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AN UNEXPECTED IMAGERY:
THE HEART’S VISION AND OTHER SYNESTHETIC
FUNCTIONS OF THE DHIKR INTO THE ISLAMIC TRADITION

Dario Tomasello (University of Messina)

The aim of this paper is to survey how synesthetic craftsmanship of the dhikr (ritual invo-
cation) has been passed on until the present day and how this technique has favored an
unexpected but crucial role of the images in the Islamic Tradition.

The discussion about the prohibition of images in Islam must be presented in such a
way as to point out the multi-faceted complexity of the issue. Islamic Tradition is known
for its aniconic heritage that is the result of a religious perspective which excludes the use
of images in places of worship.

Modern secular society tends to view worship as irrelevant in the greater context of
human activity, which is diametrically opposed from the way Muslim civilization has es-
tablished the absolute dominance of worship in every aspect of human life.! It is impor-
tant to remember that we are referring to a society which “expresses itself in and through
religion. Religion was far too central a reality to be, as in our day, merely a personal mat-
ter or an affair of the [mosques].”?

It seems, in this regard, that the act of worship is viewed as the main vocation of the
human being — “wa ma khalaqtu-1-jinna wa-I-‘insa illa li-ya’buduni (We created not the Jinn
and Mankind except that they should worship Me)” (Qur’an, adh-dhariyat, 56) — therefore
the presence of images (i.e., statues, icons etc.) which could mislead believers and seduce
them instead of inspiring a pure consideration of the Divine Unity (Tawhid) should not be
allowed.

The prohibition of images has its source in some ahadith (as it is widely known, the
narration reporting the incomparable nature of prophetic model). One of the most influen-
tial of these ahadith concerns Muhammad’s beloved wife, ‘Aisha, who reported: “God'’s
Messenger came back from a journey and I had screened my door with a curtain having
(images) of winged horses on it. He commanded me (to remove them). So I pulled them

down.” This is the wording narrated by Muslim, 3/1158, no. 5256 whereas Al-Bukhari's
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narration refers: “I had hung a thick curtain having images (tamathil). He commanded me
to remove them, so I pulled them down” [Al-Bukhari, 7/542]

Jamal J. Elias has reexamined this account of the Prophet’s life:

A famous hadith account describes how Muhammad’s wife, “Aisha, acquired a ta-
pestry with images on it which she hung on a wall in their home while the Prophet
was out of the house. When he protested about the tapestry on his return, Aisha cut
up the fabric and used it to make cushions, which subsequently were used in their

home without any objection from him [...].”3

Previous to this work, Hans Belting recognized an experimental vocation to imagery in
Islamic tradition as part of a broader vulgate on the primacy of Medieval Arabic science,
in particular looking at the invention of the darkroom.

Yet the German scholar’s opinion does not seem to be entirely convincing — for in-
stance, when he provides a very formalistic explanation of the Divine Word as a subject of
debate in Muslims scholarly circles. Belting, indeed, judges in a narrow perspective, the

supremacy of Word as supremacy of writing that is not:

Dans I'Islam, le Verbe comme révélation de Dieu par lui -méme exigeait un monopole
qui excluait les images. On y voyait la manifestation authentique de Dieu, que seule
I'écriture pouvait restituer et sauvegarder. Un Dieu invisible, qui ne se manifeste pas
sous une forme corporelle visible, «parle» dans I’’Ecriture” qui est donc son médium

approprié.4

The fact is, according to the highest Muslim authorities, the Divine Word has nothing to
do with writing and, mainly, is not Allah’s favorite medium, because, being uncreated, it
is not a medium at all.5 Imam Abu Hamid al-Ghazali said in his Foundations of Islamic Be-

lief (Qawa’id al-"Aqga’id) published in his Rasa’il and his Ihya’ *Ulum al-Din:

