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Context

The following excerpt is drawn from the chief physician Gevrekzade Hafiz Hasan
Efendi’s (d. 1801) treatise on physiognomy. Two extant copies of this treatise are
housed in the Istanbul University Library." Physiognomy, the practice of interpreting a
person’s character or fate through their outer appearance, is the primary focus of the
treatise. However, Gevrekzade expands the discussion to encompass various
disciplines of ‘ilm-i firaset,” including scapulimancy ( ‘ilm-i ketf). He provides a brief
account of scapulimancy, describing its practice.

According to Gevrekzade, scapulimancy involves interpreting markings on the
scapula of a sheep. He notes that practitioners of this art, who often exhibit an unusual
appearance—possibly hinting at shamanistic traditions®>—use the scapula to predict
future events. The process begins with specific rituals: the sheep must be slaughtered
with intention, in a clean environment, while the moon is visible, and near a garden or
water source. The right scapula is then cleaned and held with its thin, flat side facing
upward, oriented toward the sun and eastward. Gevrekzade admits, however, that
there is no codified method for interpreting the markings; practitioners rely on
inspiration, and their interpretations are products of imaginative insight rather than a
systematic study.?

Gevrekzade also recounts the following fascinating anecdote involving Ragib Pasa
(d. 1763), during his tenure as a financial administrator in Tebriz. Ragib Pasa, a known

enthusiast of divination, stayed at the residence of Mehdi Han who is likely Mirza

Gevrekzade Hafiz Hasan. Diirrii’l-Mansar / Miirsidi’l-Etibba fi Tercemeti Ispagorya. Istanbul
University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library T. 7085; Gevrekzade Hafiz Hasan. Kiyafetname.
Istanbul University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library T. 02695.

Liana Saif. “Physiognomy: Science of intuition.” In S. Brentjes (Ed.), Routledge Handbook on the
Sciences in Islamicate Societies: Practices from the 2nd/8th to the 13th/19th Centuries (pp. 180-193).
Routledge (2022).

“bu fennde mahir olanlarufi dahi erbab-1 ma ‘arif kiyasiyla sekl ve sema’illeri nazar-1 garibdiir ki asla
ma ‘arif zann ohnacak saretde olmayub” Gevrekzade Hasan, Diirrii’l-Mansar / Miirsidii’l-Etibba,
133a.

4 Ibid., 132b-134b.
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Mehd1 Astarabadi (d. circa 1760).> Mehdi Han introduced the pasa to a scapulimancy
practitioner from Tagistan who is reputed for his remarkable skill in this science. In
the following excerpt, at a feast arranged at Ragib Pasa’s request, the scapulimancy

practitioner demonstrates his abilities.

Transcription

134b

Hatta bunun misillti

zikr olinan fenn-i ketf Ragib Pasa merhumdan nakl-i sahih olarak
ashab-1 sikadan ve kendi lisanindan boyle nakl iderler ki devlet-i
‘aliyyentifi taraf-1 Iranla muharebesi esnasinda Tebrizde defterdar
bulinub sakin oldigimiz konaguri sahib-i evveli Mehdi han

didikleri zat-1 ‘ali-kadr ki cemi -i ‘ulum-1 settada kamil ve fazilinden
bir recul-1 fa’ik olub hususiyle fenn-i nticimda Ebu Ma ‘ser-i sani

idi bir gtin fakiriin hanesini tegrif idiib ve kemal-i inbisatla

didi-ki behey sultanum bizler niicim nticum diyiib derya gibi bir fenniin
ardina dlismistiz anufi ise ne ka Tt ma lum ve ne kenart mer’i

boyle bir fenn ki savabindan hatasi ekser diinki giin Tagistandan

fakire misafireten hentiz dahi taze bir zat geldi elinde koyunuri

ketfi ya ‘'ni kiiregi var her ne niyyet idersefi afia bakub cevab

viriyor eger cliz 1 ve eger kiilli ve asla tahalliif dahi itmek imkani

yok bir garib keyfiyyet ne hesab ve ne irtifa 1 ve zayige yollu

Ernest Tucker. “Mahdi Khan Astarabadi.” In Fleet, Kate; Kramer, Gudrun; Matringe, Denis; Nawas,
John; Rowson, Everett (eds.). Encyclopaedia of Islam (3rd ed.). Brill Online (2020).
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1352
bir harfyazisi var fi-ma ba 'd fakirifiiiz kiitiib-i niicimiyyeyi ihrak bi’n-nar
idtib andan telemmtiz itmek murad eylediim didikde bafia dahu istigrab
elvirtib bu misillii erbab-1 kemalden olan zat boyle i ‘tikad

eyledikde bu sahs ne mertebede ehl-i ma ‘arifden olmak gerekdtir diyiib
sahs-1 mezburi gormek murad eylemekle Mehdi Hana ‘acaba ol-zati

