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We find ourselves yet again in the situation of the alienating 
choice. Let’s give it a radical, if not exaggerated formulation: 
to know without seeing or to see without knowing.

—George Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images1

On January 22, 1817, Marie-Henri Beyle, better known as 
Stendhal, described his peculiar and unexpected aes-
thetic experience in the city of Florence: “As I emerged 
from the porch of Santa Croce, I was seized with a fierce 
palpitation of the heart (that same symptom which, in 
Berlin, is referred to as an attack of the nerves); the well-
spring of life was dried up within me, and I walked in 
constant fear of falling to the ground.”2 

This feeling of being dizzy, of tottering and almost 
fainting while gazing at the beauty of Florentine master-
pieces, is recounted by numerous travelers to Florence, 
especially those who visit the Uffizi. In 1979 the Italian 
psychiatrist Graziella Magherini diagnosed it as a spe-
cific psychosomatic condition that tends to afflict tour-
ists exposed for the first time to the artistic riches of 
Florence, some of them requiring ambulatory treatment 
in the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova. In La Sindrome di 
Stendhal (1989), she describes these patients as so im-
mersed in specific works of art, to the point of identify-
ing with one of the represented figures, that they lose 
their ability to distinguish between reality and fiction, 
truth and imagination. She calls this process “personal-
izing art.”3 Magherini associates her experiences with 
patients at the hospital with Stendhal’s autobiographi-
cal account and says: “The Stendhal Syndrome occurs 
most frequently in Florence, because we have the great-
est concentration of Renaissance art in the world.”4 But 
beyond Magherini’s pride in the artistic wonders of her 
hometown of Florence, similar syndromes have been 

detected in other cities, including Jerusalem and Paris. 
The Jerusalem experience, which mainly involves delu-
sions of a spiritual nature and seems to cross religious 
boundaries, appearing in Jewish, Christian, as well as 
Muslim travelers to the city, was detected by several Is-
raeli psychiatrists and could be called, in analogy to the 
Florentine Stendhal Syndrome, the Felix Fabri Syn-
drome.5 The second one, the Paris Syndrome, seems to 
afflict mainly Japanese tourists.6 

The gaze is undoubtedly something that transcends 
the biological realm of optics and defies investigations 
of purely physical matters. It affects one’s body and 
mind and influences one’s behavior and, indeed, one’s 
way of thinking. The best example perhaps of the strong 
effect that it can have on the body is offered by pornog-
raphy, a visual phenomenon still largely neglected by 
most art historians.7 

Powerful though it may sound, “the gaze” cannot be 
discussed in terms of a monolithic experience—as “The 
Gaze.” There are indeed a multitude of gazes, and the 
visual material attests to its variety rather than its homo-
geneity.8 During the Middle Ages and in the Muslim 
cultural sphere at least two distinct perceptual habits 
have been identified and discussed. As early as the elev-
enth century, Abu ʿAli al-Hasan ibn al-Hasan Ibn al-
Haytham (Alhazen, d. ca. 1040), in his famous book Kitāb 
al-Manāẓir (Book of Optics), distinguished between 
glancing and contemplating as two different modes of 
perception.9 Interest in visual perception at the court of 
the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847–61) may well 
have been generated by the court’s chief physician Abu 
Zayd Hunayn ibn Ishaq al-ʿIbadi (d. 877), who wrote a 
famous treatise on the eye.10 His discussion clearly dem-
onstrates his particular interest in the first stage of  visual 
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 balance that exists between it and the Seen. This aspect 
they wholly failed to understand. Similarly, annulment 
of the inward and invisible meaning is the opinion of the 
Materialists [Hashawiyya].”16 