The Qur’an is read by tongues, written in books, and remembered in the heart, yet it
is, nevertheless, uncreated and without beginning, subsisting in the Essence of Allah,

not subject to division and or separation through its transmission to the heart and
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paper. Musa — upon him peace — heard the Speech of Allah without sound and
without letter, just as the righteous see the Essence of Allah Most High in the Here-

after, without substance or its quality.6

Considering that the disproportion between man’s desire and the unattainable height of
God which can be reduced only in the case of Divine Mercy, it is necessary to devote now
our attention to the implication of imagery as a privileged instrument of the heart’s vision.
It is well known how the term “heart” has multifaceted features in the Islamic tradition. It
is not simply the organ of emotions, “feelings” and desires, or decisions and opinions, but
entails the soul, knowledge, bravery and more. When purified, it is the seat of the intel-
lect, which mirrors the Divine Presence, as is clarified in the hadith qudsi (sacred tradition
or report): “God created Adam in His image (khalaga Allah *Adam “ala suratiHi),” narrated
from Abu Hurayra by both al-Bukhari and Muslim.

The word “image (sura),” here refers to man’s “attributes,” such as hearing, seeing,
knowledge, and so on. Hence, Adam was created possessing attributes by which God has
also attributed to Himself with the difference being that those of Adam are contingent and
relative while the attributes of God are eternal and absolute.

As the seat of all the cognitive activities, the heart has been called the “true essence of
a human being” (Al-Jurjani, 11t century), containing “all levels of inner being” (al-Hakim
al-Tirmidhi 9th century), and for the Prophets it is the place of Revelation itself. At first,
the “heart” (qalb) is something unstable, unreliable, easily changing. There is a hadith in
which Prophet Muhammad makes a du’a (a special act of supplication) to God: “Ya Mugal-
lib al qulub thabbit qalbi ‘ala dinik (O Turner of the hearts, make my heart firm upon Your
Religion).” The etymology of galb comes from a trilateral root (Q-L-B) which refers to
something that turns around and upside down. The nature of the heart is constantly
changing.

The heart can allow a man to reach the highest stations (magam) as the lowest degree.
That is exactly the way it is introduced by al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi in Bayan al-Farq bayn al-
Sadr wa-al-Qalb wa-al-Fu'ad wa-al-Lubb (The Explanation of the Difference Between the Breast,
the Heart, the Inner Heart and the Intellect).” Concerning God-consciousness, the Prophet

Muhammad said, while pointing to his heart: “God-awe is right here" (al-taqwa huna).”
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So it is quite clear how pivotal the role of the heart is concerning the opportunity to
witness God’s Presence.

Although, as it has been reported in the well-known hadith “Jibril,” it is impossible to
see God directly, by an extraordinary paradox, the feature of ihsan (the spiritual excel-
lence, as it is expressed in Arabic) consists of looking at God as if you can really see Him
even if you cannot really see Him: “an ta’abud Allah ka annaka taraHu fa in lam takun taraHu
fa innaHu yarak” (“ihsan is to worship God as if you see Him, because even if you don’t see
Him, He sees you”).

This excellent degree reveals the Islamic acknowledgment of what perfect faith actu-
ally is and allows us to understand why we choose, in particular, the tacawwuf perspective
in explaining the subject of the heart’s vision which is a specific trait of Sufism.

The attitude of Islamic thought is, in this sense, nothing new or original in a Medieval
mentality shaped by a search for Truth, shared by the three branches of Abrahamic Tradi-
tion, on the basis of a gaze strategy.8 What really changes is the absolute relevance provid-
ed to the wide range of the Divine Word’s synesthetic possibilities in the Islamic perspec-
tive. Is it just something related to the endemic lack of a figurative culture or rather the
symptom of a more sophisticated concept?

To answer the question, it is useful to step back to the early time of Muslim civilization.

