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1
In the first two articles of the statute mention is made
of “spiritual tradition” and “encounter of different

civilisations”  https://www.cini.it/wp-content

uploads/2016/07/statuto.pdf.

2
Vittore Branca, “Vittorio Cini e I'idea della Fondazi-
one: Continuita di una tradizione,” in La Fondazione
Giorgio Cini. Cinguant'anni di storia, by Ulrico Agnati
(Milano: Electa, 2001), 7-11.

3
Guido Piovene, Processo dell’Islam alla civilta occidentale
(Firenze: Giunti, 2018); Stefano Bigliardi, ‘Guido
Piovene osservatore dell’Islam e del Medio Oriente,
ArteScienza V, no. 9 (2018): 51-78.

4

Piovene, Processo dell'Islam alla civilta occidentale, 11.

Religiographies

In this first editorial of Regiographies, we will briefly discuss the history of the
research centre that sponsors it, the Fondazione Giorgio Cini’s Centre for
Comparative Studies of Civilisations and Spiritualities, since 1958, and present
the journal, describing its aims and scope and why we think it is needed, and
finally, we will explain the relevance of this inaugural special issue, “Holy Sites
in the Mediterranean, Sharing and Division.”

The Institute “Venice and the East”

Describing the Institute for Venice and the East and its development into the
Centre for Comparative Studies of Civilisations and Spiritualities is a challeng-
ing task. In fact, over the years the Institute/Centre has shed its skin several
times. This has involved a change not only of name but also of its academic
interests, approaches, methods and aims. The directors of this polymorphous
Institute/Centre have been experts in Sinology, Byzantinology, Slavistics, the
history of religions and, now, social anthropology. Despite this mutability and
formal unsettledness, over the more than sixty yeats of the Institute/Centre’s
history, we find that its interests have mainly continued to concern spirituality,
the encounter with religious and cultural diversity, the search for a humanism,
the porosity between the secular and the religious, and the so-called challenges
of the contemporary world.

Moreover, even before the creation of the Institute for Venice and
the East in 1958, we find these themes in the mission of the Fondazione
Giorgio Cini,' described by Vittore Branca (1913-2004) as the promotion
of “the social and spiritual growth of man, of every man, whom Vitto-
tio felt was a son and a brother.”” Branca describes a desite for the truth
rooted in Christianity but also tending towards an interest in the other, in
the search for a living rather than an affected humanism.

The fact that these themes have been rooted in the Foundation right
from its beginnings is confirmed by a revolutionary conference held in
1955: “Islam’s Judgment on Western Civilisation.” Those who attended
included the philologist Vittore Branca, the journalist and writer Guido
Piovene (1907-1974), the orientalist and historian Giorgio Levi Della Vida
(1886-1967), the future father of Italian Islamology, Alessandro Bausani
(1921-1988), the jurist Francesco Carnelutti (1879-1965), the mathemati-
cian Luigi Fantappie (1901-19506), the poet Eugenio Montale (1896-1981),
the Egyptian intellectual and former minister Taha Husein (1889-1973),
the Persian historian and politician Hassan Taqizadeh (1878-1970), the
Tunisian historian and former minister Hassan Husni Abdul-Wahab
(1884-1968), and Harry St John Bridger Philby (1885-1960), also known as
Sheikh Abdullah, a British politician, explorer and Arabist who converted
to Islam. The idea at the heart of this conference was very radical for the
time but would even be radical today: the Islamic world was asked to crit-
icise the colonial West and question its values, practices and policies. The
aim was to lay the foundations for mutual understanding, because as Carn-
elutti put it, “you have to know each other to love each other, but you also
have to love each other to know each other,”*
self-criticism in order to find new points of agreement.

I believe it is no exaggeration to claim that the event at the Fondazi-

and create a path of joint

one Giorgio Cini’s home on the Venetian island of San Giorgio was an
embryonic form of post-colonial thinking, especially since it called into
question Europe’s putative moral and social superiority over other peoples.
In fact, as Piovene pointed out, the West needed to free itself from its
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Conference Islam’ Judgment on Western Civilisation (Convegno Processo dell’Islam alla societa occidentale),
Fondazione Giorgio Cini, 1955. From the left, Hassan Taqizadeh (in light jacket), Hassan Husni Abdul-Wahab
(wearing hat), Maria Nallino, Taha Hussein. Archive of the Institute of History of Art, Fondazione Giorgio Cini,

Venezia.

supetiority complex.’ This awareness does not imply the notion of a return
to an ideal bygone tradition, as Montale remarked in describing Piovene’s
argument.

The spirit of criticism and research; our secularism, he [Piovene]
says, is not irreligious but is a particular aspect of the modern
soul. East and West exist in us as two poles of our personality.
People from the East speak of us as southern Italians speak of
northern Italians. We are also rebelling, brothers from the East,
and do not forget this when you return to your homes. We are
rebelling against ourselves and we also have the strength to love
our and your rebellion.

In 1954, another conference addressed the relationship between East and
West: “Venetian Civilisation in Marco Polo’s Century.” It was followed in 1956
by the second volume of La civilta dell’Oriente, published under the auspices
of the Foundation. The book was edited by Giuseppe Tucci (1894-1984), an
explorer and leading scholar of Tibet and Buddhism. Again, with the aim of
creating new bridges to the East, between 1956 and 1959, the bulletin Infor-
mazioni San Giorgio was published, first in Italian, Arabic, English and French,
and later in English and French only.

The Fondazione Cini’s interest in the East and in exchanges between
civilisations and spiritualities culminated in 1958 in the creation of the
Institute for Venice and the East as an independent section of the Fonda-
zione’s Centre for Culture and Civilisation. The Institute was created in
line with UNESCO’s “East and West” programme, with Venice being
seen as the historical hinge between North and South, and Fast and West.

The Institute was endowed with a library that now has over 40,000
books and continues to grow. The most interesting collections include the
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5
Bigliardi, ‘Guido Piovene osservatore dell’Tslam e del
Medio Oriente, 68.

6
Eugenio Montale, “Polemica sulla civilta musulmana
fra un egiziano e un amico di Lawrence,” in Corriere
della Sera, 22 September 1955.



Detail of the library of the Centre for Comparative
Studies of Civilisations and Spiritualities, Fondazione

Giotgio Cini, Venezia. Photograph © Francesco Piraino,
December 2019.

7
Hans Thomas Hakl, Olimpia Niglio, and Yong
Joong Lee, ‘Octagon: The Quest for Wholeness,” in
Transcultural Diplomacy and International Law in Heritage
Conservation (Singapore: Springer, 2021), 49-62.

8
Etienne Lamotte, Lo spirito del Buddhismo antico (Vene-
zia, Roma: Istituto per la collaborazione culturale,

1960).

9
Siegfried Lienhard, Dal sanscrito all hindi: il nevari (Vene-
zia, Roma: Venezia Instituto per la collaborazione
culturale, 1962).

10
Annemarie Schimmel, Aspetti Spiritnali Dell’Islam
(Venezia, Roma: Istituto per la collaborazione cultur-
ale, 1961).

11
Louis Dumont, Ia Civilta Indiana ¢ Noi Abbozzo Di
Sociologia Comparata (Nenezia, Roma: Istituto per la

collaborazione culturale, 1965).
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Tiziano Terzani. Archive Tiziano Terzani, Centre for

Comparative Studies of Civilisations and Spiritualities,
Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venezia.

Manga. Katsushika Hokusai. Library of the Centre for
Comparative Studies of Civilisations and Spiritualities,

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venezia.

valuable acquisition in 1961 of the Beijing Library Rare Books microfilms
from the Library of Congress in Washington, the donation by the French
Indologist Alain Daniélou of his entire library in 1971, and donations by
Ezra Pound-Olga Rudge and Nino Rota in the late 1990s. One more recent
major addition is Angela Staude’s donation of journalist Tiziano Terzani’s
library and archive in 2012 and 2014. In 2019, Hans Thomas Hakl signed
the deed for the donation of his personal library, consisting of over 40,000
rare books and archival documents in the field of the history of religions
and spiritualities. Called “Octagon,”” this library will physically arrive in
the Foundation after Hakl’s death and, combined with the existing collec-
tions, will create one of the best-stocked religious studies libraries in the
world (the next special issue of Re/giographies, edited by Marco Pasi, will
focus on Hakl’s life and library).

Under the direction of the historian, orientalist and diplomat Giuliano
Bertuccioli (1923-2001), the Institute for Venice and the East’s initial main
interests were India, China and Japan, with a special focus on Buddhism.
Relevant texts on history, religion and art were purchased; for example,
some beautiful mangas by Katsushika Hokusai, the author famed for
works such as The Great Wave off Kanagawa and 1iews of Mount Fuji. At
this time, several magisterial lectures were given and published by leading
authorities, such as Etienne Lamotte (University of Leuven), “The Spirit
of Ancient Buddhism,”® Siegfried Lienhard (University of Stockholm),
“From Sanskrit to Hindi: Nevari,” Annemarie Schimmel (University of
Frankfurt), “Spiritual Aspects of Islam,”!’ and Louis Dumont, “Indian
Civilisation and Us.”"" In addition to its scholatly activities, the Institute
also staged exhibitions on subjects such as Indian miniatures (1959),
Japanese prints of the Ukiyo-E school (1961, held under the auspices of
UNESCO), and Islamic miniatures from the fourteenth to the nineteenth
centuries (1962). The Institute also organised the Foundation’s travelling



Conference “The Experience of Prayer” (Convegno

Llesperienza della preghiera), Fondazione Giorgio Cini,
Venezia, 1960. In front Padmanabh Jaini, behind Lama
Anagarika Govinda. Photographic archive, Institute of

Sante Graciotti. Archive Segreteria Generale,

History of Art, Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venezia. . BT .
Y ? & ’ Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venezia.

exhibitions to the East: the Indian miniatures exhibition, for example,
went to Tehran, Tokyo and Osaka in 1967.

Right from the early days, the Institute adopted a comparative
approach, notably in the 1960 conference on “The Experience of Prayer”
in religions, chaired by Francesco Carnelutti. Attended by both religious
authorities and scholars, this conference also aimed to promote interreli-
gious dialogue. It was held in fact at a time when the ideals of the Second
Vatican Council were being elaborated and spread. The semwina Verbi, or
the idea that truth may be present in other religions besides Christianity,
became a topic for discussion, summed up in the No#ziario di San Gior-
gio at the time. The “Conference on Prayer” showed a concern with the
changing world and what was perceived as secularisation’s challenge to
Catholicism’s moral, cognitive and political supremacy. During the confer-
ence, on this subject, Vittore Branca posed a very revealing question to the
Buddhist participants, aimed at determining whether the attack on religion
by the Enlightenment and rationalism had also occurred in the Buddhist
context. The ongoing dialogue between the religious and the secular was
continued in another major conference organised for the millennium of
Mount Athos in 1963, attended by both monks and historians."

In 1964 the Institute went through a period of reorganisation. The
Foundation felt a need to focus on the Near East (Byzantine, Slavic and
Islamic worlds), on the basis of the region’s historical relationship with
the Serenissima Republic of Venice. The new director, philologist and
Byzantinist Agostino Pertusi (1918-1979), organised a series of confer-
ences on the relationship between Venice and Eastern Europe and the
Near East. Particularly notable events included two conferences and
related publications edited by Pertusi: “Venice and the Levant up to the
15th Century”" and “Venice as a Centre of Mediation between East and
West (15th-16th Centuries).”'* In the 1970s and 1980s the focus was on
Slavic countries, with conferences and related publications coordinated
and edited by Vittore Branca and Sante Graciotti: “Venice and Hungary

Francesco Piraino

12
Irénée Doens, Manoscritti Ed Edizioni VVenegiane Di
Opere Liturgiche e Ascetiche Greche e Slave Esposti in Occa-
sione Del Convegno Di Studi Millenario Del Monte Athos
(Venezia: Stamp. di Venezia, 1963).

13
Agostino Pertusi, Venezia e il Levante fino al secolo X1~
(Firenze: LS Olschki, 1974).

14
Hans-Georg Beck, Manousos I Manousakas, e Agos-
tino Pertusi, Venezia, centro di mediazgione tra Oriente e
Occidente (secoli X17-X171): aspetti ¢ problemi (Firenze: LS
Olschki, 1977).



Alfredo Cadonna (on the right), Lionello Lanciotti with
his wife, Avv. Stefano Rosso-Mazzinghi (communication
manager) and Carla Bono (librarian and secretary).
Archive of Centre for Comparative Studies of
Civilisations and Spiritualities, Fondazione Giorgio Cini,
Venezia.

15
Vittore Branca, Venezia e Ungheria nel Rinascimento
(Firenze: LS Olschki, 1973).

16
Vittore Branca e Sante Graciotti, Popolo, nazione e storia
nella cultura italiana e ungherese dal 1789 al 1850 (Firenze:
LS Olschki, 1985).

17
Vittore Branca and Sante Graciotti, [falia VVenezia e
Polonia tra Medio Evo e eta moderna (Firenze: LS Olschki,
1980).

18
Sante Graciotti, I/ battesimo delle terre russe: bilancio di un
millennio (Firenze: LS Olschki, 1991).

19
Sante Graciotti, ‘La Fondazione Cini e I’Europa
Orientale, in La Fondazione Giorgio Cini. Cinguant anni
di Storia, by Ulrico Agnati (Milano: Electa, 2001), 283.

20
Lionello Lanciotti, Sviluppi scientifici, prospettive religiose,
movimenti rivoluzionari in Cina, vol. 31 (Firenze: LS
Olschki, 1975).

21
Lionello Lanciotti, I.a donna nella Cina imperiale ¢ nella
Cina repubblicana, vol. 36 (Firenze: LS Olschki, 1980).

22
Alfredo Cadonna, Turfan and Tun-huang: the Texts:
Enconnter of Civilizations on the Silk Route (Firenze: LS
Olschki, 1992).

23
Alfredo Cadonna and Ester Bianchi, Facets of Tibetan
Religions Tradition and Contacts with Neighbonring Cultural
Apreas (Firenze: LS Olschki, 2002).

24

https://www.olschki.it/catalogo/collana/ov

25
Zygmunt Bauman, ‘On Glocalization: Or Globaliza-
tion for Some, Localization for Some Others, Thesis
Eleven 54, no. 1 (1998): 37-49; Roland Robertson,
‘Glocalization,” The International Encyclopedia of
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in the Renaissance,”" “People, Nation and History in Italian and Hungar-
ian Culture from 1789 to 1850, “Venice and Poland in the Middle Ages
and Modern Age,”"” and “The Baptism of Russian Lands: Surveying a
Millennium.”"®

The Institute’s focus on the European East (Hungary, Poland, Russia,
and Yugoslavia, all still in the Communist sphere) had a political as well
as a cultural value. The Foundation and the Institute become a place of
exchanges, encounters, and confrontation. In this sense, the director of the
Institute, Sante Graciotti, describes relations with the Russian politicians
and intellectuals in terms of “a subtle game, balanced between giving and
taking, of unexpected attacks, foiled or suffered, of clever ploys success-
fully for or against.”"” Graciotti describes a game of chess with intellec-
tual exchanges but also attempts to extract information, with each party
trying to show their moral and political superiority. In this case, the East
as an expression of “otherness” was certainly not the Slavic or Orthodox
world but Communism.

As regards the Far East, from the late 1970s to the late 1980s, the
Institute organised two series of meetings dedicated to China, coordi-
nated by Lionello Lanciotti: “Scientific Developments, Religious Perspec-
tives, Revolutionary Movements in China from Marco Polo to the Present
Day”® and “Women in Imperial and Republican China.”*' The interest
in China and the East continued under the direction of Alfredo Cadonna
in the 1990s and early 2000s. The various publications of this period
included his Turfan and Tun-Huang. The Texts. Encounter of Civilizations on
the Silk Route;** and Cadonna and Ester Bianchi (eds), Facets of Tibetan Reli-
gious Tradition and Contacts with Neighbouring Cultural Areas.” These two
books were printed in the Institute’s series entitled “Orientalia Venetiana,”
published by Leo S. Olschki (Florence) from 1984 to 2005.%

The Institute’s activities were then interrupted until 2017, when the
founding of the “Centre for Comparative Studies of Civilisations and
Spiritualities” gave rise to a new phase, in which many elements were radi-
cally changed, while still keeping faith with the humanist ideals character-
ising the Institute since its inception.

Renaissance: for a Non-Manifesto of Comparative Research
The re-founding of the Institute, summed up in the new name, reflected the
need for a rethink in terms of epistemology, methodology, politics and aesthet-
ics. The world had changed radically since the 1950s, when the name “Venice
and the Fast” enjoyed an immediate shared meaning, Firstly, the geopolitical
opposition between Communism and the capitalist-liberal world had ceased
to exist, giving way to a fast-changing multipolar world. The Foundation no
longer needed to provide a haven for dialogue between liberal Western Europe
and Communist Eastern Europe. The change was not only geopolitical. It
went deeper and developed into the complex set of phenomena called globali-
sation, characterised by a new increasing circulation of capital, goods and ideas
on a global scale, and also by the accelerated worldwide spread of political and
cultural forms engendered by the so-called West. In this respect, the expression
“glocalisation” is perhaps more fitting, since it describes both the phenom-
enon of global influence and the related local adaptations and resistances.”

These epoch-making changes have intensified our interest in the pres-
ent and have prompted a reassessment of the past, calling into question
the previous ethnocentric outlook. Moreover, a growing need was felt
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to adopt new epistemologies and methodologies to deal with an increas-
ingly obvious complexity which has shown up the inadequacy of a dichot-
omy between a “modern West” and a “traditional FEast.” To underline
this global, multi-polar, interdisciplinary and comparative approach, the
reference to Venice was removed from the name of the new Centre for
Comparative Studies, although it remains implicit. Venice is no longer a
yardstick and measure but a starting point, a reference place in an intricate
web of historical, political and cultural events. The reference to the East
has also disappeared as a term implying the idea of a monolithic East,
which, as Edward Said’s studies have shown,” is inextricably bound up
with Eurocentric essentialism, and especially with the moral and political
justification of colonialism and thus with the supposedly civilising mission
of white Europe over the rest of the world.

The comparative study of religious and cultural phenomena that
developed in the eatly twentieth century”’ and was consolidated in the
post-war period® was also deeply affected by social, political and episte-
mological changes due to globalisation. Some scholars, however, associated
or even identified the comparative method with the essentialist, evolu-
tionist and/or Eastern studies paradigm.” Several of their accusations
were well-founded, since for many decades the comparative approach to
religion was characterised by the notion that it was necessary to identify
universal archetypes, valid in different cultures and historical contexts.”
This approach straddled the line between mystical/esoteric and academic
research and had a “heroic” tenor. For some, it was part of a kind of resist-
ance to mechanical, materialistic and quantitative modernity.”!

The search for universal archetypes, which still fascinates many intel-
lectuals today and may offer interesting perspectives from the point of
view of knowledge, involves several issues that need to be examined
closely. First of all, the focus on the universal is often accompanied by a
certain disregard for philological and historical accuracy, or in some cases
by a downright aversion to systematic historiographic research. Indeed,
there has even been talk of “armchair anthropology,” a term used to crit-
icise research where the initial preconception determines the results of
the research itself, and contact with the subjects/texts studied is minimal.
The second problematic aspect concerns the way that the search for the
universal may still stray into the misguided attempt to identify an “essence”
in religions and peoples, or an element that remains constant in different
historical and cultural contexts. This essentialist view has been not only
challenged by the social sciences, but rightly condemned, since it can be
used to justify various forms of supremacism and nationalism.”

While these criticisms of comparativism are well-founded and valua-
ble, other criticisms are flawed and unfounded. I am referring to the idea
that any form of comparison is impossible because of the specificity and
peculiarity of each religious and cultural phenomenon, which should be
studied in its uniqueness. According to this “particularist” point of view,
we should create as many anthropologies as there are religions, so there
would be anthropologies of Islam, of Judaism, of Taoism, and so on.”
Moreover, this perspective often conceals a vindication of supetiority over
other phenomena: comparisons are unacceptable, because “others” are
not considered to be worthy of comparison.” This view fails to take
into account the intersectionality of human beings, the continuity in their
differences and the mutual influences that religions and cultures have
produced. In fact, the study of any religious and cultural phenomenon
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always has a comparative component, whether implicit or explicit.

Another criticism of the comparative study of religions often raised
by so-called postmodern intellectuals is the impossibility of universalism,”
a fundamental theme in this field: we only need consider the universalist
narratives found in European esotericism, mystical currents, Neoplato-
nism and contemporary alternative spirituality movements.”® The putative
impossibility of universal thinking is based on the distrust of any human-
ist ideal. In fact, according to some postmodern authors, humanism or
universalism are nothing more than ideologies used to conceal subjective
or tribal interests and forms of power.”” From this point of view, any
universalist discourse is simply “false consciousness,” a way of imposing
one’s own thinking on others and mystifying relations of power. The prime
example is the civilising mission of colonialism: its narrative of exporting
civilisation to “barbarian” countries covers up violence and exploitation.

The postmodernist vision must be credited with revealing the contra-
dictions of some universalist discourses, but at the same time it introduces
rigid analytical limits. Firstly, this form of anti-humanism® can lead to
subjective and individualistic defeatism, whereby it becomes impossible to
think positively and constructively about the collective dimension. In fact,
society, collectivities and the state become negative players, entities that
pursue a biopolitical domination. The underlying danger of this interpre-
tation is that of reducing “caring for self” to the sphere of subjectivity,
to a kind of solipsism.”

This inevitably reductive brief excursus on the history of compara-
tivism was required to provide the background to the decision to speak
in terms of a “non-manifesto.” In fact, unlike a manifesto that coherently
describes the meaning of doing comparative research, we have chosen to
highlight the heterogeneity of the approaches adopted. In this non-man-
ifesto of comparative studies, we wish to emphasise that comparing does
not imply seeking an all-embracing synthesis of the phenomena being
studied. It is not a question of searching for a metalanguage capable of
summarising different phenomena, but rather of finding an infra-language
capable of connecting different perspectives. We do not wish to propose
a specific methodology or pre-established terms of comparison to be
rigidly applied. Comparison is not right or wrong, but it can be “useful or
useless,” never conclusive, as Segal has argued.”’

From this perspective, comparing means developing a certain atten-
tion and sensitivity to the porosity between different religious and cultural
phenomena, to global phenomena, to the relationship/encounter/
confrontation with otherness, and to the phenomenology of the human
body and emotions. For example, as Egil Asprem has pointed out, there
are various ways to make a comparison: by analogy (different phenom-
ena sharing similar forms) and homology (phenomena sharing a common
genealogy)."! Contemporary anthropology pursues a different route by
offering new ways of comparing based on the body and emotions.* Lastly,
the absence of a single term of comparison, of an overarching hypothe-
sis guiding our approach to comparing, leaves room for other voices, for
the protagonists of our research: it allows “emic” perspectives to emerge
more cleatly.”

The search for possible universals, strictly in the plural, has not been
abandoned, but rather multiplied in its various forms. To avoid the above-
mentioned shortcomings of the “old comparativism,” the universal can
no longer be studied as a set of fixed ideas or archetypes but only as an



ever-imperfect attempt that takes on different forms in different contexts.
Studying issues related to universality also means studying how we imagine
the other and consequently how we exclude the other: “inclusivism and

2 <<

exclusivism,” “universalism and racism,” are two sides of the same coin.
To broaden this horizon, we need to take into account as many dimen-
sions as possible, such as culture, religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual orien-
tation, etc.

In the first conference organised in collaboration with Mark Sedgwick
(Aarhus University) in 2017, we analysed global influences on contem-
porary Sufism, in particular regarding so-called New Age spirituality, the
relationship between political Islam and national interests, and the conver-
gence of Sufism and new cultural forms, such as rap. The conference gave
tise to the book Global Sufism.*

Our conference on “Common and Comparative Esotericisms: West-
ern, Islamic and Jewish” in 2018 involved a comparative analysis of the
mutual influences of different religious phenomena, sometimes the result
of practical exchanges or fruit of the other’s imagination. For example, in
Esoteric Transfers and Constructions,” published subsequent to the conference,
we showed how Yemenite Jewish poetry was influenced by Sufism, and
Christian magic by Jewish magic. A further diverse example in this field
was provided by a chapter on the occultist Aleister Crowley (1875-1945),
who studied, imagined and invented another Islam.

A completely different comparative approach was adopted at the
conference “Embodying Scientific Medicine and Religious Healing,”
organised jointly with Andrea De Antoni (Kyoto University). In this
case, the yardstick was not religious ideas or practices, but the body and
the emotions. Comparing in this case means focusing on how the body
experiences certain things in different religious contexts. Moreover, this
conference explored the porosity between the religious and the secular by
studying the practices of possession and exorcism alongside biomedical
practices adopted for the purposes of physical and mental well-being,

A different approach again was used in the conference “Contesting in
the Name of Religion in Secularised Societies: Between Doctrine and Mili-
tancy,” organised in collaboration with Claude Proeschel (EPHE-CNRS)
and David Koussens (University of Sherbrooke). In this case the term
of comparison between the various religions was a political instrument,
namely, conscientious objection. This conference gave rise to the book
Religion, Law and the Politics of Ethical Diversity.*®

A conference on conspiracism, conceived in collaboration with Marco
Pasi (University of Amsterdam) and Egil Asprem (University of Stock-
holm), combined several comparative approaches in the various papers.
Firstly, from a historical point of view, some scholars discussed the
presence of conspiracy theories in the context of the Roman Empire,
questioning a widespread stereotype that conspiracy is a purely modern
phenomenon. Others highlighted the spread and mutation of conspiracy
theoties, as in the case of the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” which in
the Japanese context has been modified so greatly that Jews are no longer
the presumed assassins but possible heroes. Further topics include recur-
ring psychological elements in various conspiracy theories and the connec-
tions between conspiracy and the human and social sciences. Although
the conference was cancelled due to acgua alta (high water) flooding in
November 2019, this did not discourage us: we subsequently worked on
the book, now due to be published by Routledge in 2022.

Francesco Piraino
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Religiographies

The multi-pronged approach to comparison has only been possible
because of a genuinely interdisciplinary stance. Historians, sociologists,
anthropologists, psychologists, literary scholars, jurists and linguists have
participated in the events organised by the Centre for Comparative Studies
of Civilisations and Spiritualities. From this perspective, comparing also
means building new bridges between disciplines, in the hope of being able
to look through various lenses at the complexity that we are faced with.

Comparison can also take us beyond the confines of scientific
research in the narrow Popperian sense, delimited by the principles of
falsification and verifiability."” Indeed, emotions, perceptions, bodily and
aesthetic experiences can have a cognitive value, even though they are
difficult to describe in terms of rational coherence. Here I am thinking of
art as an aesthetic expetience that enables us to feel a “sensory truth,”*
which is not imposed through the power of argumentation but allows
us to “transform the sensible, the reality of sight, taste, touch and smell,
which inevitably implies a change in ideas, understanding and vision.”* Art
expressed in words or silence remains a physical, sensual, “bodily” form of
consciousness.” Thinkers such as Hans Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), on
the other hand, are not interested in bodily and emotional dimensions, but
have conceptualised artistic experience as a form of ontological augmen-
tation of being,

Since we meet the artwork in the world and encounter a world in
the individual artwork, the work of art is not some alien universe
into which we are magically transported for a time. Rather, we
learn to understand ourselves in and through it, and this means
that we sublate (aufheben) the discontinuity and atomism of
isolated experiences in the continuity of our own existence.”

Regardless of the different conceptualisations of art, we can argue that artistic
experience is undoubtedly a valuable tool for scholarly research, enabling us to
enhance our “moral imagination,” as Carlo Ginzburg puts it, by allowing us to
identify with people who are far removed in space, time, and customs. Art not
only broadens our horizons but also challenges our beliefs and stereotypes,
creating new openings.

When reading books of fiction, we may find ourselves in the
shoes of a murderer, a puppet, or an insect. Dostoevsky’s Crime
and Punishment, Collodi’s Pinocchio, Katka’s The Metamorphosis: very
distant worlds from our own; but these writings enable us to
enter a world that is not our own and this is something that may
give us great sustenance.”

Although the language of art is not universal, since aesthetic sensibilities
are also constructed socially, we can say that it is undoubtedly trans-cultural
and trans-historical. Finally, art enables us to make the invisible visible by
giving shape to the transcendent dimension. For these reasons, the Centre
has promoted hybrid events in which artists and researchers have engaged in
open-ended exchanges. For example, in our workshops on Arabic and Japa-
nese calligraphy, an annual event since 2018, students of Fastern but also of
other languages have not only furthered their linguistic and calligraphic skills
but have also been involved “hands-on” in exploring how calligraphy can
become a ritual and a spiritual experience.”
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Cover image of the project Invisible Lines co-funded by the Creative Europe Programme. David B, 2020.

In 2019, with the collaboration of the photographic agency Magnum
Photos, the Centre organised a workshop and a magisterial lecture focused
on the question of “how to photograph the sacred.” Jonas Bendiksen
presented his photographic book The Last Testament,* depicting seven men
who claim to be reincarnations of Christ, while anthropologist Mano€l
Pénicaud (CNRS) described the role of photography in religious anthro-
pology, especially in pilgrimages.” The dialogue between photography and
research continues with events jointly organised with Magnum, such as a
workshop with Alex Majoli (2021) and Sabiha Cimen (2022).
> co-funded by the Creative Europe
programme, we were able to explore the artistic language of comics,

In the “Invisible Lines” project,

graphic novels and illustrations, allowing us to communicate with new
audiences. This project, which started in 2020 and is due to run for two
years, consists of a series of travelling workshops for young artists, who
are asked to “draw the invisible,” from a spiritual-metaphysical, social and
geographical perspective. Together with the project partners (the Hamelin
cultural association, Central a2 Vapeur and Baobab Books), we will produce
three books, bringing together the works of the young artists, while exhi-
bitions have been held in Bologna, Strasbourg and Tabor.

Religiographies
Religiographies is an open-access, peer-reviewed, scholatly journal dedicated to
the field of religious studies and published under the auspices of the Centre
for Comparative Studies and Civilisations of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini,
based on the Island of San Giorgio, Venice.

Religiographies wishes to foster an interdisciplinary and comparative
approach to religious phenomena, promoting dialogue between historians,
sociologists, anthropologists, literary scholars, philosophers and psycholo-
gists. We aim at promoting an anthropological history and at the same time
a socio-anthropology with a strong historical emphasis, intending to avoid
both socio-anthropological presentism and history that is only focused on
ideas and institutions, ignoring materiality, emotions and everyday lives.
We encourage deconstructing and challenging categories (including the
very word “religion”), not as a theoretical exercise, a proof of concept,

Francesco Piraino
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Photographic Workshop with Jonas Bendiksen
(Magnum Photos), Venezia, Fondazione Giorgio Cini.
Photograph © Andrea Pirri, November 2019.

Photographic Workshop with Alex Majoli (Magnum
Photos),
Photograph © Francesco Piraino, November 2021.
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but as a practice, showing with fieldwork data the porosity and frailty of
our categories.

We aim to discuss those topics that are often neglected by the social
and human sciences, such as mysticism, esotericism and spirituality, which,
in the words of Michel de Certeau, “haunt scientific epistemology.””” Our
aim is not to create another journal on alternative spiritualities, but to
bring these themes back into mainstream discussions of religious and
cultural phenomena. Comparing also means exploring identity and reli-
gious boundaries: the relationship with the other. In fact, every religious
form has to deal with otherness, thematising the boundary between “us”
and “them.” How is the other perceived? Who is the infidel? How do these
boundaries shift according to the political and social context? We are also
interested in exploring the porous boundaries between science and reli-
gion, beliefs and non-beliefs, and secular and religious.

The intricate relationship between art and spirituality will be another
core element of Religiographies. Starting from the 2010s there has been a
renewed academic interest in the relationship between art/cultural prod-
ucts and religion/spirituality. Several scholars have showed how art played
a crucial role in disseminating new religious beliefs and practices.”® Some
have described an epochal turn, through the concept of “occulture,” which
implies that esoteric and spiritual narratives and symbols have become
ordinary in the cultural production, because of the “spiritual revolution”
that began in Western countties in the 1960s.”” Some authors have pushed
this argument further, arguing that art is replacing religion® or that art is
another form of religion(ing),’" considering artists as spititual seekers.”

Art will play a pivotal role in Religiographies, not only as a research
object but also as a research instrument. In fact, within the frame of
“heterographies,” we intend to give space to other forms of representa-
tion, such as photography, literature, comics, video and artwork. These
other languages will allow contributors — scholars and artists — to explore
dimensions beyond the social sciences frame of objectiveness and coher-
ence. This section, called Hezerographies, is not strictly scientific: it will not
be peer-reviewed, but will receive feedback from the editors and invited
commentators.

The “heterographies” will contribute to the growing field of “artistic
research” or “art practice-based research.” In fact, we think that artistic
products can offer meaningful insights to the social and human sciences.
Artistic knowledge deals less with discursive rationality and more with
emotion, sensitivity and the body, constituting an “embodied” and “felt”
knowledge.** This embodied and felt knowledge is strictly connected with
the capacity of art to produce empathy, transporting the reader to other
cultural, historical and ontological realms. As Tolstoy wrote: “The busi-
ness of art consists precisely in making understandable and accessible
that which might be incomprehensible and inaccessible in the form of

7% Finally, artistic knowledge, and we hope our Heterographies,
2266

reasoning,.
will help in exploring the “not-yet-knowing,
disrupting our prejudices.

Religiographies represents a novelty in terms of both methodology and
epistemology. Finally, it will be an open-access online journal on religious

creating new questions and

studies. It is also truly open access in that it is not only free to read but
also free to publish in: authors do not pay fees, as they must for some other
so-called “open access” journals that are in fact open only to readers, as the
need to pay fees still limits authors’ access to publication. We consider the
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free accessibility of research outcomes to be of the utmost importance in
a period of growing social, economic and cultural divisions and tensions.

About this special issue

This special issue, “Holy Sites in the Mediterranean, Sharing and Division,”
edited by Dionig Albera, Manoél Pénicaud and Sara Kuehn, fits particularly
well our newly established aims and scope. It is interdisciplinary, gathering
scholars from different fields, and concerns the fascinating and challenging
topic of shared sacred sites and figures, where the themes of spirituality, alter-
ity and religious and cultural boundaries converge. The authors of this special
issue show how the mainstream and opposed narratives of domination versus
toleration about shared sacred sites are generally false. In fact, the outcomes
of sharing sacred sites are far more complex, implying different strategies,
which are often paradoxical in nature, blending oppression and hospitality,
rivalry and conviviality.

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the editors Dionigi Albera (CNRS-IDEMEC) and Mark
Sedgwick (Aarhus University) and all the editorial board: Stefano Allievi
(University of Padua), Egil Asprem (University of Stockholm), Katell Berthelot
(CNRS-Aix-Marseille University), Francesco Cerchiaro (KU Leuven), Andrea
De Antoni (University of Kyoto), John Fade (University of Roehampton),
Diana Espirto Santo (Universidad Catholica de Chile), Fabrizio Ferrari (Univer-
sity of Padua), Mattia Fumanti (University of St. Andrews), Valentina Gaddi
(Université of Montréal), Giuseppe Giordan (University of Padua), Alberta
Giorgi (University of Bergamo), Boaz Huss (Ben Gurion University), Salva-
tore La Mendola (University of Padua), Marco Pasi (University of Amster-
dam), Enzo Pace (University of Padua), Stefania Palmisano (University of
Turin), Vadim Putzu (Missouri State University), Khalid Razzhali (University
of Padua), Antonio Rigopoulos (University of Ca’ Foscari, Venice), Armando
Salvatore (University of McGill), Chiara Tommasi (University of Pisa), Fabio
Vicini (University of Verona), and the colleagues of the Giorgio Cini Foun-
dation who contributed to realising this project: Elena Bernardinello and Eva
Salviato.

Francesco Piraino

13



Introduction:

Religious Sharing, Mixing,
and Crossing in the Wider
Mediterranean

Dionigt Albera, Sara
Kuehn and Manoél

Pénicaud

cial-NoDerivatives 4.0 Internationall
To view a copy of this license, visit:

This work is licensed under the Cre

http://creativecommons.org licen

ative

Commons [Attribution-NonComm

er-

S€ES

by-nc-nd /4.0

14


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0

Dionigi Albera
CNRS, Idemec, Aix-Marseille University

dionigi.albera@univ-amu.fr

Sara Kuehn
of
University of Vienna

Department Islamic  Theological ~ Studies,

sara.kuehn(@univie.ac.at

Manoél Pénicaud
CNRS, Idemec, Aix-Marseille University

manoelpenicaud@gmail.com

To cite this:
Dionigi Albera, Sara Kuehn and Manoél Pénicaud,
“Introduction:  Religious Sharing, Mixing, and
Crossing in the Wider Mediterranean,” Religiographies,

vol.1, n.1, pp. 14-21

1
See, for example, www.sharedsacredsites.net. The

exhibitions include Shared Sacred Sites (Lienx: saints part-
agés), first shown in 2015 at the Museun of Eunropean and
Mediterranean Civilisations (Mucem) in Marseille. These
exhibitions were followed by several other versions
(see below).

2
On this scholar, see Archaeology, Anthropology and Heri-
tage in the Balkans and Anatolia: The Life and Times of
FW. Hasluck, ed. David Shankland (Istanbul: The Isis
Press, 2004-2013), 3 vols.

3
Frederick William Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under
the Sultans, ed. Margaret Hasluck (Istanbul: The Isis
Press, 2000 [first edition: New York: Clarendon Press,
1929], 2 vols., 65—0.

4
Hasluck, Christianity and Isiam Under the Sultans, 68-9.

5
Sharing Sacred Spaces in the Mediterranean. Christians,
Muslims, and Jews at Shrines and Sanctuaries, eds. Dionigi
Albera and Maria Couroucli (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2012); Sharing the Sacra. The Politics
and Pragmatics of Intercommunal Relations around Holy
Places, ed. Glenn Bowman (Oxford: Berghahn Books,
2012); Partage du sacré. Transferts, dévotions mixtes, rivalités
interconfessionnelles, eds. Isabelle Dépret and Guillaume
Dye (Bruxelles: E.M.E., 2012); Mustims and Others in
Sacred Space, ed. Margaret Cormack (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013); Choreographies of Shared Sacred
Sites. Religion and Conflict Resolution, eds. Elazar Barkan
and Karen Barkey (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2014); Lieunx saint partagés, eds. Dionigi Albera,
Manoél Pénicaud and Isabelle Marquette (Arles: Actes
Suds-Mucem, 2015); Robert Hayden ez al., Antagonistic
Tolerance: Competitive Sharing of Religious Sites and Spaces
(London and New York: Routledge, 2016); Pilgrinages
and Ambiguity: Sharing the Sacred, eds. Thierry Zarcone
and Angela Hobart (London: Kingston Publishing,
2017); Shared Sacred Sites, eds. Dionigi Albera, Karen
Barkey and Manoél Pénicaud (New York: New
York Public Library, City University of New York,
Morgan Library and Museum, 2018); “The Changing
Landscapes of Cross-Faith Places and Practices,” ed.
Manfred Sing (special issue of Entangled Religions 9,
2019: 1-272, http://doi.org/10.13154/er.v9.2019);

Religiographies

In recent years, numerous authors have studied the joint attendance of shrines
by worshippers of different religions or denominations in the Mediterranean
region. This topic has become a kind of research sub-field that has produced
a multitude of publications, collective research programmes, conferences and
seminars. It has also been covered in media other than classical academic
production, through exhibitions, films and websites." This first issue of Re/-
giographies. Representations, Texts and Lives intends to contribute to this rapidly
growing field.

A distinguished ancestor can be identified in the genealogy of this
area of research, Frederick William Hasluck, who in the second decade
of the 20th century undertook extensive and wide-ranging investigations
on the relations between Christians and Muslims in the Ottoman Empire.”
In these investigations, he assiduously gathered an impressive array of histori-
cal information, which he combined with his own observations and informa-
tion gathered from a network of correspondents. Hasluck was interested in
the management of shrines and their transfer from one religion to another.
This also led him to study the forms of popular devotion involving a place
belonging to a different religion. On this subject, too, he collected extensive
documentation.

During this period, Hasluck was affiliated with the British School of
Archaeology in Athens. His research was unfortunately hindered by the
outbreak of World War I and then by lung disease diagnosed in 1916,
which led to his death in 1920 at the age of only 42. His wife, Margaret
Hasluck, revised and collected her husband’s scattered notes and articles,
and finally, through patient editorial work, reorganised them into a book
entitled Christianity and Islam under the Sultans, published in 1929. This work
documents a wide range of interfaith frequentation of sacred sites, leading
Hasluck to remark that, in those days, visiting shrines of another religion
was a common phenomenon.’ He argued that “practically any of the reli-
gions of Turkey may share the use of a sanctuary administered by another,
if this sanctuary has a sufficient reputation for beneficent miracles, among
which miracles of healing play a predominant part.””*

Christianity and Islam under the Sultans secured a lasting intellectual influ-
ence for Hasluck. However, for a long time, the work on the cross-attend-
ance of shrines found only few emulators. It is only in recent decades
that an interest in this subject has coagulated, situating itself explicitly
in Hasluck’s legacy. Some collective volumes have been instrumental in
fostering this perspective.® It is cleatrly impossible here to give an overview
of and discuss the numerous works that have been published on this topic
in recent years. We will therefore limit ourselves to recalling a few points
that seem important for a better definition of this field of study.

Interdisciplinarity
Scholars from various disciplines have become interested in the study of
shared sacred spaces. An important line of research has been anthropologi-
cally oriented work. Many anthropologists have documented the existence of
shrines in the Mediterranean today, frequented by worshippers of multiple reli-
gions. They have done this mainly through direct observation and participation
in visits and pilgrimages. This ethnographic method has also been adopted by
scholars from disciplines such as sociology and political science.

Overall, these studies have shown that the decline in forms of sharing
since Hasluck’s time has not been as sharp as one might expect, taking into
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account the socio-economic and political transformations experienced by
the southern and eastern sectors of the Mediterranean, where religious
sharing was most pronounced in the past. Certainly, the development of
ethnoreligious nationalism—generating a succession of wars, population
exchanges (e.g., between Greece and Turkey), deportations, and border
demarcations—along with urbanisation processes, have profoundly altered
the religious landscape of these countries. There is also the impact of
political Islam, the growing influence of Salafist currents, not to mention
terrorism. But even in this profoundly transformed context, forms of reli-
gious interchange continue to exist, sometimes discreetly, sometimes with
the participation of substantial numbers of the faithful.

Another important line of research is oriented toward the past. Some
anthropologists have given an historical dimension to their research.
Above all, there are quite a few historians who have focused on this topic
in relation to different periods, from the Middle Ages to the modern age.
They have made use of a variety of sources and often adopted a micro-his-
torical approach. What emerges clearly from this body of research is the
proliferation of religious sharing, which is an element of strong continu-
ity over the centuries. Even though these two lines of research have often
proceeded separately, it should be remarked that there has been consider-
able mutual acquaintance, as evidenced by the numerous cross-references
between books and articles. The task now is to strengthen this cross-fer-
tilisation by emphasising and making more explicit the interdisciplinarity
of this field of studies.®

Comparison
A comparative approach has proved crucial in establishing a field of studies
on shared sacred spaces. Only in this way, by establishing comparative gtids,
was it possible to extract a general perspective going beyond the local character
of many of these phenomena. In short, through their serial arrangement, the
dispersed forms of interfaith sharing no longer appeared as small idiosyncra-
sies or oddities, but as manifestations of far more general trends.

The Mediterranean has probably been the most suitable area for such
a comparative exercise. This is amply justified by the geographical and
historical characteristics of this emblematic region. Here, the presence of
the monotheistic religions was particularly precocious and compact, gener-
ating a strong tendency towards exclusivism and purism. At the same time,
peoples with different religions have lived in close contact over millennia,
leading to frequent influences, borrowings and interactions. Itis this para-
doxical mixture that gives this region its particular form. This does not
mean, however, that there are no other significant comparative horizons,
involving for example smaller parts of the Mediterranean region, such as
the Balkans.”

Similar phenomena certainly are present in other parts of the world
and have been the subject of various studies that have documented them
well—even if these works have perhaps been less visible, since they are
more dispersed and less specialised than the research on shared shrines in
the Mediterranean. Extending the comparison, for example to the Indian
subcontinent, for which there is an established research tradition on this
topic,” could allow us to better understand the similarities and differences
with respect to the situations observed in the Mediterranean. A more
comprehensive comparison’ could also allow us to reach a more general
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understanding of these phenomena, including the construction and pres-
ervation of religious identity, its coherence, and the compactness of reli-
gious groups.

Concepts
As we have remarked, the birth of this new field has been facilitated by the
compilation of a series of studies under the banner of “sharing,” in a series
of books and other initiatives that have had an impact outside the academic
world. However, the use of this category also poses some problems. In several
cases, scholars adopt the term “sharing” somewhat reluctantly, for lack of a
better term, in the awareness thatif this label works to delimit a field of study,
it suffers from a certain inaccuracy from an analytical point of view. The idea
of sharing risks over-emphasising the commonalities and peaceful understand-
ing between the faithful of the different religions involved in this phenome-
non. It may also obscure the divisions, disagreements, and conflicts that often
accompany the sociology of these frontier spaces."” The term “sharing” can
be applied to a wide range of aspects: the sacred space, its control by religious
groups, the practices that are carried out there, and the beliefs that accompany
them. In short, this term is endowed with a wealth of references; this is also
the reason for its relative inaccuracy. Nevertheless, it must be stressed that this
category is certainly not the only one with flaws. Almost every concept that
has been devised to describe phenomena of interreligious convergence and
superimposition is exposed to some sort of criticism. Take, for example, the
term “syncretism’ it certainly has a long history behind it, but is fraught with
possible misunderstandings, which are particularly evident in cases of joint
attendance of sanctuaries. In many instances, especially in the Mediterranean,
interreligious frequentations do not in fact generate a new syncretic synthesis;
instead, we are generally witnessing a simple juxtaposition of ritual or religious
registers, without any form of fusion.

In turn, the notion of “tolerance,” with its strong philosophical
imprint, often appears far removed from the concrete forms of interre-
ligious cohabitation in sanctuaries. Not even the idea of “hybridisation”
seems to be a possible panacea, when one considers its roots in a biolog-
ical discourse. And terms like “métissage” and “creolisation,” with their
Caribbean echoes, are perhaps too loose a dress for the phenomena that
interest us here.

For better or worse, the term “sharing,” with all its imperfections, is
probably destined to remain with us. However, it is important to under-
pin it with an analytical vocabulary that allows us to better discern and
describe the phenomena subsumed under this label. It must be added
that there is by no means a lack of explorations in this sense, offering a
vast conceptual pool. We will limit ourselves here to a few examples. For
medieval times, Benjamin Kedar has proposed a typology of shared cults
based on three types of convergence: only in the space, in-egalitarian, and
egalitarian.!’ On the anthropological side, Robert Hayden, in an oft-cited
article published some twenty years ago, coined two suggestive categories:
“antagonist tolerance” and “competitive sharing.”'* These oxymorons lend
themselves to capturing the complex and contradictory configurations of
shared sanctuaries.” The term “mixed” seems to be more neutral than
“shared,” and indeed has been used as an alternative to designate situations
where people of more than one religion attend the same shrine."* Some
authors have suggested that its use may be seen as a possible solution to
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some of the terminological dilemmas just mentioned.” In his seminal
studies, Frederick Hasluck used the category of “ambiguity” to describe
shrines attended by multiple religions. Dionigi Albera has more recently
sought to broaden the scope of this notion to encompass a wider set
of phenomena of religious sharing.'® Furthermore, Albera has applied
the idea of “polytropy” to the Mediterranean region, borrowing it from
the anthropologist Michael Carrithers, who coined this concept from the
Greek poly (many) and #ropos (turns) to express the eclecticism of reli-
gious life in South Asia, where people may turn to many sources for their
spititual life without dwelling inside the borders of one religious group.'’

Also worth mentioning is the inspiring work by Jens Kreinath on the
concept of “interrituality.”” Based on his observation of pilgrimage centres
in Turkey, this author proposes this notion as a tool that refers to all kinds
of ritual relations in shared pilgrimages.'® This conceptualisation is in line
with the idea highlighted by Dionigi Albera and Manoél Pénicaud that
religiosity and “interreligiosity” are broader, stronger, and more dynamic
than normative and established religions. In other words, interfaith sharing
often takes place at the margins and/or in the interstices of the sacred."”
In line with this conceptual reflection, Dionigi Albera has developed a new
analytical distinction between “hetero-rituality” and “poly-rituality” in a
recent work.” On the one hand, the process of hetero-rituality, character-
ised above all by a silent and spontaneous cohabitation of ritual practices,
concerns the borrowing and sharing described in this thematic issue. Most
of the time, this rituality is considered heterodox and often condemned by
the religious orthodoxies. On the other hand, poly-rituality is characterised
by official events, speeches, and gestures that show tolerance and mutual
acceptance. This phenomenon occurs in the frame of contemporary inter-
religious dialogue. Numerous recent studies have focused on this new kind
of religious space, intentionally created, organised and staged to promote
so-called “living together” between the faithful of different religions.
Among examples of new shared places of worship,” let us mention the
“House of One” under construction in Betlin, or interreligious pilgrim-
ages, like the Christian-Muslim pilgrimage of the Seven Sleepers, founded
in Brittany in the 1950s.*

Cultural Crossings
The shating of sacred places—to stay with this category, probably still useful
if a little imprecise—is certainly not an isolated phenomenon. It cannot be
seen as a flower blooming in the desert. On the contrary, it is embedded in a
propitious landscape, in a much broader web of relations connecting differ-
ent and often antagonist cultures and religions. There are therefore obvious
bridges to scholars who are interested in these broader cultural crossings in
the Mediterranean region.” Some areas of research appear strictly contiguous.
This is the case, for example, of works exploring the sharing of theological
contents between religions,* or forms of interteligious coexistence at the local
level,” or transfer of religious buildings from one religion to another.” As for
the study of the circulation and adaptation of artistic or cultural motifs, it is
incontestably relevant.”” The issue of conversion also has particular signifi-
cance, and the studies devoted to renegades and “amphibious” personalities
are particularly fascinating, as these personalities develop between multiple
religious identities.”

