MAGIC, THE MANDYLION AND THE LETTER OF ABGAR
On a Greco-Arabic Amulet Roll in Chicago and New York*

Glenn Peers

Anyone who had the good fortune to visit the exhibi-
tion Byzantium: Faith and Power, at the Metropolitan
Museum in New York City in 2004, and saw the instal-
lation of the art of Christian communities in the East
will have seen a true oddity: an amulet roll, now divid-
ed between the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York
(M 499) and the Regenstein Library of the University of
Chicago (cod. 125) (fig. 1)%. Its striking features were
plain from that New York installation, as the Chicago
piece was framed and hanging on a wall, and the Mor-
gan piece was in a neighboring vitrine with new wood-
en handles. Beyond that striking presentation, the roll’s
own qualities are remarkable, too: when the two sec-
tions are added together, the roll reaches a length of 5.1
m (which is not complete, as loss is evident at both
ends) and a width of around 9 cm. The texts are ori-
ented on the vertical axis of the roll, and they point to
purposes for which the roll was intended: on the ob-
verse, texts in Greek include, in order from top to bot-
tom and starting with the Chicago piece, the initial pas-
sages from the Gospels of Mark (1,1-8), Luke (1,1-7)
and John (1,1-17), with Matthew (4,9-13) following,
then the Nicene Creed, Psaln 68, and on the Morgan
fragment, Psalms 35 and 91, the Epistle of Abgar Leg-
end, and short, poetic invocations to nine saints. Begin-
ning with a cross at the head of the roll as it survives,
the reverse of the roll contains a series of prayers, sup-
plications and spells in Arabic, which were written for
a Christian, Suleyman ibn S_r_h, by what appear to be
several hands, in the year of Alexander 1694, or 1383 of
the Common Era (fig. 2). The roll also possesses 28 il-
lustrations, if one counts the cross on the reverse. And
excluding that final example, the illustrations are of a
high quality in terms of style, and they survive in re-
markably good condition, given the format.

This constellation of features indicates the extraordi-
nary quality of the object: a bilingual scroll of striking
dimensions, very fine illustrations, and a date for own-
ership that places it outside of the Byzantine empire but
within its cultural orbit. Indeed, it is a unique survival,
as I do not know of another roll with Greek from the
Middle Ages that is not liturgical, diplomatic or legal in
character?.

Anticipating a full-length monograph that I am prepar-
ing with my colleague Barbara Roggema, this article will
deal with three, related issues that the roll raises. The
first is the material support itself, the roll; this format
was not uncommon, but also not so common that its
potency was obscured. Second, the combination of the
roll with the Abgar Legend brings to the fore questions
of magic and devotion, and the purposes of the roll will

be examined: protective, devotional and confessional.
Because of what I believe are sound reasons for assign-
ing the roll to Egypt or Palestine, specifically the
Monastery of St. Catherine at Sinai, the roll must also
be placed in a context where Islam was dominant, and
I will argue, finally, that the roll should be seen within
a long-term debate between Christians and Muslims
over the value of figural art in devotion.

The Abgar cycle is at the heart of the roll, for how it de-
fines the purposes and meanings of the roll, and also for
how it defines Christian ideas concerning represen-
tation. The legend of king Abgar of Edessa and of his
amazing correspondence with Christ was famous
throughout medieval Christendom and beyond; ver-
sions exist in many languages, and the legend is a core
element of Christian apokrypha®. Here, the text de-
scribing the writing of the letters, the promises made by
Christ in his letter, and the miraculous creation of
Christ’s image are by far the longest on the roll, and
they fall in the middle of the length of the roll; for that
reason, the images, which comprise a cycle of fourteen
units, are the best preserved, as the inside of the roll
suffered least in the process of rolling and unrolling.
The text here is based on the early eleventh-century
Epistula Abgari, which begins with an exchange of let-
ters. Abgar, the king of Edessa, learned of the activities
and persecutions of Christ in Jerusalem, and he sent a
letter asking Christ to join him in his kingdom of
Edessa (fig. 3). Abgar was not simply altruistic, as he
was suffering from an illness, and Abgar wrote in praise
of the power of Christ to heal. Abgar sent his messen-
ger, unnamed in this text, to deliver the message. Christ
sent back a letter expressing his regrets to Abgar and
also his eternal protection of the city; his blessing ex-
tended to anyone and over his or her home, for one is
thrice blessed, he said, if one believes but does not see.
Furthermore, he promised that he would send an apos-
tle, Thaddaeus, and he included the seven characters
comprising his seal, with an explanation of its meaning
to guarantee the efficacy of those signs (fig. 4). Anyone
carrying these signs, who puts them on his house or
possessions, would be protected from all danger and
suffering, Christ promised. The signs are in the middle
of the cycle, and they are a separate illustrative unit.
They form a kind of acronym: Christ stated that he is
not man merely or apparently but truly, the psz standing
for psilos; the chi states that Christ stands over the
cherubim; the epsilon that Christ, the ego, is God, that
is above all and except for him no other God exists; the
upsilon represents his status as highest king, the upszlos