bu mevki ‘e da ‘vet eylesek icabet iderler mi didikde Han

vallahi sultanum dtinki gtin geliib misafirimiiz oldi hentiz mesrebi

ma ‘limum degiildiir icabet eylemez ise sofira tarafina hacalet elvirir
lakin fakir-hanede bir ziyafet tertib ideliim de tesrif

idiini hem gorisiliir ve hem keyfiyyet ma lum-1 serifiinitiz olur

diytib bu kavl ile yevm-i mev ‘udda Hanun konagina varilub

bir mikdar sohbet ve istirahatden sorira Han zikr olinan

zati oldigimuz mevki ‘e getiiriib efendiim cenabuniuza evsafini

itdigim zat bunlardur diytib ta rif eylediklerinde gordiim tahminen
yigirmi bes otuz yasinda var késec ve basinda kalpak

bir zat birbirimizle asinayiden sofira bir mikdar sohbet-i

istinas olindukda Hana igaret idiib ‘azize keyfiyyati

tefhim itdigimi dide evet, eger bir niyyettifiiiz var ise tutuiiuz” diytib

ima eyledikde fakir dahi nefsinde vardikda niyyet eylemis idiim

Han dahi ‘azize haber virdikde koynindan bir koyun kiiregi

¢ikarub ve bir mikdar te ’emmiil-i nazar eyleyiib basini kaldirub

siziifl niyyettifitiz cenaburiuzdan riitbede biiyiik bir zatda alacak hakkufiuz

vardur andan i¢tin niyyet eylemissiiitiz didikde Han varabildiitiz mi
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135b

diyti isaret eyledikde didim beli vardilar ve yine ‘aziz hatta matlabufiuz
on li¢ kisedtir didikde beli 6ylediir didiim tekrar yine kiirege

nazar idiib efendi hata itmisiim zimmet on bes kised(ir

didikde amma bentim fi'l-asl ma lamum olmagla hay:r on ii¢ kised(tir
diyti mu ‘araza idiib lakin ‘aziz kelamindan niikul itmeytib elbette
on bes kisedtir didikde fakire daht hayret geliib ma ‘a-haza

‘azliimi getiirdiib ve birkac giin zarfinda ‘azim-i rah olmak

ictin ctimle esyamu yirlesdirmis idiim lakin ‘azizin israrindan
bana dahi ta ‘acciib ve hayret geliib konaga geldikde yiikleri agub
ve defterleri ¢ikarub yeriiden hesab eyledim nefsti’'l-emrde ‘aziziin
didigi gibi tamam on bes kise akcediir yekun iderken fakir

hata itmistim buria vakif oldukda hayret iizre hayret

geliib ve derunuma bir i ‘tikad-1 ktilli hasil oldi ve ‘aziz ile

tlfet itmekle Han ile ‘azizi beraber da ‘vet idiib ve gendiisine

‘azim i ‘zaz ve ikramdan sofira diinki soyledigi kelami tasdik

idtib nefs’til-emrde kelam buyurdigifiuz gibi olub yekinda

ben hata itmisiim didikde beli 6yledir beniim katumda kat ‘a hata
oldigi yokdur didikde didim isbu akceyi ‘acaba alabiliir miyiim
didiim hayir almamifi imkan yokdur didi ¢iinki bundan akdem
Koprilizade ‘Abdullah Paga ser ‘asker iken fakir ntizl emini
eylemisler idi ol sebebden zimmetlerinde kalmisdi vefat

eyledikde malint miriden ahz idiib ol-kadar akce kald: gitdi

alamadik imdi bu keyfiyyete vakif oldukda éyle seylere
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asla i tibarum yogiken hevesiim diisiib fenn-i mezbun: ta ‘alliim eylemek
ictin ol gtinlerde nakd olarak otuz kise akcem var idi anlar

¢ikarub ‘aziz-i merkuma “isbu akcentifi ctimlesi safia helal olsun

eger dahi olsa dirig eylemez idiim didikde koynindan bir sahife kadar
kagid ¢ikarub didi isbu fenniini climle serh ve tafsili budur

sureti bir sa ‘atde tahrir ohinub ve ta limi iki sa ‘atde olur

ve ta limi i¢tin huda biliir bir akge ve bir habbe talebinde degtiltim lakin
kiiregi elime alub nazar eyledikde derunuma bir mikdar keyfiyyet tul ‘
ider ki anlart takrir idiib ta ‘lime kudretiim yokdur bunlar biziim 6teden
berii hanedanumuza irsla vedi ‘a olinmisg bir haletdiir yohsa ‘alimallah
cenabufiuzdan bir sey dirig degtildiir diyti cevab virdikde bundan

ma ‘limum oldi-ki nefs’iil-emrde bu keyfiyyet tulti ‘at-1 ilahiyyeden

bir halet olub ta ‘lim ve te ‘alliim ile fehm olinacak fennden olmayub

bu fenniin ashabinun tali lerinde sehm’iil-gayb ta ