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Introduction 
 
 
This dissertation investigates the ways the religious sphere and the modern technical 
milieu in Iran co-evolved during the nineteenth century. The thesis argues that a novel 
sensory culture began to form as the Shiite religion in Iran encountered modern 
technical media and their associated discourses. Implicit in this argument, the premise 
that media techniques impress religious sensibilities on the body through disciplining 
and recalibrating the sensorium is also examined. In what ways did media techniques 
and the Shiite religion in Iran interrelate? How did this interrelatedness affect the 
understandings of and experiences with the senses? What can be said about the 
sensorium that formed in between the religious and the technical spheres in 
nineteenth-century Iran?  

To respond, I study the historical changes in the religious attitudes towards 
modern techniques and logics in the case at hand and outline a techno-religious 
sensorial culture in Iran. Taking the five senses as the units of analysis, this study 
shows how this emerging senso-reality was embedded within the changing media-
religious ecology in the period, realised through the rapid introduction and 
popularisation of modern media and its techniques into a highly religious Iranian 
society. 

This techno-religious culture emerged within less than half a century after the 
foundation of the first Western-style institution of higher learning, the Dār al-Funūn 
(The Abode of Techniques), in 1851. The college was patronised by the Qajar monarch 
Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh (d. 1896) and established by his then minister Mīrzā Taqī Khān-i 
Farāhānī, better known as Amir Kabir (d. 1852). This educational centre promoted and 
gave trainings on the emerging technical logics through offering diverse science-based 
courses, such as clinical anatomy, chemistry, physics as well as fine arts. Nāṣir al-Dīn 
Shāh himself occasionally attended the classes of painting and photography and 
dispatched the very first telegraphic message from one of the chambers of the 
institute. 
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Taking as a pretext the centrality of these courses in technique-oriented 
modernising reforms in urban Iran, I assume that parallel to the growing technical 
literacy in Iran, a new sensorial culture emerged. Put differently, the technical 
evolution that Iranian society was undergoing dynamized a sensorial transformation 
along the way. This technical evolution was not limited to representational and 
communicational media such as photography and telegraphy, but also included 
performative media such as sound and musical instruments as well as medical objects 
and methods such as surgical, forensic and pharmacological techniques. These 
techniques and technical objects brought about profound and far-reaching changes in 
the cultural life of, and ways of thinking about, the human senses in Iran. 

The photographic camera and image, for instance, fostered a way of seeing and 
visualising techniques different from those known in the Shiite intellectual tradition 
(Chapter 2). Likewise, the inauguration of military reforms by means of new sound 
techniques and instruments changed hearing habits and publicised a new acoustic 
aesthetics in the Shiite performance culture (Chapter 3). The medical reforms brought 
about new tools and techniques, transforming people’s olfactory and gustatory 
experiences with diseases, which had been mainly informed by the Greco-Islamic 
medical tradition in the past (Chapter 4). Similarly, the establishment of the 
telegraphic network in the country changed, among other facets of life in Iran, how 
people conceived of their relationship with the world beyond, which, up to this point, 
had often been experienced in the form of touched-based encounters with 
otherworldly beings (Chapter 5). The chapters of this dissertation unpack these 
changes through cultural analyses and historical contextualisation.  

 
Media and the senses: The unique case of Iran 
To borrow from media theorist Marshal McLuhan, when media materialities and 
techniques – “the extensions of the body” – evolve and new media ecologies emerge, 
the human perceptive faculty re-configures the ways it makes sense of the sensible. 
With print media, for example, sight modifies its engagement with the visible sign by 
readjusting, say, its focus, attention-span and eye-movements. With lens-based 
technologies such as the photographic camera, the eye learns to reassess its relation to 
light and perspective. It changes the way one sees. Sound instruments such as the 
stethoscope in the medical field, and disciplinary sonic techniques in the military field, 
recalibrate the ear to listen to, and coordinate the body with, auditory sensations 
differently. Medical methods change how the body experiences a disease, and 
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consequently alter one’s proximal senses of touch, taste and smell. Actuating 
incorporeal real-time communication across long distances, electric telegraphy and 
telephony change one’s sense of proxemics – people can converse with one another 
without sensing their physical presence in their immediate surroundings.1  

The Iran of the nineteenth century provides a fascinating and unique case to 
further examine these technique-based changes. The reasons for this are many. The 
nineteenth century was a time when the Persian territories were divided into semi-
colonial projects shared by the French, British and Russian states throughout the 
decades. Struggling to acquire national autonomy and keep up with “progress”, the 
denizens of the Iranian plateau were simultaneously subjected to asymmetrical global 
economic strictures and their dysfunctional government and opened up to the world 
beyond their hitherto self-centred Persianate territories, the “guarded domains” 
(mamālik-i maḥrūsa).2  

Moreover, prior to the reformist era of that century, a rich religious tradition 
continued through centuries of Islamic scholarship and practice in the region. This 
long tradition confronted the nineteenth-century sciences in a relatively short time 
and hence experienced that encounter as a rather brisk transition to, and negotiation 
with, the proliferating and globalising modern techniques. In this encounter, some 
remained reluctant to accept the new technical paradigm and adhered to their own 
traditional axioms and methods – dismissing, for instance, heliocentric astronomy and 
clinical medicine entirely. Some, in contrast, accepted the new sciences (ʿulūm-i jadīd) 
wholeheartedly and abandoned the older ones (ʿulūm-i qadīm), while others remained 
somewhere in between, maintaining and updating both traditional and modern 
sensibilities.  

 Iran was therefore introduced to the new global and globalising discoveries 
while grappling with both international and domestic religio-political issues. In this 
eventful period, techniques and technical literacies that took centuries to develop in 
their original Euro-American context were brought to and appropriated in Iran within 
only a few decades. As a result, the dominant religious culture in Iran had to adapt 
and reform very quickly. This hurried process has left discernible traces in the texts 
and material objects that have remained from that era: realistic diagrams and 

 
1 See McLuhan, Understanding media, 160–61, 180. The concept of proxemics was first studied 
in detail by Edward Hall. See Hall, The hidden dimension. 

2 Amanat, Resurrection and renewal, 25. See also Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 122–36. 
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drawings of the human body and its individual organs pervaded medical theories and 
praxis, which were distinctively at odds with older models with starkly different 
representational logic; discussions about optics that appeared in scientific magazines, 
medical texts and instructional manuals distinguishably undermined theologically 
informed understandings of vision; hygienic instructions and medical prescriptions 
evinced a blatantly different therapeutic and pathological sensory landscape in 
comparison with traditional medical treatises; one can also notice how modern 
disciplinary techniques used in the military found their ways into mourning rituals, 
most significantly during Muharram. It is because of this historical uniqueness that 
nineteenth-century Iranian culture provides an appealing case to study the 
interrelatedness between modern media, the body and religion. 

Aligned with this broad interest in the intersection between media, the senses 
and religion, I examine a varied range of materials taken mostly from the second half 
of the century. The aim is to interrogate the different ways media techniques were 
received by, and merged with, the dominantly Shiite religious culture in Iran. These 
works include medico-religious treatises, scientific manuals, course books and official 
documents published by the staff or graduates of Dār al-Funūn, travelogues written 
by Europeans and Iranians who travelled between Iran and the West, newspapers and 
scientific magazines circulated both inside and outside of Iran, and Shiite 
encyclopaedias lithographed after Dār al-Funūn’s institutionalisation of print media.  

 
Historical context 
More than any other period, the beginning of the nineteenth century felt like the 
coming of a new era in Iran. Multiple layers of life in the Iranian plateau were 
undergoing radical transformation at the same time. Militarily, the Qajar dynasty had 
to face Russia over a span of three decades in two catastrophic wars that ended in 
Iran’s losing significant territories and geopolitical rights. 3  At the same time, the 
European powers, mainly the British and the French, intensified their military as well 

 
3 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 194. These wars resulted in two historical treaties, namely the 
treaty of Gulistān (1813) and the treaty of Turkamanchāy (1828). With these, Iran lost 
significant territories to Russia and certain commercial rights in the north and northwest. See 
among other sources, Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 82–85; Avery, Hambly, and Melville, The 
Cambridge history of Iran, 144–66; Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 210. For a map showing the 
territories lost in these two treaties see Amanat, 190. 
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as commercial control over the regions extending from India to the Levant, and hence 
considered Iran a key geopolitical hub in their colonial projects.4 Economically, the 
empire was seriously challenged by regular periods of famine and epidemics imposed 
on the populace. 5  Religiously, the Shiite clerical establishment was undergoing a 
reorganisation whereby scholarly methods as well as clerical hierarchies underwent 
profound challenges and changes.6 

While the religious figures of the time were issuing fatwas against the Russians 

and encouraging people to join the war with them , within the Shiite religious sphere 

a series of disparate voices were emerging . Some of these voices advocated war while 

others, striking a completely different note, set out new modes of prophetic 
professions. Within only a few decades, the Shiite religious scholars, commonly 
known as the ʿulamāʾ, witnessed the rise of Shaykhism, Bābism, and Bahāʾism, each 

of which was a doctrinal derivative of Shiite Islam . Meanwhile, Sufis were 

experiencing a hostile crackdown by the ʿulamāʾ and at times by the Shahs. The return 

of a handful of Indian Zoroastrians to Iran  and the Christian missionary activities in 

the north-western provinces further complicated this vibrant arena by introducing 

new global issues to the ʿulamāʾ of Tehran. The Sufis were categorically in conflict 
with the Shiite scholars throughout most of its institutional and intellectual history 
after the fall of Safavid dynasty. However, it was only in the nineteenth century, 
during the reign of Fatḥʿalī Shāh that they were inflicted with exile and execution. 
Later when Muḥammad Shāh and his son Naṣir al-Dīn Shāh came to power, the 

 
4 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 179. 

5 See Issawi, The economic history of Iran, 1800-1914.; Keddie, ‘The economic history of Iran, 
1800–1914, and its political impact, An overview’, 59. 

6  Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 137–51; MacEoin, ‘Orthodoxy and heterodoxy’; Avery, 
Hambly, and Melville, The Cambridge history of Iran, 705–30; Newman, ‘Anti-akhbārī 
sentiments among the Qajar ʿulamāʾ: the case of Muaammad Bāqir al-Khwānsārī 
(d.1313/1895)’, 155–74; ʿAlīpūr, history of principles; Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 180; 
Amanat, 205.  
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pressure was to a large extent alleviated though the ʿulamāʾ’s confrontation with Sufis 
was far from over, only less hostile.7 

The Christian missionary activities in India and later in Iran made this dynamic 
even more critical.8  Concurrently, as the Western globalising projects in the region 
gained more momentum, new technologies found their ways into society, beginning 
with the spread of the printing press and culminating in the establishment of 
telegraphic networks.9 As a consequence, the traditional arts and crafts had to adapt 
to the growing global economy and new industrial strictures.10 

Above all, the beginning of the nineteenth century saw the first grand-scale 
cultural encounter with Europe. As logistical improvements made more regular travel 
between Iran and the West possible, and as the then new media made descriptions of 
European life and technologies accessible to more people, Iranians began to perceive 
life in Europe more lucidly: European arts and performance, military technologies, 
juridical systems, medical methods, architectural feats and much more attracted the 
attention and curiosity of Iranians from all social levels. It took only four decades, that 
is, in circa 1840, for those regular (mediated) visits and descriptions of “wondrous” 
Europe to provoke reformist tendencies in Iran. In the words of historian Abbas 
Amanat, “the Iranian state and society … began to adopt, in their own terms, selective 
aspects of Europe’s material and intellectual cultures. The mixed experience of 
contention and adoption helped shape Iran’s perceptions of modernity throughout 
the Qajar period”.11 

 
Reforms of science and religion in print 
The hankering for reform was for the most part felt by courtiers and the State 
authorities who could not help but notice the extent to which their internal legitimacy 
and international status was dwindling. Periodic travel to Europe by a number of 

 
7 See Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 105; Amanat, Resurrection and renewal; Avery, Hambly, 
and Melville, The Cambridge history of Iran, 721; Lewisohn, ‘An introduction to the history of 
modern Persian Sufism, Part I’, 438–56. 

8 Amanat, ‘Mujtahids and missionaries’; Green, ‘Persian print and the Stanhope revolution’. 

9 Floor, ‘Chāp’, 199; Green, ‘Journeymen, middlemen’; Green, The love of strangers. 

10 See Floor, Traditional crafts in Qajar Iran (1800-1925). 

11 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 179. 
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ambassadors and diplomats from the continued 1810s on and later Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, 
the most ”westoxified” monarch of Iran, continued the practice into the 1860s and 
1880s, further amplifying the compulsion to reform.12 In search for ways to improve 
its warfare and governmental capacity, the state was looking up to the West, if not for 
political support – which had proved to be unreliable and faltering – at least for 
technical support.  

In this regard, the army had priority. The first systematic efforts by the court to 
initiate military reforms came much earlier than Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh and were initiated 
by the heir apparent to the throne ʿAbbās Mīrzā (d. 1833), son of the second Qajar 
ruler FatḥʿAlī Shāh, in the 1810s.13 As the commander in both wars with Russia, he felt 
the need for modernisation more urgently than any other high-ranking officer in 
service. 14  The military reforms he initiated were, however, basic. Although he 
managed to conscript and train some soldiers in accordance with European military 
standards and equip them with more advanced weaponry on a permanent basis, this 
success only applied to a fraction of the army.15 The rest of the army remained more 
or less the same as before, following in great measure the older tribal model, 
characterised by highly skilled nomadic warriors without any centralised 
organisation.16 Ineffective as these military reforms might have seemed, they served 
as a pretext for broader reforms. If they did not improve the army as intended, they 
set the scene for developments in other fields: in medicine, chemistry, metallurgy and 
communication, to name a few.  

 
12  According to Mehrzad Boroujerdi, the term westoxification, a translation for the word 
gharbzadigī, was first coined by the modern Iranian oral philosopher, Ahmad Fardid (d. 1994), 
and later popularised by the Iranian intellectual Jalal al-i Amad (d. 1969). Boroujerdi, Iranian 
intellectuals and the West, 65. It was then consistently used to refer to any style of thinking, 
writing, and even, broadly speaking, living that borrowed or mimicked Western elements. 
Other translations such as Occidentosis and Euromania have also been used for the Persian 
word gharbzadigī. 

13 The term mīrzā was a common title in Persian used for educated people whose language 
skills were particularly suited to bureaucratic purposes. For a detailed explanation of the term 
see Werner, ‘Ambiguity in meaning: The vakīl in 18th and early 19th-century Iran’, 324.  

14 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 211. 

15 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 75–76. 

16 See Tousi, ‘The Persian army, 1880–1907’; Matthee, ‘Unwalled cities and restless nomads’. 
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Concurrent with those early military reforms which continued for decades after 
ʿAbbās Mīrzā’s service, in 1815 the first envoy of students was dispatched to England 
in order to study the Western sciences.17 Although their stay in England was relatively 
short, as Nile Green puts it in his invaluable study, “in significant ways, they 
influenced diplomacy, education, medicine, science, engineering, industry, 
cartography, and warfare. They also helped spread a spectrum of cultural influences 
from cutlery to uniforms”.18 It was in direct correlation with this very first educational 
mission that reforms became much more than military improvements. Not only did 
these students transport new scientific ideas back to Iran, of which they could only 
convey an impression, but they also, and more importantly, laid down concrete 
infrastructures for further intellectual and disciplinary developments in the country.  

Above all else, arguably their most valuable and long-lasting contribution to 
modernising reforms in the decades that followed was the introduction of printing to 
Iran in the person of Mīrzā Ṣāliḥ, who was among the envoy to England.19 He was 
commissioned by ʿAbbās Mīrzā to import the first printing press and Arabic/Persian 
type to Iran and founded the very first newspaper in Iran, Kāghaz-i akhbār in 1837.20 A 
few years after his return to Iran, he joined the team sent to Russia to learn lithographic 
techniques, which slowly became the preferred medium for printing scientific 
manuals, religious treatises, political pamphlets, newspapers, magazines and 
illustrated books as it afforded more flexibility in handling Persian alphabets.21  

 
17 Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions, 1:122. 

18 Green, The love of strangers, 305. 

19 For a detailed account of how Mīrzā Ṣāliḥ learned to use printing techniques in London and 
the route through which he brought the technology back to Iran see Green, ‘Journeymen, 
middlemen’. 

20 Ibid., 211-214. As Green sketches, the newspaper was first issued in 1837 and lasted no more 
than one issue, but recommenced publication under another title Akhbār-i vaqāyiʿ five months 
later.  

21 For a more detailed discussion of how lithography superseded type print in Iran, as a media 
cultural specificity in Iran, see Marzolph, Narrative illustration in Persian lithographed books; 
‘Early Printing History in Iran’; ‘Persian incunabula’; Pistor-Hatam, ‘Beginnings of Persian 
language press’. For a historical study of the technological undercurrents in the Iranian print 
culture see Green, ‘Persian print and the Stanhope revolution’. 
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These printing technologies, brought to Iran through the networks that those 
early students established, created an adaptable and versatile technical field for two 
major branches of knowledge. First, they facilitated the dissemination of the Western 
sciences in Iran, and second for the expression and re-articulation of religious thoughts 
by Shiite scholars.22 Regarding the former, it was thanks to the early printing practices 
that when Dār al-Funūn was established, course books, technological manuals and 
medical texts could be reproduced and circulated in numbers. On this topic, I will 
sketch a more elaborate account later.  

As for the latter, the print media impelled religious scholars to adapt and follow 
new modes of intellectual production. It was mainly due to the widespread printing 
and distribution of the Bible and related texts in Muslim territories, translated into 
Persian and Arabic, that the ʿulamāʾ were urged to adapt the medium to their own 
religious tradition. In doing so, they gave expression to thoughts hitherto under-
explored in traditional Shiite scholarship.23 Circa 1810, during the military crisis with 
Russia, missionary activities by the London Missionary Society and other European 
missionary institutions increased tangibly.. Notable European missionaries, such as 
the British Henry Martyn (d. 1812) and the German Carl Gottlieb Pfanders (d. 1865), 
published highly controversial treatises refuting Islam with sophisticated arguments 
and rhetoric hitherto unfamiliar among the ʿulamāʾ.24 Borrowing from Hamid Algar, 

 
22  Nile Green shows how the Bābī movement, particularly in the person of Siyyid ʿAlī 
Muḥammad Shīrāzī (d. 1850), engaged with the burgeoning printing media in innovative 
ways and adapted the new printing technics to reach a much wider audience. His claim to 
prophecy and the emergence of the Bahāʾī faith after him can be said to have been heavily 
indebted to printing media. See Green, Terrains of exchange, 135–37. 

23 The most noticeable example of such changes was the shifting concern of the ʿulamāʾ to 
justify supernatural phenomena, described in the Quran or narrated via ḥadīth literatures, in 
the face of Christian criticism. They had to justify for example that miracles performed by the 
Prophet were realistically possible. Through the rise of raddiyya nivīsī (refutation-writing), for 
instance, by the 1880s, after decades of struggle against missionary intellectual threats in Iran, 
Shiite ʿulamāʾ were seriously engaged with issues such as proving the veracity of the Quran 
and the compatibility of Islam with science. These issues acquired a new tone and found new 
argumentative expressions in the late nineteenth century. See Esfandyar, ‘Polemics of Henry 
Martyn and the Iranian Muslim clergymen on the particular prophethood in Qajar period’; 
Tareen, ‘The polemic of Shahjahanpur’. 

24 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 100–101; Green, ‘Persian print and the Stanhope revolution’. 
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it can be said that during the ʿulamāʾ’s encounter with the Christian missionaries in 
print, a discourse began to form that sought to justify modernising reforms by re-
examination of religious scripture, narratives and ideas. In Algar’s words, this 
discourse was charged with and stimulated by “the attempt, marked by varying 
degrees of sincerity and accuracy, to present apparently European importations as 
forgotten products of Islamic thought and civilization, and thus to ease the path of 
reform”. 25  The print media were the most important among the “European 
importations” as they endangered the ʿulamāʾ through the missionary practices while 
at the same time lured them into using them to their own ends.  

Within a very short period, the ʿ ulamāʾ witnessed the increasingly palpable effect 
of printed books on Persianate culture. While they were prompting Muslims to join 
the army and fight against the Russian aggressors, thousands of copies of the Bible 
and hundreds of treatises against Islam were spreading among literate people26. By the 
time the Russian war was concluded in 1828, the Persian translation of the New 
Testament along with books and pamphlets countering Islam were already circulating 
in Calcutta, Shiraz, Isfahan and Tabriz, even before the Muslims’ own holy book was 
printed. 27  In Amanat’s words, “the dissemination of the printed Persian New 
Testament left an enduring, though not so apparent, mark on the Iranian cultural 
consciousness, one of the earliest examples of Western print culture to impact Iran”.28 
The sheer number of these books was alarming for the ʿulamāʾ as their own corpora 
were confined to the private libraries of certain leading scholars or to the seminaries 
intended only for teaching. In any case, their manuscripts had barely been physically 
accessible to the public, only perhaps recited or rephrased in mosques during sermons 
or other relevant occasions.  

The increasing influence of Christian missionaries in the early decades of the 
century was further complicated by two major factors: the lack of legislative religious 
power and the advent of the Bābī movement. As for the former, it has been observed 

 
One important book written in the period was Pfander’s Measure of truth (Mīzān al-ḥaqq). 
Powell, Muslims and missionaries in pre-mutiny India, 132–57. 

25 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 77. 

26 Ibid., 214. 

27 Green, ‘Persian print and the Stanhope revolution’, 479–81.  

28 Amanat, ‘Mujtahids and missionaries’, 248. 
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that Shiism in the Qajar era was not legislatively as powerful as the state. According 
to Algar, sharīʿa was not systematically enforced or monitored. As a consequence, 
general clerical attitudes and policies in the era were imbued with insecurity and fear 
of annihilation.29 In regard to this sense of insecurity, Abbas Amanat writes in his 
study of the Bābī movement in Iran, “the Shiites of Iran could no longer cherish with 
confidence their earlier self-image as the ‘saved nation’. Their complacent view of 
themselves had already begun to fade with the fall of the Safavids, when both 
temporal and religious symbols of Shiism were submerged under the weight of hostile 
forces”.30  

The Christian missionaries only exacerbated this paranoia and lack of 
confidence. Countering their Christian adversaries, Shiite scholars, though distinct 
from and legally submitted to the State, considerably increased their activities to an 
extent that by the mid-century, borrowing from Said Amir Arjomand, a Shiite 
“hierocracy headed by the mujtahids consolidated itself as an institution independent 
of the state”.31 

In this early period, the first significant moment in Shiite printing period 
crystallised in the publication of a treatise on jihād, a book that marked not only the 
first systematic collaboration between the ʿulamāʾ and the state but also an important 
moment in the history of media in Iran. A collection of religious decrees (fatwās) issued 
by a number of leading mujtahids, Treatise of holy war (Risāla-yi jihādiyya) was published 
in Tabriz in 1817, the last city standing before the Russian forces.32 By denominating 
the war against Russia as a sharīʿa-bound jihad in this very first lithographed book in 
Iran, the ʿulamāʾ created a religious sphere for urging the state to take imminent 
militant actions against the sacrilegious Russian army, hence indirectly legitimising 
both military and media infrastructural reforms. Although the war with Russia ended 
in favour of the latter and the loss of major territories in the northwest by the Iranian 
state, it set a precedence for the inclusion of the clerical order in the reformist struggles.  

 
29 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 122. 

30 Amanat, Resurrection and renewal, 26. 

31 Arjomand, The shadow of God and the hidden Imam, 263. 

32 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 79. Marzolph, ‘Early printing history in Iran (1817-ca. 1900)’, 
251. It should be noted that that this work was not the first book printed in Persian, but was 
the first book printed in Iran. A few books had been published in Persian outside Iran, in 
Turkey and India. See Floor, ‘Chāp’. 
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Only three decades after this first publication, major works of Shiite scholarship 
already pervaded Iran’s printing landscape. 33  Later in the century, after the 
establishment of Dār al-Funūn, the ʿulamāʾ further adapted telegraphic and 
photographic media in both their scholarly methods and political activism expanding 
their socio-political power to such an extent that not only did they become an 
opposition to the state, but also a noticeable player globally.34 

It was in the context of this “global moment”, to use Nile Green’s term, that the 
variegated reformist ideas, agendas and policies culminated in the founding of the 
Dār al-Funūn. This educational institution brought a handful of European teachers 
and trainers to improve the army and transfer the Western sciences to Iran.35 The 
diverse forms of knowledge that these teachers taught in the classrooms of Dār al-
Funūn became known as the new sciences (ʿulūm-i jadīd), in contradistinction to the old 
ones (ʿulūm-i qadīm).36 

 
A college for mediation  
The polytechnic institute was established three years after Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh ascended 
the throne. Historians have often accredited its establishment to the Shah’s minister 
Mīrzā Taqī Khān Amir Kabir (d. 1852), who initiated and monitored the construction 
and recruitment of European staff from 1848 to 1851, at which time he was removed 
from office and assassinated.37 He had been part of a mission sent to Russia by ʿAbbās 
Mīrzā in 1829, during which time he was for the first time introduced to Western 

 
33 Notable examples were Mullā Aḥmad-i Narāqī’s Ascent of bliss (Miʿrāj al-saʿāda), which was 
a book of Shiite ethics, and Fakhruddīn-i Ṭarīḥī Najafī’s The confluence of two seas (Majmaʿ al-
baḥrayn), which dealt with Quranic words and Shiite ḥadīth literatures. These books were 
lithographed in the main publishing house at the Dār al-Funūn with announcements regularly 
appearing in the press. 

34 Ringer, Education and religion, 232. For ʿulamāʾ’s adaptation of photography see Schwerda, 
‘How photography changed politics’. For telegraphy see Sreberny and Mohammadi, Small 
media, big revolution, 44. 

35 See Gurney and Nabavi (1989). 

36 The word ʿilm in Persian and Arabic can be rendered as both science and knowledge. In the 
plural form, ʿulūm, it can be rendered into English as sciences. 

37 See among many sources on this topic Ādamiyyat, Amir Kabir and Iran (Amir Kabir va Īrān). 
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educational and industrial models.38 His later visits to Ottoman Turkey, which lasted 
relatively long from 1843 to 1847, was also influential. Negin Nabavi argues that his 
stay in Turkey did not necessarily provide him with any institutional model to imitate 
but only reinforced the urge to concretely initiate the educational and military reforms 
in Iran without presenting any concrete structure to the minister to work with.39In 
contrast, Maryam Ekhtiar maintains that this stay enabled Amir Kabir to “indirectly 
witness the effect of some of these reform efforts, which inevitably helped him to have 
his own perceptions”.40 According to Ekhtiar, many modernised institutions in Turkey 
such as schools, factories and hospitals did function as models to be emulated in Iran.41  

In any case, just as ʿAbbās Mīrzā initiated his reforms with military 
improvement at the top of his agenda, Amir Kabir, on being appointed prime minister 
in 1848, also considered strengthening and modernising the army as the prime 
objective for the polytechnic. The difference was that instead of Russian forces in 
ʿAbbās Mīrzā’s time, Amir Kabir was dealing with nation-wide unrest and rebellion 
in major cities such as Shiraz, Isfahan and Qazvin.42  Before initiating the plan for 
setting up the polytechnic, he had already constructed factories to support the 
crippled Persian army by producing necessary supplies, mostly food and arms, for 
soldiers.43 

Nuancing Amir Kabir’s role in these reformist projects, Nabavi argues that the 
idea of founding the polytechnic cannot easily be ascribed to one person. That such 
an institution was felt necessary for the improvement of the nation and its army was 
the product of a much more complex assemblage: It was about opening up society to 
Western discoveries, increased awareness about new technologies and about the much 
higher standards that an army could achieve on the global scene, and it was prompted 

 
38 See Gurney and Nabavi, ‘Dār al-Funūn’; Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’; Ekhtiar, ‘Nasir Al-din 
Shah and the Dār al-Funūn’. 

39 Gurney and Nabavi, ‘Dār al-Funūn’, n.p. 

40 Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 22–23. 

41 Ibid., 23. 

42 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 188; Algar, ‘Religious forces in eighteenth-and nineteenth-
century Iran’. 

43 Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 24. 
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by the state’s continual failures to respond to the urgencies of its time. These factors 
contributed to the emergence of the idea of and necessity for a polytechnic.  

Dār al-Funūn was therefore the most concrete moment in the struggles carried 
out by many intellectuals, politicians, entrepreneurs and military officers to reform. 
Even Ekhtiar, who portrays Amir Kabir as the central figure in constructing the 
institute contends that his efforts were embedded within a broader intellectual 
discourse in which he “was influenced by ideas transmitted by foreigners with whom 
he had come into contact in Iran, as well as through translations of European writings 
that he read”.44 In this sense, Amir Kabir was more of a plan-executioner rather than 
the thinking brain behind the polytechnic, a concrete actor on the scene rather than an 
ideal figure pulling the strings from behind the curtain. We should therefore 
remember that the institute’s evolution and the ways in which it affected the society 
was far more complex than individual decisions made by the ministers and courtiers.  

The plan for the construction of the polytechnic building was partly inspired by 
the design of the Royal Academy at Woolwich. 45  It was sketched by Mīrzā Riḍā 
Muhandis, one of the students sent to England by ʿAbbās Mīrzā two decades before 
(Figure 1), and was to be set up at the north-eastern side of the Royal Palace where 
military drills used to be performed. The building was comprised of fifty chambers 
arranged rectangularly, each facing the courtyard in the middle through a balcony. By 
1853, it featured one theatre hall, three laboratories and one printing house. 46 

This latter feature was attached to the building only a year after the school’s 
inauguration and was the most instrumental unit in the building as it served as the 
central engine, as it were, enabling the other sectors to function. It provided the means 
to publish and make accessible the course books written and/or translated by the 
European staff at the school, was used regularly for the printing of the most important 
newspaper of the century in Iran, Vaqāyaʿ newspaper (Rūznāma-yi vaqāyaʿ-i ittifāqiyya), 
henceforth Vaqāyiʿ, and later used to publish instructional manuals of photography 
and telegraphy, and hence a platform for later media evolution.47  

 
44 Ibid. 

45 Nabavi, ‘The first modern college in Iran’, 10. 

46 Ibid.; Ādamiyyat, Amir Kabir and Iran, 355. 

47 Nabavi, ‘Dar al-Funūn’, 14. 
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Figure 1. Drawing of the main courtyard at the Dār al-Funūn in 1866. The sketch artist is 
unknown. Digital copy is archived at The Institute for Iranian Contemporary Historical Studies 
with the archive no. ʿ3-13577.48 

 
As Monica Ringer states, the school’s ambition was to extend its educational reform 
to reach out to merchants, tradesmen, craftsman and young people from other 
provinces.49 This way, the school administrators intended to include a wide spectrum 
of Iranian society and diversify its reform.  

The first group of European staff hired to teach at the Dār al-Funūn came from 
Austria and Italy. As per the request of the minister, teachers of infantry, geometry, 
medicine, mineralogy and metallurgy were particularly needed.50 The Austrian team 
was contracted by Amir Kabir but a few days after its arrival, Amir Kabir was 
dismissed. The team consisted of doctor Edward Jacob Polak, who lived for more than 
a decade in Iran and became the most respected physician in Iran, captain Alfred 
Baron de Gumoëns, the infantry instructor, lieutenant Johan von Nemiro the cavalry 
trainer, lieutenant August Krziz the artillery instructor, captain Zatti the engineering 

 
48 Kūlīvand, ‘Dār al-Funūn in images (Dār al-Funūn dar āyiniy-i taṣāvīr)’.  

49  Ringer, Education and religion, 84–85. Ringer references an announcement published in 
Vaqāyiʿ no. 458. 

50 Ādamiyyat, Amir Kabir and Iran, 301; Nabavi, ‘Dar al-Funūn’, 43. 
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chief and captain Joseph Czarnotta the mineralogy teacher. The Italian team which 
later joined, with different roles and capacity and mainly contracted to train the army, 
were Franscesco Materazzo, Michele Materazzo, Luigi Pesce, Antonio Gianuzzi and 
Domenico Focchetti. The last three figures later became better known for their 
contributions to the photographic culture in Iran.51 In addition to these teams, one 
Frenchman named Jules Richard was hired to teach French language at the institute, 
which was indispensable for teaching as it was the preferred language for instruction. 
In the following years, more teachers were hired and appointed at the school. Among 
them, for instance, we can mention the Dutch Johann-Loius Schlimmer, who had been 
in Iran since 1851 conducting research in various places in the Middle East and was 
later hired by the college sometime in the 1860s, and the French Dr. Joseph Désire 
Tholozan, who became the most prominent figure in the fight against cholera 
epidemics since the 1860s.52  

Communication was the main issue in the first years of the staff’s activities. The 
staff knew no Persian and the students had no knowledge of French or German. Until 
students could reach an advanced enough level to competently understand the 
language of their instructors, or alternatively until the latter had a working level of 
Persian to teach, translators had to mediate between the two. Classrooms were 
therefore conducted with the translators present, each appointed to one teacher.53 
More importantly, they were responsible for preparing the textbooks, which were 
either transcribed by them from lectures, or translated from texts written previously 
by the staff.  

It took a few years until the school could function effectively and succeed in 
developing the technical knowledge necessary to make large-scale reforms possible. 
By 1860, the publishing house of the school had already published a great number of 
text-books which the staff could depend on for teaching. Thanks to the regular 
operation of the printing house and a more or less continuous teaching of courses such 
as physics, mathematics, and languages, Iran’s media ecology was evolving into a new 
phase. This new stage included photographic practices and telegraphic 
communication, and their institutionalisation came about by the end of the 1865.  

 
51 Bonetti and Prandi, ‘Italian photographers in Iran’. 

52 Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 223. 

53 Nabavi, ‘Dar al-Funūn’, 36. 
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Although the very first experience with photography in Iran dated a decade 
before the idea of the Dār al-Funūn took shape, it was only later in the second half the 
century that it became ubiquitous enough to be considered a significant factor in 
shaping the new media culture. The path towards this ubiquity began as early as the 
1840s. Only five years after the invention of the daguerreotype in 1842 in France, this 
first prototype of the photographic camera was brought to Iran by a Russian diplomat 
and produced quite a few plates.54 Jules Richard, who was later appointed as the 
French instructor at the polytechnic used the device in 1844 to photograph 
Muḥammad Shāh and his son Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh. When the college was built, other 
teachers began to experiment with newer photographic techniques.55  

As one of the most influential prime ministers of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, Iʿtimād al-
Saltana, reported in his journal Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān-i Nāṣirī), the 
Austrian August Krziz and the Italian Domenico Focchetti were among those who 
produced a number of images on paper and silver plate between 1851 and 1856.56 Luigi 
Pesce was later commissioned to produce the first photograph of Persepolis in 1857.57 
These early practices raised the interest and curiosity of the public, the rising middle 
class, the state officials and the monarch himself. As a result, photography courses 
were appended to the curriculum and were taught regularly under the chemistry 
programme .58  

In 1858, a team of students from the polytechnic was sent to study photography 
in France under the supervision of the French photographer Francis Carlihan and was 
subsequently invited to Iran. There the team was recruited to teach photography at 
the school.59 Upon their return to Iran, these photographers further popularised the 
craft and contributed further to its institutionalisation at the Dār al-Funūn. Among 
these students, Āqā Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī along with his master Carlihan were ordered to 

 
54  Schwerda reproduces two of the plates that have remained from those early practices. 
Schwerda, ‘Iranian photography’, 83. 

55 Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography in Iran’, 7. 

56 Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān), 1447–48. 

57 Bonetti and Prandi, ‘Italian photographers in Iran’, 18–19. 

58 Sheikh and Pérez González, ‘Editorial’, 2. 

59 Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography in Iran’, 7. For more details on these students' fields of interest 
see Ringer, Education and religion, 90. 
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teach photography to Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, who became one of the most ardent 
photographers of his time.60 Other students became professional photographers and 
some were recruited by the polytechnic to teach photography. Steadily, pamphlets and 
manuals of photography were written, translated and lithographed in great numbers 
while amateur photographers and off-campus public photographic studios began to 
flourish in the large cities by 1870.61  

Parallel to these developments in the field of photography, programmes of 
physics and engineering were preparing the campus scene for the introduction of yet 
another medium, telegraphy. Having been informed of this new invention in the 
Western world, Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh ordered his minister to purchase and install this 
”strange invention” in the capital. We read in one Vaqāyaʿ issue on 18 March 1858 that  

in view of the fact that obtaining of and inquiry about this strange invention 
cannot be carried out for the mere purpose of listening without inspection and 
observation, as per the reverenced command of his majesty, may his reign last 
long, it was arranged that under the supervision of the prince ʿAlī Qulī Mīrzā 
Iʿtiḍad al-Saltana and the reverend monsieur Krziz, the cavalry instructor, the 
necessary equipment for this affair be procured.62  

The same newspaper article continued that the very first telegraphic wire was 
installed between two rooms in the school in order to test the equipment, and when 
all seemed to be in good order, the Shah ordered a line to be installed between his 
palace and the school. The first official telegraph line was therefore installed in 1858 
with the help of August Krziz between one of the rooms in the college and the Gulistān 
Palace, and another one between the Gulistān palace and Lālizār palace.63 Only a few 

 
60 Gulistān palace possesses a rich archive of photographs taken by Nāsir al-Dīn Shāh. His 
main interest was his harem and thus the photographs of his wives were among the first that 
depicted Iranian women. For more details on his practice see Tahmasbpour, The king 
photographer (Shāh-i ʿakkās). 

61 A more detailed historical review of photographic practices will be given in chapter two. 

62 See Iranian national library, Vaqāyiʿ newspaper, no. 272.  

63 The very first message communicated via this line reads “minnat khudā-rā ʿazza wa-jalla ki 
ṭaʿatash mawjib-i qurbat ast va bi-shukr andarash mazīd-i niʿmat”, which can be roughly translated 
as “praise to the almighty God. Worshipping Him brings us closer to His realm and being 
grateful to Him brings prosperity and wealth”. See Vaqayiʿ, no. 372. 375. This sentence is taken 
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months later telegraphic wires were established between Tehran, Zanjan and Tabriz 
and by 1867 all the major cities in Iran were networked.64 

Although the courtly fascination with telegraphy proved instrumental in 
bringing telegraphy to Iran, the proliferation of its technologies around the country 
was mainly due to the interest of the British colonial power, which needed efficient 
communication between Europe and India. To this end, towards the close of the 
century telegraphy had radically changed the ways the government managed its 
affairs across the country and plugged into the global scene. Furthermore, the 
religious scholars and the leading mujtahids, though at first suspicious of this “satanic 
wire”, made telegraphy an integral part of their political activism and socioreligious 
power amidst the anti-state and anti-colonial tobacco movement towards the end of 
the century and later during the early twentieth century when the constitutional 
revolution was gaining momentum.65  

It can therefore be said that although the ʿ ulamāʾ was at first h to these new media 
technologies, in time they adapted and learned to use them as part of their own praxis. 
Although rhetorically they remained critical of these new inventions and oftentimes 
expressed their mistrust in Western sciences, in practice they appropriated and 
subscribed to (part of) those techniques and sciences. This was not only the case with 
telegraphy, photography and print technologies but also with medical techniques and 
knowledge, which was far more critical and discursively consequential for the 
religious society in Iran.66  

With the institutional practices of medicine at the polytechnic, most of the 
traditional knowledge about the human body and diseases was seriously challenged. 
Unlike the technological innovations like photography and telegraphy, which did not 
blatantly question old beliefs and in some cases even strengthened them, the new 
medical knowledge was bluntly antagonistic to traditional Shiite medicine. The two 

 
from one of the most influential work in Persian prose by the poet and prose writer Abū-
Muḥammad Muṣliḥ al-Dīn Ibn-i ʿAbdallāh Shīrāzī (d. 1292), better known as Saʿdī. The prose 
is from his Gulistān, which means in Persian flower garden, and is also the name for the royal 
palace in Tehran, from which the telegram was sent. 

64 Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography in Iran’, 8. 

65 More detail on these historical issues will be given in the fifth chapter. 

66 Ringer discusses in detail how the ʿulama opposed modern medicine at the Dār al-Funūn. 
Ringer, Education and religion, 99. 
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shared very little common ground. Polak and Tholozan were overtly vocal in 
expressing their mistrust in and condemnation of the traditional methods practiced 
by traditionalist physicians (ḥakīmbashīs). 67  The medical regime that Polak and his 
successors brought to Iran through the college approached almost every pathological 
phenomenon differently. Methods of dealing with epidemics were diametrically 
opposed to the ones used by traditional physicians in the past. Understandings of 
certain diseases, like smallpox, cholera and typhus relied on a conceptual scheme 
radically different from older medical epistemologies. Pharmaceutical and surgical 
techniques that the newly graduated students publicised were unheard of before. 
Macro-scale strategies such as public vaccination, quarantine and hospital 
management were plainly at odds with the traditional styles. Ringer confirms this by 
stating that the teaching of European medicine at the institute raised serious concerns 
in the religiously trained physicians, not only theoretically, but also practically in that 
the traditionalist physicians could no longer practice their medicine without an 
academically approved diploma issued at the Dār al-Funūn.68  

The teaching of medicine in the Dār al-Funūn was therefore the most 
revolutionary among the other disciplines taught at Dār al-Funūn. This was evident 
from the results and legacies that it left behind. Polak established a hospital close to 
the college in 1854, which served as a site of experiments for his students but also a 
place to treat a great number of people on a weekly basis.69 Surgical techniques, backed 
by the importation and development of new cutting instruments, offered near magical 
solution to hitherto incurable conditions. Polak’s students were the first generation of 
physicians who normalised the use of medical tools such as the thermometer and 
stethoscope. 70  Polak himself performed the very first autopsy and the first open 
surgery in Iran.71 More importantly, books of anatomy presented an understanding of 

 
67 For detailed examples see the first and third chapters. 

68 Ringer, Education and religion, 101. 

69 For a thorough description of this hospital and the context in which it was constructed see 
Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 58–65. 

70 Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Forty years of Iranian history in Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s era, Volume 1: al-Maʾāthir 
al-āthār (Chihil sāl tārīkh-i Īrān dar dawrān-i Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh), 132; Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 
225. 

71 The news about these were announced in Vaqāyiʿ. See for instance no. 99 and no. 193. 
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the human body that was both visually and conceptually novel to the audience at the 
time.  

Moreover, the establishment of the Sanitary Council (majlis-i ḥifẓ-i ṣiḥḥat), 
founded by Tholozan in 1871, centralised the efforts against epidemics that regularly 
plagued the country throughout the century. Although the council could not function 
successfully in the greatest part of its activities, it nonetheless set the tone for later 
developments in the field. The new sanitary measures that Tholozan and his students 
promoted in the public changed the urban setup of the capital towards the end of the 
century: new designs for the public baths, latrines, and residential areas and public 
squares. In chapter one and four, I will discuss these medical and hygienic reforms in 
more detail.  

In brief, the polytechnic did live up to its name in that it introduced and 
propagated a range of modern techniques in society, although the actual reforms 
based on these techniques were largely unsuccessful. The school functioned as a 
media laboratory which experimented with and institutionalised new 
communication, representational, performative and medical objects and methods. It 
also transformed the technical culture that preceded it. In the following chapters, I 
examine some aspects of these changes and the implications they bore on the religious 
sphere in Iran.  

As these techniques, and the cultural changes they incited in religious life in Iran, 
related directly to bodily experiences, I propose to look at the intersection of media 
and the body, or in other words the senses, as the loci for cultural transformation in 
the nineteenth century. Each of the technical objects experimented with at the Dār al-
Funūn affected the senses or an imagination thereof. Photography influenced the 
ways vision was understood; military sonic performances had impacts on acoustic 
experience and resonated with the Shiite mourning rituals; medical techniques 
generated different understandings of olfaction and gustation in the Muslim 
pathological experience; telegraphy gave rise to a different imagination of tactility. 
These were only some examples among the many pathways of change in the sensorial 
culture of Shiism in Iran. The present study deals with this complex history by 
analytically unpacking some of these instances.  

 
Sources 
The primary sources that I look at in this dissertation have been selected from diverse 
intellectual, religious and scientific domains in the nineteenth century. Most are in 
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Persian while a few are in Arabic. They can be categorised into several classes, which 
I briefly describe below.72  

 
Encyclopaedias, geographies, and histories  
The main encyclopaedic work I examine throughout the following chapters was put 
together by the renowned Shiite scholar Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī (d. 1699). This 
oeuvre was compiled during a period of almost thirty years with the assistance of a 
few collaborators.73 The twenty-five volumes of its original compilation, which in its 
contemporary reproduction was divided into 110 , contains an extensive repertoire of 
Shiite hadiths and scriptural interpretations. The work touches on almost all aspects of 
knowledge in Muslims’ life and cultural imagination. Topics range from biographies 
of the Prophet’s family and ahl al-bayt to Islamic ethics, eschatology and natural 
sciences (ṭabīʿiyāt). To collect such a large number of narratives, commentaries and 
theories, Majlisī dispatched his assistants to different cities for archival work.74 The 
entire work is divided into several books, which are further ordered in several sections 
(bāb). Each section begins with a few Quranic verses, relevant to the topic of that 
section. These verses are then followed by quotes and discussions from renowned 
Medieval Shiite and Sunni commentators, interpreters and polymaths such as Faḍl 
Ibn-i Ḥasan-i Ṭabrisī (d. 1153), Fakhruddīn Razī (d. 1210) and Ibn-i Sīnā (d. 1037) 

 
72 A note on translation should be mentioned. For titles in Persian or Arabic, I provide the 
English translation first followed by the original title in brackets. In cases where finding 
English equivalents was not possible, translation is either simplified or kept literal. Moreover, 
for English-language studies in which Persian/Arabic terms appear in the titles, such as 
entries to encyclopaedias, the terms are not translated. For French and Dutch titles, the titles 
are not translated.  

73 Kohlberg mentions two of these pupils namely Niʿmat-Allāh Jazāʾirī (d. 1701) and Mīrzā 
ʿAbd-Allāh ibn-i ʿĪsā Ifindī (d. between 1717 and 1727). Kohlberg, ‘Beḥār al-anwār’. Iranian 
religious historian Muṣliḥ al-Dīn Mahdavī claims that Majlisī’s sister Āmina Khātūn was also 
among his assistants. See Mahdavi, Biography of the scholar Majlisī (Zindigīnāma-yi ʿallāma 
Majlisī), 226. 

74 Contemporary Shiite scholar ʿAbbās Qumī (d. 1941) in his Nicknames and titles (Al-kunā va 
al-alqāb), a biographical compendium of Shiite scholars, mentions more details on Majlisī’s 
methods of gathering his sources. Qumī, Nicknames and titles (Al-kunā va al-alqāb), 147–48. 
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among many other notable figures. At the end, Majlisī quotes relevant hadiths from 
Shiite Imams and occasionally concludes with his own remarks.  

Within the scope of this research, I exclusively focus on one book in Oceans of 
lights (Biḥār al-anwār), namely The book of the heavens and cosmos (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-
ʿālam). Unless otherwise specified, whenever I mention Oceans of lights, I am referring 
to The book of the heavens. This book is important for me for two reasons. First, it is in 
this work that Majlisī discusses the different opinions on the bodily senses and 
provides a comprehensive overview of different theories of the senses before his own. 
Second, among the many other books in Oceans of lights, only this one became popular 
in the nineteenth century; it was lithographed regularly for a period of almost two 
years at the main publishing house in Tehran.75 Therefore, this book is not only a 
source of information, but also a cultural object that reflects a spectrum of 
socioreligious beliefs and practices in Iran.  

Ibn Sīnā’s al-Shifāʾ is another important work I close-read in this dissertation. 
Among the many medieval Muslim scholars, no figure was nearly as influential as Ibn 
Sīnā for the Shiite scholars. His works continued to be adapted, taught and practiced 
in the centuries after him by physicians, jurists and theologians. In fact, most of the 
medical excerpts in Oceans of lights are directly taken from Ibn Sīnā, particularly al-
Shifāʾ. It is well known that some physicians who taught traditional medicine at the 
Dār al-Funūn as well as almost all ḥakīmbāshīs in the nineteenth century were mostly 
sympathetic to Ibn Sīnā’s ideas, or some re-appropriation thereof.76 Al-Shifāʾ is a large 
compendium of knowledge that delves into astronomy, earth sciences, psychology, 
chemistry, logic and metaphysics. 77  The importance of al-Shifāʾ, particularly the 
volume al-Nafs, lies in the fact that it lays out the most elaborate discussion on the 
theories of the soul and its faculties (quvā-yi nafs).78 It is in this work that Ibn Sīnā 

 
75 This is evident in the announcement section in Vaqāyiʿ, in which The book of heavens (Kitāb 
al-samāʿ wa al-ʿālam) was listed for more than a year in between 1853 – 1854. 

76 See Ebrahimnejad, ‘Theory and practice in nineteenth-century Persian medicine’. 

77  For more details on the content of the book and its important themes see Musallam, 
‘Avicenna x. medicine and biology’; Richardson, ‘Two arguments for natural theology from 
Avicenna’s Shifā’; Nusseibeh, Avicenna’s al-Shifā. 

78 I have consulted both the original Arabic and the Persian translation. Some of the terms I 
use in brackets are the Persian translations, while certain others are Arabic. The difference 
between Arabic and Persian is not so much on the lexical level but more about syntax. In this 
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proffers his theory of the senses, enumerating five external and five internal senses. 
His discussion on vision is particularly important for me in the first chapter. 

This work was lithographed in various formats during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. One was republished in 1888 with an addendum by Mullā Ṣadrā 
(d. 1640) and another by Jamāl Khwansārī (d. 1713). Some of these publications 
appeared under the title The book of healing (al-Shifāʾ), while others appeared with the 
title of The book of the soul (Kitāb al-nafs). The book in its entirety is known as al-Shifāʾ 
while one of its volume is called al-Nafs. The whole book was probably never 
lithographed in one publishing house. But depending on the choice of the publisher, 
the title was sometimes given as al-Shifāʾ although only sections of the book was 
actually published. I could find no record of lithographic versions of this book until 
the very end of the nineteenth century. My conjecture is that the demand for the 
republication and probably the re-examination of Ibn Sīnā’s work was the result of the 
earlier debates between the physicians during the 1850s and 1860s.79 There are many 
passages in Ibn Sīnā’s text that must have been re-read in the light of the new 
developments at the polytechnic.  

Regarding the structure of the book, the work has a separate section on each 
sense, with the exception of smell and taste which are discussed in one. Sight receives 
the most elaborate treatment, in which the nature of light, the nature of colour, the 
phenomena of refraction, reflection, and deflection of light, and finally the working of 
vision are discussed. 80  In the present work, his theory of vision is of particular 
importance, which I unpack in detail in the first chapter. 

Other encyclopaedic works have been consulted, but to a lesser extent. One is 
The mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān) by one of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s ministers, 
Iʿtimād al-Salṭana (d. 1897). This book is written in a journalistic style, yet it verges on 
a compendium of geography. It details information about Iranian cities and villages, 
the new techniques and crafts as well as important political events. I use this book 

 
case, quvā-yi nafs would simply be quwā al-nafs in Arabic. In any case, I always use the original 
term depending on whether the Arabic or the Persian is used. 

79 Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 31–36; Ebrahimnejad, ‘Religion and medicine in Iran’. 

80 I consult two versions of this book; one is the Persian translation by Muḥammad Husayn-I 
Nāʾījī and the other is the original Arabic. See Ibn Sīnā, The book of healing (al-Shifāʾ); Nāʾījī, 
The soul (al-Nafs), 280–310. 
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mainly to add more layers to the contexts in which my objects of research were 
received, consumed and talked about.  

I will refer to other works written or compiled in an encyclopaedic fashion: 
Muḥammad Hāshīm Fuzūnī Astarābādī’s The history of Buḥayra (Tārīkh-i Buḥayra), 
compiled in the eleventh century (discussed in the fifth chapter), Ibn-i Sīnā’s The book 
of healing (al-Shifāʾ), compiled in the eleventh century and lithographed frequently in 
the nineteenth century (discussed in the first chapter), and the nineteenth-century 
encyclopaedia of crafts and techniques Discovery of the crafts (Kashf al-Ṣanāyiʿ) 
compiled by an obscure author ʿAlī Husaynī (discussed in the fifth chapter). As my 
references to these works are selective and occasional, I will give details about them 
when I mention them in their own place.  

 
The press 
Several forms of periodicals were published and circulated in Persian both inside and 
outside of Iran during the nineteenth century. The most important for the present 
research is the newspaper established by Amir Kabir in 1851, Vaqāyiʿ newspaper 
(Rūznāma-yi vaqāyiʿ-i ittifāqiyya). This newspaper was not the first official newspaper 
published in Iran, but in terms of inclusivity and the extent of its coverage, it far 
surpassed its predecessors. It continued to be published on a weekly basis for 471 
issues over ten years.81 From the August of 1860, the gazette changed into The state 
newspaper (Rūznāma-yi dawlat ʿaliyya-yi Īrān). This change, according to Nabavi, was 
due to the changing of the style and sponsorship of the gazette.82 Unfortunately, I have 
not been able to access this latter version of the gazette.83 

In any case, as Monica Ringer rightly points out, the Vaqāyiʿ newspaper was 
Amir Kabir’s venue to propagate and promote his reforms. The founder of the 
polytechnic “hoped that”, Ringer writes, “greater knowledge of his reform 

 
81 The first newspaper in Iran was established on the order of Muḥammad Shāh, Nāṣir al-Dīn 
Shāh’s father in 1837. It was called Kāghaz-i akhbār and was a two-page publication published 
monthly. Only one issue of this periodical remains today, which is stored in the British library. 
See Nabavi, ‘Journalism i. Qajar period’. 

82 Ibid. 

83 Unlike Vaqāyiʿ, this later version has never been collected in one binding. The different 
issues of this paper are only available in the Iranian National library in Tehran. I could not 
access them because of personal traveling restrictions to the country. 
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programme would result in political support amongst government officials. In order 
to ensure readership, Amir Kabir made subscriptions to the newspaper obligatory for 
all government officials earning over 200 tomans salary yearly”.84 The newspaper, 
moreover, regularly announced news about the activities carried out in the Dār al-
Funūn and about the installation and use of new technologies such as telegraphy. 
Additionally, it brought news from the West to its readers, from France, England and 
the United States, reporting on strange innovations and phenomena that were deemed 
interesting for the then Iranian readers. All the issues of this gazette have been 
archived in the national library of Iran, which has published a lithograph version of 
its entire ten-year publication period in four volumes in 1995. I refer to this version 
throughout this dissertation.85  

Other periodicals have also been used. Most notable among these is the weekly 
gazette Akhtar, published in Istanbul from January 1876 for more than two decades. 
This work was the very first periodical published in Persian outside of Iran and, as 
Elwell-Sutton notes, it was among the very few ones that used movable types.86 The 
periodical contained political news articles as well as short columns on recent 
scientific and technological innovations in Iran and the West.  

Another important periodical is the biweekly scientific newspaper Dānish 
published by Dār al-Funūn for one year in 1882.87 Its publication was ordered by Nāṣir 
al-Dīn Shāh’s minister of science at the time ʿAlī Qulī Khān-i Mukhbir al-Dawla. 
Articles on medicine, astronomy and mathematics appeared regularly in this 
newspaper.88 One interesting aspect of this periodical was that it reported news along 
with publicising scientific principles. From the second issue, each page was divided 
into two parts. About two-third of the upper page was allocated to news about various 
science-related topics while the lower one-third was reserved for the translation of 

 
84 Ringer, Education and religion, 69. Ringer takes this reference from Ādamiyyat, Amir Kabir 
and Iran, 373. Ādamyiyyat in turn cites from Iʿtimād al-salṭana’s The beginning of histories (Ṣadr 
al-tavārīkh) without specifying any page number. 

85 See Iranian national library, Vaqāyiʿ newspaper. 

86 Elwell-Sutton, ‘Aḵtar newspaper’. See also Pistor-Hatam, ‘Beginnings of Persian language 
press’. 

87 The word dānish in Persian can be translated into English as both knowledge and science. 

88 Parvin, ‘Dāneš’. 
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European science books. In this latter section, the second issue introduces a French 
science book on 24 January 1882. The book, titled Clé des sciences according to the 
Persian transliteration, is unknown to me. Regarding the choice of translating this 
work, we read in Dānish that “as the aim of this paper is to adduce scientific facts (īrād-
i ʿ ulūm) and spread techniques (funūn) … the science book kilīd-i siyāns [clé des sciences], 
which means the key of knowledge in Persian (kilīd-i dānish), is translated from French 
and has been titled miftāh al-ʿulūm”.89 From this issue onwards, for more than ten 
issues, excerpts from this book appear at the lower part of the newspaper, with topics 
on electricity, heat transfer and fluid mechanics among others. 

Other periodicals such as Sharaf and Sharafāt, two monthly magazines known 
mostly for their realistic drawings and portraits, will also be occasionally referenced. 
I owe my access to all these periodicals to the recent effort by Bonn University library, 
which has created high quality digitisations of most of these issues.  

 
Travel literatures and memoirs 
I refer to many travelogues, written by Western travellers to Iran as well as Iranian 
travellers. Notable examples in Persian are Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man (Portrait of my life) 
by ʿAbdallāh Mustawfī (d. 1951) and Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s travelogue of his second 
journey to Europe. From the Western sources, Hommes et choses en Perse by Carla 
Serena (d. 1884), Polak’s travelogue and Buhler’s memoir are more significant. As 
these literatures are too many to be discussed in detail individually, I describe them in 
their due place as footnotes whenever references are made to them.  

 
Dār al-Funūn course books 
The most important primary sources examined in this research are the course books 
published in the Dār al-Funūn and those associated with the school indirectly. These 
sources are listed below.90 Among these works, the medical ones are most important, 
and as such deserve a few explanatory notes.  

One of the most influential ones is Polak’s Book of anatomy. Known as Kitāb-i 
tashrīḥ in the Persian translation, published for the first time in 1853, this book 
remained one of the primary text-books in the Dār al-Funūn for most of its active 

 
89 Dānish, 1-2. 

90 For a complete list of all the course book see Nabavi, ‘Dar al-Funūn’, 100–101; Ekhtiar, ‘The 
Dār al-Funūn’, 312–19. I close-read a number of sources not listed in Ekhtiar’s. 
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years.91 Regarding the writing of this book, Polak notes in his travelogue that he had 
mostly followed the style of the German surgeon and ophthalmologist Maximilian 
Joseph von Chelius (d. 1876), adding a few more sections and images to it.92 The book 
has a short introduction and five chapters (maqāla). In the introduction, Polak writes a 
very general and loose history of anatomy, in which he sketches out the key 
anatomists in the West, from Mondino de Luzzi (d. 1326) to Andreas Vesalius (d. 1564) 
and William Harvey (d. 1657). The first chapter deals with the anatomy of bones, the 
second with muscles, the third with the vascular system, the fourth with the brain, the 
spine and the derivatives of both, including the senses, and the fifth with the viscera. 
In terms of medical vocabulary, this book was rather simple and underdeveloped as 
it took quite some time for the Persian language to adapt to the complex technical 
terminologies in the European languages.  

Another important work is Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya), published only 
a year after Polak’s book in 1854 by direct order of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh. This fairly 
sizeable work was compiled by Muḥammad Ibn-i ʿAbd al-Ṣabūr Qablī Khūʾī, a well-
known traditionalist physician at the time. Its content is organised in three volumes. 
The first volume follow the same structure of traditionalist texts of anatomy, starting 
with the exposition on skeletons followed by the explanation of the muscles, veins and 
arteries. The second is entirely devoted to the bodily faculties, including the sensory 
faculties as well as reproductive and digestive faculties. And the third deals 
exclusively with pathology.  

In the introduction of the book, the author, acknowledging the collective effort 
of his unnamed colleagues in compiling the work, references a great number of 
sources used in the compilation. Some of these sources, the author testifies, were in 
Turkish and Arabic while some were in the original language – Latin, German, French 
and English. Among these sources, the French anatomists and physician Raphaël 
Bienvenu Sabatier (d. 1811) and Marie François Xavier Bichat (d. 1802) are noteworthy. 
In addition, the three volumes of the book contain a rich archive of anatomical 
drawings, which are not explicitly referenced by the author. A historian of anatomy 
can easily recognise some familiar ones among these images, mostly in the style of 
post-Vesalian anatomical drawings. As the author notes, moreover, next to the 
theoretical sources used to compile the work, a certain number of dissections on both 

 
91 See Vaqāyiʿ no. 173 and 157. See also Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions, 1:328. 

92 Polak, Polak’s travelogue (Safarnāma-yi Polāk), 212. 
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animal and human bodies were “licitly” performed. 93  The second volume has a 
separate entry for each of the senses and each of the sensory organs. One can find an 
entry on the anatomy of the eye and another on the mechanism of visual perception. 
The same distinction holds valid for the other senses and organs, except for touch, of 
which only an anatomy of touch is given, and not of the skin. As for the other titles, I 
will give more information when I examine them closely.  

 

Titles Date of 
publication Author Translator 

Principles of regimental 
march and rules of the 
artilleries (Qavāʿid-i mashq-
i dasta va qāʿida va qānūn-i 
naẓm-i tūpkhāna-yi 
mubāraka) 

1853 August Krziz Mīrzā Zakī 
Māzandarānī 

The book of anatomy (Kitāb-
i tashrīḥ) 1853 Jacob Polak Muḥammad 

Ḥusayn 

Principles of military march 
(Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām) 1854 ʿAlī Qarāguzlū 

 - 

Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i 
Nāṣiriyya) 1854 

Muḥammad Ibn-i 
ʿAbd al-Ṣabūr 
Qablī Khūʾī 

- 

The secret of anatomy (Sirr 
al-ḥikma dar tashrīḥ) 1862 Johann-Louis 

Schlimmer 
Muḥammad Taqī 
Kāshānī 

Movements of the regiments 
(Ḥarkat-i afvāj) 1866 M. Buhler Muḥammad Karīm 

Fīrūzkūhī 
Novel sciences (Badāyiʿ al-
ḥikmat-i nāṣirī) 1868 – 1870 Joseph Désiré 

Tholozan 
Muṣtafā Ibn-i ʿAqīl 
al-ʿĀlavī-yi Isfahānī 

The book of tactics (Kitāb-i 
taktīk) 1874 

Najafʿalī ibn-i 
Muḥammad Bāqir 
Khān Bīglarbaygī 
Qājār 

- 

On spirits (Maʿrifat al-rūḥ) 1888 Khalīl Thaqafī - 
Gist of anatomy (Jawāhir al-
tashrīḥ) 1888 ʿAlī Ibn-i Zayn al-

ʿAbidīn Hamidānī  

Table 1. Selected coursebooks taught at the Dār al-Funūn. 

 
It should be mentioned that these books have not yet been close-read by those in the 
field. What I am doing with them is therefore new in that it seeks to make these sources 

 
93 Khūʾī, Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya), 6. 
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speak on issues of senses and sensory experience in the period. Other miscellaneous 
books, religious treatises and documents will also be looked at, which I will discuss 
later in more detail. 

 
Literature review 
The present research stands in between two major scholarly clusters within the 
humanities, namely, the “media turn” in religious studies and the “sensory turn” in 
anthropology, both of which share certain questions, methods and concepts. The 
former applies to the rather recent development in the field of religious studies and 
has been more extensively practiced in the context of Euro-American and African 
Christianity. The leading scholars in this field are, among others, Hent de Vries, Jeremy 
Stolow and Birgit Meyer. De Vries’ Religion and media, Schmidt’s Hearing things, Meyer 
and Moors’ Religion, media and the public sphere and Stolow’s Deus in machina are among 
the most influential works in this still unfolding field.94 The latter, that is the study of 
the senses in anthropology and history, has been around longer and has roots in the 
Annales School of history in the mid-twentieth century.95 Lucien Lefebvre has been 
considered as the first figure whose "call for a history of sensibility" has inspired more 
recent historians and anthropologists to start writing about the ways in which the 
senses, the different modes of sensibilities and different sensations have changed in 
different cultures. 96  The vanguard of this trend in anthropology and history are, 
among many others, David Howes, Constance Classen, Eric Leigh Schmidt and Alain 
Corbin. The six-volume work A cultural history of the senses and Alain Corbin’s The foul 
and the fragrant are among the most important works in this regard.97  

The main insights produced in this scholarly context have to do with, on the one 
hand, the idea that religions are not reducible to (transcendental) ideas or ideologies 
but are constituted through and as media technologies. On the other hand, as the 
sensory turn in anthropology has brought to light, senses are part and parcel of human 

 
94 Schmidt, Hearing things; Meyer and Moors, Religion, media, and the public sphere; Stolow, Deus 
in machina; Belting, An anthropology of images. For an excellent review on this media turn see 
Engelke, ‘Religion and the media turn’. 

95 Classen, ‘Foundations for an anthropology of the senses’; Howes, Empire of the senses, 128. 

96 Ibid. 

97 For a thorough review of this scholarly trend see Classen, ‘Foundations for an anthropology 
of the senses’; Howes, ‘Charting the sensorial revolution’. 
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culture and understanding how they are used and organised can reveal various 
aspects of that culture that would otherwise be left unnoticed.  

In the past decade, these scholarly trends have found resonances in the study of 
Islamic cultures, with anthropologists and historians taking the lead. For example, the 
works of Charles Hirschkind, Khalid Fahmy, Patrick Eisenlohr, Brian Larkin and 
Pooyan Tamimi Arab have set the tone for the coterminous study of Islam, the senses 
and media. Hirschkind and Fahmy focus on Egypt, Eisenlohr on India, Larkin on 
Nigeria and Tamimi Arab on the Netherlands.98 However, when we look at Iran and 
the neighbouring regions, the sensitivity for the entanglement between religion, 
senses and media becomes less tangible. Although the field is gaining pace and more 
studies of the media and/or senses are being produced every year, one cannot yet 
speak of a sensory turn, nor a media turn in Islamic Studies.99 Below, I give a brief 
overview of the field.  

