exposition of Knowledge Concerning the Titles of Books and
Sciences (Kašf al-ẓunūn ʿan asāmı̄ al-kutub ʿa-l-funūn), also does not cite ToN or its
commentaries’ existence.239 In one of the oldest autograph copies of Katip Çelebi’s text (SK Ms.
Carullah 1619) on fol. 77b under šı̄n, one finds no mention of ToN. Instead, several other texts
beginning with šağarah are identified, including an apocryphal text attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī
titled Šuğūn al-masğūn (Lament of the Imprisoned).240 No mention is found either under the entries
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for “epistle” (risālah) or under the category ǧafr.241 Until an exhaustive survey of all
eleventh/seventeenth century sources is undertaken, whereupon the “when” of ToN’s emergence
into popular awareness can be established, the internal textual evidence strongly points to a
terminus ante quem for Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s composition of the prophecy to some point before 985986/1577-1578.242 This would mean that at least a good sixty to one-hundred years passed during
which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s text remained restrictively known. In other words, Gril’s notion of a
clique of dervishes may have some truth in it, but only insofar as one may postulate a community
of Akbarian dervishes being the original target audience of ToN.
VI.

Conclusion
ToN presents a positive challenge for historians of Islam. One may hereby engage fully in

what Carlo Ginzburg identified as the “tensions between narration and documentation” that make
up the “actual historiographic practice.”243 As noted at the outset of this chapter, Ginzburg’s
attention to strange historical cases and their sometimes sparse documentary evidence greatly

not merely have reason to doubt (douter) its authenticity, the entire frame narrative of imprisonment upon which this
texts rests is totally imagined and has no mooring in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s biography.
241
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influences the approach of this thesis.244 ToN is a complex textual artefact that is more often
obscure than clear. Tension exists not only in attempts to organize and precisely determine ToN’s
prophetic statements, it also is there when we try to ask questions of its authorship, its production,
and its circulation. It might seem, therefore, that the case study at the center of this thesis rather
than shedding light actually casts a shadow on the panorama of Ottoman eschatological
enthusiasm. As the Turkish saying has it, “One lunatic tossed a stone into a well; forty scholars
could not get it back out.”
Who needs the stone, though? Rather than lament what we cannot reach, we still can learn
much more from examining the well itself, its circumference, how deep it is. Likewise, we can
benefit from asking questions about who draws water from the well and where it is located in
proximity to the village. In short: why is it implicitly worth our time to extract the stone in the first
place? Much like the universe revealed through the story of Ginzburg’s sixteenth-century miller
Menocchio, taking this anonymous manuscript tradition of Ottoman apocalyptic propaganda as
the starting point of both a philological and micro-historical project reveals a greater complex of
texts, personalities, and cultural currents. ToN is a small aperture through which we can capture
discrete scenes from the wide landscape of early modern Islamic eschatological enthusiasm and
esoteric-mystical revelatory practices. As such, and despite ToN’s pseudepigraphical authorship
and restricted circulation, this early modern Ottoman apocalypse reflects for us an attempt by an
unknown author to advance Ottoman claims to universal sovereignty. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī wanted to
achieve nothing short of an apotheosis of empire. Even though we might never get the stone back
out, we can learn a great deal by interrogating why Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī threw it in the first place.

In particular, see Carlo Ginzburg, Il formaggio e i vermi: il cosmo di un mugnaio del ’500, Einaudi paperbacks ;
65 (Torino: GEinaudi, 1976).
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Chapter II: Ǧafr as an Esoteric Revelatory Genre
“It has been the custom of the masters of the science [of ǧafr] to advance and postpone the Final Moment (al-aǧal) in
order to obfuscate this matter [concerning the end of the world], which should not be explicitly revealed otherwise.”
-

Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the Ottoman Empire, fol. 9b1

“[E]ntre divination et prophétie, il existe une certaine continuité.”
-

Toufic Fahd, La divination arabe, p. 63.

The vocabulary of Islamic prophecy, revelation, and divination is rich and complex. From
pre-Islamic hierophancy (kihānah) to monotheistic prophecy proper (nubuwwah), from oneiric
visions (ruʾyā) to revelation (kašf), and from bibliomancy (i.e. fālnāmes) to geomancy (raml) and
beyond one is faced with an embarrassment of archival riches.2 Across these various genres, one

Ar. – wa-qad ğarrat ʿādat arbāb hāḏā al-fann bi-innahum yuqaddimūn wa-yuʾaḫḫirūn al-ağal ibhāma al-amr allaḏı̄
lā yaftaḥ kašfuhu bi-taṣrīḥ. For a discussion of the pre-Islamic concept of ağal, see Helmer Ringgren, Studies in
Arabian Fatalism (Uppsala: Lundequistska bokhandeln, 1955), 8–9, 13. See also Q 28:29.
2
The first major monograph to address the topic of Islamic “prophecy” was in the nineteenth century. See Alfred von
Kremer, Geschichte der herrschenden Ideen des Islams - Der Gottesbegriff, die Prophetie und Staatsidee, 2nd ed.
(Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1868), 135–308. This was followed up nigh a century later with a remarkable survey in Toufic
Fahd, La divination arabe: études religieuses, sociologiques et folkloriques sur le milieu natif de l’Islam (Leiden:
Brill, 1966), 39–90. For a more focused study on the nature of Muḥammad’s prophecy, see Rudi Paret, Mohammed
und der Koran; Geschichte und Verkündigung des arabischen Propheten (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1957), 42–52.
The publication by Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in Islam: Philosophy and Orthodoxy (London: George Allen & Unwin,
Ltd., 1958) is not valuable. More recently, a couple of articles have focused on the specific genre of “signs of
prophecy” (aʿlām or dalāʾil al-nubuwwah). See Sabine Schmidtke, “The Muslim Reception of Biblical Materials: Ibn
Qutayba and His Aʿlām al-Nubuwwa,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 22, no. 3 (2011): 249–74; Mareike
Koertner, “Dalāʾil Al-Nubuwwa Literature as Part of the Medieval Scholarly Discourse on Prophecy,” Der Islam 95,
no. 1 (2018): 91–109. Arguably, much more work can and should be done. For some key Muslim scholars who have
written about prophecy, see Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī al-Māwardı̄ , Aʿlām al-nubuwwah (Beirut: Dār al-Nafāʾis, 1994); Abū
Muḥammad ʿAlı̄ b. Aḥmad Ibn Ḥazm, Al-Muḥallā Bi-l-Aṯār, ed. ʿAbd al-Ġaffār Sulaymān al-Bandārı̄ (Beirut: Dār alKutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 2003), 26, 46, 48, 57, 71; Abū Bakr Aḥmad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Bayhaqī, Dalāʾil al-nubuwwah wamaʿrifat aḥwāl ṣāḥib al-šarīʿah, VII vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, n.d.); Abū al-Walı̄ d Muḥammad Ibn
Rušd, Tahāfut al-tahāfut (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1964), 868–69; Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, ʿIṣmat al-anbiyāʾ, ed.
Muḥammad Ḥiğāzī (Cairo: Maktabat al-Ṯaqafah al-Dīniyyah, 1986); Ibn Ḫaldūn, al-Muqaddimah, ed. ʿAbd Allāh
Muḥammad Darwīš, vol. I (Damascus: Dār Yaʿrūb, 2004), 201–17. Importantly, Ibn Ḥazm ranks apostles (rusul) as
superior to prophets (anbiyāʾ). Ibn Ḥazm, Al-Muḥallā Bi-l-Aṯār, 48. This position has precedent. In the Shiite hadith
manual Uṣūl al-kāfī, the sixth Imam Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765) is quoted as saying the following: “The prophet
(nabī) is he who receives an oneiric vision (yarā fī manāmihi) and hears a voice but does not see the [intercessory]
angel (lā yuʿāyin al-malak); an apostle (rasūl) is one who receives an oneiric vision, hears a voice, and sees the angel.”
An imām, in contrast, only hears a voice; hence the technical concept in Twelver Shiite Islam of al-imām al-muḥaddaṯ,
“the imām spoken to [by the angel].” See Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynı̄ , Uṣūl Al-Kāfī, vol. I (Beirut: Manšūrāt alFağr, 2007), 102. Ibn Ḫaldūn makes clear that the prophet (nabı̄) is “selected” and the source of his information is
otherwise ineffable or inscrutable if not for Divine fiat. The object of interest is making a clear distinction between
prophets and soothsayers or thaumaturges (kāhin, pl. kahanah or kuhhān), a theme that is not only inspired by Qurʾānic
worry over conflating the two, but also due to what the Tunisian historian saw as a peculiar problem in his own time
(i.e. the proliferation of malāḥim and the intellectual predominance of Ṣūfı̄ s, especially of the Akbarian tradition). For
a more comprehensive summary, see Fahd, Divination, 45–50. On bibliomancy and geomancy, see the contributions
1
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quickly realizes just how wide open the door was for peering beyond the ineffable veil of nature
and time even after the death of Muḥammad, the doxological “Seal of Prophecy” (ḫatim alnubuwwah, Q 33:40).3 Proof abounds of Muslim religious scholars (ʿulamā’), mystics
(mutaṣawwifūn) and their elite saints (awliyā’), courtly thaumaturges and astrologers
(munağğimūn), as well as popular oracles all taking part in the past-time of divining future events.4
This is doubly true for the Ottoman period, especially from the ninth to early
eleventh/fifteenth to early seventeenth centuries.5 For example, consider the private library of

in Massumeh Farhad and Serpil Bağcı, Falnama: The Book of Omens (Washington, D.C.: Arthur M. Sackler Gallery,
Smithsonian Institution, 2009). Compare these interesting definitions with the etymological origins of nabı̄ in John
Huehnergard, “On the Etymology and Meaning of Hebrew Nābîʾ,” in Eretz Israel: Frank Moore Cross Volume, ed.
Philip J. King, Joseph Naveh, and Ephraim Stern, vol. XXVI (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society in Cooperation
with Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion, 1999), 88–93. Specifically, Huehnergard reevaluates the
meaning of nābîʾ, previously understood as an active participle meaning “one who speaks, proclaims for God”, in
light of Akkadian nābǔ, which is a passive participle meaning “the one called” (88, 91-92).
3
“Seal” as meaning something that fastens, locks, or bolts shut was not a fait accompli in the earliest centuries of
Islamic interpretation of this verse. As conveyed in the prophetic vita, Ibn Isḥāq via Ibn Hišām understands “seal”
rather as the distinguishing mark of prophecy (ḫātim al-nubuwwah), a physical mark on the prophet’s body. Thus,
ḫātim here approximates those other meanings of seal: emblem, insignia, badge, stamp, and distinguishing stamp.
See Ibn Hišām, al-Sīrah al-nabawiyyah, ed. ʿUmar ʿAbd al-Salām Tadmurī, vol. I (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī,
1990), 206. For more on the widespread appearance of this term in pre-Islamic religious traditions, see Yohannan
Friedmann, “Finality of Prophethood in Sunni Islam,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 7 (1986): 177–215; Guy
Stroumsa, “‘Seal of the Prophets’: The Nature of a Manichaean Metaphor,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 7
(1986): 61–74; Carsten Colpe, Das Siegel der Propheten: Historische Beziehungen zwischen Judentum,
Judenchristentum, Heidentum und frühem Islam (Berlin: Institut Kirche und Judentum, 1990); Josef van Ess,
Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra: eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen
Islam, vol. 1 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter;, 1991), 29–31; John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of
Scriptural Interpretation, ed. Andrew Rippin, 1St Edition edition (Amherst, N.Y: Prometheus Books, 2004), 58–59.
4
For an extensive study on courtly astrology in the Ottoman empire, see Ahmet Tunç Şen, “Astrology in the Service
of the Empire: Knowledge, Prognostication, and Politics at the Ottoman Court, 1450s-1550s” (Chicago, University of
Chicago, 2016), 104–236; A. Tunç Şen, “Practicing Astral Magic in Sixteenth-Century Ottoman Istanbul: A Treatise
on Talismans Attributed to Ibn Kemāl (d. 1534),” Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft 12, no. 1 (2017): 66–88.
5
The affiliation of the Ottomans with the Ahi dervish order and Turkic shamans indicates that divination was always
central to the Ottoman court, even when the imperial saray was a beylik’s portable çadır. Awareness of this affiliation
is preserved in the legendary “dream.” Here, either Ertuğrul or (more popularly) Osman consults with the sheikh Edebalī concerning his dream of a tree emerging from his navel. The locus classical for the more commonly cited and
modern foundation myth is ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde, Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOsmān - ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde-i Tārīḫī (İstanbul: Maṭbaʿe-yi
ʿĀmire, 1914), 6. See also Caroline Finkel, Osman’s Dream: The Story of the Ottoman Empire, 1300-1923 (New
York: Basic Books, 2007), 2; Rudi Paul Lindner, Nomads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia (Bloomington:
Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, Indiana University, 1983), 37. This is not standard, however. A number of
anonymous fifteenth century chronicles, as Friedrich Giese has demonstrated, all attribute the first dream to Ertuğrul.
Anon., Die Altosmanischen Anonymen Chroniken - Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOsmān, ed. Friedrich Giese, vol. I, 2 vols. (Breslau:
Im Selbstverlag Breslau XVI, 1922). They all rely on a common source from the early fifteenth century. Victor Louis
Ménage, “The Beginnings of Ottoman Historiography,” in Historians of the Middle East, ed. Bernard Lewis and P.
M. Holt (London: Oxford UP, 1962), 175. This is also reflected in Oruç Beğ’s Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOsmān where the dream
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Mehmed II wherein one finds a Greek copy of the magical-cum-prognosticatory Testament of
Solomon (TSMK Ms. GI 17), an Arabic translation of the divinatory Book of Daniel (Kitāb Dāniyāl
al-nabiyy, TSMK Ms. Ayasofya 3367), and another Arabic translation of the fifteenth-century
philosopher Georgios Gemistos-Pletho’s copy of the Chaldean Oracles.6 Likewise, consider the
influence of the mystic master of lettrism (ʿilm al-ḥurūf) ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī (d. 858/1454)
at the court of Murad II (r. 824-48, 850-55/1421-44, 1446-51) and Ḥaydar-i Remmāl the
geomancer at the court of Süleyman.7 Mevlānā ʿĪsā’s (d. mid-tenth/sixteenth cent.) Compendium
of Hidden Things (Cāmiʿü’l-meknūnāt) produced under Süleyman’s reign is of equal interest.
Though this text is not a prophecy per se, it belongs, as Barbara Flemming has argued, within the
genre of “dynastic destinies prophecies” (malāḥim) in light of its explicit apocalyptic subject

sequence is attributed singularly to Ertuğrul, Osman’s father. Oruç Beğ, Oruç Beğ Tarihi - Giriş, Metin, Kronoloji,
Dizin, Tıpkıbasim, ed. Necdet Öztürk (İstanbul: Çamlıca Basım Yayın, 2008), 8. This is also recorded in Gelibolu
Muṣṭafā ʿAlī’s Künhü’l-aḫbār, İstanbul, 1277-1285 AH, vol. III, 24. A later kind of fusion is observed later on. For
example, in Şeyh Ahmed “Dede Efendi” b. Lütfullah (d. 1113/1702), the müneccimbāşı to Mehmed IV (r. 10581098/1648-1687), in his imperial history the Ottoman dynasty from its legendary establishment in 699~700AH/1299
to the age of Mehmet II titled Cāmiü’d-Düvel attributes the dream first to Ertuğrul, the father of Osman, followed by
the dream of Osman. Müneccimbaşı Ahmed İbn Lütfullah, Camiü’d-Düvel, trans. Ahmed Ağırakça (İstanbul: İnsan
yayınları, 1995), 54–55. The place of Edebalī as the dream interpreter is also not secured. In some of the anonymous
fifteenth century sources ʿAbdülazīz, the Seljuk Sultan ʿAlāddīn’s vizier and astrologer, is identified as the
oneiromancer. V. L. Ménage, “On the Recensions of Uruj’s ‘History of the Ottomans,’” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 30, no. 2 (1967): 317–18. A more thorough summary of the Ottoman foundation myth
in the sources is found in Elias Kolovos, “The Saints in the Sultan’s Dream,” Archivum Ottomanicum 23 (June 2005):
205–17.
6
Julian Raby, “Mehmed the Conqueror’s Greek Scriptorium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 37 (1983): 19. See also SK
Ms. Ayasofya 523 wherein we have another Danielic divinatory text titled The Rhapsody of Daniel (Qurʿat Dāniyāl)
and HHough Ms. Turk 13 and LUB Ms. Cod. or. 11.066 where the Danielic work here is more a divinatory
(agricultural) almanac. For further discussion of the Melḥeme-yi (also Mülḥeme-yi) Dāniyāl genre in the Ottoman
empire, see Armand Abel, “Changements politiques et littérature eschatologique dans le monde musulman,” Studia
Islamica 2 (1954): 23–43. On the Arabic copy of the Chaldean Oracles, see Maria Mavroudi, “Translations from
Greek into Arabic at the Court of Mehmed the Conqueror,” in The Byzantine Court: Source of Power and Culture Papers from the Second Internatinal Sevgi Gönül Byzantine Studies Symposium, ed. Aylan Ödekan, Nevra Necipoğlu,
and Engin Akyürek (Istanbul: Koç University Press, 2010), 195, 203–4. The oracles are “a collection of abstruse,
hexameter verses purported to have been ‘handed down by the Gods’ (θεοπαράδοτα) to a certain Julian the Chaldean
and/or his son Julian the Theurgist, who flourished during the late second century CE.” Ruth Majercik, The Chaldean
Oracles - Text, Translation and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 1989), 1.
7
Cornell H. Fleischer, “Seer to the Sultan: Haydar-i Remmal and Sultan Süleyman,” in Kültür Ufukları: Talat S.
Halman Armağan Kitabı, ed. Jayne L. Warner (Syracuse and Istanbul: Syracuse UP and Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2001),
51–62.
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matter.8 Mevlānā ʿĪsā describes Süleyman in eschatological terms as the “Lord of the Conspicuous
Conjunction” (ṣāḥib al-qirān) and – obliquely – as the anticipated End-Times Mahdi.9 It is in this
intellectual world of divination, prognostication, and eschatological anticipation under the
Ottoman imperial banner that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī lived, drew inspiration, and composed his
prophecy.
Importantly, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī composed ToN according to the vatic mode of ǧafr (Ot. cefr
or cifr), the most important genre of esoteric revelatory insight into the destiny of empires, sultans,
and the ummah beyond the horizon of the present. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī states over and again
throughout his prophecy that ToN is, first and foremost, a work of ǧafrist inspiration. Ǧafr was the
most comprehensive and appealing oracular style for foretelling not just dynastic destiny (battles,
death of a sultan, advent and decline of nations), but the divine election of the Ottoman sultans and
their place as universal sovereigns over apocalyptic history.10 Outside the prophetic tradition, ǧafr
is the eschatological revelatory genre par excellence.11
Despite this fact, ǧafr remains at the margins of scholarly interest. Any understanding of
ToN and Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy hinges on a correct understanding of this unique Islamic
genre of divination. A passing remark is totally insufficient. This chapter therefore is dedicated to
a thorough explanation of what ǧafr is. Such an undertaking will elevate this oracular tradition to
the level of an independent esoteric genre of critical political and apocalyptic appeal.

Barbara Flemming, “Der Ǧāmiʿ Ül-Meknûnât: Eine Quelle ʿAli’s aus der Zeit Sultan Süleymans,” in Studien zur
Geschichte und Kultur des vorderen Orients. Festschrift für Bertold Spuler zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Hans R. Roemer
and Albrecht Noth (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 86.
9
Flemming, 89, 91–92.
10
Cornell Fleischer has even identified ǧafr as an “ancient prophetic wisdom” central to Ottoman political prophecy
Fleischer, “Haydar-i Remmal,” 293.
11
Cf. Fahd, Divination, 221.
8
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My definition, which is explicated in more detail below, is as follows: Ǧafr is a nonconfessional, (i.e. neither exclusively Shiite nor Sunni) Islamic esoteric genre composed in a
revelatory mode – usually phrased in terms of kašf or ruʾyā – that is primarily concerned with the
eschatological “Final Hour” (al-sāʿah) of Qurʾānic revelation.12 The legendary source of ǧafr is –
according to legend – either ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib or the sixth Imam Ğaʿfar al-Ṣāḍiq; this is an
archaicizing fiction and exhibits the general phenomenon of “imamophilia” shared by both Sunnis
and Shias.13 The origins of ğafr before the seventh/thirteenth century are practically impossible to
pin down with any exactitude, though it is likely that ǧafr emerged out of the early Islamic
apocalyptic “dynastic destinies” genre (ḥidthān al-duwal, malāḥim), insofar as they both conceive
of eschatological history as a teleological progression of Muslim dynasties towards an ideal
temporal limit (al-aǧal, al-sāʿah).
Nevertheless, ǧafr emerges as its own independent genre in the seventh/thirteenth century;
it is in this century that the most reliable textual attestations of it are identifiable. As an esoteric
genre, its essentially inscrutable and ineffable content (ġayb) is generally presented in terms of
gematria codes (ḥurūf) and symbols (išārāt, rumūz, lugūz,
̣ etc..), especially with reference to a
cryptic “tablet” (lawḥ) and “diagram” (dā’irah) as oracular receptacle upon which these elements
are inscribed.14 Therefore, ǧafr always necessitates the inclusion of occult methodology, in
particular lettrism, to divine its enigmatic content, a point of fact that distinguishes it from the

On the language of seeing in apocalypses, see Ralph Korner, “‘And I Saw . . .’ an Apocalyptic Literary Convention
for Structural Identification in the Apocalypse,” Novum Testamentum 42, no. 2 (2000): 160–83.
13
On “imamophilia,” see Matt Melvin-Koushki, “The Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult Philosophy of Ṣāʾin
al-Dīn Turka al-Iṣfahānī (1369-1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid Iran” (Unpublished
Dissertation, New Haven, Yale University, 2012), 69–77; Matt Melvin-Koushki and James Pickett, “Mobilizing
Magic: Occultism in Central Asia and the Continuity of High Persianate Culture under Russian Rule,” Studia Islamica
111, no. 2 (2016): 253.
14
The commentary tradition is singularly obsessed with drawing and interpreting this diagram. A prominent example
is found in the commentary of Ps.-Ḫalīl b. Aybak al-Ṣafadı̄ , BL Ms. Delhi Arabic 1354, fols. 2b-3a. In the commentary
tradition, the tablet and diagram are usually accompanied by magic squares (awfāq).
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“dynastic destinies” literature. The inclusion of astrological references as exhibited in ToN is a
later development and not inherently part of the core divinatory narrative. It is this ǧafr of which
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī so often speaks and according to which he has composed his prophecy of
Ottoman apocalyptic supremacy. What is at stake for this present chapter is the restitution of this
fundamental oracular genre as a central and dominant vatic mode in Ottoman intellectual history.
I.

The Problem of Confessionalism: Ǧafr as neither Shiite nor Sunni
Scholarship has remained brief in its treatment of ǧafr. This is certainly remarkable given

the plethora of archival material dedicated to the subject and its evident appeal for at the Sublime
Porte.15 In fact, notwithstanding several contributions by Toufic Fahd, and whose own definition
requires amendment (see below), the bulk of material on ǧafr misinterprets the data and is primarily
found only in encyclopaedic entries. All other references are cursory notes in articles or books. No
systematic attempt at defining this central apocalyptic genre has been advanced over the
subsequent decades.16 It is times to set the record straight.
Firstly, one must address the issue of confessionalism. Specifically, much of what has been
said about ǧafr identifies it in origin and essence as a Shiite prophetic mode. “Even the inclination

Fahd’s section on ǧafr cited above contains a great number of manuscript citations. The following is a list of Fahd’s
cited manuscripts that I have personally evaluated and also includes additional archival material. In no particular order:
Anon. Kitāb al-ğafr, incl. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s Sayḥat al-būm fī ḥawādiṯ al-Rūm (fols. 54b-57b, misattributed
to Ibn al-ʿArabī), SB Ms. Wetzstein 1212; Ps.-ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib, Kitāb al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ (a.k.a. al-Ğafr al-kabīr), NLI
Ms. 125; al-Bisṭāmī, Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ, incl. Ibn Ṭalḥah’s al-Durr al-munaẓẓam (or al-muntaẓam) fı̄ (al-)sirr
[al-ism] al-aʿẓam – BnF Arabe 2669; LUB Ms. Or. 2830; NLI Mss. 109, 482; TSMK Ms. Revan 1697, SK Mss.
Süleymaniye 1060, Nurosmaniye 2813, Nurosmaniye 2814, Nurosmaniye 2812, Bağdatlı Vehbi 941, Bağdatlı Vehbi
2023, Pertevniyal 761, Esad Ef. 1506, Şehit Ali Paşa 1817, Şehit Ali Paşa 1139, Laleli 1532 (imperial copy), Esad Ef.
1984, Hacı Mahmud Ef. 2340, Hafid Ef. 204 (oldest known copy), Hafid Ef. 179, H. Şemsi F. Güneren 78, Murad
Buhari 232, Carullah 1535, Ayasofya 517, Ayasofya 2812, Amcazade Hüseyin 346, İzmir 420; MK Ms. A. A. Şeriyye
1284; MİHK Mss. Manisa Halk Ktp. 1441, 1442; BYEK Mss. Veliyüddin Ef. V574/2, Veliyüddin Ef. V2295;
Tercüme-yi miftāḥü’l-cefrü -l-cāmiʿ – TSMK Ms. Bağdat (B) 373, İÜK Ms. Türkçe (T) 6624. There are a number of
other texts that are principally predicated on the science of ǧafr, such as NLI Mss. 107, 108, 114, 157, 277, and 367.
I have yet to evaluate all of them personally and therefore identify these additional works for further research.
16
Fahd, Divination, 219–24; Toufic Fahd, “Djafr,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd Ed., ed. P. Bearman et al. (Leiden:
Brill, online 2012), http://dx.doi.org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_1924.
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for apocryphal and apocalyptic literature,” writes Ignaz Goldziher, “is more vivid among the
heretic [read: Shiite] sects.”17 Therefore, ǧafr has been considered essentially irreconcilable with
Sunni tradition, esoteric or otherwise, precisely because it is an apocalyptic genre couched in
clearly legendary authorial attributions to an imamo-centric trifecta (ʿAlı̄ , Fatimah, or Ğaʿfar alṢāḍiq). Traditionally, the emergence of ğafr has been attributed to several prominent names in the
early history of Islam, all of which superficially suggest a sectarian (read: Shiite) origin and
exclusivity. To be fair, the genesis story of ğafr does seem superficially to be an Alid genre. There
are several possible trajectories for its advent as a divinatory mode.
First, according to a fanciful legend the fourth Caliph ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭalib (d. 40/661) either
composed or dictated a work which subsequently acquired the convenient title The Book of ʿAlī
(Kitāb ʿAlī) or the Big Book of Ğafr (Kitāb al-ğafr al-kabı̄r).18 Second, the Codex of Fāṭimah
(Muṣḥaf Fāṭimah) is also identified as a potential – and once again legendary – Urtext for the
appearance of the post-prophetic eschatological genre of ğafr on the historical stage.19 Third, a
work titled the Book of Ğafr (Kitāb al-ğafr) is attributed to ʿAlī’s great-great-grandson and the
sixth ʿAlid Imām, Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765); this is held as distinct from the Big Book mentioned
above, though there is reason to suppose some confusion in titles and attribution.20
Importantly, there is no evidence of conflicting claims for supremacy or historical primacy;
the historical sources are comfortable with multiple progenitors. That is to say, the later historical
sources that cite these early forebearers of ğafr do not assert one textual tradition as the first or one

Ignaz Goldziher, “Beiträge Zur Literaturgeschichte Der Śîʿâ Und Der Sunnitischen Polemik,” in Sitzungsberichte
Der Kaiserlichen Akademie Der Wissenschaften - Philosophisch-Historische Classe, vol. 78 (Wien: K. K. Hof- und
Staatsdruckerei, 1878), 490. The German reads as follows: „Auch der Sinn für Apokryphes und Apokalyptisches ist
bei den häretischen Secten reger.”
18
Fahd, Divination, 221 ff.
19
Mehmet Atalan, “Şiî Kaynaklarda Ali B. Ebî Tâlib ve Fatıma Mushafı,” Dini Araştırmalar 8 (2005): 107–9.
20
Ibn Ḫaldūn, Al-Muqaddimah, I:550.
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particular personhood from the prophetic household as the exclusive spiritual architect of ğafr.
Generally, one can assert that the more popular tradition limits ǧafr’s origins to ʿAlī b. Abı̄ Ṭālib
or the sixth Imam Ğaʿfar al-Ṣāḍiq.21 As with most legends, the creation narrative here is fuzzy.
Even Ibn Ḫaldūn makes note that, “no copy of the [Book of Ğafr] has reached us, nor is its source
known.”22 Thus, one may conclude along with Sean Anthony that, “[n]one of these books is
genuinely extant, and it is exceedingly difficult, if not outright impossible, to prove they ever
were.”23 Any argument for a confessional and necessarily Shiite nature to ǧafr because of these
fanciful intellectual genealogies stands on unstable scholarly ground. Moreover, the above
genealogy hardly justifies the appellation Shiite simply because of its Alid-family focus. Rather,
this aspect of the imagined history of ǧafr’s genesis reflects more what Matt Melvin-Koushki calls
“imamophilia” in this historical record. By imamophilia, Melvin-Koushki means the veneration of
ʿAlı̄ , the prophet’s daughter Fāṭimah, and their male descendants, i.e. the “People of the House [of
the Prophet]” (ahl al-bayt).24 Both in the historical record, popular piety, and even in Islamic law,
the descendants of the man from Mecca enjoy an elite and august status among Sunnis; they are
not exclusively venerated or exalted by the Shia.25

Ibn Ḫaldūn, I:550–51; Ignác Goldziher, Vorlesungen über den Islam (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1910), 213. See also
the oldest known copy of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Durr al-munaẓẓam which is included as the first folios (fols. 1b-6a) of ʿAbd
al-Raḥmān’s commentary Miftāḥ al-ğafr. The relevant narrative in which ʿAlı̄ reveals the ǧafrist tablet to Ibn Ṭalḥah’s
anonymous friend is on fol. 2a. Similarly, ʿAlī is identified as the originating source in Kâtip Çelebi, Kašf al-ẓunūn
ʿan asāmī al-kutub wa-l-funūn - Lexicon Bibliographicum et Encyclopaedicum a Mustafa Ben Abdallah, ed. Gustav
Flügel, vol. II (Leipzig: Oriental Translation Fund - A.J. Valpy, 1837), 603. I have checked this against (the oldest?)
copy of Kâtip Çelebi’s Kašf, SK Ms. Carullah 1619, fol. 41b. The text is not the same nor is ʿAlı̄ or Ğaʿfar mentioned.
Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq is identified as the source in Aḥmed Taşköprüzāde, Miftāḥ al-saʿādah wa-miṣbāḥ al-siyādah fī
maʿḍūʿāt al-ʿulūm, vol. II (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1985), 550. I have not been able to locate the earlier
citations MacDonald gives of ğafr in either al-Ğāḥiẓ (K. al-ḥayawān) or Ibn Qutaybah (Adab al-kātib). Evidently, in
the latter the attribution is to Ğaʿfar and not ʿAlī.
22
Ibn Ḫaldūn, al-Muqaddimah, I:551, 555.
23
Sean Anthony, “The Legend of ‘Abdallah Ibn Saba’ and the Date of Umm al-Kitab,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 21, no. 1 (2011): 6.
24
Melvin-Koushki, “Timurid Intellectual Millenarianism,” 69–77.
25
Nebil A. Husayn, “Aḥkām Concerning the Ahl Al-Bayt,” Islamic Law and Society 27, no. 3 (2020): 145–46,
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685195-00260A11.
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In light of the foregoing, it is not all that surprising to find Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, squarely an
Ottoman Sunni mystic by any account, also making this genealogical-cum-imamophilic
connection. In ToN, he identifies ǧafr as proceeding from ʿAlı̄ and first articulated in the Sermon
on Revelation (Ḫuṭbat al-bayān), another apocryphal and cosmically charged text attributed to the
fourth Rightly Guided Caliph and son-in-law of the prophet. Therein, ʿAlı̄ gives an esoteric lecture
in seventy (?) parts to initiates not only on his status as a continuation of prophethood, but also as
master of the “two worlds” (al-ʿālamayn), pillar of the heavens, and divine light, to name a few of
the self-deifying attributes appended to his person.26 The inclusion of this reference to ʿAlı̄ or the
apocryphal Sermon do not at all signal Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī as a crypto-Shiite, a point of fact
underscored by the continued emphasis on the divine investiture of the Ottomans sultans as
universal sovereigns over and against their neighbors, the Safavid shahs. Yet, it is this very issue
of esoteric genealogy and imamophilia that has confounded scholars. Alid colors of any shade are
presumed as outright declarations of rāfiḍī heterodoxy.
For example, D. B. MacDonald was the first to discuss this divinatory material at any
length. In his entry “Djafr,” MacDonald defines the science foremost in confessional terms: “There
developed very early in S̲h̲īʿite Islām a belief that the descendants of ʿAlī were in possession of a
secret tradition, a body of religious and political esoteric knowledge covering all things to the end
of the world.” Note that for MacDonald it is the origins of ǧafr as attributed in sources to the ahl
al-bayt that justifies its confessional classification as Shiite. Toufic Fahd in his updated
encyclopaedic entry on ǧafr makes the same claim based on a the same observation. 27 Fahd more
pointedly calls ǧafr the “Shiite science par excellence” in his groundbreaking work La divination

ToN, fols. 12a, 31b. See also ʻAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, Ḫuṭbat al-bayān (al-Naǧaf: Manšūrāt al-Maṭbaʿah al-Ḥaydariyyah
wa-Maktabatihā, n.d.). No scholarly study, as far as I have been able to determine, has examined this work.
27
Fahd, “Djafr.”
26
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arabe.28 The eminent French scholar even suggests a terminus a quo for the birth of ǧafr; he takes
as a reliable – or perhaps even real historical – narrative the apocryphal tale in which Muḥammad,
as he lay dying, reveals to ʿAlı̄ the course of worldly events up to the Final Hour.29 For sources
that may have never even existed, one is hard-pressed to see how such stories prove anything
philologically. Armand Abel for his part further specifies ğafr as, above all, a propagandistic genre
of the Ismaili-Shiite dynasty of the Fatimids (r. 297-567/909-1171) who were known for their
“esoteric” (bāṭinī) techniques of interpretation.30 As Wilfred Madelung has observed, bāṭinī
exegesis is “the core of Ismaili religion.”31 For Abel, it is arguably this understanding of bāṭinī that
lends the esoteric prophetic genre of ǧafr a decidedly Ismaili quality. Liana Saif has masterfully
demonstrated that bāṭinī practices were trans-Islamic and that the term bāṭiniyyah should also be
translated as the idiomatic equivalent of “esotericism.”32 Thus, the Ismaili mark is only contingent
and not necessary. Lastly, Barbara Langner in her remarkable study of Mamluk folk traditions in
Egypt also comes to the same conclusion as MacDonald, Fahd, and Abel. Precisely because ǧafr
originates with ʿAlı̄ , she argues that it is inherently a divinatory science of “Shiite composition”
(nach schiitischer Auffassung).33 One must approach this matter more carefully.
Islamic historical sources never append the adjective “Shiite” to their description of ǧafr.
Take, for example, the Orderly Pearl by the Syrian Sunni ʿālim and short-lived Ayyubid vizier

28

Fahd, Divination, 221.
Fahd’s language is not clear. The source in which the narrative is found is in the Ismāʿīlī compendium by (Ps.?) alMufaḍḍal b. ʿUmar Ǧuʿfī, Kitāb Al-Haft Wa-l’aẓillat ; Attribué à Al-Mufaḍḍal Ibn Umar al-Ǧaʿfi: Rapportant Les
Paroles de L’Imām Ǧaʿfar Ibn M. Aṣ-Ṣādiq, ed. ʿArif Tāmir and Iġnāṭiyūs ʿAbduh Ḫalīfa, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Imp.
catholique, 1960). I have not been able to locate the narrative in this copy.
30
Abel, “Le Khalife, présence sacrée,” 37–38.
31
Wilferd Madelung, “Das Imamat in Der Frühen Ismailitischen Lehre,” Der Islam 37 (1961): 49.
32
Liana Saif, “What Is Islamic Esotericism?,” Correspondences 7, no. 1 (2019): 18–25.
33
Barbara Langner, Untersuchungen zur historischen Volkskunde Ägyptens nach mamlukischen Quellen (Berlin: K.
Schwarz, 1983), 90, see also comment on 92.
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Ibn Ṭalḥah. This work is the beginning of the textually attested history of ǧafr. Therein, Ibn Ṭalḥah
recounts the vision of a pious friend:
[My friend] often asked of his Lord to bestow upon him what is known as the
Awesome Name and the Most Powerful Light (al-ism al-aʿẓam wa-l-nūr alaqwam). He repeated this and turned his face to the heavens, raised his hands to
God as when performing a supplication. And as he was secluded in one of his
rooms, engrossed in his prayers, under the cloak of darkest night (taḥt ğilbāb ḥindis
al-ẓalmā),34 suddenly a tablet was revealed to him (kušifa lahu ʿan lawḥ). And he
saw it (šāhadahu) and there was no doubt that he did! He then turned away [from
the vision] and became engrossed in reciting the name of his Lord as he was in His
presence (bi-maqām qurbihi). He was then as though struck by a voice crying out
to him, “Take what is good for you.” He took [the tablet] and made sure it was what
he saw. He found it to be a diagram (dāʾirah) with lines and names and letters. […]
And as the night drew up the hem of darkness and daylight sent out the first white
gleams of morning light, and he had performed his morning prayers as is required,
he was covered in darkness. Then a scintillating hand struck him and thereupon he
saw the Commander of the Faithful, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib.35
Rather than receiving a copy of the legendary Book of Ğafr mythically composed by the first Imām,
ʿAlī instead reveals a celestial tablet (lawḥ) upon which salvation history is encrypted in a diagram
(dāʾirah) and sacred names are conveyed in lettrist code; hence the title The Orderly Pearl
Concerning the Secret of the Most Divine Name.36 The lettrist codes on the celestial tablet are
usually broken down into oracular “magic squares” (awfāq) and the diagram is always represented
as a circle. What is important is the fact that Ibn Ṭalḥah, a Sunni scholar, and his anonymous
colleague, presumably also a Sunni if there is any truth to the tale, evince no confessional
Ẓalmā[ʾ] is technically one of three special nights of the lunar month that follow the three nights known as duraʿ,
sing. darʿā ʾ. I have yet to ascertain what the religious relevance of these nights is, especially for performing intense
prayer rituals and/or receiving visions.
35
Ar. – wa-kāna kaṯı̄ran mā yataṭalib min rabbihi an yamnaḥahu mā yuʿraf bihi al-ism al-aʿẓam wa-l-nūr al-aḳʿam
wa-takarrara li-ḏālika taḳallub wağihi fī-l-samā’ wa-rafaʿa yadayhi ilā Allāh taʿālā bi-anwaʿ al-duʿā fa-baynamā
huwa fī baʿḍ ḫalwātihi mustaġil bi-ṣalawātihi taḥt ğilbāb ḥundus al-ẓalmā kušifa lahu ʿan lawḥ šāhadahu bi-ḥayṯ lā
yataṭariḳ ilayhi šibh al-šakk wa-lā rayb al-imtirā fa-aʿraḍa ʿanhu muštaġilan bi-ḏikr rabbihi fī maḳām ḳurbihi fawakazathu yad maʿ ṣawt yaqūl lahu ḫuḏ mā tantafiʿ bihi fa-aḫaḏahu wa-istaṯbata mā fı̄hi fa-wağadahu dā’iratan waḫaṭūṭan wa-asmā’an wa-ḥurūfān fa-aḥāṭa ʿilman bi-ṣuwarihā dūn maʿānīhā wa-lam yaʿlam šay’an min al-asrār almūdaʿah fihā fa-lammā šamara al-layl ḏayl ẓulmatihi wa-tanaffasa al-nahār anwār ġuratihi wa-qaḍā al-wāğib
ʿalayhi min al-waqt wa-farīḍatahu ġišayathu [sic] ġašiyyah ṣāfaḥathu bihā yad saniyyah fa-ra’ā amīr al-mu’minīn
ʿAlī bin Abı̄ Ṭālib. Key, SK Ms. Lalei 1532, fols. 2a-b. Note: ġišayathu ġašiyyah should more correctly be voweled as
ġašathu ġašiyyah. The inproper voweling is also found in Hafid Ef. 204, fol. 2a.
36
See also Aladdin, “ Zā'irǧa,” 169–70.
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discomfort at such a vision.37 ʿAlı̄ almost takes on the role of angelic intermediary, God’s
mouthpiece in the course of transcendent “unveiling” (kašf, revelatio). The fact that ʿAbd alRaḥmān al-Bisṭāmi, the court mystic-cum-master of esotericism at the court of Murad II, composed
the most widely copied commentary on Ibn Ṭalḥah’s vision and that Ḥaydar-i Rammāl, the court
geomancer of Süleyman, commissioned a copy of al-Bisṭāmi’s commentary further underscore the
appeal of ǧafr among the highest echelons of Ottoman intellectual and political life. The shadow
of confessionalism is totally absent.
Consider also Ibn Sayyid Ḥusayn al-Aḫlāṭī (d. 1397). This “persephone magus and
rumored mahdi,” as Matt Melvin-Koushki notes, ,“stands as the most influential occultist of the
14th century,” and one who served at the court of the Mamluk Sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq (r. 1382-99)
as physician and alchemist extraordinaire, no less.38 Notwithstanding his possible Persian origins,
which may make him a suspect of Shiite affinities for some, al-Aḫlāṭī cultivated an esoteric school
that synthesized the works of Sunni mystic-mystagogues Aḥmad al-Būnı̄ and Ibn al-ʿArabī.39 In
fact, in his work Pearlescent Planets on the Origins of Ǧafr (Kawākib al-durriyyah fī al-ʿulūm alğafriyyah) the Mamluk physician and alchemist claims that his own knowledge of ǧafr more
properly is taken from the esoteric teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī. Again, Sunnis not Shias are the
earliest reliable masters of this esoteric-apocalyptic science.
Likewise, the Ottoman theologian and biographer ʿIṣām al-Dīn Aḥmad Taşköprüzade (d.
968/1561) in his encyclopaedic Key of Felicity (Miftāḥ al-saʿādah wa-miṣbāḥ al-siyādah fī

