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Once more Cosmophilia: Facing the truth, later 

Simon O’Meara 

[The minaret decorators] firmly maintained that there was no symbolic significance to 
the patterns they chose, but rather they were simply a part of the aesthetic heritage of 
their city.  
Trevor Marchand, Minaret Building and Apprenticeship in Yemen  

With this epigraph, my allegiance to Blair and Bloom’s understanding of ornament, as well as 

to their neologism, cosmophilia, is clear. Like them, I see no reason to think that ornament, 

when taken as the sum of its parts, is denotative.1 I see no reason to think it is a syntagmatic 

symbolic system: a language. If it is a language, then it is a private language and thus, as per 

Wittgenstein, not a language at all, there being no such thing as a private language.2 As per 

Blair and Bloom, thus, ornament is meaningless. The matter is otherwise at the connotative 

level, however, such that the recent claim that late-sixteenth century Ottoman ornament 

helped define the empire’s territorial borders is plausible, even though the absence of proof 

for this claim means that it is also conjectural.3 An historical record confirming the 

interpretation is required.4 

For Blair and Bloom, ornament serves ‘to stir appreciation and pleasure in the eye of the 

beholder and encourage him or her to linger, think and delight’.5 Although some scholars have 

imputed to Blair and Bloom a functionless, purely aesthetic view of ornament, manifestly, on 

the basis of these words alone, that is not their position.6 Ornament functions to invite 

contemplation and delight. Might it function in other ways, too? This contribution to the 

Festschrift argues that, in Islamic art at least, one of these other ways is the deferral of the 

moment when a beholder’s sight attains its object.  

To make this argument requires moving from the hermeneutic grounds of Islamic art 

history, where the final arbiter of the interpretative act is primarily textual (what historical 

records can be made to show regarding this or that artistic work), to the grounds of Islamic 

visual studies. Here, the final arbiter is vision and, especially, vision’s equally historical, 

discursive counterpart, visuality. This modern term, and the even more modern term, visual 

studies, merit further discussion. 
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in Honour of Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press 
Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online:         http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/23286
Re-use is subject to the publisher’s terms and conditions 
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Islamic visuality 

The term, visuality, is of relatively recent coinage, first found in a work by Thomas Carlyle (d. 

1881).7 It has sometimes been used by Islamic art historians, but without their giving a 

definition.8 In one or two of these usages, it would seem to be a synonym of the term, visual 

culture, a parallel that would echo the usage of one of the foremost students and theorists of 

visuality, W.J.T. Mitchell.9 This leaves us, then, with the meaning of visual culture. 

As explained by Mitchell, the study of visual culture is the equivalent of ‘ordinary 

language philosophy [in that] it looks at the strange things we do while looking, gazing, 

showing and showing off, such as hiding, dissembling, and refusing to look’.10 For Mitchell, 

this explanation means at least two things. First, that the study of visual culture, what is often 

called visual studies,11 entails, inter alia, ‘a meditation on blindness, the invisible, the unseen, 

the unseeable, and the overlooked’.12 Second, that this study cannot be limited to the ‘study 

of images or media, but extends to everyday practices of seeing and showing, especially those 

that we take to be immediate or unmediated’.13 Attempting to encapsulate this capacious 

field of study, Mitchell offers the chiastic aphorism that visual studies has for its remit, or 

object of study, the social construction of the visual field and the visual construction of the 

social field.14 Visuality and visual culture are the two interchangeable names for this object of 

study; Islamic visuality and Islamic visual culture, the names for when the object pertains to 

Islam. Because it names this object of study, there is no plural: there are not Islamic visualities, 

for example, which is not to say that the visuality in question cannot comprise a number of 

different, historical scopic regimes. The visuality of the modern West, for example, is 

substantially informed by the scopic regime of what Martin Jay calls Cartesian perspectivalism, 

but it is not limited to it.15 Speaking quickly, one might conjecture that two equivalent 

historical regimes informing Islamic visuality would involve the culturally deep-rooted 

concepts of modesty and the evil eye. Scopic regimes such as these act on the human 

organism’s physiological drive to see: its scopic drive. 

