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‘AYN AL-A‘YAN: THE FIRST PROMINENT QUR’ANIC
COMMENTARY IN OTTOMAN HISTORY

Halim Calis”

Abstract: Muhammad ibn Hamza Shams al-Din al-Fanari (1350-
1431) was a prominent early Ottoman scholar. After years of
education in Anatolia and Egypt, he served as a mudarris (professor)
and judge in the Ottoman lands and was later promoted to the post of
Shaykh al-Islam, the highest office in the Ottoman religious
bureaucracy. ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, al-Fanart’s partial commentary on the
opening chapter of the Qur’an, is an outstanding tafsir work, in which
al-Fanari presents his exegetical theory. In his theory, the Qur’anic
text is assessed as having multi-layered meanings, including an
esoteric sense, and as being open to endless attempts at interpretation.
Al-Fanari connects the multiple layers of Qur’anic meaning with the
hierarchical structure of existence theorised in Akbari metaphysics.
Since the text encodes the secrets of existence at an esoteric sense, the
task of the commentator involves spiritual experience beyond
intellectual enquiry. Therefore, in al-Fanari’s commentary, the
Qur’anic text functions as an epistemological medium that connects
Akbari ontology to spirituality. The appropriation of Akbart
hermeneutics led al-Fanari to question the nature and authority of
tafsir and to redefine the Qur’an and its exegesis.

Keywords: Shams al-Din al-Fanarz, Akbari hermeneutics, Ottoman
tafsir tradition, Sufi ishari tafsir, 1bn al- ‘Arabt

INTRODUCTION

It is pleasing to observe, in recent years, increasing scholarly attention to the intellectual
history of the Ottomans, aside from its political history. Ottoman ‘ulama (scholars), including
tafsir scholars and commentators, have received their fair share of this attention.! The
Ottoman tafsir tradition cannot be discussed without mentioning Muhammad ibn Hamza
Shams al-Din al-Fanari (1350-1431), because he was one of the early Ottoman scholars who
produced the first outstanding tafsir work in Ottoman history. Al-Fanari was a notable

Lecturer of Islamic studies at the Respect Graduate School, USA.

! For a recent study on the Ottoman tafsir tradition, see Talha Boyalik and Harun Abaci (Eds.), Osmanli’da
IIm-i Tefsir [The Science of Tafsir in the Ottomans] (Istanbul: ISAR, 2019). For a discussion of why
Ottoman tafsir works have received only little attention from Western and Arabic-language surveys, see
Samuel J. Ross, “The Importance of Ottoman Tafsir,” in Osmanli’da Ilm-i Tefsir, ed. Talha Boyalik and
Harun Abaci (Istanbul: ISAR, 2019).
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scholar who lived in Anatolia at a time when the Ottoman dynasty was on the rise. He
contributed to the fields of Islamic jurisprudence, logic and Arabic grammar through his
writings, but he is best remembered for his contributions to Akbar teaching.? In particular, he
contributed to the Akbart exegetical tradition with his partial commentary on the opening
chapter of the Qur’an titled “ ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan: Tafsir al-Fatiha.”®

‘Ayn al-a ‘yan consists of two parts. The first part, titled Mugaddima, is a long prologue
and can be considered a self-contained work on the ‘wu/im al-Qur’an (Qur’anic studies). In
this prologue, al-Fanari discusses the meaning and value of Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), as well
as its status among the Islamic sciences. This discussion is noteworthy, given the context of
the ‘Ayn al-a‘yan. It was written in the period when several important works on ‘uliim al-
Qur’an were completed, including al-Zarkasht’s (d. 1392) al-Burhan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an and
al-Suyut’s (d. 1505) al-Itgan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an. Although not as comprehensive as either of
these, as | discuss below, ‘Ayn distinguishes itself as a work that questions the nature and
authority of Qur’anic exegesis.

There are numerous modern studies on al-Fanari, some of which deal with his thoughts
concerning Qur’anic exegesis.* Most of the studies in the Turkish language repeat the

2 The word Akbariyya (the Akbari school or tradition), derived from lbn al-Arabi’s (d. 1240) epithet al-
Shaykh al-akbar (the Greatest Master), has been used to refer to writers who were influenced by Ibn al-
‘Arabi’s Sufi doctrines.

3 This title may mean many things. The most appropriate translation is “the water spring of the notables.”
Al-Fanart’s exposition can be seen as part of a popular Sufi tradition, similar to AkbarT commentary on the
Fatiha authored by al-Qunawi. See Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan fi ta 'wil
Umm al-Qur’an [The Inimitability of the Divine Exposition in the Interpretation of the Mother of the
Qur’an], ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad ‘Ata (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha, 1969). This tradition was perhaps
rooted in the belief that the whole Qur’an was summarised in the Fatiha. Al-Fanari quotes a statement
attributed to al-Hasan al-Basr1 (d. 728) that expresses this belief. According to al-Hasan, God has placed
the knowledge of all the scriptures in the Qur’an, then the knowledge of the whole Qur’an is in the Fatiha.
Therefore, “whoever knows the interpretation of the Fatiha knows the interpretation of all the Holy
Scriptures.” See Shams al-Din al-Fanari ibn Hamza, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan: Tafsir al-Fatiha [The Water Spring of
the Notables: Interpretation of the Fatiha] (Istanbul: Rifat Bey Matbaasi, 1907), 8.

4 In English, one of the works is the dissertation | submitted to the University of Chicago in 2018: Halim
Calis, “AkbarT Hermeneutics in Shams al-Din al-Fanari’s Qur’an Commentary on the Chapter al-Fatiha”
(PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2018). In addition, Richard Cooper Repp has written an extensive
biography of al-Fanari; however, he provides no information about the scholar’s works or thoughts
because he is primarily interested in al-Fanari because of his relationship with the Ottoman institution of
Shaykh al-Islam. See Richard Cooper Repp, The Mifti of Istanbul: A Study in the Development of the
Ottoman Learned Hierarchy (N.J.: Ithaca Press London, 1986), 73-98.

In Turkish, in his Islam Hukuku ve Molla Fenari [Islamic Jurisprudence and Mulla al-Fanari] (Istanbul:
Isaret Yayinlari, 1991), Hakk1 Aydin analyses al-Fanari’s work on Islamic jurisprudence, which is entitled
Fusal al-bada’i fi usul al-shara’i * [Chapters of Wonders in the Principles of the Religious Laws]. Recep
Sehidoglu discusses al-Fanari’s thoughts concerning the exegesis of the Qur’an and analyses al-Fanari’s
exegetical methods in an unpublished dissertation, “Molla Fenéri ve Tefsir Metodu” [Mulla al-Fanari and
His Method in Tafsir] (PhD diss., Ankara University, 1992). Mustafa Askar discusses al-Fanari’s approach
to the Wahdat al-wujizd in his Molla Fenari ve Vahdet-i Vucud 4nlayws: [Mulla al-Fanari and his Approach
to the Unity of Being] (Ankara: Muradiye Kiltiir Yaynlari, 1993). Mehmet Cicek compares al-Fanari’s
thoughts on the Qur’an to Fazlur Rahman’s, in his work titled Geg¢mis ve GUnimUz Algisinda Kur’an:
Molla Fenari ve Fazlur Rahman Ornegi [The Qur’an in the Past and the Present: The Cases of Mulla al-
Fanari and Fazlur Rahman] (Istanbul: Yedirenk, 2012). Betul Giler discusses al-Fanari’s thoughts
regarding ontology and epistemology in Molla Fendri nin Varlik ve Bilgi Anlayisi [Mulla al-Fanari’s
Approach to Ontology and Epistemology] (Istanbul: Insan Yayinlari, 2016). In addition, a multi-language
international symposium on al-Fanari was held in Turkey in 2009. For the proceedings, see Tevfik
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assertion that al-Fanari aimed at a synthesis among Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy and
Islamic mysticism partly based on his ideas presented in the ‘Ayn.> Some even claimed al-
Fanart adopted syncretism in his commentary,® probably due to superficial readings of ‘Ayn,
where he uses Qur’anic phrases as a pretext for raising many different points in several fields,
such as linguistics, rhetoric, theology, jurisprudence and spirituality, to the extent that the
‘Ayn goes beyond being a commentary and, with its many pages, starts to look like a book of
grammar, theology or Islamic law. In most of the commentary, he brings together opinions
from many sources in these fields. In the current study, | argue that al-Fanar’s aim was not to
synthesise; rather, his main concern was Akbari teaching and he primarily attempted to
justify AkbarT exegetical approaches in the ‘Ayn’s prologue by employing the terminology of
the classical Islamic scholarly tradition, including the ‘wu/im al-Qur’an. More specifically, |
argue the appropriation of the AkbarT school scriptural hermeneutics led al-Fanari to question
the nature and authority of tafsir and eventually to develop an exegetical theory that
emphasises the multilayering of Qur’anic meanings, including their esoteric sense, and the
openness of the Qur’anic text to inexhaustible attempts at interpretation, not just
interpretation based on traditional narrations. In the following pages, | will first give al-
Fanari’s brief life story and describe his works in print. Then | will discuss the major
characteristics of the ‘Ayn and al-Fanari’s approaches to Qur’anic exegesis, emphasising
hermeneutical ideas presented by Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 1240) and Sadr al-Din al-Qainawi (d.
1274), which become clearer when they are considered together with al-Fanari’s comments.