basileus and God of Gods; the 7ho stands for him as de-
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1. Ms. M 499, 14" century, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library

liverer, o rystes, of humanity; and the delta revealing
that he lives entirely, diolou, and continuously, dienekos,
and rules forever. The image of the seal is divergent
from the verbal description, in that the cross is sup-
planted by the #omzina sacra for Christ’s name «IC XCs,
which occupy the top two squares of the grid, and in
the lowest two squares, the word «NIKA», or victory,
referring back to salvific and protective qualities of the
cross. According to the text, Christ also recognizes
Abgar’s messenger and gives him his miraculously pro-
duced likeness on a cloth, called here a «sindon»; the
messenger had been unable to take the likeness of
Christ, and Christ washed himself and left an imprint
on the towel used for drying his face (fig. 5). In the end,
the letter and image arrived in Edessa, Abgar was
healed, and true to Christ’s promise, the apostle Thad-
daeus eventually arrived in the city to convert and to
heal its inhabitants.

In the center of the cycle of the Letter of Abgar is a con-
junction of the verbal and the visual, which is at the
heart of Christ’s promise and its effectiveness, the seven
signs of Christ’s nature, status and history. The
representation of the signs is unusual to this roll. The
representation here, the characters laid out in a grid
pattern, should not lead one to look for direct models,
as the solution arrived at by the painter is not particu-
larly complex or necessarily original. Rather, it needs to
be noted how the grid functions in the object as guar-
antor of protection and statement of faith.

The grid has clear magical or divine properties, because
the text promises that those who have these signs are
protected from all evils and harm. And this use of
Greek characters in isolation like this example is a com-
mon element of medieval magic. The name of God is
sometimes written out in enigmatic characters as a pro-
tective device, and yet the meaning of roll’s signs is per-
fectly transparent when one reads the accompanying
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2. Cross and Text at Head of Verso, Chicago, University of
Chicago, cod. 125c¢.



MAGIC, THE MANDYLION AND THE LETTER OF ABGAR

R g =
= 2% o Sl

e
I e

-. =
. I"I:I.‘l.'".-

]

3. Abgar and Messenger, Ms. M 499, 14" century, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, illustrative unit 2
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4. Seal of Christ, Ms. M 499, 14 century, New York, Pierpont
Morgan Library, illustrative unit 7

text. Outside Byzantium, too, Greek characters were a
diagnostic tool for magical healing, which could be as-
cribed to the letter sent to Abgar too. For instance, this
Sphere of Petosiris found in a twelfth-century English
manuscript of computational tables (St. John’s College,
Oxford, 17, 8r), places Greek, improperly understood,
in a diagram intended to be interpreted by a healer for
a prognosis of the life and death of a patient (fig. 6).
Yet the power of the Sphere resides in its strange and
obscure format, and the Seal of Christ given to Abgar
is potent, certainly, but legible, at least to Greek speak-
ers.

The legibility and orthodoxy of the Seal of Christ here
give it a distinct character, at least compared to Christ-
ian examples. But this kind of grid with characters or
numbers was not uncommon in the Muslim world and
is found in a variety of media, including ceramics, man-
uscripts and clothing®. A variety of formats are to be
found in these objects, but normally the magic squares
were filled with numbers, characters or words, often of
a protective and orthodox nature. This example of a
magic square is from an Iranian talismanic chart from
the early twentieth century, but it shows a typical ex-
ample of medieval magical design, a grid of four by four
cells, each filled with invocations to God (fig. 7)¢. These
designs reveal the best parallel for the seal of Christ in
the Letter to Abgar, and yet the format shows that these
Islamic magic squares were carefully presented, and
their making carefully prescribed. For example, this il-