The benefit of pursuing Islamic visual studies in addition to Islamic art history remains 

to be widely accepted. The present paper endeavours to help achieve such acceptance, and 

to open up ways of thinking about Islamic visuality. 

 

Face to face 
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If Mitchell is a major voice in visual studies, there are others, including Nicholas Mirzoeff, 

editor of the The Visual Culture Reader. More obviously political than Mitchell, Mirzoeff 

nevertheless agrees with him that at the heart of visual studies lies a concern with the 

transverse look between seer and seen: the face-to-face encounter with the Other.16 As 

Mitchell expresses this concern: ‘Visual culture […] find[s] its primal scene, then, in what 

Emmanuel Levinas calls the face of the Other (beginning, I suppose, with the face of the 

Mother): the face-to-face encounter’.17  

 In the present attempt to explore the topic of Islamic visuality with regard to ornament, 

it is fortunate that this primal scene is well treated in the literature of Islam, being ultimately 

the beatific vision. 

 

The face of God 

In the Quran, the expression, ‘seeking the face of God’, is applied to those who act piously 

without any any thought of personal gain. It occurs eight times, and is the equivalent of an 

earlier, Old Testament expression.18 In the Hadith, it occurs with even greater frequency.19 

Although the Quran once states that seeing God is something the elect will experience 

on Judgement Day (Q 75:22-3), nowhere does it state that seeing the face of God is a 

possibility for humankind, whether in the next world or, especially, this world.20 This usage is 

followed in the Sunni Hadith, too;21 but as we shall shortly see, one also finds there the vision 

of God’s face offered as one of Paradise’s greatest rewards. For the Sufis, for whom seeing 

God’s face in this life was sometimes accepted as humanly possible,22 from approximately the 

end of the tenth century even they tended to agree that, if such seeing occurred at all, it did 

so via the perception of the heart, not the vision of the eyes.23 

As just noted, according to the Hadith, in Paradise the eye is unrestricted, taking in 

everything, including God’s face.24 A particularly developed narrative of this beatific vision is 

recounted in a work attributed, probably erroneously, to the Egyptian scholar, al-Suyuti (d. 

1505), who attributes the traditions it comprises to the Prophet’s cousin, Ibn ʿ Abbas (d. 668).25 

All but one of these traditions also feature in the course of two versions of a slightly differently 

ordered but otherwise almost identical narrative recorded in a work entitled, The Eyes’ 

Delight. This work is attributed, probably erroneously, to the tenth-century preacher and 

moralist, Abu al-Layth al-Samarqandi (d. 983?).26 Below is an abridgement of the version 
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attributed to al-Suyuti. Even abridged, the excerpt is still long, but as I shall be referring to it 

again, I need to quote it in some detail.   

 
[First,] the reception is preceded by a procession of the Blessed, led by Adam, 
Muhammad and the other prophets. In the blink of an eye, the procession traverses the 
span of a silver palace (qasr) the length of 1000 years’ march, and then that of a golden 
palace of the same dimensions. Just as instantly, the procession next traverses the 3000-
year span of an emerald palace; the 4000-year span of a ruby palace; the 5000-year span 
of a sapphire palace; the 6000-year span of a chrysolite palace; and lastly four more 
palaces of various precious stones, each up to 10,000 years long. The procession then 
glimpses, at a distance of 10,000 years, the lights of the divine enclave which, when 
reached, proves to be a green meadow 1000 years by 1000 years, with innumerable 
palaces, each with the name of one of the elect inscribed on its door. Finally, the 
procession reaches an even larger meadow, with two rows of trees, each tree bearing 
70,000 palaces; within each palace are 70,000 couches of gold, each 300 yards long […]. 
[Second,] a most sumptuous banquet then proceeds […]. 
[Third,] the Lord says to them: My worshippers, have you any other wishes? And they 
say: Yes, it remains for us to see your gracious Face. The Lord then says: O Cherub, lift 
the greatest veil between me and my worshippers! When this is lifted [the worshippers] 
remain looking at the Face of Truth for three hundred years.27 
 
