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Bodies and Becoming
Mimesis, Mediation, and the Ingestion of the Sacred in Christianity and Islam

FINBARR BARERY FLOOD

In the eating encounter, all bodies are shown to be but tempovary m;rgmfm eats I::_af
i mr,trfﬁ;::ﬁfr}a that is a process ﬂf .:"}rfmmfﬂg, is bustle and ﬂaw prm.:‘tm:tm" ﬂ?_}r sedi-

mentation and substance.  Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology
of Things

n 2010 it was announced that a special deluxe version of Indian cricket star Sachin
Tendulkar’s autobiography would be produced in an edition of ten. Costing
$75,000 (with the proceeds going to charity), the signature feature of each of
these 852-page luxury texts would be a page produced by mixing the cricketer’s blood
into the paper pulp, accompanied on a separate double-page spread by Tendulkar’s
DNA profile, developed from his saliva. Like the relics venerated in many religious
traditions (also, in theory at least, limited editions), the sanctified codex was intended
to facilitate access not simply to an aura generally assumed to be lost in mass (re)pro-
duction bur also to the very essence and stuff of the godlike hero. The comparison
may seem anachronistic or facetious, but it is worth considering the publisher’s ratio-
nale for producing a “blood edition” of the Tendulkar Opus: “It’'s not everyone’s cup
of tea, it’s not to everyone's taste and some may think it’s a bit weird. Bur the key thing
is that Sachin Tendulkar to millions of people is a religious icon. And we thought how,
in a publishing form, can you ger as close to your god as possible.™
Reworked for the era of hypercapirtalism, in which the media-enhanced image
of a sporting hero can assume the status of icon, even the specifics of this canny mar-
keting exercise provide an uncanny echo of earlier devortional practices. Materialized
not just oz the page but i it, blood mediates presence, literalizing a homology be-
eween bodies and books, blood and ink, that will be familiar co Byzantinists, Islami-
cists, and Western medievalists, who could cite antecedents from the bloodstained
Qur’an of the assassinated caliph Uthman (d. 656) (written with his own hand, ac-
cording to some versions) through the painted blood that streaks a folio of the ninth-
century Khludov Psalter.’

-
=1
-~

Promey, Sally M., ed. Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice. New Haven, CT, USA: Yale University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 January 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Yale University Press. Alle Rechte vorbehalten.



Bloodstained codices are the tip of an iceberg insofar as thc}' avail of a marerial
support to mediate access to valorized models, whether caliphs, saints, or sportsmen.
One obvious distinction berween media icons and spiritual exemplars lies, however,
in the appeal to a transcendental signified. When it comes to mediating presence, the
bodies and paraphernalia of spiritual exemplars are, like the materials with which they
come in contact, understood as being imbued with an aura of sacrality that is both a
mark nfpcrsnnal sanctity and a sign of divine grace whose ultimate source lies ]}E}’Dﬂd
the sanctified body. Moreover, if the molding of the self in relation to such models
highlights the importance of mimetic identification in shaping spiritual identity, the
role of transvalued (or even transubstantiated) matter in devotional practices raises
more ambiguous questions regarding the boundaries berween practices of identih-
cation and the nature of personal identity, berween modes of imitating and means
of becoming. Oﬁ'}:ring a perspective on mediation, matcriality, and mimesis often at
variance with the orthodoxies of post-Enlightenment modernity, devortional pracrices
centered around animated matter call into question epistemological and onrtological
models of subject—object relations that have been deeply internalized and natural-
ized in Euro-America as a legacy of both the Reformation and the Enlightenment.’
However arcane these issues seem, they lie at the heart of the disenchantments of
modernity, a condition characterized by Jane Bennetr as “an inconsistent and para-
doxical combination of claims about nature and culture,” which “passes itself off as the
clean, enlightened alternative to a messy, primitivistic cosmology that confuses the
natural with che culrural, mixes the animal wicth the human, mistakes the inanimare
for the animate, and contaminates the moral with the prudential.™ The endeavor,
according to Bruno Latour, is dependent on practices of stratification that operate at
various levels. These range from the contingent and conventional relations assumed
by Saussurean linguistics through the dematerialization, idealization, and ontological
disaggregation essential o the operation of the sign in modern semiotics to the com-
mon distinction berween the exteriorities of marterial embodiment and the interiori-
ties of immaterial piety.’

Past decades have been marked by increased skepticism abourt the transculrural
and/or transhistorical relevance of such binaries, foundartional as they are to culrur-
ally and historically specific epistemologies and ontologies universalized as transcen-
dental truths. Writing recently in the wake of the global controversy over caricatures
of the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632), for example, the anthropologist Saba Mahmood
has argued thart traditional conceprs of mimesis as imitation or reiteration fail to do
justice to the aspirational nature of devotional practice. Rather than a relation of mi-
mesis, Mahmood argues, the relationship between the Prophet Muhammad and the
pious should instead be characterized as one of schesis, a “living relation” characrer-
ized by an identification that not only collapses temporospatial distance bur affects

the very stuff of pcrsnnal idcntit}h Realization of the Prﬂphet’s behavior enrtails em-
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bodied habitation, a goal facilitated by the hadich (traditions of the Pmpher), which
“are lived not as commandments burt as virtues; one wants to ingest, as it were, the
Prophet’s persona.”™ The desire to which Mahmood draws attention is literalized in
[slam through the practice of zabarruk, the secking of baraka, the immaterial blessing
that radiates from the bodies of prophets or saints in life or death or from objects as-
sociated with them. Typically, baraka is absorbed through kissing, touching, or rub-
bing.” This haptic and somatic aspect of Islamic devotional practices is invoked in a
remarkable preamble to a discussion of Indian religions written around 1030 CE in
which the Persian scholar Abu Rayhan al-Biruni presents the investment in devo-
tional images as a matter of class and education rather than of religious difference.
Al-Biruni notes the affective power of certain types of depictions and hypothesizes

abourt their impact on uneducated believers, including Muslims:

These words of mine would at once receive a sufhcient illustrarion if, for
example, a picture of the Prophet (surar al-nabi) were made, or of Mecca
and the Ka‘'ba, and were shown to an uneducated man or woman. Their
joy in looking at the thing would bring them to kiss the picture, to rub
their cheeks against it, and to roll themselves in the dust before it, as if
they were seeing not the picture, bur the original, and were in this way, as
if l:l"u:}r were present in the hﬂl}' placcs, pcrﬁ:nrming the rites of pilgrimage,

the greater (bajj) and the lesser (‘umra).”

This passage is an important one, raising signiﬁcant questions abour mimesis, surro-
gacy, and the sacred. In the present context, however, it serves to draw attention to
sensory aspects of devotion otherwise documented by inscriptions inviting contacr,
and by patterns of wear attesting to it, on some of the Christian and Islamic devo-
tional images that are considered here, few of which were in fact produced for the
illicerate or the uneducared.

Devotional practices involving bodily engagement with the sacred range from
seeing or touching to the consumprtion of liquids infused with the charisma of pri-
mary or secnndary relics for apotropaic, pmph}?laﬂtic, and therapeutic purposes.
Imbibing or ingesting sacred matter is by no means acceptable to all Muslims or char-
acteristic of Islamic devotional rituals alone but is common to many religious tradi-
tions. Incorporating the charisma of the sanctified other into the very essence of the
self, they amplify an underlying ambiguity between imirating and becoming thar is
perhaps central to all devotional practice. In doing so, they also highlight a capacity of
materiality to mediate sacrality that operates both transculturally and tranhistori-
cally, however diverse the spcciﬁc forms and meanings it assumes in particular times
and places. Despite this, and although they have attracted the occasional interest of

anthropologists and sociologists, practices of ingestion have largely been ignored by
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historians of art or marerial culture more bmadl}z The reasons for this ntglfct are not
hard to discern, even in an era saturated by histories of reception; not only do the ob-
jects of such practices (and often the paraphernalia associated with them) fall foul of
the “high/low” distinction essential to the canonization of the objects of art history
bur their ingestion also falls well outside the range of pracrices sanctioned in moder-
nity as appropriate responses to texts and images. Yet the transubstantiated eucharist
of Catholic Christianity is not the only case of devotional ingestion that survives in
modernity. On the contrary, practices of ingesting sacred texts and images for prophy-
lactic or therapeutic purposes already satisfied by mass production long before moder-
nity not only continue to flourish bur also in some cases have even been adapred for
an era of mechanical reproduction. In addition to the consumprtion of printed images
and texts (see below), the advent of photography expanded the possibilities for in-
gesting the sacred. Lﬂng—tstablishtd practices of reciting efthcacious formulas over
water for ingestion find modern correlates, for example, in the consumption of water
or other liquid media infused through contact with the blessings emanating from
photographs of sanctified figures.” The ingestion of water infused with the blessing
imparted by contact with an image or by the proximate recitation of an efficacious
text finds numerous earlier analogies, but the alleged indexical nature of the photo-
graph makes it f:spf:ciall}r appropriate to such thcraptutic functions.

