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Suhrawardi’s philosophical text al-Mashari’
contains three mysterious symbols that
the author himself claims to be the key to
his own system of thought. After centuries
of doubt, digital tools may be able to help
understand their hidden meaning
philosophical
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The Suhrawardi I am speaking of is
also known as al-maqtul, ‘the executed one,’ to distinguish him from
his namesakes. He was executed on
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He only lived to be 36 years old, but produced an extraordinary
philosophical body of works in which he advanced a great
number of innovations. He himself describes these
innovations in terms of an entirely new system of thought

Manuscript of Suhrawardi’s
al-Mashari’ wa-l-mutarahat,
dated 1460.
Topkapi Palace Museum Library.
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These passages describe certain
instructions for Suhrawardi’s students about the circulation of his
book Hikmat al-ishraq. This book is
not to be handed out until a person is already an advanced student
of philosophy, with knowledge of
books by for example Aristotle and
Ibn Sina. Suhrawardi sets up a difference between the philosophy
of everybody else and his own. The
former is considered Peripatetic
and discursive, his own is illuminative and intuitive. For Suhrawardi

text: where the symbols are sup-
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symbols which are
supposed to convey
a key message about
Hikmat al-ishraq,
and knowledge
of the symbols is
only granted to the
initiated
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FIGURE 1
The graphic representation of the three symbols
in three different edition of Suhrawardi’s work.
Image by L. W. C. (Eric) van Lit.

le.

FIGURE 2
Break down of the symbol’s constituents.

Image by L. W. C. (Eric) van Lit.
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Now that we have the symbols in
digital format we can manipulate
them more easily to decipher what
they may mean. The first step is to
break them down into their constituents.

e can arrive at figure

2, from which we see that even at
the level of smallest parts there
is fluctuation among the different versions, with some parts of
one version missing in the others.
Breaking them down as such also
reveals that Topkapi X and Corbin
X are closely related. In fact, upon
noticing this I used Topkapi X to
breakdown Corbin X, as Corbin X
was on its own containing indistinguishable small blobs everywhere. With help of Topkapi X it
can be seen that even the smallest
features of Corbin X likely rely on

Now that we have
the symbols in
digital format we
can manipulate
them more easily to
decipher what they
may mean

manuscript evidence, which proves
that Corbin was looking at something that looked like Topkapi X.
Readers with knowledge of Arabic
will by now have noticed the most
important aspect which this breakdown easily demonstrates: the
symbols are probably not meant to
be seen as geometrical shapes, but
instead they are constructed out of
letters of the Arabic alphabet.

Particular of a copy
of Suhawardi’s text.
Iranian National Library.
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of Hama.’ But this would suppose
one more letter, the waw. Hama is
a city in Syria, about 120 km south
of Aleppo and about 45 km north
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FIGURE 3
The symbols as clusters of letters.
Image by L. W. C. (Eric) van Lit.
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FIGURE 4
The numeric values of the letters
contained in the symbols.
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