This division goes hand-in-hand with the aesthetic 
concept in medieval Islam of the perceptible, visible, 
and manifested (ẓāhir), as opposed to the inner, hidden, 
invisible, and even esoteric (bāṭin). Ẓāhir and bāṭin in 
Islam are usually associated with philosophical theories 
of metaphysics and in particular with the idea of the 
sublime beauty of God. But according to al-Ghazali 
these terms also apply to the human perception of the 
visible world, for he says, “Prophets used to see concrete 
objects, and have immediate vision of the spiritual ideas 
behind them.”17 

A case in point is al-Ghazali’s interpretation of the 
Light Sura (sura 24:35) in the Koran, which indicates a 
desire to build a bridge between ẓāhir and the bāṭin, 
between light as a phenomenal entity and the idea of 
God as an absolute concept. Moreover, a careful reading 
of this verse reveals that al-Ghazali suggests classifying 
the idea of perceiving light—that is, knowledge—into 
several hierarchically organized categories that range 
from a phenomenological level to a spiritual and mystical 
level. His ideas on how we acquire knowledge and wis-
dom are thus fundamentally about the human processing 
of sensuous information and making meaning. Symbo-
lically interpreting the different components of the 
 parable of the Light Sura as referring to the five hierar-
chically organized levels of the human spirit, he ex-
plains: the first, the sensory spirit (al-rūḥ al-ḥassās), is 
symbolized by the niche; the second, the imaginative 
spirit (al-rūḥ al-khayālī), by the glass; the third, the intel-
lectual spirit (al-rūḥ al-ʿaqlī), by the lamp; the fourth, the 
discursive spirit (al-rūḥ al-fikrī), by the tree; and the 
fifth, the most highly sacred prophetic spirit (al-rūḥ al-
qudsī al-nabawī), by the oil.18 Al-Ghazali’s division of the 
human process of acquiring knowledge into five differ-
ent stages obviously expands the entire act of gazing 
and understanding the data gathered from the phenom-
enal world. The sensory spirit is, according to him, “the 
recipient of the information brought by the senses,”19 
and “its [the phenomenal world’s] lights, you observe, 
come through several apertures, the eye, ears, nostrils, 
etc.”20 The imaginative spirit is the recorder of the 

experience, which he classifies as relating to the visual 
spirit. Moreover, he obviously accords precedence to 
vision over the other senses, stating, “Its [the visual 
spirit] most important service and that which ranks first 
in power and magnitude lies in the function of vision.”11 
And with regard to the visual spirit he adds, “This spirit 
of the sensitive variety, as vision is unique among the 
senses, the noblest of them and the most superior in 
quality.”12 Interestingly, Hunayn ibn Ishaq compares the 
various human senses to the cosmic elements, claiming 
that vision is fiery and luminous, hearing is air-like, taste 
is water-like, touch is earth-like, and the sense of smell 
is vapor-like.13 

Drawing on classical writings related to mathemati-
cal optics or physiology, Ibn al-Haytham was able to 
particularize the entire mental activity associated with 
seeing, assigning central importance to the eye and the 
brain in processing visual knowledge gathered through 
emitted rays of light. In distinguishing between glancing 
and contemplative perception, he states that while the 
former is not yet an ascertained perception—although 
he does concede that it requires previous knowledge of 
the perceived object—the second is the result of a con-
clusive, extended operation and gained through the use 
of judgmental faculties.14 Ibn al-Haytham’s theory of the 
gaze is indeed to be understood as a major improve-
ment on classical treatises on optics, as it conceives of 
the perceived image as something occurring also inside 
the mind. This understanding links his ideas to the psy-
chology of vision and the ways in which objects and 
signs are recognized.15 Ibn al-Haytham may thus be re-
garded as a medieval “Panofsky” in the history of the 
visual.

