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Conference schedule 

Thursday 19 May      Gravensteen building 0.11 

 

9:30  Opening speech by Marcela Garcia Probert and Hayat Ahlili, 
organisers & Annemarie van Sandwijk (LUCIS) 

 

Panel 1 (10:00-11:30) | Collections  
Chair: Luit Mols 

 Ursula Bsees (University of Vienna).  
Characteristics of amulets and how to work with them (with special 
regard to the Vienna Papyrus Collection) 
 

 Baha Jubeh (Palestine Heritage Museum Jerusalem).  

The Tawfik Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets 

 

11:30-12:00  Coffee break  

 

Panel 2 ( 12:00-13:30) | Theories and methodological approaches 
Chair: Jacques van der Vliet  

 Remke Kruk (Leiden University).  

Orthodox Islam and Amulets 

 

 Ab de Jong (Leiden University). 

From nerang to ta’viz: Zoroastrian spells and amulets between the oral 

and the written 

 

 Gideon Bohak (Tel Aviv University).  

Jewish and Muslim Magic in the Cairo Genizah 

 

13:30-15:30   Lunch break 
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Panel 3 (15:30-17:30) | Gaining baraka, amulets in connexion to holy places, 
saints and relics. 
Chair: Marcela Garcia Probert 

 Luit Mols (Volkenkunde Museum Leiden).  

Zamzam-water and the rituals for transferring its benevolent qualities 

 

 Juan E. Campo (University of California Santa Barbara). 

Talismanic Inscriptions in the Houses of Ottoman Egypt 
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Friday 20 May       Lipsius building 148 

 

Panel 4 (10:00-11:30) | Amulets, talismans and materiality 
Chair: Margaretha Folmer 

 Yasmine al-Saleh (Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyyah, American University of 

Kuwait).  

Snakes, Scorpions, Weapons and the Language of a Talismanic Scroll 

 

 Hazem Abbas Ali (Beni-Suef University).  

An unpublished amulet from the Papyri Cairo Arab Collection 

 

 Karl Schaefer (Drake University, Iowa).  

The Material Nature of Block Printed Amulets 

 

11:30-12:00  Coffee break 

 

Panel  5 (12:00-13:30) | Mechanisms of activation of amulets: rituals, 
professionals and discourses 
Chair: Hayat Ahlili 

 Anne Regourd (University of Copenhagen).  

A 20th century manuscript of the K. almadal al-sulaymānī (Ar. IES 286, 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia): texts on practices & texts in practices 

 

 Pedram Khosronejad (Oklahoma State University).  

Modern Persian Amulets and Talismans: a century ethnographical survey 

on Persian Shiite sacred objects and material religion 

 

13:30-15:00  Lunch break 
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Panel 6 ( 15:00-16:30) Al Buni and other influences in the making of 

talismans. 

Chair: Remke Kruk 

 Saiyad Nizamuddin Ahmed (The Shiah Institute).  

Decoding the Corpus Bunianum: An Essay in the Recovery of an Ancient 

Occult Science and the Reverse Engineering of an Ancient Occult 

Technology 

 

 Jean-Charles Coulon (Institut de Recherche et d’Histoire des Textes). 

 Amulets and Talismans in the Oldest Works of the Corpus Bunianum 

 

 Lucia Raggetti (Free University Berlin).  

Healing, Protecting, and Conquering: the Talismans of Alexander the 

Great and Apollonius of Tyana 
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Speakers and Abstracts 

Panel 1 

Ursula Bsees | Characteristics of amulets and how to work with them (with 
special regard to the Vienna Papyrus Collection) 

Starting from a very short definition of what an amulet is, adding a brief 
overview on the amulets published so far (block prints not included in detail), I 
will show how to identify amulets and/or magical texts. I will then try to sketch 
the basic characteristics of amulets concerning layout, content and language. 
After some thoughts on what the realization of these three aspects can tell us 
about the amulets’ “setting in life,” my talk will include a brief glimpse at some 
background literature on amulets and how it can help us with studying them. 
Afterwards, I will concentrate on two basic classifications of amulets, i.e. with 
or without Qur’ānic verses and with or without drawings, sharing my 
assumptions on further implications of the presence/absence of said features. 
In the last part of my talk, I will clarify the points mentioned above with the 
help of examples from the Austrian National Library Papyrus Collection. 

