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Abstract

This article spotlights an animated digital rendering of medieval illustrations of the
cosmos by the Sufi scholar Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240). It briefly explains the series of
illustrations, the difficulties of their transmission history, and why they are well-suited
for digital adaptation. It focuses on how the medieval author couched his images in
an acknowledgment of the limits of his medium, remarking that he wished he could
make it more clear. It then shows how an animated website offers new dimensions for
reimagining the images while remaining faithful to the original intent of the author. It
encourages further creative engagements with the visual traditions of the Islamicate
world in order to furnish new perspectives on its past and present.
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Before devoting nine pages of charts to illustrate the cosmos and its future in
the 371st chapter of his Meccan Openings, the famed Andalusian Sufi Muhy1
al-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638 AH /1240 CE) wrote:
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IMAGING THE COSMOS 169

The place of the forms of these shapes is constrained here; it does not
expand for the forms in the way we intend, that is, as a single composi-
tion. If it did expand, it would have been clearer to the one who views it.
(Tbn al-‘Arab1 2013, 9.319)

To make up for the constraints of paper, he used visual cues, captions, and
the juxtaposition of nesting illustrations on facing pages to make the relation-
ship between each as clear as possible to his readers. Scholars and scribes who
produced later recensions of the Meccan Openings (al-futihat al-makkiya)
struggled with depicting them, experimenting with new orientations or larger
paper; some of which are reproduced below. The spread of mechanical type
in the Middle East in the 19th and 20th centuries saw new transmissions and
adaptations of these images until the digital tools of the 21st century made
direct reproductions of the holograph manuscript easily accessible. Yet digi-
tal media also offer new opportunities to transmit the nine images, even as “a
single composition,” something that was previously impossible. By creatively
engaging with this medieval author’s stated goal using a medium that expands
and moves, we can glimpse a new perspective on his cosmology. What follows
is a report on such a project, detailing the process, questions, limitations, and
advantages embedded in digital visualization.

This article introduces a creative engagement with these medieval illus-
trations titled “Mapping the Unseen.” The project was rooted in an attempt
to create a singular and dynamic digital representation of this sequence, a
basic rendition of how “a single composition” would look using an animated
digital medium. After several years, appropriate institutional support allowed
for a more sophisticated attempt, a professionally designed online and inter-
active interpretation of what Ibn al-‘Arabi called the “Order of Coming into
Being.” While the project still has room for expansion, it has been released as
an open-source GitHub repository and website (https://www.alikarjooravary
.com/mapping-the-unseen) in the hope that it serves as a pedagogical resource
for teachers and an invitation to further experiments with the dynamic and
sophisticated worldviews of premodern authors. What follows will first intro-
duce Ibn al-‘Arab’s sequence of images, elaborating on what he meant for
them to be a “single composition.” It will then turn to an overview of its trans-
mission and reception history from the 13th century to the modern period,
remarking on how others grappled with reproducing the sequence on paper. It
will then conclude with the questions and processes that went into creating a
digital interpretation of the sequence, leveraging the peculiarities of a medium
that has enough room to “expand” and perhaps become “clearer to the one
who views it.”
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1 Ilustrating the “Order of Coming into Being”

Ibn al-‘Arab?’s illustrations are in conversation with visual traditions associ-
ated with encyclopedic and philosophical works, in which representations of
the cosmos as a series of nested circles were common. These charts usually
nested the seven heavens, the starry sphere, and the encompassing circle (rep-
resenting the furthest reaches of the cosmos) around the earth. Ibn al-‘Arabi
departed from these depictions, adding many more layers and different per-
spectives to each layer, stretching his representation out to g pages from vary-
ing perspectives and calling it “the order of coming into being” (tartib al-jjad).
He used this sequence of illustrations to argue that anyone who relied solely
on the intellect (‘aql), such as philosophers (falasifa) or rationalist theolo-
gians, lacked the vision (provided by revelation) that is necessary to grasp the
vastness, breadth, depth, and endless possibility of the cosmos (Ibn al-‘Arabi
2013, 1.386, 7.526—533). By relying only on what their rational faculty deemed
possible, they limited the cosmos, whereas:

knowledge of placement and ordering [in the cosmos] cannot be acquired
through thought (al-fikr), rather it depends on the report of the One who
enacted it and who configured its forms. What is tied to the knowledge
of the intellect through the path of thought is the specific possibility of
all this, not its order. This is because order can only be witnessed by indi-
viduals, such that they say, “this is above this, this is under this, this is
before this, or this is after this.” The intellect can only judge whether all
these things are possible. (Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013, 9.307)

