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Chapter 3
Comparing Material 
Texts: Introduction to  
U. Bongianino and  
B.C. Tilghman, ‘Kufa and 
Kells: The Illuminated 
Word as Sign and 
Presence in the 
Seventh–Ninth 
Centuries’ 

Katherine Cross

The visitor walking through the Imagining the Divine 
exhibition began by facing large-scale, anthropomorphic 
stone sculptures – Roman gods, seated statues of the Buddha 
– and ended, in the final room, contemplating illuminated 
parchment. The organisation of the exhibition by religious 
tradition and by chronology placed early Islamic codices 
next to Christian art from the Insular world. There was 
stone here, too, but sophistication, creativity and investment 
in religious visual production had found a new outlet over 
the course of the 1st millennium, and the last word for 
exhibition visitors certainly lay with just that – the written 
word.

This series of juxtapositions gave rise to Umberto 
Bongianino and Benjamin Tilghman’s comparison. In the 
final gallery of the exhibition, in the display of Islamic and 
Christian holy books from the 6th to 11th centuries, we saw 
visual echoes between these distinct traditions. Parchment 
glittered with gold; entire pages were filled with densely 
worked designs. In our curatorial meetings, the Empires of 
Faith team discussed placing the Rawlinson Gospels next to 
a leaf from the Gold Qurʾān in a single case, to highlight 
those parallel elements. Yet, somehow, viewed side by side, 
the similarity seemed less convincing. Suddenly the basic 
differences stood out: the horizontal and vertical formats, 
the highlighted letters in the Insular Gospel book compared 
to the even use of colouring on the Quranic script, and even 
the differing states of conservation testifying to divergent 
histories of collecting and display.

We were not the first to suggest similarity. As Bongianino 
and Tilghman indicate, the unique Blue Qurʾān and the 
purple pages of deluxe Christian codices like the Royal Bible 
or the Stockholm Codex Aureus may perhaps have had 
common ancestors in Roman and Byzantine imperial 
productions.1 Common ancestors have also acted as 
explanation for the prominence of decorative designs in 
Insular Gospels and Kufic Qurʾāns. Scholars have searched 
for the origins of ‘carpet pages’ found in Insular Gospel 
books, from the repeating patterns of the Book of Durrow to 
the designs developed around a central cross motif in the St 
Chad Gospels. Some have suggested that Roman mosaic 
pavements provided the inspiration for such pages; the same 
kind of source may have contributed to the full-page 
geometric decoration in Islamic manuscripts.2 While the 
term ‘carpet pages’ may have been intended to refer to such 
pavements, the dominant allusion rapidly became the 
‘Oriental’ rug, segueing into a perception of similarity or 
connection. Intimations of ‘Eastern’ influence on Insular 
manuscript art frequently refer to apparent Coptic models, 
identified by comparative method and through possible 
connections with Eastern Christian communities as the 
means of transmission.3

Bongianino and Tilghman’s rigorous form of comparison 
holds a different kind of explanatory power. Theirs is a rare 
case in that it privileges neither case study, but treats them 
on equal terms: they neither mine Islamic traditions for 
possible influences on western Europe, nor hold up the early 
medieval Christian tradition as a norm or benchmark. Such 
an equal comparison is (usually) only possible through 
collaboration between experts in different fields. They seek 
not to identify connections, but to pinpoint similarity and 
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difference with more precision, thus focusing our eyes on 
specificities. This process of ‘estrangement’, as they name it, 
can provide a means of removing assumptions and 
generalisations, while building up a more complex and 
densely layered picture of developments in the second half of 
the 1st millennium. We do indeed see a flowering of 
manuscript art and commitment to the written word across 
the wider Mediterranean world, but there are no simple 
explanations here. Moreover, the distinctions between 
Christian and Islamic doctrinal positions and material 
productions bring us back to the idea of connection with a 
fresh perspective: we can imagine dialogue, response and 
reaction, rather than disembodied transmission.

The comparison here views Islamic and Insular 
manuscript art as intimately bound up with religious 
doctrine and its interpretations. It all comes back to 
representation: how members of different religious 
communities attempted to represent the divine, and their 
anxieties in doing so. The written word was not subject to 
the same struggles as were images in the 1st millennium, but 
its aesthetic qualities did provoke overlapping concerns – 
issues of interpretation and mediation, of representation and 
revelation. Viewed from this perspective, Pope Gregory the 
Great’s statements in letters of 599 and 600, that pictures are 
the books of the unlearned, do not render images quite so 
innocuous.4

This chapter, then, demonstrates the distinct contribution 
of art-historical comparison to our understanding of 1st-
millennium religion. Yet it also gestures towards the 
possibilities of viewing the same comparative cases through 
a different disciplinary lens, and bringing in more strictly 
historical variables. As a historian reading their piece, I was 
prompted to think about the material and social contexts of 
the production of these manuscripts. An Insular Gospel 
book was the product of a monastic scriptorium, and it can 
reveal further networks of ecclesiastical contact: the painter 
of the St Chad Gospels (c. 725–50) seems to have known the 
Lindisfarne Gospels (c. 700), for instance, and an 8th-century 
stone fragment from Aberlady (East Lothian) repeats the 
same design of interlaced birds that appears on its cross-
carpet page.5 More than this, however, they are products of 
institutions, not individual scribes and artists. The names we 
know, such as that of Eadfrith, the scribe of the Lindisfarne 
Gospels, present themselves as points of connection and of 
historical reference, but we must not forget that these 
individuals acted within their communities. After all, we 
know to associate Eadfrith with the Lindisfarne Gospels 
from the colophon added by a 10th-century priest, Aldred. 
Aldred listed the names not merely of the scribe but also of 
the bookbinder and the jeweller who covered it (all members 
of the community), and stated that the book was written ‘for 
God and for St Cuthbert and – jointly – for all the saints 
whose relics are in the island’.6 Besides the colophon, 
Aldred’s own addition to the Gospels was an interlinear 
English translation, some three centuries after the book was 
first produced.

When we have information about the production of 
Quranic manuscripts, or maṣāḥif (sing. muṣḥaf ), it is generally 
in the formal, original inscription naming the calligrapher 
and/or the donor-patron, although these almost never 

survive in pre-10th-century manuscripts. The ‘Nurse’s 
Qurʾān’, a fragmentary manuscript of the 11th century, is 
particularly interesting in this respect, since it not only 
mentions the calligrapher, ʿ Ali b. ʿ Aḥmad, but also the 
female donor, Fatima, a nursemaid in the court of the 
governors of North Africa, and a woman named Durra, a 
court secretary who may have supervised the production of 
the codex.7 Such references become more common from the 
11th century, but the use of paid scribes, and of non-Muslim 
scribes in the early period, seems to have been 
controversial.8 Bongianino suggests that, more usually, the 
production of Quranic manuscripts of the 8th and 9th 
centuries may have been centred on ‘dedicated scriptoria’ 
(p. 51) under rulers and governors. Where the money and 
materials for Insular Bibles came from is often unclear – 
sometimes from a wealthy commissioner, perhaps, but 
frequently from the communities themselves and their 
estates; on the other hand, it is the scribal contexts of 
Quranic production for which we have little to guide us. We 
are certainly dealing with broadly comparable investments 
of wealth, resources, time and skill, but further consideration 
of who made those investments would, no doubt, distinguish 
the nature of the value ascribed to these books in different 
societies.

Colophons are relatively unusual (although their 
appearance in Insular manuscripts suggests another possible 
Eastern Christian influence),9 but inscriptions record more 
about the lives of these books than their creation. The St 
Chad Gospels and a mid-8th-century Canterbury Gospel 
book, now known as the Stockholm Codex Aureus, bear 
witness to their own plundering and later purchase or 
ransom. The purchaser of the St Chad Gospels exchanged 
them for ‘his best horse’,10 while the ealdorman Ælfred and 
his wife, Werburg, redeemed the Codex Aureus from vikings 
with ‘pure gold’. These exchanges indicate that Christians 
and pagan vikings alike recognised lavish holy books as 
economic assets, which could be bought and sold. In the 
Islamic world, the controversy over paid scribes is but one 
facet of the discomfort over treating maṣāḥif in such a 
mercenary fashion, with some scholars prohibiting the 
buying and selling of Quranic manuscripts, and others 
protesting the use of Quranic text on coinage – the greater 
issue being one of ritual purity.11 Legal notices recording the 
endowment of Qurʾāns to mosques reflect the accepted 
attitude. 

This is not to say that the special status of Gospel books 
did not guide their fates. Ælfred and Werburg claimed to 
have redeemed and donated the Codex Aureus to Christ 
Church, Canterbury, ‘because we did not wish these holy 
books to remain longer in heathen possession’.12 More often, 
as also in the St Chad Gospels, marginal additions in luxury 
Bibles recorded land grants or manumissions – economic 
information seemingly unrelated to the holy text. Yet, even 
then, it must have been the status of the book as preserved 
and respected by the community and by God that attracted 
such records. Oaths, legal transactions and donations all 
gained a sense (and perhaps, a greater reality) of 
permanence by their proximity to holy scripture. It is my 
impression that such notes are much less frequent in early 
Quranic manuscripts. Occasionally, calligraphers added 
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marginal notes giving details of the book’s endowment (see 
Pl. 3.8), and in a few instances readers have recorded 
births.13 It would be worthwhile investigating the occurrence 
of marginalia and the different information recorded in the 
two traditions. The permanence of holy books might be 
envisaged as unchanging and eternal, apart from the 
material world; or it might be accumulative, gathering 
adherents and associations throughout the life of the 
manuscript.