 

The face of the king 

In the present life, the closest one could come to seeing with one’s eyes the face of the 

absolute Other, God, was at the royal palace: the face of the ruler. One gets a sense of the 

societal drive to experience this regal vision in Benjamin of Tudela’s (fl. mid-12th c.) account 

of a pre-Hajj ceremony that he witnessed in Baghdad. He relates how pilgrims would annually 

gather below a palace window in order to petition the caliph to show them ‘the effulgence of 

[his] countenance’ and to bestow on them his blessings. The pilgrims’ petitions were rewarded 

with the sight and touch of the ruler’s robe only: its lowered hem.28 

The issue of the divine, semi-divine or sacrosanct nature of rulers in the Muslim world 

throughout history is beyond the scope of the present paper.29 Instead, I would like to focus 

on a feature shared by these rulers, namely, their otherness, even in the cases where a 

dynasty’s ceremonial practices involved the ruler mixing closely with their subjects, as in 

Safavid Iran, for example, not separating and secluding themselves, as in Ottoman Turkey, for 

example.30 Seeking to experience and somehow participate in this otherness, the subjects set 

their faces in the direction of the ruler’s face, the face being a person’s essence, at least in the 
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Quran and for the Arabic speaking world.31 In the case of the ruler’s face, it was often more 

than that, but a source of divine effulgence (farr) and/or grace (baraka), too.32  

This desire to witness and somehow share in these regal emanations resulted in a 

ceremonial theatrics of royal revelation,33 inspired in no small part by Byzantine and, 

especially, Sasanian practices.34 Sometimes the royal revelation was full, sometimes it was 

partial; commonly, it was mediated by windows, broadly understood (viz., framed, often 

decorated openings unintended for bodily traversal).35 Once again, the Safavids are no 

exception to this assertion, as evidenced by the large windows of Isfahan’s ceremonial palace, 

the Ali Qapu, from which the shah would appear before his people gathered below him on 

the city’s main square.36  

Precisely because a ruler’s residence was expected to have windows from which he 

could reveal or half-reveal himself, the painter of a Persian miniature located in a Shahnama 

manuscript copied in Safavid Isfahan in 1628 has counterfactually added one to God’s House, 

the Kaaba (Fig. 1).37 From it, one of Iskandar’s military retinue, a beardless youth, distributes 

largesse to the formerly oppressed descendants of Ismail.38 
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Fig. 1:  Iskandar at the Kaaba. From a copy of Firdawsi’s Shahnama, produced in Isfahan in 
1628. Gold, gouache, and ink on paper; 11.7 x 15.5cm. Courtesy: British Library. Add. 27258, 
fol. 446r. 

 

This play between a subject’s seeking the ruler’s face in his residence and seeking God’s 

face in His residence, as just illustrated by the miniature, is further highlighted by the following 

historical fact. The term, qibla, or sacred direction, which early in Islamic history came to 

signify the Kaaba alone, was used as an honorific for some Muslim rulers, from the Umayyads 
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to the Qajars.39 Indeed, if we accept pre-Islamic poetry as authentic, a similar usage occurred 

before Islam, too: as an honorific for the Sasanian emperor, Khusraw I (r. 531-79), ‘the qibla 

of the ambassadors’.40 Some of these qibla-referenced rulers even went so far as to render 

the honorific architecturally apparent, situating their throne-rooms on the axis diametrically 

opposite to the Kaaba.41 As this phenomenon has been interpreted for the Abbasid period, 

facing the caliph meant facing away from the Kaaba, presenting it one’s bottom.42  

 

A Byzantine progress 

As noted above, unlike seeking God’s face, seeking the ruler’s face was in principle achievable 

during one’s lifetime. The stage-managed progress to the curtain-closing denouement might 

have been a lengthy, convoluted affair, but a full view of the enthroned ruler’s face was 

frequently possible, even for a provincial soldier.43 After enduring delay, sight could attain its 

object; just as, after enduring a different delay, that of life, and then a second delay, that of 

the procession to the site of the beatific vision, in Paradise sight could attain it again.  