This amplifies one of the cornerstones of his cosmology: the cosmos is the
place where the endless, never-repeating, ever-new self-disclosure of God is
forever witnessed. In it, the stages of human becoming are but a small portion
of an endless journey of ascent, knowledge, and most importantly, love. In this
vein, he used the sequence to show how all of creation is within God, embraced
by a cosmic womb that only increases in mercy. Even hell, he upholds, will be
better than the world now.

This complex sequence of nine illustrations is found in chapter 371 of Ibn
al-‘ArabT’s Meccan Openings. It is located in the twenty-sixth volume of his own
second recension of the work, which reaches a total of thirty-seven volumes.
The manuscripts of this autograph recension are kept in Turkey’s Museum of
Turkish and Islamic Arts (TIEM 1845+, formerly the Evkaf Museum). Each is
drawn on paper measuring 250 x 170 mm using a compass and straight edge,
and Ibn al-‘Arabi used black and red ink in his depiction (though the red has
faded over time).
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FIGURE1 MS Istanbul TIEM 1845, fol. goa

FIGURE 2 MS Istanbul TIEM 1845, fol. gob—gia
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I have explained this sequence in detail in earlier articles in which my goal
was understanding and interpreting the sequence of images in the context of
Ibn al-‘Arabl’s own recension and intellectual context (Karjoo-Ravary 2023).
This article introduces a more creative engagement with the images that
aims to continue their reception history into digital media, opening broader
considerations that could not be approached until the earlier studies were
done. Given their importance as source material, I will offer a short sum-
mary before turning to the reception history of these images (Ibn al-‘Arabi
2013, 9.306—374). The sequence starts with the widest perspective possible,
depicting “the Cloud” (al-‘ama’, figure 1) that preceded creation according to
a hadith attributed to the Prophet Muhammad.! This Cloud allowed for differ-
entiation and, ultimately, time and space within the undifferentiated essence
of God. From here, he consciously correlated the language of philosophy with
the language of revelation in labelling his illustrations. He depicted the pri-
mordial first cosmic marriage between “the First Intellect (al-aql al-awwal,
the philosophical term), which is the Pen (al-galam, the Qur’anic term)” and
“the Universal Soul (al-nafs al-kulliya, the philosophical term), which is the
Tablet (al-lawh, the Qurianic term).” From this marriage, “Nature” (al-tabi‘a)
was born, providing the fundamental quaternity which gave birth to the Uni-
versal Hyle (al-hayula al-kull, prime matter, in which bodies can take form).
Within this child, the circle that marks the Universal Body (al-jism al-kull,
figure 2, right), descended upon the two quadrilaterals: the Throne (al-‘arsh)
and the Footstool (al-kurst), each encompassing the lower reality. In other
words, unlike an earthly throne whose footstool is in front and outside of
it, the cosmic throne’s footstool is within it, indicating an image of divinity
facing inward. Within the Footstool, we find the sphere of black satin (atlas,
figure 2, left), which includes the ruling angels of the zodiac and, beneath
them, the layers of paradise. The lowest level of paradise lies above the Starry
Sphere (al-falak al-mukawkab). Here, Ibn al-‘Arabi quotes a hadith of the
Prophet Muhammad to remark that the scale of these images is much larger
than is possible to depict, and within the starry sphere our heavens and earth
are like “a ring lost in a vast desert.”? Our earth (figure 3, right) marks the low-
est point of creation and the end of the descending sphere, beneath which

1 This hadith is found in Tirmidhi, 43. Kitab tafsir al-qur'an ‘an rasilillah, 12. Bab wa min sara
had, Hadith 3394. It is also transmitted twice by Ibn Maja and twice by Ibn Hanbal.