 

Baha Jubeh | The Tawfiq Canaan Collection of Palestinian Amulets 

For most people, the notion of amulets is a thing of the nostalgic past, that 
associated with rituals and folks beliefs. Amulets and talismans are in the minds 
of many people merely as objects of superstitions, fetishes that simple folk 
resorted to solving health ailments or as remedies for social or psychological 
problems. Dr. Tawfiq Canaan, one of the pioneers of medicine in Palestine, 
viewed the amulets differently. Well known as one of the foremost researchers 
of Palestinian popular heritage Canaan probed and asked questions relating to 
the value of amulets and talismans as a source of knowledge in the 
interpretations of the traditions and beliefs of his people. His writings in this 
field are an indispensable reference for researchers and all those interested in 
Palestinian heritage. His collection provides valuable information on an 
essential part of the Palestinian people’s cultural heritage, namely fol medince 
and the manifestaions of magic in the popular bliefs and practices of 
Palestinian society, as well as other neighbouring Arab societies- practices that 
exist to this day.  
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Panel 2 

Remke Kruk | Orthodox Islam and Amulets 

The use of amulets is strongly condemned by orthodox Islamic theologians, but 
they rarely make clear what exactly is meant by an amulet. In my paper I intend 
to discuss the various ways in which the matter comes up in modern Arabic 
popular pamphlets and booklets about Islam, magic and healing. In addition, a 
number of modern amulets that I have collected will serve to demonstrate how 
complicated the matter is. 
 
Albert de Jong | From nērang to ta‛vīz: Zoroastrian spells and amulets between 
the oral and the written 

Although Zoroastrians (indirectly) gave the world the word ‘magic’ (which 
derives from the generic word for ‘priest’ in Western Iran), the concept as it is 
most often understood is wholly untraceable in Zoroastrian thought. 
Zoroastrians believed in  ‘sorcery’ (jādūgīh) as an evil activity, and in ritual 
power (nērang) as a good one, but located the former in persons who did not 
really exist, and the latter in priests, who could teach prayers and words of 
power to their lay followers. For members of a religion that has always been 
described and understood as being based in an “ethical dualism”, Zoroastrians 
have invested remarkably little in protecting themselves from the forces of evil. 
These two observations raise a number of important theoretical questions that 
will challenge conventional understandings of ‘magic’ and ‘ritual power’ and 
will be the main focus of this paper. The evidence used will largely consist of 
the protective texts modern Parsi Zoroastrians put up in their houses, and 
which seem to have developed from oral spells to written amulets, but whose 
effect remains located in being externalized words recited by the priest who 
wrote them. 
 
Gideon Bohak | Jewish and Muslim Magic in the Cairo Genizah 

The Cairo Genizah, which is the used-paper-storage-room of a medieval 
synagogue, is not the obvious place in which to look for magical texts, and even 
less so of Muslim magical texts. And yet, the vast collections of the Cairo 
Genizah contain more than 1,000 magical texts, many of which display the 
impact of the Arabic-speaking milieu in which they were produced, and some 
of which display specifically-Muslim influences. Moreover, some Genizah 
magical texts seem to be entirely Muslim, and display no specifically-Jewish 
elements. In my paper, I will present many magical texts from the Cairo 
Genizah, and try to develop criteria for distinguishing between the Jewish and 
the Muslim ones. I will also examine which types of “magical technologies” 
were most commonly borrowed by Jews from their Muslim neighbors in 
medieval Cairo.  



8 
 

 

Panel 3 

Luit Mols | Zamzam-water and the rituals for transferring its benevolent 
qualities 