Some sources identify the unknown friend as the Damascene Sufı Šaraf al-Dı̄ n al-Iḫmīmī. See A.C.S Peacock,
“Politics, Religion and the Occult in the Works of Kamal al-Din Ibn Talha, a Vizier, ‘Alim and Author in ThirteenthCentury Syria,” in Syria in Crusader Times: Conflict and Co-Existence, ed. Carole Hillenbrand (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2019), 38.
38
Melvin-Koushki and Pickett, “Mobilizing Magic,” 252.
39
Noah D. Gardiner, “Esotericism in a Manuscript Culture: Aḥmad al-Būnī and His Readers Through the Mamlūk
Period” (Unpublished Dissertation, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, 2014), 76–77.
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mawḍūʿāt al-ʿulūm) defines ǧafr as, “the tablet of destiny (qaḍā’) which is the Supreme Intellect
(ʿaql al-kull).” He continues with some scholarly reserve that:
Some claim (iddaʿā ṭā’ifah) that ʿAlī b. Abı̄ Ṭālib placed the twenty-eight letters of
the alphabet according to the greatest esoteric exegetical system (al-basṭ al-aʿẓam)
on the vellum made from the hide of a lamb or kid (ǧafr) and therefrom one may
derive its meaning via specific methods and conditions; this science is passed down
through the lineage of the House of the Prophet and mystical sheikhs of spiritual
perfection derive [knowledge] from it.40
The definition above provides no hint of confessionalism. In fact, the singular issue of contention
from a philological perspective is the Volksetymologie that interprets ǧafr as an ancient Arabic
word meaning a type of vellum. Yet even here Taşköprüzade is only copying down a longer
tradition with scholastic fidelity to his sources; he is not inventing.41 Inasmuch as the hand of rāfiḍī
Ar. – wa-l-ǧafr ʿibārah ʿan lawḥ al-qaḍā’ al-laḏı̄ huqa ʿaql al-kull […] wa-qad iddaʿā ṭā’ifah inna al-imām ʿAlı̄ b.
Abı̄ Ṭālib raḍiya Allahu ʿanhu waḍaʿ al-ḥurūf al-ṯamāniyah wa-l-ʿašrīn ʿalā ṭarīqat al-basṭ al-aʿẓam fī ğild al-ğafr
yustaḫrağ minhā bi-ṭuruq maḫṣūṣah wa-šarā’iṭ muʿayyinah. Taşköprüzāde, Miftāḥ al-saʿādah wa-miṣbāḥ al-siyādah
fī mawḍūʿāt al-ʿulūm, II:550. The technical term basṭ here should not be confused with the Sufi spiritual state (ḥāl),
which is a descriptive concept for the spiritual joy that a Sufi experiences. Rather, basṭ is one of three main decryption
systems in Islamic lettrism, the other two being tafṣı̄l and taksı̄r.
41
Found in both classical and contemporary sources, the common Volksetymologie derives ǧafr from the technical
term for the skin or membrane of an animal (riqq, i.e. parchment), sometimes identified as that of a cow (baʿı̄r). Ps.ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib. Kitāb al-ğafr al-kabīr [wa-l-ṣaġīr], NLI Ms. Ar. 125 fol. 3a (scribal error identifies it also as Kitāb
šaqq al-ġayb by Ibn al-ʿArabī, fol. 1a); Ibn Ṭalḥah. Kitāb durr al-munaẓẓam, NLI Ms. Ar. 482, fol. 19a; Kâtip Çelebi,
Kašf al-ẓunūn ʿan asāmī al-kutub wa-l-funūn - Lexicon bibliographicum et encyclopaedicum a Mustafa ben Abdallah,
ed. Gustav Flügel, vol. II (Leipzig: Oriental Translation Fund - A.J. Valpy, 1837), 604. Ibn Ḫaldūn relates a tradition
that identifies the animal as a “small bull” (ṯawr ṣaġı̄r), “and they called it ǧafr for the name of the skin on which it
was written, for ǧafr in [Arabic] means ‘small.’” An instance of pars pro toto. The etymology here, however,
underscores the improbability of the relation between the skin/membrane and the esoteric genre. Ibn Ḫaldūn himself
expresses reserve about the narrative of the genesis of the entire genre itself – and by extension its fictional etymology
– through the historical note in which he identifies the Zaydi Shiite Hārūn b. Saʿd al-ʿIğlı̄ as the progenitor of ǧafr.
Ibn Ḫaldūn, al-Muqaddimah, I:551. In al-Kulaynī’s Twelver Shiite hadith collection al-Kāfī, the particular animal is
also identified as a bull (ṯawr). Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynı̄ , Uṣūl al-kāfī, vol. I (Beirut: Manšūrāt al-Fağr, 2007),
142. From the various classical dictionaries referenced in Lane’s Lexicon, ǧafr refers to a lamb or kid the hide of
which has grown wide and/or has been put out to pasture. That is, the animal is still living, and the skin is not small,
but wide and distended. If this flesh were used for writing, wouldn’t there be more evidence for this technical term?
It does not figure at all in Francois Déroche’s extensive introduction to Islamic codicology, a point of fact that is, to
say the least, meaningful. Francois Déroche, Islamic Codicology: An Introduction to the Study of Manuscripts in
Arabic Script, trans. Deke Dusinberre and David Radzinowicz (London: Al-Furqān Islamic Heritage Foundation,
2005). For an equally critical evaluation of the etymology, see D.B. MacDonald, “Djafr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam,
First Edition (1913-1936), ed. M. Th. Houtsam et al. (Leiden: Brill, online 2012), http://dx.doi.org.ezpprod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1163/2214-871X_ei1_SIM_1973. Goldziher suggests a potential etymology as a corruption
of the name of Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq who is, after ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib, the father of the genre. Ignaz Goldziher, “Beiträge zur
Literaturgeschichte der Śîʿâ und der sunnitischen Polemik,” in Sitzungsberichte der kaiserlichen Akademie der
Wissenschaften - Philosophisch-Historische Classe, vol. 78 (Wien: K. K. Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1878), 456, fn. 5.
See also Abel, “Le Khalife,” 37.
40
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influence or exclusivity is absent, the etymological question persists as a real issue. Taşköprüzade
also notes that though ǧafr is in origin “passed down the line of the House of the Prophet,” it is
equally shared by “Sufi masters who have obtained spiritual perfection” (al-mašāyiḫ al-kāmilīn).
More importantly, he underscores that these sheikhs kept the science of ǧafr secret (kānū
yaktimūnuhu ʿan ġayrihim kull al-kitmān).42 Thus, ǧafr is not exclusive to the imams and therefore
neither an intrinsically Alid or Imami/Ismaili esoteric science; the borders of prophecy are clearly
perforated, and spiritually elite Muslims can dabble in divination. What is more important is that
it should not be available to the hoi polloi. Ǧafr is consequently an esoteric pan-Islamic mode of
revelation derived from God, the “Ultimate Intellect.”43 What is more pan-Islamic than Allah?
ʿAlı̄ , and by extension the imams, are simply an elected conduit that is inherently connected with
the capacity of prophecy through their agnate relations to Muḥammad, a capacity known as
walāyah and the imams as ahl al-walāyah.44
Lastly, the secrets of ǧafr are only truly known by the “Expected Mahdi” (al-mahdī almuntaẓar) at the End of Time (āḫir al-zamān), a point of fact that, Taşköprüzade notes, is similar
to the relation between Jesus’ own cryptic prophecies and the coming of the Paraclete (bārāqlı̄ṭ)
“who will come after me unto you with its interpretation” (amā al-ta’wı̄l fa-sa-yā’tı̄ bihi al-bārāqlı̄ṭ
allaḏı̄ sa-yā’tīkum baʿdı̄). The Mahdi is a shared eschatological concept among Sunnis and Shias,
but here one should understand that Taşköprüzade is singularly referring to the Sunni concept of

Taşköprüzāde, Miftāḥ al-saʿādah wa-miṣbāḥ al-siyādah fī maʿḍūʿāt al-ʿulūm, II:550.
Note that esotericism does not need to denote absolute secrecy or exclusivity. Esoteric sciences can and do often
have a public orientation. See W. Sasson Chahanovich, “Ottoman Eschatological Esotericism: Introducing Jafr in Ps.
Ibn al-ʿArabı̄ ’s The Tree of Nuʿmān (al-Shajarah al-Nuʿmāniyyah),” Correspondences 7, no. 1 (2019): 3, 27.
44
On walāyah, see Bernd Radtke, “The Concept of Wilāya in Early Sufism,” in Classical Persian Sufism: From Its
Origins to Rumi, ed. Leonard Lewisohn (London: Khaniqahi Nimatullahi Publications, 1993), 490; Mohammad Ali
Amir-Moezzi, “Notes à Propos de La Walāya Imamite (Aspects de l’imamologie Duodécimaine X),” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 122, no. 4 (2002): 725. The origin of the concept of walāyah among Sufis is attributed to
al-Ḥakı̄ m al-Tirmiḏī (d. ca. 295-300/907-912) and it is his concept of the “seal of walāyah” that influenced Ibn alʿArabī and, later, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī. Bernd Radtke and John O’Kane, The Concept of Sainthood in Early Islamic
Mysticism (Richmond, Surrey, UK: Curzon Press, 1996), 8.
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the End-Times Muslim messiah, not the Shiite twelfth Imam-Mahdi (Muḥammad al-Mahdı̄ , a.k.a.
Ḥuğğat Allāh b. Ḥasan al-ʿAskarı̄ ) in occultation (ġaybah).45 The comparison with Jesus and the
Paraclete verbatim is an oblique but equally telling piece of evidence. Muḥammad may be the Seal
of Prophets and therefore the ultimate “Warner” (naḏīr, e.g. Q 25:56) prior to the Final Hour which
looms on the Horizon (Q 81:23), but it is Jesus who will reappear at the end of time and fight along
with the Mahdi. Here, the eschatological valence of Jesus’ reappearance, his Parousia (Gr.
Παρουσία, meaning “presence” or “arrival”), is apparent in the example herewith given in
Taşköprüzade.46 Both Jesus and the Mahdi are End-Times actors. The inclusion of the Paraclete
(Gr. Παράκλητος, meaning “advocate” or “comforter”), however, and its function here is all the
more intriguing. Jewish and Christian biblical material served as proof-texts for proving
Muḥammad’s prophetic election. In Johannine literature, there are two Paracletes: Jesus as the
advocate (1 John 2:1) and “the other Paraclete” (John 14:16-19) commonly identified with the
Holy Spirit. In Ibn Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-Maġāzī, the concept is reinterpreted as a proof that
Muḥammad’s prophecy was foretold.47 In the context of an eschatological comparison of the
secrets of ǧafr and the Mahdi with Jesus and his own cryptic prophecy of the End-Times as
interpreted via the “advocate,” Paraclete, one is presented with a long-standing tradition sine intraIslamic confessional boundary; the implicit boundary is between that of Islam, the true religion,
and Christianity, which has corrupted the true meaning of Jesus’ prophecy.

The Twelfth Imam-Mahdi’s occultation is divided into two phases: the Minor Occultation (260 – 329/873 – 940)
and the Major Occultation (329/940 – present).
46
On the valorization of the Parousia as an apocalyptic-eschatological concept, see Ernst Käsemann, “Die Anfänge
christlicher Theologie,” Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 57, no. 2 (1960): 166, 184.
47
A direct connection is drawn between Q 61:6 and John 15:26 – 16:1. See Sean W. Anthony, “Muḥammad,
Menaḥem, and the Paraclete: New Light on Ibn Isḥāq’s (d. 150/767) Arabic Version of John 15: 23–16: 1 1,” Bulletin
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 79, no. 2 (2016): 255–78.
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Another equally famous Ottoman encyclopedist Katip Çelebi (d. 1068/1657) in his
Revealing Knowledge about the Names of Books and Sciences (Kašf al-ẓunūn ʿan asāmı̄ al-kutub
wa-l-funūn) repeats Taşköprüzade’s account verbatim. Thus, in two of the most well-known
compendia on science in the Ottoman empire one finds the same facts. Ǧafr is not confessional.
Imamophilia is not a scarlet letter of Alid allegiance, but rather a badge of honor. Katip Çelebi
does add some additional technical material about ǧafr’s etymology and the purported earlier –
legendary – versions.48 Of significant import, Çelebi takes note of the various lettrist systems that
can be used in order to decipher the codes of ǧafr. One such code is called the “Big Decryptor”
(al-taksı̄r al-kabı̄r) which, he asserts, is derived from “the School of Plato” (maḏhab Aflaṭūn).49
Again, just like the comparison between the Mahdi and Jesus, ǧafrist prophecy and the interpretive
skills of the Paraclete, the comment here points to something other than Islamic confessionalism.
One is herewith confronted with an Ottoman awareness of the Neoplatonic roots of Islamic
esotericism, and by extension also those of Pythagorean and Hermetic traditions which equally
undergird Islamic astrology, cosmology, philosophy, and mysticism.50 In short, for Ottoman

Kâtip Çelebi, Kašf al-ẓunūn II (Flügel), II:603–9.
Kâtip Çelebi, II:605.
50
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Three Muslim Sages: Avicenna, Suhrawardi, Ibn ’Arabi (Delmar, NY: Delmar, 1964), 3. For
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scholars ǧafr was, simply put, an Islamic esoteric genre of divination. Their Safavid neighbors had
no greater claim to it than they did. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s explicit references to ǧafr, as will be
demonstrated in the following chapter, make this all the more obvious and undeniable.
Earlier evidence of a lack of confessionalism is more obvious through the biography of its
most prominent proponents.

Consider, for example, Ibn Ṭalḥah who is the author of the

foundational Orderly Pearl in which is found the most popular narrative of ǧafr repeated in the
post-classical/early modern Islamic world.51 Though he may live on in perpetuity as a man of ǧafr,
he actually lived out most of his life as a Sunni ʿālim in Damascus and served a two-day stint as
vizier for the Ayyubids, the Sunni dynasty that took over following the collapse of the Ismaili
Fatimids in 551/1157.52 al-Aḫlāṭī, the courtly physician-cum-alchemist for the squarely Sunni
Mamluks, attributed his own understanding of ǧafr to an equally Sunni man from Murcia, Ibn alʿArabī. And of course, one must then take into consideration that Ibn al-ʿArabī became the adopted
patron saint of the Ottoman empire. The antagonistic metric of confessionalism obscures the reality
of what ǧafr really is.
More recent scholarship has helped rectify the problem of confessionalism. For example,
David Cook in his extensive study of classical apocalyptic traditions relies more heavily on the
Volksetymologie. Comparing it with other early esoteric media and containers such as a codex
(ṣaḥı̄fah), basket (safaṭ), box (ṣunduq), book (kitāb), he notes that also a leather bag (ǧafr) is
recorded as a common esoteric medium.53 Ǧafr in this light belongs to an ancient legendary
tradition of texts that never existed. Denis Gril defines ǧafr as “knowledge of events which shake
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the community until the end of the world, which were transmitted by the Prophet to ‘Ali.”54
General though this definition may be, it at least avoids the previous error of MacDonald, Fahd,
Abel et al. in therefore jumping to the conclusion that anything to do with ʿAlı̄ or the ahl al-bayt
must necessarily valorize the subject as Shiite. Mohammad Masad, who performed the earliest
systematic research to dispel scholarly assertions of Shiite-exclusivity, defines ǧafr as one of two
“popular occult sciences,” the other being lettrism (ʿilm al-ḥurūf).55 Likewise, A. C. Peacock states
that ǧafr is “divination from the numerical value of letters.”56 Divination it certainly is; lettrism it
certainly relies on. The only thing here missing is a more robust description of what else it is.
Ahmed Zildic reviews ToN in his study on the reception of Ibn al-ʿArabī in the early modern
period. There he simply summarizes ǧafr as “divination.”57 These definitions border on the
egregiously vague.
Fleischer also is generally correct in his note about al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s lengthy and oft-copied Key
to Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl:
Two of the eight major chapters that make up the [Key] are attributed to Muḥyı̄ aldīn Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240), whom Bisṭāmı̄ cites throughout his numerous works as an
authority and, most particularly, as the rediscoverer through inspiration of the
ancient prophetic wisdom lost to the external world at least since the death of the
sixth imam, Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq. It was to this wisdom that Bisṭāmı̄ gained access
through his practice and explication of esoteric sciences based on letters and names,
which he asserts to be in precise accord with that understanding of the cosmos
attained by mystics. In his sociology, the noble Ḥurūfı̄ s (sādat al-ḥarfiyya) and
noble Mystics (sādat al-ṣūfiyya) are parallel, the latter attaining divine knowledge
through inspiration, the former through scientific praxis.58
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The “ancient prophetic wisdom” of purported Akbarian rediscovery is ǧafr. Certainly, the popular
legend concerning the origins of this divinatory genre claim to be ancient and prophetic, but one
must ask: was it ever lost? Ibn Talḥah gives no indication of its disappearance but only of his
friend’s initiation via revelation into the vatic practice. Likewise, the definitions of Taşköprüzade
and Katip Çelebi do not speak of an age in which ǧafr was absent, but rather that it was passed on
via Sufi sheikhs of superior spiritual status (al-mašāyiḫ al-kāmilīn).59 In conclusion, though the
contributions to ǧafr over the last two decades has moved away from notions of confessionalism,
the definition of the genre still remains shrouded in vague and general descriptions as to what it
exactly is.
II.

The Problem of Genre: Disentangling Ǧafr from Malāḥim
A second issue that continues to muddy the scholarly waters is that of genre. Specifically,

Malāḥim (dynastic destinies), a type of political divinatory genre derived at least in name from
Muḥammad’s apocalyptic malḥamah (battles) prophecies, still is taken as the overarching category
under which ǧafr should be classified. One is therefore led to understand that ǧafr never emerges
as its own independent mode, a conclusion that is manifestly erroneous, especially for the postclassical/early modern period. This problem arises from similarities between malāḥim and ǧafr,
seeing as both are politically oriented divinatory genres, and also from a scholarly predilection for
more reliable canonicity and ancient provenance. Whereas ǧafr remains a legendary prophetic
capacity that originates with the ahl al-bayt, its actual textual origins are only really ascertainable
in the seventh/thirteenth century. Malāḥim, on the other hand, have their start in as early as the

See also the comments of Muṣṭafā Ālı̄ in the appendix (tadyīl) to his Description of Egypt (Ḥālāt al-Ḳāhirah min
al-ʿādāt al-ẓāhirah) wherein the Book of ʿAlı̄ is mentioned concerning the fate of Egypt and the rise of eunuchs. If this
book for Muṣṭafā Ālı̄ was still know, one may surmise that it never really was lost. In any case, the tales of Egypt’s
decline are derived from early apocalyptic-hadith material. Cook, Studies, 80.
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Umayyad era.60 True, when deciding technical boundaries for genres one will always come across
overlap. As Todorov notes,
The fact that a work ‘disobeys’ its genre does not make the latter nonexistent; it is
tempting to say that quite the contrary is true. And for twofold reason. First, because
transgression, in order to exist as such, requires a law that will, of course, be
transgressed. One could go further: the norm becomes visible – lives – only by its
transgressions. […] A new genre is always the transformation of one or several old
genres.61
With this in mind, what follows is an attempt to establish a phylogenic law of Islamic apocalyptic
genres that can function as an analytical norm to be transgressed. One will be arguing for ǧafr as
its own genre based on the fact that it exists from the early post-classical period as a “recurring
type or category of text, as defined by structural thematic and/or functional criteria.”62 Moreover,
and especially for the Ottoman period, ǧafr can be classified as its own genre because texts
composed as such met a certain historical “horizon of expectations” of audience.63 By this I mean
that texts such as Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl, al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key, or Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s ToN were
not just divinatory compositions that dabbled in political prophecy and therefore constitute a
subgenre of dynastic destinies literature (malāḥim), but rather that ǧafr is a comparable yet distinct
genre therefrom; ǧafrist prophecy is intrinsically associated with lettrism and relies on esoteric
modes of both composition and decryption. Let us now review the scholarly confusion of malāḥim
and ǧafr.
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Beginning again with MacDonald, he notes that “the most famous case” of such dynastic
destinies literature is “the book called al-Djafr.”64 Thus, one is here made to understand that ǧafr
is a specific type of malāḥim. As we shall see, part of this conflation of genre arises in a misreading
of Ibn Ḫaldūn. MacDonald continues that, “Such predictions as to public affairs have close
connection with and were probably developed from the Jewish and Christian apocalypses.”65 By
extension, one is here made to understand that ǧafr has some antecedent in Judeo-Christian culture.
The Islamic apocalyptic tradition certainly shares much material with Jewish and Christian
apocalyptic tales and beliefs, but it is not clear historically how they relate directly to the
development of ǧafr. MacDonald also surmises that malāḥim and ǧafr are much like the Roman
Sibylline books precisely because these, too, were used for political oracular consultation. 66 An
overly generous reading of the genre of apocalypse is at work here. Thus, the comparative borders
between pagan Roman, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Apokalyptika are extremely fluid across
undefined geographies and time.67 This is the origin of the problem of genre. Specifically,
MacDonald identifies a principal discursive quality (political divination) in the subject of his entry
(malāḥim) and proceeds to categorize any additional Islamic, political-oriented, oracular types
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concerned with End-Times events as a subgenre of the dynastic-destinies literature itself. It is all
one salmagundi of soothsaying.
Part of MacDonald’s confusion arises from a misreading of Ibn Ḫaldūn’s (d. 809/1406)
own treatment of ǧafr in his Prolegomena (al-Muqaddimah).68 Ibn Ḫaldūn in a markedly critical
evaluation of Islamic divination does, as MacDonald correctly observes, examine ḥidṯān al-duwal
and malāḥim – both of which are synonymous for “dynastic destinies” oracles –, as well as kašf
(lit. revelation) and ǧafr together.69 Clearly, the Tunisian historian’s organizational metric takes
up all futuristic visions and predictions, a hermeneutic line that also guides MacDonald’s analysis.
So far so good. But a more careful reading reveals that Ibn Ḫaldūn examines ǧafr alone, without
reference to malāḥim, never mind classifying it as being a subgenre thereof. From the point of
view of the philologist, one must also question whether the section titles of modern editions
correspond with the earliest manuscript evidence of the Muqaddimah. Moreover, Ibn Ḫaldūn notes
that, “the historical narrative is not consistent, nor is its origin known” (lam tattaṣil riwāyatuhu
wa-lā ʿurifa ʿaynuhu.”70 Ibn Ḫaldūn’s historical evaluation is laden with ifs and buts concerning
ǧafr’s earliest origin with Ğaʿfar al-Ṣāḍiq, the sixth Imam, and its content. This seems to suggest
that the origins of ǧafr are more recent than generally asserted, an obvious point given the fact that
its legendary origins with the prophet’s family are obvious fictions. Innovation is a key, I argue,
that indicates a unique or new horizon of expectation. The structural thematic and/or functional
criteria of malāḥim no longer satisfied the apocalyptic zeitgeist of a new age beset with the collapse
of the Abbasid empire and the onslaught of marauding Mongol hordes. Esoteric knowledge
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henceforth gains in eschatological value. True, in its earliest instantiation ǧafr may very well have
belonged in part to or grown out of political prophecy. But, again, the fact that the historical record
is vague should carry some weight. Aside from occasional references to a science called ǧafr, no
primary sources exist from before the thirteenth century. How can scholarship create a phylogeny
of textual types without really knowing the paper trail? It is not sufficient to rely on legend and
second-hand accounts that allude to unnamed prophetic material that resembles ǧafr.
Fahd likewise categorizes ǧafr as originating from Umayyad and Abbasid-era “books of
oracles, called kutub al-ḥidt̲ h̲ān,” which has its origin no less in the biblical Book of Daniel.71
Much like MacDonald, Fahd also relies heavily on Ibn Ḫaldūn’s assessment of several divinatory
types, taking the historian’s treatment of them as essentially all one, fluid genre because they
contain “prediction of the future and of the destinies of nations and dynasties.” Thus, anything
from the Bible to oracular books under the Ummayyads and Abbasids, from Shiite bāṭinī tradition
to mystical visions of the End of Time constitute a seamless structural category of revelation tout
court.
Also consider Barbara Langner who defines ǧafr as oracular “literature of esotericapocalyptic character,” a definition that hardly distinguishes the prophetic tradition from anything
else that could be describe with the enclitic -mancy (cleromancy, bibliomancy, geomancy, etc…).72
This is not an issue of occasional transgression of denotational boundaries, but rather a very
arbitrary lumping of revelatory media of any kind with each other. As one should expect, Langner,
in line with MacDonald and Fahd, also remarks that ǧafr is “synonymous with ḥidṯān and malāḥim,
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‘End-Times prophecies’.”73 Ryad Atlagh runs into the same categorical confusion in an article on
the importance of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s tomb in which he discusses ToN. “This work [ToN],” Atlagh
writes, “and its commentaries belong to a literary genre called malahim (sic).”74 In this regard,
both Langner and Atlagh conflate genres at a time (i.e. seventh/thirteenth century and thereafter)
when ǧafr had definitely emerged as its own “textual type” with distinct “structural thematic and
functional criteria”.75 That criterion, as demonstrated above, is that ǧafr is a non-confessional,
revelatory (kašf, ru’yā) text that originates with a member of the ahl al-bayt – usually ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄
Ṭālib or Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. What it shares with the ḥidṯān and malāḥim literature is that it conveys
eschatological history as ineluctably intertwined with Islamic imperial destiny, a point of
comparative fact that scholars have latched onto as the fundamental thematic/functional criterion.
Yet, what distinguishes ǧafr from the dynastic destinies literature is that it is esoteric.
Recall that Ibn Ṭalḥah’s anonymous friend experiences a vision of a “tablet” (lawḥ) and a
“diagram” (dā’irah), the contents of which are obscure gematria codes and symbols:
And as he was secluded in one of his rooms, engrossed in his prayers, under the
cloak of darkest night, suddenly a tablet was revealed to him (kušifa lahu ʿan lawḥ).
[…] He was then as though struck by a voice crying out to him, ‘Take what is good
for you.’ He took [the tablet] and made sure it was what he saw. He found it to be
a diagram (dāʾirah) with lines and names and letters.76
Lettrism, in other words, is the operative esoteric mode. This exclusive, “scientific” (ʿilm, fann),
and occult hermeneutic is a key functional criterion. Ǧafr, especially in the Ottoman period, is not
accessible to all, whereas destinies literature and the similarly named astro-meteorological
divinatory books known as the Malḥamat Dāniyāl (Ot. Melḥeme-yi or Mülḥeme-yi Dāniyāl)
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corpus, require little or no special skill aside from literacy.77 This distinction is observed in the
above discussion of ǧafr’s non-confessional qualities. For example, the alchemist-mystic alAḫlāṭı̄ ’s claims that he learned ǧafr through the works of Ibn al-ʿArabī, a superior Sufi who wrote
extensively on lettrist prophecy and who also, by his own account, received numerous supernatural
visions.78 Here we come across one of the components of esotericism proposed by Antoine Faivre,
specifically that of transmission and/or initiation into an esoteric science through masters.79
Though Faivre considers elite transmission/initiation as a secondary and unnecessary
characteristic, for the Islamic world it is a critical and fundamental aspect of esoteric sciences.80
Whereas Faivre’s system of criteria is more historical, and therefore wedded to a specific temporal
and cultural manifestation of esotericism (i.e. Western Renaissance types), Wouter Hanegraaff

77
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offers us a more general typological definition. Specifically, he identifies esoteric prophecy as,
“salvific knowledge [reserved] for a select elite of initiated disciples.”81
Elite Sufism is not for pedestrian consumption, a point of fact extensively proven for the
seventh/thirteenth century by Noah Gardiner in his discussion of Sufi “esoteric reading
communities.”82 True, Gardiner and Melvin-Koushki respectively identify a “post-esotericist” and
“de-esotericisation” of occult sciences subsequent to the eighth/fourteenth century because of the
deployment of the popularity of lettrism at the court of the Timurids and Ottomans.83 But this
conclusion is based on a far too rigid understanding of ‘closed’ societies of esoteric instruction and
textual production. Esoteric texts, like The Orderly Pearl, The Key, or for that matter ToN can be
simultaneously exclusive and elite in their composition and content but still be communal, that is
to say public, in orientation. In the Ottoman period, this dual nature of esoteric, and in particular
ǧafrist, texts is all the more explicit. ToN and many other such texts did circulate and appeal to
wider audiences. The plenary import of these puzzling auguries does not prohibit apprehension of
the esoteric prophecy’s message per se. For a ǧafrist revelation like ToN, the point is perfectly
clear: the end of the world is at hand at the Ottoman sultans are its gatekeepers. We should be wary
of limiting the history of Islamic esotericism to an overly conservative and constricting notion of
hidden societies and hidden modes of knowledge.
Moreover, the association of an esoteric prophetic genre like ǧafr with Ibn al-ʿArabī is
meaningful even if we have no evidence of Ibn al-ʿArabī actually composing ǧafrist works.84 For
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the Ottoman period, this point of Sufi elite esotericism as a functional criterion is reflected in the
definitions preserved in Taşköprüzade and Katip Çelebi. Ǧafr originates with the ahl al-bayt, but
it is then passed on further through the “Sufi masters who have obtained spiritual perfection” (almašāyiḫ al-kāmilīn) who have guarded the secrets of prophecy well (kānū yaktimūnahu ʿan
ġayrihim kull al-kitmān).85 In short, there is an explicit distinction between Sufi/occult masters and
their intended audiences (i.e. the ḫawāṣṣ) and those who are neither initiated into such a
community (ʿawāmm). This exclusivity of production, transmission, and dissemination is also
preserved in ToN. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī states that he has derived his prophecy’s “encoded events via
the language of the masters of the science from the practitioners of ǧafr.”86 Likewise, we are told
that,
It has been the custom of the masters of the science [of ǧafr] to advance and
postpone the Final Moment (al-aǧal) in order to obfuscate this matter [concerning
the end of the world], which should not be explicitly revealed otherwise. 87
Thus far, what we are faced with is a fuzzy understanding of ǧafr’s origins and how it is
distinguishable – if at all – from run of the mill political oracles. As discussed above, the most
important distinguishing structural and thematic criterion that elevates ǧafr to its own genre is its
quality as an esoteric revelation that can be deciphered perforce – if somewhat tautologically – via
esoteric methods. Lettrism, most of all, is the encryptor that converts the details of eschatological

likely, there is no truth to it.” Ar. – wa-waqaftu bi-l-mašriq ʿalā malḥamah mansūbah li-Ibn al-ʿArabı̄ al-Ḥātimī fī
kilām ṭa’wı̄l šibh al-alġāz lā yaʿlimu ta’wı̄lahu illā Allāh…fı̄ āḫirihi ḳaṣīdah ʿalā rawı̄ al-lām.” Ibn Ḫaldūn, AlMuqaddimah, I:558. Here, the specific identification of a section of the prophecy as composed in verse properly
distinguishes this text from ǧafrist ones, which are – as far as I have observed in manuscripts – composed only in
prose. One such copy of a malḥamah attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī is found in NLI Ms. 125, fols. 59b-62b. Composed in
ca-1055/1645 by an Ottoman Egyptian scholar, it contains 12 separate occult treatises. The prophecy starts with Ibn
al-ʿArabī foretelling the conquest of Egypt by Turks, in particular “Aybek” (i.e. Qayit Bey) and is followed by a
divinatory/prognosticatory circle of 24 slices, 3 concentric circles, and letters, presumably designating future rulers of
Egypt. We also see this in ToN.
85
Taşköprüzāde, Miftāḥ, II:550; Kâtip Çelebi, Kašf al-ẓunūn II (Flügel), II:603.
86
Ar. – fī ḏikr umūr marmūzah bi-lisān arbāb al-fann min ahl al-ğufūr (sic). ToN, fol. 4a.
87
Ar. – wa-qad ğarrat ʿādat arbāb hāḏā al-fann bi-innahum taqaddamūn wa-yuʾaḫḫarūn al-ağal ibhāma al-amr
allaḏı̄ lā yaftaḥ kašfuhu bi-taṣrīḥ. ToN, fol. 9b. See also fn. 1 of this chapter.

149

history into an ineffable as well as inscrutable language of symbols. The same cannot be said about
malāḥim. With that said, it is now important to turn to the issue of esotericism as a further
characteristic that has led to the marginalization of ǧafrist works, and especially that of Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī’s ToN.
III.

The Problem of Occult Sciences: Ǧafr as Esoteric Prophecy with Public Appeal
Ǧafr has failed to garner much analytical attention because of a long-standing scholarly

allergy towards esoteric and occult matters. George Sarton, one of the founding fathers of the
history of science, notably disparaged scholarly work on astrology and other pseudo-sciences as a
“wretched collection of omens, debased astrology and miscellaneous nonsense ultimately derived
from Arabic, Greek, Persian and of all the superstitious flotsam of the Near East.” 88 Vivid in his
disdain, Sarton’s indictment of divination, soothsaying, astrological prophecy, and alchemy, to
name a few prominent subjects, was quite influential. The reach of his aspersions was not,
however, limited to the realm of European intellectual history. Scholars of Islam, too, have
exhibited a disaffection for the strange and unusual.
For example, Abel reflects a historiographical predilection for an idealized classical (read:
Golden Age) of Islamic civilization prior to the Mongol invasions of the seventh/thirteenth century
and the collapse of the Abbasid Caliphate. Abel remarks that late medieval Islamic thought and
culture underwent the inevitable phase of “decadence” as it lurched toward an inevitable
dénouement in the face of foreign invasion. More to the point, Abel identifies the ominous shadow
of the occult practitioner undermining Islamic civilizational superiority, a point of fact reflected in

George Sarton and Frances Siegel, “Seventy-Sixth Critical Bibliography of the History and Philosophy of Science
and of the History of Civilization (To May 1950),” Isis 41, no. 3/4 (1950): 374.
88
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the choice of title for his article: La place des sciences occultes dans la decadence.89 Therein, Abel
takes particular aim at the assent of magic, sorcery, and talismanic and divinatory practices.
Unaware of the pseudepigraphic authorship of ToN, Abel even cites ToN as a prime example of
Ibn al-ʿArabī’s lettrist-occult popularity and, therefore, a case study of decline.90 One must note,
however, that Abel’s distaste for esoterica did not dissuade him from writing some of the earliest
critical assessments of Islamic apocalyptic lore.91
Likewise, Aḥmad al-Būnı̄ (d. 622/1225) is pilloried by Manfred Ullmann, the archival and
organizing genius behind the indispensable Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam.92
Specifically, Ullmann lets slip his own unfavorable position vis-à-vis the widespread appeal of
esoteric and occult practices in the ill-begotten watershed seventh/thirteenth century by way of
attacking al-Būnı̄ . “For [al-Būnı̄ ], the universe is undergirded with a thick net of secret strands; it
is a land of endless, subtle wonder which [al-Būnı̄ ] – paradoxically – believes he could control by
way of his stupid, formalistic arithmetic.”93 Ullmann’s respect for this important historical figure
is couched in sharp-tongued reproach that resonates with that of Abel’s thesis of esotericism as the
plague of civilizational superiority. “With colossal gullibility,” Ullmann writes, “al-Būnı̄ accepts

For an early critique of the “Decline Thesis,” see Roger Owen, “The Middle East in the Eighteenth Century - an
‘Islamic’ Society in Decline? A Critique of Gibb and Bowen’s Islamic Society and the West,” Review of Middle East
Studies 1 (1975): 101–12. For a rebuttal of Owen’s criticism of Gibb and Bowen based on Ottoman sources, see
Douglas A. Howard, “Ottoman Historiography and the Literature of ‘Decline’ of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth
Centuries,” Journal of Asian History 22, no. 1 (1988): 53–54.
90
Armand Abel, “La Place Des Sciences Occultes Dans La Décadence,” in Classicisme et Déclin Culturel Dans
l’histoire de l’islam, ed. Robert Brunschvig (Paris: Editions Besson, 1957), 308, fn. 27 page 311. The other major
occult practitioners cited along with Ibn al-ʿArabī are Abū Ḥāmid al-Ġazzālī and Aḥmad al-Būnı̄ .
91
Armand Abel, “L’apocalypse de Bahira et La Notion Islamique de Mahdi,” Annuaire de l’institut de philologie et
histoire orientale 3 (1935): 1–12; Abel, “Changements politiques”; A. Abel, “Un hadit sur la prise de Rome dans la
tradition eschatologique de l’Islam,” Arabica 5, no. 1 (1958): 1–14.
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Cf. Jean-Charles Coulon, “Building Al-Būnī’s Legend: The Figure of al-Būnī through ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s
Shams al-Āfāq,” Journal of Sufi Studies 5, no. 1 (2016): 1. Coulon rightfully identifies as “the greatest authority of
the science of letters (or sı̄mıyā’).”
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all this flaccid and asinine stuff.”94 In short, the poetic flotsam of the Near East proposed by Sarton
is stylistically downgraded; it is worth only the general, monosyllabic label of “stuff” (Zeug).
Langner also echoes these sentiments. The thirteenth century is roundly one of decadence,
decline, and intellectual disease. For example, Langner writes that the “worthwhile impulses”
(nenneswerte Impulse) of the previous era, such as astronomy and medicine, hereafter take a turn
for the worse and dive headfirst into the shallow waters of the “arcane sciences of magic, astrology,
and alchemy.”95 As if that were not enough, even these imaginary intellectual fancies compare
poorly to the previous Hellenistic tradition of magic and astrology of the classical period.
Hereafter, Islamic esoterica takes on a “seriously vulgarized form.”96 In fact, it is because of the
hyper-rationalist success of the Muʿtazila that Sunni orthodoxy became too sure of itself, too
secure in its scientific superiority. Thus, Langner concludes, the age of real science and philosophy
inadvertently allowed for the “subterranean, latent threat of superstition and occultism” to grow.97
The subsequent post-classical age is, implicitly, one of folk religion and utter nonsense; or, to
borrow Ullmann’s choice phrase, just empty “stuff.” Again, we also see that the seventh/thirteenth
century is singled out as a year in which the cancer of superstition corrupted and consumed the
hyper-rational sciences of the Golden Age of Islam. By denigrating esotericism to a kind of
evolutionary disease, the keystone criterion of ǧafr as independent genre was lost. Thus, it
remained as a subgenre. The phylogenic tree of Islamic prophecy must admit for an independent

Ullmann, 391. The German is as follows: “Für ihn ist das Universum mit einem dichten Netz geheimnisvoller Fäden
durchzogen; es ist ein Reich unendlicher subtiler Wunder, das er – paradoxerweise – durch seine stupide formalistische
Arithmetik beherrschen zu können glaubt. Mit einer kolossalen Leichtgläubigkeit akzeptiert al-Būnı̄ all dies blutleere
geistlose Zeug.”
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Langner, Untersuchungen, 3.
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Langner, 3. The German is as follows: „[…] im 13. Jahrhundert die einst ebenfalls von den Griechen als ‚exakte‘
Wissenchaften ubernommenen Arkanwissenschaften magie, Astrologie und Alchemie in stark vulgarisierter Form
einen immensen Aufschuwng.“
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Langner, 4. The German is as follows: “Nach der Überwindung von Mu‘tazila und Rationalismus war die
Orthodoxie zu sehr im Traditionalismus erstarrt, um die andere, von unten drohende Gefahr rechtzeitig zu erkennen,
nahmlich Aberglauben und Okkultismus.”
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branch dedicated to ǧafr based off the esoteric principle that not only is a source of inspiration for
authors that composed texts in this mode, such as Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, but also as the ineluctable
mode for decryption. With that in mind, the reader may now reconsider the definition I proposed
at the outset of this chapter:
Ǧafr is a non-confessional, (i.e. neither exclusively Shiite nor Sunni) Islamic
esoteric genre composed in a revelatory mode – usually phrased in terms of kašf or
ruʾyā – that is primarily concerned with the eschatological “Final Hour” (al-sāʿah)
of Qurʾānic revelation. The legendary source of ǧafr is either ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib or
the sixth Imam Ğaʿfar al-Ṣāḍiq; this is an archaicizing fiction and exhibits the
general phenomenon of “imamophilia” shared by both Sunnis and Shias. The
origins of ğafr before the seventh/thirteenth century are practically impossible to
pin down with any exactitude, though it is likely that ǧafr emerged out of the early
Islamic apocalyptic “dynastic destinies” genre (ḥidthān al-duwal, malāḥim),
insofar as they both conceive of eschatological history as a teleological progression
of Muslim dynasties towards an ideal end (eschaton). Nevertheless, ǧafr emerges
as its own independent genre in the seventh/thirteenth century; it is in this century
that the most reliable textual attestations of it are identifiable. As an esoteric genre,
its essentially inscrutable and ineffable content (ġayb) is generally presented in
terms of gematria codes (ḥurūf) and symbols (išārāt, rumūz, lugūz,
̣ etc..), especially
with reference to a cryptic “tablet” (lawḥ) and “diagram” (dā’irah) as oracular
receptacle upon which these elements are inscribed. Therefore, ǧafr always
necessitates the inclusion of occult methodology, in particular lettrism, to divine its
enigmatic content, a point of fact that distinguishes it from the “dynastic destinies”
literature. The inclusion of astrological references is a later development and not
inherently part of the core divinatory narrative.
Of course, recent scholarship has helped counter this once popular intellectual position. Fleischer’s
several articles on the reliance of Ottoman imperial ideology on esoteric prophecy have opened
the way for young scholars in the new century to blaze new paths. Likewise, the collective work
of Melvin-Koushki, Saif, and Gardiner are spearheading further advances in the field of Islamic
esoterica and the occult. What is important to take away from the examples above is that the few
scholars in the past century who turned their attention to supernatural sciences overwhelmingly
took a pejorative stance and disparaged those works that constitute an entire world of Islamic

153

intellectual history. For this reason, one may understand how it is that ǧafr, the foremost esoteric
divinatory genre of the early modern period, languished in the academic shadows.
Thus, one may herewith understand why Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī explicitly defined ToN as
belonging to ǧafr. In doing so, the pseudonymous Akbarian prophet ensured that his text possessed
magnetic appeal for an Ottoman world immersed in eschatological enthusiasm and esoteric
sciences. As Noah Gardiner notes, ǧafr was not only “a complex of political-eschatological texts
and lettrists divinatory practices,” but it was also an occult science that had become “fully
enmeshed in the new cosmological imaginary” of the post-classical period.98 Simply put, ǧafr is
an esoteric prophetic genre of maximum public appeal.
IV.

Conclusion
In this chapter, a difficult task was undertaken. Redefining the central apocalyptic genre of

ǧafr necessitated a complete overview of the scholarly and historical literature on the subject. What
is now clear is that ǧafr was a non-confessional, esoteric revelatory genre of political cache. It
possessed a certain magnetic appeal precisely because it was rumored to derive from the ahl albayt as a supernatural power. It also functioned as a preeminent and even ‘orthodox’ – sit venia
verbo – oracular mode because of its association with spiritually esteemed members of the Muslim
world, be they exalted Sufis like Ibn al-ʿArabī, courtly physicians and alchemists like al-Aḫlāṭı̄ at
the Mamluk court, or minor religious scholars turned short-lived bureaucratic mandarins like Ibn
Ṭalḥah in Ayyubid Damascus. It also possessed a kind of innate Islamic legitimacy because of its
similarity to – and possible derivation from – malāḥim literature which itself is derived from early

Noah Gardiner, “Books on Occult Sciences,” in Treasures of Knowledge: An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace
Library (1502/3-1503/4), ed. Gülru Necipoğlu, Cemal Kafadar, and Cornell H. Fleischer (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 563.
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Umayyad traditions. Lastly, one must also acknowledge that the esoteric quality of ǧafr secured it
a numinous canonicity of perennially allure and influence. Lettrism in particular was the equivalent
of pursuing the secrets of creation itself. The twenty-eight letters of the Arabic alphabet were the
building blocks of the cosmos; an oracular genre ineluctably intertwined with this fann resonated
with a dynasty bent on asserting its universal sovereignty. One must disagree with some scholars’
who have claimed that the public and/or political orientation of ǧafr and lettrism reduces their
preternatural and exclusive quality. Eschatological prophecy is, ultimately, always a combination
of both. The audience already knows anyhow what God has foreordained; it is just the cryptic
details that remain obscured. With that in mind, let us revisit the first quotation in the epigraph of
this chapter:
It has been the custom of the masters of the science [of ǧafr] to advance and
postpone the eschaton (al-aǧal) in order to obfuscate this matter [concerning the
end of the world], which should not be explicitly revealed otherwise.
In Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own words, we have a clear example of the paradox of esoteric prophecy.
The recipient of revelation is taxed, much like John of Patmos, with sending out a message, a clear
warning, to a specific audience. But not everything should be explained. The act of even writing
down the revelation already breaches the ‘secrecy’ pact of esoteric or cryptic visions. This is the
aporia of apocalypse. Though a prophecy may be written and circulated, the horizon of
expectations of believers is that it should still remain enigmatic. Something explicit, something
cogent and concise would cease to be an eschatological revelation at all. Transcendental
information about the cosmos is inherently complex because it is ultimately derived from an
ineffable and inscrutable source. Hence, the aphorism that prophecy never fails, its hidden divine
message is only misinterpreted. This is doubly true for the genre of ǧafr. The horizon of
expectations of an early modern Ottoman audience would expect that a prophet would explain and
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obfuscate. Knowledge of the End of Time is not a matter for the faint of heart or mind; it is, rather,
the interest of sultans who claim to possess universal sovereignty. A ǧafrist prophecy like ToN
therefore possesses the “millennial motifs” that appealed to a self-styled saintly and messianic
Muslim monarch.99
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Chapter III: In Good Prophetic Company –
Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl and al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon
“[My friend] said, ‘But I have understood nothing that you [ʿAlı̄ ] have said to me.’ ʿAlı̄ said to him, ‘So and so,’ and
mentioned me [Ibn Ṭalḥah] by my cognomen (kunyah) and nickname (laqab), ‘he will explain it to you, God willing.’”

-

Ibn Ṭalḥah, Orderly Pearl, SK Ms. Laleli 1532, fol. 3a.1

“Know that the foundation of this strange and marvelous oracle (manhağ) comprises time from the Prophet’s mission
(PBUH) to the Day of the Final Hour.”

