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The eye of reflecTion: al-nabuluSi’S SpaTial 
inTerpreTaTion of ibn ʿarabi’S Tomb
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in this wondrous order, there is an unusual mystery; 
contemplate it with the eye of reflection 
if you are among the possessors of insights.

—al-nabulusi, Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī, fol. 316

in a brief commentary on a prophetic tradition con-
cerning prayer, the renowned andalusian judge and 
hadith scholar abu bakr ibn al-ʿarabi (d. 1148) refers to 
the prophet muhammad’s extraordinary visual ability, 
offering insights into a premodern islamic understanding 
of the nature of visual perception.1 facing a wall while 
leading a prayer, the prophet was reported to have once 
reproached his followers, who were not praying properly 
behind him, saying: “Do you think my qibla is only here 
[before me]? by God, your bowing and prostrating are 
not concealed from me; i can see you even though you 
are behind my back.”2 many muslim scholars and hadith 
commentators have discussed and debated the ways in 
which the prophet was able to see what was behind his 
back. Some went as far as to suggest he had a third eye 
between his shoulders; others proposed that he saw an 
image of his followers reflected in the wall before him 
that acted as a mirror; yet others were more rational, 
arguing for a kind of inspiration or revelation, or for a 
peripheral vision that involved a slight turning of the 
face but no bending of the neck.3 ibn al-ʿarabi dismisses 
these rather twisted explanations, arguing in favor of a 
visual ability so extraordinary that the prophet was able 
to see what was behind him without turning his head, 
just as, on another occasion, he was able to see paradise 
in the breadth of the wall before him.4 ibn al-ʿarabi 

bases his argument on a particular understanding of the 
nature of visual perception. “Visual perception [al-
idrāk],” he posits, “is a meaning [maʿnā] that God creates 
in the eye according to what the viewer intends to see of 
the visible things.”5 What the viewer “intends to see” is, 
of course, commensurate with his or her aptitude and 
disposition, and, being endowed with extraordinary 
powers, the prophet was thus able to see what others 
were incapable of seeing. in his commentary on the 
same hadith, the celebrated hadith scholar ibn hajar 
al-ʿasqalani (d. 1448) goes a step further to distinguish 
between ibṣār and ruʾya. in contrast to ibṣār (seeing), he 
argues, ruʾya (vision) does not—by necessity of reason—
presuppose an instrument of seeing, an eye, for it is 
commonly believed among Sunni scholars that vision is 
possible without proximity or visual contact.6 Thus he 
reinforces ibn al-ʿarabi’s view that intentionality in itself 
can become a visualization, or a point of view, literally, 
according to one’s visual capacity.

inTenTionaliTy anD ViSibiliTy 

This understanding of visual perception poses some 
challenges to our modern, science-based conceptions. 
first, the indissoluble bond between the viewer and the 
visible, as well as the effective agency of the viewer in 
shaping the visible, challenges the nature of objectivity 
that gives primacy to the stable properties of an 
independent, self-standing reality (i.e., the world out 
there). The margin for malleability, which allows for 
changing the visible reality according to the viewer’s 
intentionality and disposition, has been completely 
eradicated in post-cartesian scientific understanding. 
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proves to him that specular presence, which is dictated 
by the intention of seeing, involves no otherness or 
representation: the meaning that God creates in the 
eye—not the mind—is of the thing itself.10

This understanding of the nature of visual percep-
tion, though not in agreement with the optics-based ap-
proach of muslim scientists or the aristotelian approach 
of muslim philosophers, had currency among hadith 
scholars, theologians, and mystics until the eighteenth 
century.11 elsewhere i have discussed how it mediated 
ʿabd al-Ghani al-nabulusi’s (d. 1731) reading of the his-
tory of the Dome of the rock in Jerusalem as well as his 
appreciation of its spatiality, function, and meanings.12 
here i shall return to this renowned eighteenth-century 
Damascene figure to examine the way in which this un-
derstanding of the nature of visual perception mediated 
his reading of the spatiality, function, and meanings 
of—in this case—the tomb of his spiritual teacher, the 
celebrated andalusian Sufi master, muhyi al-Din ibn 
ʿarabi (d. 1240).13 in a rare late seventeenth-century ar-
chitectural treatise titled Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī fī Ḍarīḥ Ibn 
al-ʿArabī (The concealed mystery in the Tomb of ibn 
ʿarabi),14 al-nabulusi interpreted the spatiality of this 
rather humble ottoman complex (figs. 1–4), employing 
visual hermeneutics that blur the borders between in-
tentionality and visibility, meaning and mystery.15 

hiSTory anD mySTery: The Sīn anD The Shīn

before discussing al-nabulusi’s hermeneutics of the spa-
tial organization of ibn ʿarabi’s tomb, a brief presenta-
tion of its history is necessary, as the way in which it was 
founded was rather mystifying. nearly three hundred 
years after the death of ibn ʿarabi, his complex was 
constructed in 1517–18 by the ottoman sultan Selim (d. 
1520), and much mystery and intrigue have shrouded its 
construction ever since.16 al-Salimiyya, as it came to be 
known after its patron, was Sultan Selim’s first and only 
architectural work in Damascus, marking his triumphant 
ruling over this strategic mamluk city. an enigmatic 
treatise attributed to ibn ʿarabi titled Al-Shajara al-
nu‘māniyya (The Tree of nuʿman) presented the follow-
ing prediction: 