5. Christ Dispatching Mandylion, Ms. M 499, 14? century,
New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, illustrative unit 10

lustration shows a talismanic image of a warrior, and the
accompanying text describes how to make such an
image work as a talisman (fig. 8). It comes from a man-
uscript of the Book of Wonders, dated to 1388 but writ-
ten by Muhammad b. Mahmud b. Ahmad-i Tusi, in the
late twelfth century. I will return to Tusi’s manuscript
later, but I want to point out in passing its date
contemporary to our roll. The manuscript image has no
power whatsoever, and making it potent, according to
the manuscript, «depends on a symbiotic relationship
among visual image, specified temporal conditions and
material of particular stone»®. The Seal of Christ, con-
tained and explained in the Lezzer of Christ to Abgar, is
unproblematic in comparison. It simply does its work,
no matter the format, the medium or conditions of its
creation. The format of the Sea/, as it is found on the
Chicago-Morgan roll, is best paralleled by Muslim
magic squares, but the specifics of its activation are not
developed — I cannot help but think that this simplici-
ty is part of the reason more examples are not extant,
in fact.

The powerful protection afforded these signs of Christ
on our roll cannot be denied, but likewise important
are their unassailable orthodoxy, like one finds in most
of the Muslim magic squares. The Letter essentially
shows the rewards of correct faith in the natures of
Christ, faith especially like Abgar’s that is not based on
personal witness. Moreover, the Letter, and in its con-
densed form, the characters of Christ’s seal, reveal his
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7. Iranian Talismanic Cart, early 12" century, London,
The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art

dyophysite nature, true man and true God, distinct but
in seamless unity’.

While the range of uses of a given text, like the Letter
of Abgar, is great, from wooden tablets to scraps of pa-
pyrus to parchment rolls, the essential quality of the
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text as a traditional history with good doctrinal creden-
tials was generally not doubted™. Indeed, the prayers
and invocations found on even the most self-interested
amulets drew on the common formulae found in litur-
gy and scripture'!. Some of the other texts included on
the Chicago-Morgan roll reveal a lack of distinction be-
tween magic and orthodoxy, as the texts chosen have an
impeccable Christian history of invoking divine aid and
safekeeping. For instance, the Psalizs have an ancient
history as protective texts, as their language and mes-
sage have always given them that power. The Chicago-
Morgan roll also includes passages from Christian
scripture, Mark, Luke, John and Matthew, written in
that order at the head of the roll now in Chicago. The
selected texts reveal, even in their abridged form, gen-
eral safeguarding long ascribed to the Gospels.

The copying out of the incipits of the Gospels, correct-
ly and legibly, for amuletic purposes had a long and
even unexceptionable tradition, and evidence survives
from before the fourteenth century of the power as-
cribed not only to those incipits but also to their con-
junction with the beginning of the text of the Letter of
Abgar. Evocative is a strip of Coptic parchment in the
British Library, Or. 4919(2), which shows the protective
quality of such texts together in a format clearly de-
signed to be worn on the person of the owner (fig. 9).
The strip, measuring 7 x 1.6 cm, contains the beginning
of the Letter of Abgar, followed by the first words of the
four Gospels, all written in twenty-one lines of a minute
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8. Talismanic Image of a Warrior, 1388, Paris, Bilbiothéque
Nationale de France, Suppl. Pers. 332, c. 68a

script in a sloping hand. This small strip of parchment
was originally folded and used as an amulet'?,

The combination of these texts, Psalizzs and Christian
Gospels, along with apocrypha like the Lezter of Abgar,
therefore, has a history outside the Chicago-Morgan
roll, and this history accommodates different scales,
uses and costs. The small piece in the British Library
and the Chicago-Morgan roll together show this range.
But while these objects can be understood as orthodox
and not unusual uses of texts for devotional and pro-
tective power, the use of representation in this process
is not clarified by the comparison. In fact, the extensive
use of images marks the Chicago-Morgan roll as highly
exceptional in this context. Certainly, imagery and
Christian scripture were frequently introduced into
magical papyri for their special power. For example,
this Early Medieval piece of parchment now in Allen-
town, Pennsylvania (Muhlenberg College, Theol. Pap.
2), presents some of the same elements as the Chicago-
Morgan roll (fig. 10)®. It has an excerpt from scripture,
Matthew 4:23-4, which described Christ’s healing min-
istry, as well as a sketch of the evangelist (presumably)
and a cross-shaped grid with characters. It is small,
measuring 6 x 11.5 cm, and its form reveals a different