-

al-Bisṭāmı̄ , Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon, SK Ms. Laleli 1532, fol. 4b.2

“Prophets,” Richard Kagan notes in his study of sixteenth-century Spanish politics and
prophecy, “rarely act alone.”3 This key insight into the early modern phenomenon of political
apocalypticism across the Mediterranean is as relevant for the Christian European context as it is
for the Ottoman empire and its agents of esoteric eschatological divination.4 In other words, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī and his prophecy are not unique insofar as the composition of a ǧafrist text in the
service of imperial propaganda was au courant for the political environment of the age. Truly, as
Shahzad Bashir calls it, this was this “Messianic Age” par excellence.5 The Ottomans seemed
elected as God’s apocalyptic warriors in light of their remarkable military successes and swift
geographic expansion that within one hundred years included the conquest of Constantinople,
Damascus, Jerusalem, Cairo, Mecca and Medina, the utmost limit of their victorious ġazvat
terminating at the walls of Vienna.
Eschatological enthusiasm at the Sublime Porte begat numerous productions of
supernatural oracles, visions, and commentaries. As Hüseyin Yılmaz demonstrates, such a

Ar. – fa-qāl yā amīr al-mu’minīn mā fahimtu mā qulta lī fa-qāl lahu fulān wa-sammānī fı̄ kunyatī wa-laqabı̄.
Ar. – iʿlam inna mabda’ hāḏā al-manhağ al-ġarīb wa-al-manhağ al-ʿağı̄b min mabʿaṯ al-nabiyy ṣallā Allāhu ʿalayhi
wa-sallam ilā qiyām al-sāʿah.
3
Kagan, Lucretia’s Dreams, 86.
4
For more evidence of a more global “millenarian conjunction,” see Subrahmanyam, “Turning the Stones Over:
Sixteenth-Century Millenarianism from the Tagus to the Ganges.”
5
Shahzad Bashir, Messianic Hopes and Mystical Visions: The Nūrbakhshīya between Medieval and Modern Islam
(Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2003), 31.
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phenomenon at the highest level of political authority (i.e. the saray) resulted in large part thanks
to mystical Islamic cosmologies, the established place of esoteric traditions – in particular lettrism
(ʿilm al-ḥurūf) – as legitimate scientific pursuits, and out of the need to develop anti-Safavid
propaganda.6 Among the various actors were mystic mystagogues both real (e.g. al-Bisṭāmı̄ ,
various esoteric readings communities of his works, as well as those adepts of Aḥmad al-Būnı̄
works) and imagined (i.e. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī),7 occult adepts skilled in a number of mantic and
talismanic trades, astrologers (munağğimūn), “deviant dervishes,” and even would-be messiahs,
like Şeyḫ Bedreddīn and his ḫalīfe Börklüce Muṣṭafā (1416), Şāh Ḳulu (1511), Nūr ʿAlı̄ Ḫalīfe
(1512), Bozoḳlu Celāl and Şāh Velı̄ (1520), and Şāh Kalender (1526-27).8 All of these works and
their authors can therefore be described as having acted together within a well-defined socioYılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 97–144.
Evidence of the importance and intellectual affinities of al-Bisṭāmı̄ and Ibn al-ʿArabī as occult-mystical masters in
the Ottoman empire is the mistaken misattribution of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Hoot of the Owl (Ṣayḥat al-būm fī ḥaʿādiṯ al-rūm)
to Ibn al-ʿArabī. SB Ms. Wetzstein II 1212, fols. 54b-57b; DK Ms. Mağāmīʿ Ṭalʿat 653; SK Ms. Hacı Mahmud Ef.
4268, fols. 79a-104b; BNF Ms. Arabe 2669, fols. 109b-123b. See Abel, “Prise de Rome,” 2 fn. 1, 6–8. Abel rightly is
suspicious of the attribution of the text to Ibn al-ʿArabī (attribué à); Abel does not, however, correct the entry. He
bases his knowledge of authorship on Katip Çelebi’s entry on the text in the Kašf al-ẓunūn who records Ibn al-ʿArabī
as author. Bağdatlı Paşa, the twentieth-century scholar who updated Katip Çelebi’s Kašf corrects the issue of
authorship by noting that al-Bisṭāmı̄ in his bibliographic Tāğ al-rasā’il clearly identifies himself as the composer of
the Ṣayḥat al-būm in 810/1407. al-Baġdādı̄ (Bağdatlı), Īḍāḥ al-maknūn II, II:72–73; Gril, “Enigma,” 67.
8
On Ottoman talismans, especially the talismanic shirts of the sultans, see Özgen Felek, “Fears, Hopes, and Dreams:
The Talismanic Shirts of Murād III,” Arabica 64 (2017): 647–72; Şen, “Practicing Astral Magic.” Under this rubric,
one must also consider the textual material, especially “magic squares” (awfāq) which are most common in the
commentary literature to ToN. I am unaware of any extensive study on Ottoman magic squares. On “deviant
dervishes,” see Heghnar Zeitlian Watenpaugh, “Deviant Dervishes: Space, Gender, and the Construction of
Antinomian Piety in Ottoman Aleppo,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 37 (2005): 535–36, 539–47.
Watenpaugh focuses on the career of an Aleppan mystic by the name of Abū Bakr Ibn Abı̄ al-Wafā’ in the early
tenth/sixteenth century. The failed uprisings of Bedreddin and Börklüce Mustafa are fascinating. Some key studies
are Ernst Werner, “Häresie, Klassenkampf und religiöse Toleranz in einer islamisch-christlichen Kontakzone Bedr
ed-Din und Börklüce Mustafa,” Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft 12 (1964): 255–76; Abdülbâki Gölpınarlı,
Simavna Kadısıoğlu Şeyh Bedreddin (Istanbul: Eti Yayınevi, 1966); Michel Balivet, Islam mystique et revolution
armée dans les Balkans ottomans: vie du cheikh Bedreddin, le “hallaj des turcs,” 1358/59-1416 (Istanbul: Isis, 1995);
Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, Osmanlı Toplumunda Zındıklar ve Mülhidler (15.-17. Yüzyıllar) (Istanbul: Vakfı Yurt Yayınları,
1998), 136–202. Twentieth-century Turkish history on Bedreddīn framed him in modern political terms, i.e. as a
Communist avant la lettre. For a remarkable recontextualization of Bedreddīn and Börklüce Muṣṭafā’s 1416 rebellion,
see Saygın Salgırlı, “The Rebellion of 1416: Recontextualizing an Ottoman Social Movement,” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 55 (2012): 35 ff. For the several major rebellions of the tenth/sixteenth
century, see Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, “Idéologie officielle et réaction populaire un aperçu général sur les mouvements et
les courants socio-religieux à l’époque de Soliman le magnifique,” in Soliman le magnifique et son temps: actes du
colloque de Paris, galeries nationales du grand palais, 7-10 Mars 1990, ed. Gilles Veinstein (Paris: La Documentation
française, 1992), 185–94; Flemming, “Ṣāḥib-Ķirān,” 43–44.
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religious phenomenon of imperial apocalypticism, or as Yılmaz has also termed it “polyphonic
messianism” in the arena of Ottoman socio-religious politics.9 But it is ǧafr most of all that
transcends the natural order and presents us with prophecy proper. The texts and men who dabbled
in it constitute an esoteric, and therefore elite, cohort of seers.
This chapter is dedicated to demonstrating to what degree Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was not alone
in his cryptic visionary undertaking. Via a focused study on the bicephalic textual tradition of the
Orderly Pearl (al-Durr al-munaẓẓam fī sirr al-ism al-aʿẓam, a.k.a. Kitāb al-ǧafr) composed by the
Syrian scholar Kamāl al-Dīn Ibn Ṭalḥah (d. 651/1254) and the widely circulated commentary on
The Orderly Pearl by the Ottoman mystic and esoteric master ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s (d.
858/1454) titled The Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ), one will
come to understand all the better why Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy was well-timed. As a wouldbe Sufi mystic blessed with a supernatural vision of Ottoman glory at the cusp of the Final Hour,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was in good company.
I.

Ǧafr in the Ottoman Empire: Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl and al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key
Both characters – Ibn Ṭalḥah and al-Bisṭāmı̄ – were already introduced in the previous

chapter. Their respective texts, however, deserve a closer look. Of course, these gentlemen are not
the only individuals to have composed prophetic texts in a ǧafrist mode. As al-Aḫlāṭī remarks
concerning his own ǧafrist initiation via the work of Ibn al-ʿArabī, it seems that a cottage industry
of pseudepigraphic ǧafrist texts were also in circulation along with a number of malāḥim, real or
imagined.10 The value of these other prophetic and oracular works is also worth considering, but
the popularity of ǧafr as a textual genre in the Ottoman empire is more properly due to the

9

Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 266.
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companion works of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key. Proof thereof is the ubiquitous
number of manuscript copies of these texts. As Fleischer rightly observes, al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key
“constituted the Urtext from which the image of Sultan Süleyman as messianic conqueror, Last
World Emperor, Renewer of Religion, and axis mundi was hewn.”11 The Hapsburg ruler Charles
V had a serious contemporary contender for the title of world monarch at the threshold of the end
of time and the Pearl plus Key was an invaluable source in the arsenal of Ottoman apocalyptic
propaganda.12
A. Lack of Early Copies of The Pearl and Textual Fusion with The Key
With that said, a brief description of basic textual issues is relevant before diving into the
content. The most fundamental issue surrounding Ibn Ṭalḥah’s foundational vision tale is that there
is no early evidence of its composition.13 As A. C. Peacock has duly noted there is a “distinct lack
of early versions of the [Orderly Pearl].” 14 One can be certain, however, that the Pearl is not some
fabrication of a later date. As Masad has demonstrated, internal evidence points to Ibn Ṭalḥah’s
inspirational tale of supernatural revelation to some point between the months of Muḥarram and
Ğumādah al-Āḫirah in the year 644/1246.15 Masad’s philological argument for this specific
terminus a quo is solid. The key historical data in particular is a historical reference to the Ayyubid
defeat of the Khwarizmians at the Battle of Qasab north of Homs in Muḥarram 644/May 1246. In
fact, Ibn Ṭalḥah provides us a list of recent historical events leading up to the Battle of Qasab in

Cornell Fleischer, “Learning and Sovereignty in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” in Treasures of Knowledge:
An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace Library (1502/3-1503/4), ed. Gülru Necipoglu, Cemal Kafadar, and Cornell
Fleischer, vol. I (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 156.
12
Fleischer, “A Mediterranean Apocalypse,” 20. Kagan’s work prefaced much of Fleischer’s insights concerning the
Western Mediterranean. See also Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence.
13
SK Ms. Laleli 1532, fols. 1b-14b.
14
Peacock, “Politics,” 37.
15
Masad, “Islamic Apocalyptic,” 73.
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the mode of vaticinium ex eventu: the collapse of the Ismaili-Fatimid dynasty in 570/1174,
Saladin’s defeat of the first (1099-1187) Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem in 583/1187, the
Mongol-Tartar armies’ defeat of Sultan Ğalāl al-Dīn Ḫwārizmšāh in 627/1229, followed finally
by the aforementioned battle in 633 “at the gates of Homs” (bi-bāb Ḥimṣ).16 The historical data
hereafter becomes increasingly vague and, therefore, “obvious predictions.”17 Thus, one can be
certain that Ibn Ṭalḥah’s esoteric-visionary tale is no fiction, despite the lack of textual evidence.
Otherwise, a later invention of the story would have no doubt included further historical events of
equally easy cross-reference. Moreover, if the Pearl were a product of some later imagination, it
would stand to reason that the authorial name of a minor Damascene ʿālim otherwise unknown for
esoteric prophecy would not have been the most likely choice for a pseudepigraphic mask.
Thus, a reliable paper trail appears in the late ninth/mid-fifteenth century. Ibn Ṭalḥah’s text
never appears as its own independent work, but rather the visionary account is always included as
the introduction to al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key.18 The number of copies increase drastically following the late
ninth/fifteenth century, and several of the most prominent copies thereof were commissioned either
by courtly figures, such as Süleyman’s personal geomancy Ḥaydar (SK Ms. Laleli 1532), or even
sultans themselves, such as Mehmed III and his son Ahmed I. These later imperial copies who
were “illustrated, expanded, expanded, and updated,” given the fact that the Islamic millennium
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passed without prophecy coming true (i.e. TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373, İÜK Ms. Türkçe 6624,
respectively).19 Truly, prophecy, especially the estoeric kind, never fails.
Of course, this fact should not prevent one from hypothesizing about the origin of the Pearl.
True, we may never obtain the Urtext of this inspirational ǧafrist text. One may, at best, surmise
that Ibn Ṭalḥah’s work circulated among small esoteric communities in Syria, and perhaps in Egypt
as well given that province’s popularity as a hotspot of mystical inspiration, eschatological
damnation, and yet also divine blessing.20 Būnı̄ an, Akbarian, and Wafā’ī-Šāḏilī mystical
fraternities, however loosely understood, are the most probable communities of the Orderly
Pearl’s reception.21 Members of these learned circles were in some way associated with esoteric
Sufism, especially the particular kind of Sufism that indulged in lettrism which had been
popularized by Ibn al-ʿArabī. Little else can be hypothesized about how the Pearl was preserved
up unto the time of al-Bisṭāmı̄ . This is not a problem from the perspective of New Philology.
Inasmuch as late antique and medieval history in the West is characterized by unique copies of
manuscripts, why should the historian of Islamic intellectual history be perturbed by the dearth of
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parchment trails in an age preceding the printing press, an innovation that at any rate did not make
much headway in the Ottoman empire as it did in Europe. 22 There is an inherent “unruliness” to
pre-modern textual history.23 Centuries of silence are to be expected, especially concerning
esoteric and revelatory material that was arguably intended for an exclusive audience of mystical
brethren and their initiates. What remains self-evident is that the Pearl and Bisṭāmı̄ ’s commentary
end up becoming two of the most well-attested examples of ǧafrist prophecy at the Ottoman court.
That in itself is evidence enough to underscore the weight of this material.
B. Choosing a Text: The Courtly Copy of Ms. Laleli 1532
The earliest copy of both the Pearl and the Key is found in Ms. Hafid Ef. 204 (dated to
899/1494, fol. 55b). The second oldest copy is SK Ms. Laleli 1532 (incomplete, fols. 1-44b copied
by Ḫalīfe, the eunuch to Ḥaydar-i Remmāl; completed on fols. 109-187b by Meḥmed b. Meḥmed
al-Bursavı̄ ). Without a critical edition, one cannot fully establish the divergences between these
two copies. A basic reading of both, however, reveals that there are some basic differences between
the two copies. For example, the “prophesied” recent historical events of the sixth-seventh/twelfththirteenth centuries (collapse of Fatimid dynasty, defeat of Crusader Kingdom, Mongol defeat of
Ḫwārizmšāh, and again Ayyubid defeat of remaining Khwarizmian kingdom in Syria) are missing.
Laleli 1532 only includes the history of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, the Umayyads, and the
Abbasids and stops at the Qarmatians’ sacking of Mecca and looting of the Kaaba’s Black Stone.24
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Such a massive lacuna cannot be interpreted as a casual instance of lapsus calami. This was an
editorial choice, though it is not clear how or why this decision was made. Hafid Ef. 204 contains
a number of illustrations of the revelatory diagram and magic squares, most of which are not
finished; they are decorated with arches and spheres of unascertainable function, a visual
characteristic also observed in BNF Ms. Arabe 2669.25 Laleli 1532 is distinguished by large blank
spaces throughout the manuscript that indicate a plan for illustration that was never carried out.
One is hard pressed to find an incomplete diagram any more appealing for analytical reasons than
empty space. As indicated above, Laleli 1532 as it is present on fols. 1-44b is incomplete; it is
complemented by a later appended copy composed in Šabān 927/July-August 1521. Whereas
Hafid Ef. 204 has no other additional illustrations, Laleli 1532 contains two artistic renditions
found toward the end of the manuscript: the depiction of the eschatologically loaded Ḥanẓal bush
(fol. 129b) and a cryptic diagram presumably connected with divining the Hour via astrological
conjunctions (fol. 141a).26 These several points notwithstanding, the content of both Hafid Ef. 204
and Laleli 1532 are generally the same as is the structure.
Though one may initially choose Hafed Ef. 204 as the preferred text based on a philological
preoccupation with older texts, for this thesis I have chosen Ms. Laleli 1532 as the edition of
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discord” (šağarah al-iḫtilāf muṣfarrah), all of which are a triad of iconographic markers that signify apocalyptic
destruction and, thereby, indicate the advent of the End-Times monarchs. Kingship is intrinsically part of this semiotic
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reference. The principal guiding metric for this decision is the attestable origin of its composition
and for whom it was composed. Specifically, the Laleli 1532 text which is found on folios 1-44b
was copied in 943/1536~37 by Ḫalīfe, the eunuch (ġulām) of Ḥaydar-i Remmāl, the court
geomancer to Sultan Süleyman. Such evidence is extremely enticing for one simple reason. The
colophon proves that a high-ranking figure known for being an adept at occult science knew of
and was interested in possessing a copy of the Pearl and Key. The imperial, the divinatory, and the
eschatological are herewith aligned. True, such a copy may be decried by some scholars as
demonstrative of a transgression of the principle of esoteric exclusivity. That, again, would be too
rigid a reading of what esotericism is and how such texts can and did function. Ḥaydar may not
have belonged to a mystical brotherhood or esoteric reading group, but in his hands as the occult
court geomancer one can identify the act of commission and subsequent auto-initiation into the
science of ǧafr as designating a different, yet still restricted circle of readers: the imperial Ottoman
court.
The proximity between Ḥaydar and the sultan is of crucial importance. “The writings of
Ḥaydar,” notes Fleischer, “his closeness to Süleyman, and his longevity as a courtier all make clear
that the millenarian and apocalyptic themes and terminology that pervade the earlier
historiography of the reign represent more than grandiose experiments with panegyric or reflexes
of ‘popular’ or ‘unofficial’ impulses to magnify and sacralize the magnificent sovereign of a new
age.”27 More to the point, Fleischer explicitly identifies this copy of the Pearl and Key as proof
that, “Interest in prognostication, in the scenario of the Last Days, and in the idea that history
would end in the current century ran high at Süleyman’s court […].”28 It is under Süleyman,
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perhaps more than any other sultan, that the phenomenon of eschatological enthusiasm reached its
most potent heights. “Süleyman,” Fleischer notes, “indeed pretended to universal dominion over
the visible and invisible worlds in the image of his prophetic namesake.”29 Süleyman was a
sovereign who had acquired a number of preternatural epithets. For example, he was the “Lodestar
of the Universe” (quṭb al-aqṭāb), an imperial moniker rooted in an early Ottoman-Sufi synthesis
of spiritual sovereignty and first attested under Bayezid II. As evidence of Süleyman’s use of the
title, one need look no further that the looted candelabra from the Cathedral in Buda. The
“Lawgiver” had the epithet emblazoned on the war booty and then prominently displayed them
next to the miḥrāb in the Aya Sofya Mosque.30 He was also the “Renewer of the Age” (muğaddid
al-zaman), a loaded eschatological concept that had gained Sufi overtones several centuries before
through the reformulations of Ibn al-ʿArabī.31 Perhaps more explicit, the Ottoman sultans from
Mehmed I onward had even acquired and cultivated for themselves the title of Mahdi.32 Again, the
roots of this imperial epithet are derived from mystical theories of spiritual Islamic authority.
“Thus, the Sufistic notion of the caliphate,” Yılmaz notes, “conflated messianic time with
historical temporality and, in a way, historicized the idea of a Mahdi represented in Islamic
eschatology.” He continues, “That is why visions and depictions of rulers or saints as caliphs
increasingly become virtually indistinguishable from what is expected of the Mahdi.”33 In
addition, we also come across an astrologically rooted honorific: “Lord of the Conspicuous

29

Fleischer, 290.
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Conjunction” (ṣāḥib al-qırān).34 All of the above terminology is found in al-Bisṭāmī’s Key.
Likewise, they are also found in Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s ToN.35 With this in mind, one must understand
Ms. Laleli 1532 as crucial proof of the appeal of ǧafr to Ottoman political elite. The courtly copy,
despite its missing diagrams and textual omissions, is a preferable text insofar as it gives us a
reliable snapshot of the centrality of ǧafrist policy within the walls of the imperial court.
II.

Overview of the Pearl
A brief review of the content of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Pearl is now pertinent. The Syrian ʿālim tells

us that a certain “righteous and pious believer” (ʿabd ṣāliḥ wa-taqiyy) of such profound fraternal
friendship was blessed with knowledge of the “the Most Awesome Name of God, the Most
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Powerful Light” (al-ism al-aʿẓam, al-nūr al-aqwam), by which is meant Allah.36 From the outset,
the reader is immediately introduced to the subject matter. God in Islamic tradition is known
chiefly by ninety-nine names, all of which in the mystical and esoteric tradition possess a
preternatural power.37 To harness these names and their transcendental force is practically an
imperative for the devout Sufi and master of ġayb. Lettrist interpretation of these names, in
particular, occupied the interest of such elite Sufi masters of esoteric knowledge such as Aḥmad
al-Būnı̄ . 38 Yet, arguably the teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī on the Divine Names have had the greatest
effect on Sufi esotericism. It is relevant to quote at length from Michael Ebstein, one of the leading
specialists in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s esoteric system today:
In fact, Andalusī mysticism at large seems to mark a decisive shift from theology
and Sufism alike to a more mythic and theosophical mode of thought. In the works
of Ibn al-ʿArabī and his Andalusī predecessors, the Divine names (sic) are no longer
approached from a strictly linguistic, hermeneutical, or logical perspective as in
Islamic theology, nor do they pertain solely to the inner-psychological realm of the
mystic, to his personal contact with God, as in many classical Sufi treatises. Rather,
the Divine names are perceived as crucial elements of reality, as powers or forces
that play a central role in cosmogonic and cosmological processes as well as in
sacred human history; they signify the dynamic-manifest aspect of Divinity, which
is directly linked to creation and immanent within it. This shift in the way the Divine
names are viewed is extremely significant for the self-image of the mystic and for
his status and authority in society, given that he now functions as the main channel
through which God’s attributes are manifested in the world or are revealed and
interpreted; in other words, the mystic is responsible for the very connection
between Creator and creation, a connection embodied in the Divine attributes.39
In other words, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s theory of the Divine Names sets up a spiritual-intellectual matrix
through which one may interpret and decipher God’s grand plan for the universe, from its origin
and most basic building blocks, down from the heavens and throughout this sublunar plane of
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material existence.40 Such an all-consuming mystical system of the cosmos perforce opens up a
method for divining God’s terminal plan for the universe as well. Eschatology is part and parcel
of the monotheistic conceptualization of history. It is from this tradition that Ibn Ṭalḥah has drawn
inspiration. Of critical difference, however, is that the anonymous friend is not made privy to all
the names of God, but rather just one. The Most Awesome Name of the One True God, Allah, is
the skeleton key of the cosmos; it is the key to creation, both beginning and end.
Alas, despite his friend’s devout piety, the fraternal companion is incapable of deciphering
the “names and letters” that appear on the celestial tablet (lawḥ) that is revealed before him in the
darkness of his cell.41 Even the appearance of ʿAlı̄ as quasi-angelic apocalyptic intermediary
cannot help his friend:
Then a scintillating hand struck him and thereupon he saw the Commander of the
Faithful, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, may his face be blessed. He then greeted [my friend]
and said to him, ‘Where is the tablet that you have been given?’ ʿAlī, may God be
pleased with him, then took it and remarked on its magnificence. Then [ʿAlī] said
to him something, the meaning of which he could not comprehend; he understood
not a thing except one word which shall be mentioned in what follows.42
It is at this point that Ibn Ṭalḥah is directly mentioned, albeit obliquely, by the Commander of the
Faithful:
[My friend] said, “But I have understood nothing that you, O Commander of the
Faithful, have said to me.” ʿAlı̄ said to him, “So and so,” and mentioned me [Ibn

Ibn al-ʿArabī, Al-Futuḥāt al-Makkiyyah, ed. Osman Yahya, vol. I (Cairo: al-Hay’ah al-maṣriyyah al-ʿāmmah li-lkitāb, 1985), 295–323. Ebstein has conveniently arranged a table that shows Ibn al-ʿArabī’s system of assigning a
Divine Name with the consequent creation of a celestial level. Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy, 95–96.
41
Key, fol. 2a.
42
Ar. – […] ṣāfaḥathu bihā yad saniyyah fa-ra’ā amīr al-mu’minīn ʿAlī bin Abı̄ Ṭālib karrama Allāhu wağahu fasallama ʿalayhi fa-qāla lahu ayna al-lawḥ allaḏı̄ utītahu fa-aḫrağahu fa-aḫaḏahu raḍiya Allāhu ʿanhu fa-istaʿẓamahu
ṯumma qāl lahu fī maʿanāhu ašyān [sic] lam tafhamhu wa-lam yuʿraf mā fīhā siwā kalimatin wāḥidatin ya’tī ḏikruha.
Key, fol. 2b. For the preceding section and its transliteration, see the previous chapter of this thesis.
40
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Ṭalḥah] by my cognomen (kunyah) and nickname (laqab), “he will explain it to
you, God willing.”43
The anonymous friend then draws for Ibn Ṭalḥah a plenary diagram (dā’irah) of what he saw on
the tablet. Blessed in some capacity through a superior spiritual clarity of mind, Ibn Ṭalḥah
immediately identifies the contents as containing “the fundamental wonders of fate” (ʿağā’ib alaqdār waḍʿan) as well as “enigmatic secrets, root and branch” (ġarā’ib al-asrār aṣlan wafarʿan).44 But even here Ibn Ṭalḥah must admit his own mortal limitations, for he, too, admits to
being incapable of solving the secrets of the diagram. “Only through divine aid (al-ta’yyīd alrabbānı̄ wa-l-tawfīq al-ilāhī)” can one ever truly unlock the mysteries of the vision.45 Taking to
prayer, Ibn Ṭalḥah’s soul feels (aḥassat nafsı̄) a celestial response, followed by a flickering of
lights which, in turns, causes the truths to “reveal themselves” (ẓaharat al-asrār).46 Subsequent to
this divine epiphany, Ibn Ṭalḥah tells us that he commenced with the composition of an abridged
(iḫtiṣar) version of what he learned. That truncated text is the real beginning of the Orderly Pearl.
Importantly, he qualifies the text as not privy to the public (al-makfūfah ʿan al-akṯār).47 Though
the original audience may have been but a Syrian cohort of esoterically-minded mystics with a
penchant for lettrism, the new Ottoman audience of courtly elites – geomancers and their sultans
– is just as exclusive a community for some cryptic reading.
It is, of course, the Most Awesome Name of God, Allah, which the anonymous friend
cannot recognize, despite his own profound spirituality and zealous sessions of secluded mystical
prayer, and what Ibn Ṭalḥah is only able to interpret rudimentarily subsequent to a cursory scan of

Ar. – fa-qāl yā amīr al-mu’minīn mā fahimtu mā qulta lī fa-qāl lahu fulān wa-sammānī fı̄ kunyatī wa-laqabı̄. Key,
fol. 3a.
44
Key, fol. 3a.
45
Key, fol. 3a.
46
Key, fol. 3b.
47
Key, fol. 3b.
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the naked eye. This is the celestial diagram in a nutshell. Much like the terrifying power of the
unspeakable tetragrammaton of Jewish and Christian Kabbalistic tradition, the four letters –
notwithstanding the dagger ālif (ā) – of ālif-lām-lām-hā that comprise the singularly true name of
the Almighty collectively as well as individually possess a numinous potency that is
simultaneously cosmic in scope and, at least for ǧafrist practitioners, political in application.48 The
quadrilateral root of the name of God thus conveniently corresponds to the classical – and Islamic
– division of nature into the four basic elements of nature (earth, air, fire, water), a division that is
also applied to the esoteric natures of the letters of the Arabic alphabet.49 Such a synthetic, if totally
stochastic, numerical alignment is extremely productive for ǧafrist prophecy generally, and the
Pearl + Key specifically. In other words, the proper dissection of the name of Allah into its
respective units as applied within the esoteric matrix of the circular diagram becomes two things.
First, it functions as the equivalent of a multi-dimensional mirror, insofar as one can prove
historical events, spiritual truths, and future events. Second, it functions as a cosmic remote
control, insofar as the possessor of such a device can preempt or even change the course of sublunar

48

Robert J. Wilkinson, Tetragrammaton: Western Christians and the Hebrew Name of God: From the Beginnings to
the Seventeenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 155–214, 313–50, 416–59. The comparison between kabbalah and
lettrism is totally coherent and well-established in the field. As Melvin-Koushki himself notes, “kabbalah [is]
lettrism’s coeval twin […].” Matt Melvin-Koushki, The Letterist Treatises of Ibn Turka: Edition, Translation, and
Commentary, n.d., 3. The comparison from a historical perspective is also extremely valuable given that both Jewish
mysticism, especially the teachings of the kabbalah, and Islamic mysticism developed simultaneously in the Iberian
Peninsula of the twelfth through thirteenth centuries CE. Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy, 2. Further evidence for
the intellectual propinquity between Jewish and Islamic mysticism at almost every level of their respective
development is further exhibited in Egypt. See Russ-Fishbane, Judaism, Sufism, esp. 187-243. Across these pages,
Russ-Fishbane discusses the reformulation of prophecy, messianism, and redemption. See also Scholem, Messianic
Idea, 3–5.
49
Based on the Eastern (mašriqī) lettrist system, the elemental-alphabetic correspondences are as follows:
1) Fire (nār) – ālif hā ṭā mı̄m fā sīn ḏāl
2) Earth (arḍ) – bā waw yā nūn ṣād tā ḍāḍ
3) Air (hawā’) – ğīm zayn kāf šı̄n qāf ṯā ẓā
4) Water (mā’) – dāl ḥā lām ʿayn rā ḫā ġayn
Please also refer to the “Reference for Astrology and Lettrism” provided at the beginning of this thesis.
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history to accord more properly with the will of God (qadr) as it is – divinely – manifest through
His chosen supreme and final worldly sovereign at the threshold of the end of time.
In all copies of the Pearl + Key, this is the center of interpretive focus and the unravelling
of its letters, combined with the circular form, the transecting and bisecting lines, as well as other
letters and words and symbols. In Laleli 1532, the first blank space left for illustration is for this
circular image with its lines and letters and names: “The goal is to establish the shape of circles,
their sketching, and the illustration of what is inside it, around it, and a complete depiction of the
letters, names, and lines so that any contrite believer may see and recall it.”50 A copy of the diagram
from Hafid Ef. 204 (fol. 2b) is provided for reference in the image index [Fig. 8].
The above observation is confirmed in Ibn Ṭalḥah’s own words. “Behold,” he commands
the reader, “this hidden secret” (ta’ammal hāḏā al-sirr al-maktūm). The diagram contains the truth
of the final, sacred age of creation; it comprehends the age of Islam “from the Prophet’s mission
to the Day of the Final Hour.” 51 Conversely put, what Ibn Ṭalḥah and his anonymous friend have
before them, and what they have presented to us, the initiated few, is nothing short of an
eschatological handbook. Both the mirror and the remote control are henceforth in the possession
of the elect. That such a text was composed during the all-too turbulent seventh/twelfth century is
not surprising. Though Ibn Ṭalḥah never did witness the ultimate demise of the moribund Abbasid
caliphate in 655/1258, he was evidently quite aware of the reality of Tartar-Mongol invasions. His
prophecy (vaticinium ex eventu) of the Tartar coup de grâce dealt to the remnants of the
Khwarizmian dynasty near Hims as preserved in Hafid Ef. 204 is a key historical event. Given

Ar. – al-maqṣūd min iṯbāt šakl al-dā’irāt wa-taḫṭītihā wa-suwwirat mā fī wasaṭihā wa-mā aḥāṭa bihā muḥītihā wakayfiyyat wadʿ ḥurūfihā wa-asmā’ihā wa-ḫuṭūṭihā li-takūn ru’yat ṣūratihā tabṣiratan wa-ḏikrā li-kull ʿabd munı̄b.
Key, fols. 3b-4a.
51
Key, fol. 4b. For transliteration, see fn. 2 above.
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that the decade in which Ibn Ṭalḥah most likely composed the Pearl (640s/1240s) coincides with
the twilight years of the Ayyubid dynasty in Cairo and Aleppo (collapse in 647~8/1250 and in
657/1260, respectively), one may speak of an awareness of geo-political unrest. Ibn Ṭalḥah was,
after all, not entirely committed to mystical asceticism; earlier in his career he was involved in
Ayyubid politics and, in the ominous year 648/1250 he was appointed, and then resigned, to the
position of Aleppo.52
Also, one must take into consideration the messianic teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī, who had
at the end of his life settled in Damascus.53 As Elmore notes,
[I]n the Kitāb ʿAnqā’ Mughrib (The Book of the Fabulous Gryphon/Phoenix) the
[Ibn al-ʿArabī] cautiously proffers a bold theory of spiritual rebirth for Islam in a
sacred seventh century of the Prophet’s glorious mission. […] This reckoning
expressly (but obscurely) figures in the opening pages of the ʿAnqā’ Mughrib in the
keynote poem, “The Sealed Vessel” (al-Wiʿā’ al-Makhtūm), where the hijrī date of
the coming of the Expected One, the rightly-guided Mahdi, is hinted at in a verse
featuring the three Arabic letters, [ḫā, fā and ğīm], the numberical value of which
totals 683 [ = 1284 CE].54
Though one cannot prove that Ibn Ṭalḥah was even remotely aware of, or for that matter read, the
Fabulous Gryphon, one can at least speak of an apocalyptic mentality in the seventh century among
mystics perambulating in the urban centers of Syria.55 Precisely formulated, Ibn Ṭalḥah was
reacting to a socio-religious phenomenon; he was not himself acting alone or spearheading a
marginal mystic-esoteric messianic movement. From the seventh/thirteenth century onward one is

Peacock, “Politics,” 34. It would be extremely difficult to prove how and if Ibn Ṭalḥah was concerned or aware of
events in Egypt
53
Ebstein, Mysticism and Philosophy, 64.
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Elmore, Islamic Sainthood, 5.
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Contemporaneous is the parallel phenomenon of Jewish apocalyptic messianism redivivus which finds its
intellectual milieu in Ayyubid Egypt. Maimonides notably tried to correct the “utopian” kind of Jewish messianic
fervor of the age. Scholem, Messianic Idea, 22.
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dealing with a markedly new age of apocalyptic prophecy. Dynasties come and dynasties go, but
one of them must be the consummate Islamic empire of the final age.
Therefore, the first interpretations of the diagram result in a retelling of Islamic political
history. All of these events, even in retrospect, are calculated and justified via lettrism: from
Muḥammad’s baʿṯah (prophetic mission) to the bayʿah (pledge) of the new convert-allies (anṣār)
at Aqabah, from the Hijrah to Medina to the death of the prophet, from the tumultuous history of
the Rightly Guided Caliphs up to the Abbasid Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 232-246/847-861), and
even including the Qarmatian raid on the Kaaba and the pilfering of the Black Stone. What one is
presented with is precisely an example of ǧafr. The oracular refrain that proceeds each prophecy
varies. Some of the more common locutions are: “if you cast the letters of the Most Awesome
Name of God” (iḏā ḍarabta ḥurūf al-ism al-aʿẓam), a phrase that clearly borrows from the
technical language of Islamic lots, “if the bases (?) and the letters of the Most Awesome Name of
God are combined” (iḏā ğumiʿa al-mabādī wa-ḥurūf al-ism al-aʿẓam), or “if X is added to the
letters of the Most Awesome Name of God” (iḏā uḍīfa ilā etc).56
As previously noted, the Laleli 1532 copy cuts off at the sacking of Mecca and the
Qarmatian’s absconding with the Black Stone to their military command center in Bahrain. There
is no clear reason for this (intentional?) edit, though, again, it seems unlikely to be a scribal error;
there are just too many additional events that intercede for the lazy eye of Ḥaydar’s ġulām to miss.
In Hafid Ef. 204, however, the prophecy continues to include very specific historical events leading
up to the time of Ibn Ṭalḥah and after the date of the Battle of Qasab (644/1246); hereafter the
lettrist calculations of dates, as Masad notes, are “obvious predictions” and all the subsequent
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historical references are “couched in very general terms and, unlike the previous part of the
chronology, none of these predictions include any specific signifiers or explicit names of rulers,
dynasties, or localities.”57 One may also recall that the same key shift in historical detail,
specifically the reference to Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī and his partisanship with the Persians (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā
šāh al-ʿaǧam), is what has led to the conclusion that ToN was probably composed circa 986987/1578-1579.58 What one may assert based on this catalogue of evidence is that Ibn Ṭalḥah
consciously composed a prophecy according to the genre of ǧafr. His Pearl is a revelation, insofar
as it is conveyed in terms of kašf and ru’yā, it concerns the dissemination of supernatural
information via the media of a tablet and diagram, it is imamophilic insofar as ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib
functions as the quasi-angelic intermediary,59 it’s prophecy pertains exclusively to politicaldynastic history vis-à-vis the Final Hour (al-sāʿah), it is esoteric because it is not intended for the
hoi polloi (makfūf ʿan al-akṯār) and, lastly, it is doubly esoteric because it relies on the supernatural
science of letters.
To conclude this summary of the Pearl, one must think of Nasrallah’s concept of the
“afterlives” of authors. Specifically, how do authorial names resonate in the historical record both
through their own works and through how they are cited and deployed as nominal references in
other texts? For Ibn al-ʿArabī, his prowess as the foremost mystical master of the seventh/thirteenth
century secured for him a lingering appeal – i.e. afterlife – for other authors. The anonymous
composer of ToN evidently identified with Ibn al-ʿArabī’s esoteric teachings on messianic themes
(e.g. Fabulous Gryphon) and therefore took on the Andalusian-born Sufi’s shroud and in an act of
literary resuscitation caused the “Great Sheikh” to live again in another work of evident invention.

Masad, “Islamic Apocalyptic,” 72.
ToN, fol. 40b.
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See also Key, fol. 9a.
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With regards to Ibn Ṭalḥah, we can say that his afterlife was secured via the composition of the
Pearl. It is through his visionary account and its subsequent inclusion as the prophetic proemium
to al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s commentary that secured him a lasting place in the new tradition of ǧafrist
revelatory literature. We can say, in a way, that Ibn Ṭalḥah was also revived in the Ottoman period
and, therefore, continued to exist as a prophetic companion to Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī. Prophets rarely
act alone.
III.

Overview of the Key and its Tercüme
Turning to the commentary that immortalized Ibn Ṭalḥah and his nameless companion, a

preliminary caveat must be made. One cannot attempt an in-depth analysis of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s esoteric
exegesis. As the “Urtext” of Ottoman apocalyptic propaganda and the principal oeuvre in which
one may observe a plenary example of Ottoman eschatological enthusiasm, it is far too complex.
Thus, what follows can only remain cursory. To complement Laleli 1532, one will also incorporate
a brief discussion of its translation (tercüme) into Ottoman Turkish. Specifically, the two copies
TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373 and İÜK Türkçe 6624 commissioned by Mehmed III and Ahmed I,
respectively, are literally vivid examples of the appeal of the Key at the Ottoman court. The
numerous illustrations contained in each of these imperial “luxury manuscripts” underscores, as
Emine Fetvacı observes, “that eschatological and occult concerns were little abated after the
Islamic millennium of 1591-92, despite the passing of the urgency after the millennium.”60 The

Fetvacı, Album of World Emperor, 46. Fetvacı rightly points out that The Conditions of Resurrection (Aḥvāl-ı
ḳıyāmet) which was composed under Mehmed III or Ahmed I’s reign also is further evidence of the continuing
eschatological enthusiasm of the age, even after the passing of the year 1000 AH. The known manuscripts are: SK
Ms. 139 [complete w/ seventeen illustrations]; Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin (hereafter: SB) Ms. Or. Oct. 1596
[incomplete w/ twenty-one illustrations]; four loose illustrations taken from an unknown copy of Ahvāl-ı Kıyāmet are
held at the Philadelphia Free Library (Lewis Ms. O. T4-T7); thirteen separate illustrations have been recorded as part
of a private collection in London (Keir Collection London, IV 9-21), which is now on permanent loan at the Dallas
Museum of Art. I thank Christiane Gruber for bringing my attention to this fact. I especially thank Alicia Chavez,
Collections Assistant at the DMA, for sending me folios. I have also examined LUB Cod. Or. 14.349 (Ar. 4302). The
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afterlives of Ibn Ṭalḥah and al-Bisṭāmı̄ clearly occupied a place of prominence at the court. It is
into this milieu of oracular personalities that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī insinuates himself.
A. The Key in Laleli 1532: Indefatigable Esotericism
The introduction to al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key is front-loaded with information that flags the text as
a ǧafrist prophecy. We are told outright that the commentary is a “breath of eons [taken] from the
Spirit of all Creation” (nafaṯ al-awān min rūḥ al-akwān), from which “burst forth the springs of
revelation concerning knowledge of the events of time” (tafağğara minu yanābīʿ al-kašf wa-lbayān fī maʿrifat ḥawādiṯ al-zamān).61 Derived from the ǧafr of ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib, whom some
wrongly accuse of pernicious lies, the commentary is a “book that speaks truth” (hāḏā al-kitāb alnāṭiq bi-l-ṣawāb).62 To wit, this is an eschatologically inspired commentary that al-Bisṭāmı̄ himself
sees as nothing short of a prophecy. All the more shocking, at least for this scholar, is that alBisṭāmı̄ seems to suggest that through his interaction with the Pearl he achieved a transcendental
journey.
First, he identifies having taken up the Pearl as his guide, such that it is comparable with
being “the upright rule and the straight path” (al-qānūn al-qawı̄m wal-ṣirāṭ al-mustaqı̄m). The
loaded revelatory concept of “the straight path” points to the possibility of proxies for achieving
prophecy on par with that of Muḥammad’s Qurʾān. Al-Bisṭāmı̄ continues,
I had sojourned on [this path] to the seven climes and their conditions. I [saw] the
caliphs and their deeds, the kings and their actions; I saw the men of war (malāḥim)
and their kings, the princes of countries and their servants; I saw the guardians of
illustrations have been excised from this copy. Based on a textual comparison, I am certain that the loose illustrated
folios of the Keir Collection have been taken from this copy. Unlike its illustrations, 14.349 is in extremely poor
condition. There may be another copy of the Aḥvāl in SB Ms. Or. oct. 928. I have not been able to examine this copy,
however.
61
Key, fol. 10a.
62
Key, fol. 13b.
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fortresses and their factions, the leaders of armies and evil deeds; I saw the viziers
of sultans and their secrets; I saw when the Mahdi , the Dağğāl, and the Sufyānī
will all emerge […].63
Covering the next couple folios (10b-12a), al-Bisṭāmı̄ continues to enumerate a laundry-list of
eschatological characters (e.g. the “Yellow Tribe,” Banū Aṣfar, Gog and Magog) and critical
phenomena (sunrise from the west, eclipse, earthquake, fire and smoke on the horizon) and events
(conquest of Constantinople, battles at Marğ Dābiq and Acre, political rule of young men, ṣubyān).
Ibn Ṭalḥah provided the frame narrative; it is up to Murad II’s courtly occult-cum-mystic master
to fill in the details. What one has in the above catalogue is the “best hits” of classical Islamic
eschatological narrative, albeit without any attempt at asserting when what happens.
Enter lettrism. What may at first seem overwhelming or confusing is then systematized
according to the esoteric playbook of lettrism. The first of the prophecies begins as follows:
“Fathers will kill their sons and [at that time] the letter sīn will ascend to the throne (sarı̄r). The
letter sīn will conquer the Byzantines (Rūm) and the ğı̄m will take hold of the letter yā; the mı̄m
will accept the letter bā etc…”64 These pronouncements continue onto the following folio for
several lines whereafter they are joined with more specific references to apocalyptic events: battles
will take place on the sea ten times and also at Be’er-sheva (Bi’r sabʿah), Acre will be opened, the
ominous “Crying Child” (al-walad al-bakkā’) will appear, Joseph will sit – tautologically – on the
throne of Joseph, the fortresses of the Byzantines will be shaken, polytheism will be in the
ascendent, the Qurʾān will be forsaken, the latter two events of which immediately precede – or
precipitate – the “advent of the Hour” (taqūm al-sāʿah).65
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As far as ǧafrist prophecy is concerned, this wholly inscrutable chain of letters, their
relations to one another, their actions, and their political destinies (i.e. ascending a throne) is par
for the course. The same truncated and terse oracular statements are likewise encountered in ToN,
though the more abstruse prophecy is reserved for the end of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s End-Times epistle.
When one combines both Ḫalı̄ fe’s incomplete Key with the complementary final folios copied by
Meḥmed Bursavı̄ , al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s enigmatic lettrist commentary on the political fortunes of Muslim
dynasties generally, and implicitly the Ottomans specifically, stretches some 123 folios rectoverso. What renders the commentary all the more complex is the inclusion of vatic verse. 66
Hereafter, a stream of consciousness composition of oracular modes fluctuates between known
historical referents, canonical eschatological tales, popular apocalyptic legends, lettrist allusions,
endless repetitions of God’s ninety-nine names, and real or apocryphal statements attributed to
ʿAlı̄ and Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. Add to this the intermittent re-introduction of the central importance of
the diagram, one has an indefatigable magnum opus of Islamic esoteric revelation. Sometimes,
even the best efforts of scholarship cannot unravel the preternatural pretentions of prophets,
especially those that perorate at practically interminable length in accordance with the demands of
ǧafr as a genre.
B. The Tercüme of the Key: Cracking the Indefatigable Code
Among translators, the Italian aphorism traduttore traditore (translator, traitor) is often
invoked as a glib, if somewhat hyper-sensitive, defense of the act of transferring style, content,
and intent from one language to another language. The translator, in other words, is uncomfortably
aware of the common suspicion of the process of translation, which is (mis-)understood as
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intrinsically meretricious or even willfully obfuscatory. When translating a novel or any other
work that was intended from the start for wide circulation and consumption, the self-ironic
accusation of treachery by the translator is incongruous with the medium; one should eschew selfaggrandizement. Translating esoteric texts, however, gives the old Tuscan adage a renewed
relevance. A text intended for limited public exposure is taken up, exposed to the prying eye of a
non-initiate, and its secrets forced into more digestible bits, even at the risk of erroneous
decryption.
But esoteric texts qua textual type beg for this kind of treachery. Nothing that claims to
possess supernatural wisdom or knowledge of the future can stay obscured for that long. Curiosity
will always get the better of us. Take, for example, the Pearl + Key. This Siamese twin of esoteric
eschatological prophecy in origin was most definitely not intended for wide distribution. One will
recall that the revelation was initially a private affair between God and a devout believer, in a
private cell under the cloak of night no less. But every step of the way, this prophetic privacy has
been incrementally violated. First, the anonymous friend is given permission to seek the aid of Ibn
Ṭalḥah, our Syrian-Ayyubid ʿālim of minor political fame and, at least according to the
biographical record, basic mystical credentials. Ibn Ṭalḥah readily assists his anonymous
companion, and though he at first underscores that the masses (al-akṯār) should not be privy to his
friend’s prophecy, he records the vision with pen and parchment, even going so far as to describe
in “the letters, names, and lines [on the tablet] so that any contrite believer may see and recall it.”67
The undertaking of conveying this information from an abstract visual medium couched in the
language of supernatural kašf to a tangibly textual medium transgresses the esoteric ground rule.
But there are levels of secrecy. One should be careful not to fall into the straight jacket of too
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conservative an application of the meaning of the technical term ‘esoteric.’ What is ‘within’ will
inevitably be found out. That is the literal definition of exegesis.
Thus, al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s commentary is a willful act of breaching the enigmatic code of ǧafr. His
poetic language from the outset evinces his own awareness of this paradox concerning prophecy:
“[it] bursts forth the springs of revelation concerning knowledge of the events of time” (tafağğara
minu yanābīʿ al-kašf wa-l-bayān fī maʿrifat ḥawādiṯ al-zamān).68 The above political orientation
of its history further underscores this point. Ǧafr is per se predisposed to a perennial undressing of
its vatic contents. In light of the fact that al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key brings the reader little further in
understanding what the Most Awesome Name of God, its letters, lines, and particular circular
shape foretells, the Ottoman translation of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Arabic-language exegesis comes as no
surprise. At approximately the same time that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was alive and composing his
prophecy, two tercümes (TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373 and İÜK Ms. Türkçe 6624) respectively
composed for Mehmed III (r. 1003-1012/1595-1603) and Ahmed I (r. 1012-1026/1603-1617) are
further proof to the dual nature esoteric divination and the sultanate’s personal awareness of and
interest in the preternatural prognostications of ǧafr.
Specifically, Mss. Bağdatlı 373 and Türkçe 6624 collectively reflect what Fetvacı has
termed the continued “manifestation of an Ottoman courtly interest in eschatology and the occult”
despite the passing of the millennium.69 She further remarks that, “It appears that the text was no
longer used to promote a single sultan as mahdi, but to incorporate the entire Ottoman dynasty.”70
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Key, fol. 10a.
Fetvacı, Album of World Emperor, 44. Mehmed III’s chief white eunuch (kapı ağası or bābü’-s-saʿāde ağası)
Ġazanfer Ağa was the individual who commissioned the translation for the sultan. Emine Fetvacı, Picturing History
at the Ottoman Court (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 243, 245. Fetvacı also remarks that, “it is almost
impossible to tell” if Gazanfer independently decided to translate the Key or if he was acting upon imperial request.
70
Fetvacı, Picturing History at the Ottoman Court, 249.
69
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This is most clearly demonstrated in both copies via the “group portrait” of sultans from the
eponymous imperial founder Osman I down through Mehmed III in Ms. Bağdatlı 373 (fol. 388b),
a chain of sovereign succession that is, of course, extended to Ahmed I in Ms. Türkçe 6624 (fols.
123a-b) [Figs. X.1-2].71 From the latter copy of which I have been able to access, and from which
all citations will be drawn, the translation begins with the Pearl of Ibn Ṭalḥah, whereby the
Ottoman text in between adds significant further explication of the Arabic original that is not
contained in, for example, Laleli 1532.72 Of particular interest is the inclusion of a list of Persian
kings such as Khusraw, Cem, Kaygobād, and Aftāb, and a more cryptic reference to the Lord of
the Conjunction of the Country (ṣāḥib-i ḳırān-i keşvar).73 This early political valorization of the
Pearl in the Ottoman translation then returns to the mode of ǧafr, insofar as it identifies lettrism
as the principle esoteric mode, the supernatural circular diagram contained on the celestial tablet,
and the temporal framework of refence, i.e. from the prophet’s mission (baʿṯah) to the Final Hour
(sāʿah).74 Most relevant for a copy composed for a sultan by the name of Aḥmad, the reference to
a “Aḥmad, the Cross Crusher” (Aḥmad mubīd al-ṣalīb) in the Pearl has a certain political
resonance. This apocalyptic warrior will, the Ottoman translation elaborates, “decimate the
worshippers of the cross and idols with a luminescent saber of the law and mission (daʿwah) of
Islam, whereafter he will extinguish the hearths [of the Christians] and summarily destroy them
one and all.”75 As with Laleli 1532, the Tercüme of Ahmad plays around a bit with the original
historical recap of sacred political destiny contained in SK Ms. Hafid Ef. 204. The Abbasids in
particular are omitted, strangely, from this copy, but Saladin’s conquest of the Crusader Kingdom