Second, the effective agency of the viewer and the 
malleability of visible reality provide a space for the 
extraordinary, the unpredictable, and the unknowable, 
that is, a space for mystery (sirr). al-ʿasqalani considers 
those who adhere to al-ʿāda (unchangeable natural 
habits)—that is, the rationalists—to be ahl al-bidaʾ 
(heretics).7 Thus in the premodern islamic view, there 
had always been a space for the breaking of the 
continuity of a habitual world and the normality of 
things as set by the laws of nature. in this space, a 
suprahuman or divine power partakes in the 
manipulation of history, the creation of events, and the 
making of things with a transcendental purpose of its 
own. This state of being formed an object for “the eye of 
reflection.” and third, considering “meaning” (maʿnā) as 
something that God creates in the eye, not the mind, 
poses yet another challenge to the dissociation between 
sensing and reasoning in our current views that 
differentiate between the sensible and the intelligible, 
giving superiority to reasoning over sensing. meanings 
are normally associated with thinking and reasoning, 
and as such they are products of the mind, not the 
senses. When meanings become associated with the 
eye, the eye assumes a cognitive ability, visual illusion 
takes on a new significance, and the immediacy in the 
act of recognition tends to eliminate representation and 
limit the role of interpretation.8 The implication of this 
switch can be seen in ibn al-ʿarabi’s explanation of rear 
vision. in his commentary on the above hadith, he refers 
to the human lack of rear vision as “visual incapacity,” 
or “absence of power” (ghayb al-qudra), in compensation 
for which, he says, God created the mirror. Thus the 
existence of the mirror, in ibn al-ʿarabi’s view, came to 
provide evidence of, and an extension to, the limited 
visual capacity of humans. as an extension to human 
seeing power (qudra), however, the mediating 
instrumentality of the mirror becomes an issue, because 
the appearance of the reflection creates a duality of the 
object and its image. To overcome this duality, ibn al-
ʿarabi argues that what appears in the mirror is not an 
“image” (mithāl) of a thing but the thing itself, that is, its 
“reality” (ḥaqīqatuhu).9 This is so, he explains, because 
the mirror has no spatial depth and substance to support 
the embodiment of an “image” in it, even though it gives 
the illusion of depth and embodiment. This phenomenon 
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figs. 1 and 2. ibn ʿarabi’s complex in its urban context at the foot of mount Qasiyun, ca. 1940, showing the double-pitched 
roof over the prayer hall. (photos: courtesy of imad al-armashi) 

figs. 3 and 4. ibn arabi’s complex in its current form in the suburb of Shaykh muhyi al-Din, 2010, showing the modifications, 
additions, and the demolition of the double-pitched roof. (photos: fig. 3, Samer akkach; fig. 4, courtesy of ola al-Zouhayli)

When Sīn [ = S, for Selim] enters Shīn [ = Sh, for Sham] there 
shall be revealed the grave of muḥyi-l-Din. The reason for 
this allusion is what the real has disclosed unto me, through 
direct divine informing, that our death will be in the pro-
tected city of Damascus, which is called Jullaq, and that our 
grave will disappear for a period of time until the emergence 
of a leader from great constantinople. The letter Sīn, from 
the family of ʿuthman, shall be the cause for the disclosure 
of our grave, and the construction of our shrine. and the 
rising of this leader will be by the order of God and the 
consent of his messenger.17 

The treatise and the prophecies it contains add a layer 
of mystery to the history of this unpretentious building. 
The text was presented in the form of riddles and 
symbolic allusions concerning the destiny of, and major 
events associated with, the ottoman dynasty.18 The text 
has been dismissed by contemporary scholars as a 
fabrication. yet, although neither al-nabulusi nor 
muhammad ibn Tulun al-Salihi (d. 1546), the historian 
and religious scholar who witnessed the construction of 
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Sultan Selim’s takeover of Damascus. Whatever the case 
may be, the authenticity of Al-Shajara al-nuʿmāniyya is 
not of primary concern to us here, or whether the text 
was written by ibn ʿarabi, or indeed the accuracies of 
the prophecies. What concerns us here is whether the 
treatise had played any role in Sultan Selim’s decision to 
construct the complex and thereby to officially sanction 
ibn ʿarabi’s sainthood.

arabic sources tell us that after his quick and decisive 
victory over the weak and disorganized mamluk army 
at marj Dabiq, Sultan Selim made peaceful entries into 
Syrian cities in 1516. he entered Damascus that year, and 
after a short stay to prepare his armies, he left for his 
next campaign in egypt, where he likewise encountered 
little resistance. immediately upon his return to Damas-
cus from egypt, Sultan Selim commissioned the build-
ing of the complex over the grave of ibn ʿarabi. The 
complex was designed and constructed with surprising 
haste. Sultan Selim arrived back in Damascus on 
Wednesday, 21 ramadan 923 (october 7, 1517), during 
the muslim month of fasting. he met with the governor 
and local dignitaries, and then immediately commis-
sioned the construction of the complex. on Saturday, 
the site visit was conducted and an initial layout was 
agreed; on Sunday, an adjacent residence was purchased 
and a building supervisor was appointed; on monday, 
the demolition of existing buildings commenced; and a 
few days later, on 2 Shawwal (october 18), construction 
of the mosque commenced. after one month, on Tues-
day, 3 Dhu’l-Qaʿda (november 17), Sultan Selim ordered 
the construction of the domed chamber over ibn ʿ arabi’s 
grave. That night the foundations were dug in the cem-
etery, to avoid any anger over the unavoidable distur-
bance of some of the graves. a month later, on 10 
Dhu’l-hijja (December 24), people celebrated the adha 
feast and prayed in the mosque. To celebrate the event, 
Sultan Selim sent to this mosque 250 sheep and camels 
to be slaughtered and distributed to people, but only 30 
sheep to all the other mosques in the suburb of al-Sali-
hiyya, northwest of the old city. forty days later, on 20 
muharram 924 (february 1, 1518), the pulpit was in-
stalled. four days afterward, Sultan Selim attended the 
friday prayer there and celebrated the completion of 
the complex. The project took less than four months 

ibn ʿ arabi’s complex, mentioned this mysterious text, it 
had received considerable attention, with at least three 
commentaries by or attributed to well-known figures. 
The first is attributed to ibn ʿarabi’s contemporary 
ahmad al-buni (d. 1225), the second to his close disciple 
Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi (d. 1273), and the third to the 
religious scholar Salah al-Din al-Safadi (d. 1363).19 in 
addition, the celebrated historian ibn khaldun (d. 1406) 
in his Muqaddima (prolegomenon) wrote about the 
history and wide popularity of this kind of text, called 
malāḥim (sing. malḥama, epic) and referred to a specific 
one he had seen concerned with the Turks written by a 
Sufi called muhammad al-bajarbaqi (d. 1324).20 This 
apparently popular text seems to have been written in 
verse and was different from that of Al-Shajara al-
nuʿmāniyya. 