Colophons and marginalia point also to the role of 
political patronage and investment in religious texts and 
books. The uniformity of Islamic holy books, Bongianino 
and Tilghman suggest, lies with imperial power and 
centralisation; Christian manuscripts, in contrast, were each 
time ‘an opportunity to cast the Gospels in a new and 
different form’ (p. 53). This is an important insight, but it is 
also worth pausing to recognise that Christian rulers did not 
have the administrative structure to enforce such uniformity 
even if they desired to. Charlemagne (r. 768–814) – or, 
rather, Alcuin, his leading scholar and later abbot of Tours 
– made some efforts in that direction: the single-volume 
Bibles created at Tours are perhaps the closest that early 
medieval western Europe had to imperially sponsored mass 
production of holy books. Several of the Tours Bibles were 
produced for export to other monasteries, cathedrals or lay 
owners, but there is no evidence for a programmatic 
dissemination equivalent to that of the Umayyad governor 
al-Ḥajjāj (694–714), or of the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdī (775–
85), who sent Qurʾāns to the empire’s capital cities for public 
recital.14 The Carolingians placed emphasis on legibility and 
a correctly emended biblical text, rather than on complete 
uniformity.15 The Tours Bibles did not become a universally 
authoritative model, nor was their production matched by 
any stifling of diversity, in contrast to caliphal attempts at 
either destroying or canonising variant texts of the Qurʾān.16 
For producers of early medieval Bibles, imperial authority 
was more often something to be invoked than obeyed. The 
Codex Amiatinus, for instance, produced for the Pope 
before 716 and modelled, partly, on Italian exemplars, was 
intended to tie the remote monastic community of 
Wearmouth-Jarrow to Rome: Rome as the seat of St Peter, 
but also as the imperial centre.17

Finally, the comparison brings us to a deeper 
understanding of social developments and concepts, most 
notably in the relationship between the spoken and written 
word. Scholars of the 1st millennium are by now familiar 
with the idea that orality and literacy co-occurred and 
intersected – that these were not separate systems, nor 
should we imagine a progression from orality to literacy.18 In 
considering side by side early Islamic and early medieval 
Western Christian relationships with the holy word, the 
importance of this understanding is reinforced. Here we 
have two separate examples of the interaction between oral 
and literate cultures demonstrating this principle in 
divergent ways. As Bongianino and Tilghman so elegantly 
put it: ‘If the Qurʾān originated as an oral text that was 
written down at one point, the New Testament was a written 
text regularly performed orally’ (p. 52). The functioning of 
the written word in society immediately alters culture, 
administration and memory, creating a semi-literate society, 

however few can actually read it.19 But how that written text 
was imagined in relation to the spoken word is also of 
immense significance. When layered with religious 
meaning, incorporating issues of divine inspiration or 
revelation, and the complexities of language or possibilities 
of translation, then questions of belief about words must be as 
central to our investigations as is their practical function.

This last area is where art historians and historians can 
most profitably combine their energies in further 
investigation. Beyond the bounds of the central scripture 
and the pages of holy books, how did the written word act in 
society – and what did people believe about it? These 
questions open up the possibilities of a much broader 
comparison that investigates the functioning of the religious 
word as an object of study equivalent to the image in terms 
of materialising the divine. Other religious traditions can 
illuminate our understanding: the Dunhuang manuscript of 
the Heart Sutra (see Pl. 1.4), also displayed in the Imagining 
the Divine exhibition, provides further grounds for 
interrogating beliefs about translation, reading, image and 
speech.20 This is an image created from words, that can only 
be read by the initiated and that claims to be a translation 
even while only being possible in the script in which it is now 
written: the Chinese characters, which must be read 
beginning from the centre, form the shape of a stupa, each 
character taking up equal space. We must also consider our 
manuscripts alongside those objects that have long been the 
preserve of the epigraphist or archaeologist. These holy 
texts, even when written, have never been confined to the 
manuscript page. As one materialisation of scripture among 
many – monumental inscriptions, amuletic tags, legends on 
coins and reliquaries – how do books convey their special 
meanings and definitive status?

Notes
1 Brown 2011: 24; Netzer 2011: 239; Bloom 2015: 196–218. D’Ottone 

Rambach 2017 suggests a direct Christian precursor from 9th-
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4 Chazelle 1990.
5 Brown 2003: 380–1, 400; Henderson 1987: 124.
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Kufa and Kells:  
The Illuminated Word as 
Sign and Presence in the 
Seventh–Ninth 
Centuries 

Umberto Bongianino and  
Benjamin C. Tilghman

The notion of sacred word occupies a key place in both 
Christian and Muslim theologies, with the Bible – 
particularly the Gospels – and the Qurʾān acting as a 
fundamental link between the faithful and the divine. As 
suggested by literary and material evidence, and often 
asserted in modern discourses, the content of both scriptures 
could and did assume, in particular contexts, visual and 
iconic connotations that transcended its textual meaning 
through a process of aestheticisation: word eliding into 
image.1 In this essay, however, we will attempt to sharpen 
our sense of the aesthetics of holy writ in early Islam and 
early medieval Christianity by challenging the very utility of 
denoting calligraphic forms as ‘image’, emphasising instead 
the importance of locating the meanings of calligraphy 
within specific codicological and doctrinal contexts.

Undeniably, the material and visual care shown to holy 
writ in both revealed religions reflects a shared emphasis on 
the theological importance and numinous qualities of their 
respective scriptures. It is therefore hardly surprising to see 
broad visual similarities between early Gospel books and 
manuscripts of the Qurʾān. The Imagining the Divine 
exhibition at the Ashmolean Museum featured, among 
many instances of sacred writing, two deluxe codices from 
the 9th century that share a number of common 
characteristics, despite their profound differences in content 
and creation: the Royal Bible of Canterbury (Pl. 3.1) and 
the Blue Qurʾān of Kairouan (Pl. 3.2).2 Both manuscripts 
use precious metals and vibrant pigments on parchment 
folios coloured in rich, dark hues to create a striking visual 
effect: the beholder is immediately impressed with the 
understanding that the text here presented is of a supremely 
important sort.

These similarities can be extended to the way in which 
such opulent codices were used and consumed within their 
communities. For example, early medieval Gospel books, 
often covered in highly decorated bindings featuring 
precious metals and gemstones, were carried through 
churches and served as a point of visual focus during ritual.3 
Although Quranic manuscripts never played a prescribed 
liturgical role during canonical prayers, medieval Arabic 
sources abound with references to their relic-like nature and 
the symbolic importance of their position in ceremonial 
settings.4

Even today, both religions make use of lavishly decorated 
books in a way that goes far beyond the simple act of reading 
them, thus emphasising their numinous nature as 
receptacles of revelation and simulacra of the divine. This is 
especially evident in the case of manuscripts that are 
particularly old, large, precious or otherwise extravagantly 
made, the more so when associated with saintly figures. In 
Islam, a special veneration is accorded to those Qurʾāns said 
to have belonged to the third caliph, ʿ Uthmān b. ʿ Affān (r. 
644–56), or to those allegedly copied by the fourth caliph 
ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (r. 656–61), traditionally revered as the first 
master of calligraphy, especially in Iran.5 Similarly, the St 
Augustine Gospels, traditionally understood to have been 
brought to England by its eponymous missionary and first 
Archbishop of Canterbury, are still used today in the 
ceremony of enthronement for a new primate of the Church 
of England.6
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It is evident, then, that there are many lines along which a 
comparative approach can bring forth telling parallels 
between these two traditions, especially when considering 
the way in which sacred books were commissioned, 
produced and displayed.7 One might even go so far as to 
argue that, despite superficial differences such as language, 
script and ornamental repertoire, Christianity and Islam are 
fundamentally united in their way of treating holy writ 
visually and materially. In this essay, however, we aim to 
investigate the historical and ideological differences that 
underlie these superficial similarities. We believe that a 
comparative approach to these two manuscript traditions is 
instructive, not so much for the commonalities it reveals, but 
for the distinctions that it throws into sharper relief.

In the following pages, we will explore two intertwined 
problems that epitomise the different conception of sacred 
books developed by Latin Christianity and Sunni Islam 
between the 7th and 9th centuries. The first problem relates 
to the materiality of the codex, and to the different 
doctrinal, ritual and symbolic functions it performed. The 
second problem concerns calligraphy and illumination, and 
the way in which these two media were semiotically charged 
(or discharged) so as to best express the nature of the 
revealed text they were chosen to adorn. In tackling these 
questions, we will exclusively focus on deluxe Gospel books, 
which commonly found use in liturgical settings, and on 
mosque codices, by which we mean Quranic manuscripts 
intended for public ritual use.

Switching viewpoints on Qurʾāns and Gospel books
The discipline of comparative art history, as we see it, can 
bear fruit in two different ways: by revealing what is familiar 
in objects that are unfamiliar, and by renewing scholarly 
interest in artefacts that have become subject to habitual 
seeing. As an exercise in this latter process of estrangement, 
we have deemed it useful to imagine how a western medieval 
cleric would have reacted to the aesthetics and materiality of 
an early Quranic codex and, conversely, how a Muslim 
religious scholar would have perceived a Christian 
illuminated manuscript, setting aside their possible aversion 
to the books’ doctrinal content. The resulting considerations 

have helped us develop a sharper edge to the traditional 
treatment of the subject, allowing a fresh look at some well-
known material.

If we take as an example a folio from the famous Gold 
Qurʾān (Pl. 3.3), several unfamiliar features would 
immediately attract the attention of a medieval Christian 
beholder.8 There is, first and foremost, the format: wider 
than it is tall, the horizontal orientation of the page is a 
marked departure from the habitual shape of the Christian 

Plate 3.1 Royal Bible, early 9th century, f. 43r, gold, silver and 
pigment on dyed parchment, h. 47cm. British Library, London, Royal 
MS 1 E VI. Image © British Library Board

Plate 3.2 Bifolio from the Blue Qurʾān, 9th century, gold and silver ink on dyed parchment, h. 28.9cm. The Sarikhani Collection, I.MS.1024. 
Image © The Sarikhani Collection
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codex. In the Christian tradition, the upright rectangular 
format is not a simple accidental feature but had become, by 
the early Middle Ages, an iconographic motif that 
immediately conveyed the idea of ‘bookness’ in pictorial 
communication, as will be discussed later in this essay. The 
format is also important for reasons beyond the familiarity 
of shape, as it changes the way that the beholder relates to 
the codex phenomenologically. The horizontal parchment 
leaves are more flexible and unconstrained than upright 
folios stitched along the long side. As a result, the kinetic 
experience of turning the pages is amplified as they swing 
dramatically through the space of the reader. But perhaps 
the most striking aspect of the orientation is aesthetic. The 
elongated Kufic letters of the Arabic match the oblong 
format of the book, creating a pleasing resonance which 
even the non-Muslim viewer would be able to appreciate. 
The impression is that of an intentional congruence between 
script and format, in contrast with the calligraphy of early 
Gospel books, which often works dynamically against the 
upright format of the page. In fact, while Christian scribes 
frequently used vertical ascenders and descenders, they also 
employed dynamic diagonals and compressed letters along 
the horizontal axis, treating the frame as a kind of foil 
against which to play the forms of calligraphy.9

A prominent feature which would not escape our 
Christian cleric is the way in which the Gold Qurʾān is 
supremely concerned with creating a page that is pleasing as a 
unified whole. This concern is also apparent, to a certain 
extent, in deluxe Gospel books: consider, for instance, how 

Plate 3.3 Folio from the Gold Qurʾān, 9th century, ink, gold and watercolour on parchment, h. 27.4cm. The Sarikhani Collection, I.MS.1020. 
Image © The Sarikhani Collection

Plate 3.4 St Chad (or Lichfield) Gospels, p. 16, h. 31.7cm. Lichfield 
Cathedral Library, MS 01. Image © Chapter of Lichfield Cathedral, 
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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the scribe of the St Chad Gospels attempted to meet the 
ruling on both the left and the right sides of text pages, 
occasionally truncating words, breaking them across two 
lines or, on one occasion, decoratively elongating a letter M 
(Pl. 3.4).10 The Gold Qurʾān, however, outstrips its Christian 
contemporary in consistency and harmony: the variegated 
nature of Christian writing and the particular forms that 
make up its alphabet(s) cannot match Arabic for producing a 
unified calligraphic composition. While geometric forms 
were a common feature of major decorative pages in 
Christian manuscripts, Quranic codices were suffused with a 
geometric sensibility on every folio – in ornament but also, 
and perhaps principally, in script. To a medieval scribe 
accustomed to the constant shape-shifting of letter forms in 
contemporary Christian manuscripts, this level of consistency 
and geometric rigour would indeed be astonishing.

