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ABSTRACT

The painting of the splitting of the moon by the Prophet of Islam (PBUH), which is a folio from the
Safavid Falnama of Shah Tahmasp (1550) and is currently preserved in the Dresden Library in
Germany, is among the prominent examples of Iranian painting that, due to its distinctive
chromatic, visual, and numerical symbols, holds an important position in the aesthetic and
interpretive reading of Islamic art. This study, conducted through a qualitative and descriptive-
analytical method and based on library data, seeks to examine the aesthetic structures of Ibn
Arabi’s teachings and their reflection in this painting. The semantic connection between the Perfect
Human and mirrorhood, the affinity of the concept of the mirror with the moon, the reflection of
the meaning of Divine guardianship (wilaya) in the full moon, the feminine face of the moon and
the Divine Beauty (jamal) aspect of creation, the concept of the equator line and symmetry in
Hurufi teachings, the reflection of the dialectic of Divine Beauty (jamal) and Divine Majesty
(jalal), transcendence and similitude, the symbolism of the numbers 40, 50, 28, and 14, and
symmetry in the human face of the moon as an aesthetic foundation are among the findings of this

interpretation.
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Extended Abstract

The painting of the splitting of the moon by the Prophet of Islam (PBUH), which
is a folio from the Tahmasbi Falnama (1550) and is currently preserved in the
Dresden Library in Germany, contains distinctive chromatic, pictorial, and
numerical symbols that render the reading of the hidden meanings of this
painting worthy of inquiry. The event of the Splitting of the Moon, beyond being
an occurrence and narrative within religious contexts, has been expressed
through diverse hermeneutical horizons and, in the view of many mystics, has
pointed toward hidden dimensions and latent orientations. Among them, Ibn
Arabi and adherents of his perspective, such as Rumi, Abd al-Rahman Jami, and
the Hurufis, contemplated it through profound, creative, and symbolic
perspectives. In this essay, we are by no means concerned with the scientific
validity or invalidity of that event. Rather, our perspective is hermeneutical, and
we seek to discover what hidden and secluded semantic layers reveal themselves
if this painting is viewed through the horizon of Ibn Arabi and his teachings.
Therefore, our perspective shall be transcendental and situated within the realm
of hermeneutic interpretation and imagination. This research, conducted
through a qualitative and descriptive-analytical method, seeks by means of
library data and through a hermeneutical approach to attain the aesthetic
infrastructures of Ibn Arabi’s teachings and the reflection of his perspective from
writings to paintings. In Ibn Arabi’s ontological perspective, the intermediate
world or the imaginal world possesses an exalted status. Imagination functions as
a bridge uniting the dualities of existence and nonexistence, the known and the
unknown, the negative and the positive, which are opposed to one another and
equally distant from each other. The significance and value of symbol and
hermeneutic interpretation in Ibn Arabi’s thought become manifest when he
regards the entirety of life as a dream, and since truths in dreams reveal
themselves symbolically, interpretation and translation become inevitable.
Within the sphere of Ibn Arabi’s thought, the dialectic of similarity and
incomparability, followed by beauty and majesty, constitute some of the most
important concepts. In the aforementioned painting, through the power of
imagination and the method of symbolism, a subtle perspective of similarity and
incomparability may be observed between the veiled visage of the Prophet
(PBUH) and the visage of the moon. Thus, the human being who in our real world
possesses a face becomes veiled, while the celestial body, the moon, which in our
world is faceless, acquires a human visage. It is as though the Prophet beholds his
own face in the mirror of the moon, and the moon reflects his countenance. In
the painting of the Splitting of the Moon, the concealed and veiled visage of the
Prophet signifies majesty and incomparability, whereas the anthropomorphic
visage of the moon evokes beauty and similarity. In Ibn Arabi’s teachings, the
concept of the Perfect Human becomes extensively developed and is intertwined
with the symbolism of the mirror, reflection, the heart, and the moon. If the sun
