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HILYA
The Arabic word hilya is generally translated into English as “adornment,” “orna-
ment,” or “finery.” It possesses, however, complex inferences, as it also signifies 
appearance, depiction, or a set of attributes and qualities. And the term effectively 
became synonymous with descriptions of the noble and moral characteristics of 
religiously exemplary individuals such as prophets and saints, as witnessed by al-
Isfahani’s (d. 1037–1038) 11th-century biographical treatise Hilya al-awliya’ 
 (Descriptions of Saintly People). More often, hilya literature is devoted to the Prophet 
Muhammad and is therefore related to and in fact originates in the early literary 
genre known as shama’il, the earliest and best known of these works being 
 Tirmidhi’s (d. 892 CE) 9th-century Shama’il Muhammadiyya. Hilya consolidated its 
meaning of literary text dedicated to the articulation and admiration of the Prophet’s 
physical and moral attributes in the Ottoman period, as it concurrently came to 
also signify artful calligraphic renderings of descriptions of Muhammad drawn 
from historical sources. To avoid confusing the two, Safwat proposes to distinguish 
between them by referring to the literary genre as Hilyah and the calligraphic one 
as hilyah (Safwat 1996, 46). No such distinction is necessary here, as the discussion 
focuses on the textual portraits of the Prophet that were inserted into calligraphic 
albums or, more interestingly, became single images or levhalar pasted onto wood 
panels that were hung on the wall of a home, mosque, school, or tekke. These 
 became one of the most cherished forms of Ottoman calligraphy during the 18th 
and 19th centuries, often attaining sizable proportions measuring more than a 
meter in height.

Descriptions of the Prophet Muhammad attributed to his family and companions 
are said to have been penned in beautiful handwriting as early as the ninth century, 
although none are extant from this period. These portable inscriptions, serving as 
apotropaic and mnemonic devices but also as manifestations of love, confirm the 
early development of a Muhammad-centered piety in the Muslim world. The 
transformation of these texts into a calligraphic composition is thought to have 
 occurred in the 16th century, although it is often attributed to Hafiz Osman (d. 1698 
CE), who perfected it in the 17th century. The Ottoman master calligrapher did, 
however, devise the compositional and stylistic structure of the hilya that became 
the template for subsequent calligraphers up until today. While the hilya was 
adopted in the Persianate world with distinct forms, including sometimes repre-
sentational imagery, it constitutes an overwhelmingly Ottoman phenomenon, which 
explains why it is sometimes presented, particularly by Turkish scholarship, as 

A3880C_Fitzpatrick_H_231-276.indd   258 18/12/13   12:13 PM



  HILYA 259

testifying to the distinctive nature of Ottoman religious identity and culture. Others  
attribute its prevalence in Ottoman visual culture to a religious revival seeking in 
part to buttress Ottoman political legitimacy and creating a cultural context less 
inclined toward visual portraiture than Persia or South Asia (Soucek 2000, 106).

The hilya was considered a source of blessing (baraka) for this world and the 
hereafter. Producing, possessing, or exhibiting one was considered a religiously 
meritorious act. The importance it was accorded is revealed by the hadith that 
circulated widely in Ottoman Turkey but is now deemed apocryphal (Zakariya 
2003–2004, 21): “For him who sees my hilya after my death it is as if he had seen 
me myself, and he who sees it, longing for me, for him God will make Hellfire 
prohibited” (Schimmel 1995, 36). The constitutive role of the Prophet and Sufism, 
particularly mystical Sufi doctrines of Muhammad (i.e., nur Muhammad, haqiqa 
muhammadiyya), in the construction of Ottoman piety explains the proclivity for 
the hilya in Ottoman calligraphy, itself strongly linked to Sufi circles. The art form 
therefore testifies to the enduring legacy of Sufi texts eulogizing the Prophet, such 
as al-Jazuli’s (d. 1465) Dala’il al-Khayrat and al-Busiri’s (d. 1298) Qasida al-Burda, 
both dedicated to invoking God’s blessings upon Muhammad. The recitation of 
these works widely in Ottoman lands as they were elsewhere across the Muslim 
world was believed, akin to the hilya, to procure blessings, purify the heart, cure 
diseases, and afford the Prophet’s intercession on the Day of Judgment. It is thus 
undoubtedly not coincidental that the hilya’s integration into Ottoman calligraphic 
culture occurs during the 16th century; it also intersected with the best-known 
literary hilya composed in Turkish verse, Mehmet Hakani’s (d. 1606–1607)  
Hilye-ı şerif (Noble Description), published in 1578–1579. The exemplar for  
future writers of the genre in Turkey, it set out to enumerate the benefits of the liter-
ary hilya, positing, for example, that it would protect a dwelling from any calamity. 
The relationship between the two forms of hilya and their shared relation to Sufism 
emphasizing Prophet-centered devotion is equally substantiated by the fact that 
prior to producing calligraphic hilyas, Hafiz penned portable literary ones. 
 Moreover, in addition to the stylistic model of the hilya, he established the standard 
layout of Dala’il al-Khairat manuscripts in the Turkish world. The popularity of 
both hilya genres throughout all sectors of society, from the general population to 
the court, only further underlines the predominance of Sufism in Ottoman society, 
corroborating Kafadar who posits that its study successfully challenges the binary 
model juxtaposing “high” versus “popular” Islam that continues to inform Islamic 
studies.