Yucedogru, ed., Uluslararasi Molla Fenart Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanart
(Bursa: 2009) [International Symposium on Mulla al-Fanari] (Bursa: Bursa Biiyliksehir Belediyesi, 2010).

> For example, Tahsin Gorgtin makes these claims in an entry he wrote on al-Fanari’s thoughts in TDV Islam
Ansiklopedisi, an encyclopedia influential in research in Islamic studies, in the Turkish language. Tahsin
Gorgiin, “Molla Fenari (Diisiincesi),” in TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi, accessed March 21, 2018,
www.islamansiklopedisi.info.

6 Mustafa Oztiirk, “Molla Fenari ve Tefsirde Senkretizm,” in Uluslararas: Molla Fenari Sempozyumu:
International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi,
2010).
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AL-FANARI'S BRIEF LIFE STORY’

Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza, better known as Mulla al-Fanari, was born in 1350.
His birthplace is not clear.® He spent most of his life in Anatolia at a time that coincided with

7 Early sources written by al-Fanari’s contemporaries such as Tagiyy al-Din al-Magqrizi (d. 1442), Ibn Hajar
al-‘Asqalani (d. 1449), Ibn Taghribirdi (d. 1470) and ‘Ali ibn Dawid al-Sayrafi (d. 1494) contain
information on him. See Ahmad ibn ‘Al1 al-Maqrizi, al-Sulik li-ma rifa duwal al-mulik [The Journey for
Knowledge of the Kings’ States] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1997), 7:8-9; Ibn Hajar Ahmad ibn
‘Ali al-Asqalani, Inba” al-ghumr bi-anba’ al- ‘umr [Informing Beginners about News of the Lifetime]
(Cairo: al-Majlis al-A‘la li-I-shu’an al-Islamiyya, 2009-2011), 3:216-217 and 3:464-465; Aba al-Mahasin
Yasuf ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-saff wa-l1-mustawfa ba ‘da al-wafr [The Pure and Perfect Spring after
al-Wafi] (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-dar al-kutub, 1984), 10:40-41; al-Khatib al-Jawhari ‘Al ibn Dawud
al-Sayrafi, Nuzhat al-nufiis wa-l-abdan fi tawarikh al-zaman [Pleasure Trip of the Hearts and the Bodies in
the Stories of the Time] (Cairo: Matba‘at Dar al-kutub, 1970), 2:469. Jalal al-Din al-Suyutt (d. 1505) also
reports on al-Fanari from lbn Hajar and MuhyT al-Din al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), al-Suyiti’s teacher and al-
Fanari’s pupil. See Jalal al-Din al-Suyiti, Bughyat al-wu ‘@h fi tabagat al-lughawiyyin wa-1-nuhah [Desired
Knowledge for the Astute on the Classes of the Linguists and Grammarians] (Cairo: Matba“at al-Sa‘ada,
1908), 39. Ahmad ibn Mustafa Tashkubrizada (d. 1561) provides biographical data on al-Fanari’s life in
his al-Shaga’ig, which is the most important source for early Ottoman scholars. See Ahmad ibn Mustafa
Tashkubrizada, al-Shaga’iq al-nu ‘maniyya fi ‘ulama’ al-Dawlat al- ‘Uthmaniyya [Red Anemone on the
Scholars of the Ottoman State] (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1975), 17-21; Ahmad ibn Mustafa
Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada wa-misbah al-siyada ff mawdi ‘at al- ‘ulam [The Key of Happiness and
the Lamp of Sovereignty in the Subjects of Sciences] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2002), 2:109-111.
Many later historians, biographers and bibliographers also include al-Fanari in their works. For example,
see Mehmed Mecdi, Hadaiku ’s-Sekaik: Tercime-i Sekaik-i Nu'maniyye [The Garden of Red Anemone:
Translation of the al-Shagaig] (Istanbul: n.p., 1852), 47-53; ‘Abd al-Hayy ibn Ahmad ibn al-‘Imad,
Shadharat al-dhahab fi akhbar man dhahab [Golden Pieces in the Stories of Those who Have Gone]
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 7:341; Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Shawkani, al-Badr al-za/i * bi-
mahdsin man ba ‘da al-qarn al-sabi‘ [The Rising Full Moon on the Good Qualities of Those who Came
After the Seventh Century] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 2:140-142; Muhammad ‘Abd al-
Hayy al-Laknawi, Kitab al-Fawa 'id al-bahiyya f7 tarajim al-Hanafiyya [The Book of Beautiful Benefits in
the Biographies of Hanafi Scholars] (Cairo: Ahmad Naji al-Jamali wa-Muhammad Amin al-Khanji, 1906),
166-167; Ismail Belig, Guldeste-i riyaz-i irfan ve vefeyat-1 danisveran-1 nadiredan [A Rose Bouquet from
Wisdom Gardens and Deaths of Famous Scholars] (Bursa: Hiidavendigar Vilayeti Matbaasi, 1884), 239-
244; Mehmed Sireyya, Sicill-i Osmant yahud Tezkire-i mesahi-i Osmaniye [Ottoman Records or
Biographies of Ottoman Scholars] (Istanbul: Matbaa-i Amire, 1891-97), 3:159; ‘Umar Rida Kahhala,

Mu jam al-mu’allifin: Tarajim musannifz al-kutub al- ‘A4rabiyya [Encyclopedia of Authors: Biographies of
the Writers of Arabic Books] (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1993), 3:269-270; Mehmed Tahir, Osmanli
Mauellifleri [Ottoman Authors] (Istanbul: Matbaa-i Amire, 1914-1928), 1:390-392; Hiseyin Husameddin,
“Molla Fenari,” Tirk Tarih Enclimeni Mecmuasi 18 (1926); Huseyin Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” Turk
Tarih Enclimeni Mecmuasi 19 (1928).

8 Some sources mention a village named Fanar as al-Fanari’s place of origin, accepting his epithet fanari as
a nisha to a place. See Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’ig al-nu ‘maniyya, 17; Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada,
2:109. However, Fanar’s location is not certain in the sources; some point to Transoxiana, while others
locate it in Anatolia. See Siileyman Sa’deddin Mistakimzade, Mecelletii'n-nisab fi 'n-niseb ve 'I-kiina ve I-
elkab (facsims.) [The Book of Origins in Epithets, Titles and Nicknames] (Ankara: T.C. Kiltir Bakanligi
Yayinlari, 2000), 241; Belig, Giildeste, 239; Tahir, Osmanli Muellifleri, 1:391; ismail Hakk1 Uzuncarsil,
Osmanli Devletinin IImiye Teskilat: [The Class of Scholars in the Ottoman State] (Ankara: Tirk Tarih
Kurumu Basimevi: 1988), 228.