Fetvacı, 250–60. I have only been able to examine the İÜK copy.
Tercüme 6624, fols. 1b-10b.
73
Tercüme 6624, fol. 4b. The locution is not attested elsewhere in the Arabic copies I have examined of the Key.
74
Tercüme 6624, fol. 5a.
75
Ot. – yaʿnı̄ ḥāca ve-buta tapan muşrikīn ve-kafaranıñ tiğ-i abdār-i şarʿ ve-daʿvet-i islām ile ʿan ḳarı̄b ocaḳlarına
ṣoḳoyub helāk ede. Tercüme 6624, fols. 5a-b.
71
72
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of Jerusalem, as well as the Tartar invasion and defeat of the Khwarizmian dynasty in Syria are
kept.76
Hereafter, the translation overwhelmingly sticks to the letter of the original Arabic. As
described above, a list of apocalyptic characters – most especially the Mahdi, Dağğāl, Gog and
Magog – and events – which is generally a description of battles between Muslims and Europeans,
or Muslims and Greeks (gerek frank gerek rūm) – is provided.77 Also in accord with Hafid Ef. 204
and Laleli 1532, the Black Flags of Khurasan, which are one of the several chromatic
manifestations (also red, yellow, white) of the Mahdi’s military banners, make a key appearance
and along with them a character known as the “Master of the Veil” (ṣāḥib al-liṯām);78 this obscured
figure, the Ottoman translation and commentary notes, “may be the Mahdi himself or someone
else, especially since the Maghrebine Arabs cover their faces in winter and summer.”79 In marked
contrast with the central importance of Egypt as site of Islamic Armageddon in ToN, the Key and
this Ottoman translation simply list it as a marginal site of End-Times turmoil and destruction.80
This actually amounts to a quite confusing hodgepodge of references to a number of known, and
equally contradictory, legends derived from the prophetic hadith. As if aware of the complications
these eschatological tidbits throw in the face of the reader looking for a more clear and streamlined
exegesis, the translator inserts a caveat emptor: the events that have been listed will not necessary
happen in the order herewith given, nor is the organization of this eschatological data indicative of
anything (tartı̄be delālat yoḳdur).81 When one compares this with the coherent, “sparknotes”
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Tercüme 6624, fols. 7b-8a.
Tercüme 6624, fols. 12b-16b.
78
Laleli 1532, fol. 13b.
79
Ot. – yā mahdı̄ olā yā ʿarabı̄ zı̄rā evlād-i ʿarab ḫuṣūṣan ehl-i maġreb mütalaḳā yüzlerin yaz ve ḳışın ṣarırlar yağmaḳ
gibi olur. Tercüme 6624, fol. 14b.
80
Tercüme 6624, fol. 15a.
81
Tercüme 6624, fols. 13a-13b.
77

183

version of streamlined eschatological events as preserved in the Conditions of Resurrection
(Aḥvāl-i ḳıyāmet), an End-Times Ottoman handbook produced in the same period, one is almost
compelled to describe this editorial note as flippant.
Finally, the issue of ǧafr is taken up in full as it is in the Arabic Key. The translator and
commentator Sheikh Sayyid Burhān of both TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373 and İÜK Ms. Türkçe 6624
dutifully conveys first in Arabic then in Ottoman Turkish word for word the problems al-Bisṭāmī
first articulated surrounding the concept of esoteric mystical prophecy:
Oh, how many the jewel of knowledge, yet if I were to speak it (i.e. ǧafr), / it would
be said of me ‘behold, the polytheist!’
Muslims would declare my death for permissible / and the worst of their deeds they
would deem virtuous82
Then the traduttore of the tercüme becomes the defender rather than the traditore. This is a
remarkable defense of ǧafr and a biting rebuke of its detractors follows. The issuance of any fetva
for the commentator’s death is wholly unwarranted. Quite the contrary, such a theological
judgment is a “most reprehensible and unjust thing” (ḳabīḥ ve-nā-ḥaḳḳ-iken).83 A fundamental
reason for their misjudgment of the matter is based on the fact that they are not initiates of the
esoteric science of ǧafr, nor can they even begin to comprehend the complex calculations of
lettrism, the very art of which is derived from the Commander of the Faithful, ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib.84
Thus, Sayyid Burhān is the tried and true accomplice of al-Bisṭāmı̄ . In doing so, he also legitimizes
– in esoteric terms no less – the Pearl + Key as exclusive prophetic texts for the eyes of the most
exclusive audience of all Islam, the sultan himself. The following allusion to a famous and

Ar. – yā rubba ğawhari ʿilmin laʿ abūhu bihi / la-ḳila lī anta man yaʿbudu al-ʿaṯnā
ʿa-lā -staḥalla riğālu muslimūn dammī / yaraʿna aḳbaḥa mā yātūnahu ḥasanā.
Key, fol. 13a; Tercüme 6624, fol. 16b.
83
Tercüme 6624, fol. 17a.
84
Tercüme 6624, fol. 17a.
82
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esoterically loaded prophetic hadith present in the Key in which the prophet designates himself as
the gate (bāb) to ʿAlı̄ , who is the “city of knowledge” is particularly provocative: “You who
knowingly enter the city of knowledge, I have opened its door unto you” (sen fahm ile ki bu
madine-yi ʿilme daḫūl murād edene ḳapusın ben açıyorudum).85 The fact that this choice phrase is
not included in the original Key is important. One should herewith understand it as an exegetical
act of communication between the translator and the reader. Not so much the traitor, the mütercim
herewith presents himself through al-Bisṭāmı̄ as the locksmith of political prophecy, despite – as
he much later notes – his own lack of credentials.86
As in the Key, one is now presented with an extensive elaboration in Ottoman Turkish on
what ǧafr is, on its origins, and on the sources from which al-Bisṭāmı̄ drew in order to complete
his own commentary. Proceeding from ʿAlı̄ in origin and disseminated by Ğ̣aʿfar al-Ṣāḍiq in three
forms as a red, white, and comprehensive (ğāmiʿ) ǧafr, its numinous contents – on a parallel,
transcendent plane – include the power of the Most Awesome Name of God, the crown of Adam
(tāğ Ādam), the seal of Solomon (ḫātim Sulaymān), and the veil of Asaph (ḥiğāb Āṣif), the latter
being an arcane reference to a character from the Hebrew Bible and an author of Psalms 50, 7383.87 al-Bisṭamı̄ himself claims to have added additional material from other mystical – and wholly
imaginary – books.
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Tercüme 6624, fol. 18a. Compare with the Key, fol. 14a where the hadith is given.
Tercüme 6624, fol. 197b. There he says, kendüm ehl-i fann-i cefr olmadığım…
87
Tercüme 6624, fols. 18b-19a; Key, fols. 15a-16a. One should note that there is a distinction in the literature between
ǧafr, which is the “tablet of qaḍā’,” and another that is called the ğāmiʿah and which is the corresponding “tablet of
qadar.” See Taşköprüzāde, Miftāḥ, II:550; Kâtip Çelebi, Kašf al-ẓunūn II (Flügel), II:604. Such a distinction is not
present in the Pearl. In the Key, al-Bisṭāmı̄ speaks of a “comprehensive ǧafr that contains the tablet of qaḍā’ and
qadar.” Key, fol. 13b. Then, in a subsequent note, he identifies a different name for the same (?) book of the ǧafr of
ʿAlı̄ : “and it is also called ğafr and the ğāmiʿah because it was found to include numbers” (qīl al-ğafr wa-l-ğāmiʿah
li-annahu qad wuğida marqūm fīhi). But this does not point in any obvious way to a separate container of qadar.
Importantly, Ibn Ḫaldūn does not record a ğāmiʿah at all, or for that matter a “comprehensive prognosticon” (al-ğafr
al-ğāmiʿ). The only hint, perhaps, is to a “minor ǧafr” (al-ğafr al-ṣaġīr) which suggests there is a “major ǧafr” (al86
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After having read the Book of Adam, the Book of Seth, the Book of Noah, the Book
of Abraham, I chose from among the secrets of scholars steeped in wisdom (alrāsiḫun min al-ʿulamā’) those which are the most effective. Then I studied the Book
of the Spring of Wisdom by Asaph son of Berachiah, son of Shubil (?), and the Book
of the Secret of Secrets, the Book of Embers, the Book of the Tablet and Moon, the
Hanafite Codex [i.e. the Qurʾān], the Great Testament and the types (al-ʿahd alkabı̄r wa-l-aǧnās).88
The remaining folios go ever deeper into the lettrist prophecies of al-Bisṭāmı̄ . It is an account that
goes far beyond the cryptic pronouncements and impenetrable lettrist codes provided in the Key.
A single word or line is enough to fill a whole page of the Ottoman translation. Going ever further
into the esoteric nuts and bolts of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s exegetical work, Sayyid Burhān’s work pushes the
boundaries of translator; he becomes himself a commentator. To unravel the ever more complex
web of Arabic obscure prophecy and Ottoman esoteric codes transcends the parameters of this
chapter. What is ultimately important is the fact that the two translation projects (TSMK Ms.
Bağdatlı 373 and İÜK Ms. T. 6624) unabashedly elevate the Ottoman sultans to the status of the
prophesied and divinely elected dynasty in the vision of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s friend.
The high number of eschatological illustrations in both copies in combination with the
more explicitly political portraits, such as the row of fourteen sultans mentioned above, further
demonstrate for us to what extent eschatological enthusiasm was phenomenon that informed and
guided Ottoman propaganda. The fundamental appeal of ǧafrist works at the Ottoman court is key
proof thereof. In all probability, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was aware of this fad and its caché among the
Ottoman administrative elite. He was far from an outlier in the intellectual world of Ottoman

ğafr al-kabīr). Ibn Ḫaldūn, Al-Muqaddimah, I:555. With some surety, we can hypothesize that this new hierarchy or
technical distinction originates with the Key.
88
Ar. – fa-ḫtartu min asrārihim mā sirruhu ašmal wa-al-ʿamal bihi akmal baʿd an qara’tu sifr Ādam wa-sifr Nūḥ wasifr Ibrāhı̄m ʿalayhim al-salām ṯumma ṭālaʿtu kitāb yanbūʿ al-ḥikmah li-Āṣaf bin Barḫayā bin Šūbīl wa-kitāb sirr alsirr wa-kitāb al-ğamrah wa-kitāb al-lawḥ wa-l-qamar wa-l-muṣḥaf al-ḥanafı̄ wa-l-ʿahd al-kabı̄r wa-l-ağnās. Tercüme
6624, fol. 19a; Key, fol. 16a. The translation of ağnās is uncertain here. I presume it is a in reference to other similar
textual types, versions, or perhaps even genres. It could also be a title of some work heretofore unattested. Then again,
all these books are imaginary.
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imperial propaganda. Quite the contrary, our pseudonymous oracle stands – at least intellectually
– within an elite community of literate mystically-minded men who were committed to promoting
the House of Osman as universal sovereigns at the threshold of Armageddon.
IV.

Conclusion
In the foregoing, an attempt was made at proving just how important ǧafr was in the

Ottoman court. Several facts point to this reality. First, there is no evidence of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Pearl
being sponsored or circulated prior to the Ottoman period. This does not suggest that it was not
known of or perhaps even copied at the Mamluk or Timurid courts. But there is sufficient reason
to believe that it had a limited circulation among esoteric mystical reading communities in Syria,
if not also in Egypt, precisely because of its esoteric nature. Following the employment of alBisṭāmı̄ as the court occult specialist of Murad II, however, a commentary is finally made, i.e. the
Key. This textual event points to a watershed moment in the history of the Pearl and its prophecies.
Henceforth, ǧafr is introduced into Ottoman courtly ideology as key proof of the dynasty’s
supernal election, the Pearl becomes an ineluctable prooftext, and the Key is the necessary
guidebook for divining the course of future events.89 Apotheosis of an empire can now be achieved
in the proper terms of esoteric revelation.
That the Ottomans were several decades shy of conquering Constantinople, a city that
would gain in greater eschatological importance after its conquest, could only increase the appeal
of the Pearl + Key. A perfect concatenation of historical events hereafter follows: as their empire
expanded, seemingly on the verge of encompassing the whole world, and the millennial clock

89

Fleischer says that the text circulated in pocket-sized copies. He provides no manuscript references, however. I have
personally not come across any pocket-sized copies, though I guess the locution “pocket-sized” may be misleading;
pre-modern pockets may have been slightly bigger in size.
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ticked ever closer to striking the Final Hour, al-sāʿah, the apocalyptic prowess of the House of
Osman became an even more indisputable fact. Ḥaydar’s commissioned copy of the Pearl + Key
is further proof to the pudding. As Süleyman’s personal geomancer, the proximity of prophecy
and power is again demonstrated; the sultan’s messianism is practically guaranteed through it.
Lastly, the two illustrated copies of the Ottoman translation of the Key prepared for Mehmed III
and his son Ahmed I were mentioned (TSMK Ms. Bağdatlı 373, İÜK Ms. T. 6624), with the latter
copy discussed in some detail. These two royally commissioned and richly illustrated manuscripts
date from after the passing of the millennium. Therefore, they underscore that prophecy never fails
and that the appeal of such imperial propaganda had not waned. Fetvacı critically notes that both
Mehmed III and Ahmed I are depicted in their respective copies as the Mahdi.90 An ideology,
especially one that is based on eschatological enthusiasm, possesses a perennial appeal. In light of
this observation, one may understand how prophet’s truly rarely act alone.
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Fetvacı, Album of World Emperor, 48.
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Part II

Chapter IV: Apocalypse as Apotheosis of Empire (Part I) –
Introducing the Ottoman Cosmological Imaginary, Ǧafrist Apocalypticism,
and the Egyptian Vision of the End of Time
“And in that year their activity will be a sign / ‘the Resurrection is near’ they say”
-

Mevlānā ʿĪsā, Compendium of Hidden Things, Leiden University Ms. Cod. or. 1448, fol. 127a1

“In the year bā-kāf-ẓā the descendent of Nuʿmān bearing the letter sı̄n [Selim I] will arise and take the lands of the
Arabs […]. And he will establish his empire and [it will last] until the advent of the mīm ‘the Seal’ (al-ḫatm) who is
predestined to arrive (al-manṣūṣ ʿalā ẓuhūrihi).”
-

Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, ToN, fol. 3b

Notwithstanding Gril’s seminal introductory article, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy has yet
to be discussed in extensive detail anywhere in scholarship. Studying the text on its own terms,
rather than through a simultaneous comparison with its numerous commentaries, is the first and
necessary step toward understanding what Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī actually said, how ToN functioned as
a prophecy, and why it was appealing. This chapter aims to do just that. In the following analysis,
I will demonstrate two chief elements of the apocalypse. First, I elucidate how ToN’s pro-dynastic
orientation in effect stages the elevation of the House of Osman to a messianic kingdom.2 Second,
and by extension, I highlight how Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī depicts the padişah as the “Lord of the
Conspicuous Conjunction” (ṣāḥib al-qirān), if not the Mahdi himself, the latter title being alluded
to in the cryptic locution “the mīm ‘the Seal’ (al-ḫatm).”3 Such an examination will further prove
Ot. – Bu yılda hem iştiġil bir ʿalāmet / yaḳın olduḳda dérlerdi ḳıyāmet. The remainder of this section goes on to
describe the Ottomans’ invasion of Rome along the Tiber, the plundering of its churches (kilisesine varub girişerler
… uşadub pulların mālın alalar), and then pushing further onto France, which they will likewise conquer.
2
The revelation vacillates on this point. At turns, the sultan is the Mahdi, or he is the necessary precursor and imperial
ally to one. See below.
3
Additional sources from before the probable composition of ToN identify the sultan as the Mahdi and therefore
support such a reading of “mīm ‘the Seal’ (al-ḫatm).” For example, Sultan Selim is called the “Mahdi of the Last Age”
(mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān) in a poem included in Lütfī Paşa, Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOs̱ mān (Istanbul: Maṭbaʿe-yi ʿĀmire,
1925), 12. Sultan Süleyman is identified as “surely the Mahdi of the Last Age” (muḳarrer mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamāndur)
by the court chancellor Muṣṭafā Celālzāde in the dedicatory preface to his Ottoman Turkish translation – titled
Miftahü’l-cennet – of the Persian text Ascensions of Prophecy (Maʿāriğ al-nubuwwah) by Muḥammad al-Farāḥī, aka
Mollā Miskīn. See TSMK Ms. H. 1229 fol. 5b-6a. Likewise, in Senā’ı̄ ’s Süleymānnāme (composed in 947/1540),
Süleyman is again proclaimed the “Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction and the Mahdi of the Last Age” (ṣāḥib-i
1
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what Noah Gardiner calls the Ottoman “cosmological imaginary” and what Hüseyin Yılmaz terms
the Ottoman “comprehensive cosmological position.” Specifically, Gardiner and Yılmaz hereby
refer to the “discursive narrative constructed by dynastic apologists” that sublimated the sultanate
to the level of supreme imperial institution over both material and celestial spheres.4
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, as one such dynastic apologist albeit at a remove from the upper echelons
of imperial power and official propaganda, throughout ToN presents us with an apotheosis of the
Ottoman dynasty in terms that exalt its origins, rarify its historical ascent, and promote its leaders’
claims to chiliastic-cosmocratic dominion. More specifically, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī presents the
destiny of Muslim salvation as predicated on and imbricate with the destiny and successes of the
Ottomans themselves. This is not surprising. We are, after all, speaking of a text that was composed
for a society that interpreted the military campaigns of the Ottoman dynasty as heralding, or at
least being temporally coincident with, the Final Hour (al-sāʿah) of Qurʾānic warning.5 As Kaya
Şahin notes, the Ottomans were “influenced by a heightened sense of apocalyptic urgency that

ḳırān ve mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān). TKSM Ms. Revan 1288, fols. 3a-6a, 88b, 95a. The exact identity of the author
Senā’ī is ensure. See Cornell H. Fleischer, “The Lawgiver as Messiah: The Making of the Imperial Image in the Reign
of Süleymân,” in Soliman le magnifique et son temps - actes du colloque de Paris, Galeries Nationales du Grand
Palais, 7-10 Mars 1990, ed. Gilles Veinstein (Paris: La documentation française, 1992), 77, fn. 44. Fleischer provides
additional interesting comments on pp. 168ff. Another such reference which I have not managed to check is to one
Levhī’s Cihādnāme-yi Sulṭān-i Süleymān (composed after 935/1529, TSMK M. Hazine 1434). Therein, a dream vision
reveals that Süleyman is constantly protected by the “hidden saints” (ricālü’l-ġayb). Another report has it that one
Sarı Yaʿḳūb – while awake – witnessed a throng of celestial beings (angels?) that proclaimed they were charged with
bringing a cloak of investiture to Süleyman. Fleischer, 169. For the eschatological resonance of Süleyman’s
rennovation of the Dome of the Rock, see Gülru Necipoglu, “The Dome of the Rock as Palimpsest: ’Abd al-Malik’S
Grand Narrative and Sultan Süleyman’s Glosses,” Muqarnas 25, no. 1 (2008): 68. From among the key passages, on
the band above the miḥrāb of the Dome of the Chain (qubbat al-silsilah), standing to the east of the Dome, God is
asked to extend Süleyman’s reign to the “Day of Promise” (yawm al-mīʿād), i.e. the Day of Judgment/Resurrection.
Further evidence abounds.
4
Noah Gardiner, “Books on Occult Sciences,” in Treasures of Knowledge: An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace
Library (1502/3-1503/4), ed. Gülru Necipoğlu, Cemal Kafadar, and Cornell H. Fleischer (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 557;
Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP,
2018), 4.
5
Q 6:31, 40; 7:187; 12:107; 15:85; 16:77; 18:21, 36; 19:75; 20:15; 21:49; 22:1, 7, 55; 25:11; 30:12, 14, 55; 31:34;
33:63; 34:3; 40:46, 59; 41:47, 50; 42:17-18; 43:66, 85; 45:27, 32; 47:18; 54:1, 46; 79:42. The military campaign of
supreme political – and cosmic importance – was the conquest of Constantinople, a point that Şahin eloquently
elucidates. Again, the poem pertaining to Sultan Selim as the “Mahdi of the Last Age” (mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān) in
the context of his conquests is also key. Lütfī Paşa, Tevārīḫ, 12.
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permeated the Islamic world, indeed the whole Eurasian continent, in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.”6 The end of history is Ottoman history, the salvation of the ummah is secured under
the aegis of the Ottoman sancak (banner), and the sultan’s throne, in turn, is a cosmic cathedra
shared with the Mahdi and revenant Jesus. This apologetic – or propagandistic – catalogue of
superlatives is a tall order. Ibn al-ʿArabī achieves his discursive goals by virtue of the chosen
apocalyptic genre of ǧafr which as a specific textual type is both “horizontal, or future, and vertical,
or heavenly” in its narrative dimensionality.7 Time and space, and by extension the cosmos, is
contained in the eye of the diviner and, therefore, the object of revelatory interest – the sultan –
achieves the numinous quality of being an emperor of the eschaton.
The following two chapters are organized according to the progression of the prophecy
itself. Here, I discuss the opening (fol. 1b), the inaugural revelation (fols. 2a-b), the first part of
the Egyptian vision (fols. 3b-9b), and the explanatory interlude (fols. 9b-12a), by which is meant
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s excursus in which the esoteric aspects of the vision are partly made explicit.
Importantly, throughout these introductory sections one will come to understand how Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī composed an esoteric apocalypse in the service of the Ottoman dynasty even if the text only
circulated among intermediate, esoteric cliques. As a ǧafrist revelation, ToN comprises an
amalgamation of the following: cryptic symbols, cyphers, and enigmas (i.e. išārāt, rumūz, luġz,
īmā’, kināyah, talwı̄ḥ), metaphors – especially the tree (šağarah), lettrist codes, well-established
astrological paradigms (i.e. planetary conjunctions), and ex eventu nods to history, the most
important of which for dating purposes being the reference to the Rūzagı̄ Kurdish chieftain Šaraf

Kaya Şahin, “Constantinople and the End Time: The Ottoman Conquest as a Portent of the Last Hour,” Journal of
Early Modern History 14, no. 4 (2010): 318.
7
Bernard McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1979), 9. McGinn’s dimensional understanding approximates the definition proposed by Collins, i.e. in that an
apocalypse is “both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another,
supernatural world.” John J. Collins, “Towards the Morphology of a Genre,” Semeia 14 (1979): 9.
6

192

Ḫān Bidlisī (d. ca. 1010/1601~02) which is discussed in the following chapter.8 The apotheosis of
empire is, consequently, as much a function of easily understood allusions to the Ottomans’ cosmic
authority, as it is predicated on a long-standing tradition of elusive references to real and imagined
‘facts.’ Finally, in this chapter one will come to understand how Foucault’s concept of “authorial
function” vis-à-vis Ibn al-ʿArabī works to ensure that ToN constitutes a piece in the political project
of articulating a “comprehensive cosmological position” of divine dynastic election and
apocalyptic power. One will hereby realize that the value of the Andalusian mystic’s name served
to ensure the religious and political appeal of an unknown Akbarian adept’s vision of the end of
times.
I.

Prologue: Presenting a Prophecy and Defining a Genre (fols. 1b-2a)
What I identify as the “Prologue” comprises only two folios (1b-2a) in the copy SK Ms.

Beyazıd 4609. As such, it serves the basic function of succinctly defining the type of text before
the reader. Following the perfunctory praise of God and His prophet, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī wastes no
time in claiming that he was “compelled” (daʿat al-ḥāğah ilayhi) to compose his “epistle” (risālah)
based on the “events of the age that arise from the effects of the conjunctions and movements of
the planets.”9 The cosmological aspect is emphasized over and over throughout these two folios,
a point of fact that immediately taps into the notions of Gardiner’s “cosmological imaginary” and
Yıldız’s “comprehensive cosmological position.” Recall that Ottoman intellectual history of the
ninth-eleventh/fifteenth-seventeenth centuries is characterized by religious, cultural, and even
architectural modes that are numinous and celestial in outlook.10 ToN reflects this trend. Ps.-Ibn

8

ToN, fol. 40b. Again, for the updated dating of his death based on recent research, see Mustafa Dehqan and Vural
Genç, “Why Was Sharaf Khan Killed?,” Manuscripta Orientalia 21, no. 2 (2015): 14.
9
ToN, fol. 1b. For those who may quibble with the present translation, one should keep in mind the Italian apothegm
traduttore traditore. I try always to translate idiomatically. A literal translation is rarely a scholar’s friend.
10
On this aspect for the late tenth-eleventh/late sixteenth-early seventeenth century, see Emine Fetvacı, The Album of
the World Emperor: Cross-Cultural Collecting and the Art of Album-Making in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul
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al-ʿArabī herewith depicts the principal function of God as that of intervention; His mediation or
breach of the transcendent veil into material creation and human history is guaranteed from the
outset of Creation, “for he has endowed His secrets (asrār) in all things according to His will.”
This is especially true regarding planets (al-kawākib), “for he has endowed [them] with special
properties, the effects of which are designed to be manifest in nations […].”11 That is to say, the
heavens are the heralds of dynastic history. If this is true, it follows, therefore, that God is
intimately involved in the fate of caliphs and kings.
Most especially, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī identifies the geographic site of preeminent interest. In
the royal we, a change from his previous singular first-person perspective, he declares, “For we
have dedicated this brief epistle to the events of the Quiver [read: Egypt] to the exclusion of any
other nation.”12 And this was all apprehended not through the medium of astrological calculation
or study, but in the mode of a vision: “For we have seen in the future – relative to the present time
in which we are now – that there shall be…”13 The quick, succinct move to identify the text as a
vision parallels the prologue of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl, another prophecy which we have
shown was in wide circulation in the Ottoman Empire thanks to the popularity of al-Bisṭāmī’s

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019), 33, 37, 44ff. Fetvacı demonstrates in detail the occult/esoteric,
eschatological, and prophetic aspects that are observed in both word and image in several key texts. Most relevant for
ToN is Fetvacı’s discussion of the Miftāḥ-ı cifrü’l-cāmiʿ (TSMK Ms. B 373) on pp. 44-53, this work being an Ottoman
Turkish translation and expanded commentary of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmī’s Arabic commentary Miftāḥ al-ğafr
al-ğāmiʿ. The ‘original’ text upon which al-Bisṭāmī’s work is based in the short visionary account known more
commonly as al-Durr al-munaẓẓam fī sirr al-ism al-aʿẓam by Ibn Ṭalḥah (see below). In addition, I have examined
İTÜ Ms. T 6624, a copy which claims to be the Miftāḥ-ı cifrü’l-cāmiʿ. Ms. T. 6624 is clearly identified in the text as
[Tercüme-yi] Cifrü’l-cāmiʿü’l-kebīr (fol. 197b). That is, as the text itself shows, T 6624 is a translation and
commentary. Fetvacı gives it as Miftāḥ-ı cifrü’l-cāmiʿ, though this is somewhat misleading. Nevertheless, Fetvacı
notes that T 6624 is a copy of TSMK Ms. B 373 Emine Fetvacı, Picturing History at the Ottoman Court (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2013), 245–46; Fetvacı, Album of World Emperor, 46, 48–51. B 373 was commissioned by
Mehmet III’s chief white eunuch Gazanfer Ağa; the translator was Şerif b. Seyyid. b. Mehmet b. el-Şeyḫ Seyyid
Burhān, a.k.a. Şerifi. As for T 6624, this was a copy of B 373 subsequently made for Ahmed I.
11
ToN, fols. 1b-2a.
12
ToN, fol. 2a.
13
ToN, fol. 2a.
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commentary.14 Therein, Ibn Ṭalḥah’s anonymous companion is caught deep in nightly meditation
when, “a tablet was revealed to him.”15 As Muḥammad once espied the Hour “on the clear horizon”
(bi-l-ufuq al-mubīn, Q 81:23), one may identify a visual model of experiencing prophecy as the
paradigm.16 Thus, ToN falls within the greater tradition of Judeo-Christian apocalypses. As John
J. Collins notes, “The main means of revelation are visions and otherworldly journeys,
supplemented by discourse or dialogue and occasionally by a heavenly book.”17 In lieu of an angel,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī has the stars to guide him. Clearly, what we have before us is an Ottoman
apocalypse grounded in astrological revelation. This is a roundabout way of signaling the text as
ǧafr, a point of fact that is made more explicit later on.
A. The Revelatory Calling (daʿwah)
It is worth briefly discussing the terminology Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī uses. A few choice phrases
contain a wealth of information about the orientation, purpose, and function of ToN. First and
foremost, the language of necessity – daʿat al-ḥāğah ilayhi, literally “as the need calls for” –
suggests an external and compelling force. The impetus or the catalyst for composing this text does
not arise from the author’s own will. It is important to underscore the particular relevance and
resonance of the vocabulary of revelation. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s dramatic vocation is conveyed via

The copies I have consulted are: SB Wetzstein 1212; TSMK Bağdat 373, Revan 1697; İÜK T. 6624; SK
Süleymaniye 1060, Nuruosmaniye 2812, Nuruosmaniye 2813, Nuruosmaniye 2814, Bağdatlı Vehbi 941, Bağdatlı
Vehbi 2023, Pertevniyal 761, Esad Efendi 1506, Şehit Ali Paşa 1817, Lalei 1532, Esad Efendi 1984, Hacı Mahmud
Efendi 2340, Hafid Efendi 204, Hafid Efendi 179, H. Şemsi F. Güneren 78, Şehit Ali Paşa 1139, Murad Buhari 232,
Carullah 1535, Ayasofya 517/002, Ayasofya 2812, Amcazade Hüseyin 346, Ali Emiri Arabi (also contains the
commentary of Ps.-Ṣafadī), İzmir 420; BnF Arabe 2669; LUB Or. 2830. SK Ms. Hafid Efendi 204 is the oldest known
copy.
15
Ibn Ṭalḥah, Durr al-munaẓẓam fī sirr al-ism al-aʿẓam, SK Ms. Hafid Efendi 204, fol. 1b.
16
Again, on ocularcentric mode of revelations in the Judeo-Christian tradition, see Ralph Korner, “‘And I Saw . . .’
an Apocalyptic Literary Convention for Structural Identification in the Apocalypse,” Novum Testamentum 42, no. 2
(2000): 160–83.
17
John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2016), 5.
14
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the operative verb “to call” (daʿā, al-daʿwah), a point of fact that is missed in the more idiomatic
translation of the phrasal verb daʿat al-ḥağah ilayhi into English as “compelled to record in this
epistle” (innī ḏākir fı̄ hāḏahi al-risālah etc…). The identification of the age (zamān) and Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī’s duty to record (ḏākir, v. ḏakara) takes on a greater meaning when one considers the
author’s specific choice to identify his composition as an epistle as opposed to book (kitāb) or
history (tarīḫ).
B. The Revelatory Epistle (risālah)
Of course, at the semantic level there is nothing remarkable about the word risālah. Epistles
abound in Islamic history, though mostly in the context of private or political correspondence,
theological tractates such as al-Šāfiʿī’s Epistle on Legal Theory, or mystical compendia such as alQušayrī’s Epistle.18 Similarly, and for an author working on mystical-esoteric material, the Epistles
of the Brethren of Purity (Iḫwān al-ṣafā’) also reflect a further use of the technical use of risālah
as a common word. The Epistle of Forgiveness (Risālat al-ġufrān) by Abū ʿAlā’ al-Maʿarrī (d.
449/1058) is a poetic endeavor in which one finds the only other account – albeit literary – of a
tour of the Afterlife (heaven and hell) outside of the Ascension (Miʿrāğ) corpus.19 Yet, the title is
hardly reflective of a systematic concept of risālah as revelatory genre. Consequently, one may
surmise that ToN is not an innocent intellectual endeavor in the vein of Abū Maʿšar al-Balḫı̄ or

Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad Idrı̄ s al-Šāfiʿī, Kitāb al-risālah fı̄ us̱ ūl al-fiqh, ed. Abū Muḥammad al-Rabīʿ Ibn Murādī
(Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿah al-Kubrā al-Amīriyyah, 1903); Abū al-Qāsim al-Qušayrī, Epistle on Sufism: al-Risala alqushayriyya fi ʿilm al-tasawwuf, trans. Alexander D. Knysh (Reading, UK: Garnet, n.d.).
19
Abū al-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī, Risālat al-ġufrān wa- maʿahā naṣṣ muḥaqq li-risālat Ibn al-Qāriḥ, ed. ʿĀ’išah ʿAbd alRaḥmān Bint al-Šāṭi’ (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1981). al-Maʿarrī also, remarkably, parodied the Qurʾān in a work titled
Paragraphs and Periods (al-Fuṣūl wa-l-ġāyāt). Only a quarter of the work survives in a unique manuscript. For the
singular critical edition see Abū ’l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī, al-Fuṣūl wa-l-ġāyāt fī tamğīd Allāh wa-l-mawāʿiẓ, ed. Maḥmūd
Ḥasan Zanātī (Cairo, n.d.). Only two studies on this provocative text exist in modern scholarly languages. August
Fischer, Der Koran des Abū ’l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī (Leipzig: Berichte über die Verhandlungen der sächsischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig. Philologisch-Historische Klasse, 1943); Christian Peltz, Der Koran des Abū l-ʻAla’,
2 vols. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2013).
18
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Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb al-Kindī. Rather it is a necessary and contingent ğafrist vision arising from the
effects of the celestial sphere – which God has endowed with His secrets – on mundane history,
i.e. the “events of the age” (ḥawādiṯ al-zamān).20 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī underscores the esoteric and
‘orthodox’ legitimacy of his preternatural vision later on in the text.21
For a pseudonymous author in the guise of the Great Master, the real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own
oeuvre is replete with texts that acquired – seeing as titles are rarely assigned by the authors
themselves – the title “epistle.” For example, there is the Epistle of Lights (Risālat al-anwār) which
deals with the spiritual journey of ascension (i.e. spiritual perfection). The Epistle of Cosmic
Unification (Risālat al-ittiḥād al-kawnı̄, a.k.a. The Universal Tree and the Four Birds) is a poeticcontemplative work about the “perfect human” (al-insān al-kāmil) and in which there is an actual
“Night Journey” (isrā’ and miʿrāğ, Q 17:1; 53:4-18) to the limits of the cosmos.22 This work also
provides perhaps the most vivid and imaginative account of Sufi spiritual “annihilation” (fanā’),
which is the mystical approximation of divine confabulation. Ibn al-ʿArabī in The Epistle of
Cosmic Unification narrates that:
When the signs of witnessing were lifted from me and the suffering of spiritual
combat was removed, and harmony and succor began to flow through me, I
mounted the Burāq of my spiritual aspiration and departed from the cycle of this
grief. I fell into the sea of hylic matter and beheld the next world and the present
20

ToN, fol. 1b.
First, he delineates the authority of ǧafr by way of attributing it to ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib and, after him, the sixth Imam
Ğaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. ToN, fols. 9a, 10a-b, 12a-b. ʿAlı̄ is identified here as both having had the capacity of receiving ğafrist
visions during Muḥammad’s lifetime and that he received his visions, much like Muḥammad, in a state of mantic
medication (istiġrāq) that resulted in a hierophany (tağallı̄). Second, he cites ḥadı̄ṯ. Specifically, on folios 18a-b
Ḥuḍayfah b. al-Yamānı̄ , a well-known transmitter and companion of the prophet, relates that he asked the prophet
about the purpose of revealing future events, especially apocalyptic calamities (fitan). To this the prophet quips that,
“It is more beneficial to warn than leave people in ignorance” (al-tanbı̄h awlā min al-ġaflah, fol. 18b). Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī then draws the conclusion that his own prophecy is legitimate and true for, “we have made [our vision] known
according to the principles of ğafr, lettrist rules, and cyclical planetary movements, including the astral conjunctions
and [their attending] revelatory signs (išārāt kašfiyyah)” (fol. 18b). In other words, ToN is a legitimate Islamic
chronicle, grounded in prophetic and post-prophetic modes of revelation, of the unseen intervention of celestial forces
into the sublunar world of discrete time and created materiality.
22
William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-ʻArabī and the Problem of Religious Diversity, SUNY Series in Islam
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 31–38.
21
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one. I said: “May he perish, whoever denies the gardens and the abode of life, the
sporting boys and embracing houris, and the union of bodies with bodies! He who
sees the Preserver affirms the existence of the Speaker, for the line of equilibrium
does not waver.23
Another such Akbarian epistle is The Epistle of the Mystics’s Frock (Risālat al-ḫirqah), wherein
the aged mystic master recounts his initiation into the “path” (ṭarīqah) of elite Sufis, one of his
sponsors being the legendary character al-Ḫiḍr.24 In this light, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introductory
definition of the textual type of apocalypse as a risālah emerges as a technical choice.
One must also take into consideration the concept of risālah insofar as it pertains to a
specific (prophetic) textual type encapsulated in literary form. Specifically, the focus on the type
of text helps limit and specify meaning. As the literary critic Tzvetan Todorov argues in “The
Origin of Genres” that the type of a text is akin to an institution.25 By this he means that a genre
practically functions to create and define “‘horizons of expectations’ for readers and as ‘models of
writing’ for authors.”26 Similarly, Todorov observes that, “a society chooses and codifies acts that
most closely correspond to its ideology.”27 Given that this text was composed at the outset of the
second Islamic millennium following on approximately a century of growing eschatological
Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī, The Universal Tree and the Four Birds: Treatise on Unification (al-Itti·hād al-Kawnī),
trans. Angela Jaffray (Oxford: Anqa, 2007), 29.
24
The Epistle of Lights does not exist, as far as I know, in an edited edition. The oldest manuscript is found in YAK
Ms. 7838, fols. 44a-53b dated to 651. It also contains an audition (samāʿah) in Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qunawı̄ ’s hand. For a
modern edition of The Universal Tree, see Ibn al-ʿArabī, esp. 29 for ascension narrative. For a manuscript copy of the
Epistle of the Mystic’s Frock, see SK Ms. Esad Efendi 1507, fols. 87a-98b. This copy is dated to 633/1236 and contains
a samāʿah from Ibn al-ʿArabī as well as his own corrections. Evidently, Claude Addas has published a critical edition
in French titled La livre de la filiation spirituelle (Marrakesh, 2000). I have not had the opportunity to evaluate this
work. For a critical overview of the character of Ḫiḍr in Sufism, see Patrick Franke, Begegnung mit Khidr:
Quellenstudien zum Imaginären im traditionellen Islam (Beirut: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2000), 175–259. On his status
as a mythical figure, and by extension his association with Elias and eschatology, see Franke, 121–23, 136–61.
25
See also David Duff, ed., Modern Genre Theory (Harlow, England: Longman, 2000), xiii.
26
Tzvetan Todorov, “The Origin of Genres,” trans. Richard M. Berrong, New Literary History 8, no. 1 (1976): 163. I
presented on the issue of eschatology as an Ottoman genre on the panel “Ottoman Genres beyond the Literary: New
Methodologies for Tracing Historical Change” at the Middle East Studies Association (MESA) Conference in New
Orleans (October, 2019). Todorov’s work served as one of several fundamental literary theories of genre. The other
authors considered for that conference and for this paper are Hans Robert Jauss for the historical approach; Wai Chee
Dimock and Susan Basnett for the global approach; and Benedotto Croce and Jacques Derrida for the deconstructive
approach. Todorov’s thesis proved the most relevant for my work.
27
Todorov, 164.
23
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enthusiasm, one can justifiably interpret the choice of risālah as reflective of some particular
apocalyptic-chiliastic meaning.
In other words, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is keen on defining the textual type of ToN in the Prologue
for practical reasons. A mystical risālah inspired by supernatural forces is a unique sort of
composition. The man behind the nom de plume makes this clearer by way of further specifying
the revelatory modality of the literary genre he has chosen. ToN is a function of futuristic vision
(fa-ra’aynā fī-l-mustaqbal); it is a ǧafrist revelation of “divinely true revelation” (kašf).28 Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī is keen on elucidating in detail the technical dimensions of futuristic insight that validate
and corroborate his work of dynastic apologetics.
There is also a greater, religio-cultural resonance behind Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s choice of the
textual category of epistle for his vision. Muḥammad’s revelatory activity is commonly understood
as comprising a risālah, which should be understood as both evocative of the textual quality of
prophecy per the Qurʾān (i.e. as a book, inscribed tablet) and also of the etymological resonance
of the root of risālah (r-s-l) with rasūl, apostle, who is dispatched to spread God’s message. For
Islam, the epistle is a paradigmatic mode of divine communication. Such a semantic echo can be
observed centuries later in a more mystical context. For example, the connotation of an epistle as
synonymous with a mantic calling is found in the Gems of Wisdom (Nafā’is al-ʿirfān min anfās alRaḥmān) by the eponymous founder of the Wafā’ı̄ -Šāḏiliyyah Order Muḥammad Wafā’ (d.
765/1363): “Prophetic mission (risālah) occurs by descent from the presence of necessity to the
presence of possibility […].”29 Again, in reflection of the technical resonance and cultural import

ToN, fol. 9b. Kašf is a technical term that is the semantic equivalent in Arabic of the Greek ἀποκάλυψις and Latin
revelatio.
29
Ar. – al-risālah bi-l-tanazzul min ḥaḍrat al-wuğūb ilā ḥaḍrat al-imkān b-išārah. Muḥammad Wafā’, Nafāʼis alʿirfān min anfās al-Raḥmān wa-yalīhi al-maʿāriğ (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 2007), 162; Richard J. A.
28
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of the term, Ibn al-ʿArabī attributes to each dynasty of each century an “epistle” (risālah), which
he clearly understands to belong to the genre of “revelatory signs” (išārāt kašfiyyah).30 In short,
there exists an additional valorization of risālah that exhibits vatic echoes which resound more
meaningfully beyond the mundane concept of epistle qua letter or missive. And it is precisely this
culturally specific and cosmically evocative aspect that informed Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s choice of an
epistle as preferred textual type for ToN.
C. Revelatory Author Function
ToN’s status as a revelatory epistle accrues further mystical-cum-mantic significance if we
also take the name of the purported author seriously. That is, the Ottoman audience that sought out
ToN were drawn to the text quite precisely because its authorship betokened the mystical insights
and transcendent journeys of the man from Murcia. Ibn al-ʿArabī was equally well known not only
as the “reviver of religion” (muḥyī al-dīn), his second most popular sobriquet among his acolytes,31
as well as the religious “reviver” (muğaddid) of his own age (seventh/thirteenth century), “the
mystical lodestar” (lit. “Pole of Poles,” quṭb al-aqṭāb), and – however elusively – the self-elected
“Seal of Saints” (ḫātim al-awliyā’). The Red Sulphur also was an intimate acquaintance with
supernal stations and their esoteric nature. For example, Ibn al-ʿArabī recounts that he had an erotic
encounter with celestial bodies and the cosmic letters in an oneiric vision of otherworldly travel:
I was in Béjaïa during Ramadan in the year 597. In a dream, I saw myself making
love to all the stars of the sky. Not a star was left that I had not made love to in
McGregor, “From Virtue to Apocalypse: The Understanding of Sainthood in a Medieval Sufi Order,” Studies in
Religion 30, no. 2 (2001): 173. The translation is McGregor’s.
30
ToN, fols. 19a-b, 18b. On fol. 20a one finds the depiction of the “Tree of Egypt.” For the Sandal tree as a symbol
of greater calamities, see fol. 23b. There is another “yellow tree of conflict” on fol. 26b.
31
Ibn al-ʿArabī rarely referred to himself by this title. The earliest attestation for his use of the epithet can be traced
to his Dīwān. See Ibn al-ʿArabī, Al-Dīwān al-Kabı̄r, Bulaq (Cairo, 1855), 259. For a more thorough account of the
manuscripts, see Osman Yahya, “Histoire et classification de l’œuvre d’Ibn ʻArabī - étude critique” (Damas, Institut
franc̜ ais de Damas, 1964), 190–91. For an updated study of the Dīwān al-maʿārif and its relationship to al-Diwān alkabı̄r, see Claude Addas, “A Propos du Dīwān al-Ma’ārif d’Ibn ’Arabī,” Studia Islamica, no. 81 (1995): 187–95.
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awesome spiritual pleasure. When I had finished making love to the stars, I then
came upon the cosmic letters and made love with all of them too, both on their own
and in liaison…32
Importantly, this catalogue of superlatives and experiences of a preternatural nature are popularly
well-attested outside Sufi-Akbarian cliques. The cultural resonance of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name
extended beyond the elite circles of mystic adepts. Ostensibly an Akbarian text, ToN therefore
tapped into broad cultural appeal. Whoever the ‘first’ audience of readers or auditors was, they
most definitely were aware of the authorial continuities between the real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s mystical
ascensions, his eschatologically loaded musings, and his titulature.33 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s revelatory
epistle of divine dynastic benediction via planetary bodies and futuristic insights is as much a
function of genre as it is of authorial identity.
Consequently, the pseudonymous name serves to delimit and guide any reading of the
technical terminology in this text. This is what Foucault meant when he developed the concept of
“author function”:
The author’s name manifests the appearance of a certain discursive set and indicates
the status of this discourse within a society and a culture. It has not legal status, nor
is it located in the fiction of the work; rather it is located in the break that founds a
certain discursive construct and its very particular mode of being.34
One is expecting a supernatural account of mystical – and perhaps even transcendental – insight.
Or, as Foucault summarizes, “The author is the principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning.”35

Ar. – Kuntu [bi-]Bayğāyah fī Ramaḍān sanat sabʿah wa-tisʿīn wa-ḫamsami’ah fa-araytu laylatan innı̄ nakaḥtu
nuğūm al-samā’ kullahā fa-mā baqiya fī-l-samā’ illā nakaḥtuhu bi-laḏḏah ʿaẓīmah rūḥāniyyah ṯumma lamā akmaltu
nikāḥ al-nuğūm aʿṭaytu al-ḥurūf fa-nakaḥtuha kullahā fī ḥāl afrādihā wa-tarkı̄bihā wa-šaḫṣun liya ḥarfun fa-llaḏı̄
huwa fā’ etc…The city in question is modern-day Béjaïa, formerly Bougie, in Algeria. Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī,
Kitāb Al-Bā’ (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qāhirah, 1954), 10–11.
33
Gerald T. Elmore, “The Fabulous Gryphon (ʿAqnā’ Mughrib) On the Seal of the Saints and the Sun Rising in the
West: An Early Maghribine Work by Ibn al-ʿArabī” (Ph.D. Thesis, New Haven, Yale University, 1995), 2–4. For the
mahdī motifs associated with the Seal and sainthood, see again Elmore, 455–83. There, he provides a series of
prooftexts.
34
Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?,” in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, ed. James D. Faubion, trans.
Robert Hurley, vol. II, Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984 (London: Penguin, 2000), 211.
35
Foucault, 221.
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In using Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name, the meaning of this text and its choice terminology is reduced to
the level of the mystical, the esoteric, and, most relevant for the Ottomans, the eschatological and
revelatory. The Ottoman cosmological imaginary is as much a function of discursive modes as it
is of the names – real or pseudepigraphic – standing behind the apologist’s pen.
In conclusion, when Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces his text as one in which he is compelled
to write a futuristic ǧafrist epistle, we must understand this a signaling to the Ottoman reader that
the text before his eyes is no ordinary letter or routine mystical tractate. Rather Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
insinuates his text into the prophetic category of a calling (daʿwah). Mystical prophecy is what we
encounter from the outset. The heavens quite literally made him do it. And in the firmament, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī has espied the apotheosis of the House of Osman as the apocalyptic empire sine qua
non. This, we should take, as celestial truth and historical inevitability. It all comes from God, in
the end.
II.

