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Qurʾān. The ‘Companions of  the Cave’ in Sūrat 
al-Kahf and in Syriac Christian Tradition,” in Gabriel 
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(London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 122-124.
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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 II (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.1 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 Qurʾān 
(sura al-Kahf, 18:8-26) deals with this event, wherein the Sleepers are called 
the “Companions of  the Cave” (Ashāb 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  Christ and his messianic mission. The Qurʾān 
gives also a prominent role to a dog – named Qitmīr according to tradition – 
who accompanied the Companions and who stayed at the door of  the cave 
to protect their sleep.2 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.3 One of  the earliest sites in 
Andalusia (Loja, 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 

Abstract
This article deals with the particular role played by the “Companions of  the 
Cave” (Ashāb al-Kahf ) in saint veneration, considering that they were among 
the first figures in Islam to be regarded as “friends of  God” (walī, awliyā). 
Particularly interesting is the case of  the dog Qitmīr who protects them and 
was regarded by some authors as a manifestation of  some great figures, such as 
the Prophet Khidr, ‘Alī ibn Abū Tālib, or Salmān. 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 circle 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 Qurʾānic story 
of  the Companions or by the Muslim tradition about them. No wonder that 
Qitmīr is given a key position in this talismanic art.
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5
Roger Lescot, “Un sanctuaire des Dormants en Jorda-
nie,” Revue des Études Islamiques 1 (1968): 3-9.

6
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Friday will be blessed with a light that will rise from 
underneath his feet to the peak of  the sky. This will 
be a light for him on the day of  resurrection, and he 
will be forgiven for what is between the Friday and 
the next Friday.” On this hadith, see also Louis Massi-
gnon, “Les Sept Dormants, Apocalypse de l’Islam,” 
Écrits Mémorables (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2009 [1950]), 
I, 321-33.

7
Al-Hujwirī, Kashf  al-Mahjūb (edited by Reynold A. 
Nicholson, London: Luzac and Company LTD, 1976), 
230.

8
According to two treatises on the Futuwwa written 
in the 14th century; see Abdülbaki Gölpınarlı, “İslam 
ve Türk illerinde Fütüvvet teşkilatı ve kaynakları,” 
[Organisation and Sources of  the Futuwwa in Islam 
and in the Turkish regions] İstanbul Üniversitesi İktisat 
Fakültesi Mecmuası XI (1949-50), 315 (1-354) and 
Ayhan Pala, “Türk kültür tarihinin bir kaynağı olarak 
Burgazi Fütüvvetnamesi,” Türk Kültürü ve Hacı Bektaş 
Velī Araştırma Dergisi 44 (2007): 201-2 (183-238.) See 
also Ö. Sert, Yedi Uyurlar Efsanesi, 75-8, 88-90 and 
Asadullāh Wāhid, “Tatbīq-i Awliyā’ullāh ba Ashāb-i 
Kahf  dar mutūn-i ‘irfānī farsī,” [A comparison of  
the saints of  God with the Companions of  the Cave 
in Persian mystical texts] Zabān va ādab-i farsī, Tabriz, 
53:220 (2010): 123-4 (119-7).

devotion and visits by pilgrimage groups, dedicated to the Seven Sleepers 
are situated in Asia: two in Turkey (Afşin, 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.4 This was also 
the case at a similar sanctuary in Amman, Jordan.5

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 Qurʾān 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.6 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 (walī, awliyā ), that 
is, people doing miracles (karāmat ), in the Kash al-Mahjūb of  al-Hujwirī 
(11th century), the oldest Persian treatise on Sufism.7 The Companions 
are also the prototypes of  the knights of  the spiritual chivalry (Futuwwa),8 
and the model of  the “perfect man” (insān-i kāmil ) for the Gnostics and 
Sufis. Finally, due to the celebrity of  the Companions, many pilgrimage 
sanctuaries 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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phy by ‘Imād al-Hasanī (Lugano-Milano: Leonardo Arte, 
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(Istanbul: Yapıkredi Y., 2007), 232-7.
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in 1906-1908 (Helsinki: 1940, reprinted Oosterhout 
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1969), 360-1.