The epithet fanart has other possible meanings. Al-Suyiti states he heard from al-Kafiyaji that fanart
indicates an occupation, because it denotes “lantern maker” or “lantern seller” in old Turkish, whose
speakers acquired the word fanar or fanar, which means “lantern,” from the Greeks. Al-Suyiti, Bughyat
al-wu ‘ah, 39. However, this would be Shams al-Din’s ancestor’s job, not his occupation, because he was a
silk merchant. See Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19. According to another story, when
Shams al-Din’s grandfather came to Anatolia, he was given a lantern as a gift, then the family came to be
known by the epithet “ibn al-Fanari.” See Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami ‘
li-ahl al-garn al-tasi * [The Shining Light for the People of the Ninth Century] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2003), 3: 115. Another story has it that Shams al-Din was given this name after he gave an
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the extension of the Islamisation and Turkisation process in Anatolia and the Balkans at the
hands of the Ottomans. The Turkoman principalities in Anatolia, known as Beyliks, still
existed, but they would be soon ended, one by one, by the Ottomans. After he received his
early education from his father, who was a Sufi affiliated with the School of Ibn al-*Arab,°
al-Fanari attended several Ottoman madrasas and studied under prominent ‘ulama of his
time, such as Kamal al-Din Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ma‘arr (d. ?), ‘Ala al-Din ‘Alf al-
Aswad (d. 1397) and Jamal al-Din al-Agsaray1 (d. 1370s).1°

Al-FanarT then travelled to Egypt to study under Akmal al-Din al-Babarti (d. 1384),!! an
eminent scholar of Hanafi jurisprudence and Maturidi theology.*? It is reported that al-Babarti
also believed in the Akbari teaching of the Unity of Beings (Wakdat al-wujiid).® In this
sense, the intellectual interests of al-Fanari and al-Babarti perfectly overlapped; as Hanafi and
Akbari, al-Fanari found an excellent ground for cultivating Sufi ideas at his young age under
the tutelage of such an eminent figure as al-Babarti. Along with al-Fanari, some other well-
known names from Anatolia, including Shaykh Badr al-Din ibn Qadi Simawna (ex. 1420),
were also part of al-Babarti’s circle.

When al-Fanari returned to the Ottoman lands, he was appointed as a mudarris (professor)
in Bursa, the capital of the Ottomans.'* Then he was promoted to the post of gadi (judge) in
Bursa,'®> where he was serving as chief judge when Timur (Tamerlane) (r. 1370-1405), the
powerful Turco-Mongol conqueror, decisively defeated the Ottomans at the Battle of Ankara
in 1402. Al-Fanari and other notables were captured when Timur invaded and sacked the city.
He was eventually released and took refuge in the Karamanids, one of the Anatolian
principalities that had been suppressed by the Ottomans and restored by Timur.'® Al-Fanari
migrated to Konya, the Karamanids capital in central Anatolia, and stayed there during the
civil war that put the Ottoman dynasty in an interregnum period.!” Al-Fanari eventually
returned to Bursa when Mehmed | (Celebi) (r. 1413-1421), an Ottoman sultan, ended the civil

ornamented lantern as a gift to Emir Sultan, a Sufi saint who settled in Bursa and became an advisor and
son-in-law of the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid |. See Tahir, Osmanli Miellifleri, 1:391.

®  Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.

10 Al-‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:464.

1 1hid., 3:465.

12 For al-Babarti, see Ibn Hajar Ahmad ibn ‘Alt al-*Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina fi a yan al-mi’a al-thamina
[The Hidden Pearls in the Notables of the Eight Hundred] (Hyderabad: Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif,
1929-1931), 4:250-251; al-‘Asqalani, /nba’ al-ghumr, 1:298; al-Qasim ibn ‘Abdullah Ibn Qutlabugha, Taj
al-targjim f7 rabaqgat al-Hanafiyya [The Crown of Biographies in the Classes of Hanafi Scholars]
(Baghdad: Maktabat al-Mathanna, 1962), 66; al-Suyti, Bughyat al-wu ‘@h, 103; Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-
sa‘ada, 2:243-244; al-Laknawi, al-Fawa’id al-bahiyya, 195-199; Tahir, Osmanli Miellifleri, 1:221-222;
Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu allifin, 3:699.

13 1bn Hajar recounts from Ibn Khaldiin (d. 1406) that al-Babarti used to believe in the Wakdat al-wujid
(madhhab al-wakda). See al-Asqalant, al-Durar al-kamina, 4: 250. Ibn Khaldan knew al-Babarti
personally and exchanged ideas with him. See Ibn Khaldan, The Mugaddimah: An Introduction to History,
trans. Franz Rosenthal (New York: Pantheon Books, c. 1958), 2:229.

14 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.

15 Al-‘Asqalani, Inba " al-ghumr, 3:465.

16 Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” 18, 376-377; Ismail Hakki Uzuncarsili, Osmanl: Tarihi: Kurulustan
Istanbul 'un Fethine Kadar [Ottoman History: From the Foundation to the Conquest of Istanbul] (Ankara:
Tirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1947), 1:169; Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin flmiye Teskilati, 165.

7 Husameddin, “Molla Fenari,” 18, 377-378.
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war, which had lasted for 11 years. He was welcomed with great respect and honour then
appointed as a mudarris and gadr again.*®

Several years later, al-Fanari set out on pilgrimage in 1419 during the well-known
rebellion led by Shaykh Badr al-Din ibn Qadi Simawna, which disturbed Western Anatolia.®
When al-Fanari was in Jerusalem on his way back from Arabia, Sayf al-Din al-Mu’ayyad (r.
1412-1421), the Mamluk sultan of Egypt, invited him to Cairo to ask him for news about the
Ottomans. Al-Fanari arrived in Cairo in 1420 and was treated with extreme hospitality by the
Sultan.?® Ibn Hajar records an interesting anecdote about al-Fanar1’s visit to Cairo:

He (al-Fanari) was a man of good character and extreme generosity, but he was being
criticized because of his affiliation with Ibn al-*Arab1 and that he used to teach Fusas al-
hikam and lecture on it. When he came to Cairo, he displayed nothing about [his interest in
Ibn al-*Arabi’s teaching]. He performed pilgrimage in the year 822 (1419). When he came
back, Sultan al-Mu’ayyad invited him, and al-FanarT arrived in Cairo and met its notables.
He made no remark about the above-mentioned teaching [of Ibn al-‘Arabi], which might
be criticized. Some who respected him requested him to keep silent on this issue.?

Ibn Hajar’s words give us a hint about the Egyptian scholars’ opinion regarding lbn al-
‘Arabi. In such an environment, al-Fanari normally made no mention of al-Shaykh al-Akbar
and his school, but he had a chance during his visit to Egypt to teach his own works,?? give
lectures on Islamic law? and debate with Egyptian scholars on Arabic grammar.?* After a
two-week stay, al-Fanari left Cairo in great glory, bearing priceless presents from the Sultan
and statesmen.?

When al-Fanart returned to the Ottoman lands after his pilgrimage and visit to Egypt, the
rebellion led by Badr al-Din had already been suppressed.?® Upon his return, al-Fanart was
appointed as the mufti of Bursa in the time of Sultan Murad Il (r. 1421-44 and 1446-51).%

18 Al-*Asqalani, Inba” al-ghumr, 3:465; lbn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:40.

19 Al-Magqrizi, al-Sulik, 7: 8. Badr al-Din was al-Fanari’s fellow pupil when he was in Egypt. He was a
prominent scholar on Islamic jurisprudence and was influenced by Ibn al-‘ Arabi’s teaching. He was
captured and executed in 1420 as a rebellious heretic. For Badr al-Din, see Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa 'iq al-
nu ‘maniyya, 33-34; Tahir, Osmanl: Muellifleri, 1:39-40; Hans J. Kissling, “Badr al-Din ibn Kadi
Samawna,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (Brill Online, 2010), http://referenceworks.
brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2.

2 Al-Magriz, al-Suliik, 7:8; al-*Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465; Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:40.

2L Al-‘Asgqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465. This passage is from al-Fanari’s entry by lbn Hajar.

22 |bn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:41.

3 Al-Magqriz, al-Sulik, 7:9.

2 Mustafa ibn ‘Abdullah Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zunin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-I-funin [The Removal of
Doubts from the Book Titles and the Arts] (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1982), 1:223.

% Al-Magrizi, al-Suliik, 7:8-9. According to Ibn Hajar, al-Fanari stayed in Cairo for one and a half months.
Al-‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:216.

% Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” 19, 150.

27 Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul, 73-4. For a detailed analysis of the reports about al-Fanari’s appointment as
“mufir” in the historical sources, see Repp, The Mifti of Istanbul, 91-2. For a discussion of the origin and
functions of the post of mufii in its early phase in the Ottoman state, see Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul, 111-
24.
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Many Ottoman historians, following Sa‘deddin Miistakimzade (d. 1787), an 18" century
Ottoman biographer, took this to mean that al-Fanart became the first Shaykh al-Islam.?