While ibn khaldun was unambiguously dismissive of 
the credibility of these texts, his renowned student, Taqi 
al-Din al-maqrizi (d. 1442), was not. almost a century 
before the ottoman conquest of Damascus, al-maqrizi 
made reference to Al-Shajara al-nu‘māniyya and its au-
thorship. in his famous book on the socio-urban history 
of cairo, Al-Khiṭaṭ (plans), he devoted a chapter to the 
destiny of his home city: what was being said about how 
long the city would endure, the major events which 
would befall it, and the predicted time of its destruc-
tion.21 This chapter was drawn from the prophecies pre-
sented in ibn ʿarabi’s epic, Al-Shajara al-nuʿmāniyya, 
and although al-maqrizi did not mention the title of the 
work, we can assume it was the source, as Al-Shajara 
al-nuʿmāniyya was the only known eschatological trea-
tise attributed to ibn ʿarabi that was concerned with 
egypt, ard al-kinana. al-maqrizi also reported consult-
ing an anonymous commentary on Al-Shajara al-
nu‘māniyya, which proved to be of little help to him in 
deciphering its conundrums. continuing to be con-
cerned with its content, he consulted with a trustworthy 
colleague, who had seen a greater commentary in two 
volumes and who provided al-maqrizi with the details 
he quoted in his book.22 

We do not know, of course, what was in the texts al-
maqrizi and his colleague had seen, but assuming they 
were the same as the extant copies of Al-Shajara al-
nuʿmāniyya and its commentaries, then al-maqrizi’s 
reference testifies to the existence of the text long before 
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 acknowledge. This rather awkward appointment might 
have eventually contributed to the religious controversy 
surrounding ibn ʿarabi’s ideas being extended to the 
architecture of his tomb, prompting al-nabulusi to write 
his treatise on the spatial hermeneutics of the building.

conTroVerSy anD archiTecTure

ibn ʿ arabi was a highly controversial figure, and his mys-
tical hermeneutics caused a deep rift among contempo-
raneous and later muslim scholars.26 Through his 
influential teachings, he maintained a strong presence 
in Damascus, yet so did his main foe, the renowned han-
bali scholar ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328). for more than two 
and a half centuries after his death, ibn ʿarabi’s grave 
site lay deserted and forgotten in the cemetery of ibn 
Zaki, indicating that his opponents, the jurists (fuqahāʾ), 
had the upper hand in the city. according to ʿ ali b. may-
mun al-fasi (d. 1511), who visited the grave site in 1499, 
people in Damascus were afraid of mentioning ibn 
ʿarabi’s name and reluctant to direct visitors to the loca-
tion of his tomb. he wrote: “When i arrived at Damascus 
i found none to direct me, for all were frightened of the 
tyranny of the wretched clergy…. i finally arrived at the 
bath-house and requested of the keeper to open the 
door for me so that i could enter the shrine to see the 
tomb. using a subterfuge, he scaled the wall and opened 
the door for me. i found the shrine to be devoid of any 
trace of visitors. The grass had withered, thus proving 
that none had frequented the place.”27 Thus the official 
celebration of ibn ʿarabi’s sainthood by the new rising 
power, the ottomans, marked a significant swing to the 
side of his supporters. This intervention might have en-
hanced ibn ʿ arabi’s presence and popularized his image 
locally and regionally. certainly, with the ottomans’ 
sanction of ibn ʿ arabi’s sainthood, al-Salimiyya began to 
attract an increasing number of pilgrims and visitors. 
nevertheless, the controversy surrounding his personal-
ity and teachings only grew sharper and deeper in the 
ensuing centuries.28

at the time of al-nabulusi, nearly two centuries after 
the construction of al-Salimiyya, ibn ʿarabi’s ideas and 
teachings were under strong attack, as were also the 
whole path of Sufism, and especially the notion of 

from start to finish. Three days after the celebration of 
its completion, Sultan Selim left the city.23 

Sultan Selim’s keen interest in ibn ʿ arabi is intriguing, 
to say the least. Despite being fully preoccupied with his 
military campaigns, Sultan Selim devoted much atten-
tion to this project, spending lavishly and donating gen-
erously in celebration of its completion. he also set up 
generous endowments that supported the employment 
of thirty koran reciters, four announcers of prayer, and 
a number of teachers, religious leaders, and administra-
tors. Despite ibn ʿarabi’s wide reputation and local 
popularity, his grave site had remained deserted for al-
most three hundred years. Thus Sultan Selim’s decisive 
commemoration seems to have elevated ibn ʿarabi 
overnight to the status of official saint. We do not know 
for sure the motives behind Sultan Selim’s action, or 
whether the curious prophecy attributed to ibn ʿarabi 
had anything to do with it. What we know, however, is 
that the mysterious treatise, which was in wide circula-
tion, declared the rise of the ottomans to be “by the or-
der of God and with the consent of his messenger”24 and 
portrayed this major event as an auspicious sign for the 
prosperity of islam in arab lands. The perceived reli-
gious character of the Turks among the arabs was also 
propitious. al-maqrizi reports that the famous fatimid 
caliph and founder of cairo, al-muʿizz li-Din allah  
(d. 975), was once asked about the Turks: who were 
they? he replied: “muslim people who enjoin right and 
forbid evil; they establish the law and duties, and fight, 
for the sake of God, his enemies.”25 