Inaugural Revelation: Narrative Framing (fols. 2a-b)
The second section, which I call the “Inaugural Revelation,” is likewise terse and busy with

defining and explaining what ToN is, to whom it pertains, and how it works. This aspect of Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī’s style reflects the communal and public orientation of his esoteric apocalypse. As
Liana Saif has observed, “social discretion was not consistent historically among various esoteric
groups.”36 An esoteric text based on occult science can be oriented in a reader-friendly manner, in
other words, while also maintaining an essentially secret or exclusive quality. ToN may have been
originally intended for consumption by Sufi circles, but the members of these lodges need not
necessarily have been professional practitioners of the elite sciences of Islamic esotericism. Herein

36

Liana Saif, “What Is Islamic Esotericism?,” Correspondences 7, no. 1 (2019): 46.

202

the propagandistic element of the vision becomes more discernible. Propaganda is instructional.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī guides his reader in how they should understand the religio-political importance
and mission of the Ottoman dynasty.
Similarly, it is in its openness that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s style drastically departs from his
idol’s known work. The real Ibn al-ʿArabī is notoriously dense, complex, and – notwithstanding
his poetry – definitely not composed for a general audience. Apropos his intricate metaphysical,
esoteric, and spiritual writings, Clément Huart once quipped that the Great Master’s work reflects
a “disorderly imagination” (fantasie désordonnée), not an entirely unjust assessment in the present
author’s opinion.37 Whether one finds his work complex and coherent or abstract and impenetrable,
the real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s conceptual, theoretical, and visionary work is often shrouded in the
alienating style and argot of the consummate esoteric mystic; he only writes for the few who have
come close to spiritual annihilation. This is not what Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī seeks to do. It is to this
inaugural exposition of an apocalypse that we now turn.
On fol. 2b, our pseudonymous prophet continues to describe “what he saw in the future.”
In his vision he apprehended the entirety of future events (hawādiṯ wa-waqā’iʿ).38 But rather than
belabor the issue, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī spares his reader the superfluous details of prophecy. “We have
limited [our epistle] to the most important parts,” he tells us, “most of which concern the changing
of dynasties, the occurrence of wars and calamites (fitan), inflation (ġalā’), disease and the like.”39
Again, the revelatory is political. Such an editorial attitude towards his prophecy is, I argue,
reflective of his propagandistic outlook. Certainly, this is a mystical vision, a point of fact
guaranteed through the authorial function of the name Ibn al-ʿArabī. Yet, ToN is evidently in equal
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measure a ‘public’ text, though the exact parameters of its public consumption and circulation are
uncertain.40 Whereas Ibn al-ʿArabī himself never discussed the details of the End-Times, he did
see himself as a forerunner of the Mahdi and as a Jesus-like figure. Our present pseudepigraphic
composer is palpably cognizant of these biographic details. Whereas Ibn al-ʿArabī spoke most
often in abstruse allusions and cryptic codes, our present author acts as an apocalyptic editor
insofar as he is willing to abridge the totality of future events. His propagandistic inclination is
discernible via the emphasis on dynastic history, an aspect of ToN that should not be all that
surprising since it is concerned from the outset with the effects of celestial bodies on mundane
history and political destiny.
A. Revelatory Trees, Cosmic Trees
In an act of authorial creativity that taps directly into the catalogue of Islamic symbolism
of cosmic power, we are introduced early on to the apocalyptic imagery of the tree. Specifically,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī explains that the problem of futuristic revelation is like a tree.41 Thus, the image
of the tree is a cosmic symbol serves several metaphorical-interpretive functions. Foremost, the
tree is the apocalyptic pillar of organization. He who is blessed with a vision that stretches the
temporal parameters of narrative time into the eschatological future per force espies both the major
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Recall that the underlying hypothesis of this thesis is that ToN circulated originally among esoteric reading
communities and that it is also among these communities that the first commentaries were produced. Such a hypothesis
would answer the notable lack of external references to ToN in other contemporary sources. But arguments from
silence are of course weak. Hence, the tentative nature of this statement and other suppositions about the accessibility
of ToN.
41
One is almost immediately reminded of the incisive remarks of Mircea Eliade who identified the tree, among other
sacred images (e.g. ladder, mountain, vine), as a remarkably potent symbol of a “cosmic pillar,” by which he means
the imagined connection between the heavens and earth. Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, trans. Willard
R. Trask (New York: Harcourt Inc., 1987), 36–37. There has been a great deal of criticism contra Eliade’s theory of
religion and his work on symbols, especially with regards to his inclination toward a universality among the symbolic
systems of various religious phenomena at the risk of obliterating the uniqueness of the functionality of said symbolism
in each religious tradition and the particular historical context, which has resulted in a semiotic theory of timeless and
immutable meaning. Daniel Dubuisson, “La conception eliadienne du symbolisme,” Gradhiva 26 (1999): 31.

204

events – herewith understood as the body of the tree and its major branches – and the smaller
events – herewith understood as the “leaves that appear and multiply in great variety.”42 Yet, like
a tree, there is but one root system, one “source” (aṣl al-šağarah wāḥid). “Then we examined more
precisely what we apprehended (ḥaqqaqnāhu),” Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī continues, “and we saw that it
was more appropriate to mention all that is associated with the tenth conjunction (al-qirān al-ʿāšir)
and the eleventh century given that the majority of events take place at that time.”43
Therefore, the tree is neither a random topic of visionary prestidigitation, nominal
Islamic/cosmic symbol, nor is it a convenient fit for the titular poetics that characterize Islamic
texts. Rather the tree itself reflects the vision in its totality, it metaphorically embodies the cosmic
arc of universal history, and it is a visionary sign that functions as a hermeneutical tool for
organizing the otherwise complex and abstruse messages that the planets – or rather God – has
imparted to “Ibn al-ʿArabī.” Conversely phrased, the apocalyptic tree is an image of the cosmos
itself.44
It is necessary to note that for an audience of Akbarian initiates, the image of a tree also
harkens to its particular importance in the canonical works of Ibn al-ʿArabī. Specifically, in Ibn
al-ʿArabī’s Kitāb al-ittiḥād al-kawnı̄ cited above, the mystical master has a vision of the “Universal
Tree” (šağarat al-kawn):
Then the Universal Tree of the garden, describes as the Likeness, was unveiled to
me. I observed a tree “whose root is firm and whose branches are in the heavens”
(Q 14:25). Its fruit is in the hand of the Deity, who sits upon the Throne. Among its
branches sat the Crow and the strange ʿAnqā’, and in the shelter of its boughs
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perched the Eagle and the Ringdove. I greeted the Tree and it answered, greeting
me even more finely. It said: “Listen, O wayfarer, O king.”45
For the elite literate Muslim unaware of the Akbarian echoes, be he an official member of a Sufi
lodge or a well-educated adept without official group affiliation, the symbolic meaning of the tree
is not entirely lost. In fact, trees occupy a place of convenient primacy in Muḥammad’s revelation.
Most particularly, the “Lote-Tree of the Boundary” (Q 53:14 sidrat al-muntahā) functions as proof
of the truth of Muḥammad’s vision (Q 53:12-18):
What, will you dispute with him about what he saw? / Verily, he saw him again, /
at the Lote-Tree of the Boundary. / At [the tree] there is the Garden of Refuge. / It
shall cover the Lote-Tree what it will cover. / The eye swayed not, nor was there
excess. Verily, he has seen the greatest signs of his Lord.46
Similarly, the ṭūbā promised the true believers in Q13:29 (ṭūbā lahum wa-ḥusn al-ma’āb),
otherwise left unexplained, is identified as a celestial tree in exegesis and popular tradition.47
Meḥmed Yazıcıoğlu (d. 855/1451), brother of Aḥmed Bı̄ -cān Yazıcıoğlu the disputed author of
the The Hidden Pearl (Dürr-i meknūn), reflects for us the popular reception of ṭūbā as a celestial
tree in the Ottoman textual tradition in his Muḥammediye, which belongs to the prophetic vita.48
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(r. 1595-1603).
47
As with a number of additional terminology and images associated with heaven, the etymology of the term is from
Syriac. Arthur Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Quran (Piscatawy, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2009), 206.
48
Ahmet Bican Yazıcıoğlu, Dürr-i Meknun - Kritische Edition Mit Kommentar, ed. Laban Kaptein (Asch: Privately
printed, 2007). For a dissenting opinion concerning its authorship, see Carlos Grenier, “The Yazıcıoğlus and the
46

206

In the aptly titled section “Description of Heaven and the Ṭūbā Tree” (Vaṣfü’l-cinān ü’ṭ-ṭūbā),
Yazıcıoğlu identifies the tree as both in heaven and in the prophet’s own house (resūlun dār içinde
bir ağaç var adı ṭūbā); the celestial version’s trunk is of pearl (dürr), its branches of peridot
(zeberced), and it is positioned directly under God’s throne (ʿarš).49 Trees obviously belong in the
Islamic Schatzkammer of revelatory and celestial objects.
Whereas the “Lote-Tree of the Boundary” or the ṭūbā are more mythical, the Islamic
revelation takes time to exalt better known, earthly arboreal varieties. Fruit-bearing trees or bushes
– both of which are connotated by the term šaǧar[ah] – also appear in the Qurʾān as signs (āyah)
of God’s creative power and divine munificence. For example, the date palm (naḫı̄l, naḫlah), the
olive tree (zaytūn), and the grape vine (aʿnāb) are all associated with the celestial promise of
bounty for the true believer.50 These faunae are the earthly reward God has given unto Creation,
but their divine signification is only perceivable by those endowed with discernment (li-qawm
yatafakkirūn or li-qawm yaʿḳilūn).51
The date palm again figures in a mythical scenario connected with the birth of Jesus, a
prophetic character in Islam that, as we shall see, figures even more importantly than the Mahdi at
the End-Times. As Mary seeks rest from the heat, she finds rest in the shade of a date palm that –
miraculously – bends low its own branches so that she may eat its luscious fruit (ruṭab).52 And
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2017), 253–74.
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again in the “Light Verse,” one of the most popular verses in Islamic collective awareness, it reads:
“God is the Light of the heavens and the earth, His light is like a niche in which is a lantern, the
lamp in a glass, the glass being like a pearlescent planet (star) which is kindled by a blessed olive
tree which is neither east nor west …”53 In chiliastic correspondence, the Qurʾān also speaks of
the hellish zaqqūm tree and the “accursed tree” (al-šağarah al-malʿūnah) from which the damned
will be forced to eat its prickly fruits.54 Arboreal symbolism, and by metonymic extension their
fruits, represent revelatory truth. They are the proof of prophecy as much as they are manifest
testimony to an alternative, supernatural reality, be it paradisiacal or infernal.
B. Trees and Lettrist Codes of Prophecy
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī further compounds the importance and function of the titular tree.
Whereas the first instance of arboreal significance is imbued with apocalyptic power, the
anonymous author hereafter exposits layers of more propagandistic and esoteric resonance. On fol.
3a the image of the tree is directly related to the topic of dynastic prophecy. It is here that the
propagandistic aspect of the text begins to peek through the veneer of mystical revelation. First,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī provides a lettrist prophecy for the advent of the final age in the year bā-kāf-ẓā
(2 + 20 + 900 = 922 AH/1516~1517) which is equivalent to the “ğafrist year ẓā-bā-yā.” Ǧafrbased gematric calculation is generally understood to be predicated on one of two systems: either
the Eastern (mašriqī) System or the Western (maġribī) System. The Eastern System is far more
popular generally speaking and is the operative standard for most of the lettrist codes in ToN; it is
based on the Eastern System that the above date of 922/1516~17 (bā-kāf-ẓā) is calculated. With
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208

that said, the “ğafrist year ẓā-bā-yā” according to the Western System would equal 812/1410. This
is way off from the centuries of key importance both here and throughout ToN, i.e. the tentheleventh/sixteenth-seventeenth centuries. Ergo, the Eastern System is the operative model. It does
not take much historical digging to realize that the exact year 922 should equal is 1516.
Specifically, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is making a thinly veiled reference to Sultan Selim, here identified
as mı̄m Salı̄m, who at the Battle of Marǧ Dābiq on 25 Rağab 922 (24 August 1516) vanquished the
Mamluk Sultan, Qānṣūḥ al-Ġūrı̄ , herewith identified as qāf ğīm.55 “Therefore, we have made [this
conquest] the basis upon which everything derives,” Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī explains, “or rather it is like
the source (aṣl) of a tree, the branches of which divaricate endlessly.”56 The transition of political
authority to the Ottomans is not a blight for the former subjects of the Mamluk Sultanate. Rather
it is a heaven-sent and necessary conquest decreed by God. And all that God decrees is good and
in accord with a greater cosmic plan. The tree is not only a symbol of esoteric signification, but
also an imaginative heuristic whereby the res gestae of Ottoman dynastic history is parsed and
made comprehensible.
Importantly, one should note that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s vatic reification of Selim’s military
conquests is not unique in the historical record. In fact, Selim’s prestige as something superior to
being merely a sultan increased following two consecutive conquests. First, following the Battle
of Marğ Dābiq in 922/1516, Selim took Greater Syria. This preliminary military victory resulted
in Damascus and – critically – Jerusalem falling under the Ottoman banner. Jerusalem’s status as
the third holiest city in all of Islam, and along with it the Noble Sanctuary (al-ḥaram al-šarīf)
within which stands the cosmically loaded Islamic monument of the Dome of the Rock (Qubbat
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al-ṣaḫrah), augmented the religio-political clout of the expanding empire.57 Both Damascus and
Jerusalem also figure centrally in the traditional prophetic accounts of apocalyptic battles. And, of
course, the conquest of Syria paved the way for the subsequent victory over the Egyptians. alAšraf Ṭūmān Bey (d. 923/1517), the unlucky and final successor to the Mamluk throne, was unable
to hold back the Ottomans at the Battle of Rı̄ dāniyyah. Egypt was swiftly annexed thereafter.
The conquest and occupation of Egypt was significant for two reasons. First, the office of
the Abbasid Caliphate, which found refuge under the aegis of the Mamluk sultanate since the
collapse of Baghdad in 656/1258, was henceforth passed onto the Ottomans and along with it the
residual titular clout that comes with being the new torchbearers of the office of God’s viceregent.58
Second, and far more importantly, the Ottoman conquest of Egypt resulted in the inclusion of
Mecca and Medina into the fold of key Islamic cities under Ottoman control. In its entirety, the
principal landscapes of Islamic sacrality were once again united under one supreme Muslim
sovereign.
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Following the conquest of Egypt, Selim acquired several new titles. In the Persian preface
to the Ottoman Law Code of Niğbolu (Ḳānūnnāme-i Niğbolu), the sultan is referred to as “Lord of
the Conspicuous Conjunction” (Ot. ṣāḥib-i ḳırān), “Shadow of God” (ẓill-i llāh), and “God’s
Sustained One” (mu’ayyad min Allāh).59 Selim’s “ecumenical sovereignty” and his “sacred nature
as reflected in these titles underscore in no unclear terms “his unequalled status as the preeminent
Sunnī Muslim monarch and universal sovereign.”60 Likewise, Lütfi Paşa (d. 971/1564), an
Ottoman statesman who ended up becoming the Grand Vizier under Sultan Süleyman, describes
Sultan Selim as being the “Mahdi of the Last Age” (mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān) in his History of the
Ottoman Dynasty (Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i Osman).61 The celebration of Selim’s strategic and cultically
significant victories evinces an inclination toward the preternatural. Thus, the celestial benediction
of the Ottomans’ power increased in a tangible way and this is clearly implied by way of the lettrist
historical reference conveyed in ẓā-bā-yā.62
To return to the issue of symbolism, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī remarks that his vision of mı̄m Salı̄m,
qāf ğīm, and the cosmic tree inspired him to call his work by the title The Tree of Nuʿmān
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Concerning the Ottoman Empire.63 Apocalypse as apotheosis of the Ottoman dynasty becomes
increasingly more coherent as a thesis. The tree is therefore not only a symbolic tool of
interpretation or an image of the cosmos, but it is also the operative metaphor for organizing the
dynastic history of Islam all together. As much as transcendental knowledge can be likened to and
contained within a tree, so, too, can the critical events of dynastic destiny be ordered according to
the figurative power of a šağarah. Moreover, on fol. 5a the combined historical and symbolic
relevance is finally brought into explicit connection with Ibn al-ʿArabī. Our pseudonymous author
states that “out of the totality of symbols (rumūz) contained in the branches of the tree,” a “deputy”
(qā’im) from Constantinople (al-Qusṭanṭiniyya) will conquer šīn (i.e. Syria, al-Šām), an event that
critically coincides with Selim’s sponsorship of the renovation of “our dilapidated tomb” (qabrunā
mundaṯir). Selim’s name is even explicitly cited on fol. 5a.
As with any symbol, further levels of meaning can be mined. Through the image of the
titular tree, the genealogical heritage of the Ottoman household is invoked. That is, the tree here
creates an expanded, and also historically refutable, legacy of Islamic Sunni orthodoxy. The
“ancestral” Nuʿmān (min nasab ʿUṯmān al-muntasib ilā Nuʿmān) is none other than Abū Ḥanı̄ fah
al-Nuʿmān (d. 150/767), the eponymous patriarch of the Ḥanafī-Sunni school (maḏhab) of
jurisprudence (fiqh). Ottoman affiliation with this law school must be briefly explained so that one
may appreciate the full value of this imagined genealogy. Specifically, since the early fifteenth
century the Ottoman dynasty had already aligned itself with the Ḥanafī maḏhab in an act of
distancing itself from its Mongol origins.64 Yet, it seems that by the sixteenth century a more
official designation of dynastic affiliation with the religious legal tradition was required for the
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historical record. The link between the Ḥanafī school of law and the Ottoman padişah is enshrined
in the narrative events following the Ottoman conquest of Safavid Iraq in 941/1534-1535. As Guy
Burak notes, several Ottoman chroniclers (Naṣūḥü’s-Silāḥī a.k.a. Maṭrāḳçī, Celālzāde Muṣṭafā
a.k.a. Ḳoca Nişāncı, Eyyūbī, and İbrāhīm Peçevi) record that Sultan Süleyman visited the tomb of
Abū Ḥanı̄ fah and ordered its reconstruction; the site had been desecrated during the Safavid-Shiite
occupation of the city.65 The motivation for this (fictional?) narrative is clearly one of propaganda
itself. Süleyman was purifying the city spiritually through a dynastic act of pilgrimage and
donation. But one may also evince a historiographic act of emulation. Sultan Süleyman’s father
Selim after having defeated the Mamluk’s in 922/1517 marched into Damascus. Thereupon, Selim
visited the dilapidated tomb of Ibn al-ʿArabī and commissioned its reconstruction (1517-1518).66
Imperial acts of monumental restoration are a principle means of embossing the Ottoman
imprimatur on the materially meaningful facades of Islamic cultic practice.
At any rate, Abū Ḥanīfah was by no means related to the Oğuz Turkic Ottomans. But that
genealogical tidbit is practically irrelevant. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī knew well enough to follow a
narrative of imperial legend that lent the dynasty greater Islamic clout, not to mention control over
the religious establishment via learned hierarchies and career posts.67 The symbol of the tree helps
bridge the gap of propaganda and reality. Like the Jesse Tree in which Jesus’ genealogy is
projected as a straight arrow back to Abraham and Adam, the true bloodline is irrelevant. In
abstract imagery, the metaphorical union of persons – real or imagined – is achieved. Thus, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī’s titular suggestion of arboreal kinship between Abū Ḥanīfah and the Ottomans
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served the very effective function of providing its readers with a known iconographic archetype
that trumps material proofs.
In the first four pages, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī provides a remarkably succinct summary of the
source (the heavens), cause (astrological phenomena endowed with God’s secrets), orientation
(eschatological), mode (visionary apocalypse, fa-ra’aynā), narrative perspective (empirical firstperson singular/plural), symbolism (the tree), and political motivation (Ottoman dynastic history
as divinely elected sultans). Now, finally, he goes directly into the consummate routine of the
visionary:
In the year bā-kāf-ẓā the descendent of Nuʿmān bearing the letter sı̄n [Selim I] will
arise and take the lands of the Arabs until the borders of northwest Africa (maġrib),
the Hijaz, peripheral Yemen, Iraq, the peripheral territories of the Algeria, and most
of the civilized (maʿmūr) quarter of the world. And he will establish his empire and
[it will last] until the advent of the mīm al-ḫatm who is predestined to arrive (almanṣūṣ ʿalā ẓuhūrihi). And they will convene in Konya in Anatolia (Rūm) where
they will join in a pact of truth (al-ḥaqq) against evil (al-bāṭil) …68
The Mīm of the Seal (mīm al-ḫatm) – a title which intentionally resembles Muḥammad’s sobriquet
as the “Seal of Prophets” and the mystic “Seal of Saints” – is arguably a reference to the final
Mahdi. True, in the Islamic tradition itself there are multiple messianic cycles and even multiple
Mahdis, even as much as seven according to a narrative attributed to ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄ z.69
Thus, one could debate the exact specificity of what a conclusive mīm could be. But this objection
favors the confusing skein of prophetic and apocryphal traditions over the more popular and
streamlined narrative of Islamic apocalyptic eschatology. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī does in fact play with
a great deal of revelatory characters encrypted in the preternatural letter mı̄m, but it is most clear,
however, that there is one final Muslim End-Times warrior-king (Mahdi). For Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, it
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is this terminal Mahdi’s appearance that is linked with the destiny of the Ottoman dynasty, and it
is more often than not insinuated that the mı̄m Mahdi is an Ottoman ruler. The reader is now
prepared to receive a full-blown apocalypse that puts the sultan in an End-Times coalition of
messianic proportion. To use Hüseyin Yılmaz’s phrase, ToN seeks to secure a “comprehensive
cosmological position” for the dynasty.70
III.

Egyptian Vision – Vaticinium ex eventu Part 1: Affirmation of Divine Design Behind
Islamic (Universal) History and the Method of Interpreting the Vision (fols. 3b – 9b)
The alliance between Selim and the Muslim messiah, or Selim as the Mahdi, is curious. The

historical description of Selim’s conquests as stretching the territorial reach of the empire from
Anatolia throughout the Levant, North Africa, the littoral territories of the Arabian Peninsula, and
Iraq are factual. But seeing as this prophecy is written well after Selim’s own time, where and/or
who was the Mahdi with whom he aligned/identified in Konya? For now, this will remain
unanswerable, but given that the conquests of Selim are taken as axiomatic and paradigmatic for
preparing the world for the final age, one may surmise that this allusion to an apocalyptic pact or
synthesis of personhoods should be understood in supernatural terms. It is also an example of the
almost improbable venture of rationalizing prophecy and pinpointing exact facts. The writing may
be on the wall, but we are not necessarily meant to be able to interpret all of it. That is, there is an
inherent perplexity associated with the genre of apocalypse; it’s a preternatural and cryptic mode
of revealing celestial and historical ‘truth’ prevents a linear and mathematical deconstruction. As
much as it is difficult to speak of the mīm as being a sultan, the Mahdi, or both is a case in point.

Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 4. Yılmaz makes a very brief note on this connection with regards to ToN. Yılmaz,
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Later on, this aspect becomes even more obvious. In short, ToN simultaneously reveals and
obfuscates the mystical message.
A. Conquering Rome, Conquering the World
To demonstrate the shifting modes of prophecy, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī engages in a proclamation
based chiefly on well-established Islamic eschatological tradition. On fol. 3b the final duo of Sı̄ n
and Mahdi will break out of Anatolia and move to capture “Greater Rome” (al-Rūmiyyah alkubrā), which is a known epithet for Rome-on-the-Tiber, i.e. the Vatican.71 Having already taken
the Rūm (i.e. Constantinople/Byzantium) of Qurʾānic prophecy (Q 30) and of prophetic tradition,
new hermeneutical takes over and sets its sight on the last remaining non-Muslim empire within
reach: the European Christian continent. “And in that year their activity will be a sign / ‘the
Resurrection is near’ they say,” Mevlānā ʿĪsā (d. mid/late ninth/sixteenth century) remarks in his
esoteric eschatological work Cāmiʿü’l-meknūnāt. The fact that Mevlānā ʿĪsā composed his tractate
for Sultan Süleyman whom he depicts as the ṣāḥib-i ḳırān sheds some light on the flexible
identification of the world conquering Sı̄ n.72 Mevlānā ʿĪsā adds that the Islamic armies will push
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forth until Rome whereupon the Ottomans will plunder the churches, vanquish the infidels, take
all their wealth, and move onto France.73 Such a conquest thus achieved two things.
First, as exhibited in Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī and Mevlānā ʿĪsā’s language of assault, seizure, and
pillage, the conquest is understood as paramount to the final death knell of Islam’s single great
remaining religious and imperial adversary. Second, the projected conquest of the western Rome
fulfills an Ottoman preoccupation with uniting the Roman Empire under one supreme sovereign.74
With the fall of the Basilica of St. Peter, the toppling of the papacy, and the supreme ascendance
of God’s cosmically crowned sultanate, the boundaries of the Abode of Islam (dār al-islām) and
the Ottoman dynasty (al-dawlah al-ʿUṯmāniyyah) finally collapse into one another and comprise
the entirety of the observable horizon, both east and west.75 World history and celestial history are
(re)christened – if one will permit the phrase – under the crown of the padişah as one universal
empire.
Not only will the Ottoman Sultan and Mahdi strike the Catholic world at its ecclesiastical
heart, but upon doing so will return to Jerusalem and reconstruct the Jewish Temple, “as it once
was under the reign of our master Solomon, son of David.”76 This is a trenchantly ironic reversal
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of fate for the Christians that the Muslims should denigrate the churches of Rome only to rebuild
the Temple the Christians once defiled and turned into a trash heap. One should note that the
conflation of the Dome of the Rock and the Temple Mount are, “strong and well documented in
the various praise compilations (faḍā’il) on Jerusalem,” for the entire complex (al-ḥaram al-šarı̄f)
is interchangeably referred to as al-masğid al-aqṣā and al-masğid bayt al-maqdis.77 Thus, should
we understand this as an allusion to the Ottoman restoration project of the Dome commissioned
by Sultan Süleyman himself? Architectural projects of reconsecration are not just about leaving
one’s material mark or giving a facelift to a once besieged city. As Gülru Necipoğlu has argued,
Süleyman’s project in Jerusalem awakened “latent” cultural memories, especially eschatological
ones, “that were enthusiastically embraced in the course of [his] renovations.”78 This is doubly
true since, as Cook notes, “Jerusalem is seen in Muslim apocalyptic circles as the messianic
capital.”79 No wonder, then, that the sultan-Mahdi duo, after having conquered the known world
for “truth/God” (ḥaqq), move onto restaging biblical precedent. The namesake of the greatest
Ottoman sultan undertook a monarchical construction project that glorified God; now it was the
Muslim Solomon’s turn to bless the city of the First Qiblah in the age of the Final Hour.80
B. Of Seals, Mīms, and Sīns
Hereafter, as though in logical progression, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī prophesies the emergence of
the “Seal of the Seal” (ḫatm al-ḫatm) in the “Adamic-Jesus cycle” of history. This is arguably the
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revenant Jesus that will also appear in Islamic eschatological tradition. But instead of descending
from heaven upon the White Minaret of the Great Mosque of Damascus, he links up in Konya with
“the Greatest mı̄m and his forerunner, the Deputy mı̄m who is the sı̄n of the threshold, Lord of the
Throne of the End” (al-mīm al-akbar and mīm al-ṣadr al-qā’im maqām sīn al-ġāyah wa-ṣāḥib
kursı̄ al-nihāyah).81 Here we have a triad of End-Times warriors who work together out of their
headquarters in Konya, once the pied-à-terre of Ibn al-ʿArabī, homestead of Mevlānā Rūmı̄ , and
therefore the mystical heart of the Ottoman Empire. The descent of Jesus signals the definitive
emergence of the conclusion of pre-Judgment events, a point of fact reflected in both the Nazarene
and the Muslim Mahdi’s epithets as “Seals” (ḫatm).82 They in turn are helped by the worldly
sovereign of Islam, the guarantor of salvation of the ummah, the Ottoman Sultan Sı̄n, who is in
turns Selim, his son Süleyman, or an altogether different scion of the House of Osman who will
reign upon the eschatological throne of this world and the next.
Truly, the identification of the various lettrist messiahs and sultans is beyond rational
analysis. The string of 8 mīms on folio 7b, various other lettrist allusions to additional apocalyptic
characters that pepper the pages throughout the vision, not to mention the cliffhanger at the very
conclusion of the prophecy of a final Alif of the End (fols. 42a, 49a-b) under a new star avoid
precise definition. But we should not think of this dizzying display of esoteric prophecy as
detracting from the appeal and value of ToN as an apocalyptic text. Rather it is the dense
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abstruseness and obscurity of the meaning of the prophecy that ensured a widespread commentary
tradition.
C. Cryptic Calendrical Calculations
As alluded to earlier in the Prologue, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī finally comes out and identifies the
ğafrist origins of his prophecy. “The encoded prophecy in [ʿAlī b. Abı̄ Ṭālib’s] Sermon of
Revelation identifies the scion of Osman sīn as coming in the year bā-kāf-ẓa and his dynasty will
remain until the year alif-yā-qāf-ġayn [1 + 10 + 100 + 1000 = 1111/1700].”83 Importantly, alif-yāqāf-ġayn is described as the true and final end of apocalyptic events on the terminal folio 50b,
albeit in much vaguer terms and confusing syntax:
And his [Alif, i.e. the sultan-cum-Mahdi’s] mandate (amruhu) will end in the year
alif-yā-qāf-ġayn, in the days of his caliphate after which he is followed/will be
followed (allaḏı̄ baʿdahu yattabiʿ or yuttabaʿ); and at this juncture the grip of the
highest clouds [i.e. God] will be imposed (yuftaraḍ qabḍ ʿanān al-banān). This will
be more eloquent than the present declaration, until we are allowed to mention the
events that take place after yā-qāf-ġayn, which is Judgment (al-ḥisāb).84
The Sermon on Revelation (ḫuṭbat al-bayān) is an apocryphal and cosmically charged text
attributed to the fourth Rightly Guided Caliph and son-in-law of the prophet, wherein ʿAlı̄ gives
an esoteric lecture in seventy (?) parts to initiates not only on his status as a continuation of
prophethood, but also as master of the two worlds (al-ʿālamayn), pillar of the heavens, and divine
light, to name a few of the self-deifying attributes appended to his person.85
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The lettrist year 1111 here is purely symbolic, but also has practical appeal. 86 That is, this
quadruple series of ones is numerically appealing in a numinous-gematrist sense. It is exhibitive
of returning to the origin of unity/oneness of spiritual creation before material creation, but it also
conveniently allows a full century and then some to pass after the turn of the millennium in 1592.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī knows how to hedge his prophetic bets. Our pseudonymous visionary continues
that Alī designated the year 1000 (ġayn) as the year when war and destruction will befall the
Quiver, i.e. Egypt, and the calamities will last for a half-century during which – again – the symbol
of the tree is key. “The branches of the tree of discord” (šağarat al-ḫilāf) will spread throughout
the empire.87 Yet none of this can ever truly be known, for it is encoded (marmūzah) according to
the science of the masters of ǧafr (arbāb al-fann min ahl al-ğafr).88 Again, the ideal method for
interpreting the prophecy is one of esoteric skill and initiation. One must be acquainted with, if not
an adept steeped in, the science of ǧafr and, by extension, lettrist codes to comprehend fully and
truly the mystical-mantic message. Everything hereafter will increase in marmūz-iness. But there
is still enough prophetic material that is historical in nature (i.e. vaticinium ex eventu) that still aids
in keeping this text ‘open’ to a wider, literate audience.
D. The Diagram, Tree, and Egypt
The prophecy continues to unveil further the details of the events of the End-Times. On fols.
4b-5b we are introduced to the circular diagram (dā’irat al-kurrah) that figures centrally in all of
the commentaries.89 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes it clear that the diagram only pertains to Egypt, the
geographic realm of exclusive eschatological and political significance. “And the signs of the tree,”
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he continues, “exclusively pertain to the Quiver for she is the site of the throne of kings.” 90 As
with Mevlānā ʿĪsā’s lyrical identification of Süleyman as the undisputed Lord of the Conjunction
(ṣāḥib-i ḳırān), so, too, does Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī evince a penchant for indulging in the language of
power and the iconography of kingship. ToN as an apocalypse functions as the medium for insuring
the apotheosis of the world-conquering caliph.
Therefore, it is the opinion of the present author that the synthetic identification of the
cosmic tree with Egypt, and Egypt with the supreme throne of kings, serves to underscore the
imperial orientation of ToN. Not only the diagram, but the tree itself is symbolically conjoined
with Egypt as the epicenter of cosmic history and dynastic conquest. The relatively recently
acquired province of Egypt is not merely the crown jewel of Selim’s conquests. Rather, it is the
summation of all relevant imperial conquest tout court. He who has Egypt sits upon a throne that
commands the world. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy explicitly and lucidly advocates for a sequence
of territorial campaigns that corporatizes the world under one true sovereign: the new Muslim
Solomon – a scion of the House of David, as well as of Oğuz and Osman – will rebuild the world
just as he will rebuild the Temple; the sı̄n-mı̄m who will fight in alliance with the Mahdi and Jesus
is sent to purify all iniquitous earthly existence and prepare it for Judgment Day.
E. Astrological Conjunction of Mars and Saturn
In direct connection with the circular diagram, the exact astrological conjunction is laid out:
a period of chaos and war and deceit will reign until “Mars and Saturn conjoin in the final degree
of Libra,” whereafter “by the hand of the House of Osman” and with the aid of the “Holy Spirit”
(rūḥ al-qudus) a new age of unending justice (ḫurūğ ʿadl) will occur under the aegis of the mīm
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al-ḫitām (sic).91 One should herewith highlight two particular aspects of the calendricalastrological prophecy. First, the celestial sphere is divided into four equilateral triangles, each with
three constellations, i.e. a triplicity (muṯallaṯ). Saturn and Jupiter, the conjunction of which is
considered the most auspicious for they are the “two high planets” (al-ʿulwiyyān), align in each
triplicity twelve times. Thus, they figure four times in each constellation before transitioning into
the next triplicity, and so on. The forty-ninth conjunction (960 solar years = ca. 990~1000 lunar
years) brings back these two high planets to their original position in the zodiac.92 The same model
applies to the conjunction of Saturn and Mars, albeit this these two planets in conjunction are
commonly designated as the “unlucky planets” (al-naḥsān).93 Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars belong
together in a planetary triad due to their extreme distance in the classical Ptolemaic
conceptualization of planetary order as progressing from Earth at the center of the universe (Moon,
Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn).
The astrological focus of Vision I – Vaticinium ex eventu Part 1 is especially relevant. First,
let us briefly note that the entrance of Saturn into Libra, this constellation being identified later as
“the most noble of cycles” (ašraf al-adwār), has a long history of signification.94 In the Bundahišn,
a Zoroastrian scripture that deals with cosmogony and cosmology, Saturn (Pah. kēwān) is
identified as the “lord of the seventh millennium” in the age of gumēzišn (lit. “mixing”), the second
age of the three-part system (bundahišn “creation” → gumēzišn → wizarišn “separation”) of
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universal history in which the Zoroastrian program of eschatology plays out.95 More to the point,
according to the Persian-Zoroastrian model the transition of Saturn into Libra results in the
transferal of the millennial lordship of Libra to Saturn. Later, this same endowment of power under
the constellation of Libra is also made explicit; the caliph of the eschaton with reign in order to
guarantee the advent of the “Perfect King” who will purify the world through his presence.96
With that said, the insertion of the “Holy Spirit,” a Qurʾānic revelatory concept, into the mix
is extremely interesting. The Holy Spirit in question is a supernatural celestial intermediary that is
almost exclusively associated with Jesus and Mary (Q 2:87, 253; 4:171; 5:110; 19:17). The fourth
instance of the use of the exact phrase rūḥ al-qudus is found in 16:102, wherein the intermediary
is brought into association with Muḥammad’s revelation as proof of its “truth” (ḥaqq). An
additional epithet, presumably in reference to the same spirit, is the “Truthful Spirit” (al-rūḥ alamı̄n) sent unto Muḥammad in Q 26:193.97 In this context, Muḥammad is described as a “warner”
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age of separation (wizarišn). Antonio Panaino and David Pingree, “Saturn, the Lord of the Seventh Millennium,” East
and West 46, no. 3/4 (1996): 235–36. I have altered Panaino and Pingree’s translation of petyārag from “Aggressor”
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See Mary Boyce, “On the Antiquity of Zoroastrian Apocalyptic,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
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like previous prophets (min al-munḏirīn). What he brings to the Arabs in their own tongue (lisān
ʿarabī mubı̄n) is preserved in the zubur of the ancients (Q 26:193-196), whereby the zubur here is
associated with the Psalms of David (zubūr Dāwūd, 4:163). Resonance of Davidic and Solomonic
kingship is not far off.98 Additional references to the celestial “spirit” abound.99 Otherwise, the
prophetic hadith only mention the Holy Spirit twice, in each instance the celestial being is
identified as a protective agent for the believers, especially when they or their prophet are insulted
or disparaged.100
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F. Chaosbeschreibung, Egypt and a New Site of Armageddon
“In lettrist sciences” (fī ʿilm al-ḥurūf wa-l-aʿdād), Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī continues, “He [God]
has allowed us to discuss this … concerning the arboreal symbolism, we declare that Aswan will
be settled at the End of Time in the year yā, women will reign in the court (suddah, lit. “threshold”)
of the House of Osman, the eunuchs will multiply, the crows will appear, and the lofty greatness
(ʿilīyah) of the sultan will weaken.”101 In addition to a coregency of women and eunuchs, one may
add the reign of slaves on fol. 8a, all of which are attested in the tradition literature. The
insurrection of these hierarchically lower persons is a necessary trope in Islamic apocalyptic
narratives; the world must undergo an inversion of order and morality – to wit, be consumed by
decadence – before it is redeemed. A Chaosbeschreibung is par for the course, a point of fact that
is underscored by the overwhelming lack of more upbeat End-Times narratives across all the major
Near Eastern traditions, from Zoroastrianism through to Islam.102 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is aware of this
theme in his own tradition, if not also aware of its function in the religious traditions of the Jews
and Christians present throughout the Ottoman world. Thus, he depicts the very center of Sunni
imperial power (suddah) as itself overtaken by temporary weakness before the various mı̄ms can
make their debut.
What is unique, however, is the inclusion of Aswan as a part of the geography of the Islamic
narrative of the End-Times. True, Egypt does figure in the “Historical Apocalypses” of hadith.
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There Egypt is “especially cursed.”103 Yet, in the Islamic tradition Egypt is never singled out as
exclusively undergoing a chaos narrative. Other localities – Khorasan (Persia), Iraq, Arabia, and
especially Syria – all have their fair share of invasion, looting, carnage, and general pandemonium
catalyzed by the advent of the “unclean nations” Gog and Magog and, along with them, the
Turks.104 Moreover, in ToN Egypt is not cursed so much as it is blessed. That is to say, Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī identifies Egypt is a sacred site and it is precisely for this reason that evil forces attempt to
destroy it, sully it, defile it. As much as Jesus proclaims in Mark 13 that the House of God must
be destroyed first in order that salvation can be achieved, so, too, does the same paradigm apply
to Egypt in ToN.105 It is a temple of cosmic importance, the cryptic Quiver, and the site of the
throne of kings. All of this naturally sets the stage for a final battle of purification. But inasmuch
as Egypt is the site of chaos, it is not the exclusive hotspot of messianic arrival.
In fols. 6b-8a, the weaving of explicit historical reference, astrological auguries, Egyptfocused references, and practically indecipherable lettrist codes takes off. One is herewith thrown
into the heart of prophecy. Thus, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī declares again that, “when Saturn (Kaywān)
enters Libra, Satan exhales and the lofty greatness (ʿilīyah) of the sultan will weaken and then the
Age (al-zamān) will turn towards sīn.” Saturn is many things in classical astrology. It is a “high
planet” and it is melancholic;106 it a celestial body, yet it is also the “lord of the seventh
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millennium”;107 it elects new prophets and emperors and yet, as Abu Maʿšar records in his Great
Introduction to Astrology (al-Madḫal al-kabīr fī ʿilm aḥkām al-nuğūm), it is a planet marked by
“blindness, corruption, hatred, guile, craftiness, fraud, disloyalty, […] wickedness, force, tyranny
and rage.”108 Thus, the planet of greatest import in ToN reflects the plurality of known attributes.
Saturn, which is exclusively identified with the Persian kaywān and not the Arabic zuḥal, is
therefore an auspicious celestial body that signals the election of the final Muslim emperor and the
advent of his sidekicks, the Mahdi and Jesus, as well as instigating the activity of Satan. Without
the fallen angel, the process of purification would not be complete.109
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī continues to predict that, “when the star appears in the Aquarius (al-dalw)
at the termination of its movements” a subsequent series of events will be kicked into gear.
Curiously, one of these events is the divine benediction of Sultan Murad II (Murād al-ṯānī) (r. 824848/1421-1444, 850-855/1446-1451) by name and the guarantee of his military successes.110 Then
Egypt will once again be “struck by the arrow of injustice (qaws al-ğūr) in zayn-yā-ġayn and in
the period of ǧı̄m [Egypt] will be struck by the arrow of Venus (qaws al-zuhrah), whereupon the
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Latin Albohazen or Abenragel. Here, a potential direct translation of the chiliastic “chronocratoria” (Pah. hazārag
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receptibility of Venus with be facing Saturn (zuḥal).”111 Now, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī declares, “the
condition of the Quiver will commence” (wa-ḥāl ḥāl al-kinānah). The exact calculation or
designation of this flurry of very precise, yet abstruse, astrological and lettrist revelations with
regards to Egypt is beyond facile interpretation. Another conjunction of Mercury and Jupiter (iḏā
qābala al-ʿuṭārid al-muštarı̄) is ‘explained’ by way of a string of further lettrist codes that further
undermine an exact analysis for the time being. And, lest the encrypted latticework of kawākib and
ḥurūf distract from the political focus of the prophecy, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī again throws the reader
an unmistakable hint: “Murad will take revenge” (Murād yaṭlub al-ṯa’r).
Egypt, the Land of the Quiver, is again emphasized as being the terrestrial receptacle for the
entirety of End-Times cosmic phenomena. On the subsequent folios 7b-8a a historical scenario is
identified in which Egypt aligns with an upstart group of Arab rulers in Mecca/the Hijaz – here
elliptically identified as al-ḥaram, the “sanctuary” – but this act of “mercy” (raḥmah) lasts briefly.
Following an uprising of Yemenites under the leadership of Qāf al-qāf, which must here betoken
someone other than Qānṣūḥ al-Ġūrı̄ , the Land of the Nile is again “struck by the arrow of
injustice.”112 But then one must again recall that the present discussion focuses primarily on the
activities of Murad, a sultan that never engaged in a campaign against Egypt. One reason for Murad
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II’s lack of grander territorial designs in part originates in the fact that the Ottoman state was still
weak from the Interregnum at the outset of the fifteenth century. Following the death of his father
Mehmed I in 1421, Murad, the first sultan to reunite the dynasty, was compelled for an entire year
to engage in civil war with his brothers (Sulṭān Murād kardaşları ile girü bu yıl cenk etdi), not to
mention work against the plotting of the Byzantines who had set against him the counter-sultan
“Düzme” Muṣṭafā.113 As for his incremental policy of military expansion, Murad kept his ġazvāt
focused on his own backyard, mainly the Balkans and Anatolia, with the principle goal of
conquering Constantinople, the ever-elusive city of Islamic military expedition.114 How does
Murad II figure in an Egypt-focused historical apocalypse?
One may have the sense of being duped by the previous explicit identification of the Murad
under examination as being the Sultan Murad II (Murād al-ṯānī).115 The proposed dating of the
composition of ToN to the late sixteenth century is flexible enough to accommodate the advent of
the reign of Murad III (r. 1003-1011/1595-1603). But such a focus on identifying exact historical
events – however vaguely real they may seem – and specific persons at this juncture in the
prophecy is utterly futile. Such a conclusion is supported through what follows: “and after the
organization of mīms (tartı̄b al-mīmāt) in Egypt, and at the portal mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m
mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m from which the historical cycles are adjusted, and [after] the appearance of the
fortune (saʿd) of mı̄m of Murad in the year alif-mı̄m […].”116 The evidence speaks for itself. One
should hesitate to force exact and clean interpretations for a text that from the outset self-designates
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as an esoteric apocalypse. Our Murad is at once Murad II, Murad III – though unlikely given the
specific ordinal designation –, or potentially a mahdist Murad of future appearance.
A further list of mīms emerge, also in relation to events in and around “the Quiver.” In short,
the symbolic purport of this entire section is summarized in the following abstract declarations that
draw on the numinous and typological appeal of the number seven: “and the sevenfold roar of the
lion will be certain (wayl al-musabbaʿ min al-sabʿ), from which a different movement with mīm
occurs, and movement of yā-dāl-mı̄m with the mīm of the sign,” all of which will result in the,
“advent of fā designated by the repetition (al-karūr?) along with the seven banners (al-sabʿah alaʿlām).”117 Within this context, Egypt is identified as a geography beset with the “tremulations of
apocalyptic calamities” (rağafāt al-fitan), an eschatological scenario that also introduces the first
quotation directly from the Qurʾān (22:2): “and you will see the people behaving as though they
were drunk, but they are not drunk.” The verse in question reflects the apocalyptic scenario of
vitiation and inversion. Specifically, herein it is foretold that the tarrying “earthquake of the Hour”
(inn zalzalat al-sāʿah šay’ ʿaẓīm) will result in mothers neglecting to suckle their babies (taḏhal
kull murḍiʿah ʿammā arḍaʿat) and abort their young (taḍaʿ kull ḏāt ḥaml ḥamlahā) (Q 22:1-2).
Such are the horrific results of the lion’s sevenfold roar and the advent of the seven banners in the
Land of the Quiver.
G. Egypt as Paradise at the Gates of Apocalyptic Calamities
Fol. 8b concludes the entire section with several interesting points. First, Egypt is
miraculously saved from the arrows of injustice. It is now foretold that it will become a “paradise”
on Earth. A layout for a diagram of the paradisiacal environs of the Nile is brought into association

117

ToN, fols. 7b-8a.