Finally, something about the illumination of the Gold 
Qurʾān would arguably perplex the Christian beholder. The 
manuscript is, clearly, a deluxe codex, with its golden script 
recalling the most luxurious Gospel books of the time. 
However, the framing border on each page does not call 
attention to itself as the borders of luxurious Christian 
manuscripts do. It is scaled to less than the width of a line of 
text, and thus is rather unassuming within the page as a 
whole. Both the border and the foliated vignette in the left 
margin appear understated in their design, despite the use of 
gold and coloured pigments. The decoration thus falls 
somewhere between the relative simplicity of regular text 

pages in Christian manuscripts – even the most opulent ones 
– and the complexity and invention of major initial pages.

The Gold Qurʾān and other Qurʾāns from the same 
period opened with full-page illuminated frontispieces that 
would have most likely reminded our Christian viewer of the 
carpet pages of Insular Gospel books (Pls 3.5, 3.7). 
However, if the harmonious geometric design of these 
compositions would have felt familiar, the use of gold as the 
primary medium engenders a very different effect from the 
variegated pigments of Insular carpet pages, perhaps 
emphasising magnificence over complexity. Our Christian 
viewer would have looked in vain for any of the zoomorphic 
shapes that enliven most, if not all, of the Insular carpet 
pages, and would also have noted the lack of any other major 
decorative elements, save perhaps the finispiece at the end. 
Overall, the decorative programme of early Quranic 
manuscripts would likely have struck the eye of a medieval 
Christian as somewhat betwixt and between: too visually 
meagre for a deluxe codex, but much too lavish for a 
workaday book.

Now, in a similar way, let us imagine the possible reaction 
of a 9th-century Muslim scholar confronted with a 
manuscript such as the St Chad Gospels (Pls 3.4, 3.6–7). 
Contrary to his Christian counterpart, he would be 
acquainted with the book’s format, since most Qurʾāns of 
the first Islamic century shared the same vertical orientation 
(the transition to the horizontal format was only completed 
at the beginning of the 9th century). Polychrome 

Plate 3.5 Frontispiece from a Qurʾān, 9th century, ink, gold and watercolour on parchment, h. 23cm. The Sarikhani Collection, I.MS.1026. 
Image © The Sarikhani Collection
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illumination would also be a familiar concept, in terms of 
both ornate calligraphy and full-page drawn decoration and 
frontispieces, which he would easily understand as a way of 
beautifying and enhancing the codex. However, other 
features of the St Chad Gospels would undoubtedly puzzle 
him, and perhaps disturb him.

First of all, our Muslim scholar would probably feel a sense 
of unease about the presence of figural representations in a 
religious manuscript (Pls 3.6–3.7): since the beginning of 
Islam, figural art has consistently been avoided in religious 
contexts, as is well known. He would be troubled, and 
perhaps even offended, by the more superficial iconographic 
messages of the illumination (such as the cross), while the 
complex symbolism of other motifs would simply fall beyond 
his comprehension (for example, the birds and quadrupeds, 
perhaps representing pelicans or peacocks and lions 
respectively, with their Christological connotations). He 
would doubtless marvel at the bewildering variations of 
calligraphic styles in a single codex, and at the malleability of 
the different scripts and letter shapes employed by the scribe. 
This feature would perhaps make him wonder whether the 
text was not written in a number of different languages, or 

whether the manuscript did not include a series of disparate 
and unrelated texts, perhaps copied at different times. While 
the qualitative aspects of penmanship displayed in the St 
Chad Gospels would surely be acknowledged, the 
iconographic treatment and symbolic charge of different 
scripts and alphabets (Greek letters, runes, zoomorphic 
initials, etc.) would certainly be lost on him.

Also surprising to our Muslim scholar would be the 
scribe’s attempts to highlight particular passages or 
sentences in the text (such as in Pl. 3.4, for the Beatitudes) at 
the expense of the visual balance and harmony of the 
written page. Whereas in the Islamic tradition every single 
letter of the Qurʾān is equally sacred and deserves the same 
calligraphic treatment, the way in which this and other 
Gospel books were copied eloquently conveys the structure 
of the text and often also the ways in which the text was read 
and interpreted. It would be hard for him to understand why 
the first letters of verses are calligraphically elaborated, or 
why certain verses are treated differently from the 
surrounding text. Moreover, in the full-text pages of the St 
Chad Gospels, the scribe seems to have accepted the visual 
noise of a jagged right margin caused by the desire to make 

Plate 3.6 St Chad (or Lichfield) 
Gospels, p. 218, h. 31.7cm. Lichfield 
Cathedral Library, MS 01. Image © 
Chapter of Lichfield Cathedral, CC 
BY-NC-SA 4.0
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the end of each line coincide with the end of a word or, at 
least, with a syllable break. This results in written pages that, 
despite the aforementioned attempts to create visual unity, 
would still strike our Muslim beholder as untidy, 
asymmetric, perhaps even unsuited to represent the 
numinous nature of the Revelation.

If we were to draw an interim conclusion from these 
observations, we could certainly say that, despite the similar 
techniques and approaches to the illuminated Word adopted 
in these two traditions, scribal practice also diverged in 
important ways. In the case of Insular Gospel books, for 
instance, scripts and letter forms are constantly combined 
with iconographic motifs, shaped and reshaped by an 
extremely elaborate system of symbolic references acting on 
multiple interpretive levels. In the case of early Quranic 
codices, the text is treated in a much more sober way – 
certainly not in the choice of pigments and calligraphic 
forms, but in the geometric, uniform, almost hypnotic 
character of every single page, and in the rejection of textual 
hierarchies and symbolic references. While both scribes 
were thinking carefully about the text they copied and how it 
would be received by the beholder, we can provisionally 

conclude that the amanuensis of the St Chad Gospels was 
primarily thinking textually, while the calligrapher of the 
Gold Qurʾān was mainly concerned with the visual qualities 
of his work. In the following discussion, we will explore how 
the divergent aesthetic features of Gospel books and 
Quranic codices reflected important doctrinal distinctions 
between the very nature of the two revealed texts.

Casting holy writ in script and codex
In order to better understand these doctrinal differences, we 
must broaden our perspective to consider some of the 
cultural forces at work in both the British Isles and the 
Arabian Peninsula during the 7th century.

Looking first at the British Isles, we find that many early 
Gospel books, such as the St Chad Gospels, are marked by 
strongly individualised styles that often reflect their local and 
regional artistic traditions. Such an insistence on regional 
identity accords with a European political and cultural 
geography that was marked by division and fluidity in the 
early medieval period.

It is important also to remember that the codex arrived in 
the early medieval British Isles as an iconic object. We know 

Plate 3.7 St Chad (or Lichfield) 
Gospels, p. 220, h. 31.7cm. Lichfield 
Cathedral Library, MS 01. Image © 
Chapter of Lichfield Cathedral, CC 
BY-NC-SA 4.0
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that missionaries believed that the visual appeal of sacred 
books aided in their evangelisation of peoples who were 
largely illiterate.11 And the iconic Gospels also just so 
happened to land in a region where text was commonly 
employed in ways that emphasised its sense of presence. The 
two primary non-Latin writing systems, runes and ogham, 
were rarely – if ever – used in literary contexts in the British 
Isles in the early Middle Ages. Rather, they served primarily 
as epigraphic scripts, serving often to invoke ancestors or 
absent patrons. Holy writ was therefore received into a 
culture that already understood writing as something to be 
seen and felt as much as read, and this provided fertile 
ground for the elaboration of new calligraphic forms.

The development of Insular Gospel books has often been 
cast as a process of assimilation whereby the ‘foreign’ forms of 
late antique Mediterranean Christianity were shaped to 
reflect regional traditions and tastes.12 But we should be 
mindful to recognise how self-conscious these changes were. 
The Codex Amiatinus – which looks astonishingly like a late 
antique book – bears a dedicatory inscription emphasising 
that it was made at the edge of the world, and a distinct sense 
of the distance separating the British Isles from the rest of the 
known world was a common feature of early medieval 
discourses.13

Insular consciousness of being at the periphery is one of 
the driving forces shaping the scripts of this region. Insular 
Christian scribes were particularly aware of local paganism 
and of Roman authority, and they wanted to translate both 
into something that was distinctly of their place. Thus, the 
image of Matthew in the Lindisfarne Gospels famously 
derives from the same source as the image of the scribe Ezra 
in the Codex Amiatinus (see Pl. 3.9), and casts it in a 
markedly graphic style, with an inscription that transcribes 
the Greek word ‘AGIOS’ in Roman letters rendered in runic 
forms.14 These differences are the products of two distinct 
sacred agendas: the Codex Amiatinus was designed as a gift 
to the Pope, while the Lindisfarne Gospels served the 
ecclesiological needs of its Northumbrian monastic 
community.15 When we look at the decoration of an early 
medieval Gospel book, then, one of the first questions we 
must ask ourselves is how its decoration marks – or effaces – 
its particular geographic, temporal and cultural origins. 
Even though the Gospel text might have been seen as timeless 
and universal, the specific visual and material form of any 
given copy would have associated it with a particular place.

When considering the coeval Islamic world, scholars 
have often remarked on the diverse cultural history and 
scribal traditions of the regions conquered in just a few 
decades by the Umayyad armies, from the Iberian Peninsula 
in the west, to Transoxiana and the Indus Valley in the east. 
Despite this incredible geographic and cultural diversity, the 
codification of an ‘official’ (or perhaps ‘orthodox’) mode of 
treating holy writ seems to have taken place not only in a 
very short period of time – between the end of the 7th and 
the beginning of the 8th century – but also within a relatively 
limited geographic span – roughly between Arabia and 
Greater Syria, in the so-called central Islamic lands. This 
means that there is little need to bring into the discussion the 
peripheries of the caliphate (which were crucial in many 
other respects) if our aim is to investigate the aesthetics and 

doctrinal framework of early Quranic manuscripts. In the 
Islamic calligraphic tradition of the first centuries, the 
‘centre’ stretches out to reach the extreme peripheries, in an 
attempt to impose a single style and format for transcribing 
and disseminating the Qurʾān throughout the Islamic world. 
This successful quest for uniformity demonstrates the 
existence of a widespread and carefully devised doctrine 
that hinged upon the semiotic power of lavish Quranic 
codices. Incidentally, that uniformity also renders it virtually 
impossible to attribute such manuscripts to particular 
scriptoria, cities or even regions with absolute certainty.16 

This contrasts sharply with the Latin Christian world, 
where attempts to harmonise the styles of the periphery with 
those of the centre (usually Rome) can always be associated 
with distinct political and religious programmes on the part 
of makers and patrons.17 Claims of universality, somewhat 
paradoxically, were very often locally motivated.