As it is referred since Sirat an-nabawiyya of Ibn Ishaq (8th century), the original experi-
ence of Quranic Revelation is recalled as a challenge with the Image that, as God’s Pres-
ence, is not immediately repeatable nor speakable. So once, at night, during the month of
Ramadan, when the Prophet Muhammad was forty, standing in solitude in a cave on
Mount Hira, the Archangel Jibril came to him commanded three times: “Read!” and he
always answered: “I cannot read” referring to the same, unbearable, weight Moses expe-
rienced: “Then Moses said, ‘Now show me your glory.” / And the Lord said, ‘I will cause
all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the Lord, in your
presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on
whom I will have compassion. / But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for no one may
see me and live”” (Exodus, XXXIII, 18-20).

The ritual and performative nature of this narration has in its core a synesthetic the-
atricality marked by the quranic term “Igra!” which evokes a more complex meaning than

what we merely translate as “read.” In fact, Igra implies the notion of recitation in terms of
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an embodied consciousness of what one is reading. Despite the Prophet’s refusals, Jibril
embraced him so hard that Muhammad got hurt intolerably (this recalls very closely the
fight between Jacob and the Angel, when, winning though beaten, the biblical Prophet
argues: “for I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved” (Genesis, XXXII, 31).

During Jibril’s last hug, the unreadable image finally becomes a sound: “Igra bismi
Rabbika Alladhi khalag! (Read in the name of your Lord Who Created!)” (Qur’an, al-‘alag,
XCVI, 1). The text of Ibn Ishaq goes on, then, quoting Muhammad’s words: “It was as
those words were engraved inside my heart.”9

Then, the image conceived by the Islamic Tradition lies in a possible relationship be-
tween the eternity of the Divine Word and the ephemeral words of creatures. Thus the en-
counter with a higher level of knowledge, reenacted by the invocation (dhikr), becomes
possible by its synesthetic function and it is addressed to magnify the strength of this ar-
chetypical image, far from dispelling its value (that it will be clearer further).10

In fact, the result of this encounter is an alchemic possibility of turning the ineffable
into a language that everyone can easily understand (“Inna 'Anzalnahu Qur'andan
“Arabtydan La allakum Ta giliina [Surely We have revealed it — an Arabic Quran — that you
may understand]” [Qu ran, Yusuf, 2]). So, what occurs is properly a transposition from one
language into another — something which only synesthesia could accomplish. In fact, Jib-
ril asks the Prophet Muhammad to convey al-ma’ani I-qadima (the metaphysical, eternal,
entities) and their divine conversation beyond time (al-mukalamatu al-azaliyya) and space.
Then the Prophet’s answer (“I cannot read”), actually means: “I cannot communicate the
eternal Word and the Divine speech beyond time using temporary language.” So, Jibril
taught him how to achieve this. Jibril’s hug is sealed by an expression of the Prophet
Muhammad: “He held me so tight as to exhaust me” that sounds enigmatically in Arabic
language: “faghatta-ni hatta balagha minni al-jihadu” that means “he pushed me into that
hug pushing me so far past my capacity for pain.” Is there just a hint to the ineludible
bodily involvement in the Revelation? It may be. In any case, according to the Islamic
Tradition, the human being is made up of body, soul and Spirit (corpus, anima, spiritus:
jism; nafs; Ruh), so the basic ability of the ritual invocation (dhikr) is to convene all the sen-
sory characteristics through the pronunciation, rhythmically and repetitively, of a ritual

formula. Given this prerogative, maybe another concrete example could serve to acquire
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an increasing consciousness. In fact, it is not by accident that the dhikr brings into play its

synesthetic property as ultimate proof of efficacy:

the good believer who reads the Qu’ran is like a lemon, his fragrance is good, his taste
is good; the one who does not read the Qu'ran is like the date which has not fragrance
though his taste is good; the hypocrite who reads the Qu’ran is like basil, his fra-
grance is good, but his taste is bitter; the hypocrite who does not read the Qu'ran is
like colocynth which has not fragrance and its taste is bitter. (hadith reported by Abu
Musa Al-Ashari, in the Sahth al-Bukhari 4732, Sahth Muslim 797)