231

with a new kind of botanical symbol, that of the colocynth bush (šağarat al-ḥandẓal).118 This
symbol remains to be explored. No specific signification is provided by Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī. It is
qualified by a string of further lettrist codes: “and if it grows fruit, then it is ʿayn-waw-hā-mı̄m and
thereof ḫā-waw-dāl-waw-ʿayn-waw-rā-waw-lām-waw-ʿayn-waw-bā […].” In almost seamless
transition, our pseudonymous occult master and hierophant introduces a second Qurʾānic citation.
Appropriate for a prophecy on the Ottomans, the second verse of Q 30 “The Byzantines” is given:
“the Byzantines have been vanquished” (wa-ġulibat al-Rūm). The meaning is associated in some
traditions and Ottoman popular culture with Constantinople. But, just as Egypt is once against
spared, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī somehow manages to associate Egypt exclusively with the “opening of
the gate of apocalyptic calamites” (fatḥ bāb al-fitan).
Folios 8b-9a continue with a complex series of predictions that vacillate between the
symbolic, the gematric, the astrological, and the profoundly lucid and coherent. Selim again is
mentioned by name (fol. 9a) as the Rūmı̄ who is foretold by the progenitor of ǧafr, the sixth Imam
Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. The tree (šağarah), its diagram (dā’irah), Mars (al-marīḫ), the “promised
conjunction” (al-qirān al-mawʿūd), the colocynth bush (šağarat al-ḥanẓal), and the Quiver (alkinānah) are all packed in a single page of dense prophecy, the exact purport of which is extremely
difficult to parse.
Moreover, there is a particularly specific reference to “the incident of al-Balḫī.” I have not
been able to identify a particular enemy of Selim or Süleyman known by this epithet and with
whom a notable battle or political uprising can be attributed. One would think that this may be in
reference to any one of the major early sixteenth century uprisings, such as that of Şāhḳulu from
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Teke (1511-1512), Celāl from Bozoḳ (1519-1520), or the Bektaşi Kalender from Kırşehir (15271528). None of these are known as al-Balḫı̄ , however, for the laqab indicates a geographic origin
from “Transoxiana” (ma-warā’ al-nahr), a point of fact that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes explicitly
clear. For now, one may suggest a tentative solution. Şāhḳulu’s rebellion is more famously
associated with Selim’s military exploits in Anatolia. As the rebellious Kızılbaş leader’s name
suggests, the “Slave of the Şāh” was aligned with the Safavid-Shiite monarch Ismāʿīl. There is
reason to think that his Persian-political affiliation may be the cause for associating him with the
city of Balḫ. This remains a very tenuous conjecture at this point.
Whatever the exact historical events may be to which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī refers throughout
this introductory section, several basic facts are clear. First, the cosmocratic warlords at the heart
of the vision are all uniformly derived from the House of Osman. Second, Egypt is the site par
excellence where all the apocalyptic calamities will take place. It is simultaneously cursed and,
quite literally, a “paradise,” a chiliastic concord of cosmic proportion that makes sense in the
context of a messianic Chaosbeschreibung. Third, both the destiny of Egypt as an apocalyptic
geography and the fate of the Ottomans as universal sovereigns are entangled in the firmament,
and in particular with regard to the conjunction of Saturn and Mars. Fourth, and consequently, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī’s vision affirms God’s cosmic plan of salvation for the ummah as an astrological
point of fact. It is inevitable, but its glorious execution is contingent on the apotheosis of the
Ottomans.
IV.

Explanatory Interlude: Esoteric Mode and Tools Identified (fols. 9b – 12a)
What I call the “explanatory interlude” comprises folios 9b-12a. Herein, one may observe

a return to questions of genre – in particular with regards to ǧafr – and of revelatory mode,
especially with regards to the lettrist codes that, as observed above in the string of mīms, constitute
233

an elusive key for comprehending ToN. For example, on fol. 9b Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī restates what
ǧafr means for him in the context of his revelation. “With the aid of the Holy Spirit,” he notes, “we
have recorded these symbols (rumūz) with these signs (išārāt) through the process of extracting
(istiḫrāğ) ǧafrist secrets and the lettrist treasures (al-asrār al-ğafriyyah wa-l-kunūz al-ḥarfiyyah).”
One may recall that in the Prologue, Inaugural Vision, and Vision I, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī defines his
revelation as a function of futuristic vision (fa-ra’aynā fī-l-mustaqbal) and that it thereby belongs
to ǧafrist prophecy, knowledge of which he has taken from the masters of ǧafr (arbāb al-fann min
ahl al-ğafr).119 On fols. 10b and 12a, the classification of ToN as falling squarely within the
tradition of ǧafr is made all the more explicit: ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib’s “Sermon on Revelation” (Ḫuṭbat
al-bayān) is again identified as the Urtext of post-Muḥammadian revelatory knowledge and
practice.120
Likewise, he has made it abundantly clear that the entirety of his vision is cloaked in the
language of symbols (rumūz).121 The sīns, ḳāfs, mīms, and ʿayns, to name the most important and
most common, are proof thereof. One is veritably lost in a maze of riddles, enigmas, ex eventu
prophecy, and vague allusions to reality, not to mention the ever-looming influence of the planets
in which God endowed his celestial secrets (awdaʿ asrārihi fī al-kawākib).122 Thus, Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī is gently reminding his reader, after some very dense pages of prophecy, how it is he came
to disclose this information and, importantly, why one should read on.
Moreover, at this juncture Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī provides us one of the most critical definitions
of his text. His predictions about the future (al-awqāt) and their number (al-aʿdād) are supported
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by “divinely true revelation” (bi-l-kašf al-ṣaḥīḥ al-rabbānı̄). True, the relatively frequent
identification in the previous sections of the Holy Spirit as an intermediary – and once again here
– establishes to what extent our pseudonymous author sees his mantic mission. He is on par with
the Prophet Muḥammad himself, the last man to receive, at least from an orthodox perspective,
such frequent visits from God’s angelic messenger. Yet, it is this conceptually specific
qualification of ToN as “divinely true revelation” that dispels any remaining doubt about the text’s
august status. An Ottoman audience of esoteric adepts was not reading just any astrological
tractate, but rather they were presented with a supplementary recitation of divine inspiration
(waḥī).
ToN is, of course, not unique in making claims to peaking behind the veil of the
transcendent. The real Ibn al-ʿArabī’s numerous spiritual journeys into the Beyond as well as Ibn
Ṭalḥah’s narrative in the Orderly Pearl of a friend receiving tablets from ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib are
prominent examples of just how open the door to prophecy was. But Ibn al-ʿArabī and Ibn Ṭalḥah
were not writing for the public. Their writing style and their intellectual motivation was to share
celestial and spiritual secrets within their own mystical-esoteric communities. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī,
in contrast, is interested in appealing to two different audiences at the same time: that of the
Akbarian mystical initiate who covets the writings of their exalted master and that of the educated
and literate Ottoman man of letters with a basic interest in prophecy. These two aspects are
eminently clear in the undulating course of obfuscation and explanation, in the enigmatic codes
and specific identification of places, names, and even clarification of his preferred modes of
encryption. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī seems to signal to his readers that, should they not understand this or
that prophetic statement, they could seek help among those trained in ǧafr or skilled in the
canonical teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī. ToN is dense, but it flags for the reader opportunities for
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assistance. As both a religious and political text, ToN goes to significant authorial lengths to ensure
the polyphonic appeal of his prophecy.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī seems sensitive and keenly aware of how open his text has become at this
point. A visionary should, perhaps, not always spill the beans so explicitly. Thus, in an overly
conspicuous move, our hierophant remarks that, “there is no shame in advancing and postponing
[elements of prophecy]” (lā ʿayb ʿindanā fī al-taqdı̄m ʿa-l-ta’ḫīr).123 That is, at the moment that
he has let the cat out of the bag, he proleptically advises the reader not to expose revelation (lā
yaftaḥ al-kašf bi-l-taṣrīḥ).124 He further claims that according to the masters of ǧafr there are ten
specific modes of esoteric revelation (al-bayān). Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī only names six: “symbol”
(ramz), “allusion” (ı̄mā’), “metonomy/antonomasia” kināyah, “dissimulation” talwı̄ḥ, “puzzle”
(luġz), and “convolution” (iltifāt). The following discussion (fols. 9b-10a) reads like stereo
instructions for composing a prophecy.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī perpetually sways – intentionally – between playing the esoteric Sufi
from the thirteenth century and an Ottoman subject writing a contemporary propaganda piece with
an eye for wide circulation. Here (fols. 9b-12a), his act of authorial intervention demonstrates a
practical sense of the problems of exclusive esoteric texts. He wants his text to make waves. But
one should hesitate to understand this as being exhibitive of a careless mind or wanton pen. Quite
the contrary, this brief aside demonstrates a close intellectual familiarity with ǧafr, awareness of
and respect for the communal commitments of its practitioners – whom he honors with the title
arbāb fann al-ğafr –, and even true belief in the act of ğafrist prophecy. Otherwise, why would he
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go to such lengths as to educate his readers about the revelatory science’s origins with ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄
Ṭālib?
By indulging in a more detailed definition of his chosen genre, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī achieves
two basic goals. First, he creates and defines “horizons of expectations” for readers. Second, he
demonstrates that the ritual modalities inhered in ǧafr are his primary model for composition. Our
pseudonymous author is, in short, endowed with a sacred power that was once privy unto the
imams exclusively. In this light, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī creates a completely new identity that is
markedly distinct from the real Ibn al-ʿArabī. Less than a mystic, our pseudonymous author is a
renegade student of ǧafr.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī reminds several times over in this section that one should not expose (lā
taṣrı̄ḥ) a revelation. Recall that the legendary sermon in Kufa by ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib is the genesis
of ǧafr and that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī has several times over made the fourth caliph as a node of
authority for his own claims to prophecy and esoteric insight. According to ʿAlı̄ ’s own instructions,
which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī notes were conveyed in a mode of divine epiphany/hierophany (fı̄ ḥāl
istiġrāqihi wa-huwa fī ḥāl al-tağallī), the reader is reminded of the most fundamental rule of
revelation: “mums the word” (murāduhu al-katm).125
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī expands on this point. “We followed in his footsteps,” he says, “in
emulation of [ʿAlı̄ ’s] command. Hence, we advanced and postponed our prophecy, encoded it in
symbols, dissimulated, metonymized, indicated [sic], alluded, made puzzles and made all of this a
basic rule for ourselves and for whomever will come after us.”126 In the most lucid words and
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specific instructions, we are hereby made aware of the specific esoteric tools operative in ToN. As
a prophecy, ToN appeals to more than just a clique of Akbarian adherents or, for that matter,
scholars of Islamic esoterica. It is a vision that exposes and protects its supernatural secrets. And
though we lack the external evidence that high-ranking political persons in the Sublime Porte had
access to or knew of ToN, we do know that commentaries proliferated. Much like the modern retweet, it is by the proliferation of comments around an original source that we come to understand
what resonates with an audience.
V.

Conclusion
For the first section of analysis of ToN, several important points concerning the

organization and nature of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy were made. First, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is
clearly concerned from the outset with defining the textual type of written work he has created. He
has chosen to designate ToN as an epistle (risālah) because of the technical resonance that this
literary genre has in the Islamic religio-intellectual tradition. This is observed in how the Qurʾān
is conceived as an apostolic mission (risālah – rasūl – rusūliyyah) as well as in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s
canonical oeuvre of works. The vatic and mystical appeal of the genre thus increases the authority
of ToN. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī knew how to market his goods.
Second, insofar as the anonymous hierophant’s choice of literary nam-ı diğer is concerned,
the authorial function of the biological-historical personhood of Ibn al-ʿArabī serves to delimit and
guide the valorization, resonance, and meaning of ToN. To quote Foucault again, “The author is
the principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning.”127 That is, the name “Ibn al-ʿArabī” not only
stipulated how an Ottoman audience would have first read and received the text, but it also ensured
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the longevity of the validity of its prophecy. Recall also that Selim sponsored the renovation of
Ibn al-ʿArabī’s tomb following the conquest of Damascus, a fact that is explicitly cited in ToN.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī evidently recognized the cultural clout Ibn al-ʿArabī’s name and personhood for
the sultans and their subjects. The “afterlives” of Ibn al-ʿArabī, to use again Laura Nasrallah’s
concept, helps us recognize the functional appeal of Sufi masters in the ‘improvisational’
production of the Ottoman cosmological imaginary.128 It is completely unimportant – or rather
irrelevant – that Ibn al-ʿArabī did not compose ToN. Our “Ibn al-ʿArabī” shows us how “sometimes
truth must be exceeded in the practices of history.”129 For an eschatological apocalypse written by
a dynastic apologist, the authorial function of the name – just like its specific status as an epistle –
serves to create the comprehensive cosmological position of which Hüseyin Yılmaz eloquently
speaks.
Third, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī then pays particular attention to defining the vertical and horizontal
dimension of his vision. It is vertical, insofar as it is an otherworldly revelation (kašf, bayān) that
has been imparted unto him from God. An astrological aspect – or second vertical source/medium
– also plays a key role, given that God has endowed the observable bodies of the firmament with
“secrets” (asrār). The horizontal dimension is defined by way of temporal reference to the future.
“For we have seen in the future” (fa-ra’aynā fī-l-mustaqbal) is a critical phrase that prepares the
reader for an oracular text of supernatural purport. The prophetic-horizontal orientation of the text
is guaranteed through a repeated reference to the esoteric-apocalyptic genre of ǧafr. In short, we
may not know the identity of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, but we can confidently assert that he was a man

Laura Nasrallah, “‘Out of Love for Paul’: History and Fiction and the Afterlife of the Apostle Paul,” in Early
Christian and Jewish Narrative: The Role of Religion in Shaping Narrative Forms, ed. Ilaria Ramelli and Judith
Perkins (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 93.
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keenly aware of the Islamic apocalyptic practice of mantic visions, predictions, and the value of
Akbarian authorial allusions for an Ottoman audience.
Fourth, following this descriptive and detailed discourse, our would-be Andalusian mystic
engages in a prophecy that comprises the introduction of esoteric codes based on ǧafr and ex eventu
historical references to real events and persons. The most important of these events and persons
are the conquest of Syria and Egypt in 922/1516-17, Selim I, Qānṣūḥ al-Ġūrı̄ , Süleyman I, a
possible reference to Süleyman’s renovation of the Dome of the Rock, and Murad II. All of these
variables help us move the point of composition (terminus post quem) of ToN to some point after
the 1560s. As we will see in the next chapter, another historical reference provides us the terminus
ante quem of circa 986/1578. Mythical eschatological characters are also introduced, in particular
the concept of the “Seal,” in particular as either mīm al-ḫatm or ḫatm al-ḫatm. Yet, in between
these two extremes of the historically real and the mythically imagined, the esoteric and vatic
mode of ToN makes any definitive definition of “who’s who” and “what’s what” almost
impossible. To obsess over such confounding enigmas and details detracts, however, from the
general message of ToN: the apotheosis of the history of the House of Osman to that of a universal
sovereign at the End of Times.
Lastly, and far more importantly for the present chapter, is the introduction of the curious
site of Egypt as the center of Islamic eschatological events. A spatial territory that in the tradition
literature is identified as a marginal site of tribulations, is herewith elevated to a sacred landscape
of extreme importance. And inasmuch as it has acquired this significance, it also becomes the
lightning rod of chaos, anomie, and destruction. But this chaos is a prerequisite for the final
apocalyptic phase of restoration. For the Ottoman-Islamic tradition, such an idealized, final phase
of mundane history culminates in the advent of the much-anticipated eschatological Hour, al240

sāʿah. Hereafter, the cosmos begins its processional creep towards resurrection, judgment, and the
conclusive dissolution of material creation. In the following chapter, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s depiction
of this terminal eschatological phase is examined in further detail. What one will note is that Egypt
increasingly emerges as not simply the center of God’s divine plan, but also as a kind of lightning
rod unto which events and characters, historical or supernatural, are unavoidably drawn.
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Chapter V: Apocalypse as Apotheosis of Empire (Part 2) –
The Egyptian Vision Continued, the Syrian Vision, Sabbatical Eschatology, and the Age
of the Alif
“The apocalyptic sensibility, the apocalyptic style, is seductive because…it vaults us over the epistemological chasm
of the future, clear into a final destination, the end of all things.”
-

Mark O’Donnell, Notes from an Apocalypse, NPR interview April 14, 20201

“And we have set aside letters from the Arabic alphabet that indicate the names of individuals from among the Ottoman
kings (mulūk ʿUṯmāniyyah), from the Conqueror Sı̄n to the Seal Sı̄n (al-fātiḥ and al-ḫātim). The letters are: sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n
mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif sı̄n mı̄m nūn mı̄m dāl dāl dāl yā nūn yā dāl mı̄m waw dāl mı̄m.”
-

Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, ToN, 22b

In the previous chapter, one observed how Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī achieves a programmatic
introduction and articulation of ToN’s esoteric prophetic mode as stipulated by the genre and
revelatory method of ǧafr.2 He also makes clear that the specific type of ǧafrist prophecy herewith
presented is an epistle (risālah), a textual type that, in the context of a divinely inspired apocalyptic
vision, alludes to Muḥammad’s own vatic experience, as well as that of Ibn al-ʿArabī. This latter
aspect is underscored via the explicit invocation of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s authorial ghost as the
anonymous hierophant’s nam-ı diğer. In short, though it is extremely difficult to make any
concrete claims about Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s biological personhood and identity, one may
nevertheless assert that our unknown seer exhibits an educated dexterity in dealing with Islamic
esoteric science – especially lettrism and astrology –, popular vatic templates (kašf, ru’yā, ilhām
etc…), and an intimate familiarity with the cultural appeal of Akbarian mysticism. The “mystical
turn” in Ottoman political thought, to quote Hüseyin Yılmaz, was in large part founded upon a
‘new’ Sufism that was informed and shaped largely by the teachings of Ibn al-ʿArabī. This latter
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point further underscores to what extent Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī sought to ingratiate his text among
esoteric readings communities within the Ottoman Empire. In short, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s choice of
pseudonym reflects a decision to participate in the broader intellectual trend of articulating the
Ottomans’ comprehensive cosmological position over and against other Islamic, as well as
Christian empires in the eastern Mediterranean.
What one also observed is that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is innovative. Egypt, the target of Qurʾānic
maledictions against polytheism and pharaonic tyranny, is elevated to a site of cosmic importance.
In the following discussion, we again turn to the Egyptian vision. As in the previous chapter, one
is clearly dealing with a vaticinium ex eventu. ToN obviously post-dates the reign of Selim I, whose
conquest of “the Arab lands,” and in particular Mamluk Syria and Egypt, is identified as a catalyst
of apocalyptic proportions.3 Despite the increasingly complex web of esoteric allusions (e.g.
rumūz, alġāz), Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s historical references are sometimes easy to connect with factual
events and persons. In particular, a key reference to the Rūzagı̄ Kurdish chieftain Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī
and his alliance with a Persian Safavid emperor (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā šāh al-ʿaǧam) suggests that the
prophecy – notwithstanding a couple interpolations from the eleventh/seventeenth century – could
not have been written after the first decade of the eleventh/seventeenth century.4 It is more likely,
3

ToN, fol. 3a. Consider also the curiously conspicuous reference to Murad II on fol. 6b. These historical references
are all front loaded in the earliest folios of the text, thus alluding to a kind of linear – if somewhat obscured –
progression in events from the early tenth/sixteenth century up to the last decades of the same century.
4
Recall as well that the later additions from the eleventh-seventeenth century also beget historical decipherment. See
the apocalyptic list of kings sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif sı̄n on fol. 22b of SK Ms. Beyazıd
4609, fol. 6b of İÜK Ms. A. 4884, fol. 34 a of PYah. Ms. 4497. I advanced the argument that these group of texts are
based on a copy from the time of Murad IV (r. 1032-1049/1623-1640). An editor working in the time of Murad IV is
further supported via the obvious historical reference to the sultan’s reconquest of Baghdad (1048/1638-39). Beyazıd
4609, fol. 20b. Thus, the alif mı̄m alif sı̄n here is probably more reflective of the esoteric trope of repetition, with the
added terminal sı̄n demonstrative of a chiastic or “cyclical” style. The list starts with a sı̄n and ends with a sı̄n. For an
explication of this argument, including a discussion of the revelatory importance of mı̄m, sı̄n, and alif, see Ch. I, pp.
57-58. Following Mehmed IV, the terminal pair of sultans should be sı̄n alif (i.e. Süleyman II, Ahmed II), as it is
‘correctly’ preserved in BYEK Ms. Veliyüddin 2992/2, fol. 52b. Hence, mss. Beyazıd 460, İÜK A. 4884, and PYah.
4497 are based off a shared copy or copies from circa the reign of Murad IV. Consider also the Yemeni uprising under
the leadership of Qāf al-qāf. I do not consider this an interpolation from the eleventh/seventeenth century (i.e. Zaydi
Revolt, 1598-1620), but rather a part of the revelatory original. See Ch. IV, p. 227, fn. 112.
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however, that the text was composed several years prior to 986/1578, the year that Murad III gave
Šaraf Ḫān the Emirate of Bidlis, a diplomatic gift that precipitated the Rūzagı̄ Kurdish chieftain’s
decision to switch allegiance from the Safavid ruler Šāh Ismāʿı̄ l II (r. 984-985/1576-1577) to the
Ottomans. One should note that the Safavid ruler may be either Šāh Ṭahmasp (r. 930-984/15241576) or Šāh Ismāʿı̄ l II. It is difficult to impose historical accuracy systematically on Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī’s vision. That is, he could be emphasizing the importance of Ṭahmasp given his longer
reign, Šaraf Ḫān’s father’s allegiance unto him, and Šaraf Ḫān’s presence at his court. Or he could
be citing the more direct alliance and service of Šaraf Ḫān under the short-reigned Ismāʿı̄ l II.
Nevertheless, by setting up this juxtaposition of Islamic antagonism between Sunni and Shiite
empires, the confessional aspect of ToN’s propagandistic message also comes to the fore.5
Moreover, and in an authorial admixture of known apocalyptic themes and styles, Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī closes his prophecy of imperial apotheosis with a sabbatical (i.e. cosmic seven-day
terminal week) scheme in which Syria – a more traditional site in the terminal phase of Islamic
apocalyptic tradition – and a mysterious, celestially dispatched kingly figured designated by the
letter Alif are introduced. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s apocalyptic style is not only seductive because it
transcends that temporal chasm of time and space, but also captivating because it combines a
plethora of narrative modes that act as enduring seals of encryption. Thus, one may come to
understand how a pseudepigraphic, esoteric revelation could still appeal to an Ottoman court under
the reign of Abdülmecid I (r. 1255-1277/1839-1861).6 Now, we turn to discuss in more detail the
Egyptian Vision, the Syrian Vision, the sabbatical program of terminal cosmic history, and the
advent of the mysterious Alif of the End-Times.

This is also observed in the Aḥvāl-i ḳıyāmet coprus. See Christiane Gruber, “Signs of the Hour: Eschatological
Imagery in Islamic Book Arts,” Ars Orientalis 44 (2014): 49.
6
In an expanded version of this thesis, I plan to address the reappearance of ToN in the context of an empire in crisis.
5
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I.

Egyptian Vision – Vaticinium ex eventu Part 2: A Return to Describing Total Chaos,
Including a Review of Islamic History Since the Rāšidūn Caliphate, further
elaboration

on

the

Apocalyptic

Tree

and

Predicting

Events

into

the

Eleventh/Seventeenth Century (fols. 12b – 33a)
Form folios 12b-41a, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī returns from his interlude of authorial intervention
of defining and delineating the nature of his prophecy. Now, he dives back into the business of
describing a world seeped in sin and decimated by destruction. Recall that the world must be
desecrated for it to undergo the cosmic purification ritual of divine judgment and, on a case by
case basis, salvation. In an allusion to the ideal state of creation post-Judgment, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
refers to the prophet’s own companions (al-ṣaḥābah) among whom no discord or “enmity”
(ʿadāwah) ever took place for, “He enveloped their hearts in truth with the bond of love for faith
until they were of one heart, one word, and one religion […].”7 In fact, the motif of God enveloping
(allafa) the hearts of man in divine truth, righteousness, and munificence is the central message
over folios 12b-13a. The eschaton is again in sight. God’s promise of reward for the righteous and
pure among His flock is made clear. Implicitly, one should understand that the realization of this
purified state of exalted hearts and communal peace is guaranteed singularly through the Ottoman
sultans.8 Reference to the prophet’s companions serves to suggest historical parallelism between
the advent of God’s final message and the fulfillment of its promises of cosmic dissolution. The
sanctity of one age is recreated under the aegis of the House of Osman. As a departure from the
preceding explanatory interlude, one is herewith taken back into a more visionary mode. What
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ToN, fol. 12b.
For a similar discussion with references to additional contemporary texts, see Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined:
The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2018), 190.
8
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follows is a revelation that elevates Egypt to the central stage of cosmic history.9 Egypt and
Chaosbeschreibung are inseparable in Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s imagination, a point of fact that compels
one to again ask, “Why Egypt?”
A. Why Egypt? The Necessity of Corruption and Chaos
The promise of universal love and faith does not linger past folio 13a. It becomes clear that,
though Egypt is blessed by God and therefore the crown jewel in the Ottoman turban, the Nile
must also play host to an array of calamities and curses. Such a barrage of apocalyptic events is
necessary so that Egypt can once again be reclaimed as a purified geography according to God’s
cosmic plan. Thus, the Land of the Quiver will experience the “birth pangs” of the messianic age
more acutely than anywhere else.10 Consequently, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is quick to balance his
lighthearted contemplation on post-apocalyptic peace with a dire warning of the preceding age of
filth and sin. A new letter of esoteric import is herewith introduced.

As Herman Gunkel once observed long ago, the cosmic historical paradigm of “creation and chaos at the beginning
and end of time” is a long standing narrative theme in religious traditions of the Near East. Hermann Gunkel,
Schöpfung und Chaos in Urzeit und Endzeit (Göttingen: Vandernhoek & Ruprecht, 1895). For examples that more
recently have relied and defended Gunkel‘s thesis, see Frank Moore Cross, “New Directions in the Study of
Apocalyptic,” Journal for Theology and the Church 6 (1969): 157–65; Paul D. Hanson, “Jewish Apocalyptic Against
Its Near Eastern Environment,” Revue Biblique 78 (1971): 31–58. Similarly, Norman Cohn has pointed out the
interwoven nature of cosmos and chaos in the context of apocalyptic-eschatological salvation narratives. Norman
Cohn, Cosmos, Chaos & the World to Come (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene, 1999), 105–219. The Book of Daniel,
especially chapter 7, is a prominent example of the same model of chaos before salvation. There, as John J. Collins
notes, one is confronted with, “a picture of these [four] kingdoms as monstrous eruptions of chaos,” the kings of which
are, “not merely human but are manifestations of the primordial force of chaos.” John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic
Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 2016), 101. Likewise, John of Patmos’ Revelation is replete with harrowing destruction, albeit mostly
the result of God’s wrath (16:1-21), monsters (12:1-17; 13:1-18), and the imminent presence of Satan in this world
(20:1-10). Without suggesting any direct link, ToN reflects the same pattern of historical mayhem, havoc, and total
moral pandemonium. And not unlike Revelation, the vision of the moral bedlam that will overtake the ummah is willed
by God.
10
The metaphor of birth in connection with the catastrophic age prior to messianic salvation is Scholem’s. See
Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism and Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality (New York: Schocken
Books, 1971), 8, 10–11.
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“The letter ṭā will not take place until after much iniquity (mafāsid).” 11 Interestingly, the
east (al-mašriq), which would include the more popular apocalyptic landscape of Syria, in its
entirety is spared the pollutive effects of ṭā. The letter of interest here does not figure centrally
elsewhere in the prophecy. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī himself remains remarkably reticent about its nature
and origins. Is this in reference to some real historical character or events from the early
tenth/sixteenth century, such as, say, the earliest such Celali Rebellion, which occurred under the
leadership of the eponymous Sheikh Celal from Bozoḳ in ca. 925/1519~1520, or maybe even that
of Sheikh Bedreddin?12 But neither of these have any key players whose name begins with a ṭā. A
plague (ṭāʿūn) perhaps?13 Or should we not try and suss out the impossible and surmise that there
the esoteric numerical value of ṭā encrypts some celestial or futuristic meaning? That is to say, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī could be tapping into a Qurʾānic and exegetical theme of “tyranny,” i.e. ṭāġūt14 Or
is it general just a symbolic cypher for sin and immorality (mafāsid), as well as sickness (al-amrāḍ
wa-l-asqām)?15 The only thing that is for certain is that, “[ṭā] has been proven by the religious
scholars and wisemen” (al-ʿulamā’ wa-l-ḥukamā’); of course, such an ill-begotten letter can only
be a harbinger of apocalyptic calamites (ḥuṣūl ḥaqādiṯ al-fitan).16 Ṭā is logically attributed to
Egypt because this space is now the epicenter of holiness and corruption, it is the Land of the
Quiver and the battlefield for messianic purification. In short, Egypt is an imagined geography

11

ToN, fol. 13a.
There were a number of such “Celali” uprisings over the coming century, the most notable being from 999/1590
and more or less definitely concluding by 1030/1620. See Sam White, The Climate of Rebellion in the Early Modern
Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 163–86.
13
As Nükhet Varlık notes, “[T]here exists no systematic study of the geographical and chronological scope of
epidemics that affected Ottoman lands before the eighteenth century, let alone the nature of the specific diseases
involved in them.” Nükhet Varlık, “From ‘Bête Noire’ to ‘Le Mal de Constantinople’: Plagues, Medicine, and the
Early Modern Ottoman State,” Journal of World History 24, no. 4 (2013): 745.
14
Q 2:256-257; 4:51, 60, 76; 5:60; 16:36; 39:17. See also David Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic (Princeton,
N.J.: Darwin Press, 2002), 241, fn. 32.
15
ToN, fol. 13b.
16
ToN, fol. 13b.
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through which the apocalyptic importance of Ottoman imperial dominance is filtered and
reconceptualized according to an eschatological program of conquest and kingship.
To that end, a laundry list of fitan is hereby listed in precise detail: ire (baġḍ), envy (ḥasd),
enmity (ʿadāwah), jealousy and rumor (ġībah, namīmah), hypocrisy (nifāq) – a particularly
nefarious moral flaw identified in the Qurʾān –, the exposure of secrets (ifšā’ al-asrār), arrogance
and haughtiness (takabbur, tağabbur). As if that were not a catalogue of mortal sins, our visionary
foretells the proliferation of the love of power (ḥubb al-rīyāsah), despotism (ğūr), and injustice
(ẓulm) among humanity. Supercilious claims to conquest and authority (ġulbah) also result in the
appropriation of other men’s property or slaves (aḫḏ al-mamālik or al-mamālīk), a moral
transgression of economic justice that further highlights the all-pervasive reach of corruption prior
to the messianic age of redemption.17 Recall that not only men function as corrupting political
agents; women, eunuchs, and slaves, too, will reign at court (suddah), a gendered inversion of
idealized proper social hierarchies and, therefore, exhibitive of further chaos and corruption.18
Likewise, such a cabal of meretricious and vicious usurpers will seek to price gouge (istiġlā’) –
another Qurʾānic vice – and oppress (qahr). Thus, and as a logical consequence to the
aforementioned barrage of vitiating variables against the ummah, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī speaks of a

ToN, fol. 14a. The concern for economic justice is a key theme in the Qurʾān, as well. For example, Q 6:152; 7:85;
17:35; 26:181-183.
18
ToN, fol. 6a. Of course, historically women and eunuchs quite often exercised power. See, for example, Leslie P.
Peirce, The Imperial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire (New York: Oxford University Press,
1993), esp. vii, 91-92 on Nurbanu; Jane Hathaway, “Ḥabeşī Meḥmed Agha: The First Chief Harem Eunuch
(Darüssaade Ağası) Of The Ottoman Empire,” in The Islamic Scholarly Tradition: Studies in History, Law, and
Thought in Honor of Professor Michael Allan Cook, ed. Asad Q Ahmed, Michael Bonner, and Behnam Sadeghi
(Leiden: Brill, 2011), 179–96; George H. Junne, The Black Eunuchs of the Ottoman Empire: Networks of Power in
the Court of the Sultan (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 150–217. Sunullah Efendi’s remarks quoted in Peirce’s work
demonstrate that female authority was definitely construed as an assault on power.
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caliph who will, “rise up in the kingdom from among the people […] for this is the sunnah of
God.”19 That caliph is, implicitly, the Ottoman sultan.
B. Egypt and the Perfect King: Articulating an Age of Messianic Redemption
The apotheosis of the Ottoman sultanate is a red thread that runs throughout the text. As part
of developing his prophecy of imperial propaganda, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī hereafter turns to discuss in
detail the nature of the messianic court and governance. Specifically, the caliph-sultan of the
eschaton will, he claims, also have a vizier who is here identified as “the privy chancellor” (ṣāḥib
sirr).20 It is not entirely clear if the following locutions are understood to be epithets of the vizier,
but the caliph with (also) have a “friend” (ṣāḥib) and a “companion” or “co-regent” (ğalīs). This
apocalyptic administrative apparatus is, however, not the supreme level of cosmic governance. In
what may be an allusion to the Alif discussed in the concluding folios, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī declares
that the caliph and his retinue will, “serve to repair religion, government, and reason so that the
purity of the Perfect King (ṣafā’ al-kāmil al-malik) may be realized.”21 This stands in clear
juxtaposition with the previous depiction of an age of corruption. By doing so, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
brings the reader once again back into a narrative framework that is predicated on the paradigm of
restoration on a cosmic scale. The caliph, the vizier, and the remainder of the courtly retinue of the
End-Times are the contemporary embodiment of the ideal, early era of Islamic ancestors (aslāf).
They serve to repair the final age of chaos. Thus, God’s supreme plan as a historical model
achieves a kind of horseshoe effect. Not all of the events are the same, nor are they repeated, but
the beginning and end of the final millennium are parallel and proximate in kind.
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ToN, fol. 14a.
ToN, fol. 1b.
21
ToN, 14b.
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Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes this quite explicit. For example, he states that Libra – the
constellation that christens Egypt as the site of all these events – is an auspicious celestial sign
precisely because the mission (baʿṯah) of the prophet began under the same stellar arrangement.
A direct parallel between the idealized and maximally pious age of the prophet is made with that
of the Ottomans who both explicitly and implicitly are identified as the final guarantors of justice,
peace, and true religion. Or rather, the Ottoman sultans are the restorative agents of the messianic
age. Again, the beginning foretells the end. A prophet from Arabia under the constellation Libra
introduced the one true religion and it now falls on the shoulders of the Ottomans, under the same
constellation, to fulfill Muḥammad’s prophecies, “until the Day of Resurrection” (ilā yawm alqiyāmah).22
Hereafter, an historical review is introduced. On folios 15b-16b, the early history of postprophetic history is recounted. Specifically, a laudatory review of the first four Rightly Guided
Caliphs is made. This is a visionary recapitulation of the utopian age of Islamic religious power
and government. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s saintly history has a practical and confessional purpose. First,
it demonstrates again how religio-political history is conceived in cosmic parallel terms. What
happens at the beginning of Islamic communal memory – i.e. the age of the prophets Companions
(ṣaḥābah) and Rightly Guided Caliphs – will be revived at the end of history.23 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
is trying to convey the message that Ottoman history is the grand summation of caliphal history
tout court.

22

ToN, 15a.
On the original title as being “Viceregent of God” and not “Viceregent of the Prophet of God,” See Patricia Crone
and Martin Hinds, God’s Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986), 4–23.
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By extension, the present program serves to insinuate the Ottoman sultans into a lineage to
which they have no real claim. Classical Islamic political theory held that descent from the
Quraysh, the tribe of the prophet, was a prerequisite for any claims to the position. After 1258 and
the collapse of the Abbasid Empire, this was no longer tenable. After the Ottoman conquest of
Cairo, Selim brought the last Abbasid Caliph al-Mutawakkil III (d. 950/1543) to Constantinople.
Later narratives from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries conjured up the tale of a ritual
transferal of the prophet’s cloak (burdah or ḫirqah) and the prophet’s (or ʿUmar’s) sword,
accoutrement that materially crowned the padişah as the new supreme Muslim monarch in matters
of politics and religion.24 For the sixteenth century, however, this tale was not yet known; arguably
it was sufficient to have had the caliph schlepped back to the Ottoman court as a captive, a more
brute demonstration of superior authority.
C. Rewriting Caliphal Lineage
Now, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī takes on the issue of confessional claims over the caliphate. On folio
16a, he asserts that the caliphate rightfully ended with al-Ḥasan (d. 50/670), the eldest son of ʿAlı̄
b. Abı̄ Ṭālib. Ḥasan memorably abdicated the caliphal throne in favor of Muʿāwiyah b. Abı̄ Sufyān
(d. 60/680), the governor of Syria and a man with grand political plans. Of course, this also made
way for the rise of the first hereditary caliphal dynasty in Islamic history, the Umayyads (r. 50132/661-750). The treaty between Muʿāwiyah and al-Ḥasan subsequently opened the way for alḤusayn, ʿAlı̄ ’s second son, to claim the title of caliph. By asserting his genealogical claim to the

Ignaz Goldziher, “The Cult of Saints in Islam,” Moslem World 1 (1911): 307; David S. Margoliouth, “The Relics
of the Prophet Mohammed,” The Muslim World 27, no. 1 (1937): 27; Philip Mansel, “From Constantinople to Cairo:
Ottoman Inaugurations and Their Successors,” The Court Historian 9, no. 1 (2004): 34. Note that Margoliouth gives
the wrong date (1617) of Selim’s conquest of Cairo (1517). He is also relatively credulous of the narrative of the
handover of objects, which here includes hairs from the prophet’s beard. Yet he is more suspicious of how the cloak
came into Ottoman possession. The Topkapı Museum still holds many of these objects, including the prophet’s soup
bowel or drinking bowl, his toothbrush (miswāk), in addition to relics of other prophets (i.e. Moses’ staff).
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caliphate, al-Ḥusayn, his family, and their entourage would eventually pay with their lives at
Karbala. This event, far more so than the assassination of ʿAlı̄ , is the beginning of Shiite communal
memory.25 This narrative subsequently became enshrined in official Safavid political policy after
Šāh Ismāʿīl (r. 906-930/1501-1524) adopted the Twelver-Shiite doctrine as the state religion.
Given the fact that the Ottomans were in an incessant imperial tug-of-war with their SafavidShiite neighbors, the inclusion of ʿAlı̄ ’s son al-Ḥasan as the final and true caliph (wa-bihi tammat
muddat al-ḫilāfah) undermines Safavid propaganda in two ways. First, it emboldens the Ottomans’
claims to be the true masters of Islam. If there were no true caliphs after al-Ḥasan, then no Shiite
dynasty could assert their legitimacy as the defenders of al-Ḥusayn’s memory. What came before,
the Rightly Guided Caliphs and the age of the Companions, is what counts. Safavid-Shiite appeals
to imamate theories of spiritual and political authority fall flat.
Second, if no true caliph ruled after al-Ḥasan, then it follows that all classical (i.e. al-Ṭabarı̄ ,
al-Māwardī, al-Ġazālī), as well as post-classical (i.e. al-Ğurğānī, al-Baqillānī, Ibn Ḫaldūn,
ʿĀşıḳpāşazāde, Bidlīsī, Luṭı̄ Pāşa) arguments for caliphal legitimation are herewith obviated.26
Consequently, it demonstrates that only the Sunni sultan of the End-Times can be the millennial
overlord of the Final Hour, a position that the Safavids were equally keen on.27 This point is made
all the more explicit in the following:
The Adamic kingdom (al-mamlakah al-Ādamiyyah) has both a beginning and an
end. Its beginning is coeval with the creation of Adam which also begets the office
of the caliphate. Its end is coeval with the anticipated first blow of the apocalyptic

Torsten Hylén, “Myth, Ritual, and the Early Development of Shiite Identity,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate
World 6, no. 3 (2018): 301. Paul Anderson, a friend and colleague of mine at Harvard, is writing his thesis on the
ritualization of this memory in Twelver Shiism.
26
For a remarkable survey of the classical development of the Qurʾānic office of the caliph, see Han Hsien Liew, “The
Caliphate of Adam: Theological Politics of the Qur’ānic Term Ḫalīfa,” Arabica 63 (2016): esp. 5-10.
27
A. Azfar Moin, The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in Islam (New York: Columbia UP,
2012), 16, 18–19, 34; Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 223–24, 242.
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trumpet with which will commence the destruction of the sublunar world (al-ʿālam
al-dunyāı̄).28
This requires some contextualization. Technically speaking, the institution of the caliphate is only
mentioned twice in the Qurʾān. First, the divine voice acting through Muḥammad does describe a
legendary Adamic caliphate located at some point in illo tempore of universal creation (Q 2:3031, innī ğāʿil fī-l-arḍ ḫalı̄fah).29 Hence, there is a fundamentally Qurʾānic basis for the reference
to an idealized Adamic kingdom of eternal dominion. Second, in exclamatory parallelism with the
Ur-caliphate of Adam, God announces “the caliphate of David” (Q 38:26, yā Dāwūd innā
ğaʿalnāka ḫalīfah fī-l-arḍ). There is no indication in the Qurʾān as to how this office applies to the
age of Muḥammad, for he is never identified as a caliph. Nor does the revelation clarify how this
evidently august institution should apply to the political organization of Muḥammad’s ummah over
the long-term.30 That is to say, there is a latent distinction between the preternatural Adamic and
the Davidic-Solomonic caliphate; the latter is less abstract in comparison and perhaps for this
reason has served as a more common point of regal reference and emulation for subsequent
dynasties.31
With that said, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī provides his own hermeneutical innovation in that he
draws a direct line from Adam to the eschatological caliph-sultan, from the Adamic kingdom of
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ToN, fol. 16b-17a.
Tayeb El-Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography: Hārūn al-Rashīd and the Narrative of the ʻAbbasid
Caliphate, Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 64.
30
The third Caliph ʿUṯmān b. ʿAffān (r. 23-35/644-656) is the first post-prophetic political-religious leader who used
the full title “Deputy of God” (ḫalīfat Allāh). Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliph, 5.
31
All subsequent meaning accrued to the office is due on the one hand to how the Umayyad caliphs used it and, on
the other hand, largely the byproduct of the corrective exegesis of later clerics (ʿulamā’) in the Abbasid period, i.e.
the transformation of the title from “Deputy of God” to “Deputy of the Prophet of God” (ḫalı̄fat rasūl Allāh). Crone
and Hinds, 11, 15, 21. See also Wadad al-Qadi, “The Term ‘Khalīfa’ in Early Exegetical Literature,” Die Welt Des
Islams 28, no. 1 (1988): 409–11; Liew, “Caliphate of Adam,” 5–17. The primary and secondary literature on the
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the beginning to the present kingdom of the end. This should not suggest that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is
dismissing the Davidic Caliphate. Quite the contrary. As he points out on folio 3b a sultan Sı̄n –
now arguably in reference to Süleyman as opposed to Selim – will complete biblical history in the
age of the End-Times by reconstructing Solomon’s Temple. The Davidic House of divinely elected
rulers has profound resonance for the present revelation. What Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī herewith seeks to
emphasize is that divinely inspired revelatory history replicates itself. The Alpha of Time is located
in Adam who received the first “blow” of creation (Q 15:29) and the Omega of Time is located in
the eschatological kingdom of the Ottomans who will oversee the final “blow,” which is that of
the angelic trumpet (ṣūr) of the angel Isrāfı̄ l. Conversely put, the Ottoman dynasty exhibits Adamic
as well as biblical Davidic-Solomonic authority, and it is hence the ultimate embodiment of the
divine viceregency on earth, Islamic cosmic authority, and, of course, salvation.32
Having reclaimed ʿAlı̄ and the universal Adamic caliphate for the Sunni Ottoman sultan,
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī turns to advocate for the more squarely Sunni legitimacy of his preternatural
vision. At this juncture, he briefly cites from prophetic hadith. On folios 18a-b Ḥuḍayfah b. alYamānı̄ , a well-known transmitter and companion of the prophet, is identified as asking
Muḥammad about the purpose of revealing future events, especially apocalyptic calamities (fitan).