13
Giovanni Canova, “Animals in Islamic paradise and 
hell,” in Proceedings of  the Colloquium on Paradise and Hell 
in Islam, Keszthely, 7-14 July 2002, eds Kinga Dévényi 
and Alexander Fodor (Budapest: The Arabist, 2008), 
63 (55-81).

14
Shams al-Dīn Ahmad-e Aflākī, The Feats of  the Know-
ers of  God (Manaqib al-‘Arifīn), trans. John O’Kane 
(Leiden: Brill, 2002), 658. See also 112.

15
Ibid., 658-9.

How to represent the miracle of  the Seven Sleepers
Muslim painters and miniaturists have particularly enjoyed the theme of  the 
Ashāb al-Kahf, at least since the 13th and particularly after the 14th century 
in the Turco-Persian area. The artists were influenced by the 18th sura of  the 
Qurʾān and by a long and rich tradition of  hagiography and commentaries 
(tafsīr) on this sura. The principal episode of  the Ashāb 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 Qitmīr. 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.9 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 
form of  a circular figure or a great jar model.10 Perspective was unknown to 
the artists and the circle was the best way to suggest a cave. 

The dog is a . . . saint
It is also especially noteworthy that the dog, generally called Qitmīr, who plays 
a prominent role in the legend, is far from absent in the iconographies. Accord-
ing to the Qurʾān, 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.11 This role gave Qitmīr 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, Qitmīr used to stand at the entrance of  the cave. At the sanctuary of  
Tuyuq, 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.”12 It is no wonder that Qitmīr 
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.13 

Qitmīr is venerated in the Islamic world, and especially in the Gnos-
tic and Sufi movements. We could mention the Mevlevī Ahmad-i Aflāqī, 
who writes in his biography of  Mawlānā Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī 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.”14 In addition, 
Aflāqī writes that this dog performed the dance of  the Mevlevī dervishes, 
“entering the circle of  the companions and turning with the noble disci-
ples,” and that dogs may be “spiritual guides.”15 It is worth noting here that 
“friendship with God” is no more than the usually accepted translation of  
the term for a Muslim saint, walī or awliyā. 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  Qitmīr is reflected in a poem written by a Uyghur 
who authored a booklet on the sanctuary of  the Companions of  the Cave 
at Tuyuq, oasis of  Turfan, Xinjiang (China):
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17
See Alexandre Papas, “Dog of  God, animality and 
wildness among dervishes,” in Islamic Alternative. Non 
Mainstream Religions in Persianate Society, Raei Shahrukh, 
ed. (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 2017), 131-132 (121-
138). On dogs and Sufism see also Süleyman Uludağ, 
“Tasavvuf  Kültüründe Köpek” [Dogs in the culture 
of  Sufism], Dergah 101 (July 1998): 17-20.

18
See two miniatures from the end of  the 16th century 
in the Musée du Louvre (Inv. MAO 1219 and Inv. 
3619, G, b), published in L’Etrange et le merveilleux en 
terre d’islam (Paris: Musée du Louvre - Réunion des 
musées nationaux, 2001), 240-2. Another miniature 
from the 18th century (British Museum) is published 
in Javad Nurbakhsh, Sufi Women (London: Khaniqa-
hi-Nimatullahi Nurbakhsh, 1990), 234.

19
Qissai Mashrab (Tashkent: Yazuchi Nashriyati, 1992), 
25. On Mashrab’s life and ideas see A. Papas, Mystiques 
et vagabonds en islam. Portraits de trois soufis qalandar (Paris: 
Cerf, 2010), chapter 1.

20
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Obshchestva po Tsentralnoi Azii v 1893-1895 gg. [Travels 
in the Eastern Tian-Chan and in the Nan’-Shan’. 
Works of  the Expedition of  the Russian Geograph-
ical Society in Central Asia in the Years 1893-1895] 
(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo geografich-
eskoi Literatury, 1949), 395-6.