Historians and anthropologists of Islam have produced numerous works that 
touch upon the senses in Islamic cultures. However, these do not tend to cohere in a 
recognisable scholarly framework. In relation to vision, Baber Johansen, a classic 
example, has given an extensively detailed account of how vision is conditioned and 
regulated in premodern Islamic legal and philosophical doctrines100. He traces the 
notion of visibility in the Quran as it was conditioned in relation to God, to a sovereign 
ruler and finally, to women101. Similar works on sight and visibility in the context of 
legal theory and jurisprudence have been produced in the field.102 Some scholars have 

 
98 See Hirschkind, The ethical soundscape; Larkin, Signal and noise; Tamimi Arab, Amplifying 
Islam in the European soundscape; Eisenlohr, Sounding Islam; Fahmy, In quest of justice. 

99 Notable exceptions in the field include works by art historians of Islam, such as Christian 
Gruber and Pedram Khosronejad. See for example Gruber, ‘In Defense and Devotion’; The 
image debate; Khosronejad, The art and material culture of Iranian Shi’ism; Qajar Shiite material 
culture. 

100 Johansen, ‘Invisibility and power in Islamic religion and culture: The ambiguity of veiling’. 

101 Ibid, 26. 

102 Valerie Behiery, for instance, has written on the cultural history of vision and visibility by 
focusing on the issue of Islamic burqa. Behiery, ‘Bans on Muslim facial veiling in Europe and 
Canada’. Myra Macdonald’s study of the veil among Muslim women takes a similar approach. 
Macdonald, ‘Muslim women and the veil’. For an important study on the jurisprudence of 
looking see Maghen, ‘See No Evil’. 
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approached vision indirectly from a history of science perspective by examining, for 
instance, astronomy/astrology in Islamic sciences and optics.103  

Most commonly, the sense of sight in Islam has been approached through the 
concept of aesthetics, and therefore frequented by (art) historians of Islam. In this 
regard, the sizeable work of Vilchéz, Aesthetics in Arabic thoughts, in which he touches 
on the issue of vision and visibility in many Muslim thinkers, from Ibn al-Ḥazm and 
Ibn al-Rushd to Ibn-i Sīnā and Ibn al-Ḥaytham, is exemplary,. Gülru Necipoglou’s 
works have also been among the leading examples in this respect.104 Belting’s From 
Florence to Baghdad should be mentioned as another seminal work in which the 
development of optics in medieval Islam and its relation to Renaissance Europe is 
examined. From a more philosophical standpoint, Simon O’Meara has written on 
vision in relation to archaeology and architecture.105  

Relating to the sense of smell, Anya King has offered a historical survey of musk 
in medieval Islam. 106  As her account is limited to a descriptive account of the 
production and the uses of musk, not much can be found about the bodily processes 
of smelling and the cultural implication of sensing the odour of musk. In another 
work, Floréal Sanagustin and Geert Jan Van Gelder in their contribution to Perfume 
d’orient, survey the different kinds of perfumes in medieval Islam, also descriptively.107 
Sanagustin goes as far as discussing the representation and knowledge of perfumes 
in the then Muslim society but, as Gelder also does, falls short of addressing the issue 
of the body and its olfactory capacity.108 The main issue with these studies is that they 

 
103 See, among others, Sabra, The optics of Ibn al-Haytham: Books I-III on direct vision; Stolz, The 
lighthouse and the observatory. 

104  See Necipoğlu, ‘The scrutinizing gaze in the aesthetics of Islamic visual cultures’; 
Neci̇poğlu, ‘The aesthetics of empire’. 

105 O’Meara, Space and Muslim urban life; O’Meara, ‘From space to place’. These are only a 
fraction of a much larger spectrum of scholarship on vision and visuality in Islamic cultures. 
A complete review of this field demands a separate account. I chose to mention only a few 
examples which have most closely influenced my own work. 

106 See King, ‘The symbolic importance of musk in Islamic culture’; King, ‘Musk in daily life 
in the early medieval Islamic world’. 

107 See Quiviger, ‘Parfums d’orient’. 

108 Ibid., 189. 
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are mainly about the objects of sensation and leave the issue of the subject sensing the 
objects underexamined.  

It is perhaps with Khalid Fahmy that a more culturally nuanced history of smell 
overrides descriptive tendencies. In “An olfactory tale of two cities” he looks at the 
Cairo of the nineteenth century and shows how it was divided into to two visually 
distinct urban forms but was at the same time connected and intermeshed with a 
unitary olfactory experience. By tracing the governmental and social struggle to deal 
with the stench in Cairo, he writes a cultural history of smell that underscores the 
complex olfactory experience of Egyptian society as it struggled with European 
sanitary-medical reforms and traditional models within the context of nineteenth-
century colonialism.109 Other scholars have composed different cultural histories of 
smell. Muhammad Thalal, for instance examines smell in early Islam and interrogates 
the Quran and the hadith to understand ”how Muslim noses smelled in the past”.110 
Christian Lange has examined the paucity of olfactory descriptions in the Quran.111 
Mary Thurkill takes a similar approach to smell, although hers is a comparative 
perspective juxtaposing Islamic and Christian traditions.112 James Edmonds presents 
an ethnographic study of smell, with Indonesia as the case study.113 

The sense of taste in the Islamic milieus has been largely neglected in the field. 
Paulina Lewicka studies the foodscape in medieval Cairo but does not take the 
cultural aspect of gustation into account.114 Finbarr Barry Flood touches upon the often 
historically neglected practice of talismanic ingestion in Islam and, thanks to this 
historical anthropological sensitivity, he indirectly deals with the sense of taste.115 
Denis Gril’s entry of taste (dhawq) in the Encyclopaedia of Islam looks into taste as a 
concept, taken both literally, denoting the sense of taste, and also metaphorically as 

 
109 See Fahmy, ‘An olfactory tale of two cities’. 

110 See Thalal, ‘Fragrances from heaven’. 

111 See Lange, ‘Qurʾānīc anosmia’. 

112 See Thurkill, ‘Odors of sanctity’. 

113 See Edmonds, ‘Smelling baraka’. 

114 See Lewicka, Food and foodways of medieval cairenes. 

115 See Flood, Bodies and becoming. 
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connoting cultural preferences or aesthetic experiences.116 Paola Abenante’s work on 
Egypt is also an interesting example, which deals with the culture of taste in a Sufi 
brotherhood.117  

As for the sense of hearing and the study of soundscapes in Islamic traditions, 
more ground has been covered. Charles Hirschkind’s work on the formation of pious 
hearing in Egypt is the prime example.118 Also significant is Abdulsalam Al-Zahrani’s 
cognitivist approach to hearing and sight in early Islamic history, which deals mainly 
with the question of epistemology and cosmology.119 Ziad Fahmy, à la Howes and 
Corbin, prompts researchers in Middle Eastern studies to come “to their senses” and 
opens up historical entry points into the cultural life of sounds in Islamic milieus.120 In 
the anthropology of Islam, Pooyan Tamimi Arab has written on Islamic soundscapes 
in the Muslim communities in the Netherlands as they have shaped and claimed their 
public space through the practice of adhān.121 There have also been linguistic works on 
sounds in Islam with the likes of Michael Sells as notable figures in the field. Sells 
proffers a phonetically sensitive analysis of two surahs in Quran.122 Jouili and Moors’ 
work is also noteworthy and is based exclusively on ethnographic study of the politics 
of sound in Islamic cultures.123 Ines Weinrich has also examined sound and hearing in 
the Islamic milieu, but through the concept of performativity and the practice of inshād 
in the Arab singing culture.124  

 
116 See Gril, ‘Dhawq’. 

117 See Abenante, ‘Tasting Islam’. 

118 See Hirschkind, The ethical soundscape. 

119 See Al-Zahrani, ‘Sacred voice, profane sight’. 

120 See Fahmy, ‘Coming to our senses’. 

121 Tamimi Arab, Amplifying Islam in the European soundscape. 

122 See Sells, ‘Sound, spirit, and gender in sūrat al-Qadr’; Sells, ‘Sound and meaning in sūrat 
al-Qāriʿa’. For other relevant studies see Gade, Perfection makes practice; Kermani, God is 
beautiful. 

123 See Jouili and Moors, ‘Introduction’. 

124  See Weinrich, ‘Sensing sound’; Weinrich, ‘The materiality of sound, mediation, and 
practices of listening’. 
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Touch has often been approached in combination with other senses, either as 
embedded in the notion of synaesthesia or in some discursive relation to the other 
senses. For Saleh Said Agha and Akiko Motoyoshi it is Arabic poetry that mixes touch 
with other senses.125 Similarly, Minoo Moallem draws from the material culture of 
praying, drawing attention to the tactile quality of praying accessories in Islamic 
rituals.126 Brannon Wheeler’s “Touching the Penis in Islamic Law” directly approaches 
the senses of touch with more attention to the discursive power relations at play in 
Islamic jurisprudence, but leaves aside the question of the embodiment, cultural 
calibration and adjustment of the sense of touch.127 Youshaa Patel has also dealt with 
the issues of the senses, though from a multisensorial perspective.128 

From the media historical perspective, much less has been done. However, 
research is gaining momentum and there are already valuable contributions in the 
field that seek to address the interrelatedness between religion and media more 
rigorously in Islamic cultures. Among them Nile Green has addressed the history of 
the print media in Islamic India and Iran most extensively. Green’s work is ground-
breaking in that he brings to light the history of technological exchanges and 
developments in the printing culture of the Islamic milieu.129 Ulrich Marzolph’s work 
is the only extensive study of lithography in Iran.130 Pedram Khosronejad has also 
produced a valuable contribution to a different aspect of Shiite material culture; many 
of his essays can be considered a cultural history of media in Iran.131 

 
125 See Motoyoshi, ‘Sensibility and synaesthesia’; Agha, ‘Holistic poetic imagery’. 

126 See Moallem, ‘Praying through the senses’. 

127 See Wheeler, ‘Touching the penis in Islamic law’. 

128 Patel, ‘“Their fires shall not be visible”’. 

129 See among several of his works Green, ‘Journeymen, middlemen’; Green, ‘Persian print 
and the Stanhope revolution’; Green, The love of strangers. In regard to book history, George 
N. Atiyeh’s The book in the Islamic world is perhaps the most classic example.  

130  Marzolph, Narrative illustration in Persian lithographed books; Marzolph, ‘The pictorial 
representation of Shiite themes in lithographed books of the Qajar period’; Marzolph, ‘The 
visual culture of Iranian Twelver Shiism in the Qajar period’. 

131 Khosronejad, The art and material culture of Iranian Shi’ism; Khosronejad, ‘The Qajar lens’; 
Khosronejad, Qajar Shiite material culture; Khosronejad, ‘The ahl-i beyt bodies’. 



 36 

Walter Armbrust is the leading media historian in the Egyptian context, though 
his main focus is on the contemporary and the media he studies are cinema, television 
and new digital media. 132  One can find exceptional works here and there with 
individual foci on certain media, time period and/or geographies. For instance, 
Annabelle Sreberny and Ali Mohammadi’s Small media, big revolution, is the only 
cultural history of telegraphy in Iran.133 There is also Leor Halevi’s Modern things on 
trial, one of the few studies of photography in the Egypt with a thick socio-political 
contextualisation.134  

The present study contributes to this growing field by offering analyses that seek 
to register the changes in, and interdependencies between the media and sensory 
cultures on one hand, and religious thoughts and practices on the other hand. In my 
approach to sensory cultures and the media histories in the Islamic traditions, I 
examine the senses and media at the same time. Therefore, I deal with both sensory 
and media studies. While my examination of the sensoriality of religious life in 
nineteenth-century Iran acknowledges the experiential and embodied aspects of Shiite 
religion, my historical reflections on the materialities that developed in the period, 
draws attention to the media logics that were inherently bound to religious 
experiences. Put more concretely, when I examine the sense of sight, I describe the 
media logic of photography while at the same time taking into account the visual 
experience with the medium in the religious discourses and practices at the time. As 
another concrete instance, when I approach hearing and sound, I focus on the 
experience of hearing in the mourning performance of taʿziya while at the same time 
analysing the sonic disciplines that informed this religious performance: media logics 
and sensory experience.    

 
Key concepts 
Understanding how a certain sensory culture is shaped by and grounded in religious 
discourses and media logics requires refined concepts of both media and religion that 
takes their interdependencies into account. Shiite religion did not change internally 
and independently from the technical reforms but with them. The religiosity that 

 
132 Armbrust, Mass culture and modernism in Egypt; Armbrust, ‘A history of new media in the 
Arab Middle East’; Armbrust, ‘History in Arab media studies’. 

133 Sreberny and Mohammadi, Small media, big revolution.  

134 Halevi, Modern things on trial. 
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pervaded the state and the society in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth 
centuries resulted from decades of technical evolution in the field of media and 
communication. Print media, photography and telegraphy were formative of the 
socio-political power that Shiite religion attained and the new methodologies and 
concepts with which the Shiite clergy was working. 

In view of this entanglement, I draw on conceptualisations of media and religion 
that address the intertwinement between the two. I approach Shiism in the nineteenth 
century through an understanding of religion as an ensemble of media materials and 
historically organised intellectual discourses. The former constitute techniques and 
logics of media, for which I use the term technics, while the latter include (religious) 
scholarly efforts, and scientific ideas and principles as well as their associated 
practices. 135  This sense specially captures the intricacy of the Iranian case, where 
intellectual practices – such as scholarly works that aim to combine Islam and modern 
science – provide one side of religious phenomena, and the ordinary, non-
institutionalised social enactments by clergymen and ordinary people provide the 
other.  

The conceptual framework and methodologies with which the present study 
works are informed by the past three decades of interbreeding between media and 
religious studies. This field has opened up productive conceptual possibilities 
whereby scholars across different fields in the humanities, from anthropologists to art 
historians, can think about religious phenomena, the body and technical mediation 
together. The main impetus in this field comes from the idea that religion should be 
understood as media. 136  Conversely, media should not be approached as mere 
instruments of representation and/or communication in the hands of religious actors, 
but as intrinsic parts of religion. As the leading scholars in this field such as Hent De 
Vries, Jeremy Stolow, Birgit Meyer and Brian Larkin have proposed, religion and 
media should be understood as cultural phenomena that are inextricably 

 
135 This usage is informed mainly by Bernard Stiegler’s philosophy. He uses the concept of 
technique (le technique) to refer to individual acts or choices in interaction with a certain 
material setup while the notion of technics (la technique) is used to refer to the broader notion 
that includes individual techniques, the knowledge of developing and using them as well as 
the scientific principles behind them. In this dissertation, I often use technical sphere, technical 
realm, or technical domain as variations of technics. Stiegler, Technics and time, 29–30. 

136 Stolow, ‘Religion and/as media’. 
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interconnected and have evolved together. This take entails an understanding of 
media as far more complex than instruments of transmission/representation. 
Communication and representational technologies have always been part of religious 
experience, and religions necessarily include and pragmatically rely on techniques 
and logics of mediation.137 For a religion to be actualised and historically realised, it is 
not enough to have an inventory of axioms, rules and doctrines. As Meyer argues, the 
primary function of a religion is to create “sensational forms”, which, depending on 
the specificities of the adapted medium(s), make the ideational repertoires of that 
religion materially meaningful. These technically grounded sensational forms are not 
primarily representational, but rather material, in that they contain and operationalise 
not only verbal, but also material and corporeal contents. It is ultimately this material 
aspect of media technology that makes the existence of a religion possible.138 That 
media are “intrinsic to religion”, as Meyer has it,139 or even necessary for religion to 
exist, as Stolow argues, implies that the changes in media practices inevitably lead to 
changes in religious practices. Hence, the co-evolution of media and religion.  

Attending to the issues related to media and mediation brings into focus the 
technical logics with which religious thought and experience emerge and evolve. In 
this respect, my study closely examines how a certain medium operates and the extent 
to which this operation is conditioned by, and in negotiation with, religious 
knowledge and experience. My analyses pay attention not only to the intricacies in 
techniques and technical logics but also to discourses and the meaning-making 
processes that (in)form experiences with those techniques and logics. In the chapters 
that follow, I move in between the technical and the religious spheres, taking into 
consideration the media logics, human experience and religious discourses at the 
same time. I find this movement between multiples analytic levels necessary as my 
questions tackle the intersection of fields – media, religion and the body – that have 
not often been conceived of together. 

Two more key concepts are used in this thesis, namely “aesthetic formation” and 
“semiotic ideology”. The former was first proposed and formulated with concrete case 
studies by the scholar of religious studies Birgit Meyer. She developed this term to 

 
137 Stolow, Deus in machina, 7; Meyer and Verrips, ‘Aesthetics’, 127. 

138 Stolow, Deus in machina, 5. 

139 Meyer and Verrips, ‘Aesthetics’, 127. 
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circumvent two broad approaches to art and religion. On the one hand, by re-
articulating Aristotelian “aesthesis” as inherently linked to the body and corporeality, 
she deviates from the Kantian take on the concept as a disembodied mental 
framework that determines the beauty of an object – which was later systematically 
fed into art historical debates by the German Alexander Baumgarten.140 On the other 
hand, by opting for the term ”formation”, she diverges from Benedict Anderson’s 
notion of imagined community and gives more significance to the processes of forming 
cultural identities next to issues regarding the identitarian communities that might 
result from various religiosities and nationalisms.141 In this way, Meyer’s aesthetic 
formation enables scholars of religions to think more carefully about the way a 
religion comes to be rather than how it is represented in terms of its transcendental 
maxims. This concept finds strong resonances in my analysis of sound techniques, 
where I show how the technical programmes at the Dār al-Funūn influenced and 
changed the soundscapes of the century through concrete processes of transformation 
in military and Shiite mourning rituals (Chapter 3). The concept of aesthetic formation 
helps me shed light on how acoustic techniques changed the Shiite culture beyond its 
nationalism.  

The second key concept is borrowed from Webb Keane who has developed the 
notion of semiotic ideology by incorporating certain features in Charles Sanders 
Peirce’s semiotics. Keane defines semiotic ideology as  

basic assumptions about what signs are and how they function in the world. It 
determines, for instance, what people will consider the role that intentions play 
in signification to be, what kinds of possible agent exists to which acts of 
signification might be imputed, whether signs are arbitrary or necessarily linked 
to their objects.142 

Activating Keane’s semiotic ideology in the following chapters helps me recognise 
processes of sense-making in diverse objects by focusing on the interplay between 

 
140 Meyer, Aesthetic formations, 9. For more detailed discussion on the philosophical history of 
aesthetics in Kant and Baumgarten see Wessell, ‘Alexander Baumgarten’s contribution to the 
development of aesthetics’; Nuzzo, ‘Kant and Herder on Baumgarten’s Aesthetica’. 

141 Meyer, Aesthetic formations, 7. 

142 Keane, ‘Semiotics and the social analysis of material things’, 419. 
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signs that each of those different objects produce and express. For instance, thinking 
with semiotic ideology, it can be shown how a medical manuscript, an anatomical 
drawing, a manual of photography and a talismanic diagram, as different as they 
might appear, share common meaning-making processes, whereby a specific class of 
signs, whether in written text or in a diagrammatic representation, is produced and 
given dominance.143 This analytic concept is necessary for my examinations as I intend 
to take into account not only textual objects but also visual and performative ones. 
Semiotic ideology, in Keane’s own words, “directs attention to the full range of 
possible sign vehicles and the sensory modalities they might engage, including sound, 
smell, touch, muscular movement, pain, affect, and the somatic phenomena.144 These 
key concepts support my thinking in and about the diverse materials that I examine 
in this work. In the following chapters, I refer to these concepts whenever they help 
to clarify my arguments and support my claims.  

 
Methodology 
On a methodological note, I should indicate that the way I choose, approach and 
analyse my objects takes certain elements from both (art) historical methods and 
cultural analysis. The historiographical aspect of my methods can be seen in the 
creation and elaboration of the contexts. These contexts are developed according to 
the necessity of each chapter. In the second chapter, for instance, the contextualisation 
is informed by art history, in which I map out a historical backdrop where the 
photographic image was perceived and understood. In the fourth chapter, I 
contextualise medical knowledge and therefore come close to history of medicine. In 

 
143 For more in-depth explanation of the concept see Keane, ‘Semiotics and the social analysis 
of material things’; Keane, ‘On semiotic ideology’. 

144 Keane, ‘On semiotic ideology’, 65. In Peirce’s terminology, there are three kinds of signs: 
indices, icons, and symbols. A visual representation, to put it summarily, contains a mixture 
of all these signs in most cases. Icons are signs that stand for their referent according to their 
resemblance to the signified. Indices, however, are signs that refer to the signified without any 
intermediary, be it resemblance or any other conventions. They are simply pointers that 
directly refer to the signified without adding any extra qualification to them. A symbol, in 
contrast to the other two, represents the signified according to a set of rules or cultural 
conventions Houser and Kloesel, The essential Peirce, Volume 1, 225–28. I will draw on these 
categories in the second chapter.  
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the fifth chapter, as another example, the context becomes a certain aspect of Islamic 
demonology, which then necessitates me to speak more closely with historians of 
Islam.  

On the other hand, the cultural analytic side of my research can be noticed, above 
all, in my emphasis on ”concepts”. The way I analyse each individual object, the way 
I make connections between different historical elements, and ultimately the new 
objects that result from these approaches are embedded in concepts that I have 
developed in the course of my research. In a sense, my work is a concept-oriented 
cultural history. The concepts that I propose, moreover, are not ready-made ahistorical 
and universal terms taken directly from the materials I read. They are rather the result 
of thinking critically about and analysing them in their relevant contexts. In this sense, 
they are concepts that I derive and develop in working with my sources rather than 
terms that those sources might explicitly mention. This should become clearer in the 
chapter overview.  

With the exception of the first chapter, each chapter in this dissertation frames 
the historical period from the point of view of one, or two senses: sight, hearing, taste 
and smell, and finally touch. Each of these senses, or cluster of senses, becomes a locus 
where a certain discourse on technics (la technique) and a religious issue intersect. The 
sense of sight, for instance, functions as an overarching concept in the second chapter 
and guides my thinking about the interrelatedness between religion and photography. 
The sense of touch, in the fifth chapter, serves as a prism through which the 
relationship between religion and telegraphy can be understood. It should therefore 
be evident that the way I use and approach the senses is methodologically different 
from how anthropologists and historians of the senses work. Unlike Howes, Classen 
and Corbin, whose studies strive for comprehensiveness by looking at all cultural 
instances in which a particular sensory experience is documented, my work deals with 
specific modalities of senses, in specific historical cases. So, for instance, I do not give 
an all-encompassing account of sight, but focus instead on optical vision in the context 
of early photography in Iran. Similarly, I do not claim to give a panoramic view on the 
sense of hearing, but only look into its disciplinary aspect in the context of taʿziya 
plays. 

Given this conceptual framing, in each chapter, I look at a series of objects, which 
may consist of a narrative, a journal entry, a poem, a debate, an image, a book or a 
historical document. These objects are closely read, or viewed, in light of the sense-
related concepts, that is, sight, hearing, taste and so on. From close-reading these 
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objects, more refined concepts emerge, which correspond to concrete scientific or 
religious problems in the period. Subsequently, these concepts are substantiated by 
historical contextualisations, whether as a history of ideas, of art forms or of certain 
religious themes. These contextualisations are then fed back into the concepts and help 
me clarify my arguments. In this fashion, each chapter moves back and forth between 
concepts and contexts so as to make informed arguments about the relationship 
between Islam and media in Iran. This kind of thinking and writing can be found 
abundantly in the field of cultural analysis, particularly the concept-oriented tradition 
that Mieke Bal has promoted in her work.145 More sensitive to historical issues and 
methods, Michael Pickering has been most productive in stretching the 
methodological frameworks in cultural studies to history. 146  Many of the works 
mentioned in the literature review use methods that come very close to this academic 
tradition, though not explicitly promoted as cultural analysis. Among them, for 
instance, Fahmy’s study of anatomy in nineteenth-century Egypt can be mentioned, 
in which the concept of the body becomes the focal point of his historical study.147 
Stolow and Larkin’s works are also great examples of concept-oriented methods in the 
study of religions. Lange and O’Meara are other accomplished ones in Islamic studies, 
whose works show both conceptual and contextual sensibilities. With Lange, the 
contexts are given more attention, while with O’Meara, it is the conceptual aspects 
that receive more attention.148  

As for anthropology, the field forms a backdrop to the general approach in my 
research, in the sense that my preliminary research questions are partly informed by 
the concerns and interests that the anthropology of the senses has posed. In this sense, 
questions and issues regarding the history and cultural life of the senses are adapted 
from anthropology. Yet, from a methodological perspective, anthropology cannot be 
said to inform the present work. I do not carry out any ethnography, historical or 
contemporary, in the way David Howes and Constance Classen do in their 
anthropology of the senses. 

 
145 See for instance Bal, Travelling concepts in the humanities; Bal, ‘Working with concepts’.  

146 See Pickering, History, experience and cultural studies; Pickering, ‘Engaging with history’.  

147 See Fahmy, In quest of justice, 36. 

148 For the most representative examples see Lange, Justice, punishment and the medieval Muslim 
imagination; O’Meara, Space and Muslim urban life. 
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Overview of chapters 
 
Chapter one: Knowledge of the senses 
In the first chapter, I lay out a concept-oriented historical sketch of the anatomies of 
the senses in Iran, from pre-modern to modern times. I begin this chapter by 
recounting an academic debate that took place in the medical field in the mid-
nineteenth century. This debate figured in an anonymous medical manuscript written 
in 1857. The author of this work attacks the medical staff of Dār al-Funūn, particularly 
Polak, for their inadequate treatments and false aetiologies. This debate brings to the 
fore the difference between the anatomical knowledge that the traditionalist 
physicians worked with and the one the European staff of the Dār al-Funūn 
introduced. It works as an initial object which betokens the discontinuity between the 
new medicine and the older medical tradition. It shows, moreover, that the rift 
between the two revolves around the issue of perceiving the body, and hence 
accentuates the role of the senses and the understanding thereof in the reforming 
medical knowledge in the period.  

Subsequently, I sketch a brief history of anatomical knowledge in Iran. I begin 
with anatomy as proffered in medieval Islamic medicine, which I often refer to as 
proto-anatomy, and show how it changed towards the late fourteenths and the early 
fifteenth centuries. The significant turning point in this pre-modern transformation 
comes with the dominance of “prophetic medicine” in Manṣūr Ibn-i Ilyās (d. 1422) 
and later in its most lucid manifestation Majlisī’s Oceans of lights. Then I move to the 
anatomies that the staff of Dār al-Funūn taught at the institute, whom I often call 
clinicians. The main part of this chapter sketches two general anatomical models, 
namely the anatomy of the senses as propounded by the pre-modern medical regime, 
which I term the traditionalist view, and the anatomy of the senses as theorised by the 
European(ised) clinicians. I recognise an important conceptual shift from the older 
traditionalist model to the clinical one. In this change, as I argue, the concept of organ 
acquires a new epistemic status. Organs change from being considered parts (aʿḍā) of 
the body to instruments (ālāt) in the body. In this change, the senses lose their spiritual 
efficacy and become instead specialised instruments. Finally, taking vision as a case 
study, I trace the implication of this conceptual shift in the transformation of the 
scientific discourse on the concept of the image.  

This chapter provides a broad intellectual context that informs and supports the 
discussions and arguments presented in the other chapters. By focusing on the explicit 
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theories about the senses, I outline the two major sensorial regimes that lived in 
tandem throughout the nineteenth century. In other words, these sensorial models 
serve as the loci where the discursive transformation of the body can be traced most 
discernibly. In this way, theories of vision, hearing, taste, smell and touch, as described 
in the (proto-)anatomical texts, provide the main entry points to a cultural history of 
the body in nineteenth-century Iran. 

 
Chapter two: Evidential religion 
The second chapter takes vision as the leading concept, through which I examine the 
relation between discourses on photography and the religious sphere. My aim is to 
discover how photographic theories and practices changed the visual culture and the 
culture of vision in Iran. The chapter begins with an inspiring object, this time a short 
anecdote in which the first court photographer in Iran, Āqā Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī meets 
a religious figure, Mullā Hādī Sabzavārī. The story foregrounds the interrelatedness 
of the traditionalist and the clinical theories of vision, concretely embodied in the 
encounter between a photographer and a religious scholar. Taking this anecdote as a 
point of departure, I proceed to give a brief history of photography with a focus on its 
relation to Shiite religion. This short historical context of the medium leads me to focus 
on another object, namely, a manual of photography written in 1889, The book of 
eschatological photography (Kitāb-i ʿ aksiyya-yi ḥashriyya). Close reading this work, I show 
how an exceptional intertwinement between the religious discourses and optical 
technics anticipated a widespread cultural shift in the attitudes towards vision and 
visibility. I further find the roots of this change considering the art historical 
discussions on how the photographic image has a visual precursor in the Perso-Shiite 
visual culture. Through tracing the transformation of the image from the pre- to post-
photographic era in Iran, I argue that photography introduced an ocular model in Iran 
that conditioned people to see images as evidence. A more refined aspect of my 
argument proposes that the change in visualising techniques from mimetic to optic 
corresponds with changes in viewership. From mimetic to optical techniques, images 
became pieces of evidence, viewed as testimonies to actual events, people and 
experiences. At the end, I look at a photograph taken in the early twentieth century, in 
1905, as a case study of my theoretical and historical discussions.  
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Chapter three: Disciplined ear, emotive sonority 
The sense of hearing, and in association notions of sounds and acoustic experiences, 
are the focalisers in the third chapter. The main object of analysis are the mourning 
rituals and the performance culture of taʿziya, as practiced in the nineteenth century. 
Taʿziya performances in the nineteenth century were the successor of the ʿĀshūrā 
mourning rituals, in which Shiite Muslims commemorated the death of their third 
Imams, Ḥusayn Ibn-i ʿAlī from as early as the eighth century. In the nineteenth 
century, these rituals evolved into intricate drama plays with specific sensorial 
arrangements on and off stage. Taking first-hand observations of these drama plays 
during the nineteenth century as my analytic objects, I show how the acoustic 
experience that taʿziya performances created evolved in tandem with the military 
reforms that initiated in the Dār al-Funūn – particularly the sonic disciplines with 
which the soldiers were trained. I ask to what extent the acoustic experience in 
nineteenth-century taʿziya differed from its older tradition? Could there be a 
connection found between the military methods and the acoustic setup in taʿziya 
plays?  

I seek to respond to these questions based on a sound-oriented reconstruction of 
taʿziya in the nineteenth century as reported in the journals and travelogues of Iranian 
and European witnesses. I further analyse these reports in juxtaposition to military 
manuals published at the Dār al-Funūn. Through reconstructing the acoustic space in 
taʿziya as performed throughout the nineteenth century, I show that the inclusion of 
military sounds into taʿziya was not a mere appendage to an otherwise native cultural 
form. Rather, I argue that a cultural synthesis took place between modern military 
drills and taʿziya rituals. Building on the concept of acoustic formation, which I derive 
from Birgit Meyer’s notion of the “aesthetic formation”, I theorise that the 
performance sonic setting constitutes taʿziya’s main affective logic.  

Although taʿziya has been extensively studied, its sonority has not been given 
the attention it deserves. As far as I have seen, there is no systematic study of taʿziya 
soundscape and its history. In this chapter, I intend to fill this gap by offering a fresh 
conceptual approach to this religious art form. 

 
Chapter four: The senses of cholera 
This chapter takes the cluster of taste and smell as the main framing concepts. I show 
how the preventive and remedying techniques of dealing with cholera epidemics 
created a discursive basis for the re-organisation of the senses, particularly of taste and 
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smell. The main idea is that while in the traditionalist medicine, the gustatory and 
olfactory qualities of medications were always emphasised, in the clinical approach 
such sensuousness became irrelevant and therefore marginalised. From one medical 
regime to the other, the body, the medical discourses on the body, and the technologies 
of treating the body moved towards ageusia and anosmia. To show this 
transformation in concrete terms, I examine a number of medical sources written on 
cholera by both clinicians and traditionalists in the nineteenth century. Close-reading 
these materials, I map out two gustatory-olfactory models, each forming a distinct 
sensory experience in relation to the cholera epidemics in the century. In the 
traditionalist model, the work of Mūsā Ibn-i ʿAlīrīḍā Ṣāvujī, Cure of cholera is analysed 
closely. I attend to both the linguistic and visual aspects of this text in order to show 
how this text represents a pathological model in which the sense of taste and smell 
play significant parts. Furthermore, I contextualise this work in the wider medical 
history in Islam and point to its roots in humoral medicine. I trace a certain semiotic 
logic which runs through both the verbal descriptions and the diagrammatic 
representations of talismans. I infer that implicit in this logic is a conception of the 
body that is capable of registering taste and smell in an organic connection with its 
exterior. In contrast, my analysis of two medical documents written by two staff 
members at the Dār al-Funūn, namely Tholozan and Schlimmer, shows a different 
conception of the body at work in the clinical model, one with distinctively diminished 
gustatory and olfactory affordances.  

 
Chapter five: Touched by the jinn, tapped by spirits 
Touch is the focus in the fifth chapter. Here, my examination turns towards Shiite 
demonological imagination in the period and its turns and twists. I specifically look 
into the discourses in which thinking about and experiences with the beyond featured 
in the Iranian demonological imagination, by which I mean ideas about and beliefs in 
spiritual beings, jinn-related activities and psychic phenomena. Examining my 
sources, I sketch out the sensorial logic at work in imagining encounters with jinn and 
spirits in nineteenth-century Shiite culture. Drawing on the concept of haptics, which 
I elaborate by recourse to philosophy, art history and experimental psychology, I argue 
that haptics formed the principle sensory mode in Shiite psycho-social affairs with the 
beyond. Understood as the multisensory experience with the proximate space, based 
on the sense of touch, haptics forms an indispensable mode in Iranians’ relation to 
Islamic demons. I make this case by close-reading narratives about jinn in two separate 
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texts, namely The book of heavens’ chapter on the jinn and Fuzūnī Astarābādī’s History 
of Buḥayra (Tārīkh-i Buḥayra). From the close examination of these sources, it can be 
plausibly argued that in communication with the jinn, as well as in emulating them, 
haptics plays a key part. When jinn are present, one is confronted with their bodies 
proximately, sensing them in physical form directly.  

In contrast, with the post-Dār al-Funūn demonological model, this relationship 
finds a new sensory mode. I make this case by focusing on the works of the first 
Spiritist in Iran, namely the Iranian physician Khalīl Thaqafī (d. 1944), Tholozan’s 
student at Dār al-Funūn. Thaqafī brought spiritism, a cultural fascination in the Euro-
American contexts in the nineteenth century, to Iran. He established the first Spiritist 
organisation in Iran known as Council of experimental spirit science (Anjuman-i maʿrifat 
al-rūḥ-i tajrubatī), which attracted the rising urban middle class who were becoming 
increasingly curious about this culture. Through numerous translations, organising 
many séances and participating in debates about the wondrous phenomena that 
occurred during sessions, the Iranian Spiritist society introduced a different sensorial 
model for communication with the unseen. Contextualising this cultural re-
appropriation by Thaqafī and his followers within the history of Shiite demonology 
and the history of media in the nineteenth century, I point to the close relationship 
between the changes that Iranian spiritism initiated and the communicational logic of 
electric telegraphy. Close-reading a séance with Amir Kabir's spirit, I also show the 
extent to which modern Iranian spiritism synthesised elements from the European 
and the older jinn-centred models. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Knowledge of the senses 
Re-examining the case of anatomy  
 
 
About a decade after the first medical staff at the Dār al-Funūn began to teach their 
courses, a hundred-folio manuscript was written anonymously by an Iranian 
physician. In this controversial medical text, the unnamed author fiercely criticises the 
medical director at the institute, Jacob Polak. Compiled in 1857 and known as On 
diseases commonly affecting soldiers, the text attacks Polak for his superficiality of 
observation and the inefficacy of his treatments.1 The manuscript contains myriad 
occasions of disagreements and critiques, in which the author launches his offences, 
in an often derogatory tone, against almost all the Western doctor’s choices on. In one 
representative instance, when discussing the pathology of continual fevers, such as 
typhoid and typhus, the unnamed author claims that autopsies (tashrīḥ) of patients 
who died of such fevers show that the cause of febrile diseases is humoral putridity.2 

 
1 Medical historian, Hormoz Ebrahimnejad refers to this manuscript briefly in his work. He 
notes that “the manuscript is untitled and has no date, but from the information given in fols. 
2 and 42, it appears that it was written in 1857. In fol. 89, the author talks about one of his 
students.” He refers to this manuscript using its reference number, 506, as archived in the 
Tehran Majlis library. Ebrahimnejad’s main focus in the book is on another similar 
manuscript, also untitled and its author unknown, with reference code 505, and only mentions 
506 passingly. Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 65. 

2 This medical view was heavily influenced by the Greek Hippocratic-Galenic medicine. In 
this ancient model, four basic elements of earth, water, air and fire comprise the whole 
 



 49 

According to Polak, on the contrary, as the unnamed author assumes, post-mortem 
dissection shows that the putridity of the internal organs is the root of such diseases, 
and not that of the humours: 

This man [Polak] is obviously wrong claiming that febrile diseases originate in 
hardened and putrefied organs. … He claims that after opening up the bodies 
[of people who] died of febrile diseases, stomach and other organs are inflamed 
and infected. … Yet we believe that although organs might show signs of 
deterioration and inflammation when the body is opened up, it is mainly the 
phlegm on the mucosal membranes of the digestive tract (masālik-i haḍmiyya) and 
the blood that have gone putrid.3  

Interestingly, the two medical figures differ not on what but on how they see the inside 
of the body. Their object of observation is the same, but the map that guides them 
through it is different. While one follows the humoral fluids, such as blood and 
phlegm, the other zooms in on the organs, such as the brain, the stomach and the liver.4 
For one, the disease grows and resides in the bodily fluids while for the other it 
originates and inheres in the visceral organs. Accordingly, their treatments contradict 
one another. As the unnamed traditionalist believes that the diseases are directly 
related to putrid humours, he prescribes methods to purge the body: use of laxatives 
and bloodletting techniques are among the most common methods. By contrast, Polak 
strongly opposes such methods as in his view they further strain the internal organs, 

 
universe. When these elements combine in the human body, four “humours” form and 
consequently four “temperaments”. I will discuss this model in more detail in the fourth 
chapter. See Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine; Lewicka, ‘Medicine for 
Muslims?’, 85. 

3 Anon. ‘On diseases’, 73–74. I should note that in my translations, I sometimes include the 
original words or phrases whenever I find the English terms inadequate. In such cases, I put 
the original terms in brackets. In contrast, the words that appear in square brackets are my 
own words, which are added for clarity.  

4 That Polak himself carried out post-mortem examination was not only attested to by the 
unnamed author but was also evinced in Polak’s own writing. In his travelogue he recalls the 
autopsy of a Westerner who died under suspicious circumstances. Also Vaqāyiʿ reports on a 
few occasions the performing of dissection by Polak and Schlimmer. Polak, Polak’s travelogue 
(Safarnāma-yi Polāk), 211. Vaqāyiʿ no. 99. 
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the weakening and inflammation of which trigger the diseases in the first place.  
Critical of Polak’s aetiological understanding, of his treatments and 

observations, of his inexperienced and “callow” (nawẓuhūr) practices, the unnamed 
author represents a vast antagonism between the new clinical and the older 
traditionalist medical regimes in the nineteenth century.5 The two become intertwined 
throughout the second half of the period and co-evolve to an extent where a simple 
binary opposition between them cannot sufficiently explain their complexities. 
However, in the beginning of medical reforms, they stood far apart.  

The disagreements and incompatibility between the two could often be 
witnessed in the lecture halls and classrooms at the Dār al-Funūn.6  At these new 
venues for the exchange of knowledge, Polak and other staff regularly gave lectures 
and publicised new medical ideas and techniques to the young students and to the 
older Iranian physicians.7 As the main function of medical reforms in the periods was 
to improve the soldiers’ health and hygiene, the activities of the medical staff, 
particularly Polak’s, were under careful scrutiny. Every step of the way, every official 
decision made or suggested by the staff, their publications and/or lectures, and their 
occasional successful treatments were regularly announced on the first pages of the 
weekly gazette Vaqāyiʿ.8 Their activities were monitored by state officials as well as by 
those medical practitioners whose knowledge and practices were shaped much earlier 
than the newly emerged institution. This latter group were largely resistant to the 
growing interest in new medicine, especially during the first decade after the Dār al-
Funūn’s foundation.  

The unnamed manuscript mentioned above is one important piece of evidence 
that has remained of those early debates. Its author must have been among the 
common attendees of Polak’s lectures and also well informed of the new modernising 

 
5  I use the term traditionalist to refer to the physicians and medical practitioners whose 
knowledge and practices were mostly informed by the Islamic medical corpora. I avoid the 
term traditional as it brings to mind a more general concept. 

6 For a discussion on this antagonism see Ringer, Education and religion, 99. 

7  As Ebrahimnejad notes, all military physicians were mandated to attend these lectures. 
Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 105. 

8 See note 4 above.  
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developments in the country.9 The conflict that he elaborates in his writing points to 
an important discontinuity between the new medicine and the older medical tradition. 
This rift is not primarily concerned with what the inside of the body contains, but 
rather with how it is perceived. Post-mortem examination per se is not a point of 
contention between the two – to see the inside is not necessarily forbidden or 
disavowed – but what is debated is how the inside is to be perceived.10 To see the 
inside of the body, in and of itself, did not raise any issue, or at least did not result in 
any serious debate. Nor did any conflict arise as to what was being observed. The 
schism emerges not as a correlate of different anatomical objects but of incompatible 
anatomical and pathological knowledge. How did followers of the new anatomy 
approach the body and in what ways did they break away from the older proto-
anatomical models?  

In this chapter, I sketch out an overview of the field of anatomy as introduced 
and practiced after the Dār al-Funūn. The reason for choosing this theme for the first 
chapter of this dissertation is that the science of anatomy was the most fundamental 
sub-discipline at the polytechnic. As the brief snapshot given above illustrates, 
anatomy was a field where discourses and techniques were most intimately 
interlinked: not only did the new anatomy produce a new understanding of the body, 
but also, and culturally more influential, it trained the students to sense the body and 
its internal working differently. With the human body as the main object of study, 
anatomy also created a subject for that study. The body-as-subject, had to discipline, 
modulate and calibrate its senses in order to understand the body-as-object.  

In view of this interrelatedness, in my approach to the historical study of 
anatomy at the Dār al-Funūn, I look at the theories of the senses in the anatomical 
writings that surfaced during the second half of the century and compare them with 
the proto-anatomical texts of the previous centuries, which appeared in lithographs 
next to and often concurrent with the clinical works.11 The senses serve as the loci 
where the discursive transformation of the body can be traced most discernibly. In 

 
9 See Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 105. 

10  For studies on the legal and cultural status of dissection in Islam see Savage-Smith, 
‘Attitudes toward dissection in medieval Islam’; Fahmy, In quest of justice. 

11  I use the term proto-anatomy to specifically refer to those pre-modern writings that, 
although they shared the same subject-matter with modern anatomy, that is, the study of 
human body parts, were not strictly speaking clinical in method. 
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this way, theories of vision, hearing, taste, smell, and touch, as propounded in the 
anatomical texts, provide the main entry points to a cultural history of the body in 
nineteenth-century Iran.  

In the following, I first provide a general history of anatomical knowledge in 
Iran. I look into selected works from as early as the fourteenth century and no later 
than the late nineteenth century. I trace a key conceptual shift from the older proto-
anatomical theories to the clinical ones. This shift belongs to and represents a 
discursive transformation in the Iranian medico-intellectual history, and further 
pivots on the concept of bodily organ. I argue that from the traditionalist model to the 
clinical, the (sensory) organ acquires a new epistemic status. As its understanding 
shifts from being considered a part or member (ʿuḍw) of the body to an instrument 
(āla) in the body, the concept of organ becomes a key signifier in theorising the human 
senses. With the foregrounding of organs, the senses are no longer the “faculties of the 
soul”, which according to the traditionalist view were inseparable from its 
encompassing macrocosm, but individualised “instruments of the body” with 
specialised functions. In this intellectual transformation, the senses lose their spiritual 
efficacy and become instead specialised instruments. At the end, taking vision as a 
case study, I trace the implication of this conceptual shift in the transformation of the 
scientific discourse on image.  

 
Anatomy in Iran: From the premodern to the clinical period 
Medical professionals such as Polak and Schlimmer started their teaching practices 
from scratch: writing course books suitable for the young and differently educated 
students and shaping the medical curriculum. These staff received their education in 
a cultural milieu that was itself undergoing rapid changes. Medicine, as practiced and 
taught in the Western hemisphere, was by and large the product of a varied range of 
experimentations that began in the eighteenth century. These experimentations, as 
Foucault observes, were part of a complex discursive transformation. Accordingly, the 
senses became subject to an analytic mode of observation in order for them to be 
legitimately used as instruments for producing knowledge about the body and 
diseases.12 Such an analytic mindset was of a different mode in Iran when the fist 
clinical physicians began their work at the Dār al-Funūn. When these first physicians 
were assigned the role of teaching medicine in Iran, they were immediately 

 
12 Foucault, The birth of the clinic, 132. 
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confronted with an unfamiliar proto-anatomical knowledge that was much less 
dependent on direct observation of the body and its analysis. For their Iranian 
counterparts, anatomy was of a different order in medicine and, although 
indispensable for physicians’ practice, hinged on different methodologies.  

In both pre-modern and modern Islamic cultures, the word tashrīḥ is used in both 
for the study and knowledge of the human body. While in the modern sense it came 
to be used as a translation for clinical anatomy, in pre-modern times it was used more 
broadly with respect to knowledge about the human body. Emilie Savage-Smith 
points to the ambiguity of the term tashrīḥ, which might signify anatomy as “a general 
knowledge of the structure of the human body”, or the tradition of anatomy as “the 
technical anatomical literature beginning with the Galenic treatises, available through 
Arabic translations, and extending through the fourteenth-century commentaries on 
the Canon of Ibn Sīnā”.13 It could also refer to the practice of dissection, that is, the 
direct opening of the body. Tashrīḥ was therefore a broad term encompassing both the 
general knowledge and tradition of anatomy as well as the very practice of dissection. 
In what follows, I seek to retain this ambiguity by treating the concept of anatomy as 
both an epistemic and a technical domain.  

As an epistemic model, tashrīḥ was received in Iran through traditional sources 
of the medieval Islamic period, rather than by freshly conducted observation and 
dissections. This received knowledge was based on a limited series of anatomical 
drawings and textual resources that circulated among physicians and laymen from 
the eleventh century onwards. These materials were evidently the remnants of the 
Islamic middle periods, in which leading polymaths of the time such as Muḥammad 
Ibn-i Zakariyā al-Rāzī (d. 925), Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037), Ibn al-Rushd (d. 1198) and Imām 
Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1210) pushed the frontiers of medicine through 
experimentation with anatomical knowledge and even updating the received Galenic 
theories. 14  During this period, coinciding largely with the late ʿAbbāsid period 

 
13 Savage-Smith, ‘Attitudes toward dissection in medieval Islam’, 69. 

14 Numerous studies have dealt with the medical history in this period. Most scholars have 
used the term Graeco-Islamic medicine to refer to the medical practices and theories from the 
early nineth century to the mid-fourteenth century. See for example Perho, ‘Medical theory in 
the Prophet’s medicine’; Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine; Savage-Smith, 
Klein-Franke, and Zhu, ‘Ṭibb’; Lewicka, ‘Medicine for Muslims?’. For a comprehensive 
overview of how the Greek medical thought was brought into the Arabic world see Elgood, 
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ranging from around the mid-eleventh to the late twelfth century, the anatomical 
framework received from the Greek sources was reworked and to a limited extent 
modified.15  

As Shoja and Tubbs note in their review essay “The history of anatomy in 
Persia”, during this productive period, anatomy was not only experimentally 
practiced but also considered as the most important measure of a physician’s medical 
literacy. Many of the vanguards of knowledge in these times were reported to have 
carried out numerous sessions of dissection on both animal and human cadavers.16 
These experiments notwithstanding, the knowledge of anatomy in later periods 
mainly retained the theoretical content of those medieval polymaths and paid less 
attention to their experimental methodologies. For the physicians of the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries, anatomy was therefore already a received knowledge and 
medical writerly practices followed exegetic methods more rigorously than medical 
experimental ones. Scholars of medicine in this period could therefore be seen as 
theologians specialised in medicine.  

The writings of those who wished to anchor medicine in revealed knowledge 
came to be known as “Prophetic medicine” (Arab. ṭibb al-nabawī) or “Medicine of the 
Imams” (ṭibb al-aʾimma) and “Traditional Medicine” (ṭibb-i ravāʾī) in the Perso-Shiite 
context. Their religiously re-branded medicine became an alternative to the Greek 
model in these later periods. In their methods, scholars of this medical tradition laid 

 
A medical history of Persia, 184–209. For more details on the key figures in Greek-to-Arabic 
medical translation see Ibn-i Abi Usaybi’ah, Anecdotes and antidotes, 118–19. For a more 
focused account on the Persian physicians see Ibid., 150-167. 

15 Elgood gives an example of this reworking of Galenic anatomy in the person of Ibn-i abī 
Ṣādiq, one of Ibn Sīnā’s pupils. His commentary on Galen’s anatomy, known as Benefits of body 
parts (manāfiʿ al-aʿḍā) in Arabic, continued to be taught and used for decades in the period. 
See Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 214. 

16 Shoja and Tubbs, ‘The history of anatomy in Persia’, 371-374. The significance of first-hand 
observations in anatomical knowledge in the Islamic Middle Ages has been pointed to by 
many scholars. As an example, Musallam cites a passage from Ibn Sīnā in which the 
importance of dissection and experimentation is underscored. Musallam, ‘Avicenna x. 
medicine and biology’. For more discussions on this topic see Rosenthal, Science and medicine 
in Islam; Russell, ‘The anatomy of the eye in Alī Ibn al-ʿAbbās al-Maǧūsī’; Russell, ‘Greek 
medicine in Persia’. 
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emphasis on the Islamic sources, the Quran and the ḥadīth, for producing medical 
knowledge. As Savage-Smith et al. note in their entry on ṭibb in the Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, although as a genre, this kind of writing existed as early as the ninth century, it 
was only in the thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries that it became a widely 
accepted medical model among Muslims, so much so that its popularity continues to 
this day.17 Of particular importance is the way anatomical features are described in 
prophetic medicine. In an early example of this kind of writing, we read in Cyril 
Elgood’s commentary and translation of a treatise from the eleventh century that  

As for the saying of the Prophet “Verily, He created all mankind with three 
hundred and sixty articulations”, all these I will enumerate for you, if God 
will. Masters of anatomy state that there are eleven bones in the cranium, 
in the sockets of the eyes six, in the cheeks two, and in the nose four. 

And after naming the major bones in the body the author goes on to describe how 
they are encased by the skin:  

When the construction was completed, the Almighty covered the whole 
thing with skin. Some skin He made thin, like the skin of the face which has 
need of beauty and comeliness. Other skin He made thick, like the skin of 
the feet where there is need for walking or coming into contact with hard 
bodies.18  

This mode of anatomical description shifted the attention towards the Islamic sources 
and eventually undermined direct observation of the human body parts. In Perso-
Arabic thought, according to Shoja and Tubbs, it is with Manṣūr Ibn-i Ilyās (d. 1422) 
that prophetic medicine and Graeco-Islamic tradition are elided into a new medical 
regime of knowledge. Also known as Aḥmad Ibn-i Manṣūr Shīrāzī, this fourteenth-

 
17 See Savage-Smith, Klein-Franke, and Zhu, ‘Ṭibb’. For a detailed study of the differences 
between the Galenic medical lineage and prophetic medicine in medieval Islam see Perho, 
‘Medical theory in the Prophet’s medicine’. Implicit in Perho’s work is the diminishing 
importance of experimental anatomy in prophetic medicine. See for instance his chapter on 
‘Medical theories in prophetic medicine’. 

18 Elgood, ‘Medicine of the Prophet’, 174. The passage is taken from the treatise Medicine of 
the Prophet (ṭibb al-nabī) by Shams al-Dīn Dhahabī, who according to Savage-Smith was 
mistakenly identified as al-Suyūtī by Elgood. Savage-Smith, Klein-Franke, and Zhu, ‘Ṭibb’. 
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century scholar compiled a book of proto-anatomy which came to be known in the 
later periods as Ṭibb-i Manṣūrī and in the West as “Mansurial Anatomy”. This work 
stood at a turning point in the history of anatomy in Iran, not so much for its novelty 
but more so for its popularity. Andrew J. Newman notes in his examination of the 
work that although rooted in the medieval Islamic medicine, “Ibn-i Ilyās was clearly 
more aware of and interested in aspects of prophetic medicine than had been the 
earlier medical writers” such as al-Rāzī, Ibn Sīnā, and ʿAbdul Qāhir al-Jurjānī (d. 
1078). 19 

The prophetic aspect of Ibn-i Ilyās’ anatomy is a complex archive of Quranic 
verses and ḥadīth literatures mixed with the Galenic medicine of medieval Islam. As 
Newman implies, the infusion of prophetic medicine indirectly affects the entire text, 
in that a slightly different conception of bodily organs supports the anatomical 

descriptions of the sensory organs, especially of the skin which I will discuss later in 

this chapter.20  
In the seventeenth century, this trend culminated in Majlisī’s Oceans of lights, 

where Avicennean medicine mingles more than ever with narrative medicine (ṭibb-i 
ravāʾī). Majlisī pushes what the likes of al-Dhahābi and Ibn-i Ilyās started to its limit. 
If for Ibn-i Ilyās, for instance, the prophetic aspects appear selectively and are often 
briefly interspersed in between otherwise purely medical theories, for Majlisī, much 
more comprehensive ḥadīth and scriptural exegeses accompany the medical 
explanations. I will turn to this important work later in this chapter.21 Suffice it to say 
at this stage that the nineteenth-century medical knowledge that came to confront and 
negotiate with the modern clinical one owed much of its existence to Majlisī’s 
encyclopaedic work. This work retained and reproduced the medicine of Ibn Sīnā, 
augmented by a vast archive of scriptural and ḥadīth literature.  

It was in such an intellectual atmosphere that the medical staff at the Dār al-
Funūn complained on many occasions of the inadequacy and inefficiency of 
traditional anatomical knowledge.22 Polak, for example, writes in his travelogue that 

 
19 Newman, ‘Tashrih-e Mansuri’, 262. 

20 Ibid., 266. 

21 To my knowledge, a close study of the medical culture in Majlisī’s encyclopaedic work has 
not yet been produced. 

22 Ebrahimnejad mentions a few occasions in this regard. Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 
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“because of the ban on dissection in the Quran and the religious belief that upon 
touching a cadaver one would become unclean, the teaching of anatomy (tashrīḥ) has 
become impossible. But as evidenced in medical Arabic works,” Polak reflects 
critically, “they knew in the early centuries how to move around this ban”.23 Without 
giving any detail on his references, Polak continues to describe the situation in his era:  

From time to time, a physician who knows some Arabic gathers a few students 
and in an informal private manner explains a few chapters from Ibn Sīnā’s and 
al-Rāzī’s works, along with a few commentaries on them. They do this without 
getting paid and deal mostly with the language rather than the medical topics. 
Almost always, whoever wishes to become a physician begins working with 
such a physician without ever knowing any fundamental theories and 
eventually ends up transcribing his mentor’s prescriptions.24 

Given the lack of proper anatomical knowledge, the European staff considered it 
necessary to introduce the new clinical anatomy to their students. Their work 
introduced a new understanding of anatomy to the Iranian students, one that 
foregrounded analytic thinking. In Polak’s Book of anatomy, as the leading example in 
this regard, the science of anatomy is defined as the one “by means of which the 
truth/essence of all bodily organs are known” and the literal meaning of the term 
tashrīḥ is moreover mentioned as “dissecting (qaṭʿ kardan)”.25 Schlimmer’s Secret of the 
knowledge of anatomy (Sirr al-ḥikma dar tashrīḥ) further supports this new definition. 
According to Schlimmer, anatomy is the “science of composition and decomposition 
of bodily organs (aʿḍā) and that which belongs to them”.26 For him, this science is one 
of the four subcategories of chemistry, namely, chimie animale. This animal chemistry 
aims at understanding the “genus (jins)” and “relation (nisbat)” between different 
organs in the body, which have to be known “one by one (fardan fardan)”.27  

Polak’s and Schlimmer’s works served as the main texts for the students for more 

 
7, 40. 

23 Polak, Polak’s travelogue (Safarnāma-yi Polāk), 397. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Polak, The book of anatomy (Kitāb-i tashrīḥ), 12.  

26 Schlimmer, The secret of the knowledge of anatomy (Sirr al-ḥikma dar tashrīḥ), 3. 

27 Ibid., 4–5. 
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than four decades. They presented, for the first time, images and diagrams of the body, 
which were markedly different from standard Galenic ones (Figure 2, right). Parallel 
to these textual instances, interests in anatomy can also be traced in many non-textual 
instances. As an example, Polak and Schlimmer both practiced dissection for their 
students, which was reportedly a spectacular scene. Polak, for instance, carried out 
the first autopsy before his students, performed on the body of one of the teachers at 
the institute who had been killed under suspicious circumstances.28 He also performed 
the first open surgery “out in the open air”.29 As another example, Schlimmer was 
accounted for having performed dissection on a baby cow born with two heads.30 
These spectacles, accompanying the theoretical development in the field, were only a 
few instances of a much more widespread cultural interest in dissection and anatomy.  

Title Author 
Date of 
lithography/ 
transcription 

Date of 
composition 

Gist of wisdom 
(Khulāṣat al-ḥikma) 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ibn-i 
Muḥammad Ḥadī ʿAqīlī 
Shīrāzī 

1845 1781 

The book of heavens and 
cosmos (Kitāb al-samāʾ 
wa al-ʿālam) 

Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī  1852 1616 – 1698 

The book of anatomy 
(Kitāb-i tashrīḥ) Edward Jacob Polak  1853 1853 

Lights of Nazareth 
(Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya) 

Muḥammad Ibn-i ʿAbd 
al-Ṣabūr Qablī Khūʾī  1854 1854 

Secret of the knowledge 
of anatomy (Sirr al-
ḥikma dar tashrīḥ)  

Johann-Louis Schlimmer 1862 1862 

Natural sciences: The 
book of healing (Ṭabīʿīāt: 
al-Shifāʾ) 

Ibn Sīnā 1885 eleventh 
century 

Anatomy of the bodies 
(Tashrīḥ al-abdān) 

Manṣūr Ibn-i Aḥmad Ibn-i 
Ilyās 1859 fourteenth 

century 

Gist of anatomy (Jawāhir 
al-tashrīḥ) 

ʿAlī Ibn-i Zayn al-ʿAbidīn 
Hamidānī 1888 1888 

Table 2. The lithographed books examined in chapter one. 

 
28 See Vaqāyiʿ, no. 99. 

29 Ibid. The surgery took place before the general public under a tree. It is not clear where 
exactly it was performed. The news article brings to the fore the fact that it was done in public. 

30 Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions, 1:277. 
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Figure 2. Left: the anatomy of the human skeleton in the Manṣūrian anatomy, taken from 
Ibn-i Ilyās’ manuscript Tashrīḥ al-abdān, compiled originally in the fourteenth century, re-
transcribed in 1859 by a Muḥammad Taqī Kāshānī, and currently held at the Library of 
Majlis.31 Right: The anatomy of the viscera in Schlimmer’s lithographed book of anatomy, 
currently held at the Library of Majlis.32 

 
The fundamental shifts in the understanding of anatomy, together with the new visual 
transformation born of the advent of this clinical anatomy, gave way to the rise of a 
new sensorial culture, in which the sensorium is organised into functionally 
determinate units. Reading these texts closely can further unravel how this new 
anatomy changed the conception of the body and senses in the second half of the 
century.  
 
 

 
31 Ibn-i Ilyās, Anatomy of the bodies (Tashrīḥ al-abdān), fol. 32. 

32 Schlimmer, Secret of the knowledge of anatomy (Sirr al-ḥikma dar tashrīḥ), 82. 
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Theories of the five senses 
The five human senses have been among the most recurrent themes in medical 
treatises in both pre-modern and modern eras. Descriptions of the five senses and 
their mechanisms appeared in diverse sources, ranging from the medical and kalām 
texts of early and medieval Islam, encyclopaedic treatises and theosophic knowledge 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to the scientific texts of the post-Dār al-
Funūn period. Thanks to the proliferation and development of printing technologies 
through the Dār al-Funūn, theses diverse anatomies of the senses appeared within 
approximately the same time period. As a result, a variety of texts resurfaced in the 
nineteenth century that had previously been either part of the older tradition of 
manuscript culture or the oral tradition of education.33  In the wake of their mass 
reproduction, medical texts from older centuries began to enter into new relations to 
one another as well as to the modern texts.  

The works that are examined here range from as early as the fourteenth century 
to as late as the 1890s. Some are strictly medical, some philosophical, and others 
encyclopaedic. Still others are instructional, meant to be used in classrooms. Below is 
a list of all the works that I examine (Table 1). They are listed chronologically but care 
should be taken not to consider the temporal order as anything more than publication 
dates. As I will show, the contents of these works follow a logic that often undermines 
the neat chronologies of their publishing as well as their original dates of compilation 
or composition. I therefore opt for a non-chronological examination of these sources, 
clustering them based on the conceptual affinity between them. Together, the series 
of these works give us a picture of (proto-)anatomy, and its transformation, in the Iran 
of the nineteenth century. 

 
The status of vision in Islamic thought 
In Islamic traditions, the sense of sight was considered the most sublime sense in the 
human perceptive faculty. The eleventh-century Andalusian polymath and 

 
33 For a discussion on how manuscript culture in the Middle East developed in premodern 
times see Gruber, ‘Between logos (kalima) and light (nūr)’; Grüber and Colby, The Prophet’s 
ascension. For a discussion on how manuscript culture in the Middle East developed in 
premodern times see for example, Witkam, The human element between text and reader; ‘The 
oriental manuscripts in the Juynboll family library in Leiden’; Déroche, ‘Written 
transmission’; ‘Inks and page setting in early Qurʾānic manuscripts’. 



 61 

theologian, Ibn-i Ḥazm (d. 1064), regarded vision as the most privileged and supreme 
among the human senses.34 In his understanding, “the eye is the true outrider and 
faithful guide of the soul; it is the soul’s well-polished mirror, by means of which it 
comprehends all truths, attains all qualities, and understands all sensible 
phenomena”35. For the twelfth-century Andalusian Ibn-i Bājja (d. 1138), just like Ibn-i 
Ḥazm, sight is, in Vilchez’s rewording “a necessary prelude to all knowledge”.36 For 
Ibn Sīnā, the discernment between visual qualities was considered one level of 
abstraction higher than that of tactile qualities.37 For Ibn-i Rushd, sight “exists on a 
higher level than that of a mere necessity”,38 meaning the necessity for survival that 
characterises the three basic senses of touch, smell, and taste.39 This view became even 
more pronounced in Ibn al-Ḥaytham (d. 1040), who revolutionised theories of vision 
in Islamic sciences and later influenced European Renaissance ideas. His magnum 
opus The book of optics elevated sight above all the other senses and considered it 
fundamental in the working of cognitive abstractions such as syllogism.40 Even for al-
Ghazālī (d. 1111), whose thoughts revolved around revivifying the notion of taste (as 
a metaphor for intuitive, inspired knowledge), and was much more inclined towards 
the spiritual dimension of a perceptual experience, “the most conspicuous loveliness 
is that perceptible to the eye”.41 Thinkers of later periods, as well, regarded sight as the 
most noble and the loftiest of the senses. As the most notable example, the prominent 
theosophic thinker of the Isfahan school in the sixteenth century, Ṣadr al-Dīn 
Muḥammad Shīrāzī better known as Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1640), deemed sight as a divine 

 
34 Puerta-Vilchez, Aesthetics in Arabic thought, 491. 

35 Quoted in Ibid., 492. 

36 Ibid., 627. 

37 See Jar and Fakhūri, History of philosophy in the Islamic world (Tārīkh-i falsafa dar jahān-i Islām), 
480. 

38 Puerta-Vilchez, Aesthetics in Arabic thought, 664. 

39 Ibid., 665. 

40 Ibid., 707. According to Ibn al-Ḥaytham, in its most abstract form syllogism was a visual 
process that took place in the brain. 

41 Quoted in Ibid., 744. 
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sense, with which God Himself perceives the world.42 Given its cultural status, it is not 
surprising that theories of vision appeared in most of the leading thinkers in Islamic 
traditions. Below, I give a broad view of these theories insofar as they appeared on the 
lithographic scene of the nineteenth century in Iran. I trace these theories under two 
broad categories, namely traditionalist and clinical.  

 
Traditionalist theories of vision: From Ibn Sīnā to Majlisī  
Generally speaking, the theories of vision in pre-modern times can be said to fall into 
two broad groups: intromission and extramission theories. According to the first, 
vision occurs when light rays fall into the eyes from the outside. The second, in 
contrast, reverses that direction and maintains that vision works as the eye throws 
certain rays onto the external world. I unpack these two understandings below.  

I start with Ibn Sīnā’s The book of healing (al-Shifāʾ), focusing on the section where 
he elaborates different theories of vision. Ibn Sīnā bases his discussion on vision on 
his theory of the soul, which figures earlier in the book. Accordingly, when Ibn Sīnā 
writes about the soul (nafs), he has in mind three levels of the soul namely the 
vegetative, the animal, and the human, all of which are found in humans representing 
different hierarchical levels of the soul.43 Relevant for the scope of my examination is 
the faculties that come under the second category. Here, the animal soul is first 
divided into the perceptive (mudrika) and motoric (muḥarrika) faculties. The former is 
further divided into the external and the internal senses. And it is under the external 
senses that we get the theory of the five senses, among which vision received the most 

 
42 There are counterpoints to this conceived hierarchy. Not all thinkers and theologians of the 
Islamic milieus regarded sight and hearing as higher than the others. For some, especially 
Ishrāqiyūn, all the senses were equally (dis)valued. For example, Mullā ʿAbdallāh Zunūzī (d. 
1841), the most prominent faqīh of the late eighteenth century and close to the Ishrāqī school, 
considered several levels of kashf experience (revelation), the most mundane and least valued 
one being the sensory kashf, without any hierarchy of the senses. Zunūzī, Unwavering lights 
(Anwār-i jaliyya), 117–21. 