Near to his death, al-Fanari went on his second pilgrimage in 1430 to express his gratitude
to God for his recovery from temporary blindness.?® Shortly after his return to Bursa in the
spring of 1431, he died®® and was buried there in the graveyard of the mosque he had built.*

AL-FANARI’S WORKS

Brockelmann and Baghdadi attribute to al-Fanari more than 20 works in several fields.3?
Most of them are found in libraries in manuscript form. In addition to ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, the
following are his works in print, all of which were written in Arabic.

e Asas al-tasrif; A short treatise on morphology in Arabic (sarf).3

e al-Fawa'id al-Fanariyya: Sharh al-Isaghiji: A commentary on Athir al-Din al-
AbharT’s (d. 1264) famous treatise on logic, al-Isaghiji. > This is a well-known work in
the Indian Muslim territories® and Ottoman madrasas.>®

o Fusial al-bada’i’ fi usal al-shara’i*: A lengthy work on Islamic legal theory (usal al-
figh). It was first published in 1872 in Istanbul,®" then in 2006 in Beirut.®®

8 Repp, “Shaykh al-Islam (in the Ottoman Empire),” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (Brill Online,
2010), accessed March 21, 2018, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2.
Despite the fact the term Shaykh al-Isi@m was not used as a bureaucratic title and no post equivalent to this
rank was clearly defined during al-Fanari’s time, it seems he took some of the functions of this “later-to-
be-established” office on himself. Regarding the question “Was al-Fanari the first Ottoman Shaykh al-
Islam?” Repp concludes that Sultan Murad II’s conscious policy to create ““a religious authority alongside
of the secular power” was partly realised in al-Fanari. See Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul, 123-124.
Al-‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465. Ibn Taghribirdi also mentions al-Fanari’s second pilgrimage but does
not refer to his blindness. See Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:41.

30 Historical and biographical sources give different dates for al-Fanari’s death. For an assessment of them,
see Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul, 93-97.

8L Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19; Belig, Guldeste, 241; Tahir, Osmanli Muellifleri, 1:390.

32 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur: Zweite den Supplementbanden angepasste
Auflage [History of Arabic Literature: Second Edition, Adapted from the Supplementary Volumes]
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1943-1949), 2:303-4; Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur:
Supplementband [History of Arabic Literature: Supplementary VVolume] (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1936-1942),
2:328-9; Isma‘il Basha al-Baghdadi, Hadiyyat al- ‘arifin: Asma’ al-mu’allifin wa-athar al-musannifin [The
Gift of the Wise: Names of the Authors and Works of the Writers] (Istanbul: Wakalat al-Ma‘arif al-jalila fi
matba‘atiha, 1951-1955), 2:188-9.

% Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, 4sas al-Sarf [Principle of Morphology] (Cairo: Dar Bayan
al-*Arabi, 2008).

3 One of the editions is Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fendrt (Istanbul: Dersaadet: 1857-
1858). The most recent edition — Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Al-Fawa 'id al-Fanariyya
[Fanarian Benefits] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2014) — was published along with al-Abhari’s al-
Isaghiji and Ahmad ibn Mahmiid’s Qawl Azmad.

% Al-Laknawi, al-Fawa 'id al-bahiyya, 167.

% Mehmet Yalar lists 14 glosses on al-Fawa 'id that are mentioned in the bibliographical sources. See
Mehmet Yalar, “Molla Fenari’nin Isiguci Serhi ve Sark Medrese Gelenegindeki Yeri” [Mulla al-Fanari’s
Commentary on the Isagoge and Its Place in the Eastern Madrasa Tradition], in Ulusiararas: Molla Fenari
Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanarr, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir
Belediyesi, 2010), 566-8. This number would be much higher if it included manuscripts in libraries not
listed in the sources. The most popular glosses are Ahmad ibn Mahmud ibn Khadir’s (d. 1543) Qawl
Ahimad and Burhan al-Din al-Bulghari’s al-Faraid al-Burhaniyya.
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e Misbah al-uns bayn al-ma ‘giil wa-l-mashhid fi sharh Mifiah ghayb al-jam * wa-l-wujiid

li-1-Qanawr: A long commentary in Arabic on al-Qtinaw1’s key work, Miftah al-ghayb,
which focuses on metaphysics and has been subjected to many commentaries in Arabic
and Persian. Miftah has been taught to advanced students in the madrasas of Iran, along
with al-Fanari’s Misbah.3?

Risala fi al-Tasawwuf: A short treatise in which al-FanarT briefly explains the principles
of Akbar1 ontology.*°

AL-FANARI’S QUR’ANIC COMMENTARY AND SCRIPTURAL
HERMENEUTICS

‘Ayn al-a‘yan: Tafsir Siarat al-Fatiha is the title of al-Fanar’s partial Qur’anic

commentary on the Fatiha chapter. It was published in 1907 in Istanbul®! and it is possible to
find many manuscripts in world libraries. Considering that Fatiha is only seven short verses,
‘Ayn al-a ‘yan amounts to a fairly large partial commentary, with 376 pages in its published
version. It consists of two parts, a prologue and a commentary on Fatiha. The first part, the
prologue, makes up approximately one-fourth of the work and is divided into four chapters.
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Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fusi/ al-bada’i* fi usil al-shara’i * [Chapters of Wonders
in the Principles of the Religious Laws] (Istanbul: Seyh Yahya Matbaasi, 1872).

Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fusal al-bada i fi usil al-shara’i  [Chapters of Wonders
in the Principles of the Religious Laws] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2006).

William C. Chittick, “Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishak ibn Muhammad ibn Ytnus al-Kiinawi,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed., Brill Online, accessed March 21, 2018, http://referenceworks.brillonline.
com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2; William C. Chittick, “The Last Will and Testament of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Foremost Disciple and Some Notes on its Author,” Sophia Perennis 4, no. 1 (1978): 48; Resat Ongoren,
“Miftahu’l-gayb,” in TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi, accessed March 12, 2018, www.islamansiklopedisi.info. In
addition to there being numerous manuscripts in the libraries, the Misbah was published several times in
Iran, together with the text of the Miftah. See Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qanawi and Shams al-
Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Miftah al-ghayb and Shariuha Misbah al-uns [The Key of the
Unseen and Its Commentary The Lamp of Closeness], 3rd ed. (Tehran: Mawla, 2009); Shams al-Din
Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Misbah al-uns fi shark Miftak ghayb al-Jam ‘ wa-lI-wujizd Sadr al-Din
Mukammad ibn Ishaq Qunavi [The Lamp of Closeness: The Commentary of Sadr al-Din Qtinavi’s the Key
of the Unseen of the Unity and Being], 2nd ed. (Tehran: Intisharat-i Fajr, 1985). One of the editions edited
by Muhammad Khajaw1 also contains six super-commentaries written by Persian writers, including
Ayatollah Khomeini (d. 1989). Khomeini’s super-commentary was published separately: Ruhollah
Khomeini, Ta ‘ligat ‘ala Sharh Fusus al-hikam wa-Misbah al-uns [Super-Commentaries on the
Commentary of the Bezels of Wisdom and the Lamp of Closeness] (Qum: Pasdar-e Islam, 1989-1990).
Khajawi has also translated the Misbah into Persian: Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari,
Tarjuma-yi Misbah al-uns-i Hamza Fanari [The Translation of Hamza al-Fanari’s The Lamp of
Closeness], trans. Muhammad Khajawi (Tehran: Mawla, 1995). There are other studies on the Misbah in
English and Turkish. See Alan Godlas, “Molla Fanari and the Misbah al-uns: The Commentator and the
Perfect Man,” in Uluslararas: Molla Fenari Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed.
Tevfik Yucedogru (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010); Muammer iskenderoglu, Molla Fenari'de
Tasavvuf Metafizigi: Misbahu’I-Uns Uzerine Bir Inceleme [Sufi Metaphysics in Mulla al-FanarT: A Study
on the Lamp of Closeness] (Istanbul: Degisim Yayinlari, 2016).

Muhammad Khajawi published this work in Iran along with its Persian translation: Shams al-Din
Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Tarjuma wa-matn-i sharj-i ruba 7-i Shaykh-i Akbar Mu#kz al-Din A4 ‘rabr
[The Translation and the Text of the Commentary on a Quatrain by the Greatest Shaykh Ibn al-*Arabi],
2nd ed., trans. Muhammad Khajaw1 (Tehran: Mawla, 2007).

al-Fanari, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan. This version contains a lot of errors, poor punctuation and misleading
subdivisions. Some parts are misprinted so badly they are illegible. The manuscripts that formed the basis
of this edition are not identified. | am currently working on a critical edition of the ‘Ayn.
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The commentary, which follows in the second half of the work, contains standard
hermeneutic discussions of language, ritual practices, narratives, theology, etc., as well as
Sufi exegesis grounded in “allusion” (ishara). In this section, | will discuss the outstanding
features of the ‘Ayn and outline al-Fanari’s approach to scriptural hermeneutics.