2 This hadithis not found in the main Sunni collections, but it does occur in other well-respected
sources, such as Book 6, hadith 361, Sahih of Ibn Hibban (d. 354 AH/965 CE). The Arabic text

is as follows: « _jz ! :}.;a’ej M u,'é)‘\.g slibs dalS Yl wﬂ\ & CWJ\ Olgondl Lo 3 \Ji\.j
il &SM‘MWJQ| é&».
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FIGURE 3  MS Istanbul TIEM 1845, fol. g1b—g2a

lies only frozen water, then freezing air, then darkness. After this, he shifts
perspective and time, showing the transformation of the same image into the
singular Earth of Resurrection (ard al-hashr, figure 3, left), where every layer
from our earth to Saturn transforms into a single stretched out plain on which
every creature that ever existed in our cycle of creation will be resurrected to
answer for what they did (Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013, 9.350).

After divine judgment, all will be sorted into those who will ascend beyond
the planets and stars into paradise, and those who will remain on the new
heavens and earth, which he identifies with hell, depicted as the inverse of the
previous image of paradise (figure 4, right; Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013, 9.355).

He then takes a wide perspective on the temporal and ontological progres-
sion of the cosmos as a single moving body (figure 4, left), before shifting to a
specific place and moment after the day of resurrection in which God reveals
His face to the people of paradise from the “gardens of the Essence” ( jannat
al-dhatiyya) in Eden (‘adn, figure 5, right, Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013, 9.358). Ibn
al-‘Arabi writes that, after this unveiling, God will continue to reveal His face
as His mercy overflows into the valleys of hell, whose people will then witness
a new unveiling in their own capacity. Ibn al-‘Arabi ends with an image of the
entirety of the cosmos as a series of circles (figure 5, left) which, I argue, trans-
forms into an image of two eyes when read in tandem with his explanation
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FIGURE 4  MS Istanbul TIEM 1845, fol. g2b—g3a

FIGURE 5  MS Istanbul TIEM 1845, fol. 9g3b—94a
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and its facing image, akin to the two eyes of God seen as the cosmos, wit-
nessing and being witnessed everlastingly (Karjoo-Ravary 2023, Mapping
60—61).

2 Transmission History

Ibn al-‘Arabi’s creative depiction of his perspectival cosmos was not easy to
transmit. Most of its later recensions attempted their own approaches to this
complicated sequence. Finding all manuscripts of the Futuhat to sketch out
a full reception history of these images is a daunting task beyond the limits
of this article, but a preliminary exploration has identified several differ-
ent traditions of transmission. For instance, Nuruosmaniye 2502 (dating to
Ramadan 23, 992 AH/September 28, 1584 CE, produced in Zabid in Ottoman
Yemen, figure 6) and Ayasofya 1974 (figure 8), both held at the Siilleymaniye
Library in Istanbul, and Arabe 1333-1335 (figure 9), held at Bibliothéque natio-
nale de France, are large, adorned copies likely for an elite readership. Their
adaptations of these images are close to one another and utilize a unique
approach that takes advantage of larger paper and the resources available to
producers of luxury books. Other recensions, such as Beyazit 3745 or Digby
Or. 2426 (copied by Ni‘matullah ibn Hamza al-‘Amidi al-Husayni in Hilla
and dating to Jumada al-Thani 2, 999 AH/March 28, 15091 CE) are still for
scholarly use, but either less careful with aspects of the images or rely on a
different chain of transmission, perhaps returning to the first recension of
the work, which is no longer extant. The quality of each manuscript and the
hand of their scribes had a direct correlation with the quality of their rendi-
tion of the images (for example, the superior quality of Nuruosmaniye 2502,
figure 6, versus Digby Or. 26, figure 7). Almost all recensions use black and
red ink like the original sequence, but they switch the usage of ink. Whereas
in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s recension, red was used for labels and black for geometric
shapes, later recensions draw the images in red and label them in black. Like
the original, they use captions to indicate continuity between the sequences
but have the novel approach of incorporating images that move into each
other on the same page. An interesting example of this is another elite man-
uscript held at the Siileymaniye Library in Istanbul, Turhan Valide Sultan
Kiitiiphanesi 187, that attempted to remain close to Ibn al-‘Arabi’s own recen-
sion and thus differed from the other identified clusters. It is a 15th-century
manuscript that was produced for elite consumption. It was copied by
the Ottoman scholar Shams al-Din Fanari’s (d. 834 AH/1431 CE) son, and its
images similarly take advantage of having a team of scribes working on
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FIGURE 6  MS Istanbul Siileymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 2502 fol. 670b—671a, dated to
992 AH /1584 CE