That such practices have been adapred to the technologies of modernity is per-
haps not surprising given their longevity. In the eastern Mediterranean, for example,
the ingestion of both images and words is attested by a wide range of artifacts and
texts relating to both devotional and magical practices well before the advent of Christi-
anity. In Egypt, several pharaonic temples, including those at Luxor and Philae, show
evidence of reliefs and hiemgl}fphs hswing been scrapf:d in order to remove pD‘WdE‘I‘ o
ingest for amuletic or prophylactic purposes already before the Roman period, leaving
gashes up to 40 centimeters long on the surface of the stone. At Edfu, Philae, and
many other sites, these practices continued into the Christian era, when the crosses
and other Christian signs engraved alongside defaced polytheistic images became the
focus of similar devotional acrivities. Analogous activities have been noted at medi-
eval Christian sites in both Italy and Germany into the modern period."

In Egypr and elsewhere, such practices existed on the margins of more canonical
practices of ingesting sacred matter that flourished before and after the Christianiza-
tion (and later Islamicization) of the eastern Mediterranean. These proliferated as
part of what Patricia Cox Miller has dubbed the “material turn” in fourth-century
Christianity, a devflﬂpmcnt that signalf:d “anew subje-:t—nbjccr relation, a relation of
the human subjccl: to the sanctif}ring potential of human physicalit}r as locus and me-
diator of spiritual presence and power.”" In the centuries before the advent of Islam,
access to both presence and power was generally provided by images, relics, and visita-

tion of sacred sites. The ritualized itineraries and peregrinations Dfpilgrims gave them

2162 FINBARR BAREY FLOOD

Promey, Sally M., ed. Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice. New Haven, CT, USA: Yale University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 January 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Yale University Press. Alle Rechte vorbehalten.



access to the sacred mimetically in the very places in which sanctified exemplars had
walked.”” Marerial relics extended this engagement with the sacred, diminishing the
gap berween matter and spirit by permirting sanctified bodies to be accessed sensually
even in places and times far distant from their sites of origin.” If, however, mimesis as
dynamic reenactment offered one means of embodying pious exemplars, the kissing,
licking, or even ingestion of fragments of the sacralized bodies, or of materials trans-
valued by contact with them, are less easily accommodarted under the rubric of mime-
sis, at least in its cﬂmmﬂnplacc SENSse ﬂfrc—prcsclltatinn or re-staging. On the contrary,
such practices point to a desire to collapse a distinction berween emulator and emu-
lated that is central to the operation of mimesis as re-presentation. In this sense, as
Gary Vikan has noted, the relation of desire that unites pilgrim and sanctified model
bears comparison to the ontological indeterminacy exploited in sympathetic magic,
in which the relation between model and referent had less to do with imirating than
with bccmning.“

Ingestion was integral to this process of becoming. If the circulation of exlogiac
(blessings) was intended to bring the efficacious sacrality of these blessings home to
the believer in his or her own circumstances, the ingestion of sacred matter took the
process to its logical conclusion, taking it into the very substance of the self. Tangible
culogiae brought by ecarly medieval pilgrims from Christian shrines in Palestine and
the eastern Mediterranean from the fifth century onward included not only cloth in-
fused by contact and cords or strips of cloth cur to the exact measure of sacred sites,
and their component rocks bur also edible or ingestible substances such as bread, dew,
dust, earth, hair, manna, oil, water, and frequently fruit.” Even mass-produced tokens
composed of the dust or earth of sacred sites could facilitate the ingestion of the
sacred. In the production of such rokens, images of a saint were stamped on tablets
of earth from his shrine, the fusion of word, image, and sacred matter blurring the
distinction between icon and relic. Their production reflects beliefs in the capacicy
of sanctity to be both transmirted and, perhaps more significantly, to be mediated
materially, thanks to an indexical chain of contact with the saint’s body that imbued
even mundane or profane materials with a sacrality capable of further transmission, in
effect transforming them into part of the saint’s “distributed PEI’SUH}IDGE].“IE' Typical
of such Eulﬂgiﬂc are those prﬂduacd at the shrine of the St}'lil't saint Symeon the
Younger in northern Syria in the sixth and seventh centuries (Figure 29.1); fashioned
from matter taken from the sacred site (itself sanctified by conract with the saint’s
bnd}f), these were formed into a tablet stamped with the image of the saint, identified
in an accompanying inscription.” Just as the oil poured over relics to infuse it with
sanctity or taken as eulogiae from many other Christian pilgrimage sites in Palestine
and Syria could be applicd to the bnd}f, hagiﬂgraphic tales describe the external appli—
cation of such clay tokens. The saint’s vita also invokes the ingestion of these tokens,

however, for it describes how a monk from S}*mcnn’S Miraculous Mountain advised a
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FIGURE 20.1. Pilgrim token from the shrine of Saint Symeon Stylites the Younger (d. 592),
northern Syria. Clay, diameter 3.8 centimeters. The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 48.1939.

practorian prefect suffering from intestinal problems to take some of the saint’s hair
and the dust of his eulogia, dissolve the mixture, and both drink and wash with the
water.”* The role of the saint’s hair in this hagiographical tale anticipates the reporred
use of similar exuviae in Islam a century or so later, when the Prophet Muhammad’s
hair, footprints, and even nail parings and saliva were sometimes consumed by taking
them into the devotee’s body, a topic to which I will return below.

The ability of the crafted image to both instantiate and mediate presence would
be hotly contested in Byzantium during the eighth and ninth centuries, but there are
strong indications of an increasing blurring of the onrological boundaries between
bodies, images, and relics in the preceding centuries. A well-known sixth- or seventh-
century hagiographical tale discussed by Vasileios Marinis in Chapter 19 of this vol-
ume describes how a devotee of the pﬂpular Arabian saints Cosmas and Damian
painted their images on the wall of her house to satisty her desire to see them. On
being stricken by illness, the devotee scraped the surface of the painted plaster with
her fingernails and ingested the painted fragments dissolved in water, thereby finding
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an immediate cure from pain effected by the presence of the saints.” Such pracrices
were sufhciently widespread to eventually attract the opprobrium of iconoclasts con-
cerned with the dissolution of the ontological divide between image and prototype.
A letter written by the iconoclast emperor Michael II in 824 warns the Carolingian
emperor abourt the dangerous practices associated with the veneration of images, in-
cluding their treatment as if they were living beings, denouncing priests and clerics
who “scraped paint from images and mixed it with the offerings and wine [of the eu-
charist] and after the celebration of the Mass gave it to those wishing to I:r::lrtal'af:.”:EI
The antecedents of such catholic practices of ingesting the sacred are perhaps to be
sought in devotional rituals associated with relics, such as that observed in the fourth
century by Lucilla of Carthage, who was in the habit of kissing the bone from a mar-
tyr in her possession prior to ingesting the eucharist.” Within the polemics of icono-
clasm, the eucharist offered a true image of the divine, a foil of real presentation for
the fﬂlﬂit}’ of material representation; 1t was the Equivalfnct implicd b}r their mingling
that occasioned scandal.””