43 See my discussion of sources in the Introduction. For a thorough description of Ibn Sīnā’s 
hierarchy of the soul see Najātī, Sense perception in Ibn Sīnā (al-Idrāk al-ḥissī ʿinda Ibn Sīnā); Jar 
and Fakhūri, History of philosophy in the Islamic world (Tārīkh-i falsafa dar jahān-i Islām), 481. 
Vegetative life has only the first level, while the animal has both the first and the second. This 
is rooted in Ibn Sīnā’s reading of Aristotle. But my aim is not to unpack that historical past, 
but rather, retrace the future of the text as it reappeared in the nineteenth century. 
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elaborate attention.44  
In his work, Ibn Sīnā deals with several debates about the various problems of 

his time, different theories of vision – as in whether light is of a different nature to 
colour, if it is material or is a quality, or whether form inheres outside or inside of the 
body.45 As David C. Lindberg observes, Ibn Sīnā’s theory of sight (external vision) is 
almost identical with Aristotle.46 For Ibn Sīnā and Aristotle, the first sensible quality 
for sight is colour, which appears through, and is transported by, light. Light, as Ibn 
Sīnā further posits, is not material, or in other words, is not a body (jism), but rather a 
quality (kayfiyyat).47These conceptual premises, thereafter, feed into his intromissionist 
theory of vision proper, in which he postulates that seeing takes place in a “cumulative 
process” with multiple stages.48  

First, to give an overview of his theory, light is transposed from the visible object 
through the air, or some other transparent medium, and is impressed in the crystalline 
humour in the eye (ruṭūbāt-i jalīdiyya) in the form of an image (taṣwīr).49  The two 
formed images are then “picked up” by what Ibn Sīnā calls “the vaporous spirit” (rūḥ-
i bukhārī), which runs through all the nerves in the body, to the connection of the two 
optic nerves at the anterior surface of the front lobe.50 There, the two images are united 

 
44 Nāʾījī, The soul (al-Nafs), 280–310. 

45 Nāʾījī, 280–93. 

46 Lindberg, Theories of vision from al-Kindi to Kepler, 49. However, Lindberg misses certain 
minor points in Ibn Sīnā’s theories that differ from Aristotle. For instance, he misses the 
importance of Galen in his theories and the fact that Ibn Sīnā talks about inner vision as well.  

47 Nāʾījī, The soul (al-Nafs), 290. This was particularly at odds with the atomists’ theories who 
believed that light was a material phenomenon. See Lindberg’s chapter on atomists’ views on 
vision. 

48  I borrow the term “cumulative” from Gülru Necipoglu in her examination of Ibn-i 
Haytham’s optics. Necipoğlu, ‘The scrutinizing gaze in the aesthetics of Islamic visual 
cultures’, 34. 

49 For more detail on Ibn Sīnā’s ideas on the significance of the medium in the working of sense 
perception see Najātī, Sense perception in Ibn Sīnā (al-Idrāk al-ḥissī ʿinda Ibn Sīnā); Lindberg, 
Theories of vision from al-Kindi to Kepler; Jar and Fakhūri, History of philosophy in the Islamic world 
(Tārīkh-i falsafa dar jahān-i Islām).  

50 I should also mention that this rūḥ-i bukhārī is a reworking of Galen’s animal spirit. However, 
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and form one image, which is then visually perceived (ibṣār) by the faculty of vision. 
However, at this stage, the perception of the image is still partial and is only made 
complete when the vaporous spirit in the optic nerves, carrying the single image 
formed at the crossover, joins the vaporous spirit that runs in the brain. This happens 
particularly at the posterior side of the front lobe, where what Ibn Sīnā calls the 
common sense (al-ḥiss al-mushtarak) is situated. It is here that the complete perception 
of the visible object takes place (al-ibṣār al-kāmil).  

Ibn Sīnā’s theory of vision is emphatically a brand of intromission theory, that 
is, the theory of vision which takes as its axiom the fact that light reaches the eye from 
the outside.51 Extramission theories, in contrast, held that it was the eye that emits light 
to the external world. Ibn Sīnā rejects extramission theories and invests three chapters 
ina thorough explanation of its falsity.52 The exact ways in which he refutes various 
aspects of extramission theories is quite complicated but it is interesting to notice, as 
Lindberg points out, that Ibn Sīnā’s interpretation of certain theories he sought to 
refute was not entirely accurate.53 

Before getting into more detail about extramission theories and their differences 
with intromission theories, I move on to the other sources published lithographically 
in the period that coincided with intromission theory. The aim is to form a cluster of 

 
as Lindberg touches on in passing, for Galen this was used in a way to support 
extramissionism and ultimately leads to a different conception of image than with Ibn Sīnā. 
This animal spirit ran through all the nerves, including the optic nerves, extended all the way 
to the anterior chamber of the eye and then formed a kind of medium with the air which could 
directly catch the visuality of a visible object. But for Ibn Sīnā, the notion of image is key. 

51  This might seem a gross simplification to scholars of antiquity. Lindberg convincingly 
shows that theories of vision in Greek, Latin, and later Arabic sources, were far too 
complicated to be reduced to the problem of the direction of light. However, when we get to 
the Middle Ages, especially in the Islamic milieu, the theories were often framed as 
intromissionist or extramissionist. In Ibn Sīnā’s and Majlisī’s terminology they have been 
dubbed as aṣḥāb-i inṭibāʿ and aṣḥāb-i shuʿāʿ. 

52 For other studies on the topic see Akdogan, ‘Avicenna and Albert’s refutation’. 

53 Lindberg claims that Ibn Sīnā’s theory of vision is identical with Aristotle, but he missed the 
difference in their view on the location of the common sense. With Aristotle, as he himself 
points out, common sense resided in the heart whereas with Ibn Sīnā, the location was behind 
the eye on the anterior chamber of the brain. 
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all the texts published in the second half of the century that based their anatomy of 
vision on intromission theory and ultimately marginalised extramissionists.  

Six centuries later, Ibn-Sīnā’s thoughts on vision are condensed in Majlisī’s The 
book of heavens. Majlisī’s theory of vision is almost identical with that of Ibn-i Ṣīnā, to 
which he adds his rejection of ishrāqī theories of vision. Similar to his predecessor’s 
approach, Majlisī begins with the explication of extramission and intromission 
theories. According to his account, for the intromissionists, an image, distinct from the 
object itself, is formed on the surface of the crystalline humour (ruṭūbat-i jalīdiyya), 
then carried by the vaporous spirit via the optic nerves to the common sense and 
finally to the brain where it is fully perceived – exactly as Ibn Sīnā claimed.  

With both Ibn Sīnā and Majlisī, transparent mediums such as the air and mirrors 
do not receive the image of the visible object, but only transmit them to the eye. Just 
as other sensibles [than colour and light] are not perceived because something extends 
from the senses to them and encounters them or is joined to them or sends a messenger 
to them, so vision does not occur because a ray issues forth in some way to encounter 
the visible object, but because the form of the thing seen comes to sight, transmitted 
by a transparent medium.54 

Lindberg focuses on the concept of medium in the above passage that he quotes 
from Ibn Sīnā’s al-Shifāʾ. For the scope of my analysis, however, I focus on the concept 
of form (ṣūrat), which can be construed as referring also to the concept of image 
(taṣwīr). For Ibn Sīnā, as well as all his intromissionist and extramissionst 
predecessors, an image of a seen object is always already formed. For Ibn Sīnā and 
later also with Majlisi, in particular, the image is transmitted through the air to the 
eye, on the surface of which it is impressed (inṭibāʿ). Another word used for describing 
the locality of the image on the eye is ḥulūl, which can be loosely translated as 
inherence. This inherence is moreover a physical one, that is an actual manifestation 
of the image on the surface of the eye.55  

 
54 Quoted in Lindberg, Theories of vision from al-Kindi to Kepler, 49. 

55 In my review of the classical works on theories of vision, I have deliberately overlooked 
some important names, such as the works of the Isfahānī school of philosophy Mullā Ṣadrā 
(d. 1640), and the twelfth-century philosopher Shahāb al-dīn Suhrivardī (d. 1191). This is 
because their thoughts on vision, and more generally on sense perception, did not receive 
much academic attention in the nineteenth century. Although some of their works were 
lithographed in Tehran, Mullā Ṣadrā’s al-Asfār is an example, their contents did not converse 
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Traditionalist theories of extramission 
The two most important texts that adhere to extramission theories appeared very early 
and very late in the active period of lithography. The first one was penned by one of 
the most prolific physicians of the eighteenth century Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ibn-i 
Muḥammad Ḥadī ʿAqīlī Shīrāzī (d. late eighteenth century) and was titled Khulāṣat 
al-ḥikmat (Table 1). The book was republished by the Institution of the history of 
Islamic medicine in 2006 in Iran, with the introduction and commentaries by Ismāʿīl 
Nāẓim. According to Nāẓim’s introduction, we know very little about the author, his 
birthplace and exact dates of birth and death.56 But it has been claimed that he must 
have spent most of his active years in India. As Ismāīl Nāẓim notes, most of the 
materials discussed in the book are from Ibn Sīnā onwards.57 However, it differs from 
Ibn Sīnā on certain fundamental levels. Nāẓim describes Aqīlī’s work as a type of 
encyclopaedia of medicine in its own time. I have not found a record of its use by the 
physicians of Dār al-Funūn who taught traditional medicine (ṭibb-i sunnatī), but given 
its recurrent publication and its seminal status among physicians, it must have been a 
theoretically influential work.58  

Similar to Ibn Sīnā, ʿAqīlī has a separate section on the faculties of the soul but 
presents a rather distorted categorisation of them. As we have seen, Ibn Sīnā 
considered three levels of the soul, namely, the vegetative, animal and human, noting 
that the senses fell under the second category, that is the animal soul. For ʿAqīlī, in 
contrast, the levels are named natural (ṭabīʿī), animal (ḥayavānī) and spiritual 

 
with the clinical theories at the Dār al-Funūn. They were either understood too simplistically 
or remained too esoteric to find resonances in the academic debates at the polytechnics. It was 
above all Ibn Sīnā’s work, either directly or through Majlisī’s work, that became widespread 
among physicians and thinkers, and hence a credible source with which to confront the 
clinicians. 

56 In the introduction to the edited version of the book, Nāẓim goes into a much too detailed 
description of ʿAqīlī’s family genealogy and points to his rather old familial ties with the 
medical culture of Safavid era. See ʿAqīlī Shīrāzī, Gist of wisdom (Khulāṣat al-ḥikma). 

57  Ibid., 2. Ebrahimnejad briefly mentions ʿAqīlī and his comments on the importance of 
hospitals. Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 119–20. 

58 Traditional physicians were reported to have taught the two books of The concise canon 
(Qānūncha) and Nafīsī’s commentary (Sharḥ-i Nafīsī), both were distinguishably Avicennian. 
Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 40.  
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(nafsānī).59 What comes across as a striking difference in regard to Ibn Sīnā’s theory 
was his inclusion of the senses in the third category, namely the level of the soul, or 
nafs. In addition to this change in perspective, ʿAqīlī sides with extramissionists and 
claims that extramission is the best possible explanation for the working of vision 
“because it is sometimes sensed (maḥsūs migardad) that something comes out of the 
eye and dims the light (khīragī); specifically when the humour is hot or during the 
daytime when the sun is shining brightly”.60 

The second work is Ibn-i Ilyās’ book of anatomy.61 Ilyās’ anatomy of the eye and 
of sight, begins with a terse exultation of the organ. “The eye”, the Mansurial Anatomy 
exclaims, “is one of the noble organs, and is of three [kinds of] moisture and seven 
layers. In it [each eye], nerves, arteries, veins and fibres (tār) are dispersed. Its relation 
[of each eye] to the body is [the same as] the relation between an army and its 
vanguard, and thus located high aloft in the body”.62 The text then immediately takes 
a firm theoretical position on vision. First it acknowledges that there are different 
opinions as to the ways of seeing. Some, as Ibn-i Ilyās reports without explicitly 
referencing the cited sources, maintain that seeing takes place as the result of the 
projection of a line (khaṭṭī) from the viewer to the viewed, that is, extramission theory. 
The other group, as the text puts in contradistinction, believes that the other way 
around is in fact the correct theory, that is, intromission. Ilyās’ position is abrupt and 
unwavering: the former is correct (aṣaḥḥ avval ast). 63  

 
Inside out: Changes in theories of vision after the establishment of the Dār al-Funūn 
The texts examined above were by some of the most well-known traditionalists who 
stood behind intromission and extramission theories. But it was only after the Dār al-
Funūn staff began to publish their course books and anatomical theories that a certain 
demand arose for the re-examination of those traditionalists. 

 
59 I kept the latter untranslated to point out its strange tautology . If translated, this third 

category of the soul would be rendered tautologically as “soul”. I have not found a similar 
hierarchisation in any of the prominent thinkers before him. 

60 ʿAqīlī Shīrāzī, Gist of wisdom (Khulāṣat al-ḥikma), 100. 

61 See the Introduction.  

62 Ibn-i Ilyās, Anatomy of the bodies (Tashrīḥ al-abdān), fol. 81. 

63 Ibid. 
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Among these works, Polak’s Book of anatomy theorises the act of seeing à la 
intromissionists as “the arrival of rays of light from a visible object to the eye”. By first 
going through the transparent membrane (qashāʾ-i shaffāf) of the eye, according to 
Polak, the rays “are deflected and then converge on a single point on the retina (ṭabaqa-
yi shabakiyya). On this position, the shape (of the object) is graphed as an inverted 
image (shikl-i ū ʿaks andākhta) and then goes to the brain for the sake of perception and 
discernment”.64 

Polak’s description, or perhaps his translator, falls short of the precision 
expected from a clinically minded physician. He does not clarify whether the ray itself 
reaches the brain, or the signal received by the two nerves at the back of the eyes. 
Moreover, he points to the uncertainty over the direction of the image. According to 
his account, some believed that the image was formed upside down all the way to the 
brain, and its actual perception in the right direction was the result of the habituation 
of the perceptual faculty. But on the other hand, as Polak contrasts, some thought that 
the image was reverted somewhere between the brain and the point of convergence 
of the rays, hence producing an upright image in the brain. Polak was not certain 
which account was the right one. In any case, his description acknowledges the 
formation of a reverse image. It is only its exact location and form that remain vague. 

A year after Polak’s book was published, Khūʾī’s Anwār-i nāsiriyya explains the 
working of sight as follows: 

Rays of light are lines extremely thin and spherical (kuravī) [sic] which emanate 
from every point of external sensibles (maḥsūsāt) … and pass through the 
transparent organ of the eye to [its] other side. During and after passing through 
the three moistures of māʾī, bulūrī, and zujājī, they are refracted in various ways. 
And after that they converge on the retina, which is in essence the instrument of 
vision and draws (rasm) the image of the viewed object. The drawn image (ṣūrat-
i marsūma) , by the intermediation of the optic nerves, reaches and is felt by the 
spirit (rūḥ). Thus, the sense of sight is produced … And it is evident that the eye 
is very similar to the drawing box (ṣanduqa-yi rasm) which is called the dark room 
(khāna-yi tārik) or the camera obscura (qāmara suqūrā).65  

 
64 Polak, The book of anatomy (Kitāb-i tashrīḥ), 275. 

65 Khūʾī, Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya), 256.  
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Although the theory is evidently in line with the general tenets of intromissionism, it 
does present interesting differences from the classics such as Ibn Sīnā. In the new 
anatomical theories, there is no mention of the exact internal process of visual 
perception, and no mention of the term ”common sense”. For the clinical minds of this 
period, perception simply takes place in the brain with no specified cerebral or 
spiritual function. The only reference to Ibn Sīnā’s paradigm is retained in Lights of 
Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya) in the use of the term the spirit (rūḥ), which is theorised 
as the faculty that carries the image and transports it to the brain. 

Moreover, these works' use of the words photo, darkroom, and camera obscura 
had been unheard of before the Dār al-Funūn. We saw that Polak already used the 
term ʿaks, though in the sense of inversion. Other books of anatomy written towards 
the end of the period followed suit.66 These were the first discursive instances in which 
the eye was analogically compared with optical devices.67 These books signalled a 
cultural transformation of the understanding of the body. The eye was becoming a 
new device. It was acquiring new dimensions, new functions, and new purposes. And 
what made this usage even more significant was the parallel development in the 
medium of photography within the same time period and the same cultural milieu. I 
focus more carefully on this co-development of photography and anatomy in the 
second chapter.  

 
Anatomies of the non-ocular senses 
With only a few exceptions, most of the sources in Table 1 include conjectures and 
ideas about the senses of hearing, taste, smell, and touch. It goes without saying that 
the anatomies of these senses consist of different body parts and sensory functions. 
However, the descriptions of these four senses taken together barely reaches that of 

 
66 Especially interesting is Gist of anatomy (Jawāhir al-tashrīḥ). As most of these clinical works 
are very similar to Polak’s, I have decided not to unpack them in as much detail as I have 
treated Polak’s book. I will examine this work more carefully in my discussion of the non-
ocular senses. 

67 Even in Majlisī, the only analogy between the eye and a material object comes in passing 
when he lays out a proto-anatomical description of the eye. He uses the word mirror (mirʾāt) 
as a metaphor for the eye. However, he immediately follows Ibn Sīnā’s footsteps in making a 
clear theoretical distinction between the eye and mirror. The two, according to both Ibn Sīnā 
and Majlisī are different in that one retains the image while in the other, there is no image. 
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sight in the (proto-)anatomies that appeared in the nineteenth century in Iran. These 
four were therefore similar in that they usually play second fiddle to the mainstream 
ocularcentric anatomies of the century. Unlike the discussions on vision, theories of 
the other senses involved much less debating. One cannot find as clear a distinction 
as the one between intromission and extramission in the discussions about vision.  

A quick look at the sources might even suggest that the anatomy of, say, hearing 
shows no major changes from Ibn Sīnā and Majlisī to Polak and Schlimmer. In Majlisī, 
for instance, hearing takes place via the vibration of the air, which propagates from 
the sound source to the ear.68 Similarly, Polak writes that “the act of hearing is the 
sensing of the movement of air … and once the air moves, it passes through the ear 
canal and reaches the eardrum by virtue of its vibration”.69 These similarities can be 
traced in the discussions on the other senses as well. For instance, Majlisī’s 
understanding of touch as the “faculty distributed all over the body whose function 
is the perception of warmth, coldness, dampness, dryness, and the likes” seems very 
close to Polak’s explanation of skin function as the sensor that registers tactile 
sensations such as pain and temperature.70  

As these anatomies seem in accordance with one another, at least insofar as their 
basic statements are concerned, one cannot map out the differences for each sense as 
clearly as in the case of sight. Due to the apparent agreement between the traditionalist 
and the clinical theories of the non-ocular senses, I do not examine them individually 
but approach them together. Doing so, I move beyond their similarities and bring to 
the fore a certain paradigmatic break that affects them. If in the case of sight, this break 
inhered in the very contents of the debates, with the non-ocular senses, the 
discontinuity can be tracked not in the descriptive contents themselves but on a meta-
level in the semiotics of those anatomical descriptions, that is to say, in the ways that 
the body and its functions are talked about meaningfully. 

Among the non-ocular anatomies, the description of touch reveals the most 
significant clue as to how the anatomical semiotics changed from the traditionalist to 
the clinical. According to Ibn-i Ilyās, skin (jild) is described as  

 
68 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 450.  

69 Polak, The book of anatomy (Kitāb-i tashrīḥ), 265. 

70 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 458; Polak, The book of anatomy (Kitāb-
i tashrīḥ), 254. Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 458; Polak, The book of 
anatomy (Kitāb-i tashrīḥ), 254. 
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an organ (ʿuḍw) composed of fibres (līfāt) and nerves, whose pores are filled with 
flesh. It is like a membrane that stretches in all directions on the entire body and 
it protects the body, conveys the sensations (ifāda-yi ḥiss) and perceives tactile 
stimuli (idrāk-i malmūsāt). God is aware of the truth of things, the origin from 
which they emanate and the telos in which they end up.71  

Similarly, Majlisī’s account of the sense of touch (al-lāmisa) defines it as the “faculty 
distributed all over the body whose function is the perception of warmth, coldness, 
dampness, dryness and the likes”. Further elaborating how this faculty works, Majlisī 
continues that “the touching organ (al-ʿuḍw al-lams) is affected by these sensations in 
the vicinity of the sensibles (malmūsāt) according to the physical phenomenon of 
induction (al-istiqrā)”.72  

Being made of nerves, flesh and fibres, the skin is barely differentiated from 
other bodily organs. For both Ibn-i Ilyās and Majlisī, from a semantic point of view, 
the skin was referred to as a body part (al-uḍw), a common term used to describe 
bodily organs, and often understood as a mixture of veins, arteries, nerves, and flesh. 
The use of this word in Majlisī’s text reveals an important aspect in its anatomical 
semiotics. Al-uḍw is used to refer to the skin, and not even in a single instance does 
any derivative of or synonym for the word skin (bashara, ʾ ihāb or jild) appear anywhere 
in the text. What is focused on instead is the faculty of touch, not the sensory organ 
per se, which is of no particular concern. In this sense, body parts are not considered 
in separation from one another, nor from the wider embedding universe.  

The same can be read in regard to the olfactory, gustatory, and even the auditory 
senses. For instance, Majlisī’s discussions on olfaction and gustation, in line with Ibn-
i Ilyās and Ibn Sīnā, do not pay too much attention to the nose and the tongue 
individually, but are more concerned with the manner in which smell (al-rāʾiḥa) 
reaches the pharynx (al-khayshūm) through the air, and how taste (ṭaʿm) affects the 
tongue by means of saliva.73 Likewise, the anatomy of hearing has much less to say 

 
71 Shīrāzī, Anatomy of the bodies (Tashrīḥ al-abdān), 32. 

72 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 458. Majlisī’s theory of touch is a 
condensed version of the much more detailed account by Ibn Sīnā as expounded in his The 
book of healing ( al-Shifāʾ). I have left Ibn Sīnā out of this section as his thoughts on the non-
ocular senses are already represented in Majlisī. 

73 Ibid., 457–58.  
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about the ear than about hearing. Thus, hearing  

occurs when compressed air [that is produced] between the beat and the beater 
or the knocker and the knocked – qualified by a sonority caused by the vibration 
of that air – reaches the ear. And by “reaching”, not the actual entering of that 
air into the ear is meant, but rather, that the air by virtue of its vibration [in the 
vicinity of the location where beating or knocking takes place], makes the 
adjacent air vibrate and affects it with sound, then makes the next particle 
vibrate, and so on until the still air within the ear cavity also vibrates. And it is 
said: The medium (mutawassiṭ) is not limited to air but can also be any fluid such 
as water.74 

In their conceptual frameworks, the body did not rely on organs per se but on faculties, 
whether of the body or of the soul. For them, what defined a body was not so much 
its organs, but its capacities, sensory, digestive, reproductive, and so on. That is why 
Majlisī’s anatomy is titled “on the faculties of the body and soul”. In this framework of 
knowledge, the anatomy of the body is not concerned with the body in the sense of 
separating its parts and examining them in isolation from one another, but with the 
forces that run through the body and with comprehending the capacities through 
which the body connects to this world and to the divine. Both Ibn-i Ilyās’ and Majlisī’s 
texts, rooted in the Avicennian tradition infused with prophetic medicine, conceived 
of the body as primarily a mixture of forces/faculties that can even be cosmological 
and traverse the boundaries of the human body. The body parts (al-aʿḍā or al-ajzā) only 
become meaningful after the knowledge about the sensory faculties is outlined.75  

 
74 Ibid., 450. 

75 The conception of uḍw as a mixture inseparable from the cosmos in Perso-Arab premodern 
medical thought could be viewed as a simplified version of microcosm-macrocosm analogy, 
a philosophical idea that has roots in Aristotelian and Platonic thought and later finds 
resonances in Islamic medieval thinkers and mystics. The idea can be found extensively in 
many Islamic sources such as Suhriavardī’s mystical thoughts and Ikhwān al-Ṣafa’s treatises, 
as well as in al-Ghazālī and al-Qazvīnī among many others. This topic is too complex to be 
unpacked here. But given the prevalence of this theme in the Shiite context, it should not be 
surprising to hear its resonances in Majlisī’s work. What is important to take into account is 
that vis-à-vis clinical thought, classical proto-anatomical knowledge did not appear as a 
coherent and systematic philosophy of microcosm versus macrocosm, but at best as a remote 
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In contradistinction, with the post-Dār al-Funūn anatomies, the individual 
sensory organs become much more pronounced. Reading through Polak’s anatomy 
and his contemporaries, one cannot miss the centrality of sensory organs in the 
discussions on the senses. Polak’s anatomy of touch, for instance, distinguishes 
between several skin layers, focuses on them microscopically, and draws attention to 
the fact that “nerve fibres are slightly protruding from” the skin surface and that 
several “papillae appear on the surface of the skin especially on the tip of the fingers 
and on the tongue”.76  

With the same attention to organic details, the anatomy of olfaction emphasises 
the nose and details its bone and nervous structures.77 And regarding gustation, Polak 
defines it as the perception of tastes, “of which the mouth and the organs therein such 
as the lips, the teeth, the tongue and the tonsils are instrumental”. 78  The tongue 
becomes the centre of attention:  

The tongue is a muscular organ situated at the base of the mouth. It has a base 
itself and a peak … On the surface of the tongue … there are a number of bumps, 
called in Arabic thuʾlūl al-lisān. These bumps, which are responsible for 
gustation, are divided into three types. [First,] the type that resides on the far 
back of the tongue and it is in the shape of triangles, ten or fourteen in number. 
The other type are the bumps with thin bases and wide fringes like mushrooms. 
And the final type are extremely small cone-shaped bumps which are spawned 
all over the tongue.79  

This trend reached its peak, and is perhaps best exemplified, in Gist of anatomy (Jawāriḥ 

 
impression of it. For a classical study of this philosophical theme see Conger, Theories of 
macrocosms and microcosms in the history of philosophy. For a historical review of how 
microcosm-macrocosm analogy developed from Greek antiquity to later Islamic periods, see 
Nokso-Koivisto and Svärd, ‘The microcosm-macrocosm analogy in Mesopotamian and 
mediaeval Islamic contexts’, 296–304. 

76 Polak, The book of anatomy (Kitāb-i tashrīḥ), 254. 

77 Ibid., 276. 

78 Ibid., 277. 

79 Ibid., 285. I have left Schlimmer’s anatomy out of this section as his work is very similar to 
Polak’s insofar as this attention to sensory organs is concerned. 
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al-tashrīḥ), published in 1888. As one of the most detailed books of anatomy at the 
time, Gist of anatomy was written by Mīrzāʿalī Hamidānī, also known as Chief doctor 
Mīrzā ʿAlī. As one of the graduates of Dār al-Funūn who had also studied abroad in 
France, he was one of the most prolific medical scholars of the nineteenth century. 
Alongside his book on anatomy, he had also translated other books of anatomy such 
as Polak’s anatomy and Les maladies nerveuses by a French physician and scientist.80 

The book was composed in three volumes and seven chapters, of which one 
chapter is entirely devoted to the anatomy of the sensory organs, beginning with the 
anatomy of the skin. The descriptions are much more detailed, and the drawings are 
much more realistic than those that were previously available. And more than any 
previous work, it contains detailed diagrams of the sensory organs (Figure 3). These 
images should be seen, not as addenda or complements to the texts, but as their 
extensions. They are in semiotic continuity with the texts and share the same 
discursive arrangement. The same force, the same semiotic compulsion, that runs 
through these images undergirds the textual descriptions. They both belong to the 
same order of meaning, the same order of signs: the compulsive making of close-ups. 
These close-ups – of the ear canal, the skin layers, the internal composition of the nose, 
and the microscopic details of the tongue surface – are articulated and expressed in 
both text and image. 
 
The shifting semiotics of the organ: From parts to instruments 
In the act of making anatomical close-ups a new conception of organs emerges. This 
new understanding is thus the product of a certain ”semiotic ideology” whereby signs 
are apprehended and framed as the focal points of a text-image representation. For 
Majlisī, the word organ (al-uḍw), as was explained in the previous section, appears in 
a rather perfunctory manner, used only to pass on, meaningful only in relation to other 
related organs, never by virtue of a delineated boundary or a determined geometry. 
In short, Majlisī’s organ (ʿuḍw) is a different conception than the clinical organ (āla). 
The former was part of and is only meaningful in relation to an assumed, larger-scale 
setup. This setup could be other parts of the body, such as nerves and flesh, or 
macrocosmically, other parts of the world, outside of the body, as in air, water or 

 
80 For a detailed biography of Hamidānī and his impact on modern medicine in Iran see 
Rousta’i, History of medicine in Iran (Tārikh-i ṭibb va ṭibābat dar Īrān), 2:274–75; Farkhondehzadeh 
and Golshani, ‘Mīrzā ʿAlī Hamidānī’. 
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celestial materials. The latter, in contrast, was understood as an instrument which was 
not primarily defined as part of a larger whole but as a largely self-contained unit.  

 
 

  

 

Figure 3. Anatomical drawings of the five sensory organs in Hamadānī’s lithographed 
book Gist of anatomy, currently held at the Library of Majlis.81 

 
81 Hamidānī, Gist of anatomy (Jawāhir al-tashrīḥ), 522, 692, 718, 749, 798. 
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It should be noted that the term āla was not alien to premodern Islamic thoughts. 
As one example among many, Ibn-i Rushed uses the word āla in his treatise on “The 
sense and the sensible” to refer to sensory organs. However, his usage of the terms 
does not give the impression of instrumentality. For him, āla was not so much a 
sensory instrument, but a spiritualising agent and a “translator of the form into 
something intellectual”.82 The use of the word āla can also be traced in the thirteenth-
century Persian polymath Khwaja Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 1274), not in the sense of 
sensory instrument but intended as the extension of the perceptive faculty (ālat-i 
idrāk).83 

The clinical theories of vision transform the eye from an uḍw to an āla. When 
Khūʾī’s explication of visual perception mentions the camera obscura, and when 
Polak’s use of optics informs his intromission theory of vision, the eye becomes an 
optical instrument. It is no longer a fleshy organ (uḍw) but an apparatus, a camera of 
sorts, that interacts with the world outside, yet remains distinct and distant from it.  

This conception of organ in the post-Dār al-Funūn anatomy was nowhere more 
clearly manifest than in Joseph Désiré Tholozan’s renowned treatise Novel sciences 
(Badāyiʿ al-ḥikmat-i Nāṣirī). The French physician, who succeeded Polak in 1860 and 
became the official personal physician of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, published this book a 
decade after Polak’s anatomy, sometime between 1868 and 1870.  

This treatise is markedly distinctive from its counterparts in its peculiar subject 
matter, namely, the techniques and theories of auscultation. Tholozan wrote this book 
as a practical course book for physicians to learn how to discern the various kinds of 
sound that can be heard from inside the body. The book is a great example of how a 
particular conception of hearing informs the various auscultation techniques. It is also 
a rare instance in which the entanglement of sight and hearing in the post-Dār al-
Funūn anatomical knowledge can be clearly seen. In his introductory remarks, 
Tholozan explains that his work is “an entirely new compilation”, which seeks to 
inform physicians of the various types of abdominal and thorax diseases on account 
of the type of sound heard from the different regions of the body.84 He underlies the 

 
82 I owe this reference to Rotraud Hansberger. See Hansberger, ‘Averroes and the “internal 
senses”’; ‘Representation of which reality?’.  

83  Ṭūsī, Nāṣirī ethics (Akhlāq-i Nāṣirī), 20. This point has been brought to my attention by 
Christian Lange. 

84 Tholozan, Novel sciences (Badāyiʿ al-ḥikmat-i Nāṣirī), 6. 
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importance of these techniques by observing that they expose certain information 
about a diseased body which would be otherwise left “unseen”.  

Verily, if the body was created in such a way that it did not veil what is behind it 
(mā varā), it would be certain that we could very well discern different diseases 
from one another. For example, if the beating (ḥarakāt) of the heart or the blood 
therein were to be seen, diagnosing its diseases would be easy for everyone.85  

Tholozan thus claims to have introduced, for the first time, new methods by means of 
which one could recognise different diseases of the thorax and the abdomen. In this 
view, auscultation becomes the method of discerning symptoms, classifying them, 
and linking them to certain diseases. In so doing, hearing is grafted upon sight; it is in 
fact an adjunct to sight, filling in for the latter’s lack of access to certain regions of the 
body. As an example, the text recommends that the physician puts his ear on the chest 
touching it directly (mulṣaq), so as to “closely” follow the sound within the body. In 
addition, the use of certain listening instruments is advised. The stethoscope is 
mentioned along with another type of instrument, unnamed, described as a piece of 
hollow wood not larger than the size of an adult’s foot. In all these auscultation 
methods, the ear is disciplined to listen up-close. It becomes a tool to create acoustic 
close-ups.86  

This is a very specific type of listening, one that derives from a model of vision. 
For example, some sounds are distinguished from one another according to the 
difference in the location of their occurrence. This is to say that by focusing the ear on 
a certain location of the body, the sound becomes audible, and differentiated from 
other similar ones. Thus perceived, such sonic forms are as much the product of the 
body as they are of the modes and methods of listening, a listening that itself depends 
on the anatomo-clinical knowledge of body. One needs to know where to put the ear 
or the tip of the stethoscope in order to perceive a particular form of sound.87 

 
85 Ibid., 7. 

86 In the Western context, Schmidt examines stethoscopic technics as a neglected aspect in the 
vision-centred panopticon model proposed by Foucault. He observes how this technical 
sphere was also adapted in the American context as a means with which to sense spirits. 
Schmidt, Hearing things, 117, 237–43. 

87 A very wide range of vocabulary is used by Tholozan to describe the various sounds. Given 
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Hearing, thus anatomised, is overshadowed by sight in the clinical style of 
medical writing. Hearing is theorised as an acoustic phenomenon approached from a 
predominantly visual standpoint. The visual form of close-up is the main constituent 
of this anatomical approach to hearing. The conception of hearing is therefore bound 
to that of sight. In this transformation, not only the ear itself, as the observing subject, 
becomes an individualised organ (āla), but also the observed objects, namely the 
visceral contents of the body, become individualised organs in close-up. The clinically 
trained ear perceives the inside of the body as a setup of organs. It is this very clinical 
view that informs Polak’s autopsical observation, with which I began this chapter. 
While the unnamed author of manuscript 506 perceives the interior of the opened-up 
corpses as streams of putrid fluids, Polak and Tholozan see diseased organs. This 
fundamental break between the two regimes can be traced in non-medical fields as 
well, a point I will illustrate in the coming chapters.  

To initiate thinking about how this medical discursive difference between the 
clinical and the traditionalist view found wider cultural resonances in non-medical 
terms, I take visual perception as a case study with which to conclude this chapter. My 
examination of medical theories so far has focused on the processes and mechanisms 
of sense perception. In what follows, I turn my attention to how these mechanisms 
changed the ways in which objects of perception were conceived. A case in point is 
the concept of image.  
 
Image as an optical construct 
Between intromission and extramission theories, it was not only the physics and 
mechanics of vision that was debated, namely the direction of light rays to and from 
the eye. More fundamental than this blatant contrast, the two theories were based on 
different conceptual paradigms.  

In Ibn-i Ilyās’ anatomy, for instance, no distinction was made between an object 
and its representation. The very term "representation", or "image", would be an 
anachronism in Ibn-i Ilyās' mindset.88 In this paradigm, seeing took place at the surface 

 
the limitations of the Persian language, or the knowledge of the translator, most of these 
words are transliterated from French. In other instances, the sounds are described by reference 
to the sound of a bird, or insects, or of musical instruments known to Iranian readers. 

88 This non-distinction can be traced to older traditions especially in the atomists’ theories of 
vision in Greek antiquity. As Lindberg observes, they had regarded an image to be a material 
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of the visible object, on which the emanating rays from the eyes would land. The 
image, if we were to allow this anachronism, was of the same kind as the object, only 
different from it in the degree of its material density, and certainly not a different kind 
of entity. This was how all the senses linked the objective to the subjective world: 
touching an object would not implicate its doubling, whether as a represented image, 
or simply a formal abstraction. Sight too was understood in the same way as touch, 
that is, coincident with the object, not ontologically detached from it.  

For other traditionalist extramissionists, however, the concept of image was not 
entirely alien. Seeing did include a form of object different in kind. For some, this 
detached entity was material while for others it remained an immaterial abstraction.89 
Furthermore, for extramissionists, certain stages of visual perception extended well 
into the body where an image would acquire an intellective quality and inhere within 
the soul.  

Extramission theories belonged to a framework in which the concepts of image 
and representation acquired a different ontology altogether. In this paradigm, the 
image was of a different kind than the object it represented. Yet opinions varied as to 
the location where they inhered and the ways in which they formed: image-formation. 
For Ibn Sīnā, and later Majlisī, images were already fully formed on the glacial 
humour. For the staff of Dār al-Funūn, too, images were real phenomena in the world, 
but they formed on the retina, and more importantly, they formed only after the rays 
had refracted through the lens. From one paradigm to the other, the image correlated 
with optical phenomena. 

It might be argued that this shift happened long before the nineteenth century 
with Ibn al-Ḥaytham’s The book of optics (Kitāb al-manāẓir) in the eleventh century.90 

 
effect of the seen object, literally peeling off the surface of the object and reaching the eye. 
With them, as well as almost all the theorists of vision before Ibn al-Ḥaytham, an image was 
technically speaking a form abstracted from the visible. While for atomists this abstraction 
retained the original matter from which it emanated, for others such as Ibn Sīnā, abstraction 
was the impression of the form on a medium, such as the air and consequently the eye. See 
Lindberg, Theories of vision from al-Kindi to Kepler, 33–59.  

89 See also the concept of eidolon/eidola in Belting, Florence and Baghdad, 108–10.  

90  See Sabra, The optics of Ibn al-Haytham: Books I-III on Direct vision, Belting, Florence and 
Baghdad. As Lindberg shows, Ibn-i Haytham’s intervention into the debates on theories of 

vision proposed a new theory of image-formation. In this theory, to put it simply, an image 

 



 80 

However, while this objection might hold true in the Sunni intellectual milieu, it was 
certainly not the case in the Shiite culture. Although the conception of the image as an 
optical product can be found in Ibn al-Ḥaytham, there is no evidence to show that 
such an understanding was received among the Shiite thinkers. My hypothesis is that 
it was only with the Western clinicians, who were themselves informed by their 
Renaissance forerunners, that Ibn al-Ḥaytham’s legacy found its way into the Iranian 
milieu.91  

In any case, from the clinical viewpoint, there was no soul involved in the process 
of seeing. The image was perceived in the same way an image would be seen in the 
camera obscura, or in the same way a photo would appear on the chemically sensitive 
medium of photography. It can be crudely surmised that the transition from 
traditionalist to clinical theories almost entirely cut off the rūḥ-component. The body 
lost its spiritual declension. For these clinical texts, the eye was analogically compared 
to an optical apparatus that made possible the formation of an external image, without 
the necessity of a soul/spirit perceiving it. No optical devices, no photosensitive 
chemical, and no screen needed a soul to ground an image in perception. Certainly, 
the act of seeing needed the optic nerves to transfer the signals to the brain so as to 
complete the process, but this was not a spirit-based phenomenon. The eye and the 
brain were part of the same apparatus, whereas for the theories rooted in Ibn Sīnā ’s 
intromission, the eye was already subjugated to the spirit. Polak and his counterparts 
never questioned the nature of the brain and never cared much for the “internal 

 
was formed as the result of the emission of individual rays from every point of the seen object 

to the glacial humour. It is precisely this theoretical novelty that put Ibn al-Ḥaytham on a 

different terrain to the other theorists of vision. His “punctiform analysis”, to use Lindberg’s 
term, was the first move to join the mathematical and geometrical rigour of extramissionists 

and the physiological realism of the intromissionists. What Ibn al-Ḥaytham’s punctiform 

analysis did was to deter the formation the image before the reaching of light rays to the eye. 
An image, therefore, was strictly speaking the result of an optic operation, that is to say, the 
refraction of light rays through a lens. It was no longer a ready-made ”form (ṣūrat)” that was 
simply impressed on the air and the eye. Lindberg, Theories of vision from al-Kindi to Kepler, 71–
80. 

91 Belting only studies Ibn al-Ḥaytham’s influence on European thoughts on vision and hence 
sheds no light on if, and how, the Shiite milieu was affected by his theories. See Belting, 
Florence and Baghdad.  
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senses”.  
As mentioned before, Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya) accommodates both 

versions of intromission theories, the traditional and the clinical. The analogy made 
between the camera obscura and the working of vision is part of its adherence to the 
European sources. However, keeping its ties with the classical medicine of Ibn Sīnā, 
the soul remains a significant factor in the theory of sight for Lights of Nazareth. In this 
discursive intertwinement, the brain is theorised as a volatile substance, an essence 
(ʿuṣāra), which translates images into objects of perception. As for the concept of 
image, the text comes closer to the clinical theories and positions the image on the 
retina, and not on the surface of the eye. In this subtle theoretical change, the eye 
acquires an optical dimensionality, which is instrumental in the process of image-
formation. For the traditionalists, on the other hand, the eye is a thick body filled up 
with moistures, nerves, and fibres that had no bearing on the optical working of 
vision. It remains optically flat. It is only in the control of the soul-bearing nerves that 
the image is taken from the lens and carried to the common sense to be perceived. But 
for the clinicians, the eye became an organ with an optical depth. If for Ibn Sīnā, and 
especially for Majlisī, the eye is a flat screen whose depth is filled with various 
mixtures of soil, water and air, for Polak and others, it becomes a three-dimensional 
“darkroom”. For this latter group, the eye becomes a chamber, à la camera obscura, 
wherein light refracts and projects an image on its rear surface. The eye attains an 
operational depth and becomes an optical machine. In this way, as the eye becomes an 
optical device, its correlate, the image, is conceived of as the product of an optical 
process. I will trace this conceptual shift in the notion of the image more concretely in 
the second chapter, where I show how this purely intellectual shift found resonances 
in the technical field of photographic practices.  

 
Concluding remarks 
By laying out a descriptive account of the anatomies of the five senses, my aim was to 
show the discursive shifts in the conception of the senses. I dealt with the sense of 
sight separately as it lent itself to more explicit conceptualisation and provided much 
larger and more complex materials. In any case, with regard to the anatomies of all the 
senses, I argued that the main conceptual thread had to do with the changes in the 
understanding of body organs. My argument is that this change was specific to the 
Iranian case. One might argue that such changes could also be traced in the European 
context. However, there are subtle differences between medical reforms in Europe and 
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Iran, though the two were closely associated in the nineteenth century. Foucault has 
most clearly mapped out how the concept of organ changed in Europe, which I will 
briefly mention further below.  

Insofar as the Iranian case is concerned, I outlined two principal discourses on 
the body, two distinct conceptual frameworks, two semiotic ideologies. In the first 
framework, rooted in Ibn Sīnā and Ibn-i Ilyās and more manifest in Majlisī, organs are 
not recognised as tools or in terms of what they do, at least not primarily, but in terms 
of a “mixture”. It can therefore be said that the anatomical knowledge that derives 
from this conception is not associated with tashrīḥ in the sense of dissection, but with 
tashrīḥ in the sense of description. It is a knowledge that primarily seeks to describe 
the quality and the humoral states of bodily organs: its specific mixture of the four 
basic cosmological elements and the four basic Galenic humours. Within such a 
descriptive framework, an organ is first and foremost recognised as a mixture of, for 
instance, water and soil, or as either hot or cold. What the organ does is not of primary 
interest – although detailed functional descriptions do appear in the text, but only of 
selected primary organs such the heart, respiratory, digestive and reproductive organs 
but not of the sensory organs or other more specified ones. In this semiotic ideology, 
skin is not an organ by virtue of its function, not an organ in the sense of an instrument 
(āla) which would be designed to fulfil a duty, but a part (juzʾ) in connection with other 
parts (ajzā).  

On the other hand, in the Dār al-Funūn-based framework, a different conception 
of the organ was implicated, one that became semantically closer to the modern 
English term organ. It is here that the term āla is much more frequently used to describe 
the various body parts. A body part thus becomes an organ proper, organ of touch, 
organ of taste, and so on. We can read this in its most explicit form in Lights of Nazareth 
(Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya), where the science of anatomy is defined as “a craft whereby the 
position and shapes of the organs (āla) and what belongs and relate to them, and their 
habits and services are determined”.92 According to this framework, skin becomes an 
object, an isolatable and functional instrument. And as such, it has to become more 
complex, comprised of several layers, no longer a vague mixture of a flesh-blood-
vessels-nerves continuum but a clearly delineated organ, having several layers, each 
fulfilling a specific function (Figure 3).  

In this regime, the human body was represented in terms of a geometrically 

 
92 Khūʾī, Lights of Nazareth (Anwār-i Nāṣiriyya), 6. 
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composed map that mediated the perception of the body. This map was lain over the 
body as it were. In regard to the European context, Foucault has unpacked this idea in 
his detailed examination of the Italian anatomist Giovanni Battista Morgagni (d. 1771) 
and the French pathologist Xavier Bichat (d. 1802). From the older Italian to the 
younger French clinician, according to Foucault, the conception of body organs 
transforms. Put crudely, while for the former, the body is imagined as a spacious 
”volume” of organs, for the latter it becomes a “surface”. As Foucault writes in his 
comparison, 

Bichat is strictly an analyst: the reduction of the organic volume to tissular space 
is probably, of all the applications of analysis, the nearest to the mathematical 
model yet devised. Bichat’s eye is a clinician’s eye, because he gives an absolute 
epistemological privilege to the surface gaze.93  

From the discussions I presented in this chapter it can be deduced that it was Bichat’s 
work that found its way into Iran, while his predecessors such as Morgagni remained 
unknown to the newly emerging Iranian clinical generation. I showed how this 
approach to knowing the body became more dominant through the works of clinicians 
at the Dār al-Funūn. Khūʾī’s Lights of Nazareth, which explicitly borrowed from Bichat, 
portended the rise of an ocularcentric approach to the body. Tholozan’s work on 
auscultation was another telling example that compellingly showcased the 
ascendency of vision in this new model. The ear was trained to listen to the internal 
sound of the body, locating and identifying the sounds according to a pre-given 
anatomical visual scheme. A sharp hissing sound heard through a stethoscope placed 
on the back ribs, for instance, would indicate the threat of a lung disease, only if the 
physician knew where to put his stethoscope, and knew what part of the lungs were 
involved in producing the sound.  

In reading these materials, it is important to keep in mind that whether the older 
texts of anatomy had it all wrong or made several mistakes due to their underlying 
limitations is not an issue here. From traditional to clinical anatomy, it is not only the 
precision of description and observation that changed, but an entire semiotic system. 
When Majlisī laid out his anatomy of the body and “its parts”, the question that we 
should ask is not whether he had it right or wrong. To be fair, he did make mistakes 
but he also made some clever observations, some in line with modern science, others 

 
93 Foucault, The birth of the clinic, 158.  
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absurd. What is at stake is not so much the truth values in their claims but the larger 
framework in which their claims made sense.  

Unlike Polak’s anatomy that was founded on a perceptional “truth”, for Majlisī, 
an anatomy of the body had no proclivity for truth. The truth was always already 
there, presumed real, unquestionably right and yet only partially exposed to humans 
and their senses. Majlisī’s anatomy is a text that makes connections, not only between 
the several regions in the body but between what lies within the body and all that lies 
outside of it, between the body and the cosmos in which it is embedded as a corporeal 
entity (mādda) and the embedding cosmos (ʿālam/jahān). 
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Chapter 2  
 
Evidential religion 
Entanglements between Islam and photography  
 
 
A little more than a decade after the inauguration of the polytechnic, a personal 
photographer almost always accompanied Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh on his travels. The first 
court photographer in his service was Āqā Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī (d. 1889), who was 
commissioned to teach the Shah how to photograph and accompany him on his 
journeys. He would take pictures of the landscapes along the way, of people and 
places as well as of his royal highness. In one of the domestic journeys that he and the 
Shah made to the northeast in 1867, Āqā Riḍā was commissioned to take the photo of 
the famous mullah and philosopher Hādī Sabzavārī (d. 1873).1 Mullā Hādī was the 
last ḥikmat specialist in Iran and the only one in the century whose commentaries on 
the seventeenth-century esoteric philosopher Mullā Ṣadrā kept the tradition of the 
Isfahan school alive.2 When Aqā Riḍā visited him at his lodge in Sabzavār, he was 

 
1  The son of Āqā Ismāʾīl Jādīd al-Islām, a Jewish convert to Islam, Āqā Riḍā learned 
photography at the Dār al-Funūn. His family was close to the royal Qajar family since the 
reign of FathʿAlī Shāh. His pictures are considered among the first professional photographs 
of his time. For more details on his life and work see Tahmasbpour, Of silver and light (Az nuqra 
va nūr), 23–43. 

2 Among others, Sajjad H. Rizvi has studied the influence of Sabzavārī in Islamic theosophical 
thought (ḥikmat-i mutaʿāliyya) in the Qajar era. He shows how through Sabzavārī’s work this 
late-Safavid tradition of thought was revived in the nineteenth century. See Rizvi, ‘Hikmat-i 
mutaʿāliyya in Qajar Iran’. For more classical studies of this influential figure see Nasr, 
‘Renaissance in Iran’; Izutsu, ‘The fundamental structure of Sabzavārī’s metaphysics’. 
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especially excited to present his photographic camera to the mullah and enjoyed 
seeing the old man’s amazement at this wondrous invention.3  

When he meets the philosopher, he first shows him the device and then explains 
to him that the camera can take the image of a person and reproduce it on paper. In 
response, Mullā Hādī refuses to believe that such a phenomenon could take place. 
Informed by and fully versed in classical Islamic thoughts about vision and visuality, 
he cannot accommodate the idea that an image subsists in the real world independent 
of its referent. Using the proper philosophical terminology, for Sabzavārī, the 
movement and transmission of an "accident" (ʿaraḍ) would be impossible without the 
direct presence of the substance (jawhar). He cannot imagine that an image could 
survive on its own, without the presence of the body of which it is an image. For him, 
an image is the necessary accident of a body, just like its shadow, and cannot be 
externally retained without the presence of that body.4 For the mullah, an image could 
only stand on its own if it was made in the likeness of its referent, as in the case of 
painting and sculpture.  

Dismissive of this philosophical objection, Āqā Riḍā sets up his device before 
Mullā Hādī and takes one of the most well-known photos of the philosopher (Figure 
4). He develops the photo the next day and presents it to him. Upon seeing the image, 
Mullā Hādī ponders for a moment. When he is finally convinced of what Aqā Riḍā 
had promised, he encourages the photographer to continue working with this device 
as it “surely helps the explanation of various theories of vision”.5  

 

 
3 Wonder, or ḥayrat, was a strong cultural theme in the century. It should be noted that most 
travelogues written in this period were predominantly about describing the wonders of the 
world outside of Iran. See Pūrgīv and ʿAbdullāhī, ‘A brief overview of Persian-language 
travelogues (Just va jū-yi jān va jahān: nigāhī bi safarnāmahā-yi Fārsī)’; Sohrabi, Taken for 
wonder. 

4 The story is reproduced in Tahmasbpour, Of silver and light (Az nuqra va nūr), 20–21. 

5 I could not find the exact conversation he had with the photographer. Tahmasbpour himself 
does not quote any part of that conversation but only uses paraphrases. Tahmasbpour, 20–21. 
That Mullā Hādī could not at first accept what photography could do was also predicated in 
how the very concept of image was understood before him in his Muslim predecessors. See 
Chapter one for discussions on how the concept of the image changes after the advent of 
photography.  
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Figure 4. Left: The photograph of Mullā Hādī Sabzavāri taken by Aqā Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī in 
1866, copy preserved at Gulistān palace archive with album no. 142. Right: a self-portrait of 
the photographer, copy preserved at Gulistān palace, archive no. unknown.6 

 
The story reflects the entanglement between religion, medium, and the body 
aphoristically. Its circulation at the time, irrespective of its accuracy and veracity, gave 
a pretext to the permissibility of photographic practices among the religious 
communities.7 At the same time, it highlighted how religious discourses on vision 
encountered photography. As Mullā Hādī portended in his final encouraging words, 
the medium became closely entangled with discussions on theories of vision, in that, 
the knowledge on vision and visibility that was deposited in centuries of religious 
scholarship in the Shiite milieu were seriously challenged by photography. 

The anecdote is about the seeing subject as much as it complicates the nature of 
the seen object. In one stroke of a brush, it attempts to reconcile science and religion – 

 
6 Tahmasbpour, 19.  

7 The anecdote about this encounter appeared in many sources. Among them, Muḥammad 
Ḥasan Khān Iʿtimād al-Saltana mentions part of the story in his Mirrors of countries. Iʿtimād 
al-Salṭana, Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān), 1539. 
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Mullā Sabzavārī represents religion in the narrative and approves of photography, 
which stands for science and scientific thinking in the person of Āqā Riḍā. The story 
demonstrates how an optical technique changes the manner in which the religious 
subject sees and understands seeing. This chapter takes this story as an inspiration to 
think more closely about the interrelatedness between Islamic discourses on sight and 
photography.  

In the first chapter, I have shown how the polytechnic radically broke away from 
the older proto-anatomical texts, by articulating the working of sight in terms 
borrowed from optics. With the clinicians, the eye is no longer a part (ʿuḍw) but an 
organ (āla) and correspondingly, the image is no longer an imaginal internal 
phenomenon which would only be completely formed in and by the soul, but the 
product of the optic operation in the eye formed externally on the retina. The eye 
becomes analogous to a lens-based apparatus. This analogy was furthermore made in 
photography manuals and physics course books, which were becoming increasingly 
popular among the literate Iranian society.8 One could occasionally find anatomical 
diagrams of the eye drawn next to the technical diagrams of optic apparatuses (Figure 
5). This interdisciplinary exchange reflected the increasing significance of optics in the 
period, particularly exemplified in photographic practices, and moreover, signalled a 
shift away from religious sources of knowledge.  

As clinical anatomies gained epistemic dominance towards the second half of 
the century, religious knowledge could not explain visual phenomena with as much 
conviction as before. As science was taking hold of the intellectual landscape in Iran, 
religious epistemologies became almost incapable of explaining physical phenomena. 
Thus, they had to adapt to the new scientific discourse and change. In light of this 
exigency to change, the question is how and to what effect nineteenth-century 
photographic techniques, materials, and logics transformed the (religious) views on 
visual perception?  

 
 
 

 
8  One interesting example can be read in The book of Aḥmad (Kitāb-i Aḥmad) by the late-
nineteenth-century reformist ʿAbd al-Raḥim Ṭalbuf (d. 1911). See Talibov, The book of Aḥmad 
(Kitāb-i Aḥmad), 105. See also my final chapter for a short excerpt from this book.  
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Figure 5. Diagrams of the eye next to diagrams of optical apparatuses, taken from a course 
book of physics by the Austrian teacher August Krziz, originally published in 1858 at the 
Dār al-Funūn.9  

 
In what follows, I look into the discourses on photography in nineteenth-century Iran. 
The goal is to examine and map out the ways in which photographic theories and 
practices changed the visual culture and the culture of vision in Iran. First, I give a 
brief history of the craft and its relation to Shiite theology. Close-reading The book of 
eschatological photography (kitāb-i ʿaksiyya-yi ḥashriyya), a theo-technical manual of 
photography written in 1889, I show how an exceptional entanglement between the 
technical and religious discourses anticipated a more widespread cultural shift in the 
attitudes towards seeing and visibility. I further elaborate this shift in conversation 
with art historians such as Sussan Babaie, Christiane Gruber and Gülru Necipoğlu. By 
tracing the transformation of the image from the pre- to post-photographic era in Iran, 
I argue that photography introduced an ocular model that conditioned people to see 

 
9 The book was lithographed in Tehran in 1858, six years after the establishment of the Dār al-
Funūn. The author was a military teacher of artilleries at the institute. It was first translated 
from French to Persian by one of the most active translators at the Dār al-Funūn, Mīrzā Zakī 
Māzandārānī. The edition I am using is a recent abridged edition by Hūshang Sharīfzāda, 
published in Iran in 2004. See Krziz, Austrian physics (Fīzīk-i namsāvī). 
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images as pieces of evidence. Mainly focusing on portraiture art in the period, I further 
argue that the change in visualising techniques from mimetic to optic corresponded 
with changes in viewing practices. From mimetic to optical visualisation, images 
became pieces of evidence, viewed as testimonies to actual events, people, and 
experiences. By contrast, mimetic images represented a reality that resided 
predominantly in the faculty of imagination. 

 
Photography in Iran: From science to religion 
At the time of its introduction to Iran, photography was still in its rudimentary stages 
in Europe. Both the lens technologies available to the first few practitioners and the 
chemical knowledge to develop photos were quite basic and often required 
considerable time-investment. Only five years after Louis Jacques Mandé Dageurre 
invented the daguerreotype, in 1837 in France, the device was brought to Iran by the 
order of Muhammad Shāh (r. 1834 – 1848) the monarch at the time. Contrary to the 
developments in Europe, experimentation with this new technology remained 
limited. It was not until courses of photography began to be taught at Dār al-Funūn 
that photography became institutionalized and came to replace the technologically 
and demographically limited daguerreotype. In short, from the time of the 
inauguration of Dār al-Funūn, it took a decade for practitioners to attain technical 
independence from both the court and European practitioners, and another decade 
for the urban public to get access to the technologies and make use of them.10  

This rather swift reception was a direct consequence of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s (r. 
1848 – 1896) Europhilic interests in photography. His first encounters with 
photographs and the lasting awe-striking impression they had on him took place 
shortly after his ascension to the throne. Upon seeing the photographs taken by 
European army officials and by some of the staff at the Dār al-Funūn, the young Shah 

 
10  Newhall, The history of photography, 17; Afshar, ‘Some remarks on the early history of 
photography’; Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography in Iran’, 7–8; Sheikh and Pérez González, 
‘Editorial’; Bonetti and Prandi, ‘Italian photographers in Iran’; Schwerda, ‘Iranian 
photography’, 82–85. It is interesting to note that later in the 1870s, when the first generation 
of chemistry students (who also had to pass courses on photography) graduated and gained 
enough knowledge and experience in the craft, the college opened up its photography courses 
to the public. See Schwerda, ‘Iranian photography’. See also Zoka, History of photography and 
vanguard photographers in Iran (Tārīkh-i ʿakkāsī va ʿakkāsān-i pīshgām dar Īrān). 
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became enthralled by this modern technology. 11  It was with his support that 
photography was included in Dār al-Funūn’s chemistry curriculum as early as 1861.12 

Although he must have experimented with the medium earlier, the photographs 
taken by him date from the 1860s onward. Mostly depicting himself and his wives, 
these pictures reflect the Shah’s passion for this modern media technology (Figure 6). 
Mentions of viewing or taking photographs, and at times purchasing instruments of 
photography, can also be found throughout Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s travelogues.13 In 1858, 
he orders that one of the halls in the Gulistān palace be turned into a photography 
studio, where he could personally take and develop photographs. In 1877, the minister 
of the press, Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān Muqaddam Marāqaʾī (d. 1895) reports on the 
Shah’s interest in photography in his book Mirʾāt al-buldān: 

Monsieur Rīshār Khān [Jules Richard] who is now teaching French and other 
subjects at the Dār al-Funūn developed photographs on the silver plate. In the 
beginning of the Shah’s reign, when the Dār al-Funūn was constructed, 
Monsieur Krziz experimented with photography on paper. Monsieur Fochetti, 
teacher of natural sciences, was the first who used collodion in the Tehran school 
[the Dār al-Funūn] … and as the attention of his majesty was drawn to the 
progress of this science (ʿilm), his divine excellence learned this science 
completely and moreover ordered that one court assistant be also fully trained 
in the craft (fann) so that while in travel or at home, he could take photos of 
acquaintances, strangers, buildings, and monuments so as to entertain his 
excellency.14  

The assistant who was chosen to learn photography was no other than Aqā Riḍā 
ʿAkkāsbāshī, who after completing his education abroad was appointed the court 
photographer (ʿakkāsbāshī-yi darbār) in 1863.  

 
11 According to Abbas Amanat, it was through the Frenchman Jules Richard that the young 
Shah encountered a photographic camera for the first time. Amanat, Pivot of the universe, 77. 

12 Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 235; Tahmasbpour, The king photographer (Shāh-i ʿakkās), 43.  

13 In his travelogue of his very first journey to Europe in 1873, for instance, he writes that he 
bought several pieces of photographical equipment in London. Qājār, First journey, 198. For a 
full collection of his photographs see Khosronejad, The royal lens. 

14 Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān), 1448. 
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Figure 6. Top: Photograph taken by the Shah in his harem in 1889, copy preserved at Gulistān 
palace with album no. 210.15 Bottom left: Photograph taken by the Shah of himself in 1866, 
copy preserved at Gulistān palace archive with album no. 133. Underneath, the text reads in 
his own handwriting “I have taken this photo of myself in the harem”.16 The remote wire 
shutter can be seen in his left hand. Bottom right: Photograph taken by the Shah in 1890 of 
two of his wives, copy preserved at Gulistān palace archive with album no. 210.17 

 

 
15 Reproduced in Tahmasbpour, Of silver and light (Az nuqra va nūr), 79. 

16 Reproduced, among others, in Pérez González, Local portraiture, 241. 

17 Reproduced in Stein, ‘Early photography in Iran’, 269. 
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By the end of the 1880s, several studios were set up by (ex-)courtly and independent 
photographers in large cities such as Tehran and Tabriz.18 Concurrently, numerous 
photographic manuals and instructional books were written, translated, and 
published.19 As photography gained popularity and more people learned to operate 
photographic cameras and develop photos, photographs of various sorts began to 
emerge and circulate in society. Portraits, images of buildings, monuments, and 
landscapes became familiar objects in the late nineteenth century.20 As photography's 
popularity increased, the medium transformed from a Western import to an ingrained 
part of Iran. 

 
Photography and religion: An untold history 
Several art historians have made compelling cases for the continuities between pre-
/non-photographic and photographic traditions in Iran. These cases have shown 
interesting technical, aesthetic, and thematic continuities between photography and 
older forms of visualisation such as late Safavid calligraphy, miniature painting, and 

 
18 Announcements regarding the opening of photographic studios appeared regularly in the 
state-sponsored newspapers. See for instance State newspaper (Rūznāma-yi dawlatī) 1868, p. 
1148. The aforementioned Iʿtimād al-Ṣaltana in a later work also observes the proliferating 
studio photography, together with the progress of other media such as telegraphy and 
telephony in Iran. Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Forty years of Iranian history in Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s era, 
Volume 1: al-Maʾāthir al-āthār (Chihil sāl tārīkh-i Īrān dar dawrān-i Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh), 130–31.  

19 A valuable edited collection of the most important among these manuals has been complied 
and published by Abbas Rahimi. See Rahimi, Teaching of photography (Āmūzish-i ʿakkāsī). 

20 See Stein, ‘Early photography in Iran’. Photography in nineteenth-century Iran has been 
extensively studied. For a study of its Western influences see Behdad, ‘The powerful art of 
Qajar photography’, 2001; Camera orientalis. For a study of its socio-political developments see 
Schwerda, ‘Iranian photography’; ‘How photography changed politics’. For perspectives on 
its relation to other visual arts see Ekhtiar, ‘From workshop and bazaar to academy’; Diba, 
‘Qajar photography’; Khosronejad, ‘The Qajar lens’; Khosronejad, The royal lens. For a review 
of its technical and technological developments see Afshar, ‘Some remarks on the early history 
of photography’; Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography in Iran’. For a history of nineteenth-century 
photographers who were active in Iran see Vuurman et al., Sevruguin and the Persian image; 
Behdad, Camera orientalis. 



 94 

portraiture painting, and early Qajar mural paintings and portraiture.21 Illustrating 
technical and aesthetic continuities, Carmen Pérez Gonzáles traces the “visual 
laterality” between photography, miniature painting, and writing in the Persian 
language.22 She also traces common body poses and spatial compositions between 
photography and miniature painting. 23  Others such as Diba and Behdad traced 
common ethnic-political themes between these diverse visual traditions.24 Diba, for 
example, observes how the same penchant for power was transposed from early Qajar 
mural paintings, with the prime example of Fatḥʿalī Shāh, to the late Qajar period’s 
photography, dominated by Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh. Further, Gonzáles and Najmabadi 
show how the gender hierarchy in painting continued in photography, in which case 
women always appeared anonymous and mainly as the object of men's fantasising 
gaze.25  

On the other hand, interesting points of dissonance and discontinuities between 
the photographic and non-photographic traditions have also been observed by these 
and other scholars. For example, Gonzales analyses how the use of chairs in 
photographic portraiture in nineteenth century Iran introduced new postures. 
Through detailed technical analysis of a large selection of photographs, she 
demonstrates how, due to the technical restrictions of the craft, linear perspective took 
over widely used non-perspectival techniques in miniature painting. 26  From a 
discursive point of view, to add yet another example, Behdad, in his oft-quoted essay 
" The powerful art of Qajar photography ", writes about a “self-orientalising” tendency 
that developed through photography, whereby photographers such as Nāṣir al-Dīn 
Shāh himself sought to reconstruct themselves as the “other” of Europe – a theme 

 
21 Some of the most formative ones for the disciplines are Diba, ‘Invested with life’; ‘Qajar 
photography’; Behdad, ‘The powerful art of Qajar photography’, 2001; Pérez González, Local 
portraiture. 

