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ABSTRACT

The science of letters, known amongst Muslims as simiya, which pertains to metaphysical matters
and influences, differs from the science of letters of al-Sibawayh, Khalil ibn Ahmad, and Al-Farabi.
In the Akbarian school, this field of study was intellectually grounded in the thought of luminaries
such as Ikhwan al- Safa and Ibn Masarra of Andalusia, which later led to its evolution into a
structured ontological science. In using complex interpretative methods and intellectual and intuitive
judgements, Ibn Arabi brought forth remarkable innovations in the development and formation of the
science of letters. As he moved beyond talismans and the occult sciences such as jafr— which many
professed to its unique effects—Ibn Arabi’s focus on certain elements of the science of letters created
an outlook that distinguished him from his predecessors. His viewpoint on the science of letters
created a model which gave letters, images, and a unique effectivity. Ibn Arabi opened a path to the
understanding of the essential properties of letters, meaning and the meaning of meaning in the
‘meaning of letters’, the grouping and limitations of letters, and the supreme letters, all which were
significant contributions to a novel structure in the science of letters.

Ibn Arabi viewed letters as an ummah (body or nation of believers) amongst the divine ummah, in
which they have a prophet, a unique religious law, and are subject to religious duties and
commands, yet not ones of prohibition. Likewise,Ibn Arabi’s ‘five presences’ are also held true for
them. Thus, Ibn Arabi had a new vision and outlook on the identity of letters. Ibn Arabi&#39;s
contemplations on letters and its transformative shift from that of his predecessors to an entirely
innovative framework is especially evident in sections throughout his works such as the al-Futuhat
al-Makkiyya and Al-Mabadi wa al-Ghayat fi Ma&#39;ani al-Huruf wa al-Ayat. For Ibn Arabi, the
understanding of each letter’s meaning equates to an alignment with its hymnic-like dialect and the
comprehension of the principles of its formation; which transcends the limits of human
understanding. Yet, one cannot deny that human cognition is capable of grasping certain parts of
these principles. Thus, with a clear depiction of the meaning of letters, Ibn Arabi leads one to a
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thorough understanding of God’s words. Indeed, Ibn Arabi bases his reach in the science of letters
on a particular discovery that does not entirely fit within the discovery apparatus of his
predecessors, but asserts that the realities of the realm of the science of letters, were given to him
by means of inspiration and unveilings. He emphasizes that anyone in search of the science of
letters must also follow his path, implying on the one hand that he views his method as more
certain than that of his predecessors and on the other hand opens the door for others of interest to
discover. This article aims to portray the transformative role of Ibn Arabi’s thought on the science
of letters, focusing on certain key aspects of his doctrine and its role in Islamic culture and
civilization.
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Extended Abstract

Ibn Arabi, widely regarded as the foremost architect of Islamic theoretical
mysticism (al-‘irfan al-nazari), devoted considerable attention to the science of
letters (ilm al-huraf). His engagement with this discipline, however, was not
grounded in the talismanic or magical dimensions commonly associated with
occult sciences; rather, it emerged within the framework of metaphysical
epistemology and esoteric cosmology. Ibn ‘Arabl’s corpus is permeated by
extensive discussions concerning the ontological and symbolic dimensions of
letters, to the extent that scarcely a volume of the al-Futihat al-Makkiyya
remains untouched by this subject. In addition to these dispersed discussions, he
composed independent treatises explicitly dedicated to letter symbolism and
metaphysical linguistics. The second chapter of the Futthat is devoted
specifically to the metaphysical knowledge of the hierarchical degrees of letters
and vocal movements in relation to the structure of the cosmos. Likewise, Ibn
‘Arabl examines the divine qualities inherent in letters, the epistemological
significance of words generated through their combinations, and the mysteries
associated with the letters constituting the Supreme Divine Name (al-ism al-
a‘'zam). Furthermore, he authored specialized treatises such as Kitab al-Alif, Kitab
al-Mim wa’l-Waw wa’l-Niin, Kitab al-Ya’, and other works concerned with the
symbolic and metaphysical interpretation of individual letters. Among these
writings, al-Mabadi’ wa’l-Ghayat fT Ma‘ani al-Huraf wa’l-Ayat may be considered,
after the Futtihat, one of the most significant complementary texts on the
subject. Indeed, it is difficult to identify any major work by Ibn ‘Arabi in which
the metaphysical function and ontological dignity of letters are not addressed.
The essential premise underlying the science of letters in the thought of Ibn
‘Arabl and other letterist metaphysicians is that Being manifests itself through
multiple ontological levels and symbolic forms. At each ontological degree,
manifestation assumes a mode appropriate to the existential conditions of that
particular plane. Despite this multiplicity of manifestations, however, Being itself
remains ontologically one and indivisible; the plurality of appearances derives
solely from the diversity of loci of manifestation and reflection. Ibn ‘Arabt’s
approach to the science of letters is rooted, on the one hand, in mystical
unveiling (kashf) and contemplative vision (shuhiid), and on the other hand, in
his critical appropriation and creative reformulation of earlier intellectual
traditions. Within his metaphysical system, not only the creation of the cosmos
but also prophetic missions and the plurality of revealed religions and sacred
laws may be interpreted through the ontological reality of archetypal letters. Ibn
‘Arabi even characterizes letters as “communities among communities,” thereby
granting them an autonomous metaphysical status within the hierarchy of
existence. Consequently, it may legitimately be argued that the science of letters
constitutes one of the foundational principles of Ibn ‘Arabi’s intellectual
architecture, without which his cosmology and metaphysics cannot be fully
comprehended.