Regarding this latter procession, it is my contention that the earlier-cited narrative 

recounting the paradisiacal progress is modelled on the processions of dignitaries to the 

audience halls of the vast, seemingly sprawling Abbasid palaces of Iraq. The parallels between 

it and, say, the celebrated account of the tenth-century Byzantine ambassadors’ seemingly 

interminable progress through the numerous palaces comprising Baghdad’s city-sized caliphal 

residence, the Dar al-Khilafa, for an audience with al-Muqtadir (r. 908-32) are too many for 

this contention to be dismissed as fanciful.44 Short of reproducing the account in its entirety, 

I present an extract attentive to the spatial transitions the ambassadors experienced en route 

to the audience hall, but disregarding the astonishing spectacle each transition gave onto:  

 
[Having waited two months, the ambassadors were finally led to al-Muqtadir’s 
residence.] They were conducted over the threshold of the great Main Gate to a palace 
called the Cavalry House  […] and then led through corridors and passageways […] to a 
palace where there were four elephants […]. They were then led to a palace containing 
one hundred lions […]. Next, they were taken to the New Pavilion […]. From here, they 
were conducted to the Tree Palace […]. They were then led to a palace known as 
Paradise […]. After touring twenty-three palaces, they […] arrived at the presence of al-
Muqtadir in the Crown [Palace] […]. He was seated upon an ebony throne [on which 
were] the most splendid jewels, the largest of which eclipsed the daylight with its 
brightness.45 
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As noted by Oleg Grabar and others, across the Islamic world Abbasid palatial 

architecture became a byword for scale and much more besides, informing, for example, the 

description of the City of Brass in the Thousand and One Nights.46 Does it tax credence to aver 

that this architecture, and the ceremonial staged via it, informed religious narratives, too? If 

not, the type of connection I suppose to subtend the material and immaterial spheres of Islam, 

and which is exemplified by the two foregoing procession narratives, is accounted for by 

scholars of material religion as follows:  ‘A materialized study of religion begins with the 

assumption that things, their use, their valuation, and their appeal are not something added 

to a religion, but rather [are] inextricable from it’.47 

With this explanation in mind, I would further argue that the connection between the 

material face of the king and the immaterial face of God, which we have seen at play in this 

paper, is mythically first effectuated by another material item: the veil. The imposition of this 

veil transforms the horizontal, earthly vector of an eye seeking the king’s face to the vertical, 

heavenly vector of an eye seeking God’s face. The veil in question belongs to Khadija, the 

Prophet’s first wife; the moment of transformation, to a pivotal event recorded in the 

Prophet’s biography, the Sira, as identified and interpreted by the Tunisian-born 

psychoanalyst, Fethi Benslama. The event concerns an early moment in Muhammad’s 

prophetic career when he was unsure if the being visiting him with words to recite was an 

angel or a demon. He feared demonic insanity; by discarding her veil (khimar), Khadija 

recognised the angelic truth. The visitor was Gabriel.48  

The dynamics of sight related in the event are complex, but at their core is what 

Benslama provocatively notes: ‘[Khadija] founds the truth of the founder [of Islam]’.49 Khadija 

opens the angelic heavens to Muhammad’s eyes, simultaneously closing to them the abyss of 

demonic insanity; look heavenwards and trust, she implies. The heretofore horizontal, 

earthbound vector of the Prophet’s sight is vertically transformed: God is welcomed in. 