21
Edward E. Salisbury, “Notice of  the Book of  
Sulaimān’s first ripe fruit, disclosing the mysteries of  
the Nusairian religion,” Journal of  the American Oriental 
Society 8 (1866): 303 (227-308); L. Massignon, “Les 
‘Sept Dormants,’ apocalypse de l’Islam,” 109-10.

22
L. Massignon, “Les ‘Sept Dormants,’ apocalypse de 
l’Islam,” 110.

23
Tewfik Canaan, “The decipherment of  Arabic talis-
mans,” in Magic and Divination in Early Islam, ed. E. 
Savage-Smith (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Canaan, 
2004), 146 (125-77); Annabel Gallop, “The amuletic 
cult of  Ma’rūf  al-Karkhi in the Malay world,” in Writ-
ings and Writings from Another World and Another Area. 
Investigations in Islamic Text and Script in Honour of  Dr 
Januarius Justus Witkam, professor of  Codicology and Paleog-
raphy of  the Islamic World at Leyden University, ed. Robert 
M. Kerr and Thomas Millo (Cambridge: Archetype, 
2010), 176-7, 183-5, 191-2 (167-96).

You came here, one thousand years before, my Qitmīr,
You are living in one hundred thousand hearts, my Qitmīr,
Your name spread all over the world, my Qitmīr,
I came here to venerate your track, my Qitmīr. 
                                                        Abdulqadir, 200616

This is one of  the reasons why many Sufis and dervishes have loved to be 
accompanied by a dog.17 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.18 Without any 
doubt, their dogs remind them of  Qitmīr. This is confirmed, for instance, by 
the Central Asian Qalandar Bābā Rāhim 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.19 In addition, according to 
a hagiography collected at the end of  the 19th century in Chinese Turkistan, 
Qitmīr is depicted as a creature able to speak, like a human, and to have a reli-
gious life. Qitmīr is, for example, like the Seven Sleepers, in search of  God.20 

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 Qitmīr was also identified 
with some prominent and saintly figures of  the Qurʾān and the Islamic 
tradition. According to an Ismā‘īlī writer at the beginning of  the 19th 
century, the dog of  the Companions is none other than the Imām ‘Alī, 
and even the Prophet Khidr himself: “the dog of  the Companions of  
al-Kahf  was an impersonation of  ‘Alī ibn Abū Tālib; he [‘Alī] 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. . . .”21 
The Druze tradition argues that Qitmīr is an impersonation of  Salmān 
who is, in their view, the same as Khidr.22 Meanwhile, the Companions are 
seen as the seven Ismā‘īlī imams or as seven prophets (Moses, Jesus, Noah, 
etc.). The importance of  Qitmīr is exaggerated in these Ismā‘īlī 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, Qitmīr 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, Qitmīr 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  Qitmīr on an envelope would ensure the safe arrival of  
a letter.23
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Museum of  Topkapı, Istanbul, Ms 2160, f. 83. I want 
to thank here Manoel Pénicaud for giving me some 
pictures preserved in the Louis Massignon Archives 
in Paris.

25
Emel Esin, “ ‘Eren,’ les derviches hétérodoxes turcs 
d’Asie centrale et le peintre surnommé ‘Siyāh’Ka-
lam,’ ” Turcica 17 (1985), 37 (7-49).

26
See Jean-Paul Loubes and Thierry Zarcone, Uygur 
Islam. The Seven Sleepers in the Silk Road (in preparation).

27
David Talbot Rice, The Illustrations to the ‘Word History’ 
of  Rashīd al-Dīn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1976), 87; Faruk Sümer, Eshabü’l-Kehf. Yedi 
Uyurlar [Companions of  the Cave. Seven Sleepers] 
(Istanbul: Türk Dünyası Araştırmaları Vakfı, 1989). 