Interestingly, the rise of Islamic calligraphy shares some 
commonalities with the Insular Christian milieu. Based on 
archaeological and epigraphic evidence, Arabic writing in 
late antique Arabia and Syria mainly served 
commemorative purposes similar to those of ogham and 
runic inscriptions in the British Isles.18 Just like those Insular 
alphabets, pre-Islamic Arabic scripts were only loosely 
codified, and were regionally varied, aesthetically modest 
and not ornamented in any way. However, while ogham and 
runes may have possessed magical connotations and a 
certain sacred quality, which would be occasionally 
transferred into Christian manuscripts and inscribed 
liturgical objects, pre-Islamic Arabic epigraphy was a purely 
utilitarian medium, the expression of ‘a vernacular 
employed by non-literate peoples and by those who, for 
whatever reason, preferred to write in other languages’,19 
especially Greek and Syriac.

It is essentially with the codification of the Qurʾān and the 
rise of Islam that inscribed tombstones, commemorative 
texts, milestones, coinage and so forth acquired a special 
geometric configuration, stylistic uniformity and iconic aura 
driven by the extensive inclusion of Quranic formulae and 
excerpts. In brief, it was to visually express the numinous 
character of the Revelation that Arabic acquired its first 
calligraphic and geometric codification, with the birth of 
Kufic script. This happened ‘at the turn of the 8th century, in 
the context of the state-building programmes of the 
[Umayyad] caliphs ʿ Abd al-Malik and al-Walīd’, when the 
new script ‘spread to different media, and was consistently 
displayed as a vehicle of the public image of the new religion 
and state’.20 However, while Alain George and other scholars 
have argued for the influence of state-sponsored epigraphy 
(such as the mosaic inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock) on 
the scripts developed by Quranic calligraphers, it seems more 
likely that this aesthetic revolution was primarily driven by 
the transformations that were occurring in the Quranic 
manuscripts of the period. In fact, if angular Kufic became 
the only accepted mode of conveying the Qurʾān in all media 
for the following three centuries, this norm was arguably first 
established in the codices, which were the Qurʾān’s primary 
mode of transmission, and not in monumental epigraphy, 
which served other purposes, and ultimately depended on the 
preparatory drawings of Quranic calligraphers.
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As opposed to the British Isles, where the arrival of 
Christian manuscripts completely revolutionised the local 
notion and perception of holy writ, the rich scribal traditions 
of late antique Arabia, Egypt, Syria and Iraq exerted a 
strong influence on the rise of Islam as a scriptural religion. 
Syriac, Greek, Aramaic and Coptic codices circulated 
among Christian communities of different denominations, 
and the early Muslims were perfectly aware of their material 
aspect and liturgical importance. Christian manuscripts in 
Middle Persian are also attested in north-west Arabia and 
Mesopotamia in the 7th century, as well as Hebrew scrolls 
from Egypt, Palestine and Babylonia, written on both 
papyrus and parchment. The model followed by the earliest 
Quranic copyists must have been that of Christian 
parchment codices, especially Greek and Syriac, and some 
Islamic sources mention Christian calligraphers hired by 
Muslims to transcribe the Qurʾān.21

The problems posed by the writing down of the Qurʾān, 
however, went far beyond the choice of scribal models. All 
Islamic traditions stress that the Qurʾān is an oral revelation: 
sacred utterances resulting from Muḥammad’s mystical 
visions, etched on the hearts of his companions, who 
memorised them and handed them down through recitation. 
But oral transmission soon proved difficult within a rapidly 
expanding empire, and the first caliphs were faced with the 
problem of how to make sure that the Qurʾān was preserved 
and transmitted correctly. They could no longer rely on 
Muḥammad’s companions, who were dying out, or their 
pupils, who had begun to break down into factions and come 
up with a number of textual variants. The Qurʾān had to be 
codified in written form as quickly as possible, a task that was 
undertaken by a group of scholars by order of the third caliph, 
ʿUthmān b. ʿ Affān, at least according to later Muslim sources.

Up until the last quarter of the 7th century, what can be 
seen in the material features of Quranic manuscripts is the 
result of sensible, utilitarian choices. From this early period, all 
that survives are around 600 sparse folios and fragments 
written in the so-called ‘Ḥijāzī style’ (from Ḥijāz, the region of 
Arabia where Mecca and Medina are located), on parchment 
leaves of vertical format, with very rare use of margins, ruling 
or decoration. As observed by François Déroche, these scripts 
are unassuming and highly individual, and do not attempt to 
convey any visual message: in short, there seems to be very 
little visual ideology in these early fragments.22 All this would 
change dramatically with the codification of Kufic scripts, 
and the introduction of geometric principles and extensive 
illumination in the imperial codices produced under ʿ Abd al-
Malik (r. 685–705) and al-Walīd (r. 705–15), some of which were 
sent to the mosques of the main cities of the caliphate – 
Damascus, Mecca, Medina, Kufa, Basra, Fustat and also 
possibly Sanaa and Kairouan – in the early 700s.23 This 
process reached its peak under the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdī 
(r. 775–85), when a new series of monumental codices was 
again sent to the main mosques of the caliphate,24 and 
continued in the 9th century, with the proliferation of multi-
volume horizontal codices, some of which were entirely 
written in gold.

These manuscripts, arguably produced in dedicated 
scriptoria and commissioned by rulers and governors to be 
endowed to important congregational mosques, were lavish 

artefacts: unwieldy, extremely voluminous and created with 
the intention of boosting their materiality as sacred objects 
at the expense of their textuality as books. Furthermore, 
they were penned in highly stylised, uneconomic, barely 
legible scripts exempted from standard orthographic rules, 
which vigorously demand to be appreciated for their 
extralinguistic, pictorial features. A number of scholars have 
persuasively argued that these manuscripts were principally 
meant as a mnemonic aid for professional reciters who had 
already memorised the text of the Qurʾān.25 However, the 
same scholars have rarely concerned themselves with the 
possible reasons why such recitational props had to be this 
large, lavish and elaborate. The economic implications of 
these aesthetic choices – the use of hundreds of parchment 
folios, gold, precious pigments and so forth – are especially 
worth considering: endowing such artefacts meant 
immobilising a considerable amount of capital into a fixed 
asset, for the exclusive benefit of a single mosque and its 
clerics (Pl. 3.8).26 Because these assets had little practical use 
and were categorically inalienable (that is, they could not be 
sold for money, even in times of dire need), the symbolic and 
ideological motives behind these endowments – and behind 
the material features of the manuscripts themselves – must 
have been particularly compelling.

When considered alongside the sustained engagement 
with the transcendent oral nature of the Revelation in the 
history of the Qurʾān, the early history of the Christian Bible 
is marked by a high degree of textuality. Although the 
teachings of Christianity must have been largely transmitted 
orally as the religion spread, the core of the faith was clearly 
understood to lie in the written accounts that recounted the 
story of Jesus and his early disciples, and it is telling that the 
early Christian community, generally with few resources 
and occasionally under official persecution, made a 
concerted effort to publish and disseminate those written 
accounts.27 Also telling is the clear preference in the New 
Testament for textual sources: epistles rather than sermons, 
histories rather than songs. Jerome’s Vulgate translation 
constantly reaffirms this textuality, especially in the 
Gospels. Mark and Luke both include short prefaces which 
clearly designate the text as a written source, and it is 
certainly not a coincidence that the Gospels as a whole 
commence with the word ‘book’ (Mt 1:1: Liber generationis Iesu 
Christi; ‘The book of the generations of Jesus Christ’), and 
conclude with a particular emphasis on the writing of books 
( Jn 21:25: quae si scribantur per singula, nec ipsum arbitror mundum 
capere posse eos, qui scribendi sunt, libros; ‘which, if they were 
written every one, the world itself, I think, would not be able 
to contain the books that should be written’).

Throughout the early Middle Ages, manuscript 
production similarly emphasised this textuality. A full 
account of that tradition is outside the scope of this essay, 
but two examples should suffice to illustrate this 
phenomenon.28 In 331, the Roman emperor Constantine 
sent a letter to Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea, in Palestine, 
directing him to ‘order fifty volumes with ornamental 
leather bindings, easily legible and convenient for portable 
use, to be copied by skilled calligraphers well trained in the 
art, copies that is of Divine Scriptures, the provision and 
use of which you well know to be necessary for reading in 
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church’.29 The term ‘divine scriptures’ might not refer 
specifically to full Bibles, since pandects were very rare at 
this time. It is possible that Constantine asked for Gospel 
books or lectionaries, which would be more appropriate ‘for 
reading in church’.

The passage above clearly reveals Constantine’s concerns 
with the books’ material and visual form, concerns that were 
both practical (legibility and convenience) and aesthetic (the 
ornamented bindings). But the fact that he put this request to 
Eusebius of Caesarea, who at this time was in Palestine, or 
perhaps Antioch, and thus a less convenient source, is telling. 
Though Eusebius is now largely remembered as the first 
historian of the Church and Constantine’s court biographer, 
at the time he was better known for his work as a textual 
critic, having produced editions of the Septuagint and the 
Gospels, which he divided into subsections that prefigured 
modern chapters and verses and would be used throughout 
the Middle Ages. These subsections were then listed as a 
series of concordances that became a fixture in the 
prefactory material for early medieval Gospel books. Such 
canon tables are an emphatically textual form designed to 
aid the kind of cross-referenced reading that is deeply 
embedded in the nature of written communication.30 So, 
even as Constantine’s request emphasises the oral 
performance of scripture, it still affirms its essential 

textuality. If the Qurʾān originated as an oral text that was 
written down at one point, the New Testament was a written 
text regularly performed orally.