In these cases, the principle of transubstantiation enjoyed a de facto extension
from the eucharistic gifts to painted images of those pious mortals charged with me-

diating a relationship to the divine. The marerial colors scraptd from the paintings

were just that—marterial pigments. What is implied by their role in the narrative is
thar l:l'n:j,F were transvalued if not transubstantiated b}? their use to delineate the mate-
rial images of the saints’ bodies. In this sense, they acted as flesh—color and enflesh-
ment often being coincident in the painted body—fragments of the saints imbued
with the sacrality of body fragments that otherwise served as relics.”™

The ability of a painted icon to facilitate inherence or immanence in numerous
hagiographic and miracle tales finds a chiastic reflection in tales of static living saints,
figures who fashioned themselves as images through practices of pious emulation, ap-
pearing as neither fully animate nor entirely inanimate.” Patricia Cox Miller has ar-
gued that the tension between animation and inanimacy or stasis inherent in such
presentations of the sacred represents a Christian variant on “an ancient Mediterra-
nean culture-pattern,” a reworking of a long-exploited indeterminacy in which eulo-
giae, icons, and relics are characterized by what Cox Miller (citing Bill Brown) sees as
an “nnmlngical instabili ty, an oscillation between animate and inanimare, subjf:ct and
object, human and thing.”™ The series might be extended to the relationship between
the devotee and the focus of devorion, to the tension berween mimesis as identifica-
tion or identity, a relation of superficial emulation versus the ontological ambiguiries
of participation.” These ambiguities are thrown into high relief by mimetic practices
that entail not only emulation burt ingestion; this much is clear from Exodus 32:20,
where the idolatrous Israclites are forced to ingest the golden calf they have made,
ground to powder and suspended in a liquid medium, literalizing a biblical trope

according to which idolaters become like the inanimate idols that they worship. By
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contrast, in pre-Reformation and Catholic Christianity, the complex chiasmus of
Imitatio Christi, of man who is made in God’s image aspiring to reproduce the habitus
of God made man, is intensified by the ingestion of the eucharistic gifts, through the
digestion of which the worshipper not only incorporates the sacred but “is absorbed
into the body of Christ and is subsumed within it.”” The point may well be to achieve
“a murtual in-one-anotherness,” bur to describe this as a mimertic relation seems to
stretch the boundaries of mimesis well bf}rﬂnd the gtnerall}r understood meaning of
emulation, imitation, or representation.”

As Saba Mahmood’s comments on devortion to the Prophet Muhammad sug-
gest, similar ambiguirties are operative in the negotiation of the rflatiunship berween
personal identity and devotional identifications in Islam, even outside the paramerters
of an incarnational economy. No less than icons and stamped clay tokens, late antique
and farl}f medieval hagiﬂgraphic texts could funcrion as culogiae, “dfsignf:d to circu-
late, a source of blessing for readers as well as for the author.” Similarly, the hadith,
the texrualized records of the deeds and words of the Prophet Muhammad, are char-
acterized as athar, traces or vestiges that permit the faicthful access to the Propherasa
mimetic model, whose practices of comportment, dress, and even dental hygiene one
can internalize and make one’s own.” The mimetic pntcntial nfpmphﬁtic bingraph}f
represents a spcciﬁcall}f [slamic take on the established tradition of affective hagiogra-
phy that renders the devotional landscape of carly Islam perfectly comprehensible
from the perspective of late antiquity. More material continuities into the early Islamic
period are apparent in the continued collection, circulation, and consumption of
culogiae, which were adopted among the pracrices of early Islam. The evidence for
this takes the form of glass pilgrim flasks produced for Muslims, similar to those known
to have contained sanctified earth, oil, and water gathcred from pilgrimage S1TES b}?
Christian and Jewish pilgrims in the sixth and seventh centuries bur wich a distincrive
iconography.” There is no evidence for the manner in which the matter conrtained in
such flasks was consumed by early Muslims, but in light of well-documented Chris-
tian practices and the viscosity of many of the materials used to mediate sacrality, it is
likely that they were applied both externally and internally.

In addition, more profane practices of ingestion similar to those well documented
in Egypt even before the Christian era survived in the medieval Islamic world, where
they were also employed for therapeuric or prophylactic purposes. Some existed on the
margins of canonical devotional practices; among them were rituals associated with a
stone bearing the image of a man with a scorpion’s tail, which was visible at the entrance
to the Great Mosque of Hims in northern Syria in the tenth century (Figure 29.2).
This was among a wide array of antique ﬁ_gural Jpﬂfm whose investment with apotropaic
or talismanic properties underlay their deployment at the entrances to medieval Islamic
cities, mosques, and palaces from North Africa ro Iran.” The specific form and location

of the Hims relief recall the scorpion-men of ancient Mesopotamian art and literature,
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FIGURE 29.2. "Aja’ib al-makhligat wa
ghara’ib al-mawjadat (The Wonders of
Creation and the Rarities of Existence),
an imaginative depiction of the scorpion-
man talisman in the mosgue of Hims,
Muhammad ibn Mahmud ibn Ahmad
al-Tusi, Irag, 1388. Bibliothégue nationale
de France, suppl. pers. 332, fol. g5b.

hybrid creatures that guarded the entrances to magical landscapes; it may well have been
intended to protect the mosque against scorpions, a source not only of poisonous irrita-
tion bur of pnttntial spirimal pr:-llutinn, sInce tht}r Were among the chthonic forms that
jinn were believed to assume.* In terms of continuity with earlier practices, what is par-
ticularly noteworthy abourt the scorpion-man of Hims is that clay impressed with the
image was believed to protect the house against scorpions and reptiles; dissolved in
water and consumed, it was thought to cure the sting of the beast.”

According to several hadith, scorpions and poisonous reptiles are among the
threats against which charms can be legitimately employed.* The deployment of sym-
pathetic means to this end is well documented in the Picatrix, the tenth- or eleventh-
century Larin translation of the Arabic Ghayar al-Hakim, and in later European rexts
derived from Arabic sources. These describe the therapeutic consumption of an aque-
ous solution of incense stamped with the image of a scorpion engraved on a bezoar
stone under the rising sign of Scorpio, whose ascendancy also determined the mo-
ment when the seal should be impressed on the material of the incense.”” Considering
the relationship between image, signet or seal martrix, and the medium of impression,
it is worth noting that the Arabic term khatam served to denote both the stamp and

the clay or other medium that bore its impression; to the present day, the same term is
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used to denote the protective or prophylactic formulas inscribed on wooden boards,
then washed with water intended for ingestion.” With the sympathetic conjunction
of image, medium, and zodiacal alignment ensuring its efficacy, the Hims relief ap-
pears like a large-scale manifestation of the small-scale amulets and ralismans pro-
duced across the early Islamic world, many bearing images of snakes, scorpions, and
birds intended to both cure and repel.”

The tokens imprcssed with the ralismanic image from Hims bclnng to the uni-
verse of popular magic and medicine, burt they also have counterparts in early Islamic
pilgrimage practices. By the tenth century, and probably much earlier, Shi‘i pilgrims
were both consuming and taking home tablets comprising earth from the Shi‘ite
shrines at Kerbala and Najaf in Iraq.*':' Although itis not clear when the practice started,
similar tablets composed of the soil of Medina were also produced for pilgrims,
stamped with a hadith recalling the Prophet’s assertion that the soil of Medina and his
own saliva were possessed of curative powers.” The same hadith was frequently in-
voked in al-tibb al-nabawi, prophetic medicine, a genre of medicinal text produced
from the ninth century onward.™

Combining sacred image and matter, these clay tokens not only facilitated the
mobility of sacred topography but were, like their Christian counterparts, also said to
have both prophylactic and therapeutic properties.*” In both Christianity and Islam,
the production of clay tablets comprised of sacred dust points to the imporrance of
multiplicity and replication in disseminating sacrality in times and places far removed
from the events of prophetic or saintly biography. Whereas the corporeal relics
favored in late antique and medieval Christianity were in theory finite, albeit capable
of generating secondary relics, clay tablets had the advantage of potentially infinite
pmductinn. BDd}'—P;‘l[’t relics are fxtrcmcl}r rare in the Islamic world due to an Islamic
reticence abour fragmentation of the sanctified body, general concerns abourt the rit-
ual pollution that accrues from contact with dead bodies, the premium placed on the
integrity of the body, and proscriptions relating to its mutilation. As a consequence,
the possibility of proliferation is necessarily intrinsic to the relic in Islam, even that
deriving from the sanctified body. In the case of relics of the Prophet Muhammad, the
ascription of reliquary value generally derives from one of three circumsrances.* First,
the source of such value might be a direct relationship to the body of the Propher
through derivation from it, most obviously as exuviae; hairs and nail clippings are
the most common examples, sheddings whose ability to provide access to their liv-
ing source was one reason that believers were urged ro dispose carefully of their own
lest thf:}! be abused for magical [:ulr[:r::ns&sf‘5 Second, a relic might bear a direct re-
lationship to the body of the Prophet as a trace, athar, what in Peircean semiotics
would be termed an index, a sign thar is causally related to its referent. This conrtact
might or might not leave a visible mark; at one end of the spectrum are Prophetic