The topic of shared sacred shrines, moreover, may stimulate a
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conversation with works on seemingly more distant topics, such as those
that have highlighted the complexity of trade networks,” the role of inter-
mediaries and the diffusion of a lingua franca. Overall, multiple forms
of interaction and exchange emerge and the borders within the Mediter-
ranean region sometimes dissolve into spaces of transition.

Holy Sites in the Mediterranean: Sharing and Division
This special issue has its initial roots in an international conference at the
Museum of European and Mediterranean Civilisations (Mucem) in Marseille
on 3-5 June 2015. This event, organised by the Mucem, Idemec (Institute of
Mediterranean European and Comparative Ethnology), and IMEéRA (Institute
of Advanced Studies, Aix-Marseille University), took place in parallel with the
Shared Sacred Sites exhibition (Lzeux saints partagés) (29 April-31 August 2015)
curated by Dionigi Albera, Manoél Pénicaud and Isabelle Marquette.” The
conference provided an opportunity to take stock of current research in this
field, which was rapidly expanding on an international level. And since then,
the conference papers that are presented in the first part of this issue have
been significantly revised and enriched.

The authors aim to contribute to the ongoing conversation on the
formation, adaptation, and negotiation of shared and contested sacred
places and devotional practices and to provide a more nuanced picture of
the multiplicity of interfaith crossings and their historical transformations.
For this purpose, this special first issue of Religiographies brings together
articles that approach the subject from different angles and disciplinary
backgrounds combining (art) history/archaeology, Islamic Studies and
anthropology. Paying attention to the wider cultural interminglings, this
interdisciplinary perspective opens up new theoretical considerations and
points to new research directions on multi-faith sacred centres.

Part I of Holy Sites in the Mediterranean: Sharing and Division consists of six
chronologically arranged contributions that highlight different synchronic
and diachronic approaches to religious sharing, mixing, and crossing in the
wider Mediterranean. It opens with two articles investigating the religious
crossings of Christian and early Muslim sacred sites. Both illustrate the
epistemological problems of using written documents as well as preserved
monuments, material remains and archaeological sites. In “Material Loot-
ing, New Buildings, and Textual Strategies: Christians and Early Muslims
in Lydda and Jerusalem,” Mattia Guidetti (University of Bologna) alerts us
to the contradictory modalities of early Muslims approaches to the Chris-
tian sacred and symbolic landscape. Using the sanctuary of Saint George
in Lydda and the Christian complex of buildings east of the Jerusalem city
walls as case studies, Guidetti shows that while Muslims continued to pay
homage to the great Christian shrines that had attracted pilgrims since late
antiquity, they also began to create a new hierarchy in the sacred landscape,
a new order with separate Muslim sites as the main attraction. The article
that follows, by Susana Calvo Capilla (Complutense University, Madrid),
“Early Religious Architecture in al-Andalus and its Islamic Context: Some
Reflections,” shifts the focus from the Syro-Palestinian region to al-An-
dalus. Calvo Capilla examines the sparse and ambiguous written sources,
surviving monuments, and material remains to gain astounding insights
into the religious spaces of the first Islamised communities in the wake of
the Arabisation and the Islamisation in the Iberian Peninsula. Her findings
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led her to the hypothesis that because neither doctrine nor liturgy were
clearly defined, there were not yet any sacred spaces that would make them
recognisable as such today. It was not until the “(re)construction” of the
mosques in the capitals of Damascus, Jerusalem, Medina and Cairo during
the time of the sixth Umayyad caliph al-Walid b. ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 705-715)
in the first two decades of the 8th century that a permanent model of a
place of worship emerged.

The third and fourth articles are related to the broader study of
cultural transfers and of circulations of religious beliefs and devotional
practices, which are interwoven with the theme of shared sacred centres.
The article by Thierry Zarcone (GSRL, CNRS, Paris), “The Seven Sleepers
between Christianity and Islam: From Portraits to Talismans,” elucidates
the unique role played in Islamic saint veneration by the “Companions of
the Cave” (Ashab al-Kahf), known in Christianity as the Seven Sleepers of
Ephesus. Zarcone’s study provides telling insight into the Christian and
Muslim traditions of depicting images of these saints which take on a
prophylactic quality and become talismans. Interestingly, the main differ-
ence between Christian and Muslim veneration of the Seven Sleepers and
their (talismanic) representation is embodied by the dog Qitmir who, in
the Islamic (but not in the Christian) tradition, occupies a key position. In
“Mixed Worship: The Double Cult of Sari Saltuk and St. Nicholas in the
Balkans,” Sara Kuehn (University of Vienna) next shifts the focus to the
process of cultural intermingling, acts of translating, and mixed worship
of two “saints,” Saltuk and Nicholas. In five case studies of religio-cul-
tural “accommodation,” Kuehn explores the “interactions” and attendant
double identity of the two saints from the perspective of mixed places of
worship and the interminglings between the Christians and Muslim worlds
taking place within these sites in the Jongue durée.

The last two contributions propose an anthropological approach
based on ethnographic research devoted to contemporary phenomena.
In the fift article, “Miracles and Apparitions of the Virgin Mary in Leba-
non. The Proof is in the Eyes of the Other,” Emma Aubin-Boltanski
(CESOR, CNRS, Paris) describes the emergence of a Christian shared
shrine after a Muslim child witnessed a miracle of the Virgin Mary in a
Maronite church in Lebanon in 2006. In the context of shared rituals and
experiences, Aubin-Boltanski also notes a “dialogue” of natural elements
(such as water, soil, stones and trees), emphasised by both Christians and
Muslims, which acts as a catalyst for interfaith experiences that is crucial
for promoting sustainable peace in the region. In the last article, “A Para-
doxical Pilgrimage. The Ghriba Synagogue in Djerba (Tunisia),” Dionigi
Albera and Manoél Pénicaud (Idemec, CNRS, Aix-Marseille University)
explore the local and global mechanism of the Jewish pilgrimage at the
Ghriba synagogue, a dynamic sacred site of interreligious intermingling
attended in particular by Muslim women. Albera and Pénicaud explore
the potential of the concept of “paradox” (from para- “contrary to” and
doxa “opinion”), which bears two meanings, namely “a tenet contrary to
received opinion” or “one (such as a person, situation or action) having
seemingly contradictory qualities or phases.” Both notions encapsulate
crucial aspects of the configurations observable in the often contradictory
components at work in shared sacred places. In their study of the annual
pilgrimage to the Ghriba synagogue, they focus primarily on the second
dimension of the idea of paradox. This conceptualisation, the authors
stipulate, could serve as a new analytical tool capable in some ways of
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replacing more traditional tools such as syncretism or métissage, and could
prove useful in defining important elements, along with other concepts,
such as ambiguity or polytropy.”

The second part of this special issue (Hezerographies) consists of essays
that survey a different way of approaching shared holy spaces than the
classical academic articles in the first part. This does not mean that the
contributions presented there are non-academic, but they explore other
ways of writing. As we understand it, the neologism “heterography” refers
to all modes of writing—in the broadest sense—that differ from (or are
complementary to) traditional text writing.”> This broad notion can thus
correspond to, among other things, visual, acoustic, musical, physical or
digital writings. Social scientists increasingly use these alternative modes
of “writing” in their own research practices (photos, films, 3D reconstruc-
tions, GIS storymaps, exhibitions, etc.). This is by no means an entirely
new trend, but it is important to note the multiplication of these forms
that render and narrate research and that are generally aimed at a wider
audience than purely academic writing. This generates a “neighbourhood”
with various contemporary forms of artistic expression, which in turn
gravitate toward the approach of the social sciences. On the whole, a new
field of collaboration and discussion with artists is opening up. It provides
a space for in-depth conversations about artistic creations and innovations
that have important humanitarian and/or social impacts.

In “Rachid Koraichi’s Migratory Aesthetics” Sara Kuehn (University
of Vienna) provides insight into one of the most important projects of
the world-renowned French-Algerian artist, the newly opened “Le Jardin
d’Afrique” / “The Garden of Africa” in southern Tunisia, a paradisi-
cal garden cemetery created to honour and commemorate the increasing
number of refugees and migrants who have drowned crossing the Medi-
terranean Sea while attempting to reach asylum in Europe. Finally, the
article “Writing in Three Dimensions. Heterographies of Shared Sacred
Sites,” by Dionigi Albera and Manoél Pénicaud (Idemec, CNRS, Aix-Mar-
seille University), comes full circle by describing their dual experience as
researchers and curators of the Lieux saints partagés | Shared Sacred Sites
exhibition, which in its first venue was accompanied by the 2015 confer-
ence at the Mucem that helped initiate this thematic issue.
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Abstract

In the Syro-Palestinian region, Muslims approached the Christian sacred land-
scape in apparently contradictory modalities. On the one hand, they paid rever-
ence to the great sanctuaries that had attracted pilgrims since late antiquity. On
the other hand, they began to strive to create a new hierarchy in the sacred
landscape, a new order with separate Muslim sites as the main focus of attrac-
tion. This reconfiguration was a long process that involved different strategies,
which included the tentative transfer of matble columns, the foundation of
new sacred buildings, and the circulation of textual traditions praising Muslim
sacred history. This article focuses on the case studies of the Sanctuary of St.
George in Lydda and the complex of Christian buildings located east of the
city walls of Jerusalem.

Introduction
The sacred landscape inherited and inhabited by Muslims in the Syro-Pales-
tinian region was dominated by Christian places of worship, consisting of
both sanctuaries that attracted pilgrims and churches that served the local
communities. Most ecclesiastical structures were built during late antiquity, in
some cases at the direction of imperial authorities and in some other cases
thanks to local donors. They were the focus of communities’ life and the
expression of the magnificence of both local and more distant authorities,
offering the best building techniques and the most precious decoration possi-
ble. This material aspect, something that was visible and could be experienced
by Muslims as well, is a key factor in a full understanding of religious life
under the Islamic rule of the eatly medieval period. Sanctuaries were often
built around a chamber containing relics of Christian saints, who, even after
having died, maintained their presence, shedding their aura on the sacred place
and on pilgrims who paid a visit to them. Peter of Bayt Ras, a ninth-century
Melkite churchman from Capitolias (Bayt Ras) in the Transjordan,' counts in
the Syrian region forty holy places devoted to the memory of Christ (“places
of His sanctification”) and the commemoration of the prophets. In his text,
these are presented as being “in the hands of those who believe in Christ” and
they served as pilgtimage destinations in his day.” To this list we can add, on
the evidence of archaeological remains and written sources, dozens of sanc-
tuaries commemorating saints and martyrs.” Furthermore, both in towns and
outside towns there were monasteries active during the early medieval period,
as attested by both material and written evidence.*

The early Islamic landscape, however, was also dotted with living
Christian holy persons. There was the case, for instance, of the pres-
ence of a monk confined in one room within the premises of the church
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destroyed in 705/6 by al-Walid I in Damascus. The destruction made room
for the largest and most lavishly decorated mosque of the time in the capi-
tal of the caliphate.” Several charismatic Christian figures ate attested else-
where in early Islamic Syria. In the life of St. Stephen Sabaita (725-794),
the Melkite saint is said to have received Muslim pilgrims as well, and the
experience of his healing power to have converted a Muslim to Christian-
ity. Other places in which stylites isolated themselves from the mundane
wortld attracted Muslim believers as well as Christian ones.”

Lydda
It is within this context that the importance of the sanctuary of Lydda (Ludd)
devoted to St. George should be appreciated. The church of St. George in
Lydda may have existed since the fourth century, but from the sixth century
it appears with increasing frequency in the itineraries of pilgrims. It marked
the grave of St. George, who was a soldier-saint, a native of Lydda, martyred
under Diocletian at the beginning of the fourth century. If the involvement
of Emperor Justinian I (525-565) in its reconstruction or embellishment is
not mentioned in any primary source, “what is certain is that by the time that
Lydda fell to the Muslim Arabs under ‘Amr ibn al-'As in 636, an impressive
basilica stood over the martyr’s grave.”” The sanctuary remained the focus of
a yearly festival, which consisted of religious celebrations for the calendar day
dedicated to St. George and a market. Market festivities going on during reli-
gious celebrations should not be overlooked. The calendar year and the rota-
tion of the seasons were punctuated by a series of religious festivities related
to Christian saints’ days. Many of them survived the Arab-Islamic conquest to
be eventually paired with Muslim ones over time.” The market organized at the
sanctuary of St. George in Lydda was attended by Muslims too. Arabic-Islamic
sources even report that the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi paid a visit to the church,
and praised the beauty of the building."’ This should not be surptising, as the
duties of caliphs included constant interaction with Christian communities and
with minorities in general. However, in the case of Lydda, there was more than
a ruler’s routine management of communal relations.

The sanctuary was a place where several miracles were said to have
occurred, and some of them involved material culture and affected the
relations with Muslims. Among the miracles attributed to St. George was
the wondrous transportation of a column from the quarry to the church.
The column was a beautiful artefact donated for the construction of
the sanctuary by a devotee. A collection of miracles attributed to saints
reports that an inscription was miraculously engraved on the column by St.
George himself."" Another column gained popularity because it was tied
to a wheel, the instrument of the saint’s martyrdom, and thus evoked the
body of the saint himself. The materiality of the column was concerned
in some miracles: the column bled for three hours on the saint’s feast day,
while a crack in the shaft reportedly gave signs to pilgrims entering the
church by testing their faith."”” The eighth-century remarks by the monk
Epiphanius emphasize the fact that the column stood for the saint. It is
probably this very same column that Adomnan describes in the seventh
century in his Loca sancta.” The column, according to Adomnan, had a
portrait of St. George engraved on it and an impression in the shape of
ten fingers related to a miracle performed by the saint.

It is also worth recalling that among the wonders attributed to St.
George, and, more specifically, related to the Palestinian sanctuary of St.
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George in Lydda, there were stories of Muslims being converted by the
divine powers of the place and the saint’s icon.'* Textual soutces reporting
early medieval polemics between Christians and Muslims highlight that,
while the former praised the miraculous nature of icons, the latter chal-
lenged or denied it."” The existence of traditions denying the power of
icons might suggest that their worship was not limited to Christians and
represented a threat to the dogma of the Islamic faith, which was then in
the early stage of its formation. The evidence from Lydda and Jerusalem
discussed in this chapter shows how columns exemplified another aspect
of the ubiquitous veneration of saints during late antiquity and the early
medieval period.

The praise of the building articulated by the caliph al-Mahdi was
later echoed by al-Muqaddasi. The latter explained the architectural
achievements of the caliph “Abd al-Malik (646-705) and his son al-Walid
(668-715), in Jerusalem and Damascus respectively, in the light of the
outstanding architectural context, consisting of monumental churches
such as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, the Church
of Saint Sophia in Edessa, and the Church of St. George in Lydda.'s
Al-Mugqaddast applies the “competitive discourse” in order to elucidate
the reasons for the extraordinary sums expended by the two Umayyad
caliphs in erecting buildings worthy of representing the newly established
Islamic regime.'” The church was therefore replete with miraculous signs
embedded in the materiality of its columns, and was widely appreciated
by Muslims, who visited it and praised it as an architectural achievement.

Itis within this context that a further step in the interaction of Muslims
and Christians over the holy locale of the sanctuary of St. George can be
fully grasped. Sulayman ibn “Abd al-Malik (674-717), “Abd al-Malik’s son,
was the governor of the province of Palestine before he ascended to the
caliph’s throne in 715 upon the death of his brother al-Walid. According
to written sources, the decision to make al-Ramla the seat of the gover-
norship followed the failure to obtain a plot of land in the town of Lydda.
Sulayman is said to have entrusted his Christian secretary, Ibn Batrik, with
the negotiations to obtain a mansion, possibly the bishop’s seat, located
near the Sanctuary of St. George." The alleged rejection of his request
by the local Christian community incited Sulayman to threaten to raze the
church, but a member of his court advised him to model his behaviour
instead on the patronage shown by his father and brother. The final deci-
sion by Sulayman was to plan the building of al-Ramla near Lydda and to
locate the seat of governorship there."

When it was time to build the great mosque in the provincial capital a
similar story occurred again. According to al-Jahshiyari, the governor tried
to transfer some columns from the Christian sanctuary to the mosque.
“When Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Malik decided to build the mosque of
al-Ramla, he expressed the desire to have some columns from the Church
of St. George [of Lydda] transferred there. He asked the bishop for them
and the latter wrote to Byzantium [Bilad al-Rum]. The answer he received
indicated a cave near al-Darwam, where there were still columns of the
same type used in the building of the church. The caliph took them, and
he built the mosque: so the Church of St. George was saved.”” Al-Muqad-
dast includes in his work a similar anecdote, though with some significant
differences. According to the Jerusalemite geographer, it was the caliph
Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (691-743) who requested the columns at the
time he decided to add a minaret to the great mosque of al-Ramla. The
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site where the columns were allegedly hidden is named al-Baliyya and the
columns are described as “thick, tall, and beautiful.””?!

Though not explicitly stated, it is hard not to connect such an interest
in the columns in the church of St. George in Lydda to the traditions circu-
lating among Christians linking some of them to the saint himself. This
aspect will be explored further in relation to Jerusalem. For the moment,
it is worth noticing how the written evidence reveals the appreciation
expressed by Muslims for the church of Lydda. Such appreciation was the
result of both the practice of attending the church on the occasion of the
festival organized for the genethliac of St. George and the attraction that
the charisma of St. George’s sanctuary exerted on all strata of the popu-
lation. What emerges from a scrutiny of the sources is the continuity of
the church from late antiquity into the early medieval period (namely, from
Byzantine rule to Islamic) and the fact that the monumental sanctuary
remained a powerful architectural and religious landmark. The two aspects
cannot be separated: the religious importance of the church explains the
architectural renown and the architectural features helped to strengthen
devotional notions.

In the light of the early medieval fortune of the Church, it is worth
relating its demise during the medieval period. The building was among
those sacked and partially destroyed by the Fatimid caliph al-Flakim (985—
1021).” Rebuilt under the Crusaders (1099-1187), the sanctuary was even-
tually looted and destroyed by Salah al-Din (1138—1193). The site was not
converted to the Islamic faith but left in ruins. Its construction material —
no longer associated with any shared sense of sacredness —was reused for
civil engineering projects such as the bridge of Jindas, built by the Mamluk
Sultan Baybars (1223-1277) north of Lydda.”

Jesus and early Islamic Jernsalem
The text of the Qut an includes a specific Christology, to the extent that, start-
ing in the eatly Islamic petiod, the profile of a “Muslim Jesus” emetrged.* The
inscription on the interior of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem highlights
Jesus as the Word of God and testifies to his centrality for eatly Islam.” It is
therefore not surprising that the attendance of Christian churches by Muslims
reached its apogee in the Christian sanctuaries commemorating the life of
Jesus. The abovementioned Peter of Bayt Ras lists dozens of places related
to the sanctification of Christ, stressing their pilgrimage functions. Several
were churches in Jerusalem, and some of them attracted Muslims as well. A
famous example is the case of the Holy Sepulchre, said to have been visited
by the caliph “Umar (584-644) shortly after the conquest of Jerusalem (638).
Anecdotal as “Umat’s visit may be, Muslims certainly paid homage to the place
commemorating the death of Jesus, and a tiny place of prayer was built in
the courtyard of the sanctuary complex.” The eatliest material evidence for
the existence of a Muslim place of prayer there is an inscription dated to the
period of Fatimid rule of the city (969—-1099). The text refers to a mosque
already in existence, ordering that it should be safeguarded and forbidding any
person of al-Dhimma (non-Muslim monotheist communities) to enter it.”’

In Bethlehem material evidence is even scantier than in Jerusalem,
but the place commemorating the birth of Jesus was a site that attracted
Muslims as well as Christian pilgrims. In Bethlehem, Muslims erected a
place of prayer in the vicinity of the Church of the Nativity, as they did in
Jerusalem with the Holy Sepulchre. On the one hand, Muslims used to visit
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and pay homage to the holy site enshrined in the Christian sanctuary. On
the other hand, they set up a small place of prayer of their own, probably
converting to Muslim worship a minor Christian site located close to the
Church of the Nativity. The latter remained in Christian hands.”®

Back in Jerusalem, the early Muslim development of a nucleus of
sanctity with the erection of the Dome of the Rock and the Mosque of
al-Agsa did not preclude Muslims paying homage to Christian complexes.”
Besides the Holy Sepulchre, the second area of interest was located
east of the esplanade built over the remains of the Jewish temple. The
area includes locales such as the Garden of Gethsemane, the Valley of
Gehenna, and the Mount of Olives, on top of which was the Church of
the Ascension (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Virgin’s tomb, Mount of Olives, Gethsemane. Photograph © P. Bergheim, between 1860 and 1880. Mount

of Olives, Jerusalem, https://wwwloc.gov/item/92500668/.

Early Mustim Figures and Jerusalen
Before mentioning the attraction of Muslims to the Christian sanctuaries
located between the eastern wall of the “noble esplanade” (al-haranm: al-sharif)
and the Mount of Olives, it is worth highlighting the Muslim layer of mean-
ing attached to this area. According to the early Islamic eschatological beliefs,
the Last Judgment was supposed to take place in Jerusalem. More precisely, as-
sirat, the bridge that, according to the Qur’an, leads to as-sahira (the place where
humanity will gather on the Last Day), connected the esplanade to the Mount
of Olives.” In Arabic, these two locales were named Sakhrat Bayt al-Maqdis
and the Tur Zayta, respectively. The works devoted to “the virtues of Jeru-
salem” (fada’il al-bayt al-Mugaddas) collect Muslim traditions on this area of
Jerusalem. The fada il were a literary genre that emerged in the eatly medieval
petiod and became popular in the aftermath of the Crusader period.”

Fada’il traditions connect different Muslim figures to this Jerusa-
lemite space: the aforementioned caliph “Umar b. al-Khattab encamped
at the Mount of Olives before conquering Jerusalem, while Muhammad’s
wife Safiyya bint Huyayy (ca. 610—672), a descendant of a Jewish tribe of
Medina, allegedly visited and prayed on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem,
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leaving a physical trace (azhar) of her presence. Traditions also refer to two
companions of the Prophet, Shaddad ibn Aws and ‘Ubada ibn al- Samit
(586—655), who were among the first to offer a prayer on the “noble espla-
nade” (al-haram al-sharif’) and were buried in the Bab al-Rahma cemetery,
a burial ground located along the eastern side of the city walls.”” The
association of early Islamic figures with the area of the Mount of Olives
was part of the strategy to Islamize a place that, by then, had acquired
strong Christian connotations through the persons of Jesus and Mary.
The Muslim figures were, however, an addition to the Christian ones. The
Islamic narrative accepted and absorbed the Christian traditions about
the Mount of Olives. The fada i/ text by Ibn Murajja praises the Mount
of Olives first and foremost because it was the place from where Jesus
ascended to Heaven and, as such, the best possible site to offer prayer to
him.”

The Muslim sanctity of the area located east of the wall of the “noble
esplanade” was not only added to the Christian holy places and related
narratives but depended on it. During late antiquity, three different locales
identify the area: the Valley of Jehoshaphat, Gethsemane, and the Mount
of Olives. These sites were adorned with many churches, chapels, and
shrines, related to the capture and ascension of Jesus, as well as to the
places of commemoration of various events of Mary’s life, from her burial
to her assumption.” In the eatly sixth century, the Mount of Olives alone
counted twenty-four Christian sites.”® The abovementioned Muslim figures
authenticated the sanctity of the area for Islam by visiting the Christian
sanctuaries that stood in the area.”® A later (1351) Muslim text presents the
contradictory case of “Umar ibn al-Khattab, who allegedly first performed
two prostrations at the Tomb of Mary but later discouraged others from
following his example, purportedly because of the church’s location in the
Valley of Gehenna.”” (Fig. 2).

CHURGCH OF

THE ) ASCENSION,

Y A / s

Fig. 2. Church of the Ascension. Photograph © Francis Frith, 1862. Mount of Olives, Jerusalem, https://wwwloc.
gov/item/00652997/.
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The disapproval attributed to “Umar might have served the later emerging aver-
sion towards Muslim attendance at Christian holy places. In the eatly period,
however, veneration practices were probably different, and, as explained in the
case of Lydda, Christian /oca sancta attracted Muslims as well, without any rigid
or strict regulation against this practice.

Regarding the early period, a passage of the “Maronite Chronicle,”
compiled by a Maronite Christian author living in Syria, probably between
664 and 681, confirms this point.” Relating the accession to the caliphate
of Mu‘awiya ibn AbI Sufyan (603—680) in the year 659/60, the Christian
chronicle describes a procession that included a prayer offered at the Holy
Sepulchre and another one at the Tomb of Mary. As brilliantly expressed
by Andrew Marsham, Mu‘awiya enacted a ritual procession inspired by
previous appearances of emperors and rulers in the city of Jerusalem, such
as Maurice (539-602) and Heraclius (575-641).” The visits of the caliph
to the most important Christian holy sites were thus part of the adoption
of late antique rituals of accession to power by early Muslim rulers and
testify to the shift of imperial rule over Syria and Palestine from Byzan-
tium to Islam.

Sacred Columns in Jerusalem
During the eatly medieval period, when Muslims started to associate their
traditions and venerated figures with this area of Jerusalem, the architectural
landscape was largely a Christian one. Writing in the first half of the tenth
century, the geographer Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadani (869-941/951) counts only
a mugsalla for Muslim prayer on top of the Mount of Olives. The zusalli is a
vast esplanade serving for open-air collective prayers on the festivity days.*
Ibn al-Faqth names it after ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, linking it with the tradition
of locating the encampment of ‘Umar before the conquest of Jerusalem on
the Mount of Olives."

Written in 780 by the nun Hugeburc, the Life of Willibald includes an
account of the pilgrimage carried out by Saint Willibald, leaving England
in the year 720 and sailing from the Syrian coast to Constantinople in the
year 726. While in the Holy Land, he visited Jerusalem four times. He made
pilgrimages to the Valley of Jehoshaphat and the Tomb of Mary, and then
moved up the valley in the direction of the Mount of Olives. He passed
by the church at Gethsemane and reached the Church of the Ascension.
(Fig. 3, next page).

The latter church is described as roofless, and “against the north and
south wall stand two columns, to remind people of the two men who said
“Ye men of Galilee, why gaze ye into the sky?” Anyone who can creep
between the wall and the column is freed from his sins.”** The impor-
tance and sacrality of columns in late antique and early medieval Syria have
already been mentioned in this article. Here again, two columns, which
were presumably placed on the perimeter wall of the ecclesiastical struc-
ture, are interpreted as a reminder of the two angelic figures who in the
New Testament admonish the apostles who stared at the sky after Jesus’
ascension.”

Christian tradition concerning columns somehow percolated into
Muslim perception of the Church of the Ascension and, more broadly,
the entire area located east of the city walls. The traditions reprimanding
Muslims who enter Christian sanctuaries in this area of Jerusalem group
together the Church of the Ascension, the Tomb of Mary, and the Church
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Fig. 3. Tomb of the Virgin and cave of the agony. Photograph by Maison Bonfils, Between 1867 and 1899. Jerusalem, https://wwwiloc.gov/item /2004669849 /.

of Gethsemane. The motives for delegitimizing the Christian churches
had two aspects. The first is the connection of these churches with the
locale called the Valley of Gehenna, because of the belief that the gate to
Hell stood east of the Temple Mount.* This identification made it inadvis-
able for Muslim prayer. The second aspect was the presence of two pillars,
those that the Christian traditions locate in the Church of the Ascension
and describe as having magic properties. Muslim interpretation identifies
them as idols and, subverting their virtues according to the Christian lore,
states that the two columns/idols can invalidate the spitit of devotion
possessed by the believers once they enter the church.

As investigated by Amikam Elad, the fada i/ traditions collected by
al-Wasiti, in the eatly eleventh century draw upon earlier material. Accord-
ing to this author, in the late eighth century, reservations about entet-
ing these churches started to circulate.” The tradition transmitted by the
Palestinian Thawr ibn Yazid (d. 770) alerts Muslims: “Do not come to the
Church of Mary or approach the two pillars, for they are idols. Whoever
goes to them, his prayers will be as naught . . . Cursed be the Chris-
tians . . . they could not find a place in which to build a church except
the Valley of Jahannam [Gehenna].”* Here the Church of the Ascen-
sion is not explicitly mentioned but named “‘amsdayn” (the two columns/
pillars),*” and conflated into the same locale as the Tomb of Mary. A vari-
ant of the abovementioned tradition inserts a reference to the Church
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of Gethsemane and associates the two columns with the church of the
Mount of Olives: “Do not come to the Tomb of Mary which is named
so after al-Jismaniyya Church, nor go in to the two pillars in the church
of the Mount of Olives, for they are both idols and whoever enters there
in a spirit of devotion, his act shall be annulled.”*

It is worth remembering the ambiguous value of marble columns.
As already observed in the discussion on Lydda, since late antiquity,
columns had sometimes been associated with persons, often saints.*’
Marble had marks and veining patterns that were sometimes identified
as signs impressed by “important figures” or even interpreted as figural
drawings related to holy figures. It was nature, namely the creative act of
God, that produced indentations and veining. Some columns were, there-
fore, aniconic objects imbued with distinctive properties. These varied
from religious associations to magical qualities, to talismanic virtues, to
> Their aniconic nature made them acceptable
to Muslims. Marble columns represented a successful strategy to incor-

commemorative functions.

porate into mosques and religious places objects efficacious in commem-
orating exceptional persons and marking important spots while avoiding
explicitly figural images. Furthermore, the factual and alleged transfer of
columns from churches to mosques allowed the connection of the latter
to the most sacred churches inherited from late antiquity.

The transfer of columns to mosques created a bridge between Chris-
tian holy sites and the new places of worship built by Muslim rulers. The
importance of the cluster of Christian holy places in the early Islamic
period, for both Christian and Muslim devotion, is somehow reflected
in a further tradition involving material culture that paralleled what was
discussed above regarding Lydda. The passage deals with a request by
the caliph “Abd al-Malik to move the “columns of Gethsemane” to the
Ka'ba in Mecca: “"Abd al-Malik gave instructions for the rebuilding of
the temple of Mecca and wanted to remove the columns of Gethsemane.
Now Sergius, son of Mansour, a good Christian, who was treasurer and
stood on close terms with “Abd al-Malik, as well as his peer, Patricius
surnamed Klausys, who was prominent among the Christians of Pales-
tine, begged him not to do this, but to persuade Justinian, through their
supplication, to send other columns instead of those; which, indeed, was
done.”!

The passage comes from the Chronicle of Theophilus of Edessa (d.
785), handed down in Greek by Theophanes Confessor (760-818). It is
impossible to assess all the information contained in this quotation.” It is
more productive to note a few aspects reminiscent of the case in Lydda.
Muslims targeted some columns attributed to the “Gethsemane.” It is
unclear to what building the Chronicle refers, though the passage refers to
an area in which renowned churches stood. Within these churches, some
columns retained a special status among Christians, a role that did not pass
unnoticed among Muslims. The relocation of the columns failed thanks
to the negotiation of local Christian authorities, who redirected Muslims
elsewhere, saving the precious material and the integtity of the buildings.”
The failure of the transfer, in both Lydda and Jerusalem, invites a reas-
sessment of the triumphal value of the spoliation of Christian buildings
by Muslim rulers. Material spolia were certainly an index of the military
overturn of the Byzantine rule in Syria and Palestine, but they also helped
to increase the symbolic capital of the new mosques. Through the real and
alleged removal of columns from churches to mosques, the latter acquired

31



(ot claimed to do so) the aura of renowned churches piece by piece.”

The abovementioned growth of a certain discomfort within Islamic
circles with the practice of attending churches complemented the promo-
tion of a network of Islamic religious sites and the circulation of traditions
that associated Muslim figures with the area of Jerusalem. The disapproval
of praying in churches, for instance, was paralleled by the recommenda-
tion to pray at the wprab Dawnd (a site commemorating the Prophet David
and the Qut anic verses I11: 21-22).%> Al-Muqaddasi, writing in the second
half of the tenth century, describes a sacred landscape in which Islam-
ic-related sites started to be recognizable and contributed to populating
the valley and the hill:

“The Mount of Olives overlooks the Great Mosque from the east-
ern side of the Valley of Gehenna. On its top, there is a mosque built in
commemoration of ‘Umar, who encamped there for a few days before
receiving the capitulation of the Holy City. There is also a church on the
place from where Christ ascended into heaven and, furthermore, nearby
is also a place called as-sapira, which I have been told on the authority of
Ibn “Abbas will be the site of the resurrection. The ground is white, as
blood has never been spilt in this area. The Valley of Gehenna runs from
the south-east angle of al-haram al-sharif to the furthest point along the east
side. In this valley there are gardens and vineyards, churches, caverns and
cells of anchorites, tombs and other remarkable spots, including cultivated
fields. In the middle of it there is the church that covers the Tomb of Mary,
and just above it, overlooking the Valley, are many tombs, among which
are those of Shaddad ibn Aws and “Ubadah ibn al-Samit.””*

The area was replete with Christian structures, but Muslims had
succeeded in making themselves visible in the sacred landscape of Jerusa-
lem. Confronted with the majesty of Christian buildings and the attend-
ance of early Muslims (some of them converted from Christianity) at
Christian holy sites, Muslim authorities developed different strategies. They
built Islamic places of worship as magnificent as late antique buildings
and circulated traditions about early Islamic figures that, without negat-
ing the validity of Christian narratives, offered a Muslim explanation of
the holiness of some sites. At the same time, they discouraged some reli-
glous practices that breached Islamic idiosyncrasies and allegedly moved
columns from churches to mosques to link the latter to the former. It was
a multifaceted process, consisting of both material and rhetorical choices,
aimed at establishing the primacy of the new mosques promoted by the
new rulers and at redirecting veneration practices to Muslim buildings.

The Medieval Period
Despite being beyond the scope of this chapter, a few lines devoted to the
modifications of the abovementioned buildings in the medieval period are
useful to demonstrate the profound changes in the area. As elsewhere in the
Syro-Palestinian region, for instance in Lydda, the Crusader period and its
aftermath reconfigured Jerusalemite sacred landscape. The Tomb of Mary and
the Church of the Ascension were heavily reconstructed, to the extent that
no trace was left of the early Christian foundations. The Commenioratorinm, an
carly ninth-century memorandum of the churches and their personnel in the
Holy LLand ordered by Charlemagne and made possible by his good diplomatic
relations with the Abbasids, states that the upper church of the Tomb of Mary
was in ruins because of an earthquake.”” Under Salah al-Din (1137-1193), the
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church fell into ruins again, and the Tomb of Mary became a Muslim property,
with at least two mihrabs being added during the Ottoman period. Christians
were allowed to visit the holy site, and the interreligious practices related to the
figure of Mary scrutinized by Augustine Arce date from the Mamluk period
onwards, confirming that the site was accessible to both Christian and Muslim
wortshippers.”® On the Mount of Olives, Salah al-Din’s intervention included
the conversion of a monastery that adjoined the site of the Ascension into
a mosque, while the Crusader church fell into ruin in the fifteenth century.
During the seventeenth century, under the Ottomans, the building took the
configuration still visible today, with a small domed aedicule provided with a
mihrab.”” Within the same area, as remarked by Rostagno in relation to a cave
located on the Mount of Olives, different groups of worshippers attended a
single locale but associated the site with distinct holy figures.”

Conclusion
The scrutiny of two Christian sites, or more precisely of a site in Lydda and a
cluster of places within one specific area of Jerusalem, allows greater under-
standing of how early Muslims perceived holy places inherited from the
late antique period. Such places exerted attraction. They were not used for
performing collective Muslim prayers, or, at least, this was not their primary
function. On the one hand, the growing network of congregational mosques
that was available to Muslims made unnecessary the use of existing churches.
There is little evidence for the conversion of churches into mosques in the
early Islamic period." Selected places were attended by Muslims probably
because of the attraction exerted by the religious practice taking place in these
sanctuaries. The power of holy men and the miracle-performing quality attrib-
uted to the places of their commemoration were the focus of worshipping
activity. Furthermore, the places devoted to the commemoration of Christ,
though left in Christian hands, were visited by Muslims as well because of the
Islamic veneration of Jesus stressed in the Qur’'an and made explicit in the
Dome of the Rock of Jerusalem.

The magnetic power of some of the great Christian sanctuaries
extended to their material qualities. Objects, for example marble columns,
contributed to the commemorative and miraculous properties of Chris-
tian buildings. This factor is a likely explanation for the obsessive search
for columns among Muslim circles. The foundation of new places of
worship was part of the strategy to create a plausible network of Muslim
holy places, alternative to the Christian one. At the same time, however,
to redirect Muslim worshippers out of Christian holy places, normative
Islamic texts tried to neutralize the lattet’s miraculous/magical propet-
ties. By inverting their value, the very same features of Christian sites that
attracted Muslims received a negative connotation. The gradual reconfig-
uration of the late antique sacred landscape made room for Islam in the
Syrian region. Later, the abrupt changes of the Middle Ages obliterated
the efforts to find a delicate balance between different communities that
characterized the early Islamic period.
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Abstract

This article reflects on what we know today about religious spaces during “Farly
Islam.” In the context of the latest studies about this period, and its cultural
and religious reality, there are some basic questions worth asking, though
still with no sure answer. Likewise, we must review the paradigms used so
far to approach the subject, assuming what historians have defined as a long
phase of transition. Faced with the scarcity and ambiguity of contemporary
written sources, the remaining monuments and matetials become the main
and most reliable historical sources. The lack of references in the texts does
not mean those works did not exist, nor that we could not make an approxi-
mation of the reasons behind their creation. Similarly, the absence of material
support for certain information in the narratives is highly significant, especially
if that absence is generalised, geographically speaking. Therefore, it is inter-
esting to ask how and where did the first Islamised communities pray, both in
the Mediterranean and in al-Andalus? And do we know what we are looking
for when we speak of the first zasajid or places of prostration?

It is interesting to return to the subject of the first masgjid (literally, places
of prostration) erected in al-Andalus, because, although new material finds
are scarce, the study of the first period of Islam (known as Eatly Islam) has
been enriched with publications about various places in the Islamic Medi-
terranean and about the onset of Islam. This provides a broader perspec-
tive and confirms that what happened in the Iberian Peninsula was not too
far removed from what happened in other areas of the Dar al-Iskin. We first
tackled this study in 2007 and, four years later, the work was updated and
published in French.! In the 2011 article, we insisted that the model of urban
Islamisation in the Iberian Peninsula reproduced the patterns documented in
the eastern Mediterranean area (Mashrig) and that the written traditions were
also imitated. Quite often, the first mosques documented in the Mashrig were
built in central urban spaces, but neither on the site of churches nor by reus-
ing the Christian building itself. Churches usually remained open for Christian
worship for some time after the arrival of a new doctrine: in Palmyra, Bosra,
Tiberias, Jerash or Jerusalem, for example. “Believers” often improvised places
of worship in areas or buildings adjacent to the commercial or political area
of the city and, sometimes, to churches. Our tentative conclusions, then, that
there was no material evidence to support the literary traditions concerning the
mass destruction of “polytheistic temples,” their transformation into mosques
or their shared use with Christians, have been confirmed elsewhere in Syria,
Palestine, and North Aftica.

The Arab authors who construct the story of the conquest of the
Iberian Peninsula, when they deal with the religiousness of the conquerors,
compose a narrative seasoned with edifying and apologetic 7gpoi, analo-
gous to those of the East. The supposedly historical traditions are embel-
lished with legends and anecdotes that allow them to create a series of
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founding myths of great symbolic significance, such as the construction
of the “Mosque of the Banners” in Algeciras or the first great mosques
(al-magsjid al-jami") in Zaragoza and Cordoba. In general, they insist on
two fundamental aspects: the first is that the churches were systematically
destroyed and that, in urban centres of a certain importance, the mosques
were built on their ruins.” However, the material remains and archaeologi-
cal finds have not supported this account so far. Many churches remained
in use until they were progressively abandoned; centuries later, Chris-
tians restored some of these buildings and consecrated them anew. In
the Iberian Peninsula, the cases of Zaragoza and Seville are also exam-
ples of such processes, given that the excavations under the precincts of
their early Friday mosques (all dating from the 9th century) have found
the remains of Roman and Late Antiquity buildings, respectively.’ The
Muslims also broke, if necessary, with the orientation of the previous
structures (and therefore of the ancient city’s streets) to direct their gzblas
approximately to the axis between the sunrise at the summer solstice and
the sunset at the winter solstice.

The second recurring theme in the Arabic texts narrating the conquests
(futnhai) was to attribute these foundations to characters of great religious
prestige such as the #ibi%n, the “Successors of the Companions of the
Prophet,” just as, in North Africa, the layout of the first giblas, i.e. the
orientation of the mosques, was attributed to the sa)aba or “Companions
of the Prophet” who were the first transmitters of his words (hadiths).*
Their alleged existence and presence in the conquests allowed the tradi-
tionalists to establish a guarantee, ex post, of the religious purity of the
conquerors, of their impeccable behaviour in the distribution of the booty
and of the orthodoxy of the process of Islamisation of the territory.
They thus created the founding myths that were necessary to consolidate,
in the case of al-Andalus, Umayyad power and piety, a parallel phenome-
non to what had happened in East and North Africa.’ In the same way as
Musa b. Nusayr in the Iberian Peninsula, according to literary tradition, the
conqueror of Egypt, ‘Amr b. al-*As, and the eighty sahaba who went with
him, established, around 22H/643, the orientation of the great mosque
of the capital, a-Fustat, and supervised the distribution of the land plots.®
In Ifrigiya, ‘Ugba b. Nafi* founded Qayrawan in 50H/670 and ordered
the construction of its great mosque, in the layout of which, he himself
and the sababa and tabi‘iin who accompanied him, who were also charged
with spreading Islam in those lands, participated.

They also echoed the Eastern #pos about the shared use of places of
prayer by Christians and Muslims, which in the case of Damascus was the
traditionalists’ explanation for the contradictions in the narratives circulat-
ing about the conquest of the city. Archaeology has so far been unable to
prove this either in the Mashrig or in the Maghreb.” However, it has found
that in the cities of both the Levant and North Africa some of the oldest
known mosques were built next to the main churches, and both buildings
were used for worship by their respective communities at the same time
for years. Initially, when the population was largely Christian, churches
dominated the urban landscape. From the 8th century onwards, or later
depending on the region, conversions to Islam and population growth
meant that the Friday mosques were enlarged and became the visual and
functional focus of urban life.
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What happened outside the Iberian Peninsula?

Bilad al-Sham. Palestine and Syria
Gideon Avni collected in 2014 in his book “The Byzantine-Islamic Transition
in Palestine” the wealth of information available on the gradual process of
Islamisation of the entire region of Palestine, both in the large urban centres
and the rural and Bedouin areas. Numerous examples of the coexistence of
places of worship (churches, synagogues, and mosques) have been docu-
mented during the early Islamic period. As previous work by Devreesse and
Pentz had already pointed out,’ Avni’s conclusion from numerous archaeolo-
gical finds is that the transformation of local societies in Palestine and Jordan
between the 6th and 7th centuries shows a complex but accurate picture of
slow and gradual transition, which contradicts with the previous paradigm of
a hostile “smoke and fire” scenatio of violent conquest followed by a rapid
change.’

In the area studied by Avni, which includes Palestine and Jordan,
the oldest mosques found in pre-Islamic cities, in gugzr and rzbat types of
settlements (Islamic-founded establishments), as well as in rural areas, have
been dated to no earlier than the late 7th or early 8th century. The gugir
had simple quadrangular mosques with a fairly deep semi-circular wzijrab,
often separated from the palatine structure. Well-known examples include
the Jordanian complexes of Qasr Hallabat, Umm al-Walid, al-Qastal (with
the oldest known circular minaret) and Humayma. At the imposing 7ibayr
of Qal’at al-Mina, dating from the same period, the mosque was within
the enclosure. The transition from Christianity to Islam in the region is
difficult to detect and, according to Avni, in many places actual Islami-
sation did not even occur until the Crusader period. The cases of re-use
of a Jewish or Christian building for worship are exceptional and always
occurred later and after the space had been abandoned, as in Khirbet
Susiya and Eshtamo’a."’

In the Negev area several mosques of rural or Bedouin character
have been found within a variety of Byzantine and early Islamic settle-
ments. In places like Be’er Ora or Sede Boger, the mosques are of small
dimensions and in the open air, with walls no more than a metre high."
In large urban centres, such as Sbaita-Shivta, a city that emerged in the
5th century, the mosque was built in a space adjacent to the baptistery of
one of its three churches, which bears witness to the penetration of Islam
into the mainly Christian local population and the simultaneous use of the
church and mosque during the early Islamic period (inscriptions date it to
between the 8th and 10th centuries).'” All of them would date from the
late 7th to the early 8th century and there is no reason to think that they
were earlier. As far as large cities are concerned, Tiberias also shows the
survival of churches, open for worship at least until the 10th century, and
the construction of a great mosque next to the main temple, so that both
buildings functioned simultaneously, a “multi-religious” centre according
to Cytryn-Silverman."

In Jerusalem, the testimony of Bishop Arculf, who supposedly visited
Damascus and Jerusalem (conquered in 14/635 and 17/638, respectively)
around 670, has served to explain the early presence of a place of prayer
on the esplanade of the ancient Temple of Jerusalem, the param al-sharif, in
the area where the al-Aqsa Mosque was later built in the early 8th century.
However, archaeology has not found any clearly datable remains from
the 7th century beneath the al-Aqsa Mosque. Other sources concerning
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Jerusalem refer to an early oratory established by the Caliph ‘Umar (d.
23/644) at the time of the conquest of the city, or by the first Umayyad
Caliph Mu‘awiya (41/661-60/680), who held his bay’a there. In many cases,
historiography has hastily assumed that those early supposed oratories
in Jerusalem and Damascus, the latter installed in the Roman temenos
where the church of St. John the Baptist stood, were already in the form
of a hypostyle hall, the canonical model documented in the early Kufa,
Wasit, Bosta, al-Aqgsa of Jerusalem or Fustat.'"* Although these were flimsy
constructions, with reused materials and a wooden roof, it is assumed that
such a model had already emerged by the mid-7th century, at the time of
‘Umar and Mu‘awiya.

The debate over the first “mosque” in Jerusalem is still relevant today,
due to several publications questioning the meaning of the texts and the
few remains found from the 7th century, as well as the Dome of the Rock
(dated by an inscription to 72H/691-692)."” Lawrence Nees has performed
a new analysis of the known sources, both Arabic and non-Arabic, and
concludes that there is a lack of evidence to confirm the 7th-century
construction of a mosque (understood as a building with several naves,
precise orientation and identifying features) or its exact location within the
haram al-sharif.'® Nees suggests that the first Islamic oratory in Jerusalem
may have been the entire open-air enclosure of the jaram al-sharif. Further-
more, after studying the monument itself, a document as valid as the writ-
ten sources, he sets out the hypothesis that the so-called gubbat al-silsila or
Dome of the Chain may have been built in the time of Mu’awiya ibn Abi1
Sufyan (661-680) as his mznbar or maqsura in that kind of wusalla.

Other authors such as Beatrice St. Laurent and Isam Awwad put
forward a less convincing theory in 2014, which consists of identifying
a part of some ancient structures in the southeast corner of the Haram,
known as Istablat Suleiman, Solomon’s stables, as the remains of the first
mosque in Jerusalem seen by Arculf (built by ‘Umar or Mu‘awiya), the
southern wall of the enclosure being the one used as the gibla.'” Di Cesare,
for his part, proposes to reinterpret the earliest archaeological remains
found by Hamilton under the mosque of al-Aqsa (Aqgsa I) as an early
oratory built by Mu‘awiya, but facing east and not south, with naves that
are parallel and not perpendicular to the ¢zbla and lacking a miprab.'*

Syria
In a book published in 2016, Mattia Guidetti acknowledges the difficulty of
identifying the oratories of the earliest stage of Islam. Very few written sources
(some non-Arabic and rarely contemporary) describe the building activities of
the conquerors. In general, the historical account of many of the buildings that
eventually became part of the sacred monumental landscape of Islam, replac-
ing the Christian one, was written after the fact, at a time when it was neces-
sary to construct foundational myths of these buildings, in order to anchor
the Islamic tradition to the tertitory."” Guidetti noted the same phenome-
non that we had documented in al-Andalus, namely that the traditionalists
invented a completely different scenario from the one revealed by archaeology,
a partisan version where the churches were replaced by mosques, destroyed,
ot Islamised.”