28
Topkapi Saray, Istanbul, Ms 2654, fo 32a.

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 Siyāh Qalam (or to a painter of  this school deeply 
influenced by Chinese art and nomadic themes) (Fig. 1).24 Emel Esin, an art 
historian, considers that the Sleepers, in this drawing, are dressed in Qalan-
dar/dervish garments.25 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 Ashāb al-Kahf  at Tuyuq in the Turfan oasis (Xinjiang, 
China).26 There is an earlier image of  the Sleepers in the Jāmi‘al-tawārīkh of  
Rashīd al-Dīn (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 Dākyanūs (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.27 There exists a very similar painting, from another manuscript 
of  the Jāmi‘ al-tawārīkh, that is more marked by the Chinese influence (Fig. 2).28 
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. 

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 Qurʾān: 

“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. 1. Siyāh Qalam. Ms 2160, f. 83, Museum of  Topkapı, 
Istanbul. L. Massignon Archives, BNF, Paris.

Fig. 2. Jāmi‘ al-tawārīkh. Rashīd al-Dīn, Ms 2654, Topkapi Saray Library, Istanbul. L. Massignon Archives, Paris.
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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, Mawlānā (Rūmī) wrote that the dog was 
yellow because “it was a lover, and the colour (complexion) of  lovers is always 
yellow (pale) like my colour.”29 Furthermore, in another image from Afghan-
istan in the 17th century, the representation of  the “dog of  the Companions 
of  the Cave” (sang-i Ashāb al-Kahf ) appears isolated and its colours are, surpris-
ingly, three: red for the head, the back black and the belly white (Fig. 3).30

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-Abbās, says that the Companions will waken and leave 
their cave when Jesus and the Mahdī will come to Earth in the End Times 
and that they will help them fight the Antichrist or Dajjal.31  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/Isā (Fig. 4).32

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. 3. Majma‘ al-gharā’ib. Muhammad al-Muftī, f. 64 v°, 
in L’Etrange et le merveilleux en terre d’islam, 57.

Fig. 4. The five companions and their dog sitting in front of  Jesus/Isā. Tarjama-i miftāh jifr al-jāmi‘, in M. And, 
Minyatürlerler Osmanlı-İslām Mitologiyası, 234–5.
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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).33 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 Mahabharata 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.34 

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 (bāt.in), that is symbolised by the cave, and the outer, the 
apparent (z. āhir), which is the material world. While sleeping in the mate-
rial world, the Companions are actually awakened to the spiritual world.35 
In addition, the Companions play an essential role in the spiritual chiv-
alry, the Futuwwa, since they represent the spiritual model for the valorous 
young men (fityān, javanmard) who resisted the persecutions of  the pagan 
king Decius, and then endeavoured to “sleep” and close their eyes to the 
world of  ignorance and illusion.36 As mentioned by the Sufi ‘Abdallāh 
Ansārī, in the 11th century, the Companions are the embodiment of  the 
generosity (muruwwa) of  the heart, showing indulgence to everybody and 
seeking God without getting lost.37

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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Fig. 6. Zubdat al-tawārīkh. Ms 1973, Türk ve Islam 
Eserleri Müzesi, Istanbul. In M. And, Minyatürlerler 
Osmanlı-İslām Mitologiyası.

Fig. 5. Menologue of  Basile II. Ms 11th century, Vatican Apostolic Library, Rome. L. Massignon Archives, Paris.
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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.”38 We know many 
examples of  Christian talismans bearing the names of  the Sleepers and used 
in various charms against diseases (Fig. 7).39 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.40

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.41 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.42 
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.43

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  ahlu’l-Kahf, for if  they are written on the door of  a house that 
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Fig. 7. A 13th-century cameo with the Seven Sleepers in low relief. Venice. British 
Museum, OA.835.
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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.’ ”44 

Precisely, it is known that in India, the names of  the Companions with that of  
their dog are written and pasted on house walls.45 The virtues of  these talis-
mans as a protection against fire, or during a journey on a ship, or against evil 
spirits are mentioned in many places, in Turkey,46 and as far as in the oasis of  
the Silk Road.47 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: Yamlikhā, Maksilīnā, Maslīnā, Marnūsh, Dabarnūsh, Shazanūsh 
and Kafashtatayūsh. 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.48 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 Qurʾān, 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 . . .” (Qurʾān 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, 
Eshāb ül-Kahf  gemisi ) emerged among the Ottomans. The names of  the 
Companions are written in the form of  different kinds of  ships, rowing 
or sailing boats, written on their hulls or sails.49 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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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 interlaced, as clearly shown in the minia-
tures and drawings, like the leaves of  a tree.50 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  Qitmīr is notable since his name 
appears in two leaves situated at the bottom of  the tree, near the earth. Obvi-
ously, Qitmīr 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).51 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.52

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

Fig. 8. Ottoman calligraphy of  the names of  the Companions of  the Cave in the form 
of  a ship. Eshāb ül-Kahf  gemisi, private collection, Istanbul.
.