The Layers of Qur’anic Meaning

The most outstanding feature of al-Fanart is his emphasis on “layers of meaning” (or
“maratib al-ma‘na,” as he puts it),*> which include, but are not reducible to, esoteric
meaning. The idea that Qur’anic interpretation cannot be reduced to its literal sense because it
contains hidden meanings beneath its outward expression has stood out in many Sufi writings
since the early period of Sufism. According to Sufi hermeneutics, the esoteric meaning is not
accessible to everyone; only the spiritually elite can detect the inner sense of the Qur’an.*3
Al-Fanari, following the Sufi writers before him, reads the Qur’an as a text that has an
esoteric meaning besides its literal one. However, the simple dichotomy of esoteric and
exoteric meanings in Qur’anic interpretation does not adequately explain al-Fanari’s
exegetical approach. He embraces a fourfold interpretational system based on a Prophetic
tradition that was well known, especially in Sufi circles: “The Qur’an was sent down in seven
readings. Each letter of the Qur’an has an exterior (zahr) and an interior (batz). Each letter
has a limit (hadd) and each limit has an observation point (mat/a /muttala ).”*

Following Ibn al-°Arabi and al-Qunaw1, al-Fanari takes the abovementioned /adith as the
basis of his scriptural hermeneutics. 1bn al-°Arabi was the first Sufi who associated the hadith
with the Akbar1 theory of ontological levels.*> According to him, the notions of the hadith
(zahr, batp, hgdd and matla /muttala®) refer to ontological depths, all of which are
understood in Akbari metaphysics as hierarchical manifestations of the divine essence. Sadr
al-Din al-Qunaw, as the first Akbari writer to systematise the ontological levels, identifies
five, which are famously referred to as the “five presences” (al-hadarat al-khams).*® In his
commentary, al-Qunawi explains these levels through the notions of fadith: zahr represents
the physical forms (al-suwar al-marksisa) in existence; bamn refers to a deeper form of
existence, where heavenly spirits (al-arwah al-qudsiyya), which are hidden from the eyes,
reside; #add is the intervening level and pertains to the intervening world (‘alam al-mithal),
which marks the boundary between the visible and invisible worlds; and matla /muttala‘
refers to the level of the divine names, where the other three levels have their origin.*” Al-

4 Fanar, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan, 90.

4 For a study on the mystical interpretation of the Qur’an, see Kristin Zahra Sands, Sufi Commentaries on
the Qur’an in Classical Islam (London; New York: Routledge, 2006).

4 For a comprehensive study of the zadith and its interpretation by Sufi and non-Sufi scholars over time, see
Halim Calis, “The ‘Four Aspects of the Qur’an’ Hadith and the Evolution of Safi Exegesis until Shams al-
Din al-Fanari (d. 834/1431),” Journal of Qur anic Studies 22, no. 3 (2020): 1-34.

4 Ibn al-*Arabi might have been influenced by Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi, who interpreted the 4adith, for
the first time, as indicating that one of the layers of the Qur’anic meaning is the spiritual experience of
witnessing God. See Calis, “Four Aspects of the Qur’an,” 11.

4 William C. Chittick, “The Five Divine Presences: From Al-Qiinawi to Al-Qaysarr” The Muslim World 72
(1982): 109.

47 Al-Quinawi, { jaz al-bayan, 378.
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Qunawi further developed this idea and extended the semantic scope of the notions to cover
the ontology of the divine speech and the multiple layers of the Qur’anic meaning, besides
the ontological levels.#® In other words, he understands all these levels as stages where the
divine attribute of speech (kalam) and the divine name of the speaker (mutakallim) manifest.
For example, zahr refers to the physical form of divine speech we call the Qur’an. As a result,
these levels are different forms of the same reality. To complete the number of ontological
levels, al-Qunawi invented another term — ma ba‘da al-muttala® (“what is beyond
transcendence™).*® This refers to the first manifestation of the divine essence in existence,
which would be the first ontological level that differentiated from the essence before the
divine names.®® Al-Qiinaw1 also attempted to interpret the Fatiha chapter according to layers
of meaning based on the notions of the fadith; that is, he understands the verses of Fatiha as
having various meanings, each of which points to a different ontological level of existence.

In a further step, based on the fadith, al-Fanari connects all the elements of his scriptural
hermeneutics by juxtaposing his understandings of epistemology, ontology, spirituality and
exegesis. When he lists the dimensions of Qur’anic meaning a qualified commentator can
extract from the text, he states,

If I clearly mention the levels of meaning in any place, | do not exceed the four because
these are the principles (kulliyat) of the meanings. For what is comprehended (mudrak) is
either perceptible (kissi) which would be zahr, or spiritual (ri#zhani) which would be barn,
or metaphysical (ma nawi) and nominal (asma’z, i.e., pertaining to the divine names)
which would be musala‘, or imaginal (khayali and mithali) which would be limits
(hudud). These are the levels according to the five divine presences (al-hadarat al-khams).
As for divine absolute unity, it would be beyond transcendence (ma ba ‘da al-muttala ).
God knows best.>*

In this passage, al-Fanart takes the concepts he mentions as the names of ontological levels
of existence and divine speech, as the names of multiple Qur’anic meanings, and as the
names of what can be comprehended by a human being. What he suggests is that the gradual
manifestation of the divine essence in existence and in divine speech results in a multiplicity
of meanings in the Qur’anic text. These meanings can be grasped by a qualified
commentator; however, grasping the hierarchically varied meanings of the text goes beyond
being an intellectual activity and involves spiritual experience, which is needed to make sense
of what lies beyond the physical world. In other words, a commentator not only understands
the meaning of the text on an intellectual level, but also experiences, according to their
spiritual capacity, what the depths of the text correspond to the realities of the divine
manifestation that passes through the ontological levels. Therefore, according to al-Fanari,
exegesis has not only an epistemological aspect, but also a spiritual aspect.

Al-Fanart applies the theory of maratib al-ma ‘na in the ‘Ayn. When he comments on the
phrases of the Fatiha chapter, he establishes a clear connection between spirituality and

48 Calis, “Four Aspects of the Qur’an,” 15.
49 Al-Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan, 498.

50 Ibid., 378; al-Fanari, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan, 10.
51 Al-Fanari, ‘4yn al-a ‘yan, 90.
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ontology, both of which have hierarchical levels. In his commentary on the phrase “taking
refuge in God” (isti ‘adha), for example, he associates the layers of meaning with the notions
mentioned in the kadith by stating that zahr is the oral pronunciation of the isti ‘adha, bam is
emancipating the self from all connections other than God by internalising these words,
mugzala “ is annihilating the self, and ma ba ‘da al-muttala * is transcending self-annihilation.5?
What attracts our attention in this comment is that the various levels of advancement in
spirituality occur in accordance with the ontological depths, which are taken by the Akbari
school as a gradual manifestation of divine essence. Namely, as the wayfarer advances in
their spiritual journey, they pass through steps where they experience the depths of existence.
The final and highest point of the spiritual journey is to realise that God is the only real
existence, because He is the only source of all existence and there is only God at the first
ontological level. The wayfarer who has reached this point must be unaware of even their
annihilation, because otherwise this would be a claim to have existence. In another
interpretation of the isti ‘adha, al-Fanari associates the layers of meaning at the levels of basn,
muttala“ and ma ba ‘da al-mufrala“® with divine actions (af"al), divine attributes (sifar) and
divine essence (dhat), respectively.> This interpretation also emphasises a hierarchical order
among dhat, sifat and af"al, as well as the phases of spiritual experience related to them. As
seen in the examples, in al-Fanari’s exegetical practice, the connections among spirituality,
ontology and layers of Qur’anic meaning are established through the notions of the sadith.

Wahy (Revelation) as the Process of Divine Manifestation

In the ‘Ayn, al-Fanari deals with the question of the nature of revelation. More specifically,
he tries to find an answer to the question of how eternal divine speech can manifest in limited
human language. In answering this question, al-Fanart emphasises there are several types of
speech. He states,

This [revelation] is like the meanings taking the appearance of the imaginal images (suwar
khayaliyya) that contain parts (ajza’) freed from chronological order (min ghayr tagaddum
wa-ta ‘akhkhur).>* Since the imaginal (khayali) speech is not like the perceptible (hissi)
one, it would also not be like the mental (‘aq/i) or the spiritual (ma ‘nawi) speeches for
sure.>

Al-Fanart means to say there are various levels of divine speech on a line from divine
essence to human language, just like the ontological levels of existence discussed earlier.
Here, the stages of khayal (the imaginal realm that represents an intervening stage between
the levels of existence), hissi (the perceptible realm), and ‘aqli and ma ‘nawr (the spiritual
realm) indicate the levels of existence and levels of divine speech. Al-Fanari implies that
divine revelation is the process of transformation of divine speech through ontological
phases, from divine essence to the scriptures expressed in different languages. The level of
khayal (imagination) is the stage where divine essence potentially manifests as the plurality

%2 |bid., 123.