Several of those early Islamic prayer spaces were built next to or “in
dialogue” with the churches, so that both buildings were used simultane-
ously for a long time, something that may have been interpreted by later
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sources as shared spaces. The authors who write about the conquests
refer contradictorily to the sharing of property and the shared use of
the churches by both religious communities, a formula that has not been
demonstrated in Damascus, Diyarbakir, Homs or Aleppo.*' Bashear gath-
ered the news’ pieces where the traditionalists attributed to the eatly
Caliphs and to the Companions, Successors, or religious men of prestige
the custom of directing their prayers to the East in sanctuaries of special
significance for the Christian community in the newly conquered Holy
Land. These were not cases of shared churches or converted mosques, but
occasional events and exceptional characters who were accorded special
significance.” It does not seem wrong to consider that the accounts about
the attraction that some churches had for early believers (wzu minsin) were
a literary and historiographical elaboration, taking place several centu-
ries after the conquest, the purpose of which would be to extol their
triumph over Christianity.” In any case, such actions were soon included
by the exegetes among the reprehensible practices because they implied
the imitation of the idolaters and prayer towards a wrong orientation. In
fact, orientation was a recurrent issue in the polemical literature of both
Christians and Muslims, as we shall see later on.** Guidetti, for his part,
concludes that such actions, if they existed, must have been ephemeral
and limited to the early days of the conquest since they have left no recog-
nisable material trace.”

The cathedral and the mosque were adjacent or contiguous build-
ings in cities such as Aleppo, Homs, Mosul, Mardin, or Diyarbakir. In
some cases, a part of the enclosure or area surrounding the church was
confiscated, as was the case in al-Rusafa, where the Umayyad mosque
was attached to the northern atrium of the St. Sergius Byzantine basilica
complex.” In al-Bakhra’, also in present-day Syria, a Byzantine fortress
reoccupied in Umayyad times, Genequand identified as a mosque a hypo-
style hall attached to the north wall of the church;*” and finally, in Amman,
the Great Mosque was built in Umayyad times next to the cathedral, both
of which have now disappeared but were still visible at the end of the 19th
century.”® These examples may also serve to suggest the model applied
in Cordoba, where perhaps the Great Mosque was also built in a space
adjacent to or close to the basilica, something suggested by the written
traditions.”

There does not seem to have been a single model, and in several
cities, a different part of the city from the Christian (Byzantine) religious
centre was chosen to erect the oratory, as in Bosra, Jerash or Palmyra, with
phases of occupation from the end of the 7th century. In all three sites,
the mosque was built in Umayyad times, reusing abandoned Late Anti-
quity buildings located in the city centre (Roman fetrakionion in Jerash, Fig.
1 next page, and Palmyra, a main road in Bosra) and in the commercial
area, revitalised by the Marwanids.” In these cities the churches were kept
open for worship.” That location, next to the markets, was repeated in
‘Anjar (Lebanon), Amman and Ayla-Aqaba (Jordan), new Umayyad cities
that followed the classical urban model.

To quote Walmsley and Damgaard, control (and tax collection) in the
urban areas of this region was exercised by the Church from the end of
the 6th century until it was progressively replaced by a new Muslim admin-
istration after the reforms of “Abd al-Malik (r. 65-86H/685-705). From
that time, and until 750, there is evidence of intense building activity that
provided the provincial centres with mosques, while at the same time the
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Fig. 1. Jerash Mosque, general view, plan and mihrab, 8th century. Photograph © Juan Carlos Ruiz Souza.

activity and number of churches in use decreased, with the consequent
weakening of the power of the ecclesiastical authorities.”

North of Africa: Maghreb and Ifrigiya
In the research about the transition from Late Antiquity to Islam in North
Africa, mainly in Ifrigiya (present-day Tunisia), Pentz’ s work in 2002 was an
important milestone in beginning to question the traditional paradigm of the
traumatic and radical change of ancient and Byzantine cities after the arrival
of Islam.” Recently, a number of archaeological contributions have furthered
the thesis of continuity (Baratte, Bockmann, Fenwick, Leone, or Mahfoudh,
among others). Although much remains to be known about the places of
prayer (especially in the westernmost area), a similar scenario to Levant can
be discerned. According to Fenwick (2018), the mosques continued to be
the dominant element of the urban landscape during the 8th century. Some
churches continued in use until the 10th-11th centuties, as at Sbeitla; others
were converted to secular functions or were dismantled to make use of the
materials. New churches were also built in Qayrawan in the 8th century.

As for the churches transformed into mosques, the historical-religious
traditions mention some examples where either the change has not been
confirmed by material evidence, as is the case with the al-Zaytuna mosque
in Tunis, or it took place centuries later, as with the mosque of Le Kef,
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ancient Sicca Veneria.” Nor has it been possible to document any oratory
erected in the eatly Islamic period, only later in Byzantine citadels.”” Most
of these mosques date from the Aghlabid period (11th century), including
those of the capitals, and, for the moment, there are no earlier archaeo-
logical records.”

In Jebel Nefusa (Libya), Virginie Prevost has studied some interesting
cases of late conversions or replacements of Byzantine churches. Until
the disappearance of the Christian communities with the gradual progress
of Islamisation in the region (which started in 643-644), the churches
remained open. Once they were abandoned, the Muslims (Ibadis in the
region) reoccupied the sites, sometimes reusing the Christian building, and
in other cases building the mosque on its site. Here too, the conversions
did not take place in the transitional petiod but much later.”

Al-Andalus
In the last decade there has been no evidence found of Islamic places of prayer
built during the first century of Muslim presence in the Iberian Peninsula,
although progress has been made in the study of the process of Islamisation
and Arabisation thanks to excavations such as those at Tolmo de Minateda
(Albacete), Cordoba and Pamplona, among others.” In southern Portugal,
several Andalusi enclaves have also been excavated, although the oratories
found cannot be cleatly dated to the eatly 8th or eatly 9th century.”

At Reccopolis (Guadalajara), the city founded by Leovigild in 578,
recent geomagnetic studies have shown the great extent of the Hispano-
Gotbhic royal city and have made it possible to identify a large building
with a different orientation to the rest of the city’s structures, including
the palatine hall and the church. The rectangular building (ca. 20X40m) has
one of its long sides facing southeast, an orientation that has led archaeo-
logists to consider the possibility of it being an eatly mosque,*’ which shall
be investigated by the excavation.

At the site of Tolmo de Minateda (Hellin, Albacete) the only docu-
mented transformations reveal the progressive Islamisation and Arabisa-
tion of the population from the end of the 8th century onwards. Although
the Friday Mosque of the site has not yet been found, in 2014 a “bottle”
from the Visigothic period was found with an inscription in Arabic that
reads “Ibn Nabdak went to the mosque,” which would confirm that the
conquerors erected an oratory in a different area from where the episco-
pal complex is located, together with the church and the palace.”

The doubts that were raised about the Roman mausoleum of Las
Vegas de La Pueblanueva (Toledo) and its subsequent conversion into a
mosque, according to the study published by Hauschild in 1978, are now
even more irresolvable because the small apse identified as a possible #z)rib
was destroyed, shortly after that publication, when the site was abandoned.
A recent archaeological study of the building maintains the doubts about
the chronology of the surroundings of that element and, therefore, about
its identification as a mihrab.*

Another case that has been identified as a possible conversion is at
Los Hitos, Arisgotas (Toledo). The complex, built from the 6th century
onwards, was a fortified vi/la for the high Hispano-Visigothic aristocracy
of Toledo.” In addition to the imposing aulic pavilion, a church and a
tripartite building with a courtyard have been excavated. The complex,
dated between the end of the 6th and the 7th centuries, was abandoned
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Fig, 2. Los Hitos, general aerial photography and
detail of the church, 6th to 10th centuries, Arisgotas,

Fig. 3. Great Mosque of Cordoba, access to the
Western nave of the prayer hall corresponding to the

Toledo. Photograph © Jorge Morin. 8th mosque. Photograph © Susana Calvo.

in the 8th century, and reoccupied during the 10th and 11th centuries,
according to Jorge Morin. The church, excavated in the 2017 campaign,*
was a building with a single vaulted nave, richly decorated with marble
slabs on the plinths, the doorways and on the floor. The discovery of a
rectangular niche added to the east wall of the chancel suggests that the
church was converted into a mosque, although its northeast orientation
and the fact that it is off-centre raises some doubts about its identification
as a miprab (Fig. 2).

The structures on which the great mosque of Cordoba was built are
still not well known.* The 1930s’ excavations uncovered remains of Late
Antique and Hispano-Visigothic buildings that indicate a major occupa-
tion. In the excavations that Marfil directed between 1996 and 1997 in its
courtyard, next to the doors of the westernmost naves of the prayer hall
(the area corresponding to the first mosque) (Fig. 3), an exterior pave-
ment was found and, in it, a numismatic collection of fu/us dating from
before 143/760, and hence preceding the construction of the mosque.
Structures dating to the 6th and 7th centuries were also found.* In 2017,
another eighteen fu/us of the same date were found in the access area to
the third nave from the western fagade. The building horizon and eatlier
structures could not be clearly documented; what could be documented
was the gravel and river pebble pavement in the courtyard of the founda-
tional mosque, as well as the clay pavement inside the prayer hall.¥ These
findings report an urban area with buildings of some importance and
their detailed analysis may provide interesting information about the site
on which the great mosque, attributed to “Abd al-Rahman I, was built.

Having visited all these places, a question arises, paradoxically: how
and where did the first Islamised communities pray, both in the Mediterra-
nean and in al-Andalus? What did the first zasajid or places of prostration
consist of ? Given that, as we have seen, the material remains of the first
oratories are scarce, it seems necessary to address the question of “how
did they prayr?”, or even “what did they pray?”
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Religiographies

Definition of the Canonical Text, the Religious Ritual and the Space of
Prayer
Studies of the oldest Qut’anic manuscripts, as well as of the inscriptions
and other pre-Islamic or eatly Islamic texts found in the Near East and the
Arabian Peninsula, written in different Semitic languages, have enabled the
scholars, in recent years, to assess both the date and the process by which the
canonical version of the Qur’an was established. Exegetes and traditionalists
also provide evidence that suggests a long and slow transition from oral trans-
mission to the written text. De Prémare summarised this transition well by
indicating that in the first half of the 8th century (2nd century of the Hegira),
the canonical version we know today had not yet been established.* Déroche,
following the religious tradition, places at the time of caliph “‘Uthman (23-35
AH/644-650) the first attempt at compilation, in order to put an end to the
divergent versions circulating among the community of believers. This caliph
would send copies to the major cities, as was done in the time of “Abd al-Ma-
lik and al-Walid, when there was a new impetus to fix the written Qur’an. At
the same time, there was also an attempt to fix the canonical way of reading
ot reciting it (gira’a).*’ But the questions of the chronology of the Qur’an and
of the “authors” of the Qur anic corpus are far from being resolved and need
to go beyond the traditional approaches, as Dye has recently pointed out.”
The “Qutr’anic” inscriptions in the ambulatory of the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem (that give the date of 72H/691-692) are often mentioned
in studies dedicated to the chronology of the sacred text to document the
process of its canonisation. Nor should it be forgotten that this is the
oldest known building where Arabic epigraphy is used with this monu-
mental decorative character. For Whelan, although the verses in the Dome
of the Rock do not match the “Vulgate,” the complex political and reli-
gious discourse fabricated by quoting excerpts from the Qut anic context
suggests, in her opinion, “a broad familiarity with them and with the implications
that they had for the early Islamic community” of “Abd al-Malik’s time. Grabar
adds something important: the selection must have been conditioned by
the oral tradition of the environment, given its rhetorical and prayer-like
character. For al-Azmeh, “we would be dealing with the circulation of material
of a canonical character, and, therefore, completely Qur’anic, before the establishment
of a formally sealed literary canon, which required a long process of elaboration.””
Next to the Qur’an, the second religious and legal source of Islam
is the sunna or tradition of the Prophet. The hadith (padith), transmitted
orally, seem to have begun to be systematised at the time of Caliph “Umat
(II) b. “Abd al-‘Aziz (99-101H/717-719), in an attempt to compile the
traditions that had a guaranteed chain of transmission and thus put an
end to the great discordances that existed. The process of textualization
of tradition took place throughout the 3rd century of the Hegira (9th
century) in the form of hadith collections, such as that of al-Bukhari (d.
256H/870), or of biographies of Muhammad ($774). Hadiths’ literature,
or sayings of the Prophet, began to reach al-Andalus at the end of the
2nd century of the Hegira (early 9th century), partly due to the dissem-
ination of the Muwatta’ written by Malik b. Anas (d. 179/795), founder
of the Maliki law school, which would become dominant in al-Andalus.
This book was not only a legal work, but, above all, a manual of ritual
and religious practice (in accordance with the consensus of the Medina
community) and a compilation of hadiths. One of the canonical forms
of reading the Qut’an (gira’a), that of the al-muqri’ Nafi" of Medina,
also came to al-Andalus through tradition. The 9th century also saw the
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development of Andalusi hadiths’ studies, with “Abd al-Malik b. Habib (c.
174-238H/790-853) as a leading figure.”

As we have shown, the writing in Arabic and the formation of the
corpus of canonical texts” were basically initiated and directed by the
Umayyads, to whom can be attributed two other aspects related to our
subject: the establishment of liturgical practices (' zbadat), starting with the
number of daily prayers and the ritual of Friday prayer (salit al-jumn a),**
as well as the definition of a basic typology of oratory (wasjid), with its
most identifying elements (the courtyard, the minaret, the gibla and the
miprab). We will focus on three of these elements: the sa/it or ritual prayer,
the orientation of the prayer, i.e. the gibla, and the niche opened in that
wall, the mizprab.

The Qur’an mentions the Friday prayer, the five daily prayers, fasting
and pilgrimage, but does not give precise details or characteristics as estab-
lished later, which would indicate that the liturgy was developed over an
extended period. Invocation, prayer and prostration, performed in precise
forms and cycles (rak’a) and preceded by a ritual of calling (adhdn) and
purification (wudi’), evolved from Arabic, Jewish and Christian practices.”
It is significant that the terms ga/at and miprab are not of Arabic origin.”®
Several Arab authors indicate that, in the beginning, believers only had to
pray twice a day, at dawn and at sunset.”” Although the action of prayer
often appears in the Qur an, it was the later Islamic tradition which, going
back to the life of the Prophet through the hadiths,” elaborated a whole
liturgical corpus.”” The development of its own ritual gave the new mono-
theism an identity factor with respect to other doctrines.”” However, in that
turning back, as Robin points out, the Muslim traditionalists of the eighth
century showed a very precarious knowledge of the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods, also as far as ritual was concerned.®!

Thus, Islamic tradition places the consolidation of the liturgical
practice of prayer just after the change of the gibla or the direction of
prayer. The first believers did not pray towards Mecca, according to the
Qur’an itself (2:142-145), but towards a place identified as Jerusalem by
the prophetic tradition.® The change of direction, to the south, took place,
according to exegetes, while Muhammad was still alive; but it possibly
dates from the same time as the Qut’an was being written down.*” In any
case, as King warns, the important point is not whether an orientation is
correct today, but to define which direction or directions were consid-
ered appropriate for the giblas in the period when the first monumental
mosques began to be built. Generally, these did not face towards Mecca,
but reproduced the astronomical axes of the Ka‘ba, an astronomically
aligned rectangular structure.” Later, for the Islamic society, the Ka'ba
was at the centre of the sacred geography and the qiblas of the different
regions around it.

In reference to the eatliest places of prayer, the sources indicate that
there was a first qibla, called gibla musharriga, tacing east, which Bashear
identified with the orientation of the churches. In his opinion, that one
was abandoned for the “true gibla of Islam” before the great Umayyad
constructions that defined the spaces for prayer.®

For Di Cesare, the gibla musharriga would have another meaning,
which is explained in her recent reinterpretation of the first phase of
the al-Aqgsa mosque in Jerusalem, which construction she places in the
years 40-60H/660-680. The author analyses older mosques, such as the
one founded by “Amr in Fustat, which, according to the sources, had an
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Fig. 4. Umayyad Mosque, current mihrab, Damascus.
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Religiographies

orientation “too far east” (musharriga jiddan), and concludes that these
orientations (90° to the direction of the ortho of Canopus) also coin-
cided with the astronomical alignment of the Ka'ba, which is why they
were considered valid, and this is consistent with King’s explanation. Her
second conclusion, however, is more debatable: that these mosques of
al-Agsa and Fustat, being built in a “more complex” and solid manner,
preserved “the previous orientation” (towards the east) of the “earliest
mosques” which they replaced, assuming, without material evidence, that
there were earlier mosques and that they were also oriented towards the
east.

In his latest publication, King picks up the hypothesis, already put
forward by other researchers, that the gibla of the Mosque of Cordoba,
like others in North Africa, faces south because the building was aligned
with the main streets of the Colonia Patricia of the Roman city, aligned,
in turn, with the solstitial axes, i.c. the same as the Ka‘ba.”” Although the
otientation of the axis of the Ka'ba was very important, King suggests
that the mosque was adapted to the Roman urban layout and that only later
was it realised that it coincided with the alignment of the Ka'ba, giving the
gibla a “sacred covet” or religious justification.®® All this was reinforced by
the alleged presence of the #ibi‘%n alongside the conquerors who laid out
the first gzbla, something very similar to what happened with the qgibla of
Qayrawan, attributed to “Ugba.”

Although the coincidence seems evident in Cordoba (and in Damas-
cus), I do not agree that the alignment of the streets of the Roman city
was decisive in establishing the orientation of the gzbla. When this urban
layout did not suit the needs of the believers, the walls of the mosque
were turned to orient it in the way they thought was correct, as happened
in Zaragoza, which mosque’s orientation is almost identical to that of
Cordoba and Qayrawan, that is, perpendicular to the solstitial axis that
joins the sunrise in summer and sunset in winter.”’ It does not seem that
the orientation of the gibla was left to chance, neither in Zaragoza, nor
in other places such as Jerash or Palmyra, where the mosques were also
rotated with respect to the previous urban layout.”

Ultimately, from what has been said, we cannot conclude with abso-
lute certainty in which direction the first Muslims on the Peninsula prayed
before the construction of these mosques in Cordoba and Zaragoza at
the end of the 8th century.

Di Cesare has recently linked the appearance of the wzprab mujanwwaf,
in the form of a deep niche, to the establishment of the south-facing gibla,
which occurred at the beginning of the 8th century, with the construc-
tion of large mosques by order of the Umayyad caliph al-Walid b. “Abd
al-Malik. It is generally accepted that the earliest examples of ifrib were
precisely those erected in the mosques of Medina and Damascus by order
of al-Walid between 87/706 and 96/714-15 (Fig. 4).”” In this sense, we
must consider the allusions to the concave wiprab of the mosques founded
by the conquerors to be an anachronism of the Arab authors.” Although
some researchers have proposed the eatlier existence of painted miprab
or arches carved in monolithic blocks of stone, there are no architectural
remains. This is the reason why both the Qut’an from Sana’a (Yemen),
with two illustrations of mosque-like architecture, and the “mzfral” type
coinage with a spear (‘anaza) inside it, from the time of "Abd al-Malik,
both of which date to around the time of al-Walid’s religious construc-
tions, are so important.”* We can also add the monolithic scallop niche
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found in the subsoil of the first mosque of Cordoba (Fig. 5) and the mural
paintings of the mzprab in the mosque of Qayrawan, dated to the reign of
Ziyadat Allah, around 221-836.7

Conclusions
The absence of information about the first oratories in al-Andalus forced the
Umayyad chroniclers to invent founding myths, to imagine some facts and give
them an explanation that would allow them to lay a solid and true foundation
for Islam and the orthodoxy of Andalusi religious practice.”

Why is there no trace of the first mosques in the lands conquered by
Islam? Are we looking for places of worship of an anachronistic model
and orientation? Ultimately, do we know what we are looking for when
we speak of “early mosques?”

It seems necessary, as we said, to address the issue of the degree of
Islamisation of the conquerors.”” It is significant that the coins minted
by the new rulers in 93H/711-12, at the time of the conquest of the
Hispano-Visigothic kingdom, as was the case in Carthage and Qayrawan,
were in Latin and introduced a monotheistic formula such as “Iz the name
of God, there is no god but God,” without allusions to any prophet but with the
date of the Hegira.” These coins were legible to the local population with
a message that proclaimed the existence of one God. When the conquer-
ors began to mint bilingual so/idus (in Latin and Arabic), in 98H/716, they
kept the monotheistic formula in Latin and introduced, in Arabic, the
names of the prophet and the territory: Muhammad and al-Andalus,”
translation of Spania. This was a message that only the Arab conquerors
could read, and that would constitute proof of their political and mili-
tary action towards Damascus, just like the lead seals were proofs of their
control over fiscal and commercial activity, as well as the administrative
organisation in the new territory. It is not until 101H/720 that the dinar
appears entirely epigraphic in Arabic, and the star disappears from the
front,*” and until 145H/763 we do not have the first known monetary issue
of “Abd al-Rahman L.*' It is worth remembering that what mattered about
the coins in circulation at the time was not the language in which they were
written, but their value, which is why Umayyad or Abbasid dinars were
used, and even imitated, as far away as the far north of Europe.”” Both
the Arabisation and the Islamisation would begin to take their first steps
in the 8th century, but at a slow pace and with varying results.

One possible conclusion in light of all that has been exposed is that
everything seems provisional and changeable for almost sixty years in the
Iberian Peninsula. The mints of the new Umayyad emir in 763 could be
evidence of effective administrative and fiscal control of the territory
and the establishment of an Umayyad state. It is only from that moment
onwards that it seems possible that the foundations of the Islamisation of
the territory began to be laid, by bringing together the necessary instru-
ments: texts, rites and spaces. As we have seen, all of these were in the
process of formation in the Islamic heartlands in 711. In the ‘80s, the
construction of the great mosque in the capital, Cordoba, and in other
cities would begin as a way of consolidating power and encouraging the
sedentarisation and unity of the community of believers.* Until then,
one would have to think of places of prayer of an equally provisional
and improvised nature, while the churches remained open to the major-
ity Christian population. Only at the end of the 8th century did a certain

Susana Calvo Capilla

Fig. 5. Great Mosque of Cordoba, monolithic

scallop niche, 8th-9th century. Photograph © Susana
Calvo.
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balance between the two communities become evident, with Muslims
becoming more and more numerous and Christians less and less, and the
churches beginning to be abandoned and reused.

Ultimately, minting coins with the name of the prophet in 716 does
not mean that, at that time, both the dogma (Qur’an and Sunna) and the
liturgy were fully defined, much less consolidated, as mentioned above.
We must wonder about the degree of Islamisation of the Arab and Berber
troops who settled in the Iberian Peninsula at the beginning of the 8th
century. The need for later chroniclers, from the late 9th and 10th centu-
ries, to insist on the presence of mythical #bi%n embedded in the troops
that arrived in 711, and to attribute to them the layout of the first giblas
in al-Andalus, would explain, in our opinion, the limited religious burden
of the conquest and the scarce witnesses it left behind. The lack of mate-
rial remains, mainly of places of worship in the first phases of develop-
ment of Islam in all regions (in the 7th century in the Levant, in the 8th
century in the Maghreb), would confirm this conclusion: it must be that
neither the doctrine nor the liturgy had been fully defined, and thus neither
had the need for specific spaces with specific components which would
make them recognisable today.** It was with the construction (according
to Arab sources, the reconstruction®) of the mosques in the capital cities
of Damascus, Jerusalem, Medina or Cairo, at the time of al-Walid, in the
first two decades of the 8th century, that a lasting model of a place for
worship was established, a model that was to spread massively thereafter.*
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Abstract

This article deals with the particular role played by the “Companions of the
Cave” (Ashab al-Kahf) in saint veneration, considering that they were among
the first figures in Islam to be regarded as “friends of God” (walk, awliya).
Particularly interesting is the case of the dog Qitmir who protects them and
was regarded by some authors as a manifestation of some great figures, such as
the Prophet Khidr, ‘Al ibn Abu Talib, or Salman. This study also explains why
the portraits (drawings, paintings, miniatures) of these saints were so attractive,
to the extent that they became protective objects or talismans. Though these
talismans are geometrical figures (with a focus on citcle and/or hexagon), and
more precisely “geometric portraits,” they take shape in a variety of ways, espe-
cially in the form of ships or trees, all being explained by the Qut anic story
of the Companions or by the Muslim tradition about them. No wonder that
Qitmir is given a key position in this talismanic art.

According to some Christian hagiographies of the Seven Sleepers, of which the
earliest version was written by the Syrian bishop Jacob of Sarug (ca. 451-521),
seven young people living in Ephesus (on the Aegean coast of Anatolia) fell
asleep and were walled up in the cave where they had hidden in order to escape
the persecution of the pagan king Decius (third century). Then, at the time
of the Christian emperor Theodosius 11 (fifth century), the Sleepers returned
to life, in order to confirm the Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the
body and the victory of monotheism over idolatry." Christian in origin, this
legend — through the Christian Jacobites of the Arabian peninsula — strongly
inspired the Prophet of Islam and many Muslim writers. A sura of the Qur’'an
(sura al-Kahf, 18:8-26) deals with this event, wherein the Sleepers are called
the “Companions of the Cave” (Ashab al-Kahf'). However, the legend is rein-
terpreted in a way that goes against the very foundations of Christianity, that
is, against the divine filiation of Chtist and his messianic mission. The Qur’an
gives also a prominent role to a dog — named Qitmir according to tradition —
who accompanied the Companions and who stayed at the door of the cave
to protect their sleep.” The miracle of the resurrection of the body within the
monotheist faith shared by both Christians and Muslims is the central element
of the narrative.

In the fifth century, a Christian shrine was built in front of a cave near
Ephesus where the perfectly preserved bodies of seven young men were
discovered. This shrine inspired the Muslims, who in turn built mauso-
leums near sacred caves on many sites in the Muslim world, all alleg-
edly being the genuine cave of the Sleepers.” One of the eatliest sites in
Andalusia (LLoja, north of Malaga), in a remote place named “Los Siete
Durmientes” (The Seven Sleepers), was abandoned by the Muslims when
they left Spain. Nowadays, the most active sites, with sanctuaries open to
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devotion and visits by pilgrimage groups, dedicated to the Seven Sleepers
are situated in Asia: two in Turkey (Afsin, Tarsus) and the others in the
Nakhichevan province of Azerbaijan, in Afghanistan and in the Xinji-
ang province of China. Many sites in Northern Africa (Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia) and in the Middle East were frequented by both Christians and
Muslims, and some in Morocco by Muslims and Jews. Some sites in Turkey
(Afsin, Tarsus) have replaced old churches and were up to the beginning
of the 20th century visited by both Christians and Muslims.* This was also
the case at a similar sanctuary in Amman, Jordan.’

Furthermore, for several reasons explained below, the legend of the
Seven Sleepers has considerably inspired Christian and Muslim art, minia-
tures, icons, and the visual representation in general, not in the Mediterra-
nean only but in places as far away as Africa, the Silk Road and the Malay
Archipelago. It is still very influential upon the Muslim mind today.

The purpose of this article is to explain, on the one hand, why the
portraits of the Seven Sleepers/Companions of the Cave were so attrac-
tive in Islam and praised by all, to the extent that they came to be repre-
sented upon talismans. On the other hand, I will analyse the close link
existing between the pictorial representations of the Companions of the
Cave and the talismanic art, in order to demonstrate that the high sanctity
of the Companions and of their holy dog was transferred to these talis-
mans, making such apotropaic objects and drawings the most efficacious
amulets in the field of magical healing and protective art. This study aims
also to emphasise the pictorial strategy adopted by the Muslim artists who
have elaborated particular geometrical figures to represent the Compan-
ions (particularly in the talismanic art), and brought to birth an unexpected
kind of portrait of these seven saints and of their dog, that I would like
to label “geometric portrait.”

The reasons for the success of the narrative of the Seven Sleepers
and its adoption by the Qur’an are well known. The French orientalist
Louis Massignon, in several seminal studies of this legend and the cult
of the Seven Sleepers, has demonstrated that the sura of the Cave should
be depicted as the “Sura of the Apocalypse,” and that its reading every
Friday in mosques, as suggested in several hadiths, delays the coming of
the last days and permits the hearers to avoid the trap set by the Anti-
christ.® From this we must understand that the high virtue of protection
of the sura, and consequently of the names of the Companions, has been
universally recognised by Muslims. This is only one of the reasons, and
there are some others.

The link of this legend with the cult of saints is especially noticeable,
since the Companions of the Cave have occupied and still occupy nowa-
days a major place in saint veneration in the Muslim world. They were,
for example, clearly and very early depicted as saints (wali, awliya), that
is, people doing miracles (karamat), in the Kash al-Mabhjiib of al-Hujwiri
(11th century), the oldest Persian treatise on Sufism.” The Companions
are also the prototypes of the knights of the spiritual chivalry (Futuwwa),®
and the model of the “perfect man” (insan-i kamil) for the Gnostics and
Sufis. Finally, due to the celebrity of the Companions, many pilgrimage
sanctuaties with a cave, from Northern Africa to Chinese Turkestan, were
dedicated to the Companions. In addition, we find images, miniatures and
paintings representing their story, and also many amulets and talismans
bearing their names.
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How to represent the miracle of the Seven Sleepers
Muslim painters and miniaturists have particularly enjoyed the theme of the
Ashab al-Kahf; at least since the 13th and particulatly after the 14th century
in the Turco-Persian area. The artists were influenced by the 18th sura of the
Qur’an and by a long and rich tradition of hagiography and commentaties
(tafsir) on this sura. The principal episode of the Ashab al-Kahf narrative,
which has inspired many artists, is the miraculous sleep in the cave, where the
Companions were nestling against each other, under the protection of the
dog Qitmir. This episode hints particularly, more than the rest of the story,
at the main message of the legend, the miracle of the resurrection. There are
two old images in Arabic manuscripts, dated 1250 and 1236-37, which show
the seven youths sleeping all together; in the first image, the Sleepers are not
located in a well-defined place, unlike the second illustration where they are
situated in front of an edifice, a church, monastery, or palace.” More interest-
ing are some Turkish and Persian miniatures produced after the 14th century,
since the youths are represented inside the cave, which is represented in the

1.0

form of a circular figure or a great jar model."” Perspective was unknown to

the artists and the circle was the best way to suggest a cave.

The dogis a. .. saint
Itis also especially noteworthy that the dog, generally called Qitmir, who plays
a prominent role in the legend, is far from absent in the iconographies. Accord-
ing to the Qur’an, the dog of the Companions “stretched out its two forelegs
on the threshold of the cave” (18:17), and so it is in the images. From other
sources, it is believed that the dog, speaking like a human, offered to protect
the Companions against their enemies." This role gave Qitmir a predominant
role in the narrative and it was reflected in the architecture of some sanctuaries
of the Companions. As a protector of the Companions and the keeper of the
shrine, Qitmir used to stand at the entrance of the cave. At the sanctuary of
Tuyugq, in Xinjiang (China), as observed by a western traveller: “The entrance
to the cave in which they [the Companions] lie is said to be guarded by a dog
wrapped, as they are, in eternal sleep |[. . .| You see the dog in the shape of an
elevation in the floor covered with glazed tiles.”"* It is no wonder that Qitmir
is believed to be one of the few animals who have entered Paradise, although
the behaviour of the prophet Muhammad towards dogs was reportedly not
benevolent.”

Qitmir is venerated in the Islamic world, and especially in the Gnos-
tic and Sufi movements. We could mention the Mevlevi Ahmad-i Aflaqj,
who writes in his biography of Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi that the dog
of a Sufi shaykh possessed “friendship with God” and that he was “the
very same dog as the dog of the Companions of the Cave.”"* In addition,
Aflaqi writes that this dog performed the dance of the Mevlevi dervishes,
“entering the circle of the companions and turning with the noble disci-
ples,” and that dogs may be “spiritual guides.”"® It is worth noting here that
“friendship with God” is no more than the usually accepted translation of
the term for a Muslim saint, wa/s or awliya. Hence, the dog is a saint. And in
many cases, he was and is still more venerated than the Companions them-
selves. (This is what is shown by the talismanic art, as explained below.)

The veneration of Qitmir is reflected in a poem written by a Uyghur
who authored a booklet on the sanctuary of the Companions of the Cave
at Tuyugq, oasis of Turfan, Xinjiang (China):
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You came here, one thousand years before, my Qitwir,

You are living in one hundred thousand hearts, my Qitmir,
Your name spread all over the world, my Qitmir,

I came here to venerate your track, my Qitwir.

Abdulqadir, 2006

This is one of the reasons why many Sufis and dervishes have loved to be
accompanied by a dog."” This fact is illustrated by several miniatures and draw-
ings of wandering Qalandar dervishes travelling with this animal — the animal
is kept on the leash, which is very unusual in Islamic culture.”® Without any
doubt, their dogs remind them of Qitmir. This is confirmed, for instance, by
the Central Asian Qalandar Baba Rahim Mashrab (17th century) who met
a shepherd going without a spiritual guide and offered to reveal the names
of spiritual guides to him if he agreed to hand over his dog. Then Mashrab
enumerated the names of the Seven Companions of the Cave and told the
dog to travel with him. In a poem, Mashrab said to the animal that they would
go together everywhere, in desert, in cities, and that they will share pain and
happiness, and will remain always faithful to God."” In addition, according to
a hagiography collected at the end of the 19th century in Chinese Turkistan,
Qitmir is depicted as a creature able to speak, like a human, and to have a reli-
gious life. Qitmir is, for example, like the Seven Sleepers, in search of God.”

From all this, we can understand that sainthood is not embodied by
humans only, but by animals as well, and the portraits of saints are not
only those of men. This is, I suggest, the way we can interpret the Muslim
drawings and miniatures that show dogs in the company of holy men or
dervishes. Actually, both can be regarded as saints, as the Companions of
the Cave and their dog were.

This view is strengthened by the fact that Qitmir was also identified
with some prominent and saintly figures of the Qur’an and the Islamic
tradition. According to an Ismafli writer at the beginning of the 19th
century, the dog of the Companions is none other than the Imam ‘Al
and even the Prophet Khidr himself: “the dog of the Companions of
al-Kahf was an impersonation of ‘Alf ibn Abu Talib; he [Ali] appeared
to the seven youths who had fled from the emperor Decian, in the form
of a dog (ba-sura kalb), in order to prove them and to try their faith. .. .
The Druze tradition argues that Qitmir is an impersonation of Salman
who is, in their view, the same as Khidr.*> Meanwhile, the Companions are
seen as the seven Isma‘li imams or as seven prophets (Moses, Jesus, Noah,
etc.). The importance of Qitmir is exaggerated in these Isma‘lli and Druze
trends, since to him is attributed a quasi-divine nature; prophets and saints
can be then portrayed in the form of a dog.

However, in the Sunni tradition, Qitmir is a dog with a saintly nature
and not a saint or a prophet who transformed himself into an animal,
as is the case in numerous hagiographies. A saint and a protector of
the Companions, Qitmir plays in a sense the leading role in the legend,
and appeared hence worthy of more veneration than the Sleepers. The
amulet-makers were fully aware of this particularity and they gave, as
demonstrated below, a key position to this animal in their talismans. More-
over, in the Malay world, in Iran, in the Caucasus, and in the Hijaz, writ-
ing the name of Qitmir on an envelope would ensure the safe arrival of
a letter.”
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The saints and the cave

One of the more fascinating circular representations of the cave, with its
occupants depicted with Turco-Mongol faces (15th century), is attributed to
the Central Asian painter Siyah Qalam (or to a painter of this school deeply
influenced by Chinese art and nomadic themes) (Fig. 1).** Emel Esin, an art
historian, considers that the Sleepers, in this drawing, are dressed in Qalan-
dar/dervish garments. In my opinion, there is no evidence to support her
assertion, although the Seven Companions have sometimes been associated
with the “Seven Qalandars” in Eastern Turkistan. This is the case for instance
at the sanctuary of the Ashab al-Kahf at Tuyuq in the Turfan oasis (Xinjiang,
China).” There is an eatlier image of the Sleepers in the Jawial-tawarikh of
Rashid al-Din (13th century), which shows the Companions in a Central Asian
environment. About this picture, David Talbot Rice writes that the Seven
Sleepers here “wear Mongol dress, with gold embroidered panels on their
chests.” The king Dakyanus (Decius), persecutor of the Companions, is pres-
ent in this picture, mounted on a Mongol pony, and also the dog, which “lies
sleeping in a more natural position.” The landscape is inspired by Chinese
painting style.”’” There exists a very similar painting, from another manusctipt
of the Jami* al-tawarikh, that is more marked by the Chinese influence (Fig; 2).*
In summary, the theme of the Companions of the Cave has obviously fasci-
nated the Muslim painters as a consequence of the popularity of the legend.
But the legend has also left its mark upon the writers who produced a great
number of hagiographies with several variants and in several languages.

Fig, 2. Jami* al-tawarikh. Rashid al-Din, Ms 2654, Topkapi Saray Library, Istanbul. L. Massignon Archives, Paris.

We would like now to point to two details in the story of the Companions of
the Cave which have influenced the pictorial representations. The first one is
the number of the Companions, which varied already in the Christian versions
of the legend and is not established with precision in the Qur an:

“They will say, “Three, and their dog was the fourth of them’.
They will say, ‘Five, and their dog was the sixth of them’, guessing
at the Unseen. They will say, ‘Seven, and their dog was the eighth
of them’. Say: ‘My Lord knows very well their number, and none
knows them, except a few’ (Q. 18:21).”

And yet, the iconographies show either seven or five Companions.
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Fig. 4. The five companions and their dog sitting in front of Jesus/Isa. Tarjama-i miftah jifr al-jami, in M. And,
Minyatiirlerler Osmanls-Lskim Mitologiyasr, 234-5.

The second point is the colour of the dog, which is at the centre of a debate
among the commentators on the sura. The divergences are reflected in the
images and we have found pictures of dogs with different colours (brown,
white, yellow). In some cases, the choice could have come from the symbolism
attached to the colour. For instance, Mawlana (Rumi) wrote that the dog was
yellow because “it was a lover, and the colour (complexion) of lovers is always
yellow (pale) like my colour.””” Furthermore, in another image from Afghan-
istan in the 17th century, the representation of the “dog of the Companions
of the Cave” (sang-i Ashab al-Kahf ) appears isolated and its colours are, surpris-
ingly, three: red for the head, the back black and the belly white (Fig. 3).*

We can mention another episode concerning the Companions of the
Cave, which appeared in one hadith and inspired a painter. This hadith,
transmitted by al-Abbas, says that the Companions will waken and leave
their cave when Jesus and the Mahdi will come to FEarth in the End Times
and that they will help them fight the Antichrist or Dajjal.’! Surprisingly,
one miniature, the lone example to my knowledge, refers to this event and
shows five companions and their dog sitting in front of Jesus/Isa (Fig. 4).

Concerning the images of the youths stretched out in the cave, the
most common of the representations of the Companions, the likelihood is
that the model for these images, and particularly the circular model for the
cave, comes from the Byzantine world, where the Seven Sleepers of Ephe-
sus were widely present in the Christian art of the icons (Fig. 5, next page).

Such images existed at least since the ninth century and continued to
occur frequently in miniatures, sculpture and stained glass in the 13th and
14th centuries. Particularly striking is the resemblance between the circu-
lar representations of the cave in the Christian and Muslim iconography.
The only difference is the presence of one or several bowls and sticks in
the Christian images (usually one for each of the Sleepers), and of a dog
in the Muslim images (Fig, 6, next page).

Although the dog is very rare in the Christian hagiographies and
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Fig, 5. Menologue of Basile II. Ms 11th century, Vatican Apostolic Library, Rome. I.. Massignon Archives, Paris.

visual representations, not to say completely absent, it appears in one of
the oldest narratives about the Seven Sleepers by Theodosius (mid-sixth
century) and was named Viricanus (man-dog).” There is a great likeli-
hood that it was under Indian influences that the dog was introduced
into the story of the Companions of the Cave. There is a similar story in
the Mababharata about several members of the Pandava royal family who
renounced the world and went to remote areas, accompanied by a dog, in
search of the Absolute. It is revealed later that the dog was actually the
god Dharma or Yama. This story probably reached the Mediterranean
through Sassanid Iran.*

There are also mystical interpretations of the sleep of the Compan-
ions in the cave. One interpretation reflects a Sufi idea cultivated in the
brotherhoods milieu, according to which the world is divided between
the inner, secret (batin), that is symbolised by the cave, and the outer, the
apparent (gahir), which is the material world. While sleeping in the mate-
rial world, the Companions are actually awakened to the spititual world.”
In addition, the Companions play an essential role in the spiritual chiv-
alry, the Futuwmwa, since they represent the spiritual model for the valorous
young men (fityan, javanmard) who resisted the persecutions of the pagan
king Decius, and then endeavoured to “sleep” and close their eyes to the
wortld of ignorance and illusion.” As mentioned by the Sufi ‘Abdallah
Ansari, in the 11th century, the Companions are the embodiment of the
generosity (murnwwa) of the heart, showing indulgence to everybody and
seeking God without getting lost.””

When the image becomes a talisman
The iconography of the Companions is an attempt to express artistically one
aspect of sainthood which is without doubt one of the most important: that
is, the miracle of Resurrection. Unsurprisingly, as in Byzantine Christianity, the
images and the names of the Companions have undergone a process through
which they were made into an object with prophylactic qualities. This process
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has been well studied in the Christian West. Dominique Rigaux, for example,
discusses the shift from the holy image to a drawing that one can carry with
him like a talisman or an amulet, and he writes: “this is a borderline case where
the use of the image gives the image the role of an object.”® We know many
examples of Christian talismans bearing the names of the Sleepers and used
in vatious charms against diseases (Fig, 7). Actually, the protective virtue of
the Seven Sleepers and of the (or their) dog — and this is a rare mention of
this animal in the Christian legend — is quite ancient. It is mentioned in a fifth-
or sixth-century Egyptian amulet against illness that is written on papyrus.*

Fig. 7. A 13th-century cameo with the Seven Sleepers in low relief. Venice. British
Museum, OA.835.

However, in the Muslim world, the talisman or “image-object” dedicated to the
Companions of the Cave is non-representative and does not bear any portrait
of the saints lying side by side in the cave, as in Christian talismanic art. On
the contrary, the image is replaced by their seven names in a circular fashion,
which is reminiscent — and this is my interpretation — of the circular form of
the cave.* This is probably one explanation of the choice of the circle instead
of the quadrangle, which is the shape usually adopted by the amulet-makers.*
Actually, the circle is, in a sense, a portrait, but composed with the letters of
their names. Although the circle is the shape usually adopted for amulets and
talismans, the circle composed by the names of the Sleepers must be viewed
as another circle in the talisman or, in other words, as a symbolic circle inside
a circle.”

The sacred power of letters in Islam has given a peculiar place to the
names of the Companions and especially to sura 18, to its weekly reading
and, furthermore, to its use as an image-object, actually an inscription/
talisman to be hung on the walls of a house or a mosque. For example, a
treatise on magic states that:

“It is told that the Prophet said: ‘teach your children the names
of ablul-Kahf, for if they are written on the door of a house that
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house will not be burned, or on an object, this object will not be
stolen, or on a ship, this ship will not be drowned.” ”*

Precisely, it is known that in India, the names of the Companions with that of
their dog are written and pasted on house walls.* The virtues of these talis-
mans as a protection against fire, or during a journey on a ship, or against evil
spitits are mentioned in many places, in Turkey,* and as far as in the oasis of
the Silk Road.*” Over time, the talismans with the names of the Companions
of the Cave have become one of the most efficacious and widespread amulets
in the entire Muslim world, from Morocco to the Malay archipelago.

The “image-object”: letters-portraits and geometric-portraits
As an image-object, the Companions of the Cave have been represented
through different motifs and shapes, each highlighting in various ways their
seven names: Yamlikha, Maksilina, Maslina, Marntush, Dabarntsh, Shazantsh
and Kafashtatayush. I would distinguish two categories that combine them:
“calligraphic models” and “geometric models.” The first category is divided
into two sub-categories: “the Companions in the form of a ship” and “the
Companions in the form of a tree.” The second category is also divided in two
sub-categories: “the Companions in a hexagonal fashion” and “the Compan-
ions in a circular fashion.” Actually, all these calligraphic and geometrical
representations of the Sleepers are no more than symbolic equivalents of the
portrait of these saints gathering in the cave and rising from the dead, and
more precisely a symbolic projection of the resurrection. However, the most
interesting category, for our purpose here, is the second, since the hexagon and
the circle are more evocative than the first one of the image of the Sleepers.

Moreover, the hexagonal and circular talismans of the Companions
have circulated all over the Muslim world, not only in manuscripts, but
also in the form of prints on separate paper leaves. This is demonstrated
by the fact that many seals bearing these hexagonal and circular motifs
exist in several museums and in private collections.” These prints were
reproduced by the thousand and increased consequently the popularity
of the Companions.

Calligraphic models

The Companions in the form of a ship

The fact that God, in the Qut’an, turns the youths sleeping in the cave to
the right and then to the left reminds us of the movement of the waves
in the sea, and links the Companions of the Cave with everything or every
people concerned with sea and water: “Thou wouldst have thought them
awake, as they lay sleeping, while We turn them now to the right, now
to the left . . .” (Qur’an 18:17). Their names are consequently protective
for the sailors and for their ships. A particular genre of drawing and
calligraphy called “Ship of the Companions of the Cave” (in Turkish,
Eshab iil-Kahf gemisi) emerged among the Ottomans. The names of the
Companions are written in the form of different kinds of ships, rowing
ot sailing boats, written on their hulls or sails.* Some representations are
quite simple but many others very sophisticated (Fig. 8 and 9, next page).
In addition, this type of talisman is sometimes associated with many other
talismanic motifs and printed in wide paper sheets (Fig. 10, next page).
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Fig. 9. Ottoman calligraphy of the names of the Companions of the Cave in the form
of a ship. Private collection, Istanbul.

Fig. 10. Sheet with the ship of the Companions and several other talismanic images. No date, private collection,
Istanbul.

The Companions in the form of a tree
The names of the Companions are also written in the form of a tree with
several leaves, each name being inside a leaf, and composed in mirror script.
The meaning of this symbol is, according to Louis Massignon, that the
Companions during their sleep were intetlaced, as clearly shown in the minia-
tures and drawings, like the leaves of a tree.”’ Thus, the “tree of the Compan-
ions” is another way to remind us of the episode in the cave. In one Ottoman
glass painting (19th century), the position of Qitmir is notable since his name
appears in two leaves situated at the bottom of the tree, near the earth. Obvi-
ously, Qitmir is protecting access to the tree, as it was guarding the entrance
of the cave in the legend and in the hagiographies (Fig. 11 and Fig. 12 in the
next page).”! Furthermore, the Islamic model for this tree might be the “tree
of life” of which several versions exist. This tree hints in general at the Sidra
tree that one can see only in Paradise.”

The calligraphic models (ship, tree) of the Companions of the
Cave are usually used as apotropaic inscriptions to decorate and protect
mosques, civil edifices, and private houses. Both hint at the movement or
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Fig. 8. Ottoman calligraphy of the names of the Companions of the Cave in the form
of a ship. Eshab til-Kahf gemisi, private collection, Istanbul.

Fig. 11. Ottoman calligraphy of the names of the
Companions of the Cave in the form of a tree.
Collection of the Esrefzade Qadiri Dergah, Bursa.
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the spatial position of the Companions in the cave during their mirac-
ulous sleep; for this reason they may help the bearer of a talisman with
such a motif to memorise these saints. Let us conclude this paragraph by
mentioning that the calligraphies of the Sleepers in the form of a ship
have particularly inspired the artists; some of their creations are marvel-
lous and unique pieces sought by collectors and sold in the art markets.*
Moreover, this calligraphy, together with that of the Companions in the
form of a tree, has nowadays become popular to the extent that we find
copies in many religious shops in Turkey, and even in tourist shops.

Geometric models

The Companions in a hexagonal fashion

The portrait and the images of the Companions when sleeping in
the cave have close links with the talismans, amulets and inscrip-
tions composed of geometric patterns, particularly the hexagon and
the circle (Fig: 13 and 14). These two geometric figures are actually
executed in arabesque with the Arabic letters of the names of the
Companions and of Qitmir. Both figures hint actually at the circular
model of the cave.

Fig. 13. Ottoman calligraphy of the names of the Fig 14. Ottoman calligraphy of the names of the
Companions of the Cave in the form of a circle. Private  Companions of the Cave in the form of a hexagon.
collection, Istanbul. Auctions, Istanbul, 2013.

Concerning the hexagon, the circular writing made with six names surrounds
the name of God either in the form “Ya Hafiz” (“O Preserver”) or that of
“Allah,” or, more frequently, the name of Qitmir. Here, also, the dog occupies
the first place.”* No wonder that the choice of six points for the geometric
model (hexagon), though the Companions are in general seven, is intended to
favour an association with the seal of Solomon, which has six stars. Thus, there
are some talismans with the letters of the hexagon and the Solomon seal over-
lapping (Fig: 15, next page). In fact, this hexagonal form is highly respected
among both Jews and Muslims as the “seal of King Solomon” (&bat- Sulay-
man). This form is known also as the “star hexagon” (musaddas).> This form
gives actually to the talisman of the Companions a double protective virtue,
due to the well-known apotropaic quality of the seal of Solomon. We observe
that in this case, only six names of the Companions are mentioned with that
of Qitmir, corresponding to the six points of the Solomon star (Fig, 16 and
17, next page).