Fig. 9. Ottoman calligraphy of  the names of  the Companions of  the Cave in the form 
of  a ship. 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 Eşrefzāde Qādirī Dergāh, 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.53 
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  Qitmīr. Both figures hint actually at the circular 
model of  the cave. 

Concerning the hexagon, the circular writing made with six names surrounds 
the name of  God either in the form “Yā Hāfiz” (“O Preserver”) or that of  
“Allah,” or, more frequently, the name of  Qitmīr. Here, also, the dog occupies 
the first place.54 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” (khatm- Sulay-
mān). This form is known also as the “star hexagon” (musaddas).55 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  Qitmīr, 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. 12. Ottoman calligraphy of  the names of  the 
Companions of  the Cave in the form of  a tree. Private 
collection, Istanbul.

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

Fig. 14. Ottoman calligraphy of  the names of  the 
Companions of  the Cave in the form of  a hexagon. 
Auctions, Istanbul, 2013.
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the Seven Sleepers and their dog Qitmīr are also written in circular fash-
ion to form a hexagon or Solomon’s seal.56 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,57 on the top of  a religious skullcap, in a band around the edge of  
a mirror, etc.58 On can find also the hexagon engraved on an Ottoman 
sword (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 
Lā fatā illā ‘Alī, lā Sayfa illā Dhul’fiqār (“There is no youth like ‘Alī and no 
sword like Dhul’fiqār ”), which hints at the fabulous sword of  the valorous 
‘Alī, son-in-law of  the prophet Muhammad (Fig. 18).59 We do know an 
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Fig. 16. Ottoman calligraphy (1863) of  the names of  the 
Companions of  the Cave in the form of  a hexagon; the 
name of  Qitmīr occupies the centre. Collection of  Ziya 
Sofu, Istanbul, auction in 2009.

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://yataghan3.blogspot.com accessed May 2021.

Fig. 15. The hexagon and the Solomon seal overlapping. 
No date, private collection, Istanbul.

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  Halūk Perk, Osmanlı Tılsım Mühürleri. Halūk Perk Koleksiyonu, 95.

http://yataghan3.blogspot.com
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Ottoman cane-sword or stick-sword (dated 1910) engraved with the names 
of  the Companions.60 However, the upper extremity of  this stick sword 
has the form of  a müttakā, 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 (khalwa). 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 (khalwakhana, 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 Ashāb al-Kahf  shrine drawing such a talisman (called tumar in modern 
Uyghur)61 for the pilgrims coming to the place. He started by drawing the 
external circles composed with Qurʾānic verses, then he wrote one by one the 
names of  the Companions, and finally he put the name of  the dog Qitmīr 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  Qitmīr, is widespread throughout the Muslim world, from Africa, 
in Nigeria for instance (Fig. 21), to Turkey, the oasis of  the Silk Road and the 
Malay Archipelago.62
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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 Tuyuq, Xinjiang, making a 
talisman with the names of  the Companions. 
Photograph © T. Zarcone, 2008.

Fig. 21. Circular calligraphy dedicated to the Companions of  the Cave. Nigeria. A. Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic 

Culture.
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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/Ashāb 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 dog is 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 Qitmīr. 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 inspired a spirit called Kitimiri in African rituals of  exorcism in Zanzibar.63

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,64 and, similarly to the Christian icon which plays the role of  an “inter-
cessor,”65 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 Ashāb al-Kahf, prototype of  the Muslim saint, among whom the dog 
Qitmīr occupies a major position.
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