Many centuries after Constantine, we can observe the 
textuality of the Christian Bible emphasised in the Codex 
Amiatinus, especially in the miniature representing Ezra 
(Pl. 3.9). Though the emphatically Roman style of the 
painting has already been noted, it is the iconography and 
the accompanying titulus that is most illuminating in this 
context. Behind the man is a large bookcase brimming with 
volumes, and another book and writing utensils are 
scattered about the floor. An inscription at the top of the 
page identifies him:

When the sacred codices were burned by the enemy horde,
Ezra, glowing with God, repaired this work.31

The text refers to the passage in IV Esdras, an extra-biblical 
text that circulated in early medieval Europe, where the 
Jewish scribe Ezra is commanded by God to gather around 
him a team of scribes to restore the scriptures that had been 
destroyed during the Babylonian captivity. Fittingly, the 
intricate headpiece and breastplate that he wears mark him 
as a Jewish high priest, at least according to contemporary 
iconography, but his garment is the habit of a Benedictine 
monk. Ezra, the ancient protector and restorer of scripture, 

Plate 3.8 Bifolio from a Qurʾān endowed to the Great Mosque of Damascus in 911, ink, gold and watercolour on parchment, h. 23cm. The 
Morgan Library and Museum, MS M.712, ff. 19v–20r. Image © The Morgan Library & Museum
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is thus likened to the monks working in the scriptorium at 
Wearmouth-Jarrow in England where the Codex Amiatinus 
was produced. Coming near the end of several centuries of 
tumult following the dissolution of the Roman empire, 
Abbot Ceolfrith and his monks seem to be setting themselves 
up as ‘latter-day Ezras’, sharing with Rome the scriptures 
that they have protected and restored. In fact, it has been 
proposed that the inscription and miniature so closely reflect 
the scholarship of Bede, then a resident of Wearmouth-
Jarrow, that he may have been directly involved in their 
creation, perhaps even wielding the pen and brush.32

As a frontispiece to the volume, the portrait of Ezra the 
scribe surrounded by books marks the Codex Amiatinus as a 
work of bibliography: the text may be that of the Bible, but 
this particular edition of it is deeply concerned with 
bookmaking. Just a few pages after the portrait of Ezra is a 
succession of diagrams showing different ways of grouping 
the books of the Bible according to Saints Augustine, Jerome 
and Epiphanius, and then a further diagram showing the 
books of Pentateuch.33 The Codex Amiatinus emphasises the 
bookly nature of Christianity in another way: it was 
apparently modelled in part on the now-lost Codex 
Grandior of the Roman scholar Cassiodorus (c. 485–c. 585), 
who commissioned the book as part of a larger Bible-
production programme for the library of the Vivarium, his 
monastery in southern Italy.34 The depiction of Ezra, in fact, 
seems likely to be based on one of Cassiodorus from the 

Codex Grandior, a suspicion supported by faint impressions 
on the page that indicate it was traced from another source.35

The text of the Gospels, and of the Christian Bible more 
broadly, was thus conceived throughout the early Middle 
Ages as a resolutely bookish form. It is not for nothing that 
the Evangelists are often pictured as scribes writing in 
bound codices, even though medieval scribes much 
preferred to work on loose, unbound sheets. The format of 
the codex was intrinsic to the origin and meaning of the 
Gospels. At the same time, every new Gospel book afforded 
an opportunity to cast the Gospels in a new and different 
form. That early medieval Christians did so with great 
regularity – even enthusiasm – indicates that they were not 
just comfortable with visual difference, but might have seen 
it as appropriate, or even necessary. As in the Islamic 
tradition, deluxe Gospel books were often commissioned 
and gifted as impressive acts of piety and munificence, but 
the tradition of seeing the form of biblical codices as highly 
mutable favoured a greater stylistic diversity, allowing 
patrons and scribes to carefully tailor a manuscript to 
address the spiritual, political and ideological needs of a 
particular moment.

Sign and presence in the Bible and the Qurʾān
Christianity and Islam emphasised the experience of holy 
writ as an encounter with the divine on the one hand, and as 
a complex message to be contemplated and interpreted on 
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the other. But the relative balance between affective and 
intellectual responses to scripture within each religion was 
significantly different. Early Islam tended to privilege the 
transcendent experience of scripture, while Christian 
doctrine emphasised close readings and complex exegesis of 
the text. The Qurʾān was largely believed to be the 
uncreated manifestation of God and His Word (kalām Allāh), 
but the teachings of prophets and evangelists in the Bible 
were understood as mortal communications that led to 
salvation through their study.36 Since the texts in the Bible 
needed to be decoded to be understood, early medieval 
Christianity was deeply invested in the concepts of ‘sign’ and 
‘symbol’.37

Conversely, it seems that early Islam was relatively less 
concerned with questions of signification in writing, and 
more tied to a notion of divine immanence. At the risk of 
oversimplifying the issue, it can be argued that the Qurʾān 
was not conceived of in hermeneutic terms by the majority of 

its recipients, but rather as pure and clear Revelation, as 
implied in the verses ‘And We have sent down on thee the 
Book that makes all clear’ (16:89) and ‘a book whose verses 
are explained in detail, a Qurʾān in Arabic for a people who 
know’ (41:3). In the only Quranic passage acknowledging the 
existence of ‘verses that are ambiguous’, these are explicitly 
presented as lying beyond human comprehension – ‘Nobody 
knows their true interpretation, save God’ – and condemned 
are those who ‘pursue what is ambiguous, seeking discord by 
pursuing its interpretation’ (3:7). As opposed to early 
Christianity, in which exegesis became a core part of the 
religious discourse, the task of extrapolating the meaning of 
difficult narrative and normative passages in the Qurʾān 
(tafsīr) was undertaken by a relatively small cohort of 
professional exegetes, mostly concerned with the 
grammatical and semantic aspects of particular words or 
expressions.38 As a result, it seems that the faithful’s 
prevailing approach to the Quranic text, especially in the 

Plate 3.9 Codex Amiatinus, early 8th 
century, fol. Vr, ink and pigment on 
parchment, h. 50cm. Florence, Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana, Ms. Amiatino 1. 
Image: by permission of the Ministero per 
i Beni e le Attività Culturali
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first centuries of Islam, would have been based less on 
interpretation and more on surrender, in accordance with 
the original meaning of the word ‘Islam’.

One can distinctly perceive a reflection of this doctrinal 
principle in the aesthetics of Kufic calligraphy. The solemn 
uniformity and strict geometric configuration of these 
scripts evoke an all-embracing feeling of numinousness 
which is deliberately disengaged from the meaning of the 
text. The purpose is never to give semiotic emphasis to 
particular letters, words or passages, but to present the Word 
of God as an indivisible and homogeneous continuum. It is 
indeed tempting to regard codices of the Qurʾān as being 
more about the experience of the revealed text than about its 
actual meaning. This may also explain why some 
iconographic experiments in Umayyad illumination, clearly 
derived from contemporary Christian practices, were soon 
abandoned by Quranic scribes: through their symbolism, 
they emphasised the sign over the presence. Although 
lacking representations of living beings, realistic depictions 
of mosques and paradisiac gardens such as those found in 
the Sanaa Umayyad codex may still have seemed 
incompatible with the doctrine of Quranic immanence, and 
were therefore replaced by entirely abstract geometric 
compositions and stylised vegetal motifs in later 
manuscripts.39 The absence of iconographic symbolism from 
the work of the Quranic calligraphers and illuminators of 
the Umayyad and early Abbasid periods seems to support 
our antithetical characterisation of the Muslim and 
Christian scriptural traditions. These artists – who must also 
have been religious scholars – do not seem to have ever been 
interested in depicting, or even alluding to, some of the 
Qurʾān’s most striking images, from the divine glass lamp 
blazing in the niche of the Verse of Light (24:35), to God’s 
throne in the Throne Verse (2:255), to the many vivid 
descriptions of heaven and hell. Similarly, they never tried to 
give material form to the symbolic interpretation of the 
letters of the Arabic alphabet advanced by some 
contemporary authors, from the Sufi exegete al-Tustarī 
(d. 896) to the Shiite al-Qummī (d. 911), to the famous 
philosopher Avicenna (980–1037).40

Unlike the Christian Bible, the Islamic Revelation did 
not derive its sacredness from it being a kaleidoscope of 
allegories and symbols,41 but rather from two other aspects 
that are absent from the Christian scriptural tradition and 
that epitomise the dual nature (oral and written) of the 
Qurʾān. The first aspect relates to the Qurʾān’s linguistic 
perfection and miraculous literary qualities, according to 
the doctrine of iʿ jāz or ‘inimitability’ of the sacred book.42 

Experiencing the Qurʾān meant (and often still means) 
marvelling at its beautiful and poignant expressions, rhythm 
and sounds, especially when chanted by a professional 
reciter; such oral performances are traditionally believed to 
induce ecstasy, weeping, fainting and even the immediate 
conversion of the listeners.43

The second aspect, developed as a consequence of the 
Qurʾān’s written codification, concerns the intrinsic 
sacredness of Quranic manuscripts as the physical 
manifestation of the divine, and as the materialisation of the 
Qurʾān’s celestial matrix, referred to in the Qurʾān itself as 
umm al-Kitāb (‘mother of the Book’, in 13:39 and 43:4) and 

lawḥ maḥfūẓ (‘guarded tablet’, in 85:22). This theological 
concept naturally resulted in Quranic codices being treated 
and revered as sacred objects, endowed with charismatic 
and talismanic qualities. From very early on, they were 
touched only by people in a state of purity, reverentially 
stored and displayed, ritually kissed, employed for 
divinatory purposes, brought in procession, paraded on the 
battlefields and so forth.44 It is therefore possible to interpret 
the rise of Quranic calligraphy and illumination as a means 
to express this second aspect, and to provide a suitable visual 
counterpart to the oral performance and acoustic 
experience of the Qurʾān.

In order to visually express the extraordinary nature of 
the Qurʾān, Umayyad and early Abbasid calligraphers 
made use of powerfully immediate and sensuous signifiers, 
whose rationale is not to be found in the erudite works of 
exegesis and philosophy of the period. This semiotic strategy 
did not just rely on the large size and solemnity of Kufic 
scripts; crucial elements were also the chromatic contrast 
between the parchment and ink, the frequent use of 
chrysography, the perfect proportions of the page layout 
based on the golden ratio, and the exceptional horizontal 
format that aimed to set the Qurʾān apart from all other 
Islamic and non-Islamic books (including those of the 
Christians and the Jews). Had these copyists continued to 
attach a specific symbolism to, say, letters of the Arabic 
alphabet, colour schemes, geometric shapes and the like, 
they would have irremediably fallen behind the other 
religions of late antiquity with their well-established 
iconographies and manuscript traditions. Instead, they 
understood the necessity to reject iconography as an 
interpretive method, changed the rules of the game and 
succeeded in creating a powerful and original paradigm for 
presenting the Qurʾān in its material form.