We do know another example of an amulet in which the names of
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Fig, 17. Ottoman seal bearing the names of the Companions of the Cave; the inverted letters of the name of Qitmir
occupy the centre. Collection of Haluk Perk, Osmanis Tilsim Miibiirleri. Haluk Perk Koleksiyonu, 95.
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Fig. 18. A detail of the blade of a sword with an engraving of the names of the Companions of the Cave in the
form of a hexagon. http:

vataghan3.blogspot.com accessed May 2021.

the Seven Sleepers and their dog Qitmir are also written in circular fash-
ion to form a hexagon or Solomon’s seal.”® This hexagonal figure may be
found in numerous inscriptions and artefacts, even non-religious ones:
for instance, as noted by Seligman, it appears in talismans made by the
impression of the seal of the Shaykh of the Mosque of the Rock in Jeru-
salem,”” on the top of a religious skullcap, in a band around the edge of
a mirror, etc.”® On can find also the hexagon engraved on an Ottoman
swotd (yataghan) dated 1900-01 to protect the soldier who carried it. Such
a practice is directly connected with the spirit of the Futuwwah, since
the soldier might be also engaged in an inner battle against his ego. This
spiritual dimension can be confirmed by the fact that the yataghan bears
also, near the hexagon of the Companions, the well-known Shi’i formula
La fata illa ‘Aly, la Sayfa illa Dhul’figar (“There is no youth like ‘Ali and no
swotd like Dhulfigar”), which hints at the fabulous sword of the valorous
‘Ali, son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad (Fig. 18).” We do know an
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Fig, 15. The hexagon and the Solomon seal overlapping;
No date, private collection, Istanbul.

Fig. 16. Ottoman calligraphy (1863) of the names of the
Companions of the Cave in the form of a hexagon; the

name of Qitmir occupies the centre. Collection of Ziya
Sofu, Istanbul, auction in 2009.
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Ottoman cane-sword or stick-sword (dated 1910) engraved with the names
of the Companions.”” However, the upper extremity of this stick sword
has the form of a wiittakd, that is, a chin support made of wood which is
placed under the chin of the Sufi during the time of his sleepless retreat
in a room of seclusion (kbahwa). Thus, the names of the Companions are
a protection for the man engaged in a spiritual activity. It fits the tradition
according to which many caves dedicated to the Companions were used
by Sufis as retreat or meditation rooms (kbalwakhana, chillakhana).

The Companions in a circular fashion
There is another kind of figure wherein the circular writing of the names
of the Companions constitutes a perfect circle, instead of a hexagon or a
six-pointed star. This pattern is less sophisticated than the hexagon model, and
permits the amulet-makers to draw it easily, without using a seal or a stamp. In
2008, in Tuyuq, oasis of Turfan, in Xinjiang (China), I observed the curator
of the Ashab al-Kahf shrine drawing such a talisman (called ##7zarin modern
Uyghur)®" for the pilgrims coming to the place. He started by drawing the
external circles composed with Qut anic verses, then he wrote one by one the
names of the Companions, and finally he put the name of the dog Qitmir in
the centre of the circle (Fig, 19 and 20). Here also, the circle may remind the
maker and the bearer of the talisman of the image of the Seven Companions
in the cave, and the central place of the dog hints at the exceptional mission
of this animal. The talisman is considered very sacred and the curator of the
shrine told me that it must never be abandoned on earth, as indeed is the case
for any document bearing Arabic letters. Note that this model of talisman, that
is with the names of the Companions of the Cave written in a circle around
the name of Qitmir, is widespread throughout the Muslim world, from Africa,
in Nigeria for instance (Fig, 21), to Turkey, the oasis of the Silk Road and the
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Fig, 19. Circular calligraphy dedicated to the Companions
of the Cave. Tuyuq shrine, Turfan oasis, China, 2008.
Collection Zarcone.

Fig. 20. A Uyghur curator of the shrine of the
Companions of the Cave in Tuyugq, Xinjiang, making a
talisman with the names of the Companions.
Photograph © T. Zatcone, 2008.
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Fig; 21. Circular calligraphy dedicated to the Companions of the Cave. Nigeria. A. Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islanic
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Conclusions
The aim of this study was to comment on the process through which a saint’s
image, portrait or representation gain a prophylactic quality and become a
talisman . .. The case of the Seven Sleepers/Ashab al-Kahf is one of the best
examples because of its strong influence and prominent place in talismanic
art since the Christian era. More, the Companions of the Cave are frequently
considered among the first saints of Islam and their place must be questioned
when investigating saint veneration. (Their dogis also a saint.) The main differ-
ence however between Christians and Muslims regarding the veneration of the
Seven Sleepers and their representation (including talismanic art) is embodied
by Qitmir. He was rarely, not to say never, represented by the Christian artists
— although he was present in sixth century narratives — but, on the contrary,
was omnipresent in Muslim miniatures and talismans. Moreover, his name has
also inspited a spitit called Kitimiti in African rituals of exorcism in Zanzibar.”

The talisman of the Companions is no more than an “image-object,”
to quote an expression used by a specialist in saintly images in Christian-
ity,%* and, similatly to the Christian icon which plays the role of an “intet-
cessot,”® this talisman of the Companions has also — like a saint — the
ability to intercede with God. However, in Islam, in order to avoid the
prohibition on representative art, the portrait of the Sleepers and that
of their dog was replaced by a calligraphic and geometric symbolisation
of the cave; the Sleepers being represented by the Arabic letters of their
names. The exceptional power of the talisman lies finally in its association
with the seal of Solomon, another very powerful protective symbol. To
conclude, the conjunction of these two talismans may be interpreted as a
successful attempt to combine in one symbol the geometric portraits of
two major figures of the Islamic tradition: the very popular Solomon and
the Ashab al-Kahf, prototype of the Muslim saint, among whom the dog
Qitmir occupies a major position.
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Abstract

In the Balkan borderlands, a region characterized by religious (and so cultural)
ambiguity, the Muslim allocation of an equivalent saint in the ‘pantheon’ of
Christianity was facilitated by a certain ‘rapprochement’ between the two reli-
gions: an ongoing fusion of disparate elements into a new language occurred
that often blurred religious distinctions. The polymorphic figures of two
‘saints’, Sart Saltuk and St. Nicholas, are emblematic of this process of cultural
intermingling, ensuant act of translating and mixed worship. Their cult is a
refraction of conquest and appropriation, tempered by interfaith circulations,
joint pilgrimage, and cross-cultural accommodation. The ‘interactions’ and
attendant double identity of the two saints will be examined from the perspec-
tive of mixed places of worship and the entanglements between the Christians
and Muslim worlds taking place within these sites in the /lngue durée.

Sar: Saltuk ... riyazet ile kandid olmug bir kesisdir.'

The 17th-century Ottoman globe-trotter Evliya Celebi (1611—c. 1682) was
fascinated by Sar1 Saltuk (Sar1 Saltuq), the archetypal missionary dervish-war-
tior credited with the eatly Islamization (and Turkification) of the Balkans.* In
his famous travelogue, Evliya informs us that Sart Saltuk’s original name was
Muhammed Bukhart, contending that he was a Yasavi dervish from Turkestan.
He goes on to report a story that Muhammed Bukhari adopted the name Sart
Saltuk,’ affer he had killed St. Nicholas, the pattiarch of the town of Danzig
(Gdansk) on the Baltic coast. He then dressed in the Christian saint’s robes,
assuming the identity of St. Nicholas (Isveti Nikola), and in this (dis)guise
as Christian saint (Lat. sanctus) he called upon Christians to convert to Islam.
Evliya indignantly quips:

Those who do not believe in the holy man have spread many
rumours about him to slander him. [They say that] he was a
Christian monk with the name of Sart Saltuk who has tainted
himself with sin. Even in the land of Poland there is said to be a
monk named Saltuk Bay in the port of Danzig. He [Sar1 Saltuk]
had gone to him, and had challenged him to the [right] faith, but
when he would not accept it, Saltuk Bay killed “Tsveti Nikola”
in his cell and assumed his robes. ... For twenty-one years he
pretended to be a Christian monk named Saltuk and invited the
kafirs [unbelievers] to embrace the true religion [Islam].*

Whether the Christian monks themselves identified ‘him’ as Sar1 Saltuk or as
St. Nicholas is not entirely clear, but what is clear is that this saintly persona
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was able to pass between the two faiths with particular trickster-like ease and
was evidently well-versed in such cross-cultural exercises.” Extending help
and protection to his followers, the dervish-warrior may be seen in the role
of Heilsbringer (o, ‘bringer of salvation). Yet Saltuk, the wanderer,’ can also
be perceived as ambiguous and equivocal mediator of contradiction, to use
Claude Lévi-Strauss’ words.”

Like Sari Saltuk, the multivalent St. Nicholas® was (and is) an immensely
popular holy person (or saint: a charismatic individual who is perceived by
others as having attained a Christian ideal of perfection during his/her life-
time and posthumously, and subsequently become the subject of devotion
or worship), a constitutive status considered in this conversation as encom-
passing concepts similar to the Muslim ve/z (pl. evliya’) or “friend of God.”
St. Nicholas was born in Patara (Latin Patras) on the south-west coast
of Lycia in Turkey around 300 CE (one thousand years before Saltuk)
and later became bishop of Myra (now Demre). As a saint he performs
miraculous gifts of grace, or signs of sanctity,'" and holds universal appeal
as one who helps the needy and intervenes to right injustices against the
common people.'! Stories are told of St. Nicholas, protector of sailors and
fishermen, calming wind and storms and walking over the sea to rescue
ships in danger."” In this function he succeeded the Greek sea god Posei-
don, attesting to the continuation and reconfiguration of an ancient cult
within the process of Christianization. Ottoman-period Balkan Christians,
in turn, often memorialized Saltuk in the form of St. Nicholas, reflecting
yet another change of time and peoples as well as a shifting of boundaries.
At the same time, we must remember that the »/zae of both holy men have
been elaborated with borrowed incidents from the lives of other saints.

In the course of the complex processes of such a religio-cultural
translation (as a metaphor for conceptualizing ideas, terms, interpretations
beyond text and language),” transformation and experience, the identifi-
cation of Sar1 Saltuk with the universally popular St. Nicholas was devised
and the Muslim ‘friend of God’ Saltuk'* was indeed revered as St. Nich-
olas (and o#her Christian saints)'® by Orthodox and Catholic Christians in
the Balkans. The switching of clothes and identities between Muslim and
Christian religious figures, as in the example of Sari Saltuk, does not seem
to have been uncommon. For example there were fefvas (juridical opinions
issued by Muslim jurists) which forbade actors from imitating or dressing
up as Christian monks or priests on stage.'® As we will see, Sart Saltuk’s
saintly agency can be seen to derive from his resemblance to, imitation of,
and (re)identification with the ‘other’: sarz in Turkish means ‘yellow, pale;
alluding to his fair complexion and/or blond hair, the distinctive physiog-
nomy of the ‘yellow-haired” Byzantines. The underlying dynamic of this
powerful cult is still in need of a detailed examination."”

My paper delineates the entangled developments of Sart Saltuk and St.
Nicholas within the context of the Balkan borderlands, a region given to
mingling and exchange,' one manifestation of which is its religious (and
so cultural) ambiguity'” and hybridization.” The exploration builds on the
nuanced observations on the ambiguization in the veneration of saints
in the Bektast milieu of the early 20th-century by British archaeologist
Frederick William Hasluck.”" In Latin the term ‘ambiguous’ could allude
to a double nature, as Dionigi Albera states succinctly, in turn providing
an analogy with Hasluck’s seminal work on double cults and shrines that
appear to have a dual character. Hasluck surmised that the Bektasiyye
not only tolerated this ambiguity of the cult of saints, but deliberately
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encouraged it in order to make the pilgrimage sites more accessible to
the Christian population.” Accordingly, he referred to Sart Saltuk as the
“stalking-horse” of Bektasi efforts in south-eastern Europe to win Chris-
tians over to their interpretation of Islam.” Their continual process of
saint-making bespeaks religious mixture, transculturation, fluidity, and
hybridity (as well as the contiguous conceptualization of syncretism and
creolization) across religio-cultural boundaries.**

Both ambiguity and hybridity are instrumental in shaping the ‘inter-
actions’ and ensuant double identity of the two ‘utraquist’ saints® — a
term used with reference to the phenomenon of interreligious ‘fusion,” or
utraquism, of sainthood(s) — which will be examined from the perspective
of mixed spaces (and places) of worship. These multi-religious sites are
regarded here, following Edward Soja’s persuasive argument, as a product
of a dynamic process of religio-cultural translation, transformation, and
experience, in which social and spatial structures are dialectically inter-
twined.” These ate seen in the context of entanglements (conceived as a
metaphor for the multiple forms of coping with other cultures/religions
while living in proximity) between the shared cultural worlds of Christians
and Muslims taking place within these places in the longue durée.

I will present five case studies of religio-cultural ‘accommodation’
exemplified by interfaith intermingling, starting in Babadag in northern
Dobruja (which is associated with Sart Saltuk in the eatliest surviving
source on this ‘friend of God’). We then proceed southwards to Kaliakra
in southern Dobruja, Babaeski in eastern Thrace, and Patras in northern
Morea. The last case study takes us further north-west to Makedonski
Brod in the Kicevo region in western North Macedonia, the only sacred
place in the Balkans today where we can still witness mixed worship of
the double cult of Sari Saltuk and St. Nicholas. Located on the periphery
of the Ottoman empire, these religious sites act as focal points for contact
between Balkan Christian and Muslim cultures, their permeable boundar-
ies encapsulating the intercultural dynamic of confrontation and integra-
tion, appropriation and transformation.

The Varying Instantiations of Mixed Devotions of Sar: Saltuk and St.

Nicholas
On the fringes of the Ottoman empire the Islamification of a holy figure
within the Christian ‘pantheon’ was facilitated by a certain ‘rapprochement’
between the two faiths through what Mikhail Bakhtin calls an ‘organic” hybrid-
ization, an ongoing fusion of different elements into a new language which
had culturally productive effects.”” In the process of accommodating to new
circumstances an ongoing fusion of different elements into a new devotional
language took place. This could lead to religio-cultural exchange in which ideas,
practices, and information are imitated, adopted, and adapted — ‘translated’ in
both the literal and the metaphorical sense into their new context. The ongo-
ing cultural intermingling and subsequent devotional mixing was sustained by
shared insights resulting from the cumulative experiences gained through the
fusion of elements of mystical Islam, or Sufism, with pre-Islamic beliefs of the
Turks, as well as Balkan Christianity’s incorporation of pre-Christian traditions.

A pivotal element in both Sufism and Balkan Christianity was the cult
of shared holy sites, the most important element in the rapprochement
between the Christian and Muslim communities.® Saint worship, exem-
plified here by the double cult of Saltuk and Nicholas, seems to have
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reflected a deep-rooted need of the faithful to place between themselves
and God a number of special, chosen people marked by divine favour
and holiness, so-called ‘friends of God.” Through their intercession they
can prevail upon God to intervene in the course of events in a protective
and beneficial way.

These transcultural flows and entanglements created religio-cultural
‘syncretistic’ phenomena which could also be subversive and resistant to
the dominant cultural power. This was aided by the fact that in the newly
Islamized Balkan borderlands the dervishes led a life of self-imposed
poverty and communicated in the vernacular spoken by the common
people — traits which appealed to the masses. Largely uncompromised by
political and cultural power holders, their piety periodically aroused the
suspicion of the ruling elites, as a result of which they were repeatedly
accused of subversive acts for not adhering to religious formalities but
debasing it through corrupting ‘innovations’ (bid ‘a).

1. Babadag in northern Dobruja
Sart Saltuk’s “stupendous miracles and mighty deeds,” which involved convert-
ing people to Islam and forming Muslim communities in Dobruja, are referred
to in the earliest surviving source on the holy man, the Tuffih al-arwvah, compiled
in about 1314 by Muhammad al-Sarraj al-Rifa ‘1.* The text states that

Saltak al-Turki was a wonder-working dervish. He lived in the
town of Isakce [Isaccea] in the Land of the Qipcak [a Turkish
tribal confederation in the western part of the Golden Horde
region]|, died in the year 697 (1297/98) and was buried near the
mountain where he had his retreat, some distance away from
Isakge. His followers erected a gaviye [often translated as a ‘dervish
lodge’] around his grave.”

Eighteen years after al-Sarraj’s account, in 1332-3, the 14th-century traveller
Ibn Battuta tells us that “Baba Saltuk’ was an ecstatic (mukashif) figure whom
he characterized as

extra-worldly and mystical, although things are told of him which
are reproved by divine law (serzaz).

The story derives from his journey through this frontier region, stopping at
an important settlement named after the saint-hero (e7) held by the ‘“Turks’
This settlement can be identified as Babadag (literally, ‘mountain of the
father’; the honorific cognomen baba was used particularly in dervish circles
denoting either the head of a zavie (i.e., 7ekke) or, more generally, a respected
spiritual guide or leader), situated some cighty kilometres from Isakge in the
south-eastern part of present-day Romania.”” It is significant that the bellig-
erent circumstances which characterized the frontier were not prejudicial to
cultural exchange and ‘fusion.” Interestingly, as the sociologist Roger Bastide
has observed in a different context, this kind of exchange and fusion seems to
occur more teadily in times of war than peace.” The composite cultural and
ethnic elements of frontier life were thus a melting-pot of contradictions that
nonetheless accommodated a form of cross-cultural convergence between
Muslim and Christian societies throughout the successive frontier zones.
When Bayezid 1 (r. 1389-1402) (re)founded Babadag in 1389 the
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town’s central place of veneration was Saltuk’s tomb (#irbe). However, a
few decades later, according to Evliya Celebi, the holy man’s commemora-
tive structure was destroyed and covered with earth, stones, and garbage,
probably as a result of Mehmed II’s harsh measures against the noncon-
formist dervish communities in the Balkans, denounced for their ‘inno-
vations’ in practice and beliefs. Unlike Mehmed II, his son and successor,
Bayezid II (. 1481-1512), was a patron of Sufi lodges and during his visit
in Babadag in 14845 the #irbe and zaviye wetre substantially rebuilt.”* It was
in the vicinity of this holy site that in 1473 Bayezid II's younger brother,
Prince Cem (d. 1495), heard stories about Sart Saltuk from the saint’s
followers. He subsequently asked a member of his court, a certain Eba’l-
Khayr Rami, to collect the extraordinary oral and built traditions circulat-
ing about the holy figure in the hagiographic compendium Sa/tukname, or
Book of Saltuk (gathered by c. 1480).%

|

Today there is no trace of Sart Saltuk’s zaviye at Babadag, south of Tulcea, in the Romanian Dobrogea (Dobruja).
The holy man’s Zirbe was last renovated and re-inaugurated by the Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan
in 2007. The #irbe consists of a domed tomb chamber and a portico that is open to the front, supported by two
wooden posts and covered by a roof. Photograph © Sara Kuchn.

The religious instructions in this hagiography reflect the saint’s ‘confessional
ambiguity” While the author is at pains to promote Sart Saltuk as a devout Sunni
who fights against the heretics (r4fidis), the stories also depict him as steeped
in‘Alid tradition. For instance, when some Muslims wete taken captive by the
Christians, the holy man left for the town of Eski Baba (discussed below) to
perform there the ‘Ashira’ fast® in mourning for the Prophet’s grandson Hus-
ayn ibn ‘Al and other members of the Prophet’s family. Throughout the hagi-
ography, Saltuk is moreover in constant communication with four prophets, all
of whom are believed to be holy immortals in the Islamic faith tradition, three
of them also central to Christianity: Hizir (Khidr; the immortal prophet-saint
of Islam),” Tlyas (Biblical Elijah), Tsa (Jesus), and Idtis (Biblical Enoch).*

In addition, the text states that the real name of Saltuk is, in fact, that
of the helper figure Serif Hizir who, importantly, is also a name-giver. An
example of such a naming event — which echoes Evliya’s naming story
discussed above — is that Serif Hizir was given the name ‘Saltuk’ by his
enemy Alyon, whom he defeated in combat. The change of name is also
based on the ancient Turkish tradition according to which a person adopts
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a new name after an act of heroism. Saltuk, in turn, ‘baptized’ Alyon as a
Muslim, giving him the name of Ilyas. Importantly, it is, once again, affer
this initiation that Saltuk becomes the protean character Hizir who appears
in various guises and comes to the aid of people in distress. The myth-
ological Hizir — the Green Man, who evokes the legendary presence of
a wandering saint and fulfils an important mediating function — is often
understood as the being behind the figures of Sari Saltuk, Saint Nicholas,
and other Christian saints.”

These modes of (cultural) translations and identifications are facili-
tated through notions of incarnationism (Hulaliyye; belief in divine mani-
festation in humans or other beings) and metempsychosis, which have
played a crucial role in heterodox dervish circles as well as in the forma-
tion of the doctrine of the Bektasis® buttressed by ‘Alid piety. In the
process of their institutionalization they claimed Saltuk as their own, as
stated in the 15th-century hagiographic vza of the Bektasi patron saint
Haci Bektash (d. 1270-1), even though Saltuk originally had nothing to do
with Bektagism.* The doctrinal basis for metempsychosis led the Bektasi
community to believe in the transmigration of the soul from one gener-
ation to the next. Accordingly, the souls of the holy figures can change
their bodily shells and manifest themselves in new (animate or inanimate)
forms. As mentioned above, in both Sufism and Balkan Christianity a
holy (wo)man is often conceived as acting as a mediator between God
and humans and directing human affairs. According to John Kingsley
Birge, there are a number of saints, at least three hundred, who have the
power to appear in any form, as human being or as angel, and to change
this state at any moment. One of them is the most perfect human being
(a mystical axis mundi/guth) who possesses spiritual authority (veldya). 1f
this holy man dies, one of the three in the following rank takes his or her
place. The place of these three, in turn, is filled by the seven following
ones, and so on. These are called Abdal (from badal, substitute) and are
recruited from the believers,* though their identity remains secret. It is on
this doctrinal basis that saints such as Sari Saltuk and Nicholas, separated
in time by almost an entire millennium, could be culturally ‘translated’
into one other. The notion of the ‘Seven Abdals’ also brings to mind the
significance of the number ‘seven’ in Christian teachings, notably the Book
of Revelation (1:20), which refers to seven angels, churches, spirits, stars,
etc.; it also recalls the well-known miracle of Saltuk’s sevenfold increase in
death and the multiplication of his coffins. This attests to the holy man’s
strategically placed efficacy, his ‘relics” subsequently serving as important
means of localizing an entitlement which was claimed by various parties,
including the Bektasiyye.*

Next to show interest in Saltuk was Stileyman I (1520-1566). In 1538,
during the expedition against the Voyvode of Moldavia, Petru Rares (1487—
1546), he stayed for four days in Babadag visiting his zaviye and carrying
out his devotions at the holy man’s zirbe.* However, Saltuk’s identification
with Christian saints, as well as some of the stories about his actions that
were deemed ‘heterodox,” must have caused some apprehension among
16th-century Ottoman authotities and ‘w/eza (Muslim religious scholars).*
When enquiring about the saint’s holiness (ve/dya), Sileyman obtained a
fetva from the famous Seyhii l-islan Ebu Suud (d. 1574).* While the official
legal opinion of the famous Muslim jurist underlined Saltuk’s ‘Christian
aspect,’ it remarkably had no detrimental effect on the privileges of his
tiirbe and his waqf (charitable foundation),"” the enduring link between the
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Tiirbe of San Saltuk at Babadag, south of Tulcea, in the Romanian Dobruja. Celebration of the 750th anniversary
of the holy man’s coming to the Balkans. Photograph © Sara Kuehn.

holy man’s sanctuary and the increasingly prosperous town of Babadag:
He is a Christian hermit emaciated through excessive fasting.*®

Deeply resonant with Eastern Christian faith traditions, this description of
the holy man’s extreme asceticism must have offered an inspiring image that
Greek, Slavic, ot Latin Christians as well as Muslims could relate to and revere.
Thus, by means of his ‘office,” Saltuk’s legacy acted as a bridge between Islam
and Christianity.

While staying at Babadag in 1641, the Bulgarian Catholic Arch-
bishop of Ottoman Sofia, Petir Bogdan Baksi¢ (1601-1674), observes
that Sar1 Saltuk is much honoured in this city and notes that his tomb was
surrounded by candles. He adds that even Christians, who confuse the
Muslim saint with St. Nicholas, come to pay their respects.”” The site seems
to have played a constitutive role in the continual process of saint-making,
Facilitated by shared understandings of sainthood, the sacred place seems
to have been appropriated, claimed, and venerated by the faithful of the
two religions and became a centre of the double cult of Sari Saltuk/St.
Nicholas.

The visit must have taken place before the late 16th-century Otto-
man ‘Sunnitizing’ policies and their reformist and puritanical tendencies,”
which were sharply opposed to the cult of the saints as unorthodox, equiv-
ocal practice. The religious and political authorities targeted “the misbe-
lievers in Baba” (that is, Babadag) and took action against the “Kizilbas”
(perceived to be outside of canonical Sunni Islam) in Dobrudja engen-
dered through their interfaith attendance. Saltuk’s zaviye was transferred
to the Halveti Sufi order (in 1584 a Halveti halvethane existed in its place)
and the resident dervishes were dispersed. The dervishes of the zaviye of
Sart Saltuk in Kilgra (discussed below) were similarly persecuted after a
sultanic order was issued following a report of the judge (k4di) of Kilgra
in which he urged an investigation into whether the dervishes of the zaviye
were guilty of ‘heresy” and antinomianism.”!
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St. Nicholas Chapel, erected in 1993, at Cape Kaliakra in the Bulgarian Dobruja. Photograph © Balcon del Mundo.

2. Kilgra in southern Dobruja
Along the Black Sea coast a number of Orthodox church-monasteries were
located on capes. The most popular patron saint of these religious sites was
St. Nicholas. His popularity was so extraordinary that the British admiral Adol-
phus Slade (1804-1877), who had become an admiral in the Ottoman Navy,
notes in his travel narrative:

St. Nicholas is their favourite saint; and they have a superstition
firmly believed by the lower classes that, when God dies, he will
succeed him.>

It is here at Kilgra (present-day Kaliakra near Varna), the then-capital of
Dobruja, situated on a cape extending out into the Black Sea that, according
to the Ielayetnane, Saltuk alights on his prayer rug together with two dervishes,
Ulu Abdal and Kigi Abdal. The story alludes to the flight of translocation as
well as to the Sufi metaphysical understanding of “flying’ in inner space.” The
shrine itself was a natural cave said to have been inhabited by a local dragon
who was miraculously defeated by Saltuk. It was situated at or near the ruins
of the ancient Greek church of St. Nicholas, under which, according to the
epic Saltuknane, Saltuk was later buried.*

Both the Saltukname and Evliya’s Seyapatname (Book of Travels)
recount a contest between Sart Saltuk and a Christian priest. Saltuk was
victorious, signalling the appropriation of the Christian clergy and, by
extension, the transmission of their sainthood and the adoption also of
the potent force of their bereket, by Bektasism, the religion which came to
dominate Kilgra and its surroundings. Afterwards, Saltuk converted the
king of Dobruja and his subjects to Islam and built a Sufi zekke/ zaviye,
known as Tekye-i Kilgra Sultan, on the promontory of Kilgra.”

Just as in Babadag, the ambiguous devotions at this religious site at
the margins of the empire attracted the attention of the authorities. In a
decree from 1559, Siilleyman I ordered the £adi of Varna to interrogate
the members of the zawiye of Sart Saltuk in Kilgra that were said to act
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against the gerzaz. When he learned that the rumours were true, the sultan
ordered the £adito ban all the dervishes that did not conform to the rigid
confessional boundaries of the Ottoman Sunnitization campaigns that
took place during the 16th century.™

However, the remote location of the zaviye was probably instrumental
in protecting the sacred site from the stratagems of the £agdi and other
religious authorities. Some twenty-five years later, in 1585, the French
Francois de Pavie (1563—-1611), Baron de Fourquevaux, who was on a
Black Sea galley tour from Constantinople to Balcik, visited Kilgra zavsye.
He reports that

there is a monastery where approximately 200 dervishes dwell
dressed entirely in white, who [...] give alms to all who come
there, be they Christians or others.”’

De Fourquevaux describes a large, devoted, and hospitable community of
dervishes that, on account of their long white robes, were perhaps Bektast
dervishes or related ‘groups’ and communities who clearly welcomed interfaith
frequentation at their zaziye.

At the same site a parallel cult appears to have developed during the
next three centuries and continued in existence. In his detailed account of
the site in 1886 the Czech Slavist Konstantin Jire¢ek notes that at the far
end of the promontory of the cape there are four small interconnected
caverns hewn into the rock next to the lighthouse. A corner framed with a
lower walled enclosure was thought by the Christians to contain the grave
of St. Nicholas, while the local Muslims worshipped it as the grave of a
holy man known by the generic honorific “Hadzi Baba.”*® Observing that
“Sari Saltuk’s grave in the Kilgra cave is called S. Nicolas’s as well for the
benefit of a mixed population,” Frederick Hasluck confirms that in the
1920s the site was still visited by both Muslim and Christian pilgrims.”
Local lore moreover associates the cape with a miracle of St. Nicholas
according to which, while the saint was fleeing from the Ottomans, God
lengthened the ground before him, thus creating Kaliakra cape. Today
nothing remains of the cave sanctuary described by Jire¢ek and Hasluck,
butin 1993 a chapel was erected above the purported location of the tomb
of St. Nicholas,” testimony to his ongoing cult.

3. Eski Baba in eastern Thrace
Even though the small town of Eski Baba (Bulgarophygon)®' was not yet
under the dominion of the Turks during Sart Saltuk’s lifetime, the Salukname
associates the holy figure with the conquest of Edirne (Adrianople) and its
surroundings by Murad I (r. 1362-1389) in 1362.* Located fifty-five kilo-
metres east of Edirne on the Edirne-Istanbul Road, the settlement was already
deserted by the Byzantines when Bulgarophygon was taken by Murad I's
troops.” Itis therefore conceivable that in the 14th and 15th centuries the east-
ern Thracian town was a primarily Turkish settlement. When visiting the town
in the late 16th century, the German Lutheran theologian Stephan Gerlach
recorded that Eski Baba was a Turkish village with few Greek inhabitants.**

One of Saltuk’s legends nonetheless states that, after the conquest,
Eski Baba’s Christian sovereign Istefan rushed from the city walls to
surrender to the saint and declare his conversion to Islam. Saltuk there-
upon changed Istefan’s name to Ismail and left him in possession of both
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his “dignity”” and his domain. This generous gesture reflected the Ottoman
policy of istimalet, or conciliation towards conquered subjects, designed to
win hearts and minds and to facilitate Ottoman expansion in the Balkans.
The story also relates that next to the town of Eski Baba there was a
church with forty priests who were forced to convert to Islam by the newly
converted prince. Saltuk is then said to have ‘converted’ the church into
a mosque.”

The fact that the conquerors found the town of Eski Baba uninhab-
ited reduces the credibility of this legend, but we can assume that ‘Islami-
zation’ of priests took place, given the documented conversion of clerics
elsewhere in Thrace.” The story about the converted prince Istefan in Eski
Baba shows that Islam was spreading in Thrace®” and attests to intense
cultural changes and encounters.

The Islamization and Ottomanization of the region was not only due
to the Muslim saint’s apparent superior power (keramet) and sanctity (veldya)
but was facilitated by the prospect of economic improvement and social
advancement — at a time when the Byzantine Church was undergoing an
economic and moral crisis.®® Islamization may also have been furthered
by the fact that the Byzantine Church did not consider the Turks “infi-
dels.” Patriarch Neilos (1379-1388) called them “people who have a bad
faith,” a designation corresponding to the widespread idea, current both
in Byzantium and in the West, that Muslims were not “infidels” but rather
“apostates from Christianity.”’

Travelogues by some of the first travellers to visit the settlement
testify to the manifold exchanges between the Muslim and Christian
communities. In 1470 the Venetian Giovan Maria Angiolello (d. c. 1525)
described an old church with the tomb of a Christian saint who, after
the Ottoman conquest, was much revered by the Turks, so much so that
many dervishes settled nearby.” The eatliest known traveller to mention
the Islamic name of the town, “Eski Baba,” was the diplomat and prelate
Antonius Verantius (Antun Vranci¢, 1504—1573), who travelled through
the Thracian town in 1553 en route from Vienna to Constantinople.”" A
few years later, probably in 1557, the Polish diplomat Erazm Otwinowski
(d. 1614) visited Eski Baba. He took a keen interest in Ottoman society and
culture and was generally sympathetic towards Islam. In his travel report
he does however remark upon the “idolatry” (bat/wochwalstio) at the shrine
of St. Nicholas in Eski Baba:

In the town Baba there is idolatry at the tomb of Nicholas,
[petformed by] Turkish monks [dervishes].”

The tomb then most probably had been ‘converted’ into a dervish Zirbe and
the saint had become the object of double identification by both Christians
and Muslims. The gradual creolization of sacred symbols of originally distinct
religious traditions at the tomb of St. Nicholas must have produced new
‘syncretic’ ritual practices,” which Otwinowski perceived as “idolatrous.”

A decade later, in 1567, a member of a Habsburg mission to Selim
II, Marco Antonio Pigafetta, visited the town. He describes a monumen-
tal sarcophagus in the church of St. Nicholas in which he was told a
giant Turkish warrior was buried, responsible for various miraculous deeds
against the Christians. The sarcophagus was guarded by Muslim “priests”
and monumental weapons hung on the church walls.” The Turkish wartior
was identified by Stephan Gerlach with Sari Saltuk when he visited the
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sanctuary eleven years later on June 10, 1578. Gerlach’s account in his
travelogue is closely comparable to that of Pigafetta.”” He notes that in
the Turkish village “Ef3kibaba” there were only a few Greek families “who
do not have churches, but have to go to the next village.” While attesting
to mixed attendance, he also states that both Christians and Muslims lay
claim to the holy man whose tomb was located in the church of St. Nicho-
las. The Christians identified the tomb as the resting place of St. Nicholas,
whereas the “Turks” claimed it for the dervish-warrior Sari Saltuk Baba.

Gerlach documents the materialization of the sacred in the interior
of the site, detailing the Muslim religious paraphernalia and the wooden
weapons’® which hung on the walls. The bishop’s hat, or mitre, and other
relics, alleged by the Muslims to have belonged to St. Nicholas, were
not accepted as genuine by the Christians, who instead claimed that the
Muslims put them there.”” Even though the Christians did not accept the
claim, it is noteworthy that the “Muslim priests” attributed the relics to
the Christian saint. The “priests” in charge of this shrine were most prob-
ably dervishes. Since the Bektasis gradually incorporated Saltuk into their
network and identified him with the Christian St. Nicholas, these “priests”
were perhaps dervishes affiliated with the Bektasis who in the 16th century
recognized the large sarcophagus in the former Christian church as the
burial place of Saltuk and, in turn, as that of St. Nicholas.

Four years later, in 1582, another traveller, the Dominican friar and
merchant Martin Gruneweg (1562—c. 1618) similarly notes the ongoing
negotiation between the Christians and the Turks. He tells that in the
weathered old Greek church there is supposed to be a stone, presumably
the sarcophagus, that both the Christians and the Turks want to take out,
or tried to lay claim to, but they did not succeed. This, Gruneweg says,
substantiates the many miracles that are told about this holy place. He also
records that besides the Turks and Greeks, Jews live close to the church.”™
The fact that members of the three monotheistic faiths chose to live in
the proximity of the sanctuary suggests that the site was attractive to and
perhaps also frequented by all.

The utraquist cult at the church-#kke of St. Nicholas was evidently
an important centre of multi-religious pilgrimage in the late 16th and 17th
centuries, because further travellers relate that an ambiguous saint’s “tomb”
is located in the former church of St. Nicholas. In 1587, dispatched to
Constantinople by the Austrian emperor, the German apothecary Rein-
hold Lubenau (1556-1631) mentions the church in his account of the trip.
He states that a certain Christian saint named “Sares Soldak™ [Sart Saltuk]
is buried in the ancient Greek church:

At night we arrived in Eskibaba ... here, too, there is a very old
small Greek church, in which someone, by name of Sares Soldak,
a Christian, is buried.”

The account of the British merchant Robert Bargrave (1628-1661) provides
us with further insights into this church-zkke. In his diary® he notes in the
entry for September 14, 1652:%

We came to a Toune calld Baba Sari Saltik (Father yellow Pate)
which has its name from a Chappell therein so calld by the Turkes;
but by the Greeks, Aghios Nicolas, where a Christian Saint is
sayd to be buryed; to whom belongs this Story: When the Turkes
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first conquerd these Parts, they assayd divers times to burne this
Chappell, but were still miraculously prevented: wherefore they
conclude that Saint to have been in part a Mussleman (of theyr
Relligion) & so proclaime him to this day: It is now lookd to by a

Dervis=woman, who keeps a Lamp allways burning in it, & it is
calld a Tekie.

Bargrave’s report confirms that the town was indeed named after Sart Saltuk
Baba. He also informs us that during and after the town’s conquest by Murad
I the church of St. Nicholas seemed to be miraculously protected despite
several attempts by the Ottoman army to burn it down. This was interpreted
as a miraculous sign of its sanctity and of the holy man’s sainthood (ve/iya)
whose supernatural ability (&eramet) was such that he must (at least “in part”)
be a Muslim. Muslim conceptions of religious topography, as Josef Meri
suggests, were thus also dependent on particular holy sites and their tomb
inhabitants.* To consolidate the Ottoman claim over the remarkable tomb
in Eskibaba, it is mentioned alongside Kilgra both in the 'e/ayetname and the
Seyapatname as one of the holy spaces to which one of Saltuk’s famous seven
coffins was dispersed.” At the same time, Christians continue to claim the
resting place within the church, known as “tekie” (#2£za, fefke), to be that of St.
Nicholas.* We thus witness what Bakhtin refers to as “organic” hybridization
of originally distinct religious traditions at the site, an ongoing mixing and
fusing of diverse elements into a new “language.” Christians participated in
what appears to be a Bektasi-coded cult but clearly on their own terms.

The keeper of the tomb (#irbedar) of St. Nicholas (alias Sar1 Saltuk)
who ensures that the candle at the tomb is always lit was a woman.
The ritual use of candles or oil lamps at tombs points to a Bektast
administration of the sacred site. This tradition of permanently lit lights
is found both in Bektasi zekkes and in Christian monasteries.* The fact
that both practices followed ancient patterns suggests however that these
overlaps were based more on shared cultural heritage than on processes
of religious exchange.®

In 1667 the cult provoked the censure of the strict Sunni preacher
Vani Mehmed Efendi who wanted to abolish it as superstitious.”” Despite
this opposition, the joint cult continued, as is shown in the account of
John Covel [Colvill] (1638—1722), who went to Constantinople as chaplain
to the Levant Company and was commissioned to make a study of the
Greek church and, interestingly, of its stand on transubstantiation.*® In
1675 he stayed at Baba Eski, which he describes as “a pretty large town,
[which] will dayly increase.”® In his travelogue he further notes that

An old Turk took it from the Christians, and from him it is now
so named, for bobba [baba] is the common name for Father, and
is given to every old man in common discourse. He lyes buryed
in St. Nicholas’ church, the one thing remaining of the Greekes
memoriall or building here. It is made a place of prayer, and he
is reckoned a great saint amongst the common people. When we
went into it to see his tomb we met another old Turk, who had
brought three candles, and presented them to an old woman that
looks after it, and shews it to strangers. He said he had made a
vow in distresse to do it.

Covel, once again, mentions the cult of burning candles and alludes to the
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practice shared between Christians and Sufi communities, such as the Bektast,
when making a wish or propitiatory vow to secure a saint’s intercession.
Should the vow be fulfilled, the supplicants make votive offerings to the holy
man. In this case the old man brought three candles in gratitude for the saint’s
intercession. Covel also records a short conversation on the intercessory
powers of the saint which he had with the female Zirbedar (who was perhaps
the same woman Bargrave encountered during his visit twenty years earlier):

The old woman told us: Yes, my sons, when ever you are in danger
pray to this good holy man, and he will infallibly help you. Oh,
tye! sister, quoth the old Turk, do not so vainly commit sin, for
he was a mortall man and a sinner as well as we. I know it, quoth
the old wife, that onely God doth all, and he doth nothing; but
God for his sake will the sooner hear us; and so ended that point
of Turkish divinity.

As the female #irbedar concisely puts it, despite the holy man’s human frailty
and the fact that he was like them in everything including sin, an appeal to him
was thought to grant immediate access to the power and presence of God.

A few years later, in 1682, the church-#ekke was visited by the Serbian
Patriarch Arsenije III Crnojevi¢ (1633-1706), Archbishop of Pe¢,” who
supported Ottoman expulsion from the Balkans. Contrary to Covel’s
observations that the church was “pretty intire [intact],” Arsenije I1I states
that the building was heavily damaged. When he and his entourage went
to pay their respects at the holy tomb of the saint, he identifies the saint as
the 9th-century “Saint Nicholas the Warrior, who had a vision in a dream
of the Greek emperor Nicephorus going to war against the Bulgars, as
it is written in the Prologue [or Synaxarion, a Greek church calendar
of commemorated saints arranged by feast],” thus linking the saint to
a historical event, the disastrous campaign of Emperor Nicephorus I
against the Bulgars in 811. At the same time, he tells us that he”

was secretly angry that the Turks had twisted a turban around his
[the saint’s] head; above the tomb is his bow, which is very large,
and the banner which he carried with him.

While expressing his indignation at the Ottomanization of the sacred place,
he had no doubt that the bow and banner belonged to the Christian saint,
unlike the Christians Gerlach encountered a century earlier who attributed
the relics to the false claim of the Muslims, implying that, over time, interfaith
frequentation blurred religious distinctions in the wake of translator thinking
of local religious ideas, practices, and of sacred objects and images. In addition,
the learned clergyman tells us that this church at Eski Baba was named after
the famous St. Nicholas of Myra, with whom Sar1 Saltik is identified in other
places.

Interestingly, Gerlach also noted that the skke functioned as a
hospital. There is a parallel here with Hasluck’s report from the 1920s,
which states that Saltuk’s #irbe at Eski Baba lies in a famous pre-Islamic
sanctuary thought to possess miraculous healing power, said to be a
church of St. Nicholas, but visited by both Greeks and Turks.”” The holy
site disappeared completely when it was levelled by Bulgarian troops
during the First World War.”
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4. Patras in northern Morea
While it was mainly Muslims who conflated Saltuk with St. Nicholas, Chris-
tians were well aware of this appropriation and, in turn, at times also claimed
Saltuk as their own. In the Seyapatnanse, Evliya, for instance, records that Greek
Christians of Patras (Turkish Baliabadra), the capital of the province of Morea
(today’s northern Peloponnese), visited the pilgrimage site (3z2yaretgah) of a saint
called Sart Sadik Baba, claiming, “This is Sart Saltuk who is our Sveti (Isveti)
Nikola.” Through offerings to the caretakers (#irbedarlar) of the shrine, they
manage to visit the tomb, to the chagrin of all judges (hakimler) who have not
been able to prevent the Christian visits nor their claim.” In spite of the appar-
ent tension and ambiguity reflected in the story, it also shows that the local
population responded with initiative and adaptability to the agents of change.
By noting that the holy man was a successor of Haci Bektash, Evliya shows
that he, too, equates Sveti Nikola of Patras with Sari Saltuk Baba.

A local legend attributes the creation of a promontory near the town
of Vostitsa (to the north of Patras) to the miraculous power of Sari Sadik
Sultan (Sar1 Saltuk Baba?). When the dervish wanted to catch the ferry
to the opposite shore of Naupaktos and the ferrymen left without him,
he filled his garments with sand and then gradually scattered it into the
sea, creating new ground so that he could cross on foot. The story paral-
lels the above-mentioned legend of the divine creation of Kaliakra by
St. Nicholas. The boatmen, fearing for their business were the strait to
close completely, returned and brought the saint to his destination. Other
menakib performed by Sari Sadik (Siddik?) Sultan, who now rests in Patras,
are said to be recorded not in Muslim sources but in Byzantine chronicles
(riim tevarikbleri) alluding to a Byzantine appropriation of what appears to
be Sar1 Saltuk Baba.

It is remarkable that Evliya uses the Slavic form to name the saint,
Sveti Nikola, rather than “Hagios Nikolaos” as one would expect in
Greek-speaking Patras. But since Evliya gives no information about the
setting of the sacred site, its exact location can no longer be determined.
He mentions only the #irbedarlar—hence only a #irbe and no fekke seems to
have existed — but does not allude to a former church. The behaviour of
the Zirbedarlar, however, does not exclude the possibility that the Bektast
had a hand in this. It remains a matter of speculation as to whether or not
there had been an earlier local shrine of St. Nicholas, the Greek patron
saint of the sea, or whether Evliya was influenced by stories he had heard
from the Bektasis with whom he spent eight months in the large Kilgra
tekke.

5. Makedonski Brod in western North Macedonia
According to Christian popular tradition, a monastery dedicated to St. Nich-
olas had been established before the Turkish invasion on a hill near the small
town of Makedonski Brod, located in the rural hinterlands on the road that
leads from Kicevo (Kércova) to Prilep (Kanatlar) in the western part of North
Macedonia. This is corroborated by an archival text from 1544 stating: “It is
the zaviye of Hizir [Khidr] Baba — otherwise known as Nikola Baba .. . This
entry may have come about because after the arrival of the Turks in Kicevo a
dervish called Hadir (Hizir) Baba settled in what was probably an abandoned
Christian monastery and ‘converted’ it into a zaviye (i.e. fekke). According to
local tradition, he had come from Khurasan in Eastern Iran to this part of
Macedonia during an outbreak of the plague. When he began to heal the sick,
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local people were convinced of his miraculous powers.

H’d’r Baba Tekke/Church of St. Nicholas (Crkva Sveti Nikola), Makedonski Brod in western North Macedonia.
Photograph © Glenn Bowman.

Tomb of H’d’r Baba in the H'd’r Baba Tekke/Church of St. Nicholas (Crkva Sveti Nikola), Makedonski Brod in
western North Macedonia. Photograph © Glenn Bowman.

A Bektast zekke once occupied the site but was destroyed in 1918. Today only
the Zirbe remains, an unassuming square shaped building built of sundried
brick and timber. In the south-western part of the building there is a single
tomb covered with a green cloth. According to the Christians, this contains the
remains of Sveti Nikola, whereas for the local Muslims it is the resting place of
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Hadir (H'd’r) Baba. The Baba carries the name of and has since been conflated
with the mythological Hizir (Khidr) who, as mentioned eatlier, is often seen
to stand behind the saints Sari Saltuk (Sar’ Salt’k) and Nicholas.” In 1994 the
local bishop officially consecrated a church at the shared sanctuary henceforth
known both as Church of St. Nicholas (Crkva Sveti Nikola) and as H'd’r Baba
Tekke. The mixed local population, however, still refers to it simply as #irbe or
tiilbe. Bach year Christian pilgrims gather together to honour the Translation
of the Relics of St. Nicholas as well as the feast day of St. George on May
5-6 (also known as H’derlez) and Muslim pilgrims to honour the memory
of Hadir Baba on May 6—7. Across from the entrance of the tomb, icons of
St. Nicholas hang on the wall. It is on this side that Christian believers come
to pray and light their candles, while the opposite side is reserved for Muslim
devotions. When the Muslim pilgtims come, the Orthodox caretaker, presently
a woman, replaces some of the Christian materializations of the sacred with
Muslim religious paraphernalia, such as large prayer beads, and depictions of
‘Alid piety, such as ‘Ali, the Twelve Imams, and Bektast saints.

Icon of St. Nicholas in the H'd’r Baba Tekke/Church of St. Nicholas (Crkva Sveti Nikola), Makedonski Brod in
western North Macedonia. Photograph © Glen Bowman.

Members of both the various Muslim denominations and North Macedonian
Orthodox Christian communities participate in several ritual practices of the
‘other group’ — such as the exchange of coloured eggs, lighting candles, and the
apotropaic rite of passing through long strings of prayer beads to obtain the
holy man’s blessing and protection. Seeking health, well-being, and happiness
for their families and themselves, members of both conceptual communities
also visit the site for its well-known curative properties and take holy water
and local herbs home with them. Pilgrims seeking the healing or transform-
ative power of Sveti Nikola/H’d’r leave personal items, such as towels, blan-
kets, shirts, or socks, overnight by or on the #irbe in the belief that this, like
the water and the herbs, would help to heal a disease, cure infertility, and gain
various other blessings. Unlike the examples discussed above, these practices
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are still shared across the religious traditions and attest to a “non-competitive
atmosphere of connectedness.”” Yet while the different faiths share the same
space and there are intercommunal interactions in the apotropaic and healing
rites or the exchange of presents, the communities no longer cross religious
borders and partake in common saintly devotions and joint religious obset-
vances, as was the case duting Ottoman times.”

Conclusion
“The name of Sar1 Saltuk,” as Iréne Melikoff has pointed out, “should be seen
as a symbol of the Islamic-Christian syncretism characteristic of the Balkans.
It also remains an eloquent symbol of the spirit of religious tolerance that
prevailed during the early centuties of the Turkish conquest.” We might add
that it can still be felt today (even though it has lost much of its force). Saltuk’s
encounter with Nicholas and his subsequent ‘reincarnation’ as this Christian
saint demonstrate the fluidity and porousness of cultural paradigms. This is
evidenced, for instance, by the fezza of Ebt Su‘ud (d. 1574) which emphasized
the Muslim saint’s “Christian aspect,” providing an inspirational conceptual-
ization which both Christians and Muslims could relate to and revere.