22 Pérez González, Local portraiture, 42–50. 

23 Ibid., 105–46. 

24 See Diba, ‘Invested with life’; Behdad, Camera orientalis. 

25 See Najmabadi, ‘Gendered transformations’. 

26 Pérez González, Local portraiture, 131–46. 
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entirely missing in the premodern tradition of painting.27 
Lacking in this scholarship is Islam itself. How was Islam entangled with Iranian 

photography? Whether understood in terms of scriptural or more philosophical 
beliefs or as rituals and either pious or non-conformist practices, histories of Qajar-era 
photography do not dwell on Islam. This lack of scholarly attention, however, is not 
surprising. In practice, the photographs taken in the early years of its introduction, 
from the 1840s to the 1870s, were by and large kept separate from religious discourses, 
institutions, objects, and the ʿulamāʾ. Subject matters such as the ones seen in Figure 6 
were the most popular among professional and amateur photographers. Such 
photographs were, moreover, collected in personal collections or exchanged among a 
few who shared unique memories with the photograph’s owner. In any case, such 
pictures stayed aloof from religious life in Iran. It was only after photography became 
widespread among the public in the 1870s that the photographic camera began to 
mingle with religious themes.  

Going through extant photographs and albums from around 1860 to 1907, and 
considering their embedding socio-political contexts in different places across the 
Middle East and India, several religious issues can be identified. Among the most 
discernible ones, portrait photographs of religious figures, which were more prevalent 
in Iran,28 documentary photographs of religious events and gatherings,29 and of sacred 

 
27 See Behdad, ‘The powerful art of Qajar photography’, 2001. I should briefly note that while 
I acknowledge the importance of the postcolonial debate in the history of photography, I find 
this kind of discussion too heavily centred on the question of identity. Certainly, Nāṣir al-Dīn 
Shāh emulated many techniques and themes from his Western models hoping to become, or 
at least be put on par with, a Western individual. However, the effect that the medium as a 
complex set of tools, methods, and materials had on him and on other photographers in the 
period must have gone far beyond the problem of identity. Beyond identity, the issues of the 
body and technics and the ways they affect each other requires more rigorous study.  

28 Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer (Āzarbāyajān va vālī-yi ʿakkās); 
Tahmasbpour, Of silver and light (Az nuqra va nūr), 45–67; Pérez González, Local portraiture, 
263–64; ‘Written images’; Khosronejad, Untold stories, 69–70; Helbig, ‘From narrating history 
to constructing memory’, 48–75. 

29 Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer (Āzarbāyajān va vālī-yi ʿakkās), 56, 
99; Pérez González, Local portraiture, 283; Khosronejad, Qajar Shiite material culture, 22–25, 50; 
Untold stories, 50. 
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places can be mentioned.30 Also important are the clerical responses to photography.31 
Furthermore, the use of photographs as religious objects can also be traced in the 
period.32  

A few examples should give a better view of this growing mediascape. Figure 7 
shows two photographs taken by an Iranian photographer ʿ Abd al-Qāsim Ibn-i Nūrī.33 
Both sitters are notable cloaked men of the Shiite clergy. The first is sitting on the 
ground, the second on a chair. In the first, the picture-frame is further decorated by 
arabesque patterns and nastaʿlīq calligraphies appear on the surface. The mullah is 
shown holding prayer beads in his hand and sitting against a distinctively Persian 
backdrop. The second sitter, in contrast, holds a book on his lap and has several more 
lying down on the table beside him. Interestingly, as Gonzales points out, the texts 
written on the pictures are the same. It is part of a poem by the nineteenth-century 
poet Ḥabīb Qāʾānī (d. 1854), which reads:  

 
Khalq taṣwīr-i tu mībīnand dar yak shibr jāy 
Ghāfiland az yak-jahān maʿnī ki dar taṣwīr-i tawst 

 
30  Shaw, ‘Ottoman Photography of the Late Nineteenth Century’, 91; ‘The Ottoman in 
Ottoman photography’, 178; Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer 
(Āzarbāyajān va vālī-yi ʿakkās), 179; Sui, ‘Early photography of the holy sites of Islam in the 
Arabian peninsula’; Khosronejad, Qajar Shiite material culture, 57. 

31 Halevi, Modern things on trial, 122–24. 

32  Pinney, Camera Indica, 105; Tahmasbpour, Of silver and light (Az nuqra va nūr), 56–57; 
Schwerda, ‘Death on display’; Khosronejad, Qajar Shiite material culture, 52–53. See also 
Flaskerud, ‘The Votive Image in Iranian Shi’ism’, 168–69. Gruber, ‘Prophetic products’, 283, 
286. It seems that the use of photographs as religious objects or in religious contexts has been 
much more widespread among Muslims in India and Pakistan. For an example of one such 
ethnographic research see Frembgen, ‘The horse of Imam Hoseyn: Notes on the iconography 
of Shiite devotional posters from Pakistan and India’. 

33 The photos are reproduced in González Pérez González, Local portraiture, 263–64; Pérez 
González, ‘Written images’, 213. For her discussion on these see Ibid., Local portraiture, 92–94. 
González’s valuable study points to many interesting technical aspects in Iranian 
photography, although it often misses important details. See below for my critical view on 
this. 
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People see you’re making (taṣwīr) in a handspan of a space34 
Yet they are oblivious to the world of meaning that resides in your creation 
(taṣwīr) 

  

Figure 7. Left: Photograph by ʿAbd al-Qāsim Ibn-i Nūrī taken of Ayatollah Muḥammad 
Fāḍil Sharbiyānī (d. 1904), copy preserved at Gulistān palace archive no. unknown. Right: 
Taken by the same photographer of Siyyid Muḥammad Husayn Marʿashī Shahristānī (d. 
1897), copy preserved at Gulistān palace archive, no. unknown. Image credits: Carmen Pérez 
Gonzàlez.35 

 
The poem is too complex to be interpreted in one clear sense. However, the manner in 
which the verse is used on the photograph encapsulates the gist of photographic re-
appropriation in the Iranian milieu, which revolves around the play with the word 
taṣwīr in Persian. Before photography, the word was used in poetry in the sense of 
making, or putting in form – from the Arabic root ṣ-w-r. In this sense, a creative act by 

 
34  According to Steingass’ Persian-English dictionary, the word shibr refers to the space 
between the tip of the thumb and that of the little finger. González transcribes the poem 
incompletely. I owe the correct version to Prof. Asghar Seyed Gohrab. 

35 Reproduced in Pérez González, Local portraiture, 263–64. 
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a painter, an architect, a poet as well as God can be called taṣwīr. To complicate this 
even more, the word could also mean a spectral appearance, whether in the form of a 
mental image, or a real external apparition. In Qāʾānī’s poem, it is used twice, each 
time in a slightly different sense. González translates both as “image” without 
discussing the semantic nuance between them. The first usage brings to mind God’s 
act of creation and the second, while retaining the first sense, can also be interpreted 
as an image made by God. Putting this verse on the pictures, the photographer 
deracinates the multiplex senses inherent in the word taṣwīr, re-articulating it in the 
sense of photographic image. On the photograph, the word taṣwīr is neither God’s 
creation, but the very material picture that backgrounds the verse. With this 
transposition, not only the visual contents within the photos – most visibly symbolised 
in the cloaks and turbans of the mullahs – but also the verbal contents written on them 
impart a strong religious theme to the viewer. Portraits of clerics can also be found in 
other sources, though, with different framing strategies (Figure 8). 

In another set of examples (Figure 9), photographs taken in the two final decades 
of the century depict religious events such as the birthday of the Prophet’s daughter 
and the most popular among them, ʿĀshūrā rituals.36 The first two photos in Figure 9 
were taken by a statesman, ʿ Alī Khān-i Vāli (d. 1901), who was the governor of several 
provinces in north-western Iran.37 These photos are unique in that they have captured 
religious life in Iran as practiced over a decade. His photo album also contains 
photographs of religious places and sacred shrines.38 

These pictures and their occasional religious usage evince how photography was 
re-appropriated and how understanding of the photographic image was re-
contextualised in Iran. The extra-pictorial devices used to embellish and tag 
photographs, the sitters’ poses and the superimposed poems on the surface of the 
photos, among many other details, point to photography becoming “indigenous” in 

 
36 I focus on ʿĀshūrā rituals in the nineteenth century in the third chapter. 

37 Vālī’s photo album has been digitised by Harvard University. For a review of this collection 
see Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer (Āzarbāyajān va vālī-yi ʿakkās); 
Schwerda, ‘Iranian photography’. 

38 Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer (Āzarbāyajān va vālī-yi ʿakkās), 
179. 
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Iran.39 This view undermines Ali Behdad’s claim about the lack of indigenousness in 
Iranian photography. The tradition of photography in Iran, according to him, “is not 
organic”. He further elaborates that the practice “is indebted to, and mimetic of, 
Orientalism's aesthetic values and ideological assumptions more than to its Iranian 
and Islamic traditions”.40 Behdad’s argument might hold ground for earlier examples, 
especially if we focus on Nāṣir al-Dīn Shah’s photographs or on those taken by the 
few Dār al-Funūn pioneers, teachers, and graduates in the early years. However, when 
pictures taken since the late 1880s are considered, one can more compellingly speak 
of an indigenous photographic culture of Iran. Even though certain Western influences 
can be found in, say, the photographs in Figure 8, their re-contextualised mediative 
logic intensifies their indigenousness. This religious re-appropriation can be found 
much more often in photographs taken in the final years of the century. Ultimately, it 
culminates in the Constitutional Era (1907 – 1911), when photographs intersected with 
clerical revolutionary agendas (Figure 10). At this time, photographs of mullahs 
circulated among the public, turning them into the legitimate faces of the 
Constitutional Revolution, and elevating Shiite religion to a new public status.41  

This media repurposing, however, did not came out of nowhere. For such 
functions to be permissible and socially acceptable, a change in discourses on seeing 
and visibility had necessarily to take place. From the photographs of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh 
and his wives (Figure 6) to photographs of religious figures (Figure 8), the very 
meaning of the photographic image, its relation to sense-perception and its function 
as a cultural object had to change. In a word, a process of cultural re-signification had 
to take place for such photographs to emerge. Sabzavārī’s first encounter with the 
photographic camera in 1869 is unlikely to have been the only early instance and 
should be viewed as part of a wider discursive transformation.  

 
 

 
39 Gonzalez discusses in detail how certain poses in photographs taken by Iranians are almost 
identical with poses seen in miniature paintings. Pérez González, 105–30. 

40 Behdad, ‘The powerful art of Qajar photography’, 2001, 145. 

41 For a thorough discussion of how photography changed and contributed to the political 
agenda of mullahs during the constitutional revolution see Schwerda, ‘How photography 
changed politics’. 
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Figure 8. Top: A page from ʿAlī Khān Vāli’s photo album showing four portraits of town 
mullahs together with other photographs. Bottom: Taken from Siyyid ʿAlī Darbandī. 
Accessed through the digitised album at Harvard Library. 
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Figure 9. Top left: Taken from a Muharram ritual in Tehran in 1899, digital copy at Harvard 
Library. 42 Top right: Muharram mourning rituals in the city of Khuy in 1877, digital copy at 
Harvard Library.43 Bottom: Taken by ʿAbdullāh Mīrzā (d. 1908) in 1894 in the house of a 
minister on the Prophet’s daughter’s birthday ceremony. The archive is unknown.44 

 

 
42 Reproduced in Mohammadzade, Āzarbāyajān and the governor photographer (Āzarbāyajān va 
vālī-yi ʿakkās), 56. 

43 Ibid., 99. 

44 Reproduced in Pérez González, Local portraiture, 285. 
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Figure 10. Two photographs showing mullahs protesting at the courtyard of the British 
embassy in Tehran. Digital copies available at The Institute for Iranian Contemporary Historical Studies 

with archive numbers ʿ1287-1 (left) ʿ6772-1 (right).45 
 
Photography theologised: The case of ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya 
Among the many manuals of photography published since the mid-1860s, one work 
stands out immediately. The book was lithographed in 1889 with the title The book of 
eschatological photography (Kitāb-i ʿ aksiyya-yi ḥashriyya). It was penned by a Muḥammad 
Ibn-i ʿAlī Mishkāt al-Mulk, by the order of the monarch’s assistant Mīrzā Muhammad 
Khān, and had print-runs of around 200. In his commentary on the work, Abbas 
Rahimi notes that the main function of the book was not the teaching of photography 
per se, but the ratification of certain Islamic premises.46 A cursory glance at the text 
immediately confirms Rahimi’s observation. Much like religious treatises, and unlike 
scientific ones, which meant to give as much technical information as possible, this 
text makes frequent use of poetic and scriptural interjections to prove or simply 
demonstrate the veracity of selected eschatological arguments. The book is much 
closer to an ethical treatise than a technical one, though detailed descriptions of 
technicalities do occupy a large portion of the text. The tone is highly rhetorical and 
gives an immediate impression of a mullah orator addressing a strictly Muslim 
audience in need of moral guidance.47 

Little is known about the author, except a few introductory words in the text, 
where he acknowledges having learned the craft from the court photographer Aqā 

 
45 See Hadidi, ‘Seeking sanctuary in the constitutional era (Taḥassun dar mashruṭa)’. 

46 Rahimi, Teaching of photography (Āmūzish-i ʿakkāsī), 470. 

47 Ibid., 471. 
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Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī. Nor is it clear where he received his religious education, and 
whether or not he had been trained as a jurist. It is likely that he wrote this text as part 
of the courtly effort to promote photography and make it a licit and accessible craft 
for the religious audience.48  The genre of the text is clearly a mixture of technical 
writing, which became fashionable during the second half of the nineteenth century, 
and theological writing, as had been widely practiced in the scholarly tradition of 
Perso-Arabic thought. In contrast to contemporaneous manuals of photography, The 
book of eschatological photography presented an odd discursive twist in that it brought 
two hitherto unrelated semantic fields together: theology and the technical language 
used in scientific manuals.  

The word ḥashriyya in the title of the book is a derivative of hashr, meaning 
resurrection. In this unusual book, a kind of theo-graphic manual, Mishkāt al-Mulk 
brought the technical knowledge about photography and selected Islamic 
eschatological ideas together to demonstrate the veracity of the Islamic hereafter (al-
ākhira).49 In his introductory remarks, the author claims that the divine signs (āyā) are 
best revealed through the act of photography.50 For him, photography worked as a 
faithful transmitter of reality capable of “recording particulars and universals” in 
exactly the same way “humans’ deeds are recorded flawlessly by the agents of His 
Justice and Might”.51  

If a person [in private], oblivious of [the presence of a] photographer, commits 
obscene deeds and the photographer takes the photo of those aberrant 
behaviours and prints them in the company of the person and a group of 
scientists and virtuous pious people … so that they may see (mushāhada 
namāyand) those behaviours … in exactly the same way as they were committed 
in private: how difficult and unpleasant would this be for him and how much 
would this be the cause for loss of honour and respect? … Moreover, no matter 
how much he tries to excuse himself and claim that he was not [the one who 

 
48 Afshar and Mohammad Moradi, ‘Dignitaries’ faces’, 54. 

49 The graphic aspect in the manual has to do with several instructional diagrams that describe 
various chemical processes used in developing photographs.  

50 Mishkāt al-mulk, ‘The book of eschatological photography (ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya)’, 478. 

51 Ibid., 479. 
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committed the obscenities], he would not be listened to.52 

The photographic image here is understood as a truthful record of the material world. 
In fact, Mishkāt al-Mulk pushes this analogy as far as regarding the reality of the Last 
Day as equivalent to the working of photography. In the next paragraph, the author 
makes an important analogy between photography and the Resurrection, described 
as the “divine apparatus that perfectly creates forms and images that evidence all 
good and bad deeds”.53 With this analogy, the author suggests that a photo testifies to 
the truth in regard to its visual referent just as His omnipresent record-keeping testifies 
to the reality of one’s past. In exactly the same way a photographic image is developed 
in the darkroom, Mishkāt al-Mulk notes, one’s deeds too will appear “at once” during 
the Resurrection.54 This “factory of the divine” makes the bodily organs speak about 
their deeds: 

The eye says that [the person] ordered me to read the Quran and ḥādīth and 
prohibited me from watching those I am not allowed to watch (nāmaḥram). … 
The tongue says that [the person] assigned me to nothing but good deeds and 
honesty. … The ear says that [the person] prohibited me from gossiping about 
their friends. … The truth of looking is in the photographic image (ʿaks), which 
the divine photographer makes manifest (mashhūd mīdārad).55 

The word mashhūd denotes the state of being witnessed on the one hand, and on the 
other, connotes vision and visibility. In this way, the author synthesises the two 
disparate discourses of scripture and optics. The human body, in the former, and the 
photographic image, in the latter, function as witnesses to an objectifiable truth. 
Whether as a corporeal or a material effect, that is the body or the photograph, the 
world and all that occurs in it can be recorded and represented truthfully, precisely as 
they originally took place.  

 
52 Ibid., 489. 

53 Ibid., 480. 

54 The appearance of good and bad deeds on the Day of Judgment has been pointed out by 
Lange. See Lange, Paradise and hell in Islamic traditions, 143–44. 

55 Ibid., ‘The book of eschatological photography (ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya)’, 488. The invocation 
of the five senses and bodily sensations during the Day of the Judgement is a recurrent theme 
in Islamic eschatology. See Lange, Paradise and hell in Islamic traditions, 46. 
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The analogy between God’s record-keeping and photography in Mishkāt al-
Mulk’s text might be dismissed as an exceptional occurrence. Such dismissal might 
seem easily justifiable on the ground that not many texts can be found in that period 
written in a similar way to ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya. Or alternatively, one might simply 
brush the work aside by stamping it as “too imaginative”.56 However, the mere fact 
that such a work was written and that such prose was imaginable, especially given 
that it was commissioned by the state, should be enough to make the book an 
important object for a cultural study of photography and religion. Even as a singular 
instance in photographic writerly practices, this theo-technical manual signalled a 
shift in the use and viewing of photographs. The work’s imaginative analogies mark 
an early indication of a shift in how photography was understood in the Iranian 
religious sphere, not merely because the book was read widely nor even due to its 
influence on literate people. Rather, it betokened the beginning of a perceptual and 
interpretive change where photographs came to be understood in explicitly religious 
terms.  

But even assuming that the text was entirely exceptional or a singular accident 
in the intellectual history of Shiite thought cannot be that easily accepted. A number 
of other sources in the period use tropes similar to the ones in ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya 
and evidence other instances of thinking with and about photography in religious 
terms. For example, in the thirteenth issue of one of the well-known Persian 
periodicals, Akhtar, published in Istanbul (1876 – 1896), we encounter the phrase 
“creational photography (futugrāfī-yi khalqatī)” in an anonymously written column.57 
Reminding the reader that the “science of bodies always precedes the science of 
religions”, the column uses the term “creational photography” metaphorically, 
referring to the creation of humans:  

If someone imagines the creation (khilqat) of a human and ponders the way a 
human is born out of a droplet that falls into the mother’s womb, he/she should 
not be taken by surprise at the appearance of new arts and qualities … The 
children that we see having so much in common with their fathers, almost 

 
56 Tahmasbpour categorises this manual as a “literary” approach to photography. For him, the 
text should be read as a work of imagination rather than as fact-based rigorous scholarship. 
See Tahmasbpour, The king photographer (Shāh-i ʿakkās), 257–58. 

57 See Akhtar. 
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identical with them, suggests that this is the creational photography, which turns 
a droplet so small into a person so big.58 

Here, the photographic capacity to reproduce an object that can truthfully stand for 
its referent comes very close to God’s creation. Similar metaphorical descriptions 
about the divine power that employ notions taken from optics could be read in 
another photography manual written in 1877 by a Qajar prince ʿAlī Bakhsh Mīrzā. A 
short literary introduction to an otherwise strictly technical text explains that when 
“the revelation of the primordial act shines on the imaginal world (ʿālam-i imkān) 
through the lens” of the divine creative will, first the Prophet and then ʿAlī Ibn-i Abī 
Ṭālib and the Prophet’s daughter are created followed by the rest of the existents, 
analogous to an image coming forth from the dark room.59 This text goes one step 
further than ʿAksiyya-yi ḥashriyya in that it fine-tunes the theory to fit into the Shiite 
world view. According to this manual, God created humans starting with the Prophet 
and his family in the same way photographers develop photos in their dark rooms. 

These examples are instances in a discourse, the rules and regulations of which 
made such expressions about photography possible. That Mishkāt al-Mulk could 
think about the photographic image in ways that paralleled certain cosmogonic and 
eschatological notions was not a mere accident but correlated with an organised and 
regulated religious discourse. Similarly, prevalent metaphors in the press that 
combined two different semantic fields, taken from scriptural exegesis and optics – 
“creational photography” being the most frequent usage – were not used 
perfunctorily in Shiite intellectual history. There were discursive relations that made 
it possible for such metaphors to appear without being dismissed as unacceptable, 
inappropriate, or even mad. I have found no jurisprudential objection to such usages. 
As I discussed briefly in the context of constitutional era, the ʿulamāʾ’s attitudes to 
photography were largely supportive.  

Moreover, such neologistic formations could not have sounded alien in the 
Iranian nineteenth-century intellectual milieu. Though terms such as “creational 
photography”, “lens of creation”, “factory of divine creation”, “photographic 
apparatus of His might” and similar phrases were surely lexical novelties, these 
metaphors were not created out of nothing. Instead, they were expressions formed out 

 
58 Akhtar, 99–100. 

59 Mīrzā, ‘The book of photography (Kitāb-i ʿakkāsī)’, 123. 
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of contents familiar to the nineteenth-century intellectual context. As a consequence 
of the developments in printing and lithographic techniques, the nineteenth century 
provided an especially rich printing culture where old (republished and recirculated) 
textual sources appeared alongside new sources. A publication house in Tehran sold 
books and treatises written by the European staff and Dār al-Funūn graduates next to 
jurisprudential and theosophical treatises written many centuries before. Readers in 
the nineteenth century could, for example, encounter the word “factory” in 
Schlimmer’s book of anatomy and, simultaneously, they could read words like 
“divine creation” in Majlisī’s Oceans of light. Broadly speaking, the reinterpretation of 
older sources of knowledge with the epistemic freshness that the practice and science 
of photography afforded were part of a wider discourse that sought to infuse Islamic 
knowledge with received Western sciences. 60  More specifically, the imbrication of 
optics and religious notions were informed by discussions and reflections on theories 
of vision and image, as discussed earlier.  

It was against this discursive backdrop that in the following decades, and 
particularly during the constitutional movement in the 1900s, photography became 
entangled with religious practices in unprecedented ways. By this time, the ʿulamāʾ 
did not only approve of photography and being photographed, but also actively used 
the medium for religio-political purposes. In light of these observations, the question 
is not whether ʿ Aksiyya-yi ḥashriyya was an exceptional/accidental work in the period. 
Rather, the more relevant questions would be, why did this work happen? Why did it 
appear at that time? Why was it written after photography and not before? What was 
different in a photograph that could incite such imaginative connections to religion? 
Why could not, say, a miniature painting provoke the same kind of imagination? I 
argue that the intellectual experience with photography, as portended by Mishkāt al-
Mulk in his theologised photographic manual, was centred above all else on 
photographic evidentiary/indexical power. In exactly the same way that a 
photograph evinces reality, the “divine apparatus of judgement” is imagined to be 

 
60  Among others, discussions on how this took place in medicine can be found in 
Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health. In astronomy, see Arjomand, ‘The emergence of 
scientific modernity in Iran’. And in psychology see Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals. One 
can also encounter this discourse at work in many periodicals of the time, most notably in 
Akhtar and Dānish in which we read at least one article in nearly every issue on how Islam and 
science have been always compatible. See Dānish; Akhtar. 
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able to attest to a person’s moral reality. Why could this evidence-wise approach not 
have taken place before photography? I attempt to respond to these questions in the 
next section by tapping into art historical discussions on photography.  

 
From mimetic to optic representation 
In one of her highly inspiring essays, art historian Sussan Babaie looks at a painting 
held at the Georgian National Museum in Tbilisi, painted by a certain Mīrzā Riḍā 
Tabrīzī in 1854-5.61 The painting shows an Iranian gentleman of high stature, named 
Manṣūr Khān, being photographed by a Western photographer (Figure 11). A short 
text painted below the patio on which the sitter is placed reads, “This is the ‘likeness’ 
(shabīh) of Manṣūr Khān while the photographic camera (dūrbīn-i ʿaks andāzī) is set up 
to take a photo (ʿaks) of his face (ṣūratash) in the daguerreotype. The photographer 
(ʿakkās) is a Westerner (farangī) and the date is 1271 [1854-55]”. 62  Babaie draws 
attention to an interesting semantic dissonance in this short text, namely, the use of 
the words photo (ʿaks) and likeness (shabīh) referring to the photographic image and 
the painted picture respectively.  

Referring to a few other paintings from the late Safavid era, Babaie argues that 
“veristic lifelikeness” had never been a defining factor in this genre. Instead, what 
made a Safavid portraiture authentic was the recognisability of the faces in the images. 
Claiming that “actual depictions in Persian painting of figures are focused on the 
face”, she concludes that one would recognise a face in a portraiture given a limited 
set of visual clues.63 We can, for example, recognise Fatḥʿalī Shāh by noticing his nasal 
curvature and distinctive beard in images such as Figure 12. In this sense, the painted 
figure is only a likeness (shabīh) of Fatḥʿalī Shāh and not his veristic lifelikeness in the 
way the portraits of, say, the Dutch Golden Age of painting depicted a person.  

 
61  See Babaie, ‘The Penchant for ‘portraits’: Representing bodies in early modern Persian 
painting’. This painting has been also reproduced by other historians of photography but it 
has not been analysed with attention to the linguistic details Babaie observes. See for example 
Tahmasbpour, ‘Photography during the Qajar era’, 57-58. 

62 Babaie, , ‘The Penchant for ‘Portraits’, 2-3. 

63 Babaie, ‘The Penchant for ‘Portraits’, 22. 
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Figure 11. Painting of Manṣūr Khān being photographed, by Mīrzā Riḍā Tabrizī in 1854-5, 
copy preserved at the national museum of Tbilisi. Image credits: Sussan Babaie. 
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Babak Afshar and Asghar Mohammad Moradi make a brilliant observation in this 
regard in an essay written in Persian. Examining portraits of the early nineteenth 
century, they argue that  

In visual representations of human faces in Fatḥʿalī Shāh’s era, a one-to-one 
correspondence with the real referents was not intended. Characters’ faces were 
often depicted in symmetrical forms, with a unibrow, without emotional facial 
expression, and usually in the exaggerated form of a slender body. The dignitary 
whose face was illustrated would not expect a one-to-one similarity between his 
real physical body and the drawn figure.64 

This observation can be immediately confirmed by looking at portraits in the early 
nineteenth century. In Figure 12, for example, Fathʿalī Shāh can be recognised only if 
we focus on his notorious facial features; the rest of the body, to use Babaie’s term, are 
“flat cut-outs”.65 His body is idealised and moreover his face lacks any distinctive 
expression. In other words, to push Babaie’s analysis further to its conceptual limit, 
the non-photographic visual regime at work in such painted portraits relied 
significantly on a selective mimetic logic.66  

Islamic art historian, Gülru Necipoğlu, uses the term “mimetic abstraction” as a 
more generic term that includes this face-centred technique in painting. This mimetic 
technique, as Necipoğlu argues, was a key feature in non-perspectival images found 
in Islamic architecture and painting. By virtue of such abstractive methods, 
mimetically formed images affected their viewers in very different ways than 
photographs. Unlike perspectival images, such as photographs or most European 
Renaissance paintings, according to Necipoğlu, premodern “artists in the eastern 
Islamic lands aspired to mirror the insightful gaze by means of soulful and evocative 
mimetic abstractions that enlighten the beholder”. Concerned with the internal 
working of sense-perception rather than the external senses, she continues, such 
images “solicited close attention from discerning eyes”.67 In this sense, mimetic images 

 
64 Afshar and Mohammad Moradi, ‘Dignitaries’ faces’, 46. Translation from Persian is my 
own. 

65 Babaie, ‘The Penchant for ‘Portraits’, 19. 

66 Necipoğlu, ‘The scrutinizing gaze in the aesthetics of Islamic visual cultures’, 45. 

67 Necipoğlu, 46. 
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affected and depended on one’s soul. Objects depicted in this kind of images were 
thus not lifelike representations meant to stand for their reference truthfully. Rather, 
they were visual signs made to incite viewers’ imagination and, through this, provoke 
their emotions.68 Portraits of powerful personalities were not meant to stand for the 
real referent. Instead, they were meant to be viewed imaginatively allowing the 
selective visual cues to incite responses inside one’s mind.  
 

 
Figure 12. Painting of Fatḥʿalī Shāh, signed by Mihr ʿAlī. 1809-10, oil on canvas, original 
preserved at the State Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg, VR–II07.69 

 
68  In her essay “In defence and devotion”, art historian Christiane Gruber studies the 
emotional responses of viewers to such images. She shows how certain viewers would react 
physically to the mimetic facial representation of saintly or evil figures. See Gruber, ‘In 
Defense and Devotion’.  

69 Reproduced in Diba, ‘Qajar photography’, 86.  
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With the photographic image, however, this imaginative relation to the viewer is 
disrupted. A portrait photograph does not primarily relate to one’s internal senses. On 
the contrary, it targets the external senses as the receptors and the main effectors of 
sense-perception. This rupture can be seen again in Figure 13, two portraits depicting 
Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh. The picture on the right depicts a setting very similar to Figure 11. 
Both the painter and the photographer depicted in it are unknown.70 The one on the 
left is a photograph taken by the renowned French photographer Gaspard-Félix 
Tournachon (d. 1910), pseudonym Nadar, in 1873 during Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s first 
travel to Europe. The picture shows the ruler in the same regalia as the one he is 
depicted wearing in the painting.71 From right to the left, mimetic abstraction gives 
way to optical realism and hence produces a new kind of image. In the following, I 
further examine how this difference also reflects in the changing meaning of the word 
“image” in the Persian of the time.  

  

Figure 13. Left: Portrait of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh taken by Nadar in 1873, printed on a carte de 
visite in Paris held in a private collection.72 Right: Painted anonymously in circa 1850, or 
1863, copy preserved in Yahya Zoka’s private collection.73 

 
70 The painting is discussed briefly by Behdad in his Camera orientalis. He dates the painting to 
1863, though in another work he puts the date as 1850. He also speculates that the 
photographer depicted behind the camera in the painting is Āqā Riḍā. Behdad, Camera 
orientalis, 134–36. 

71 Diba, ‘Qajar photography’, 88. 

72 Reproduced in ibid. 

73 Reproduced in Behdad, ‘The powerful art of Qajar photography’, 152; Camera orientalis, 134–
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Shifting semiotics of the image 
Iranian visual culture in the nineteenth century contained different technologies and 
concepts of the image. Depending on the materialities and the epistemes that gave 
form and context to an image, different words were used for different visual 
appearances. In theoretical texts of premodern times, many of which were 
lithographed in the late-nineteenth century, the words "form" (ṣūrat) and "spectre" 
(shabaḥ) – not to be confused with "likeness" (shabīh) – were used in discussions on the 
working of vision. In Oceans of light, these words were used interchangeably referring 
to the image formed in the human ocular faculty as well as the reflections one sees in 
the mirror. The word ṣūrat covered a very wide range of meanings in Persian; for 
instance, it could be used to refer to the human face as in Figure 11 or to iconic 
manifestations as in “ṣurat-i gāv (the icon of cow)” 74  or “ṣurat-i uqāb (the icon of 
eagle)”, 75  among many other connotations. 76  In the instructional manuals of 
photography, ṣūrat, synonymous with the word shikl (shape), was used exclusively to 
denote shapes and figures that appeared on the negative or the negative image, but 
not to denote the photograph.77  Other terms such as timthāl (figural likeness) and 
shamāyil (icon) sounded equally problematic if used to refer to a photograph.78  

In many lithographs in this genre, the word taṣwīr, which I have briefly 
discussed with regard to the photographs in Figure 7, was also used to refer to the 
illustrations. Moreover, it has become the modern equivalent for the word image in 
Persian. For figural images, such as the one in Figure 12, two words were most 
common: shamāyil (icon) and shabīh (likeness). The word shamāyil, a plural Arabic 
word used as singular in the Persian language, referred primarily to large mural 
painting and sometimes to coffeehouse painting. It was also used as equivalent to 

 
36. 

74 Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-buldān), 82, 109. 

75 Qazvīni, Wonders of creations (ʿAjāʾib al-makhlūqāt va gharāʾib al-mawjūdāt), fol. 20.  

76 Gruber, ‘Between logos (kalima) and light (nūr)’, 223. 

77  Maḥallātī, Photography (ʿakkāsī), fol. 100; Lāhīji Najafī, ‘The rules of photography and 
telegraphy (Qavāʿid-i ʿaks va tiligrāf )’, 348; Iʿtimād al-Salṭana, Mirrors of countries (Mirʾāt al-
buldān), 1447. 

78 Khosronejad, The art and material culture of Iranian Shi’ism, 25, 38; Marzolph, ‘The visual 
culture of Iranian Twelver Shiism in the Qajar period’, 141; Gruber, The image debate, 14. 
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“icons” in later periods and often referred to one’s facial representation. Sometimes, 
interchangeably with the word timthāl (figural likeness), it was used for portraits 
painted in the late Safavid style, but above all for images that contained religious 
themes and figures.79 The word shabīh (likeness) was most frequently used to refer to 
portraits, and quite commonly to coffeehouse paintings as in shabīhkhwanī.80  

With the advent of photography, however, this semantic field encountered a 
technical snag. The photograph presented an image that could not easily be termed 
by the words mentioned above. A photographed portrait of a person could not be 
called a shamāyil, nor a timthāl. It could neither be called a ṣūrat nor a shabīh. For a time, 
certain transliterations from French were used in Persian, for instance, futuqrāfī and 
fīdughrāfī.81 By the end of the nineteenth century, the Arabic word ʿaks was almost 
unequivocally used to refer to a photograph. According to Dihkhudā’s dictionary, the 
word ʿaks means inversion of or the act of inverting an object, a word or an idea. 
According to Steingass’ dictionary, in Persian it also connotes the idea of reflexion, 
reverberation, shadow, and counterpart. In Persian poetry, it was often used to refer 
to the image formed in the mirror or reflected from the surface of the water, or, in a 
figurative sense, to the mental image one has of his beloved’s face.82 

In the context of traditional visualising crafts in Iran, the term referred to an old 
visualisation technique in the late seventeenth century, which was applied to 
handwritten manuscripts to decorate the page margins. The technique was 
abandoned in the late eighteenth century, and after photography was introduced in 
Iran, the word was picked up again to refer to photographs. Consequently, by way of 
backformation, the words photography (ʿakkāsī) and photographer (ʿakkās) were 

 
79 Khosronejad, The art and material culture of Iranian Shi’ism, 25, 38. 

80 Floor, ‘Art (naqāshī) and artists (naqāshān) in Qājār Persia’, 133. 

81 Rahimi, Teaching of photography (Āmūzish-i ʿakkāsī), 469. 

82 A beautiful example of such usage is a verse in the ninety fifth poem of Rūmī’s Divān-i 
Shams, which reads: 
Zi ʿaks-i rukh-i ān yār dar Gulshanu gulzār 
bi har sū mahu khawrshīdu thurayyāst khudāy 

Rumi uses the term “reflection of the beloved’s face” (ʿaks-i rukh-i ān yār) and muses over its 
occurrence in the natural world.  
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derived from its root.83 The reason for this lexical rupture had to do with the shifting 
semiotic framework in which images were perceived and talked about. Pre-
photographic images, for which the wide range of lexemes mentioned above had been 
widely used, were typically iconic representations, in a strictly Persian sense. 
Although at times they also functioned symbolically,84 there is very little evidence that 
such images had been used evidentially, or to use a more technical term, as indices. In 
contrast, as Halevi’s study shows in regard to the nineteenth century Egyptian context, 
photographs were used evidentially – as legal documents as well as anti-espionage 
materials. 85  Pre-photographic images had never been used to that end. Although, 
similar to a miniature or mural painting, the photograph could very well be viewed 
iconically and even frequently became a symbol in the hands of the public; its 
indexicality far surpassed that of images produced in the older lexical/semiotic 
regime.  

This facet concurred with common global attitudes to photographs in the 
nineteenth century. In this regard, as Brian Winston writes, photography was 
“positioned as science and located its social importance in its ability to produce 
evidence of all kinds of phenomena”.86 What Winston terms the “evidentiary power” 
of photography refers precisely to its indexical aspect. To complicate this by including 
the social aspect of photographic technics, Greg Hainge has argued that “what 
appeared to present itself as an ontological precondition of photography (its 
indexicality) was … only the result of the normal usage and perception of this 
medium”.87 For a society to realise this “normal usage”, that is, treating photographs 
as objects that are capable of attesting to their referents’ actual presence, or in other 
words, for indices to function as such, there needs to be a semiotic process that 
stabilises the image both technically and historically. To draw from Webb Keane, “for 
indexicality to function socially, the index as such must be made apparent, and it must 

 
83 Rahimi, Teaching of photography (Āmūzish-i ʿakkāsī), 469. 

84 Gruber, ‘In Defense and Devotion’, 106. 

85 See chapter “Telegraphs, photographs, railways, law codes” in Halevi, Modern things on trial. 
In the Indian context, the issue of photographic indexicality has been discussed in Pinney, 
Camera Indica, 20–23. And in the broader Arab milieu in Sheehi, The Arab imago, 93–100. 

86 Winston, ‘“The camera never lies”: The partiality of photographic evidence’, 53–54.53-54 

87 Hainge, ‘Unfixing the photographic image’, 716. 
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be furnished with instructions”, a process that ultimately leads to the formation of 
“semiotic ideologies”.88 Having in mind Keane’s understanding of semiotic ideology 
as comprising the “basic assumptions about what signs are and how they function in 
the world”, nineteenth-century photography can be seen as part of an emerging media 
ecology where the photographic image could be understood and perceived as 
evidence for the referents' actual presence in a real event or place.  

This evidentiality was part of a formative historical process. The photographs 
that pervaded social space in early twentieth-century Iran, entailed a longer history, 
or in Keane’s adaptation from Peirce, a “chain of semiosis”, whereby photographs 
became discursively significant before becoming signifying objects.89 Seen against this 
backdrop, photographs could appear as objective truths by virtue of their embedment 
in a media ecology shaped through manifold techno-cultural processes, with historical 
sediments and instructional novelties. 

Images such as the ones in Figure 10 could conveniently work as icons, as the 
persons depicted within the photos did resemble their referents. However, 
considering that none of the persons in the images were facially well known to the 
general public, it becomes more compelling to think that such photographs were much 
more than icons. The point was not to make resemblances but to direct the attention 
and produce a realistic effect, to attest to someone and something “having been” 
present in a real, physical place.90 It is precisely this having been that contributed to the 
rise of a religious discourse on photography – most explicitly seen in Mishkāt al-
Mulk’s theological manual. From this standpoint, the question is no longer about 
making the unseen visible; nor is it about how the divine is (made) seen – which 
according to Meyer and Morgan seems to be a more recurrent theme in the visual 
culture of Christianity. 91  The question, rather, pertains to how the divine itself is 
imagined as controlling vision and visibility. 

This emerging indexicality in Iranian visual culture was a unique transformative 
moment. Following Meyer’s take on the concept of the visual regime, I understand 

 
88 Keane, ‘Semiotics and the social analysis of material things’, 416. 

89 Keane, ‘On semiotic ideology’, 72. 

90 Barthes, Camera lucida, 41. 

91  See Morgan, Protestants & pictures; Latour, ‘What is iconoclash?’; Meyer and Stordalen, 
Figurations and sensations of the unseen in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
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the rise of the indexical image as a radical transformation within the “restrictive 
attitudes and practices towards the use and value of images”.92 This transformation 
was not a change in the “figurations and sensations of the unseen”, but rather in the 
very attitude acted out, as it were, by that “unseen” divine towards the image. The 
image was not a representation of the divine but the divine’s intervention into the 
material culture, a work not to self-represent but to make sure the representation 
proper appears realistic and is capacitated to stand for its referents truthfully. The term 
“creational photography” captures this role most succinctly: a medium that creates 
rather than represents. This is the baseline on which the photographic semiotic 
ideology was predicated in nineteenth-century Iran.  

In this sense, the photographic image did not work in the same way it worked 
in, say, the American religious context. As David Morgan shows in his study of 
nineteenth-century Protestantism in the American milieu, photographic 
representations were ultimately made as the “likeness” of the divine 
presence/absence.93 I argue, in contrast, that the indexicalisation of the image in the 
photographic era in Iran was not nearly the same as idolisation. In the latter, according 
to Morgan, the image is, in essence, of the divine; it would lose its real referent over 
time and transmogrify into a divine presence on its own terms.94  It could indeed 
become an index of sorts, but only as far as it pointed to a divine entity as its referent, 
whether absent or present. In the photographic images made and circulated in Iran, 
however, the images did not point to God, nor to any of His surrogates. They were 
made in accordance with the divine logic, not as a representation thereof. This kind of 
image did not stand for anything divine, otherworldly, or pious. It was rather a pointer 
that drew the attention to the divine without actually making its presence sensible. 
This indexicality of the photograph corresponds with what I termed optic techniques. 
It was precisely this indexicality that stood in contrast to the older mimetic image, in 
which visual forms always stood for their referent by virtue of mimetic resemblance. 
Hence it can be said that from Figure 11 and Figure 12 to Figure 9 and Figure 10, the 
mimetic technique of making icons gives way to optic techniques of making indices.  

While, in Europe, the photographic image put an end to the “obsession” with 
 

92 Meyer and Stordalen, Figurations and sensations of the unseen in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, 
79. 

93 Morgan, Protestants & pictures, 10. 

94 Ibid., 217. 
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realistic representation by offering the most perfect mode of that realism, in Iran, it 
redefined the very notion of realism.95 It did not make the lifelike images more lifelike 
– such as the ones we see in miniature paintings of the kings and literary characters or 
the mural paintings of early Qajar era that Diba analyses. It did not continue the same 
visual tradition. Rather, the photographic image in Iran disrupted the cultural 
significance of older images and broke away from them. The reality-effect that 
photography afforded to the Iranian visual culture unsettled a visual regime that had 
been otherwise predominantly mimetic.  

From this standpoint, the practice of photography transformed the very nature 
of the image, this time affecting the very sense-perception of images and not only 
changing conceptual schemes in anatomical texts. In a word, in spite of various 
thematic and technical continuities between photography and Persian painting, each 
relied on and was informed by a different model of vision, a different way of seeing. 
The fundamental logic of one was mimetic and worked in tandem with the 
imagination, while that of the other was purely optical and dissociated from mimesis 
and imagination – but still involved in the logic of God’s creation. In either case, seeing 
was related to a different body, to a different reality, and therefore to a different 
corporeality. 
 
Concluding remarks: Photographic evidentiality in context 
Drawing on (art) historical discussions, I have shown that the intertwined discourses 
on photography and religion introduced a new ocular culture in Iran, one in which 
seeing a photograph amounted to witnessing what has in reality taken place. This 
evidential viewing was most concretely acted out in the first half of the twentieth 
century during the Constitutional Revolution with the circulation of a photograph 
within Iranian society (Figure 14). 

This picture shows a group of Belgians attendees at an exclusive party in Tehran 
in the spring of 1902. Its circulation among the public caused offence across Iran and 
especially among the clergy. The photograph, which was brought to the attention of a 
few well-known clergymen during the month of Muharram in 1905, soon reached as 
far as Najaf and Karbalā in Iraq.96 The party turned out to have been a bal masqué, in 
which the participants had dressed up and danced. A quick look at the photo might 

 
95 See Bazin, ‘The ontology of the photographic image’. 

96 Nāẓim al-Islām Kirmānī, History of Iranians’ awakening (Tārīkh-i bidāri-yi īrānīyān), 139. 
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not immediately explain its infamous reception. It shows around thirty people in 
different outfits posing for the camera. Some women appear to be wearing costumes 
that resemble, at least stereotypically, East Asian dressing styles. Some others, in 
contrast, can be clearly seen wearing European garments while others seem to have 
chosen diverse Orientalised regalia befitting the festive mood.  

At first glance, nothing seems particularly off-putting, attractive, or fetching 
about the photograph – no physical deformities or female nudity. Nevertheless, when 
this photo was brought to the ʿulamāʾ’s attention, it seriously offended them.97 What 
they found so offensive in the image, was the presence of a man wearing turban-like 
head-wear standing towards the left. Evidently, he had on the highly esteemed outfit 
of Iranian clergymen, characteristically marked by a (white) turban and a long 
frontally open cloak. The Shiite clergymen saw this choice, closely resembling the 
respected religious outfit worn by Shiite ʿulamāʾ, as an outright insult to their religion. 
Wearing such an attire was an exclusive right earned only through a lifetime’s 
devotion to Islamic jurisprudential scholarship. Even for a Muslim layperson to wear 
a turban without formal initiation and institutional permission would have been 
offensive. Needless to say, it was a far greater offence that a European wore it, and a 
sensitive matter at that, given that the European in question was a central figure in the 
semi-colonial commerce of the time.  

 

Figure 14. Joseph Naus clad in mullah outfit (fourth standing from left) along with his 
companions in the Belgian bal masqué. Digital copy available at The Institute for Iranian 
Contemporary Historical Studies with the archive no. ʿ1-5645. 

 
97 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 242. 
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The cloaked man was reported to be the Belgian official Joseph Naus, invited to Iran 
to rearrange customs across European borders in 1900 by the then monarch Muẓaffar 
al-Dīn Shāh (r. 1896 – 1907). Having been involved in commercial projects that 
blatantly favoured the European states, his wearing such an outfit could only 
exacerbate public resentments. Against this backdrop, a number of clergymen spoke 
about the photograph in their public sermons, harshly criticised Naus, and demanded 
his dismissal from the office.98 For them, this man “ridiculed Islam and insulted the 
ʿulamāʾ” and had to be sacked from the government. 99  In the words of historian 
Ervand Abrahamian, who documented the protests against Naus,  

the first protest took the form of a peaceful procession during the religious 
mourning month of Muharram by some two hundred shopkeepers and money-
lenders in Tehran. Requesting the repayment of government loans and the 
dismissal of Monsieur Naus, the Belgian customs director, the protestors closed 
their shops, distributed a photograph of Naus masquerading as a mullah at a 
fancy-dress ball, and proceeded, with a wealthy scarf-dealer at their head, to the 
sanctuary of Shāh ʿAbdul ʿĀẓīm.100 

That photograph became one of the most influential objects in the history of the 
Iranian Constitutional Movement. But more than anything, it brought to the Shiite 
ʿulamāʾ’s attention, the power of photography as evidence. In the following years, 
they began to take photos of themselves and of the gatherings they promoted in order 
to raise more awareness about the Constitutional Movement and publicise their rising 
power.101 In showing the event as it had actually taken place and people, who had 
beyond any doubt been present, it produced a material realism that foregrounded the 
photographic image as a trustworthy and theologically meaningful piece of evidence.  

We do not know if Joseph Naus was ever told about Mishkāt al-Mulk’s ʿAksiyya-
yi ḥashriyya. If he had been, it must have come across as an ominous coincidence that 

 
98 Ibid., 226. 

99 Kasravī, History of constitutionalism in Iran (Tārīkh-i mashrūṭi-yi Īrān), 37. 

100 Abrahamian, ‘The causes of the constitutional revolution in Iran’, 404.  

101  For a detailed study of how photographs were taken and circulated during the 
constitutional era and the different ways the religious public interpreted them see Schwerda, 
‘How photography changed politics’. 
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what Mishkāt al-Mulk wrote a few decades before the Belgian scandal about the 
prying power of photography became a reality. Mishkāt al-Mulk’s opening lines, 
“when a person, oblivious of the presence of a photographer commits an obscene 
deed”, portended the “evidentiary power” of the photographic camera. Charged with 
Islamic eschatology, the photo of the Belgian masquerade functioned as a witness 
(shāhid) to the actual occurrence of the offence at the party. Much like the unambiguous 
reality of Mishkāt al-Mulk’s eschatology – which could truthfully be represented on 
Resurrection Day through the working of the perfect divine apparatus – the 
“obscenity” of the masquerade was truthfully visualised on that photograph. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Disciplined ear, emotive sonority  
Acoustic performances in military and taʿziya performances 
 
 
During her eight-month journey to Iran in 1877-78, Belgian voyager and writer 
Caroline Hartog Morgensthein, pseudonym Carla Serena, witnessed the flourishing 
performance art of taʿziya in Tehran in the newly constructed State Theatre (takya 
dawlat). In this grand theatre (Figure 15), which “looked nothing like the theatres in 
Europe”, she observed and logged the details of this highly entertaining and popular 
religious performance during Muḥarram.1 In her travelogue Hommes et choses en Perse, 
she describes a great many peculiarities in and about taʿziya, including the theatre’s 
architectural traits, the actors’ costumes and makeup, the props, the order of the acts, 
and also, to a limited extent, the sounds of the performance.  

According to her observation, before the main act starts, a long and ordered 
procession performs a prologue moving around the main circular stage, the sakkū. 
During this spectacular and sonorous phase, a special military group initiates the 
performance – led by a French music master (le chef de la musique), whom Serena hears 
playing “Persian tunes on the European instruments”. Tailing this group, other 
performers, who produce different kinds of sounds using different materials, enter the 
main arena.2 One group performs the chest-smiting ritual (sīna zanī), the pounding 
sound of which is followed by the chanting of Ḥusayn, Ḥusayn. Another group plays 

 
1 Serena, Hommes et choses en Perse, 176. The word taʿziya derives from the Arabic root ʿ-z-y 
and means consolation, solace or an indication of mourning. 

2 Ibid., 177. 
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tambourines and cymbals as they chant litanies. Others perform flagellation which, 
among other affects, provokes the spectators’ emotional outbursts, at times even 
louder than the instrumental sounds made by the procession. These sounds are a 
cacophony in Serena’s ears. A sudden reverberation (retentir) of “tremendous 
trumpets, dating back to a distant time” during one of the crescendos in the prologue 
sounds boisterous and noisy to her. In spite of this messiness, she observes that each 
group has “a master who animates them, excites them, leads them by the signs, like 
the work of an orchestra master leading his/her musicians”.3  

 

Figure 15. A drawing of takya dawlat printed in the 53rd issue of the monthly magazine 
Sharaf, published in 1887. Tagging the image, the caption reads “it is the likeness of the 
venerated State takya from the inside drawn from the building [and shows] the rooms and 
lofts high above which are during taʿziya days the place for his majesty’s harem [hence] 
veiled with thin curtains (parda zanbūrī)”. The artist’s name is Abūturāb Ghaffārī Kāshānī 
brother of the renowned painter Kamāl al-Mulk.4 

 
3 Ibid., 178. 

4 Sharaf, no. 53. 
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From her vantage point, familiar techniques and materials mingle with an unfamiliar 
soundscape: European instruments and orchestral cueing next to the overwhelming 
loud cries, noises, and poundings. The Belgian explorer was no expert in music nor a 
sound connoisseur. Her observation must have missed the intricacies that the short 
military prologue contained and the subtle variations in the musical modes (dastgāh) 
played by the musicians and singers on-stage during the main performance. She was 
likely to have failed to grasp the rhythm in which the singing and dancing groups 
performed. Besides, she probably did not know much about their historical roots in 
the much older tradition of story-telling (naqqālī).5 Reading her text and those by other 
first-hand witnesses to taʿziya, we can nonetheless get a perspective on the complex 
sound ecology in nineteenth-century Iran. Serena’s observations were among the 
many other travelogue/journal writings that recorded fascinating details about this 
original art form. These descriptions give us a glimpse of this vibrant culture – a 
complicated performance with dense audiovisual features which produced, and at the 
same time demanded, a specifically attuned and disciplined ear.  

Although taʿziya has been extensively studied, its sonority has not been given 
the attention it deserves. As far as I have been able verify, there is no systematic study 
of the taʿziya soundscape and its history. Comments on its sonic aspects have been 
restricted to brief and descriptive notes on the musical performances, while 
sporadically particular non-musical aspects have been mentioned.6 By looking at this 

 
5 In these older performances the reciter would keep his speech rhythm by means of a stick. 
He would knock it on the ground or, in some later cases, against a painting behind him to 
keep the pace and his audience’s attention focused. See Chelkowski, ‘Narrative painting and 
painting recitation in Qajar Iran’; Hanaway, ‘Dāstān-sarāʾī’; Yamamoto, The oral background of 
Persian epics, 20–28; Marzolph, ‘The visual culture of Iranian Twelver Shiism in the Qajar 
period’, 144. 

6 In Chelkowski’s edited volume on taʿziya, there is only one contribution that deals with its 
acoustic quality, and even in this exceptional case, the sounds of taʿziya remain limited to its 
musical developments and are overshadowed by the more extensive study of its literary 
sources. Elsewhere, Sadigh Homayouni very briefly describes the musical instruments used 
in taʿziya and the ways reciters chose the different musical modes for their parts but falls short 
of contextualising these musical preferences in the larger taʿziya sonic space. Farrokh Gaffary 
has also dealt with musicality in taʿziya, though like many others, he considers musicality as 
a separate phenomenon that could survive thanks to the performance’s popularity. Even in 
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underexplored theme, this chapter extends the sense-related examination of the 
nineteenth-century Iranian techno-religious sphere by offering a fresh conceptual, 
sonic approach to taʿziya.  

Taʿziya is after all a descendant of certain military episodes with catastrophic 
results – so Shiite history tells us. The very events that took place in Karbala, as well 
as the religious rituals that evolved from it, have consistently been re-enacted in 
tandem with Shiite military cultures.7 On many occasions, people’s rage and intense 
emotional convulsions turned into fully fledged fights, which often unrolled into the 
public domain.8 The militancy that inhered in the ritual was an inseparable element 
for its attraction as a cultural practice. 

As the military reforms that initiated in the Dār al-Funūn gained more 
momentum in the later half of the nineteenth century, taʿziya culture too began to 
change. Given this interdependency, my question is to what extent the sonic setup of 
nineteenth-century taʿziya differed from its older models? Could it be said that the 
incorporation of military music and its disciplinary logic into taʿziya performances 
was not a mere Westernised blemish? What can be said about the connections between 
the military methods and the chest-smiting, singing and recitations in taʿziya?  

I seek to respond to these questions based on a sound-oriented reconstruction of 
the taʿziya performances in the nineteenth century as attested to in the journals and 
travelogues of Iranian and European witnesses. I show how the ear was central to the 
cultural modulation of taʿziya mourning rituals in Iran. My hypothesis is that the ear 
was a cultural site of transformation in which two performative instances joined 
together: taʿziya and military sound-making.9 Military sounds reminded the audience, 

 
Chelkowski’s works, taʿziya sounds have been either framed as music or “a cacophony of 
sound”, missing the deeply ingrained role of sound management in taʿziya affectivity. See 
Chelkowski, ‘Ta’ziyeh’; Shahidi, ‘Literary and musical developments’; Gaffary, ‘Evolution of 
rituals and theatre in Iran’; Homayouni, ‘A view from the inside’. 

7 For testimonies that witnessed such links see, among many others, Wills, Persia as it is; 
Allemagne, Du Khorassan au pays des Backhtiaris. 

8 As an example of such violent episodes see Aghaie, The martyrs of Karbala, 37. 

9 Throughout this chapter, I often use the term sonic, auditory and acoustic as adjectives for 
the sonic aspects in both military practices and taʿziya performances and hence avoid using 
the term ”music” or “musical”, although most performances were indeed musical in nature. 
I use the term military music only when I specifically refer to the military bands playing 
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the on-stage participants and the dancers/singers that they had to calibrate their ears 
in a timely and controlled fashion. The different performing groups had to attune to 
the auditory cues given by their masters and contain their effusive emotions within 
certain spatiotemporal limits. The spectators were expected to adjust their emotional 
expressions to the signals given by the singers’ and eulogists’ voices. A cry bursting 
out too early, or a shriek too high in pitch were aesthetic anomalies, better avoided.  

Through reconstructing the acoustic space in taʿziya as performed throughout 
the late nineteenth century, I show that the inclusion of military sounds into taʿziya 
was not a mere appendage to an otherwise native cultural form. Rather, this synthetic 
moment pointed to a much more complex transformation that taʿziya culture 
underwent concurrent with the military reforms, as developed in the Dār al-Funūn. 
Broadly put, these reforms consisted of new conscripting methods, reorganisation of 
troops, new regimental strategies and field formations, importing new artillery 
technologies, the emergence of a permanent body of soldiers, and more important for 
the present study, new musical/sonic methods for training the army.10  

Building on the concept of acoustic formation, which I derive from Birgit Meyer’s 
notion of the “aesthetic formation”, I theorise that the performance sonic setup 
accounts for taʿziya’s main affective mode. Participants in taʿziya, as I show in more 
detail, were primarily attuned to this sonority as much as, and perhaps even more 
than, the performance’s visual and dramatic aspects.11 On a terminological note, I use 
the term acoustic to underscore the prominence of sounds in taʿziya experience, while 
with the term formation, in line with Meyer’s original take, I tend to capture the 
technical and performative power of taʿziya in addition to its meaning-making 

 
musical interludes. The reason for this is that what interests me, and is central to my 
argument, concerns more broadly the acoustic culture at the time rather than music per se. 
Moreover, I do not have the expertise to tackle the complexity that the history of music in Iran 
demands. This chapter in no way claims to be a contribution to musicology, though I do 
intend to link to the discipline in productive ways. 

10 For more details on these reforms see Tousi, ‘The Persian army, 1880–1907’, 211–12, 218–19; 
Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 211–19; ‘Harmony or cacophony: Music instruction at the Dār al-
Funūn’; Cronin, ‘Importing modernity’, 208–18; Rabi and Ter-Oganov, ‘The military of Qajar 
Iran’, 340–47. 

11 This sensitivity to sounds is described by Ziad Fahmy in his discussion on the raising of 
methodological awareness regarding the senses. See Fahmy, ‘Coming to our senses’. 



 127 

framework. I further unpack this concept in terms of the ways in which the military 
sonic order mixed with and informed taʿziya acoustic experience.  

I begin with a short description of the historical context in which military sounds 
underwent changes in Europe and Iran. Then, I focus on the military reforms in 
nineteenth-century Iran through the lens of four military manuals written during the 
period. The aim is to understand the different kinds of military sounds, the logic that 
underlay their use in drills and battles and their broader cultural effects. In the ensuing 
section, I move on to closely examine taʿziya performances as described in the second 
half of the century. In this part, I reconstruct the acoustic space in taʿziya by examining 
a series of first-hand accounts given by both Westerners and Iranians. Drawing at the 
same time on taʿziya studies, I show in detail how exactly the sonic space and its 
emotive force changed, and how these phenomena worked. 

 
Military sounds  
In a British military manual published in the late eighteenth century, a diagram depicts 
a square formation for a battalion (Figure 16). 12  A contemporaneous military 
dictionary defines this form under the entry “hollow square” as “a body of foot-
soldiers drawn up with an empty space in the centre, for the colours, drums and 
baggage, facing every way to charge the horse”.13 In the middle of this hollow square 
stand the music players, whom only the rear regiment can fully see. The rest of the 
battalion, having no or only a partial view of the drummers and trumpeters, have to 
rely more on their ears to apprehend the necessary commands for their movements 
and the required formations. The players’ main function is to regulate and 
homogenise commands across the entire battalion. The drums, among other uses, 
regulate the marching steps while the trumpets signal various commands such as 
retreat, charge, defence, and so on.14  

 

 
12 Simes, The military guide for young officers. 

13 See Smith, Grignion, and Sandby, An universal military dictionary. 

14 Herbert and Barlow have reproduced this diagram in their book and state that it is not clear 
whether they played music during a battle or only in drills. Herbert and Barlow, Music & the 
British military in the long nineteenth century, 43. 
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Figure 16. Frontispiece of the eighteenth-century British military manual The military guide 
for young officers, printed in 1779 showing the position of music bands in the centre of the 
square. 

 
The history of Western military music tells us that signalling functions were among 
the early usages for different musical instruments in the army.15 During both battle 
and training campaigns, drums, bugles, fifes, and trumpets were extensively used to 
communicate commands to the regiments. Soldiers were required to listen to the 
sounds performed by the music players so as to carry out what was expected from 
them.  

Musical signalling functions were in common use from very earliest times in 
human military history. 16  According to music historians Herbert and Baglow, 
“drummers and trumpeters had practised their skills in military units long before the 
existence of a standing army. They were essentially used for conveying messages from 
a unit’s command to its men”.17 In Europe, it was only from the second half of the 
eighteenth century that musical instruments became minutely entrenched in military 
activities, so much so that almost all aspects in military practices were somehow coded 

 
15 See for example Kappey, Military music; Farmer, Military music; Van Orden, Music, discipline, 
and arms in early modern France.  

16 See Herbert and Barlow, Music & the British military in the long nineteenth century. 

17 Ibid., 3. 
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and regulated by sonic signs.18 This is most acutely tangible in the evolution of the 
military march. As historian of the late nineteenth century J.A. Kappey has put it, “the 
stepping together of large bodies of men in exact rhythm to the sounds of musical 
instruments was carefully taught, and became a military habit”. 19  Marching steps 
began to conform to the drumming tempo and sophisticated trumpet patterns 
developed for every major regimental act.20  

In the European context, these acoustic commands had long been observed to 
affect the infantry’s bodily dispositions. A seventeenth-century British military officer, 
for example, notes how some infantries are already so attuned to drumbeats that they 
“proportion the body, legges, head, hands and every motion so exactly to every stroke 
or doubling of the Drumme, as if it were almost a treason in Nature to walke without 
that Instruments assistance”.21 This rising significance of drum-beats and trumpets for 
military performances occurred during what historians call a “military revolution”, 
which as Rudi Matthee has put it, refers primarily to “the profound changes that took 
place in European warfare in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” with limited 
but significant ramifications in the near eastern Asia.22 This revolution brought about 
“radical changes in terms of hardware, involving equipment and ordnance, as well as 
in terms of army formation, training, maintenance and logistics”.23 It was not until the 
early nineteenth century that such auditory arrangements gave rise to military music 
bands, whose formations were signs of power and nobility in an army.24 As Herbert 
and Barlow write,  

The sonic and visual effect of a band was clearly inspiring, and for the mass 
of ordinary people at this time there was no other sight or sound in public 

 
18 See also Monelle, The musical topic, 113–60. 

19 Kappey, Military music, 68. 

20 Monelle, The musical topic, 115. In regard to how kettledrums entered the European military 
scene via the eighteenth century Turkish influences, see Farmer, Military music; Meyer, 
‘Turquerie and eighteenth-century music’. 

21 Quoted in Herbert and Barlow, Music & the British military in the long nineteenth century, 23. 

22 Matthee, ‘Unwalled cities and restless nomads’, 390. 

23 Ibid. 

24 See for example Bohlman, The music of European nationalism. 



 130 

display to match it. It afforded regiments a colourful and attractive face that 
rendered their law-keeping role a little more palatable to the populace and 
made military service an exciting prospect for some.25 

This new soundscape also found its way into the Iranian milieu. Moreover, it was this 
sonic expression that had the power to reach and affect society on a large scale. As the 
nineteenth-century music historian Jacob Adam Kappey notes in 1894 with regard to 
the European context,  

a military band furnishes in most cases the only medium by which the toiling 
multitude of the working classes get an idea of musical progress. To them, the 
high-priced opera-house, or the fashionable concert-room are not accessible. 
Military bands occupy the gap between the highest and lowest classes of music, 
and by open-air performances of a superior kind they fill a serious void in the 
life of the million.26  

The same was true in Iran, and as I show below, even more culturally so than militarily, 
in view of the fact that taʿziya culture mediated such military novelties to the public.  
 
Military sounds in Iran 
Reading through first-hand accounts written by, or ascribed to, Iranian travellers and 
officials, it can clearly be seen what that nineteenth-century military splendour 
appeared and sounded like to the ears of Iranian reformists. Musicologist Mohsen 
Mohammadi, in an excellent work on the history of military music in nineteenth-
century Iran, has reviewed some of the most significant first encounters with the 
European military music in the century.27 Among them, as he notes, an Iranian migrant 
in India, ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Shūshtarī (d. 1805), witnessing a military parade by the British 
army, sees and hears musical instruments that resemble for him the Persian flute and 
drums. Although those instruments look familiar to him, the way the British army use 
them appears unfamiliar to his ears.  

At battles, they play the same instrument that was mentioned [for training 

 
25 Herbert and Barlow, Music & the British military in the long nineteenth century, 53. 

26 Kappey, Military music, 94. 

27 See Mohammadi, ‘Chef de musique or chef de macaroni’. 
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horses], similar to balabān [flute], and also other tools similar to karnā [long horn] 
and kūrga [large drums]. Most of the tasks are done by that balabān which is 
named bānsarī [Indian flute]. At any given place and faced towards any given 
direction during a battle, they play it [the flute] in a way that can be heard clearly 
by everybody. At marches, when midnight is passed, they play it in a certain 
way, signalling the troops that they should collect their items, take down the 
tents and prepare their equipments. Other signals can mean for the soldiers to 
march or to stop, and at times it could also mean an imminent ambush.28 

Another first-hand account of British military music belongs to a Persian traveller and 
scholar, ʿAbū Ṭālib-I Tabrīzī (d. 1805 or 1806) who in his travelogue describes a 
military parade in Windsor, England.29 He declares that he “has not heard such an 
attractive music” before and that “listening to that music made [his] soul wax more 
and more”. He further claimed that “compared to that music, all the instruments and 
music heard and played in London sounded like the braying of the wild animals”.30  

Such soul-waxing impressions were not uncommon in the nineteenth century. In 
this regard, Mohammadi writes that  

European military music affected Persians who had a chance to observe it in 
European countries. They simply compared it with the unmelodious sound of 
the Persian naqqārakhānas, Persian traditional military bands, hence, they found 
the melodious European military bands very charming. Early reports on 
European military bands provided names of the instruments that, however, 

 
28 Quoted in Mohammadi, 60. Reading the original Persian text of this book, Gem of the world 
(Ṭuḥfat al-ʿālam va dhīl al-tuḥfa), I took the liberty of improving Mohammadi’s translation. See 
Shūshtarī, Gem of the world (Tuḥfat al-ʿālam va dhīl al-tuḥfa), 326. 