footprints, at the other the hadith themselves. Third, manufacrured objects might be
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sanctified by virtue of a contingent relationship to the body of the Prophet: robes,
sandals, and standards are the typical examples, although, depending on where and
when one looks, the series could be extended to include shirts and even twigs used for
cleaning the teeth. By the nineteenth century, the most extraordinary collection of such
relics was housed in the treasury of Topkapi Palace in Istanbul, in which was amassed
hairs, sandals, footprints, teeth, and accoutrements of the Prophet as well of those
of early caliphs, saints, and [:;1'¢:nphm:1:sf"5 These were gathered from different regions of
the Ottoman Empire, especially from the eighteenth century onward, perhaps part
of a concerted pietistic response to the twin threats of European expansionism and
the rise of militant Wahhabi Sunnism (which rejected the principle of rawassul, or
intercession, and the veneration of saints and prophets) in the Arabian Peninsula.”
During this period, images of the Prophet’s relics, including those newly arrived in
[stanbul, were integrated into devotional prayer books, thus circulating their baraka
outside the palacc walls in Ways that will be considered further below.

Although the first two categories of relic derive directly from the Prophert’s
body, the third consists of mundane artifacts singularized by infusion with Propheric
baraka. These kinds of relic represent a point of congruence, if not continuiry, be-
tween Christian and Islamic traditions, an overlap apparent to those jurists who
raised occasional objections to the veneration of marterial objects or to the idea of
mediation that thE}F embodied based on concerns about ::1111:1'1&:1‘1I:iuc:it:}J or the transcul-
turation of Islamic practice. All three classes of relic—exuviae, traces, and conract
relics—were the focus of devotional, prophylactic, and therapeuric practices similar
to those found in Eastern Christianity in the centuries before the advent of Islam,
including practices of ingestion.

According to a hadith, the Prophert applied his spittle mixed with dust as medi-
cine ro those afflicted by ulcers or wounds.™ After his death, the hair, footprints, and
even nail parings, swear, and saliva of the Prophet were kepr as relics, sometimes con-
sumed by taking them into the devotee’s body.* The Prophet himself is said to have
distributed the hairs cut from his head as part of the ritual observed during his final
pilgrimage to Mecca; dipped in water, the resulting liquid had both apotropaic and
therapeutic properties that were efhicacious against both illness and the evil eye.”™ Asa
result, such relics were often favored in funerary contexts, where they would protect
the deceased and attest to his or her piery. As he was dying, the first Umayyad caliph
Muawiya (d. 680) is said to have requested that he be buried in a shirt given to him
by the Prophet, whose nail parings the caliph had preserved in a borttle; these were to
be ground to a powder and placed in his eyes and mouth, along with the Prophet’s
hair, according to some accounts. More than one Companion of Muhammad is said
to have been buried with a hair of the Prophet on his tongue and each of his eyes, a
practice also said to have been followed in the funerary rites of several later rulers, in-

cluding Nur al-Din ibn Zangi (d. 1174), leader of the counter-Crusade.”
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Similarl}f, those sctking the baraka of the Prnphct’s fﬂntprints, robe, or sandals
might touch them ro their eyes or mouths. The indexical chain central to the produc-
tion of such secondary relics could even be extended by replication. One of the most
common relics, the sandal or #4? of the Prophert, circulated in the form of schemartic
drawings traced from the original and repeatedly copied in their turn. In this way, the
most famous example of the sandal relic, that housed in a purpose-built shrine in
Damascus, traveled across the Islamic world as a schemaric likeness (mithal ), which was
often incorporated into illustrated eulogies of the Prophert, his tomb, and relics that
reached the devourt in places as distant as the Maghrib and the Adantic coast of the
dar al-Islam.>* This ability of the copy to circulate the baraka of cthe original was pred-
icated on an indexical relationship between tracing, relic, and, ultimartely, the body of
the historical Prophet. Collapsing space and time, the image of the relic assumed the
f:l:fluz:;u:}F of the relic, travtling forth to meer the plous in situations far removed from
those that the original could attain, to paraphrase Walter Benjamin’s well-known
comments on technological reproduction.”

Echoing the scenario imagined by al-Biruni in the text cited above, images of
the sandal and other relics were often inscribed with the injunction to kiss the image
or to touch it to one’s cyes and face or rub it over them in order to honor its owner
and avail oneself of its baraka. Both are tnjointd in the texts inscribed around and

within the image of the sandal shown here (Figure 29.3), which appears at the end of

a two-meter-long painted scroll commemorating the Arabian pilgrimage of a female

FIGURE 29.3. Animage of the Prophet
Muhammad's sandal (na‘l) with texts
eulogizing its virtues and those of the Prophet,
from a scroll commemorating a pilgrimage

to Mecca and Medina in 1432-1433 (British
Library, Add 27566, detail).
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pilgrim, Maymuna, in 1432-1433; the text invokes the mediating role of the image,
asserting (somewhart defensively) that these gestures honor neither the image nor
the sandal but its owner.* Like the long-venerated Christian icons and manuscript
images discussed by Vasileios Marinis in Chapter 19 of this volume, some of the im-
ages of the Prophet’s sandals found in early modern manuscripts show clear signs of
wear from kissing or rouching.” In Christian and Islamic practice, the application
of both relics and their depictions to eyes and mouths and the exchange of saliva in-
herent in the act of osculation point to a desire to Ingest the baraka of the relic, which
in other cases was facilitated by the mediation of viscous liquids—milk, oil, water,
or unguents—that might be absorbed into the body. Just as the ink from certain in-
scribed passages of the Qur’an mighrt be dissolved and ingested for its curative or pro-
tective properties (see below), the baraka that inhered in the hairs of the Prophet was
sometimes ingested by dipping them in water that was then drunk. The most famous
and best documented of such ritualized ingestions of baraka was elaborated at the
Ottoman court. Beginning in the reign of Selim I (r. 1512—~1520), once a year, on the
fifteenth day of Ramadan, the birka or burda (robe) of the Prophet was subject to a
ceremonial washing (more in the nature of a symbolic dipping than a general scrub).
As part of the ceremony, the robe was infused with water from the sacred Zamzam
well at Mecca that was afterward gathered in bottles and distributed among the Otro-
man elite as a relic in its own right, to be consumed as needed, g‘\:run:mllj,r dI‘DP by dmp
in an aqueous dilution (Figure 29.4).%°

In whart is the only reference to a footprint of the Prophet in Mecca chat is
known to me, the Ottoman traveler Evliya Celebi (d. 1682) describes an analogous
practice in which pilgrims filled the depression of the print with rose-water, which
they then rubbed on their faces and eyes.”” It is possible that Celebi was in fact report-
ing on the Magam Ibrahim, the stone that was widely identified as bearing the foot-
prints of Abraham. The confusion may have arisen from the tradition that the feet of
the Prophet Muhammad were identical to the size of the prints left by Ibrahim. As
carly as the "Abbasid period, it is reported that water from the sacred well of
Zamzam was poured on the stone with Ibrahim’s prints, then drunk by the pious or
stored in bottles and jugs for later consumption.”” Zamzam water was widely believed
to have curative properties; infused with the baraka derived from the Prophet’s foot-
print or robe, its use concatenated a potent sacrality that derived from the condition
of contact with both person and place.”