Whether this real or fabricated treatise was used to 
sanction—through the mediation of ibn ʿ arabi’s proph-
ecies—the ottomans’ invasion of Damascus and their 
rule over the rest of the arabic-speaking muslim world 
is uncertain. What is certain, however, is that the trans-
formation of ibn ʿarabi’s forgotten and neglected grave 
into a significant shrine, signaling the ottoman endorse-
ment of his sainthood, played a noticeable role in the 
development of the city’s socioreligious life. against the 
wishes of almost all hadith scholars, who, according to 
ibn Tulun, were opposed to ibn ʿarabi’s teachings, ibn 
ʿarabi became the new patron saint of the city. not only 
that, but the city’s most celebrated hadith scholar, ibn 
Tulun himself, ironically became the first imam in the 
mosque of a Sufi saint whose sainthood he did not 
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building for charity-related activities (takiyya) located 
opposite the main entry on the upper northern side of 
the building (figs. 5 and 6). The main building had two 
entries: one from the upper level (north) into the 
courtyard and the main prayer hall, which was covered 
by a double-pitched roof; and one from the lower level 
of the garden through the tomb chamber. The upper 
entry was and still is the main entry. We do not know 
anything about the size or design of the garden; however, 
the building was set back from the river, and a 
freestanding tower with a mechanical device raised 
water from the river to the mosque, channeling it to the 
upper level through an aqueduct, the remnants of which 
are still visible (figs. 7 and 8).33 

among the many religious complexes in Damascus 
that house tombs of religious and spiritual figures, al-
Salimiyya’s multilevel spatial arrangement was unique. 
al-nabulusi’s treatise suggests that the position of ibn 
ʿarabi’s grave in the spatial arrangement of the complex 
had become a point of attack, as his critics seemed to 
have used the lower position of the tomb chamber to 
point out his inferior status in comparison with the 
higher position of the mosque. and it is possible, given 
the intensity of the debates his ideas had provoked, that 
the rational jurists might have prohibited people from 
descending to the lower chamber, which in their view 
would represent descending to polytheism and unbelief 
(figs. 9 and 10). 

in fact, an opening poem in Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī 
suggests that going downstairs to the tomb might be 
likened to descending to hell. al-nabulusi wrote:

The tomb of muhyiddin is among the most splendid,
 a fire for the ignorant, but light in itself.
Whosoever approaches it in the mode of moses,
 shall converse with Truth with sorts of presence.
Do not say fire, for fire is none other than you,
 and go beyond interpreting the outward.
a mosque up high and a garden down below,
 with a river that is among the most beautiful.
he is in a presence in between the two,
 below, yet above in the loftiest palaces.
The way to him is through poverty and humility,
 and around these all shall revolve.
So reflect on what we have granted you,
 of sciences belonging to this and the other world.34

sainthood (wilāya) and the rituals associated with it, 
such as saint veneration through grave construction and 
visitation.29 under the influence of the puritanical ideas 
of the kadizade movement, anti-Sufi sentiment grew.30 
al-nabulusi wrote extensively in defense of Sufism in 
general, and of ibn ʿarabi’s teachings in particular, and 
commented profusely on the rational and spiritual 
approaches in islam, which were reflected in the 
crystallizing polarity of the law and the truth (al-sharīʿa 
and al-ḥaqīqa). he therefore was not looking for an 
occasion to extend his views onto ibn ʿarabi’s complex, 
but criticism and denigration of ibn ʿarabi must have 
reached an intolerable level and been extended to his 
sacred shrine, prompting al-nabulusi to write his short 
rebuttal in the early months of 1089 (1678), at the age of 
thirty-nine.31 With Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī the polemics 
over ibn ʿarabi’s teachings took on a spatial dimension. 
by revealing a mystery concealed in the spatiality of the 
complex, al-nabulusi endeavored to provide a new way 
of visualizing its spatial organization and appreciating 
the inner significance of its architecture, thereby 
offering rare insights into an islamic architectural 
theory. 

al-Salimiyya was constructed on a steep slope at the 
foot of mount Qasiyun in al-Salihiyya. ibn Tulun 
described the original structure in detail.32 his 
descriptions are consistent with the current shape and 
layout of the building, taking into account the additions 
and modifications that took place over the past five 
centuries (see figs. 3 and 4). 

The current form of the building shows one big flat-
roofed, cubical block with two small attachments to the 
eastern side, one of which is the original domed tomb 
chamber, the other a new addition. in the original 
design, however, the complex was terraced and 
consisted of three levels: an upper level of the mosque 
that had a courtyard with arched porticoes on three 
sides and a prayer hall on the fourth (southern side), 
with windows overlooking a garden located at the 
southern end; a middle level of the domed tomb 
chamber and rooms for seclusion with windows 
overlooking the garden; and a lower level of the garden 
on the edge of yazid river at the southern end of the 
building. The complex also had a minaret and other 
ancillary facilities, including a freestanding domed 
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figs. 5 and 6. plans of ibn ʿarabi’s complex in its current form 
together with its adjacent buildings. To the west (left) is the 
ayyubid bimaristan al-Qaymari, and to the north (above) is 
the takiyya (part of the complex of al-Salimiyya). The original 
plan of the prayer hall contained only one row of columns 
and two bays covered by a double-pitched roof. (plans: cour-
tesy of ola al-Zouhayli)

figs. 7 and 8. The water tower of ibn ʿarabi’s complex, 2010, 
originally positioned on the yazid river to raise water to the 
level of the mosque and to the courtyard. (photos: fig. 7, cour-
tesy of ola al-Zouhayli; fig. 8, Samer akkach)