9. Amulet Roll, London, British Library, Or. 4912(2), recto

order of aesthetics than the Chicago-Morgan roll does.
The illustrations collected on the Chicago-Morgan roll,
all twenty-eight, are in contrast high quality and expen-
sive, with their gold grounds, and are also unmistakably
conventional. For instance, the passages of Mark and
Luke are prefaced by their author portraits, very con-
ventional signs of authorship and authority, and Psal
68 is preceded by a portrait of David, in a form both
traditional and obvious (fig. 11). Nowhere on the ob-
verse of the object is any trace of crypto-magical de-
signs. A question, therefore, is the function of the im-
ages on the Greek obverse. Some element of magical
protection is part of their presence, as for instance with
the pairs of standing military saints at the base of the
roll, including George and Demetrius, Eugenius,
Theodore and Artilectus, who stand on guard in answer
to the poetic invocations below them. The portrait of
the orans Daniel, placed in this sequence of military
saints, functions as an intermediary figure between sup-
plicant and God, an ancient form found in Early Chris-
tian art and before.

The images perform several functions, illustrative,
punctuating, devotional and protective, and their accu-
mulation, in a way that is absolutely unprecedented for
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10. Amulet Roll, Allentown, Muhlenberg College, Theol. Pap. 2, recto

this format of an illustrated manuscript, reveals a com-
plex set of purposes behind the object. For the roll is
not only prophylactic; it also points the user in other di-
rections. The problem with trying to come to terms
with the functions of this object rests, in part, in the
lack of comparanda in the Byzantine or East Christian
world. Before the sixteenth century, the only compara-
ble objects, to my knowledge, are either liturgical or
diplomatic. Other possibilities, however, allow analysis
of the possible uses of the roll to range beyond the dis-
cussion of prophylactic art and texts offered above. In
fact, they open up a host of possibilities beyond the
interesting, but limiting, designation as amulet roll.
Medieval and modern practice involves rolls as private
devotional devices, working as an aide-mémoire for
prayers and as focus for personal piety. For example,
the Pierpont Morgan Library possesses a Late Medieval
roll, Glazier 39, that suggests personal piety and en-
gagement with the object®. The Glazier manuscript is
an impressive object, 585 cm long and 18.2 cm wide,
and it is like the Chicago-Morgan roll in that it also pos-
sesses eighteen drawings along its length, mostly of in-
dividual saints, with prayers also suggestively directed
to Iskins, Otheos and Atthanatos, among others.

Rolls were also used in more public work as teaching
tools and as admonitions to proper behavior, as well as
private devotional objects. In modern Ethiopia, rolls
are hung near the bed of the sick person, and the priest
can read from it there or in church, but in Ethiopian
custom the length of the roll is always carefully tailored
to the dimensions of the user’s body, so it is usually
around 2 m long®.

The roll’s texts themselves have strong affinities with
protective operations, as attested in other objects of the

medieval eastern Mediterranean. But the length, and
the elaborateness and high quality of decoration of the
roll are altogether different in character from the strip
in the British Library with its parallel collection of texts.
The roll in its material qualities belongs to a different
world. The long piece of supple and expensive parch-
ment is one indication of the costs involved. These ele-
ments indicate an elite context for the commissioning
of the roll, and while this context does not eliminate in
any way the use of the roll as protection, the roll is so
full of text and illustration that reading and viewing,
contemplation and prayer, are also part of its work for
Christians who owned it. The holding of the roll, and
the actual performance of the unrolling, proceeding
through its length, and rerolling, are each devotional
acts, very like fingering rosary beads for example. The
tactile and performative aspects of the roll need to be
appreciated in order to see the employment of the roll
as invocation to protection as well as an act of piety,
which is fully tactile and engaging. The object itself is
incentive to reading and from that to devotion and
prayer, as well as to contemplation of sacred images.
Unfortunately, the obverse of the roll provides no in-
formation about the ways in which it was used, beyond
the suggestive texts and images still extant, nor about
the person who commissioned it, where or when. The
roll has lost portions at the top and bottom, and these
areas may once have given personal details and desires.
The Arabic text on the reverse does indeed state that
the roll was by the year of Alexander 1694, or 1383 of
the Common Era, in the possession of an Arab Christ-
ian. He added a cross at the head of the roll, which is
intact, perhaps implying that the roll was already miss-
ing some of its head, and he added a colophon.
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11. David, Ms. M 499, 14" century, University of Chicago,
lustrative unit 7

The Arabic colophon, of course, raises questions about
the provenance of the roll, its date and original uses. An
East Christian candidate for such an object would be
some Melkite community in Egypt or Palestine, a place
where Greek was used and understood, and where
high-quality manuscript production and design were
feasible. The Melkite context fits, given Sidney Grif-
fith’s conditions of a strong adherence to a Greek pa-
tristic heritage, of the adoption of Arabic as a common
language, and of a distinctive Christological position,
namely a Chalcedonian dyophysitism, that would set
them apart from other East Christian congregations'.
The theology expressed on the roll does not help us
pinpoint the provenance at all: scripture, Psalmzs and
the Nicene Creed are common elements. The Arabic re-
verse does not help necessarily in this regard, but the
dating for instance on that side, based on the Alexan-
drian calendar, rather than dating from creation or from
the Muslim reckoning, is common to Syriac and
Melkite churches both.