the recension. Since the first four images are clearly nesting from the same
perspective, it places them all on a single folio (figure 10). It makes similar
choices later. This strategy creates a sense of proportional difference between
the different images and can transmit varying senses of importance and
salience that were absent in the original sequence (evident in Turhan Valide
Sultan 187, figure 10, Nuruosmaniye 2502, figure 6, and Ayasofya 1974, figure 8).
No later recension had the resources or suitable medium to create a rendition
of the sequence as a “single composition.” It is possible that combining multi-
ple images on a single folio, which almost every later manuscript did to varying
degrees, was an attempt at such a “single composition,” but in many cases this
was just as likely related to practical aspects of working with paper.

The modern period witnessed several published editions of the Futihat,
but printing these images faced new technical and financial difficulties.
The main casualty of this phase was the interplay between black and red
ink, as printing in two colors was either impossible or financially unfea-
sible. The 19th century saw at least two published editions of the Futihat,
reproduced in figures 11 and 12 (Ibn al-‘Arabi 1853, 1854, 1856, 1857, 1876).
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FIGURE 7  Ms Oxford Digby Or. 26 fol. 503b, dated to 834 AH /1430 CE
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FIGURE 8  Ms Istanbul Siileymaniye Library, Ayasofya 1974 fol. 587a
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FIGURE 9  MS Paris Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Arabe 1334 fol. 63b

These editions were products of royal patronage in Cairo and were based
on a manuscript tradition that closely resembled the previously mentioned
elite copies but in monochrome. The first of these was printed at the Bualaq
press (al-Matba‘a al-Amiriyya) in Cairo in four volumes between Dhii 1-Hijja
1269 AH/October 1853 CE and Muharram 1274 AH/August 1857 CE. The first
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FIGURE 10 Turhan Valide Sultan Kiitiiphanesi 187 fols. 60ob—601a

volume is dedicated to ‘Abbas 1 (d. 1270 AH/1854 CE) of the Muhammad ‘Ali
dynasty and involved an editing team led by the poet, scholar, and statesman,
Shihab al-Din Muhammad ibn Isma‘1l (d. 1274 AH /1857 CE). The next three vol-
umes, produced respectively in Shawwal 1270 AH /July 1854 cE, Dhu al-Qa‘da
1272 AH/[July 1856 CE, and Muharram 1274 AH/August 1857 CE, are dedicated
to Sa‘id Pasha (d. 1279 AH/1863 CE) and were edited by Ahmad Aba Muslih
al-Fishawi with the help of Ahmad al-Ibyari. This edition was reprinted in
8 volumes (two volumes for each original volume) at the same press, in Jumada
al-Thani 1293 AH/July 1876 CE. This version was dedicated to Khedive Isma‘l
(d.1312 AH /1895 CE), who had recently purchased the Balaq press as a royal pos-
session. The head editor of this project was Ibrahim ‘Abd al-Ghaffar al-Dusuqi
(d. 1300 AH/1883 CE), who wrote that he aimed to correct the mistakes of the
first edition.

These editions were then improved by a team led by the famed Algerian
scholar ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaz&'ir1 (d. 1300 AH/1883 CE), whose later life in exile
gave him access to Ibn al-‘Arabl’s second recension, which he used for this
project. The project outlived him and was completed under the guidance of
Muhammad al-Zuhri al-Ghamrawi in 1329 AH /1911 CE at Cairo’s Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Arabiyya al-Kubra Press through the patronage of a Kashmiri merchant
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Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-Makkiyya, 1st ed. (Cairo: Matba‘a Balaq,

1269-1274 AH 1853-1857 CE)

from Mecca, Fada Muhammad al-Kashmiri, and his associates (figure 13, Ibn
al-‘Arabi 1911). While it still makes departures from the holograph, its images
were edited to appear much closer to Ibn al-‘Arab1’s own illustrations from the
second recension.