29 Mohsen Mohammadi has already extensively studied the introduction of Western military 
music to Iran in the nineteenth century. As a musicologist, he has given a detailed review of 
the most important developments in the music of this period, to which I have not much to 
add. Hence, insofar as the historical context of military music in Iran is concerned, I draw from 
his work and only add a few extra accounts taken from travel literatures of the time for the 
sake of variety. I also refer to the Persian-language study by Ali Bulookbashi and Yahya 
Shahidi’s book. See Bulookbashi and Shahidi, Military music and musical instruments (Mūsīqī 
va sāzhā-yi mūsīqī-yi niẓāmī). 

30 Quoted in Mohammadi, ‘Chef de musique or chef de macaroni’, 60. 



 132 

coincided with similar instruments used in Persian military music. For instance, 
ṭabl, kūs, and gavurgāh were various drums of the Persian naqqārakhānas.31  

Naqqārakhānas were the closest sonic phenomena to the European military music 
bands and presented both an acoustic model and a semantic field for Iranians to 
approach and name European musical instruments. According to Dihkhudā’s 
dictionary, the word naqqāra refers to a percussion instrument comprised of two 
drums, one slightly smaller than the other. This drum set was commonly used in Iran 
as early as the ninth century. Together with various woodwind instruments, such as 
karnā and surnā, trumpets, horns, and reed pipes, they formed the main sound sources 
in the battlefields, and later in the Safavid era, were also played for ceremonial 
purposes and to announce sunrise and sunset – a function that continued well into the 
Qajar period.32 There are many Persian and European travel accounts that evidence 
the use of these musical instruments on such occasions. In one example, the French 
traveller Jane Dieulafoy witnesses a musical band with drums and trumpet-like 
instruments in ʿĀlī Qāpū palace in Isfahan in 1887. Moreover, her published 
travelogue provides a drawing depicting a scene of their playing.33  

and finally, these musicians arrive and in memory of the religion (le culte) of their 
ancestors, salute the sun ... at the moment when it goes out in the shadows of 
twilight and when it is reborn each morning at sunrise. Long brass trumpets … 
in the form of cylindrical-conical shells, constitute the brilliant elements of the 
picturesque orchestra which takes place every evening and morning on one of 
the terraces in front of the nigārkhāna [viewing houses] or at the courtyard of ʿĀlī 

 
31 Ibid., 62. 

32  See Ekhtiar, ‘Harmony or cacophony: Music instruction at the Dār al-Funūn’, 47; 
Bulookbashi and Shahidi, Military music and musical instruments (Mūsīqī va sāzhā-yi mūsīqī-yi 
niẓāmī); Laʿl Shāṭirī, ‘Penetration of the West into military music in Iran (Nufūdh-i gharb dar 
mūsīqī-yi niẓāmī-yi Īrān)’. 

33 Other references can be found in Henry d’Allemange’s travelogue in which he notes the use 
of naqqāras in wedding ceremonies. Allemagne, Du Khorassan au pays des Backhtiaris, 363, 986. 
See also the travelogues written by Qajar statesmen such as Mīrzā Ibrāhīm and Riḍā Qulī 
Mīrzā. Qajār, Travelogue of Riḍā Qulī Mīrzā nāʾib al-iyāla, 19; Mīrza Ibrāhīm, Travelogue of 
Astarabad, Mazandaran and Gilan (Safarnāma-yi Astarābād va Māzandarān va Gīlān), 4. 
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Qāpū Palace, the highest of all the monuments of Isfahan.34 

 

Figure 17. A hand-drawn image showing a group of music performers in ʿ Ālī Qāpū, Isfahan 
in 1887. It was not drawn by Dieulafoy herself, but made later from one of her crude 
sketches and later reproduced in the printed version of her travelogue.35 

 
Dieulafoy’s account and similar ones by others give the impression that the musical 
instruments in naqqārakhānas had a different quality to the trumpets, drums, and pipes 
used in military bands later in Europe. Moreover, no mention of using them as 
disciplining instruments can be found in the sources I examined.36 Needless to say, 

 
34 Dieulafoy, La Perse la chaldee et la susiane; relation de voyage, 290–93. 

35 Ibid., 289. 

36 Bulookbashi claims that disciplining sounds were used in military music before modern 
times. However, he doesn’t give a single reference to sources that evidence this claim. In 
matter of fact, the excerpts he chooses to reproduce in his book only evince the use of sound 
instruments as signs of victory or retreat, or as a way to provoke soldiers emotionally. 
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they had a certain basic level of signalling, namely, initiating battles, and also ending 
them, whether with victory or in retreat. In the entry to karnā in The encyclopedia Iranica, 
Stephen Blum mentions that this old sound instrument was used as a signalling tool 
in battles. He corroborates this claim by resorting to verses from Shāhnāma and also 
points out to a miniature illustration that shows a battle scene with quite a few 
trumpet-like instruments announcing the commencement of the battle. 37  He also 
mentions the use of naqqārakhānas for religious purposes.38 Similarly, A.K.S Lambton, 
under the entry of naqqārakhāna in the Encyclopedia of Islam writes that the 
naqqārakhāna playing style had been practiced widely in Islamic territories in different 
historical periods, but their function, as she maps out in detail, was limited to battle 
calls, war victories, reception ceremonies, the departure of rulers from their palaces 
and, at times, even accompanying certain mourning rituals.39 

I have not found any indication as to their use for regimental movements or 
regulating tactical manoeuvres. It might be safe to assume that what came from 
naqqārakhānas, or was played in that style by musicians throughout the Iranian 
territories, affected their listeners emotively. I will unpack this aspect in more detail in 
the section on taʿziya. However, for the time being, my provisional hypothesis is that 
military musical instruments before the nineteenth century had negligible disciplinary 
elements, that is, they were not used to train soldiers, but only to affect them and the 
non-military audiences emotionally.  

It was only with European military music that the experience of listening to a 
military performance acquired a disciplinary dimension in Iran – although it was not 
simply reduced to this mode as the music was aesthetically attractive as well. The likes 
of Shūshtarī and Tabrīzī, whose testimonies are reproduced above, note this 
disciplinary aspect in their first encounters with European military music. Following 
these preliminary encounters, the military reforms that began with the young ʿAbbās 

 
Bulookbashi and Shahidi, Military music and musical instruments (Mūsīqī va sāzhā-yi mūsīqī-yi 
niẓāmī), 33. See also Ekhtiar, ‘Harmony or cacophony: Music instruction at the Dār al-Funūn’. 

37 Blum, ‘Karnā’. n.p. These images corresponded directly to the poems in Shāhnāma. I owe 
this reference to Prof. Asghar Seyed Gohrab. For more details on the contextual aspects of 
Shāhnāma poems see Seyed Gohrab, ‘The rhetoric of Persian verbal contests: Innovation and 
creativity in debates between the Persians and the Arabs’, 268-269.  

38 Ibid.  

39 See Lambton, ‘Naḳḳāra-khāna’. 
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Mīrzā in the 1810s reached its climax in the Dār al-Funūn with the recruitment of 
several military convoys from Europe. These missions sought to ameliorate the 
Persian cavalry and artillery by introducing new weaponry technologies and to 
improve the infantry by training foot-soldiers with new disciplinary methods.40 None 
of these new measures, however, had any sustained effect on the army. The 
organisational, logistical, and economical infrastructures remained virtually 
unchanged until more effective reforms only taking place during the Pahlavi era. For 
all its failure to yield any discernible upgrade, the nineteenth-century military reforms 
brought forth interesting side-effects.41 

Among the most immediate ones was the introduction of new musical 
instruments, genres, and compositions. 42  Instruments such as kettledrums and 
trumpets were ordered by the Shah and other courtiers to be brought to Iran.43 Retired 
or exiled military officers were recruited to teach the European style of military music 
and also to play live for the Shah and his entourage on various occasions.44  

As the historian of military music in Iran Ali Bulookbashi writes, through the 
military cadre at the Dār al-Funūn, “new musical instruments that were used widely 
in Western military music bands such as the flute, oboe, saxophone, various kinds of 
kettle drums, and cymbals were gradually brought to Iran”.45 Among other important 
characters on the scene was the French Alfred Jean-Baptiste Lemaire (d. 1907), who 

 
40 I do not intent to go into more details about these reforms. I am only concerned with how 
sound techniques and technologies slowly transformed during this era. For more on military 
reforms in Iran see for example Tousi, ‘The Persian army, 1880–1907’. 

41 Both Tousi and Perry show how military proficiency in battle and the skills implemented by 
military officers as well as the infantry infrastructures remained virtually unchanged during 
the entire nineteenth century. Although there were systemic efforts by the State to improve 
the artillery, in effect, the majority of the army remained tribal and impervious to such 
fundamental changes. See Tousi; Perry, ‘Army iv. Afšar and Zand periods’.  

42 For a systematic study of musical reforms through the Dār al-Funūn, see Ekhtiar, ‘Harmony 
or cacophony: Music instruction at the Dār al-Funūn’. 

43 Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 279.  

44 Mohammadi, ‘Chef de musique or chef de macaroni’, 71. See also Qājār, First journey, 90; 
Qājār, Second journey, 199. 

45 Bulookbashi and Shahidi, Military music and musical instruments (Mūsīqī va sāzhā-yi mūsīqī-yi 
niẓāmī), 43. 
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was appointed the chief instructor for the reformation of the Iranian military.46 It was 
under his supervision that the new instruments, methods, and polyphonic 
compositions became familiar in Iran.  

In the course of a few decades, when graduates of the Dār al-Funūn began to 
work in the military, and when those sent abroad came back, the sounds of 
naqqārakhānas were already an established tradition. By the 1880s, the sounds of karnā 
and duhul were entirely pushed out of the military parades and drills. 47  Their 
monophony gave way to the Westernised polyphonous sounds of trumpets, flutes, 
oboe, and drums. Naqqārakhānas’ sounds became henceforth limited to (religious) 
ceremonies and special occasions. Listening to a collection of the most common kinds 
of military music, recorded for the first time on a gramophone in 1906, one can 
immediately distinguish the dominant polyphony in which trumpets and drums are 
played.48 

As evinced by these snapshots, I surmise that the initial stages in the changing 
military sounds in Iran came about through listening to European military bands. 
Listeners to the European bands were primarily charmed by the new kind of music 
they heard in Iran and abroad, and were only led in later stages led to further pursuit 
of the newly emerging interest – attending more military parades, revisiting European 
cities, inviting European bands to Iran, purchasing European musical instruments and 
later, in the early twentieth century, procuring phonographic records from Europe and 
Russia.49  

Also significant in this period was the compilation of a number of military 
manuals by the military staff at the Dār al-Funūn. These texts dealt with military 
tactics and regimental training and laid the basic theoretical foundation for reforming 
the Persian army. Similar to photography manuals that I examined in the previous 
chapter, these books can be approached as cultural objects standing at the juncture 

 
46 For a critical review of Lemaire’s role as a music instructor and his actual influence on the 
development of Western music in Iran see Mohammadi, ‘Chef de musique or chef de 
macaroni’. 

47 Bulookbashi and Shahidi, Military music and musical instruments (Mūsīqī va sāzhā-yi mūsīqī-yi 
niẓāmī), 50–51. 

48 This has been digitised and made available by the Iran National Library. Yāvar and Royal 
orchestra, The military music in Qajar era (Mūsīqī-yi niẓāmī-yi dawra-yi Qājār). 

49 Mohammadi, ‘Modal modernities’, 45. 
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between materials and discourses. Below I examine these sources and sketch out the 
sonic model that these writings shaped.  

 
Manuals of reform 
In this section I closely examine three military manuals, and briefly look at a fourth, 
written by the staff and graduates of Dār al-Funūn. Table 1 shows the titles and 
publication details.  
 

Titles Date of 
publication Author Translator 

Principles of regimental march 
and rules of the artilleries 
(Qavāʿid-i mashq-i dasta va 
qāʿida va qānūn-i naẓm-i 
tūpkhāna-yi mubāraka) 

1853 August Krziz Mīrzā Zakī 
Māzandarānī 

Principles of military march 
(Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām) 1854 ʿAlī Qarāguzlū - 

Movement of the regiments 
(Ḥarkat-i afvāj) 1866 M. Buhler Muḥammad 

Karīm Fīrūzkūhī 

The book of tactics (Kitāb-i 
tāktīk) 1874 

Najafʿalī Ibn -i 
Muḥammad 
Bāqir Khān 
Bīglarbaygī 
Qājār 
 

- 

Table 3. Military manuals examined in this chapter. 

 
The first title in the series belongs to the Austrian instructor August Krziz. Alongside 
his collaboration in military training, he taught physics at the institute and authored 
a very well-known book of physics, which came to be known as Austrian physics (Fīzīk-
i namsāvī).50 Similar to other course books at the college, Krziz’s book on the military 
was available only in translation. It is not clear to me if the Persian version was 
translated from a German or French version, or simply transcribed from his lectures.  

The book begins with introducing the infantry divisions according to the 

 
50 See Figure 5 in previous chapter.  
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Western standards and their adaptations in the Iranian army. In its first few pages, it 
reintroduces a terminological framework, taken up few decades before in the army of 
ʿAbbās Mīrzā but applied on a very limited scale, for ordering and naming the various 
units in an army: company (dasta) foot soldiers (sarbāz), sergeant (vakīlbāshī), lieutenant 
(nāyibdaw), artillery battery (tūpchī), and corporal (dahbāsh).51 Krziz describes in detail 
the formations these divisions should stand in or move in, how they should adjust 
their bodies with respect to their peers and to their commanding officers, and what 
movements they should perform. These details are elaborated with the help of 
terminologies translated or transliterated to Persian. The order to stop, for example, is 
given by the word “hālt (German halt)”, the command to march is transliterated as 
“mārsh” (German marsch) and the word front by “firūnt” (German front).52  

Almost half the text deals with marching. Instructions lay out how soldiers 
should make their steps with respect to the commands issued by their commanding 
officers. The positions for each officer are carefully described so as to maximise the 
impact of their commands' receptivity. The lieutenants’ and colonels’ places are 
precisely set up with respect to the companies and factions (fāksiyun) they manage. 
The text contains more than fifty different kinds of commands, meticulously 
explaining every possible condition that might arise for different battalion formations. 
These commands are densely stratified and adhere to a clear hierarchy. Below I 
translate an excerpt from the treatise to show how every movement is command-
regulated.  

Sometimes it becomes necessary to form a square. To do so, the captain gives the 
order, ”make square!”. The first section (bahra) march with their right arm 
stretched out while the two rear sections march with their left arms stretched out. 
In the first section the officer stands to the left, whence [after the section marches 
to a certain point] he orders ”Halt!”. Immediately, the officer of the fourth 
section, standing to the right, gives the order “march with left hand forward!” 
(mārsh bāzū chap pīsh) until the square is formed.53  

 
51 Ebrahimnejad has a complete list of the terms used in this context. Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, 
public health, 159–60. 

52 Krziz, Principles of regimental march (Qavāʿid-i mashq-i dasta), 1–22. 

53 Ibid., 63. 
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In this short excerpt, three commanding officers work together to form a square, 
namely, the captain and two lieutenants. They give their commands loudly so as to 
make sure every soldier of their section hears them clearly. Such a command-ridden 
logic pervades the entire text and sometimes reaches a level of complexity and 
technicality that requires a translator specialised in military history to render them 
into modern English. What is important to bear in mind is that this logic stood in stark 
contrast to how the Persian army previously operated in battle and how it was trained 
before the Dār al-Funūn.  

The Safavid, Afsharid, Zand, and even the early Qajar armies, were based on a 
different regimental model, one that relied predominantly on the warfare and 
manpower provided by nomadic tribes. According to Abbas Amanat, it was in the 
early seventeenth century with the Safavids, that “for a limited time … the Safavid 
army reached an affective optimal balance between the traditional methods of warfare 
and the new military technology and tactics”.54  

From different tribes, Turkmens, Turks, and Kurds, to name a few, nomad-
warriors were recruited to work for the army, each with different skills and speaking 
a different dialect, and sometimes even languages other than Persian. Without lengthy 
instruction and training, a unified set of orders could never have been implemented. 
Therefore, the kind of strategies and tactics used at that time differed significantly 
from what is expected from a centralised state-sponsored standing army.55 It was only 
with Nādir Shāh (r. 1736 - 1747) that the army experienced an interlude of unified set 
of rules, and even with him this command-based logic seemed to have been 
discontinued in the following periods.56  

In one of the well-known primary sources that reflects the military conditions of 
the Afsharid era, Nādir’s confidant and historian Mīrzā Mihdī Khān Astarābādī (d. 
1759 or 1768), describes Nādir’s war with the Afghans with details that shed light on 
how military practices were observed at the time. He mentions that when the Persian 

 
54 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 80. 

55 For more details on military strategies before the Qajar era see Matthee, ‘Unwalled cities 
and restless nomads’; Axworthy, ‘Basile Vatatzes and his history of Nādir Shāh’; Axworthy, 
‘The army of Nader Shah’.  

56 Axworthy argues that given Nādir’s short-lived reign, his innovations and reforms could 
not be firmly established and were therefore abandoned in the later periods. Axworthy, ‘The 
army of Nader Shah’, 637.  
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army reaches the frontline, Nādir “orders them to keep their ground in a most 
profound silence” so that “they can hear his orders instantly: his voice … is 
uncommonly clear and strong”.57 
There is of course a tinge of exaggeration in Astarābādī’s account and it is not clear 
how exactly Nādir issued his orders to such a sizeable and ethnically diverse army. 
But the fact that such a moment of silence was worthy of mention in the text suggests 
that it must have been a noticeable moment in the military culture of the time.  

To substantiate this claim, let me refer to Rudi Matthee’s study of the Safavid 
army. Matthee suggests that nomad-warriors were largely dismissive of the new 
methods and techniques, for example, the use of firearms for the cavalry, on account 
of being “unmanly”.58 Receiving orders for every movement in the battlefield might 
have also been frowned upon by such chauvinistic proud warriors. On the whole, 
studies of Persian military history give the impression that the nomad-based army in 
Iran, whose strategical and tactical repertoires continued well into the early nineteenth 
century, did not follow a complicated command system but relied on the prowess and 
skills executed by individual warriors.59 

In contrast, on account of Krziz’s military manual and other Dār al-Funūn-
related instructors about whom I write below, the very notion of soldier was 
transformed: No longer a warrior with physical and tactical autonomy in the field, 
oblivious to being told which foot to put forward first, but a soldier bereft of any 
distinctive personal trait and entirely dependent on the commands given to him by 
his officers.  

Another Persian military manual in the nineteenth century, The rules of military 
drills (Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām) elaborates on the importance of commands for the 
reformation of the military and outlines the conditions in which commands have to 
be uttered. The manual is a collection of three texts from 1883, 1854, and 1860. 60 

 
57 I have used the English translation of this work as I could not access the original. Astarābādī, 
The history of the life of Nader Shah, 19–20. 

58 Matthee, ‘Unwalled cities and restless nomads’, 393. 

59 See Quzanlū, Military history of Iran (Tārīkh-i niẓāmī-yi Īrān); Perry, ‘Army iv. Afšar and Zand 
periods’; Cronin, ‘Army v. Qajar period’.  

60 One is anonymous and titled The book of military march (Daftar-I mashq-i niẓām). The second 
one was penned by a ʿAlī Qarāguzlū titled Rules of prudence in war (Dastūr al-ʿamal iḥtiyāt dār 
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According to the first, the only one I could access, “commands should be clear and 
brief as much as possible as the fineness (ḥusn) and the result of movements depend 
on the manner in which commands are given”. 61  The author further divides 
commands into two general categories, namely, akhbār and aḥkām. The former signifies 
the outcome of the movement meant by the command and the latter determines the 
timeline in which the movement has to be executed. This latter, as the manual 
unpacks, “has to be uttered most quickly and succinctly”, which makes it crucial that 
the commander silences the drums and trumpets with the movement of his sword 
before issuing his command “in all the movements ordinated by drums and 
trumpets”. It is only after the drumbeats and trumpets stop that the commander can 
utter his command “in ways that it are clearly heard” by his troops. This manual also 
gives prominence to the role of drums and trumpets in the military march: 

Everyone should march a certain distance in a certain time. Hence, a soldier 
should always accord his foot rhythm (āhang-i pā) to the same interval for every 
step. The rhythm and the step-distance are determined by the beats of the 
military musical instruments, that is, drums and trumpets (ṭabl va shaypūr).62 

These instruments were used for disciplinary, not for aesthetic purposes. The soldiers, 
as the manual makes clear, have to “get used to that rhythm and step-distance so that 
without the drums and trumpets they would be able to maintain (murāʿāt) the same 
rhythm and measure”. By regulating the timing of the drumbeats and trumpet 
patterns, the march has to reach an advanced enough level that  

the whole troop moves as one single person (shakhṣ-i vāḥid) and when their 
marching steps become [temporally and spatially] identical, the earth would trill 
to their step-beats and this would fill the enemy’s heart with fear and anxiety.63 

The concept of a soldier, as we can see from these excerpts, breaks away from the 
nomad model. The individual soldiers are no longer recognised in terms of their 

 
jang) and the third one was a treatise named The science of war (ʿIlm-i jang) by Antoin Rejoil 
Prosky. The edition I have access to, however, contained only the first in the series. 

61 Qarāguzlū, ‘Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām’, 350.  

62 Ibid., 360.  

63 Ibid., 365.  
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personal traits but dissolve into a larger non-personal military construct.  
 The use of drums and trumpets is not restricted to marching nor to drills. 

According to the manual, the signalling instruments have to be used in battle as well, 
particularly while soldiers are engaged in firearm confrontations. As the text instructs, 
gunfire can only happen when there are several troops available. They have to then 
form successive rows and adjust their reload timing so as to make sure that “the 
frontline of the battalion is not left fire-less (bī-ātash)”. And whenever shooting has to 
stop, “the captain announces it with the drums and trumpets”.  

This usage can immediately be put contrast with the older military regimes 
during the Safavid and Afsharid periods. The Iranian military historian Jamīl 
Quzanlū, in his two-volume Military history of Iran (Tārīkh-i niẓāmī-yi Īrān) in 
describing the late-Safavid fighting style does not mention any musical instrument, 
whether in battle or in drills. For instance, he describes how a firing squad change 
their positions after shooting one round and give their place to the next row, without 
any intermediary command regulating their manoeuvre.64  

Only in the second half of the nineteenth century, following the military 
instructions given by Dār al-Funūn’s European staff, did disciplinary and signalling 
drums and trumpets find their ways into the army. The manual The rules of military 
drills contains many instances in which drums and trumpets are mentioned as 
signalling instruments, not only on a macro-scale initiating and ending a battle, but 
also on a micro-scale regulating minor movements in battle. Next to the 
aforementioned examples, these sound instruments, as per the manual, also function 
as micro-signals for soldiers to know when to reload their muskets during shootouts.  

The third book, written by another Dār al-Funūn staff member, known as 
Monsieur Buhler, deals with more functions for drums and trumpets. As for their 
importance, on the front cover, a bouquet of two swords, a musket, one kettledrum 
and a trumpet frames the book title (Figure 18). The text, originally written in French, 
deals with tactical offensive/defensive movements and contains several diagrams in 
980 bullet points, each distinctively numbered in red ink. In comparison to the other 
two books, Buhler’s book, Movement of the regiments, covers more details about the 
commands. For instance, he mentions that the commands issued by the captain can 
be repeated by the lieutenants so that they are certain to be heard by the soldiers. 
Furthermore, it deals with a much wider range of regimental movements, not only 

 
64 Ibid., 370.  



 143 

marches. In one noticeable example, Buhler pays attention to the position of the music 
band during the infantry extraction from the barracks. Accordingly, “first, walk the 
état-majeur (itāmājur), flute players (bālābānchiyān), and music bands, and then the 
company moves in a straight line”.65 The procession should proceed to the captain’s 
lodge in silence, without drumbeat or trumpet sounds. When the captain joins the 
columns and the companies pass the main gate, the music band is ordered to play a 
short pattern as a salute to the infantry.66  

 

 
Figure 18. The frontispiece of the military manual Movement of the regiments by the French 
instructor Buhler. The lithographed book, published in 1866, is held at the Iran National 
Library. 

 
65 Buhler, Movement of the regiments (Ḥarkat-i afvāj), n. 27.  

66 Ibid., n. 35.  
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The text continues to explain various infantry formations, for which signalling 
instruments are often mentioned. In one example, we read that in order to join several 
lines (khaṭṭ) together, the captain orders “the beating of signalling kettledrums (ṭabl-i 
ikhbār)”, which are then accompanied by flute (balabān) players.67 The trumpets are 
moreover used whenever the soldiers have to converge on one point backwards. Or, 
in another example, in order for the battalion to form a square (qalʿa) formation, the 
captain begins with ordering the drumbeats to start, with the flute players tailing their 
respective companies. Meanwhile, the drummers remain in fixed positions in all the 
cases. These signallers (mukhbirān) are chosen from the most experienced officers in 
the army as they ensure the orderly execution of most commands, and most critically, 
have to guide the soldiers in case they fail to attain the required formations, or in case 
of chaos (ightishāsh) when the companies lose coordination during their movements.  

Containing more details than any other manual, Movement of the regiments also 
describes how the battalion has to march before a dignitary. This act occurs in a similar 
fashion in taʿziya preludes, which I elaborate more on later in this chapter. The text 
regulates this important non-battle performance by precise positioning and timing of 
the music bands (mūzīkanchiyān) and drummers (ṭabbālān).68 These sound-makers are 
positioned at the front of their troops, where they begin playing their kettledrums, 
trumpets, and flutes (bālābāns). When each company covers a certain distance before 
the dignitary, the flute players move towards the end of the procession. Once they 
arrive, they stop playing and continue with the march, giving way to the next battalion 
who then repeat the same pattern with the drummers and flute players (Figure 19).69 

In the final book examined for the purpose of this chapter, there are very few 
mentions of drums and trumpets. The book of tactics, compiled by one of the Dār al-
Funūn graduates, pays more attention to training the infantry for carrying out stealth 
missions. In an ambush, for example, the author emphasises that under no 
circumstance should the infantry play the drums and trumpets. 70  However, in 
regulating and organising paramilitary forces, which as the book presumes, can 
sometimes be recruited for certain missions, it is advised that they “learn a few 

 
67 Ibid., n. 839.  

68 Ibid., n. 964.  

69 Ibid., nn. 984–971.  

70 Bīglarbaygī Qājār, The book of tactics (Kitāb-i tāktīk), fol. 28.  
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trumpet commands” to be in accordance with the supporting battalion.71 In another 
case, the book mandates playing drums and trumpets “in a town, village or a military 
campaign at which a reconnaissance force arrive”.72 

 

 

Figure 19. Diagram from Movement of the regiments showing the military parade before a 
dignitary. The leftmost column shows five battalions moving in curved paths. Red and 
yellow bars designate the top and bottom sides of a battalion after they fulfilled the 
movements. The middle column shows three battalions marching. The top red square 
represents the flute players. The rightmost column shows three battalions marching in a 
different direction. The top red square represents the flute players. The position of the 
dignitary is not specified.73  

 
The cultural influence of the military 
Put in context, these textual objects are not just written texts but cultural catalysts. The 
drums and trumpets in military drills and in battle became, shortly after their 
introduction to the Persian army, a cultural attraction and, as I argue, an addition to a 
military necessity. Military sounds, in a word, oscillated between aesthetics and 
discipline in this cultural context. In this regard, Negin Nabavi has drawn attention to 

 
71 Bīglarbaygī Qājār, fol. 46.  

72 Ibid. 

73 Buhler, Movement of the regiments (Ḥarkat-i afvāj), 375.  
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how important military music was in the Dār al-Funūn, where “a special yard” was 
allocated to musical practices (ḥayāṭ-i makhṣuṣ-i mūzīk).74 From around 1878 onwards, 
all the Shah’s visits to the Dār al-Funūn included a fanfare played by the military band 
in training.75 Prior to this, his visits had been welcomed by military drills followed by 
sermon recitations (khuṭbakhwānī), but no fanfare nor musical performance.76 In 1868, 
with the recruitment of Lemaire, military music was institutionally established and 
even acquired a separate department at the school.77 Through these revised music 
programs, which were particularly focused on but not limited to military music, the 
court culture began to be exposed to Western music. These reforms in music 
programs, however, had little bearing on the army as such. Although meant to 
improve the army’s dire condition, the military reform in the Dār al-Funūn had more 
cultural than technical effects on the military. Hence, it may not be an exaggeration to 
say that military reforms came to be associated more lastingly with cultural 
innovations than with the Iranian army’s successful modernisation.  

This cultural side-effect is most visibly reflected in several issues of the Vaqāyiʿ 
newspaper from 1852 to 1876. More than forty issues of the newspaper report the 
mixing of military drills with religious sermons on special occasions such as the 
birthdays of notable religious figures or even mourning days. 78  Especially during 
Muḥarram, when taʿziya performances were performed nationwide, the courtyard at 
the Dār al-Funūn turned into a takya where taʿziya rituals took place. During this time, 
military drills were suspended and the trainees participated in the ʿĀshūrā rituals 
instead.79 In the Muḥarram of 1853, as one example among many others, Nāṣir al-Dīn 

 
74Nabavi, ‘Dar al-Funūn’, 53.  

75 Ibid., 120.  

76 From 1851 to the mid 1870s, according to the Vaqāyaʿ, there was no mention of any musical 
performance before the Shah in the public ceremonies nor in his visits to the Dār al-Funūn. 

77  Ekhtiar, ‘The Dār al-Funūn’, 280. Mohsen Mohammadi, however, argues that other 
European staff had already pushed musical reforms in the Dār al-Funūn considerably and 
Lemaire’s recruitment was only a later development. See Mohammadi, ‘Chef de musique or 
chef de macaroni’. 

78 See for example Vaqāyiʿ no. 240 and no. 252. 

79 See Ibid., no. 191. In one example we read that “all military officials are exempts from drills 
(mashq) so that they can participate in the rituals and join the taʿziya plays”. 
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Shāh called for one thousand cavalry units from Turkish, Mazandarani, and Kurdish 
ethnicities to come to Tehran for the royal parade during the ʿĀshūrā mourning 
rituals.80 This cross-fertilisation also take place earlier in the Safavid era. As Babak 
Rahimi has shown, Shāh Abbās I occasionally performed Muḥarram rituals before his 
attacks in the battles he fought against the Sunni Ottomans. However, these rituals 
were not yet dramatized. They were only limited to chest-beating and dancing 
performances.81  

This coterminous enactment of military practices and taʿziya rituals created the 
possibility for exchange between the two performative setups. For soldiers, both 
taʿziya and military parades were disciplinary measures, which they had to follow 
every year. For the statesmen, they represented the splendour of the government. In 
this setting, the sustained effect of military performances, whether as drills, parades, 
or fanfares, could potentially change taʿziya’s performative setting, especially its 
acoustic space.  

To what extent can this change be traced to taʿziya performances in the period? 
How can the resonances between the military logic, as reflected in the military 
manuals discussed above, and the performative arrangements in taʿziya be 
characterised? In the next section, I look more closely into taʿziya performances 
performed in the second half of the century. Drawing on several primary sources, I 
reconstruct the proceedings in these passion performances with a particular focus on 
its soundscape. I show how the sonic expressions in taʿziya drew on the emerging 
military practices and synthesised a novel acoustic space characterised by both 
disciplinary and emotive constituents.  

 
Taʿziya: A short history 
The taʿziya performances that many Westerners and Iranians witnessed in the 
nineteenth century was the pinnacle of a religious ritual that began to form a few 
centuries before the Qajars, during the Safavid era. The early versions of the ritual 
were much simpler. The mourning was mainly performed in processions (dasta) 
comprised of ordinary people and a few leaders walking down a passage smiting their 
chests and flagellating themselves with metal chains. As for musical instruments, 
cymbals and horns were occasionally used, but no other sound-making tools. 

 
80 Ibid., no. 142. 

81 Rahimi, Theater state and the formation of early modern public sphere in Iran, 199–202. 
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Depending on the period and place, some processions had choirs and some others 
made use of one-man recitations (naqqālī). But it was only in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries that these varied practices coalesced into what we recognise 
today as taʿziya and the variegated practices transformed into a stage-based drama.82  

Shiite communities around the world have consistently practiced the mourning 
rituals of their third Imām Ḥusayn Ibn-i ʿAlī, who died along with his seventy odd 
companions in Karbala during Muḥarram of the year 680. Ḥusayn’s retinue refused 
to acknowledge the sovereignty of the Sunni caliph Yazīd Ibn-i Muʿāwiya whose 
troops had a clear advantage as they vastly outnumbered the few Shiite dissidents in 
the middle of their exodus from Medina. Fully aware of the outcome, and too stubborn 
to yield, Ḥusayn and his followers died one after another during the ten days of the 
siege, with a few family members taken captive.83 Ḥusayn’s death took place on the 
final day, the tenth day of Muḥarram, ʿĀshūrā, known among the Persian speaking 
Shiites as the day of murder (rūz-i qatl).  

In his lifelong study of taʿziya, Peter Chelkowski notes that Muḥarram rituals 
had been particularly welcomed by the Shiites from very early on since the events at 
Karbala. As he states, “the annual Muḥarram mourning ceremonies were observed 
with great pageantry and emotion”, from as early as the ninth century.84 According to 
another scholar of taʿziya and Muḥarram rituals, Kamran Aghaie, “mourning for 
Ḥusayn and his fallen supporters at Karbala began almost immediately after the 
massacre when Ḥusayn’s surviving relatives and supporters lamented the tragedy”.85 
However, there is evidence only from the tenth century onward that such mourning 
practices turn into ceremonies and rituals proper. There are records that show the 
rituals took place in the tenth century in the form of processions of men in black outfits 

 
82  Bayzai, Performance in Iran, 116–20; Aghaie, The martyrs of Karbala, 12–13; Chelkowski, 
Taʿziyeh, 2–3. Bayzai, Performance in Iran, 116–20; Aghaie, The martyrs of Karbala, 12–13; 
Chelkowski, Taʿziyeh, 2–3. 

83 The history of the battle at Karbala and its socio-political context have been recounted in 
many scholarly works on taʿziya and Shiite history. See for instance Aghaie, The martyrs of 
Karbala; Ayoub, Redemptive suffering in Islam; Hawting, The development of Islamic ritual.  

84 Chelkowski, Taʿziyeh, 2.  

85 Aghaie, The martyrs of Karbala, 10. 
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matching their blackened faces.86 During these processions, the mourners beat their 
chests and chanted together while parading the city during most of the day.87 These 
rituals lasted for ten days and culminated in its most mournful state during the tenth 
day, when the chest-beating and flagellation were practiced widely and intensely.88  

With the Safavid dynasty rising to power and the concomitant 
institutionalisation of Shiism in Iran, Muḥarram rituals found state patronage and 
henceforth became an integral part of religious and national sentiments. As such, these 
ritual forms had not yet become taʿziya proper. There were no actors playing Ḥusayn 
and his companions in Karbala and the visual/sonic expressions remained mostly 
unrehearsed. According to Chelkowski, it was only in the mid-eighteenth century, 
long after the fall of the Safavid empire, that the processional rituals merged with 
another performative technique in the Iranian milieu, namely, recitation (naqqālī) – a 
synthesis that shaped the ritual into a dramatic performance.  

This latter practice, naqqālī, took on various forms and genres. In its broadest 
manifestation, as the Iranian theatre maker and scholar Bahram Bayzai has noted, 
naqqālī was the public recitation of (an) event(s) or stories, “in prose or verse with 
elaborate bodily gestures”.89 This performative art dated back to as early as the eighth 
century. 90  The story-telling recitations recounted mostly pre-Islamic folktales and 
mythologies. Later, during the Safavid era, they incorporated Shiite historical 
ingredients drawing mostly from the martyrdom-ridden repertoires in Shiism. During 
this period, the narrators performed their stories in coffeehouses and caravanserais 
where they enjoyed a permanent audience.91 Among the many derivative genres of 
naqqālī were panegyric recitation (maddāḥī) and the more specialised form known as 

 
86 Bayzai, Performance in Iran, 119.  

87 Chelkowski, Taʿziyeh, 3.  

88 The significance of the tenth day and of the name ʿĀshūrā have been studied from a strictly 
philological perspective by G.R. Hawting. He has traced the roots of the rituals in the Hebrew 
traditions through an analysis of Islamic exegeses. See Hawting, ‘The tawwabun, atonement 
and āshūrā’. 

89 Bayzai, Performance in Iran, 60.  

90 Ibid., 62. 

91 Hanaway, ‘Dāstān-sarāʾī’, 103. See also Babayan, Mystics, monarchs, and messiahs, 245–93. 
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rawẓakhwānī, focused only on the life of Shiite martyrs.92 It was ultimately this very 
rawẓakhwānī that mingled with ʿĀshūrā rituals and turned into what we know today 
as taʿziya performances.93 

Taʿziyas were initially performed in public spaces, with performers carving out 
a space from a square or a courtyard before a coffeehouse – a practice known as 
“taking hold of a battlefield” (maʿarakagīrī).94 Later in the nineteenth century, special 
places and buildings were allocated to the performative ceremonies, known as takya. 
They could be as small as a tent or as large as a theatre hall, accommodating as little 
as fifty to as many as a thousand or more participants. The actions always took place 
on and around a circular stage, which was in most cases slightly elevated from the 
ground. Several sessions (majlis) were performed throughout the whole ten days, each 
of which focussed on one individual, hence majlis-i Qāsim, majlis-i ʿAbdallāh, and so 
on. In larger takyas, several such sessions were performed for hours on end. The final 
day was exclusively reserved for Ḥusayn’s death, but always preceded by other 
sessions, sometimes even comedic ones that spun off the main ʿĀshūrā events similar 
to the grave diggers’ scene in Hamlet.95  

What was, and continues to be, especially fascinating about taʿziya is the viewers’ 
intimate involvement with the performance. Unlike any contemporaneous theatrical 

 
92 The practice derived from a book compiled in the early sixteenth century in Persian, The 
garden of martyrs (Rawẓat al-shuhadā) . It contained mournful recitations on the lives of Shiite 
Imams and as Chelkowski notes, functioned “as framework and spring board for the 
professional narrators who improvised creatively on the suffering and deeds of the many 
Shiite heroes”. Chelkowski, Taʿziyeh, 4. See also Aghaie, The martyrs of Karbala, 12. 

93 It should be mentioned that the history of taʿziya and performance in Iran is very complex. 
The associations between different art forms and the ways one genre evolved into another are 
uncertain issues, which I have surely overlooked in this brief sketch. For studies that have 
dealt with this complexity, see Chelkowski, ‘Narrative painting and painting recitation in 
Qajar Iran’; Floor, The history of theater in Iran. 

94 According to Steingass’ dictionary, the word maʿraka means a place where people or soldiers 
are gathered. It can also be used in the sense of battle-field or an arena where prize-fighters 
perform. Maʿarakagīrī is a compound noun which denotes the act of creating a maʿraka. 

95 For the significance and multiple uses of public places as takyas see Aghaie, The martyrs of 
Karbala, 29–31. For references to comic scenes in taʿziya see, for instance, Mustawfī’s 
testimonies in his journals. Mustawfī, Portrait of my life (Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man), 288–89.  
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forms around the world, taʿziya requires the participation of the audience in the 
emotive dramatisation of the events at Karbala. As Andrzej Wirth has astutely 
suggested, unlike any other theatrical tradition, taʿziya sources its emotive power from 
the audience experience and minimises the actors’ involvement in the performance 
setup. The characters’ emotional experience is not represented by the actors but only 
hinted at and then relegated to the audience to be acted out. The viewers, and not the 
actors, are the characters’ emotional carriers. The actors remain simply the cueing 
devices, guiding the audience in their dramatic experience.96 They are therefore called 
likenesses (shabīh), not in a representational sense as they do not embody the 
characters, but in the way a figure in a miniature painting is called a shabīh.97 If in a 
miniature painting a figure is recognised by indexical mimesis, as I elaborated in the 
previous chapter, in the taʿziya performative setting, figures of Husayn and his 
companions are indexed visually but also, and centrally, sonically – a certain drum 
pattern, a trumpet call, or a change in the singing register.  

From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, taʿziya evolved on many levels: the 
performers became more professional, the costumes more elaborate, the poems more 
developed, the acts more complex, and above all, the soundscape became more 
pronounced and multi-layered. This sonic aspect was the most significant component 
in taʿziya as it was the main medium for carrying out the emotive experience for the 
audience. Taʿziya visuality, although elaborate in its own terms, was subjugated to the 
performance acoustics. It was above all through sound, whether in singing, chanting, 
signaling, or music, that moods were communicated to the audience.98 From the very 
beginning of the session, even before the act, acoustic signs guide the audience and 
help them adjust their attention and regulate their emotions. I will substantiate this 
claim by providing evidence later below.  

 
96 Wirth, ‘Semiological aspects’, 34.  

97 The translation likeness for the word shabīh might not be the best choice. Next to the idea of 
likeness, the word shabīh also contains the idea of sketch or schemata. The actors on stage 
representing the Karbala heroes were in a sense also schematic diagrams of the characters. 
The same issue can be said with respect to miniature paintings, which I have discussed in 
Chapter two.  

98  Shahidi in his contribution to Chelkowski’s edited volume on taʿziya has dealt with 
musicality in taʿziya. However, the study falls short of providing an in-depth insight into the 
auditory quality in the performances. See Shahidi, ‘Literary and musical developments’, 40. 
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Below, I examine this acoustic aspect in more detail. Looking into about ten first-
hand accounts of taʿziya performances in the nineteenth century, I reconstruct how 
taʿziya was performed from an acoustic perspective. The aim is to show how the 
performance was transformed acoustically throughout the nineteenth century and 
how the novel military practices entered into taʿziya and mixed with it. The sources I 
examine are travel literatures and memoirs written by Europeans as well as Iranians. 
The earliest account dates back to 1812 and the latest to 1910. During this century-long 
evolution, military sounds and music crept into taʿziya and fulfilled multiple 
functions.  

 
Cueing and organising: Taʿziya reconstructed  
Below, I reconstruct certain scenes and sections of taʿziya performances. Their setups 
constitutes two parts: prologues and the main acts. For each part, I go through my 
sources chronologically, beginning from 1812, and move through the materials in a 
comparative fashion. In this way, I intend to show how taʿziya sounds and sonic orders 
changed in the nineteenth century. 
 
Prologues  
The British diplomat and orientalist William Ouseley (d. 1842), who was among the 
most influential politicians during the British quasi-colonialist projects in Iran, 
witnessed the Muḥarram rituals of January 1812.99 What he saw consisted in both 
public processions and semi-private taʿziya performances performed in various 
locations in the country. According to Ouseley’s account, ʿĀshūrā rituals lasted for ten 
days, 

on each of which a portion of the melancholy story is publicly recited in the 
streets of every town, by priests and others, to crowds of people who express 
their sympathy and grief not only by groans and sighs, but by howls of very 
suspicious loudness, violent beating of breasts’ rending of garments, and even 

 
99  See Lane-Poole, ‘Ouseley, William’. During this time, the Persian court had just been 
introduced to Western military music. See Laʿl Shāṭirī, ‘Penetration of the West into military 
music in Iran (Nufūdh-i gharb dar mūsīqī-yi niẓāmī-yi Īrān)’; Mohammadi, ‘Modal 
modernities’. 
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tears.100  

He further hears many chants in “a whining tone of voice ‘Yā Ḥusayn! Yā Ḥusayn!’”.101 
These are the sounds he hears in the streets, around the squares, and in the bazaars.  

He also had the chance to view a few taʿziya sessions in their entireties, one of 
which in the company of Fatḥʿalī Shāh.102 Ouseley describes this particular session in 
much more detail, noticing first and foremost the visual splendour of the takya in 
which the taʿziya was performed and the overwhelming presence of the (mostly 
female) public. That particular taʿziya took place in a public square in Tehran that had 
been made into a takya temporarily and compartmentalised as to satisfy the royal 
attendance as well as the dramatic requirements. The performance, from Ouseley’s 
viewpoint, begins with a group circling the stage “carrying on their shoulders the 
Prophet’s coffin” adorned by “a pall of gold-embroidered cloth blazing with the lustre 
of diamonds, emeralds and rubies”.103 Ouseley does not notice any sound element 
during this prologue.  

Another British diplomat who was Ouseley’s contemporary, James Justinian 
Morier (d. 1849), observes the same prologue procession in one of the sessions he joins 
in 1811, with more or less the same adorned coffin, which is “borne on the shoulders 
of eight men” and “covered with precious stones”.104 But he also notices a few more 
items in the prologue, some of which are sonorous. Before the Prophet’s coffin is 
brought in, Morier witnesses “a stout man, naked from the waist upward, balancing 
in his girdle a long thick pole, surmounted by an ornament made of tin”, who is 
further followed by another half-naked man who chants “verses with all his might in 
praise of the King”.105 Later, after a few groups pass by, Morier sees “a body of fierce-
looking men, with only a loose white sheet thrown over their naked bodies”, who 
“sing a sort of hymn, the tones of which are very wild”.106 This prologue procession, 

 
100 Ouseley, Travels in various countries of the east more particularly Persia, Vol. II, 163.  

101 Ibid. 

102 Ibid., 164.  

103 Ibid., 166. 

104 Morier, A second journey through Persia, 180.  

105 Ibid. 

106 Ibid., 182. 
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in Morier’s view, ends with a sound-making group, whose only instruments are “two 
pieces of wood” which they thump together. These wood-striking sound-makers are 
“marshalled by a maître de ballet, who stands in the middle to regulate their 
movements, they perform a dance, clapping their hands in the best possible time”.107 
The master’s role also includes a recitation act, “to which the dancers join at different 
intervals with loud shouts and reiterate clapping of their pieces of wood”.108 Ouselely 
observes this extraordinary dance as well, but not as part of the prologue, rather, as 
an epilogue at the end of the whole performance. In brief, according to the two 
Englishmen, the sonic expressions in the prologue are limited to hymns, recitations, 
and the wood-striking sounds of the dancers. No other sound instruments are 
reported.  

Almost three decades later, only a year into the reign of Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, an 
English woman named Lady Mary Leonora Woulfe Sheil (d. 1869) notes down her 
experience with taʿziya. As the wife of an English envoy to the Qajar court, she had 
the privilege of attending quite a few royal events, including taʿziya performances. 
She witnessed the taʿziya ceremonies of the Muḥarram/December of 1848. Similar to 
Ouseley and Morier, she attended a royal taʿziya, though this time in a theatre hall 
designed for this purpose.109 Just like the earlier versions performed thirty odd years 
before, the one Sheil witnesses begins with a procession, though with different 
elements parading around the circular stage: “camels, led horses caparisoned,” and 
“kajawās” 110 which circle around the slightly elevated platform in the middle, and 
sonorously more significant, trumpets and kettledrums which “resound far and 
near”.111 This is the first time that the use of military sound instruments in taʿziya is 
recorded. Yet, Sheil does not mention hearing them during the main taʿziya. The 
kettledrums and trumpets aside, she takes heed of the peculiar soundscape that 
overwhelms her from all around. To her ears, taʿziya is full of “extraordinary and 

 
107 Ibid., 183. 

108 Ibid. 

109 The building she described resembled takya dawlat, but we know that it had not yet been 
constructed in 1848. It is not clear to me in what building that taʿziya session took place, but it 
is safe to assume that it was not a public square made into a temporary takya. 

110 The special seats mounted on camels for women to ride. 

111 Sheil, Glimpses of life and manners in Persia, 128. 
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ludicrous” sounds and noises, “which one is sometimes inclined to mistake for 
laughter”.112 These weeping sounds, as Sheil notes, come from the intimately involved 
audience who “act” the sounds “with great spirit and judgement”.113 The audience, in 
her eyes, become one entity, much like how the Rules of military drills (Qavāʿid-i mashq-
i niẓām) requires the soldiers to “move as one single person (shakhṣ-i vāḥid)” in such an 
orderly and harmonised fashion that “the earth would trill to their step-beats”. 

A few years later, in his book published in 1879, the British lieutenant Lewis Pelly 
describes his prolonged observation during the 1850s and 60s of taʿziya performances 
in Iran and India. As an officer in the East India Company, he witnessed taʿziya 
performances in a wider Shiite territory and even translated an extensive collection of 
the sessions into English as The miracle play: Hasan and Husain collected from oral 
tradition. In his preface to the book, Pelly writes about his experience with and 
observations of taʿziya during his decade-long career in the Indo-Iranian region. More 
particularly, he describes a few sessions that he witnessed himself. In one such 
accounts, we read how sonic cues are used already in the late 1850s.  

Pelly notes that before the play begins, the audience are cued into silence “by the 
muffed beating of a drum, in slow time” and with “the measured beats becoming 
fainter and more faint” people are ushered into their seats and wait for the show to 
begin.114 This silence brings to mind the silence of Nādir Shāh’s army right before their 
offensive charge against the enemy. Just as Nādir’s soldiers needed that silence to hear 
their leader’s voice, the participants and actors in taʿziya required a moment of rest 
and quiet to be able to follow their prompter’s signals.  

In Pelly’s account, the prologue starts with a sermon given by a clergyman from 
a pulpit. Already in this prologue, Pelly hears loud cries and moaning from the 
audience, who have gradually built up their emotions and tune into the sound of the 
sermon. Their sobs and cries are then followed by the audience smiting their chests 
loudly and rhythmically, chanting yā ʿAlī, yā Ḥasan, yā Ḥusayn. To curb this rather 
early climax, as Pelly notes, the performers draw on a sonic technique. Forming a sort 
of chorus, they begin “chanting, in regular Gregorian music, a metrical version of the 
story, which calls back the audience from themselves, and imperceptibly at last 

 
112 Ibid., 129. 

113 Ibid. 

114 Pelly, The miracle play of Hasan and Husain, xix. 
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soothes and quiets them again. Only then the main dramatic scenes can begin”.115  
Carla Serena, with whose account I began this chapter, witnessed a much more 

elaborate musical prologue in the winter of 1877 in Tehran. In the prologue she sees, 
the processions are “pompous and of all genres who circled the sakkū [the elevated 
platform used as the stage]”.116 The adorned camels and horses appear in more or less 
the same way Ouseley, Morier, and Sheil witnessed. But at the end of the procession, 
comes a music band that plays “Persian tunes on European instruments” and is led 
by a French music chef.117 A contemporaneous British physician, C.J. Wills, describes 
two bands in his Persia as it is, who play “sonorous discord, irrespective of each 
other”.118 Serena hears the cacophonous sounds produced by the rest of the performers 
as well as the audience, led by certain masters who signal and cue the participants by 
hitting their sticks against the ground or swinging it in the air. These cue-men are 
observed in all the previous testimonies: in Ouseley’s case they are half-naked; in 
Morier’s case they lead the dance and the wooden-striking parade; and in Pelly’s case 
they are responsible for bringing the chaos back to order.  

The performances of the cue-men and their masters parallel the actions of foot-
soldiers and their captains in the military. In a very similar way to how the infantry 
had to follow their commander’s order according to the procedure laid out in Rules of 
military drills (Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām), the dancers and the audience in taʿziya 
followed the sound cues performed on stage. This parallel can also be read in the 
travelogue of the late-nineteenth-century American journalist and diplomat Samual 
Benjamin. His descriptions, in contrast to others discussed so far, are much more 
sensitive to sounds. The session he describes took place in 1882-3. As he testifies, it 
was the fifth day of Muḥarram and the sessions were to be performed in the by then 
fully constructed takya dawlat. The performance in that year follows the same style as 
before, namely, with a processional prologue proceeding a public sermon. In the 
procession, Benjamin sees the same group of dancers who strike wooden blocks in a 
rhythmic fashion. He further hears “the strains of martial music” which give the 

 
115 Ibid., xx. 

116 Serena, Hommes et choses en Perse, 177. 

117 Ibid. 

118 Wills, Persia as it is, 213. 
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impression of “a funeral dirge”.119 This, Benjamin notes, “was one of the military bands 
of the Shah and was followed in steady procession by six other regimental bands, each 
in turn striking up a minor strain”.120 

An Iranian dignitary and a Dār al-Funūn graduate, Dūstʿalī Muʿayarī gives a bit 
more detail regarding this military musical performance in the prologue. In a royal 
taʿziya performed in 1888, for instance, Muʿayarī writes that “the first music band 
carries musical instruments of silver which queen Victoria has gifted the Shah in one 
of his visits to England." The second band, he adds, “are qazzāq cavalry”121 who are 
guided by a Persian music master”. 122  The inclusion of this aspect, once again, 
foregrounds how taʿziya and military disciplines were closely tied.  

When the procession ends, Benjamin observes a scene none of our previous 
historical interlocutors has noticed. He sees a file of children entering the stage, 
“dressed in green”; the actors standing next to them. When they come to a halt, “on 
the solemn silence” in between the processions, “like the thrill of a bird at night, comes 
the voice of one of the children, low and solemn, then rising to a high, clear tone 
indescribably wild and thrillingly pathetic – a tragic ode of remarkable effect and 
power”.123 Other children and actors join the child, “one by one, until a sublime choral 
elegy pealed over the vast arena with such an agony of sound that it actually seemed 
as if these actors in this theatrical scene were giving expression of their own death-
song”.124 And then the main act begins.  

Regarding the role of children, Benjamin elaborates more in his book. As he 
writes, a traveller in Iran during Muḥarram “will be surprised by a sound which is 
especially remarkable in the comparative stillness of an oriental city. It is the voice of 
children singing in clear tones snatches of a song he [the traveller] has never heard 

 
119 Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 389.  

120 Ibid. 

121 According to Dihkhudā dictionary, Qazzāqs were light-arm soldiers who were trained by, 
or simply clad in, the style of the Russian army. The word also referred to a certain Turkish 
clan of the Mongolian Changīz Khān’s descendants. 

122 Muʿayyir al-Mamālik, Notes (Yāddāshthā), 66. 

123 Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 389.  

124 Ibid. 
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before”. 125  The sound of children singing these “weird” tunes, Benjamin further 
explains, has “a distinct individuality of its own, a musical cadence that fixes the 
attention, and touches the chords of the emotions”.126 Benjamin attests to the fact that 
children pick up those tunes from taʿziya performances, which they have either heard 
as the audience or the singers on-stage. This practice of using children as singers is 
called bachchikhwānī, literally meaning child-singing. Children were often assigned to 
sing mournful hymns and songs representing either the children or the women in 
Karbala. Once again, we can see how the appearance of the actors mattered much less 
than their sonic expressions. It was more significant for taʿziya directors to give a 
realistic vocal impression to the audience than a visual one, a preference that makes 
children more suitable for female roles.  

Another Persian dignitary, writer and statesman ʿAbdallāh Mustawfī (d. 1941), 
in his Sharḥ-i zindigāni-yi man (Portrait of my life), records the most acute observation 
of taʿziya performances in the Persian language. During his time, in the 1900s, the 
procession continued to use military music and the wood-striking dance remained in 
place. Mustawfī, however, gives more details and subtleties only perceptible to a 
native eye.127 For instance, he draws attention to the rawẓakhwānīs which preceded the 
processions, the same as the one Ouseley, Morier, and Serena dubbed “sermons given 
on the pulpit”. Mustawfī, however, notes that “no one listened to these rawẓas. Not 
even one single moan could be heard from the women.128  

He also describes the prologue procession: the military music band wearing blue 
uniforms with white stripes and being led by an Iranian music master. They are then 
followed by another music band, naqqārachīhā who carried karnā, duhul, and drums. 
These bands, Mustawfī further points out, continue to play throughout the whole 
procession.129 He notices the wood-striking band as well, who wear the same outfits 
and have wooden blocks wrapped around their hands, “which they strike against one 

 
125Ibid., 365. 

126 Ibid. 

127  He tells several anecdotes about the actors and managers, makes witty remarks and 
describes taʿziya plays in smaller venues. Mustawfī, Portrait of my life (Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man), 
288–302.  

128 Ibid., 294. 

129 Ibid., 296. 
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another to the sound of dirge (nawḥa)”.130 They continue their parade until they reach 
the Shah's box, whereupon they increase the rhythm to three beats per a specific 
(undefined) period of time. Mustawfī testifies that an "ear-scratching sound comes out 
of the wood-striking, and to my view it resembles a dance more than mourning".131 
What he sees becomes very close to what Monsieur Buhler instructs in his book 
Movement of the regiments. In the latter’s case, the music band that leads the infantry to 
their captain’s lodge beat a shorter drum pattern once at the lodge, much like how the 
dancers increase their rhythm in front of the Shah’s seat.  

Sonic expressions were not limited to the prologues in taʿziya performances. 
Within the main body of the performance, too, different sounds reverberated in the 
arena. The military sounds, however, did not echo as explicitly as they did in the 
prologue, yet to a certain extent influenced performance’s acoustics.  

 
Main acts 
Ouseley reports in his entry to taʿziya that when the main part begins, he would 
immediately become enthralled by the visual grandeur of the arena, and not 
surprisingly he ignores the acoustic elements in the sessions. We can only deduce a 
few auditory elements from his ocularcentric account, namely the moaning and 
lamentation sounds produced on and around the stage. But by and large, vision 
dominates Ouseley’s experience.132 

This lack of attention to sound elements might have been due to Ouseley’s 
sensory preference. However, reading his contemporary, Morier, another explanation 
would seem plausible, namely, the fact that as high ranking officials, their “distance 

 
130 Ibid., 294. 

131 Ibid., 295. 

132 His visual bias was even strong enough to make far-reaching associations between taʿziya 
and European performances. After explaining to his intended European readers how each 
scene unfolds and how the characters’ heroisms are displayed, he hastily concludes that the 
spectacular play, with “the challenges of knights … their single combats; their military pomp 
and array; coats of mail, shields, lances and banners; the armour and caparisons of their 
horses, and many other circumstances, seemed to” him almost the same as he “had seen 
delineated in” the European “emblazoned Romances, and other illuminated Manuscripts 
which described the manners and customs of European nations soon after the crusades”. 
Ouseley, Travels in various countries of the east more particularly Persia, Vol. II, 168–69.  
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from the stage was too great to hear the many affecting things” taking place on the 
stage.133 It might have been the case that given their distance from the centre, they 
could only make out the musical bits in the prologue due to the less noisy reception 
of this part by the audience. Therefore, Ouseley and Morier might have missed the 
more complex soundscape of the main acts, which provoked a much louder reaction 
from the audience. If that is the case, from their seating point, they could only hear the 
cacophony of loud cries, sobs, moaning, and the chattering all mixed up and 
indistinguishable. However, this hypothesis is, on the whole, less convincing, given 
Samuel Benjamin’s account, analysed further below.  

Lady Sheil’s account, too, has the same ocularcentric component due to her 
sensory predisposition, and possibly also her distance from the stage. Similarly, Carla 
Serena and Pelly shy away from describing much sonority during the main acts. While 
Serena is more concerned with the actors’ costumes and the predominantly visual 
displays of the mise en scène, Pelly pays more attention to the public parades in 
Bombay and its processual unfolding. 

It is with Samuel Benjamin, whose observation of taʿziya performances shows a 
particularly insightful knowledge about its affective modes, that the taʿziya's visual 
layer is bypassed and the acoustic aspects become more pronounced. Pointing to the 
rather underdeveloped mise en scène in the main acts, Benjamin writes that “it was 
not things but men that riveted the rapt attention of the vast audience; not material 
objects, but the achievements and utterances of the souls gazing down the vistas of 
time from the shining pinnacles of moral grandeur”.134 Unlike the previous witnesses 
to taʿziya, Benjamin has a more acoustically attuned sensorium, or perhaps he was 
closer to the stage than Morrier and Serena.  

In a perceptive description, next to noticing the visual clues given by the actors’ 
outfit, Benjamin takes special interest in the taʿziya director, whom he terms 
“prompter”. 135  This weeping coordinator 136 , always present on the stage, “walked 
unconcernedly on the stage, and gave hints to the players or placed the younger actors 

 
133 Morier, A second journey through Persia, 183.  

134 Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 390.  

135 In Persian, this person was called taʿziyagardān. 

136 This word was suggested to me by Prof. Asghar Seyed Gohrab.  
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in their position.137 At the proper moment also, by a motion of the hand, he gives order 
for the music to strike up or stop”.138 The sounds that the stage director orders for came 
from a music band “stationed at the top of the building”.139 They play, as Benjamin 
specifies, kettledrums and horns that sound “harsh and doleful, and startling enough 
to awake the dead”. The instruments, especially the horns, are to Benjamin’s eyes and 
ears distinctively Persian and sound as if they belonged to “the prehistoric days of 
Shah Jamsheed”. These auditory clues frame each scene and signal extradiegetically 
to both the actors and the audience that a certain time, space, or a narration ended. At 
times, they are also played diegetically within a particular scene to indicate that a 
certain character sets out to go to battle and begin a fight.140 These two kinds of signals 
can be immediately compared to the two kinds of signals used in the military, namely 
the previously mentioned akhbār and aḥkām commands in Rules of military drills 
(Qavāʿid-i mashq-i niẓām). While akhbār is analogous to the extradiegetical cues, only 
defining the movement, aḥkām can be compared to the diegetical cues which regulate 
the internal temporal structure of the movements. Akhbār or aḥkām, extradiegetical or 
diegetical, once played, the “fierce music stimulated the glowing enthusiasm of the 
faithful and nerved their zeal for events yet more tragic and sublime”.141 Among such 
tragic events, one particular scene appealed to Benjamin most, which he describes 
with special attention to its sonic quality.  

The scene dramatises the individual mission of Husayn’s nephew ʿAlī Akbar 
who batters away at Yazid’s army to get to water sources. While circling the stage, the 
actor-model for this character sings “pathetic tones” predicting his death. His singing, 
as Benjamin recounts enthusiastically, “rang forth like a trumpet to the furthest hook 

 
137 The Polish theatre director Tadeusz Kantor drew on this technique in many of his plays. As 
a highly stylised personal signature, he was present on stage and would guide his actors 
during the play. He was said to have been familiar with taʿziya. See Chelkowski, ‘Taʿzia’. 

138 Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 392.  

139 Ibid. 

140 Eugène Aubin in his La Perse d’aujourd’hui gave a bit more detail about the stage director 
and his personal background. He also observes that this manager was responsible for finding 
the right crew for each performance months before the expected time. Aubin, La Perse 
d’aujourd’hui, 170. Also, Mustawfī has a separate section in his description of taʿziya and with 
regard to this character. Mustawfī, Portrait of my life (Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man), 290–91.  

141 Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 393.  
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of the vast building, and the response came in united wailings from the thousands 
gathered there”.142 C.J. Wills witnessed in 1887 a similar session dramatising the same 
character in which, upon ʿAlī Akbar’s departure for the fight, “the drums roll, the 
trumpets sound” and “men and women beat their breasts”.143 French diplomat Eugène 
Aubin, too, notices the use of sounds during the main acts in 1906-7.144  

The stage manager had to fulfil the most important role on the stage, one that 
was particularly attentive to its acoustics. He was the organising connector between 
the actors, the audience, and the music bands. From Mustawfī’s account, it is evident 
that “his [the manager’s] orders to the taʿziyakhāns are signalled by his hands and 
those to the music bands by his cane”145, another function analogous to military akhbār 
and aḥkām commands. This subtle detail, which I have not found in other testimonies, 
shows how disciplined sound management must have been in taʿziya performances.  

In Benjamin’s account, the whole place went through a trance-like acoustic 
experience:  

Beginning in a low murmur like the sigh of a coming gale, the strange sound 
arose and fell like the weird music of the south wind in the rigging of a ship 
careening in a dark night on the swelling surges of an Atlantic storm. For several 
moments sobs and sighs, and now and again a half-suppressed shriek, swept 
from one side of the building to the other.146  

It was as if a sonic wave swept the arena from side to side. Ouseley, Morier, Sheila, 
and Serena must have missed quite a lot by focusing too much on the actors' 
appearance and spoken words. The performance provided sonic ex/impressions 
adding an essential dimension to the taʿziya setup. In fact, as Benjamin rightly 
observes, without taking part in the auditory scaffolding of the performance, there 
would be no taʿziya.  
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143 Wills, Persia as it is, 214–15. 

144 Aubin, La Perse d’aujourd’hui, 172.  

145 Mustawfī, Portrait of my life (Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man), 298. It should also be pointed out that 
these scenes were not restricted to takya dawlat but could even be found in smaller arenas. 
Mustawfī, 298. 
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In regard to the significance of sonic signs next to visual ones, I agree completely 
with Wirth that what happened on stage went a long way beyond symbolic or iconic 
representations. The actors did not resemble the actual characters but only carried one 
or two signs that marked them visually. These signs, a red cloth around the helmet, a 
green overall, a shroud (kafan) or a sword, were icons and symbols used indexically. 
They did not represent a character by virtue of resemblance or by convention but 
simply outlined a sketch, drawing attention to their actions and tagging their vocal 
performance. These singular icons/symbols did not embody a character but only 
guided viewers’ attention: this is Shimr speaking, that is ʿAlī Akbar, and so on.  

What is being represented is the horror of signs, not a horror of actions. The 
“climax” is not the physical death of the Imam from the (antidramatic) blows he 
receives on stage, but the moment he dresses in a kafan. In this moment he 
becomes a sign carrier of his own martyrdom. The kafan is … an iconic sign. But 
it also functions as a sign of death, that is to say as a symbol. This symbolic sign 
is then used in the fashion of an index.147  

Therefore, from a semiotic standpoint, all visual signs transform into indices and as 
such, they carry a bare minimum of signifying power. As Wirth has it, meaning-
making takes place before the taʿziya proper, in the memories deposited in the Perso-
Shiite collective imagination of the actual events in Karbala and the narrational 
traditions handed down ever since. A speck of blood displayed on the right spot was 
enough to bring into mind a whole series of events and characters; a horse missing its 
rider was enough for viewers to recall ʿAlī Akbar’s death. 