Although rejected by some jurists, analogous practices are documented even in
relation to the body of the austere Syrian jurist Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), during whose
liferime devotees soughr to drink the water with which he performed his ritual ablu-
tions and after whose death mourners vied with each other to gather the water in
which his body had been washed.* The practice was presumably sanctioned by the re-

ported value attributed to the water with which the Prophet Muhammad had per-
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FIGURE 29.4. Ottoman vessels containing Zamzam water used to wash the Prophet's
robe. Topkapi Saray Muzesi (Topkapi Palace Museum), Istanbul, Inv. TSMK 21/763.

formed his ritual ablutions by his Companions, who soughrt baraka from it. In the
nineteenth century, water used to wash the Prophet’s tomb in Medina thrice yearly,
and even the brooms used in the process, were preserved as relics.” Analogous prac-
tices still exist in various parts of the Islamic world today, often as parts of the devo-
tional rituals associated with shrines, which Ibn Taymiyya and his successors have
consistently tried to regulate. These practices are perhaps best documented in relation
to the sufi shrines (dargabs) of South Asia, where the ingestion of flower petals or
earth surrounding the graves, or of water used to wash the graves, forms part of a re-
distributional economy that circulates the blessedness that emanates from the bodies
of the saints even after death. In a manner comparable to the prasid offered ro Hindu
deities at their shrines, edible substances thar absorb some of the Sancrity of the dei-
tics who partake of them before they are redistributed for ingestion by the pious, such
instances of “sensuous media” enchain presence across space and time, linking the
proven piety of the dead, or the sacred substance of deities, with the devotional aspi-

rations of cthe li".r'ing,.r':'1 Although traditions t::f'prasﬁd are common to both Hindus and
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Muslims, this very commonality can also inspire attempts to establish the limits of
commensuration when it comes to practices of ingesting the sacred. Until mda}g
Christian insistence upon the unique ontological status of the eucharist explains the
presence of signs in the cathedral of Panaji, the capirtal of Goa, that warn visitors:
“Holy Communion is not a prasad. Non-Christians are not allowed to receive Holy
Communion.”

In the Islamic world, the most fascinating instance of relic ingestion involved a
metarelic, a text about a relic, for which no indexical relation to the Pmphct is self-
evident. This was the celebrated Qasidar al-Burda of the Egyptian sufi al-Busiri (d. ca.
1296), a poem in praise of the Prophet’s robe written in Mamluk Egyprt that enjoyed
enormous popularity across North Africa into the early modern period. According to
its preface, al-Busiri’s poem was written when the poer was stricken by paralysis. On
completing the poem, the poet slept and the Prophet appeared to him in a dream,
whereupon he recited his poem to the Prophet; by way of reward, the Prophet placed
his cloak (burda) around the poet’s shoulder. When he awoke, he found himself
cured.®

While the relic of the Prophet’s robe (which existed in multiple incarnations)
was cﬂnsistently associated wich curative or other miraa::lf—wnrking properties, whar is
remarkable abourt al-Busiri’s poem is that it acquired some of the curative and ralis-
Manic propereies associated with the baraka of the original; in this it followed a trend
set by at least one earlier eulogy of the Prophet Muhammad.** In the preface to his
own poem, al-Busiri describes how a blind man was visited by the Prophet in a dream
and told to seck healing from the robe; unable to find the original, he successfully
availed himself of a copy of al-Busiri's poem, which he applied to his eyes. The words
of the ode could be inscribed on signet rings by moonlight (a usage that recalls alis-
manic practices) and then used to serve a range of apotropaic or therapeutic purposes
similar to those associated with the image of the Prophet’s sandal—aiding memory or
relieving labor pains, for example. The text could be recited over water chat was then
ingested to absorb the baraka of the robe or dissolved in rose-water and saffron for
ingestion.”® Echoing the contemporary practice of ingesting lemon juice infused with
the pulverized stones of Mamluk funerary monuments, the most famous commentary
on the burda, that of Muhammad al-Bajuri (d. 1860), commends the curative proper-
tics of certain verses of al-Busiri’s poem, which he says should be inscribed on a pot-
tery shard, then washed with licorice juice ingested on an empty stomach.®

Such practices find a counterpart in the ingestion at the Ottoman court of water
infused with the robe itself, but the ability of a textual eulogy to circulate the baraka of
the relic had the advantage of making its mediating power accessible to a much wider
spectrum of the faithful than the Otroman elite. In this sense, it might be cmnpared o
the way in which tracings of the Prophet’s sandal, copied, recopied, and circulated in

manuscripts and single folios (see Figure 29.3), rendered its baraka accessible to those
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living far from Damascus, where the most famous of the sandal relics was kept. Al-
though tracings of the sandal were related to the original by an indexical chain of copy-
ing, this was not the case with al-Busiri's text, at least not at first glance. As in the case
of the paint ingested from early medieval Byzantine icons, there is no obvious histori-
cal relationship to the Prophet that would permit the material texr of al-Busiri’s poem
to take on some of the reliquary value of the cloak that inspired ir, or at least its dream
image. Instead the investment of al-Busiri's poem points to the status of the dream
vision as an instance of real presence, giving direct access to the reality of the Prophet
and his healing robe. A well-known hadich insists that, “Whoever has seen me in a
dream hasindeed seen me.™ In some cases, the Prophet is said to have appeared to sufi
saints in dreams in order to bestow some of his healing saliva on them; in others, the
dream vision of the Propher instantiated a presence sufhcient to forge an indexical link
with Mosques built centuries after his death.®® In chis sense, al-Busiri’s words in praise
of the robe assumed the status of a secondary relic, bolstered by an indexical chain
from the dream presence of the Prophet to his robe to the poetic (re)presentation of
that robe, invested with the thaumarurgic properties of the original.

The ontological fluidity inherent in this scenario is common to both Christian
and Islamic traditions, in which the pmphftic or saintly ﬁgure of a dream apparition
is not merely an ephemeral chimera but an experience of real presence, transcending
time and space in a manner sufhcient to forge an originary link in a chain of materially
mediated blessing linking the body of the prophet or saint with that of the believer,
petitioner, or pilgrim. In the vita of Saint Artemius (d. 363), for example, we hear of a
cure effected through drinking a wax seal impressed with the image of the saint fol-
lowing a prescription offered by the saint himself, along with the seal, in a dream.”
The phenomenon is cmnparable to the abilit}r of pigment to “jump the species bar-
rier, as it were, in an ontological transformation into de facto saintly flesh. In Christi-
anity, the same evenrtuality finds numerous counterparts in tales of icons coming to
lifte—bleeding, lactating, or even reaching from their frames to admonish, punish, or
avenge themselves—burt also in accounts of dreams in which the image of a saint acts
as him- or herself. In other words, in both Christianity and Islam, modes of devo-
tional experience regarded as immarerial within the epistemologies and ontologies of
modernity were, under the right conditions, considered instances of real presence,
fully capable of material effects, including “relic-effects.”

The osculation of the Prophet’s sandal commanded by the texts inscribed on its
image (see Figure 29.3) and the ingestion of his robe’s baraka through the medium of
the ink used to describe and eulogize it also point to the complex imbrications of oral
narratives, textual artifacts, and marerial relics in ﬁ::stcring both the dispfrsal of and
access to the sacred. In the case of al-Busiri’s text, the material words of the poem con-
vey an immaterial blessing that derives from the robe only by virtue of its contact with

the body of the Prophet. However, the ingestion of water infused with the text and its

ATA FINBARR BARRY FLOOD

Promey, Sally M., ed. Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice. New Haven, CT, USA: Yale University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 January 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Yale University Press. Alle Rechte vorbehalten.



displaced blessings followed a precedent long established in relation to the text of the
Qur’an, which describes itself (7:82) as a healing and a mercy. Ingestion of the Revela-
tion’s blessings by means of its material support (usually parchment or paper and ink)
and other mediating substances (most obviously water) in order to absorb and avail
oneself of its baraka are well documented both ethnographically and textually in
many regions of the Islamic world. Often described as drinking the Qur’an, in fact
such practices exploit a distinction between the verbal revelation of the Qur’an and
its materialization as written text, distinguished by the Arabic term mushaf (plural
masabif).

Although the materialization of divine scriprure facilitated its ingestion and di-
gestion, we should bear in mind the primacy afforded in many parts of the Islamic
world to oral recitation, a mode of accessing scriprure in which it also entered the
body of the reciter. Here we might recall the biblical account of Ezekiel being com-
manded to ingest the scrolls containing the divine message that he was to convey to
the Israclites by his preaching, his reiteration of divine speech preceded by its literal
incorporation; the scrolls are said to have tasted as sweet as honey, prefiguring ac-
counts of ingesting the eucharistic host in Christian tradition.™ Adding to the dia-
lectic between oral recitation and texrualization as modes of investing the body with
traces of the divine, premodern practices of reading constituted “a physical act, as the
movement of lips, the sounding of words, the tracing of fingers and hands were inte-
gral to digesting the text and understanding its meaning.””