The best evidence for an East Christian provenance for
the Chicago-Morgan roll is the only comzparandum: that
I have been able to find for this roll, Palat. Suppl. gr.
116, in the Nationalbibliothek, Vienna'’. The very frag-
ile parchment roll in Vienna measures 285 x 15 cm, and

12. Suleyman’s Queen’s Idol, 1388, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale
de France, Suppl. Pers. 332, c. 165a

unlike the Chicago-Morgan roll, the Vienna roll gives
information about the original scribe, patron and place
of production. The roll was written by Thomas the Pa-
trologus, whose inscription is partially preserved, so the
roll likely dates approximately to the second quarter of
the sixteenth century. Moreover, Thomas wrote a
prayer on the roll for the servant of God, Antonius, and
his parents and children. The roll contains a number of
legends and prayers, some accompanied by illustra-
tions: an anonymous narration of the battle of the
Archangel Michael with Baskania; a prayer for warding
off spells for Antonius and his family; the Letzers of
Abgar and Christ; and an exorcism prayer from the
liturgy of Basil in favor of Antonius and his house. II-
lustrations head three of the texts: the Archangel
Michael before the first text; an image of George and
the dragon before the final text; and at the beginning of
the Letters, the Mandylion, the miraculous image of
Edessa.

This roll in Vienna is the only object extant fully com-
parable to the Chicago-Morgan roll, and together they
evoke a whole class of objects, which because of their
personal, intimate nature and fragility have been lost to
historians. The provenance at Sinai is highly probable,
given Thomas’s connection as a Greek-speaking monk,



13. Seljuk Bowl with Shaikh and Christian Woman,
ca. 1200, Washington, Freer Gallery

and perhaps priest, at the Monastery of St. Catherine at
Mt. Sinai. The Chicago-Morgan roll belonged to a sim-
ilar context where protective and devotional texts are
put into a roll format in a semi-official fashion by
monks or priests.

The images are integral to these rolls. In many ways, the
production and use of figural art in a religious context
provided unity across Christian groups, especially in re-
lation to dominant Muslim mores. The Muslim pres-
ence at Sinai was always pronounced in the Middle
Ages, and it reveals itself in the presence of a mosque,
a transformed hostelry for pilgrims, within the
precincts of the monastery itself. The Melkite Christian
presence is likewise revealed in commissions at the
Monastery, commissions that show the centrality of fig-
uration for Christian self-definition.'®

Two monumental icons from ca. 1200 are remarkable
survivals of Greek and Arabic dualism'. These icons
represent the prophets Elijah and Moses, in scenes con-
nected to the holy sites at Sinai where the prophets re-
ceived, respectively, nourishment and law from God.
The dimensions of the icons are striking, as they meas-
ure about 130 x 70 c¢m, a massive scale in this period.
The inscriptions reveal the Arabic-Greek context, in

MAGIC, THE MANDYLION AND THE LETTER OF ABGAR

that both have Arabic inscriptions running along the
lower horizontal frame. The Arabic contains the same
messages as the Greek inscriptions. The dimensions
also seem to imply that the painter Stephen made these
icons at Sinai, as one would assume that the wood
would be transported into the monastery and then as-
sembled as panels and then painted. This scenario is the
likeliest, I believe, and it shows that extraordinarily fine
work could be done at that remote site and that care
was taken to preserve the messages in the significant
languages of the Melkite church.