Khadija’s veil mediates this transformation. With it discarded and Khadija exposed 

(tahassarat), Gabriel, modest, disappears from the Prophet’s sight, and his truth is thus 

revealed. No demon would have so withdrawn. However, having established the truth of the 

angel in this way, and thus also having founded the truth of Muhammad as God’s messenger, 

Khadija and her veil simultaneously render the primal scene of visuality, the face-to-face 

encounter with the Other, an otherworldly affair. In Islam, thus, the primal scene of visuality is 

not just marked by byzantine delay but, ultimately, deferral, too.50  
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Cosmophilia 

All the while remembering that this paper is written in terms of visual studies, not art history, 

we can now take the findings regarding the primal scene of Islamic visuality and relate them 

to the frequently observed phenomenon of the ubiquity of ornament in Islamic art. Oleg 

Grabar’s observations of this phenomenon serve well. He writes: 

 
From […] the Dome of the Rock, all the way to Safavid mosques, the walls of Islamic 
monuments and the surfaces of its objects have been covered with motifs 
distinguishable by the fact that they so rarely reflect the physical world of men and 
animals. […] This tendency to overwhelm surfaces at the expense of emphasizing 
specific topics can properly be called ornamentation.51 
 

Reflecting on this observation, Grabar immediately adds: ‘Why Islamic culture developed this 

particular tendency is still an unresolved matter’.52  

In the same year that Grabar published this observation and reflection, he also published 

additional observations and reflections on the same theme. Still tackling his conundrum as to 

why Islamic culture developed a tendency to overwhelm surfaces with abstract ornament, he 

remarks: ‘Either there was a striking cultural agreement on the modalities of visual creation, 

or visual creation was secondary to the realities of life, or else we are simply unable to 

decipher the forms of the tradition’.53 In view of the foregoing treatment of Islamic visuality, 

I would argue that Grabar’s first answer to his conundrum was the correct one. I would 

additionally assert that this cultural agreement was marked by delay and deferral. That is to 

say, the tendency to overwhelm surfaces with non-denotational ornament in Islamic art 

serves to delay the moment when sight realises its goal. The ‘observer […] is rarely led from 

the decoration of an object to its uses’, Grabar notes in the same second article.54 That is 

because, I would suggest, the eye is held back and realisation postponed. 

It would be essentialist to suppose that what defines the primal scene of Islamic visuality 

is the sole explanation for the ubiquity of ornament in Islamic art. Alfred Gell, for example, 

talks of decorative patterns in general as ‘sticking-points’, places that are tacky to the eye and 

so slow it down, even halt the eye – above all, the evil eye.55 This apotropaic quality of 

ornamentation is said to be at play in the domestic architecture of Nishapur, for example.56 

Clearly, then, the scopic regime referenced by the concept of the evil eye must be considered 

as a second visuality-based explanation for the ubiquity of ornament in Islamic art. And 
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Grabar’s memorable description of the effect of this ornamentation as a ‘sheath of propriety 

[cast] over strife, passion and the visible world’ must be considered as a third;57 for his 

description invokes the scopic regime referenced by the concept of modesty.  Even so, the 

argument that delay and, ultimately, the deferral of the face-to-face encounter is an 

important factor in this explanation remains. This argument can, additionally, be tested: by 

finding the exception that proves the rule. 

 

The exceptional Kaaba 

The Kaaba’s exterior is free of ornamentation, free of a ‘sheath of propriety’. If the tendency 

to overwhelm surfaces with non-denotational ornament in Islamic art is ubiquitous, what 

explains the Kaaba’s absence of the same? To answer this question, first one must dispel the 

notion that the perfectly legible, thoroughly denotational kiswa that robes the Kaaba is this 

sheath. I have dealt with the kiswa at length elsewhere, but in brief the purpose of the kiswa 

is not to cover the Kaaba. Although, technically speaking, the kiswa does indeed cover the 

Kaaba, this act of covering is similar to that of the skin that ‘covers’ the body. The kiswa traces 

and thus reveals the Kaaba’s form; it does not cover it, in the sense of hide it. 

What explains this exceptional absence of ornamentation on the Kaaba? The Quran 

explains it, when it says: ‘Turn, then, thy face towards the [Kaaba]. Wherever you all may be, 

turn your faces towards it’ (Q 2:144). The Kaaba is the one object believers are told to face, 

the one object that must be faced, and can be seen, without delay. 
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