Taʿziya did not enact meanings, nor did it make new ones. Rather, it was a 
theatrical machinery that produced bare reciprocating emotions between the stage 
and the audience. Hence, the underdeveloped and crude props and mise en scène with 
an asymmetrically advanced sonic quality. It was ultimately the sounds that produced 
and mediated the affects in between the audience and the stage, and not the visual 
signs.  
 
Concluding remarks: Acoustic formation and emotive discipline 
Sonic signs are inseparable from religious experience. Religious rituals in particular 
need to perform sounds – through techniques specific to the cultural milieu where the 

 
147 Wirth, ‘Semiological aspects’, 36.  
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rituals in question take place – to affect and form its pious members. The performative 
space in an acoustic ritual engenders a sense of belonging, ecstatic sensations, and at 
times even mournful emotions. The vibrations felt in collective dancing or singing 
occurs in and as a highly physical acoustic experience centred fundamentally on the 
body. With its capacity to transduce auditory sensations into more complex corporeal 
emotions – into quiver and convulsion, to dance and ecstasy, to anguish and fury – the 
body stands at the core of a religious acoustic experience.  

The participants in taʿziyas, both the actors and the variegated audience, longed 
for this psycho-physical experience. They fought for good seats and waited for hours 
on end, uncomfortably jumbled together in the cold of a winter Muḥarram or the 
dehydrating warmth of a summer one, to experience taʿziya magic. They craved for 
the most tragic and most agonising scenes to vent their emotions and join the 
collective mourn-wave. They yearned for it as pious Shiites and as entertainment-
seekers.148 Some even spread tales about the healing effect that taʿziya recitations had 
on people.149 Others felt joy and ecstasy during the acts upon hearing the taʿziyakhāns. 
Particularly in Tehran, some took national pride in the art form and found ways to 
express their burgeoning sense of Persian-ness in their acoustic experience with 
taʿziya.150 

Moreover, for the emerging reformist and government officials, I suggest, taʿziya 
grandeur and cultural fascination was a surrogate for the failing Persian army. The 
circular stage afforded soldiers a ground to march coherently and in an orderly way, 
getting a rare chance to display their disciplined battalions for the public. The 
regimental music bands emblematised the army by tapping into the taʿziya 
soundscape. The two depended on one another in many ways. The military needed 
taʿziya to connect to the public more intimately and earn their respect and trust, while 
taʿziya needed the military to regulate its performative setup.  

 
148 For one example among many regarding how amusing taʿziya plays were see Benjamin, 
Persia and the Persians, 390.  

149 See Vaqāyiʿ no. 139.  

150  At least one instance has been reported by Benjamin with respect to the tie between 
nationalism and taʿziya. He witnesses a scene in which ʿAbbās, Ḥusayn’s paternal half-
brother, “as if endowed with prophetic vision, gave vent to a noble apostrophe to the future 
splendour of Persia”. Following this comment, the audience respond with “deep murmurs 
and applause”. Benjamin, Persia and the Persians, 395.  
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All these complex socio-psychological phenomena inhered above all in the 
taʿziya acoustic experience. Birgit Meyer’s concept “aesthetic formation” resonates 
strongly in this context. In my approach to taʿziya, Meyer’s aesthetic formation offers 
an apt analytical tool as it can be used to foreground taʿziya sensorial modes next to 
issues concerning identity and nationalism. Acoustic formation, to speak with Meyer’s 
concept in the context of taʿziya, would then take as its focal point, not what taʿziya 
signs mean, but “the capacity of these forms to induce in those engaging with them a 
particular common aesthetics”. 151  It is precisely this process that can explain how 
taʿziya forms its specific aesthetics by discipling, or to use the frequently mentioned 
term in Hirschkind and Leigh Schmidt, “honing” the ear.152 

Hirschkind’s media ethnography in the Egyptian context has shown how the 
sonic performance of cassette sermons in the public and private spheres 

resonate both within the sensorium of sensitive listeners and outside, around 
them and between them ... creat[ing] the sensory conditions of an emergent 
ethical and political lifeworld, with its specific patterns of behaviour, sensibility, 
and practical reasoning.153 

If in the Egyptian case, it was sermon cassettes, in nineteenth-century Iran, it was 
taʿziya that functioned as one of the main performative settings for auditory honing.  

The entire taʿziya performance, the prologue and the main acts performed by 
both on stage participants and the audience, can be seen as an auditory space for 
training the ear. Scholars of taʿziya have often approached its acoustic aspects 
tangentially, as if taʿziya sounds were extra features merely appended to the acts, 
almost independent from the acts and even redundant.154 I argue, however, that taʿziya 

 
151 Meyer, Aesthetic formations, 9. 

152 The term honing is frequently used in Hirschkind and Schmidt’s works. Their works, one 
ethnographic and the other historical, are both exemplary and leading in the study of sound 
culture. See Schmidt, Hearing things; Hirschkind, The ethical soundscape.  

153 Hirschkind, The ethical soundscape, 8.  

154 For an example see Shahidi, ‘Literary and musical developments’. In another example 
Mahmoud Ayoub comes close to addressing the issue of sounds in taʿziya. Although he 
discusses in detail the significance of poetry recitations in Taʿziya culture, he ignores the 
acoustics of poetic performances and deals only with elegiac poetry as a literary genre with 
its own thematic specificities. Ayoub, Redemptive suffering in Islam, 10:157–60.  
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is the sounds. Or, to put it in more developed terms, taʿziya evolved as an art form by 
virtue of setting up a highly organised and arranged acoustic space.  

The weeping coordinator, Muʿīn al-bukā being the most senior example among 
others, regulated how the acts and recitations had to be listened to. He used a series 
of signals to that end: raising his cane was an order to the music bands to play or stop 
playing; raising his hand targeted the actors; more complexly, he very often 
approached the actors and touched their shoulders with his hand signalling to them 
that it was their turn to act or recite; knocking his cane on the ground was an act 
specifically aimed at the audience and sought to regulate their response. He would 
sometimes ask for the audience’s silence by looking at them or using his hands155. But 
the prompter was not the only regulator in these acoustic experiments. Sometimes, as 
Wirth has sharply noted in his semiotic analysis of taʿziya, the audience took over the 
performance. They became the directors while the on-stage participants followed suit 
and improvised according to the emotional mode and intensity.156  

In very similar ways, the reforms in the military followed acoustic logic to order 
its performance in drills and battle. Commands had to be regulated sonically so as to 
make possible the desired formations and movements. The drumbeats, trumpet 
signals, and the marching tunes were necessary to discipline the army, but also to 
motivate and incite them in attack. The Iranian military and taʿziya transformed in 
tandem and were both embedded in the same sonic space. The failure of reformist 
projects at the Dār al-Funūn to change the army into a modern one, that is, capable of 
following standardised commands and robbed of their autonomy in the battle, was 
also reflected in taʿziya – especially when the audience took the emotional lead during 
the sessions. The army and the taʿziya audience were both of the same substance. The 
reform in one reflected on and affected the other. The sound cues in taʿziya mirrored 
the signals in the military. They were both social collectives in negotiation with the 
same sonic techniques.  

 Ines Weinrich has traced a similar affective reciprocality in the Islamic oral 
performance of inshād, more often found in the Arab milieu. She has pointed to how 
the ”mutual involvement” between the audience and the chanter followed complex 
patterns of listening and bodily reactions that had to be observed with care and 
sensitivity. In her words, “through their responses, listeners savour the performance, 

 
155 Mustawfī, Portrait of my life (Sharḥ-i zindigānī-yi man), 296–97.  

156 Wirth, ‘Semiological aspects’, 34. 
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show their enthusiasm for the artistry, and support the performer”.157 Knowing the 
right pitch is something that was expected from a well-mannered audience and 
enhanced the expressive quality of inshād.  

In taʿziya too, these concepts can be seen at work. An untimely cry, or an 
unsavoury shout, would have been calmed down by the stage manager or by the 
farrāsh, similar to when a commanding officer would raise his sword to silence the 
drummers so that his orders could be heard clearly. The musical modes were selected 
carefully to conform to the acts. Actors adjusted their pitch to the intensity of the cries 
and sobs. These adjustments and tuning implied a certain auditory aesthetics at work, 
for the formation of which all ears had to be trained. Taʿziya was one of the most 
developed religious events in nineteenth-century Iran and its history allows us to 
listen in to the country’s auditory life.  

 
157 Weinrich, ‘The materiality of sound, mediation, and practices of listening’, 238. 
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Chapter 4 
 
The senses of cholera 
Transformations of gustation and olfaction 
 
 
The nineteenth century was the century of cholera. A series of seven pandemics were 
in the historical studies of the disease, all of which touched the Iranian plateau.1 It was 
the most fearsome phenomenon for everyone, from farmers, peasants, merchants, and 
military officers to courtiers and bureaucrats. When it hit a village or a town, it would 
immediately cause uncontrollable panic among the inhabitants.2  Some would flee 
while others would shut themselves in their houses and pray.3 The officials would 
abandon their posts and leave the town to its own fate. During the cholera epidemic 
of 1853 in Tehran, for instance, all military drills had to be cancelled and soldiers had 
to be sent back to their hometowns. 4  Irrespective of their socioeconomic class, 
everyone was vulnerable. The disease could strike the very inner circle of the Shah as 

 
1  See Barua and Greenough III, Cholera; Azizi and Azizi, ‘History of cholera outbreaks’; 
Afkhami, A modern contagion. 

2 Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 496–97. See also Dickson, ‘On cholera in Persia, 1866-68’. 

3 According to Elgood “nearly four-fifths of the inhabitants of Tehran fled from their homes” 
in the cholera outbreak of 1852. Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 506. See also Karīmkhān-i 
zand, ‘Confrontation of native medicine with cholera and the plague in Qajar Iran (Muvājiha-
yi ṭabābat-i būmī bā bīmārīhā-yi vabā va ṭāʿūn dar Īrān-i dawra-yi Qājār)’. 

4 Iranian national library, Vaqāyiʿ newspaper, 738. 
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well as the unprotected ordinary denizens.5 If a city fell prey to an outbreak, no house, 
no palace, and no settlement, was immune to it. None of the methods used in 
maintaining one’s health (ḥifẓ-i ṣiḥḥa) could protect people from getting ill, 
particularly not so before the establishment of Dār al-Funūn.6 The hygienic techniques 
prescribed by the traditionalist physicians, religiously trained magicians, and 
herbalists, although widely propagated and used in Iranian society, did not deter the 
disease. Even after the medical programme at the Dār al-Funūn began to take shape, 
the situation did not tangibly improve. The epidemics always overpowered all 
medical efforts.  

In this chapter, I show how the preventive and remedying techniques of dealing 
with cholera epidemics created a discursive and corporeal basis for the re-
organisation of the senses, in particular taste and smell. A traditional physician, to 
give a taste of the ideas and findings that follow, would always strongly recommend 
that the afflicted people be nursed in a space perfumed by sandalwood, camphor, and 
ambergris. In many cases, a very specific diet with a distinct taste was prescribed for 
them: paste of pomegranate (anār), paste of sour grapes (qūra), rheum (rāvand) juice, 
and berberis (zirishk) juice. The clinical method, in contrast, showed no 
olfactory/gustatory characteristic, or at least, did not emphasise the taste and smell of 
the medicine used to treat cholera. Clinicians like Tholozan and Schlimmer would 
recommend that the diseased be kept apart in quarantine and in no clinical treatise on 
cholera can we find any mention of the smell or the taste of the substances used for 
treatment.7  

These instances were part of broader medical regimes marked by different 
sensory techniques and experiences. While in the traditional medicine practiced by 
the Iranian physicians the gustatory and olfactory qualities of medication were always 

 
5 Many courtiers and notables were reported to have contracted the disease and died. Elgood, 
A medical history of Persia, 497. 

6  For a historical examination of the concept of ṣiḥḥa see Kashani-Sabet, ‘Hallmarks of 
humanism’. 

7 In treatises published by the Royal College of Surgeons of England in the nineteenth century, 
for instance, the use of medicines such as chlorine and chloroform are often mentioned, but 
with no reference to the gustatory/olfactory quality of the substances. See Langford, The 
treatment of Asiatic cholera; Royal College of Surgeons of England, On cholera; Dobie, On the use 
of chlorine.  
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emphasised, in the clinical approach such sensuousness became redundant. From one 
regime to the other, the body, the medical discourses on the body, and the technologies 
of treating the body moved towards a loss of sensuousness.  

Both pathologically and therapeutically, the clinical physicians of Dār al-Funūn 
approached epidemics differently than the traditionalists. Both groups struggled to 
understand prevalent diseases since the beginning of the century, but without much 
success. In his recent study on the socio-political aspects of cholera in nineteenth- and 
early-twentieth-century Iran, Amir A. Afkhami, highlighting the role of Dār al-Funūn 
in combating the disease, writes that the “new sanitary theories and practices, 
propagated by medical advisors and the proliferation of printed scientific literature 
from the West, transformed Iranian perspective on disease prevention from one of 
passive fatalism to a proactive enterprise”. 8  Although Afkhami’s rendering the 
traditional methods as “passive fatalism” is too extreme, he rightly detects two very 
distinct medical regimes in the context of cholera treatment in the nineteenth century. 
While there might be commonalities between them, I maintain that their differences 
reveal interesting aspects of the re-organisation of the senses in this period. 

I examine a series of medical sources written on cholera by both clinicians and 
traditionalists in the nineteenth century. Close-reading my materials, I map out these 
two models on the basis of their conceptions of taste and smell. I have deliberately 
chosen to deal with the two senses of taste and smell together as they almost always 
appear at the same time in the medical treatises on cholera. My examinations and 
analyses show that the introduction of new medical measures through the different 
practices at Dār al-Funūn led to the re-organisation of the senses on both cultural and 
technical levels. 

 
Cholera in context: Medical institutionalisation and aetiologies 
The frequency of cholera pandemics was especially high in the nineteenth century due 
to the impact of globalisation projects in the region. Led mainly by Western 
governments and entrepreneurs, and later adapted and re-appropriated by Iranian 
clerics and reformers, these projects significantly increased the region's commercial, 

 
8 Afkhami, A modern contagion, 42. 
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military, and social mobility.9 The European ships that headed towards Indian ports, 
the British military presence in southern Iran, the periodical pilgrimages to Mecca and 
Karbala, and educational and touristic journeys to Europe created a new ecology from 
the Indian subcontinent, through Persia and the Arabian peninsula, to Western 
Europe. It was in this global space that cholera spread and killed. As part of this global 
scene, it became a complex biocultural phenomenon in which different aspects of 
science and religion intersected.10 The establishment of Dār al-Funūn contributed most 
effectively to the science part of this intersection. The religious part, which itself 
claimed a science of its own, was practiced by local physicians, herbalists, and occult 
practitioners.  

As mentioned in the introduction chapter, almost two decades after the 
inauguration of Dār al-Funūn, in 1868, Tholozan founded and administered the first 
state-supported hygienic institution, the Sanitary Council (majlis-i ḥifẓ al-ṣiḥḥa). It was 
meant to institutionalise the hygienic measures against cholera and other epidemics 
but was reportedly ineffective in its effort to install and monitor regulations and, 
assessed in retrospect, could not control the epidemics.11 Nevertheless, it set the tone 
for new solutions against epidemic threats: cleaning, renovating, or destroying public 
buildings such as bathhouses, coffeehouses, and caravanserais, suggesting quarantine 
measures and setting up vaccination centres for smallpox. As part of the educational 
and institutional programs of Dār al-Funūn, this council introduced different 
techniques to the Iranian medical culture, which often encountered multiple cultural 
obstacles. Among the most frustrating problems were the quarantine measures, which 

 
9 Algar, Religion and state in Iran, 152–68. Algar observes how ministers and clerics were both 
entangled in this global space, in which Basra, Baghdad, Tehran and Delhi shared common 
political and religious agendas. 

10 This intersection was not only extant in the Middle East but also in Europe. See Morris, 
Cholera 1832. 

11  Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 40; Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 514–37. 
Ebrahimnejad notes that the council managed to work for only a few months, after which it 
ceased its operations for a long time until 1881 when it recommenced its activities with new 
members and stronger influence. Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 9. 



 172 

were not accepted by the general public and were frequently breached;12  the new 
medications prescribed by clinical physicians faced strong resistance from the local 
drug stores, who were on the brink of losing their economy’s stability; and vaccination 
against smallpox could not convince enough people to visit the medical centres.13 In 
spite of these difficulties, the medical culture was changing. Some old practices were 
fading away. Others found resonance in, and mingled with, the clinical ones. Still, 
some traditionalist physicians refused to accept or even converse with the new regime 
and preserved their own praxis.14  

In regard to its pathology, the disease of cholera, or wabāʾ, was one of the most 
frequently mentioned epidemic diseases of Medieval Islamic medicine. The word was 
used to include a very wide range of diseases. According to Pormann and Savage-
Smith, it was “a more general term for pestilential disturbance or contamination of the 
environment”.15 Afkhami notes that it was wide enough to include what we know 
today as the plague and cholera at the same time. But in the course of time, and 
especially in the nineteenth century, the word wabāʾ came to be exclusively used to 
refer to cholera as we know it today.16  

 
12  Elgood observes that both the Iranian religious authority and the European officials 
breached quarantine measures on many occasions. Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 524–25. 
See also Afkhami, A modern contagion, 50. 

13 Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 43. 

14  The author of manuscript 506 is the most immediate example. See Anon. ‘On diseases 
commonly affecting soldiers’. Even today, an anti-Western trend in Islamic medicine can still 
be witnessed in Iran. One hard-to-miss trace of this trend surfaced on social media in January 
2020, during the Corona pandemic. The case regarded a video that went viral. It showed a 
prominent Islamic physician, ʿAbbās Tabriziyān, setting a seminal Western medical course 
book on fire. A few weeks later, in a public post on social media, the same person prescribed 
the application of a certain herbal mixture on the anus as a preventive method. See Deconinck, 
‘Iraanse Ayatollah’; Alimardani and Elswah, ‘Trust, religion, and politics’.  

15 Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine, 58. 

16 In several medical treaties written in the period by traditionalist physicians, the word wabāʾ 
is used strictly for the intestinal disease we know today, and the word ṭāʿūn was used to refer 
to the plague. Among many examples, Rule of treatment can be mentioned. See Tabrizī, Rule of 
the treatment (Qānūn al-ʿilāj). In the medical texts written by the staff of Dār al-Funūn, the word 
wabāʾ was consistently used to refer only to cholera. 
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From an aetiological perspective, some believed that it was caused when the 
quality of the air changed. Some thought it was the direct intervention of demonic 
forces. Others believed in the role of celestial movements. But by the end of the 
eighteenth century, two main aetiologies shaped the global discussions on cholera. 
One believed a change in the quality of the air was the main cause of an outbreak; this 
aetiology became known as miasma theory. In contradistinction to this was the belief 
that the disease was contagious and transmitted from person to person.  

Miasma theory was rooted in Galenic medicine, which was later adapted and re-
appropriated into medieval Islamic medicine as humoralism.17 It was based on the 
idea that the biological world consisted of four humours (akhlāt), namely, blood (dam), 
phlegm (balgham), yellow bile (safrā) and black bile (sawdā), and four qualities, namely, 
cold, warm, moist, and dry. Certain combinations of these four qualities, furthermore, 
were associated with air, fire, earth and water.18 Any biological condition, including a 
disease, was accordingly understood as a specific combination of these fourfold pairs: 
either cold and moist, cold and dry, warm and moist, or warm and dry. The role of the 
putrid air in causing a cholera outbreak was only meaningful against this conceptual 
backdrop of humoralism, according to which cholera was considered a warm and 
moist disease.  

Moreover, humoralism was also applicable to the climate and the environment, 
which played an active role in the spread of epidemics. Physicians who believed in 
miasma theory considered a change in the quality of the air a determining factor in 
triggering an outbreak. Such a change, in their view, could arise from sources such as 
stagnant water, rotten fruit, excrements or cadavers. Next to these earthly putrefactive 
agents, celestial and otherworldly influences also entered into the equation: a stellar 
and planetary configuration or a demonic intervention could also cause putridity in a 
particular place or region. In sum, the most immediate cause of cholera was putrid air, 

 
17 See Afkhami, ‘Humoralism’. 

18 The term humour and temperament are often used interchangeably. However, these terms 
refer to different notions in both Greco-Roman and Islamic medicine. While humour is 
reserved for the naming of the four kinds of bodily fluids, temperament is used to denote the 
emotional and physical mood/dispositions of the body. The term khalṭ is used widely to refer 
more strictly to humour and the words mizāj and ṭabʿ are used interchangeably for 
temperament. Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine, 43; Afkhami, 
‘Humoralism’; Afkhami, A modern contagion, 16. 
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whether caused by demonic, celestial or earthly forces.19 In the words of one of the 
most well-known physicians of the nineteenth century in Iran, Mūsā Ibn-i ʿAlīrīḍā 
Ṣāvujī, whose work I will discuss in detail here, this febrile disease is “a strange fever 
that blazes in the heart insomuch as it damages the natural (ṭabīʿiyya), vital/animal 
(ḥayawāniyya) and psychic (nafsāniyya) functions and hinders their normal work”.20  

Next to miasma theories, contagion theories proposed that the disease was 
transmissible directly from person to person. The staff of the Dār al-Funūn were 
among the main proponents of this theory. However, they did not specify, at least not 
as clearly as miasma advocates, the actual causes of the disease. The trend was rooted 
in much older medical traditions in different religious milieus.21 The conception of 
contagion held the view that a contagious disease is transmitted from the diseased to 
their proximity.22 The nature of this transmission and the kind of materials involved 
were not of primary importance.23  

 
19 Several medical texts can be found in which all these factors are mentioned as part of the 
medical aetiological reasoning. Examples are Sulaymanian book of advice (Naṣīḥatnāma-yi 
sulaymānī) by Muhammad Ḥakīm Ibn-i Mubārak (d. 1566), Rule of treatment (Qānūn al-ʿilāj) by 
ʿAlī Ibn-I Muḥammad Husaynī Tabrīzī (d. 1898), Details of treatment (Dāqāʾiq al-ʿilāj) by 
Muḥammad Ibn-i Muḥammad Karīm Kirmānī (d. 1896) and the manuscript I focus on most 
carefully in this chapter, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ) by Mūsā Ibn-i ʿAlīrīḍā Ṣāvujī. 

20 I follow the translation of the terms by Pormann and Savage-Smith. Sāvujī, Cure of cholera 
(ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 16. 

21 For discussions on the root of contagion theory in the West see Baldwin, Contagion and the 
State in Europe, 1830-1930. For an in-depth study on the notion of contagion in Islam see 
Conrad and Wujastyk, Contagion. 

22 It is worth mentioning that the belief in the contagious nature of cholera was more widely 
received by ordinary people than by professionals. D.G. Smith observes this to be the case in 
the United States while Baldwin makes this case in Europe. See Baldwin, Contagion and the 
State in Europe, 1830-1930; Smith, ‘Commentary’. 

23 In the context of Islamic thought, scholars have noticed an ambiguity in the understanding 
of the notion of contagion. Two seemingly contradictory ḥadīths by Muḥammad have been 
often quoted to demonstrate this ambiguity. In one, the Islamic Prophet is quoted to have said 
“no transmission, no augury, no owl”. The other ḥadīth, in contradiction, reads, “flee from a 
leper as you would flee from a lion”. Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine, 
59; Conrad and Wujastyk, Contagion, 163–78. It is important to note that the notion of 
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From miasma to contagion, it is not only that the disease is understood 
differently, but also the sensorial (in)capacity of the body in relation to the disease 
changes. Given that in miasma theory, transmission is air-born, the sense of smell, and 
in association that of taste, become pronounced in patients’ relation to the disease. In 
contrast, contagionists will give more emphasis to the sense of touch. In what follows, 
I focus on the first medical paradigm, that is, the humoralist miasma theory, in order 
to map out how its representatives approached cholera through the sensorium.  

 
Traditionalists and cholera: The case of Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ) 
The main manuscript I examine belongs to the physician Mūsā Ibn-i ʿAlīriḍā Sāvujī, 
active during the reign of Muḥammad Shāh (r. 1834 – 1848) and Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh (r. 
1848 – 1896). He wrote several treatises on the aetiology and the treatment and 
prevention of epidemic diseases, particularly cholera and the plague.24 Besides his 
writing practices, he was in contact with certain elites in the court who would consult 
him on health issues and demand his regular visits and treatment.25 I have found no 
link between him and the staff/students of Dār al-Funūn. Judging from his writings, 
I presume that he did not welcome the clinical ideas and was antithetical to the clinical 
medicative methods.26 He adhered firmly to the herbal/talismanic remedies of his 
own medical culture. I focus on his last work titled Physicians’ order for the cure of cholera 
(Dastūr al-aṭibbā fī ʿilāj al-wabāʾ), written in Persian and lithographed by at least two 

 
contagion was broadly applied to all epidemic diseases. For most part of the medical history 
of Islam, the contagiousness of all epidemic diseases was considered as one single 
phenomenon. Given the breadth of this notion, the above-mentioned ḥadīths were referenced 
to defend or reject the contagiousness of cholera in later periods of Islamic medicine. While 
anti-contagionists defended their view by resorting to the former, contagionists argued the 
opposite using the latter. 

24 Sāvujī, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 7. For an excellent study of the plague in the (early) 
Ottoman empire see Varlik, Plague and empire in the early modern Mediterranean world. 

25 Kashani-Sabet, ‘Hallmarks of humanism’, 1187. 

26 Ebrahimnejad writes that part of this rejection had to do with economic reasons in that the 
native drugstores were going bankrupt due to the people’s preference for new medicine. 
Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 43. 
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publishers in Tehran.27  
In the first part of the treatise, Sāvujī elaborates the aetiology of cholera. He 

reiterates the classical humoralist theories tinted with the prophetic aspect of post-
Manṣūrian medicine.28 This melange consists in humoral pathology, the reiteration 
and explication of the traditionalist miasma theory, and a discussion of the healing 
power of Quranic scriptures. He accounts for two general types of causes, which are 
not entirely independent from one another and even overlap conceptually: those that 
instigate the choleric air and those that bring about the choleric symptoms in the body. 
One set of causes affected the air and made it choleric, and the other affected the body. 
Both the body and the air, in other words, could become choleric.29  

As Sāvujī explains, the air could become corrupt if “there are many cesspits of 
water around the town which are putrefied by heat and from which putrid vapour 
ascends”, or if “there is a field around the town which secretes water from 
underground (zihāb)”, “a rice field around which putrid vapours form”, or 
“improperly buried bodies around the town”. The putrefaction of the air could also 
be caused by the change in the temperamental quality of a season, like when “winter 
becomes warm and damp”, or when “summer becomes wet”. The blowing of the 
southern wind in an untimely period of the year could also work as a putrefactive 
force.  

However, these external conditions, according to Sāvujī, do not necessarily lead 
to the appearance of symptoms in the body. It would only take place on the condition 

 
27 According to Karīmkhān-i zand the main publishing house in Tehran was The Capital’s 
publishing house (Maṭbaʿa-yi dār al-khilāfa). Karīmkhān-i zand, ‘Confrontation of native 
medicine with cholera and the plague in Qajar Iran (Muvājiha-yi ṭabābat-i būmī bā bīmārīhā-
yi vabā va ṭāʿūn dar Īrān-i dawra-yi Qājār)’, 99. The version I am using is retrieved from the 
online library of the Iranian parliament (Majlis Library) which mentions the publishing house 
of a Mīr Muḥammad Bāqir in Tehran as the other publisher of this work. 

28 See the first chapter for an explanation of prophetic medicine in Islam. 

29 The first is further divided into two kinds of proximate (asbāb-i qarība) and remote causes 
(asbāb-i baʿīda). He deals with the latter in the very final chapter. I could not find this part in 
the manuscript in the Majlis library. The former, asbāb-i qarība, is dealt with in the first part of 
the book. The second, the causes for the appearance of bodily symptoms, has three further 
subcategories, namely, the initial (bādiya), antecedent (sābiqa) and wāṣala. Sāvujī, Cure of cholera 
(ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 20. 
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that the corresponding humoral mixtures (akhlāt) fill up the body and make it 
susceptible to receive the putrid air. The diseased body, in short, could only be 
understood as part of a larger macrocosm of causes harming it from the inside and the 
outside. This view cannot have come as a surprise to the intended audience in the 
period. The idea that the body was always open to the outside and constantly 
influenced by it existed in all the significant medical and religious corpora of the 
previous centuries.  

Majlisī’s opening lines of his chapter on anatomy illustrates this most 
representatively: 

God created two connected worlds: the celestial world (al-ʿālam al-ʿalawiyy) and 
the terrestrial world (al-ʿālam al-sufliyy). And He combined both worlds together 
in people. Hence God created the world in the shape of a round sphere (kurriyyan 
mudawwaran) and created the human head similar to the celestial dome (qubbat 
al-falak), and his hair as many as the stars, his eyes as the sun and the moon, his 
nostrils like the north and the south, his ears like the west and the east, and He 
set his glance like flash (barq), his speech like thunder, his walking in the manner 
of stellar movements, his sitting similar to the stellar constellation, and his sleep 
in the form of stars’ descent, and his death like their combustion.30  

In this imaginative anatomy, the body could only be understood as part of a larger 
whole, whose design determined the organic setup of the body. Furthermore, the logic 
of the relation between the body parts and the cosmic constituents was not that of a 
simile nor a metaphor. The body did not resemble the cosmos but was the cosmos, the 
meeting point of the two worlds, not merely made in their likeness. The two celestial 
and terrestrial worlds folded into the body, and thus the body consisted of the same 
matter and substance. This body was hence understood as corporeal and cosmic at the 
same time. And precisely because of this entanglement, a disease could not afflict the 
inside without changing the outside and vice versa.  

Sāvujī’s aetiological reasoning about cholera fit right into this framework. The 
akhlāt of the body corresponded directly to those of the air and the body’s 
surroundings. The seasonal changes, climatic fluctuations and vegetal exudations 
contributed to and portended the appearance of cholera in the body. Treating the 
disease, therefore, consisted in restoring balance to both the inside and the outside of 

 
30 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 445. 
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the body, to the digestive tract as well as to the immediate space surrounding the body, 
that is, the air and the foodstuff. This restoration of the balance fell under the category 
of treatment (tadbīr-i mizāj), which occupies more than half of Sāvujī’s text. The 
concept of mizāj, in the term tadbīr-i mizāj, illustrates the entanglement between the 
inside and the outside of the body, and its management and treatment required 
attention to both the external factors and the internal conditions of the body. It is 
precisely around this notion that I trace the formation of a certain sensory model for 
taste and smell. In the following section, I examine how this sensory model arose from 
the different therapeutic techniques prescribed by Sāvujī.  

 
Traditionalist treatment: The taste and smell of cholera 
Sāvujī proposes a variety of techniques to cure the disease. The first consists of a series 
of eating habits. The afflicted person is accordingly advised to eat a certain kind of 
food, at certain times of the year and of the day, depending on climatic conditions. 
Ultimately, it is the mizāj of the season and of the body that dictates the kind of food 
one has to eat during the time of cholera. In Sāvujī’s therapeutic framework, 
springtime, for instance, provokes movement on earth, and correspondingly, in the 
body. The reason is the melting of the ”solid materials formed in winter”, which after 
its eventual flow can cause excitement and anxiety in the body. In this time of the year, 
it is advised to eat calming food and avoid warming foodstuff (musakhkhināt) such as 
wine.31 In summer, the eating of cold food (mubarridāt) such as watermelon, plum, 
cucumber, and pomegranate is encouraged. In autumn, eating dry foods should be 
avoided and instead large amounts of fruits should be consumed accompanied by 
drinking cold water. And in winter, warming foodstuff such as grilled meat (kabāb) 
can be beneficial.32  

It can be seen that the notion of mizāj is, on one hand, conditioned by seasonal 
characteristics, and on the other hand, by the internal disposition of the body. To 
apprehend the former, that is the outside, the sense of smell plays an important role, 
while for the inside, the sense of taste indexes one’s approach to health. So, on one 
hand, the mizāj of the air is restored by means of olfactory qualities, while on the other 
hand, the mizāj of the body is transformed through certain gustatory choices. I 
illustrate this sensuous treatment by giving a few examples.  

 
31 Sāvujī, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 66. 

32 Ibid. 
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Reporting an experience he had in Cairo, Sāvujī recounts how he managed the 
disease in the city “upon the emergence of putridity in the air and the appearance of 
the disease among the people”33. He first advised that people with weaker mizāj to 
reduce their meals to two, one right after sunrise and the other after dark. For the first 
meal he prescribed bread with mint or vinegar and plum-and-barberry jam, and for 
the evening meal sour curry with spinach and pumpkin.34 Elsewhere, he lists a series 
of mostly sour food to be digested at regular intervals: pomegranate juice, bitter 
orange juice, apple juice, sour soup (āsh-i tursh), and sour buttermilk (dūgh-i tursh). 
These foodstuffs were deemed beneficial if consumed cold during summer and served 
warm during winter. Other instances are prevalent in the period. In 1896, a Qajar 
courtier, Farīd al-Mulk Hamidānī (d. 1916), writes in his journal about a treatment he 
learned from an unnamed traditionalist physician. Accordingly, drinking the odorous 
juice of pussy willow (bīdmishk) and bitter juice of squeezed quince (sharbat-i bih) cures 
cholera.35 In another example, the Iranian Sufi and cleric Nāʾib al-Ṣadr-i Shīrāzī (d. 
1925) writes in his travelogue about the curative quality of sour butter milk.36  

In these cases, the taste of the prescribed food is almost always mentioned. Taste 
seems to be a therapeutic index, which would most likely help people navigate their 
taste-rich food ecology. But it should also be noted that the effect of these gustatory 
qualities is not limited to the oral stage of digestion. Sāvujī puts as much emphasis on 
the ways every kind of food effects the internal organs of stomach, liver, and the 
gallbladder. Accordingly, one has to be careful not to strain the stomach, for which 
Sāvujī distinguishes two states of “heaviness“ and ”lightness” and allocates quite a 
few pages to describe how to understand these states in the body and how to control 
them. Moreover, the gallbladder and liver are constantly observed so as to avoid extra 
pressure on them. These internal sensations, described at length with as much verbal 
precision as a medical text can afford, play an important role in the gustatory 
experience of the remedies.  

To complicate this digestive experience even more, in the case of patients in more 
advanced stages of the disease, the consumption of laxative food is advised with the 

 
33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid., fol. 67. 

35 Hamadānī, ‘Farīd al-Mulk’s travelogue (Safarnāma-yi Farīd al-Mulk)’, 225. 

36 Shīrāzī, ‘Travelogue of Nāʾib-i Ṣadr-i Shīrāzī’, 155. 
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purpose of cleansing the body forcefully. Some of these laxatives are advised to be 
taken orally, while some are taken rectally. Interesting is the fact that in both cases, the 
tastes of the substance matter. While for oral use a sour and slightly salty taste is the 
norm, for the rectal application, for which the terms tanqīh, ḥuqna, and talʾīn are used 
interchangeably, bitter and strongly salty food is advised: beetroot juice, tamarisk 
manna (gazangabīn) and manna of Alhagi maurorum (turanjabīn).37 

In Sāvujī’s medical model, it is important for the diseased person to be constantly 
aware of the taste of the substance they take in. The prescribed substances are not only 
a list of foods but also a map of a particular gustatory sensibility, which acts as the 
primary guide to manage one’s mizāj, that of the food and of the encompassing 
ecology. This taste-based approach to medication can also be found in Sāvujī’s 
classical predecessors such as Rāzī and Ibn Sīnā. The latter, for instance, in his Qānūn 
describes specific states of the four humoral fluids in terms of their different tastes, 
and not only in terms of their colour and texture: phlegm (balgham) is sweet when 
slightly putrid, the black bile (sawdā) is generally sour, and the yellow bile (ṣafrā) is 
bitter.38  

Resonating with his classical masters, Sāvujī’s understanding of taste is a 
specialisation of the sensory capacity that provides sensations beyond the ones 
experienced in the oral cavity. As these sensuous prescriptions make manifest, the 
body’s experience with cholera is informed and shaped by a complex understanding 
of taste, and, to a lesser extent, smell. In this dominantly gustatory experience with 
cholera, at least three inter-related stages of taste can be distinguished: gustation, 
digestion and rectalisation. Taste is usually associated with only the first one, namely 
gustation, but the loaded concept of mizāj and the use of the term in the context of 
cholera therapeutics suggest the existence of a more complex sensory setup. This 
complexity, though to a lesser extent, can also be found in the management of mizāj’s 
external factors, namely, the olfactory management of the outside world.  

Giving advice on the management of the external temperament, Sāvujī’s first set 
of techniques has to do with the handling of the household (tadbīr-i manzil). To remedy 
the air in houses, he suggests that every day the windows are let open to change the 
air inside, and if possible, to lodge on the higher floors. Inside the space, he 

 
37 I owe the translations of these substances to Dr. Anya King.  

38 I have consulted the Persian translation, Ibn Sīnā, The rule in medicine (Qānūn dar ṭibb), 334–
35. 
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recommends the “burning of perfumes” and “using scented substances and vapours”. 
Some such substances are Indian aloeswood (ʿūd-i hindī), ambergris (ʿanbar), 
frankincense (kundur), musk (mushk), Tetraclinis (sandarūs), fenugreek (ḥulba), mastic 
(maṣṭakī), sandalwood (ṣandal) and camphor (kāfūr). According to Sāvujī, these 
substances can be used individually or in combination for cleansing the air.39 Another 
plant used to smoke out putridity is tobacco, which was reportedly used, according to 
Sāvujī, in the time of Hippocrates. It was burned in large amounts in several pits 
around the city so as to fumigate the urban space.40  

The prescription of these ingredients are always theoretically informed by 
humoralism. Put simply, the logic is to prescribe foodstuff and aromatics with a warm 
temperament in view of the fact that cholera’s disposition is cold. But above all, for 
Sāvuji, saffron is the supreme remedy, which as he notes, is not ”surpassed by 
anything else for the treatment of cholera”.41 It is beneficial not only for the body, that 
is, as part of a digestive experience, but also for the putrid air, that is, as part of an 
olfactory experience. Not only does it “eliminate the toxicity of the air … especially 
the choleric air”, but also, it “strengthens the heart and eliminates its putridity, 
corruption and ferociousness”.42  

 
Talismanic methods 
These examples are only a small part of Sāvujī’s mostly taste-based and partially 
smell-based therapy. I have limited myself to a few excerpts to illustrate his methods 
and the conceptual framework they adhere to on the textual level. Now I wish to 
complicate our understanding of this medical regime further, by suggesting that 
Sāvujī’s sense-centred approach is not only found in his textual descriptions and 
prescriptions but can also be seen in his diagrammatic instructions (Figures 20-21), 
most tangibly so in the talismanic remedies given at the end of his treatise. Here, Sāvujī 
reminds his readers of a saying attributed to the Prophet who warns that “whoever 
fails to ask for divine healing, God does not cure them”.43 He also relates sayings from 

 
39 Sāvujī, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 70. 

40 Ibid., fol. 71. 

41 Ibid., fol. 72. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Sāvujī, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 130. 
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the twelve Imams to the effect that one has to primarily rely on the Quran for healing. 
Reciting the surah of al-Fātiḥa seven times, for instance, would bring healing benefits, 
“which if it did not cure, reciting it seventy times would surely do”.44 Even more 
progressive than recitation, Sāvujī advises the writing of these scriptures on small 
pieces of paper so that people could carry them around keeping them in their 
garments or wear them around their necks. In extreme cases, when the disease showed 
no sign of decline, one could dissolve the paper in water and drink the solution, or in 
even worse conditions, eat the paper directly. As I unpack further below, the same 
logic of taste that (in)forms Sāvujī’s text is reflected in these talismanic diagrams and 
in their affective logic.45  

These ingestive methods have been very well known in Islamic cultures, and also 
studied by scholars in the field. In one of the most conceptual studies of ingestion 
rituals in Islam and Christianity, Barry Flood observes that these practices “point to a 
desire to collapse a distinction between emulator and emulated that is central to the 
operation of mimesis as re-presentation”.46 According to Flood’s materially sensitive 
approach, the ingestion of sanctified objects should not be understood in a 
representational system. Talismans are not a mimetic representation of the sacred but 
the “becoming” of sacred, a process whereby the ingested material and the ingesting 
body cooperate in activating the sacred. Invoking this key Deleuzian concept, Flood 
understands ingestion as a technique of mediation, as opposed to that of 
representation.47 Along the same lines, Laura Marks points out in her concise and 
cutting-edge study of talismanic diagrams that the diverse visual signs in the 

 
44 Ibid. 

45 When the new Corona virus became pandemic in early 2020, one of the Shiite Ayatollahs, 
Hussayn Vahīd Khurāsānī recommended that people put their hands on their hearts every 
day and recite the surah of al-Fātiḥa seven times. He also advised them to recite the Throne 
Verse, Āyat al-kursī, part of al-Baqara twice, once in the morning and once in the evening. See 
Māhrūyān, ‘Corona in Iran: What are religious authorities saying? (Kurawnā dar Īrān: 
marājiʿ-i taqlīd chi mīgūyand?)’. 

46  Flood, ‘Bodies and becoming: Mimesis, mediation, and the ingestion of the sacred in 
Christianity and Islam’, 463. 

47 Flood’s study proffers a wide range of examples of ingestion practices, among which his 
reference to Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh’s ceremonial drinking from a scripturally-inscribed cup 
resonates with the present study. Ibid., 481. 
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talismans are “operational images”, which are not intended to be deciphered in order 
to make the signs meaningful. Rather, they are created as media objects to operate on 
the body through its senses.48  

Given this understanding, Sāvujī’s therapeutic talismans can be understood as a 
mediation of divine power by means of an assemblage of ink, paper, text, and the 
digestive tract. As such, the practice of ingesting sacred texts is not a form of 
medication in the sense of triggering a biochemical reaction in the body. A different 
medicative semiotics is at work. The idea is not to cure cholera through the chemical 
constituents of paper and ink, but through a material mediation of the sacred. For this 
medicative system to function as intended, a specific conception of the body is 
prerequisite, a corporeal model that can imagine a body capable of being affected by 
the scripture in liquid form. Sāvujī’s Cure of cholera can be read as a manual for 
producing such a model.  

 

Figure 20. A ciphered square with four divine attributes on the four corners from the 
lithographed medical manual Cure of cholera published in 1853.49 

 
The humoralist therapy of the first part of the treatise, as I have selectively described 
in this chapter, does not only aim at treating the body but also imagining one. It is 
through this imagination that such talismans can be seen as taste-based affective 
objects. In Sāvujī’s text, depictions of talismans appear on roughly every other page in 
the second half of the book. Some contain Quranic words, others are highly cryptic in 
abjad letters and Arabic numerals, only decipherable by a few who knew them 

 
48 Marks, ‘Talisman-images: From cosmos to your body’, 245, 251. 

49 Sāvujī, Cure of cholera (ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ), fol. 140. 
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(Figures 20-21).50 These sacred letters and words would then be made into amulets by 
people, or by physicians themselves to be carried by people. According to Pormann 
and Savage-Smith, these amulets were used during most of the history of Islamic 
medicine. They were “used not only to ward off the Evil Eye and misfortune but could 
also be employed to increase fertility or potency or attractiveness and avert disease 
and sudden death”. The visual representations in such objects, Pormann and Savage-
Smith further note, “encompassed not only magical symbols but also invocations and 
prayers nearly always addressed to God or one of his intercessors”.51  

 
Figure 21. Praying diagram in Cure of cholera known as “garden of names” (jannat al-asmāʾ) 
in the form of a circle with part of the Throne Verse (āyat al-kursī, Quran 2: 255) written in 
the middle.52  

 
50  Numerous studies have already dealt with deciphering talismans in the Islamic world 
Cammann, ‘Islamic and Indian magic squares. Part I’; Blair, ‘An asmulet from Afsharid Iran’; 
Canaan, ‘The decipherment of Arabic talismans’; Porter, Saif, and Savage-Smith, ‘Medieval 
Islamic amulets, talismans and magic’. 

51 Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic medicine, 145. 

52 Sāvujī, fol. 146. 



 185 

 
More importantly, the written words and scriptures were not meant to be read, but 
touched, carried around, put under one’s pillows, or ingested. 53  Figure 20, for 
example, is an extended and modified version of the magic budūḥ square, described 
by Pormann and Savage-Smith in their work – the letters are modified and the number 
of squares increased. Figure 21 is one of the most recurrent forms that could also be 
found in earlier sources, though with different words and codes.  

This diagram is particularly interesting as it brings multiple visual and textual 
elements into one image. It is in the form of a circle, around which a few codified 
words can be seen followed concentrically by parts of the Throne Verse (āyat al-kursī, 
Quran 2: 255). According to Tewfik Canaan’s analysis of Arabic talismans, these 
cryptic signs index demons.54 This diagram has been especially important among the 
Shiites. It is called garden of names (jannat al-asmāʾ) and is described in a manuscript by 
the same name ascribed to the first Shiite Imam, ʿAlī Ibn Abī Ṭālib (d. 661), during an 
epidemic in Iraq in the mid-seventh century. The diagram has been redrawn, edited 
and commented upon by many physicians and occultists ever since.55 The most well-
known version of the book in which the diagram appears has been commented by the 
famed Persian polymath Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 1111).56 The diagram’s crypted 
contents have remained unchanged: Immediately around the smallest circle at the 
centre, nineteen letters are arranged, each of which are the first letter in the names of 
the Islamic guardians of hell. Adjacent to this ring, the second row of letters are six of 
God’s names, the total letters of which, again, amount to nineteen: al-fard [sic], al-ḥayy 
(The Living), al-qayyūm (The Subsisting), al-ḥakam (The Arbiter), al-ʿadl (The Just), al-
quddūs (The Holy), excluding their definite articles as well as their geminated 
consonants. Following this second ring, the third one contains the dissociated letters 
of the basmala, a common Quranic formula of “in the name of God the Compassionate 
the Merciful” (bismi allāhi al-raḥmāni al-raḥīm). And finally on the last ring, there are 
nineteenth crypted signs, with various combinations of the numbers nine and one, 

 
53 Porter, Saif, and Savage-Smith, ‘Medieval Islamic amulets, talismans and magic’, 544. 

54 Canaan, ‘The decipherment of Arabic talismans’, 171. 

55 Nasiri Savadkouhi, Occult sciences (ʿulūm-i asrārī), 112–13. 

56 See ʿAlī Ibn Abī Ṭālib, Garden of names (Jannat al-asmāʾ). 
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which according to Canaan’s decipherments refer to demons.57  
Interesting correlations can be noticed if the circle in Figure 21 is juxtaposed with 

the three stages of taste that I proposed before: the outer rim might be seen as 
performing the same task as gustation, the geometrically organised interior doing 
something similar to digestion, while the circle at the centre comes close to 
rectalisation. I do not wish to suggest that this diagram represents or symbolises those 
three stages of the sense of taste or of the body but argue that there are three stages in 
the diagram that perform the same three functions, though with a different content. 
The two three-fold models refer to different contents, but their affective logic is the 
same, in the sense that they both operate by activating the sense of taste, and to some 
extent smell. The objects created according to these models are not meant as icons or 
symbols to be consumed by reading, seeing, or hearing. The texts are not meant to be 
recited. They are written and drawn in folded pieces of paper, hidden or dissolved in 
water. These sacralised objects are meant to operate on the mizāj, either by explicit 
prescription of a particular regimen, or by the direct material mediation between a 
pre-conceived sacrality and the body’s digestive system. I will describe and analyse 
what I take to be this peculiar way of thinking in the remainder of this chapter. 

Sāvujī points out that the verse on the outer rim is the Throne Verse. It is written 
in clear letters and therefore easily readable, or palatable. On the inside of the circle, 
in the second concentric layer counting from the perimeter of the circle towards the 
inside, we see individual letters in boxes. Starting at around eight o’clock, and reading 
anti-clockwise, these letters add up to the basmala. In the middle section, trapezoid 
boxes, the “organs” of the diagram, point towards the centre. In this middle section, 
the words are broken up into letters and thereby, as it were, digested. Finally, in the 
central circle of the diagram, all scriptural meaning is dissolved; scripture disappears 
or is made imperceptible. The descriptions given in Garden of names do not explicitly 
mention this digestive movement in the circle. However, the manuscript does describe 
a processual movement from the outside to the inside of the circle. According to this 
original description, from the outside to the inside of the circle, we move from the sky, 
where demons fly over and inflict epidemics on earth, to the depth of hell, where the 
infernal angels, indexed by the first letter of their names on the diagram, are setting 
ablaze the hellfire. God’s names in the middle section are meant to “strengthen [us] 
against the heat of hellfire” on the inside, and thus also against the “flames of the 

 
57 Ibid., 31; Canaan, ‘The decipherment of Arabic talismans’, 171. 
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plague”, on the outside.58 Therefore, from the periphery to the centre, one burns into 
the blazes of hellfire as the body moves from the surface to the depth, from the outside 
to the inside. It is based on this processual description that I suggest the digestive 
model can also be a credible view of this talisman.  

To repeat, the object, or content, of the diagram is different from that of Sāvujī’s 
model of tasting in three stages, yet it operates according to the same logic. While the 
latter functions in relation to a natural substance, food, the former functions in relation 
to a cultural object, divine speech. However, to borrow from Laura Marks’ study of 
talismanic images, they are both “operational”, or in other words, interventional, but 
not primarily representational. They both allow the occult practitioner to “manage the 
cosmos”, or in the case at hand, the diseased body, “in miniature, folding the powers 
of the planets and stars together with earthly people, places and objects to make things 
happen”.59 In this sense, Figure 21 can be read as an anatomical diagram, in which the 
circle’s perimeter indexes the boundary of the human body, which it seeks to heal by 
means of the talismanic program coded into the diagram.  

In the same way, Sāvujī’s taste- and smell-sensitive treatments were not 
exceptional instances in the Shiite medical culture; associations between the body and 
such ciphered diagrams were also not unfamiliar in the period. Many examples can 
be found in manuals of magic and divination, some of which contain more explicit 
references to the body. Figures 22 and 23 are two such instances. In these images, the 
ciphers and shapes in Figures 21 become explicit references to the human body. The 
numbers are digested by both the humanoid figures – they are located in the 
abdominal areas – and also by the diseased persons, in case ingestion is prescribed. 
The middle spaces in these humanoids function according to the same semiotics in the 
circle in Figure 21. More, similar examples of explicit references to the human body 
can be found in the Iranian context.60 

Once again, the concept of semiotic ideology can be borrowed from Kean to 
justify this analysis.61 My point is that there is one semiotic ideology at work in both 
the language and the diagrams in this traditionalist medical thinking. The use of 

 
58 Ibid., Garden of names (Jannat al-asmāʾ), 31. 

59 Marks, ‘Talisman-images: From cosmos to your body’, 234. 

60 Vesel, ‘Talismans from the Iranian world: A milinary tradition’. 

61 See the Introduction for how I use this concept. 
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semiotic ideology enables me to speak of both language and non-verbal visual signs 
together. Clearly, Sāvujī and his peers were not aware of this semiotic ideology, and 
certainly did not realise it in their talismanic diagrams. It would be unexpected if 
Sāvujī saw, in any explicit sense, the diagrams in Figures 20 and 21 as representations 
or symbols of the body. Yet the logic at work in his language may be said to be 
replicated in the diagrams. It is in this sense that these images can be viewed as 
anatomical diagrams, or to adapt and extend the term suggested by Christian Lange, 
“moral anatomies” that reflect a logic similar to that at work in Sāvujī’s understanding 
of taste and more broadly create a conceptual model for the body.  

 

 

Figure 22. A humanoid diagram used to undo physical or psychological damages inflicted 
on a person. The short text on the top instructs the practitioner to burn this talisman before 
the afflicted person and make them breath in the fumes. This diagram was reproduced in 
an occult manual lithographed in 1951.62  

 

 
62 Hazāravī, Collyrium of the eye (Kuḥul al-ʿayn), 93. 
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Figure 23. A humanoid figure from a handwritten manuscript used to cure various diseases. 
The instructions read that the crown on the humanoid’s head should be drawn by gold-
water and the curves be drawn by musk and saffron. The paper should then be dissolved 
in water and given to the diseased person. The lithographed manual is undated, written by 
the very well-known sixteenth-century polymath Ḥusayn Ibn-i ʿAlī Kāshifī (d. 1504).63  

 
This model is implicit in Sāvujī’s medical imagination. It imagines a body that is open 
yet ordered, a passage of sorts, through which both matter and language flow, a body 
with a biocultural efficacy: biological insofar as the food content and the sensory 
capacity of the entire body is concerned, and cultural insofar as the verbal/scriptural 
aspect of the amulets is concerned. And to make this point more compelling, in the 
same page where Sāvujī represents the diagram in Figure 21, there appears a short 
instruction written next to the diagram that instructs the reader to “write the words 
with musk and saffron”. A similar note appears in Figure 23, in which it is advised to 
draw the sketch with musk and saffron. In these instances, words and olfacto-

 
63 Kāshifī, Comprehensive divination (Jafr-i jāmiʿ), 42. 
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gustatory stimuli become one.  
To reiterate, the body in Sāvujī’s medico-religious semiotics is conceived of as a 

multistage tube through which various types of cosmic substance may flow. This 
model can also be found implicit in other medical texts in the period. In one example, 
the Details of treatment (Daqāʾiq al-ʿilāj), penned by another very well-known Iranian 
physician, Muḥammad Ibn-i Muḥammad Karīm Kirmānī (d. 1896), the body is 
compared to a qanāt or a kāriz (water well). “The body is like a kāriz”, the text reads, 
“if all passages are not open, we shall not pour anything into it”. The body, thus 
understood, works like a vessel with a hollow space (jawf) inside.  

In his book Paradise and hell in Islamic traditions, Christian Lange finds traces of 
this conception in the works of Sunni eschatologists, among them, Abū ʿAbdullāh al-
Qurṭūbī (d. 1273) and Abū al-Faḍl al-Raḥmān al-Suyūṭī (d. 1505).64 He points to how 
human beings are conceived of in this tradition as “’hollow’ (ajwaf) creatures, 
possessing bellies that need to be filled and thus give rise to worldly desires and 
greed”. 65  Or in another excerpt, Lange reports from the late-medieval Muslim 
eschatological literature that “the inhabitants of hell, who speak a form of Old or 
Middle Persian … have seventy layers of coarse and thick skin through which 
enormous worms carve their way, roaring like wild beasts”.66 In Majlisī’s Oceans of 
light, the word ajwaf is referred to several times. According to a ḥadīth ascribed to 
Muḥammad, Majlisī reports, one of the reasons that condemns people to hell is the 
appetite and lust of two cavities (al-jawfān): the belly and the genitals (al-baṭn wa al-
farj).67 In another ḥadīth Majlisī names these two cavities the mouth and the genitals.68 
Yet in another context, not in the same one as infernal damnation, the heart is 
considered as ajwaf, something that can be filled with either divine or demonic 
presences.69 

These instances gesture toward an understanding of the body as a corruptible 

 
64 Lange, Paradise and hell in Islamic traditions, 148–49. 

65 Ibid., 148. 

66 Ibid., 149. 

67 This reference can be found in The book of belief and heresy, part of Oceans of light. Majlisī, Book 
of belief and heresy (Kitāb al-imān wa al-kufr), 269. 

68 Ibid., 376. 

69 Ibid., 271. 
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hollow vessel. This has important discursive consequences. The capacity of the body 
to be affected by cosmic forces, the relation between the inside and the outside, 
depends precisely on this hollowness. Lange’s notion of “moral anatomy” 
underscores the sinfulness that inherently attaches to this hollow (ajwaf) body. Sāvujī 
might not intend this meaning specifically when he discusses the amulet-based 
treatments. However, for such treatments to be conceivable, his assumption that the 
scriptural amulets can heal the body by affecting it from within presupposes the 
corruptibility, and by association the sinfulness, of the inside. The scripture would 
then be imagined to have the capacity to cleanse not only from the outside, if read or 
recited for instance, but also one’s inside through affecting that presumed 
sinful/corrupt hollowness.70 

We read in one of Sāvujī’s prescriptions that a certain group of words should be 
written on a piece of paper, dissolved in water and drunk. The dregs of the dissolved 
paper should then be thrown into an abandoned water well (qanat), which was 
deemed possessed by demons and bad omens, as the final act in order to complete the 
ritual. The hollow space of the body and the inside of a qanāt both receive the divine 
healing through digesting the paper-based scripture. The inside obeys the same logic 
as that of a qanāt, namely, interconnected tubes with hollow spaces inside. This central 
circle, also diagrammatically imagined in Figures 21, 24 and 25 is where the inside and 
the outside intertwine. The external demonic/divine and material forces of the outside 
flow into and mingle with the internal organs in this hollow space.71  
 
Clinical treatments: Prophylactic approaches to cholera 

 
70 This resonates with the pathological discussions in manuscript 506 examined in chapter one. 
I showed how the author’s view on the pathology of chronic fevers differed from Polak’s in 
that the former believed that the disease was the result of humoral putridity while the latter 
thought the corruption took place in individual organs. Upon inspecting the dissected body, 
one saw the corruption of the inside, and the other of the organs. Put differently, one saw a 
corrupted vessel, the other a dysfunctional solid mass. 

71 Similar instances of the inside-outside entanglement can be found in the medical debates of 
the time, especially in the face of the new clinical views. One of the most polemical examples 
is provided by the author of manuscript 506. In one instance, he complains of the Western 
practitioners for their dismissal of the “stellar effects” in spite of their witnessing “the tide of 
the sea every morning and night” as well as ”the ebbing of the water in response to the lunar 
states”. Anon. ‘On diseases’, 56. 
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In the second half of the nineteenth century, the clinicians working at the Dār al-Funūn 
came to challenge Sāvujī’s model in fundamental ways. Rather than following the 
gustatory and olfactory logic of traditional Iranian medicine, they proposed intricate 
theories and techniques to desensitize the treatment of cholera. In his travelogue, 
Polak mentions on many occasions that he could not understand why Iranian 
physicians prescribe so much laxative and strong foodstuffs for the treatment of 
cholera.72 He was more in favour of methods such as quarantine strategies that helped 
sever the connections of the outside world with the body. Tholozan was also furious 
with purging techniques and the sensuous dietary choices prescribed by the 
ḥakīmbāshīs.73 In the view of clinicians, purging techniques were quite dangerous for 
the patients and would cause serious harm and even delay the healing process. They 
were also suspicious of the smell and taste of things choleric. The smell of the perished 
bodies and of contaminated water was particularly alarming to them.74 For them, the 
diseased bodies were menaces to others and sources of contagion. In order to 
ameliorate the condition, two major treatises were written on the prophylactic 
measures against cholera by two physicians and teachers at Dār al-Funūn. One was 
written by Tholozan in 1869 titled Prophylaxie du choléra en orient and the other by 
Schlimmer in 1874 titled Du présage et de l’avortement de l’imminence cholérique.75 Below, 
I examine these texts and put them in context so as to elaborate the different 
conception of the body in these sources.  
 
The case of Tholozan 
Tholozan was the most important physician of the second half of the century in Iran. 
As mentioned before, he was the founder of the Sanitary Council (majlis-i ḥifẓ-i ṣiḥḥa) 
in 1871. Serving the Shah as his personal physician for thirty years, he was responsible 
for the betterment of the urban sanitary condition and collaborated with his European 
peers and officials to control the cholera epidemics. His sanitary council could only 
operate for a few months due to the lack of infrastructural and administrative 
resources. When he wrote his treatise on cholera, this sanitary council had already 

 
72 Polak, Polak’s travelogue (Safarnāma-yi Polāk), 416. 

73 Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 518. 

74 Tholozan, Prophylaxie du choléra, 250. 

75 See Schlimmer, Du présage. 
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been shut down and for this reason, quite a few pages in his Prophylaxie du choléra deal 
with how the lack of effective management in Tehran exacerbated the epidemics in the 
country.76 He frequently reproaches the lack of critical attitudes to ancient medical 
personae such as Ibn Sīnā and Rāzī. He believed that the medicine practiced by 
Persian physicians had remained the same as in the time of the caliphates, and the 
same as that which used to be taught three centuries before in Europe, although he 
also admitted that there had been “truths as well as errors” in the Persian medical 
culture.77  

In his view, the medical reform in Iran had to begin with a “réform littéraire”, 
that is, a reform in the medical texts and theories in the Persian language. He 
considered such a text-based reform necessary for the later stages of reform to be 
viably pursued. Once freed from the uncritical adherence to the medicine of Ibn Sīnā, 
he proclaims, the country can realise its aspiration to “the destinies in touch with those 
in the modern world”.78 He strongly believed that reforming the general state of affair 
was predicated on the reform of popular beliefs in society, which most seriously 
impeded any successful application of modern sanitary measures in the country. In 
this regard, he asserts in his text that “the most powerful means of change in the 
Orient” resides in the “scientific and popular literatures created and protected by the 
state”. 79  Hence, he underscores the significance and priority of a state-sponsored 
epistemological reform.  

Once initiated and sustained, Tholozan believes that this reform can then 
proceed into more practical matters, such as managing water supplies, cleaning public 
places and implementing quarantine measures. As for water management, Tholozan 
begins by noting how the intricate system of underground canals, “designed to supply 
drinking water from great distances for free”, was unscientifically maintained and 
susceptible to contamination. 80  The problem was that water would easily get 
contaminated once it was brought to the surface. This water was then used by the 
public for washing, cooking, and bathing without there being any drainage 

 
76 Tholozan, Prophylaxie du choléra, 12. 

77 Ibid., 8. 

78 Ibid., 13. 

79 Ibid. 

80 Ibid., 17. 
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management. As a result, public places such as baths and caravanserais became 
sources of contagion and contributed most gravely to the spread of epidemic diseases. 
The water used to wash clothes and utensils was another source of infection, which 
would openly flow in public spaces after use without any order to keep it separate 
from the drinking water. 81  The lack of canalisation, as Tholozan observed, was 
therefore one of the main reasons for the spread of cholera. Tholozan regarded this as 
especially problematic in places where water transportation did not make use of 
“closed tubes”. In his view, the openness of water to the outside was surely the main 
factor in spreading the disease: “The circulation of the drinking water inside closed 
tubes with a precision that ensures impermeability to soil humidity is one of the most 
imperious hygienic necessities at all times and especially at times of cholera 
epidemics”.82 It can already be seen how the indigenous preference for openness to the 
outside world is being subverted.  

The unhygienic condition of lavatories added yet another layer to the crisis. 
There was no sewer system in Iran during the time of Tholozan. Human excrements 
would therefore accumulate in ”non-bricked pits”, which were never emptied but 
would only be shut after they reached their full capacity.83 The problem would be 
aggravated when the clean water taken from the underground flowed in the vicinity 
of these pits and become contaminated as the result. This water would then be used 
for cooking, bathing and washing. The urban ecologies of Iran were therefore radically 
open – the food exposed to the faeces.  

In Tholozan’s account, pilgrimages were another contributor to the spread of the 
disease. The general unhygienic condition in which pilgrims undertook their journeys 
to the holy places usually aggravated the cholera spread. On top of that, carrying their 
dead along the way made the situation even worse. Tholozan notices the strong smell of 
the cadavers carried by the pilgrims: “There were caravans of corpses just as there were 
caravans of pilgrims. And it even occurred that travellers meet a person who carried 
around hundred to two hundred dead bodies. Woe to the smell when wind blows from 

 
81 Ibid., 19. In 1880, it was part of the police’s duty to monitor the public’s submission to water 
management regulations. This was published in the periodical Akhtar, no. 6. See below for 
more on this. 

82 Tholozan, Prophylaxie du choléra, 20. 

83 Ibid., 21. 
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this mass grave”.84 
He also notices how sloppily they are wrapped, as the result of which cadaveric 

puss would leak out contaminating the environment. As a temporary suggestion, 
Tholozan suggested to the government that a certain injection be made into cadavers lest 
the infection leak out.. This, according to Tholozan, was vehemently opposed as it was 
considered a profanity. He also suggested welding the corpses in tin plates, which as he 
admits, proved unpractical due to the lack of technical knowledge of welding in Iran.85 
His favourite method was using “terracotta cylinders tightly glazed on the inside”, 
which, although adding considerable weight to the pilgrims’ procession, was an 
effective way to close off the corpses from the outside world.86  

Tholozan discusses at length the effectivity and relevance of quarantine measures. 
On the one hand, he is critical of applying this method without considering the 
geographical and demographical specificities of the cities. The general rule of quarantine 
for him is that it was effective by sea (par voie de mer) but not so much by land (par voie de 
terre).87 The exception for him is the province of Yazd, which being surrounded by the 
deserts remained aloof from other cities. In other cases, he did not believe that 
quarantine by land could effectively be applied due to several factors such as the 
impossibility of restraining nomadic movements across both western and eastern 
borders, and the religious resistance against these measures.88 His observation of this 
inefficacy brings to mind once again the radically open and porous ecology in the region, 
where political borders could not be practically maintained and were irregularly and 

 
84 Ibid. 26. 

85 Ibid., 27. 

86 Ibid. 

87 Ibid., 39. 

88 There were many reports telegraphed from different provinces during the epidemics which 
complained of public resistance against quarantine. In a medical jung (a genre of writing in 
the nineteenth century that contained different kinds of texts, poetry, ḥadīth, prayers and 
prose), I found a reference to a poem supposedly written in mockery of quarantine. Jung, 
Majlis library, MS no. 5066. See also Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 524. It should also be 
mentioned that two decades before Tholozan’s sanitary council brought the issue of 
quarantine to the fore, discussion on its efficacy appeared occasionally in the press. In Vaqāiʿi 
newspaper, for instance, quarantine is only mentioned as an issue in Europe and never 
discussed in relation to Iran during the epidemics in 1852 – 1853. See Vaqāyiʿ no. 84, 97, 145. 
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uncontrollably breached.89  
For Tholozan, it is ultimately ”cleanliness“ ( propreté) that is deemed as the most 

effective preventive method:  

Cleanliness is in effect the most sovereign remedy, not only against cholera but 
also against most epidemic and endemic diseases. Cleanliness is not the only 
required thing but the most important. Cleanliness, as I understand it here, is 
almost all public and private hygiene.90 

Tholozan instructed the hygienists to take into account this private-cum-public 
conception of cleanliness in their approach to cholera treatment. They were instructed 
to first approach the individuals and then, on larger scales, conglomerations such as 
villages and towns. It can be seen that treatment is hardly an issue for Tholozan. It is 
instead prevention that preoccupies him. In contrast, Sāvujī does not mention any of 
the issues picked up by Tholozan. The problems with the pilgrims, the unhygienic 
condition of water, and the uncleanliness of the public places are not once touched on 
in ʿIlāj al-wabāʾ.  
 