Both baraka and healing properties have been attributed to the drinking of 
water from the Zamzam-well in Mecca, as according to a hadith “If you drink at 
Zamzam in hope of a cure, God will cure you. If you are thirsty, God wil quench 
your thirst; if you are hungry, God will satisfy you”. The origin of the well of 
Zamzam is associated with Abraham’s second wife Hagar who called on God 
while in desperate search for water for her son Isma’il in the desert’s heat. 
Muhammad’s grandfater, Abd al-Muttalib, is associated with the rediscovery of 
the source. Pilgrims drink Zamzam-water throughout their stay at Mecca and 
specifically after performing the sa’i rite, the running between the hillocks of 
Safa and Marwa in commemoration of Hagar’s search, even when it is not an 
obligatory rite. They take it home as souvenir in small phials, formerly of tin 
and china ware, now usually of plastic or metal, and in these days of air-travel 
also in 10 liter containers. At home, they share it with guests during 
celebrations of home-coming, or whenever hajjis feel the need or feel it is 
appropriate. Zamzam-water is one of few souvenirs which are actually obtained 
from and physically connected to the Holy Cities of Islam. Other examples are 
the dust of the Prophet’s tomb, pressed into flat cakes or pear-shaped items, 
dates of Medina, and fragments of the kiswa, the latter of which were only 
affordable to a limited group. The first three mentioned souvenirs had a special 
attraction, as they were internalized through drinking or eating. By drinking the 
Zamzam-water, the hajji or those receiving it were physically connected with 
the holy city of Mecca, and with esteemed figures in Islamic faith like Abraham, 
Hagar and the Prophet Muhammad. Besides drinking, Zamzam-water was, 
according to nineteenth-century sources, also used both by inhabitants and 
pilgrims in Mecca for daily ablutions, bathing, the washing of the interior of the 
Ka’ba, and soaking objects, such as grave-shrouds and combs, in Zamzam-water 
in order to transmit its benevolent qualities. In this paper I’d like to address the 
different ways in which Zamzam-water was used in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century especially, and analyse how the qualities ascribed to 
Zamzam-water were transferred to its user. Besides this I’d like to address the 
seeming contradiction between the high esteem in which Zamzam-water was 
held and the simplicity of the materials and undecorated exterior of the 
containers in which it was and is carried.  
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Juan E. Campo | Talismanic Inscriptions in the Houses of Ottoman Egypt 
Egypt is one of the last remaining places where medieval and Ottoman 
domestic architecture has survived, and even this part of Egypt's architectural 
heritage is rapidly disappearing. Although the architectural features of these 
middle class and elite buildings have been well documented, little attention has 
been paid to the inscriptions many of them contained. Located over entrances 
and on interior walls, the inscriptions included verses from the Qur'an and 
quotations from Arabic poetry. Based on site visits and published records, such 
as those of L'Institut Français de Archéologie Orientale in Cairo, my paper 
catalogues these inscriptions and argues that they functioned as calligraphic 
talismans, protecting the household from misfortune and invoking God's 
blessings upon it. It will also seek to situate these practices with respect to 
Islamic literature and ethnographic evidence drawn from contemporary 
Egyptian culture. 
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Panel 4 

Yasmine Al-Saleh | Snakes, Scorpions, Weapons, and the Language of a 
Talismanic Scroll 

An incomplete, beautiful red, blue, and gold talismanic scroll is currently 
housed at Dar Al-Athar Al-Islamiyyah, The Al-Sabah collection, in Kuwait (LNS 
12 MS is 11.3 x 545 cm). The beauty of this scroll lies in its written calligraphy as 
well as its three particularly distinguishing features that mark it as talismanic: 
the language of the prayers, the structure and layout of the illumination, and 
the images.The scroll has clearly defined and self-contained chapters related to 
diverse topics and initiates with prayers that seek refuge in God and his 
creations including protection against demonic power. It then proceeds to 
individual sections related to prayers for entry upon the kings, protection from 
the evil eye, and relief from various bodily pains. The illustrated sections have 
subject-headings related to dispersing magic (siḥr) or offering protection from a 
snake or scorpion, along with various horsemanship and military activities 
(furūsīyah). The scroll proper ends with a depiction of a magic square that is 
comprised of mystical letters also known as budūḥ and ajhzṭ.1 The seal is 
rumored to have been on the ring of Adam and to have been transmitted via 
the eighth-century founder of alchemy, Jabr ibn Ḥayan.2 With this magic 
square, the text concludes in a golden semicircle that reads: “The blessed 
sanctuary is completed.” The last section of the scroll is not part of the main 
text block and has been penned in a different hand. The extension seems to be 
pasted on the same kind of paper with evidence that it has been trimmed. 
Unlike the rest of the scroll, the passage initiates in a black muhaqqaq script 
and then transitions into a naskh script.3 It is reminiscent of features found on 
Mamluk works on paper and art of the book. The black ink, gold rosettes, and 
the red circular markers create a visual rhythm to the section. The content is 
similar to the rest of the scroll in that it is a mixture of Qurʾānic verses and 
prayers that offer supplications in the name of God to protect the carrier of the 
scroll through prophetic stories and acknowledging God’s creation. In the 
following paper, I plan to discuss the details of this particular scroll and what 
makes its language, illustrations, and illumination talismanic. I will make 
comparisons to other scrolls and media such as talismanic shirts, and additional 
talismanic objects (bowls and plaques) that are relevant to this particular scroll. 