Much interested in the phenomenon and idea of light 
(nūr) and the human ability to gain divine knowledge, 
Abu Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 
1111) proposed an understanding of vision that is also 
based on a clear dichotomy of outer and inner eye. He 
posits two worlds, a materialist one and a spiritualist 
one, and explains that a balance between the two is re-
quired. In his treatise on the permanent validity of the 
outward and visible sign he states: “The annulment of 
the outward and visible sign is the tenet of the Spiritual-
ists [Batinniyya], who looked, utterly one-sidedly, at one 
world, the Unseen, and were grossly ignorant of the 
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 compared to spiritual observation (irṣād rūḥānī) is Shi-
hab al-Din Yahya b. Habash b. Amirak al-Suhrawardi 
(executed in Aleppo in 1191 and therefore also known as 
al-Maqtul).28 Suhrawardi defines the epistemological 
process as made up of several stages. The first stage in-
volves the subject, the beholder (that is, the philoso-
pher), and demands specific activity that results in a 
particular physical and mental condition. In the second 
stage, light—that is, knowledge—will enter the sub-
ject’s being and establish itself within him to form the 
specific basis for true science. The latter process forms 
the third stage and involves the subject’s discursive 
spirit. The experience is then assigned a place and can 
be later deduced. The final stage consists in writing 
down these experienced illuminations (ishrāq).29 As 
Hossein Ziai says, Suhrawardi’s theory marks “a transi-
tion from the mental approach to knowledge to the ap-
proach that emphasizes direct ‘vision’ of essences of real 
things and insists that knowledge is valid only if the ob-
jects are ‘sensed,’ seen, or experienced.”30 What he pro-
vides us with is, in other words, an ontologically based 
epistemological theory; according to him, the real and 
the living creatures that exist, or existed, are the objects 
of our perception that are seen, sensed, and experi-
enced. Sight (mushāhada) is the actual encounter be-
tween the seeing subject and the object seen. Suhrawardi 
places this mode of mushāhada above predicated 
knowledge and argues that it serves as the foundation 
by which the certitude of knowledge is established.31 
Idrāk ḥissī, or sense perception, is thus seen as immedi-
ate and distinguished from the idrāk ʿaqlī, or intellec-
tual perception. 

Hence it seems that in medieval Islam perception 
could be dissected and, indeed, divided into at least four 
levels, ranging from its first sensory stage to its fourth 
discursive stage. In the period from 1000 until about 
1200, the experience of light obviously fascinated major 
philosophers and theologians of the Muslim world, lead-
ing them to link it to the question of human perception 
and the acquisition of knowledge.32 

The first stage pointed out by all these medieval 
scholars as the specific moment of the sensed gaze, in 
which a first connection is established between sub- 
ject and object in an immediate experience, is what 
sparked the idea for the conference “Gazing Otherwise: 

 information gathered by the senses. It is needed “in or-
der that intelligential knowledge may be controlled by 
it…. The images supplied by the imagination hold to-
gether the knowledge supplied by the intellect.”21 In 
fact, the imaginative spirit is the human faculty that 
memorizes and remembers images. It is our ability to 
store images in the mind and call them back to mind 
even if they are not visible to our eyes and our senses. 
The intellectual spirit enables us to apprehend ideas 
beyond the spheres of the senses and the imagination. 
Al-Ghazali explains: “It [the intellectual spirit] is the 
specifically human faculty. It is not found in the lower 
animals, nor yet in children. The objects of its apprehen-
sion are axioms of necessary and universal applica-
tion.”22 It is an interesting stage in the processing of 
knowledge that engages our ability to abstract, that is, 
to theorize and conceptualize things; hence it gives, as 
al-Ghazali states, “cognizance of the divine ideas.”23 The 
discursive spirit, he says, “takes the data of pure reason 
and combines them, arranges them as premises, and 
deduces from them informing knowledge. Then it takes, 
for example, two conclusions thus learned, combines 
them again, and learns a fresh conclusion; and so goes 
on multiplying itself ad infinitum.”24 What is described 
here is an open-ended, synthetic approach. It is not sur-
prising that al-Ghazali chooses the image of the tree, the 
olive tree, to illustrate this specific human faculty, be-
cause, as he says, “Its peculiarity is to begin from one 
proposition, then to branch out into two, which two be-
come four and so on, until by this process of logical divi-
sion they become very numerous.”25 The final stage is 
the transcendental prophetic spirit, which is absolutely 
luminous and clear and possessed by saints and proph-
ets. It is the sphere that the intelligent and the discursive 
spirit cannot encompass. Al-Ghazali goes a step further 
and tells us that all these five human spirits are lights, 
“for it is through their agency that every sort of existing 
thing is manifested, including objects of senses and 
imagination.”26 Therefore, he concludes, “Finally, the 
existence, as we have seen, of a graded succession of 
Lights explains the words of the text [the Light Sura] 
Light upon Light.”27 