The SIrr: The preSence of abSence

referring to the spatial arrangement of al-Salimiyya, al-
nabulusi wrote: “in this wondrous order, there is an un-
usual mystery [sirr]; contemplate it with the eye of 
reflection if you are among the possessors of insights.”35 
Thus al-nabulusi hinges his spatial interpretation on the 
notion of sirr (mystery, secret), indicating that he wrote 
Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī to reveal an unrecognized objective 
concealed in the design of the building. yet he does not 
explain what he means by sirr or how it should be 

5

7

6 

8



SAMER AKKACH86

sirr and maʿnā. The arabic term sirr (mystery, secret) 
differs from maʿnā (meaning), though both overlap in 
certain respects. Maʿnā, from ʿanā (to care, to be 
concerned with, to intend), is attached to human 
thinking, intention, and self-conscious deliberations, 
whereas sirr, from sarara (to keep inside, to hide), is a 
form of concealment that is independent of human 
intentionality and self-conscious reasoning. access to 
sirr can be achieved through mental occurrences or 
events called in arabic khawāṭir (sing. khāṭir, quick 
passing thoughts), which refer to flashes of in-sight that 
involuntarily roam one’s heart, appearing and disap-
pear ing quickly without an identifiable cause and 
source.36 The khawāṭir are considered to be a source of 
inspiration and revelation. in the opening of his treatise, 
al-nabulusi explains the source of his ideas: “This is a 
breeze from the gardens of the unseen [al-ghayb] and a 
fragrance that removes from the noses of intending 
visitors the cold of uncertainty [al-rayb], in which i have 
explained aspects of what God-most-high has disclosed 
unto me in a state of inspiration, where there is neither 
sign nor speech.”37

Thus understood, the sirr, as a form of concealment, 
is concomitant to every revealed reality as a hidden core 
that is there by virtue of the reality’s disclosure, just as 
the shadow is inherent in the nature of light. and just as 
the visibility of light is realized through contrast with 

 understood. The notion of sirr is complex and can be 
understood in general and mystical ways, so in what 
sense did al-nabulusi use it? considering that the selec-
tion of titles was often dictated by rhyming as much as 
by meaning, one can argue that the term sirr was se-
lected for its general usage. from this perspective, the 
sirr would simply point to an unrecognized idea and can 
thus be explained as an alternative, or not-so-obvious, 
interpretation of the multilevel building, one that pays 
respect and reverence to the great master it houses. 
from the mystical perspective, however, we must take 
into consideration the Sufi articulation of the notion of 
sirr as well as ibn ʿarabi’s reflections on it. 

al-nabulusi was not an ordinary writer; he was a 
celebrated Sufi master of the Qadiriyya and naqsh-
bandiyya orders, one who was well versed in Sufi 
teachings and hermeneutics and in full command of ibn 
ʿarabi’s writings, which he regularly taught throughout 
his life. accordingly, it would be unreasonable to ignore 
the mystical understanding of the concept of sirr and to 
overlook its agency in al-nabulusi’s theorization. in fact, 
it is safe to assume that al-nabulusi’s focus on the sirr 
reflects a deliberate choice driven by his mystical 
preoccupations.

To understand the mystical meaning of sirr in the 
context of al-nabulusi’s usage with reference to 
architecture, a distinction must be established between 

figs. 9 and 10. The stairs leading down to ibn ʿarabi’s tomb chamber from the level of the courtyard and mosque, located 
at the southeastern corner of the courtyard, through which one enters the mosque, which lies at the same level, 2012. The 
opening to the right under the arch leads to the stairs. (photos: courtesy of kinda Tabbaa)

9 10
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sirr is seen as at once a visualizing medium and an 
expression of divine wisdom. 

With the sirr as his starting point, al-nabulusi makes 
a clear distinction between human intentionality and 
the determinations of being. The game of being, so to 
speak, is sustained by divine wisdom and has its own 
consciousness, which is independent of beings and the 
deliberations of human reasoning. “it was the divine 
wisdom and holy secrets,” al-nabulusi writes, referring 
to ibn ʿarabi, “that he was buried in the foot of the 
Salihiyya mountain [i.e., Qasiyun].”42 although things 
appear to be directed by human concerns and under 
human control, in reality being has its own dictates 
whereby humans are engaged to act. humans are not 
passive agents in this game, however, but rather active 
players whose actions coincide with the unfolding of the 
being’s dictates. in this understanding, reality always 
has two sides to it: visible and invisible, recognizable 
and mysterious. Thus in the spatial arrangements of al-
Salimiyya, what was revealed and became recognizably 
visible, through the patronage of Sultan Selim and his 
design and construction team, was only a certain side of 
what was hidden therein. This is where the significance 
of the Sufi concept of the sirr lies. as a state of truth, the 
sirr directs attention to what is being concealed in the 
process of revealing: it is the presence of absence.

The eye of reflecTion 

al-nabulusi wrote Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī to counter the 
criticism being leveled at the tomb of his revered mas-
ter. he wanted people to see what is not outwardly vis-
ible and to share a mode of vision similar to that through 
which the prophet muhammad visualized the invisible. 
This invisible reality reveals itself through visible traces: 
the unique spatiality of the building that acts as a me-
dium for “the eye of reflection” to discern what is being 
concealed. here the concealed mystery is not the archi-
tect’s ideas or original design intentions or the patron’s 
purpose behind the building, none of which is in fact 
important or even necessary for understanding the 
meaning of a work of architecture. The true meaning 
resides in the sirr, the mystery that lies beyond the 