The case studies have shown that the transfer and translation of
saintly cults, sainthood, and holy places took place mostly in borderland
regions in south-eastern Europe at the margins of the Ottoman empire
and were initiated by dervish orders rather than representatives of the offi-
cial religion, who instead looked askance at this mixed worship. Despite
recurrent instances of orthodox opposition, the saints’ followers contin-
ued to translate devotional practices directed towards the Christian saint to
the Muslim saint, and vice versa, enacting the inextricable embeddedness
of religio-cultural contact.

These cultural paradigms allowed ancient religious structures associ-
ated with St. Nicholas to be perpetuated and jointly reconfigured with “the
blonde dervish.” In this they followed ancient pathways of religio-cul-
tural translatability as exemplified by Nicholas himself absorbing elements
of the cult of Poseidon. This process of assimilation, which took place
under the umbrella of the Sufi confraternities, was facilitated by the fact
that recognizing a holy man in Islam was both a personal and an informal
affair, often based on a consensus of the common people, the saint’s devo-
tees, and their interaction with ‘their’ saint. The translation process also
benefitted from the fact that, as Andreas Kiriakidis notes, “those laymen
in both cases are followers of a mystical community (Bektasi dervishes
and Greek Orthodox monks, respectively) that is a model in spiritual terms
and a point of otientation in spiritual life.”'" The dervishes had taken a
vow of poverty and lived in secluded asceticism, comparable to Christian
monastic orders. The Bektasi in particular, but also other Sufi orders, were
conciliatory and empathetic toward Christianity and practiced religious
coexistence. Consequently, they translated Christian modalities just like the
Christians had appropriated and reinterpreted ancient pagan traditions. In
this they saw themselves as natural successors and ‘guardians’ of the Chris-
tian tradition in the new Islamic environment. In this way, they also had
no difficulty in transforming the Christian saint’s name, St. Nicholas, into
that of Sari Saltuk. The process was also aided by the function attributed
to these religious sites which was (and still is) linked to a particular effi-
cacy such as healing. There was a certain trans-confessional pragmatism,
which focused on the hoped-for effects anticipated at these holy places

80


http://practicalmattersjournal.org/2012/03/01/peace-for-all/
http://practicalmattersjournal.org/2012/03/01/peace-for-all/
http://practicalmattersjournal.org/2012/03/01/peace-for-all/

irrespective of religious affiliation.

The double cult of the protean figures of Saltuk and Nicholas thus
embraces conquest and appropriation along with multi-religious pilgrim-
age and cross-cultural negotiation. Outside the remit of official religious
policy, they embody that assimilation and cultural exchange characteristic
of borderlands that allows customs to converge on both sides. The tangled
routes of cultural transmission can be traced through the simultaneous use
of these holy figures, their shared sacred sites, and sometimes even their
shared holy dates. These time-honoured routes allowed and can still allow
for rapprochement, translation, and positive, peaceful contact between
Muslim and Christian communities.

Sara Kuehn
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Abstract

On 21 August 2004, the small Maronite village of Beshwat in the Beqaa plain
of Lebanon was the site of a miracle of the Virgin Mary. In the weeks follow-
ing the event, an interreligious and interconfessional pilgrimage, consisting
of devout Christians (Maronites, Melkites, Greek Orthodox, and Armenians)
and Muslims (Shiites and Sunnis), started coming to the site, with the press
estimating that over one million pilgrims descended upon the tiny village from
August 2004 to January 20006. This article discusses Virgin’s essential indeter-
minacy and its impact on interreligious relations.

On 21 August 2004, the small Maronite village of Beshwat in the Beqaa
plain of Lebanon was the site of a miracle of the Virgin Mary. In the
weeks following this miraculous event, an interreligious, interconfessional
pilgrimage, consisting of devout Christians (Maronites, Melkites, Greek
Orthodox, and Armenians) and Muslims (Shiites and Sunnis), started
coming to the site, with the press estimating that over one million pilgrims
descended upon the tiny village from August 2004 to January 2006. In
August 2005, I started a long-term investigation in Beshwat which led
to several publications'. First in a series, this essay” aims to analyze the
role of the Muslim witness in attesting to the veracity of apparitions and
miracles of the Virgin Mary. It will show:

- A vertical relationship that was created and then recreated between
the faithful and the invisible being known as the Virgin. On this point, the
main issue is also to consider the local economies of the divine, given that
Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, with some nuanced differences between
them, offer up a transcendent and distant deity; the issue of the accessi-
bility of and contact with that deity is an important matter, and one that
is often problematic for these faiths. At Beshwat the situational apparatus
allowing for the presence of the Virgin was characterized by a precarious
and unstable equilibrium.” The Virgin’s presence was at the center of an
essential indeterminacy: hesitations and questions accompany the recip-
rocal encounter between the supernatural being (the Virgin) and ordinary
individuals (Christian and Muslim believers) every step of the way. Because
this apparatus is fragile and unstable, the faithful are continually led to crit-
ical reasonings and justifications. The “holding as true” that defines reli-
gious faith does not mean that the various actors fell prey to some kind
of hallucinatory presence; instead, there was constantwork on their part to
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understand the event.*

- A horizontal link between the faithful of different religions, with
particular attention to the specific Lebanese context where interreli-
gious and interconfessional relations are extremely tense. During my two
research trips, which occurred during the massive interreligious pilgrimage
to Beshwat, I discovered an exclusively Maronite village.” At certain times
of the year, especially during the week from 15 to 21 August, Beshwat
opens some of its sites — the chapel, the market of devotional objects,
and restaurants — to Christian and Muslim “foreigners.” In Lebanon, reli-
gious identity generates a strong pressure upon religious actors. Yet the
individuals who came to Beshwat as pilgrims did not fit into a series of
specific and exclusive confessional identities. Their journeys responded to
a number of different objectives, from the religious (addressing a prayer to
the Virgin Mary and attending mass), to the political (celebrating national
unity around the Virgin), to tourism (a family getaway, purchasing souve-
nirs from the Beqaa, listening to Maronite hymns). These individuals oscil-
lated between the postures and identities of pilgrims, citizens, and tourists.
As a result, the horizontal link that was formed in this emergent pilgrimage
took on very different shades. The lack of fixed meaning to the pilgrimage
and the relative flexibility in the motivations for the trip itself was a way
to avoid conflicts and social disruption.

This essay focuses mainly on the impact on interreligious relations
rather than on the political or touristic implications of the pilgrimage to
Beshwat.” More specifically, it aims to look at the intersection of the hori-
zontal and vertical links that took shape in this Marian shrine by showing
that in the apparitions of the Virgin Mary, the figure of the “Muslim” plays
a central role by representing a reference point from which to create the
presence of the figure of the invisible. In the process involved in mira-
cles and Marian apparitions, the Other constitutes, in a way, a proof of
“authenticity.”

Beshwat, a Maronite 1illage of the Beqaa Plain
Beshwat, located at an altitude of 1,200 meters on the western face of
Mount Lebanon, dominates the Beqaa plain. Since 2003, the village
has been administratively connected to the governorate (wuhafaza) of
Baalbeck-Hermel, which corresponds to the northern part of the Beqaa.
The incorporation of the Beqaa into Lebanon is a relatively recent event;
it was only in 1920, when the Lebanese state was formed, that it was added
to “Little L.ebanon,” the area formed around Mount Lebanon in 1860-61.
Before that, the Beqaa was governed by a number of interior Syrian cities,
mainly Homs (for the northern part of the plain).” The Beqaa extends
from north to south between two mountain chains that structure the
country and form a shared border with Syria. Characterized by a relatively
underdeveloped population density — it makes up 40% of the national
territory but holds only 15% of the country’s population — the Beqaa is
seen as a poor, rural and agricultural periphery neglected by the economic
center. Yet the area is geopolitically strategic because of its closeness to
Syria and the relatively unsecured border. As the “soft underbelly” of the
Lebanese territory, the Beqaa is in the first line of attack for any Syrian
power moves.® After the Syrian evacuation of Lebanon in April 2005,
the Beqaa was used as an offensive rear base for Hezbollah.” Even if the
vast majority of the Begaa’s population consists of Shiites, the plain, like
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Fig. 1. The village of Beshwat in the Beqaa valley.
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Lebanon, is a communitarian and confessional hodgepodge, containing
Christians (Maronites, Greek Catholics and Armenians), Sunnis, Syrian
and Palestinian refugees.

Beshwat has around 250 inhabitants and is situated at the center of
a cluster of around 14 exclusively Maronite villages. This Maronite area
is called Dayr al-Ahmar, after the most important city and the seat of the
Maronite bishopric in the region. At the outskirts of this Maronite pocket
of around 20 square kilometers there are a few mixed villages (Maronite
and Shiite), which have been largely deserted by their Christian population
since the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990).

Beshwat is inhabited by a single family: the Kayrouz. According to
Issam Farid Karam, who has written a history of the region, the Kayrouz
were originally from Ayn Halya in Syria. They first settled in Beshwat at
the end of the 18th century, after an “alliance” with the Shiite Emir of
the region, Jahjah Harfush. At that time, the village was inhabited by Jaco-
bite Christians, several Shiite families, and “an icon of the Virgin.”"’ The
Kayrouz appropriated this image through violence in order to construct
a church for “her” in 1790. Several years later, after a bloody massacre,
the Kayrouz allegedly expelled the Jacobites and Shiites from the village."

In this village, which is today exclusively Maronite, a distrust towards
the “confessionally Other” dominates: “For us,” as the mayor of the
village told me with a gesture of disdain, “Muslims, Shiites, Greek Ortho-
dox, Greek Catholics, they are all the same.” He then added: “No stranger,
even Maronite, can settle in the village. That is the rule here. They can live
in Dayr al-Ahmar, but not here.” These words are especially significant
since, for over ten years now, the pilgrimage to Beshwat has developed
significantly, representing an important financial boon that has mainly
profited the Kayrouz in the village.

Furthermore, like many of the surrounding Maronite villages, Besh-
wat is a stronghold of the Lebanese Forces (LF). The LE, which were first
a Christian militia that played a major role throughout the long civil war,
were founded in 1976 by Bashir Gemayel. After the Taif peace accords in
1989 they became a “political party” with a hardline attitude against the
Syrian occupation. This position resulted in the arrest of the LF’s leader
Samir Geagea in 1994 and the dissolution of the party by the Lebanese
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Fig. 4. The old and the new churches.

government. During the civil war, the LI distinguished themselves from
other militias by the extensive use of symbolic markers in the territories
they controlled. These included not only numerous posters of their leaders
but also inscriptions placed on homes and buildings of their two emblems:
a cedar tree in a red circle symbolizing the blood of the martyrs, and a red
cross in the shape of a sword.”” During the eleven years that their leader
was imprisoned these symbols were outlawed. After the Syrian withdrawal
from Lebanon in April 2005, and Samir Geagea’s release from prison in
July, they began reappearing in pro-LF neighborhoods and villages. In
Beshwat, in the immediate aftermath of Samir Geagea’s release, every
house in the village had a poster of the LF leader and the young men
proudly wore the LF’s red cross around their necks."

Beshwat has two churches, an “old” one and a “new” one (Fig. 4).
The former, which became a central site for the pilgrimage, is also called
in Arabic mazar (literally, sanctuary or chapel); I will use the term “chapel”
to refer to it. But let us begin with the “new” church, an imposing struc-
ture that was built in the 1990s. It is one of the many “church fortresses”
that have been built (and, in many cases, continue to be built) since the
1980s in the Dayr al-Ahmar region. Since 2013, the “largest rosary in the
wortld” has been under construction. It stretches over 625 meters, and its
59 beads can each accommodate two to three people. Those that corre-
spond to the recitation of the Our Father will become confessionals'* (Fig,
0, next page). Visible from a radius of several kilometers, these massive
structures give a Catholic character to the surrounding landscape. With
the exception of Dayr al-Ahmar and Aynata, two towns with around 2,000
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Fig. 7. A shrine dedicated to Saint Charbel on the
road leading to Beshwat.
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Fig, 6. The largest rosary in the world. Fig. 8. An ex-voto at the entry to the village of Safra.

inhabitants each, the other villages of the region are sparsely populated,
with anywhere from 100 to 150 inhabitants. Despite these small popula-
tions, every village has a “new” church, which is usually huge, on top of
an “old,” usually much more modest, church (Fig. 5). Every locality also
has a number of small glass shrines with statues of the saints or other
devotional objects in them (Fig. 7). There are also, since the 2000s, gigantic
ex-votos which take the shape of statues, usually located at the outskirts
of the villages. These statues are financed by believers who wish to thank
the saint represented for having fulfilled their wishes (Fig. 8). In the last
few years, memorial monuments have appeared for young men who died
prematurely, whether as martyrs or victims of accidents or disease. All of
these religious symbols — churches, glass windows holding relics, ex-votos,
memorials — provide a Catholic stamp to this Maronite stronghold other-
wise situated in a largely Shiite area.

The Chapel and the Statue of Our Lady of Beshwat
The new church is a devotional space exclusively attended by Christian
worshippers where the Muslim faithful rarely enter (and when they do, it
is usually by mistake). The church hosts masses and sacraments, which
are especially numerous during the “months of the Virgin” in April and
May. Outside of these services, its doors remain closed. It is thus towards
the chapel, the “old” church, that the Christian and Muslim pilgrims go.
Much smaller, without even a bell tower, the chapel dates from 1910.
It was constructed on the ruins of the original 1790 church, which
was destroyed in a fire in 1905. Unlike the new church, which is a strict
devotional space where the faithful are meant to sit in tightly-bunched
rows facing the altar, the chapel is a relatively sparse devotional space. On
days with many visitors, the Sisters of the Maronite Order are present,
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but only to oversee the movement of the people inside the chapel.

After walking in through a small door, one enters a nave that is about
10 meters long and five meters wide. To the immediate left are two trunks
for donations and alms. On the wall, above a tiny alcove, is a painting of
the Assumption of Mary. At the bottom of the nave, there are two stat-
ues of the Virgin on each side of the altar. On the right wall a piece of
pink marble is placed in a basin. While all of these objects have their own
level of importance and signification, with the faithful looking, touching,
kissing, and caressing them, the pink marble stone and one of the two
statues hold a special meaning. They play a central role in the apparatus
that signals the presence of the Virgin Mary, constituting the two principal
visual and tactile supports for the construction of that presence and in so
doing helping to establish contact with her.

To begin with the statue of the Virgin: the altar is framed by two
“Virgins,” the sayyidet Liirde, Our Lady of Lourdes, and, on the other side,
the sayyidet Beshwat, Our Lady of Beshwat (Fig. 9). If there are numer-
ous examples of the statue of Lourdes in the Middle East, there are very
few of Our Lady of Beshwat, which is a representation of an apparition
of the Virgin in 1871 in the small French village of Pontmain (Mayenne
department).”” The apparition at Pontmain concluded a seties of so-called
attested or verified apparitions.'® It took place in a specific political context,
with the invading Prussian army at the doors of Laval, ready to enter Brit-
tany. The Virgin appeared in front of five children with a message of
hope several days before the armistice and the withdrawal of the Prus-
sian army, which has led to it being interpreted in political and national-
istic terms: the mother of Jesus had protected France and repelled the
Germans. The Virgin of Pontmain has some distinctive traits: appearing as
an “animated icon,” she is dressed in a long night-blue tunic ornamented
with star constellations, her head covered with a dark veil and a golden
crown.'” In her hands she holds a bloody crucifix. Her eyes are fixed to the
ground; her facial expression is severe. This is a far cry from the classical
Western iconography of the Virgin, and the contrast with the well-man-
nered Virgin of Lourdes is striking. The Byzantine aspect of this particular
Virgin requires further exploration.

How this statue made its way into Lebanon remains a mystery. Several
competing explanations have been offered. In an interview, the mayor of
Beshwat claimed that after the chapel fire in 1905 a French ambassador
had it transported to the village because “he wanted to thank the Virgin
for having cured his sick daughter.” According to a former parish priest,
Fadi Bassil, the villagers wanted a “French statue” to decorate their church.
They passed on their request to a Jesuit priest who sent on a copy of Our
Lady of Pontmain. A third explanation claims that an immigrant to the
village who had lived for many years in South Africa brought the statue
to the village." Since the publication in 2006 of a book on the history of
the sanctuary of Beshwat an official version has prevailed: a Jesuit priest,
Father Goudard, who had written a book on the Virgin in Lebanon," was
“so impressed” by the beauty of the village and its inhabitants that he gave
them the statue as a gift.*

In Lebanon today, this statue has come to “personify” Our Lady of
Beshwat. I use the term “personify” because it is common to hear the
believers employ the term a/-shakhs, a polysemic term which in Arabic
designates an individual, a person, and a stone statue.” The statue can, in
fact, be called an “object-person”: the product of an operation to make it
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Fig. 9. The statue of Our Lady of Beshwat.
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patticular, it is itself unsubstitutable and unique.” At first the statue was
a simple object, a copy of the Virgin of Pontmain, but then a process
of individualization transformed it into a singular “thing,” Our Lady of
Beshwat. It has a name, Beshwat, to distinguish it from other statues of
the Virgin of Pontmain. A signature, that of sculptor Pierre Machard, is
engraved on the underside of its base. Loaded with history, a number of
datesare attached to the statue: 1871, 1976 (apparition in the skies of Dayr
Ahmar at the start of the Lebanese civil war), and 2004. The statue is not
a raw, inanimate, unchanging material object. It undergoes the effects of
the erosion of time and is constantly being remodeled by the action of
the faithful. The dress has become lighter, pieces of stone fall out (“Her
dress needs to be fixed on a regular basis,” a church official in charge of
the sanctuary told me), and her crucifix seems to change frequently in size
and shape (red at first, it has been replaced by a series of crosses in light
wood). The statue breathes, moves, expresses itself.

These attributes of being animated, of being a person, do not take
away the statue’s status as an object. The representatives of the Church
regularly remind the faithful that it is “only” a stone statue. To return it to
its status as a simple object, an image of an image, the parish priest placed
a glass in front of the statue in July 2006 so that believers and pilgrims
could no longer touch or kiss it. The statue could thus only be seen from
a distance. As an “object-person,” the statue is a locus of tension between
the affirmation of a presence (“itis the Virgin”) and its negation (“it is not
that,” “it is only an object”). The faithful oscillate between these opposing
views. No extreme position is taken up: the Virgin is neither literally absent
nor completely present. This indeterminacy and the constant movement
of hesitation the statue arouses in the faithful play an essential role in
creating the space for the Virgin’s presence.*

The Virgin Mary in Islam
In the chapel Christian and Muslim believers are found side by side. They
walk together and touch and kiss the same objects. A single ritual gesture — the
sign of the cross made upon entering and exiting the chapel — differentiates
the Christians and the Muslims. Muslims do not make the sign of the cross,
but they do sometimes dip both hands in the holy water before dabbing their
faces. These gestures are not ostentatious and are quickly made. It sometimes
happens that a Muslim might ask to be given enough space for the ritual prayer
that consists of two bows in the direction of Mecca and two others in the
direction of the statue, but that is a rare event. More generally, with the excep-
tion of the veil of some Muslim females, it is rather difficult to determine who
amonyg the pilgrims are Muslim and who among them are Christian.

“The Virgin is for everyone,” a Shiite woman from Baalbek tells me
as justification for her trip to Beshwat. The expression a/- ‘adra’ la—I- kullis
frequently heard in Lebanon to explain the devotion of both Christians
and Muslims to the Virgin. Who is the Virgin for Muslims, though? With-
out claiming to exhaust the subject, it should be noted that the Qut’an and
the hadiths reserve an exceptionally prominent place to Mary (Maryam in
Arabic).” In the Qur’an, which devotes an entire surah to her (19), she is
exalted “above all women in the world” (3:42). Mary is considered to be a
sign of God, announcing Muhammad’s future divine mission to mankind.
When God invites the chosen ones to enter Paradise, it is Mary who will
be the first one to go inside. She, along with her son, was the only person
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spared any contact with Satan (shaytan) from her birth, and Muhammad
vouches for her perfection. While the Virgin is generally considered by
most Qur anic interpreters a siddiga, a truthful one (the sidigiyya consti-
tute the most elevated form of sainthood), theologians like Ibn Hazm or
Al-Qurtubi go even further and call her a prophet. The Virgin thus consti-
tutes the ultimate model of saintliness for females.”

Mary holds a particularly important role in the Shiite tradition. The
devotion to her in this branch of Islam is reinforced by the devotion to
Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet, wife of Ali and mother of Husayn
and Hasan. Fatimah shares a number of qualities with the Virgin, making
her in a way a double of her. According to a hadith, the mother of Jesus
aided the Prophet’s wife Khadija in giving birth and transmitted her
charisma to the new-born child.” In Shiite hagiography, Fatimah is, like
the Virgin, “above all the other females in the world.”?® Despite her chil-
dren, she has conserved her virginity. This leads Shiites to call her al-batil
(the virgin), and she is even sometimes called wzm "abiha (mother of her
father).”

It is also important, when discussing the Virgin Mary in Islam, to
consider the particular status of objects and images representing her. Islam
is often presented as a visually neutered or even iconophobic religion.™
In mosques, for instance, images are often rejected in favor of abstract
designs like arabesques or calligraphy: the word is always preferred over
the image, and abstraction over figurative representation.”® Yet when it
comes to the representation of saints and prophets, scholarly work has
shown that Islam has adopted contrasting positions in different histor-
ical periods, in different geographic spaces, and with regard to various
traditions.” To take up Jack Goody’s phrase, Islam contains “cognitive
contradictions” when it comes to representations, rather than a defini-
tive, single attitude that is unquestioningly transmitted from one genera-
tion to the next.” This ambivalence towards representation is even more
pronounced when considering that the Qut’an lacks a genuine theology
of the image.” The Qut an only proscribes the adoration of pagan idols
and the production of images in three dimensions that “create shadows”
(which are seen as failed attempts to imitate God’s power of creation). It
was only in the ninth century, with the composition of the hadiths, that all
forms of figurative representation, whether of statues or two-dimensional
objects, were banned. Even within this case, though, striking contradic-
tions appear when it comes to painted images of the Virgin. A famous
hadith reports that while Muhammad ordered the destruction of the idols
of the Kaaba, he refused to allow anyone to touch an icon of the Virgin
and Child, protecting it with his own hands.”

The history of the diffusion of images of Christian saints in the
Middle East shows the ambivalent and contradictory attitude of Islam
towards figurative representation. Bernard Heyberger has argued that the
few icons and the sometimes complete absence of religious images in
Christian sanctuaries in the region before the 17th century can be explained
by the “hatred and incomprehension of Muslims towards them.”* Yet,
starting in the 17th century, Catholic missionaries began to import stat-
utes and images of the saints into the region, and these diverse represen-
tations came to be adopted not only by the region’s Christians but also
by Muslims, who asked the missionaries for these images so as to make
amulets. The portraits of Mary gained great popularity in the area.”” The
cult devoted to images of Jesus’s mother remains important even now,
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38 although it continues to be at the center of a fraught, unresolved debate
Piette, Le fait religienx. over images in Islam. Throughout churches in the Middle East, it is not
uncommon to see the Muslim faithful make the ritual prayer facing a paint-
ing of the Assumption or the Immaculate Conception. When a statue is
transported in a procession, the Muslim faithful will join the crowd of
Christians. In numerous households, especially in Shiite ones, images of
Maryam can be found. She is often depicted in a pictorial vocabulary that
is strikingly Catholic: statuettes of the Sulpician Virgin decorate living
rooms, framed by engravings where golden letters on a black background
inscribe the names of Allah and the Prophet Muhammad. Mary’s presence
is normally more understated — tiny vignettes in a purse, often given by a
husband or brother. Nevertheless, the veneration towards representations
of the Virgin can sometimes lead to violent execration and rejection, as a
Shiite inhabitant of Beirut, Fatimah, told me:

I have an image of the Virgin with me. She is here, I talk to her.
She reassures me. I was infertile, but thanks to her I had three
boys. My brother Mahmoud saw the image one day. He tore it
up. He said that we do not need an image. He launched insults.
Of course, he is right, it is only an image, but, still (...) I don’t
know. It is the Lord who knows best. Now, I have another im-
age.

The attitude of the Muslim believer with regard to objects manifesting
the presence of the Virgin is thus situated in an z-betweenness: neither
complete acceptance nor total rejection.”™

The Proof of the Miracle is in the Eye of the Other
To now look at the interconfessional link created around the Virgin through
the pilgrimage to Beshwat, I will examine the discourse of Maronites about
Muslims, those “Others,” who, as I noted earlier, play an important role in
staging the presence of the Virgin (apparitions, miracles). My argument will
stem from the description of the following two scenes:

Scene 1. Saturday, 7 April 2007, Beshwat. I have just arrived. My bags dropped
off, I go to the home of Therese and Umm Charbel. Therese starts to ques-
tion me:

Did you pay a visit to the person [al-shakhs]? Do you know that
there was a new miracle two weeks ago? A four-year-old boy was
healed. He was born unable to walk. His mother is from here. She
asked for the Virgin’s aid. The Virgin had appeared in a dream,
and the next day the mother went to the chapel with her son. The
boy who had never taken a step suddenly got up on his legs and
started running,

Umm Charbel shrugs her shoulders: “There’s nothing special about this. We
are used to these sorts of things here!” Therese continues:

Have you gone to see her, in France, at Pontmain? I have seen

photos. Her face is more beautiful here. It’s like she wants to
talk like a real person. Her face changes, it is round, it’s like she’s
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smiling. And sometimes her face scrunches up like this (Therese
grimaces, pulling in her cheeks). Is that possible? Can her face change
when it is just a statue? Doesn’t that mean that she is here? On
Fridays her face often gets sadder. The people who go into the
chapel for a quick visit don’t see anything, of course. But I see
the changes. I’ve spoken to the priest and showed him, but he
doesn’t see anything. He told me that I have a “small brain” (she
shrugs her shoulders). But others have seen the same thing. Even
the Muslims have seen things.

Scene 2. Later that afternoon, I meet up with Fadi Bassil, a Lazarist who lived
in the village for nine years and who, at the time of the appatition in 2004, was
the parish priest. He played a central role in organizing the pilgrimage from the
start, but then was removed by the Maronite Church. We chat about this and
that. I ask him about the most recent mitracle. He makes a face: “Yes, I know.
I know the mother, she is from here, from the village. She is very devoted in
her faith. Poor thing, her two sons are handicapped. But there are no medical
certificates.”” I ask him what he thinks about miraculous healings. He is visibly
upset by my question. He leans forward, elbows on his knees, moves his hands
from left to right: “We have to be careful, we cannot believe everything. But,
of course, when two Shiites come and tell you what has happened to them,
it’s different, you tell yourself that something must have happened.” Then,
Fadi Bassil tells me about two Shiites living in the area who were miraculously
healed:

There was a man from Baalbek watching a report on Our Lady
of Beshwat on TV. For a few weeks his legs were so swollen that
he couldn’t walk. He spoke to the Virgin on the TV, telling her:
“Do something for me!” Then he heard a voice telling him to get
up and walk. He got up and walked normally. He called out to his
wife and told her to bring him a Qur’an. He opened the Book
at random and landed on the surah about Maryam. There was
also this neighbor, this man whose child was sick. He went to the
doctor but didn’t have money for medicines. He threw away the
prescription and came here, to Our Lady of Beshwat. His son got
better. We recorded their testimonies on a DVD.

I asked him why, without a more thorough investigation, he accepts these
two stories as “authentic miracles,” and he responded: “Because normally
the Muslims don’t believe in this stuff. There are no miracles in their
religion. They are much more rational, you see.”

The DVD with these two testimonies of miraculous healing was
available for purchase at the village’s market of devotional objects. These
stories also appeared on the Maronite religious channel T¢élé-Lumiere.
What is most striking in Father Fadi Bassil’s discourse is the suspicion of
the story that a Maronite child from the village was miraculously healed
and reluctance to believe it, compared to his seemingly unquestioning
acceptance of the miracles happening to Muslims. To better understand
the role of “proof” that is given to the “Muslim,” I would like to come
back to the initial miracle of August 2004 that provoked a massive surge
of pilgrims to Beshwat.

The main actor of the miracle of August 2004, Muhammad al-Ha-
wadi, is a Sunni Muslim originally from Jordan. He was 10 years old at the
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time. Al-Hawadi is thus doubly “Other”: Jordanian and Sunni. In August
2004 he was taking a tourist trip to Lebanon with his father, a high-rank-
ing Jordanian civil servant. With their Maronite friend, Francois Saab, who
acted as a guide, on 21st August the group went to the Cedar region, a
very popular tourist attraction. On the way, “by chance,” they stopped at
Beshwat. The child and Francois Saab entered the chapel for a “sightsee-
ing” visit. While he was looking at the statue of Our Lady of Beshwat,
the child asked the family friend “who this woman who was smiling at
him was.” The adult explained that it was a statue that “did not move, did
not smile.” But the child, to the surprise of his companion and an inhab-
itant of the village who happened to be in the chapel at the time, began
to let out a long prayer that the Lebanese Christian press described as
“greater than him.” The prayer was “greater than him” because it was seen
as having a very strong Christian connotation: “Greetings, Virgin Mary,
Queen of the world, of peace and love. The elderly, children and women
fall in the world. Bring peace, love, and liberty to the earth, oh Queen of
the world.” Surprised by the child’s behavior, the two adults approached
the statue and observed that she was breathing. They also perceived that
the rosary between the statue’s arms was moving, They noticed that the
statue seemed to make the sign of the cross with her eyes. Later, the statue
exuded oil. News of the miracle spread quickly through the region, and
the next day a good number of Christian and Muslim pilgrims came to
the chapel. The day following, the miraculous healing of an infirm man
set off an even greater influx of pilgrims.

The events were immediately questioned, especially by the Maronite
religious authorities, who to this day refuse to officially investigate what
transpired. Some priests and even a bishop became personally interested
in the case, but the Church hierarchy prevented them from going further.
If the official Church wishes to cover up or bury the event, certain polit-
ical entrepreneurs — from state organs, the media, and political parties
— have contributed to the success of the pilgrimage by interpreting the
miracle as the Virgin calling for unity among the Lebanese.”” This politi-
cal, nationalistic reading has a double meaning given what L.ebanon went
through in 2005 with the assassination of ex-prime minister Rafic Hariri
and the Syrian army’s withdrawal from the country after three decades of
occupation.

In the Lebanese Christian media, such as the Lebanese Broadcasting
Corporation International (LBCI), T¢élé-Lumicre, and the French-language
daily L.’Orient-Le Jour, the Muslim child was the object of special attention.
He became “Muhammad, the young Jordanian seer.”” In the numerous arti-
cles or reports on him, his “Muslim” identity was always foregrounded.
It was stated that he comes from a “pious family that is devoted to the
Qur’an” and that his mother covers herself.* On 21 August 2005, a cere-
mony was organized at Beshwat by the Maronite bishop of the region
to celebrate the first anniversary of the miracle. Muhammad al-Hawadi
and his father were the special guests of honor. The bishop spoke for a
long time on Muhammad’s religious faith, on how he faithfully attended a
Qur’anic school in Amman, and on his hailing from Jordan. The bishop
also added that Muhammad was “a good student at school.” The religious
identity of the young witness to the miracle in August 2004 thus played
the role of a proof of the authenticity of the miracle.

A book on Our Lady of Beshwat published two years after the 2004
apparition by Issam Fadi Karam, a historian of the region, made me
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understand that this phenomenon is neither circumstantial nor unique.*' At
the start of the 20th century, the miracles of Our Lady of Beshwat that
were judged to be true, and thus worthy of being written down, system-
atically highlighted Muslim witnesses. Karam devotes an entire chapter to
the first three miracles of Our Lady of Beshwat, which were also detailed
by Father Goudard in his La Sainte VVierge an 1iban (1908).* These narra-
tives, in each instance, give a leading role to a Shiite Muslim. The first mira-
cle concerns the mabdaleh, the pink marble stone that the Christian and
Muslim believers kiss, touch, and sometimes pass over the sick parts of
their bodies. This stone has attracted an intense devotion that the Church
has found embarrassing. In August 2005, Father Fadi Bassil had the basin
in which it is placed surrounded by a metal barrier. As he puts it, this
was done to prevent it being stolen. A woman from the village gave me a
different reason for the battier: ““T’he women who cannot have children,
you see, take the mabdaleh and rub it over their stomachs. He is a priest;
he does not want to see women doing this in a church.” This testifies to
the difficulty faced by priests in controlling practices judged to be idola-
trous. When I came back in April 2007, the metal barrier had disappeared
and the faithful could manipulate the stone as they wished. Even if Fadi
Bassil condemns the ritual of the mabdaleh, he happily speaks of the mira-
cle surrounding it. Here is the version reported by Father Joseph Goudard
and taken up by Issam Fadi Karam:

We were shown in the church, before the Holy Table, a piece of
pink granite that everyone devoutly kissed. It is from the debris
of the ruins of the old vault, said one of the priests, and our
predecessors had it encased in the wall of the first church. (...)
The Metouali Emir Amin Harfush had a seraglio built in Nebk
[Syria]. One day, he needed a column. A mason told him: there is
a beautiful one in the church of the Saide [Our Lady] in Besh-
wat. The next day some men and a camel were sent to take the
column. It broke our heart. What could we do against the emir?
The column was taken, loaded on the camel, and the Metoualis
went off, laughing. They spent the night in a village in the plain.
But when they woke up, they couldn’t find the column. They
came back, furious, saying that the people of Beshwat had stolen
it from them. They entered the church and saw that the column
was back to where it was the day before, but without any sign
that it had been moved or taken out, as if no one had touched it.
They got scared and left. The emir called them cowards and sent
a second group of men who tried to show how courageous they
were by singing and acting tough. They put down their belts and
their £effieh on the altar and began to dislodge the column. But
then the £¢ffieh and the belts caught on fire and burned up. The
Metaoulis were scared and ran out of the church. How awful,
they cried out. We have desecrated a wagf]a pious foundation]!
The emir was also scared. Not only did he leave the column,

but in order to appease the Christian Saide whose vengeance

he feared, he swore that neither he nor anyone from his family
would pass the church without making an offering of repara-
tions.”

This narrative puts forward the complexity of the interreligious ties
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around the Virgin. The “Shiite Muslim” is designated by the pejorative
term “Metouali.”” If he plays the seemingly positive role of “caution” and
“proof” in attesting to the miracle, the Muslim is also the violent heretic
who threatens the Virgin but who finds himself ultimately defeated by her.
Issam Farid Karam takes up, word for word, Father Goudard’s account,
which was originally presented as a simple anecdote, and historicizes it by
adding dates. He also makes it more dramatic by presenting the Emir as a
bloodthirsty individual without any respect for the Christian religion and
making the inhabitants of the village into simple frightened “goatherds.”*

To conclude, I would like to widen the scope of this study by turn-
ing to Egypt, where Marian apparitions are frequent occurrences in the
Christian Coptic community. One of these apparitions, from 1968, led to
huge crowds and was analyzed in depth in a chapter of Brigitte Voile’s Les
coptes d’Egypte sous Nasser [The Egyptian Copts under Nasser]. The Virgin
appeared in Zeitoun, a new suburb of Cairo, under the dome of a Coptic
church.® The first three witnesses were Muslim employees of the public
transport company abutting the church. Voile notes that Copts often use
Muslim figures to attest to the veracity of a miracle of a Christian saint,
“the ultimate proof of its powers.”* In Egypt, as in Lebanon, then, the
Muslim is a privileged figure in attesting to the veracity of apparitions and
miracles. The figure of the “religiously Other” in the Middle East thus
plays the same role in attesting Marian apparitions as the “innocent” (the
child or uneducated woman) had done in Europe from the 16th to the
19th centuries.”’

A comparison can be made between the miracle that “deflates” and
remains confined to a local space without provoking a mass pilgrimage
(like the miraculous healing of the child of Beshwat in April 2007) and
the miracle of August 2004 which became a prominent national matter.
These two cases put forward very different witnesses:

- In the first case, the principal witness was a woman from the village
—alocal insider. Because she is from the village, she and her family could
be suspected of having a certain interest in the affair. On top of that, she
is a Maronite and someone with a “strong faith,” as Father Fadi Bassil
puts it. In this context, being a strong believer is paradoxically a negative
judgment from the ecclesiastical leader, synonymous with subjectivity and
irrationality. And by speaking of the “poor woman [whose| two children
are handicapped,” Fadi Bassil moves the case to the arena of the individ-
ual and psychological.

- In the second case, the principal witness, Muhammad, is in a way
an impartial spectator, doubly “Other” as a Sunni Muslim and Jordanian.
It would be impossible to be further away from the local, and thus he
represents a figure of complete detachment.” By undetlining the fact that
he is a good Muslim and good student, that he @ priori is “someone who
does not believe in miracles,” the witness’s rationality and objectivity are
highlighted. The Muslim thus occupies the structural place of the good
witness in the Maronite staging of the presence of the Virgin (and also for
the Copts in Egypt). This is because the Muslim brings together, a priori
and without the need for any further inquiry, the necessary characteristics
of detachment, disinterest, independence, and objectivity.
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Abstract

In North Africa, the long-term coexistence between Jews and Muslims gener-
ated many interfaith crossings. It was not uncommon for the followers of
one religion to visit a shrine of the other, in order to obtain baraka (divine
grace). This phenomenon has mostly disappeared throughout the Maghreb,
but it persists on the island of Djerba (southern Tunisia), where over a thou-
sand Jews are still living, Every year, for the Jewish holiday of Lag Ba’Omer, a
pilgrimage gathers together thousands of Jewish pilgtims in the Ghriba syna-
gogue. Many come from abroad, notably from France and Israel, where many
Tunisian Jews migrated after the mid-20th century. Some Muslims also partic-
ipate at different moments of the pilgrimage. Based on historical research
and on ethnographic work carried out in 2014 and 2022, this article elucidates
a series of paradoxes that make the singularity of this holy place. Here the
interactions between Jews and Muslims at the shrine are characterized by an
intense conviviality. Yet, during the last decades this site has been affected by
tangible eruptions of bloody violence by Islamist terrorists. The structure of
the pilgrimage seems to rest on a delicate balance between local and external
forces. More generally, the Ghriba pilgrimage is crossed by major political
dynamics, and is recurrently affected by the turmoil of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.

The shared sacred places, where faithful of different religious affiliations
converge, give shape to situations of fragile and enigmatic coexistence. These
settings are characterized by a complex blend of oppression and convivi-
ality, open contest and transitory respite, subterranean rivalry and ongoing
openness. Distrust and desire for domination often mix with conviviality and
human sympathy. Hospitality can find its way through hostility. The effective
hybridization of many ritual practices can coexist with the jealous affirmation
of one’ religious identity.

Various concepts have been conceived to express these complex
configurations, looking for specific formulations that can go beyond
generic notions such as syncretism or mixedness. Robert Hayden resorted
to oxymoron-based formulations, such as ‘competitive sharing’ and ‘antag-
onist tolerance.” On this basis he has developed over the years a rich
program of collective research, as well as a pessimistic theory on the
matrix of these exchanges." Many years ago, Frederick William Hasluck?
resorted to the idea of ‘ambiguity’ in relation to shared shrines. The rele-
vance of this concept has been explored, in an expanded perspective, in
some recent studies.” In these latter works, ambiguity is understood not as
synonymous with a kind of disorder or lack of clarity, but as the potential
manifestation of a wealth of meanings and of a ritual experimentation
that insinuates into the interstices of the established political and religious
orders.

Probably the idea of ‘paradox’ may likewise prove useful as an explor-
atory tool. A first meaning of this word is strictly linked to its etymological
roots. The term paradox comes from the Greek, and has a long history
in philosophical thought, since at least Plato’s Parmenides. Its etymology
shows that it comes from para meaning “contrary to” and doxa (“opinion”).
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Therefore, as suggested by Merriam-Webster, paradox designates “a
tenet contrary to received opinion.” It is in this sense that Marcel Proust
famously wrote, in Les plaisirs et les jours, that the paradoxes of today will
be the prejudices of tomorrow. This meaning of the word may be easily
extended outside the strict realm of ideas and opinions, encompassing
practices and situations whose mere existence contradicts common expec-
tations and viewpoints.

A second meaning concentrates more stringently on the working
of contradiction itself in a paradoxical setting. From this point of view,
Merriam-Webster gives the following concise definition: “one (such as a
person, situation, or action) having seemingly contradictory qualities or
phases.” The core of this meaning derives from the close association of
things that are apparently incongruous. Their match looks unexpected,
implausible and somewhat suspect.*

These two meanings of the term paradox grasp crucial aspects of the
configurations that are observable in shared sacred places. On a general
level, it is possible to argue that the latter are usually paradoxical in the
first meaning of the term, because they defy some common assumptions
concerning religious identities and practices, which are generally supposed
to be closed and mono-denominational. From this point of view, they
offer interesting observatories to explore the shaping and the negotiation
of religious conceptions and behaviours, and also the false premises of the
doxa (be it merely common sense, or unsubstantiated scholatly opinion).

The second meaning of paradox alerts us to the proliferation of
seemingly contradictory ideas, practices and objects that characterizes the
daily choreography at shared sacred places. It also draws attention to the
succession of different phases in the control of the site, and in the expres-
sion of intermingling, during the time. Moreover, it points to the complex
interplay of religious and political dynamics that gives a particular physi-
ognomy to these places.

In this article we will especially explore this second dimension of
the idea of paradox, by concentrating on a particular site and chiefly on a
particular moment in the year — namely the yearly pilgrimage to the Ghriba
synagogue, on the island of Djerba in contemporary Tunisia. Here oppo-
site realities do converge in astonishing ways. On the one side, from the
point of view of the interreligious interactions at the shrine, it is possible
to perceive an intense religious hybridity. On the other side, during the
recent past this site has been affected by tangible eruptions of strong polit-
ical confrontations, which even came to bloody violence. This pilgrimage
displays a powerful concentrate of contrasting religious and ideological
undercurrents. Inside the Ghriba synagogue the religious borders between
Muslims and Jews can be easily crossed, while at the same time the inter-
national attendance at the annual pilgrimage is reinforcing ideological and
political conflicts inside Tunisian society, as well as generating clashes
between Tunisia and the State of Israel.

As we will argue in more detail below, in order to grasp the main
components of this pilgrimage, the approach proposed 30 years ago by
Michael Sallnow and John Eade proves very pertinent.” In this perspec-
tive, the pilgrimage is seen as an arena, where different and often diver-
gent groups intersect, bringing contrasting meanings and practices to the
shrine.

This essay is a further step in an ongoing and long-term research
project initiated in the 2010s.° Based on two ethnographic fieldworks (2014
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Entrance of the Ghriba Synagogue in Djerba, 2022. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.

and 2022") and on historical research, it aims to uncover the dynamics and
paradoxes that drive this pilgrimage. In order to do so, the articulation
between diachronic and ethnographic approaches seemed to us to be the
most relevant, in order to give an account of the complexity and the thick-
ness of the phenomenon, without simply remaining on its surface. We are
consciously following in the footsteps of the pioneering study conducted
in 1979-1980 by Lucette Valensi and Abraham Udovitch, whose book was
significantly titled “The Last Arab Jews.”® It is noteworthy that these histo-
rians had adopted an ethnographic approach for this investigation. Our
article participates in both a continuity and a renewal of an anthropologi-
cal look at this pilgrimage following its transformations, with an emphasis
on its interfaith dimension.’

From a methodological point of view, we attach crucial importance
to visual and sound materiality, both in the fieldwork and in its written
reconstruction. Images (still or moving) and sounds are particularly valua-
ble first-hand sources in the case of pilgrimages that last only a few days a
year. They make it possible to return to the field in retrospect, when comes
the time for data analysis."” Moreover, this approach echoes that adopted
by Valensi and Udovitch in mobilising the images taken in 1979-1980 by
the Tunisian photographer Jacques Pérez, that punctuate their book."

This study consists of several nested developments, which first pres-
ent the local and historical backgrounds of the phenomenon, thanks to
numerous sources dating from the end of the 19th century to the present
day. Then, after analyzing the different foundation narratives, we focus
deeper on the interfaith and inter-ritual dimensions, based on our ethno-
graphic journeys. Besides the spontaneous attendance of the synagogue
by some Muslim women, we also critically analyse the political speeches
and the calls for tolerance, as well as the reverberation, on the pilgrimage,
of the turbulent political context in Tunisia, but also in Israel-Palestine.
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An enduring commmnity
The Jewish community of Djerba may be seen as an exception in the recent
history of the Jewish population of North Africa. It can be estimated that at the
moment of its apogee, in the first half of the 20th century, the latter was not
very far from 500,000 in the region including the three countries subjected to
French domination (Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco). In the following decades
there was a rapid and important migration of this population, attracted by the
Zionist project in Israel and also driven by the worsening of its living condi-
tions and the menace to life and property in the newly independent counttries,
especially due to the shadow of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Presently, the
Jewish population has entirely disappeared in Algeria. Likewise, the various
tens of thousands of Jews who still resided in Libya and Egypt in the 1940s
have all fled those countries. Only a few thousand Jews remain in Morocco
and Tunisia. In the case of Djerba, there has been a significant decline in the
Jewish population, but not a real collapse as elsewhere. In the 20th century
the Jews of Djerba represented one of the largest communities out of the
total Jewish population of Tunisia. With around 3,000 people at the beginning
of the century, and more than 4,000 in the 1930s, it was the most important
Jewish settlement outside the metropolitan area of Tunis."” At the beginning of
the 1950s, the island’s Jewish population was still around 3,000, out of a total
of neatly 100,000 Jews for Tunisia as a whole."”” Nowadays the Jews in Djerba
number roughly a thousand, but they alone represent about two-thirds of the
entire Jewish presence in Tunisia (which amounts to about 1,500 inhabitants).

The pilgrimage to the Ghriba in Djerba constitutes one of the last
traces of a form of religiosity that has been particularly lively for many
centuries. The cult of the saints and the pilgrimage to their tombs or
shrines have been important for the Jewish populations settled in North
Africa and the Near East.'* These cultural manifestations combined the
influences from the Bible, the Talmud and the Kabbalah with others detiv-
ing from the cultural environment characterized by the predominance of
Islam. From this point of view, the cult of the saints constituted a sort of
“conceptual bridge” between Jews and Muslims (Goldberg, 1983). The
main forms in which this devotion materialized were the visit (3zyara, in
Arabic, a word used by both Muslims and Jews) to the sanctuary, and the
hiloula, the commemorative feast of the saint. The almost total cancella-
tion of the Jewish presence on the map of North Africa has affected the
vitality of these manifestations. Almost all of them have disappeared. In
many cases the physical structures still remain, but they are rarely visited
by the faithful. In some cases, the cult of North African saints has been
imported into Israel, with the construction of shrines and the transfer of
objects and relics."” The recent decades have also witnessed the return of
Moroccan Jews established in Israel, in the context of travels that mix a
tourism of memory with the visiting of mausoleums and sacred places
(Lévy, 2010). The annual pilgrimage to Djerba is a special case from this
point of view, not only for the intensity of the ceremonial sequence and
the number of people involved, but also because it relies on a substantial
Jewish community still present on the spot.

In North Africa the long-term cohabitation between Jews and
Muslims has given rise to numerous crossovers and interactions between
the two faiths. It was not uncommon for people of one religion to visit a
shrine of another religion to obtain baraka (“divine grace” or “blessing”
in Arabic). The act of sharing holy places (such as the tombs of rabbis
or Muslim saints) was an important phenomenon. Hundreds of common
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sites have been documented by scholars.'® Since in its annual pilgrimage it
is possible to see a presence of Muslims alongside the Jews, Djerba hosts
what is probably the only example of religious mixing between Jews and
Muslims which is still alive in this region.

A Jewish presence in North Africa goes back to antiquity. Likewise,
in the case of Djerba, the local Jewish population claims millennial roots
in the island. This is possible, but there is no archaeological or historical
evidence to support this assertion. The earliest document which provides
a historical proof of the existence of a Jewish community on the island
comes from the Cairo Genizah synagogue. It dates from the 11th century
and shows that the Jews of Djerba were then well involved in the Medi-
terranean trade. A little later, Maimonides paints an unflattering portrait
of the Jews of Djerba, whose opinions, beliefs and practices he criticizes,
especially condemning their excess in matters of ritual purity. Significant
testimony to the continuity and importance of the Jewish settlement in
the island comes from an Italian map of 1560, in which the only inhab-
ited places mentioned are two Jewish villages.'” Even thereafter, the Jewish
population retained its concentration in two haras (an Arabic term for
Jewish quarters in North Africa). These villages remained exclusively
Jewish until the 20th century. Their names are Hara Sghira (“small quar-
ter”), also called Dighet, and Hara Kbira (“large quarter”), six kilometres
to the north. While being linked, the two villages also present structural
oppositions, which translate into different origin myths. The inhabitants
of Hara Sghira claim to have arrived from Palestine after the destruction
of the First Temple in the 6th century BC, while those of Hara Kbira claim
to have experienced a more recent emigration from the Iberian Peninsula.