In the late 20th and early 21st century, attempts at critical editions followed
the visual language established by the 1911 Cairo edition. The first of these was
attempted by Osman Yahia (d. 1997), who published fourteen volumes between
1972 and 1992, covering less than half of the text. Yahia was precise when pre-
senting the few images that fell in his edition and even offered alternative
images from the manuscript tradition in footnotes, but he did not reach this
sequence of images. A Beirut edition published several times over the years,
most notably in 1999 (figure 14), transmitted the Cairo edition’s rendition of
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FIGURE 13 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya (Cairo: Matba‘a Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya

al-Kubra, 1329 AH /1911 CE)
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FIGURE 14 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futahat al-Makkiyya, ed. Ahmad Shams al-Din (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyya, 1999 CE)

these images. The first complete critical edition of the Meccan Openings was
by ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Sultan al-Mansub, first published by the Ministry of Culture
in Yemen in 2010 and then republished, with edits (including of images),
in 2013 under the supervision of the Supreme Council of Culture in Egypt
(figure 15, Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013). Its second edition is the most accurate repre-
sentation of the manuscript images as possible, though it still departs from
some elements of the holograph. This tradition continues, and a new edition
of the Futihat was published in 2024 by the Ibn al-‘Arabi Foundation in the
United Arab Emirates, but I have been unable to examine its rendition of these
images. From the late 19th century to the present, aspects of this sequence also
appeared in various scholarly venues and studies, incorporating themselves
into this long reception history (Akkach 2012, Haj Yousef 2008, Palacios 1919).
Unlike the manuscript and publication history, none of these studies looked at
them “as a single composition,” usually stopping with the first four or five. It is
the difficulty of visualizing all g of these images as a “single composition” that
led to this project.
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FIGURE 15 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Sultan al-Mansab (Cairo:
al-Majlis al-Ala li-1-Thaqafa, 2013 CE)

3 Creating a Digital Representation

This project began in Fall 2014 when Renata Holod of the University of
Pennsylvania suggested that digital tools should be used to recreate the origi-
nal appearance of paintings from the premodern Islamic world where silver
ink had oxidized. While I have yet to attempt that challenge, the question of
using modern technology to study the premodern motivated me to rethink
this sequence of images. An initial study of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s sequence of images
immediately called to mind the contemporary practice of “zooming” into
images. It was clear that the captions and facing images were trying to create a
dynamic representation that moved in multiple dimensions in order to incul-
cate a particular type of seeing.

I transferred scans of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s diagrams to Adobe Illustrator and cre-
ated two nested versions of the diagrams, one before the day of judgment
(figure 16) and another showing the transformation of the heavens and earth
into hell (figure 17). While this transformed image is not clear in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
own sequence, experimenting with the images in a digital format made new
connections visible. Whereas Ibn al-‘Arabl moved in to our earth after three
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FIGURE 16 Adobe Illustrator/Prezi adaptation by author, 2016 CE

depictions of the levels above it only to offer three different visions of it — as it
is today in this cycle, tomorrow when this cycle ends, and the near future when
it is transformed to hell — the digital representation allowed one to zoom in
and out and rethink what larger movements were at play, such as the descent
of God’s throne in the Earth of Resurrection and the activation of its eight pil-
lars (represented in this digital project as the shift from a quadrilateral to an
octagram). It revealed that the perspective shift between the present heavens
and earth (figure 3, right), their transformation of the Day of Resurrection
(figure 3, left), and their future as hell (figure 4, right) was a process that rotated,
in a sense, the image’s perspective around an axis until it returned to the same
top-down perspective that marked the first three images (figures 1-2). Digital
experimentation was what allowed this feature that must have been intended
to become obvious.
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FIGURE 17 Adobe Illustrator/Prezi adaptation by author, the transformed throne, 2016 CE

That initial project suffered from the limitations of my own skill set. While
I was able to vectorize and trace the images and add English translations for
the captions, I was forced to either abandon or adapt usages of stylized script,
given my technical incapacity. Through Prezi presentation software, which
helps lay users create dynamic presentations, a rudimentary animation was
developed that zoomed into each section of the nesting image to highlight the
dynamic nature of Ibn al-‘ArabT’s illustrations. Unfortunately, the four images
that broke the top-down or nesting perspective of the sequence could not
be incorporated and thus were shown separately (the fifth, seventh, eighth,
and ninth images). They were presented in 2016 at the American Academy of
Religion conference, where the audience made a point of their novelty and
pedagogical value. At the same time, it also became clear that professional
help was necessary to truly adapt the sequence to a digital medium.