shadow, revealment is likewise affirmed through 
contrast with concealment. The sirr, in this sense, is 
seen as a medium of visualization, of which the verb 
asarra means at once “to conceal” and “to reveal,” and 
surūr means both “pleasure” and “happiness.”38 from a 
Sufi perspective, the sirr is conceived as a state of truth 
concealed in between existence and nonexistence, 
neither known nor unknown. in humans, the sirr is 
defined as “a subtlety placed in the heart as the spirit 
placed in the body. it is the locus of visualization 
[mushāhada], just as the spirit is the locus of love, and 
as the heart is the locus of knowledge.”39 Sufis 
differentiate the sirr’s function in three contexts, 
knowledge (ʿilm), situation (ḥāl), and truth (ḥaqīqa), 
considering the sirr as an “eye” that enables certain 
visualization according to the condition of each 
context.40 

in Al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya (The meccan revelations), 
ibn ʿarabi distinguishes three types of human desire 
(raghba): one is motivated by the soul (natural desire), 
the second by the heart (spiritual desire), and the third 
by the sirr (divine desire).41 These are related to the 
tripartite constitution of humans: natural, spiritual, and 
divine. constituting the divine component of humanity, 
the sirr is directly connected to the real or Truth (haqq). 
This connection explains the meaning of the common 
phrase often used by Sufis after one’s name: qaddasa 
Allāhu sirrah (may God sanctify his secret) or quddisa 
sirrah (may his secret be sanctified).

in residing at the heart of revealed things, the sirr 
becomes the other side of intentionality; it is the inner 
core acquired by beings in the process of manifestation. 
Thus the sirr, in essence, undermines the very certainty 
of human intentionality by denying individual owner-
ship of ideas in the creative process of making. Whenever 
something comes into existence, there is always a sirr 
folded within that gives this something more than its 
manifested form, apparent purpose, and the maker’s 
reasoned intention. in this sense, the sirr can never be 
intended, but only discovered. it cannot be reduced to 
a meaning or a set of meanings, nor can it be exhausted 
by being discovered and disclosed. The sirr, by virtue of 
its very concealment, is a constant source of ideas and 
inspiration. Whenever a sirr is revealed, another is 
simultaneously concealed, and it is in this sense that the 
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Qasiyun, because it is in the heart of the blessed moun-
tain, and knowledge is in the hearts not the minds.”44 
The mountain and cave symbolism of the manifest real-
ity and hidden secret is widely known in many tradi-
tions, yet here al-nabulusi uses it to point to the religious 
difference between the theologians who depend in their 
knowledge on reason (naẓar) and mystics who depend 
on divine disclosure (kashf).45 both terms involve visual 
metaphors. naẓar (literally, vision) has been associated 
with reason and rationality (ahl al-naẓar are the phi-
losophers), whereas kashf (unveiling) has been associ-
ated with intuition and the suprarational (ahl al-kashf 
are the mystics). in the siting analogy, al-nabulusi as-
sociates the mountain with reason and sight, and the 
cave with the heart and insight. True knowledge, he as-
serts, lies in the heart, not in the thoughts (al-maʿrifa 
fī’l-qulūb lā fī’l-afkār).

in mystical thought, the heart (qalb) is associated 
with centrality and truth.46 in the mountain and cave 
metaphor, this is what ibn ʿarabi stands for as he rests 
at the heart of mount Qasiyun. a prophetic tradition 
often quoted by Sufis reports a divine saying: neither 
can my earth nor my heaven embrace me, but the heart 
of my faithful servant can. conceived as the seat of di-
vinity, the “heart” is defined by the Sufis as an “abstract 
luminous substance that mediates between the spirit 

 architect’s and the patron’s desires, intentionality, and 
self-conscious reasoning.43 

While presenting a theoretical reading of architec-
ture, the spatial visualization was presented from a mys-
tical perspective, using architecture as a vehicle to 
illustrate the spiritual meanings of form. in this respect, 
Al-Sirr al-Mukhtabī is a valuable early modern source 
offering a rare theoretical interpretation of islamic ar-
chitecture from a nonarchitectural perspective. in his 
attempt to unravel the secrets of al-Salimiyya, al-nabu-
lusi focused his visual hermeneutics on three aspects: 
first, the siting of the complex and its relationship to 
geography and natural setting; second, the approach to 
the complex from outside; and third, the experiencing of 
the building from the inside (fig. 11).

Siting

al- Salimiyya was built on a steep mountainside where 
ibn ʿarabi’s grave was originally located. in this siting 
arrangement, al-nabulusi saw a significant relationship 
between the mountain and the cave, the outer body and 
the inner heart, and considered the grave, by its very 
location, to be the heart of Qasiyun. “it was divine wis-
dom and holy secrets that led to his burial at the foot of 
the Salihiyya mountain,” al-nabulusi wrote. “he is bur-
ied in a cemetery at a somewhat steep slope of mount 

fig. 11. Digital model of what ibn ʿarabi’s tomb might have looked like in al-nabulusi’s time. Details are based on early 
twentieth-century photographs; model prepared in 2013. (model: courtesy of hala Qasqas)
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below, the other via the upper mosque, is taken to rep-
resent the ways in which one can approach the religious 
truth of ibn ʿarabi’s ideas and teachings. al-nabulusi 
describes a side walkway on the right-hand side of the 
building that leads pedestrians from the upper street 
down to the lower garden, which provides a setting to 
the complex on the edge of yazid river. The complex 
itself was elevated from the garden level, so whoever 
approaches the building from the garden had to climb 
up a stair to the level of ibn ʿarabi’s tomb. Viewing the 
tomb from the garden reveals it in a lofty place, al-nab-
ulusi writes, while viewing it from the mosque reveals it 
in a low place. he says: 

if you descend along the sidewalk outside the mosque that 
is adjacent to it on the right-hand side, you will arrive at a 
lush garden [rawḍa khaḍrāʾ] with fresh running water.49 
When you enter this garden you will find the tomb of the 
shaykh … elevated to the highest point, in contrast to your 
situation when you are in the protected mosque. in this 
wondrous order there is an unusual mystery; contemplate 
it with the eye of reflection if you are among the possessors 
of insights. and that concealed mystery is nothing other 
than the presence of absolute beauty, whereby the negli-
gent [ghāfilūn] are perplexed while the knowers [ʿārifūn] 
are guided.50