The Jewish community of Djerba emerges in a better documented
way starting from the 18th century. It is then characterized by a great
intellectual ferment. A large number of schools, synagogues and rabbis
made Djerba an important centre of religious study and teaching. Several
specialists scrupulously codified the peculiarities of local Judaism, which
as Maimonides had already noted is characterized by a particular scruple
for ritual purity - manifesting in this a sort of echo with the Ibadism that
characterizes the Muslim population of the island."® During this petiod,
a strict control of the behaviour of the population by the local rabbinical
court was established. This constellation of features gave a peculiar shape
to local Judaism, creating what Lucette Valensi and Abraham Udovitch
defined as a “theocratic republic,” which was maintained in the following
century and also throughout the colonial period.” At the beginning of
the 20th century, printing presses were introduced in Djerba. This further
amplified the island’s massive production of religious literature. In the
following decades Djerba became a driving force for the printing of reli-
gious treatises for the Tunisian south, expanding its influence also to other
regions of North Africa.”

The particular conformation of the local Jewish society explains the
particular resistance exerted against the westernizing tendencies coming
from French colonialism but also from the action of Zionism. This
conformation is also probably at the origin of the particular resilience of
the Jews of Djerba, who maintained a significant demographic continuity
when around them the entire Judaism of North Africa became disrupted
and almost disappeared. The assiduity of religious practice is attested,
since the 18th century, by the presence of numerous synagogues on the
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island.”" The most famous of these synagogues is certainly that of the
Ghriba, which is the epicentre of a well-known pilgrimage.

Contrasting narratives
Ghriba is an Arabic term that means “foreign,” “lonely,” and also “mysteri-
ous.” Some local narratives trace the legendary history of this sanctuary, also
establishing a link with this denomination. A first block is composed of narra-
tives that are inscribed within an oral and local horizon. They revolve around
the theme of a young foreign woman who in an indefinite past arrived on the
island. This “foreign,” “lonely”
— is said to have come one day to settle in a hut of branches in a deserted
place near Hara Sghira. The locals kept their distance from this “mystetious”
woman, and no one dared approach her. But one night, her cabin caught fire;
the villagers thought that she was engaged in magic practices and did not come
to her aid; the next day, they discovered her lifeless yet still intact body. They
therefore understood that she was a saint and decided to erect a synagogue in
this precise place. The description of the mysterious young woman makes no
mention of her religious affiliation, so because of this indeterminacy, some
consider that she may have been either Jewish or Muslim. This version of the
story is already mentioned at the beginning of the 20th century in a descrip-
tion of the island.*

Another set of narratives is situated on a deeper historical ground. An
account present in the community of Djerba indicates that Jewish priests
(cobenim), fleeing Palestine after the destruction of the Temple of Jeru-
salem in 586 BC by the army of Nebuchadnezzar, landed on this island,
which seemed “strange” to them and “mystetious.”” Deciding to settle
there, they founded their synagogue there, by embedding stones from a
door of the holy Temple that they had been able to take with them. This
legend was first published in a book by Rabbi Abraham Haim Addadi of
Tripoli, printed in Livorno in 1849. It was subsequently detailed by Nahum
Slouschz who had collected it there at the beginning of the 20th century.®
Towards the end of the 19th century, a European traveller was told a vari-
ant of this legend: at the Ghriba, he writes, “bearded and solemn priests,
looking like sphinxes with a red headband falling over their shoulders in
the Egyptian style, keep the Tablets of the Law that Moses received at
Sinai from Jehovah’s hands. I have not seen them, nor any Jew on the

and “mysterious” young woman — the Ghriba

island, but the priests assure them that they are in the sanctuary.” The latter
also asserted that a well, located in the courtyard of the synagogue, would
communicate with the Temple of Jerusalem.” The author of a geograph-
ical description of the island at the beginning of the 20th century takes up
the same theme, observing that a legend claims that “a table of Moses”
was found on the site of the synagogue.”

This second narrative, with all its variants, emphasizes the Jewish
character of the synagogue by directly linking its foundation to the Temple
of Jerusalem, the symbolic pivot of Judaism. Moreover, it puts the accent
on its illustrious and distant origin (in time and space), which links it to
seminal episodes of biblical history. At the same time, this story is related
to the foundational myth of Hara Sghira, whose first inhabitants would
have been Jerusalem’s priests fleeing after the destruction of the First
Temple. On the contrary, the first narrative proposes a chronology of the
foundation of the sanctuary that is much more vague. Even the religious
inscription of the founding figure appears rather fuzzy.
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Strangeness and hospitality
In spite of the local grounding of the mythical chart of foundation of this
synagogue, the Ghriba in Djerba is part of a wider cultural complex, which
was brought to light more than a century ago by Nahum Slouschz. During his
explorations, he isolated a typology of synagogues present in Libya, Tunisia
and Algeria, marked by an identical name — Ghriba — and by an attendance
extended to Muslims. Slouschz identified six such synagogues, and put forward
historical hypotheses as to their origin. In his view, these were not mere syna-
gogues, but sanctuaries whose origins dated back “to ancient times” and even
to pre-Islamic times.” Basically, Slouschz’s hypothesis shared some fundamen-
tal assumptions of the stories he had heard from the rabbis of Djerba, simply
stripping them of the most picturesque and improbable aspects. However, the
historical arguments put forward by Slouschz were very hypothetical, and may
be difficult to accept today; yet he had the merit of underlining the existence
of a web linking the various Ghriba of the Maghreb, which has not yet been
the subject of an in-depth study.

The elements contained in the popular version provide other clues
thatlead to a larger configuration. For example, the theme of the death of
a woman is also present for the Ghriba of Kef, in northern Tunisia, where
another legend has been collected that tells of three orphaned siblings
who separate, wander and are at the origin of the Ghribas of Annaba,
Kef and Djerba.”

There are good reasons to think that the theme of the baraka stem-
ming from the tombs of unknown strangers went beyond the Jewish
sphere, and was common to Muslim milieus. A passage by Edward West-
ermarck is very significant from this point of view:

“If a stranger from afar dies and is buried in the place he vis-
its, his grave is regarded as a shrine, and he is called Sidi or Sid
1-Grib, “Monsieur” or “Mr. Stranger.” At Fez there is the grave
of a female saint named Lalla Griba; and the feddan l-gurba, out-
side Bab g-Gisa, which is a cemetery for homeless strangers who
have died in Fez, is considered to possess much baraka. Those

who are buried there will go to Paradise.””

As the above quotation clearly shows, the legendary corpus connected to a
dead stranger intersects the theme of hospitality. This aspect is evident also
in Djerba’s narrative. The inhabitants are inhospitable to the foreign woman,
and after her death they try to make amends for this behaviour by giving her
a cult and dedicating a sanctuary to her.

The vicissitudes of a pilgrimage centre
The local narratives on a very old origin of the Djerbian Ghriba come up
against the lack of historical sources for remote times. The architecture of the
Ghriba does not reveal any hints of a very distant past. Several additions and
renovations rather suggest an expansion of the sanctuary from the second
half of the 19th century onward. Slouschz gives some precise information
deriving from his visit to the site at the beginning of the 20th century. About
40 years before his visit (therefore sometime around 1860) the building had
been rebuilt. The addition of the vestibule appears even more recent. During
his visit in 19006, Slouschz also noticed the ongoing construction of hous-
ing for sick pilgrims from far and wide, including those coming from Egypt
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and Morocco, drawn by the miraculous properties of the shrine. In short, 30
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renovation work took place in particular around 1920." In the 1950s, 2
further enlargement works concerned the space to house pilgrims, espe-  Slouschz, Travels in North Africa, 264.
cially those coming from Libya.”" Taken together, these expansion works 5

reflect the growing success of the sanctuary, which attracted crowds of
Lag Ba’Omer occurs on the 33rd day of the counting

pilgrims even from far away. Furthermore, the growth of the pilgrimage of the Ormer, which is celebrated the day after Pessah.

seems to be correlated with the strong influence that the Jewish commu-
nity of Djerba exercised elsewhere. It should not be forgotten that, in
addition to exporting rabbis and religious books, the Jews of Djerba were
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also at the origin of important flows of artisans and merchants. It is possi-
ble that these migrants may have contributed to expanding the fame of
the Ghriba cult.

During the first half of the 20th century, the Ghriba of Djerba seems
to have all the features of an important regional pilgrimage centre. It
attracts pilgrims who come not only from the main basin of Djerba’s
influence — southern Tunisia, Libya — but also from more distant lands
(Morocco, Egypt, Greece). At the beginning of the 20th century, Slouschz
compares the Ghriba of Djerba to one of the most important European
pilgrimage sites. In his eyes “the Ghriba is a sort of Jewish Lourdes, not
without its Mussulman and even its Christian votaries.””> This statement
clearly suggests that the miraculous curative powers attributed to the sanc-
tuary are largely recognised even outside the Jewish domain. Despite these
overflows from the bed of Judaism, the pilgrimage appears above all as
a meeting point for a Jewish population scattered in various Mediterra-
nean regions. On the occasion of the annual meeting, the pilgrimage thus
brings together a vast conglomerate of Jewish communities from all North
Africa, and even from beyond. The festivities begin on the 14th of the
Hebrew month of Iyar, in commemoration of Rabbi Meier Baal Haness,
and last until the 18th which corresponds to the festival (hi/ula, in Hebrew)
of Lag Ba’Omer.” This date celebrates in particular the rise of the soul of
Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai (called “Rabbi Shim’un” locally), the supposed
author of the Zohar, who is buried in Meron in Israel — another impor-
tant pilgrimage centre. This date is celebrated in many Ailoulot at the tombs
of other Righteous (#zaddikin in Hebrew) who enjoy an aura of holiness.

In 1930, Jacques Véhel provides a description of this profuse pilgrim-
age. In the interwar period, Jewish musicians and singers are brought in
from Tunis, but also from Cairo and Alexandria. Boats are chartered to
transport the pilgrims from the ports of Tunisia, Tripolitania, Egypt,
Greece. Caravans of merchants go to Djerba to sell religious books and
religious objects. For several days, ceremonies, songs, music, feasts, hugs,
follow one another, in an atmosphere that evokes that of an “oriental
Lourdes.”*

The second half of the 20th century saw a gradual transformation
of the context of the pilgrimage. The Jewish population of North Africa
experienced a dizzying decrease, to the point of practically disappearing,
within a few decades, from most of the countries on the southern shore
of the Mediterranean. This is the case of Algeria, Libya and Egypt. The
pilgrimage did not lose its importance, but its sociological core experienced
a shift. Now the largest contingent of pilgrims is made up of Tunisian
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Jews who emigrated to Europe or Israel. In this way, the pilgrimage has
increasingly become a place of temporary reunion for the Tunisian Jewish
diaspora, besides that originating in Djerba. Going to Djerba on the occa-
sion of the Lag Ba‘Omer festival is also equivalent to temporarily recon-
necting with one’s roots (rites, language, music, food, etc.). The space-time
of the pilgrimage allows the ephemeral reconstruction of a community
innervated by the reinforcement of religious practice and by festive effer-
vescence.” In addition, pilgrimage practices display a hybridization with
those of mass tourism (use of travel agencies, sojourn in luxury hotels).

Returning to a land that has often been left in a hurry — because
of a feeling of insecurity — requires overcoming a double difficulty: the
memory of the uprooting and the current threats to the Jewish presence
in Muslim countries. The turbulences of Mediterranean geopolitics have
invited themselves into the synagogue of Djerba. The sanctuary has been
tragically wracked on several occasions by the tensions of a political envi-
ronment fuelled by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and by the rise of Isla-
mist terrorism. In 1985, a Tunisian soldier in charge of the security of
the Ghriba opened fire in the sanctuary, killing five people. This act was
a retaliation for an airstrike that a week before the Israeli army had made
on a suburb just outside of Tunis, targeting the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO) headquarters, and causing the death of 36 persons.
After a period of crisis, the annual festival of Ghriba gained momen-
tum again. In the early 2000s, the pilgrimage attracted several thousand
pilgrims, including many from Israel.” But a tragic turning point suddenly
interrupted this expansion. On April 11, 2002, a few weeks before the Lag
Ba’Omer holiday, a suicide bombing attributed to the Al-Qaeda organi-
zation caused the deaths of 19 people, including 14 German tourists, in
front of the synagogue entrance. Since then, the sanctuary has enjoyed
significant protection from the authorities. During Ben Ali’s regime (1987-
2011), the pilgrimage was an opportunity to show the tolerance of the
Tunisian government and society. Ministers often made their appearance
in the synagogue, with public speeches that had an enthusiastic welcome
from the crowd of pilgrims.

The last decades have been characterized by recurring political crises
that have had serious repercussions on pilgrimage, which has thus known
its ups and downs. With the fall of Ben Ali’s regime in January 2011, the
entire country was plunged into a period of turmoil. For two years the
pilgrimage was particularly reduced, because many foreign pilgrims did not
participate. After a relative resumption of the pilgrimage, another crisis
was provoked by the attacks perpetrated at the Bardo Museum in Tunis in
March 2015 and on a beach in Sousse in May 2015. Here again, pilgrims
from outside feared threats of an attack which circulated in particular on
social networks. Moreover, information issued by the Israeli government
warned against the risk of terrorist attacks, trying to discourage Jewish
people from attending the pilgrimage. In the following years the pilgrim-
age has experienced some resilience, before being severely affected by the
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021.

As can be clearly seen from what has just been said, in recent decades
the history of this pilgrimage is by no means linear. It has experienced ups
and downs, periods of prosperity and others of crisis. The Ghriba syna-
gogue and the pilgrimage that goes with it can be described in terms of an
intricate web of paradoxes. In the following sections we will limit ourselves
to indicating some of them, without undertaking a more in-depth analysis,

105



which would require a much larger space. We will stress some features of
the arena created around this synagogue and its pilgrimage, with a number
of concentric circles and a juxtaposition of borders which intersect the
field generated by the Ghriba.

A web of paradoxes

A first aspect concerns the religious qualification of the synagogue. The very

£ thi lioi buildi i doxical f T See for instance Bernard Allali, Les juifs de Tunisie :
nature of this religious building manifests some paradoxical features. To . oo ditions Bernard Allali, 2014)
understand the complexity of the configuration of the Ghriba, it is necessary  324-329.
to make a general distinction between place of worship and holy place. The
first corresponds to the space of collective, regular and routine religious prac-
tice (synagogue, church, mosque); the second, on the other hand, is marked by
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a denser sacrality which gives rise to more exceptional practices, in the unique
space-time of the pilgrimage. In several respects, the Ghriba falls within both
of these registers, and in the course of all its documented history, it mani-
fests a double nature. On the one hand, it is a place of worship with a local
character, closely linked to Hara Sghira. It is even the only synagogue in this
settlement that contains Torah scrolls. Like any synagogue of the island, the
Ghriba is a place of prayer, study and assembly for the men of the village.
On the other hand, the Ghriba is a centre of pilgrimage with international
impact. As a place of worship, the Ghriba is a uniquely masculine space. As a
holy place, and especially at the time of pilgrimage, the synagogue becomes a
mixed space, mainly occupied by women, who are the protagonists of many
rituals, often linked to fertility. More recently, the Ghriba has also become a
tourist spot, turning into a stopover on discovery tours of the island: a type
of visit that is also found in a large number of holy places, and less in routine
places of worship.

We have already pointed out the existence of diverging narratives
concerning the origin of the sanctuary. Even today, the two registers coex-
ist and can be in turn mobilized in the local discourse according to the
occasions, the interlocutors, and the purposes. When it comes to promot-
ing the pilgrimage and establishing its prestige, historical arguments are
put forward. This makes it possible to accentuate the importance of the
synagogue from the point of view of heritage and to emphasize its direct
kinship with the holy of holies of Judaism. Such filiation erects and legit-
imizes the exceptionality of the Ghriba, in the mythical time of this dias-
pora of the 6th century BC. The opinion according to which the stones
brought back from Jerusalem would be none other than the Tablets of
the Law — which amounts to seeing in this building a substitution of
the Temple — still finds some followers today.” In contrast, the inclusive
narrative, centred on the unknown young woman, largely dominates today
among pilgrims (but not among local Jews), with variations that show a
mythological creativity.

Furthermore, the post-mortem hospitality granted to this stranger in
the local pantheon of holy figures also reverberates on the relative opening
of the sanctuary itself. It is no coincidence that in Djerba, as in the other
Ghribas, attendance also involves Muslims, who in turn attribute baraka
to figures and places that are foreign to them from a religious point of
view. Thus, a game of mirrors and a sequence of concatenations are estab-
lished that also involve ritual practices. In 2014, a Jewish woman coming
from France, met in the synagogue, established cleatly this link when she
exposed a slightly different version of the foundational legend:
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Blessing of Pilgrims in the Synagogue, 2022. Photograph
© Manoél Pénicaud.

Jewish and Muslim women praying side by side, 2014.
Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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“The Ghriba means ‘the loner’ in Arabic and in Jewish [sic].
They say it was a young girl that people found on the beach. The
Muslim Tunisians said she was a girl of theirs, and the Jews here
said she was a girl of theirs. So, they built a synagogue where you
walk as if you were inside a mosque, with your head covered and
bare feet.”

The polarization that emerges from the legendary corpus more generally
pervades the religious practices associated with this sanctuary. It determines a
field where opposites can coexist and find forms of conciliation.

A canldron of rituality
Another aspect that highlights the duplicity of this pilgrimage site derives
from the contrast between the austere and rigorist tendency of local Judaism,
and the complex ritual choreography implemented at the sanctuary, which
leaves much room for the fervour of popular devotions. According to our
observation in 2014 and 2022, the synagogue becomes indeed the theatre of
an intense ritual effervescence during the pilgrimage days. In the first room,
a few Djerbian rabbis sitting on benches recite prayers for visitors who make
offerings in exchange. These sacred gifts and counter gifts are materialized by
the sharing of biscuits, dried fruits, and fig alcohol (b#kha). Pilgrims mix vari-
ous languages, Arabic, Hebrew, and French.

The atmosphere becomes festive, punctuated by smiles and laugh-
ter, jokes, percussion rhythms (playing darbuka), and collective songs.
Pilgrims move freely, without any sexual division of space. At the back,
an employee draws from a well a sacred water that visitors pass on their
faces while praying, or else they pour into plastic bottles. According to
one lady: “When you have a problem, when you can’t work, this water
allows you to do what you have to do. If you have bad luck or problems
in your store or in your house, then you have to wash the floor, or simply
your hands!” The rituality becomes more intensive in the second room,
the historical heart of the synagogue. Its specificity is that one has to take
off one’s shoes to enter it. But we observed that, in the constant flow of
pilgrims, many do not respect this rule. In that room, worshippers are
more concentrated on their own ritual performance, because requests are
more susceptible to be granted there. The burners attract many devotees,
mostly women, who light candles. Some of them burst into tears, without
trying to hide themselves because this type of effusion is accepted by all.
Private and public spheres are intimately nested.

The eastern wall houses five sacred cabinets, reminiscent of the
Temple Ark of the Covenant (bezkbal) where the Torah scrolls are kept.
Many pilgrims come to pray against this wall covered with ex-voto. Let us
mention here the case of a Jewish woman accompanied by a Muslim one,
both from Paris. Accustomed to the place, the first spontaneously invites
her friend to reproduce her gestures, in particular the fact of praying in
the direction of Jerusalem. In fact nothing then makes it possible to distin-
guish their respective religious belonging,

An emblematic (almost exclusively feminine) ritual consists of inscrib-
ing one’s wish on chicken eggs. Throughout the day, women are waiting
to descend into a sort of small crypt through a narrow opening in the
eastern wall. It is believed that this is the exact place where the inanimate
body of the mysterious Ghriba was discovered. Eggs are directly related
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to fecundity, and most of the expectations to marriage and childbirth.
Women enter that tunnel to deposit their eggs and candles. Muslims also
discreetly perform this eggs ritual.

From a theoretical point of view, these few examples - which would
deserve a longer and more detailed ethnographic description® - lead to
an understanding of the space-time of pilgrimage as an arena of hetero-
geneous practices and behaviours that cohabit under the same roof. Then
the theoretical model defined by John Eade and Michael Sallnow,” who
see pilgrimage centers as “empty vessels” that pilgrims fill with the mean-
ings of their choice, seems particulatly operative, including at the ritual
level. Several levels of practices and interpretations coexist, sometimes in
a contradictory way and above all varying according to the origin of the
pilgrims, local or foreigners. For example, many pilgrims from abroad
extinguish and then take with them the candles they have just lit. However,
this practice is considered “abnormal” by local Jews. Similarly, the practice
of laying dozens of eggs per pilgrim is contested by locals who do not
engage in this ritual with such fervour.

This type of divergence reinforces the paradox stated above, between
on the one hand the external pilgrims who are the main actors and promot-
ers of the ritual effervescence, and on the other hand the local Djerbians
who are much less demonstrative. More religiously conservative and rigos-
ous, the latter do not look kindly on the abundance of heterodox ritu-
als that some - among the more orthodox - even associate with idolatry.
This contrast reveals a collision between these two spheres, which at first
glance escapes observation. The informed observer can see that during
the pilgrimage days, the external pilgrims are the most numerous in the
sanctuary. But at the end of the day, the latter return to their seaside luxury
hotels, while most of the local Jewish community, which is mainly based
in Hara Kbira, arrives in numbers. In other words, it is as if the locals are
taking over the place. The Djerbian women take the opportunity to pray
in the Ghriba, a space reserved for men the rest of the year. Then the
whole space of the Ukala is taken over by these numerous families and
the festivities can be in full swing,

Let us introduce the more profane space of the Ukala, which is part
of the Ghriba complex and which is situated opposite the synagogue, on
the other side of a road that is now closed. The Ukala is a former caravan-
serai, where non-Djerbian pilgrims (including many Libyans) were once
housed in small rooms. In the open-air courtyard, vendors sold pastries,
jewellery, amulets (e.g. &bamsa) and souvenirs, displayed on ephemeral
stalls. In one corner, women were attracted by a monumental candlestick
more than two metres high called “Menara” and made by a silversmith.
They devoutly tied shimmering scarves of fabric and artificial silk to it.
Then came the crucial sequence of the auction of the Menara rimonins,
which are the silver ornaments of the Torah placed atop the candlestick
on this day. Pilgrims were publicly competing - for up to several thou-
sand dinars - for the privilege of symbolically acquiring these holy pieces,
which were then returned, while large sums of money became donations
to the shrine.

At the end of the auction, the Menara was solemnly carried in proces-
sion outside of the Ghriba. In the past and before the attacks, the proces-
sion had to pass by Hara Sghira. But since then, it has ended down the
street a few dozen metres away for security reasons. The pilgrims walked
as if everything was normal, but the concentration of security forces was
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A Woman Pilgrim and Votive Eggs, 2022. Photograph
© Manoél Pénicaud.

The Ghriba Menara, 2014. Photograph © Manoél
Pénicaud.

38
Albera and Pénicaud, “La synagogue de la Ghriba,”
183-194.

39
Eade and Sallnow, Contesting the Sacred, 15.

108



40
Dionigi Albera, “Ritual mixing and inter-rituality at
Marian shrines,” in Crossing Ritual Borders: Opportunities,
Limits, and Obstacles, ed. Marianne Moyaert (New York:
Palgrave, 2019), 137-154.

41
1bid.,152.

42
Ibid., 152.

43

In 2012, President Moncef Marzouki visited the
Ghriba in order to solemnly commemorate the 10th
anniversary of the attack on the synagogue. More
recently, in March 2020, President Kais Saied also
visited the synagogue. He in his turn asserted the
peaceful coexistence in Djerba between inhabitants
of different religions.

Religiographies

very strong. Armed men in balaclavas advanced among the pilgrims; snip-
ers were posted on the roof of the synagogue; a helicopter flew over it
and intelligence services filmed everything. In other words, the procession,
which was once (and still partially is) an occasion of sharing and conviv-
iality, had become overprotected and seemed to be under siege. Such a
contrast looked also paradoxical.

A mix of hetero-rituality and poly-rituality
Coming back at a theoretical level to analyse ritual performances and the issue
of inter-rituality between different religious groups, the analytic distinction
between hetero-rituality (silent cohabitation of ritual practices) and poly-ritu-
ality (official speeches and gestures showing tolerance and mutual acceptance)
seems particulatly relevant in the Ghriba’s case.*’ On the one hand, hetero-titu-
ality implies that “the distinction between religious groups is put into brackets,
and it is not performed through the ritual. There is no planned overall ritual
sequence but a multiplicity of individual ritual packages that may converge,
diverge, and be superimposed, drawing on a larger pool of ritual practices that
present family resemblances and permit some forms of translatability from
a religious group to another.”*! This form of inter-rituality mainly concerns
the ritual arena described above, as a mix of spontaneous ritual mimicry and
bricolages. On the other hand, poly-rituality occurs with the orchestration of
interreligious gathering and understanding: “the existence of different reli-
gious identities is constitutive and is expressed and performed through the
ritual sequence and the provisory interdependence between them in the spatial
and temporal setting of the ritual. In this case, the architecture of the ritual
sequences is oriented toward an articulation of the components that main-
tains the distinction between religious groups, which are considered coherent
wholes.”*

In other words, both hetero-rituality and poly-rituality are at work
during the pilgrimage. When it comes to poly-rituality, the rhetoric of
inclusiveness and so-called convivencia is developed in several moments
inside the choreography of the pilgrimage days, which always includes
some official interventions by political authorities. Therefore, each year the
pilgrimage offers an opportunity to reaffirm the “tolerance” and “open-
ness” of Tunisian government and society. This is obviously a political
message that Tunisian authorities want to send to the Tunisians and to the
world. Already during the Ben Ali regime, ministers used to visit the site
during the pilgrimage days, and in their speeches they would exalt Tuni-
sian tolerance, dialogue and fraternity, extolling the central role of Pres-
ident Ben Ali. In 2014, the former Minister of Tourism Amel Karboul
gave a speech before the synagogue during the pilgrimage, emphasizing
the friendly coexistence between Muslims and Jews for centuries: ““Today,
Tunisia, which brings together all religions, which tolerates all ideologies,
wishes to experience a new 21st century convivencia. 1 believe in Tunisia’s
ability to have its golden age. Not just Tunisia, but the whole region. It
will not be an exception, it will show the way. Our country is yours. You,
Tunisians who left to come back, a little more often, a little longer, maybe
forever!”

After the break imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic, the pilgrimage
revived in May 2022. On this occasion also the pilgrims were welcomed
in the area of the synagogue by the new Prime Minister, Najla Bouden,
accompanied by the Minister of Toutrism, Mohamed Moez Belhassine.”
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The German, Canadian, and French ambassadors were also present. The
case of Hassen Chalgoumi is symptomatic of this official poly-rituality:
known as the imam of the French city of Drancy, this French-Tunisian
citizen was invited, as special guest, to deliver a speech of tolerance, by
the auction moderator, in these terms: “Bless him! [. . .] May God give
us 500 million people like you! May we have peace in the world, may we
have shalom, may we have salam, may we find ourselves, Jews and Muslims:
we all love each other and we want to love each other!” Then the imam
declaimed the rhetoric of living together to the crowd of pilgrims: “The
Ghriba is a miracle! It connects us all, it is a flame of hope!” His words
were greeted with thunderous applause.

Another significant moment of poly-rituality occurred in 2022 (repli-
cating a performance that had already occurred in previous editions).

'77

During one of the musical interludes that punctuated the auction and offi-
cial speeches, a Jewish pilgrim took the microphone and began to singin a
very solemn way the Muslim call to prayer “Allah Akbar” (God is Greater),
then “Sh’ma Israel” (Hear, O Israel), the well-known centrepiece of the
morning and evening Jewish prayer services, then “Adonai” (My Lord),
and again “Allah Akbar” in a very vibrant and emotional voice. His perfor-
mance was obviously planned but it looked improvised, and the audience
was surprised at first, before applauding and welcoming this call for peace.

A different initiative of poly-rituality occurred in May 2019, when the
Jewish pilgrimage coincided with the Muslim holy month of Ramadan for
the first time since 1987. Thus, the Tunisian authorities and the Ghriba
committee organized an ffar (fast breaking ceremony) dinner. Many guests
were invited at sunset to break the fast close to the synagogue. Called
the “Iftar of Fraternity,” this unexpected ceremony gathered together
Jews, Muslims, Christians, but also the Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed, other ministers, foreign ambassadors, and rabbis from European
countries. According to the Tunisian press, Chahed claimed that “Tuni-
sia remains a pioneering country in the consecration of cultural diversity
and civilization.”* Obviously, it was also an operation of communication,
as is proved by the presence of many journalists. This event can also be
decrypted as an alternative attempt to promote peaceful coexistence in
the register of official interreligious dialogue. In effect, such shared sffar
gatherings during Ramadan are quite frequent in interreligious milieus,
but it was a first at the Ghriba.* But beyond the symbol of a shared ritual
of commensality, it should be noted that the event was strictly reserved
for handpicked guests and never involved the local population. Indeed,
the ceremony was held on the first evening of the pilgrimage under high
security because of the threat of terrorism. These conditions therefore
relativize the real impact of such an inclusive initiative on ordinary people.

During the pilgrimage, access to the site becomes very difficult, espe-
cially for Djerbian Muslims and, more generally, Tunisian ones, because
one has to show a foreign passport or an official invitation, which limits
the Muslims’ spontaneous participation. Some of the villagers cannot
casily return home because of security measures. A woman we met in the
synagogue in 2014 told us that she had been barred from entering twice,
in the previous days, “because I'm a Muslim, I don’t know why!” Finally,
an outside observer cannot avoid noticing the tension that lies between
situations of coexistence - actual, staged or idealized - and the difficulty
of accessing the sanctuary.

From our observations, inclusive discourses advocating tolerance and
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Tolerance speech of imam Hassen Chalgoumi, 2022.
Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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A week later, on May 29, a similar event was organized
in Tunis by the Ministry of Religious Affairs, with the
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights. Also called the “Iftar of the Human
Fraternity,” it brought together Muslims, Christians,
and Jews and repeated the unitary message, “We are
all Tunisians,” the need for tolerance and the call to
accept the religious Other. The event received exten-

sive media coverage.
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Sniper on the roof of the Ghriba Synagogue, 2022.
Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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interreligious coexistence are conveyed “from the bottom” by the pilgrims
themselves, be they Jews or Muslims. On the spot, the pilgrims willingly
express their feeling of Judeo-Muslim fraternity, like this Parisian pilgrim
encountered in 2014: “There is a great fraternity between Arabs and Jews.
We grew up with them, we played with them, we never had any problems.
Between families, we exchanged a lot of things!”; and a Moroccan Jew
added spontaneously: “We were brothers and sisters! Muslims believe in
the holy woman, and in her miracles, they come to deposit their eggs and
they say prayers. It proves that we are connected!”

Another aspect of the perceptible feeling of inclusivity for foreign
Jews is that most of the people proclaimed their “Tunisianity.” Indeed,
their belonging to Tunisia constitutes a major stake in the pilgrimage: even
if they live abroad, they remain Tunisians in their heart. Such a patriotic
aspect was materialized in the dozens of pennants of the Tunisian flag
which were suspended across the Ukala courtyard, which meant in a sense
“You are at home.” In exchange, these pilgrims were very grateful to the
state: ““Thanks to Tunisia for welcoming us and providing us these security
forces so that we can continue to come every year! [. . .] Please applaud the
Tunisian police, I beg you! I feel like I’'m seeing a war movie, they love us
so much! They are there, everywhere, downstairs, upstairs, on the roof!”
the auctioneer said on the microphone. This overprotection reassured
them and demonstrated, according to them, the consideration of the state
that had not forgotten them. But in another sense, these security measures
relativized the spirit of openness.

b

Echoes of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

In the last years, the arrival of pilgrims from Israel has also generated politi-
cal struggles connected with the escalation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Each year, strong controversies emerged at the local level and especially at the
national level. Some political parties and social networks made these contro-
versies harder. After 2011, anti-Semitic and radical slogans were heard in Tunis.
Consequently, in 2012, the Israeli National Security Council strongly advised
Jewish nationals against travelling to Tunisia, in particular to Djerba, because
of the risk of an attack. In 2014, some Tunisian deputies demanded that Israeli
cruise passengers be banned from entering Tunisia. In 2019 a polemic erupted
over a video broadcast on an Israeli channel, showing Israeli pilgrims going
by bus to the Ghriba, chanting: “Long live Israel . . . Long live Tunisia!” This
video circulated widely on social networks, which stirred controversy to the top
of the Tunisian State. Some demonstrations were even organized by groups
fighting against the so-called normalization. Another manifestation of tension
occurred locally in 2020, when a road sign was installed without any autho-
rization on the roundabout near the Ghriba in Djerba, with the inscription:
“Jerusalem, Capital of Palestine: 3090 km,” accompanied by the Palestinian
flag. Thus, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has repercussions on the local scale,
but not only. As the picture was published on Facebook, it spread digitally
around many networks, whether of pro-Palestinian activists or shocked pro-Is-
raeli Tunisian Jews. Once again, the pilgrimage centre coagulates geopolitical
tensions. The Ghriba is impacted by the Mediterranean geopolitical tumults,
mainly the Arab-Israeli conflict. Moreover, we observe the central, increasing,
and catalytic role played by social networks that propel a local pilgrimage into
the globalized and digital arena.
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A political key fignre: René Trabelsi
Year after year, the Ghriba pilgrimage has become a contact zone between
locality and globalisation, at the same time traversed, boosted, and disturbed
by its internationalization, with a strong entanglement between religious and
political dimensions. This predicament is currently well illustrated by the role
played by René Trabelsi, a key figure of contemporary pilgrimage, who in
some respects seems to incarnate several of the paradoxical characteristics
associated with this pilgrimage. He lives between Paris and Djerba, and is both
the eldest son of the current head of the local Ghriba committee and the
director of a tour operating company based in France, and very involved in
the logistics of the Ghriba pilgrimage. Both an orthodox Jew and a business-
man, he is an “impresario” of this pilgrimage, with the goal of developing its
magnitude, both in a religious and an economic perspective. When we inter-
viewed him in 2014, he cleatly stated his main objectives. His ambitious target
was to attract up to 20,000 Jews from all over the world for the pilgrimage. He
was really open to the Muslim participation but for him priority would have
to be given to Jewish pilgrims. Through the figure of Trabelsi, we see how the
Ghriba has become a crucial lever for economic development and the affir-
mation of Jewishness in the Tunisian national community.* The links between
pilgrimage and politics are also evident in the heritagization initiatives carried
out during the last years, in which Trabelsi has been involved. Since 2012, the
Tunisian state has proposed the inscription of the whole Djerba island in the
UNESCO World Heritage List. The candidature valorises the mythological
past of the island, associated with the island of lotus-eaters in Homer’s Odys-
sey, but also with the hypothetical existence of the Ghriba synagogue since
antiquity. Thus, the narrative put forward is that of the “mysterious” island
supposedly discovered by Hierosolymitan priests in the 6th century BC. The
obvious political goal is promoting Djerba in terms of tourism and culture on
an international scale, in order to attract more visitors. Among other heritage
initiatives directly supported by Trabelsi, let us also mention the project of a
Ghriba Museum within the area of the sanctuary.

After the terrorist attacks of 2015 in Sousse and Tunis, not only did
the participation of foreign pilgrims in the Ghriba decline significantly,
but the whole tourism industry collapsed. In November 2018, the Tuni-
sian prime minister Youssef Chahed appointed Trabelsi as Minister of
Tourism, arguing that he was a renowned professional of this economic
sector. This choice was not minor and it had a strong impact in public
debates in Tunisia and in the wider Arab world. Trabelsi then became the
country’s first Jewish minister for more than 60 years,” Moreover, he was
often qualified as “the only Jewish minister in the Arab world.” At the
beginning, the appointment of Trabelsi was criticized by several sectors
of the political world, because of his lack of diploma and also because of
his Jewishness. Yet he gradually won the support of public opinion, given
the largely positive results of his political action. Under his mandate, cruise
tourism revived and many hotels reopened. For 2019, Trabelsi set himself
the goal of attracting nine million foreign visitors in Tunisia. At the end
of the year this goal had even been exceeded.

That year, the Ghriba pilgrimage was particularly successful, with an
attendance of more than 5,000 people, according to the organizers. This
success was the result of an intense marketing campaign orchestrated by
the Tunisian government. The Ghriba pilgrimage opens the tourist season,
and it may have a positive impact on the number of arrivals that follow. In
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René Trabelsi’s TV Interview, 2014. Photograph ©
Manoél Pénicaud.
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other words the pilgrimage is both an economic lung (or locomotive) and
an international showcase for Tunisia. Because of the wide Jewish dias-
pora, many Tunisian Jews aim at coming back to their “country of heart,”
by combining seaside tourism, memorial travel, and pilgrimage. These
aspects are not at all perceived as antinomic, nor incompatible; they are
on the contrary all combined. Quite popular, and on the strength of his
success, Trabelsi was even the only minister to be renewed in office by the
new government in January 2020, but he finally was replaced in April 2020.

Under his mandate, Trabelsi was accused of wanting to normalise
relations between Tunisia and Israel, often called “the Zionist entity” in
Tunisian political debates. In June 2019, he had to take an official posi-
tion claiming in the Tunisian press that he was “against the normalization
with Israel.”® According to the Times of Israel newspapet, he also had to
condemn “the praise of the Israeli army on Tunisian soil,” and declare that
the Ghriba pilgrims must “behave propetly,” in relation to the polemic
concerning the video broadcast showing Israeli pilgrims chanting: “Long
live Israel . . . Long live Tunisial” During a street demonstration, a photo
of Trabelsi was even burnt.

In February 2020, another controversy arose when Meyer Habib,
deputy of the French living in Israel, part of whose family comes from
Tunisia, called for a tourist boycott of Tunisia. In reaction to a posi-
tion taken by the Tunisian President against a Franco-Israeli sportsman,
this deputy close to the Isracli conservative right argued that “anti-Zion-
ism is anti-Semitism,” considering that Tunisia, “once a model of living
together, is falling into obsessive hatred,” and comparing this country to
Iran. Trabelsi stepped up to the plate by sending him an open letter calling
on Habib to apologize to the Tunisians.

The position of the Tunisian President of the Republic regarding
the Ghriba and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict appears also ambiguous.
According to a press release from the presidency, when President Kais
Saied officially visited the Ghriba with René Trabelsi in March 2020, he
“underlined the necessity to differentiate between the Jewish religion,
which is one of the divine revelations, and the Zionism which occupies
the land of Palestine and oppresses its people,” adding that “it is time for
humanity to end this injustice.”

The 2019 pilgrimage represented the climax of René Trabelsi’s dual
role as pilgrimage impresario and tourism minister. It is under his lead-
ership that the /ffar mentioned above was organized. The 2020 edition
of the pilgrimage was hit hard by the Covid-19 pandemic, when Trabelsi
had already given up his post as minister. The international pilgrimage
was cancelled and only locals confidentially visited the site. In addition,
René Trabelsi himself became seriously ill with the virus during the spring
of 2020 and remained hospitalized in Paris for over a month and a half.
His followers were informed of the severity of his illness through social
networks. Once healed, the ex-minister considered himself the beneficiary
of a Ghriba miracle. This is what he confessed to a journalist, Hichem
Ben Yaiche, who posted a dedicated message on his LinkedIn account.
As a non-Jew, it is significant that this journalist adds: “From having made
ten pilgrimages to the Ghriba, in the context of my work, I can testify to
the power of this place.” In August 2020, Trabelsi returned to Djerba and
went to thank the Ghriba, a gesture which falls within the popular register
of private devotion, far from any political stake.

In 2021, the pilgrimage also remained restricted, with strict health
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protocols (individual prayers, none of the usual gatherings, and compul-
sory mask). A few people did come from abroad, however. Inside the
Ghriba, Trabelsi was accompanied by about 30 French pilgrims. He told
the press: “This year, the number is not high, but that does not matter.
What matters is that we have been given the chance to come here to pray
for the entire world.”*" In 2022, when the pilgrimage resumed with good
success (with the arrival of around 3,000 pilgrims, according to the organ-
izers), Trabelsi returned to his functions as a travel agent and organizer of
pilgrims’ sojourns on the island, while also assuming an unofficial political
role, receiving important guests such as the Tunisian prime minister and
several ambassadors.

Conclusion
This article represents a modest attempt to update, 40 years later, some aspects
of the seminal research work carried out by Lucette Valensi and Abraham
Udovitch on the Arab Jews of Dijerba. In a theoretical perspective, we took
up the case of the Ghriba pilgrimage to explore the pertinence of the notion
of paradox for an analysis of the often-contradictory components that are at
work in several sanctuaries attended by faithful of different religious obedi-
ences. This work is part of a quest for new analytical tools that could some-
what replace more traditional ones, like syncretism or zéfissage. In conclusion,
it seems that the idea of paradox may prove useful to grasp some significant
elements, alongside other concepts, like ambiguity or polytropy, which partially
recover its analytical field. The Ghriba synagogue appears as a rare laboratory
to observe a long-term common rituality practiced by Jews and Muslims in
North Africa. Moreover, still in the 21st century it remains a place of spiritual
magnetism and of interfaith mixing. The annual pilgrimage is a matrix of
intertwined contrasts and paradoxes, whose range exceeds the issue of inter-
religious sharing, Their articulation is highly complex: several paradoxes appear
entangled and nested, creating a convoluted architecture.

The sets of paradoxes described and analysed throughout this article
can be organized around a number of foci. They concern, for example, the
dual nature of this synagogue as a place of worship and a holy place, with
the oscillations between the predominance of one or the other dimension
during the annual cycle, as well as the changing characterizations of this
space in terms of gender; although it lacks, like all other synagogues in
Djerba, a space reserved for the prayer of women, the latter can frequent
the Ghriba synagogue as pilgrims or tourists at various times of the year,
and then become the main protagonists of the ritual actions that take
place there during the festival of Lag Ba’Omer. With the impossibility,
for reasons of space, of following all these threads, we will single out
only one aspect of paramount importance: namely, the delicate balance
between local and external forces on which the structure of the pilgrimage
seems to rest. This aspect is evident from the opposition between the two
founding narratives of the sanctity of the synagogue: the one purely local
and immersed in a rather indistinct religiosity, without a clear confessional
identity emerging; the other that makes the Ghriba synagogue a sort of
holy relic of the First Temple of Jerusalem, thus charging it with a univer-
sal meaning for the whole of the Jewish world. A sub-paradox inscribed
in this second narrative is the attribution of an Arabic name Ghriba to
a holy place that would have been created in the 6th century BC. This
paradox also refracts on the interpretation of the ritual practices. Some
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René Trabelsi returning as a pilgrim to the Ghriba, 2021.
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pilgrims, for example, interpret the tradition of entering the innermost
part of the Ghriba synagogue barefoot as an imitation of what Muslims
do in mosques. On the other hand, we have also listened to erudite local
actiologies which see this habit as a perpetuation down the millennia of a
typical custom of the faithful in the Temple of Jerusalem.

It is then possible to read in the very structure of the pilgrimage the
results of another contrast between local and external dynamics, with
paradoxical outcomes. In fact, since the pilgrimage began to experience
great success, towards the end of the 19th century, it seems to operate a
sort of accommodation between the pietistic tendencies of the Djerbian
Judaism and a much more exuberant religiosity introduced in the syna-
gogue and in the adjacent spaces by pilgrims who came from elsewhere,
often from very far away. This paradoxical coexistence between divergent
tendencies can still be read now in the subdued criticism of many local
Jews of the most ostentatious manifestations in the religious practices of
many pilgrims of the Tunisian diaspora, as well in their silent distancing
from most of them.

Relations with Islam are also affected by the paradoxical effects of
this tension between local and external dimensions. The relative quiet
coexistence between Jews and Muslims in Djerba is upset at the time of
the pilgrimage, when a massive deployment of the army and police hinders
local life. The space of the synagogue represents the acme of the contrast
between contradictory tendencies. The warm conviviality between Jews
and Muslims inside the Ghriba, and the omnipresent rhetoric of inclu-
sivity, highly contrast with the huge display of security forces outside the
buildings. In fact, there is a contradiction between the message of toler-
ance and the potential threat of attacks like that of 2003, between the situ-
ation inside and outside. More generally, the Ghriba pilgrimage is crossed
by major political dynamics, with an international scope, being regularly
affected by the turmoil of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Every year the
arrival of Israeli pilgrims arouses anti-Israeli animosities in Tunisian soci-
ety. Conversely, the Israeli government advises regularly its citizens against
going to Djerba for the pilgrimage.

The figure of René Trabelsi, both an observant Jew from Djerba,
economic impresario of the pilgrimage and former Tunisian minister,
embodies the subtle combination of the different facets of the pilgrimage
as a complex social phenomenon. The fact that, after his exclusion from
the government and his serious illness, he recently claimed to have recov-
ered from the Covid-19 thanks to the therapeutic power of the Ghriba,
in a sense, brings the story full circle.
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The site will remain an enduring beacon of humanity in the face of
suffering.
Rachid Koraichi

Introduction
The artwork of Paris-based artist Rachid Koraichi, one of the leading Arab
artists of his generation, is steeped in the aesthetics of Sufism and distinctive
in its thematic integration of migration, memory, and mourning, The traces of
the perilous migratory movements that characterize our contemporary culture
are a central preoccupation in his creations. One of Koraichi’s most import-
ant projects, the newly opened Le Jardin d’Afrique (The Garden of Africa)
in southern Tunisia was created to honour and commemorate the increas-
ing number of refugees and migrants' — women, men and children — who
have drowned crossing the Mediterranean Sea from North Africa, especially
Libya, while attempting to reach asylum in Europe. Koraichi is one of the few
artists worldwide whose work memorializes undocumented refugees. Fleeing
extreme poverty and military conflict, a mounting number of people of vari-
ous nationalities and faiths have died on what the UN calls the world’s deadliest
migration route,” resulting in the “wotld’s largest mass grave.””

This article addresses the “migratory aesthetics” (a term coined by
Miceke Bal in 2007) in Koraichi’s project. “As an incontestable source of
cultural transformation,” Bal identifies migration as a “constructive focus
of an aesthetics that does not leave the viewer, spectator, or user of art
aloof and shielded, autonomous and in charge of the aesthetic experi-
ence.” For Bal the term enhances “the possibilities of art to be politically
effective,”* amply illustrated by Koraichi’s oeuvtre, especially in his Garden
of Africa project.

The exploration is also inspired by decolonial thinkers such as Walter
Mignolo.” While engaging with postcolonial thought (for instance, Edward
Said’s foundational Orientalisnt), they deliberately reject the concept of
a single universal aesthetic traditionally posited for the Western tradi-
tion. In contrast to the univalent construct of Western aesthetic ideol-
ogy, decolonial aesthetics postulates a plurality of aesthetics.” Processes
of displacement or migration also generate an aesthetic of transcultural
formation, in which transculturation is understood as the “effects of
cultural translations.””®

Drawing on these recent methodological developments, the article
explores how this contemporary global artist engages with the applied
aesthetics of the ‘lived” Sufi experience.” It delineates the aesthetic junc-
tures of embodied sensations (Birgit Meyet’s “sensational forms”)"
the intersensorial nature of Sufi perception. As a manifestation of trans-
cultural frames of reference,' Koraichi’s work articulates the culturally

and

entangled dynamic of multi-religious engagement.

Sufism, social activism, decolonial aesthetics/ aesthesis
During the chaotic post-colonial period, when terrorist violence escalated after
132 years of French colonial rule in Algeria (1830-1962), Koraichi (b. 1947
in Ain Beida, Algeria) fled to Paris at the age of 21. There he continued his
studies at the Ecole nationale supérieure des arts décoratifs and the Ecole d’ur-
banisme. Koraichi comes from a family of distinguished Sufis (his grandfather
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was a Tijani wuqaddam, or spititual leader, in Ain Beida) descending from the
Quraysh, the Meccan-based ‘tribe’ to which the Prophet Muhammad
himself belonged. The French-Algerian artist is an active member of the
Tijaniyya order, founded by Shaykh Ahmad al-Tijani (1737-1815) in Algeria
in the Oran region before spreading to other parts of the world. Known for
their social reforms and longstanding resistance to European colonialism in
Africa, Tijanyya members combine mysticism with humanitarianism and social
activism, a common thread running through Koraichi’s works.

Itis in this spirit that the Garden of Africa project aesthetically contests
the “necropolitical” conditions (a term coined by Achille Mbembe)'* of
“this extended period of global Anthropocene crisis, ongoing ‘refugee
crisis, mass incarceration, and endless war.”> Due to hardline border secu-
rity policies and new methods of migration control,' refugee deaths in
the Mediterranean and Aegean Seas have increased since the 1990s.”> As a
result, Europe’s “horrific modern hecatomb,” in the words of French-Sen-
egalese novelist David Diop, is poignantly inscribed in the region’s death-
scape.’® Yet the Mediterranean and Aegaen sea borders are only one of
many regions where refugees are dying in their search for asylum. In the
Sinai, the Sahara, in Central America, at the US-Mexican border, on the
Andaman sea and elsewhere, refugees are dying in untold numbers.

Koraichi positions his work as a resistance to neocolonization. In the
intolerable conditions of migration, he sees the tragic legacy of colonial-
ism. But, he says, “colonialism is worse today because it is hidden.”"” In
2005, he built the Jardin d’Orient (Garden of the Orient) at Chateau Royal
d’Amboise in the Loire Valley in France as a tribute to Emir Abdelkader
(1808-1883), Algeria’s former spiritual (Suft) and military leader in the
anti-colonial struggle against the French invasion, and the Algerians killed
in the resistance. Emir Abdelkader was imprisoned at the chateau from
1848 to 1852, together with his family and followers, more than twenty of
whom perished and were buried in an unmarked mass grave in the court-
yard of the castle. In an interview in 2020, Koraichi offers insights into
the “catalyst” that led him to create the Jardin d’Otient:'®

I was praying there [the courtyard of the Chateau d’Amboise]
one day. A woman’s pet dog came near me and peed near my
feet. “Who are you?” she asked me. I said that I was Rachid
Koraichi. She said, “Are you working here? My dog has the habit
of peeing here since a long time.” My response was, “At least
you’re sincere and honest in telling me this!”