The case of Schlimmer 
Schlimmer’s medical treatise Du présage et de l’avortement de l’imminence cholérique, 
continued the work of Tholozan in many respects.91 In this work, he discusses the 
aetiology of cholera in more detail and proposes new diagnostic methods by way of 
focusing on the chemistry of the body fluids. Given his general interest in the chemical 
aspects of medicine – we can recall that his book of anatomy was titled chimie animale 
– his discussion centres on the detection of ”albumine” in urine as a method of pre-
diagnosis of an epidemic. His preventive methods build up subsequent to his 
diagnostic measures.  

Similar to Tholozan, he attends to two scales of preventive measures: individual 
and collective, or in his own words, administrative. On the individual scale, he admits 

 
89 However, Tholozan admits that imposing quarantine at the coast and the sea borders could 
very well be advantageous. Tholozan, Prophylaxie du choléra, 40. 

90 Ibid., 47. 

91  This treatise was originally in French but was later translated into Persian with its 
announcement appearing in the state-sponsored newspaper of State newspaper of Iran 
(Rūznāma-yi sīna-yi dawlat-i Īrān). I could not, however, find the Persian version.  
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that there exists no universal law to be followed by everyone. Attending to one’s own 
health, he states, depends on one’s lifestyle, food ecology, and climate. 92 
Notwithstanding this non-universality of hygienic practices, he proposes methods 
and techniques which he “used with his own family and had not failed him in yielding 
favourable result”.93 His description of these methods goes into much more detail than 
Tholozan’s treatise. His first instruction obligates the members of the family, or 
preferably their servants who had already healed from the disease, to “scan” the 
whole household so as to remove all the “ordure” and all the “humid dung in the 
stables and the poultry yards”.94 The instruction then demands that the cesspools be 
covered with a layer of carbon powder and iron sulphate. He describes a detailed daily 
procedure for cleaning after each bowel movement, to be observed individually by 
every member of the household: everyone should use a separate “night vase”, to 
relieve themselves in, after which they should immediately sprinkle dry clay on the 
excrement, unload it outside of the house and then compress it by a shovel in an area 
protected from sunshine. 95  As for the climactic condition of the house, similar to 
Sāvujī, Schlimmer considers the wind somewhat influential in spreading the disease. 
But unlike his traditionalist counterpart, he prefers to keep the windows facing north 
and northeast shut.96 As for the diet, he provides much more detail than Tholozan but 
falls short of Sāvujī’s rich lists of food. He agrees with the use of garlic, which he finds 
quite popular in the northern provinces in Iran. But above all, Schlimmer’s main 
treatment, though only applicable in the pre-epidemic stage and prior to the 
aggravation of symptoms, is the use of a medication developed at the time as a result 
of European pharmaceutical research.97 This medication is frequently mentioned by 
Schlimmer under the name fiel de mouton (sheep bile) which was in the form of a pill 
and sometimes combined with strychnine. This medication was characteristically 
odourless and bitter in taste. Schlimmer allocates two chapters on the methods of 

 
92 Schlimmer, Du présage, 115. 

93 Ibid.  

94 Ibid., 116-117. 

95 Ibid. 

96 For Sāvujī, the refreshment of a house by way of opening the windows was a common 
instruction. 

97 Schlimmer, Du présage, 115. 
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chemical development of the medication and the efficacy of its use.  
Similar to Tholozan, Schlimmer’s main emphasis is put on water management. 

It is important for Schlimmer that the drinking water is kept apart from all sorts of 
contamination, particularly with waste-water and excrement. 98  He notices an 
interesting popular belief which can also be read in jurisprudential sources on water 
management, according to which flowing water can never become impure, 
irrespective of its sources and routes.99  Schlimmer finds this delusional “religious 
dogma” quite unfortunate as it caused a rapid escalation of the epidemic in the cities.  

On the administrative level, Schlimmer draws attention to the role that the state 
should play to enforce “the science“ of prevention. He advises the governmental 
centres to carry out disinfection procedures in public places, especially the cesspools, 
with the use of iron sulphate.100 In view of the fact that cholera ravaged more forcefully 
in areas with high population densities, Schlimmer stresses the importance of regular 
cleanings. He also asks for a large-scale diagnostic training for “medical students, 
pharmacists, home-nurses, midwives, military officers” and “executives of densely 
populated factories” to be equipped with enough skills to diagnose cholera by 
inspecting people’s urine.101  

A number of these considerations found their ways into an anonymous 
manuscript Guidelines for the Prefecture (Rasāla-yi dastūr al-ʿamal-i naẓmiyya), which 
contains instructions for the state police to apply sanitary rules to the public spaces. 
This manuscript is undated but it is very likely to have been published in 1879, 
translated from a similar document written in French by the Italian chief of police in 
Tehran known as Conte de Monte Forte, and approved by Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh in 1879 

 
98 Ibid., 118. 

99 As a telling example, Guidance of the people (Irshād al-umma) by Mullā ʿAlī Kanī (d. 1888) can 
be mentioned. This influential jurist deals with the issue of water in this practical treatise. In 
the section on water, he writes that irrespective of whether a water reservoir is closed or open, 
if the water flows, it is clean. This even applies if the flow is created manually on a small scale. 
So one can make water clean simply by pouring it out of the reservoir into another vessel. See 
Kanī, Guidance of the people (Irshād al-umma), fols 7–10. 

100 Schlimmer, Du présage, 125. 

101 Ibid. 
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or 1880.102 The document emphasises water management. Following the example of 
the United States, it suggests that the water arriving in the city be organised in such a 
way that “it comes out of the tap into every household”. This way, the water would 
not get dirty and could be kept separate from the waste-water more easily. The used 
water could then be steered into the arid ʿAlī ābād desert around Tehran. Furthermore, 
around each district in Tehran, depending on capacity, a special place was instructed 
to be made for public laundry.103 In every one of the districts, moreover, new cesspools 
should be dug for the collection of human excrement. 104  There can be also found 
instructions on how to manage the rainfall, cleaning the public bath houses and 
controlling the cleanliness of foodstuff.105  
 
Concluding remarks 
In his essay The olfactory tale of two cities, Khaled Fahmy investigates similar state-
backed sanitary policies in nineteenth century Cairo. Measures such as establishing a 
water pipe network and sewer system were mainly to combat the widespread stench 
in the city.106 Fahmy traces these sanitary measures in the context of the widespread 
belief in miasma theories in the Cairo of the nineteenth century, which similar to Iran, 
though a few decades earlier, opened up to Western medical education. Fahmy is 
particularly sensitive to the ways in which the general public resisted these measures 
– for instance the reluctance of the butchers to submit to the policies, or the 
dissatisfaction of people against the draining of the city ponds.  

In his more recent study, Fahmy reiterates this aspect of social resistance against 
clinical methods in the context of medical reforms in Cairo.107 He argues that people’s 
resistance to clinical measures such as quarantine was not purely religious, or strictly 
theologically driven. Rather, he argues, their resistance was against the ways in which 

 
102 Its publication was announced in the periodical Akhtar, no. 6. On July 1879, a short version 
of this document appears in the same magazine, signed by Conte de Monte Forte personally 
no. 29. See also Karimi-Hakkak, ‘Censorship’; Ebrahimnejad, Medicine, public health, 37. 

103 Monte Forte, ‘Guidelines for the Prefecture (Dastūr al-ʿamal-i naẓmiyya)’, 22. 

104 Ibid., 24. 

105 Ibid., 25-27. 

106 Fahmy, ‘An olfactory tale of two cities’, 176. 

107 See Fahmy, In quest of justice. 
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the measures were implemented, more “concerned about the well-being of the living” 
rather than the obligation to withhold Sharīʿa.108 It might be tempting to adapt the 
same argument in the Iranian context, where Tholozan’s methods and measures 
represented the clinical disciplines imposed on the society: quarantine, new hygienic 
rules in public spaces, new regulations for burial and treating the diseased corpses 
and so on. Similar to the Egyptian context, resistance against these measures could 
also be found in Iran. In an example, the governor of Sistan, a south-eastern province 
in Iran, telegraphs the capital to inform the officials that the quarantine imposed on 
diseased corpses had been broken and people had taken the bodies of their sick 
and/or dead relatives. 109  But would not this approach miss the difference in the 
conceptual schemes to which clinicians and traditionalists subscribed?  

To put Fahmy’s argument more concretely, when he problematises the Egyptian 
ʿulamāʾ’s reaction, he claims that their resistance against quarantine measures were 
not mainly voiced in religious terms. As he puts it,  

despite the fact that reactions to quarantines were verbally expressed in religious 
terms, there are many indicators that opposition to the practice was triggered by 
the way the quarantine regulations were perceived to have affected the lives of 
the living and not only by how the ʿulamāʾ viewed them as violating the rights 
of the dead.110 

According to Fahmy, the opposition against quarantine measures were mainly the 
result of the clerics’ concern about how methods of imposing quarantine caused panic 
and anxiety among people. It is the psychological effect of quarantine that prompted 
the clerics to oppose modern measures – an effect that even the moderns took 
seriously. In this view, the two clinical and traditionalist medicines are portrayed in 
complementary ways, which implies that deep down, there was no major difference 
between the Islamic and the clinical medical models. In Fahmy’s view, they were, in 
spite of their apparent antithetical relationship, primarily concerned with the “well-

 
108 Ibid., 61–62. 

109 Elgood, A medical history of Persia, 514. Several other examples are mentioned in Elgood’s 
chapter on quarantine service and Ebrahimnejad’s essay. See Elgood, 514–37; Ebrahimnejad, 
‘Introduction de la médecine européenne en Iran au xixe siècle’, 86–90. 

110 Fahmy, In quest of justice, 61. 
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being of the living”. This stance, however, misses the significant paradigmatic rift 
between the two medical regimes. Are there not important differences between the 
imaginations, discourses, and understandings of the body in the two medical 
cultures? Even if both medical regimes avow a concern with the living people, they 
are not necessarily informed by the same semiotic ideology.  

My contention is that a certain thinking about the human body informs those 
acts of resistance. Or put differently, ideas about the human body and its relation to 
the environment created an ideational context in which social behaviours could be 
meaningfully performed. It is through enacting this conception of the body that the 
experience with cholera in the case at hand can be better understood. I discussed how 
talismanic objects such as the ones represented diagrammatically in Figures 21 to 25, 
operationalised the conception of the body as a microcosm embedded within a larger 
macrocosm. This body-to-cosmos relation, moreover, was intensified with certain 
taste- and smell-based prescriptions. Diseased bodies were reminded of their 
embeddedness every moment of their experience with the disease. They smelled the 
camphor and the burning aloeswood, tasted the sourness of pomegranate and 
berberis, and at the same time experienced interoceptively the cleansing effect of 
laxatives with their internal organs. Bodies were incessantly reminded of their 
inseparability from the macrocosm. Any effort to sever that connection – quarantining 
the diseased bodies, sealing the corpses off and desensitising the medication – would 
be considered deeply flawed. Therefore, any resistance against them was not merely 
a difference in methods, but a more fundamental difference in world views.  

In the next chapter, I delve deeper into Iranian Muslims’ proximal connection to 
their world by reading and analysing the demonological discourses through the sense 
of touch. The talismanic methods which I discussed in this chapter should be 
considered as only a fraction of Islamic demonology. In some talismans, Figure 21 is 
one example, demonic forces were indexed in the diagrams. Certain medical treatises 
even considered demons among the main causes for epidemic outbreaks. One 
prominent example is Sulaymanian book of advice (Naṣīḥatnāma-yi sulaymānī) mentioned 
earlier. Its author explicitly theorises how the jinn intervene into earthly affairs and 
cause epidemics.111 In the present chapter, I only focused on the understandings of and 
experiences with epidemics. In the following chapter, I move further into the 
imagination of demons. I show how this imagination was conditioned by a specific 

 
111 See Ibn-i Mubārak, Sulaymanian book of advice (Naṣīḥatnāma-yi Sulaymānī), 514. 
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conception of touch and further discuss how the clinical model introduced a new 
sensorial order into this demonological mindset.  
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Chapter 5 
 
Touched by jinn, tapped by spirits 
Haptics and mediation in Shiite demonology 
 
 
In this chapter, I examine the nineteenth-century Iranian demonological imagination, 
in particular how it related to (sensory) experiences of the beyond. An array of ideas 
about and beliefs in spiritual beings, jinn-related activities and psychic phenomena 
nourished and stimulated this imagination. Theological debates, practices of and 
literatures about magic, folkloric narratives and medical texts were among the main 
cultural objects within this field. The jinn occupied an importunate position in this 
lively culture. I assume throughout this chapter that the ways people believed to have 
perceived and been affected by spirits and jinn were informed by their sensorial 
preferences and the sensory organisations in their culture.1  

Examining a varied range of primary sources, I flesh out the sensorial logic at 

 
1 I use the terms jinn and spirits carefully. The important historical and discursive distinction 
between them should become clearer as the chapter develops further. On a morphological 
note, it should be mentioned that the word jinn in Arabic is the plural for jānn. However, in 
the Persian language, the word jānn is almost never used and instead the same word jinn is 
used when one individual jānn is referred to. I therefore use the same word jinn in both 
singular and plural senses, hence the words jānn and jinns are avoided. Where I want to refer 
to jinn as a generic category in Islamic demonology, I use the definitive article with the term. 
This usage is consistent with scholarships on Islamic demonology. See among many others, 
Chabbi, ‘Jinn’; Henninger, ‘beliefs in spirits among the pre-Islamic Arabs’; El-Zein, Islam, 

Arabs, and the intelligent world of the jinn; MacDonald et al., ‘Ḏj̲inn’; O’Meara, ‘From Space to 
Place’; Lange, ‘Devil (Satan)’.  
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work in imagining encounters with jinn and spirits in nineteenth-century Iranian 
culture. I argue that haptics formed the main sensory mode in Shiite psycho-social 
affairs with the beyond. Furthermore, by comparison with the late-nineteenth-century 
Iranian adaptation of Spiritism, I argue that parallel to, and influenced by, the advent 
of telegraphy, a new sensorial logic was introduced to the Iranian Shiite demonology. 
The idea is not to describe what the jinn and spirits were or how they were understood 
in the Shiite tradition, but rather my point is to show how people imagined they had 
communicated with them.  

Islamic demonology has been the subject of numerous studies, many of which I 
work with throughout this chapter. But more relevant than others to my research 
materials is Alireza Doostdar’s recent study, The Iranian metaphysicals. In this original 
work, Doostdar conducts an ethnography of contemporary Iranians’ “metaphysical” 
practices over a discontinuous period of two years starting from 2006. 2  Doostdar 
proposes the concept of “metaphysicals”, as an alternative to “the occult” and “the 
unseen”, in order to capture the specificity of the contemporary social imagination of 
the beyond in Iran. Although Doostdar’s fieldwork focuses on contemporary Iran, his 
conversations with historical studies have inspired what follows. The imagination of 
and attempts at communication with the beyond, for Doostdar as well as for my 
analyses, include “spiritual healing, sorcery, jinn possession, dream visions, saintly 
marvels”, and practices associated with Spiritism as adapted by Iranians since the 
nineteenth century.3 For Doostdar, the concept of rationalisation is key. Accordingly, 
it is a “scientistic”, empiricist rationalisation that distinguishes modern 
“metaphysical” phenomena from the traditionalist understandings of the occult and 
the unseen.4 Doostdar does not explicitly deal with issues of technics and mediation, 
and his analyses tend to obfuscate the paradigm shifts from traditionalists to the 
moderns under the rubric of “scientific virtues”.5 However, his thinking through the 
concept of “scientific imaginary” gives some hints as to the extent to which the late 

 
2 See Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals. 

3 Ibid., 8. 

4 For details on how Doostdar uses the term “metaphysicals” see Ibid., 7-8. 

5 For Doostdar’s detailed discussion on how certain scientific virtues continued through the 
nineteenth century from the religious to the scientific sphere, see Doostdar, ‘Empirical spirits’. 
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twentieth-century technical sphere in Iran has affected social affairs with the beyond.6 
Doostdar’s detailed descriptions of Iranians’ psychic performances hint at how the 
scientistically and empirically rationalised imaginaries technically differ from older 
demonological models practiced in pre-modern times. In my approach, I delve deeper 
into the media histories and demonologies to examine the specificity of the nineteenth 
century, and to point more clearly to the differences between traditionalist and the 
clinical models.  

I mainly focus on Majlisī’s The book of the heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 
many excerpts of which have already been examined in the previous chapters, and to 
a lesser extent on a quasi-historical treatise by Mīr Muḥammad Hāshim Fuzūnī 
Astarābādī (d. 1660), History of Buḥayra (Tārikh-i Buḥayra). I further contrast these 
works with those of the very first modern spiritualist in Iran, a Dār al-Funūn graduate 
and physician, Khalīl Thaqafī (d. 1944). I show how Spiritist séances organised by him, 
influenced heavily by his French models, together with his pseudo-theoretical and 
narrative writings portended the rise of a new sensory order in the Iranian 
demonological imagination. In this regard, I show that in contradistinction with the 
earlier jinn-centred narratives and ideas, those about spirits portrayed sensory 
experiences with distinctively diminished haptics. While spirits, much like the jinn, 
were thought to have been physically present in séances, they could not communicate 
directly to humans. They needed a medium to send their messages across. While jinn’s 
voice could be directly heard, and their bodies could even be touched and seen in 
three dimensions, spirits were largely mute and invisible, and in most cases needed 
extra technical objects to communicate with humans. I further extend my arguments 
to claim that this shift in the demonological sensory experience – though by no means 
absolute and in no way indicative of the wholesale abrogation of one regime by 
another – was imbricated in the media evolution at the time, particularly the rise of 
electric telegraphy.7  

 
6 See specifically part three of the book Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals, chaps. 19–24. 

7 I should mention that I do not intend to make any claim about the experience with jinn and 
spirits, but rather the imagination thereof. As I am looking into textual sources, there is not 
much sense in enquiring about how such experiences with the beyond actually took place. In 
this way, I circumvent the issue of veracity and do not attend to the question of whether any 
of the claims about communication with jinn or spirits were authentic or fabricated. The 
question is rather how such experiences were narrated, and more specifically, what sensory 
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Haptics of the jinn 
The different ways Shiite Muslims traditionally imagined and narrated 
communication with the beyond always implicated a strongly haptic presence of the 
jinn. One always intimately sensed the presence of jinn. A person possessed by them 
was called mamsūs (touched) in both Iranian and Arab milieus. Another word used to 
describe such a person was majnūn, the accusative case of the Arabic root j-n-n. It could 
be used to refer to a mad person, a condition often associated with demons, as well as 
to a person madly in love. As the verb form janna means to cover and to envelop, 
majnūn also connotes the state of being enveloped. In this sense, when a jinn was 
thought to have possessed a person, the contact was always assumed to be a 
proximate one, embracing a person’s entire body. 8  Furthermore, jinn were seen 
embodied in various forms: as lifeless objects, animals or humans. 9  On special 
occasions, Muslims reported having felt their malicious patting and slimy brushing 
over their hands, knees and shoulders.10 Often, one could hear their voices if they 

 
logic ordered those imaginative narratives. 

8 As one example among many, in The book of heavens, Majlisī interprets the Quranic verse 2:275 
(al-baqarah) “illā kamā yaqūmu alladhī yatakhabbaṭuhu al-shayṭānu mina al-mass”, as an evidence 
that a possessed person is ”touched (massa)” by the devil. We can find many more instances 
in the Quran where humans are touched by evil, most frequently rendered as al-sharr. Tobias 
Nünlist’s extensive study of the jinn in Islamic demonology also mentions several examples, 
taken from the Sunni context, in which the words mass and mamsūs are used to refer to a 
person possessed by the jinn. Nünlist, Dämonenglaube im Islam, 28:242, 275. 

9 For discussion on the visibility of the jinn in Islam see, for instance, El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and 

the intelligent world of the jinn, 67; MacDonald et al., ‘Ḏj̲inn’. Certain kinds of jinn, such as ghūl 
for instance, have been imagined as fully visible beings. See Szombathy, ‘Ghūl’; Cunial, 
‘Spiritual beings’. According to the descriptions by the English traveller Charles Montagu 
Doughty (d. 1926), whose account of his visit to the Arab peninsula contains rich observations 
of Islamic demonology in practice, jinn were certainly visible to humans to the extent that 
physiognomic details frequently appeared in Muslims’ experiences with them. Doughty, 
Travels in Arabia deserta, 2:3. Further below, most of the examples I present also attest to jinn’s 
visibility. 

10  Among many examples, the nineteenth-century poet and geographer Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn 
Shīrvānī (d. 1838) mentions the agitating presence of the jinn in his travel writings. Shīravānī, 
Garden of journeys (Bustān al-siyāḥa), 259, 669. More examples can be found in The book of heavens 
discussed further below. Instances of jinn’s haptic presence have also been reported in 
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chose to talk to humans, in any language they wished. In certain circumstances, jinn 
even penetrated foodstuff and touched one’s soul through the digestive canal.11  

If there is one component in the otherwise multifarious experience with the jinn 
that has remained invariant throughout centuries and even across remote Islamic 
geographies, it was this very physical proximity that characterises encounters with 
jinn. Regardless of the formats in which jinn’s meetings with humans were imagined 
and the effects that were expected from them, jinn’s intimate physical presence was 
indispensable. Soothsayers (Rammāls) were reported to have close physical 
connections with their personal jinn. Their fortune-telling relied on that private 
relationship.12 They were also reported to have been able to copulate with them.13 If 
heard and/or seen, the jinn’s sensational presence would always be something more 
than sound and more than mere visual appearances. As I will show below, the jinn 
did not merely appear to one’s eyes, as a thin ghostly spectre or resonate in one’s ears 
as pure sounds. Their presence rather overwhelmed space and its inhabitants. This 
stress on jinn’s haptic presence invites a more careful conceptualisation of haptics. 
What constitutes a haptic encounter? On what condition is an object perceived 
haptically? How would a haptic perception be characterised? In the following, I draw 
on theories of haptics adapted from Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy, art history and 
experimental psychology in order to re-appropriate the concept in my later analyses 
of jinn-related narratives.  

 
contemporary Iran. See Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals, 31, 36, 68, 69. 

11 Donaldson, The wild rue, 36. For studies on the cosmological status of the jinn in Islam see, 
among many studies, Amir-Moezzi, ‘Cosmogony and cosmology’; Cunial, ‘Spiritual beings’; 
Chabbi, ‘Jinn’; Lange, ‘Devil (Satan)’. 

12  References to this can be found frequently in Doughty’s travelogue. See for instance 
Doughty, Travels in Arabia deserta, 2:174, 259. However, jinn as soothsayer’s agents have been 
more elaborately attested to in the contemporary, which Doostdar’s invaluable study reports 
abundantly. See Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals, 46, 89, 177. 

13 For sources where partnership or marriage between the jinn and humans are mentioned see 
Henninger, ‘beliefs in spirits among the pre-Islamic Arabs’, 28. Doughty gives the most 
elaborate example, in which a man from Medina weds a female jinn. The story lasts several 
pages in Doughty’s travelogue and ends with the disappearance of the jinn after her failed 
attempt to kill her baby. Doughty, Travels in Arabia deserta, 2:188–93. Also see further below 
for one example from my own sources. 
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A brief history of haptics 
The study of the sense of touch in the field of experimental psychology, from the 
German Wilhelm Wundt in the late nineteenth century to the American James Gibson 
in the mid-twentieth century, has complicated the common understanding of touch 
as limited to cutaneous sensations. Experiments in the field have shown that the 
human body comes in touch with its environment through different corporeal 
mechanisms – skin contact being only one among many other modalities. The sense 
of balance or equilibrioception, operated primarily by the vestibular mechanism in the 
inner ear, the sense of orientation, proprioception, which pertains to the body’s sense 
of its positionality in space, and kinaesthesia, which is the sense of motility regulated 
by means of co-arrangements between skin, muscles and bones, are examples of 
different ways of understanding the extra senses involved in touch. These senses are 
further theorised into more intricate sub-systems and combined with one another 
giving way to more refined analyses of haptic phenomena.14 

Rooted in these terms, haptics has become a broad term that captures all the 
corporeal aspects of touch insofar as they refer to the body’s relation with its 
immediate surrounding. Gibson has put it most concisely. The haptic system is “the 
sensibility of the individual to the world adjacent to his body by the use of his body”.15 
In this sense, the term is used to capture the sensory modes with which the body 
relates to its proximity.16 

Although haptics has been largely studied by psychologists, the term’s first 
coinage is accredited to the nineteenth-century Austrian art historian Aloïs Riegl. 
Dealing exclusively with the ancient Egyptian art of bas-relief, Riegl proposed the 
concept as a substitute for the tactile in order to capture the more complex sensations 
that relief planes had on the viewer. He distinguished between “close vision”, “normal 
vision” and “distant vision”, and “haptics” was used to elaborate on the first.17 concept 

 
14 See Gibson, The senses considered as perceptual systems; Bloomer and Moore, Body, memory, and 
architecture; Paterson, The senses of touch; ‘On haptic media and the possibilities of a more 
inclusive interactivity’. For studies in religious studies related to haptics see Chidester, 
‘Haptics of the heart’; O’Neill, ‘Corporeal experience’. 

15 Gibson, The senses considered as perceptual systems, 97. 

16 The term ”haptic perception” in the context of psychology seems to have been first used by 
Jean Piaget and Baerbel Inhelder. See O’Neill, ‘Corporeal experience’, 11. 

17 Ionescu, ‘Deleuze’s tensive notion of painting’, 54. See also Deleuze and Guattari, A thousand 
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had to wait more than half a century to be re-activated in the humanities, in Deleuze’s 
philosophy. Deleuze’s novelty resided in his radicalising the concept. While for Riegl 
the haptic remained within the limited discussion on ancient Egyptian art, for 
psychologists such as Gibson, within the experimental confines of psychophysics, 
with Deleuze’s work, the concept found wider resonances in the humanities. 
Particularly in art, media and architecture history/theory, scholars have extensively 
invoked the notion to talk about how the human being makes sense of its body’s 
proximate environment.18 

By recourse to Riegl’s use and very close to Gibson’s understanding, Deleuze has 
accentuated the element of proximity in haptics. He argues that what makes haptics 
different from optics is not the difference in the sense organs involved: the skin for 
haptics and the eye for optics. Rather, the issue is whether a sensory experience takes 
place in “close-range” or at a distance.19 In a haptically defined space, to think with 
Deleuze, one never sees the big picture – there is no panoramic or perspectival view, 
nor is there a distinction between the background and the foreground. An image does 
not appear externally, as a picture or a projection framed and stabilised away from 
the body. A sound does not resonate from (an) identifiable source(s). In a haptic 
system, the projected picture and its impression on the viewer merge together: an 
image pressed against the body, which encompasses its field of vision and destabilises 
its perceptual reference points – a phantasmagoria in close-up. Instead of viewing an 
image from a distance, one rather sees in “close-range” with constantly shifting points 
of references. Similarly, sounds engulf the listener, who cannot locate their source(s). 

 
plateaus, 572; Deleuze, Logic of sensation, 122, 195. A brief overview of Riegl’s understanding of 
haptics can also be read in Classen, The deepest sense, 127. 

18 As a recent example of using haptics through Deleuze in architecture studies, see Brott, 
Architecture for a free subjectivity. In Islamic Studies, the leading scholars who have closely 
engaged with the concept in Islamic art and architecture are O’Meara, Space and Muslim urban 
life; Marks, ‘The haptic transfer and the travels of the abstract line’; Enfoldment and infinity. In 
media theory see, among many others, Parikka, ‘New Materialism as Media Theory’; 
Colebrook, Blake, Deleuzian aesthetics, and the digital. And in art and literary studies see Bogue, 
Deleuze on music, painting, and the arts. 

19 For a discussion on how Deleuze’s concept of haptic differs from and overlaps with Riegl 
see Deleuze and Guattari, A thousand plateaus, 575; Ionescu, ‘Deleuze’s tensive notion of 
painting’, 54. 
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A sentient being in a haptic space senses in proximity with the sensible materials – it 
senses textures, colours, sounds and movements without specifiable reference points. 
The sensible always eludes complete perception and does not yield a stable, clearly 
circumscribed object of perception. An animal in close-range is not seen as such but 
sensed, in fleeting moments, as body warmth, panting sounds, fleshy strokes, fury 
brushes and screeches. It is never an animal, with a fully perceptible form occupying 
a definitive place or moving from an A to a B. In a haptic space, “one never sees from 
a distance”, Deleuze and Guattari write, “nor does one see it [object of perception] 
from a distance”.20 Moreover, one never senses with a single sensory organ, nor does 
a sense organ function in only one mode. The eye is as capable of receiving and 
translating haptic stimuli as the skin is. The ear does not only hear, but also regulates 
balance. Skin does not only admit cutaneous sensations but also enters into 
kinaesthetic and proprioceptive/interoceptive relations with the body’s interiority, 
with the bones and the muscles. The sensory organs and their “modes of attention”, 
to mix in Gibson’s preferred term, change as the sensibles come up close.21 One is 
always immersed in the environment which they perceive haptically. Haptic 
perception, in a word, is the multisensory experience with the proximate space.  
 
Narratives of haptic jinn in Majlisī and Fuzūnī 
In all their meetings with Muslims, the jinn’s haptic presence has been recurrently 
emphasised. This haptics, moreover, has been conceived of in many ways, implicating 
various sensory modalities. In this section, I give a broad view of this haptics in the 
many forms and expressions of divination (jafr), magic and other psychic experiences 
as imagined/narrated in ideas and stories about the jinn as reproduced in nineteenth-
century Iran. I examine two key sources originally compiled in the previous centuries 
that later resurfaced through the rising lithographic culture in the period. While the 
main argument revolves around the idea that haptic perception underlay the 
demonological imagination about the jinn, I further hypothesise that jinn’s haptic 
presence corresponded, and was limited, to the media specificities and affordances at 
the time. 

Among the many functions ascribed to jinn, I focus on those in which the jinn’s 

 
20 Deleuze and Guattari, A thousand plateaus, 573. 

21 Gibson avoids using the term “five senses” and prefers instead to think of “five familiar 
modes of external attention”. Gibson, The senses considered as perceptual systems, 49. 
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haptics is prominent. I trace this demonic haptics first through the characterisation of 
jinn’s corporeality, and then describe the manner in which that corporeality was 
perceived in proximity with humans. In the first work I close-read, Majlisi’s The book 
of heavens, there is a full chapter on jinn. In this chapter, the Shiite scholar gives an 
extensive view on the Quranic mention of the term as well as the extant interpretive 
traditions on the matter. Referencing a number of verses in the Quran, Majlisi draws 
attention to the prophet Solomon’s ownership of several jinn whom he had 
commissioned to perform manual labour for him. The work consisted of “hard work 
(aʿmāl al-shāqqah)” like “work with clay (ʿamal al-ṭīn)”. 22  Furthermore, as Majlisī 
continues quoting the Quran, they built for Solomon various constructs such as 
“elevated chambers (maḥārīb), statues (tamāthīl), bowls like reservoirs (jifān), and 
stationary kettles”. 23  Majlisi interprets the maḥārīb as the abode of sharʿ such as 
”mosques and palaces for worship”, to which Jerusalem also belonged.24 As Majlisī 
further elaborates, this meant that jinn were handy in “moulding copper, brass, glass 
and alabaster”. Using these materials, jinn were imagined as craftsmen who erected 
statues and made images.25 This was only a small manifestation of the jinn’s manual 
capabilities, which shows how they could engage with the physical world and 
contribute to people’s material culture with direct corporeal intervention.  

Furthermore, from Majlisī’s standpoint, they were reported to have been 
physically present on many occasions when Muslims recited the Quran. The book of the 
heavens recounts the story of their listening to God’s words when the Prophet read the 

 
22 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 51. 

23 Quran, 34:13. 

24 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 53. 

25 Majlisī is quick to note that since constructing images (ṣuwar) were licit during Solomon’s 
time, such practices were allowed. He distinguishes between timthāl and ṣuwar, which 
suggests that he might be referring to statues as well as pottery and clay work. Other 
references to jinn’s architectural dexterity do exist in Shiite literatures. One is the 
aforementioned Shiravānī, see above. Another prominent example belongs to Zakariyā Ibn-i 
Muḥammad Qazvīnī, better known for his popular Wonders of creations (ʿAjāʾib al-makhlūqāt). 
In his Remnants of countries and reports of people which was translated from Arabic to Persian 
sometime in the first half of the nineteenth century by Mīrzā Jahāngīr Qājār (d. 1853), many 
references are made to monuments built by the jinn. Qazvīni, Remnants of countries and reports 
of people (Athār al-bilād va ikhbār al-ʿibād), 199, 225, 281. 
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Quran out loud.26 This was not a spiritual, but a physical audition. Citing a verse from 
surah 55 (al-Raḥmān), Majlisī points to how jinn’s presence came with a certain 
heaviness when God addressed them as “al-thaqalān (heavy beings)”.27 It was with this 
heaviness that they listened to the Quran. Moreover, jinn’s corporeality extended far 
enough to include copulation (al-jinnī yaghshā kamā yaghshā al-insī), which could 
happen between jinn as well as between jinn and humans. 28  Jinn were therefore 
imagined to be supremely tactile beings. Their tactile sensibility, moreover, was not 
restricted to copulation, but could be found elsewhere in other modes of their 
communication with the material and immaterial realms. For instance, jinn’s access to 
the divine before Muḥammad’s ascent to prophecy was, rather counterintuitively, 
mediated by touch, and not hearing as one would expect. As Majlisī quotes from surah 
72 (al-jinn), jinn were confronted with newly assigned guards when they “sought to 
touch the heaven (wa-annā lamasnā al-samāʾ)” (emphasis added). It can be deduced that 
in order for them to reach high and listen in on the heavenly affairs, they had to first 
touch it. Or to put it in terms of haptics, their listening depended on their proximity 
to God’s realm.  

Next to these Quranic references, Majlisī relates several ḥadīths and folkloric 
narratives about jinn. In one story which he cites from Al-Ṣadūq’s congregations (Majālis 
al-Ṣadūq), compiled by Shaykh al-Ṣadūq (d. 991), we read that one day Muḥammad is 
looking for his small grandchildren Ḥusayn and Ḥasan.29 He finds them embracing 
one another in sleep while “a snake whose skin was like reed cane (qaṣab) embraced 
each one of them”.30 When the snake sees the Prophet, he immediately calls upon him 

 
26 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 57. 

27 Here Majlisī explains that the word is not only meant to refer to the ability of the jinn to 
become physically heavy but also figuratively heavy, as in high-ranking beings (shaʾn). For a 
brilliant conceptual history of jinn’s heaviness see O’Meara, ‘From Space to Place’. 

28 Ibid., 60. 

29 Al-Ṣadūq’s congregations (Majālis al-Ṣadūq) is another name for The book of Amālī (Kitāb al-
Amālī) by the tenth-century Shiite scholar Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad Ibn-i ʿAlī Ibn-i Bābawya al-
Qumī, also known as Shaykh al-Ṣadūq. The book is a collection of his lectures to his students 
in Nayshābūr, Ray and Mashhad, hence called congregations (majālis). See Marʿashī, ‘From 
the congregations of truth-tellers (Az majlis-i rāstgūyān: guzārishī az nuskha-yi kuhan-i 
amālī-yi Shaykh Ṣadūq)’. 

30 Ibid., 65. 
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and tells him that he has kept his grandchildren safe. When the Prophet asks him 
about its identity, the snake replies “I am a jinn-messenger”. He further explains to 
Muḥammad that he is from the Mulayḥ clan (min banī mulayḥ) and has come to him 
because his community members have forgotten a certain verse in the Quran.31 He was 
therefore sent by his community to ask the Prophet to remind them of that verse. The 
story does not mention which verse the jinn-snake had in mind and leaves a lot more 
details unaddressed. What is, however, given attention in this short narrative is the 
manner in which the jinn appears to the Prophet, that is the prominent haptic presence 
with which the jinn embraces Ḥasan and Ḥusayn. The Prophet perceives this tactility 
first. 

The jinn’s skin was moreover imagined to have been real enough to receive 
hygienic care. In one narrative, Majlisī explains why it is not permissible to use dung 
and bones for genital ablution. According to a report (khabar) from one of Majlisī’s 
sources, when jinn asked the Prophet for something to wash their genitals with (al-
istinjāʾ), the Prophet gave them dung and bones (al-rawth wa al-ʿaẓm).32 The jinn’s 
corporeality was therefore imaginatively advanced enough to require ablution.  

The jinn’s haptic presence was not limited to their sense of touch, although based 
on this sense. A wider range of senses operated whenever jinn communicated to 
humans. Often, their voices and sounds were heard, which guided travellers when 
they lost their ways.33 In addressing humans, they directly talked to them without any 
intermediary – we hear no mention of any form of writing that mediated jinn’s 
message. Their communication therefore relied on their immediate presence. I could 
not find a single account in which a piece of information reaches a person 
telepathically without the jinn’s body being present at the time of the communication. 
Although they could reveal information from events that had taken place far away 
(mā yaḥduthu fī al-buʿd), at the moment of transmission they had to be physically 

 
31 Under the entry to the word malaḥa in al-Zabīdi’s Bride crown jewels dictionary (Tāj al-ʿurūs 
min jawāhir al-qāmūs), this tribe is mentioned as a descendent of al-Khuzāʿa tribe. The tribe had 
been the custodian of Mecca before the Quraysh, into which the Prophet was born. See al-
Zabīdī, ‘Malaḥa’. For more details of the banū mulayḥ clan see Ibn al-Kalbī, Kinship and the great 
Yaman (Nasab maʿadd wa al-yaman al-kabīr), 452. 

32 According to ʿAmīd Persian dictionary, the word istinjāʾ is used in jurisprudence in the 
sense of washing the genitals with water or earth after urination and defecation. 

33 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 68. 
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present. 34  One could not begin to imagine a communicational instance in which 
information was transmitted immaterially through long distances without the direct 
transportation of the jinn’s bodies. The jinn has to always personally travel that 
distance to carry the information. In one particular story in The books of heavens, this 
jinn body-based communication can be most explicitly observed. 

Taken from Ṭabarī’s reasons (Dalāʾil al-Ṭabarī), compiled by Muḥammad Ibn-i Jarīr 
Ṭabarī (d. 922) this story is told by a dignitary in Medina who one day receives a letter 
from an unknown man.35 The dignitary notices that the letter seal is still very fresh. 
When he realises that it is from Imām Riḍā, the sixth Shiite Imam, who was in Mecca 
at the time, he is greatly surprised. However, before he gets a chance to ask the 
messenger about his identity, the man disappears. A few days later, when the Imam 
comes back to Medina, the dignitary asks him about the letter. In his reply, Riḍā 
confirms that the letter was from him, delivered by a benevolent jinn who, in urgent 
matters, helps the Prophet’s family.36  

This story is among the narratives that attest to the jinn’s tele-operational skills. 
It draws attention to the ability of the jinn to travel long distances in a very short time. 
In these space-jumps, the jinn’s very body moves from one place to another. The 
transmission can in no way take place without the body’s actual displacement. The 
materiality of the letter foregrounds this necessity. The information could not have 
been transmitted otherwise; for example, the letter could not have appeared in that 
dignitary’s hand out of thin air, or telepathically communicated to his inner senses. If 
that had been the narrative, the encounter would have slipped into the category of 
prophecy or human-angel relations.37 Such stories did not, and perhaps even could 

 
34 Ibid., 77. 

35 Ṭabarī’s reasons (Dalāʾil al-Ṭabarī) is believed to have been compiled by the tenth-century 
Muḥammad Ibn-i Jarīr Ṭabarī (d. 922), though doubts over its authenticity have been voiced 
by scholars. Also known as Imams’ reasons (Dalāʾil al-imāma), this work deals with the life and 
miracles of Shiite Imams. For details see Ṣafrī Furushānī, ‘Muḥammad Ibn-i Jarīr Ṭabarī Amulī 
and Imams’ reasons (Muḥammad Ibn-i Jarīr Ṭabarī Amulī va dalāyil al-imāma)’. 

36 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 64.  

37 Physical encounters between angels, such as Hārūt and Mārūt, were reported but only with 
the God’s prophets and even then only on rare occasions. One example is found in Shaykh al-
Ṣadūq’s Sources of reports (ʿUyūn al-akhbār) in which the story of Solomon’s meeting with 
Hārūt and Mārut is accounted. According to the story, these two angels were commissioned 
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not, draw on such immaterial aesthetics. They were rather bound to certain earthly 
limits.  

These jinn-messengers figure in many other stories. They incarnate (maskh) in 
human forms, as in the story above, or in animal forms, in the shape of a snake or a 
dog.38 In any case, their body-transportation is necessary for the transmission. Even in 
cases in which their messages are communicated vocally without an immediate visible 
form, the jinn’s physical presence is essential to the authenticity and plausibility of the 
stories. In such cases, their presence is seen/felt as black smoke, a gust of wind- or in 
some cases the swirling effect of cyclones (al-zawbaʿa).39 To reiterate, the sounds and 
voices do not impress their audience in abstraction, as part of an inner perception, but 
are concretely carried or expressed by the jinn’s bodies.  

Another work compiled by one of Majlisī’s predecessors, Mīr Muḥammad 
Hāshim Fuzūnī Astarābādī (d. 1660) narrates stories with similar haptic qualities. 
Titled History of Buḥayra (Tārikh-i Buḥayra) the book was lithographed a few decades 
after the first publication of The book of heavens in 1910.40 Although the work was meant 
as a work of history in its own time, it is a lot closer in genre to the narrative 
encyclopaedic style with which Majlisī compiled his Oceans of light a few decades after. 
The text contains many mythological and theological narratives juxtaposed with 
Islamic ethics and geo-historical facts.41 It is divided into 40 chapters (bāb). Chapter 39 
narrates several stories about the jinn, each of which are titled sighting of the jinn 
(ruʾyat al-jinn) and lays out testimonies by people who claimed to have communicated 
with the jinn. Intermittently, we also read short excerpts taken from older sources 
about the different forms that the jinn can take, the communities and kinds they 

 
by Solomon to teach sorcery to people while embodied in human forms. However, their goal, 
according to Shaykh al-Ṣadūq’s interpretation, was to help people ward off heretic sorcery. 
Ibn-i Bābawya, Sources of reports (ʿUyūn al-ikhbār), 266–69. 

38 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 83. 

39 Ibid., 91. According to Lange, “the word zawbaʿa is the name of both the whirling pillars of 
dust or sand and the jinn that inhabit them”. Lange, ‘Revisiting hell’s angels in the Quran’, 82. 

40 For details of the sources used in the book and more information about the author see Ṣāliḥī, 
‘Introducing the book of Buḥayra by Fuzūnī Asatarābādī (Muʿarrifī-yi kitāb-i buḥayra-yi 
Fuzūnī Astarābādī)’.  

41 Majlisī, The book of heavens (Kitāb al-samāʾ wa al-ʿālam), 141–42.  
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belong to and the places in which they might appear. To avoid repetition, as the stories 
are very similar to the ones in The book of heavens, I briefly review how jinn-corporeality 
figures in them.  

In two stories, the jinn appear to people in their most common form, that is, a 
snake.42 In one case, a snake is accidentally killed by a man who is then abducted by a 
group of jinn who turn out to be the snake’s family members. They seek revenge from 
the man only to be appeased by the man’s resorting to a saying by the Prophet in 
which it was decreed that if a jinn is killed in disguise, shedding their blood would be 
licit.43  

In another story, they appear as “black people wearing white clothes, eating 
bones and dung as their food”.44 On yet another occasion, a man tells the story of 
seeing and touching a jinn incarnated as a lamb stuck into the deep snow.45 In one 
particularly sensual instance, on encountering a jinn in a public bath, a naked man 
runs away. 46  We also read a story about a love affair between a male jinn and a 
woman.47  

Most of these jinn are described as “ugly beasts” with “hideous faces” (karīh al-
manẓar). A group of them are seen in the form of one-legged cyclopes, some with 
”animal bodies and human beard”, others with pig eyes and camel legs.48 Depending 
on how and where they appeared, they are given different names. One kind, called al-
ghaddār (traitor), which is found in Yemen, Hijāz and Egypt, is notoriously sexual.49 
This kind of jinn always seeks sexual contact with whoever she/he crosses path. In 
one encounter with a male ghaddār, a man has to trick the jinn to ejaculate into his 

 
42 As Simon O'Meara points out, the Arabic homonym jānn, which is also the word used in 
Arabic to refer to jinn in singular, could be used to refer to snakes according to a ḥadīth by the 
Prophet. This might explain why snakes were thought to be the most common form of the 
jinn. O’Meara, ‘From Space to Place’, 59. 

43 Fuzūnī Astarābādī, Buḥayra, 524. 

44 Ibid, 526. 

45 Ibid., 525. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Ibid., 524. 

48 Ibid., 528. 

49 Ibid. 
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waterskin, which, upon the man’s later inspection, turns out to be filled with 
scorpions.  

From these accounts, it can be induced that in communication with jinn, 
corporeality plays a key part, which then predicates people’s perception of them. 
When jinn are present, one is confronted with their bodies proximately, sensing them 
in physical form directly. Recalling Gibson and Deleuze’s understanding of haptics, it 
can be argued that jinn-based phenomena, as narrated and theorised in the sources I 
examined exemplarily, take place in a haptic space. In this space, jinn corporeality, 
their overwhelming physical presence, is sensed intimately by those who meet the 
jinn. The jinn embrace, or are embraced by, humans, as a snake or a lamb, speak into 
their ears at close range, deliver a letter in person, copulate with and even torture 
humans physically. These narratives of, and ideas about, jinn and jinn-like 
phenomena, create haptic spaces for jinn visitation. To do so, these narratives are 
compelled to also portray, describe or classify jinn’s bodily existence. With the advent 
of the new media of the nineteenth century, however, a different imagination of the 
other world came onto the scene. When telegraphy and photography became 
popularised and widely used in the second half of the century, communication with 
the beyond began to be imagined differently by those affected by and accustomed to 
those media most. As I have already discussed photography in the second chapter, 
here I turn my attention to telegraphy in the context of Spiritism.  

 
Spirits after telegraphy: The occult invention and Spiritism in Iran  
 
Electric telegraphy was brought to Iran within a decade after the establishment of Dār 
al-Funūn.50 Especially during the first few decades after the installation of the first 
telegraphic network in Iran, not only the public but also clergymen and statesmen 
often associated this wondrous (gharība) invention with occultism.  

In the month of Muḥarram of 1859, ʿAlī Qulī Mīrzā, better known as Iʿtiḍād al-
Salṭana, the minister of science and telegraphy at the time, had a visionary dream, a 
dream that invoked this new medium and the occultist tradition in Islam. As 
recounted by his son many years later, the minister was impatiently waiting for an 

 
50 See Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions; Sreberny and Mohammadi, Small media, big 
revolution; Rubin, ‘The telegraph, espionage, and cryptology in nineteenth-century Iran’; 
Rubin, ‘Indo-European telegraph department’. 
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overdue cargo of wire in the city of Qazvin. Having waited for a long time in the city 
for the large delivery of around two tons of copper wire from Russia, one night, Iʿtiḍād 
al-Salṭana dreams of blood flowing from his body. 51  When he wakes up, in an 
oneiromantic epiphany, the science minister concludes that an amount equal to the 
abjad numerological value of the word blood (khūn), that is 656 man, will arrive at 
Qazvin the next day.52  Absolutely convinced of the veracity of this interpretation, 
Iʿtiḍād al-Salṭana dispatches a telegraph from a town near Qazvin to Tehran and 
informs the court that the promised Russian cargo is already received. When he 
returns after dispatching the telegram to Qazvin the day after, he finds that the cargo, 
with an exact amount of 656 man has already been delivered.  

Telegraphy, both in terms of its infrastructures and mode of communication, 
forms the techno-cultural backdrop to Iʿtiḍād al-Salṭana’s story: the telegraph wires 
and the anticipatory message he sends back to Tehran. Against this telegraphic 
background, Iʿtiḍād al-Salṭana implanted the element of the occult in his narrative, a 
familiar theme in Shiite culture. The reason for his narrative choice remains unclear. 
Whether he was trying to promote telegraphy and make it compatible with certain 
occult ideas in Islam, or if he merely wanted to play down the commercial crisis that 
his ministry was facing, he tapped into a widespread and popular discourse, and used 
a narrative technique commonly used by many contemporaneous literati.  

One encounters the use of occultist themes in tandem with telegraphy across 
many different sources in late-nineteenth-century Iran. The Vaqāyaʿ newspaper 
frequently used the term “occult (khafiyya)” when speaking of telegraphy.53 Certain 
ʿulamāʾ used the term the Devil’s line/writing (khaṭt-i shaytān) when referring to 
telegraphy.54  

The interrelatedness between telegraphy and occultism, moreover, was not 
unique to the Iranian milieu. To think of telegraphy as an instrument with which, or 

 
51 The story is retold in Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions, 2:237–38. 

52 One man is around three kilograms. 

53 Vaghayaʿ no. 275; Maḥbūbī Ardakānī, History of institutions, 2:195. 

54 I owe this reference to the contemporary Iranian philosopher Muhammad Reza Nikfar, who 
mentioned this to me in a personal conversation. However, I have not yet been able to find a 
direct reference to the term khaṭṭ-i shayṭān. If this coinage did in fact take place, the use of the 
word shayṭān is significant. As Lange shows in his overview of the notion of the Devil in Islam, 
which I have briefly discussed above, shayṭān is often used to refer to jinn. 
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according to the logic of which, one could connect to the beyond was particularly 
central to spiritualism, a religio-scientific movement that originated in the Anglo-
European culture and quickly spread throughout the globe in the late nineteenth 
century.55 The practitioners of this new cultural fascination organised what came to be 
known as séances – that is, gatherings of about a dozen people in a room, usually sitting 
around a table – in which the spirits of the dead were invited to converse with humans.  

The idea of summoning up spirits was surely not the spiritualists’ invention – 
next to the accounts I have already given in the previous section, one can easily find 
references to similar otherworldly transmissions in different geo-historical periods.56 
However, spiritualists re-articulated spirit communication in novel and concrete 
terms, considering it a natural phenomenon governed by (partially) measurable laws 
of nature.57 The spirits of the dead, according to their conception, were not only real 
but capable of materialising on earth through processes that could be explained, at 
least partly, by physics.  

In the séances, spirits could be physically summoned up – though as I argue later 

 
55  Spiritualism has been extensively studied. To give a few examples, for studies of 
spiritualism in the British context see Noakes, ‘Telegraphy is an occult art’; ‘“Instruments to 
lay hold of spirits”’. For the American continent, see Moore, ‘Spiritualism and science’. In the 
French context see Sharp, Secular spirituality; Monroe, Laboratories of faith; Kselman, Death and 
afterlife in modern France. For the German context see Staubermann, ‘Tying the knot’; Wolffram, 
‘Hallucination or materialization?’. The connection between this movement and telegraphy 
has also been picked up by few scholars, most notably by Jeremy Stolow. See Stolow, 
‘Salvation by electricity’; ‘Wired religion’; Otis, Networking; Noakes, ‘“Instruments to lay hold 
of spirits”’. 

56 It is especially important to take into account that Spiritism, or more broadly spiritualism, 
had much more in common with Catholicism than with science. It is therefore not surprising 
to observe that much of Christian demonology continued well into the Spiritist framework. 
For a detailed history of the interdependencies and negotiations between Christianity and 
Spiritism see Kselman, Death and afterlife in modern France, 126–32. 

57 As Moore points out, spiritualism drew upon a quasi-rationality to defend their practices. 
They never resorted to “supernaturalism” and mostly rejected traditional Christian theology. 
To that end, their defence of spiritualism took the four general courses: “a rejection of super-
naturalism, a firm belief in the inviolability of natural law, a reliance on external facts rather 
than on an inward state of mind, and a faith in the progressive development of knowledge”. 
Moore, ‘Spiritualism and science’, 485. 
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their presence could be sensed only after mediation. In most cases, participants 
needed a “medium”, a person capable of allowing them to speak and/or move 
through their bodies, to communicate tangibly. Participants in séances were also very 
fond of moving tables and levitating furniture – tables tournantes.58 In these séances, 
the spirits of deceased people revealed information about their pasts, secrets about 
certain participants and in some cases foretold future occurrences. These practices 
signalled a sensory re-organisation in the late nineteenth-century demonological 
imagination in the West as well as in Iran. The intrusion of telegraphy into the 
discourses on occultism, and concomitantly the popularisation of spiritualism in 
Iranian cities, brought about changes in understanding the beyond and in 
communication methods with its inhabitants. My main argument is that with the 
advent of telegraphy, people began to relate to the unseen with a different sensory 
setup. 

As histories of spiritualism and of telegraphy have shown, the late nineteenth-
century demonological imagination was embedded in the telegraphic media ecology, 
both in Europe and the United States.59 In other words, to imagine communication 
with people far away was tantamount to communicating with spirits. As science 
historian Richard Noakes writes,  

Victorians in the mid-nineteenth century often found it hard to distinguish 
between telegraphy and spiritualism. In the early 1850s, the British public 
grappled with mysterious spiritual communications at the same time as new 
telegraph companies told them it was possible to use electricity to contact friends 
on earth. Spirits of the dead 'rapped' out messages on a 'spiritual' telegraph, 
much as messages on the electric telegraph were exchanged via Samuel Morse's 
code of raps.60  

By the end of the century when almost all the Iranian provinces were wired together, 
the public had no difficulty thinking of this awe-inspiring phenomenon alongside 
occult practices. In Stolow’s words, “if telegraphic technologies could harness 
electromagnetic forces in order to communicate intentional messages, why should it 

 
58 See Monroe, Laboratories of faith. 

59 Otis, Networking; Noakes, ‘“Instruments to lay hold of spirits”’; Stolow, ‘Wired religion’. 

60 Noakes, ‘“Instruments to lay hold of spirits”’, 422. 
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not also be possible to develop comparable techniques in order to communicate with 
the dead?”. 61  It was in this electrically networked context that spiritualism was 
introduced to the Iranian society. The Iranian fascination therefore paralleled that in 
Europe with no more than three decades of delay. Furthermore, the sensory re-
organisation that was implicated in spiritualist practices is traceable in discussions 
about psychic phenomena, newly formed ideas about spirits and séances organised 
by leading Iranian Spiritists.  

All this happened against the backdrop of former practices and beliefs relating 
to the haptic presence of the jinn. However, the ways Spiritism was practiced, and 
more importantly received by and assimilated in Iranian Shiite culture, differed from 
how it preoccupied European minds. In the latter, Spiritism intensified the sense of 
spiritual embodiment and the physical realism with which the world of spirits 
operated. Spirits for European Spiritism became more earthly, material and physical. 
Spiritism for the Iranians, in stark contrast, moved demonological imagination toward 
the opposite direction: spirits became more immaterial and disembodied. Both 
Europeans and Iranians, however, submitted to the same necessity for technical 
mediation. I will unpack this further below.  

The first séances in Iran were organised by the Iranian physician Khalīl Thaqafī 
(d. 1944), Tholozan’s student at Dār al-Funūn, who studied medicine in Paris and 
Vienna during the late 1890s. He brought back to Iran a branch of spiritualism, that is, 
Spiritism, developed by the Frenchman Allan Kardec (d. 1869). Thaqafī established 
the first Spiritist organisation in Iran (anjuman-i maʿrifat al-rūḥ-i tajribatī), which 
attracted the rising urban middle class who had a similar educational background.62 
Through numerous translations, organising many séances and participating in 
debates about the wondrous phenomena that occurred during sessions, the Iranian 
Spiritist society introduced a new corporeal model for communication with the 
unseen. Doostdar has made a brief connection to this historical period in his Iranian 
metaphysicals. As he notes, one of Thaqafī’s important contributions to the growing of 
Spiritism in Iran came in his book Seventy-one essays on the science of spirit (Haftād va 
yak maqāla dar maʿrifat al-rūḥ).63 Doostdar’s work, however, being more focused on the 

 
61 Stolow, ‘Wired religion’, 678. 

62 One example of the prominent figures was Thaqafi’s close colleague Maḥmūd Khān Vaḥīd 
Saʿd Vaḥīd al-Dawlah, who hosted quite a few séances for Thaqafī in his house. 

63 For more detail on how Thaqafī received his medical education in Paris and how he came 
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contemporary, does not directly engage with Thaqafī’s work, nor does he examine it 
closely in light of European influences. Here, I seek to unpack further what Doostdar 
has left underexamined. To this end, I examine Thaqafi’s Seventy-one essays on the 
science of spirit closely in the following section as it contains details of a few séances, 
stories about communication with spirits and pseudo-theories on Spiritism. Reading 
this text closely sheds light on how communication with the beyond was transformed 
in Iran after the arrival of telegraphy and on how the sensory re-organisation required 
by this new model was realised. I should also note that, while Thaqafī’s work serves 
as the main entry point to Spiritism in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Iran, it 
is not the only one. Intermittently, I refer to other works produced by Thaqafī, his 
colleagues and other circumferential sources related to Spiritism in the period: 
personal logs of seances, reflections on the concepts and methods used in Spiritism, 
as well as descriptions of Spiritist phenomena such as table-moving and automatic 
writing. These sources can add historical perspective to Doostdar’s ethnographic 
portrayal of the contemporary Iran. 64 In addition, I refer to the original European 
sources from which Thaqafī took his ideas and stories so as to shed light on the wider 
spectrum of Spiritism that backed Thaqafī’s works.  

Seventy one essays on the science of spirit is a collection of several stories and short 
articles, mostly taken from nineteenth-century European sources. The Frenchmen 
Nicolas Camille Flammarion and Allan Kardec are the most frequently mentioned, 
but also other sources from British, American, German and Italian origins are 
occasionally referenced. 65  Informed by these sources, most stories feature Western 
characters and ghosts, while only a few deal with indigenous Iranian experience, 
which Thaqafī must have heard from family and friends. Next to these few Iranian 

 
to be influenced by Spiritism, see Doostdar, The Iranian metaphysicals, 113–15. I am grateful to 
Doostdar for generously sharing his digital version of the book with me. 

64 I should also mention that more than merely adding a historical perspective to Doostdar’s 
study, my contribution is also conceptual, in that, I show the transformation of the 
demonological discourses from the point of view of sensory techniques. 

65  For a short biographical account of Flammarion and his interest in spiritualism see 
Canguilhem, ‘Flammarion and Eusapia Palladino’. However, when it comes to the lesser 
known books, Thaqafī often does not mention the authors’ names. For instance he speaks 
about an English Dr. Lee whose story appeared in “one of his books”, or an Italian physician 
who disclosed an odd event to an acquaintance “in a letter correspondence” and so on. 
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cases, the last part of the book reports the details of around ten séances with notable 
Iranian guest spirits. Mīrzā Taqī Khān Amir Kabir, the founder of Dār al-Funūn, poets 
Khayyām and Hāfiẓ, Karbalā antagonist Yazīd Ibn-i Muʿāwiya, medieval thinker Ibn-
i Sīnā, jurist and Islamic scholar Shaykh Bahāʾī and the last king of the Zand dynasty, 
Karīm Khān-i Zand are among the most prominent.66 Combining the European stories 
with the Iranian experience, this book can be read as a prism through which the 
changes in demonological discourses in late-nineteenth-century Iran can be 
understood. In what follows, I look into a few excerpts taken from European sources 
– stories, theoretical exposés on the notion of spirits and its modes of appearance – 
and one séance Thaqafī personally attended in Tehran.67 My aim is to demonstrate the 
sensory re-organisation, and the media-technological implications, in the shifting 
demonological imagination from the jinn to the spirit model.  

 
In lieu of the telegraph: The universal fluid 
Many stories appear in the book that somehow allude to telegraphic communication. 
In these stories, we read about individuals who came to know of or experienced events 
beyond their ordinary sensory reach. In most of these accounts, the telegraph serves 
as a backdrop – either as a means to confirm the veracity of a claim, or simply as a 
familiar trope creating an aura of realism for readers.  

As an example, in a story taken from Flammarion’s book Death and its mystery, 
“a wife of the inspector of public instruction in the district of Bombay”, referred to as 
Mrs. Russell, talks about an extraordinary experience in which she tele-communicates 
to her sisters and mother. This is part of the original story: 

I was living in Scotland; my mother and sisters in Germany. I was living with a 
very dear friend and every year I went to Germany to see my people. It happened 
that for two years I was not able to see my family, against my custom. All at once 
I decided to leave, but my family knew nothing of my intention. I had never been 
to see them in the early spring and I had not time to warn them by letter. I did 

 
66 These sessions have been mentioned passingly by Doostdar in his book. However, Doostdar 
does not reproduce much from the sessions nor does he analyse them in detail. 

67 It might seem that the materials I present are technically speaking European materials, as 
Thaqafī’s work reproduces mainly stories and ideas taken from Europeans. However, I look 
at them as materials re-appropriated and received in Iran. 
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not want to send a telegraph for fear of frightening my mother. The thought came 
to me to wish with all my strength to appear to one of my sisters, in such a way 
as to apprise them of my arrival. I focused all my senses and [power of] 
imagination on the thought of her with all the intensity possible (ḥavvās-i khūd-
rā kāmilan jamʿ va khayāl-i khūd-rā mutavajjih namūdam) , and I wished with all my 
might to be seen by one of them. I believe I did not concentrate my thought for 
more than ten minutes.68 

The day after, she set out to Germany. When she arrived at her mother’s a few days 
later, her sister approached her with awe and fright as she exclaimed how a few weeks 
before, exactly the day when Mrs. Russell claimed to have performed her “intense” 
telecommunication, she had seen her walking in the house.  

Thaqafī’s translation changes a few sentences in the original text and omits a few 
scenes to render the plot and the conversations more intelligible to Iranian readers. 
For instance, describing how Mrs. Russell concentrates on her sister in order to 
summon her up in her mind, Thaqafī uses the term “chishm-i mukhayyila”, which 
literally means the eye of the imaginative faculty. The protagonist, therefore, sees her 
sister before her inner “chishm-i mukhayyila”. Here, Thaqafī’s taps into the traditionalist 
notion of internal senses, the imaginative faculty (mukhayyila) being one of them. This 
term does not appear in the European version and is evidently smuggled into the text 
to make the story more appealing to Iranian readers.  

Otherwise, Thaqafī’s version does justice to the original, especially given his 
faithful translation of the part in which telegraphy is mentioned. In this part, we read 
that Mrs. Russell could have dispatched a telegraph to her mother, but, rather 
counterintuitively, decided not to “frighten” her and instead communicate 
telepathically to her sister – which somehow was perceived to have been less 
frightening. In this way, telegraphic communication parallels Mrs. Russell’s psychic 
telepathy with her sister.69  

In another story, from an unidentified source, we read about a clairvoyant dream 
seen by a French seven year-old boy. The boy sees in his dream that his father, who 

 
68  Flammarion, Death and its mystery, 124. My translation is amended from the English 
translation. For the original, see Thaqafī, Seventy-one essays on the science of spirit (Haftād va yak 
maqāla-yi maʿrifat al-rūḥ), 10–11. 

69 Ibid., 11. 



 225 

has been in Nice, is drowning. On the same day, the story continues, the family is 
informed by a telegram that the father has indeed drowned.70 Another similar story is 
told about the drowning of a boy, whose mother receives a telegram later, which 
confirms her earlier clairvoyance.71  

Telegraphy features in many other stories as well. While in some cases, a 
telegraph is mentioned in passing, as in Mrs. Russell’s story, in others it serves as a 
trustworthy instrument with which one could evaluate a visionary or clairvoyant 
claim. It can be therefore said that its inclusion in the stories created a realistic 
backdrop for the stories to work convincingly. If in the narratives about jinn told in 
The book of heavens and Buḥayra, among other traditionalist sources, the haptic presence 
of the jinn constituted the mechanism of the occult, for the Spiritist stories, it is 
telegraphy that occurs time and again. Resorting to the reality of telegraphic 
technologies, these stories are meant to make readers believe that wireless “brain-to-
brain” telecommunication, to use Kardec words, is real as well. For the jinn in contrast, 
such a form of communication was not conceivable. For them to communicate, they 
had to be physically present and their message had to be handed personally or 
whispered in close range.  