                                                           
1
T. Canaan, “The Decipherment of Arabic Talismans,” p. 157. 

2
Ibid., p. 158. Also see the box with a lid: MMA 91.1.538; it is inscribed with the word budūḥ. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/91.1.538 

3
For representations of each of the muhaqqaq and naskh scripts see: James, The Master Scribes: Qur’āns of the 

10th to 14th Centuries AD. For an example of naskh script: pp. 24-27; for muhaqqaq script: pp.34-39. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/91.1.538
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Karl R. Schaefer | The Material Nature of Block Printed Amulets 

Block printed amulets constitute an unusual and extremely specialized iteration 
of appeals for divine protection in the medieval Islamic world. To understand 
them and their role in the lives of those who employed them, much work needs 
to be done and investigations into their material aspects may provide useful 
information to that end. Block printed amulets exhibit a wide range of 
decorative and textual elements. They range from those containing only text to 
others that include elaborate geometric designs and two or more script styles. 
The material manifestations of these mass-produced pleas for divine 
intervention fall into discrete groups based on content and design. What do the 
varied forms of block printed amulets tell us about their production? Did the 
inclusion of geometric and other decorations enhance their appeal to potential 
consumers? What clues does the textual content provide about the fears and 
desires of people who sought out such protective devices? What conclusions, if 
any, may we draw about peoples’ acceptance of mass-produced amulets?  

 

Hazem Hussein Abbas Ali | Unpublished amulet from P.Cair.Arab Collection 

Arabic papyrus contains scripts of Amulets and talismans are representing 
mysterious source of concern for many Muslims, some of them may ask 
whether is it necessary for studying or not? In spite of the faith of the vast 
majority of Muslims that these Amulets and talismans are useless and it does 
not benefit nor harm, some of them still use it till today. "Shikh”, “Mashaikh" 
and “Mawlana” " is a famous titles for some people still doing these amulets, 
and when you go to one of those you will see the wonder; various levels of 
society come to them and seeks their help. Then we ask if it is useless why 
those people still coming to them? These amulets tell the common relations 
between the various members of community either love, hate, and 
enmity,...etc. This paper will focus on one of those unpublished papyrus scripts 
which located in Egyptian National Library collection and it contains a special 
content related to hate relationship.  
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Panel 5 

 
Saiyad Nizamuddin Ahmad | Decoding the Corpus Bunianum: An Essay in the 
Recovery of an Ancient Occult Science and the Reverse Engineering of an 
Ancient Occult Technology 

The science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously observed that any 
sufficently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. While I would 
not characterise the the occult praxis of al- Buni as magic (I prefer the term 
theurgy) it does constitute an Islamic elaboration of an occult science and 
technology of ancient pedigree. We shall examine the ancient roots of al-Buni’s 
science on the basis of manuscripts of select texts in the Corpus Bunianum as 
well as outline the basic principles for reverse engineering some talismans from 
al-Bunī’s Shams al-maʿārif (The Sun of Knowledge). 

 
Anne Regourd | A 20th century manuscript of the K. al-mandal al-sulaymānī 
(Ar. IES 286, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia): texts on practices & texts in practices. 

Three manuscripts of the K. al-mandal al-sulaymānī, a book to perform 
exorcism using talismans (ḥirz, ṣar‘, mandal), were previously found in Yemen 
(see A. Regourd, “Le Kitāb al-Mandal al-sulaymānī, un ouvrage d’exorcisme 
yéménite postérieur au Ve/XIe s. ?”, Démons et merveilles d’Orient, special 
issue of Res Orientales 13, 2001, p. 123-138). This book, as famous as the Šams 
al-ma‘ārif in the country, is also found among the books of literate 
practitioners, who belong to defined strata of Society and devote their efforts 
to Divination and Magic based on a written transmission. The introductory part 
of one manuscript was published in 2011 in id., “Images de djinns et exorcisme 
dans le Mandal al-sulaymānī”, J.-P. Boudet, A. Caiozzo, N. Weill-Parot, Picatrix 
entre Orient et Occident, Paris, Champion, p. 253-294. More interestingly, a 
text edition of another section detailing the steps to follow to proceed to an 
exorcism, the manner of fabricating the rings and the mandal, and of activating 
and using it, was prepared (id., “Al-Mandal al-sulaymānī appliqué : une section 
interpolée dans le ms. Sanaa 2774 ?”, The Arabist vol. In Memoriam Alexandre 
Fodor, submitted Ap. 2015). I also initiated a discussion on the origin of this 
section—whether it is an interpolation or not—, and if so, whether it has been 
copied from another manuscript, and had been ‘available’ for some time, or 
was an addition by a practitioner who had inserted it on the basis of his own 
experience, as early as the 18th century (ibid.). The 20th century manuscript, 
Ar. IES 286 of 28 fol., from the Institute of Ethiopian Studies Library, University 
of Addis Ababa (A. Gori, A Handlist of the Manuscripts in the Institute for 
Ethiopian Studies. The Arabic Material of the Ethiopian Islamic Tradition, 
Eugene (OR), Pickwick, 2014, p. 11), raises the same issue again in the light of  
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further information. At the intersection of textual studies and field work, 
this  paper, after a presentation of the link between the social strata of the 
practitioners and the type of Divination & Magic they are devoted to, and a 
short presentation of the text, will concentrate on the circulation of the 
manuscripts and the nature of their role in the practice of their owners. 