This moment led to my thinking of making the cemetery [Jardin
d’Orient]. So, the dog was the catalyst. It was also “maktoob” —
destiny, fate. Choices we make and don’t make . . . like being at a

crossroads.

The French-Algerian artist also views his mission as illuminating the human
catastrophe resulting from the NATO-backed overthrow and death of Libya’s
long-time president Moammar Gaddafi in 2011." The ensuing violence
plunged the country into chaos and, in Koraichi’s words, “opened the gates
of hell” across the Affican continent and beyond.* “Now,” he says, “all the
weapons that France, Italy, Britain and Germany sold to Libya for millions are
in the hands of terrorists all over Africa. But no one is taking responsibility for
these genocidal arms sales.””” Terrorized Afticans continue to flee to Euro-
pean shores, while for years the EU funded, trained and equipped the Libyan
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coast guard to intercept those trying to cross the border and send them back
to Libya, where they are held in detention centers.”” Refugees also artive from
Qatar, Koraichi says. To build the stadiums for the World Cup finals Qatar’s
government hired 30,000 foreign labourers, mostly from Bangladesh and Paki-
stan. Forced to pay exorbitant recruitment fees, their wages withheld and their
passports confiscated,” they are reduced to conditions of modern slavery.
The bodies of thousands of migrant workers dying in Qatar after it won its
Wortld Cup bid are said to be used as a filling material in the construction of
the stadiums.* Many flee these inhumane conditions via the sea route, which
explains the large number of refugees from Pakistan and Bangladesh arriving
in Tunisia, many perishing on the way and arriving in body bags at the Garden
of Affica, says Koraichi.”

In past decades, refugee deaths have been addressed only occasionally
in photography, documentaries, and artwork. Among the few works of art
that depict the deaths is Berlin-based artist and activist Khaled Barakeh’s
(b. 1976 in Syria) ‘Multicultural Graveyard, a censored Facebook album
of photographs of refugee children drowned off the coast of Libya.”
His testimony of death is intended “to make life matter.””” Runo Lago-
marsino’s (b. 1977 in Sweden) installation ‘Sea Grammar’ draws upon
metonymic refraction to articulate the muted tragedy of those drowned to
death in the Mediterranean. It depicts an aerial view of the Strait of Gibral-
tar, pierced by more and more holes until finally these holes completely
obscure the strait. The holes recall an expression seafarers use when their
comrades are carried away by the waves: “making a hole in the sea.” The
work is part of the exhibition “They Watched Us for a Very Long Time,*
named after the title of a 2014 work at the Pergamon Museum in Berlin,”
in which Lagomarsino illuminates European neocolonialism and the way
history is constructed as a “a mirror with amnesia.” With this work, Lago-
marsino refers to Walter Mignolo’s words of warning that:* “The colonial
past is not a past; it’s part of our contemporary life. [. . .| Modernity hides
coloniality behind its darker side, in other words, coloniality is constitu-
tive of modernity — there is no modernity without coloniality.” Also worth
mentioning is the 17-minute video ‘Liquid Traces: The Left-to-Die Boat
Case, directed by the activist-researcher and filmmaker Charles Heller and
the architect Lorenzo Pezzani, produced in Berlin in March 2014;”" and
Swiss-Icelandic artist Christoph Biichel’s (b. 1966) project ‘Barca Nostra’
(Our Boat), the wreckage of a fishing boat that had sunk with hundreds of
refugees aboard, displayed at the 2019 Venice Biennale.”” These artworks
enunciate the abjection of marginalized refugees: Julia Kristeva describes
this as what was once part of the self but was cast off because the self
violently expelled it due to its disgust with the abject.”

In spring 2018, social media reported large numbers of decompos-
ing bodies of drowned ‘others’ of refugee origin that had washed up on
a Tunisian beach near the old port of Zarzis, many of them remaining
unburied. Koraichi’s daughter Aicha heard about this humanitarian disas-
ter and alerted her father. Soon after father and daughter visited the small
coastal town and were “terrified” by what they saw.™

Locals refused to bury the dead in their own cemeteries, often on the
basis that the religious beliefs of the deceased were unknown — described
by Koraichi as “open racism.”* As Judith Butler has shown, a subject
emerges through a process of abjection, by not conforming to the norm
of the human subject, in this case the citizen.”® To find out the faith of
the deceased, the locals even went so far as to check whether the dead
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(often in an advanced stage of decomposition) were circumcised or not,
but only a few bodies were accepted in local Muslim or Christian ceme-
teries.”” A makeshift cemetery for refugees known as the “Cemetery of
Strangers” in the middle of a wasteland received all the dead (regardless
of their religion). The humanitarian initiative was managed single handedly
by Chemseddine Marzoug, a local fisherman and occasional taxi driver,*
but by 2019 the cemetery of mostly unmarked graves had no space left
for more burials. Many bodies were therefore simply dumped on rubbish
heaps. “There were piles of bodies along a very long beach,” says Koraichi.
“The bodies are carried there by the ocean currents, and they were collected
by rubbish trucks and dumped on heaps infested with dogs and rats.”” “It was
unbelievable,” he recounts.” This desctiption corresponds with what Butler
describes as the process of rejection: “The refuse of such a process includes
various forms of spectrality and monstrosity, usually figured in relation to
non-human animal life.”*’

This spectrality is reflected in the invisibility and inaccessibility of the
‘burial sites,” the denial of identification, mourning and care for the refugee
dead. Far from the nearest human settlement, anonymous and abandoned,
the remains of the dehumanized refugees are dumped in mass graves.
With no genealogical ties, cut off from their families, they leave no trace.
The depersonalized bodies are merely covered with earth. They receive
no proper ritual burial and there are no grave markers or other recognized
symbol to commemorate the dead. The insinuation that the “martyred”
corpses’ can rot below the ground and be easily forgotten betrays the
disregard for the refugees as actual members of a political, social and
cultural community.* The denial of state responsibility for these violations
of rights reveals a profound inequality even in death for these refugees,”
as well as for their relatives, left behind in a limbo of uncertainty, with no
means of finding the missing,

Koraichi recalls, “I immediately said that we must buy a piece of land
to build a cemetery. Since they [the locals| refuse to give them [the refu-
gees] a dignified burial, I will build them a palace,”**
out a prayer rug for them,” he says.” In late 2018, Koraichi together with
his daughters Aicha and Fatma purchased a 2,500 square meter field of
olive trees near the small town of Zarzis to create a dignified and peaceful
final resting place for the hundreds of unburied corpses (Fig. 1). Because
of its location, sharing borders with both the European Union and Libya,
the town is particularly concerned with migration issues. Irrespective of
their (mostly unknown) religion, all are received and equally honoured. In
doing so Koraichi follows the Sufi tradition of universal humanism that
God embraces all humans without regard to race, religion, or any other
distinction. This holistic, humanitarian ethic is the central thread link-
ing together all the facets of human rights and humanitarian action. It
represents Koraichi’s personal tribute to the countless men, women, and
children who have perished in search of a better life. He believes that “the
site will remain an enduring beacon of humanity in the face of suffering,*

What makes Koraichi’s Garden of Africa stand out from most other
artworks on the suffering of refugees is that it actively helps those in
need by providing a place of refuge and sanctuary for both the dead and
their living friends and relatives. While all of these artworks are important
expressions of a decolonial aesthetic, Koraichi’s work is also exemplary for
its humanitarian activism. Rather than confining his art to the traditional
aesthetic of “feelings of beauty or sublimity,” Koraichi’s garden cemetery
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Fig.1 Design sketches for Le Jardin d’Afrigue, Zarzis, Tunisia, see Rachid Koraichi, Tears that Taste of
the Sea (London: October Gallery, 2021), 9.

speaks to “sadness, indignation, repentance, hope, and determination to
change things in the future.”"’

When Koraichi took on the task to self-finance the sanctuary with
proceeds from the sales of his works, he was following the example of
his grandfather, who had reminded him on his deathbed that: “Everything
that is not given is lost” [not passed on, not given in a spirit of humanity
and generosity].* He was reminded of the fact that whatever money the
grandfather did not spend for his family and on the Sufi shrine (&hangah)
was used for humanitatian purposes, so that the public benefited.”

The multi-faith memorial garden cemetery
The result, an ecumenical garden cemetery of great beauty, embodies shared-
ness. Tapping into the long history of shared sacred sites and practices, the
complex serves as a memorial, a cemetery and a garden, providing sanctu-
ary and a final place of rest for all those who have perished on the danger-
ous sea routes in search of a dignified life and whose countless unidentified
and unclaimed bodies all too often wash up on the Tunisian coast. Irrespec-
tive of their (mostly unknown) faith this shared space represents a special
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Fig. 2. View of the garden cemetery and multi-faith prayer room, Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph
© Rachid Koraichi.

arrangement for all (Fig, 2). The sacred space embraces not only the dead but
their families and friends as well, who can mourn there and pay a dignified
final tribute to their loved ones.

It is important to remember that the remains of the dead do not
simply constitute inert and passive material, merely to be handled and
disposed of by local communities; rather, they “provide an agency to
affect the experience and actions of mourners and evoke memories of
the past.””” Koraichi’s Garden of Aftrica gives them this voice. In this way
he invokes the conceptualization of Ottoman multi-religious cemeteries
which, as Amila Buturovi¢ points out, offered a space where “[t/he dead
... can maintain an affective social presence with a lasting impact on the
way they are remembered and can enhance coexistence through rituals and
narratives, synchronically and diachronically, that engage communities and
groups across ethnic and religious lines.”" This time-honoured approach
began to break down with the import of Western ideas of nationalism,
when nation states tried to construct univalent societies which were inher-
ently inimical to religious pluralism.”® It was in the context of this socio-po-
litical upheaval that the practice of sharing sacred spaces began to change
and that “traditions of mixing and sharing began to disappear.”>

At the Garden of Africa, Koraichi created a transcultural (from the
Latin prefix #rans- meaning “across,” “beyond”) aesthetic in terms of
cultural signification: a juncture between cultures and a site for transi-
tioning between them, endowing it with a distinctive state of a cultural
liminality. The cemetery’s transcultural aesthetic focusses on local and tran-
sregional traditions in a new formal language that both appeals to the local
population and represents the various religious communities housed in the
cemetery (who Koraichi affectionately calls the “United Nations”) through
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Fig. 3. Koraichi attaches a plaque to a tombstone; the yellow-green bowl on the grave is meant to catch rainwater
and attract birds, Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph © Rachid Koraichi.

their religio-cultural symbols.

In order to preserve memory and promote sustainable development,
Koraichi has taken care to build on the pre-existing architectural context
and provide site-specific responses in terms of ecology, climate and mate-
rials. For instance, the yellow and green bowls on the graves are designed
to collect rainwater and attract birds (Fig. 3).* The focus was on local
resources and their aesthetic qualities, as well as climatic aspects given the
harsh, sweltering climate. In the the Garden of Africa all walls, domes,
vaults, tombstones, and paving stones — even the locks of the doors and
the nail work on the doors — were made entirely by hand by local artists
and craftsmen.”

The artist designed the mortuary monument around the idea of ‘the
cemetery as a primordial garden’ — a recurring theme across different reli-
gious traditions — filled with the scent of fragrant flowers and the soothing
sounds of fresh water: a carefully laid out Garden of Eden for the dead
and the living.® Symbols play a part in the production of that meaning.’’
Access to the walled Garden of Africa is via a 17th-century gate painted
bright yellow, said by the artist to symbolize the blazing desert sun (Fig.
4).°® The entrance is intentionally kept low so that when crossing the
threshold visitors need to stoop to pass through, a gesture of respect for
the souls of the deceased within.

Setin an olive grove, the six hundred tombs are shaded by fruit-bearing
trees, a large variety of flowering plants such as sweet and fragrant jasmine
from North Africa, Persian jasmine with a spicier smell, night-bloom-
ing jasmine, or “night musk,” bitter orange trees, night-blooming cacti,
bougainvillea, as well as medicinal herbs such as agave, aloe vera, and mari-
gold. The stench of the corpses which often arrive in an advanced state of
decomposition is such that it helps to imbue the air with the fresh, sweet
scent of fragrant plants.

In this symbolic landscape many plants bear important meanings: the
bright red bougainvilleas, represent “the blood of Christ” and “the oxygen
of life.”” Bitter orange trees symbolize both the harshness of death and
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Fig. 4. The yellow 17th-century gate of Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph © Rachid Koraichi.

the sweetness of life after death.” Pomegranates were planted for their
potent Sufi symbolism, as “rubies encased in each other.” “The lone seed
is fragile,” says Koraichi, citing an old proverb, “but together, the fruit is
hard. A single person is vulnerable, but humanity is strong if we stand
together in unity.”®" The tombs are surrounded by five olive trees, repre-
senting the five pillars of Islam (the profession of faith, prayer, almsgiv-
ing, fasting and pilgrimage) as well as by twelve huge vines signifying the
twelve apostles, the first disciples of Jesus.”” Two huge alabaster stelae,
one on each side of the gate, serve as “symbolic, talismanic guardians of
those who pray for the dead,” states Koraichi, referring to the families and
friends of the deceased (Fig. 2).”

Inscribed with a diversity of religions, rows of white tombstones are
set amid rows of hand-painted tiles (Figs. 2 and 7). On the main axis, the
tiles consist of 17th-century Tunisian ceramics and, on the side paths, the
tiles are covered with Koraichi’s talismanic and apotropaic glyphs, allud-
ing to the shelter provided by the garden. All tombstones are alike, eliding
the friction between religious, social and gender distinctions and instead
speaking to a common humanity.

Another 17th-century gate opens on to the large multi-faith prayer
room, “to give it the feeling of a palace,” explains the artist. The light-filled
space offers a place of refuge, worship and retreat for all (Fig. 5 and Fig.
6). The complex also contains a morgue with facilities for preservation and
identification of the often badly decomposed corpses, as well as a doctor’s
office. Especially in summer, many bodies often arrive at the same time
and need to be cooled. Although these facilities are in place, the Garden
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Fig. 5. The multi-faith prayer room, Le Jardin d’Aftique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph © Rachid Koraichi.

of Africa is still waiting for authorization from the city of Zarzis to carry
out the DNA analyses on site. In the meantime, these are still carried out
at the Gabes hospital, 140 km away, which means that the bodies have
to be transported from there to the Garden of Africa.® There mortuary
care includes the systematic collection of various types of post-mortem
data from the corpse (identifying characteristics such as age, sex and the
type of clothing worn by the deceased, material items such as SIM cards
and wallets, date and place of shipwreck, witness statements and DNA
data). The data is noted on each headstone in the hope that this will enable
future identification.” The complex also contains a small residence for the
guardian and caretaker, Nour el-Din el-Sowayi, while marble benches and
tables invite visitors to take a rest and reflect. When leaving the complex,
visitors are, once again, greeted by a 130-year-old olive tree (Fig. 7), a
symbol of peace.

For the families of the dead and missing in the refugees’ countries of
origin, it is extremely difficult to obtain information about the fate of their
relatives or to obtain any information at all. Without bodies or news about
the missing, families cannot perform funeral rites — they live an “ambig-
uous loss.”® The fact that even identified refugees are “beyond the reach
of care” (given the geographical distance, and the bureaucratic obstacles
and costs associated with visiting a grave in another country or repatriat-
ing a body)®’ is, as Adam Rosenblatt puts it, an additional “violation of the
dead.”®® To date only few relatives have come to the Garden of Affica in
search of their loved ones. Among these was a Libyan father who came
to visit the grave of his son, identified by fellow travelers. When he was
offered to take the body home, he replied, “God has abandoned Libya.
This is not a cemetery; this is a paradise. My son will be more beautiful
here. I entrust him to you,” recalls Koraichi.”” By building such a serene
and aesthetically congruent garden cemetery, the artist wants to give griev-
ing relatives the assurance that their loved ones are resting in a dignified
final resting place, and also to help them find “closure.”
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Fig. 6. Interior of the multi-faith prayer room, Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph © Rachid Koraichi.

An effort is made to include the death customs of different reli-
gions and to address their ritual and symbolic meaning. The funeral rites
at the gravesite follow mixed religious burial practices. If the ethnicity of
a corpse can be determined, a resident of the same ethnicity from the
nearby refugee shelter run by the Organisation internationale pour les
migrations (OIM) is asked to say the funeral prayers in their native tongue
(Fig. 8). Often Mongi Slim, Head of the Medenine branch of the Tunisian
Red Crescent, is present at the Garden of Africa and assists with these rituals.
In the various religions, fundamental values are revealed through death and
its remembrance. In several religions, it is also believed that the way a body
is prepared for burial has implications for the aftetlife.” In Islam, drowning
victims are considered martyrs (Sahth Bukhari 2674), which is why their bodies
do not have to be ritually washed (ghus)) before burial. Wrapped in waterproof
body bags, the bodies are placed in the dug graves in the sandy earth which
is completely dry. The caretaker covers the grave with five large concave tiles
and seals the joints with cement. The east-facing tombs are all directed towards
the sunrise and Mecca.

Sara Kuehn

70
Sajjad Rizbi, “A Muslim’s Perspective on the Good
Death, Resurrection, and Human Destiny,” in Death,
Resurrection, and Human Destiny: Christian and Muslim
Perspectives, eds. David Marshall and Lucinda Mosher
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press,
2014), 69.

127



71
Ditmars, “Jardin d’Afrique.”

Religiographies

Fig. 7. The 130-year-old olive tree at the entrance of Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia. Photograph © Rachid
Koraichi.

Fig. 8. Residents of the nearby refugee shelter offering funeral prayers at Le Jardin d’Afrique, Zarzis, Tunisia.
Photograph © Rachid Koraichi.

Thus characterized by and encoded in sensory imagery such as light,
radiance, and beauty, the Garden of Africa, a private and multi-faith hybrid
of cemetery, garden and art installation, was inaugurated on June 9, 2021
by UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay. The special ceremony
hosted by Tunisian President Kais Saied was also attended by represen-
tatives of the three major historical faith traditions, the Rabbi of Djerba
(of the El Ghriba Synagogue), the Catholic Archbishop of Tunis, and the
local Imam, all of whom recited funeral prayers at the cemetery to cele-
brate the fusion of faiths in one universal vision.”
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Tears That Taste of the Sea
While working on the Garden of Africa near Zarzis, Koraichi opened the exhi-
bition Tears That Taste of the Seain London, displaying works created in various
media that were produced duting the 2020 global lockdowns.” Like the ceme-
tery, the exhibition also revolves around the themes of migration, memory, and
mourning, These run like a thread through the artworks, which include a large
blue and white etching, blue and white ceramic vases from the TLachrymatoires
Bleues” (Blue Lachrymatory Vases) seties, white acrylic on black canvas from
the ‘Mouchoirs d’espoir’ (Handkerchiefs of Hope) series, as well as three large
steel sculptures depicting vigilant guardian figures.

The central work of the exhibition is a large etching that bears the
same name as the garden cemetery in Zarzis, Le Jardin d’Afrique, because
the etching narrates a similar migratory narrative (Fig, 9). Koraichi explains
his work as follows:”

Symbolically, the rectangular figures enclose elements of the real
world, while the circle in the middle, representing infinity, reveals
elements from another realm. The isolated figure caught in the
center of the circle stands at a crossroads, suggesting a traveler
arriving at that place of destiny where this earthly journey ends
and another journey begins.

The sphere that encloses the nameless “traveller’ in this separate reality floats
on the waves of the ocean and eventually drifts ashore (Fig, 10). Many are
prevented from continuing their journey and are borne away by the deep. For
many of the refugees fleeing war, death by drowning is just as likely as being
killed in the war itself. Koraichi’s symbolism can also be seen as an allegory
of the mystical experience of the Sufi, characterized as a seeker or wanderer,
who undertakes the potentially dangerous journey of travelling the spiritual
path ending with God. It also reminds us of the grey area described by Gior-
gio Agamben, which has no space or definite geographical connotation, but is
rather a condition of in-betweenness, which does not end when the Mediter-
ranean Sea is crossed, and the rescue operations concluded.” On yet another
level this state is reflected in the Sufi metaphysical concept of bargakh or
“intermediary state,”” which denotes the realm located between the wotld of
matter and spirit, the unseen in-between. The basic notion of a barzakh refers
to the mysterious realm that lies between the two realms of purely physical
and purely intelligible/noetic being,

The sphere is surrounded by figures symbolizing what Koraichi calls
“the praying ones,” the mothers, fathers, families and friends who continue
to pray anxiously for the welfare of the souls already departed. Koraichi’s
commitment to the refugee crisis also has its roots in a painful personal
story. His brother Mohamed, one year older, drowned in the Mediterra-
nean Sea shortly after Algeria gained its independence in 1962. His body
was never found, leaving a wound that never healed.

The blue and white ceramic vases from the ‘Lachrymatoires Bleues’
series are also covered by Koraichi’s system of signage for which he draws
on his own system of letters, numbers, and talismanic symbols inspired
by different religious traditions. Intended to imbue the vessels with apot-
ropaic and talismanic powers and to protect their future owners from
harm. The blue ink of the inscriptions, representing infinity, also suggests
the soothing colors of the sea and the sky.”
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Fig. 9. Rachid Koraichi, The Garden of Africa
Le Jardin d’Afrique, 2020. Edition of 70, Etching, 108.5
x 76 cm. (RK5039) © the artist.
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Fig; 10. Rachid Koraichi, The Garden of Africa - Le Jardin d’Afrique, 2020. Edition of 70, Detail of Etching, 108.5
x 76 cm. (RK5039) © the artist.

While making the works, the artist kept thinking about the oceans of tears
caused by the loss of the refugees. These are metaphorically collected in large,
inscribed lachrymatory vessels (from the Latin /acrima, “tear”) on display in the
exhibition.” Their creation was inspired by the tiny antique glass vials found in
Roman and late Greek tombs, which Koraichi first saw on display at the Bardo
Museum in Tunis.”® These fragile and intimate “tear gatherers” were believed
to be receptacles to store the bitter tears of pain shed by a grieving relative.
“I was inspired by people who had made such delicate, little glass containers,
such as the ancient Phoenicians, also the Romans, the Greeks, the Iranians
and later the Victorians in Britain, people in a multitude of places.” For him,
it spoke of “a history of love.”” To reflect the scale of death in the Strait of
Gibraltar and the millions of uncollected tears, Koraichi made giant versions
of the tiny vessels, each half a meter tall, with four handles that allude to the
vessel being held by both a mother and a father.* Metaphortically speaking,
one can “perform the ablution with one’s tears,” which flow so profusely that
they can serve, as it were, as purifying streams of water.

The inscribed handkerchiefs, the ‘Handkerchiefs of Hope,’ their color
black symbolizing mourning, are likewise seen as repositories of tear-
ful memories and, in Koraichi’s words, “chronicles of intense emotions,”
conveying “signs of love and joy as well as tears of loss that are inextrica-
bly linked.”® Each rectangle encapsulates a single intimate palimpsest of
an untold story. Not only does the artwork possess talismanic powers — it
also acts as a sensory vessel. The delicate material of the handkerchiefs,
for instance, is soft to the touch; its use implicates the olfactory sense; its
inscribed signs and glyphs appeal to the sense of sight.

The watchful and protective presence of the tall black openwork
sculptural forms in Corten steel, named ‘Les Vigilants” (The Watchers)
references both calligraphy and bodies in motion, while also guarding the
graves in the Garden of Africa in Tunisia.*” Their forms evoking both
sorrow and compassion, the presence of these guardians ensures peace
and stability at the shared sacred site.

Koraichi was awarded the 2011 Jameel Prize for contemporary Islamic
art from the Victoria and Albert Museum in London for his series ‘Maitres
Invisibles” (Invisible Masters), embroidered cloth banners on which he
explored the lives and legacies of fourteen great Sufi shaykhs. His Garden
of Africa in Zarzis has been shortlisted for the Aga Khan Award for
Architecture, 2022. Promoting religious tolerance through emotional
empathy and compassion but also commemorating the dead, Koraichi’s
project makes a real difference in the face of terrible suffering. Attracting
visitors from far and wide since its opening in June 2021, the multi-faith
memorial garden cemetery has been gaining more and more momentum.
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Concluding thoughts
Spaces for the dead reflect the changing conditions of the living, as well as
shifting meanings and discourses about life in our often dehumanizing and
fragmented globalized world. For these spaces possess cultural and symbolic
significance for the living, and represent microcosms of the society within
which they are established. In her book Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan
Sontag says, “Remembering is an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself.
Memory is, achingly, the only relation we can have with the dead.”® Koraichi’s
intimate engagement with death, mourning and commemoration is expressed
in his idyllic garden cemetery, imbued with deep symbolic meaning,

The artist’s activism makes the lifeless bodies of refugees visible to
a wider audience. The dehumanization of refugees, and thus their less
lamentable and more disposable status, is evident in the EU’s migration
“necropolitics.”®* Acknowledging the grievability of refugee bodies, Koraichi
addresses what Micke Bal calls “an aspect that hovers between ontology
and epistemology”® — also in the context of the “collateral victims of
globalization.”*® Bal asks:*’

Can we see faces, can we look someone in the face? The second
aspect, coming to terms, harbors a socio-political agenda of
migratory culture; it makes us aware how often we fail to do this:
facing what people go through, their losses and sacrifices. This
question is of a political and ethical order.

Koraichi’s private initiative to create the Garden of Africa is to be under-
stood as an ‘aesth-ethic’ and political project that not only commemorates the
deceased refugees, but also promotes global awareness of their deaths and
makes them accessible to a wider public. In the future it will also contribute
to the transnational structures required to manage data about missing refu-
gees that can help the lives of thousands of families in the refugees’ coun-
tries of origin who live without knowing the fate of their loved ones. In this
way, Koraichi’s project speaks to the deeply embodied ways in which personal
pain, emotional suffering, trauma of migration, sactifice, loss and grief are
articulated.

The Garden of Africa plays a fundamental role in the way aesthetic
practice is constituted through migration. With this, it underscores the
crucial connection between aesthetics, politics and human survival. Replete
with symbolic markers of peace and mutual respect between peoples,
the multi-faith garden cemetery also renders visible a culturally sensitive
aesthetic that illuminates the peaceful coexistence of different communi-
ties in life as well as in death.

Addendum
Shortly after this article was written, tragedy struck when citizens from Zarzis
vandalized the Garden of Africa and desecrated the dead, with the local police
being complicit. How did this happen?

Migration not only through but increasingly frozz Tunisia is surging,
Tens of thousands of Tunisian and foreign migrants have set off from
Tunisia’s shores to reach Europe. Today, more Tunisians are believed to
sail to Europe than all other Sub-Saharan African and other refugees
together.” Many do not survive. On September 21, 2022, a makeshift boat
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sank after departing Zarzis. The 18 migrants on board, all Tunisians from
Zarzis, were trying to reach the Italian island of Lampedusa, less than 130
kilometers offshore.

With no news from them, two days after their departure the families
of the migrants alerted the Tunisian, Italian and Maltese authorities, as well
as civilian search and rescue boats. Faced with the lacklustre response of
the national authorities to their requests to launch search operations, the
local Fishermen’s Association undertook four autonomous search opera-
tions at sea. The Tunisian League for Human Rights later castigated “the
inability of the authorities to mobilize the necessary means to carry out
search and rescue operations with speed.”®

In early October the shipwreck was confirmed: the body of one of the
women was found on a beach in Djerba. Photos of other bodies that had
washed up on the Tunisian coast began to circulate on social media. The
bodies of three young men washed up close to Zarzis harbour. Accord-
ing to Koraichi, when the bodies of the drowned were recovered by
National Guards, they were decomposed and covered with a dark
substance (probably shipping oil), so the local authorities believed
them to be Sub-Saharan refugees. After performing autopsies and
issuing death certificates, the authorities mistakenly sent the bodies
in waterproof body bags directly to the multi-faith Garden of Africa
for burial (only the National Guard is allowed to touch the bodies),
instead of conducting genetic tests at the Gabes hospital.” When
local residents learned of these burials, they called for an investi-
gation to determine if their relatives were buried in the Garden of
Africa. During the exhumation of the three decomposed bodies, one
mother recognized the shorts of her son. The bodies were genetically
analyzed, the DNA samples matched, and the three bodies” were trans-
ferred to another cemetery as designated by the families.

Subsequently the bodies of eight further Tunisian migrants were
recovered from the sea.”” But the families of the other missing Tunisian
migrants, in the belief that their relatives might be buried in the Garden
of Africa, demanded further investigation. When this was not immedi-
ately undertaken, thousands of outraged people protested in Zarzis.” In
many neighborhoods, tires were set on fire and streets were blocked to
demand that authorities fulfill their “duties to their citizens”* and intensify
the search for the missing Tunisian migrants. Many thought the way the
corpses of the Tunisian nationals were treated was “dishonorable.”” They
did not want their relatives to be buried “like strangers.””® “They
buried our sons in a cemetery for foreigners, they should be ashamed of
themselves,” said a rights activist.”” A key marker of majoritarian political
identity is thus that of “Tunisian citizen,” demarcating the local popula-
tion from the “strangers,” the “foreign refugees/migrants.””® In this way,
non-Tunisian refugees/migrants are degraded to “non-persons” (a term
coined by Alessandro Dal Lago in reference to Hannah Arendt), and for
a local citizen to be butied next to such a non-person is anathema.”

Yielding to “national outrage,” the local prosecutor’s office
ordered the temporary shutdown of the cemetery while DNA-testing
was done on all the remains that were recently buried to confirm
identities.'"” Twenty-cight graves were selected for the procedure.
After DNA test results came back negative, scores of people, including
the families of the missing Tunisian migrants, climbed over the cemetery
wall and began digging up the graves themselves, allegedly to identify
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bodies, according to videos shared on social media.'”" In the presence of
local police, about forty graves were opened, the dead desecrated, grave-
stones vandalized and smashed, graffiti sprayed on the graves, the newly
planted trees, plants and seedlings trampled and torn out.'” This violation
of graves and subversion of the universal notion of peace in death and
respect for the dead is profoundly disturbing,

Despite the fact that the Garden of Africa is probably the most beau-
tiful cemetery in Tunisia, it is considered the cemetery of “strangers,”
migrants and asylum seekers (the number of which in Tunisia, with its
nearly twelve million inhabitants, is probably well over one million).'”
Those who arrive alive in Tunisia are subjected to “brutal racism.”!"
The datker the skin color, the lower the status of marginalized refugees'”
and the more blatant the racism.'’

It has to be remembered that the multi-faith garden cemetery,
privately owned by Koraichi, was trespassed by both locals and
police. That the shared sacred site has been created by a non-Tuni-
sian of international repute has been a thorn in the side for many
Zarzis residents, as they do not want a “stranger” interfering in their
affairs. The French-Algerian artist has repeatedly stated that as a non-Tu-
nisian launching a humanitarian project in Tunisia, he is antagonized by the
local population. He is subjected to slander and now even receives death
threats."”” This antagonistic attitude cohetres with contemporary attitudes
towards human rights, which increasingly assume that rights derive in part
from group membership,'”™ in this case Tunisian citizenship. Although
the religious site is located outside the town and next to a refugee shelter,
it has a high profile both nationally and internationally.'”” Koraichi
philosophically says he will wait for things to settle down before restor-
ing the damaged graves in the sacred site and replanting the garden. Then
the gates of the site, which has symbolic significance far beyond Tunisia’s
borders, will open again. It is hoped that Koraichi’s important humanitar-
ian initiative will serve as a shining example to be emulated in many other
countries.

Note on funding
This paper has been published as a part of the research project “Contempo-
rary Art and Sufi Aesthetics in European Context” supported by the Acad-
emy for Islam in Research and Society (AIWG) at the Goethe University in
Frankfurt which is funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and
Research (BMBF) and the Stiftung Mercator [grant number 3309010003].
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1
The term “musée de société” is typical of the trans-
formation of French museology during the last thirty
years, without a clear equivalent in the English-speak-
ing world. We use here the expression “museum

5

of society” as a provisional translation. For further

discussion, see below.

2

From the 2000s onwards, the MNATP in Paris
underwent a long and profound reconfiguration
that culminated in the creation of the Mucem in
Marseille in 2013. See Martine Segalen, 17 d’un musée.
1937-2005 (Paris: Stock, 2005) and Métamorphoses des
nusées de société edited by Denis Chevallier (Paris: La
documentation frangaise, 2013).

3

Between 2012 and 2015, Manoél Pénicaud was a
postdoctoral researcher (Mucem-LabexMed) whose
mission consisted in deepening the study of shared
sanctuaries and carrying out the associated curatorship
of the exhibition of which Dionigi Albera was the
general curator. Isabelle Marquette, curator at the
Mucem, acted as internal curator.

Religiographies

In 2007, the city of Marseille was preparing an application to become the
European Capital of Culture. The person in charge of this endeavour invited
one of us to collaborate on the drafting of the dossier to be submitted for
evaluation. The latter presented a project for an exhibition on the sharing of
holy places in the Mediterranean region, a theme he had been studying for
several years. This exhibition project was included in the city’s application,
which was finally selected in 2008 by a European jury. In the following years,
preparatory work was carried out to organise this exhibition, but in the end
(due to budgetary arbitrations linked to the implementation of the initiative),
this project was abandoned and did not feature among the official events of
Marseille-Provence 2013, European Capital of Culture. However, around the same
time, the Museum of European and Mediterranean Civilisations (Mucem)
showed an interest in the subject. This new museum was then in an advanced
phase of prefiguration work and was to be inaugurated the same year, 2013,
in Marseille. For this kind of “museum of society” (nusée de sociésé),! whete
anthropology plays a leading role, in line with the Musée national des arts et tradr-
tions populaires MNATP) in Paris,” we worked from 2012 onwards to conceive
and organise a temporary exhibition. It took three years of intensive work with
the museum’s teams before the Liezx saints parfagés exhibition was inaugurated
in April 2015’ (Fig 1 and 2).

Fig. 1. Main visual of the temporary exhibition Lieux saints partagés (Shared Sacred
Sites) at the Mucem, Marseille, 2015.

Fig. 2. The Mucem in Marseille, 2015. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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The exhibition was quite successful, attracting over 120,000 visitors in four
months. Moreover, although no touring exhibition had been planned, several
museums subsequently expressed interest in the theme. Between 2016 and
2021, revisited versions of the exhibition were presented in museums and/
or art institutions elsewhere in France and in several other countries (Tuni-
sia, Greece, Morocco, United States and Turkey).* The first adaptation was
displayed at the Bardo Museum in Tunis (19 November 2016-12 February
2017), for the official reopening of this museum, hit hard by the attack on 18
March 2015 for which ISIS claimed responsibility (Fig. 3 and 4).

Fig. 4. Bardo Museum, Tunis, 2016. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.

Subsequently, another version was shown simultaneously in three institu-
tions in Thessaloniki (Greece): the Museum of Photography, the Macedo-
nian Museum of Contemporary Art, and Yeni Cami (23 September 201617

February 2017)° (Fig: 5).

Inthe Balkans
and the Mediterranean
Era BaArdva
% o™ Meabyeto

Fig. 5. Kowol Iepoi Tonot, National Museum of Photography, Thessaloniki, 2017. Photograph © Manoél

Pénicaud.
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4
The title of the English versions was Shared Sacred
Sites.
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Fig. 3. Main visual of Lieux saints partagés, Bardo
Museum, Tunis, 2016.

5

We would like to highlight the valuable contribution
of our colleague Karen Barkey, with whom we shared
the curatorship with other Greek colleagues. See
Shared Sacred Sites in the Balkans and the Mediterranean
edited by Dionigi Albera, Karen Barkey, Stergios
Karavatos, Thouli Misirloglou, Dimitri Papadopoulos
and Manoé¢l Pénicaud (Thessaloniki: Macedonian
Museum of Contemporary Art, 2018).
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See the website: https://www.histoire-immigration.

fr/musee-numerique/expositions-temporaires

lieux-saints-partages

i i

PALAIS DE LA PORTE DOREE 48

MUSEE DE L’HISTOIRE
DE L'IMMIGRATION
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Fig. 6. Main visual of Lieux saints partagés, Musée

national de I’histoire de 'immigration, Paris, 2017.

e e

SAINTS
PARTAGES [ «2t

[ P

Au croisement des

monothéistes

18 DECEMBRE 2017 - 19 MARS 2018

DAR EL BACHA
MUSEE DES CONFLUENCES

}’,’/./ suytigt as
“UREES Mucem i

m X Lxomlin .wua”éﬁ Eﬁ dipty) ot

Fig. 8. Main visual of Lieux saints partagés, Dar El
Bacha-Musée des Confluences, Marrakesh , 2017-
2018.
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In parallel, the exhibition was also presented—in other forms—at the Musée
national de ['histoire de limmigration in Patis (24 October 2017-21 January 2018)°
(Fig. 6 and 7), as well as at Dar E/ Bacha-Musée des Confluences in Marrakech (18
December 2017-19 March 2018) (Fig. 8 and 9).

Fig, 7. Scenography, Lieux: saints partagés, Musée national de I’histoire de I'immigration, Paris, 2017. Photograph
© Manoél Pénicaud.

Fig, 9. Showcase, Lieux saints partagés, Marrakesh, 2017-18. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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We then developed a new version presented simultaneously in three venues 7
in Manhattan: the New York Public Library, the City University of New York —We again shared the curatorship with Karen Barksy’
. at that time a professor of sociology at Columbia
(James Gallery) and the Morgan Library and Museum (27 March—30 June University, without whom this project would never
201 8)7 (Flg 10 and 11) have been possible. See Shared Sacred Sites edited by
Dionigi Albera, Karen Barkey and Manoél Pénicaud

(New York: New York Public Library, City University
of New York and Morgan Library & Museum, 2018).
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_glgall

duwsdsall

March 27-June 30, 2018

Fig. 10. Main visual of Shared Sacred Sites, The New
York Public Library, The City University of New
York, The Morgan Library and Museum, New York,
2018.

Fig. 11. Scenography, Shared Sacred Sites, NYPL, New York, 2018. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.

The exhibition has subsequently been shown at Depo in Istanbul (20 April— 8

. . A less complex version was also designed in 2018—
28 July 2019) (Fig. 12) and at the CerModern museum in Ankara (1 July=30 5019 ¢ the Chapel of Notre-Dame du Haut in

September 2021) (Fig. 13). Other projects are being developed in other insti-  Ronchamp, a site built by Le Corbusier and classified
tutions,’® while some projects have been abandoned along the way, partly due by Unesco. Photographic versions were also presented

he Covid-19 d . at the Rencontres Orient-Occident in Switzerland (2018),
to the Lovid- pandemic. at the Maison Inter-universtaire des Sciences de I'Homme —

Alsace (MISHA) in Strasbourg (2019), at the Institut
Frangais in Marrakesh (2022), at the Fcole Frangaise de
Rome (2022-2023), etc.

Fig. 12. Exhibition, Paylasilan Kutsal Mekdnlar, Depo, Istanbul, 2019. Photograph  Fig. 13. “Mavi Kalp / Ceeur bleu”, by Sarkis, Paylasilan Kutsal Mekdnlar, CerModern,
© Serra Akcan. Ankara, 2021. Photograph © Sébastien de Courtois.
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9
However, at this point we were not complete
neophytes, since we had been previously involved,
in different ways, in the planning of exhibitions: Da/
monte al piano (1991) and Montagna in movimento (2007)
for Dionigi Albera; 1oyages Confiérigues an Maroc (2004),
La Méditerranée des Sept Dormants (2011) and Au bazar
du genre. Féminin/ Masculin (2014) for Manoél Pénicaud.

10
We refer here to this notion as it has been developed
since 2016 in several research seminars at the Idemec
(CNRS-Aix-Marseille Univ).
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Two types of innovation should be highlighted in this unconventional itiner-
ancy. The first is that we have accentuated the project’s modularity to adapt it
to the country and the collections of the host museum, also with the aim of
limiting the costs of transportation and insurance. This allowed extending the
project to multiple sites. For example, by the end of 2018 it had been presented
simultaneously in three countries. Moreover, this modularity made it possible
to deploy the exhibition in three locations in the same city (as we did in Thes-
saloniki and New York).

The second type of innovation is that each stage involves a rewriting.
The aim is also to adhere as much as possible to the specificities of the
host institutions, which sometimes have different thematic otientations.
For example, we have worked with museums that tend to focus on art
from different periods (classical, medieval, contemporary) or on history
or photography. We also took into account the geographical and cultural
context of the region in which these institutions operate. In the Tuni-
sian and Moroccan versions, for example, we emphasised the North Afri-
can dimension of the exhibition, whereas in the Thessaloniki version, we
highlighted the Balkan situation, and in Istanbul and Ankara we focused
particularly on the Anatolian contexts. In other words, at each step, a new
exhibition was presented, with a mix of common elements and new items.

Step by step, we have been immersed in (and sometimes overwhelmed
by) a process that has forced us to move away from the classic communica-
tion tools of our anthropological discipline. While, in many cases, human
and social science studies do not go beyond the borders of the academic
world, our work on shared sanctuaries was different. Transforming it into
a public exhibition was, in itself, a translation into a language other than
that of scientific publications. Since we were neither museologists nor art
historians, the two paths of specialisation in this area, we became exhi-
bition curators in a rather empirical way.” We therefore had to cope with
several challenges. Indeed, researcher-curators must reinvent their way of
working, to address a large number of people. Moreover, they are called
upon to take a stand, often on sensitive social issues.

We would like to outline here a reflection on this dual experience of
acting as both anthropologists and exhibition curators. We will explore
the making of this multifaceted project. How, as a researcher-curator,
does one write an exhibition on religious themes? What are the challenges
and difficulties? How does one adapt to different configurations, partic-
ularly in terms of collections, cultural contexts, and designing spaces?
Based on concrete examples, this feedback offers a modest contribution
to the development of a broader theoretical reflection on the writing of
an exhibition.

1. Heterography and Expography
To begin with, the notion of heterography" can be of some help, provid-
ing a tool to elucidate this experience. From this point of view, heterography
can be conceived as a set of “other writings,” that is, a range of devices that
differ from textual writing, and which in turn are able to convey the knowl-
edge derived from ethnographic research. This is certainly a minor genre, but
it has accompanied almost the entire history of anthropology, such that there
is nothing revolutionary about it.

While the dominant style, in terms of academic prestige and power,
has undoubtedly coincided with articles published in peer-reviewed

10
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journals, and with monographs (more or less linked to the format of PhD
dissertations), other forms of expression have been circulating for a long
time as complementary media, such as documentary films, photography
ot, of interest in our case, exhibitions. Someone once remarked that the
main difference between anthropology and sociology was that the former
had museums, while the latter did not. This statement is probably exces-
sive, but not without meaning,

One merit of the notion of heterography is undoubtedly that it links
a vast number of alternative expressions under the same banner. All the
more so since the flag chosen, that of writing, is certainly not trivial. This
increases the weight and legitimacy of these expressions, which thus aspire
to become forms of ethnography in their own right. We might add that
this federating movement now resonates with our post-postmodern zeit-
geist, characterised by a profusion of alternative experiments in terms of
scientific expression, whether it be collaborations between researchers and
artists, comic strips, or languages that are in vogue in the field of digital
humanities, such as those used in websites, web-documentaries, or GIS
storymaps.

The exhibition finds its particular place within the variegated and
magmatic whole of heterography. But it should be immediately added
that this place is rather broad and complex because the exhibition does
not correspond to a single language. It is rather the art of assembling
several languages. In this respect, an important contribution comes from
the museologist André Desvallées, who in 1993 proposed the notion of
“expography” to mean the writing of exhibitions'". For him, this neolo-
gism covers “the art of exhibiting,” hence translating theoretical content
by situating it in space.'

Writing our exhibition was undeniably influenced by the French muse-
ological tradition. From this point of view, Lieux saints partagés is what is
defined in France as an “exhibition of society” (exposition de société), a cate-
gory intended to “show in order to make us understand,” according to the
sociologist and specialist in museology Jean Davallon," who distinguishes
these exhibitions from so-called “art exhibitions.”'* Temporary or perma-
nent, “exhibitions of society” are displayed in museums also known as
“museums of society” (musées de société) in which “the criteria for choosing
objects have shifted. It is no longer art or history that are put forward and
that underlie the scientific approach, but the relationship of a community
to artefacts. In ‘museums of society’, the principle of total understanding
of the social fact prevails, in the sense of bringing to light all the ins and

215

outs of a social fact. . .
Both “museums of society”
French expression of a wider process of transformation experienced by

several anthropological museums around the world.'® A number of these

and “exhibitions of society” are the

institutions have been more and more open to contemporary issues linked
to social, cultural or environmental problems, such that they take on a
civic and social function. From this point of view, an important role in the
genealogy of contemporary French museology can be attributed to the
ancestor of the Mucem, the Musée National des Arts et Traditions Populaires
(MNATP), founded in 1937 in Paris by Georges-Henri Riviére."” Strongly
influenced by ethnography and anthropology, this leading figure revolu-
tionised the field of museums in France by giving full importance to mate-
rial culture as direct testimony of contemporary social life."

One of the particularities of the MNATP, was the practice of surveys,

Dionigi Albera, Mano€l Pénicaud

11

André Desvallées invented this notion, in addition to
that of “museography,” as part of the thesaurus of
museology that took shape in 1993 within the Inzerna-
tional Council of Museums 1COM) and the International
Committee for Museology ICOFOM). See Dictionnaire
encyclopédique de muséologie edited by André Desvallées
and Francois Maitesse (Paris: Armand Colin, 2011).

12
Ibid., 599.

13

Jean Davallon, “L’écriture de I'exposition : expogra-
phie, muséographie, scénographie,” Culture & Musées.
La (r)évolution des musées d’art, 16, 2010, 229. Even in
this case, there is no precise equivalent of “exposition
de société” in the Anglophone museology tradition.
We propose the expression “exhibition of society” as
a provisional translation.

14
This categorisation is still relevant today, even if it
could be slightly nuanced, since in recent years there
have been partial hybridisations between these two
forms.

15
Denis Chevallier, “Introduction. Les musées de
société : la grande mue du XXle siecle,” op. ¢it., 15 :
“... les criteres de choix des objets se sont déplacés. Ce
n’est plus I'art ou P’histoire qui sont mis en avant et qui
sous-tendent la démarche scientifique, mais le rapport
d’une communauté aux artefacts. Dans le musée de
société prévaut un principe de compréhension totale
du fait social, au sens de la mise au jour de 'ensemble

»

des tenants et aboutissants d’un fait de société. . . .

16
For a recent discussion of the role of these kinds
of museums in France, which also examined them
from an international perspective, see the special
issue “Les musées de société aujourd’hui : Héritage et
mutations,” Culture & Musées. Muséologie et recherches sur
la culture, 39, 2022.

17

Francois Mairesse, “Un demi-si¢cle d’expographie,”
Cultnre & Musées, 16,2010, 219-229; Martine Segalen,
Vie d'un musée. 1937-2005, op. cit.; see also the
temporary exhibition Georges Henri Riviere. Voir, ¢'est
comprendre au Mucem, Marseille (14 November 2018—4
March 2019) and the exhibition catalogue Georges Henri
Riviere. Voir, ¢'est comprendre edited by Germain Viatte
and Marie-Charlotte Calafat (Paris: Mucem/RmnGP,
2018).

18
Starting in the eatly 2000s, our institution (Idemec,
CNRS, Aix Marseille University) was a direct part-
ner of the MNATP, and then of the Mucem that
succeeded it. We have therefore drawn on this muse-
ology current steeped in anthropology.
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This practice of these “enquétes-collectes” was
inaugurated by Georges-Henri Riviére. See Germain
Viatte G. and Marie-Charlotte Calafat, op. cit.; Collectes
sensorielles : Recherche-Musée-Art edited by Véronique
Dassié, Aude Fanlo, Marie-Luce Gélard, Cyril Isnart
and Florent Molle (Paris: Pétra, 2021).

MUSLIMS AT THE ST. GEORGE

MONASTERY

Fig. 15. Muslims at the St. George Monastery, Manoél
Pénicaud, Mucem-Idemec, 2015, 4 min 48 : https://
voutu.be/5k-2 -niHdI.
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defined as “enquétes-collectes™: ethnologists carried out short fieldwork
studies and brought back objects linked to a specific social practice.”” This
practice has been inherited by the Mucem. Therefore, in the years before
our exhibition, we had the possibility to travel to Morocco, Turkey, Tunisia,
Israel-Palestine, Italy and the Republic of North Macedonia, bringing back
ethnographic materiality: artefacts, ex-voto, candles, rosaries, etc. (Fig, 14).
We also collected sound and visual elements to use them in space-design-
ing processes and/or ethnographic films displayed for visitors (Fig, 15).

Fig, 14. Display case with popular devotional objects, Lieux saints partagés, Mucem, 2015. Photograph © Manoél

Pénicaud.

As in all “exhibitions of society,” our objective was to transmit knowledge to
the public. The decisive point is that, at the heart of the project, there is a guid-
ing idea that is the result of academic research. Beyond that, several layers of
writing are necessary to create the three-dimensional exhibition.