% bid.

% “Without any chronological order,” seems to mean “the potentiality” (not actuality) of the speech parts.
% Ibid., 45.
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of creation. The composite nature of Qur’anic language appears potentially at the same level.
The actual plurality of creation appears in the physical world, whereas the verbal expression
of the Qur’an is the manifestation of divine speech eventuated at the level of sensible speech.
According to al-Fanari, this means all these different phases of speech are different forms of
the same reality.

However, why do the physical forms of the same reality differ, as there are many divine
scriptures in different languages? Al-Fanari answers this question by drawing on the theory
of “connections” (muta ‘allagat) he learned from al-Qunawi. Accordingly, every divine
attribute has two aspects: (1) from the perspective of its relationship with the divine essence,
it is possessed of absolute singularity (akadiyya); and (2) from the perspective of its
relationship with existence, it accommodates plurality. It is like the relationship between an
eye and the plurality of sight. The eye is one, but its connection with the multitude of objects
causes the plurality of sight.5¢ Divine speech (kalam), as a divine attribute, also has two sides:
its compositeness in the level of sensible speech is due to its connections. In other words, the
“connection” between God and human prophets gives the divine revelation its distinctive
characteristics, such as its language and content. In sum, divine speech emanates from divine
essence and metamorphoses into different forms at different levels, such as at the levels of
hisst, khayalt, aqli and ma ‘nawr, as they are designated by al-Fanari. The final “verbal” form
of speech takes on a specific shape according to its collocutor.

The Qur’an: A Physical Manifestation of Divine Speech

Al-Fanar1 defines the Qur’an as a physical manifestation of divine speech, expressed in
Arabic. This definition is in keeping with the ideas he embraces regarding the ontological
levels of divine speech and he takes pains to tailor the definition in such a way as to not go
beyond the idea of the Qur’an’s being the manifestation of divine speech in the physical
world. Therefore, al-FanarT insists the definition of the Qur’an must refer only to what is
manifested through the Prophet as “the Qur’an” and should not include eternal speech.>’ In
this regard, he criticises other definitions that do not seem to offer complete exclusivity
because of the terms they use, such as nuziz/ (coming down), which associate them with
eternal speech or the angel’s recitation.%® In his opinion, dissociating the definition from
eternal speech is much more fitting to the limitations of our knowledge, because human
beings cannot define an eternal concept that is beyond their limited knowledge; they can
define only what they comprehend. Therefore, the eternal form of speech that is beyond
human capacity should not be subjected to definition. More important, al-Fanari’s main
concern is to emphasise that the Qur’an is no more than the physical manifestation of divine
speech at the level of zahr, so the definition of the Qur’an should be isolated from the other
levels.

% bid.

5 Al-Fanari emphasises the difference by calling this eternal form “al-Qur’an al-qadim” (eternal Qur’an).
See al-Fanari, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan, 42-43.

% 1bid., 43.
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Tafsir: Indecisive Comments on the Meaning of the Qur’an

Al-Fanari opens the prologue of ‘Ayn al-a‘yan with a discussion on tafsir, the Islamic
discipline whose subject is the Qur’an (but in this case, not referring to a method of
interpretation).>® The discussion consists of several subsections, which include the definition
of tafsir, its subject, and its relationship with the other Islamic sciences. Al-Fanari formulates
his own definition:

Tafsir is the knowledge of the states of God’s speech in terms of its Qur’anness and in
terms of its indication to God’s intention that is known or assumed according to the human
capacity.

First of all, tafsir, in al-Fanari’s opinion, should be defined as “knowledge” (or study)
(ma ‘rifa), rather than a systematic science (‘i/m), which it is defined as by many scholars,
such as Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazant (d. 1390).6* Al-Fanari wants to point out the fact that tafsir
has no authority to determine God’s intention in most of the Qur’an by preferring ma rifa
over ‘ilm. As epistemological notions, ‘ilm and ma ‘rifa literally mean “knowledge,” but they
have been treated as different concepts in the Islamic literature.®> The two most common
differences discussed by Muslim scholars are: “ilm refers to the comprehension of universals
(kulliyat) and is pertinent to assent (tasdig), whereas ma ‘rifa refers to the comprehension of
particulars (juz iyyat) and concerns conceptualisation (tasawwur).®® ‘IIm is also used to refer
to systematic sciences that have methodologies and principles (al-usi/ wa-1-gawa ‘id); ma ‘rifa
lacks these characteristics. Al-Fanari emphasises, since tafsir has neither methodology nor
universal principles, except in a few cases, it cannot be defined as ‘ilm, unlike other Islamic
sciences that are bound to syllogistic logic, such as the Islamic philosophy of jurisprudence
(usil al-figh).8* The following example, which is given by al-Fanart when he mentions some
of the principles discussed by commentators, reveals what he understands of the principles
(gawa ‘id): every address in the Qur’an that begins with “Ya ayyuha al-nas!” (O people!) is
directed to Meccans, with “Ya ayyuha alladhina amani!” (O believers!) to Medinans, and
with “Ya ahl al-Kitab!” (O people of the Book!) to Jews and Christians.®® In this regard, a
“principle” refers to a systematic method that always gives the same result.

% Ibid., 4-13.

80 lbid., 5. “‘IIm al-Tafsir ma ‘rifat ahwal kalam Allah ta‘ala min haythu al-Qur aniyya wa-min haythu
dalalatuh ‘ald ma yu ‘lam aw yuzann annahii murad Allah bi-qadar al-tagat al-insaniyya.”

61 Ibid., 4. Al-Taftazani defines tafsir as: “It is the science (al- ilm) that investigates the states (akwal) of the
words of God’s speech in terms of their indication (al-dalala) to the intention (al-murad).” Al-Fanari cites
al-Taftazan1’s definition from the latter’s super-commentary on al-Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf, which has
not yet been published. Al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjant (d. 1414), who also wrote a super-commentary on al-
Kashshaf and criticised al-Taftazani on many points, adopted his rival’s definition. See ‘Ali ibn
Muhammad al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani, al-Hashiya ‘ala al-Kashshaf li-1-Zamakhsharz [Annotation on
al-Zamakhshart’s the Discoverer] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2016), 110.

52 For a discussion of these differences, see Ed., ““Ilm,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2d ed., Brill Online,
accessed March 21, 2018, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2; Roger
Arnaldez, “Ma‘rifa,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2d ed., Brill Online, accessed March 21, 2018,
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2.

8 Al-Fanari, ‘Ayn al-a yan, 15.

8 Ibid., 5.

8 Ibid., 79.
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The description of tafsir as related to either assent (tasdig) or conception (tasawwur) has
been debated in several works in Qur’anic studies. For example, ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurgani, a
prominent contemporary Egyptian scholar of Qur’anic studies, reports that ‘Abd al-Hakim al-
Siyalkati (d. 1656), a notable Mughal gloss writer, asserts that tafsir is a science of concepts
because its only function is linguistic delineation (al-ta ‘arif al-lafziyya). Conversely, al-
Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani treats tafsir as a science that produces assent because it becomes a
determining factor (yatadamman iukm) for the language of the text by assigning meanings to
the words.®® Muhy1 al-Din al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), al-Fanar’s pupil, agrees with al-Jurjani that
the outcomes of tafsir should be considered assent, in consequence of his idea that tafsir has
principles (gawa ‘id).%" Al-Kafiyaj1 then attempts to enumerate and explain these gawa ‘id in
his work on the Qur’anic sciences, but it cannot be said he succeeds, for his brief work falls
far short of providing principles that satisfactorily respond to needs. Several of the principles
he identifies concern only the subjects of muikam/mutashabih (obvious/unclear verses) and
naskh (abrogation in the Qur’an).%8 As a matter of fact, Jalal al-Din al-Suyiiti, al-Kafiyaji’s
student, expresses his dissatisfaction with his teacher’s work in the introduction of his al-
Itgan.®®

The characterisation of tafsir as ma rifa rather than as ‘ilm inevitably results in the
acceptance of the idea that a multiplicity of interpretations of the same text should be
considered valid, an idea favoured by Sufis, especially Akbaris. For to say that tafsir has
neither methodology nor principles makes its outcomes (most of its outcomes, according to
al-Fanari) inconclusive (zanni). If we consider that methodologies and principles are
established through inductive reasoning, i.e. through analysis of individual comments leading
to general conclusions, again we face the fact pointed out by al-Fanari that most of the
comments are conjectural because they are based on either reason or singular sadith (@had).”
That is, (a) tafsir does not have the authority to produce certain knowledge because it lacks
universal principles, or (b) most comments provide only conjectural knowledge, so tafsir is
not able to derive principles from them; either way, tafsir does not deserve to be called ‘i/m
rather than ma ‘rifa. With this well-considered detail, not only does al-Fanari question the
authority of tafsir to determine God’s intention in the words of the Qur’an, but he also
validates interpretive efforts based on means other than narration by placing them on equal
terms. Otherwise, tafsir would be reduced to “exegesis by tradition,” by which static
interpretation is continuously passed down.