Importantly, this exegetical innovation demonstrates how little Ps-Ibn al-ʿArabī actually tries to emulate the real
Ibn al-ʿArabī’s own writings. For this particular discussion of ideal divine models of kingship, in the Bezels of Wisdom
(Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam), the second most important mystical work by the Great Sheikh after the Meccan Revelations (Futūḥāt
al-makkiyyah), the Adamic Caliphate is held to be an idealized state and not an actual practiced state of pious ḫilāfah.
Adam is the “source of the exposition of that mirror [of creation] and the spirit of the ideal form (ṣūrah).” Muḥyī alDīn Ibn al-ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ Al-Ḥikam, ed. Abū al-ʿAlā ʿAfı̄ fı̄ (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabı̄ , 1966), 49. See also a critical
quote on p. 162: “If you say that Adam – peace be upon him – was invested with deputyship (ḫilāfah), we reply that
his investiture is not the same as David’s, for God said unto the angels, ‘I am creating a deputy on Earth.” He did not
say, ‘I am creating Adam a deputy on Earth.’ And even if He did say it, it would not be the same as what he says about
David: ‘We have made you [David] a deputy.” [David’s investiture] is real whereas [Adam’s] is not.’ For an extended
discussion of the cosmological significance of the caliphate in Ibn al-ʿArabī’s thought and its connection with Ottoman
concepts of kingship, see Christopher Markiewicz, “The Crisis of Rule in Late Medieval Islam: A Study of Idrīs
Bidlīsī (861-926/1457-1520) and Kinghsip at the Turn of the Sixteenth Century” (Ph.D. Thesis (unpublished),
Chicago, University of Chicago, 2015), 349–55.
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“The people used to ask the prophet (PBUH) about goodness (ḫayr),” Ḥuḍayfah says, “whereas I
would ask him about evil (šarr).”33 The brief quotation may suggest that the entire passage was
more well known, for Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī immediately inserts a gloss of his own on the tradition
without indicating where the tradition itself ends:
[Muḥammad] was a messenger (bašı̄r) of that (i.e. evil) with regard to knowledge
of the calamitous and evil events that will take place (ḥawādiṯ min al-fitan walšurūr). Ḥuḍayfah was one of the smartest men among the prophet’s companions,
may God be pleased with them all. And his assessment proved to be true, for it is
more beneficial to warn than leave people in ignorance” (al-tanbı̄h awlā min alġaflah) for there is benefit in knowing this. And insofar as what we have mentioned
thus far, we have decided to share with those who have been warned [i.e. the
Muslims] what has been shown to us (mā lāḥ lanā) and we have made [our vision]
known according to the principles of ǧafr, lettrist rules, and cyclical planetary
movements, including the astral conjunctions and [their attending] revelatory signs
(išārāt kašfiyyah).34
One may understand the concept of “revelatory signs” as being a circumlocution for epistolary
prophecy, a point that was suggested first in the analysis of the Prologue. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
continues that there will be sent an “epistle” (risālah) that is appropriate for each dynasty of each
century of the future (li-kull qarn min al-qurūn al-mustaqbilah).35 Ḥuḍayfah’s narrative serves to
legitimize this assertion for, implicitly, the epistles of which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is speaking are
precisely those that deal with “calamities,” i.e. the “evil” that will consume the world in the final
phase of material creation.
In a smooth transition, the reader is herewith ushered from the general into the specific.
Our mysterious mystagogue proclaims that, “from among all the epistles that have been mentioned,

Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Buḫārī, Ṣaḥı̄ḥ al-Buḫārı̄ (Damascus: Dār Ibn Kaṯı̄ r, 2002), Book 60,
#3606, 887; Book 92, #7084, 1753; Muslim b. al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ, Saḥı̄ḥ Muslim, II:Book 33, #1847, 896; Abū Dāwūd, Sunan
Abı̄ Dāwūd, Book 34, #4244, 463. In the traditions here, Ḥuḍayfah’s motivation for asking is one motivated out of
personal concern that evil with strike him while he is unaware (maḫāfata an yudrikanı̄).
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this epistle titled The Tree of Nuʿmān Concerning the Ottoman Dynasty” is especially sent because
the Ottomans are
the dynasty that will emerge in the beginning of the tenth century and will reign
until the eleventh century, its end being the date according to the number alif yā ḳāf
ġayn [= 1111 AH], seeing as its conclusion [or completion, li-kawn tamāmihi] is
eleven years into the century that follows [i.e. after the millennium].36
Later, we will learn that 1111 corresponds to the revelatory reign of the Sun of Religion, who is a
later permutation of the final messianic monarch Alif and who, it is implied here, will succeed the
final Ottoman sultan.37 As this is a post-millennial period, the dates, events, and persons (human
or heaven sent) hereafter mentioned should be read as existing within the vision proper; they are
the product of revelatory projection. The quadruple series of ones drives this point home. It is
symbolic code and should not be read as a real historical date, in contrast to the year bā-kāf-ẓā
(1516~1517).38
Importantly, one must assert that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s transition from a discussion of real
caliphal history to mystical Adamic authority, from hadith to his own text does not come off as
forced or abrupt at all, pace Gril’s “disjointed” thesis. The reintroduction of his own vision into
the context of more canonical sources is demonstrative of a mind concerned with keeping his
audience’s attention and painting his own literary undertaking with well-establish Islamic
theological colors. Though the text may be esoteric by nature, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī appears to vacillate
away from a totally alienating esoteric vision at certain junctures. The motivation for such

Ar. – wa-hāḍahi al-dawlah yakūn ẓuhūrahā fī awā’il al-qarn al-ʿāšir wa-yadūm ḥukmuhā ilā ġāyat al-qarn al-ḥādī
ʿašar wa-ġāyatuhu fī tāriḫ ʿadad alif yā ḳāf ġayn li-kawn tamāhihi bi-iḥdā ʿašar sanah min al-qarn allaḏı̄ yalīhi. ToN,
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historical excursions – even if via lettrist code – serves a paraenetic or propagandistic function.
Ultimately, vaticinium ex eventu is a means for providing ‘proofs’ that the revelation is true.
D. Egypt as the Tree
Hereafter, specific mention is again made of the geographical locality of the apocalypse in
Egypt. On folio 20a one encounters the illustration of the “Tree of Egypt,” a sketch that is
reproduced in all of the primary texts. The conquests of Sı̄n, the “Lord of Certainty” (ṣāḥib alyaqīn), by which one should understand to be in reference not to Süleyman but Selim, are
enumerated: in the year bā-kāf-ẓā (922/1516~1517) he will conquer the land of the Arabs, Aleppo,
Damascus (Ğillaq), Egypt, the periphery of North Africa, the Hijaz, Yemen, the periphery of
Iraq.39 His campaign of endless successes is understood to usher in, “the most righteous dynasty
since the age of the Companions and Followers of the Prophet” (aṣlaḥ al-duwal baʿd al-ṣaḥābah
wa-l-tābiʿīn).40 Lest one confuse the conquests of Selim as synonymous with the “events” of the
End-Times, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī qualifies that the most important eschatological events will
overwhelmingly occur in the second half of the eleventh/seventeenth century. Recall that persons,
places, and events subsequent to the turn of the millennium is the product of a mantic imagination.
By this I mean that I do not take this as evidence of the original composition dating to a decade
further into the eleventh century, but rather as pure prophetic projection. Again, the emphasis at
the end of the prophecy that this is the dominion of the terminal Alif is a crucial metric for
categorizing the post-millennial age as existing in a hypothetical and revelatory temporal realm.
The surrounding context is key here.
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An example of this more sibylline state of pure conjecture, the diagram of the tree discussed
below is conveyed in a series of lettrist codes and futuristic allusions, all of which are dated to the
eleventh century. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī sticks with relatively clear – though not systematic – prophetic
registers for discerning real and vatic history. Thus, the “great events” (ḥawādiṯ kibār) of futuristic
apocalyptic portent begin in the year ġayn (1000/1592). This is a calendric limen for philological
dating of the text. Hence the vague allusions to the event of ṭā in ġayn-yā (1010/1601~2), the event
of ğīm in rā-yā-ġayn (1017/1608), which in turn is followed by a chain of events begat by ṭā-ğīm
and ṭā-mīm. The millennium dawns and all that follows is mere speculation.41
And it is this series of totally inspired codes that makes the determination of the later scribal
interpolation (see Ch. I) in the same section quite obvious. Visionary conjecture contrasts sharply
with more decipherable lettrist allusions. I am here speaking of one correct lettrist dating and one
additional – though ‘wrongly’ dated – event: Murad IV’s reconquest of Baghdad which is
identified according to the historical record as occurring in ḥā-mīm [1048/1638], “the event of the
Kaabah” (ḥādiṯat al-ḥarām) in ṭā-mīm [1049/1640] which is in reference to a revolt of
approximately one thousand Ottoman Yemeni soldiers known collectively as the Aṣbāḥiyyah who
besieged Mecca in 1041/1632 (a.k.a. the “Celali Incident,” waqʿat al-ğalāliyyah). The latter event
in Mecca is further supported via an additional historical reference to its reconquest by a military
expedition from “people of the Quiver” (wa-ẓuhūr afrād al-Kinānah ilayhim) i.e. the Egyptian
army under the leadership of Ḫalı̄ l Pasha (r. 1039-1042/1630-1633).42 One further decipherable
detail is the appearance of a qāf-bā in ğīm from the Quiver (ṯumma ẓuhūr qāf-bā bi-ğīm min alKinānah). Qānṣūh Pasha, or in Arabic bāšā and hence the bā, is the individual of interest. He was
41
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the Ottoman governor of Yemen at the time of the Celali Incident, though I have found no
information that he either fled to Egypt or joined the Egyptian military expedition.43 It would be
wrong, I think, to describe the dating (ṭā-mīm = 1049/1640) of the Ottoman rebel soldiers’ takeover
of Mecca as erroneous; the later scribe who inserted this material may have wanted to give the
illusion of esoteric prophecy. The date ḥā-mīm and the several obvious additional references (i.e.
Baghdad = zawrā’, rebel takeover = “event of the Kaabah,” military advance of soliders from
Egypt to retake Mecca = “appearance of people from the Quiver”) denude the now updated
prophecy of preternatural appeal. The same motivation may be attributed to the placement of
Qānṣūh Pasha with the Egyptians. As John J. Collins has observed concerning apocalyptic
imagery, esoteric or cryptic codes serve to “obscure the historical particularity” of a given
revelation’s mantic declarations. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s composition is no different in this regard.44
Some smoke and mirrors are needed to keep up the pretense of an esoteric eschatological vision.
But that is where the historical interpolation ends. We pick up again with the core composition of
more numinously inspired historical projections.
Another cryptic and clearly distant year is given: the calamities of the eleventh century will
end in alif-yā-fā-ġayn (1091/1680). Whatever these events may be – there is a marked silence that
follows –, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī returns to emphasize the semiotic and allegorical relevance of the tree
for both divinatory and interpretive purposes [see Fig. 3 in Image Index]. “This tree,” he explains,
“functions as a sign of the great events that will occur in ten specific periods, the majority of which
occur under the dynasty mentioned [i.e. the Ottomans].”45 It is important to note that the tree in
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the diagram provided is labeled at the base with “Egypt” (Miṣr). Along each branch, esoteric lettrist
codes are given, but at the left-base branch Aswan is clearly labeled, and at the canopy one reads
the name Alexandria. The prophetic-apocalyptic tree is therefore one and the same with the entire
geography of Egypt. Egypt is the symbolic key of prophecy as much as it is the site of all
eschatological events.
E. On Cryptic Calendars and Calculations
One is struck by the break in traditional lettrist calculation at this juncture. Following the
later scribal interpolation concerning Murad IV’s reconquest of Baghdad (al-zawrā’) in the year
ḥā-mīm (1048/1638) on fol. 20b, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī provides a singular reference to the Coptic
calendar as a tool for calculating the true date of this, and perhaps all of the other lettrist codes of
the final eleventh century:
Know that God has supported you with the Holy Spirit. The smaller eschatological
events are endless due to their great number. Yet they can be deciphered from a
calculator (tustaḫrağ min ǧadwal) we have especially made to be used as the
interpretive basis (ka-l-uss li-l-banā’). Whensoever the student wishes to decipher
them, at that time (waqt al-ṭalab) he must examine the first day according to the
Coptic calendric year. He should then take the number of that day and calculate
according to its numerical value in the Abğad system (al-ǧummal al-kabīr) along
with the number of the letters of the constellation in the sun on that day, as well as
its fourth, seventh, and tenth (?). Then he should calculate that all up and then
increase its magnitude (qadr?). Thereafter, he should add to that the number of the
past two years according to the Hijri calendar. If he computes that number, he will
have constructed the calculator which should equal the letter yā’ (= 10?).46
It is sufficient to remark for now that the prophecy here and in the following folios becomes
increasingly divorced from any real historical reference. Again, as argued above, one becomes
increasingly enmeshed in a tarpit of intricate convolution when Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī moves out of the
ex eventu vatic mode. That is to say, up to this juncture in the prophecy, the audience has been
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caught up in an authorial exposition of prophetic genre (ǧafr), esoteric codes and practice (ʿilm alḥurūf), clear illusions to history (e.g. Ottoman conquest of Egypt, Arabia, Iraq, Süleyman’s
renovation of the Dome of the Rock), and numinous references to key eschatological characters
(i.e. al-mīm al-akbar, mīm al-ṣadr al-qā’im maqām, sīn al-ġāyah wa-ṣāḥib kursı̄ al-nihāyah).47
Henceforth, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī engages in the plenary mode of oracular imagination. The lines are
increasingly blurred.
F. Ottoman Kings of Cosmic Imagination
At this juncture, it is relevant to reintroduce the second epigraph provided at the outset of
this chapter. Specifically, that quotation is as follows: “And we have set aside letters from the
Arabic alphabet that indicate the names of individuals from among the Ottoman kings (mulūk
ʿUṯmāniyyah), from the Conqueror Sı̄n to the Seal Sı̄n (al-fātiḥ and al-ḫātim).”48 Though the
double allusion to a cosmic Sı̄n probably refers to either Selim or Süleyman, one should try to
approach the prophecy as functioning on numerous levels, from the historic to the numinous. The
latter perspective proves to be all the more necessary when one takes into consideration the
eschatological, and therefore supernatural, resonance of the locution “the Seal Sı̄ n (al-ḫātim).” On
one hand, this exalted title echoes the exclusive status of Muḥammad as being the “Seal of
Prophecy” (Ḫātim al-nubuwwah, Ḫātim al-nabiyyīn). Any “seal” in the context of an End-Times
prophecy thus intentionally plays on a thematic model of final things: a final prophet for the
terminal age, a final sultan for the last century, and a final seal for the ultimate cosmic hour. Islamic
history repeats itself, albeit with different characters assigned by God for different eras. Moreover,
one must take into consideration Ibn al-ʿArabī’s mystical teachings on the “Seal of Saints” (Ḫātim
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al-awliyā’). This was, as Elmore has demonstrated, a “bold theory of spiritual rebirth” that verged
on the eschatological for the seventh century in which Ibn al-ʿArabī lived.49 Elmore’s notion of
rebirth is important insofar as it is a facet of restoration, the latter of which thematically belonging
to the program of post-chaotic messianic expectation. As such, the resonance of a terminal mystical
character along with an ultimate sovereign of similar regenerative powers herewith collide in a
single, yet synthetic prophetic utterance. Equally important to note, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī has already
spoken of the “Seal Mı̄m” at the outset of the entire prophecy, a title that is contextually resonant.50
The messianic magnitude of the trope of the “seal” – regardless of the cryptic letter to which it is
appended – constitutes the semantic framework in which all subsequent seals can and should be
understood. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s cosmic imagination elevates the sultans to the level of supreme
apocalyptic and salvific power. They exist on a plane of celestially invested authority that
fluctuates between the imperial, the mystical, and the messianic.
On folio 28b, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces the “individuals of the time” (afrād al-waqt)
who are identified as mı̄m mı̄m ḥā ḥā ʿayn ʿayn alif alif alif yā sīn sīn ḏāl. There is no clear logical
correspondence between these letters and the actual succession of sultans, or whomever the afrād
al-waqt are supposed to be. Similarly, if one takes into consideration a later list of “individuals”
who come to rule from the “depths of the Quiver” (afrād fī baṭn al-Kinānah), the thesis that the
post-millennial period is predicated on pure vatic projection and conjecture seems all the more
cogent. Another such example thereof is found on folio 42a where those individuals are given as:
alif mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m ḥā ḥā ḥā sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n yā waw ʿayn dāl kāf bā šīn ṣād lām waw dāl qāf qāf.
One is herewith dealing with a concatenation of impossible code. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī moves further
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away from the history he knows – the history that has in fact preceded him – towards the hazy
vision of hierophancy in full swing. The anonymity and obscurity is the point past the year 1000.51
To complicate the matter further, and in a return to ex eventu prophecy, another curious
title is simultaneously introduced. Specifically, after Selim’s “awesome reconstruction” (ʿimārah
ʿaẓīmah) of Egypt following the reign of the qāf of Qānṣūḥ al-Ġūrı̄ , a “prince” or “commander”
(amīr) called ʿIzz al-Dawlah is identified. Insofar as known titles go, this does not match any
historical record. Of course, the name is meant to be taken literally. Selim is the “Glory of the
State,” ʿizz al-dawlah. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī underscores that this elite commander is “of Anatolian
origin, Arab by attribution and grace, a lover of scholars and noble men” (Rūmı̄ al-aṣl ʿarabī alnaʿt wa-l-faḍl yuḥibb al-ʿulamā’ wa-l-fuḍalā’).52 There is much reason to suggest that this is one
and the same Selim.
G. Sabbatical Eschatology, Egypt, and Reconstructing the Temple Mount
Thus, Selim (a.k.a. ʿIzz al-Dawlah) oversees an age of ideal grace, charity, peace, and
fraternity. Under his administration, “seven by seven strong long-necked [men] will then take over
the Quiver … for a period of time” (sabʿah fī sabʿah ğīyād saddād tantahı̄ ilayhim riyāsat alKinānah …burhatan min al-zamān.”53 Similarly, an age of “the mandate of the seventy-seven” in
šı̄n, which is again a reference to Syria given the explicit identification of Ġūtah as an apocalyptic
battle site, also figures in the discussion of the Conqueror Sı̄n and the end of time. Later on, Egypt
as the eschatological hotspot par excellence is identified as entering a final age of “security”
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(amānah) of “seven days of the last days of the End” before the final cosmic conflagration.54 And
in the final day of the final week of the End-Times, the Quiver will be once again subjected to
“wonders, oddities, evils, calamities, and terrors” (ʿağā’ib ġarā’ib šurūr fitan wa-ahwāl).55
One should understand these allegorical elements as partaking in a greater tradition,
likewise attested in biblical literature, of “sabbatical eschatology.”56 The number seven and its
multiples are an obvious numerical topos that is also attested in Islamic apocalyptic hadith.57 What
remains certain is that Selim’s conquest is a historical point of fact, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is obsessed
with it, and in his prophecy of Selim’s victory over Syria and Egypt is an act of divine will that
kickstarts the final age. Allusion is also made to Süleyman by way of reference to his renovation
of the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount.58 As a number of other scholars have proven, the
Lawgiver (Ḳānūnı̄) was keen on styling himself as the modern-day Solomon and Mahdi. Hence,
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vol. I (Damascus: Dār Yaʿrūb, 2004), 547. This particular section deals with ǧafr (al-faṣl al-rābiʿ al-ḫamsūn fī ḥidṯān
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the latter-day Ottoman Solomon cultivated his own cult of personality as the monarch of the
millennium, i.e. the Seal.59
H. Egypt as Part of Ottoman Dynastic Destiny
For the remainder of this section, we will focus on the prophecies concerning Egypt and
its connection with the destiny of the Ottoman dynasty. This is relevant for two reasons. First, to
recount the ubiquitous and indecipherable lettrist illusions to futuristic prophecy is a Sisyphean
ordeal. One feels a certain degree of sympathy with Belshazzar and his court. Mene mene tekel
upharsin, indeed.60 Discernment is now necessary; only the key esoteric sections will be
considered. Second, as we have noted, the prophecy hereafter becomes increasingly abstracted into
the inspired world of prophetic millennial time. The earlier prophecies pertaining to the age of
Selim and Süleyman are always more certain; subsequent allusions of sīns and mı̄ms most likely
are in reference to Selim II (r. 973-982/1566-1574) and Murad III (982-1003/1574-1595). That is
the most one can say with some degree of extra-prophetic historical certainty. Otherwise, the only
discernible and stable factor that loans itself to easy analysis is the focus on Egypt and its conquest
by the Ottomans.
On folios 22b-23a Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces another apocalyptic tree. “We do not wish,”
he declares, “to do anything but bring a warning concerning the Quiver and what will go forth
from it in the tenth century. What follows [our warning] concerns the privy status of the tree in
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Egypt (or: with Egypt, bihā) and its end (ġāyatuhā), which is found in the number alif-yā-qāf-ġayn
[1111 = 1699~1700].” In anticipation of the advent of Egypt as the eschatological Quiver in the
age of apocalyptic calamity, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī further specifies what kind of flora will grow in the
Nile’s fertile soil. “Woe unto (Egypt) when this plant (šağarah) appears to grow, and wo unto the
people of that earth, throughout the earth, when the Hanẓal bush (šağarah), with the red color of
the Sandal tree (šağarah), begins to grow in it […] for the Hanẓal bush is a harbinger of evil …”61
Several folios later a different, or perhaps the same perennial plant, is described as “the red/yellow
tree of discord” (šağarat al-iḫtilāf muṣfarrah). Egypt is, therefore, one and the same with the
abstract symbolism of celestial revelation. Conversely put, the titular tree, the cosmic tree, and the
site of the End-Times are inseparable. The roots of these apocalyptic flora are deeply planted in
the Egyptian earth.
With regards to prophetic symbolism, a brief excursus concerning trees is now prudent.
For the Near East, the presence of trees as exhibiting divine or supernatural qualities is well
attested, if somewhat hotly debated.62 “A stylized tree with obvious religious significance,”
remarks Simo Parpola, “already occurs as an art motif in fourth-millennium Mesopotamia, and, by
the second millennium B.C., it is found everywhere within the orbit of the ancient Near Eastern
oikumene, including Egypt, Greece, and the Indus civilization.”63 Consequently, one finds arboreal
imagery pervasive throughout the legends of Near Eastern religious traditions. For example, in the
Zoroastrian apocalyptic text Zand-i Vohuman Yasn (a.k.a. Bahman Yasht), Zarathustra is visited
in a vision by Ahura Mazda who shows the Iranian prophet a tree with four branches – one of gold,
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one of silver, one of steel, and one of mixed iron –, each of which foreshadows a kingdom
according to a chiliastic-eschatological model.64 This is, of course, the source for
Nebuchadnezzar’s oneiric vision of an image made of gold, silver, bronze, iron and mixed iron
and clay.65 Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a world tree is interpreted by Daniel the prophet as
representing a succession of kingdoms; in the tree itself one can ascertain the future course of
political events.66 Thus, the world tree serves as a visionary model of dynastic fate.
Furthermore, one notably comes across the “Tree of Life” in Genesis 2:9. This Ur-object
of monotheistic cosmology is also refashioned in eschatological terms in John of Patmos’
Revelation as the promised fruit of the righteous.67 In Isaiah 65, a “new earth” (v. 17) is proclaimed
wherein infants shall live beyond birth, the old will live full lives, vineyards are planted, fruit is
abundant, “for like the days of a tree shall be the days of my people” (v. 22). In Ezekiel 31, the
biblical prophet of the Exile addresses Egypt, comparing it to the world tree of all empires, like
“Assyria, a cedar on Lebanon,” which even “the cedars in the garden of God could not rival it.”68
Walter Zimmerli, a leading scholar of Ezekiel in the past century, notes that in this context Egypt
qua arboreal empire is the Eliadean imago mundi.69 Evidently, the prophetic mode of identifying
regional empires with trees is one of long-standing monotheistic cosmic imagination. But in the
context of this Israelite prophecy, the tree is not indicative of Egypt’s divine election or greatness.
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Because of its lofty pride, God gives the imperial tree of Egypt to the “prince of the nations” who
cuts its down.70 Remarkably, even the “cosmic tree, Egypt,” goes to Sheol.71
As a positive symbol, the tree serves as the model for the ideal apocalyptic Israelite
community. In the eschatologically loaded 1 Enoch, the pseudonymous prophet describes in
Chapter 25 a fragrant tree that God has promised as reward for the pious and righteous. He
apprehends this celestial object of munificence in the context of an otherworldly journey.72 Jesus’
Parable of the Fig is also an important example, though far more ominous.73 The parable in all
three Gospel accounts is contained in an eschatologically loaded prophecy on the destruction of
the Temple, the signs of the eschaton, persecutions, sacrilege, the advent of the “Son of Man
coming in clouds,”74 and, ultimately, the portentous imagery of the budding fig tree and the
opening of the (celestial) gates:
From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts
forth its leaves, you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things
taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this
generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. Heaven and
earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.75
Revelation picks up on this motif and identifies the fig tree dropping its winter fruit as a sign of
the sixth seal.76 John’s vision of the supernal Temple of God includes two olive trees and two
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lamps that stand before “the Lord of the earth.”77 Trees therefore belong not only to earthly
auguries of the end but are likewise the intimate accoutrement of the purest realm of the heavens.
Elsewhere in his vision, angels show him the “river of the water of life” along which, on both
sides, stands “the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit […] and the leaves of the tree are for the
healing of all nations.”78
As discussed in the previous chapter, the Qurʾān also has its fair shar of revelatory
references to trees. Recall the celestial “Lote-Tree of the Boundary” (Q 53:14 sidrat al-muntahā)
and the ṭūbā tree promised the true believers in Q13:29 (ṭūbā lahum wa-ḥusn al-ma’āb). There is
also the hellish Zaqqūm tree (Q 37:62; 44:43; 56:52) from which the damned souls shall be forced
to feed themselves as spiritual torment. Apocalyptic hadith evince an interest in metonymically
representing regions with trees most commonly associated with those geographies. For example,
Iraq is a palm tree, Syria is an olive tree, Rome is an acacia tree, and Jaffa is a sycamore tree. 79
Egypt is not, however, synecdochally subsumed into an arboreal symbol, and nowhere in the
apocalyptic hadith or tradition literature are the Ḥanẓal bush or Sandal tree considered
quintessential Egyptian flora. The only reference I have been able to find in hadith where a
sprouting tree signifies the advent of apocalyptic fitan is with reference to Syria; yet, what type of
tree is not specified.80 With that said, trees in Islamic apocalyptic tradition overwhelmingly have
no significance beyond literary metonymy. Picking back up with biblical and Qurʾānic cosmology,
the real Ibn al-ʿArabī in his own celestial journey beholds the Universal Tree (šaǧarat al-kawn) of
creation. One may also mention the popular, quasi-visionary appeal of the Kabbalic “tree of life”
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(eṣ ḥayyīm). Importantly, Kabbalah as a Jewish esoteric mystical tradition developed in tandem
with the same esoteric-mysticism of Ibn al-ʿArabī. Therefore, one must presume that the symbol
of the tree and its preternatural signification was a known revelatory and supernatural symbol
among Muslim mystics.81
Most relevant for an Ottoman apocalypse, one should also mention the oneiric vision of
Ertuğrul (e.g. Anon. Chronicles, Oruç Beğ) and Osman (i.e. ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde), the founding fatherand-son duo of the dynasty.82 In both dream scenarios, a tree is depicted emerging from their
navels. This, in turn, is interpreted by the Ahi Sheikh and dervish Ede-bālı̄ as proof that the
Ottomans are elected rulers via divine fiat; the narrative also serves as a foil for insinuating their
‘physical and spiritual descent’ from their Turkic tribal forefather Oğuz Khān into an investiture
story.83 The comparative parallels with Daniel 4 are remarkable. A dynasty’s leader receives an
awesome and upsetting vision of a tree in his dream, whereupon a holy man – Daniel for the Bible,
the dervish Ede-bālı̄ for the Ottoman legend – interprets the symbol as pertaining to the world and,
by extension, the empire that will conquer it, albeit with God’s will. As an example of iconographic
language, the symbolism of the tree taps into a longer tradition of emblematic kingship. Earthly
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sovereignty is celestial blessed through the broader abstract significance of the tree in an oneiric
state.
One even observes the application of arboreal symbolism vis-à-vis the Ottoman dynasty in
a letter from Selim I to the last Mamluk sultan of Egypt Tumānbay. Therein, the Ottoman sovereign
encourages his adversary to give up and submit to the “blessed and lofty Doha tree of the Ottoman
dynasty (naḥnu min al-dūḥah al-mubārakah al-ʿUṯmāniyyah),” which has forged the weapons of
war and jihad from the “Tree of Goodness (šağarat al-ṭībah), the base of which is secure and the
branches of which extend to the sky.”84 The world tree stands for a link between mundane
sovereignty and divine decree. All must ultimately succumb to the machine of Ottoman conquest,
for to do so is to submit simultaneously unto God, the source of Goodness. Insofar as the OttomanIslamic tradition is concerned, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was well aware of the mythical, religious, and
narrative-political appeal of arboreal symbolism.
With this widespread and well-attested tradition of visionary trees, one must now
reconsider Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s introduction of several ominous šağarahs. Notwithstanding the
botanical distinction in English, the Arabic text defines each of these singularly as šağarah. Thus,
we are speaking of trees and tree-tangent objects. As harbingers of apocalyptic chaos, the Ḥanẓal
bush (šağarah), which is notorious in Islamic popular culture for its bitter melon-size fruit, the
Sandal tree (šağarah), and the “red/yellow tree of discord” (šağarah al-iḫtilāf muṣfarrah) are an
iconographic triad that signify destruction and, thereby, indicate the advent of the End-Times
monarchs. Kingship is intrinsically part of this semiotic system. Broadly understood as a creative
image cultivated in both the Islamic as well as the non-denominationally defined popular soil of
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nature-based spirituality, the šağarah functions on multiple levels that simultaneously suggest
eschatological sovereignty. Whether a blessed or accursed tree, they all serve to demarcate and
signal the fulfillment of God’s final plane for His creation. The proliferation of trees in Egypt
under Ottoman dominion underscores the role the sultans have to play in securing salvation.
Likewise, for our scribe the tree functions as a polyvalent tool that achieves – in the
framework of prophecy – a numinous and arcane quality. Like the fruit of the fig in Jesus’ parable,
the Ḥanẓal bears fruit, but it is bitter and therefore fitting for an apocalyptic scenario of destruction.
The Sandal tree, in turn, bleeds a red sap and its bark is used for incense. Therefore, it is both
evocative of the blood that will be spilled during the various calamities and battles, as well as of
the sweet perfume that is promised the pious in heaven after the dust of divine Judgment has
settled. Especially for the Ottoman context, an educated audience broadly understood would have
likely recalled the Qurʾānic references to celestial and infernal trees. For those more aware of the
historical legends that circulated in Ottoman language texts (e.g. İskendernāme of Tāceddīn
Aḥmedi, the two Tevārīkh-i Āl-i ʿOs̱ mān of ʿĀşıḳpaşazāde and Oruç Beğ, the Kitāb-ı Cihānnümā
of Meḥmet Neşri), the dream-sequence in which the tree emerges from Ertuğrul/Osman’s navel
would have also loomed in the background of possible literary reference.85
In connection with Egypt, our mystical hierophant creates something totally new. The
exaltation of empire through apocalypse is key here. Egypt is, as has been emphasized, the most
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prized jewel in Selim’s crown of conquests. As a province of the empire, Egypt qua the Quiver is
not a territory but a magical topography, the careful study of which will indefatigably prove that
the Ottomans were destined to conquer it and, most critically, that their victory is a function of
divine will. Having expelled the Mamluks, Egypt as a newly acquired Ottoman province
henceforth moves into its rightful place under the conjunction of Saturn and Mars in the
constellation Libra. Egypt’s true sovereign is the Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction, an
Ottoman sultan, who now most truly sits, as Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī indicates earlier, ensconced on the
“site of the throne of kings.”86
As indicated before, this astrological event simultaneously engenders the rise of “the
Greatest Mı̄ m” as well as his forerunner, “the Deputy Mı̄ m who is the Sı̄n of the threshold, Lord
of the Throne of the End.”87 These early pronouncements are made clearer at this juncture.
Specifically, the qirān demarcates an age of endless justice (ḫurūğ ʿadl lā ḫurūğ zawāl), wherein
– as predicted before – the Just Mīm (Mı̄m ʿādil), the Mahdi, emerges. But he is no mere warrior
against evil. Here, his specific regnal occupation as the Reviver of the Purified Muḥammadan (sic!)
Religious Law (muḥyyi al-šarīʿah al-muṭahharah al-Muḥammadiyyah) is underscored.88 The
Mahdi’s presence cleanses the Quiver “with the Light of Justice” (nūr ʿadlihi).89
Sabbatical eschatology eventually takes over here. Egypt as the eschatological center of
the universe is blessed with a reprieve from the blights and horrific calamities, not to mention
plagues, that have been visited upon it.90 A final age of “security” (amānah) of “seven days of the
last days of the End,” in other words a holy week according to a cosmic-allegorical model, will
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envelope the now sacrosanct topography of the Nile.91 Only in the final day of the final week will
creation again be visited by “wonders, oddities, evils, calamities, and terrors,” all of which come
to signify the final “Great Battle” (al-malḥamah al-kubrā) and Judgment.92 “And in that year their
activity will be a sign,” wrote Mevlānā ʿĪsā in his Compendium of Hidden Things, ‘the Resurrection
is near’ they say.”93 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī could not agree more. Let us now turn to the final section
where the events leading up to the Resurrection are made all that much more explicit, albeit in a
mode that truly catapults the reader far beyond the epistemological chasm of the mundane human
history.
II.

Syrian Vision – Continuing Ad Hoc Prediction into the Eleventh/Seventeenth
Century: Increased Abstraction of Historical Events Concerning Syria (fols. 33b –
50a)
The final and concluding section of ToN is marked by an unraveling of ever-increasing

futuristic projections. For this reason, one may distinguish an incremental transition. The earliest
sections of ToN contained within what I term the “Egyptian Vision” overwhelmingly constitute an
historical apocalypse; the reader is more properly in the early and mid-tenth/sixteenth century.
References to the conquests of Selim and Süleyman’s renovation of the Dome of the Rock are the
revelatory hints that prove this fact.94 Subsequently, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī moves ever further towards
and past the millennial dividing line. Notwithstanding the two late eleventh/seventeenth century
scribal additions (i.e. sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m ʿayn mı̄m mı̄m alif mı̄m alif sı̄n on fol. 22b, the
chronogram of ḥā-mīm (8+40) in the year ġayn (1000) and the reconquest of Baghdad (al-zawrā’)
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and the Celali Incident on fol. 20b), the new chiliastic age is mixed with allusions back to earlier
prophetic characters and ex eventu events: Selim and Süleyman still loom large, the Ottoman
conquest of Egypt is a constant factor. But we are also launched into an age of ever more sı̄ns and
mı̄ms, in addition to other lettrist codes, and the post-millennial calendar becomes wholly symbolic
(e.g. the year 1111).
Now, in what I term the “Syrian Vision,” Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī fully indulges in abstract
predictions beyond the ken the anonymous composer’s ken. In a word, consummate mantic
conjecture. That is, hereafter Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī submits himself almost entirely to the guidance of
astrological phenomena and lettrism. With regards to the site of apocalyptic calamites, there is a
marked detour away from Egypt-focused visions, in particular towards Syria. Hence, my choice
of “Syrian Vision” as an organizational shorthand. This is the result of our anonymous oracle
sticking to his own temporal program. We now are in the final day of the apocalyptic week during
which the Land of the Quiver will finally be spared the aforementioned calamities and battles.95
A. Syria and the Yellow ʿAyn
With the exception of brief mention of Alexandria and Aswan in what is evidently a
recapitulation of historical events (see below), the focus of the cosmic ritual of purification in the
final days mostly avoids Egypt and instead focuses on Syria, which is herewith generally identified
with the letter šīn.96 The signified geography is clear. Greater Syria, otherwise known as al-Šām,
begins with that very same letter. Syria, the geographical landscape in which one finds the major
cities of Jerusalem and Damascus, is also the more common site of apocalyptic battles in Islamic
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tradition.97 But one need not know this to get the gist. “The Great Battle in the final day of the
cosmic week” mostly happens in and around G̣ūṭah (hereafter, Ghouta), which broadly refers to
the countryside east and south of Damascus.98 A new eschatological character ʿAyn also begins a
short-lived reign in this age.
In particular, the “Green Mountain” (al-ǧabal al-aḫḍar) is identified as a critical site in
Ghouta and the “Yellow ʿAyn” will approach from this lofty emerald outpost just when ships –
presumably, Christian ships – approach the port of Alexandria.99 The color yellow (aṣfar) in
connection with the letter ʿayn/the character ʿAyn is conspicuous but also complicated. At first,
one may reasonably jump to conclude that the figure to whom Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is alluding is Jesus,
for in Arabic his name (ʿĪsā) begins with that very letter, ʿayn. This is not a bad guess to start with.
First, Jesus’ function on the battlefield of the End-Times is, as David Cook notes, “somewhat
limited.”100 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī reflects an awareness of Jesus’ short-lived Parousia by remarking
that, “the cycle of the ʿAyn will last but a short while [like] the setting sun on the last day of the
final week.”101
Second, as for the affiliation of the color yellow with Jesus, this, too, is established in the
tradition literature. In the hadith collection of Abū Dāwūd, Jesus is described as “of middle stature,
[his complexion] of between red and white, wearing (lit. “between,” bayn) two reddish-yellow
garments (mumaṣṣaratayn), his head as though dripping [with the oil of anointment], even though
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he is not wet.”102 In al-Muqātil b. Sulaymān’s exegesis of verses 157-171 in the Qurʾānic chapter
“The Women” (Q 4 al-Nisā’), Jesus is likewise identified as shrouded in “two reddish-yellow
garments” (mumaṣṣaratān): “Jesus will descend upon a mountain pass (ṯanayyah) called Afīq [or:
Ufayq]. His head will be anointed in oil (dahīn al-ra’s), he will be wearing two reddish-yellow
garments, he will bring with him a sword with which to slay the Dağğāl.”103 Similarly, in the Pearl
Necklace Concerning Reports of the Awaited One, Who is the Mahdi (Kitāb ʿiqd al-durar fī aḫbār
al-muntaẓir wa-huwa al-Mahdi) by al-Sulamī, a report is conveyed concerning Jesus’ final
appearance: “Then [Jesus] will descend upon the white minaret in the east corner of the Great
Mosque of Damascus, wearing (bayn) two saffron-dyed yellow garments (mahrudatayn), his
hands placed on the wings of two angels. If he should bow his head (ṭa’ṭa’), [the oil of anointment]
would drip droplets; and should he raise his head, streams of pearlescent silver beads (ğumān allu’lu’) would fall.”104 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is not, however, entirely clear as to what the function of
the ʿAyn is here. In light of the concatenation of the ʿAyn and “large Mı̄ m” (see below), allusions
to Jesus seem strong, but it turns out that Jesus may be far from the apocalyptic character herewith
intended.
Specifically, the color yellow is not exclusive to Jesus. In a section titled “On the Berber’s
Iniquity and Their Assault on Greater Syria and Egypt” (Mā yakūn min fasād al-Barbar waqatālihim fī arḍ al-Šām wa-Miṣr) in Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād’s Book of Calamities, the yellow banners
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of the North African armies will reach Egypt and Syria and eventually engage in combat with the
black banners of the Mahdi.105 Likewise, in the Book of Calamities warning is made of one ʿAbd
Allāh ʿAbd Allāh or ʿAbd Allāh ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Commander of the Faithful (amīr al-mu’minīn).
Contrary to his title as the Commander, he is “the most wicked of any man who has reigned” (šarr
man malak).106 Note that the name ʿAbd Allāh, like Jesus’ name, begins with an ʿayn. On folio
44b, the evil nature of this eschatological letter is brought into the full light of prophecy. “In the
year ṭā of ʿayn after ġayn [9 + 70 + 1000 = 1079/1668],” remarks Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, “the ʿAyn of
the ʿayns of North Africa will approach the Quiver; briefly his intention will be hidden, but then
the wickedness of his ways will be made manifest in the city of Manaf.”107 Yellow most definitely
designates the banners of the Berber armies. Thus, the ʿAyn of mention here is not Jesus, but rather
ʿAbd Allāh who will move eastward through Egypt, whereafter he will ultimately engage with the
Mahdi on the battlefield of Syria. Our Ottoman apostle is mixing well-known apocalyptic
predictions into his vision.
B. Berber Armies and False Prophets
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī then introduces a new character called “al-Ǧanān, great in might, Arab of
origin” (al-Ǧanān matīn al-arkān ʿarabī al-aṣl), whose army of fearsome desert Arab allies will
descend “upon the west of the Quiver in seven stages.” This is not attested in Nuʿaym’s collection
of apocalyptic material exactly, but the identification of Arab armies, especially Yemenis and
Bedouins, as constituting nefarious forces at the cusp of the End-Times is popular throughout the
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“Signs of the Hour” and “End-Times Calamities and Battles” collections.108 In quick succession,
a “large Mīm” (Mīm ḍaḫm) will appear and cast down upon them a massive stone taken from the
Green Mountain.109 The oversized Mīm here is most likely a riff on another character in Nuʿaym
b. Ḥammād’s collection who descends from a mountain to decimate the Berber armies. In that
instance, “a descendant of Saḫr,” by which is meant a scion of the Umayyad dynastic patriarch
Abū Sufyān, will emerge. This warrior consequently acquires the epithet “the Saḫrı̄ ” and engages
will descend upon Damascus.110
Two things must be explained in order that this connection with the Umayyad dynasty
makes more sense. First, the personal name Saḫr literally means “stone,” thus the sobriquet alSaḫrı̄ has the double meaning of “a descendant of Saḫr” and “the man of stone.” Second, the Saḫrı̄
engages the North African marauders from atop a Syrian mountain paradoxically called “the
Mountain of Pebbles” (ǧabal al-ḥiṣā, meaning “pebbles” or “small rocks”). It is difficult to
ascertain whether Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is confused about the particular tradition or if he is
intentionally conflating persons and places, as well as playing on the meaning of these various
words. It is the opinion of the present author that the latter seems more likely. All the elements of
the narrative in Nuʿaym’s book are herewith synthetically interwoven into an amalgamation of
invading Berber armies, colors – yellow identifiable both with the messiah’s sacred frock and the
North Africans’ military banners, green being a celestial color in Islam –, Syrian locales (Ghouta),