Therefore, when approaching the Divine Revelation the good believer achieves qualities
that are summed up of a vast array of different senses. However, appearances can be de-
ceptive, this is the reason why the best believer is he who only reads the Qu'ran, and plays
back the Prophet’s experience, tasting the fullness of God’s Presence. This invocation
(dhikr), conceived by the heart, convenes all the sensorial range and has the potential to be
a great life-altering experience. Such is the authority of this invocation, into the visual
field, that the prayer itself is properly defined as “qurrata ‘ayunin (eyes’ relief)” or by an-
other tradition: “wa ju’ila qurra ‘ayni fi salat (into the prayer was established my eyes’ re-
lief).”11 The synesthetic horizon of this invocation has been identified with “alam al-mithal
(world of the archetypical forms)” or “alam al-khayal, mundus imaginalis” as Henry Corbin
called it in his work,12 inspired by Kitab Hikmat al-Ishraq written by the shaykh Yahya
Suhrawardi (12th century).13

In Suhrawardi’s perspective, the ‘alam al-mithal is an intermediate world between that
of concrete phenomenal reality and the realm of pure intellectual abstraction. Possessing
form but not substance, he referred to this intermediate world (‘alam al-mithal) as the
world of likenesses. Connecting it back to the foundations of the Muslim faith, he also fre-
quently referred to it by the Qur’anic term of isthmus or interface (barzakh). Through its
custody of symbols as its mode of communication, this cosmic sphere (or, alternatively,
level of existence) was seen to act as an intermediary between God's non-delimited
knowledge and our own fragmentary understanding of the universe. It was also seen to
act as the interface between the living and the dead and was in this sense understood as

acting as the visionary meeting ground for living Sufis and their dead predecessors. As a
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proper realm of existence that mediated between different levels of being, the ‘alam al-
mithal thus played an important part in the cosmological model which underpinned
Suhrawardi’s wider mystical epistemology.14

In this intermediate world (“isthmus, barzakh”), as many Shuyukh showed by their

teaching method, the Word, because of the heart’s invocation, becomes Sign, Icon, Vision:

we deal with the imaginary form of the sound, that is sound itself . So it is conceiv-
able to have sounds and melodies in the heavenly spheres [...] In fact, they have a

hearing not conditioned by ears, a sight without eyes, a smell without nose.15

On the other hand, the imagery’s mastery turns invocation into Sign, Vision, gnostic real-
ization. This mastery according to the secrets of ‘ilm al-huruf (Science of Letters) belongs to
the distinctive charismas of this realization, as Sahl al-Tustari (11th century) demonstrated.
In an emblematic episode of his existence, told by Al-Tustari himself, at night, he saw “the
supreme Name of God written in the sky by a green light all along an extent line from east
to west.”16

This kind of experience is the major underlying theme of the work of the greatest
master (shaykh ‘akbar) Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). To understand how Ibn “Arabi defined it, one
can refer to his expression al manazir al-‘ula which can be translated as the supreme spiri-
tual vision: “Manazir is the plural of manzar, from the root nazara which means primarily
‘to look, to view, to perceive with the eyes’.”17 As I have recalled before, the organ of
God’s Vision is the heart, often mentioned by Ibn “Arabi, referring to the hadith qudsi:
“Neither My Heavens nor My Earth encompass Me, but the heart of My believing servant
does encompass me.” Moreover, he speaks of the imagination (khayal) calling into ques-
tion a rich panoply of visual art terms, as Chittick argues: “The word denotes both the
power that allows us to picture things in the mind and the mental pictures. It implies not
only an internal faculty, but also an external reality, as is shown by the fact that the same
word is also used for the images seen in mirrors or on a screen.”18 Chittick warns us that
the word “screen” here is not anachronistic. In fact, Ibn ‘Arabi refers to what a screen
(sitdra) represents, in the case of the shadow-play, to explain how imagination works ac-
cording to the Divine power. It is in this case that, as the etymology of the Arabic word (S-

T-R) points out, the screen takes the meaning of a protective shield, an aegis under which
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the soul (nafs) is safe from the risk of losing itself. Ibn al-Farid, one of the greatest Arabic
Sufi poets, speaks of the shadow-play, referring to the same terminology.19