here al-nabulusi uses the spatiality of the complex to 
again engage the dichotomy between naẓar and kashf 

and the soul,” and as “an eternal light and transcenden-
tal secret [sirr], revealed at the center of beings, where-
by God gazes at humans.”47 Thus viewed, it is the center 
whereby humanity is realized. With reference to the ko-
ranic verse, “God is the light of the heavens and the 
earth. The parable of his light is as a niche and within it 
a lamp: the lamp is in glass, the glass is as it were a bril-
liant star, lit from a blessed tree, an olive, neither of the 
east nor of the west” (koran 24:35), the niche is taken to 
represent the body, the tree the soul, the lamp the spir-
it, and the glass and brilliant star the heart.48 Thus the 
heart is the invisible shield through which shines the 
light of truth, and this is what ibn ʿarabi’s tomb is seen 
to represent (fig. 12).

Access

as already described, al-Salimiyya had two entries, one 
at the upper level (north), the other at the lower (south). 
al-nabulusi compares this dual accessibility to two ap-
proaches to religious knowledge: the outward and the 
inward. The mosque, which occupies the higher level, is 
taken to represent the outward divine law, which is ac-
cessible by the public, whereas the tomb that occupies 
the lower level is taken to represent the inward truth, 
which is accessible only by the elite. The fact that there 
are two entrances to the tomb itself, one direct from 

fig. 12. Digital model of ibn ʿarabi’s tomb, viewed from the level of the garden. (model: courtesy of hala Qasqas, 2013)
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the upper enclosed mosque.51 in this spatial visualiza-
tion, al-nabulusi seems to be setting up landscape 
against architecture, garden against building, nature 
against culture (as constructed beliefs and habits) (figs. 
13 and 14). 

in a polarized community sharply divided between 
supporters and detractors of ibn ʿarabi, entry to the 
building seems to have become an issue. it was possible 
to imagine entry into the complex to have become a 
declaration of identity and a statement of position. 
Those who enter from above became identified with the 
people of the law, that is, the jurists and their allies, 

(reason and revelation), rationality and spirituality, the 
law and the truth (al-sharīʿa wa-l-ḥaqīqa). he takes the 
garden to represent revelation, spirituality, and truth, 
with its lower location being seen as a constant remind-
er of one’s humility and selflessness, the main charac-
teristics of the people of the truth. The garden stands for 
truth by virtue of its natural and unmediated existence, 
its primordiality and unconstructedness. by contrast, 
the mosque stands for the religious law by virtue of its 
designed, determined, and constructed reality. as truth 
is superior to law, in al-nabulusi’s view, the lower open 
space of the garden is likewise viewed to be superior to 

figs. 13 and 14. Digital model of ibn ʿarabi’s tomb, viewed from the level of the garden. (model: courtesy of hala Qasqas) 

13

14
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So they are dependent on the water of the garden. as for 
the people of the garden, however, they do not need the 
water of the mosque and the mihrab. in this sense, water 
becomes associated with belief in ibn ʿ arabi’s sainthood 
and spirituality, and while all people, believers and crit-
ics, enter the mosque, only the believer enters the gar-
den. yet all share in their dependency on the garden’s 
water, and especially the detractor, who despite his re-
jection “will still be in need of the water of life, extracted 
by the wheel of thought from that garden, in order for 
him to achieve a complete presence and perfect state of 
tranquillity and submission.”55 “So breathe in, in that 
garden, the breezes of acceptance,” al-nabulusi calls, 
“and do not fear the criticism of the self-deluded and the 
jealous, for light cannot be seen by the blind.”56 

as to the proper order in the relationship between 
the truth and the law, al-nabulusi explains that “he who 
enters the garden of truth [first] will perfect his condi-
tion by upholding the requirements of the law and pos-
sessing the happiness of the two abodes. he will find the 
tomb of the shaykh in the highest place, expose himself 
to the river of eternal life, and witness the fruits of eter-
nal happiness.”57 Thus it is only through accessing the 
complex through the garden first that one will discern 
the standing of the shaykh as being the highest and his 
status as being the most proud. 

Experience

Divine secrets and lordly wisdoms, al-nabulusi dis-
cerned, necessitated that the grave should be located at 
the heart of the complex, just as the grave site was posi-
tioned at the heart of the mountain. experientially, after 
entering the mosque from the higher entrance, one de-
scends to the tomb’s chamber by seventeen steps. This 
spatial arrangement was unusual, as graves in other 
buildings were normally located at the same level of the 
main entry. al-nabulusi sees psychological dimensions 
corresponding to the ways in which the complex is spa-
tially experienced. at the upper level of the mosque, one 
has a sense of authority and arrogance, so one feels em-
powered to criticize the great master. by descending to 
the tomb via seventeen steps, however, one humbles 
oneself and begins to realize the greatness of the master. 
“Whoever enters the mosque aiming for the mihrab,”58 
al-nabulusi warns, “will not recognize this mystery, 

whereas those who enter from below became identified 
with the truth, that is, the Sufis and their followers. in 
representing initiation into religious learning, the order 
of access in these two entries assumes new significance. 
“he who enters the mosque of the law [masjid al-sharīʿa] 
before entering the garden of truth [rawḍat al-ḥaqīqa],” 
al-nabulusi asserts, “will lose considerably, as he will 
find the tomb of the great shaykh, may God be pleased 
with him, in a very low place, so he would oppose, reject, 
criticize, and despise, yet this would only be his own 
status being reflected in the mirror of the shaykh.”52 