However, when we accept that commentators only presume to know God’s intention in
most cases, are we subordinating God’s intention to the commentators’ conclusions for most

%  Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurgant, Manahil al- ‘irfan fi ‘uliam al-Qur’an [The Springs of Wisdom in
Qur’anic Studies] (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-kutub al-‘Arabiyya: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1943), 1:471.

5 Muhyi al-Din Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir [The Facilitation in
the Principles of Tafsir] (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qudsi, 1998), 30.

8 lbid., 51-72.

8 Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyiiti, al-Itgan fi ‘uliim al-Qur an [The Perfection in Qur’anic Studies]
(Cairo: al-Hay’at al-Misriyya al-‘amma li-l-kutub, 1974), 1:16-17.

0 According to the Hanafi school with which al-Fanari was affiliated, singular zadith provide conjectural
knowledge.
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of the Qur’an? In other words, are we accepting as many divinely intended meanings as there
are numbers of comments on a given Qur’anic verse? The question “Can we know God’s
intention with certainty?” is an important topic of debate in Islamic jurisprudence.” Al-
Fanari, who transfers this discussion into the context of tafsir, seems to embrace a partial
relativism, saying, “Multiplicity is not in a generic truth (al-kaqgiga al-naw ‘iyya); rather, in its
different particulars (al-juz iyyat al-mukhtalifa) due to diversity of perceptors (gawabil).”"?
What are generic truths? Al-Fanari does not explain this, but | think he means the
foundational principles in the Qur’an upon which the Muslim community have agreed. These
are absolute and do not differ with respect to different perceptions; however, apart from these
universal principles, particulars are open to diverse interpretations. Another important point is
that al-Fanari does not argue with the monosemy of parts of the Qur’an whose meanings are
agreed upon through self-evidence or through a consensus of transmitted reports. As we saw
above, al-Fanari accepts layers of Qur’anic meaning, which means a commentator can
understand meanings other than the apparent ones. This means even unambiguous verses of
the Qur’an are open to exegetical searches for deeper meanings; namely, the “known”
intention of God in any part of the Qur’an does not negate the possibility of other “assumed”
intentions in the same part. Therefore, not only does al-Fanari place meanings extracted from
the text into two categories, certain and uncertain, but he also concludes that attempts at
interpretation in certain and uncertain areas are equally valid. Al-Fanari paraphrases al-
Qunaw here:

All interpretations of the Qur’anic text based on either sound narration (riwaya sahiha) or
sound rational deduction (diraya sahiha) are God’s intention. But this is according to the
levels (maratib) and receivers (gawabil), not [binding] for everyone.”

L Al-Fanar informs the reader that a similar debate on the definition of Islamic jurisprudence (figh) occurred
between al-Taftazani and Sadr al-Shari‘a ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Mas’ad. See al-Fanari, ‘4yn al-a ‘yan, 5.

2 bid.

3 Ibid. Al-Fanari quotes al-Qtinaw1 with considerable difference. Al-Qtinaw1 states: “Among the words of
the Qur’an, there is no word that has many meanings in the language but all its meanings are meant by
God. If a commentator comments on God’s speech [i.e., the Qur’an] according to the requirement of its
language and in a way that does not violate the indubitable religious principles (al-usi/ al-shar ‘iyya al-
mukaqqgaqga), this [comment] is true and God’s intention. [The accuracy of the comment] is with respect to
the commentator and those who share his state, taste, and understanding.” See al-Qunawf, / jaz al-bayan,
334. As can be seen, al-Fanari sounds his opinion more than quoting or paraphrasing al-Qtnawi. In fact,
al-Qunawt makes this statement in line with 1bn al-*Arabi’s ideas about literalist esotericism. lbn al-* Arabi
displays extreme loyalty to the etymology of Qur’anic words. When he interprets the text, he sometimes
produces alternative interpretations focusing on the cognates of words. Consequently, he adopts a
hermeneutical principle that can be epitomised as: “If a cognate of the word supports an interpretation, that
interpretation must be accepted as valid.” Ibn al-*Arabi clarifies this, stating, “Every sense (wajh) which is
supported (iztimal) by any verse in God’s Speech (kalam) —whether it is the Koran, the Torah, the Psalms,
the Gospel, or the Scripture— in the view of anyone who knows that language (lisan) is intended (magsiid)
by God in the case of that interpreter (mutaawwil). For His knowledge encompasses all senses... Hence,
every interpreter correctly grasps the intention of God in that word (kalima). This is the truth, ‘[a Mighty
Book:] to which falsehood comes not from before it nor from behind it; a sending down from One Wise,
Praiseworthy’ (41:42) upon the heart of him whom He chooses from among His servants. Hence no man of
knowledge can declare wrong an interpretation, which is supported by the words (lafz). He who does so is
extremely deficient in knowledge. However, it is not necessary to uphold the interpretation nor to put it
into practice, except in the case of the interpreter himself and those who follow his authority.” See Muhyi
al-Din Ibn al-*Arabi, al-Futizkat al-Makkiyya [Meccan Openings] (Republic of Yemen: Wizarat al-
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In this statement, al-Fanar lays down two conditions for the validity of any interpretation
of scripture: (a) it must be based on sound narration or sound rational deduction, and (b) it
should not claim to bind anyone other than the commentator. If these conditions are met, any
comment is considered legitimate and true. The detail of adding the word “assumed” to the
definition of tafsir indicates all comments, even different or opposing ones, are equally valid.
Al-Fanari also links the multiplicity of valid comments to differences among the
commentators as he explains differentiations of divine speech according to the different
collocutors. In this sense, what commentators experience when commenting on scripture is
similar to what prophets experienced during the revelatory process. The scriptural text
manifests as various interpretations by the commentators, just like divine speech, which is
manifested by the prophets. In short, there may be more than one true comment on the text.
However, we can speak of different degrees in the preferability of the comments, according
to the various capacities of the commentators.

Therefore, al-Fanari adds another detail to the definition with the phrase human capacity
(al-tagat al-insaniyya) regarding the knowledge of God’s intention. This detail implies a
gradation in exegesis (and in exegetes), which is the fundamental aspect of Sufi Qur’anic
hermeneutics. The more a commentator increases their scholarly and spiritual capacity, the
nearer they draw to knowing God’s intention; that is, the more acceptable are the comments
they offer.

AL-FANARI’S LEGACY IN QUR’ANIC STUDIES

Al-Fanari made an impact on discussions within Qur’anic studies regarding the nature and
authority of tafsir as an Islamic discipline. His ideas entered the discussions through several
channels, one of which was his student Muhyt al-Din al-Kafiyaji, who established himself in
the Egyptian Mamluk madrasas as a leading scholar and who was a prolific writer on many
religious and non-religious subjects.” One of al-Kafiyaji’s treatises, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm
al-Tafsir, which was about the Qur’anic sciences, won recognition as one of the early
examples of this genre.” Al-Kafiyajt does not cite al-FanarT in his al-Taysir, but he evidently
follows the latter’s line of argumentation in many places. A large part of the treatise

Thagafa, 2010), 5:22. The translation is Chittick’s — William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn
al- ‘Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1989), 244. In
this passage, Ibn al-‘Arabi emphasises: (a) Every interpretation allowed by the letter of the text is among
the meanings intended by God; therefore, no one has the right to falsify an interpretation that is
etymologically possible; (b) however, this interpretation cannot be imposed upon one as the sole truth; it is
subjective and binding only to the interpreter and to those who choose to accept his authority. For the
passages where Ibn al-‘Arabi expresses similar thoughts, see Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futahat al-Makkiyya, 6:631,
10:207.

" For al-Kafiyaji, see Franz Rosenthal, “Kafiyadj1,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., Brill Online,
accessed March 21, 2018, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2.