Another major scholar who discussed the idea of 
knowledge as related to light and, more important, the 
notion of physical observation (irṣād jismānī) as 
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and as a concept in the historiography of the phenom-
enon of sight and the acquisition of knowledge; (3) the 
directing of the gaze in its various constructions, includ-
ing political, social, and gender manipulations; (4) the 
mind’s eye and the “meta-image” in imagination, fan-
tasy, and dreams; the poetic tropes of image-making; (5) 
the visualization of the invisible, concealing and reveal-
ing in the expressions of the sacred and the mundane; 
and (6) the repositioning of the gaze in the colonial and 
postcolonial discourse. 

Yet, as mentioned earlier, what interested me most 
was the particular first moment of visual interaction be-
tween subject and object, and that prompted the study 
of the gaze for this conference. It is the very moment of 
the beholder’s discovery of his or her object of observa-
tion, the moment in which an invisible cord binds the 
beholder to a specific work of art and calls him or her to 
stop and to concentrate and observe a single work. 
While Olga Bush in her introduction focuses mainly on 
the capability of an object of art to dictate and convey a 
specific code of behavior, mode of thinking, and even 
ideas and feelings—in short, on the agency of the art 
object—my view of this moment focuses entirely on the 
mind of the beholder. I would like to draw attention to 
this particular cognitive and, indeed, emotional mo-
ment that creates a bond between the beholder and a 
specific work of art. This moment of the gaze embodies 
the entire Weltanschauung of the beholder and his Zeit-
geist, because, as Wöllflin clearly cautioned us: “It goes 
without saying that seeing is not a mere mechanical act, 
but rather always emotionally contingent. ‘A new mean-
ing of the world crystallizes in each new mode of see-
ing.’”36 

I would like to illustrate this point with a specific im-
age excavated by Ernst Herzfeld in Iraq: a fragment of a 
wall painting, a fresco, from the ninth-century Abbasid 
city of Samarra (fig. 1). It is, in fact, a drawing made up 
of relatively thick black lines that point to an utterly 
confident artistic hand. With just a few lines—quick, 
sketchy, and resolute—the artisan succeeded in draw-
ing a human face. A continuous curved line forms the 
contour of the face. Several other lines mark the neck 
and the shoulders. Within the oval face, a few lines sug-
gest slightly curved, thick eyebrows, wide-open almond-
shaped eyes, and a straight nose. Two short scores, 

 Modalities of Seeing,” held in Florence, at the Kunsthis-
torisches Institut in Florenz—Max-Planck-Institut, in 
October 2012. Astonishment (taʿajjub) and amazement 
(mutaʿajjib) were the points of departure for the subse-
quent analysis and expansion of concepts that informed 
this conference.33 