Now equally telling is the presence of figuration, be-
yond the bilingual nature of the icons, and it is worth
addressing the use of figural images as another aspect
of Christian identity, especially as perceived in the Mus-
lim east. For the tradition of painting portraits of the
prophets was an ancient one, according to Christian
and Muslim traditions both. The Chest of Witnessing is
a tremendously rich Muslim tradition, for instance, in
which medieval writers described the foundation of
portraiture at God’s hand®. In this tradition, Adam
asked God for renderings of all the prophets among his
progeny, and God produced a set of painted panels,
which were placed in a special case; the originals dis-
appeared at some unknown time, but copies were made
at the hand of the prophet Daniel. Much later, follow-
ers of Muhammad visited the court of Heraclius to con-
vince the Byzantine emperor of the error of the Christ-
ian Romans, and they were amazed when they were
shown the Chest of Witnessing as the final portrait was
of Muhammad himself?'. I know of no depictions of the
Chest, but the tradition does show a special prestige for
portraiture among Muslims, as well as a competitive
art-historical sense, for the Chest of Witnessing shows
God as painter and delineator of sacred history.
Muslim views of images and their revelatory power are,
therefore, complex and not so divergent from Christian
views in their essential concerns. The truth in painting,
as it were, was a point of contention, and the scene from
Tusi’s Book of Wonders from 1388 shows the stzgmza at-
tached in his view to unseemly attention to pictures (fig.
12)%2. Here the painter showed Suleyman and his wife
before the shattered portrait of her father, to which she
had been too attached. Idolatry is a distinct danger
when one is tricked by painting’s illusionism.

In another, related tradition, the false prophet Mani
(216-74/77) was held as an example of art used in the
service of misleading revelation??. He was a formidable
figure, who not only wrote but also painted, and ac-
cording to Tusi again, he depicted the meaning of the
cosmos, the sons of lightness and darkness, in order to
convert new followers. In a tradition dating back to
Ephraim the Syrian in the fourth century, Mani had
painted his revelations on a roll, which appears to have
survived till the late eleventh century. Both Christian
and Muslim convention upheld Mani as the paradigm
of the misuse of painting, exemplified by his own
painted roll.

Let me try briefly then to place the Chicago-Morgan
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14. Mandylion Healing, Ms. M 499, 14" century, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, illustrative unit 13




roll into this context of medieval art histories — that is,
of establishing confessional identities through figural
art —, for it seems to me that the roll under discussion
was also a kind of response, though indirect, to asser-
tions Muslim theologians and historians were making.
The Chest of Witnessing vividly asserted Muhammad as
the final prophet through the proof of God making
Muhammad’s likeness at the beginning of creation. In
this tradition, God is maker and prefigurer of his own
history of revelation, but just the same he does not fig-
ure himself, the unknowable maker with the brush and
paints. The Christian roll, obviously, asserts its own his-
tory of God’s revelation and of his role as artist, as well
as special men who comprised the Christian communi-
ty. The Chicago-Morgan roll most fully argues its posi-
tion for a divine history of art that not only places
Christ at the end of the line of prophets, but also as the
divine maker of his own self-portrait. This Christian
paradigm of making likeness establishes the inscription
of divine features in our own human faces, whereas the
Chest of Witnessing tradition presents God as first
artist, not as self-portraitist of humanity.
Wrong-headed image making was intimately connected
in Muslim minds with Christian identity, witness this
bowl from the Freer in Washington D.C. and dated ca.
1200, where the Christian woman on the right seduces
the Muslim shaikh (fig. 13)?*. The scene derives from
the story of the Christian woman and Muslim shaikh
found in the work The Conference on Birds, by Farid
Ud-din Attar (second half of the twelfth century)?. The
beautiful Christian woman reveals her divergence from
Islam in her garment freckled with figures. Those fig-
ures covering the desired body represent real danger to
the shaikh. Idolatry nearly costs him his soul. Accord-
ing to Mohammad Mubhsin, writing in the sixteenth
century, such images are «Christian breaths»?¢.

The Christian rolls implicitly argue their position
against such accusations, and the Mandylion is a key
point in the relationship between God and humanity
(fig. 14). That image asserts paradigms of Christianity:
God is like us, he lived amongst us, his protection and
presence survives his passing in testimonies and traces
left behind, and he made an image that proved all of
these beliefs. Moreover, he unambiguously wrote down
proof of all these facts, and the roll shows that truth, in
the letter and seal of Christ — and I will only mention in
passing Muhammad’s Seal of Prophethood, the birth-
mark between his shoulder blades that was inscribed on
many Islamic talismans?. It seems to me that the bilin-
gual Melkite identity in art is expressed in the Chicago-
Morgan roll in ways that can only be understood as be-
longing to that confessional context where Islam is a
major foil. Figuration, especially divine figuration, is
the central concern in such a context, where God’s own
face and seal, not his prophet Muhammad’s, endow
Christians with unique signs of presence and protec-
tion.

MAGIC, THE MANDYLION AND THE LETTER OF ABGAR
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