Setting a precedent later extended ro relics of the Prophet and their depictions,
the marterial codex was honored by being kissed, perfumed, and protected from pollu-
tion by the touch of those in a state of ritual impurity. In addition, practices of logo-
phagy seem to have been well developed in relation to the marterial Quran in early
and medieval Islam, for they are discussed in a number of juridical texts that are in-
formed by a tension between the transcendental nature of the logos and the profane
(and potentially polluting) nature of the human body. As a consequence, these dis-
cussions are characterized by divergent opinions regarding the religious acceprability
of ingestion and its legality, a controversy that has continued to the present day.””
Early practices of ingesting the Qur’an often made use of ephemeral materials, includ-
ing Quranic verses written in ink on paper, then dissolved in water and drunk for
curative or pmph}rlactic purposes—against the evil eye or illness or ro ensure an casy
childbirth, for example. In addition to appearing in juridical texts, reference to such
practices is made in the genre of a/-tibb al-nabawi, prophetic medicine.”” Efhcacious
texts, including verses of the Qur’an, could also be inked on the interior of a bowl, dis-
solved in water, and then ingested, a tradition documented in Egypt well into the
modern pcriﬂd.?* Dccasiﬂnall}a some of the mfdiating materials infused the sacred
draught with additional sources of baraka; citing a recipe attribured to the Propher,

Ibn al-Khashshab (d. ca. 1252) describes how specific Qur’anic verses should be in-
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scribed with saffron on a bowl and then dissolved with water, ideally drawn from the
sacred well of Zamzam in Mecca, whose baraka was, as we have seen, also central ro
the ingestion of prophetic relics.” The commonality points once again to overlaps be-
tween devotional and therapeutic practices centered on the Prophet and on the
Qur’an. The well-known Syrian Shafi’i jurist Abu Zakaria Yahya Ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi
(d. 1278) considers the permissibility of someone in a state of ritual impurity touching
a variety of objects, including pastries or bread inscribed with the words of the
Qur’an.” Once again, the production of such unlikely confections finds analogies in
devotional practices focused on the Prophet Muhammad. It is reported, for example,
that those in debt petitioned the Prophet for help by leaving quantities of wheat at his
tomb in Medina (Figure 29.5). Once a year, on the seventeenth of Dhitl-gada, the
wheat was gathered and made into bread for public distribution, presumably with the
idea of ingesting the baraka that it had accumulated through proximirty to the Proph-
et’s body.”” In addition, many of the textual amulets inscribed with Qur’anic verses in-
tended for ingestion specified their ability to foster prosperity and protect against
magic, the evil eye, illness, insects, robbery, and so forth, the same range of protective
functions inscribed on the talismanic images of the Prophet’s sandals that circulated
widely in the premodern and early modern Islamic world.

For jurists who ruled on the legality of ingesting the Quran, its permissibility
was generally determined in relation to intention. For example, al-Nawawi distinguishes

berween the ingestion of the words of the Qur’an written on something edible, which

FIGURE 29.5. Ottoman dish containing wheat from the Prophet’s tomb in Medina. Topkap!
Sarayi Muzesi (Topkapi Palace Museum), Istanbul, Inv. TSMK 21/501.
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he sees as acceptable, and the burning of a wooden artifact on which the Qur’an is in-
scribed, which is prohibited. Both result in the disappearance of the material Quran,
burt ingestion is to be distinguished from destruction, a distinction rooted nort in
the physical processes of material alteration burt in the intention underlying the trans-
formative process.” Jurists such as al-Nawawi accept an eventuality attested equally
by some of the surface abrasions on medieval Christian icons (see Chapter 19) and
on medieval Islamic pilgrimage scrolls (see Figure 29.3), acknowledging that idenrical
material changes may result either from a deliberate act of desecration or from prac-
tices of use, veneration, and wear that necessitate the eventual ritualized disposal of
well-worn codices.” In both cases, the ethical implications of material alteration are
determined contexrually in relation to intention, with practices of ingestion, kiss-
ing, or devotional rouching distinguished from those of deliberate defacement and
desecration.

By the twelfth century, if not earlier, ephemeral practices of inking the Qur’an
on the interiors of ceramic bowls to facilitate ingestion were rendered permanent by
the production in Egypt and Syria (and later in Iran and India) of brass or bronze
bowls inscribed with Qur anic formulas, later combined with knots, letters, and magic
squares intended to exploit the science of letters (i/m al-huraf’). Unlike in the case
of the inked ceramic bowls that continued ro be produced to order, in meral magic-
medicinal bowls incised texts and 1mages were rendered permanent and could there-
fore benefic multiple users.” In the use of such inscribed metal magic-medicinal
bowls, the medium of inscription does not actively dissolve in mediating liquids such
as milk, oil, or warter in the same dramartic way as ink, even if the ingestion of the
metal medium on which the rext is inscribed is assumed. Instead the combination of
text and image infuses the liquid medium with its curative powers in a manner analo-
gous to practices in which efhcacious words of the Qur’an or a text such as al-Busiri’s
Burda are placed or recited over water that is then ingested.” In one case, multiple
mediations—from the ink of inscription and its paper, parchment, or pottery support
to the liquids in which it dissolves—facilitate the ingestion of the very words of ef-
ficacious text. In the other, contact (even the reverberations of words spoken on the
surface of the liquid) infuses the liquid with a potency of sufficient efficacy chat its
blessings may even be transmitted by a proxy (referred to by the Arabic term rasu/,
agent or envoy) nominated to drink from the bowl, albeit with some delay in the
transmission of the cure to the ultimate beneficiary.” The role of such proxies or sur-
rogates raises further interesting questions abourt relationships of identification and
identity and abourt the relationship between emulating and becoming.*

Some of the carliest magic-medicinal bowls contain images and texts reflecting
their use for both pr-::-ph}'laf:ti-: and thcmpeutic purpnscs—fnr c:{ample, against colic
and cold, to ease the pain of childbirth, or against the poison of biting reptiles and

INSeCLs or :El]fﬂl:hﬂidﬂ Sllﬂh ds scﬂrpiuns, SOrcery or '[]’.'lE evil CYC, 50IC CYCS, ﬂ::'l.l"l.llf.‘lll:li',
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htmﬂrrhaging, or the bites of mad dngs. The linkagn: between the evil eye and the bite
of poisonous insects and reprtiles is reflected in several hadith thac sanction the use of
protective measures against both." The association is manifest in numerous amulets
and apotropaic mosaics produced in the eastern Mediterranean in the pre-Islamic and
carly Islamic period, which, in a classic case of similia similibus curantur, depict the
evil eye being pierced by fierce animals, poisonous reptiles, and sharp weapons.” Both
amulets and bowls address the danger of poison penetrating the body, in one case by
means of teeth or fangs, in the other by means of an oprical exchange invested with
haptic qualities according to a theory of vision that evidently favored extramission as
the default mode of the gaze.™

Combining text and image, the magic-medicinal bowls stand at the intersection
berween different realms of efhcacious practice, one a textual tradition focused on the
Quran that was sufhiciently canonical to be the subject of discussion among early Is-
lamic jurists, the other related to more theologically ambiguous traditions of amu-
letic, apotropaic, astrological, and talismanic images and texts with a long history in
the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East.”” They also stand at the intersection
berween long-established practices of iconophagy and practices of logophagy pro-
moted by the sacrality and potency of scripture in Islam as the revealed word of God.™
This is further underlined b}f the facr that some of the earliest magic bowls bearing
apotropaic images of poisonous repriles or birthing women combine Qur’anic in-
scriptions with a record of their being engraved under particular zodiacal signs. That
shown here (Figure 29.6) bears an exterior inscription attesting that it was inscribed
while the moon was in the house of Leo, just as the seals mentioned in the Picatrix
were engraved under the sign of Scorpio to ensure their efhcacy when imprinted on
martter to be ing:sttd*sg The overlap between the therapeutic ingestion of clay im-
pressed with images found on seals, talismans, and even stone reliefs such as that in
Hims (see Figure 29.2) and practices of drinking the Qur’an to similar effect remind
us thart juridically sanctioned practices of ingesting sacred texts and relics coexisted
and intersected with more popular practices of consuming images and texts for pro-
phylactic or therapeutic purposes.

The strikingly transhistorical and intersectarian character of such practices only
underlines the point; many of the same lists of dangers addressed in Islamic magic-
medicinal bowls are addressed in Coptic magical texts produced before and after the
Muslim conquest, while protection against the related dangers of snakes, scorpions,
and the evil eye by means of amulets combining words and images of these dangers
has been s-:-ught iN many parts of the Islamic world into the present da}nﬂ"‘] Moreover,
pharannic—cra papyri ﬂutlining cures for scorpion bite involving lickjng Images of dei-
tics drawn on the hand afflicted by a bite stand at the head of a long line of ico-
nophagic and logophagic cures for scorpion bite that continued well into modernicy.”