After an academic study of the images that resulted in two publications
on visual representation in the Meccan Openings, new institutional support
allowed for a return to a more experimental interpretation of the images as a
“single composition” (Karjoo-Ravary 2023). Building on the findings of several
studies and recognizing my lack of technical experience, I commissioned Sina
Fakour (https://www.sinafakour.com, American University of Beirut) to create
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an aesthetically refined, bilingual, and interactive online version of the “order
of coming into being.” I had known of Fakour’s work for some time, both as
a visual and digital artist as well as a scholar interested in the development
of the Arabic script from manuscripts to the digital age. His combination of
aesthetic expertise and technical skill, rooted in his own life and academic tra-
jectories, represented an ideal site of collaboration for this project.

Fakour and I met over a period of several months. I shared my articles as well
as the original Illustrator and Prezi projects with him. We hashed out the prob-
lems the project initially faced, including the inability to combine Arabic and
English, the perspective shift of four of the images and how to best represent
them, as well as the issue of stylized script and color scheme. It was decided
that the project should be open source and housed in my GitHub repository,
free for academic use {https://github.com/akarjooravary/ibnarabi}, where
interested users can access the .svg files as well as the code written by Fakour.
Unlike the earlier representations, the background in this version was black,
representing the cosmic backdrop of the images. This represents not only the
encompassing “sphere of Black Satin (atlas)” mentioned by Ibn al-‘Arabi but
also includes the black light of the Essence that lies beyond everything. We
still incorporated an interplay of red and white, with red being used in the
same way as it was used in the original sequence. Despite being between white
and red as opposed to black and red, both colors still have resonances in Ibn
al-‘Arabl’s teachings, where white is the color of the first manifest light and red
the color of the second.

FIGURE 18 Screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping-the-unseen
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The interface allows the user to switch between Arabic and English at any
time. Given that the medium is digital, it has a “scroll progress” bar that allows
the user to note moments in the movement as they scroll through it at their

own pace. There is also an option to magnify the image.

Fakour was able to represent Ibn al-‘Arabi’s stylized use of script and used
his own artistic discretion for typeface and shade of color (figures 20 and 21).
We did have a discussion on whether Ibn al-‘Arabi’s own handwriting should

FIGURE 19  Screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping-the-unseen

FIGURE 20 Stylized script in screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping

-the-unseen
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FIGURE 21 Fakour’s adaptation of stylized script to English in screenshot from https://www
.alikarjooravary.com/mapping-the-unseen

be reproduced, but it would have been cost-prohibitive and time-consuming.
It was also beyond the aim of this project, whose focus was creative transmis-
sion rather than perfect reproduction.

Fakour’s adaptation used animation to circumvent the technical problems
that previously prevented the incorporation of the fifth, seventh, eighth, and
ninth images in the sequence. For the fifth image, which marked the transfor-
mation of the heavens and the earth into the earth of resurrection in an image
that included the throne, paradise, and hell, he used the continuity of the
center line as an axis along which the animation vertically rotates 45 degrees
(figure 22). This makes the different shifts in perspective clear as the user
scrolls back and forth.

Similar strategies were used for the seventh, eighth, and ninth images. The
circle marking hell was used to read into the major perspective shift of the
seventh image, zooming in and then out into a different configuration that
highlighted temporal and ontological progression. Then, for image eight, the
sequence zooms into a specific place in paradise. Since it does not mark the
entire circle of paradise, the animation moves into the circle until the screen
goes black. Only then does the image appear.