While a hilya’s composition can and does vary, the design instituted by Hafiz 
remains canonical. The single page is divided into several parts whose corporeal-
izing names evoking the human body underline its function as portrait, albeit in 
the widest sense possible. At times, each section is penned separately and then cut 
out and pasted together to minimize errors and waste. The upper section, known 
as the baş makam, translated as the “head station” (Derman 1998, 36) or “place of 
eminence” (Safwat 1996, 48) bears the basmala. The central square section carries 
the main feature: the göbek, meaning belly or navel, is a usually disk-shaped car-
touche containing the hilya text. In early examples the whole description was 
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inscribed here, whereas in later ones it was divided between the göbek and the etek, 
or skirt. While calligraphers call upon various descriptions of the Prophet, for ex-
ample, ones narrated by his wife Aisha (d. 678) or other contemporaries such as 
the Bedouin woman Umm Ma’bad, the most cited text is the one ascribed to the 
Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 661). Ali’s hilya extolls his 
“wide black eyes, and long lashes” as well as his face, “which shone like the moon 
in the night of the full moon” (Schimmel 1995, 34). A lunar crescent form illumi-
nated in gold or gold designs aptly called the hilal (crescent moon) often encircles 
the göbek, and their union visually communicates the notion of the Prophet as “the 
primordial light through which God created the world” (Ernst 2010, 124). In the 
four corners of the surrounding square are placed cloud or circular compartments 
in which are inscribed the names of the first four caliphs or, alternatively, four of 
the asma’ al-husna (beautiful names of God) or the asma’ al-nabi (names of the 
prophet). Mirroring the top, the third section consists of a rectangular band of 
larger text. Known as the belt or ayet, it always exhibits a Qur’anic verse referencing 
the Prophet, usually “And We [God] did not send you [Muhammad] except to be 
a mercy to the universe” (Q 21:107). The lower section is called the etek or skirt. 
Here is placed the second half of the hilya text focusing on Muhammad’s inner 
rather than outer perfection, in which Ali describes him as “the most generous-
hearted of men, the most truthful of them in speech, the most mild-tempered of 
them, and the noblest of them in lineage,” adding that whoever “saw him 
 unexpectedly was in awe of him” and “whoever associated with him familiarly, 
loved him,” never having seen “before him or after him, the like of him” (Derman 
1998, 35). The etek can also feature invocations for the Prophet and the 

Calligraphic page, by Hafiz Osman (1642–1698), one of the most important Ottoman calligra-
phers. (Museum fuer Islamische Kunst, Staatliche Museen, Berlin, Germany/Juergen Liepe/Art 
Resource, NY)
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calligrapher’s signature. The adjacent side panels, called koltuklar (armpits or 
sleeves), vary: they can bear embellishing designs or text, such as the names of 
important Companions. While hilyas display a range of scripts including muhaqqaq 
and ta’liq, calligraphers most often employ a combination of thuluth and naskh that 
the Ottoman world established as “the canonical pair for text and display” (Blair 
2006, 476). The 19th century brought changes. Hilyas were sometimes executed 
in the large and more formal celî script using gold ink “to make them worthy of 
depicting the dignity of the Prophet” (Derman 1998, 37). Hilyas also appear in 
 illustrated Ottoman prayer manuals. Prayer manuals became a passage obligé for 
Ottoman calligraphers; indeed, many earned their ijaza with the hilya. Others spe-
cialized in the genre of, for example, Kadiasker Mustafa Izzet Efendi (d. 1876), 
who wrote more than 200 hilya compositions throughout his career. While hilyas 
were lovingly kept and refurbished over time, most have suffered the effects of 
time: the unprotected paper may darken from the effects of the oil lamps lighting 
them, while those pasted on wood rather than thick cardboard have additionally 
suffered the effects of woodworms.