 

Pedram Khosronejad | “Modern Persian Amulets and Talismans: a century 
ethnographical survey on Persian Shiite sacred objects and material religion” 

In this paper we will overview different types and categories of Persian Shiite 
talismans and amulets (wood, stone, iron, textile, etc.). Fabrication, 
distribution, and function of such material religion will be the main aim of this 
presentation. For this paper we may also use some footage of ethnographic 
documentaries. 
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Panel 6 

 

Saiyad Nizamuddin Ahmad | Decoding the Corpus Bunianum: An Essay in the 
Recovery of an Ancient Occult Science and the Reverse Engineering of an 
Ancient Occult Technology 

The science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously observed that any 
sufficently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. While I would 
not characterise the the occult praxis of al- Buni as magic (I prefer the term 
theurgy) it does constitute an Islamic elaboration of an occult science and 
technology of ancient pedigree. We shall examine the ancient roots of al-Buni’s 
science on the basis of manuscripts of select texts in the Corpus Bunianum as 
well as outline the basic principles for reverse engineering some talismans from 
al-Bunī’s Shams al-maʿārif (The Sun of Knowledge). 

 
Jean-Charles Coulon | Amulets and talismans in the oldest works of the corpus 
bunianum 

A huge corpus of magical books is attributed to al-Būnī. The authentic works of 
al-Būnī are mystical rather than mystical. The Šams al-maʿārif attributed to al-
Būnī is one of the first and most emblematic magical works of this corpus 
bunianum. This limited corpus is the basis of a wide magical tradition and has 
been greatly commented upon by further esoterists. However, although the 
first books were seminal, the information they contain about amulets and 
talismans is limited. In this paper, we will analyse the vocabulary, the process 
and the figures related to amulets and talismans in the ancient core of the 
corpus bunianum. 

Lucia Raggetti | Healing, protecting, and conquering: The Talismans of 
Alexander the Great and Apollonius of Tyana 

A considerable lore on talismans seems to have entered the Arabo-Islamic 
culture in its first centuries as part of the foreign knowledge acquired in 
translation. These medical and protective talismans were often attributed to 
Alexander the Great and Apollonius of Tyana (Balīnās). Attestations and 
descriptions of them are to be found in in many different texts: ‘The Treasure 
of Alexander’ (Ḏaḫīrat al-Iskandar), al-Rāzī’s ‘Book of Occult Properties’ (Kitāb 
al-Ḫawāṣṣ), Apollonius’ ‘Great Book of Talismans’ (Kitāb al-Ṭalāsim al-Kabīr), 
and Abū ʿAlā ibn Zuhr’s ‘Book of Tested Remedies’ (Kitāb al-Muǧarrabāt). 
These texts were sometimes enriched by illustrations that also served as 
technical diagrams representing the final result of the talisman-making process. 
This presentation will offer an overview of some representative talismans, of 
the different structures and typologies that can be singled out among them, 
and their role in technical literature. 
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Important addresses 

 

LUCIS office 
Witte Singel 25 
Matthias de Vrieshof 4 
Room 1.06b  
2300 RA Leiden 

Gravensteen building 
Pieterskerkhof 6  
2311 SR  Leiden  

Lipsius building 
Cleveringaplaats 1 
2311 BE Leiden 

 

Phonenumber LUCIS office:   

+31 71 527 2628 

 

 

https://www.google.nl/maps/place/Matthias+de+Vrieshof+4,+2311+BZ+Leiden/@52.1583027,4.4788673,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x47c5c6f1c6413ba5:0x83592f7ca3df1bcd!8m2!3d52.1582994!4d4.481056
https://www.google.nl/maps/place/Pieterskerkhof+6,+2311+SR+Leiden/@52.1578894,4.4847652,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m2!3m1!1s0x47c5c6f28b4556af:0x4f0aea19807b3e99?hl=en
https://www.google.nl/maps/place/Lipsius,+2311+Leiden/@52.1577125,4.4805287,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m2!3m1!1s0x47c5c6f18c2e39d5:0xeb92fe7138daee6e?hl=en
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