This writing process can be divided into several distinct phases. The
exhibition project is written down on paper, defining the main ideas and
an initial narrative structure. Next, an initial list of works and objects is
drawn up to materialise these guiding ideas. This stage requires in-depth
research in public or private collections, requests for loans with no guar-
antee of results, and the first evaluation of the insurance and transport
costs. Thus, the first lists of works are often unrealistically optimist. Only
the financial assessment and the availability of the items allow the project
to coalesce in a more concrete (and generally more modest) way.

In French national museums such as the Mucem, the design phase
of an exhibition is strictly standardised: the initial sketch (the project’s
intention) is followed by the preliminary design (“avant-projet sommaire,”
APS), then the final design (“avant-projet définitif,” APD). The third
phase concerns mainly the Production Department and tends to formalise
the work contracts for constructing the exhibition. Behind this techni-
cal jargon, it should be noted that each phase involves more rewriting,
the direct involvement of several museum departments, and a substantial
amount of work. Spatial transcription begins at the sketch stage but is
formalised at the APS and especially the APD stage, with the involvement
of a professional scenographer recruited by tendering. As we will see in
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greater detail below, this last role is essential in thinking about the layout 20

of the project, according to a coherent itinerary—and, above all, one that ~Sec Daniel Jacobi, Les Musies sontis condanmés  sccire?
. et antres éerits muséologiques (Paris: MkF Editions, 2017).

can be taken by as many people as possible.

As we have seen, an “exhibition of society” is characterised by the 21
See Daniel Jacobi, Textexpo. Produire, éditer et afficher des

interlocking of different formats and registers of writing: texts, images,
texctes d'exposition (Dijon: OCIM, 2016), 7.

sounds, artworks, several types of objects in three dimensions, etc. From
this perspective, the articulation between textual writings and non-textual
forms can be conceived in a complementary manner. Researchers, who
are professional practitioners of academic writing, often find it difficult to
detach themselves from it in favour of other formats. In general, they tend
to explain everything through a text. Yet the exhibition medium is not a
scientific article. Too many written texts (room texts, section texts, labels)
can paradoxically hinder the understanding by the public.

In an exhibition, the texts are absolutely not the only vehicles of
meaning. Recent studies have shown that many visitors do not read the
texts very carefully, or at least not in their entirety.”’ Moreover, many visi-
tors move around at will, without necessarily following the direction of the
visit, and read the texts on the fly, often in a fragmentary manner. There-
fore, the curator must also suggest the main ideas in other ways, especially
through the works and objects presented.

That said, texts are certainly valuable and should certainly not disap-
pear, as is the case in some contemporary art exhibitions. They are crucial
to convey key ideas to the public, for example in the introduction to the
exhibition, where they offer an initial tool for interpretation.?’ As far as
texts are concerned, we have not hesitated to repeat certain ideas, adopting
a spatially de-linearised writing style that is likely to reach (at least ideally)
the greatest number of people.

The curator must then coordinate several forms of expression, rear-
ranging formally heterogeneous elements: three-dimensional works and
objects, still and moving images, projections, sound installations, etc. In
terms of writing, this composite approach requires an adjusted syntax and
grammar (Fig. 16). One should think not only through ideas and concepts,
but also in terms of space and materiality. Ideally, every key idea should
be spatially embodied, through a work, a document, an object, an image
or a sound. To give an account of interreligious sharing, we had to learn
to write, so to speak, in three dimensions.

Fig. 16. Virtual visit of Lieux saints partagés at the Mucem, Manoél Pénicaud, 2015, 3 min 29 : https://voutu.
be/-_8cT4ksArw ; the soundtrack is a montage of elements collected around the Mediterranean.
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We should at least mention the classic work on this
subject: Writing Culture. The Poetics and Politics of Ethnog-
raphy edited by James Clifford and Georges E. Marcus
(Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1980).

23
Clifford Geertz, Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as
Aunthor (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988).

24
Jonathan Gottschall, The Story Paradox: How Onr Love
Sfor Storytelling Build Societies and Tears Them Down (New
York: Basic Books, 2021).
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2. Storytelling, Emotion and Interactivity
Heterography departs from the “orthography” of standard scientific produc-
tion not only in the medium chosen, but also because it gives more space to
narrative and emotional expression. Of course, these dimensions are not absent
in the standard forms of ethnography. A few decades ago, post-modern schol-
ars took great pleasure in unmasking the rhetorical devices scattered through
the classics of anthropology** Moreovet, Clifford Geertz has convincingly
argued that the anthropologist can be conceived as an author.” The control
mechanisms put in place to monitor scientific production (academic reputa-
tion, peer reviews) can only partially check this trend. That said, the cursor
shifts, more or less significantly, with heterographic productions (and especially
with the subgenre of exhibitions), which move further away from the univocal
precision of mathematical equations and get a little closer to poetic expres-
sion. In all these cases, however, an anchoring in facts and a pact of scientific
truth are safeguarded. In other words, one does not enter the realm of fiction.

An exhibition cannot simply consist of the dissemination of scien-
tific knowledge. To have minimum effectiveness, it must be organised as
a narrative. In other words, we have never tried to make the exhibition
a kind of simplified summary of an academic presentation, such as can
be done in teaching, in a seminar, or in a Power Point presentation. We
took a certain amount of data stemming from our research and faithfully
reproduced it, while also weaving a story, whose purpose was above all a
civic one.

The exhibition medium offers the possibility of reaching a wider
audience, comprising people of different conditions and backgrounds,
not to mention their religious or other beliefs. One of our aims was to
try to challenge the public’s common sense, by inviting them to under-
stand the complexity of religious configurations, without giving in to the
shortcuts and caricatures that are very present in mass media and social
networks. We have constantly tried to talk about interreligious interactions
by stressing nuances and applying contextualisation. With this approach,
we adopted as much as possible a human-sized, embodied and sensitive
approach.

Our exhibition was conceived in a particularly deleterious social and
political climate, marked by terrorist attacks, an accentuation of iden-
tity-based tensions, and the rise of populist and extreme right-wing
movements that capitalised on people’s fears. The main incarnation of
a threatening otherness had a religious profile, and above all the face of
Islam. It should be remembered that the first edition of the exhibition took
place in the year of the so-called “Charlie Hebdo” and “Hyper Casher”
attacks in Paris, so the management of the Mucem expressed some appre-
hension about public reaction to our subject, also fearing security risks.
However, no incidents occurred.

Nowadays countless stories have a great impact on millions and
millions of people.* Most of them focus on processes of victimisation
and on the projective identification of evil in threatening adversaries.
Opposing these stories is far from easy. Such simplifications have undeni-
able narrative force and appeal, as many recent political events have exten-
sively shown. Challenging these shortcuts with in-depth discussions that
emphasise the complexity of the real world is certainly meritorious, but
may prove inconclusive. Even patently absurd stories, like those popular-
ised by QAnon and flat-earthism, often show a surprising degree of resist-
ance to rational argument, and even to hard facts. Instead, we have tried
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to show this complexity by embodying it, so to speak, in the exhibition,
and by making the public discover it in a concrete way. The story we have
tried to tell is therefore an implicit plea for peaceful, mutual knowledge
and for reciprocal acceptance beyond religious borders.

Of course, we did not propose an irenic image of religions. We
certainly did not forget the antagonisms and conflicts. But the materi-
als we had at our disposal allowed us to construct an alternative story,
which raised doubts and encouraged reflection. For example, one section
showed the strong presence of the Marian cult in Islam, and its theological
and devotional significance, which went against the preconceived ideas of
many visitors. Above all, testimony concerning interreligious interactions
inside the sanctuaries revealed behaviours that the public did not suspect
in the least. They implied that repulsion of the other is not inevitable and
suggested that when the conditions are right, people of different religions
are able to pray side by side at the same sacred places. This idea was not
explicitly expressed in the texts, but was allowed to arise from a visitor’s
experience. It was an impression of this kind that we hoped visitors could
construct by themselves to some degree, moving through the contents we
had organised in the space.

This approach was based on the deployment of a de-linearised
narrative. Certainly, we suggested a main itinerary, but visitors could also
move around as they wished in a space organised into different stations.
Conceived as a metaphorical pilgrimage, this exhibition invited each visitor
to make his or her own synthesis of the complex phenomenon of shared
shrines, in the hope that he or she would emerge partially “transformed,”
as in a real pilgrimage seen as a rite of passage. The emphasis was on the
human dimension underlying the various religious manifestations: on an
existential vulnerability common both to the faithful encountered in the
exhibition’s various sections through the lens of an array of items, and to
the visitors themselves. It was a way to foster, in the latter, something akin
to a sentiment of existential communitas, a notion that Victor Turner associ-
ated, in several seminal works, with the personal feelings that social actors
experience during the ritual process, and specifically during pilgrimage.

One of the aims of Shared Sacred Sites was therefore to immerse visi-
tors by metaphorically making them take up the pilgrim’s staff to discover
shared sanctuaries. At the entrance to the exhibition, at the Mucem and in
subsequent versions, a large-scale projector showed human-sized silhou-
ettes of pilgrims in shadow form, with which the shadows of the visi-
tors merged. This visual installation was coupled with a sonic creation
composed of sounds collected throughout the Mediterranean region,
interweaving songs, prayers, voices, bells, muezzin, different languages,
etc. At the exit, the public found this set of silhouettes at dusk, complet-
ing the loop of the visit (Fig, 17).

The success of this kind of exhibition depends on the subtle relation-
ship between erudition, aesthetics and emotion. Such tension is central to
this type of heterography, insofar as the scientific and didactic approach
must be counterbalanced by a more emotional, sensitive, even poetic
dimension. The emotion produces a driving force in the experience of
the exhibition, and also in the understanding of the social facts presented.

A series of photographs and films resulting from our research was
displayed throughout the exhibition, allowing visitors to experience an
immersion in a number of ethnographic contexts. In the same way, devo-
tional objects acquired during our investigations materialised the demands
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Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and
Abnti-Structure, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University
Press, 1969); “Pilgrimages as Social Processes,” in V.
Turner, Dramas, Fields and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in
Human Society (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University
Press, 1974), 166-230; Victor and Edith Turner, Inage
and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture: Anthropological Perspec-
tives (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978).
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Fig. 17. The Pilgrims, video-installation, Mucem, 2015, 3 min 20. Graphic design by Gilda Sergé, I’ceil Graphique,

Marseille. Sound creation realised in the framework of an educational partnership with the SATIS Department
(Sciences Arts et Technologies de I'image et du Son) and the laboratory ASTRAM (Arts Sciences Technologies
pour la Recherche Audiovisuelle Multimédia ), Aix-Marseille University. https://youtu.be/LeNzgPvGelM.

and expectations of the faithful.

In such an attempt to “take the public on a journey” 7 sit—and
to give them the opportunity to see, touch and feel—the challenge that
remains, obviously, is to find the best balance between emission (by the
curator) and reception (by the public). To take these issues into account,
we can capitalise on the work of Roland Barthes who theorised the effect
of an image on the receiver, attributing an important role to the reac-
tions and emotions this image can elicit. In particular, he developed two
concepts that can be useful here.

The first concept is studium, which designates the interest we have in
an image, based on its informative and descriptive dimension. This notion
“doesn’t mean, at least not immediately, ‘study’ but application to a thing,
taste for someone, a kind of general enthusiastic commitment, of course,
but without special acuity. It is by szudium that I am interested in so many
photographs, whether I receive them as political testimony or enjoy them
as good historical scenes: for it is culturally (this connotation is present in
studinm) that I participate in the figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings,
»% The second concept is punctum, which punctuates or breaks
studinmr: “It is not I who seek it out . . . it is this element which rises from
the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me. . . . for punctum
is also: sting, speck, cut, little hole—and also a cast of the dice. A photo-
graph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is
poignant to me).”’

We argue that both dimensions singled out by Barthes also operate in
an exhibition, not only through the reception of a photograph, but also
through that of a film, a painting or an object. A successful visiting expe-
rience implies good complementarity between these two phenomena. An
attitude based on studium is necessary to acquire a good deal of relevant
information concerning the theme. The strong involvement of punctum
is certainly rarer and represents the climax of the visitor’s aesthetic and

the actions.

emotional experience. The problem is that it is uncontrollable from the
curatorial point of view, as there is no absolute guarantee of the receivers’
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reaction. Moreover, it is not an isolated work that necessarily produces
this inner emotion, as this can also be generated by a set of elements that
resonate with each other.

As far as possible, we sought to embody the content, flesh it out and
give it a lived dimension, calibrating what we can reasonably expect to
produce the effects of studium or punctum. This approach has probably hit
the mark in several cases, as the guest books in the Mucem exhibition attest
(Fig. 18). Many testimonials openly bear witness to a strong emotional
reaction: visitors were touched, beyond our expectations, for example by
the testimony of the Jesuit priest, Paolo Dall’Oglio, presumably executed
by ISIS during the war in Syria (Fig. 19).

Fig. 18. Excerpt from the guestbook, Lieux saints
partagés, Mucem, Marseille, 2015.

Fig. 21. Thierry Fournier, Ecotone, video installation,
Shared Sacred Sifes, Thessaloniki, Istanbul, Ankara,
2017- 2021. Created in 2015, this artwork evokes the
digital desires that often overlap with the votive
expectations of pilgrims: “A landscape is generated
live by messages sent on twitter, read by synthesized
voices and which all have in common to express
desires: I would like so much, I dream of, my dearest
wish... A camera moves in slow motion and infinity in
this artificial paradise.” https://vimeo.com/122249270.

LY

Fig.20. Visitors Messages, Lieux saints partagés, MNHI, Patis, 2017. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.

This led us to imagine other devices to record the public’s reactions, such as
a “wall of wishes” in Patis, inspired by those found in certain shrines, such as
the House of Mary in Ephesus in Turkey (Fig, 20). More generally, interactiv-
ity is important in the visiting experience. One example is the work entitled
“Ecotone”, created by the French artist Thierry Fournier, which materialises a

virtual landscape based on desires expressed in real time on the social network
Twitter (Fig. 21).
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Stephen Greenblatt, “Resonance and Wonder.” In
Exchibiting Cultures. The Poetics and Politics of Musenm
Display edited by Ivan Karp and Steven D. Levine
(Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution
Press 1991), 42-56.

Fig. 22. A Muslim visitor intrigued by a Muslim rosary

in the Wishing Wall, Lieux saints partagés, Bardo
Museum, 2016. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.

Religiographies

To describe our curatorial approach, two concepts can be referenced, resonance
and wonder, which Stephen Greenblatt has put forward to describe the exhi-
bition of artworks. He gives a clear and concise definition of both: “By reso-
nance I mean the power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal
boundaries to a larger wotld, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic
forces from which it has emerged and for which it may be taken by a viewer to
stand. By wonder 1 mean the power of the displayed object to stop the viewer
in his or her tracks, to convey an arresting sense of uniqueness, to evoke an
exalted attention.”

In our exhibition, a dimension of resonance was present in certain
modest objects, such as ex-votos, which have the power to evoke the fragil-
ity of human live, with a constant interweaving of needs, requests and
existential predicaments. Take, for example, an installation that reconsti-
tuted a fragment of the wall of wishes of the House of Mary in Ephesus,
using votive materials collected onsite (Fig, 22), or the presentation of a
series of ephemeral structures that expressed wishes to have a child, get
married, or overcome illness (Fig. 23).

Fig, 23. Ephemeral wishes performed by Muslims, Liexx saints partagés, Mucem, 2015. Photograph © Manoél

Pénicaud.

All these small objects embodied a series of existential experiences, clearly orig-
inating in distant spaces and different from the point of view of the cultural
means of expression, but nevertheless representing the struggle with a set of
concerns familiar to the viewer.

Conversely, the power to generate wonder in visitors was conveyed
by certain items singled out by their uniqueness. Here we can mention an
autograph by Denis Diderot, which mentions the double cult (Christian
and Muslim) present on the island of Lampedusa in modern times (Fig.
24), as well as some splendid Muslim miniatures (Fig. 25) and rare Chris-
tian incunabula, such as the stunning panoramic view from Damascus
to Alexandria, centred on Jerusalem, published in 1486 by Bernhard von
Breydenbach in the first illustrated Holy Land pilgrimage journal to be
printed (Fig. 26). Another example consists of precious manuscripts like
the Morgan Picture Bible, which will be briefly presented below.

We should add that the distinction between resonance and wonder
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Fig. 25. Miniature of Iskandar (Alexander) and the Prophet Khizr in Tarjumah-i Sha”hna mah (Book of Kings),
10th century, copied in Istanbul 161620, Shared Sacred Sites, The New York Public Library, Spencer Collection,
2018.

Fig, 26. Bernhard von Breydenbach, View of Jerusalem in Peregrinatio in Terram Sanctam (detail, 1486), Shared
Sacred Sites, The New York Public Library, Rare Book Division, 2018.

partly overlaps with that between #race and aura, as Walter Benjamin formu-
lated it in a famous aphorism: “Trace and aura. The trace is appearance
of a nearness, however far removed the thing that left it behind may be.
The aura is appearance of a distance, however close the thing that calls
it forth. In the trace, we gain possession of the thing; in the aura, it takes
possession of us.”® This dialectic between nearness and distance was a
thread that ran through the entire exhibition and was materialised in vari-
ous forms, thereby giving multifarious shapes to the texture of meanings
we intended to communicate.

3. Embodiment, Metaphor and Metonyny
As already mentioned, works of art of various kinds find their place in an
“exhibition of society” like I jesx Saints Partagés/ Shared Sacred Sites. Art produces
an aesthetic emotion, which is part of a broader phenomenon that potentially

Dionigi Albera, Manoé¢l Pénicaud

Fig. 24. Autographe de Denis Diderot, anecdote sur
lle de Lampedusa, recueil Mélanges de littérature,

manuscrit, BnF, Paris, Lieux saints partagés, MNHI,
2017-18.
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Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge and
London: Harvard University Press, 1999), M 16a, 4,
447.
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In 2010, Annunciation Day (25 March) was established
as a national Muslim-Christian holiday in Lebanon
to promote Muslim-Christian dialogue. See Emma
Aubin-Boltanski, “Pratiquer le dialogue interreligieux
au Liban. La célébration de la féte de I’Annonciation.”
In Traversées des mémoires en Méditerranée. La réinvention du
“ien” edited by Maryline Crivello and Katima Diréche
(Aix-en-Provence: PUP, 2017), 97-107.

summons spiritual emotion—and obviously this does not only occur among
“believers.” One of our objectives was that every visitor should be able to find
themselves in the mirror of otherness. From this point of view, three modal-
ities of concrete use of this medium can be isolated in our exhibition.

The first modality concerns artwork as an embodiment of the theme at
the centre of the display. In other words, there are cases where the reli-
gious imbrication is manifested in the object itself. One example is an icon
of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, saints common to both Christians and
Muslims, which a Syrian Catholic artist painted with the insertion of a
deliberate Muslim marker (the dog that keeps them during their miracu-
lous sleep) (Fig. 27). Another example is a work displaying more explicit
Islamic-Christian significance, as shown in another Lebanese icon of the
Annunciation that is framed on the left by a passage from the Gospel of
Luke (27-30) and on the right by an extract from the Qut anic Sura Al
‘Imran (29, 41-46)* (Fig. 28).

Fig. 27. Ossama Musleh, The Seven Sleepers, icon, Damascus, 2010. Fig. 28. Noha Ibrahim Jabbour, The Annunciation, icon, Beirut, 2007.

Religiographies

Other examples concern architectural imbrications, presented through photo-
graphs, like those showing Greek churches that have sometimes kept a mina-
ret, a trace of their previous conversion into mosques (Fig, 29), or the ancient
Yeni Cami mosque in Thessaloniki, dedicated to the cult of the Donmeh
(Jewish converts to Islam), which is known to contain Stars of David hidden
in the interior decoration, and which was—as a cultural space—one of the
venues for our tripartite exhibition in 2017 (Fig. 30). A final emblematic case is
a jewel of medieval art, the Morgan Picture Bible, a leaf of which was exhib-
ited at the Morgan Library and Museum in New York in 2018. This work is, in
itself, a palimpsest written through its belonging to successive groups (Fig. 31).
The manuscript dates from the 13th century. Its origins are unclear, but it has
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Fig. 31. Bible of St. Louis or Morgan Picture Bible, Paris, ca. 1250, The Morgan Library & Museum, New York,
ms m.638, fol. 3, purchased by J. P. Morgan, jt., 1916, Shared Sacred Sites, The Motrgan Library and Museum,
2018.

often been linked to the court of the French King Louis IX (1214-1270). When
it was first created, it contained only a series of images depicting scenes from
the Bible. Some fifty years later, Latin captions were added, and quite certainly
this happened in Italy. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the manu-
script had travelled again and was in the hands of a Polish cardinal, the bishop
of Cracow, who entrusted it, as a diplomatic gift for the Persian Shah, to a
mission of friars that reached Isfahan in 1607. The Bible was presented to the
Shah in the first days of 1608. At his court, captions in Persian were added to
the Latin inscriptions. A century later, probably when the Afghans conquered
Isfahan in 1722, the royal library was dispersed. The precious manuscript was
acquired by a Persian-Jew, and a third layer of captions was added, this time in
Judeo-Persian.” As a result, this wonderful artwork also harbours a complex
work of intertextuality, displaying Christian, Muslim and Jewish points of view
on the same image. It summatises, in an astonishing way, a web of interreli-
glous relations distributed over an extended period of time. Looking carefully
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Fig. 30. Mihrab And Star of David, Yeni Cami,
Thessaloniki, 2017. Photograph © Manoél Pénicaud.
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For an insightful account, see William M. Voelkle,
“Shared Sacred Stories and the Morgan Picture Bible,”

in Shared Sacred Sites, op. cit. 103-119.

150



32

Claudio Monge, Dieu hite. Recherche bhistorique et
théologique sur les rituels de 'bospitalité (Bucarest: Zeta
books, 2008); Dionigi Albera and Manoel Pénicaud,
“Coexistences, interférences, interstices.” In Coexis-
tences. Lieux: saints partagés en Enrope et en Méditerranée
edited by Dionigi Albera and Manoel Pénicaud (Arles:
Actes Sud-MNHI, 2017), 16-23.

33
Aby Warburg, Der Bilderatlas MNEMOSYNE (Betlin:
Akademie Verlag GmbH, 2003).

34
Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, op. cit.

Religiographies

at it makes it possible to discover the biography of a wonderful object, which
is a valuable condensate of centuries of commingling, despite disagreements,
antagonisms, and conflicts between religions and societies.

The second modality is when a single artwork may be seen as a zetaphor
of interreligious conversations. From this point of view, we can mention
the representations of the patriarch Abraham, who alone sums up the
common genealogy of the monotheisms (Fig. 32). This figure symbol-
ises the central theme of hospitality in both Genesis and the Qut’an,” a
theme that is prominent throughout the exhibition and constitutes one of
its narrative threads.

Fig. 32. Section on Abraham at the Mucem. On the left, detail of Abraham lavant les pieds aux trois anges, by

FEmile Levy, huile sur toile, 1854, Fcole nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris.

The third modality—central to deploying the exhibition’s narrative—involves
metonymy. This type of arrangement operates through the juxtaposition of
works that, in principle, are heterogeneous or originate from different sources.
Each signifier thus interacts with the others, the whole producing a surplus
of meaning;

This process is certainly not new. In its genealogy we can mention
famous experiments, such as the panels of the Munemosyne Atlas, in which
Aby Warburg organised sequences of reproductions of artworks, without
any textual support, thus creating a visionary project of art history only
in images.” We can also mention the process based on the montage of
quotations and short comments that marks Walter Benjamin’s monumen-
tal work on Parisian arcades.”

In turn, we have tried to establish a “good neighbourhood” for works
that sometimes have very different religious, cultural and geographical
backgrounds. This allows the viewer to immediately perceive resonance
between objects that, in principle, share no common elements. This device
makes it possible to show an interplay of analogies, distinctions and mutual
influences, without verbalisation, but by making it immediately palpable
for the visitor’s senses. To some extent, a web of relationships and trans-
mutations becomes, so to speak, immanent in the arrangement and layout
of the artworks.

For example, we have placed representations of the same holy figures

151



as they are portrayed in different religious registers. At the Bardo Museum
in Tunis, we placed three sculptures evoking both maternity and the figure
of Mary in dialogue. On the left was the Qur’anic sura of Mary calligraphed
by the contemporary artist Abdallah Akar, which materialises this char-
acter without representing her in an anthropomorphic way. In the centre
was a Catholic statue of the Virgin Mary. On the right, a mother goddess
from the Tunisian collections introduced a theme that has genealogical
and semantic links with the Madonna figure (Fig. 33). This metonymic
process makes it possible to show the complex relations between religions, an
interplay of contrasts and familiarities, influences and transformations. Also
in Tunis, another display case contained both a leaflet from the famous blue
Qur an (tenth century) mentioning Jesus, and a sixth-century Christian ceramic
tile with his effigy. It is also important to take into account the context: such a
close association of Christian and Muslim materials is not common in Muslim

countries today (Fig, 34).

Fig. 34. Tile representing Jesus (6th-7th century, Bardo Museum) and folio of the Blue Qur’an, Sura Ar-Zukhruf,
verses 54-63 (10th century, Ragqada Museum), Lieux saints partagés, Bardo Museum, 2016.
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4. Conclusion
In the foregoing, we have tried to discuss the process undetlying the making of
the exhibition Shared Sacred Sites (Lienx saints partagés). The verb “to write” has
been used several times to designate this process, itself understood through the
prism of heterography, which brings together a set of “alternative writings”
that researchers are increasingly making use of, without hesitating to cross
the boundaries of creation. This movement is also part of the florescence
of so-called “art-science” projects that combine mixed and interdisciplinary
approaches, exploring new territories that are, in principle, “uncomfortable
zones” for researchers.”

Being both curators and anthropologists, we are always keen to main-
tain the centrality of the ethnographic dimension by showing the pilgrim
practices that constitute the heart of the phenomenon we want to describe.
Our decision to rely on a heterogenous set of media (artworks, films,
photographs, installations, collected objects, archives, texts, etc.) has led to
a logic of combination and interlocking of different formats, discourses,
and registers (Fig, 35).

Fig. 35. Guided tour of Lieux saints partagés by its two curators, Mucem, 2015, 13 min 38 : https://youtu.be/
IGOk-j3rh7Q).

These disparate elements must be coordinated, fit together in the most coher-
ent way, and on several levels: scientific, informative, educational, aesthetic,
experiential, etc. Modularity allows the assemblage of blocks, as in a three-di-
mensional puzzle.

This process overlaps with certain issues of the bricolage paradigm,
insofar as one must constantly adapt pre-existing materials, according to
Claude Lévi-Strauss’ distinction between the “engineer” and the “brico-
% The staging of an exhibition calls for both the first orientation
(conceiving a specific plan) and the second approach (adaptation, accom-
modation, compromise). Much more often than one might think, one has
to “make do” with elements only partially controlled, like in the “arts of
making” analysed by Michel de Certeau.” It is possible to expand Lévi-
Strauss’ reflection on bricolage and de Certeau’s insights on the arts of
everyday life by applying the perspectives developed more recently by Tim
Ingold on the processes by which objects are made by makers, and the flow
of materials conceived as “active” rather than passive. Ingold distinguishes
between “hylemorphism” (a complex design, which is close to the engi-
neer’s model of Lévi-Strauss) and “morphogenesis” (a humbler design,
where the object partly creates itself). The concept of morphogenesis is
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stimulating for understanding the process of writing in three dimensions,
with its subtle interplay between an intellectual project and the engagement
with materials. In our case, the artworks and the objects can also be under-
stood as partially active and performative. The maker (in this case the cura-
tor) is somewhat guided and inspired by the materiality contained in the
artworks, even if this means modifying and adapting the initial project.™

Our account would be incomplete if we omitted the countless
constraints and inevitable compromises that accompany the process of
making an exhibition. Indeed, the exhibition is initially conceived in the
abstract and in the ideal, but it is never this project that the public will ulti-
mately discover. The initial plan is continually reworked, rewritten, modi-
fied, amputated and completed during the various phases of development.
A desired artwork may not be available, or it may be too expensive to
include, so an alternative must be found. Putting the material on display
may involve extra costs, which the Production Department may or may
not allow.

Putting an exhibition on display is therefore a succession of choices,
arbitrations, compromises and accommodations that are not always the
responsibility of the curator. In our case, we were sometimes encouraged
to develop one aspect or cut out another, for financial or even political
reasons. This is part of the rules of the game because, whether we like it
or not, the host institution is also involved in orientating the exhibition and
has the final say. The complexity of the decision-making process, and the
involvement of several different players in this context, make it difficult
to maintain the desired narrative, and sometimes require a subtle balanc-
ing of ingredients. Also, this naturally has consequences for the degree of
explicitness of certain contents and, more generally, for the general narra-
tive conveyed by the exhibition.”

Unlike most of the textual writing, the production of an exhibition
is a collective process. Its production from A to Z involves input from
many people, from conception to implementation. From this point of
view, it would be possible to speak of co-writing. This is all the more true
in our case, given that we have co-curated different versions of this exhibi-
tion in partnership with several Greek, Tunisian, Moroccan and American
colleagues. Then, at the end of the process, each idea must be materi-
alised in the space, and this requires input from a number of special-
ists: lighting engineer, graphic designer, sound designer, etc. Particularly
important is the contribution of an architect-scenographer, who takes
into account several practical aspects: feasibility, circulation of the public
inside the space, accessibility for disabled people, size of the items, but
also budget and logistics. The scenography is therefore a crucial phase in
the whole process and plays a major role in the exhibition’s identity."’ But
it also involves negotiations and compromises with the curators. At the
Mucem, a labyrinthine layout of the exhibition was designed by Agence
NC to convey the idea of a pilgrimage, but without imposing a direction
of circulation: everyone could wander where they wanted and retrace their
steps thanks to a side section that was connected to the other three. But
very different scenography choices were made in later versions, creating
different kinds of interplay between the ideas of circularity, verticality and
horizontality."!

Finally, we should acknowledge that this adventure, ongoing for some
years now, also entails a certain degree of serendipity. After the first venue
in Marseille, we thought we had finished the job. The artworks had been

Dionigi Albera, Mano€l Pénicaud
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“This is not, of course, to deny that the maker may
have an idea in mind of what he wants to make. [...]
even if the maker has a form in mind, it is not this
form that creates the work. It is the engagement with
materials. And it is therefore to this engagement that
we must attend if we are to understand how things
are made.” See Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology,
Abrcheology, Art and Architecture London and New York:
Routledge, 2013), 22.

39
A full discussion of these issues is impossible in the
framework of this article. We intend to develop it
elsewhere.

40
The scenography or staging of the exhibition merits
an entire article, as it raises so many questions on the
conceptual, aesthetic, technical and even economic
levels. See Marie-Laure Mehl, “La scénographie,
une discipline a part entiere,” Culture & Musées, 16,
2010, 248-252, DOI: https://doi.org/10.3406

pumus.2010.1577.

41
We worked with the teams of the host institutions
and several agencies, such as Atelier Maciej Fiszer
at MNHI, Westerman Design LLC at NYPL, and
Karsilasmalar Agency at Depo and CerModern.
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returned to their place of conservation, the entire scenography had been
dismantled and at that point, we expected that the only tangible trace of
the ephemeral product that is every exhibition would be the printed cata-
logue.* However, we received requests to display the exhibition elsewhere,
in a way we had not foreseen. We decided to embark on this adventure.
From one adaptation to the next, this led us to progressively conceive the
formula of a “touring exhibition” which is fundamentally based on rewrit-
ing, adaptation and modularity. In other words, visitors to Liexx Saints
Partagés/ Shared Sacred Sites in Marseille, Tunis, Marrakesh, New York or
Istanbul did not see the same exhibition. The substance and the guiding
ideas were broadly the same, but not the artworks or the objects presented,
nor the spaces and the scenography.

To conclude with a metaphor, the long process of creating and recre-
ating this exhibition involved not only writing a musical score, but also
composing (or at least attempting to compose) different orchestrations of
it, and finally conducting various musical ensembles, always respecting, as
far as possible, both the idiosyncrasies of a number of renowned soloists,
and the inclination and willingness of the various musicians, who are all
crucial to giving substance to the project.
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As the author, Fabio Giomi, writes in the first pages, this book is “an attempt
to tell a different story and to contribute to the history of Bosnian Muslims in
the first decade of the post-Ottoman era, by putting women and their expe-
rience in the picture” (p. 5). This sentence sums up the mission of this work,
which intends to explore the heuristic power of gender to study the history of
Bosnian Muslims, overcoming classical national and ethno-confessional cate-
gories. The time frame considered ranges from 1878, the year of the Berlin
Congress, to 1941, when Yugoslavia was invaded by Axis troops. During this
time, the Bosnian space was integrated into two imperial structures, Ottoman
and Hapsburg, and then had a double national experience, first as the King-
dom of Setbs, Croats and Slovenes, and then as the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.

The author decided to focus on voluntary associations as a kaleido-
scope through which to analyse the history of Muslim women and gender
relations in the post-Ottoman Bosnian space. Associations, according to
the author, have left a plethora of written traces, largely unexplored. More-
over, the associational prism will allow us to gain “a glimpse of Muslim
women in their relationship with the rest of society and how this changed
over time” (p. 8). In this way, Giomi’s book aspires to give back Muslim
women’s agency and “get rid once and for all of the Orientalist stereo-
type portraying them as silenced and oppressed” (zz7). Muslim associations
were the privileged institutions where Muslim women became visible and
that took on the Muslim woman question (p. 11). Similarly, the author is
aware of the limits of the associational focus, which risks pushing other
segments of Yugoslav society into the background.

The book has the great merit of proposing an insight into the pre-1941
experiences of Bosnian Muslim women within a historiography that has
tended to obscure pre-socialist female agency. The silence on women’s
issues in the inter-war period has served to implicitly confirm the idea
that “Muslim women had remained in the shadow of a timeless patriar-
chal oppression, obscurantism and passivity up to the establishment of
the socialist state” (p. 17). A different awareness of the role of women
and gender relations in post-Ottoman times has only recently started to
emerge, after the great emphasis on confessional and ethnic studies, and
Giomi’s book is one of the milestones of this new awareness.

The volume is divided into seven parts, organised thematically and
chronologically. The first two chapters focus on the Habsburg period, the
last four on the Yugoslav period. The first chapter focuses on three points:
first, it addresses the place of Bosnia within the administrative and polit-
ical apparatus of the Habsburg Empire; second, it looks at the impact of
the Viennese government’s educational policies on Muslim women, aimed
as these were at encouraging them to follow the standards of civilisation
proposed by the Hapsburgs; third, it deals with the role of Muslim women
within voluntary associations. The Empire aimed to forge Muslim women
who were typically Habsburg, socialising and educating them according
to its gendered ideal of progress within a new educational system. In this
way, the Austro-Hungarian authorities intended to essentially de-Ottoman-
ise Muslim women and place them within their ideal of human progtess,
in which education was one of the focal points. However, this strategy
encountered various forms of opposition from some Islamic families and
especially from Islamic authorities such as the #/ezza. However, as the first
chapter points out, in those years, voluntary associations - with philan-
thropic and cultural aims - composed of Muslim women developed and
acquired a new visibility in the public sphere. These new organisations
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were associated in different ways with Hapsburg modernity, even if they
advocated a reinterpretation of some traditional values, resulting in a
bridge between modern and traditional forms of culture.

The second chapter deals with the evolution of the question of
Muslim women in Hapsburg Bosnia as it was influenced by the movement
of people and texts across the imperial borders. This movement favoured
the influence of social Darwinism, Islamic modernism and positivism. The
resulting debate reflected on the imaginary and narrative place of Bosnian
Muslims between Fast and West as an alternative space of civilisation. The
issue of women became a symbol of this debate, in which men partici-
pated but women also made their voices heard. As Giomi quotes, “while
participating in the debate around the Muslim woman question, women
expressed, albeit keeping to the status quo of their milieu, different ideas
of appropriate Muslim post-Ottoman femininity” (p. 107). In their writ-
ing, they explained that a purely religious, oral and domestic education
was no longer sufficient to meet the needs of a Muslim post-Ottoman
society. At the same time, Muslim women imagined different forms of
sisterhood which probably laid the groundwork for the development of
various voluntary associations after 1918.

The third chapter addresses the involvement of Muslim women
volunteers with the rest of society. It concerns relations with Muslim and
non-Muslim political parties, the Yugoslav administrative apparatus and
religious institutions. This part notes how the first Muslim women’s groups
found Muslim communities to be the most appropriate space for their
involvement. These voluntary associations remained largely excluded from
the decision-making process, as male Muslim political elites still managed
this. In this case, it was family ties that made the difference: “the ability
of a specific association branch to involve the female members of pres-
tigious families in its activities could make the difference between success
and failure for its activities” (p. 160).

The fourth chapter seeks to explain how the Muslim woman question
became a terrain for confrontation between competing political projects,
namely secular progressive, Islamic progressive and feminist. In this way,
Muslim women’s voluntary associations participated in the elaboration
of new discourses on women, Islam and modernity. The intertwining of
these ideologies radically reshaped the Muslim woman question, causing
issues to arise that addressed new themes, such as: the active involvement
of women in the economy; the precedence of the current needs of society
over the preservation of tradition; the importance of national interfaith
sisterhood. The practice of the veil was the epitome of these themes, as
it became the focus of various progressive discourses after 1918. In this
way, the issues of Muslim women became highly politicised. Voluntary
associations of Muslim women ultimately became part of the progressive
field, along with their male and non-Muslim counterparts. Nevertheless,
they were able to produce a different discourse, using terminology that
distinguished them from the other associational groups.

The fifth chapter focuses on voluntary activities that aimed to train
new Muslim women through education and work. Working together, these
associations tried to raise funds by maintaining good relations with the
organisations that could finance them, such as ministries, governorates,
municipalities, Islamic institutions and the Crown. In this way, they provided
support for the education of Muslim girls, some of whom succeeded in
having remarkable professional careers. This challenged the Orientalist
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ideal of submissive Muslim women. In this respect, the cultural associa-
tions promoted a progressive ideal of accomplished women in extra-do-
mestic work; while the philanthropic associations were more inclined to
preserve female domesticity for the urban poor.

The sixth chapter analyses the different leisure activities for recrea-
tion and sociability in which Bosnian Muslims were involved, through the
gendered prism of associative networks. Festive events, such as the zabava,
have been interpreted “as collective performance of existing class, gender,
national and religious hierarchies as a tool to reinforce collective loyalties™
(p. 310). In these performances, the exposure of the body was regarded as
the main marker of civilisational advancement. A new model of Muslim
women was created in reaction to Orientalist discourses and in order to
survive in the Yugoslav cultural landscape. The invisibilisation of confes-
sional markers on women’s bodies served as a strategy to avoid being
subsumed into the Serbian and Yugoslav national body. Through the ritual
of zabava, the cultural associations developed their own idea of emancipa-
tion, which was to be guided by enlightened Muslim males. In fact, it was a
paternalistic form of emancipation, which marginalised women from the
decision-making process. Nevertheless, the bodily self-expression prac-
tices of these rituals gave women a new visibility, allowing them to gain
new public spaces and eroding sexual segregation.

The seventh and final chapter deals with two new phenomena that
shaped Bosnian society from the second half of the 1930s. The first
concerns the growing success of Communist ideas and organisations
among young people, especially secondary school and university students.
The second concerns the emergence of Islamic revivalism as a reaction
to the progressive secularisation of Bosnian and Yugoslav society. Both
these movements proposed new ideas in the debate on Muslim women
and new social practices. Through their associative structures, these two
movements were able to promote new forms of (in)visibility and (non-)
involvement of women within Yugoslav society. The Communist estab-
lishment regarded the project of Muslim cultural progressivism as inad-
equate. The Muslim revivalists promoted the re-Islamisation of society
as the only possible political project. However, the involvement of the
Communist and Islamic revivalists challenged the liberal and secular postu-
lates of the Western associationalist model. On the contrary, in the late
1930s we witness associations whose members prepared an upheaval of
the established political order in the name of certain radical ideals.

This book has many merits, first and foremost highlighting the involve-
ment of women in associational activities in post-Ottoman Bosnia. In this
way, the author notes the agency of Muslim women in building alterna-
tive modernity (and civilisation) projects by proposing various discourses
and practices that also included their increasing participation in the public
sphere. The book intends to re-evaluate gender relations and the role of
women in interwar history through the associational prism. This work
therefore fills the gap within a historiography, that of Yugoslavia, that
speaks “more about horses than women”; at the same time, it frames the
associational movements of Muslim women within the larger panorama
of gendered movements of the first half of the twentieth century. In this
it represents a milestone. The fluency of the writing certainly reinforces
the quality of this work, which employs a very rigorous historical method.
Not surprisingly, the work is supported by a plethora of first-hand sources,
which the author has meticulously researched in archives and elsewhere.
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The only flaws of this work lie in the fact that it treats Muslims and Islam
as mere political or sociological data. The book tells us little about the
beliefs, practices and doctrines of Muslims, which could have provided
further useful information on what being-Muslim meant in Bosnia at that
time. But this is probably more of a choice by the author, who rightly
wanted to privilege other aspects in his analysis, than a limitation.

In spite of this, this is an extraordinary book that offers an unprec-
edented picture of European Muslim women that certainly challenges
the most common historiographic and public narratives about this topic.
Moreover, it proposes a paradigm of Muslim women’s agency that ques-
tions mainstream models (Western feminism, Islamic docility, etc.), in
order to propose an in-depth, historicised but still little-known gaze on it.
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Feeding Iran ofters an account of kinship and the intersection of kinship and
politics, based on an ethnography of an extended family in the small town of
Fars-Abad in the southwestern Fars Province of Iran. The family is described
as non-elite, non-urban affiliates of the “Mobilization of the Oppressed,” a
nation-wide voluntary force engaged in a variety of government-sanctioned
activities, from the organization of charity and religious ceremonies to secur-
ity patrols. One of the virtues of the study, as the author points out, is that it
portrays the life and ideals of supporters of the regime, a part of the population
that has been neglected due to a focus on less traditional, urban youth involved
in opposition. Wellman, in fact, began her fieldwork not long after the 2010
protests against the re-election to the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadine-
jad, which were widely covered in the West. Although not the purpose of
the book, it goes some way toward explaining the continued existence of the
revolutionary regime.

As “card-carrying” members of the Basi/ (Mobilization), the subjects
of Feeding Iran relate their ideas about kinship and belonging to the regime’s
presentation of the Iranian nation and Shiite Islam, while the regime, in
turn, builds on those ideas to consolidate support. Wellman explores the
private and public worlds of Fars-Abad to elucidate these social processes,
using a wide lens that captures the meaning of kinship beyond genetic rela-
tions, across a “full spectrum of material substances, immaterial qualities,
acts and processes” (p. 4).

The book opens with an Introduction to the key personalities of the
family and physical setting. We learn that Wellman had gained the trust of
her subjects, with whom she resided during her fieldwork, through a long
prior association; that they dealt with gender boundaries by classing her as
“almost mahram,” that is someone with whom the males of the household
could associate without observing all the usual restrictions; and that reli-
gious difference was handled by regarding her as a potential convert learn-
ing about Islam. Wellman’s role as an ethnographer seems to have shifted
between observer participant and participant observer. She remarks that
her subjects assumed that that she was in some way a believer or poten-
tial believer, which often happens in fieldwork, although Wellman joining
her hostess on a prayer carpet for morning prayers gives one pause. The
always complex issue of the positionality of the ethnographer is not, in
any case, discussed from the point of view of theory or ethics, but rather
portrayed through a brief description of the situation.

Chapter One, “Blood, Physio-Sacred Substance, and the Making
of Moral Kin,” examines kinship as an “embodied, sacred, and ethical
process.” A review of the formal structures of kinship according to Islamic
law and local culture is followed by an account of how moral qualities such
as purity and spirituality are believed to be transmitted through blood
lineages of both sayyeds (descendants of the Prophet, who are especially
revered in Shiism) and non-sayyeds. The blood of “martyrs,” referring
principally to soldiers killed in the 1980-1988 Irag-Iran War, known as
the “Sacred Defence,” similarly transmits respectability and blessing to
the martyrs’ kin. Moral qualities, however, are not simply inherited. They
must be cultivated. The folk of Fars-Abad accomplish this performatively
through everyday rituals and acts such as prayer, sharing of food, correct
gender behaviour, and careful maintenance of familial interaction and
relations.

Chapter Two, “Feeding the Family: The ‘Spirit’ of Food in Iran,”
examines how food is used to nourish and fortify the family spiritually as
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well as physically. The chapter contains mouth-watering descriptions of
how a variety of foods are chosen, prepared, and served. Everyday food
practices are intertwined with concerns for purity that have a religious cast
and moral implications. Food should be procured from reputable, pref-
erably local sources; not processed but rather prepared in the home; and
carefully cooked and served with pure intention of blessing by the mother
and other female relatives. Feeding the family with preferred foods with
attention to their supposed physical and spiritual effects serves to recon-
stitute the smaller kin group, to the extent that even relatives outside the
household are not included. Commensality with the extended family and
larger society is established through the rhythm of fasting in Ramadan
and charitable cooking and feeding, often coordinated with religious occa-
sions or in honour of Shiite saints and frequently arranged in fulfillment
of vows intended to benefit kin.

The role of blood in constructing the nation as kin is taken up in
Chapter Three, “Regenerating the Islamic Republic: Commemorating
Martyrs in Provincial Iran.” Wellman describes how the government of
the Islamic Republic evokes the blood of those fallen in the Irag-Iran
War to establish moral kinship between citizens. One of the ways this
is done is by recovering bodies of the many unknown soldiers killed in
that conflict and re-burying them, with great ceremony, at key locations
across the country. Martyr commemoration, including re-burials, dates
back to the years of the war itself, but Wellman says that her ethnographic
account of such an event in Fars-Abad is the first related to provincial
Iran, where the regime is said to enjoy much support. Since the martyrs
are unknown, they can be imagined as kin. This is especially so for those
who made sacrifices during the war, as many Basijis did, but the martyrs
are meant to belong to the whole town, which their burying place strategi-
cally overlooks. The blood of martyrs is efficacious in ways similar to that
of good lineage. As a substance, it is pure to the extent that contact with
coffins and blood-stained cloth confers blessing. As a metaphor, it creates
relationships between citizens honouring the martyrs through whom they
are brought collectively closer to God. Iranian Shiite culture abounds in
tropes about the life-giving purity of blood spilled in martyrdom, on which
the regime draws heavily to mobilize the Basij and nation at large. Refer-
ences to the legend of Husayn, the grandson of the Prophet who fell in
the 7th-century Battle of Karbala, are particularly compelling since they
involve both family ties and bloody martyrdom in defence of Islam.

The fourth chapter, “Creating an Islamic Nation through Food,”
builds on Chapter Two as the third chapter builds on the first. The chap-
ter begins by examining how food choices and etiquette function also
outside the home to express virtue and authenticity. For instance, if one
eats outside, a restaurant that serves Iranian rather than foreign food and
in which unrelated people are not seated close together is better than a
crowded, Western-style establishment. It is certainly wrong to eat or drink
in public during Ramadan, even if one is not fasting, and “ugly” to eat on
the street, especially for women. Just as in the home, halal foodways are the
kernel of larger ideas about proper food and behaviour. Wellman shows
food, like blood, to be very much a biomoral substance.

Food in the Islamic Republic of Iran is also a “technology of reli-
gious nation-making,” as Wellman puts it, deployed by feeding the pious
at multiple sites such as cemeteries and occasions such as Muharram,
the month that saw the martyrdom of Husayn. At the vast “Paradise of
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Zahra” cemetery in Tehran, food and blood together make citizens into
virtual kin as visitors donate and share thick soups, puddings (and so on)
in proximity to the martyrs of the Revolution and Iraq-Iran war, while
surrounded by imagery and slogans proclaiming the shedding of blood in
the cause of Islam. Here, in the shadow of the tomb of Khomeini, visi-
tors address each as other as “sister” and “brother.” Food serves to bring
kinship not only to the nation, but also politics, especially since feedings
are often sponsored by the state.

Feeding Iran contributes substantially to several fields. As a study of
kinship and particularly the new kinship studies advanced by, notably,
Janet Carsten, it shows how kinship in Iran extends beyond lineage and
descent to relatedness created by everyday acts such as collective mourning
and feeding. Blood and food, the substances of kinship, flow beyond the
family into the nation and politics, carrying with them notions of purity
and righteousness. Wellman’s vivid description is particularly effective in
capturing the role of the elusive quality of emotion in making relatedness.
The book contributes to the emerging sub-field of food and nationalism.
It describes how local foodstuffs and foodways are associated with purity,
virtue and authenticity, in contrast to materially impure and spiritually
vacuous foreign food and food habits. The pious supporters of the state
on whom the study focuses regard preparing and serving good food as
prime instruments in a struggle to preserve the family and ultimately Iran
and Islam against corruption. Although the book is not a study of women
or gender, we also learn much about women’s activities and concerns since
the ethnographer moves primarily in the world of women.

Wellman is careful to acknowledge that the Basijis among whom she
worked do not represent all opinion or lifestyles in Iran. She may have felt
a need to defend her engagement and friendship with ardent supporters
of the regime. Academic readers are unlikely to mistake the emotional
and perspectival empathy she applies in her fieldwork for over-rapport,
let alone a political statement, so it is fortunate that she does not spend
much time on this concern.
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