> The most recent publication of al-Taysir is al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir. Al-Kafiyaji
believed that no one preceded him with a work in this class, but al-Suytti states his teacher, al-Kafiyaji,
was not aware of al-Zarkash1’s al-Burhan and al-Bulqini’s Mawagi ‘ al- ‘uliim. See al-Suyuti, Bughyat al-
wu ‘ah, 48. Al-Suyutt also wrote one of the most important works in the field, titled al-itgan fi ‘ulim al-
Qur’an.
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obviously summarises or paraphrases from the ‘Ayn. The difference seen in al-Kafiyaji’s
Taysir is his discussion of the principles of tafsir, because he, unlike al-Fanari, believes tafsir
has principles (gawa ‘id) and he explains these principles, albeit unsatisfactorily, because his
short treatise only briefly discussed the topics of muikam/mutashabih (obvious/unclear
verses) and naskh (abrogation) in the Qur’an and identified a few principles regarding them.®
However, we would not be wrong to suggest al-Fanari influenced him, even in the originality
he manifested. Al-Fanari’s emphatic insistence on the lack of principles and methodologies in
tafsir probably prompted al-Kafiyaji to attempt to identify principles and methodologies. As a
result, al-Taysir was treated with admiration; however, al-Kafiyaji’s heavy dependence on
the ‘Ayn has remained unnoticed.

One of the items al-Kafiyaji took from the ‘4yn was the definition of tafsir. He formulated
the following statement by actually integrating two definitions made by al-Taftazant and al-
Fanari, both of which are discussed in the ‘Ayn: “[Tafsir is] a science in which the states of
God’s speech are investigated, commensurate with the human capacity, in terms of their
indication to the divine intention.””” This definition won great popularity, especially in
modern works of Qur’anic studies.”® However, since al-Kafiyajt did not discuss the parts of
the definition, as al-Fanari did, the latter’s intention — by including the detail “human
capacity” — to point out that commentators only “presume” to know God’s intention in most
cases, was not fully apprehended in the later works.

In addition, al-Kafiyaji adopted the list of sciences that was to be employed in exegesis of
the Qur’an, which had first been itemised by al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 1108 or 1109)"° then
expanded by al-Fanari, with minor differences, to 16 sciences.® Al-Kafiyaji’s list, which
enumerates 15 sciences, became widespread after being included by al-Suyiiti, along with
explanations, in his famous al-I/zgan.8' The list also contains the God-inspired knowledge
(‘ilm al-mawhiba) that al-Fanari calls ‘ilm al-haqa’ig (science of truths). By this, he
obviously means esoteric mystical knowledge. However, al-Suyti treats ‘i/m al-mawhiba as

6 See al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir. al-Suyiti, al-KafiyajT’s student, expresses his
dissatisfaction about his teacher’s work. See al-Suyuti, al-ltgan fi ‘ulim al-Quran, 1:16-17.

™ Al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawd ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir, 30.

8 It seems Muhammad ‘Al1 Salama (d. 1942), one of the contemporary Azharite professors, was the first to
popularise the definition among Egyptian scholars. See Muhammad ‘Ali Salama, Manhaj al-furqan fi
‘ulim al-Qur’an [Method of Proof in Qur’anic Studies] (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr, 2004), 2:6. Then
Muhammad ‘Abd al-°Azim al-Zurgani (d. 1948) analysed the definition in his Manahil. See Zurganti,
Manahil al- ‘irfan, 1:471-2. Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi (d. 1977), former Egyptian minister and
Shaykh of al-Azhar, known by his important work, al-Tafsir wa-l-mufassirin, also discussed the
definition. See Muhammad Husayn Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassirin: Bahth tafsili ‘an nash at al-tafsir
wa-tazawwuruh, wa-alwanuh, wa-madhahibuh, ma ‘a ‘ard li-ashhar al-mufassirin [Interpretation and
Interpreters: Detailed Study on the Origin of Tafsir, its Development, Sorts, and Schools with the
Presentation of Well-Known Commentators] (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha, 1976-1989), 1:15.

8 Abiu al-Qasim Husayn ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mugaddima jami ‘ al-tafasir: Ma ‘a Tafsir al-
Fatiha wa-magali ‘ al-Bagara [Introduction to the Compiler of Commentaries with the Interpretation of
Fatiha and the Beginning of Bagarah] (Kuwait: Dar al-Da‘wa, 1984), 94-6.

8 Al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir, 27-9.

81 Al-Suyiti, al-Itgan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, 4:213-6. Many writers have cited the same list from al-Suyiti. For
example, see Tashkoprizada, Miftak al-sa ‘ada, 2:82-4; Muhammad A‘1a ibn ‘Ali al-Tahanawi, Kashshaf
istilahat al-funzn [The Discoverer of the Terminology of the Arts] (Beirut, Lubnan: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 1998), 1:34-37; al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-l-mufassiran, 1:265.
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ordinary piety. Being at pains to explain this inclusion of God-given knowledge among the
other sciences “accessible” to human effort, al-Suyati underlines the importance of pious
practices to understanding the Qur’an more thoroughly. In the pages that follow, he
completely rules out esoteric interpretation and quotes antithetical, and even anathematising,
opinions against Sufi esoteric exegesis. Al-Suyuti’s efforts to isolate the ‘/m al-mawhiba
from Sufi esoteric knowledge did not escape the notice of Abi al-Thana al-Alist (d. 1854), a
notable thinker and commentator who was the mufti in Ottoman Baghdad. He states ‘ilm al-
mawhiba is for the cognisance of esoteric secrets (al-asrar), not for seeking to explain the
textual meanings of the Qur’an.®

Al-Fanari’s ideas also found a way into scholarship through Katib Chalabi (d. 1657), the
great Ottoman historian, bibliographer and geographer. In his monumental bibliographical
dictionary, Kashf al-zuniin, Katib Chalabi places al-Fanari’s explanations of the definition of
tafsir at the beginning of the section he reserves for ‘/lm al-tafsir, accentuating the
importance of the discussion.?® After a long quotation, he refers readers who want to learn the
subtleties of the science of tafsir to the ‘Ayn. Siddiq Hasan Khan al-Qannawjt (d. 1890), an
Indian scholar and statesman who is considered one of the founders of the reformist Ahl-i
Hadith movement in India, includes the same discussion in his Abjad al-‘ulam, an
encyclopaedic work on the sciences and outstanding representatives of the sciences in the
history of Islam.8 He also approvingly mentions al-Fanar’s definition in the introduction to
his voluminous Qur’anic commentary, Fath al-bayan.®

CONCLUSION

Al-Fanar’s ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan stands out in the history of Qur’anic exegesis mainly because of
two important features. First, its prologue includes a critical discussion regarding the nature
of Qur’anic exegesis and the limits of its authority to know God’s exact intention in Qur’anic
text. Here, al-Fanart justifies interpretive methods on other bases besides narration, including
esoteric exegesis. Accordingly, a commentator can extract meanings not voiced by tradition,
including esoteric ones, which are not certain to be God’s intention. In this study, I argue that
al-Fanar1 questions the authority of tafsir to know God’s exact intention in the text to make
possible his Sufi hermeneutics, which favour fluidity instead of unilaterality and stasis.
Second, the commentary section of the ‘4yn contains outstanding examples of esoteric
exegesis presented through the theory of “maratib al-ma‘na.” Al-Fanari’s esoteric
interpretation, which does not disregard literal meaning, makes multiple meanings of the
same Qur’anic text possible. These multiple meanings are analogous to the “layers”

8 Mahmid ibn ‘Abdullah al-Aliist, Rik al-ma ‘ani fi tafsir al-Qur'an al- ‘Azim wa-l-sab ‘ al-mathani [The
Spirit of Meanings in the Interpretation of the Great Qur’an and the Seven Pairs] (Cairo: Dar al-Hadith,
2005), 1:7.

8  Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zuniin, 1:427-8.

8 Muhammad Siddiq Hasan al-Qannawji, Abjad al- ‘u/iim [Alphabet of the Sciences] (Damascus: Wizarat al-
Thagafa wa-I-irshad al-gawmi, 1978), 2:176-8.

8 Muhammad Siddiq Hasan al-Qannawjt, Fath al-bayan fi maqasid al-Qur'an [Opening of the Elucidation
in the Objectives of the Qur’an] (Cairo: ‘Abd al-Muhy1 ‘AlT Mahfaz, 1965), 1:7.
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hierarchically lined up to correspond to the hierarchy of ontological and spiritual levels
expounded upon by the Akbari school. At the level of esoteric sense, the text encodes the
secrets of existence, which the commentator who has reached a certain spiritual level can
decipher. In this regard, in al-Fanari’s commentary, the exegesis of the Qur’an has an
epistemological function to connect AkbarT ontology to spirituality.
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