The hilya, a form of textual portraiture, also sheds light on Islamic aesthetics and 
notions of representation. It confirms the preeminence and iconic function of text 
in Islamic art usually ascribed to Islam’s prohibition against figuration, despite the 
corpus of diverse legal rulings on figurative imagery and the long tradition of Islamic 
illustrated books. There exists, however, a popular consensus among Muslims, both 
the ulema and the general population, that realistic pictures of animate beings are 
forbidden. The stylization characterizing Islamic art and the general avoidance of 
figuration on religious objects and in religious settings confirm the ambivalence felt 
toward representational images, particularly in Sunni milieus. However, viewing 
the superceding of text over image—and by extension the hilya—solely through the 
lens of a sharia-minded orthodoxy frames it as legal constraint rather than aesthetic 
choice. If no comprehensive historical texts on aesthetics exist to elucidate why 
textuality constituted the preferred modality of representation over mimesis, 
 Cooperson (2001) has convincingly demonstrated that language was considered a 
fundamentally visual medium even in secular circles; he cites classical Arabic biog-
raphers who intended their portrayals of individuals to produce visual images in the 
mind of the reader or listener. Similarly, contemporary scholarship on Islamic cal-
ligraphy considers text a less mediated form of expression privileging the viewer’s 
imaginary. Discussing hilyas, Safwat (1996, 47) states that “Calligraphy presents the 
thought as the source of the image not the image as the source of the thought. . . . 
These images are, as it were, tailored to fit individual perceptions.” Islamic visual 
culture’s intuitive acknowledgment, interestingly echoing modern reception theory, 
that the image is produced by the viewer is equally discerned, at least after 1500, in 
pictorial representations of the Prophet in illustrated Islamic manuscripts. While 
these would have circulated in a restrained court and in other elite milieus in which 
scholars surmise that general attitudes toward images would have had little effect, 
one nonetheless witnesses a reticence toward fully depicting Muhammad, the 
 images showing in lieu of the Prophet’s face his name, a flaming aureole, or a white 
veil. The tradition of representing Muhammad synecdochically by means of his 
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sandal (na ‘l), cloak (khirqa), or footprint (qadam rasul) further confirms the under-
standing of the image as located in the imaginal rather than the natural world.

The calligraphic hilya is a rich and complex artifact in which image, text, and 
religious devotion meet. Their entwinement, also evident in literary sources as in-
timated above, is undoubtedly best expressed by al-Busiri, who describes the 
branches of the trees prostrating before Muhammad as “calligraphically writing of 
his perfection” (Winter 2009, 4). The predominantly Ottoman context of the hilya’s 
emergence and circulation evinces the centrality of the Prophet in the making of 
Ottoman-Islamic religious orthodoxy informed by Islamic mysticism and its em-
phasis on personal piety. Its connection with the Turkish world continues today: 
hilyas are still produced and exhibited in Turkey, as is scholarship on them, the best 
contemporary reference work on the genre being that penned by Taşkale and 
Gündüz (2006). The profound love that Muslims experience for their beloved 
Prophet that underwrites the hilya is, however, neither limited to the Ottoman 
Empire nor to Sufi circles, as it constitutes a fundamental component of the Islamic 
faith, more broadly Sunni, Shiite, and Sufi.

Valerie Behiery

See also: Burda; Depiction of the Prophet; Images; Light; Manuscripts Relating to 
the Prophet
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HONEYBEE
Honeybees are bees distin-
guished by their production and 
storage of honey and the con-
struction of hives. The most 
common honeybee around the 
world is the European honeybee, 
Apis mellifera, which is the major 
honey producing bee. Honey is 
around 95 percent sugar (mainly 
fructose and glucose) along with 
trace amounts of vitamins, min-
erals, and other antioxidant and 
undetermined compounds. 
Honey is a natural antiseptic and 
has been used as a healing rem-
edy since history began. In mod-
ern medicine, honey is being 
used as a powerful antibacterial 
agent and has use in topical application for burns and bedsores. Honey is a sweet-
ener and can be used as a food, drink, and refreshment.

Chapter 16 of the Holy Qur’an has been named after the bee, Al-Nahl, meaning 
“the bee” or “the bees.” The honeybee is mentioned specifically in verses 68 and 
69: “And thy Lord inspired the bee, saying: Choose thou habitations in the hills 
and in the trees and in that which they thatch; Then eat of all fruits, and follow the 
ways of thy Lord, made smooth (for thee). There cometh forth from their bellies a 
drink divers of hues, wherein is healing for mankind. Lo! herein is indeed a por-
tent for people who reflect.”

The Qur’an describes both the text itself and honey as a means of healing for 
mankind. The Qur’an is said to remedy the spiritual diseases of man, while honey 
treats physical ailments. The Prophet also reminded this by saying that “You should 
take the two that bring healing: Honey and the Qur’an” (al-Qazwini 2007, hadith 
no. 3452). However, it should be noted that the Qur’an has also been described as 
useful in physical illness, such as the story of the one who was bitten by a snake 
was cured when Surah Al-Fatihah was recited on him (al-Bukhari 1996, 476).

The Miracle of the Bees, page of the Siyer-i-Nebi by 
Murad III, 1595. Ali, wearing a green turban, brings 
the bees from Abbas to Medina. (Louvre, Paris, 
France/Christian Larrieu/The Bridgeman Art 
Library)
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