Cures for the same malady employed in North Africa in the early twentieth century,
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FIGURE 20.6. Inscribed copper-alloy magic-medicinal bowl with interior anthropomorphic and
zoomorphic images (now worn), Syria, 16g-n70. (A) Side view; (B) bottom view. Nasser D. Khalili
Collection of Islamic Art, MTW 1443.
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for Examplc, involved ingcsting piﬂus formulas written on paper, dissolved in water,

1.°* Such ephemeral practices represent a facer

and consumed along with honey and oi
of the Islamicized magic-medicinal practices to which the inscribed bowls also belong.
Generic antecedents to such practices might be sought in pharaonic stelae of Horus,
god of protection, who is depicted trampling crocodiles while holding serpents, scor-
pions, and other malevolent creatures; inscribed with ethcacious texts, such stelaec were
mounted in a basin for gathering water poured over them, which was then collected
for prophylactic and therapeutic use.” Equally relevant are the magic bowls produced
for different religious communities in southern Iraq between the fifth and eighth cen-
turies and inscribed with texts in Aramaic, Syriac, Mandaic, Middle Persian, and Ara-
bic designed to avert the evil eye or specific demonic forces.” There is, however, little
indication of direct continuity with pre-Islamic practices. Instead we appear to be
dealing with a "fmnil}f” of practices thar were pﬂl’l’iCLllIlI’l}’ well articulared in relation
to the healing powers of sacred text. The ingestion of the Qur’an as a cure for the bites
of chthonic creatures recalls, for example, not only accounts of pious Christians in-
gesting pigments scraped from icons but also the report by Bede (d. 735) that scrap-
ings from the leaves of books (probably insular Gospels) from Ireland, a region known
for the absence of snakes, were dissolved in water and given to victims of snakebite in
order to txpfl the poison and ease the pain.%

Sometimes the particulars of such ritual ingestions suggest more specific rela-
tionships. The washing away of incanrations inscribed on wooden boards, presumably
for ingestion, is a practice mentioned in Coptic grimoires produced even after the
Muslim conquest of Egypt, which recommend inscribing words on a wooden board,
then rubbing them with lemon and washing them away with water. In the cases of
other Coptic spclls, the text was written in hnney on an alabaster table, then dissolved
in white wine.”® Analogous practices of ingesting inked texts, including the Qur’an,
dissolved in water still flourish in various areas of the Islamic world and are particu-
larly well documented in the Islamicate regions of Sub-Saharan Africa, although they
were clearly once more widespread. These practices involve the inscription of repeated
Qur’anic formulas (whose content is often seen as related to the required function) by
a mallam (practitioner) on a wooden board, along with the names of God and other
ethcacious formulas, sometimes including magical signs, many preserved in manu-
scripts or printed compendia of apotropaic or talismanic magic imported from Arabic-
speaking North Africa and the Middle East.”” Once the text has been written on the
wooden board, a common writing medium in north and sub-Saharan Africa, the ink
is then erased from its surface and the liquid by means of which the erasure is affected
is collecred in vessels for consumption or external applic:ati-:}n. Liquidized text is ad-
ministered in doses extending over a specified time period while the patient refrains
from polluting or immoral activity. In cases of extreme need (epidemics, pests, fires,

etc.), the complete Qur'an can even be written, erased, and distributed to an entire
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communirty for ingestion. Like their earlier Egyptian counterparts, the resulting
draughts can be used for both medicinal purposes and as charms to protect against
the evil eye or magic, to ensure SUCcess in love, or to ensure protection and success in
specific circumstances, such as initiating a business or undertaking a journey.”

Directed toward profane ends, these rituals point to intersections between prac-
tices of empowerment for prophylactic, therapeutic, or more nefarious purposes, an
overlap that not only blurs the boundaries berween devortional and magical practices
bur thar also rranscends sectarian afhliation. Versions of such practices of Ingestion
also enjoyed a remarkable longevity. The preparation of Coprtic texts for ingestion by
means of infused lemon juice recalls practices documented ethnographically as lace as
the nineteenth century, when a ferruginous stone in the tomb of the Mamluk sultan
al-Mansur Sayf al-Din Qalawun (d. 1290) was rubbed with a lemon and then scraped
with a pebble in order to produce a liquid given as a drink to children who were late
In starting to speak in order to “untie their m1'151:1‘\:s.’"’g"gI As this suggests, practices of in-
gesting Qur ‘anic texts and other efhcacious martter are attested both among elite com-
munities and in more popular milieus; the production of meral magic bowls that
immortalize bowls produced in more ephemeral media is evidence enough of this.
Moreover, unlike relics, access to which was necessarily limited, texts and images were
not only more easily manipulated but more convenient to generate. This is reflected
in their association with more humble media in El‘ltrﬂpfllti{: practices documented in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century North Africa, which entailed the ingestion
of curative or protective formulas inscribed on paper, grains of wheat, onion skins, or
the shells of eggs, which were then cooked and eaten, or written on plates, which were
then wiped cleaned and eaten from. Other practices involved ingesting water that had
come into contact with an efhicacious image or over which efhcacious words had been
recited (a practice that recalls the recitation of al-Busiri’s poem about the Prophet’s
cloak over water intended for ingestion) and the inhalation of the smoke of a charm
that had been burnt." Such vernacular practices find counterparts in contemporary
royal ceremonials: on the occasion of New Year (Nauruz), the Qajar ruler of Iran,
Nasir-al-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896) drank from a cup in the interior of which an Islamic
scholar had inscribed auspicious verses from the Qur’an, dissolved in liquid, before
offering the cup to the closest members of his entourage."”

In their use of animated marter, ingestion, and inhalation to draw the object of
desire and its efhcacious energy into the body, practices of iconophagy and logophagy
not only highlight a significant overlap between the material forms and modes of
consuming efhicacious matter in sacred and profane contexts bur also find rarely noted
analogies with profane erotic strategies. One such analogy lies in the poetic phenom-
enon of prosopopocia, a rhetorical device used to animate material objects thmugh
the presence of texts written in the first-person “voice” of the artifact. The phenome-

non was known in late antiquity and was quite common in the medieval Islamic

BODIES AND BECOMING 481

Promey, Sally M., ed. Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice. New Haven, CT, USA: Yale University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 January 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Yale University Press. Alle Rechte vorbehalten.



world, with a pﬂrticular concentration of cxamplfs in the architecture and arcs of the

2 Yer whar is sel-

western Mediterranean berween the tenth and fourteenth centuries.
dom noted is that the earliest recorded instances of prosopopoeia, those found in the
milieu of the ‘Abbasid court in Baghdad, often occurred in contexts in which the
“speaking” artifact mediated between the bodies of lovers. The earliest references to
such artifacts are preserved in the tenth-century Kitab al-Muwashsha (The Orna-
mented Book) by the Iraqi belle-lettrist Muhammad al-Washsha® (d. 936). Among the
many inscribed objects that al-Washsha' mentions are those bearing Arabic verses
written in the first person so that the literate viewer gave voice to the object when he
or she vocalized its associated text. Two classes of such objects are of particular inter-
est. The first are mandils, or handkerchiefs that were valued as highly personal items
and thus passed between lovers as tokens of affection. On one, the author noted the

fﬂllﬂwing inscriptinn:

I am the handkerchief of a lover
who wipes his tears on me
Then offers me to his beloved

. a )
WhD WI1pCs On mc somc 'ﬁ"‘u-’ll'l!.:.'.lr“:]J

The context makes clear that the exchangt of b-::ndil}’ Huids mediated b}' the textile
—the tears of one lover being Wiped against the wine-stained mouth of another—
was central to the meaning of a gesture in which the textile mediated the min-
gling of bﬂdil}f fluids in an effective displacemcnt of consummation onto the
space of the handkerchief. The mediating textile enabled the Ingestion of the
I}Ddil}’ fuids of one b}f the other in a manner culc:gized, if not EﬂCDllI’E’lgEd, b}-' a
ﬁrst—perscsn text that itself invited the reader to elide the distinction between
artifactual voice, poetic voice, and persnnal voice, between bﬂing, text, and thing.
The role of saliva in this ﬂntnlﬂgical f:u::«llapse finds analﬂgies in more formalized
rituals Dfinc::rrporatiﬂn; 1t 1s not b}J chance, for EIEII]]P]E, that in the medieval Is-
lamic world the dissemination of the ruler’s baraka or rituals of Incorporation
into the br::d}r pr::[itic often Dpﬁratcd b}-‘ the sllaring of food from the platﬁ of the
ruler, EH.ECH"VEI}’ ingesting his saliva.'