is regarded as the loftiest and most perfect symbol of luminosity and Ultimate
Reality, then the moon may be considered the finest symbol of the Perfect
Human. The moon is the successor of the sun within the darkness of the night,
and likewise the Perfect Human, through illumination by the Divine Essence,
enlightens the sensible and darkened world within the darkness of nature. Thus,
the moon is the existence of the Perfect Human and the vicegerent of the sun of
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Divine Ipseity. In Ibn Arabi’s language and thought, the reinterpretation of the
moon as the Perfect Human and the clarification of their formal and semantic
correspondences transcend mere similitude and metaphor, producing a form of
consubstantiality between them. This consubstantiality of the moon as the
Perfect Human is primarily grounded in the symbolic number 28. The number 14
corresponds to the isolated letters opening certain chapters of the Quran, and the
28 Arabic letters are likewise composed of 14 lunar and 14 solar letters. In the
painting under discussion, the bifurcated visage of the full moon is also
equivalent to 14 plus 14, wherein the first fourteen days, during which the moon
waxes, signify the Divine Name “The Manifest,” and the fourteen days during
which it wanes signify the Divine Name “The Hidden.” The symbol of the mirror
within the key terminology of Ibn Arabi’s teachings encompasses an extensive
domain of meanings and metaphors, such as existence and beings, perpetual
creation, reflection, symmetry, light, and radiance. The mirror is neither the
source of light nor the source of the image; rather, its sole function is the
reflection of the image of the object placed before it. In the painting as well, such
a reading becomes possible: the moon, or rather the mirror, reflects the visage of
the Prophet. The Prophet contemplates his own face in the moon. Here the moon
is a metaphor for the mirror and not merely a celestial body. Abd al-Rahman
Jami, in his hermeneutic interpretation of the Splitting of the Moon, employs the
mysteries of the science of letters and numerical symbolism. He considers the full
moon analogous to the circular letter Mim with the numerical value of 40, which
through the mediation of the Prophet becomes split and transformed into two
letters Nun. Since the numerical value of Nun is 50, the two Nuns equal 100.
Around the visage of the moon in the painting, the number of stars and luminous
celestial forms is precisely 40: namely, 20 stars and 20 luminous spheres in the
sky. The Hurufis likewise regard the concept of the equatorial line and symmetry
as among the most central aesthetic foundations of their intellectual system. In
addition to accepting this miracle, the Hurufis interpreted it with regard to the
world of the soul. The Prophet Muhammad perceived the equatorial line upon his
own countenance, and this mystery constitutes the event of the Splitting of the
Moon. Within this perspective, the anthropomorphic manifestation of the moon
forms the central problem of the painting, rather than merely the miraculous
splitting of the moon. Consequently, the aforementioned painting possesses
aesthetic, imaginal, and transhistorical dimensions more than it recounts an
event within the history of religion. The moon and its feminine visage display a
dimension of similarity, beauty, and the aesthetics of existence. The symbolic
relation between the concepts of the moon, reflection, and specularity, wherein
the Prophet beholds his veiled visage openly and manifestly, signifies the concept
of the Unity of Being within Ibn Arabi’s worldview. The concealment of the
Prophet’s visage, through the Divine Name “The Hidden,” is readable as a
perspective of incomparability and the dimension of majesty, while the
manifestation of the visage within the moon, through the Divine Name “The
Manifest,” is readable as a perspective of similarity and the dimension of beauty
within Ibn Arabi’s discourse. Likewise, the meaningful relation between the
Perfect Human and the symbol of the full moon manifested through the symbolic
numbers 14 and 28, the concept of the mirror and perpetual creation, the concept
of the equatorial line and the aesthetic principle of symmetry and perfection, and
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the numerical interpretation of the Hurufis through the use of the numerical
value of Nun, the crescent of the bifurcated moon equal to 50, in relation to the
Perfect Human, are among the most important meanings readable within this
painting.
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