Art history as a discipline has focused on vision as the 
main tool for gathering knowledge. However, a shift in 
scholarly interests occurred in the context of the so-
called iconic turn and the establishment of the field of 
visual studies within art history departments. Various 
new avenues were explored, including the investigation 
of the bioneurological processes underlying the gaze 
and its interaction with the body, the mechanics of in-
struments that enhance vision, and the methods of ren-
dering the phenomenal world into aesthetic expressions 
and imagery. It almost seemed that art history could be 
renamed “history of gazing.” But these new areas share 
basic Western conceptions of the gaze with more tradi-
tional approaches to art history (for example, the scien-
tific, philosophical, and artistic dimensions of 
Renaissance perspective) that have also found their way 
into the study of Islamic art. The historicizing of the gaze 
in the context of art history in general and in the arts of 
Islam in particular may well be called for. Not surpris-
ingly, Heinrich Wölfflin wrote at the very beginning of 
the last century, in his introduction to Kunstgeschicht-
liche Grundbegriffe (1915), “The mode of vision, or let us 
say, of imaginative beholding, is not from the outset and 
everywhere the same, but, like every manifestation of 
life, has its development.”34 Art history is therefore An-
schauunggeschichte (the history of beholding).35 

The conference was aimed at examining the gaze and 
the aesthetic experience of the beholder as they are con-
structed, depicted, and theorized within the culture-
specific frameworks pertinent to the field of Islamic 
studies, through approaches developed in the fields of 
art history, visual culture, and anthropology. Within the 
broader categories of the functions, constructions, and 
limits of the gaze, it intended to explore, among others, 
the following topics: (1) astonishment, the overwhelm-
ing of the eye at the first encounter with an object and 
the embodiment of vision at the interface with multi-
sensory experience; (2) the empirical eye as a scientific 
tool and its impact on artistic perception and  production, 
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In European art history this moment of freezing was 
largely discussed as a moment of amazement. In a bril-
liant article titled “‘I Wonder’: A Short History of Amaze-
ment,”37 John Onians explains this sensory experience 
in anthropological, or rather Darwinistic, evolutionary 
terms. Drawing mainly on Edmund Burke and Charles 
Darwin,38 astonishment is defined as a fundamental 
category of a universal aesthetic experience expressed 
by the eye and mouth being opened wide and the eye-
brows being raised. Darwin, in his analysis of this par-
ticular expression (fig. 2)—the raising of the eyebrows 
and the opening of the eyes—addresses astonishment 
as a result of either negative or positive experience. The 
positive one, which could also be defined as admiration, 
is associated with pleasure, whereas the negative one 
involves fear and anxiety. Either way, the changes in the 
expression on the face allow for better vision and breath-
ing and involve essential behaviors and adaptations fa-
voring survival. Astonishment is, according to Onians, 
“a fundamental adaptation which enhances the likeli-
hood of survival.” And he continues, “The most obvious 

which seem to have been done almost automatically, as 
if without thinking, suggest a closed mouth and some-
what tight chin. The impression this contoured face 
conveys is that of an image that was written rather than 
painted or drawn. The black lines recall those made by 
a skilled calligrapher, and the marks on this face accord-
ingly appear like black letters. 

And what about the gaze of the image? What kind of 
sensation do the eyes convey? The gaze is directed at 
something particular that is beyond our reach, beyond 
us, the beholders. It is focused and intense, yet at the 
same time contemplative. The image is entirely ab-
sorbed in the sight presented to its eyes. As if attempting 
to capture as much visual information as possible, the 
eyes are wide open. 

So why is it that we are sometimes mesmerized by an 
object of art and feel unable to disengage our gaze from 
that object and free ourselves from its magnetic power? 
And why is it that we sometimes become immobilized, 
like Lot’s wife amazed at the view of the burning city of 
Sodom and turning into a column of salt?