A more intimate and literal take on the same theme is associated with a genre of
talking object consisting of apples inscribed with romantic verses written in golden
ink (or even ambergris) through which the apples “speak,” invoking their mediating
role in passing secrets between lovers. Many of these verses refer to eating and drink-
Ing, some making cxplicit the fact cthat the “talking” applf: passcd from the hands of
one lover will eventually be eaten by the other."” At once the reification of desire and

its realization in displacement, the talking Elpplf.‘ passcd berween lovers permits one to
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take the other into his or her body, effecting a unity in which identities are merged in
a manner that enacts a displaced version of sexual congress.

The phenomenon of prosopopocia has recently attracted some attention for its
ability to destabilize the subject—object binary central to Enlightenment and post-
Enlightenment epistemology and ontology. In an omission that reflects the hard
boundaries drawn between the realms of profane and sacred in modern scholarship,
however, its scructural (and possible genealogical) relation to the erotics of piety have
so far escaped attention. And yet the use of animated matter to mediate (and even
consummate) a relation of desire is no less relevant to the practices of ingesting sacred
matter that I have discussed here. Whether the object of desire is the baraka emanat-
ing from prophet, saint, or logos, the ingestion of the sacred has as its ultimate end
not a mimetic imitation of the sacred but a merging of the self with it. Exploiting the
process of digestion in which certain substances are incorporated into one’s physical
being and others discarded, Ingestion 1s f:spccially well suired to this end, for reasons
explained in another context by Marsilio Ficino (d. 1499) in his Three Books on Life
(De vita libri tres), a work heavily indebted to Arabic works on alchemy and ralis-
mans. Contrasting the efficacy of images designed to harness the powers of heaven for
therapeutic ends with that of medicines prepared by those skilled in astrology for the
same ends, Ficino insists on the greater potency of medicinal powders, liquids, and
unguents compared to images since the former allow for a greater combinatory power,
absorbing celestial influences more rapidly than the hard materials of which images
are formed. Moreover, applied externally or “taken internally and converted into our
very selves (in nos convertuntur),” such viscous medicines are absorbed and incorpo-
rated into the substance of the body; the celestial draught “fows into the veins and
marrow.” *®

A more cynical, but perhaps ultimately more revealing, take on the ability of in-
gestion to incorporate the mediated object of desire is the parody of both religious
practice and scientific humanism encountered in Jonathan Swifts Gullivers Travels
(1726). On his travels the narrator visits the Academy of Lagado, where he is intro-
duced to a method of incorporating mathemarical knowledge. This entails swallow-
ing thin wafers on which mathematical formulas have been written with an ink
cﬂmpnsed of an herbal tincrure dtsigncd to relieve disorders of the head, a kind of

7 As the wafer dissolves through digestion,

forerunner to modern psychoactive drugs.
the concoction with which the mathematical proposition has been written is released
and rises to the brain, bearing its textual content (and thus mathematical knowledge)
with it. Ultimately ineffective, this ingenious attempt to incorporate textual content
by the mediation of substances that bind to the brain is an obvious parody not only of
the eucharist but perhaps also of contemporary practices of ingesting sacred texts and

images for pmph}flactic or therapﬂurir: purposes. ﬁmnng them, one mighr mention
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FIGURE 29.7. Sheet with copper-
plate engravings of Schluckbildchen
(images for ingestion) of relics
including the tunic of Christ, the
sudarium of Veeronica, a miraculous
icon of the Virgin, and the hunting
horn of Charlemagne. Germany,
seventeenth century, 10.4 x 6.8
centimeters. Plattensammlung

Mr. 36, Ursulinen Kloster, Landshut.

the Schluckbildchen, tiny printed images (some as small as 2—20 millimeters) of icons
of the Virgin or of relics mass-produced as multiples for Germanophone Catholics
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Figure 29.7). Imbued with apotro-
paic or therapeutic powers, these printed sheets of multiples functioned as “holy pills”
that were cut and consumed as needed, typically dissolved in water bur also baked in
bread or incorporated into other foodstuffs to be fed to humans or livestock to cure
fevers or other ailments.'™

Swifts parody invokes the workings of a material economy in mediating the
consumption of immarerial objects of desire, whether baraka or knowledge, in ways
that alter the substance of the self; the prescribed manner of ingesting knowledge—
swallowing the wafer while fasting, then subsisting on a pure diet of bread and warter
for three days following—implicitly raises interlinked questions of contamination,
efficacy, and ritual that are often made explicit in juridical or scholastic discussions
of the need for Fasting when Ingesting the sacred.™™ The endeavors of the academicians
of Lagadn also highlight once again the inadcquac}' of a concept of mimesis as imitation
or re-presentation as an explanatory model for what is at stake in these pracrices of in-
gestion. Similarly, semiotic models that treat material forms and practices as wrappings

for immarcerial concepts and ideas thar stand ar an Dnmlugical remove from the medium

A84 FINBARR BARRY FLOQOD

Promey, Sally M., ed. Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice. New Haven, CT, USA: Yale University Press, 2014. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 January 2016.
Copyright © 2014. Yale University Press. Alle Rechte vorbehalten.



of their transmission fail to do justice to the ways in which martter mediates and is ani-
mated by the sacred and, consequently, to the ontological ambiguities and complexi-
ties inherent in practices of ingestion."” In the ingestion of the Qur’an, for example,
it is not the semantic content of the text that is consumed bur the efhcacious potency
of the word made manifest. Similarly, practices of icon ingestion seck to incorporate
not an immaterial concepr of the saint accessed through depiction burt his or her very
essence embodied in the stuff of imaging. As the manifestations of a corporeal desire
for the consumption of the sacred, such practices seek to cnllapse an ﬂntﬂlﬂgir:al dis-
tinction essential to the operation of mimesis as re-presentation. Insofar as they can be
described as mimetic, they are closer to the notion of mimesis as participation, a mode
of “sensuous similarity” that is opposed in the writings of Walter Benjamin to “non-
sensuous similarity,” which is typified by the semiotic conception of words (and, by
extension, other representations) as having only a conventional relationship to their
referents.'” In Btnjamin’s sense, the mimetic has a somaric qualit}F thar distinguishcs 1t
from the semiotic while adumbrating a distinction between identification as participa-
tion and as imitation that is relevant to the devotional practices parodied by Swift.

It Swift’s parody exploits the capacity of ingestion to satisfy a literal desire for in-
corporation, it also highlights a fundamental practical and theoretical distinction be-
tween the implications of imbibing knowledge on the one hand and sacrality on the
other. Knﬂwlcdgc incnrpﬂratcd thrﬂugh processes Dfdigcstinn can be transmirted fur-
ther, whether through didactic means or the production of additional edible inscrip-
tions by one previously enlightened through their consumption. By contrast, those
who ingest the sacred are rarely said to undergo a sufficient transubstantiation to be-
come sources of sanctity in their own right, at least not through ingesting sacred matter
alone. This stands in striking contrast to the ability of banal artifacts and marterials to
both absorb and transmir sacrality emanating from relics with which they are in con-
tact or to the widespread notion that pollution is catching, that sacred mateer, relics,

"2 The conrtrast suggests thart

and texts can be contaminated by a ritually unclean rouch.
systems of sacrality that operate corporeally have a built-in obsolescence, a “shelf life,”
that mitigates any claims of further transmission on the part of those who ingest sacred
matter. The merits of circumscribing sacrality are self-evident both in precluding a fast
track to pcrsc:nnal sancrity thmugh Ingestion and in addrtssing more prosaic questions
of mutilation and pollution during an internal trajectory from ingestion to mastication
through digestion to excretion. Necessarily, therefore, it is through this temporal and
teleological progression through the body that a charge of sacred energy instantiated

nmtcriall}' l:hr-:rugh proximity to or participation in the sacred is ﬁnall}r dischargtd.
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