For the final image, Fakour builds on an argument from my article Mapping
the Unseen that the final image, an image of the entirety of the cosmos, also
transforms into an image of two eyes when viewed in relation to image eight,
which is on its facing page. The relationship of two facing pages is something
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FIGURE 22 Vertical rotation in screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping
-the-unseen

FIGURE 23 Screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping-the-unseen

that is a particular capacity of the codex, which is frequently lost in digital
reproduction. Fakour built the concentric images of the final image around the
four quadrants of image eight, and then pulled them apart to not only preserve
but to animate and show the relationship of these two images to one another
(figures 23 and 24). This allows the viewer to intuit Ibn al-‘Arab1’s penultimate
point in the section:
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FIGURE 24 Screenshot from https://www.alikarjooravary.com/mapping-the-unseen

The Real, exalted is He, is the Sight of the Cosmos (basar al-‘alam) and He
is the one who sees. He is the Knower of the possible things, and he has
not perceived anything but what was in His knowledge from the forms
of the possible things. Thus, the cosmos was made manifest between the
Cloud and the Vision of the Real (rwyat al-haqq). What is made manifest
indicates the one who sees, and that is the Real. So discern and know
what you are. (Ibn al-‘Arabi 2013, 9.361)

4 Conclusion

While the project is complete in many ways, there are plans to add an edition
of the entire chapter in Arabic. The section where Ibn al-‘Arabi narrates the
sequence of images will ideally sync with the user’s movement through the
images. Future iterations will include an English translation of the chapter so
that those who navigate the website in English can also experience the inter-
play between text and image at work in the sequence.

It bears stating that transmission, fidelity, the relationship between image
and text, and even the nature of what a medium is are not neutral terms but
rather linguistically and culturally mediated, subject to the particularities
of different cosmologies. The premodern transmission of these illustrations
operated under a different conception of fidelity, in which each medium and
moment requires a new and different reiteration. In a cosmology wherein the
technology of pen and tablet was seen as the prime duality in which all things
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were engendered, where writing with all its accoutrements occupied a cen-
tral place in culture and society, the act of illustrating and transmitting these
images was not merely information transfer or visual aid. Rather, it was tied to
conceptions of intimacy, unveiling, and the unraveling of the individual souls
of author, scribe, and reader. By taking such a perspective, new readers and
scribes interpreted and saw in a way befitting the particularities of their own
time, necessitating a new interpretation. This project is such an experiment:
an attempt at not only engaging with the premodern but rethinking our con-
temporary understanding of what we see and how we see it.

Beyond the obvious goals of introducing aspects of Sufi theory and the work
of Ibn al-‘Arabi, one aim of this website is to offer a pedagogical tool for teach-
ing premodern cosmologies. This tool seeks to not only capture their sophis-
tication and dynamism but also allows students to explore these cosmologies
via media that are becoming more natural to them than paper. Preliminary
remarks about this website have all remarked on its utility for teaching. It can
serve as an aid to teach the intellectual history of the Islamic world in a way
that directly shows how premodern Muslims debated and constructed the lim-
its of time and space beyond mere transmission and imitation.

It must also be acknowledged that a website has multiple disadvantages.
First, this sequence of images occurs well into Ibn al-‘ArabT’s multi-volume
work. It is not bookmarked or set aside in any way. It is not necessarily intended
to be read without substantial introduction and expertise in the scholarly dis-
courses of premodern Islam. The format of a physical book allowed for this
contextualization to be safeguarded in a way that a website will not be able to.
Future plans to add the Arabic and English text of the chapter, perhaps even
with a voiceover, aim to counter this disadvantage and tie the project to its
Islamic and Sufi context so that it remains anchored in them. Furthermore,
when read as a physical codex, these images were approached through the
body in a way that allowed for a rootedness in one’s perception, perspective,
and even limitations and context. The disembodied or differently bodied
realities of the digital and virtual sphere can alienate or decontextualize the
reader’s experience of this sequence. Despite this, the benefit of such creative
engagements with the past can also expand the imaginal source base that we
use when thinking about the boundaries of our world, the imagination, and
possibility itself.

Given our changing relationship to reading, books, and especially images, it
seems prudent to use the tools at our disposal to engender our own perspec-
tive shift on premodern maps, diagrams, and art, revealing their sophisticated
nature in a form and medium that 21st-century readers understand. In a sense,
we have joined its long recension history, working as a team like many of the
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manuscript workshops of the past, adapting our understanding of text and
image to the media available to us in our day and age. I hope that this project,
a work of interpretation rooted in premodern sources and digital techniques,
can be a small and welcome contribution in expanding the umbrella of digital
humanities in creative new landscapes.
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