If the Quranic tradition is marked by an unease about 
iconography, in early medieval Gospel books we see an 
ecstatic embrace of it. Let us consider, for instance, the 
Gospels of Medard of Soissons, produced in the milieu of the 
court of Charlemagne around the year 800.45 Each Gospel 
in the manuscript is prefaced by a full-page representation of 
its respective evangelist facing a calligraphic treatment of 
the Gospel’s first words. At the beginning of Luke on 
ff. 123v–124r (Pl. 3.10a–b), we find the Evangelist busy at 
his writing desk, inspired by the Holy Spirit acting through 
his symbol, the Ox, above him, while across the gutter we 
see the beginning of Luke 1:1: Quoniam quidem multi conati sunt 
in ordinare narrationem … (‘Forasmuch as many have taken in 
hand to set forth in order a narration …’). Viewed together, 
the adduced images present not a contrast between 
alphabetic sign and iconic image, but a clear understanding 
of the reciprocity and resonance between them. Notice that 
Luke and his symbol both hold books with writing in them: 
the Ox’s codex repeats the verse on the opposite page, while 
Luke’s features a verse (6:36) from later in his Gospel. The 
image of written words on the left-hand page is mirrored by 
the presentation of writing as an image itself on the right. 
Besides the striking visuality of the large golden initials, both 
the Q and the O act as frames for representational images. 
The enthroned Christ in the Q particularly serves to 
reinforce an identification of holy writ with the eternal Word 
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itself. Formal devices further connect word and image in this 
opening: the framing of the pages is nearly identical, and the 
lines of text at the bottom on the right illusionistically 
advance into the beholder’s space just as Luke’s foot does on 
the left, implying a physical presence beyond the visual for 
both. Further underscoring the visual impact and material 
presence of writing in the book are the framing devices, 
often with illusionistic ornamental patterns, that surround 
the body text of the Gospels. Such semiotic fluidity, in which 
iconic signs evoke the verbal and words encompass images, 
can be found in many manuscripts of this time, both in the 
British Isles and on the Continent. That fluidity is only one 
of several in early medieval manuscript illumination, where 
centre and frame, figure and ground, abstract forms and 
representational images combine to create a complex and 
sometimes even unstable visual ecosystem.46 In early 
medieval Gospel books, we often see artist-scribes exploring 
ways to stretch and mutate visual forms so that signs 
multiply across the page.

In fact, one of the dominant concerns of many Gospel 
books is their own nature as a book and as a bearer of signs. 
This is particularly true in the Book of Kells, which was 
made in either Scotland or Ireland in the early 9th century.47 
Books appear with unusual frequency throughout the Book 
of Kells, appearing in places where we might expect them, 
such as in the hands of the Evangelists and Christ, and in 
places unexpected but logical, as with the two figures – 
possibly deacons – holding books on the initial page to 
Matthew, thus calling attention to the word Liber which 

begins the Gospels.48 The breves causae for Matthew (f. 8r), a 
short summary of the events in the Gospel, features a figure 
sitting amid the words with a book on his knee and another 
beside him, seeming to illustrate the reading of the Gospel 
text that the beholder is about to undertake. While figures 
carrying books are a stock image in early medieval art, they 
are far more widespread in the Book of Kells than in any of 
its contemporaries. Particularly notable are the several 
images of angels carrying books. While angels are often 
depicted holding crosses, christograms (chi-rho symbols), 
cloths of honour and especially the edges of nimbuses, they 
are rarely shown in early medieval art carrying books.49 As 
messengers, the most common means by which angels 
communicate is orally: they tell and show, but seldom deliver 
written missives in the form of books.

It is hard to say with certainty what underlies this unusual 
iconography. The primary association between angels and 
books at this time seems to be with the liber vitae that records 
a soul’s virtues and sins.50 This is unlikely the case in the 
Book of Kells, however, since judgement does not seem to be 
a major theme of the decoration as a whole.51 Most likely, the 
book-bearing angels serve to emphasise the nature of the 
Gospels as a divinely given text. An emphasis on divine 
transmission would be consistent with the iconographic 
emphasis on the symbols of the Evangelists, particularly the 
winged man of Matthew, who appear carrying books 
throughout the manuscript.52 In addition, the book-bearing 
angels in the Book of Kells might also serve as sacramental 
signs. Carol Farr notes that the three angels bearing flabella 

Plate 3.10 Gospels of Medard of Soissons, before 814, ff. 123v–124r, gold, pigment and ink on parchment, h. 36.5cm. Bibliothèque nationale 
de France, Département des Manuscrits, Latin 8850. Image © BnF, reprinted with permission of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France
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(liturgical fans) and the fourth holding an aspergillum (a kind 
of liturgical sprinkler) mark off the Virgin and Child on 
folio 8r as occupying a ritual space, with the Virgin perhaps 
even representing a metaphorical altar for the body of 
Christ.53 As a whole, there is a clear programme in the Book 
fostering resonances with the liturgical understanding of the 
Gospel text.54 Images throughout the manuscript of angels 
carrying books, then, would serve to emphasise the 
sacramental nature of this particular manuscript, evoking at 
the same time the idea of the text as divinely given.

The more one notices the many codices in the Book of 
Kells, the more one observes oblong, upright rectangles as a 
general form appearing throughout the book. Consider the 
initial page for the Gospel of Luke (f. 188r), where the centre 
of the Q can also be read as a representation of a book. The 
diamond, or lozenge, at the centre of the Luke figure recalls 
a common motif found on the covers of books in the Book of 
Kells, as held by the Evangelist John – and this appears in 
other manuscripts, such as the earlier Codex Amiatinus. A 
book-shaped design also appears as a minor motif on the 
initial page for the Gospel of Mark (Pl. 3.11). The 
rectangular panel at the upper right, immediately below the 
man grappling with the beast, contains the T and I of the 
word Initium (Pl. 3.12), with the upright T in black with 
yellow interlace, and the yellow I crossing it horizontally. 
The cruciform structure of the composition, in conjunction 
with the adduced beasts on either side of the stem of the T, 
might serve to recall contemporary treasure bindings such 
as the lower cover of the Lindau Gospels, which was 
probably made in Austria in the late 8th century.55

Here we come to a point familiar to scholars of the Book 
of Kells: motifs, once noticed, seem to proliferate 
worrisomely. Suddenly, upright rectangles pop up in new 
places in the manuscript, such as on folio 183r, where we 
find them included in a passage of display lettering, and 
next to the seated figure on folio 8r. The motif also appears 
in the form of several letter Ds that appear throughout the 
manuscript (Pl. 3.13). These Ds depart from the more 
common form of the Insular half-uncial D with a rounded 
bowl and upright or fallen ascender. Interestingly, six of the 
eight times that the rectangular D is used as an initial occur 
in conjugations of the word dico – to say, talk or declare.56 
Heather Pulliam has demonstrated that the minor initials 
in the Book of Kells often hold broad affinities with certain 
themes: for example, many of the passages in which Christ 
confronts the Pharisees are marked off by letters formed by 
human figures whose legs and tongues are tangled 
together.57 Perhaps these book-shaped Ds serve to remind 
the beholder of the lineage of the text, from the mouth of 
Jesus to the book before them, thus securing the chain of 
signs that connects them with the divine. Seen this way, the 
two exceptions are telling: one is on folio 8r, directly 
adjacent to the figure sitting with books that we just 
observed; the other, on folio 101v, occurs in the word ideo in 
a passage where Jesus promises to send people who will also 
speak the word of God: prophets, wise men and scribes (Mt 
23:34).

The book-shaped T-I on the Mark page can be read as 
confirming the presence of programmatic concerns for the 
mediated and material nature of the holy text.58 The 
puzzling, quasi-monogrammatic nature of the design itself 
– not to mention the page as a whole – served to call 
attention to the nature of the biblical text as a complex 

Plate 3.12 Book of Kells, c. 800, f. 130r, detail, ink and pigment on 
parchment, h. 33cm. Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS 58. Image: 
courtesy of the Board of Trinity College, Dublin

Plate 3.11 Book of Kells, c. 800, f. 130r, ink and pigment on parch-
ment, h. 33cm. Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS 58. Image: 
courtesy of the Board of Trinity College, Dublin
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system of signs.59 But the T-I figure is particularly thick with 
significance, for it can be seen not only as a book but also as a 
cross, and within the divine semiotic of Christianity, the 
cross held a special place as a sign which was at once unique 
and paradigmatic.60 In the most general sense, every cross 
stood as a representation – or at least an evocation – of the 
cross upon which Christ was crucified. But at very early 
stages in Christian visual culture, the cross also came to be 
used and understood as a linguistic sign. The staurogram 
(tau-rho symbol), for example, serves alongside the 
christogram as an aniconic representation of Christ in early 
and medieval Christian visual culture.61

The cross became a form where word and image swelled 
into each other as concomitant representations of the divine. 
But the cross is clearly also more than a sign for medieval 
Christians: it is sometimes described as the fundamental 
structure of the cosmos, and it is constantly used as a gesture 
of blessing and protection. That is to say that the cross – like 
the codex – was understood not solely as a sign that pointed 
in the direction of past people and events, but also as an 
immediately present form with agency and sacred power. 
The T-I figure on the Mark initial, in its form, makes 
particular reference to the cross as a specific material object. 
The crossing of the T, in forming a second, upper bar for the 
cross, evokes the True Cross, which had been excavated by 
the empress Helena, Constantine’s mother, and was 
displayed with gold and jewelled revetments in Jerusalem.62 
The True Cross as a simplified form with a shorter bar 
added at the top was familiar in the early Middle Ages, 
especially on Byzantine coinage.

Thus, the T-I evokes immaterial sign and material object 
in many ways: it is letters, it is a jewelled book binding, it is a 
cross and it is the True Cross. Interestingly, the form of the 
True Cross is itself also concerned with the nature of the 
written sign. The shorter second bar specifically represents 
the titulus crucis, the wooden panel appended to the cross 
under Pilate’s orders which identifies Christ as ‘Jesus of 
Nazareth, King of the Jews’ in Latin, Greek and Hebrew. 
Early medieval theologians such as Isidore of Seville saw in 
the titulus crucis a divine recognition of the translation of 
sacred truth across languages, which is to say that it 
highlights the arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign.63 It is 
also an instance of the disjunction of literal meaning and 
contextual sense. To Pilate, the sign was a mocking 
declaration highlighting the crime of sedition for which 
Christ was punished, but medieval commentators read the 

sign as ironically confirming and proclaiming the truth that 
Christ’s persecutors failed to acknowledge.64

The simple combination of the T-I, then, can be read as a 
dense set of allusions not only to events described in the 
Gospels, but to the very existence of the Gospels themselves, 
both as a text and as a codex, and further as a reminder of 
the Christian practice of spiritual interpretation. Moreover, 
it appears within a textual passage that is itself self-
referential through its proclamation of the beginning of the 
Gospel (initium evangelii ihu xri), with special attention drawn 
visually to Christ’s identity with the Gospel through the 
framing of the XRI at the bottom. Writing, book, artefact 
and divine being are collapsed together, even as the 
difficulty of parsing them emphasises the impossible 
distance of God.

The origin and nature of the muṣḥaf: contemplating the 
writ in early Islam
The aniconic and anti-iconographic nature of Islamic 
calligraphy makes it impossible to approach early Quranic 
codices from the same perspective and through the same 
methodologies developed by specialists of medieval 
Christian manuscripts. This can create problems for 
modern scholars of Islamic art, a discipline that has largely 
developed along the same lines of enquiry as European art 
history. Bedrock art-historical concepts such as iconography, 
symbolism, artistic intent and the use of stylistic analysis for 
localisation are all nearly useless when considering early 
Qurʾāns. However, this does not mean that art historians 
cannot contribute fruitfully to the debate surrounding the 
early history of the Qurʾān, or that the material evidence in 
our possession does not pose a number of important 
aesthetic questions. In fact, Islam managed to rapidly 
establish around the sacred book a complex doctrine that 
also involved the codification of its material and visual 
aspects, successfully propagated throughout the empire over 
the course of three generations, in contrast with the 
prolonged development and heterogeneity of the Christian 
scriptural tradition.