Fig. 1. Fragment of a wall painting, fresco. Abbasid Samarra, 
ninth century. Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, inv. no. 
Sam. o. Nr.- Deutsche Ausgrabung von Samarra 1911–13. 
(Photo: Ingrid Geske)

Fig. 2. Terror. From a photograph by Dr. Duchenne. (After 
Charles Darwin, On the Expression of the Emotions in Man 
and Animals [London, 1872], 299, fig. 20)
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 Salih’s monotheistic prophecy; in the end the tribe de-
cided not to accept it. The scene is rendered in amazing 
detail. The Prophet Salih appears at the center. He rais-
es his hands, as if in prayer, apparently praising God for 
this miraculous divine manifestation on earth. A group 
of five figures appear behind Salih. They seem to illus-
trate the hesitation and indecision among the tribe of 
Thamud. In fact, their hands point in different direc-
tions, suggesting a lively discussion, as can be seen, for 

situations in which survival is at risk are when there is 
danger of attack or when there is the need for food or 
for a mate.”39 In fact, the gaze becomes intense, forceful, 
and focused, and all attention is given to the object of 
the gaze. The astonished gaze can be interpreted as the 
first act of learning, controlling, and taming the marvel. 
The beholder tries to understand, to consume, and to 
digest the object of observation. 

In Islamic art there is yet another gesture that seems 
to signify this moment of amazement. This particular 
gesture, or rather iconographic motif, is frequently 
known as biting one’s finger. It appears mainly in Per-
sian and Ottoman miniatures. The motif of a forefinger 
placed to the side of the mouth has a long tradition.  
J. J. Tikkanen, in his corpus study, Zwei Gebärden mit 
dem Zeigefinger (Two Gestures with the Pointer Finger), 
traced it back to ancient times, particularly to the image 
of Harpocrates.40 This Ptolemaic Greek deity is a syn-
cretic Pharaonic-Hellenistic god adapted from the Egyp-
tian child god Horus, one of the ancient and most 
important deities of Pharaonic Egypt.41 It is usually de-
picted as a standing figure raising one hand toward his 
head and placing his forefinger directly on his mouth 
(fig. 3). This Hellenized Horus god was much venerated 
in Alexandria after the arrival of Alexander the Great in 
the region in 331 b.c. The gesture refers to his role as the 
god of silence, the pointer finger on his mouth obvi-
ously suggesting that no words can be spoken. Indeed, 
the specific motif in Islamic art also hints at the particu-
lar facial expression of being wordless. 

A prime example of this notion of being amazed can 
be found in a relatively large illustrated page that was 
most likely part of a mid-sixteenth-century Falnāma 
from Shiraz (fig. 4). It was acquired in Paris in 1942 and 
is at present in the collection of the Museum für Isla-
mische Kunst in Berlin.42 It depicts the story of the 
miracle of the camel from the Koran, in the Heights Sura 
(sura 7:73–78). According to this story, the prophet Salih 
was asked by the king of the Thamud tribe to present 
the unbelievers with a miracle, with the hope of con-
vincing them to abandon their idols and accept Allah. 
To the astonishment of the unbelievers of the Thamud 
tribe, a rocky mountain was then miraculously trans-
formed into a she-camel and her young. This miracle 
was followed by a debate about whether to accept 

Fig, 3. Statuette of Harpocrates. Egypt, late Ptolemaic period 
(664–30 b.c.). Bronze or copper alloy, 13 cm (height). New 
York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, acc. no. 37.5.2, gift 
of Mrs. Abbot Low Moffat, 1937. (Photo: Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, New York)
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Fig. 4. The miracle of the camel. From a Falnāma, Shiraz, mid-sixteenth century, 59.5 cm (height) × 45 cm (width). Berlin, 
Museum für Islamische Kunst, inv. no. I. 6945. (Photo: Reinhard Saczewski) 
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beauty exceeds even the ability to feel pain. This is a 
particular, perhaps ecstatic, state of aesthetic ex pe- 
rience in which physical pain is not felt and no longer 
serves to indicate the difference between life and 
 fantasy.44 