Thus viewed, the ways in which people engage with 
the spatiality of the mosque reflect their personal atti-
tudes and “visual (in)capacity,” to use ibn al-ʿarabi’s 
metaphor. as antimystical sentiment was well en-
trenched in Damascus during al-nabulusi’s time, he 
asked those who reject ibn ʿarabi’s teachings to reflect 
on their method of learning: “What virtue can you claim 
for yourself if you are following others in praise and dis-
praise? The donkey carries loads but cannot distinguish 
them; it could be carrying rubbish or precious stones.”53 

in his spatial hermeneutics, al-nabulusi sees a con-
nection between the spatial order of the complex and 
people’s attitude, and he uses al-Salimiyya’s spatial ar-
rangement to guide people toward good moral conduct. 
Viewing the tomb as a kaʿba located in the vicinity of 
mount Tur, where moses conversed with his lord, al-
nabulusi writes: 

humble yourself before this transcendent status and take 
the right-hand sidewalk of the Syrian corner, and enter from 
the auspicious side of mount Tur into the sacred spot near 
moses’s tree. and take what has been revealed to you and 
be thankful of the shaykh’s truthful presence. and drink 
from that river’s sweet water and do not preoccupy yourself 
with knowing anything other than the lord.54 

in al-nabulusi’s visual interpretation, the garden, the 
water, and the waterwheel (i.e., the water tower) be-
come important elements, assuming special signifi-
cance. Water is seen as the principle of life, the source 
of knowledge, and the medium of purification. its inte-
gral relationship to the garden makes it an indispens-
able element for the experience of the mosque. The 
people of the mosque have no source of water other 
than the river below, and they are therefore obliged to 
drink the water of the garden raised by the waterwheel. 
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al-nabulusi presents a theorization of architecture that 
is based on visual hermeneutics laced with mystical 
ideas. from an architectural perspective, al-nabulusi’s 
conceptualization can be seen as an attempt to read 
nonintended design ideas into al-Salimiyya. he sees the 
building as a signifying instrument, pointing to a hidden 
truth lying beyond its formal confines. for him, the sig-
nificance of the form lies in revealing the fundamental 
difference between two competing approaches to reli-
gious certainty, and through this difference he is able to 
show—in visual and spatial terms—the truth of what 
ibn ʿarabi has stood for over the centuries. in this re-
spect al-nabulusi’s text is unique, as known architec-
tural treatises of that period were mainly narrative 
based and descriptive. contrasting his spatial interpre-
tations with the spatial descriptions of ibn Tulun, for 
example, we can see the merit of al-nabulusi’s theoriza-
tion. 

in Al-Qalāʾid al-Jawhariyya (The pearly necklaces), 
ibn Tulun gave an eyewitness account of the actual 
making of ibn ʿarabi’s complex. he provided a detailed 
description of the building—its context, form, spaces, 
size, material, color, and texture—in addition to a de-
tailed chronicle of its construction. elsewhere in the 
same book, he also gave an account of the controversy 
over ibn ʿ arabi’s teachings among both the elite and the 
public. yet he did not discern any overlap between the 
two domains of architectural forms and religious de-
bates. in his historical documentations, architecture 
appeared, on one side, purely material and technical, 
while religion appeared, on the other side, purely con-
ceptual and polemical. Such a separation was typical in 
premodern islamic literature, which explains the lim-
ited scope of architectural theory in premodern arab-
islamic literature. bridging this divide and visualizing 
crossings and overlaps between the two domains of ar-
chitecture and religion offer new epistemological pos-
sibilities, and new horizons of theoretical understanding. 
it is in these epistemological possibilities and horizons 
of understanding that architecture assumes new socio-
religious and intellectual functions, and through them 
it becomes invested with new meanings. This was the 
crux of al-nabulusi’s treatise, in which he replaced  
ibn Tulun’s “technical eye” with his own “eye of reflec-
tion.” Through visual hermeneutics of concealment and 

which is concealed from him by his own intention. So 
he will be imprisoned behind the door.”59

here al-nabulusi uses intentionality (qaṣd) as both 
mental and visual orientation. for those who restrict 
their mind and eyes to the upper level, the level of the 
mihrab, the level of reason, will not be in a position to 
see the concealed mystery in the spatiality of the com-
plex. Their position amounts to imprisonment behind 
the door of intentionality, in both the literal and the 
metaphorical sense, as those who confine themselves to 
the prayer hall are both visually and mentally isolated 
by the doors of the hall. Seeing the shaykh’s tomb be-
neath their feet, in a lowly status, can only be a reflection 
of their own low status “revealed through the dazzling 
light” of ibn ʿ arabi’s presence. That is why such a person 
“would not understand anything of the truthful speech 
in the presence of truthfulness, mistakenly believing 
that the darkness of thoughts and souls is in fact the 
lights of the bride’s presence. he is thus expelled from 
the house because he does not belong there, and every-
thing returns to its origin.”60

al-nabulusi relates intentionality to what he visual-
izes as the “door of worship and prayer,” which is the 
real access to the complex. “Whosoever enters from the 
door of worship and prayer by his own self, because of 
his negligence in witnessing his lord in the traces of his 
reason and senses, he would be a polytheist without him 
noticing,” al-nabulusi writes, wondering “how would he 
expect to reach the highest palaces while his knowledge 
of the folks of God is inadequate?” by comparison, “he 
who enters the door of worship and prayer from the 
right-hand sidewalk, he would humble himself before 
his lord by descending along that clear pathway” to the 
garden of truth. “So understand, o jurist, what the intel-
ligent is alluding to,” al-nabulusi calls, “and search with-
in yourself, by which you are acting, and you will find 
the mosque and the mihrab being removed from before 
your eyes, and you will see the tomb of the shaykh … in 
the high and near status, not in the status of lowliness 
and concealment.”61 

concluSion

by searching for a concealed mystery (sirr) in the siting, 
access, and spatial arrangement of ibn ʿarabi’s tomb, 
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