Titus Burckhardt (1908-1984), the Swiss-German traditionalist thinker, historian
of sacred art, and metaphysician deeply influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi, conceived the
Sufi path as “the art of contemplative self-realization,” an inward discipline
through which the human being becomes receptive to the Infinite. For
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Burckhardt, both the spiritual personality of Ibn ‘Arabi and the sacred
geographies associated with him—particularly the city of Fez—occupied a
uniquely privileged position within the spiritual imagination. Ibn ‘Arabi’s
cosmological vision and metaphysical anthropology appeared to Burckhardt as
profoundly symbolic and inexhaustibly esoteric. Burckhardt regarded Ibn ‘Arabt’s
conception of prophecy as extending beyond the confines of conventional Islamic
theology, interpreting his teachings as metaphysical truths reflected through
sensible and symbolic forms.

Simultaneously, the symbolic structures of sacred letters and spiritual language
in both Islamic and Christian artistic traditions, together with the rhythmic
qualities of revealed texts, presented Burckhardt with a form of sacred semiotics
intimately connected to theology. This theological vision—simultaneously
Islamic and Christian in orientation—also explains his spiritual affinity with
Moulay Ali al-Dargawi al-Shadhili. Burckhardt understood beauty not merely as
aesthetic form, but as the transparency of existential veils through which
transcendent reality becomes manifest. Accordingly, he maintained that the
calligrapher, in the act of inscribing letters, must participate inwardly in the
sacred tradition itself so that archetypal forms and spiritual principles may
become embodied within artistic creation.

Drawing upon the principal writings of Ibn ‘Arabi alongside Burckhardt’s works
on sacred art and the metaphysics of symbolism, the present study seeks first to
examine Ibn ‘Arabl’s doctrine of the science of letters and his aesthetic
understanding of sacred script, and subsequently to undertake a comparative
analysis of these perspectives in relation to Burckhardt’s interpretation of
mystical art. More specifically, this article argues that Burckhardt attained a
profoundly intuitive understanding of the symbolic and metaphysical function of
letters, thereby revealing the operation of a contemplative and intellectual
intuition within his thought. Within this framework, the sensible world is
understood as the lowest degree of reality, while the letter functions as a
symbolic bridge enabling ascent toward intelligible and transcendent meanings.
Burckhardt’s interpretive method is especially evident in his engagement with
the symbolism of the Alpha and Omega within the iconography of monumental
Roman church portals, where he interprets these letters as symbolic expressions
of the Incarnation of Christ. It is precisely this hermeneutic of symbolic unveiling
that enabled him to perceive an intrinsic correspondence between Qur’anic
calligraphy and Christian iconography. Just as the figure of Christ symbolically
directs him toward the mystery of Alpha and Omega, the sacred forms of Arabic
script within Qur'anic calligraphy similarly reconnect him to the symbolic reality
of Christic manifestation. The present article therefore proposes that the process
of mystical initiation in Burckhardt’s aesthetic and metaphysical vision is
fundamentally dependent upon sacred letters and archetypal forms.
Furthermore, it argues that, just as the vertical and horizontal movements of the
calligrapher in Ibn ‘Arabl’s thought determine distinct modes of symbolic
disclosure associated with letters, Burckhardt likewise perceives in the
interwoven structures of script—whether in monastic manuscripts or Islamic
calligraphy—a manifestation of sacred order and contemplative meaning. For
Burckhardt, a significant dimension of the grandeur of calligraphic art resides
precisely in the harmonic equilibrium and metaphysical proportionality
embodied within the forms of letters and sacred visual structures.
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