As we have seen, the pivotal moment for the canonisation 
of the Qurʾān in its written form was the second half of the 
7th century, a period that stretched between the collation 
and recension ordered by the third caliph, ʿ Uthmān b. 
ʿAffān, and the orthographic reform undertaken by the 
governor of Iraq al-Ḥajjāj (d. 714) in the years 703–5, under 
the aegis of the Umayyad caliph ʿ Abd al-Malik.65 This 

Plate 3.13 Book of Kells, c. 800, details of (l. to r.), ff. 8r, 50v and 114v, ink and pigment on parchment, h. 33cm. Dublin, Trinity College Library, 
MS 58. Image: courtesy of the Board of Trinity College, Dublin
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period witnessed the development of an entirely new concept 
that stood in contradistinction to the oral connotation of the 
word ‘Qurʾān’ (literally meaning ‘recitation’) and to the 
abstract notion of kitāb (a generic term meaning ‘book’ or 
‘scripture’, which is how the Qurʾān mainly refers to itself ). 
This concept was signified by an appositely coined Arabic 
word: muṣḥaf (plural: maṣāḥif ), a neologism that is not found 
in the Qurʾān, literally meaning ‘a collection of bound 
leaves/pages’, which from its earliest appearance acquired 
the almost exclusive meaning of ‘Quranic codex’.66 What is 
particularly interesting for our argument, is that the muṣḥaf  
became – in the literature as well as in practice – almost like 
an ‘alter ego’ of the Qurʾān itself, to the point that both 
terms began to attract pious epithets in common usage, still 
very much alive today: al-Qur āʾn al-karīm (‘the noble 
Qurʾān’), and al-muṣḥaf  al-sharīf (‘the honoured muṣḥaf ’). 
This phenomenon is indicative of the dualism intrinsic to the 
sacred book of Islam: while the term Qurʾān signifies the 
oral, intangible text uttered by Quranic reciters and the 
faithful during their prayer, the word muṣḥaf describes its 
physical manifestation, equally sacred, but for different 
doctrinal reasons.

The intrinsic contradiction between oral and written – 
and between textual and iconic – is palpable in the 
monumental Quranic manuscripts of the late Umayyad and 
early Abbasid period, which were penned by specialised 
calligraphers according to aesthetic canons that emphasised 
the abstract and pictorial qualities of the text. This 
aestheticisation came at the expense of its legibility, but the 
text in those manuscripts was, somewhat surprisingly, 
accurately vocalised using a complex system of polychrome 
dots (the so-called system of Abū al-Aswad al-Du aʾlī) aimed 
at facilitating the recitation, which often also contemplated 
alternative readings.67 This clearly indicates that these 
codices functioned as much more than simple books: they 
were repositories of the Revelation, meant to be handled and 
used by a select few from among the religious authorities, 
namely those who could decipher this notation system. The 
act of deciphering the muṣḥaf, however, did not require the 
interpretation of signs and symbols as in the Christian 
manuscript tradition. Instead, the aim was to breathe life 
into the shell of the Qurʾān’s written text, its hallowed 
consonantal skeleton (rasm), thus transforming it into sound, 
and bringing it back to its original oral state. According to 
the early jurist and traditionist Mālik b. Anas (711–94), the 
institution of this doctrinal principle and ritual practice 
dates from the years of al-Ḥajjāj: ‘The recitation of the 
Qurʾān from the muṣḥaf in the mosque was not performed by 
the early Muslims. The first to introduce it was al-Ḥajjāj b. 
Yūsuf.’68

Without the performance of a Quranic reciter, the 
written text of these early Qurʾāns would have remained 
dormant, frozen in its relic-like state, with the Kufic 
calligraphy conveying in the most eloquent way this sense of 
arcane fixity. It is indeed tempting to interpret the aesthetic 
qualities of Umayyad and ancient Abbasid scripts – in 
particular, their geometric and proportional principles, the 
scriptio continua (lack of separation between words) and the 
frequent breaking of words between lines – as a way to 
signify and enhance the non-verbal aspects of the Qurʾān, 

and involve the beholder in an act of spiritual contemplation 
of the Revelation in its pictorial form. More than 40 years 
ago, Martin Lings wrote that:

one of the great purposes of Qurʾān calligraphy is to provide a 
visual sacrament. It is a widespread practice in Islam to gaze 
intently at Quranic inscriptions so as to extract a blessing from 
them, or in other words so that through the windows of sight 
the soul may be penetrated by the Divine radiance of the ‘signs 
of God’, as the verses are called.69

Statements such as this have been generally criticised as 
reflecting later sensibilities, popular devotion and non-
mainstream practices, especially those established in Sufi 
circles from the 12th century onwards.70 According to the 
vast majority of scholars, it would be anachronistic to 
imagine that this contemplative approach already existed 
under the Umayyads and early Abbasids. The visual clues 
provided by the manuscripts themselves have been largely 
ignored, and the only accepted discourses around the 
history of the Qurʾān continue to be based exclusively on its 
textual nature, linguistic functions and oral performances.71

However, a small but extremely interesting body of 
prophetic traditions demonstrates that the notion of 
contemplating the Qurʾān can be traced back to the first 
centuries of Islam, that it was relatively widespread among 
the Muslim community and that it became directly 
associated with sayings of Muḥammad himself. For 
instance, the famous traditionist and historian Abū al-
Shaykh al-Iṣbahānī (887–979) included in his ʿAẓama the 
following ḥadīth:

It has been related to us by Aḥmad b. ʿ Umar, on the authority 
of ʿ Abd Allāh b. Muḥammad b. ʿ Ubayd …, on the authority of 
Abū Saʿ īd al-Khudrī – may God be pleased with him – that the 
Messenger of God – peace be upon Him – said: ‘Give your eyes 
their share of worship.’ They asked: ‘O Messenger of God, what 
is their share of worship?’ He replied: ‘Looking in the muṣḥaf, 
contemplating it and recognising its marvellous nature.’72

The choice of verbal nouns (al-naẓar: ‘gazing’; al-tafakkur: 
‘concentrating’; al-iʿtibār: ‘pondering’) makes it extremely 
clear that, as far as this ḥadīth is concerned, the act of reading 
or reciting the Qurʾān is not under discussion. What the 
faithful are encouraged to do instead is to behold the muṣḥaf 
and reverentially meditate on its portentous nature, a task 
that was arguably facilitated by the mesmerising and awe-
inspiring quality of Kufic calligraphy (Pl. 3.14).

In another ḥadīth attributed to Muḥammad, the act of 
gazing intently at a Quranic manuscript (al-naẓar f ī al-
muṣḥaf ) is presented as an act of worship in itself, 
conceptually distinct from the practice of Quranic recitation 
(tilāwa, qirā aʾ):

It has been related to us by al-Ḥarīrī, on the authority of al-
ʿUsharī, on the authority of al-Dāraquṭnī …, on the authority 
of Abū Hurayra, that the Messenger of God – peace be upon 
Him – said: ‘[There are] five [forms] of worship: eating small 
quantities of food is [an act of ] worship; sitting in the mosques is 
[an act of ] worship; looking in the direction of the Kaʿ ba is [an 
act of ] worship; looking in the muṣḥaf without reciting [the 
Qurʾān] is [an act of ] worship; looking at the face of a learned 
man is [an act of ] worship.’73

According to a long-established and widely accepted 
exegetic tradition, the visuality of the Qurʾān – that is, what 
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is perceived by the eyes – is as significant as its textuality, 
which the faithful experience through the ears. The muṣḥaf 
makes it possible for these two aspects to converge and 
manifest themselves at the same time, as explained by 
several medieval theologians, including al-Nawawī (1234–
77), on the authority of earlier scholars and the consensus of 
the salaf (the companions of the Prophet and their immediate 
successors):

Recitation from the muṣḥaf is better than recitation by heart, 
because looking in the muṣḥaf is a required [form of ] worship: 
the act of reciting is thus combined with the act of gazing. Thus 
spoke Ḥusayn the judge from among our contemporaries, as 
well as Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī and all of our forefathers.74

The spiritual merits that the muṣḥaf can earn the faithful 
through its material and visual qualities had already been 
remarked by early traditionists such as al-Ṭabaranī (873–
971), in their commentary on the prophetic ḥadīth: 
‘Recitation without the muṣḥaf is worth a thousand, but 
recitation from the muṣḥaf is worth many times more.’75 To 
make the sacredness and miraculous beauty of the Qurʾān 
manifest to the eye, the Islamic tradition seems to have 
encouraged the use of calligraphy from the very beginning, 
and a careful scrutiny of the ḥadīth literature could 
contribute considerably to our understanding of Umayyad 
and ancient Abbasid scripts and their aesthetics. For 
instance, the Muṣannaf of Ibn Abī Shayba (776–849) 
transmits the following saying attributed to ʿ Alī b. Abī Ṭālib, 
the son-in-law of the Prophet and fourth caliph:

It has been related to us by ʿ Abd al-Malik b. Shaddād al-Azdī, 
on the authority of ʿ Ubayd Allāh b. Sulaymān al-ʿ Abdī, that 

Abū Ḥukayma al-ʿ Abdī said: ‘I was copying Quranic 
manuscripts in Kufa, and ʿ Alī passed while I was at work, and 
he told me: “Make your reed pen splendid!” So I sharpened its 
nib, and then I wrote, and he said: “Just like that! Make 
luminous what God has made luminous!”’76

Other sayings and anecdotes included in Ibn Abī 
Shayba’s Muṣannaf stipulate that the muṣḥaf should always be 
copied in a large format and majestic script, and that the 
word muṣḥaf itself should never be used in its diminutive 
form (muṣayḥif ).77 These passages seems to confirm the 
hypothesis formulated by François Déroche that the notion 
itself of ‘Quranic calligraphy’ may have originated as an 
ideological move: the production and diffusion of 
monumental codices penned according to precise aesthetic 
norms would have posed a direct visual challenge to the 
splendour of Christian and Jewish manuscripts.78 Similarly, 
the treatise on the merits of the Qurʾān by Ibn Sallām (770–
838) condemns the practice of ‘transcribing the Qurʾān 
hastily (mashqan)’,79 and transmits the following ḥadīth 
associated with the second caliph ʿ Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb:

It has been related to us by ʿ Abd al-Ghafār b. Dāwūd al-
Ḥarrānī, on the authority of Ibn Lahīʿa, on the authority of 
Abū al-Aswad, that ʿ Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb found a muṣḥaf that a 
man had written with a small reed pen, and asked him ‘What is 
this?’ The man replied: ‘This is the whole of the Qurʾān.’ 
ʿUmar disapproved of that and beat him. Then he said: ‘Make 
the Book of God large!’ [Abū al-Aswad] also reports that 
ʿUmar would rejoice when he saw a muṣḥaf of large format.80

Evident from these early sources is what Zadeh calls the 
‘emergent sanctification of the physical codex’ of the 

Plate 3.14 Folio from a Qurʾān, mid-9th century, ink, gold and watercolour on parchment, h. 21.5cm. The British Library, MS Or.1397, f. 17v. 
Image © The British Library
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Qurʾān: the traditionists’ insistence that the aspect of the 
muṣḥaf, its size and its script should be enhanced can indeed 
be interpreted as a strategy to engage the faithful in acts of 
contemplative worship.81 It is therefore likely that other 
aesthetic choices condemned by the same sources as an 
intrusion of worldly luxury in the religious sphere – from the 
use of chrysography to polychrome illumination and 
decorated bindings – were also motivated by doctrinal 
discourses and concerns about the necessity to express in 
material form the exceptionality of the Qurʾān. A thorough 
investigation into these discourses and concerns would 
perhaps allow specialists in early Quranic manuscripts to 
better explain the palaeographic and codicological features 
of the material they study.