The Word becomes Vision and the Vision becomes the solid remembrance of God.
This remembrance would not be possible without the awesomeness of a theophanic
prayer and its ability to visualize in a transient world what is destined to remain hidden

in the world of pure entities, to fix in a passing world what is absolutely inalterable:

Everything other than the Essence of the Real undergoes transmutation, speedy and
slow. Everything other than the Essence of the Real is intervening image and van-
ishing shadow. No created thing remains upon a single state in this world, in the
hereafter, and in what is between the two, neither spirit, nor soul, nor anything oth-
er than God — I mean the Essence of God. Rather, it undergoes continual change
from form to form constantly and forever. And imagination is nothing but this. [...]
The universe has become manifest only in imagination. It is imagined in itself. It is,

and it is not.20

This uncertainty is the fundamental structure of a thought which swings continuously
between different domains and different sensorial spheres, choosing, with a final paradox,
not to choose and remaining in between. Once again, it is necessary to reaffirm that the
Islamic Tradition finds the concrete realization of this paradox in the dhikr, or is in the pe-
culiar remembrance technique in which, synesthetically, sight, smell, taste, touch and

sound are convened to

see things as they are from the perspective of the Real. In this sense, the prayers are
equally a form of invocation on remembrance (dhikr). In reciting them, the servant is
not indulging in mere mechanical repetition, but consciously acknowledging the
Presence of God, opening up to the full force of the Divine Revelation and savouring

its manifold “tastes.” 21

Entering the sacred space of dhikr has a precise impact on initiates. One of the most impor-
tant Sufi orders, the Tariqa Shadhiliyya, founded by Abu-1-Hasan ‘Ali Ash-Shadhili (d.

1258) attaches considerable importance to the repetition of the Name of God, as a tool of



CINEMA 9 - TOMASELLO 35

salvation (the Shadhili Masters argue that, when he is absorbed by the dhikr, the worship-
per is entirely protected from Satan’s assault) and transformation in terms of what Victor
Turner and Richard Schechner explained when they talked about liminal rituals.22 The
performative feature of ritual, in fact, has always been considered from a secular point a
view and in a merely cultural perspective. Despite his awareness of what goes beyond
ritual appearance, Turner agrees with those tendencies which consider ritual as an excel-
lent tool to explore the multiple facets of a cultural construction: “Ritual for me, [as
Ronald Grimes puts it]; is a ‘transformative performance revealing major classifications,
categories, and contradictions of cultural processes’.”23 Conversely, some examples, as the
ones we are referring to, show a hidden, deeper and higher meaning of the ritual horizon:
something that still remains right on the center of everyday life, something that people
keep on passing down to each other, something that recalls the original, not the lost, time
in which a spiritual renewal must have been possible.

The craft of Qur’an’s recitation recollects the starting point of Revelation when, through
the imperative request (“Igra”), the entire imagery of Islamic Tradition was molded into a
performative perspective. The ritual circumstances of recitation engage people in an encod-
ed space-time continuum in which some formulas must be recalled and repeated. This
method is particularly used putting visual concentration and breath mastery together.

That is why, for instance, Shaykh Darqawi (d. 1823), who revivified the Tariqa Shad-
hillyya between the 18th and 19th century, warned his disciples that they must focus on
the five letters of the name of Allah, trying to keep on visualizing them endlessly: “If you
invoke Him, devoting yourself to the visualization of the Name, you will be visited by so
many and such strong intuitions so as to be driven until your Lord’s Presence.”