In the Spiritist stories, telegraphy is mentioned only to be superseded, or 
preferred, by psychic telecommunication. In these stories, a psychic knows about an 
event far away that could have only been known via telegraphy. But in lieu of the 
telegraph, the protagonists in these stories are informed of remote occurrences 
through other means. These other means are understood as more advanced forms of 
telegraphic communication, though belonging to the analogous technical order. As 
Allan Kardec originally proposed, communication with spirits takes place through a 
subtle fluid that permeates throughout the universe. This fluid, as Kardec explains in 
one of the seminal books in Spiritism, The book of spirits, “establishes a constant 
communication between” spirits and humans and furthermore “constitutes a sort of 
universal telegraph, which unites all worlds, and enables spirits to correspond from 
one world to another”.72 

 
70 Ibid., 19-20 

71 Ibid., 28-29. 

72 Kardec and Blackwell, Spiritualist philosophy, 130. Kardec’s ideas can be found throughout 
Spiritist writings in Iran. One example is the translations and writings of Mīrzā Muḥammad 
Khān Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda. See Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda, 1935. 
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For Kardec as well as for Thaqafī, who translated many excerpts from the former 
in his Maʿrifat al-rūḥ, telegraphy was not merely a metaphor for spirit communication, 
but worked by the same logic. To draw from Stolow again, this common logic was 
credible 

because it referenced a deeper cosmological claim about electricity as a form of 
‘universal fluid’, permeating all forms of animate and inanimate being, and 
enabling their intercourse with one another. For some, such as John Dods, a New 
England Universalist Church minister, amateur scientist, and prominent trance 
speaker of the 1850s, electricity was part of a natural theology in which 
electromagnetic energy was interchangeable with the grace of God and the holy 
sacrament.73  

In another book by Kardec, The book of mediums, Kardec has a spirit theorise this form 
of communication. Kardec’s summoned spirit, also anonymous, states that the 
medium’s role, that is giving his/her body to spirits in order for them to transmit their 
messages across,  

is that of an electric machine, which transmits telegraphic dispatches from one 
point of the earth to another far distant. So, when we wish to dictate a 
communication, we act on the medium as the telegraph operator on his 
instruments; that is, as the tac-tac of the telegraph writes thousands of miles 
away, on a slip of paper, the reproduced letters of the dispatch, so we, from 
immeasurable distance that separates the visible from the invisible world, the 
immaterial from the incarnated world, communicate what we wish to teach you 
by means of the medianimic [sic] instrument.74  

This idea finds way into Iranian Spiritism in the person of Mīrzā Muḥammad Khān 
Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda, a close colleague and friend of Thaqafī. In his The key to civilisation 
(Kilīd-i tamaddun), he writes that “spirits cannot actively engage with material bodies 
(ajsām-i māddī) and be perceived by our senses without a certain amount of vital fluid 
(sayyāla-yi ḥayātī). Spirits take this fluid from people who are called medium 

 
73 Stolow, ‘Wired religion’, 678–79. 

74 Kardec, Book on mediums or guide for mediums and invocators, 292–93. 
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(midiyūm)”.75 And it is through these mediums, Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda continues, that they 
can appear on earth. From this conception, it becomes clear that the inhabitants in the 
unseen world no longer appear directly on earth, unlike the jinn who could move 
freely from one place to another without the need to take on the body of another entity. 
Spirits are no longer comparable to jinn who are able to take on any form they wished 
and directly converse with humans; rather, they are spirits made of a subtle substance, 
mute and unintelligible, who are only able to flow, much like “telegraphic fluids”, into 
vessels capable of mediating their intricate movements and thoughts. Their message 
can only be mediated, either via the mediums’ bodies, or via devices such as a 
planchette, a simple table or other more advanced telegraph-like instruments.  

Spirits become different species than the jinn, though both Iranian modern spirits 
and jinn shared similar monotheistic ideologies. This is evident in both Thaqafī and 
Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda when they extend their Europeanised ideas to Islamic monotheism. 
Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda concludes immediately after reiterating Kardec’s idea of vital fluid 
that the existence of such a phenomenon proves that God exists. The logic with which 
the spirits communicate with the material world through the vital fluid, according to 
Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda, proves the existence of the “vital principle (qānūn-i ḥayātī), the spirit 
of the world, the absolute oneness (vaḥdat) to which all connexions (irtibātāt) converge 
and with which they conform, the great focal point of perfection from which all ethical 
faculties (quvā-yi akhlāqī), such as justice (ʿadālat), grace (matānat) and love (maḥabbat) 
emanate and glare in infinity”.76  

 
The séance with Amir Kabir and the issue of mediation 
Thaqafī organised many séances during his Spiritist activities in Iran during early 
twentieth century, in which prominent characters visited his sessions and conversed 
with the participants through automatic writing and table tapping. One of these 
sessions, I suggest, was particularly representative of the ideas about spirits and the 
expanding demonological imagination in the late nineteenth century. The ghost-
character invited to this particular session was no other than the founder of Dār al-

 
75 Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda, The key of civilisation (Kilīd-i tamaddun), 131, 297. The term fluids (sayālāt), 
used in plural in Persian rendition, was a common term used to refer to electrical current in 
telegraphic wires. The term telegraphic fluid can often be found in scientific magazines at the 
time. See for example Tarbiyat 1896, no. 30, 118. 

76 Vaḥīd al-Saʿāda, 135.  
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Funūn, Amir Kabir. The session with him apparently lasted longer than other séances. 
The conversations that the sitters had with him touched on some of the key issues in 
Spiritism and can be read as evidencing how the sensory experience with the beyond 
was no longer characterised by haptics.  

Mīrzā Taqī Khān was summoned and interrogated by Thaqafī through automatic 
writing via an anonymous medium. When the ex-minister makes his presence known 
to the participants, he is greeted by Thaqafī, who after exchanging a few introductory 
remarks asks him what he is doing as a spirit. Amir Kabir responds that he is studying 
“the nature and the grandeur of creation”. He further explains a few details about the 
spiritual realm (ʿālam-i rūḥānī) in which he resides and then elaborates on how spirits 
like himself communicate thoughts with earthly beings.77 “Whenever we wish to make 
something known to a person in the material world”, he informs the séance sitters, 
“we instil (ilqā mīkunīm) [the idea in the person] to read a certain book. Or when we 
want to make someone aware that a bad deed does not have a good consequence, we 
inspire him (ilqā) to think of its results”.78  

 In another line of conversation, Amir Kabir states that “spirits can transport 
objects from one place to another and can also fabricate them out of ether”. When 
someone asks him how they can bring an object into a room, he further clarifies that 
“they make it into its ethereal form (ḥālat-i itirī) first, then bring it inside and turn it 
back to its [original material] form”.79 In regard to automatic writing through which 
he was communicating with séance participants, he responds à la Kardec and Vaḥīd 
al-Saʿāda that “there is a fluid in you which we use”, even such that “the pen itself 
moves on its own volition”. Furthermore, when asked about what spirits look like, he 
responds that spirits have a complex form (shikl-i darham), “which cannot be conceived 
in any way (fahm nashavad)”.80 

As the séance with Amir Kabir demonstrates, the séance attendees did not 
directly feel the presence of the ghosts. An idea would be “instilled (ilqā)” in a person 

 
77 Elsewhere in the book, Thaqafī summarily lists three orders to which spirits belong. The 
highest in the echelon, the more knowledgeable. Thaqafī, Seventy-one essays on the science of 
spirit (Haftād va yak maqāla-yi maʿrifat al-rūḥ), 197–99. 

78 Ibid., 290. 

79 Ibid., 294. 

80 Ibid., 298. 
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without any perceptible bodily presence. The spirits were no longer physically 
tangible – they were merely assumed to be real and physical. The subtle substance of 
which they were made, that is the vital fluid (sayyāl-i ḥayātī) that pervaded bodies and 
the universe, did not work in the same way as the stuff of which the jinn were made. 
If the latter could take various forms and appear directly to humans, the former could 
only produce barely perceptible sensations and hence could only appear to humans 
indirectly, that is, via an extra layer of communicational techniques. Amir Kabir was 
therefore not sensed to be in the room but intuited to be present by virtue of the writing 
performance carried out by the anonymous medium.  

Although séances provided their sitters with certain sensations, with almost all 
the senses involved in the experience, the basis was always a technically mediated 
performance. That participants could ascribe the sensations they felt to a ghostly 
presence, owed much of its credibility and realism to a technical setup. This setup 
drew its legitimacy from a media culture in which it was empirically evident that it 
was possible to communicate real-time with a person far away without their 
immediate presence. 

One cannot deny the fact that Spiritist séances around the globe in the nineteenth 
century affected the senses. Participants often spoke of cutaneous sensations, 
allegedly produced by spirits’ hands. We can also find reports of séances in which a 
“spirit hand” was actually seen by the sitters, and “powerful rappings” were clearly 
heard during sessions.81 Encounters with materialised spirits can also be found, either 
appearing visually out of the thin air, or on the photographic plate, and in some rare 
cases, leaving their hand imprints in clay or wax.82 In this regard, Moore goes as far as 
characterising spiritualist movements in the mid and late nineteenth century as a new 
religious paradigm imbued with sensuousness, arguing that “in the interest of science 
and to serve a population excited by scientific discovery, spiritualists proposed a 
religious faith which depended upon seeing and touching”.83 

These sensuous components did exist in spiritualist practices around the globe. 
After all, the main allure in the séances depended on precisely this very sensory 

 
81 Moore, ‘Spiritualism and science’, 483. 

82 Thaqafī mentions all these manifestations in his book in passing without dwelling on them. 
In European sources, evidence for direct sensory encounters with spirits are in contrast more 
emphasised. 

83 Ibid., 484. 
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experience. But in Iran, this aspect was marginalised, to say the least. In Thaqafī’s 
séances, the appearance of the spirits to the participants is never mentioned. They are 
not seen or touched, nor even heard. Their presence is removed by a degree and 
strictly mediated, through the movement of the table or automatic writing. From jinn 
to spirits, in the Iranian demonological imagination, connecting to the beyond loses 
its haptics as spirits needed an extra layer of mediation to send their messages across. 
Technicalities such as table moving, automatic writing and rapping mediate the 
absence, or to be more precise, the intangible presence of spirits by extra techniques 
and technical objects.  

Even within the European context, where the direct sensory experience with the 
summoned spirits was central, spiritualist theories and practices testify to the 
prominence of indirect mediation of spirits in séances. Even when spirits are allegedly 
seen, as a physicist William Fletcher Barrett writes in 1882, “some medium” is 
necessary to make them visible to the eye: 

The waves of the luminiferous ether require a material medium to absorb them 
before they can be perceived by our senses; the intermediary may be a 
photographic plate, the rods and cones of the retina, a blackened surface, or the 
so-called electromagnetic resonators, according to the respective length of those 
waves; but some medium, formed of ponderable matter, is absolutely necessary 
to render the chemical, luminous, thermal, or electrical effects of these waves 
perceptible to us.84  

According to Barrett, spirits appeared as visual forms, mediated through some 
material artefact that would then make the universal fluid perceptible. Going back to 
the Iranian context, given this medium-based appearance, it can be said that when 
spirits were reported to be present, their apparition was distinctively different from 
that of jinn as described in premodern accounts.85  

 
84 Quoted in Noakes, ‘“Instruments to lay hold of spirits”’, 9. 

85 See my discussion above on The book of heavens and Buḥayra. I should also mention that in 
the European context, similar observations can be made in regard to demons in early modern 
times. As one example, in his The certainty of the worlds of spirits (1691), the puritan Richard 
Baxter (d. 1691) reports an encounter with demons as described to him through a letter. We 
read in this excerpt that an “apparition walked in the Chamber, having an unsufferable 
Stench, like that of a putrefied Carcase, filling the Room with a thick Smoak, smelling like 
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What fascinated the enthusiasts and the public certainly revolved around the 
sensorial encounters with spirits. However, this senso-reality, in experience, 
manifested only after being technologically mediated: either as a picture, tapping 
sounds, levitating tables or automatic writing.86 What they felt in actuality was not so 
much the spirits, as was the case in narratives about the jinn, but the technical objects 
that putatively mediated the spirits. In this sense, Spiritism maintained spirits’ 
absence through technical means. For the jinn, in contrast, the narratives about 
experiences with the beyond lacked this technical requisite. Jinn usually affected their 

 
Sulphur, darkening the Light of the Fire and Candle, but not quite extinguishing it; sometimes 
going down the Stairs, and coming up again with a fearful noise, disturbing them in their 
Prayers, one while with the sound of Words which they could not discern, other while striking 
them so that the next Morning their Faces were black with the Smoak, and their Bodies 
swollen with Bruises.”. Baxter, The certainty of the worlds of spirits, 25. This seventeenth-century 
description comes very close to jinn-visitations in Islamic sources. While European and 
Islamic demonologies might overlap on this haptic aspect, their transformation in modern 
times took different routes. For a more detailed discussion of how this transformation took its 
course in the Euro-American milieu see Harvey, Photography and spirit; Gunning, ‘To scan a 
ghost’. 

86 Regarding the visual appearance of spirits in the American context see Cloutier, ‘Mulmer’s 
ghosts’. And for Europe see Fischer, ‘A Photographer of marvels: Frederick Hudson and the 
beginnings of spirit photography in Europe’. For discussions on the notion of spectrality in 
the European context see del Pilar Blanco and Peeren, The spectralities reader; Leeder, Cinematic 
ghosts. 
It should be noted here that when it comes to the European context, it is not easy to draw a 
clear line between pre-photographic and post-photographic representation of spirits. In this 
milieu, thanks to the highly diverse and proliferating optical technologies before the invention 
of photography – forms such as the camera obscura, the magic lantern, phantasmagoria 
theatres, glass-based technologies for creating ghost illusions, peep shows, kaleidoscope, 
zograscope, stereoscope and many more – there was already a thick media context into which 
spiritualism could tap. In Europe, therefore, mediation of spirits through visual techniques 
had a longer history – for instance in lantern projections in the late seventeenth century, in 
phantasmagoric theatres in the eighteenth century, in painting and engravings from the mid-
sixteenth century. Therefore, one cannot easily separate spirit photography and the spectrality 
it propagated from older representational techniques. But in Iran, this separation can be 
observed. The nineteenth century media transformation happened in a very short time, almost 
like a shock, with distinguishable patterns of dissonance across only a few decades. 
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audience directly without any mediation – they would not speak through a medium’s 
mouth, would not write through mediums’ hands, would not move objects without 
being seen. If they spoke, one would hear their voices in their immediate surrounding. 
If they communicated in writing, they would personally deliver the paper on which 
the writing was inscribed.87 But with spiritualism, spirits’ interference into the material 
world changed. Voices were not heard directly, but through someone else’s throat. 
Writing was done through someone else’s hand. 

It can be said that while jinn were reportedly garrulous, modern spirits remained 
rather taciturn and distanced. If jinn were physically dexterous, kinaesthetically 
hyperactive and as Quran had it, one of the “two heavy beings” (al-thaqalān), or, spirits 
were in contrast thin, light and volatile, and hence were incapable of making their 
presence known without technical aids. These technical extensions were central in 
spiritualist practices. Without them, there would have been no séances. Pen, paper, 
table and/or planchette were crucial for performing spirit communication. 

As an example that foregrounds this technicality in the Iranian context, we find 
in one treatise published towards the end of the nineteenth century a section on how 
the table for séances should be made, with lucid details about its design, tapping 
function and materials, though with not a single mention of the word spirit. This 
treatise, Kashf al-ṣanāyiʿ, written by an obscure author ʿAlī Ḥusaynī, deals with 
techniques and industries in Iran, including photography, printing technologies, glass 
work and metallurgy to name a few.88 The work contains a short passage titled “on the 
quality of the wooden table”, in which we read details of the methods of construction, 
substances used for the surface finish, materials used in making the table and the 
magnetic properties with which the table could perform clairvoyance. The text 
explains in detail how the table taps its legs telegraphically to communicate with the 
attendees, for instance, four taps for a positive response and eight taps for a negative 
one . However, no information regarding the spirits that must have used the table to 
communicate with the participants in the séance can be found, nor the spiritualist 
context in which such a practice would be performed. From this rather extreme 
viewpoint, psychic phenomena were purely technical with no necessity for spirits. The 

 
87 One example is the story in The book of heavens discussed above. Another can be found in 
Doughty, Travels in Arabia deserta, 2:192. 

88 For a detailed discussion of the contents and the importance of this work see Afkārī, ‘The 
unique Persian manuscript’. 
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latter, in Ḥusaynī’s view, were even redundant. The table itself was enough for the 
performance: a technical Spiritism without spirits.89  

 
Concluding remarks 
Spirits have occupied the human imagination across time and space, giving rise to a 
diverse set of depictions, engravings, talismanic practices, rituals, writings and so on. 
Such an enormous cultural imagination cannot possibly conform to a simple narrative 
that posits a unidirectional transformation from one paradigm to another between two 
historical periods. What I have proposed in this chapter is that after telegraphy, a new 
sensorial mechanism in the imagination of the beyond emerged in Iran. As my 
comparative examination shows, spirits were introduced to the demonological 
imagination of late nineteenth-century Iranian society, at least in the circles connected 
to the Dār al-Funūn – in rural areas, the case might have been different, one assumes. 
In the séance with Amir Kabir, when asked “are there jinn and fairies (parī) in your 
world?”, he answers that “what you know as jinn and parī are in fact we, the spirits. 
Evil spirits are jinn and good ones are parī”. 90  However, in Spiritist parlance 
communication with the beyond was no longer congruous with jinn-centred 
demonologies. Although according to Amir Kabir’s response, the two were 
supposedly semantically interchangeable, spiritualists never used the notion jinn 
when discussing psychic phenomena. Given the manner in which spirits were 
summoned in séances, it would have been rather outlandish if they had continued to 
use the same jinn-driven terminology when describing their proceedings.  

The ways in which spirits appeared to Iranian Spiritists had very little in 
common with how traditional Shiite literature before them portrayed jinn and their 
visitation. Amir Kabir’s presence was anything but intimate. His ghost was assumed 
to be present only because a medium, through automatic writing, was presumably 
mediating his words. Other spirits were made present in the same vein, always 
mediated through a series of techniques and technical objects. In the séances with 
Iranian figures, it was not fully fledged spirit-bodies but the tapping of the table legs, 
or the auto-writing pen that represented the characters. It was this extra level of 
mediation that removed haptics from the late-nineteenth-century imagination of the 
beyond, the evidence of which was claimed by means of spirit photography of which 

 
89 Husaynī, Discovery of crafts (Kashf al-ṣanāyiʿ), 134–36. 

90 Thaqafī, Seventy-one essays on the science of spirit (Haftād va yak maqāla-yi maʿrifat al-rūḥ), 293. 
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there is no record in the Iranian context. 
Recalling that jinn haptics was embedded in and the result of a narrative 

tradition that foregrounded the sense of bodily proximity to the beyond, we can 
observe that with Iranian nineteenth-century spiritualism, the senses connected to the 
spirit world remotely, that is via technical means. In so doing, the senses had to be 
readjusted and realigned to the technical affordances used in séances, thus losing the 
haptic component. Hearing spirit rappings, seeing spectral movements and feeling 
mellow breezes, to name a few instances of sensory communication with spirits, were 
the working of a sensorium re-organised into separate sensory modes. Unlike the one 
that could perceive jinn in close range, the compartmentalised sensorium was 
configured to register and decipher the produced sensations as representative of a 
remote and otherwise inaccessible spirit world. In this reordered sensorial framework, 
neither the human body nor that of spirits was capable of connecting to the world of 
the other without technical prosthetics – table legs, electromagnetic needles, pens and 
papers became an extension of the body. Prosthesised by these extensions, the body 
was no longer in direct touch with the other world. It was mediated and therefore at 
a remove from any corporeal presence. The overwhelming and multidirectional voice 
of jinn that could be heard all around one’s body turned into tapping and rapping 
sounds coming from solid objects, which would then be assumed to be caused by 
spirits. The smelly, smoky and heavy bodies of jinn gave way to the deodorised and 
translucent spectres of spirits.  

The concept of haptic captures this transition acutely. And moreover, it gestures 
towards a much more general transformation in the Iranian sensorium, that is, not 
only a re-organisation in the demonological imagination, but in Shiite culture at large. 
Losing its haptics, an Iranian sensorium emerged towards the end of the nineteenth 
century with a whole new way of approaching the world. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
The Iranian reformist and teacher of calculus and geometry working at the Dār al-
Funūn in 1852, Mīrzā Malkam Khān (d. 1908) wrote a thought-provoking passage in 
one of his early books titled The book of reforms (Kitāb-i tanẓīmāt). He writes that “if 
there is anyone [in Iran] who understands the sense of order (naẓm) in Europe, he 
would be among the clerics (mujtahidīn)”. 1  This flattering comment on the Shiite 
ʿulamāʾ was made in the context of Malkam Khān’s critique against an unnamed 
minister, who blames the ʿulamāʾ for the state’s failure to implement the reforms. This 
minister, which Malkam Khān portrays in his book to peddle a common stereotype 
about the ʿulamāʾ, claimed that reforms were not possible as “the ʿulamāʾ and 
mujtahidīn would scalp us [reformers] alive”, if any serious reformist project were to 
actualised in the nation. 2  It is not clear why Malkam Khān flatters the ʿulamāʾ’ – 
perhaps to receive their favour for his reformist ideals, or perhaps he was just using 
them as strawman to hone his critique against anti-reformists. Notwithstanding, his 
statement may also be viewed as reflecting the undecided relationship between the 
religious sphere and the technics-oriented reforms. Contrasting his sycophantic 
remark with the minister’s scepticism, it is as if Malkam Khān wishes that the ʿulamāʾ 
were more supportive of reforms. This wishful thinking betokened the ambivalent 
attitudes with which the religious sphere encountered modern technics. As I have 

 
1 Malkam Khān, Collection of Mīrzā Malkam Khān’s works (Majmūʿa āthār-i Mīrzā Malkam Khān), 
14. According to Negin Nabavi, the book was first published in 1858 or 1859. The book was 
addressed to the Shah and his courtiers and tries to convince them to support the reformist 
projects. Negin Nabavi has translated selected exceprts from this work in a recent study. 
Nabavi, Modern Iran, 48–51. 

2 Malkam Khān, Collection of Mīrzā Malkam Khān’s works (Majmūʿa āthār-i Mīrzā Malkam Khān), 
13. 
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shown in the five chapters of this dissertation, from the mid nineteenth century, the 
ʿulamāʾ’s approaches to the new sciences (ʿulūm-i jadīd) were mixed with suspicion 
and wonder. Put in more general terms, this dissertation has produced three 
outcomes. First, it has mapped out the incompatibility and antagonism between the 
clinical and traditionalist conceptual frameworks – the case of medicine has been 
central for this outcome. Second, and complementary to the first, the dissertation has 
shown how the two models were assimilated and syncretised on certain experiential 
levels – those of taʿziya, photography, and Iranian Spiritism. Last, and as a synthesis 
of the first two, I argue that the encounter between the religious sphere and the newly 
rising technical order in the period should be understood as an unbalanced and 
asymmetrical negotiation. Below, I will elaborate on these three outcomes.  

Let me fast-forward into the twentieth century and compare what transpired 
then with that in the nineteenth century. During the constitutional era, the clerics 
attained unprecedented socio-political power, helped by their active use of telegraphy 
and photography. That power culminated in the Islamic Revolution of 1979, when 
new electronic media such as radio and television aggrandised the clerics’ status and 
paved their way to more legislative and political power. It can be seen how the 
technics-religion relationship evolved into a productive one during this later period. 
In these more recent historical formations, technics were unambiguously assimilated 
and deemed religiously licit. When the leading ʿulamāʾ in the constitutional 
movement, Mullā Muḥammad Kāẓim Khurāsānī (d. 1911), organised oppositional 
protests against the state, telegraphy and photography were already integral parts of 
religious life.3 More broadly speaking, as Amanat writes,  

Greater exposure to the outside world through education, press, and travel for 
some Iranian observers augmented Western material advances and in turn 
bolstered the discourse of decline and renewal, as well as the urgency to adopt 
what they called modern civilization.4 

In this period, there was far less uncertainty and uneasiness about appropriating, at 
least instrumentally, Western media materialities. Half a century later when Khomeini 
wrote in his most influential work Unveiling secrets (Kashf-i asrār) that all 

 
3  Farzaneh, The Iranian constitutional revolution and the clerical leadership of Khurāsānī, 4; 
Schwerda, ‘How photography changed politics’. 

4 Amanat, Iran: A modern history, 317.  
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communication media should be used as a platform for the clergy to propagate 
(tablīgh) Islam nation- and worldwide, his claim was historically continuous with his 
forerunners during the constitutional era: no undecidedness but total acceptance and 
assimilation of technics. 5  In the decades following the Islamic Revolution, this 
historical penchant for technicised power become a calcified reality in an Islamic State 
that controlled all aspects of media. In the last decades of the twentieth century, the 
clerical establishment in Iran was fully aligned with modern technics.  

However, in the nineteenth century, this relationship was not as 
straightforwardly linked to power. As the excerpt taken from Malkam Khān’s book 
indicates, to consider that the ʿulamāʾ were supportive of reforms was wishful 
thinking rather than a statement of facts. In the couple of decades following the 
establishment of Dār al-Funūn, religious scholars and jurists had just begun to 
discover what modern technics could do for Islam and for the Shiite nation. Their 
attitudes towards modernisation and the new technical logics were therefore cautious 
and often tainted with mistrust and antagonism. There were a few cases of wholescale 
acceptance and constructive reception of the new technics, as well as examples of 
living in and with the new technical sphere.  

The analyses in my study suggest that it is more apt to speak of a newly emerging 
religion-technics milieu in the nineteenth century characterised by an unbalanced 
mixture of rejection and adaptation. New technics were at the same time strongly 
opposed by traditionalists, mostly conceptually, while on certain levels, mostly 
experientially, accepted and assimilated. However, as my study has shown, the extent 
to which the religious counter-voices opposed the new technics cannot be 
qualitatively put on par with the more receptive ones. Opposition was often totalising, 
standing against all reformist thoughts and methods. Oppositional voices were loud, 
rhetorical and immediately recognisable. The author of manuscript 506 is the most 

 
5 Khomeini, Unveiling secrets (Kashf-i asrār), 279. Khomeini wrote this book as a response to an 
unpublished treatise by a cleric in Qum, titled Thousand-year secrets (Asrār-i hizār sāla), in which 
strong criticism was voiced against Shiite ideologies and history. I owe this reference to 
contemporary Iranian philosopher Mohammad Reza Nikfar who, in a personal conversation 
with me, emphasised the importance of Khomeini’s book in the discussions about technics 
and religion in Iran. In his essay “Techniques and faith”, Nikfar critically thinks about the 
relationship between modern technics and Islam in the twentieth century. The essay has been 
a source of inspiration for my research Nikfar, ‘Belief and technique’.  
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tangible example in this respect. By comparison, assimilative approaches by the clerics 
were less publicly enunciated, and therefore harder to spot. Mishkāt al-Mulk’s manual 
of photography is an example of this side. One has to analyse, read between the lines, 
make connections and contextualise to argue for cases of assimilation. It is in this sense 
that opposition to and assimilation of modern technics were coupled: there existed a 
covert support and yet, at the same time, methods and rhetoric that were openly 
antagonistic.  

 
Incompatibility and antagonism 
The case of medicine, particularly anatomy, has given the most unambiguous example 
of the antagonism between the new technics and the traditionalist religious 
knowledge in the period. In this case, the clinical and traditionalist models were most 
discernibly antithetical. I showed in the first chapter how the body as both a 
perceiving subject and an object of perception was modelled in two incompatible 
ways. 
 In the traditionalist model, the body was conceived of as inseparable from the 
world, a micro-cosmic reflection of its embedding macrocosm. As I have discussed, 
the intellectual basis for this model was the traditionalist medicine rooted in medieval 
Islam, in which a proto-anatomical knowledge of the body, including of its sensory 
faculties, was produced and circulated. The body in this framework is filled with 
humoral mixtures, fluids of different kinds, tastes, odours and colours that flow 
through the body’s internal tubes and pathways. The body is also home to a soul, from 
which actions and thoughts originate. This canalised and possessed interiority, 
furthermore, exists in analogy to the macrocosm, which, similar to the body’s inner 
space, contains humoral mixtures as well as a soul, that is, the divine spirit. According 
to the traditionalist anatomy of the senses, the sensory faculties are understood as 
windows onto this interiority, or in other words, as an interface between the world 
outside and the one inside.  

The eye, for instance, is conceived of as an intermediary between the two worlds, 
an opening through which the internal soul communicates with the world outside. As 
I have shown, from the extramissionist point of view, the soul is even able to reach 
out by emanating rays (shuʿāʿ) through the eye towards the sensible world and touch 
the objects so as to make them visible. According to intromissionists, the eye receives 
impressions (inṭibāʿ) from the external world, which imprint themselves on the eye’s 
glacial humour (ruṭūbat-i jalīdiyya). The images are then picked up by the optic nerves 
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behind the eye and transmitted to the brain to be fully perceived. Receiving or 
emanating, intromissionist or extramissionist, it is the soul that makes sense of the 
world through the intermediation of the senses.  

Similarly, the ear, the mouth, the nose and the skin, as understood in the 
traditionalist model, mediate between the internal and external worlds by virtue of 
the authority and agency of the soul. Tastes and smells are perceived and transmitted 
through the mucosa inside the sensory organs and delivered to the brain and 
ultimately, the soul. As for the skin, as I have shown in Chapter one, the soul 
distributes itself around the body through the mixture of flesh, fibres and nerves so as 
to come into proximity of the senses. It becomes an organ (uḍw) of touch. As parts 
(aʿḍā) of the body, the senses become pure intermediaries, thin interfaces without 
volume that let sensations pass through.  

In the clinical model, in stark contrast, the senses become voluminous organs, 
spacious apparatuses with their own agency and functionality. The eye becomes an 
optical device, like the camera obscura, through which rays of light refract and deflect 
in order to form an image on the retina. The optic nerves communicate that image to 
the brain, where visual perception is neurologically controlled. The eye becomes an 
instrument (āla) that performs sight rather than merely facilitating its transmission to 
the soul. The ear, too, works instrumentally, registering sounds by virtue of its internal 
intricacies rather than by the support of the soul. The skin is no longer a part (ʿuḍw) 
of the faculty of touch but an instrument (āla) of touch. Clinically understood, the 
senses are thus three-dimensional, functional units with sensory efficacy in the world. 
It is precisely in the difference between these two models that the incompatibility 
between the traditionalist and clinical view can be gauged. 

In the first chapter, I outlined this incompatibility in the anatomies of the senses, 
and hence left its experiential side unaddressed. In the fourth chapter, the practical 
side was given more attention. Taking the case of cholera epidemics, this chapter re-
examined the clinical and traditionalist models in the context of pathology and 
therapeutics. Close-reading medical texts written by both traditionalist and clinical 
physicians, I investigated the ways cholera was understood and treated. I showed 
how the two medical regimes operated in both the discussions about and the 
treatments of cholera.  

The logic by which the body was considered inseparable from the world, also 
operated in the traditionalists’ approach to cholera. Like the body, the disease too was 
deemed a natural part of the climate and the environment. The body and the disease 
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both belonged to the same ecology, the humoral changes of which corresponded with 
changes within the body. In this sense, both the body and its habitat were considered 
choleric when epidemics broke out.  

In contrast, the clinical model regarded the disease as a separate entity, distinct 
from both the body and its environment. While molecular traces of the disease could 
be found in the environment as well as in the body, the disease remained conceptually 
distinct from both. It is in light of these fundamentally different understandings that 
Polak saw corrupted organs in his autopsical observations, whereas the author of 
manuscript 506 saw putrid humours instead.  

The same disparity can be seen when Sāvujī’s treatments are put next to 
Tholozan’s. The former emphasised gustatory and olfactory qualities when 
prescribing foodstuff and potions. It was shown how the sense of taste worked as a 
therapeutic index, affecting the body in three stages; gustation, digestion and 
rectalisation. In Sāvujī’s framework, the ingested substances do not merely constitute 
a dietary regime but also produce a map of the body’s gustatory, digestive and rectal 
sensibilities. This map acts as the primary guide to manage one’s mizāj, that of the 
food and of the encompassing ecology.  

The logic repeats with Sāvujī’s talismanic treatments. Ciphered diagrams are 
prescribed to be written in musk and saffron, dissolved in water and then ingested. 
The logic of cure relies on the aforementioned conception of the body as undetachable 
from its surrounding: the food ecology as well as the mental ecology. One semiotic 
ideology operates in both the language and the visual representations in this 
traditionalist medical thinking. Sāvujī imagines a body that is open to, and constantly 
affected by, the world. Yet it is ordered into pathways and tubes, through which both 
matter and language flow, a body capable of being affected by both food contents and 
verbal/scriptural contents.  

To repeat, the clinical methods stood blatantly opposed to those believed in and 
performed by the traditionalists. To begin with, the disease was a phenomenon 
extraneous to the natural world, as opposed to an inherent quality within the world. 
Correspondingly, the treatments of the diseases sought to desensitise the body against 
the disease and sterilise the environment. Clinical therapeutics sought to remove all 
tastes and odours from the patients’ regimen as well as from their habitats. They 
would rather palliate the symptoms instead of aggravating them in the hope of 
cleansing the body of putridity. Tholozan’s main concern was to provide clean water 
to the city, a water without foul smells and tastes. He was also troubled by the stench 
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of the dead that pilgrims carried along their routes for burial in sacred places. He was 
moreover critical of intense cleansing methods used by traditionalists. In sum, the 
incompatibility between the clinicians and the traditionalists was clear and on full 
display. While the moderns opposed the messiness of Iranian religious life, the 
traditionalists opposed the dissociative methods of quarantine and burial regulations. 
While Tholozan tried to keep the dead apart from the living, religious communities 
across the country regularly broke quarantines and embraced their loved ones’ dead 
bodies.6 It is in this sense that in the field of medicine, the religion-technics relation 
was most bluntly irreconcilable: the traditionalists represented the religious side while 
the clinicians stood for the technical side. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, this discrepant relationship between the 
religious sphere and clinical medicine can also be tracked in non-medical fields, such 
as literature. In one illustrative example, another reformist ʿAbd al-Raḥīm-i Ṭālibī 
Najjār Tabrīzī (d. 1911), better known as Talibov, in his most popular book The book of 
Aḥmad (Kitāb-i Aḥmad), touches on this medical predicament. 7  Talibov has his 
character-pedagogue explain bacterial diseases to his seven-year old son. He describes 
for him how Louis Pasteur has proved the existence of “microscopic living particles” 
(dharrāt-i ḍhī nimuvv-i dharrabīnī), some of which might cause various diseases.8 He 
then becomes Tholozan’s spokesman, as it were, telling his son that “the forming of 
harmful bacteria is always due to uncleanliness (kathāfat va nātamīzī)”. 9  This 
uncleanliness, he further elaborates by giving an example, can be most obviously seen  

in the public bathhouses in Iran and some other Islamic countries (bilād-i Islām), 
which are supposedly made for cleansing and ablutions. If you look at a droplet 

 
6  As mentioned in the fourth chapter, references to these resistances are abundantly 
mentioned in Elgood, A medical history of Persia. 

7 This book was published in 1894 in Istanbul. It was also known as Ṭālibī’s ship (Safīna-yi 
Ṭālibī) and Life’s problems (Masāʾil al-ḥayāt). Written in a pedagogic style, Talibov discusses 
various topics through fabricated conversations between a father and his seven-year old son 
Aḥmad. The book touches on scientific topics as well as religious themes. I use the 1911 edition 
lithographed in Istanbul and accessed through Majlis Library. See Talibov, The book of Aḥmad 
(Kitāb-i Aḥmad). 

8 Ibid., 55-56. 

9 Ibid., 58. 
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of water, taken from these places, under a microscope you would know what it 
means to be more than unclean (māfawq-i nātamīzi), and would also know the 
causes for all these ravaging diseases.10  

A few paragraphs later, the mentor reminds his son that in spite of these bacterial 
infestations in human life, the human body is capable of defending itself against them 
thanks to its humoral mixtures and above all, God’s will.11 By inserting the religious 
aspect into the clinical model, Talibov tries to reconcile the two.  

However, they remain asymmetrical. While the clinical theories receive the most 
detailed descriptions in The book of Aḥmad, the traditionalist views remain oratorial 
and superficial, as if intended to appease the ʿulamāʾ’s potential objections. Talibov’s 
literary moment reflects a reality in which the religion-technics of the twentieth 
century began to unfold. In this reality, modern technics had obviously gained the 
higher ground. Clinical knowledge and methods had become socially accepted and 
more convincing practically. Alongside this modern discourse, the religious 
references that remained in the twentieth-century discussions about cures and 
hygienic methods were mere apologetics.12 However, in the nineteenth century, as I 
have shown in the first and fourth chapters, religion was still a serious part of medical 
knowledge, not to be taken lightly or only respected from a distance. The medicine of 
the traditionalists was theoretically and practically relevant to the time, accepted 
socially and practiced professionally, alongside clinical efforts at reform. 

 
Syncretisation and assimilation 
My analyses showed syncretic instances as well, though only a few and further from 
academic debates. For instance, it can be said that the process of adaptation and 
assimilation of photography in the Iranian religious culture began with minor 
imaginative episodes in the mid-nineteenth century and reached its most political and 
propagandist forms of expression only in the constitutional era. In earlier decades, 
photography and religion met on minor occasions, but with momentous discursive 
ramifications.  

 
10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid., 59. 

12 For a recent study of these twentieth-century aspects see Schayegh, Who is knowledgeable is 
strong. 
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As I showed in the second chapter, photography intervened in the religious 
sphere by introducing the issue of evidentiality into Iranian visual culture. I traced the 
most verbally lucid example of this incursion in Mishkāt al-Mulk’s manual of 
photography, where photographic techniques mingle with eschatological discussions. 
In this work, the methods that God uses to keep a truthful record of people’s worldly 
affairs are made analogous to the chemic-optical techniques with which a 
photographer takes and develops photographs. Thus, images attain a new ontology, 
a higher capacity, by means of which they can stand for their referents as truthful 
evidence. Unlike older visual forms such as miniature paintings, they are not only 
symbolic likenesses (shabīh) but also provide indexical evidence of the objective world.  

With this new capacity, the photographic era in Iran illustrates an assimilative 
relation between religion and modern technics. Photographs of religious figures, 
events and places began to proliferate in Iran from the 1870s, evidencing the reality of 
religion in the country, marking the authority of clerics and the significance of 
religious events in society. In depicting these realities as they had actually taken place 
and indexing people’s “having been there”, photographic technics in Iran produced a 
material realism that foregrounded the image as a trustworthy and theologically 
meaningful piece of evidence. Coupled with this modern technical object, Shiite 
religion discovered a source of power that could increase its social legitimacy, a 
technical logic that could be used to attest to its nationwide influence. If the clerics of 
the early nineteenth century used printing technics to reclaim their hegemony in the 
face of Christian missionaries, the late nineteenth-century ʿulamāʾ adapted 
photography to increase their socio-political power and stand against the state and its 
supportive foreign powers.  

Other cases of assimilation occurred in the period, with notably a less political 
edge than in the case of photography. My third and fifth chapters have shown two of 
these occasions. In the third chapter, I discussed how the new sonic disciplinary 
techniques in the reformed military practices bound together with taʿziya 
performances. I argued that the ear was central to the cultural modulation of taʿziya 
mourning rituals in Iran, with two performative instances joining together: taʿziya 
processions and military sound-making, or put more generically, religion and modern 
technics. Military sounds reminded the participants and the actors that they had to 
attune their ears in a timely and controlled fashion to the beats and cueing knocks of 
the prompter’s stick. Dancers had to synchronise their movements with the auditory 
cues given by their masters, in ways similar to how soldiers had to follow their 
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military officer’s orders to march or to perform manoeuvres. Soldiers and taʿziya 
actors were sometimes the same people, taking part in drills before ʿĀshūrā and 
turning into stage-actors during the festival.  

The case of hearing and sound provides concrete examples of this assimilative 
instance in perspective. From the first-hand descriptions given in journals, 
travelogues and the press at the time, it can be reasonably inferred that military 
sounds were by and large accepted in Iranian society. As descriptions of taʿziya 
performances in the second half of the nineteenth century attest, the disciplinary logic 
inherent in making and performing military sounds was culturally well received. The 
accompanying drumbeats, the trumpets and the oboes were instruments that were 
shared between taʿziya plays and military parades, a fact that was not perceived as a 
Western blemish of taʿziya, but a structural necessity for the performance.  

Modern technics were once again set in a productive relationship with religion. 
But this time, the relation was characterised by much less intellectual undergirding 
than the case of medicine. While in the latter, the incompatibility between technics 
and religious themes is explicitly verbalised, in taʿziya plays, the assimilative relation 
is observed only in practice. Hence, the fact that sonic logics travelled from the 
military to taʿziya was not verbalised by any contemporaneous scholar or hinted at by 
the literati in any conceptual capacity. The conjoining of the two remained a 
serendipitous occurrence that was only picked up in passing by those who witnessed 
taʿziya. 

The asymmetrical relation between religion and technics in nineteenth-century 
Iran comes to the fore again. While with medicine, the two are mostly set against one 
another – in terms of methods, theories and rhetorics – with taʿziya and even 
photography, technics and Islam are coupled on a basic, intuitive level but with 
significant effects. In taʿziya, I suggest, the coupling of Islam and technology was 
experienced, rather than thought or written about. As regards photography, the 
coupling is conceptualized and articulated only in exceptional, singular and arguably 
minor instances, Mishkāt al-Mulk’s manual being the prime example.  

In the fifth chapter, I examined demonological discourses in the nineteenth 
century and sketched the contours of another example of assimilation between Shiite 
Islam and new technics. The two sides of this relationship were the Iranian version of 
spiritism in the nineteenth century on one hand, and the technical logic of telegraphy 
on the other hand. This Iranian Spiritist model built on and co-existed with the older 
jinn-centred Shiite demonology, transforming the latter’s narrative logic as its 
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practitioners organised their séances and narrated their experiences with Iranian 
spirits.  

In regard to the former, I borrowed the concept of haptics to re-examine certain 
pre-modern sources in which ideas and stories about the jinn feature. As a modality 
of touch that goes beyond mere cutaneous sensations, haptics helped me distinguish 
the specific modes in which Muslim demonologies imagined relations with the jinn 
before spiritism was introduced to the society. Understood as the capacity of the body 
to sense its immediate surrounding, the notion of haptics has focalised a number of 
select jinn-related stories. In all the stories about human-jinn interaction that I close-
read, the jinn’s haptics presence is emphasised. In these stories, when jinn are present 
among humans, one is confronted with their bodies proximately and directly senses 
them in physical forms.  

This haptics is changed when Iranian Spiritism is brought into the picture. The 
communicational logic of the electric telegraphy forms a backdrop against which this 
change takes place. Telegraphy bridges the technical and religious spheres and 
transforms the older demonological model. If with the jinn, the corporeality and 
proximity of encounters were emphasised, in the Iranian Spiritist séances, that 
physicality is pushed aside. The participants’ senses connect to the spirit world 
remotely, that is via technical means similar to telegraphic logic.  

In so doing, the senses have to be re-arranged in accordance with the technical 
affordances of the séances. The haptic component is lost. Hearing spirit rappings, 
deciphering the pounding of table-legs or following the direction of the planchette 
pencil were the workings of a sensorium deeply affected by a new technical logic, that 
of telegraphic communication. Unlike the one that could perceive the jinn in close 
range, the new sensorium was re-adjusted to perceive remote spirits indirectly. 
Neither human bodies nor those of spirits were capable of connecting to the world of 
the other without an extra technical layer – table legs, electromagnetic needles, pens 
and papers. Enhanced by these (telegraphic) technicalities, the body was no longer 
imagined to be in direct touch with the other world. That other world was mediated 
and therefore at a remove from any corporeal presence.  

In this new technical domain, spirits become a different species than the jinn, 
though they share in the semiotic ideology that governs the latter. They have access 
to the same occult realm as that in which the jinn are often said to reside. Moreover, 
the Iranian spirits, unlike their European peers, are much less corporeally present in 
séances. In a sense, if in European Spiritism the spirits’ physicality was a fairly 
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pronounced theme, in the Iranian context, such a physicality was marginalised. When 
Amir Kabir is summoned up, for instance, no one senses his presence directly, beyond 
what the possessed “medium” communicates.  

Traditional Islamic demonology does not figure in the new Spiritist ideas and 
stories in any major way. It is only selectively incorporated into them. The haptics of 
the jinn is turned into the technical mediation of aloof and detached spirits, but the 
cosmology is retained. Islam resonates implicitly in the Iranian Spiritist society and 
assimilates the logic of telegraphy, that is, bodiless communication with elsewhere. 

 
The de-/re-formed sensorium  
Having recapitulated the major arguments of the chapters of this dissertation, I 
conclude that with the exception of medical technics, Islam’s relation to reformism in 
the nineteenth century was played out in muted and ephemeral ways. This ephemeral 
aspect of technics-religion interconnection is understood in the sense that no explicit 
stance is taken against new technics, at least in the cases of photography, military 
sounds and telegraphy. The technical logics are only implicitly permitted and covertly 
thought about. In the medical field, on the other hand, most encounters between the 
clinical technics and the traditionalists are expressed in strong terms and are hard to 
miss. On the whole, the cultural formation of the modern sensorium in Iran was 
predicated on the complicated relation between the religious and the new technical 
spheres. It can therefore be said that the Iranian body was posed in between a religious 
discourse that did not show any intention of transforming itself conceptually, and a 
technical domain that nevertheless continued to evolve and affect religious life in Iran 
experientially.  

In effect, tied to the formation of a new technics-religion milieu, one can also 
speak of a change in the Iranian sensorium in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. Recall the premise with which I began this dissertation, namely, that the body 
is the primary site where religion and technics intersect. Or put differently, media 
techniques and technical logics affect the body with religious sensibilities through 
disciplining and recalibrating the sensorium. What can be said about this transformed 
sensorium as a whole? What characterises its behaviour? What are its perceptual 
sensibilities? How does it sense and make sense of the sensible world? The different 
frameworks that this dissertation offers provide a general outline for understanding 
the Iranian sensorium around 1900, the new Iranian senso-reality, as I have termed it.  

In terms of sight, the Iranian sensorium acquires a new feature as it experiences 
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photography while at the same time retaining its religious roots. Its most concrete 
perceptual capacity, at least within the scope of this study, can be recognised in regard 
to photographic images. It is in this visual engagement that a specific ocular culture 
can be noticed. Seeing a photograph is tantamount to seeing the actual visible objects. 
Seeing in this ocular model is indexical. One sees an image as evidence of reality, no 
longer as an ontologically separate reality. What is seen in an image is not limited to 
iconicity. It is also a truthful representation of the real referent. This is not a 
transformation limited to visual objects, but also a transformation of sight. To see 
evidentially is a discipline of the eye and not only a characteristic found in objects of 
perception; it is not only visual but also ocular. 

Sight in nineteenth-century Iran is equipped with this evidentiality, but at the 
same time it is conjugated by religious thoughts. The latter tap into this sensorial 
model by re-articulating Islamic monotheistic axioms in terms of optical operations. 
In this re-articulation, God’s acts are analogised with modern technical logics, as in 
the metaphor of “creational photography”, which refers to God’s creating the cosmos 
and His ability to re-produce one’s deeds in the afterlife as lucidly and accurately as a 
photograph appears on paper. As Muslim vision changes into an optically determined 
mechanism, God’s omnipotence too becomes mechanical and comprehensible in 
terms afforded by the new technics.  

The auditory capacity of this sensorium was similarly positioned between 
religious tradition and the new technics. On the one hand, it is disciplined according 
to military sonic strictures, and on the other hand, it is still emotively attuned to 
religious sensibilities. The taʿziya acoustic setup is a case in point. This hearing is 
reformed to the extent that it relies on sound instruments and supported or tolerated 
by religion. In the medical field, as Tholozan’s treatise on auscultation illustrates, it is 
the stethoscopic techniques that technicise listening. In taʿziya, military technics are 
used to the same end. 

Moreover, the proximal senses in this transformed sensorium are also both 
technically and religiously co-determined. The senses of taste, smell and touch lose 
their intimacy and immediacy. Tastes and smells are mediated away by means of 
medical technics while haptics is similarly reduced by the telegraphic logic. These 
three senses become more abstract. Gustatory, olfactory and tactile sensations do not 
necessarily provide more sense-data, or extra details to help the perceptive faculty 
make sense of the sensible. They become redundant. One does not need to taste or 
smell in order to make sense of an experience. For instance, the choleric body no 
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longer relies on taste- or smell-based therapeutics. Similarly, one does not need to 
touch in order to ascertain the presence of someone or something. 

In the case of Spiritism, to be sure of a spiritual presence, one needs mediative 
techniques such as rapping, automatic writing and table-moving. To sense spirits 
implies necessarily the deciphering of the signs received by the technical objects. In 
order to decipher, one needs an internal faculty, which supposedly compensates for 
the lack or inadequacy of what the proximal senses provide. The sensory organs are 
only one side of this sense-perception, providing the external stimuli to the inner 
senses. Sense-perception is once again internalised. Although its relation to external 
stimuli has radically changed, with sight and hearing as the most representative, 
perception’s internal aspect is ambiguously re-instated.  

Iranian Spiritism shows this internalisation better than other case-studies. It 
turns the European version on its head. First, a technical series is operationalised to 
mediate the intangible spirits. Once the spirits are technically sensed, they are turned 
into immediate presences, as if the technics are no longer necessary. Their presence is 
de-corporealised through the self-effacing intervention of technics, which is assumed 
irrelevant to the process of sense-perception the moment its effects are sensed. Once 
the rapping is heard, the technical mediation of the needle or the table-leg is assumed 
redundant. Spirits transcend that which gives them the ability to exist. Technics are 
made transparent, as if they are merely transmitters and contribute nothing technical 
to perception. As if perception is still un-mediated, still immediate, still proximate. As 
if, just like the times when the jinn used to be closely touched and their presence 
intimately felt, spirits were assumed to be close by – except they would not appear in 
an unfurnished and empty room. This is where the religious theme is inserted into 
sense-perception. The inner self, the soul, the microcosmic surrogate of the divine 
being, takes over the technics after the latter’s effects are tangible enough. 

Spiritists claim that only a few whose souls have risen in rank can perceive these 
spirits and understand their crypted messages. If a low-rank soul is among the 
participants, chances are that no spirit will show up. If the participants are corrupt, 
unbelieving, or morally weak, table-legs do not move. Technicalities are spiritualised, 
or in a sense, de-materialised. They become instruments that spirits can move, on 
condition that they are high enough in rank.  

This is the gist of how a new sensorium emerged in nineteenth-century Iran. It 
is re-arranged, re-adjusted, and re-formed by a technical instrumentality on the one 
hand and a religious conceptual framework on the other. What makes this technically 
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calibrated and religiously informed sensorium especially critical in the nineteenth 
century is this ambiguity. The sensorium is technical and religious at the same time 
yet these two constituents are conceptually incompatible. This senso-reality operates 
according to a technical logic that the religious episteme – to which the sensing subject 
subscribes – rejects, or at best tolerates. Technics do not affect the knowledge of the 
sensing subject, but changes its sensory behaviour nonetheless. The subject can be said 
to have been reformed, but it is also deformed to the extent that the conceptual 
undercurrent of technics operate side by side with religious views.  
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands 
 
Deze studie onderzoekt hoe religie en technologie zich samen ontwikkelden in het 
Iran van de negentiende eeuw. Het proefschrift stelt dat een nieuwe zintuiglijke 
cultuur begon te vormen toen de sjiitische religie in Iran in aanraking kwam met 
moderne media, technieken en bijbehorende vertogen. Onderzocht wordt de 
hypothese dat nieuwe media en technieken religieuze sensibiliteiten vormen door het 
menselijk sensorium te disciplineren en te herijken. Hoe raakten de nieuwe media en 
technologie en de sjiitische religie in Iran met elkaar verweven? Hoe beïnvloedde deze 
verwevenheid zintuiglijke ervaringen en het begrip daarvan? Wat valt er te zeggen 
over het culturele sensorium dat zich in het negentiende-eeuwse Iran heeft gevormd 
tussen religieuze en technische sferen? Deze vragen worden beantwoord door 
historische veranderingen in de religieuze houding ten opzichte van moderne media 
en technieken te beschrijven. De vijf zintuigen zijn de eenheden van de analyse, 
waarbij deze studie toont hoe een opkomende zintuiglijke realiteit werd gevormd 
door de veranderende ecologie van media, technologie en religie in een periode 
waarin de nieuwe technieken in korte tijd geintroduceerd werden en populair raakten 
in een zeer religieuze samenleving. 

De nieuwe techno-religieuze cultuur in Iran kwam op in minder dan een halve 
eeuw na de oprichting in 1851 van de eerste door het westen geinspireerde instelling 
voor hoger onderwijs, de Dār al-Funūn of Huis van Technieken. Het college werd 
gesteund door de Qajar koning Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh (d. 1896) en opgericht door zijn 
toenmalige minister Mīrzā Taqī Khān-i Farāhānī, beter bekend als Amīr Kabīr (d. 
1852). Dit educatieve centrum stimuleerde en gaf trainingen over nieuwe technologie 
en bijbehorende vertogen door het aanbieden van diverse wetenschappelijke 
cursussen over klinische anatomie, scheikunde, natuurkunde en de beeldende 
kunsten. Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh zelf nam deel aan de lessen over schilderkunst en 
fotografie en verzond de eerste telegram in Iran vanuit een van de kamers van het 
instituut. Deze technische evolutie beperkte zich niet tot media zoals fotografie en 
telegrafie, maar omvatte ook performatieve media zoals geluid- en 
muziekinstrumenten, evenals medische technologie en methoden zoals chirurgische, 
forensische en farmacologische technieken.  

In hoofdstuk 1 schets ik een conceptgericht historisch beeld van de anatomie van 
de zintuigen in Iran, van de premoderne tot de moderne tijd. Ik begin dit hoofdstuk 
met een verslag van een academisch debat dat halverwege de negentiende eeuw op 
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medisch gebied plaatsvond. Dit debat werd beschreven in een anoniem medisch 
manuscript uit 1857. De auteur geeft een streng oordeel over de medische staf van de 
Dār al-Funūn en in het bijzonder van de arts Jacob Polak, wiens behandelingen en 
etiologieën ontoereikend en onwaar zouden zijn. Dit debat brengt het verschil naar 
voren tussen de anatomische kennis waarmee de traditionalistische artsen werkten en 
de kennis die de Europeanen werkzaam in de Dār al-Funūn introduceerden. Deze 
episode illustreert de discontinuiteit tussen de oudere medische traditie en de nieuwe 
geneeskunde. Het laat bovendien zien dat de kloof tussen de twee draait om de 
waarneming van het lichaam en onderstreept daarmee de rol van de zintuigen en het 
begrip daarvan in de hervorming van de medische kennis in de periode.  

Vervolgens schets ik een korte geschiedenis van de anatomische kennis in Iran. 
Ik begin met de proto-anatomie zoals aangeboden in de middeleeuwse islamitische 
geneeskunde en laat zien hoe deze veranderde tegen het einde van de veertiende en 
het begin van de vijftiende eeuw. Het keerpunt in deze pre-moderne transformatie is 
het dominant raken van de 'profetische geneeskunde' van Manṣūr Ibn-i Ilyās (d. 1422) 
en daarna verder in zijn meest heldere manifestatie in Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī’s (d. 
1699) Oceanen van licht (Biḥār al-anwār). Van hieruit beschrijf ik de anatomie zoals 
onderwezen door het personeel van de Dār al-Funūn, vele van wie omschreven 
kunnen worden als clinici. Het hoofdstuk schetst twee algemene anatomische 
modellen, namelijk de anatomie van de zintuigen zoals voorgesteld door het pre-
moderne medische regime, dat ik de traditionalistische visie noem, en de anatomie 
van de zintuigen zoals getheoretiseerd door de Europees-geïnspireerde clinici. Ik 
herken een belangrijke conceptuele verschuiving van het oudere traditionalistische 
model naar het klinische. In deze verandering krijgt, zoals ik betoog, het begrip orgaan 
een nieuwe epistemische status. Organen veranderen van beschouwd worden als 
lichaamsdelen (aʿḍā) naar instrumenten (ālāt) in het lichaam. In deze verandering 
verliezen de zintuigen hun spirituele werkzaamheid en worden in plaats daarvan 
gespecialiseerde instrumenten. Ten slotte laat het hoofdstuk zien hoe deze 
conceptuele verschijning het wetenshappelijke discours over beelden veranderde.  

Het tweede hoofdstuk neemt visuele waarneming als leidend concept, waarmee 
ik de relatie tussen vertogen over fotografie en religie onderzoek. Het doel is te tonen 
hoe fotografische theorieën en praktijken de visuele cultuur en het nadenken over 
visuele waarneming hebben veranderd. Het hoofdstuk begint met een anekdote van 
rond het jaar 1866 waarin de eerste hoffotograaf van Iran, Āqā Riḍā ʿAkkāsbāshī, een 
religieuze figuur ontmoet, Mullā Hādī Sabzavārī. Het verhaal belicht de 
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verwevenheid van de traditionele en de klinische theorieën over visuele waarneming, 
geïllustreed door de ontmoeting tussen een fotograaf en een religieuze geleerde. Met 
deze anekdote als uitgangspunt geef ik een korte geschiedenis van de fotografie met 
een focus op de relatie tot de sjiitische religie. Deze korte historische context van het 
medium brengt me ertoe om me te concentreren op eem handleiding voor fotografie, 
geschreven in 1889, Het boek van eschatologische fotografie (Kitāb-i ʿaksiyya-yi ḥashriyya). 

Het aandachtig lezen van dit werk laat zien hoe een uitzonderlijke verwevenheid 
tussen de religieuze vertogen en optische technieken een bredere culturele 
verschuiving in het denken over zien en zichtbaarheid anticipeerde. De oorsprong van 
deze verandering vind ik verder in het licht van de kunsthistorische discussies over 
hoe het fotografische beeld een visuele voorloper heeft in de Perzisch-sjiitische 
beeldcultuur. Door de transformatie van het beeld van het pre- naar het 
postfotografische tijdperk in Iran te volgen, betoog ik dat fotografie een oculair model 
in Iran introduceerde dat mensen conditioneerde om beelden als bewijs te zien. Deze 
verandering in visualisatietechnieken van mimetisch naar optisch kwam overeen met 
veranderende kijkerspublieken. Beelden begonnen te functioneren als getuigen van 
de feiten, dat wil zeggen van gebeurtenissen, mensen en ervaringen. Het hoofdstuk 
wordt afgesloten met een foto genomen in 1905 als een casus van mijn theoretische en 
historische analyse.  

Het gehoor en daarmee samenhangende ideeën over geluid en akoestische 
ervaringen staan centraal in het derde hoofdstuk. Het belangrijkste object van analyse 
zijn de rouwrituelen en uitvoeringen van taʿziya. De negentiende-eeuwse taʿziya-
uitvoeringen waren de opvolger van de ʿĀshūrā-rouwrituelen, waarin sjiitische 
moslims al sinds in de achtste eeuw de dood van hun derde imam, Ḥusayn Ibn-i ʿAlī, 
herdachten. Deze rituelen evolueerden in de negentiende eeuw tot ingewikkelde 
toneelstukken met specifieke zintuiglijke arrangementen op en naast het podium. 
Geschreven verslagen van deze uitvoeringen laten zien, wordt betoogd, hoe de 
akoestische ervaring die taʿziya-uitvoeringen creëerden, zich samen ontwikkelden 
met de militaire hervormingen die in de Dār al-Funūn werden geïnitieerd. In hoeverre 
verschilde de akoestische ervaring in de negentiende-eeuwse taʿziya van de oudere 
traditie? Zou er een verband kunnen worden gevonden tussen de militaire methoden 

en de akoestische opstelling in taʿziya-uitvoeringen? Deze vragen worden beantwoord 
op basis van een geluidsgeoriënteerde reconstructie van taʿziya in de negentiende 
eeuw, zoals gerapporteerd in de dagboeken en reisverslagen van Iraanse en Europese 
getuigen. Voorts analyseer ik deze rapporten in vergelijking met de militaire 
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handleidingen gepubliceerd door de Dār al-Funūn. Door de akoestische ruimte te 
reconstrueren in taʿziya zoals uitgevoerd in de negentiende eeuw, laat ik zien dat het 
opnemen van militaire geluiden in taʿziya niet slechts een aanhangsel was van een 
anders inheemse culturele vorm. Integendeel stel ik dat er een culturele synthese heeft 
plaatsgevonden tussen moderne militaire oefeningen en taʿziya-uitvoeringen. 

Het vierde hoofdstuk concentreert zich op de zintuigen van smaak en geur. Ik 
laat zien hoe de preventieve en genezende technieken voor het omgaan met 
choleraepidemieën een discursieve basis creëerden voor de reorganisatie van de 
zintuigen, met name van smaak en geur. De hoofdgedachte is dat terwijl in de 
traditionele geneeskunde de smaak- en geurkwaliteiten van medicijnen altijd werden 
benadrukt, in de klinische benadering een dergelijke zinnelijkheid irrelevant werd en 
daarom gemarginaliseerd raakte.  

Van het ene medische regime naar het andere, evolueerden het algemene denken 
over het lichaam, de medische verhandelingen over het lichaam en de technologieën 
voor de behandeling van het lichaam naar ageusie en anosmie. Om deze transformatie 
te tonen onderzoek ik een aantal medische bronnen die in de negentiende eeuw door 
zowel clinici als traditionalisten over cholera zijn geschreven. Door deze materialen 
nauwkeurig te lezen, breng ik twee modellen van smaak- en reukzin in kaart, die elk 
een afzonderlijke zintuiglijke ervaring vormgeven met betrekking tot de 
choleraepidemieën in de negentiende eeuw. Het werk van Mūsā ibn-i ʿAlīrīḍā Ṣāvujī, 
Genezing van cholera (ʿAlāj al-wabā) wordt nauwkeurig geanalyseerd als voorbeeld van 
het traditionalistische model. Ik behandel zowel de linguïstische als de visuele 
aspecten van deze tekst om te laten zien hoe het een pathologisch model 
vertegenwoordigt waarin smaak en geur een belangrijke rol spelen. Verder 
contextualiseer ik dit werk in de bredere medische geschiedenis van de Islam en wijs 
op de oorsprong ervan in humorale geneeskunde. Ik traceer een semiotische logica die 
werkzaam is in de verbale beschrijvingen en schematische representaties van 
talismannen. Ik leid af dat in deze logica impliciet een conceptie van het lichaam wordt 
verondersteld dat in staat is om smaak en geur te registreren in een organische 
verbinding met zijn buitenkant. Daarentegen toont mijn analyse van twee medische 
documenten geschreven door twee medewerkers van de Dār al-Funūn, namelijk 
Tholozan en Schlimmer, een andere opvatting van het lichaam aan het werk in het 
klinische model, een met duidelijk verminderde smaak- en reukvermogens. 

De tastzin staat centraal in het vijfde en laatste hoofdstuk. Hier richt mijn 
onderzoek zich op de sjiitische demonologische verbeelding in de periode en zijn 
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verandering. Ik kijk specifiek naar de vertogen waarin denken over en ervaringen met 
het hiernamaals een rol spelen in de Iraanse demonologische verbeelding, waarmee 
ik bedoel ideeën over en het geloof in spirituele wezens, jinn-gerelateerde activiteiten 
en paranormale verschijnselen. Ik schets de zintuiglijke logica die aan het werk is bij 
het verbeelden van ontmoetingen met jinn en geesten in de negentiende-eeuwse 
sjiitische cultuur. Daarvoor gebruik het concept van de haptiek dat ik ontleen aan 
filosofie, kunstgeschiedenis en experimentele psychologie. Ik betoog dat haptiek de 
belangrijkste zintuiglijke modus vormde in sjiitische psychosociale aangelegenheden 
met het hiernamaals. Opgevat als de multisensorische ervaring met de nabije ruimte, 
gebaseerd op de tastzin, vormt haptiek een onmisbare modus in de relatie van Iraniërs 
met islamitische demonen. Ik maak dit duidelijk door de verhalen over de jinn 
nauwkeurig te lezen in twee afzonderlijke teksten, namelijk het hoofdstuk van het 
hemelboek over de jinn en Fuzūnī Astarābādī's Geschiedenis van Buḥayra (Tārīkh-i 
Buḥayra). Uit een nauwkeurig onderzoek van deze bronnen kan aannemelijk worden 
gemaakt dat haptiek een sleutelrol speelt in de communicatie met de jinn. Wanneer 
jinn aanwezig zijn, worden mensen geconfronteerd met de nabijheid van deze geesten 
hun fysieke vorm.  

In tegenstelling tot het post-Dār al-Funūn demonologische model, vindt deze 
relatie een nieuwe zintuiglijke modus. Ik bepleit dit door me te concentreren op de 
werken van de eerste spiritist in Iran, namelijk de Iraanse arts Khalīl Thaqafī (d. 1944), 
een student van Tholozan aan de Dār al-Funūn. Thaqafī bracht het spiritisme, een 
culturele fascinatie in de Euro-Amerikaanse context in de negentiende eeuw, naar 
Iran. Hij richtte de eerste spiritistische organisatie in Iran op, bekend als Raad voor 
experimentele geestenwetenschap (Anjuman-i maʿrifat al-rūḥ-i tajrubatī). Door talrijke 
vertalingen, het organiseren van vele seances en het deelnemen aan debatten over de 
wonderbaarlijke verschijnselen die zich tijdens sessies voordeden, introduceerde de 
Iraanse spiritistische samenleving een ander zintuiglijk model voor communicatie met 
het ongeziene. Door deze culturele toeëigening door Thaqafī en zijn volgelingen in de 
geschiedenis van de sjiitische demonologie en de geschiedenis van de media in de 
negentiende eeuw te contextualiseren, wijs ik op de nauwe relatie tussen de 
veranderingen die het Iraanse spiritisme teweegbracht en de communicatielogica van 
elektrische telegrafie. Door een seance met de geest van Amīr Kabīr nauwkeurig te 
lezen, laat ik ook zien in hoeverre het moderne Iraanse spiritisme elementen uit de 
Europese en de oudere op de jinn gerichte modellen synthetiseerde. 

Dit is de kern van hoe een nieuw sensorium ontstond in het negentiende-eeuwse 
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Iran: het wordt herschikt, aangepast en opnieuw gevormd door een technisch 
instrument aan de ene kant en een religieus conceptueel kader aan de andere kant. 
Wat dit technisch gekalibreerde en religieus geïnformeerde sensorium 
belangwekkend maakt in de negentiende eeuw, is een ambiguïteit die wordt 
gekenmerkt door het feit dat het sensorium tegelijkertijd technisch en religieus is 
terwijl deze twee componenten conceptueel onverenigbaar zijn. Deze zintuiglijke 
realiteit functioneert volgens een technische logica die de religieuze épistémè 
verwerpt of op zijn best tolereert. 
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