‘Writing anxiety’ in early Islam and Christianity: theory 
versus practice
The Muslim and Christian traditions undoubtedly share a 
rich history of thinking about the nature of holy texts as 
written forms but, as we have seen, the terms of this thinking 
were very different in their emphasis. Medieval Latin 
Christendom, while certainly eager to produce books that 
were materially and visually impressive, remained firmly 
anchored to a textual framework of scriptural interpretation, 
and invested considerable energy in thinking about the 
semiotic value of images, ornament and scripts. This was in 
marked contrast to the discourses around the visuality of the 
muṣḥaf, which developed independently from, and often in 
contrast with, the textuality of the Qurʾān. What the two 
vibrant calligraphic traditions share, however, is a central 
irony: they both flourished in spite of a widespread anxiety 
about the nature of the written sign, and about the potential 
risks inherent in its aestheticisation, particularly evident in 
the Latin and Arabic sources of the late antique and early 
medieval period. This anxiety over writing, we believe, 
constituted an important factor in the development of an 
‘iconology of the Word’ in both traditions.

In Christendom, the brilliantly ornamented and 
calligraphed manuscripts of the early medieval period ran in 
direct contradiction to the pronouncements of theological 
authorities with respect to writing. Jerome disdained the use 
of luxury parchment and fancy ornamentation in Bibles; 
Gregory the Great declared it foolish to wonder at the hand 
of a scribe without attending to the meaning of the words he 
wrote; Augustine, Bede and many others similarly dismissed 
the visual nature of writing as inconsequential.82 All that 
mattered to these theologians was the meaning to be found 
through the study of the holy text. Script reforms, such as the 
development of Caroline minuscule, along with the revival 
of square capitals among Carolingian scribes, seem to have 
been aimed, at least in part, at resolving this contradiction 
between theory and practice by reducing the visual 
distractions of script.83 One could even argue that the entire 
history of Christian palaeography can be represented as a 
series of swings back and forth between scripts that are 
‘invisible’ (or ‘transparent’) and scripts that approach 
illegibility. Meanwhile, some Church leaders attempted to 
rationalise the utility of ornate writing, as when Boniface, an 
Anglo-Saxon missionary active in Germany in the 8th 

century, requested books with gold lettering to appeal to the 

‘carnal tastes’ of his recent converts, although he was careful 
to emphasise that it was the meaning of the words that was 
most important to him.84

In early Islam one finds a very similar situation, with 
countless religious scholars ranting against the use of gold, 
colours and calligraphic scripts for writing down the 
Revelation.85 It seems that these features were frowned upon 
for three main reasons: they were perceived as impiously 
earthly and immorally ostentatious; they were dismissed as 
imitating the custom of the infidels; and they were 
considered a distraction to readers and thus a hindrance to 
prayer. Mālik b. Anas, for instance, disapproved of the 
practice of decorating the pages of the muṣḥaf with patterns 
(khawātim) or illumination in gold (tadhhīb) because that 
would disturb the reader’s reflection (tadabbur).86 Several 
traditions ascribed to the companions of the Prophet insist 
on the prohibition of writing the Qurʾān in gold, 
embellishing it or marking the beginning of suras with 
decorated headings.87 Moreover, Muḥammad himself is 
reported to have said: ‘If you decorate your mosques and 
embellish your Quranic manuscripts, ruin will be upon 
you.’88 And yet, as we have seen, many early Quranic codices 
are extremely lavish, boastful and ideologically charged 
artefacts, almost defiant in their disobedience to the 
principles of austerity preached by the more conservative 
jurists and traditionists.

In the Muslim context, the anxiety about writing down 
the Word of God has an additional dimension, namely the 
preference expressed in doctrinal discourses for the 
experience of the oral revelation over its written form. Even 
today, reading from a copy of the Qurʾān is not normally 
permitted when performing the canonical prayer. Such 
discourses seem to have developed in direct contrast with 
those traditions praising the intrinsic merits of the muṣḥaf 
and, since they have become somewhat prevalent in the 
modern period, they are much more familiar to both 
practising Muslims and scholars of Islam.89 Even so, unease 
about the theological status of the written Qurʾān can be 
traced back to the 8th century, which may partly explain 
why Umayyad and early Abbasid mosque codices were 
made as inaccessible as possible, both physically and 
symbolically: written in arcane scripts, closed up in cases 
and cabinets, stored away and exhibited only on special 
occasions as miraculous signifiers of God’s presence among 
the faithful, as well as tokens of the piety and patronage of 
the ruling elites. Unlike the Latin script reforms in coeval 
Europe, the rise of Islamic calligraphy and the development 
of Kufic resulted in Quranic scripts becoming more and 
more removed from the utilitarian writing styles employed 
in other contexts. This anxiety seems to have been overcome 
only in the 11th century, with the appearance of Quranic 
codices written in cursive scripts derived from standard 
bookhands, and vocalised in the same way as all other 
‘normal’ books, according to the system of al-Khalīl b. 
Aḥmad al-Farāhīdī.90

The deep investment in the early Christian idea of the 
‘sign’ might have offered a way to reconcile the apparent 
anxiety about fancy writing and the obvious desire for it 
among medieval Christians. Signs were identified as a 
necessary impediment between the self and God that 
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mediated the capacity for mortals to glimpse the ineffable 
nature of the divine. The relative comfort that Christians 
had with translation – which is particularly striking when 
considered next to the rather strong aversion to it in Islam 
and Judaism – is rooted in a conception of language as a 
human construct. Even if both translation and writing were 
understood as introducing another layer of difficulty in 
parsing the meanings of signs, they were still acceptable 
because they served as effective, if ultimately flawed, means 
of approaching the divine. This is why we often see, as we 
did above in the Book of Kells, Christian scribes playing 
with semiosis as a phenomenon, stretching and twisting their 
letters into different shapes and representational forms. In 
the Christian tradition, early medieval calligraphy was 
complex precisely to make the point that scripture needed to 
be carefully read and interpreted as part of the same act, and 
that reading meant interpreting. It is even possible to 
speculate that, in some contexts, clarity in a script might 
have been seen as improperly implying that the text was 
equally easy to understand. Perhaps this would partly 
explain the habitual abandonment of the regular attempts at 
script reform throughout the Middle Ages.

In the Islamic tradition, it was the necessity to visually 
convey the notion of divine immanence that made the 
muṣḥaf, and all the other modes of displaying Quranic texts, 
a non-negotiable component of doctrine, culture and 
statecraft from the time of ʿ Abd al-Malik onwards. The 
materiality of the muṣḥaf served symbolic purposes and 
induced affective reactions that were simply beyond the 
reach of oral recitation, for all its spiritual power and moving 
beauty. Compared to medieval Christianity, it is perhaps 
more difficult to see in classical Islam a reconciliation 
between theories of scriptural austerity and the practice of 
illuminating the sacred book, since the most intransigent 
religious scholars would not only oppose luxury and 
decoration in religious art but also question the very idea of 
giving the Qurʾān a material form. Nevertheless, with the 
exception of a very few episodes in Islamic history, the 
veneration for the muṣḥaf as the supreme signifier of God’s 
presence has always prevailed.

Conclusion
If we had inherited no physical artefacts from the early 
Middle Ages and could work only with written sources 
divorced from their manuscript contexts, we would never 
guess that Christianity or Islam could give rise to artistic 
traditions as rich and complex as they are. This is 
particularly true of the two traditions of holy writ, in which 
the aestheticisation of scripture enriched the faithful’s 
understanding of their own religious belief, albeit in 
completely different ways. It would be madness to try to make 
the available visual and material evidence fit the textual 
testimony, which generally understates the importance of 
religious material culture. The codicological evidence points 
to an appreciation for visual and material elaboration of the 
transcendent realities expressed in holy writ, and art 
historians are well equipped to articulate how that evidence 
helps to understand these religions more deeply.

Visual analyses of religious artefacts, however, are 
meaningless when they do not take into consideration the 

historical development of the doctrinal discourses that 
informed the aesthetics of such artefacts. In the course of the 
conversations that shaped this essay, we increasingly came to 
feel that, when submitted to close scrutiny, the many 
apparent parallels between deluxe Qurʾāns and Gospel 
books are somewhat illusory, especially when viewed in light 
of the discrepancies between Christian and Muslim belief 
and practices. What a muṣḥaf was to an early Muslim and 
what a Gospel book was to an early medieval Christian were 
markedly different things. Our original charge for the 
Imagining the Divine conference was to address the issue of 
‘word as image’, and to explore the iconic nature of holy 
writ. However, while such terms – ‘image’, ‘iconic’ – are 
perfectly useful when thinking about Christian books, they 
introduce a paradigmatic bias to our appreciation of Islamic 
calligraphy, and of Islamic art in general. This problem will 
subsist for so long as the art-historical study of Quranic 
manuscripts continues to draw on categories and 
methodologies borrowed from Christian manuscript studies. 
While it is likely that a desire to distinguish Islam from other 
religions of late antiquity prompted a pointed rejection of 
iconography in religious art, we feel that it is far too limiting 
to think of Islamic calligraphy as the surrogate of, or even as 
an alternative to, Christian images. Rather, the arts of the 
muṣḥaf need to be understood in their own right as an 
attempt to convey the unique and even contradictory 
qualities of the Qurʾān, in much the same way that the 
decoration of Gospel books responded to the particular 
conceptions of the Bible developed in medieval 
Christendom. What these traditions ultimately share, then, 
is not so much a visual language as a common problem: the 
impossibility of condensing divine understanding in 
material form.
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