On this point, see Wilferd Madelung, “Apocalyptic Prophecies in Hims in the Umayyad Age,” Journal of Semitic
Studies 31, no. 2 (1986): 141–85. According to David Cook, the Shiite traditions views the Arabs as in league with
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topography (mountains), names and their secondary implications.111 In this particular instance, Ps.Ibn al-ʿArabī demonstrates just how playful he can be and how familiar he is with canonical
apocalyptic tradition.
Let us now briefly examine the Green Mountain. Concerning its function at this particular
juncture, two general observations can be made. First, one may presume that the mountain is an
actual geographic space around Damascus. There is no historical evidence for this, however, and
such a simple conclusion borders on the lazy. Many a hill and mountain around Damascus is green,
at least in the winter and spring. Second, and more probably, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī may be mixing the
known verdant environs of Damascus-Ghouta with the mystical-mythical Mount Qāf. As Daniel
Prior has noted, Mount Qāf has “mythologic, cosmologic, iconographic, and literary” appeal in the
Islamic imagination.112 Known for being located generally in the east – the direction from which
the apocalyptic Black Flags of Khurasan, as well as Gog and Magog emerge –, Mount Qāf is also
traditionally known as being made of emerald (zumurrud), and therefore green.113 As an
inaccessible mountain at the end of the world, as well as the “the mother-mountain of all the
mountains of the world,” Qāf metonymically functions as a limen, a material-spatial eschaton of
the sublunar sphere.114 It both borders the edges of the Earth and scrapes the sky. Its extremities
betoken the supernatural and the extreme.115 Thus, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces this locality to
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underscore the unraveling of the world in the final day of his sabbatical program of eschatology.
The edges of creation collapse, and the center of the world becomes cosmically united with the
Ottomans’ imperial borders.
This final visionary section concludes with the prediction of the ascent of a red star in the
constellation Aquarius (al-dalw).116 Predictably, as an astrological phenomenon this astral
apparition foretells a significant historical advent. Now, a (new?) character from the lowlands of
North Africa (qā’im min al-maġrib al-adnā) appears.117 He is, as is characteristic of apocalyptic
characters of western origin, a nefarious individual. In fact, he is likened to a false prophet who
bears a “concealed book” (wa-kitāb mastūr yaḥmiluhu). As if his meretricious imitation of
Muḥammad were not enough, his designs are doubly devious because he “covets the kingdom of
his brother” and ultimately seeks to take Egypt.118 Again, these adhere to a well-established
apocalyptic program that can be traced in Nuʿaym’s Book of Calamities.119
Proof that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is drawing from these traditions is observed in the Satanic
attribution of the false prophet-warrior’s Berber origins (maġribuhu šayṭānuhu).120 Enter the
Yellow ʿAyn yet again. As mentioned above, in the Book of Calamities warning is made of one
ʿAbd Allāh ʿAbd Allāh or ʿAbd Allāh ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Commander of the Faithful (amīr almu’minīn) who, despite his good Muslim name, is quite literally “the most wicked of any man who
has reigned” (šarr man malak).121 Interestingly, here Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī goes into some greater
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detail about his advent. Specifically, the Yellow ʿAyn is summoned by the spoken word, or rather
by an incantation. Like a virgin lighting the black flame candle, the act of reading from this
heretical book in the pulpit in Egypt (manbar fī Miṣr) suffices to conjure up the ʿAyn’s forces and
bring them from the extremities of the Islamic world.122 Spells can bind, and they can conjure. In
this case, the spoken word in a sacred space at the epicenter of cosmic unfolding catalyzes the
onslaught of evil.
As for Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s locution maġribuhu šayṭānuhu, this seems to be a conflation of
two separate characters. In one report, ʿAbd al-Raḥman appoints at the head of his army a man,
“whose name is the name of Satan; woe unto whomsoever fights under his banner for their road
leads directly to Hellfire.”123 Herein, one may observe the source for Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s notion of
his “North African-ness being his Satanic-ness.” The two separate characters – ʿAbd al-Raḥman
and his Satanic commander – are conflated in ToN into one singular figure: the Yellow ʿAyn who
will emerge “in the year “tā of ʿayn after ġayn [9 + 70 + 1000 = 1079/1668].”124 Though he does
temporarily capture the city of Manaf, Egypt is still spared the worst of apocalyptic battles as
promised.125
C. Syria and a Final Constellation
Enter Syria, the final site of Armageddon: “The Sı̄ n will crush him underfoot with the aid
of the Faithful Guardian (al-amīn),” the anonymous prophet tells us, “and as he approaches the
Quiver, the residents themselves will expel him […].”126 This all will occur in the year ʿayn al-
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ġayn [70 + 1000 = 1070/1659], at which point Jupiter and Mars will align at a propitious hour
(sāʿah saʿı̄dah). Recall that we are in the final day of the final eschatological week. It is therefore
perfectly understandable that the prophecy can only be conveyed in terms of satanic characters
and astrological conjunctions. This is most definitely not a later scribal interpolation. Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī’s vision is no longer a historical apocalypse that relies on ex eventu predictions with heavyhanded allusions to real dynastic characters. This is pure inspired revelation. Sabbatical
eschatology has taken over and the devils and angels of authorial imagination are at center stage.
There is a major caveat, however. The final, datable historical reference is also included in
this section. On folio 41a Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī specifically identifies Šaraf Ḫān Bidlisī as a critical
player in the End-Times cycle of events. Specifically, Šaraf Ḫān is identified as “a partisan of the
ruler of the Persians” (šīʿı̄yatuhu ilā šāh al-ʿaǧam).”127 This is our smoking gun for proposing a
terminus ante quem for the composition of the text to sometime prior to 986/1578, albeit with the
proviso that the composition could have taken place following Šaraf Ḫān’s alliance with the
Ottomans; Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī may have remained suspicious of his true loyalties. At any rate, Šaraf
Ḫān was raised in the Safavid court of Šāh Ṭahmasp and later served directly under the short reign
of Šāh Ismāʿīl II; again, it is uncertain to which Safavid ruler Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is herewith
referring, though I suspect it is more probable that Ṭahmasp is the šāh in question. At any rate, the
Kurdish chieftain is singled out as a player in the final scenes of the End-Times due to his place in
the service of the Safavid court. Or, rather, one should say that the Kurds under Šaraf Ḫān are
identified as a people whose aim is to spoil the earth, much like Gog and Magog.128 Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī notes, in the vein of a military historian, of their siege of Van and Diyarbakir, as well as
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their assault on the city of Mardin. If it were not for the governor of Aleppo and Damascus (ṣāḥib
al-Šahbā’ wa-Ğillaq), the Kurdish chieftain in the pay of the Safavids would have captured the
area. Interestingly, this Ottoman victory results in the return of honor to Egypt. The Land of the
Quiver is again spared any destruction in the final day of the cosmic calendar.
The situation is still apocalyptically precarious. “An obvious red color will appear in the
sky,” Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī notes.129 This astrological event is, of course, inauspicious. Further celestial
bodies will appear that mark the age as one of disruption. “A sign of the Great Battle,” Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī prognosticates, “is when the star of the blue [planet?] (naǧm al-šaqrā’) is in the ascendant.
O wo, for this sign portends a dangerous battle and great clash.” Here, the “Šāh of the Persians”
(Šāh al-ʿağam) is called out as an enemy whose armies will be defeated. The border skirmishes
between the Ottomans and the Safavids are now an explicit point of apocalyptic fact. Again, this
longer territorial struggle tips interpretation in favor of the longer reigning Ṭahmasp as the more
treacherous and dangerous Safavid monarch and who may, therefore, have weighed historically
more on Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s mind. What hereafter happens is a matter of historical fiction. Ps.-Ibn
al-ʿArabī remarks that Šaraf Ḫān’s Kurdish armies will be totally decimated by an army of
Egyptians. As a result, Šaraf Ḫān flees back to his Safavid sovereign only to be killed, presumably
for his failure in battle. As we know, this is not what happened. Šaraf Ḫān ultimately sides with
the Ottomans and becomes the governor of the ancestral region he so greatly coveted. Given that
these two folios (40b-41a) are concerned with depicting the events of the ultimate “Great Battle”
of the end of cosmic time, one may surmise that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is either writing prior to Šaraf
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Ḫān’s alliance with the Ottomans or himself has some grudge against the Kurdish emir and has
willfully positioned him in his apocalypse as a futuristic enemy of the final age.
D. The Advent of the Alif
Now, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī cites a string of letters referring to “individuals” (afrād) who will
emerge from the depths of Egypt: alif mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m mı̄m ḥā ḥā ḥā sı̄n sı̄n sı̄n yā waw ʿayn dāl kāf
bā šīn ṣād lām waw dāl qāf qāf. Together, they are “gathered by the Creator” and protected from
the calamities of the eschaton. What is intriguing, at least to our prophet’s mind, is the character
of the Alif. On folio 42b, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī identifies him as an Anatolian (Rūmı̄ al-aṣl) and,
therefore, an Ottoman sultan. Again, we are meant to understand that this incomprehensible list of
letters pertains to some imaginary lineage of Ottoman monarchs. One should not try to identify the
Alif under question as Ahmed I who ascended to the throne in the early eleventh/seventeenth
century. One should not force apocalyptic esotericism to tell us something specific. The genre does
not always allow for it. Moreover, the date of production anticipates Ahmed’s coronation by
several decades, a fact that further obviates the possibility of reference to the later sovereign.
Nevertheless, much like the Sīn of Selim above, the Alif is also responsible for reconstructing the
land. He is, in other words, modeled on Selim who rebuilt Egypt following the Mamluks’ defeat.
On both sides of the epistemological chasm of time – lived present and prophetic future –,
there is an approximate structural parallelism. History does not repeat itself per se, but events and
persons of profound mnemonic value, both good and bad, find themselves recycled. A hierophant
works within a specific context of communal memory, cultural symbolism, and religious life.
Straying too far from the beaten path would, ultimately, render the text incomprehensible and
impractical. For Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī, his esoteric inclinations are still publicly oriented, and his
message is one of political propaganda. Be it the Anatolian Sı̄ n or the Anatolian Alif, be it Šaraf
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Ḫān of historical memory or Šaraf Ḫān of eschatological projection, be it the factual conquest of
Egypt in 1517 or projected political turmoil in Syria, the details of prophecy all serve one goal: the
exultation and apotheosis of the Ottoman dynasty. Whatever gets lost in the details is the purview
of better trained occult masters. For a general audience, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī makes sure that this point
is made perfectly clear. Egypt, the Ottoman sultans, and the cosmic tree work together in preparing
the world for the final day of the final week of mundane existence. The Resurrection is at hand.
E. The Age of the Alif and Terminal Events
Recall from above that the Green Mountain is identified as the site from which the “Great
Mı̄ m” descends to crush the Arab armies of al-Ğanān. On folio 43a the same mythical elevation is
reintroduced, albeit in connection with the Dağğāl. What was once ostensibly a sacred site of the
Mahdi’s occultation is now the hideout of the Islamic equivalent of the Antichrist. Within the
matrix of apocalyptic topoi, extreme sites of refuge and occultation (i.e. suspended animation)
belong to the narrative catalogue of eschatological tropes and themes. The east, specifically
Khorasan, is where the Mahdi’s army will emerge with their black flags.130 But the east is also the
geographic location of Alexander’s Wall which surrounds Gog and Magog, the unclean nations
that will burst out from behind their legendary prison to “spread corruption on earth” (mufsidūn fīl-arḍ).131 Though the identification of the Mahdi’s site of descent with that of the Antichrist’s may
strike one as borderline incoherent or even heretical, one may see this as a reasonable
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narratological choice. The Green Mountain – whether it actually be Mount Qāf or some new
creation proceeding from the heat-oppressed mind of a would-be mantic mystic – is a metonymic
symbol for the extreme outreaches of material reality. Thus, it is a liminal space in which – and
from which – the agents of the End-Times can simultaneously emerge.
In the final folios (46a-50a), a rush of new prophetic statements is introduced. The most
important elements, however, replicate in altered fashion the beginning of ToN. Specifically, at the
outset of the entire prophecy Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces, and overwhelmingly abides by,
astrological phenomena. The most important celestial activity that he identifies as controlling and
determining mundane political history is the conjunction (qirān) of Saturn and Mars in the
constellation Libra. As indicated above, the final section of the prophecy which focuses primarily
on Syria changes the astrological paradigm. Henceforth, the events of the final week of cosmic
history are governed by a red star rising in the constellation Aquarius.132 Recall also that the shift
in the night sky coincides with the emergence of the Alif – as opposed to the earlier emphasis on
various Sīns and Mı̄ms – from among the sultans of the Ottoman dynasty.133
Now, as Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī wraps up his predictions, the Alif emerges again, albeit under a
new star: “the star of the poets of Yemen in the constellation of Taurus.”134 Our anonymous seer
avers that this new astrological map of salvation history will engender tremulations (rağafāt
rağafāt) in the Land of the Quiver and that, “the ğı̄m and the ğīm will quarrel among each other
which will, in turn, cause a serious disaster (ḫatb ğası̄m); seven individuals from among [Egypt’s]
inhabitants will have cause to worry.”135 Two of these seven men are called upon to prepare for
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the advent of the Qā’im, the Ascendant One, the Mahdi. Peace for two years will ensue until the
year waw-fā [6 + 80] of the century ġayn [1000], i.e. 1086/1675~76.
The Age of the Alif is one of “justice among men […] and his path is praised, the days of
his reign felicitous, and life bountiful.”136 His reign will last until the year ṣād, “which is the year
ninety” (1090/1679).137 This is a unique moment of authorial clarification. Why does Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī need to tell us the equivalent of ṣād? Its calculation is well established and not hidden, at
least if one presumes, despite his earlier allusion to Coptic intercalations, that most of his lettrist
prophecy follows the Eastern Abğad system. Whatever his reasons may be, not only is the
conclusion of the final age of justice stipulated by the letter ṣād, but so too is the sky controlled by
the same symbol. All creation is now unified in the esoteric code of lettrism. Total cosmic harmony
is achieved in heaven as on earth. Ǧafr, the principal prophetic genre of lettrist visions, thus proves
itself to be the singular science for deciphering the code of time, space, and events.
Hereafter Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī declares that the Age of the Alif will ultimately lead to the
advent of the “Sun of Religion” (Šams al-Dīn) who is the “Lord of the Obvious Religion” (ṣāhib
al-dīn al-mubı̄n). Through him, with him, and in him the unity of God’s Law (nāmūs), which is
the Ḥanafı̄ maḏhab, will be made the one true law to rule the empire and all of creation in
preparation for Judgment.138 Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is obviously concerned with connecting both ends
of his book. A recapitulation and explanation of the relevant elements of his prophecy take place
over these final folios.

136

ToN, fol. 49a.
ToN, fol. 49a.
138
ToN, fol. 49b.
137

288

The identity of the “Sun of Religion” is not, however, a different character. Rather it is a
different character but of a different make. Implicitly, the reader is made to understand that the
Alif undergoes a magical metamorphosis. It is as though he is tested through his original reign
under the constellation ṣād in the year ṣād. Having governed according to God’s uniquely true law
and ensured the happiness and well-being of his empire, the Alif transforms into an even more
illustrious Muslim sovereign. One must understand all these illusions to eschatological kings as
simultaneously referring to some unknown Ottoman sultan and the Mahdi himself, both of whom
are continuously conflated in the mind of our pseudonymous mystagogue. After all, this is not just
a prophecy, but an apotheosis of empire.
As his final act, the Sun of Religion, formerly known as Alif, will set off to Ghouta, which
is the “seat of religious purity (ḥalāl) and blessings (akrām).” His reign will continue until the year
alif-yā-qāf-ġayn [1 + 10 + 100 + 1000 = 1111/1699~1700], the quadruple year of unitary symbolic
power:
And his [Alif, i.e. the sultan-cum-Mahdi’s] mandate (amruhu) will end in the year
alif-yā-qāf-ġayn, in the days of his caliphate after which he/it will follow (allaḏı̄
baʿdahu yattabiʿ or yuttabaʿ); and at this juncture the grip of the highest clouds [i.e.
God] will be imposed (yuftaraḍ qabḍ ʿanān al-banān). This will be more eloquent
than the present declaration, until we are allowed to mention the events that take
place after yā-qāf-ġayn, which is Judgment (al-ḥisāb).
The series of ones is, as suggested above, clearly figurative. Placing the termination of all history
at the doorstep of Judgment in 1111 serves no other function than projecting prophecy far enough
out into the future so as to make it lastingly relevant. It serves to promote the Ottoman sultans as
God’s elected gatekeepers of the eschaton and guarantors of salvation for well over a century after
its original composition. Moreover, any subsequent reader living after the actual date of 1111 AH
would consequently come to understand the lettrist date here to be representative of a higher,
esoteric truth and not correspond to some mundane calendrical year. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī has thus
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ensured that the celestially and cosmic exaltation of the Ottoman empire will be one of infinite
iterations. Bringing us continually beyond the epistemological chasm of the future, ToN is an
apocalypse like any other apocalypse. When prophecy fails, it can always be read anew.
III.

Conclusion
Over the course of the present chapter, an effort has been made at further explaining and

demonstrating the thesis that ToN principally functions to exalt and sublimate the status of the
Ottoman dynasty to that of a universal empire at the cusp of the Final Hour of Qurʾānic prophecy.
Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī accomplishes this task primarily by restaging and reconceptualizing traditional
Islamic eschatology. First and foremost, Egypt is again affirmed as the new epicenter of
apocalyptic calamities and battles. In this regard, Egypt as a sacred geography undergoes a
necessary process of defilement. A world subsumed in chaos, destruction, and impurity is an
inextricable preliminary phase in order that the messianic age of renovation, retribution, and the
final Judgment and Resurrection can take place. The Ottoman sultans, and in particular Selim and
Süleyman designated interchangeably by the letter sı̄n, through their divinely sanctioned conquests
incorporate Egypt into the territorial embrace of God’s word-conquering dynasty. By doing so,
heavenly fate is fulfilled, a point of fact that is underscored by the alignment of Saturn and Mars
in the constellation Libra. Maximum sacrality is achieved in heaven as on earth. Consequently, an
era of calamities can and does commence.
Second, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī does not stage Egypt as the site of Judgment. After the “Land of
the Quiver” is subjected to this apocalyptic trial by fire, Egypt emerges as purified and rejuvenated.
It acquires a new holy status and is therefore spared any further calamities in the final cosmic week
of eschatological prophecy. In the ultimate days of the sabbatical week, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī identifies
Syria as the actual locus of Judgment. This is extremely important. Primarily, it underscores Ps.290

Ibn al-ʿArabī’s creative dexterity; he is able to imagine a completely innovative apocalyptic
scenario – the Egyptian vision – that is nowhere attested in the Islamic canon and yet,
simultaneously, he is just as capable in weaving well-established Islamic apocalyptic tradition into
the same narrative fabric. And again, within the context of identifying another, final site of EndTimes events, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s innovative impulse takes over. A Green Mountain, Yellow ʿAyn,
Berber Armies, the Daǧǧāl and the Qā’im, and a mysterious supreme sovereign Alif governed by
a red star rising in the constellation Aquarius all converge onto the plains around Damascus in an
eclectic melee of universal import. All of these events are singularly facilitated and guaranteed by
the preceding conquests of the various sı̄ns and mı̄ms of Ottoman universal sovereignty. Again, as
Mevlānā ʿĪsā observed, “And in that year their activity will be a sign, ‘the Resurrection is near’
they say.” The consummation of God’s celestial blueprint for the salvation of humanity is
impossible outside the aegis of the House of Ottoman. The sultans were for Ibn al-ʿArabī, Mevlānā
ʿĪsā, and many others the most powerful “redemptive political force” in the world.139 ToN
demonstrates this ‘fact’ through a multi-faceted vision that is simultaneously inventive yet
traditional, esoteric yet public, mystical vision yet political tractate. It functions on multiple levels,
but at the core of its apocalyptic geography, Egypt remains the most sacred of supernatural spaces.
Lastly, one observed how Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s vision vacillates between vaticinium ex
eventu and vatic invention. That is, our mantic seer is not subtle when he alludes to real historical
characters and events. The conquest of Egypt by Sı̄ n is even outright identified as Selim; the
reconstruction of the Temple in Jerusalem is also performed by a Sı̄ n, i.e. Süleyman; Šaraf Ḫān is
called out by name for his Safavid-Shiite alliance. At the same time, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī plays with

Cornell H. Fleischer, “A Mediterranean Apocalypse: Prophecies of Empire in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth
Centuries,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 61, no. 1–2 (2018): 79.
139
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our expectations. He cannot be all too explicit with regard to the esoteric-oracular content of his
vision. Thus, throughout we also encounter strings of letters that harken to a dynastic line of kings
and sultans. One should be wary of searching all too much for actual historical value or meaning
in each and every esoteric list of messianic monarchs. The misleading or intentionally
impenetrable aspects of his prophecy become all the denser and more impenetrable as one moves
toward the close of the tenth/sixteenth century and, more to the point, beyond the chiliastic chasm.
In fact, this is the juncture whereafter Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī explodes in a torrent of ineffable cryptic
codes based overwhelming on lettrism and his own sibylline insights. This is as much a byproduct
of the fallacy of prophecy as it is of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s authorial desire to secure the long-term
validity of his prophecy. If the true eschaton and final messiah-sovereign remain shrouded in an
inscrutable veil of abstraction, it follows that ToN would remain an appealing puzzle to crack for
generations. As the commentary tradition demonstrates as well as the reproduction of ToN in the
nineteenth century (i.e. SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609), this is in fact what Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī achieved. The
apotheosis of the Ottoman empire is a perennial truth for any audience with a penchant for esoteric
apocalypses.
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Conclusion
“…news will spread about the advent of the Sun of Religion, who is the lord of the clear religion, and he is one of the
masters who stand close to God […].”
-

Tree of Nuʿmān, fols. 49a-b1

“And so, in the sky shines the electric eye / Supernatural king takes earth under his wing / Heaven’s golden chorus
sings, hell’s angels flap their wings / Evil souls fall to hell, ever trapped in burning cell”
-

Black Sabbath, “Electric Funeral,” Paranoid (1970)

Over the course of this thesis, several principal research objectives were set out and
addressed. First and foremost, I provided a deep philological and historical analysis of Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī’s The Tree of Nuʿmān, a multifaceted apocalypse that captures what Noah Gardiner has
termed the “new [Ottoman] cosmological imaginary” and Hüseyin Yılmaz has identified as the
“comprehensive cosmological position.”2 Dedicating an entire thesis to one text is necessary given
both ToN’s complexity and its marginality in scholarly discourse. Notwithstanding Gril’s
foundational article, mention of ToN has remained at most a fleeting note in contemporary studies
on Ottoman millenarianism generally, and Ottoman esotericism specifically. By expanding our
collective knowledge of this text beyond a cursory awareness of its existence and “enigmatic”
quality, so, too, do we augment the cache of primary sources on Ottoman imperial ideology for
the early modern period produced both within the political center as well as from peripheral and
intermediate groups.
Bringing ToN out of the archive is arguably on par with Friedrich Giese’s study on the
Anonymous Chronicles (Die altosmanischen anonymen Chroniken).3 That is, like the Chronicles,
ToN is part of a larger corpus of historical material through which one may trace the arc of Ottoman
legends and myths, be it pertaining to their origins or their claims of universal sovereignty. The

Ar. – turadd (or: tarudd) aḫbār ẓuhūr šams al-dīn huwa ṣāḥib al-dīn al-mubı̄n wa-huwa min sādāt al-muqarrabīn.
Gardiner, “Books on Occult,” 557; Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 4.
3
Anon., Chroniken Vol. I.
1
2
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two go hand in hand. In addition, the singular focus of this thesis on one text serves as an
Ausgangspunkt for studying other widely circulated apocalyptic material that has likewise escaped
in-depth discussion, especially those produced by esoteric and mystically inclined groups at a
distance from central power. I am thinking in particular of Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl and its
commentary by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s The Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon, both
of which were widely circulated in the Ottoman realm and which, in fact, constitute the
programmatic basis for subsequent esoteric revelatory literature.4 It is also important to note that
by extensively examining ToN, one has definitively dismissed the hypothesis that al-Bisṭāmı̄ was
the pseudonymous author.5 True, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was certainly aware of al-Bisṭāmı̄ ’s Key. As an
Ottoman esoteric, one may even go so far as to say he had to be. A would-be mystic master of ǧafr
could not afford to ignore the influence of the Pearl + Key. Despite this textual node of inspiration
and influence, the internal philological evidence precludes the possibility of Bisṭāmian authorship
of ToN. An exclusive study of ToN was necessary in order that scholarship receive answers to
some of the most basic questions surrounding this quixotic source and its authorship.
Second, a historical overview of the prophetic genre of ǧafr was attempted. This was a
necessary avenue of research for two reasons. Despite the wide attestation of ǧafr as the principal
prophetic mode after the prophet, it has received little attention in scholarship. Toufic Fahd
remains the only scholar to have written an analysis of length on ǧafr.6 It therefore seemed prudent
to assay a resumé of the this uniquely Islamic revelatory tradition, especially since it is historically

Consider also Şerīfī‘s (Şeyḫ Seyyid Burhān’s) [Tercüme-yi] Cefr-i camiü’l-kebir, İTÜ Ms. T. 6624.
Gril, “Enigma,” 67.
6
In addition to Fahd’s articles for the Encyclopaedia of Islam, see Fahd, Divination, 219–34. His discussion
necessarily also covers ʿilm al-ḥurūf. Noah Gardiner is currently preparing an updated entry for the Encyclopaedia of
Islam 3.
4
5
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derived from the earliest theories of astrological prediction in Islamic intellectual history. 7 Its
central importance in Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy is therefore understandable; for an esoteric
revelation to be received as legitimate, a hierophant or would-be oracle would have to base his
vision on the “the science of the masters of ǧafr” (arbāb al-fann min ahl al-ğafr).8 Ps.-Ibn alʿArabī does just that over and again throughout his prophecy.9 In addition, this historical detour
helped disprove a scholarly misconception that ǧafr is actually a “Shiite science.”10 From the
Abbasids through to the Ayyubids, Mamluks, Ottomans, and Safavids, ǧafr was and remained a
pan-Islamic, oracular literary genre.
Third, and consequently, I shed light on the cultural phenomenon of eschatological
enthusiasm in Islamic lands of the eastern Mediterranean in the early modern period. This path of
investigation has already been paved by the work of Sanjay Subrahmanyam and Cornell
Fleischer.11 What the preceding investigation of ToN provides is further proof of a fundamental
penchant for apocalypticism as a shared political and cultural phenomenon across religious and
political borders. Lastly, I advanced the argument that ToN functions as a prism through which the
application of esoteric sciences in Ottoman intellectual history is combined and refracted into a
compelling band of creative colors. Insofar as ToN is a ǧafrist prophecy, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
demonstrates how lettrism (ʿilm al-ḥurūf), and astrology are the two principal pillars of ǧafr.

Sasanian-Zoroastrian “political astrology” was introduced into the Islamic world through the translation efforts of
the Persian Jew Māšāʾallāh (d. ca. 199/815). This material was later expanded by his student Abū Maʿšar al-Balḫī (d.
273/886), i.e. the Muslim astrologer of European fame known as Albumasar. Subsequently, the genre caught on and
became a principle apocalyptic literary type for the Brethren of Purity and even, later on, Sufis.
8
ToN, fol. 4a.
9
e.g. ToN, fols. 9b-12a,
10
Fahd, Divination, 221; MacDonald, “Djafr.”
11
Subrahmanyam, “Turning the Stones Over: Sixteenth-Century Millenarianism from the Tagus to the Ganges”;
Fleischer, “A Mediterranean Apocalypse.”
7
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Together, they work to reflect the compelling appeal of ToN as a ‘legitimate’ prophecy and,
moreover, illuminate the imaginative creativity of the text’s anonymous author.
Though it may often read like the Voynich manuscript of indecipherable fame, the
semiotics of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s inscrutability is still a legible script. Ultimately, the mystagogue
behind the mystical mask advances a singularly clear and concise message: the Ottoman sultans
are semi-divine beings, and one of them, the “Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction” (ṣāḥib alqirān), may very-well be the “Sun of Religion, who is the lord of the clear religion, and he is one
of the masters who stand close to God […].” From the esoteric to the obvious, from ex eventu
prophecy to pure vatic invention, ToN is an artefact of multifaceted meaning and appeal that, taken
together, achieves an apotheosis of Islamic empire. Eschatological enthusiasm and belief in the
messianic capacities of the House of Osman penetrated far beyond the palace. The intermediate
groups, like Sufi esoteric reading communities to which Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī arguably belonged,
constitute a critical hub in the diffusion of imperial propaganda for communities on the periphery
of hard power.
Fourth, I sought to emphasize Ibn al-ʿArabī’s unique take on millennial messianism and
Islamic apocalypse. Of course, the tradition of sublimating the supreme Muslim potentate to
supernal levels of political authority and celestial benediction, especially vis-à-vis Islamic
anticipation of the Final Hour and ummah-wide salvation at the Day of Judgment, is nothing new.
Since the Umayyads, the office of caliph has been one of semi-divine status, a point of fact
exhibited by the earliest iteration of titular nomenclature as “Deputy of God” (ḫalīfat Allāh).
Despite the later clerical interpolation of “Deputy of the Prophet of God” (ḫalīfat rasūl Allāh), the
allure of the supreme Islamic political institution remained tied to the heavens and, by extension,
apocalyptic history. In other words, Islamic eschatological anticipation and apocalyptic traditions
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derive from the belief that a Muslim potentate is the primary conduit through whom Muḥammad’s
prophecy about the coming Final Hour could be actualized. Resurrection was in the hands of the
rulers. The caliph as chief Islamic ruler nonpareil therefore had a part to play in the theater of
messianic expectation.12 He was the apocalyptic warrior-king sine qua non. Subsequent to the
collapse of the central Abbasid Caliphate in 1258, Mongol-Turkic concepts of universal
sovereignty further transformed the position of Muslim monarch. With the caliphate denuded of
all practical relevance, the new model was one of sacral kingship christened by the planets and
stars. Timurid political ideology was most especially influential. Hereafter, the title of “Lord of
the Conspicuous Conjunction” began to circulate.13 Islamic apocalyptic politics formerly installed
in the title of caliph thus continued through terminological mutation. The Muslim monarch could
still fulfill the cosmic duties assigned to him through syncretism. The sky and its bodies, the
supernatural king and his flock, the celestial armies and the anticipation of redemption and
damnation are all herein contained.
In ToN, the fusion of Islamic and Timurid paradigms of imperial might are also observed.
The Ottoman model of millennial Muslim monarch, Mahdi, and sacred warrior king blessed by
the planets is the fulcrum of Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy. Under the constellation of Saturn and
Mars in the constellation Libra, the messianic warlord emerges to save the ummah from damnation
as the rest of infidel creation fall into the chasm of Hellfire. The richly illustrated eschatological
handbooks circulated under the title Conditions of Resurrection (Aḥvāl-i ḳıyāmet) provide in word
and in image vivid descriptions of this point as well. In fact, the lyrics of heavy metal band Black
Sabbath best reflect this post-1258 model of Islamic sovereignty: “And so, in the sky shines the

12

One may observe this perennial function in the eschatological theology of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS).
See Graeme Wood, “What Isis Really Wants,” The Atlantic Monthly, March 2015.
13
Moin, Millennial Sovereign, 37ff.
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electric eye / Supernatural king takes earth under his wing / Heaven’s golden chorus sings, hell’s
angels flap their wings / Evil souls fall to hell, ever trapped in burning cell.” Ozzy Osbourne would
have made a great prophet of the Ottoman Empire. In short, ToN is a key textual example of the
synthesis that had taken place in Ottoman apocalyptic thought and political theory by the
tenth/sixteenth century.
More interestingly, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī introduces Egypt, the Land of the Quiver, as the
paramount site of penultimate apocalyptic sacrality and chaos. One cannot overstate the
curiousness of this innovation. Whereas Greater Syria more prominently figures as the hotspot of
Armageddon (sit venia verbo) in Islamic tradition, Egypt is a marginalized geography. By
changing the Islamic apocalyptic playbook, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī breaks new ground. But one is totally
confounded. How, then, did ToN appeal to an Ottoman Muslim audience that was more familiar
with the canonical narratives? This remains for now a question for further research.
For now, one point and one hypothesis can be made. As discussed in the preceding
chapters, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī follows a well-known narrative arc concerning messianic anticipation.
Egypt is presented in ToN as a terra sancta and the “site of the throne of kings.”14 Thus, it is also
the eschatological site of the “Throne of the End.”15 The inviolability of this geography, its
sacrality, and its superiority therefore qualify the Nile and its environs for a Chaosbeschreibung.
For the world to be purified by the messiah and for an age of renovation and salvation to occur,
the holy must be defiled. As for the hypothesis pertaining to the selection of Egypt as a terra
sancta, one may surmise that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī was himself an Egyptian. One is fairly confident
about his ethnic/cultural identity. The singular reference to the Coptic Christian calendar as a

14
15

ToN, fol. 5b.
ToN, fol. 4a.
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potential tool for unlocking his own ǧafrist codes is an invaluable yet subtle clue. Arguably, only
an Egyptian from Egypt would make such an arcane reference. Conversely put: why would a
Syrian or Anatolian Muslim change Islamic tradition, call out Egypt as a sacrosanct geography,
and then ignore their own local Christian’s (i.e. Greek Orthodox) calendrical idiosyncrasies in
favor of an even more alien Coptic one? I argue that Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī through his prophecy sought
to ingratiate his homeland into the “comprehensive cosmological position” of Ottoman imperial
ideology. Consequently, Egypt and the Egyptians are guaranteed a front row seat at the messianicmillennial matinee. This hypothesis could occupy a study unto itself. It remains, therefore, only a
working hypothesis.
Fifth, I demonstrated how ToN functions as a key testament to the reception of Akbarian
Sufism in the Ottoman empire. Michel Foucault’s notion of authorial function and Laura
Nasrallah’s concept of authorial afterlives were extremely helpful heuristics for unraveling the
skein of pseudepigraphy, a topic otherwise undiscussed in Islamic intellectual history. In fact,
Nasrallah’s choice metaphor of “afterlives” has proven most productive. Not only does it distill
Foucault’s more complex discussion of authorial function into a pithy yet polymorphous literary
device, but it is also poignantly expressive of the polyvalent iterations of important historical
figures.16 This is especially true of Ibn al-ʿArabī, whose afterlives are too numerous to count. It is
not for nothing that he acquired the epithet “Red Sulphur” (al-kibrīt al-aḥmar); like the alchemical
element, the Great Sheikh’s intellectual output, and by extension his appeal, was and remains a
preternatural and transformative force in Islamic intellectual history.17 The number of

Think of Marx’s famous opening lines to the Eighteenth Brumaire of Napoleon Bonaparte: „Die Tradition aller
toten Geschlechter lastet wie ein Alp auf dem Gehirne der Lebenden.“ Ghosts of history abound, authorial or
otherwise.
17
In the Islamic alchemical tradition, it was held that red Sulphur was the key substance necessary to transform silver
into gold. See Ibn al-ʻArabī, Kleinere Schriften des Ibn al-ʻArabi, nach Handschriften in Upsala und Berlin zum ersten
Mal hrsg. und mit Einleitung und Kommentar versehen, ed. Henrik Samuel Nyberg (Leiden: Brill, 1963), 219. In Ibn
16
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pseudepigraphic texts or misattributions of authorship to Ibn al-ʿArabī, most of which remain
unexamined, are a testament to this fact. The ghost of Ibn al-ʿArabī casts a long shadow.
Yet, it is in the Andalusian mystic’s iteration as a prophet of empire in ToN that one best
observes how his ethereal musings on lettrism, the cosmos, and, most importantly, the concept of
a Seal of Saints (ḫātim al-walāyah) appealed to later generations of Akbarian adepts, acolytes, and
emulators. In Egypt the father-son duo who founded the Wafā’iyyah-Šāḏilı̄ Sufi order adopted the
idea of a terminal mystical saint and further imbued it with more explicit eschatological
overtones.18 Similarly, consider Selim I’s sponsorship of the renovation of Ibn al-ʿArabī tomb.19
True, the exact motivation for Selim’s dedicatory project remains obscure, yet one may surmise
that the exalted Sufi’s thesis of the seal and “renewer of religion” (muğaddid al-zaman) in part
played a role in attracting the adoration of the all-conquering padişah. After all, Selim himself
enjoyed the titles of “Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction” (ṣāḥib-i ḳırān) and “Mahdi of the
Last Age” (mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān), both locutions exhibitive of to what extent the sultan was
conceived of as the harbinger of the end. The full-blown messianic attributions heaped on
Süleyman further underscore how Ibn al-ʿArabī’s reception as an apocalyptically minded mystic
appealed to the political sentiment of the age. The “Lawgiver” (Ḳānūnı̄) was not only the ṣāḥib-ı
ḳırān as his father before him, but he was the “Lord of the Conspicuous Conjunction and the Mahdi
of the Last Age” (ṣāḥib-i ḳırān ve mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamān).20 He was also described in more

al-ʿArabī’s usage, the Red Sulphur is a metaphor for the elite spiritual knowledge a Sufi attains subsequent to plenary
spiritual sublimation to the level of Muḥammad. Addas, Quest, 212, fn. 10.
18
McGregor, Sanctity and Mysticism, 39, 54, 114–16, 147–51.
19
Note that some scholars erroneously place the composition of ToN antecedent to, and therefore an explanation of,
Selim’s construction project. See Fleischer, “Haydar-i Remmal,” 295; Gülru Necipoğlu, The Age of Sinan:
Architectural Culture in the Ottoman Empire (London: Reaktion, 2005), 60, 63, 222–24; Çıpa, Making of Selim, 231;
Akkach, “Eye of Reflection,” 80–82. Necipoğlu does not cite a specific primary source for the presume Akbarian
prophecy on pp. 60-63 (see fn. 89, p. 523). In the additional primary source citations concerning the mausoleum’s
construction on pp. 222-224 no mention is made of an Akbarian prophecy either. Çıpa’s observations are based both
on Fleischer and Necipoğlu.
20
Senā’ı̄ , Süleymānnāme. TKSM Ms. Revan 1288, fols. 3a-6a, 88b, 95a.
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assertive terms as “surely the Mahdi of the Last Age” (muḳarrer mehdī-yi āḫirü’z-zamāndur).21 A
further reflection of the zeitgeist is found in Mevlānā ʿĪsā’s Compendium of Hidden Things
(Cāmiʿü’l-meknūnāt), wherein he surmises the historical moment with the following: “And in that
year their activity will be a sign / ‘the Resurrection is near’ they say.” 22 Truly, the Ottoman
monarch was a seal among seals.23
In short, the Ottomans cultivated an imperial ideology of sovereign messianism that
expanded the concept of the universal Muslim ruler in such a fashion that his power transcended
the epistemological chasm of time, both sublunar (dunyāwī) and supernal (samāwī). With that in
mind, one may now apprehend how Ibn al-ʿArabī came to be not only the de facto patron saint of
the sultanate, but also the choice pseudonym for an apocalyptic revelation. The language of ToN
underscores this connection between Ibn al-ʿArabī the historical person and his Ottoman
resurrection as mantic oracle of empire. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī proclaims the advent of the “Seal of the
Seal” (ḫatm al-ḫatm), who we should understand as the Ottoman sultan.24 He also speaks of “the
Greatest mı̄m and his forerunner, the Deputy mı̄m who is the sı̄n of the threshold, Lord of the
Throne of the End,” whereby the “Greatest mı̄m” is the Mahdi and the “Deputy mı̄m” is none other
than the Ottoman ruler, again.25 In a vision of concrete historical reference, Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī
prophesies the conquests of sīn (i.e. Selim) who “in the year bā-kāf-ẓā will establish his empire
and [it will last] until the advent of the mīm ‘the Seal’ (al-ḫatm) who is predestined to arrive (almanṣūṣ ʿalā ẓuhūrihi).”26 Notwithstanding the alternating lettrist codes of sı̄ns and mīms, and later
on also that of alifs, the point is clear. Ibn al-ʿArabī’s mystical theology of the Seal, temporal

Muṣṭafā Celālzāde, Miftahü’l-cennet. TSMK Ms. H. 1229, fol. fol. 5b-6a.
Mevlānā ʿĪsā, Cāmiʿü’l-meknūnāt. LUB Ms. Cod. or. 1448, fol. 126a.
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BOA, Maliyeden Müdevver 11, Sancak-ı Niğbolu Mufaṣṣal Defteri, 1b; Lütfī Paşa, Tevārīḫ, 12.
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ToN, fol. 3b.
25
ToN, fol. 3b.
26
ToN, fol. 4a.
21
22

301

renewal, and mahdist-messianic expectation is the intellectual scaffolding that supports and gives
shape to ToN. Consequently, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s afterlife in the context of Ottoman eschatological
enthusiasm is that of a prophet of empire.
In this light, both Foucault and Nasrallah’s insights on author function as applied to ToN
help us achieve a broader understanding of the man from Murcia. To date, scholars have
overwhelmingly favored his canonical afterlife as a poet of love for the One True God. One should
not reduce the teachings of this multifaceted mystic to “orthodox” metaphysics on monotheism
(waḥdat al-wuğūd) or interreligious syncretism avant la lettre.27 Ibn al-ʿArabī qua transformative
thinker exhibited a keen interest in outré subjects; it is this biographical afterlife that appealed to
the esoteric mystical communities in the Mamluk and Ottoman empires and, ultimately, led to the
composition of ToN in which the sultan is sublimated to the status of world conqueror, cosmic
overlord, and guarantor of ummah-wide salvation. In other words, ToN is a historical text from the
late tenth/sixteenth century that exhibits a propagandistic, yet elusive, program of exalting the
Ottoman Empire beyond mere mundane political dimensions. Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī is their theorist of
apocalyptic power.
Finally, and pursuant to the forgoing, this thesis aimed generally at contributing to the
ascendant trend of reclaiming Islamic esotericism and eschatological apocalypticism as integral
and ineluctable parts of Islamic intellectual history. For far too long, they have languished in the
shadows as an embarrassment, an affront to the greater glory of Islamic science and presumed
orthodoxy of its patrons and practitioners, be they caliphs, sultans, viziers, or even mystical

I am here specifically thinking of that particular trend among scholars to use Ibn al-ʿArabī as a foil for Islamic
apologetics, or what Bernd Ratdke identifies as a scholarly “Harmonisierungsbedürfnis.” Bernd Radtke, Neue kritische
Gänge: zu Stand und Aufgaben der Sufikforschung (Utrecht: Houtsma Stichting, 2005), 5. The title of the chapter in
which this critique appears is piquantly titled “Die unerträgliche Nettigkeit des Seins.”
27
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masters. In part, this is due to a long-standing principle in the history of science that has directly
shaped the trajectory of Islamic intellectual history as a scholarly pursuit.
George Sarton, the father of the field, memorably dismissed these topics as “the
superstitious flotsam of the Near East.”28 Consequently, much esoteric, or occult material in the
archive, in particular astrology and lettrism which comprise the principal pillars of ǧafr, languished
in the shadows.29 The scholarly predilection for the ‘rational’ vein of Islamic intellectual
production has and continues overwhelmingly to hold sway. Similarly, Islamic apocalypticism, by
which I mean prophecy after Muḥammad, and eschatological enthusiasm has only periodically
received attention. Considered a theological or cultural embarrassment by scholars, ToN and many
other texts like it have simply remained confounding examples of superstition – or for that matter
meretricious delusion – and therefore implicitly beyond the pale of pertinent or easily accessible
material.
The apocalyptic, and especially the eschatological, has also been marginalized due to its
association with heretical or short-lived heterodox and rebellious groups. Islamic eschatological
enthusiasm in this light has at best been viewed as a paroxysm of socio-political unrest or Shiite
infiltration. This thesis demonstrates that such pejorative valuations hold no historical water.
Moreover, ToN is a testament to the central role apocalyptic eschatology and messianism played
in the Ottoman “cosmological imaginary.” “Nonsense is nonsense,” Saul Liebermann once glibly
remarked when introducing his kabbalist compatriot Gershom Scholem, “but the history of

Sarton and Siegel, “Seventy-Sixth Critical Bibliography of the History and Philosophy of Science and of the History
of Civilization (To May 1950),” 374.
29
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Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 14–26.
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nonsense is science.”30 Ottoman esoteric eschatological prophecy is a line of historical inquiry that
takes the reader down a number of paths, many of which are certainly non-rational. But historical
inquiry should not be constrained to such a parochial understanding of ‘reason.’ What else is
science if not scientia, knowledge. The production of Wissenschaft is our professional calling.
Taking Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s prophecy seriously as a rich historical source helps us all the better
understand the early modern apotheosis of the Ottoman sultans as lords of the Resurrection.

30

Yaacob Dweck, The Scandal of Kabbalah: Leon Modena, Jewish Mysticism, Early Modern Venice (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 2011), 1. On Liebermann’s remarks and variants, see Abe Socher, “The History of Nonsense,”
Association for Jewish Studies Perspectives, no. Fall (2006): 32–33.
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Image Appendix
Chapter I
Fig. 1: Vat. Ms. Arab. 1419, fol. 1b, from Anon. Šarḥ al-šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah.

Please note that lines 4-5 clearly indicate the work as a commentary.
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Fig. 2: DK Ms. Mağāmīʿ (ḥurūf) 26, al-Sahrāb’s Šarḥ al-šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah, fol. 8b (copied
by the present author).
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Fig. 3: SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, fol. 20a, from Ps.-Ibn al-ʿArabī’s al-Šağarah al-nuʿmāniyyah,
(Note: Compare w/ Ms. İÜK A. 4884, fol. 6a).

307

Fig. 4: SK Ms. Beyazıd 4609, fol. 1a, from the nineteenth-century copy of ToN.
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Fig. 5: NLI Ms. Yah. Ar., fol. 56b, from Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl (al-Durr al-munaẓẓam fī-lism al-aʿẓam).
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Fig. 6: SK Ms. Laleli 1532, fol. 129b, from Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl.
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Fig. 7: KSU Ms. 133, fol. 45a, from Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Orderly Pearl.
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CHAPTER III
Fig. 8: SK Ms. Hafid Ef. 204, fol. 2b, from Ibn Ṭalḥah’s Pearl as part of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān alBisṭāmı̄ ’s The Key to the Comprehensive Prognosticon (Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ).
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Fig. 9: İTÜ Ms. T. 6624, fol. 162a, from the Tercüme of al-Bisṭāmī’s Key.

Composed under the reign of Ahmed I Ahmed I (r. 1012-1026/1603-1617), herein is depicted the
first six sultans of the House of Osman.
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Fig. 10: İTÜ Ms. T. 6624, fol. 162b, from the Tercüme (cont. from above folio).

The sultans depicted here complete the list up to Ahmed I.
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-----. İskendernāme. BnF Ms. suppl. turc 635.
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-----. Aḥvāl-i Ḳıyāmet. SB Ms. Or. oct. 1596.
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133.
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----. Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ. SK Ms. Amcazade Hüseyin 346.
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----. Miftāḥ al-ğafr al-ğāmiʿ. SK Ms. Pertevniyal 761.
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Ps.-ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Ṭālib. Kitāb al-ğafr al-kabīr [wa-l-ṣaġīr]. NLI Ms. Ar. 125, fols. 3a-58a.
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Ms. Turc 242.
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The Islamic Texts Society, 1993.
Akkach, Samer. “The Eye of Reflection: Al-Nabulusi’s Spatial Interpretation of Ibn ʿArabi’s Tomb.”
Muqarnas Online 32, no. 1 (2015): 79–95.
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78, no. 1 (1988): 51–82.
Chittick, William C. Ibn ’Arabi - Heir to the Prophets. Oxford: Oneworld, 2005.
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Cross Volume, edited by Philip J. King, Joseph Naveh, and Ephraim Stern, XXVI:88–92.
Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society in Cooperation with Hebrew Union College - Jewish
Institute of Religion, 1999.
330
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al-ʿāmmah li-l-kitāb, 1985.
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