Yet whereas the depiction of amazement in Europe-
an art emphasizes the moment of being petrified and 
paralyzed as a preparatory stage, just before reacting, 
either defensively or aggressively, to the unknown mar-
vel, the biting of fingers suggests perplexity or hesita-
tion, a suspended state of mind, indeed a pause to 
rethink the unknown. It is a particular stage in which 
the beholder is held between seeing and comprehend-
ing, that is, between idrāk ḥissī and idrāk ʿ aqlī. The finger 
gesture thus suggests a reflective gaze, a reconsideration 
of the unknown and its place in the visual archive of our 
mind. The following description of the beholder’s reac-
tion in front of the pyramids, which is to be found at the 
very end of al-Maqrizi’s (d. 1442) account on the pyra-
mids, may explain the specific gesture—or, indeed, 
state of mind—best: “In the heart of the man who gazes 
at (the pyramids) for understanding their essence, many 
thoughts are awaken, thoughts which cause one to bite 
one’s fingers’ tips [ṭarf banānihi].”45

Department of Art History and Archaeology, Columbia 
University
New York, N.Y.

NOTES

1. The epigraph is from George Didi-Huberman, Confront-
ing Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art 
(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2005), 140.

2. Stendhal, Rome, Naples and Florence, trans. by Richard N. 
Coe (New York: George Braziller, 1960), 302. For the origi-
nal French text, see Stendhal, Rome, Naples et Florence, ed. 
Daniel Muller, preface by Charles Murras (Paris: É. Cham-
pion, 1919), 207.
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(accessed July 9, 2014). 

4. Graziella Magherini, interview by Maria Barnas, “Confron-
tations: An Interview with Florentine Psychiartist Graziella 

example, in the group of three figures at the top right 
corner of this painting. Two other figures at the top left 
corner are more suspicious of this miracle, and one of 
them touches the rock with both hands as if to examine 
the miracle’s physical and tangible aspects. The five fig-
ures portray different states of mind, from puzzlement 
and perplexity to recognition and belief. The two figures 
in the first row seem to illustrate, as if in a slow motion, 
two stages in the movement of the hand toward the 
mouth and the biting of the forefinger. The two other 
figures in the back row stare at the miracle, and an ex-
pression of deep devotion spreads across their faces. 
One of them silently rests his hand on the upper shoul-
der of his companion, as if expressing fear and looking 
for support from his friend. The other figure shows total 
devotion. His right hand is raised in a prayer and praise 
gesture, similar to the hands of the Prophet Salih. At any 
rate, the figure clearly biting his finger appears thor-
oughly amazed: his eyebrows are raised and tensely con-
tracted at his forehead, just above his nose.

The varied expressions depicted in this Persian illus-
tration remind us of Tamim al-Dari, one of the Prophet’s 
companions, and his encounter with the black-horned 
jinni. It is related that Tamim was so amazed that he lost 
his mind (went insane) and was no longer able to speak 
(dahasha wa-kharaja min ʿaqlihi wa-lam yaqdir ʿala 
’l-kalām).43 Indeed, words usually signify the desire to 
understand images or at least to control them within the 
scope of human understanding. Tamim’s particular state 
demonstrates the superiority of the image over the word 
because, for while his eye is able to grasp the bizarre  
image of the jinni, his mind is unable to comprehend it, 
and therefore he is left speechless.

It is quite interesting that, in the pictorial world of Is-
lam, the biting of the finger rather than the Darwinistic 
state of fear, with mouth open and eyebrows raised, turns 
out to be the common symbol for amazement. It is the 
urge to feel physical pain that serves here to distinguish 
reality from dream. Sensing pain clearly indicates to the 
amazed beholder that he is awake and that what he sees 
does, indeed, exist. Thus, the famous scene of the ban-
quet of Potiphar’s wife, in which women amazed by the 
beauty of Yusuf cut their fingers with sharp knives yet 
feel no pain, underscores the astounding beauty of the 
young Yusuf: the aesthetic experience in the face of his 
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9. On Ibn al-Haytham, known in the West as Alhazen, see  
S. D. Goitein, Encyclopedia of Islam: New Edition (hence-
forth EI2) (Leiden, 1954–2002), s.v. “Ibn al-Haytham.” See 
the translation and commentary by Abdelhamid I. Sabra 
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