In his epistolary, he suggested to his disciple:

You must focus on the five letters of the Majesty’s Name (Allah) and seek steadily to
maintain this visualization. Each time it vanishes, you have to restore swiftly, even a
hundred time, if it were. You need to prolong the invocation until the limit: ‘Alla...h’
without saying fast ‘Allah Allah” [...] The purpose of such a visualization of the
Name’s Letters is to seize your soul in order not to allow it to lose itself in the materi-
al world (thus in what is not appropriate), for the material world is the right oppo-

site of the spiritual world and opposites never meet [...] If the invoking one devotes
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himself to the Name’s visualization, he will be visited by many intuitions, which get
stronger and stronger, and take him to His Lord’s Presence. There he will receive
some blessings and secrets that no one has ever seen nor heard of before, coming
from a nonhuman source. That said, this path along the Spiritual Way is not for

everybody, for it suitable only to the shrewd people.24

Far from being merely a concentration technique, this method is very far-reaching in its
effects, due to the meanings and secrets which God has attached to the letters of His own
Name. The purpose of this invocation is nothing less than fana fi'llah — annihilation in
God, annihilation into the name, to be more precise, for every name has its specific
virtues. It is a venue for the worshipper (‘abd) and the Worshipped (Ma'bud) in a connec-
tion that aims to reintegrate man into his center and achieve union with God.2?5 Before this
opportunity, one can consider the intimate relationship articulated by the experience that
has always had a crucial function in the teaching of the Islamic Tradition. In this light, the
synesthetic device of the dhikr endows the believers with a consciousness that goes far be-
yond mere erudition. In this embodied knowledge’s perspective, the lesson of Aba Hamid
Ghazali (11th century) is still alive because it has been disseminated among the Sufi Mas-

ters, in the contemporary age:

Know that the answers to some of the things about which you asked me are not
brought about through writing and discussion. If you attain to that state you will
know what they are, and if not-knowing them is an impossibility, in that they pertain
to direct experience. The description of anything to do with direct experience is not
furnished through discussion, as the sweetness of what is sweet and the bitterness of
what is bitter is not known except by taste. Thus it was related that an impotent man
wrote to a friend of his to tell him what the pleasure of sex was like. So he wrote back
to him in reply ‘O so and so, I thought you were just impotent! Now I know that you
are impotent and stupid, since this pleasure is to do with direct experience — if you
attain it you know it — otherwise the description of it is not furnished through talk-

ing and writing.26
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It is doubtless a weird narration, and it looks like much more astonishing because it is re-
ported by a metaphysical science’s Master. Yet, as bewildering as it may seem, the exam-
ple of the “impotent and stupid man” gives a faithful snapshot of the issue of this paper.

The “taste” of invocation provides the privilege of experiencing the Divine Word, not
to affirm the superiority of writing and books (as one might be tempted to believe accord-
ing to the conventional interpretation of the Abrahamic religions as religions of the Book),
but to impose the quality of an unexpected imagery.

In exploring the use of this unconventional imagery, we have naturally gone through
a perspective which inherits an esoteric flair for images and does not need to have a strict-
ly artistic impact. This is only partially true, because in a metaphysical and original vision
of Islam, Art does not belong to a separate realm but is actually an integral part of a whole
vision of the universe where everything is aimed at a better comprehension of God’s plan.
So, in this perspective, the images, which everyone desires to look at, arise from the arche-
types’ universe. To practice a thorough contemplation of these archetypical images is one
of the best ways to achieve a limitless wisdom.

When the Divine Word is visualized, then it can be perceived, tasted and appreciated
in a way maybe impossible to achieve by human words, but easily accessible to the purity

of the heart:

For the reality that is the goal of the mystic, and is ineffable, cannot be understood
or explained by any normal mode of perception; neither philosophy nor reason can
reveal it. Only the wisdom of the heart, gnosis, may give insight into some of its as-
pects. A spiritual experience that depends upon neither sensual nor rational meth-
ods is needed. Once the seeker has set forth upon the way to this Last Reality, he
will be led by an inner light. This light becomes stronger as he frees himself from
the attachments of this world or — as the Sufis would say — polishes the mirror of

his heart.2”

Philosophy or rational reasoning can never reach this state: nothing but the immediacy of
direct contact suffices. Islamic Tradition displays, by means of the teaching of wise Mas-
ters, a primacy of the Divine Word that never ends in Itself, but becomes, because of Its

synesthetic authority, Sign, Icon, subtle and concrete Action.
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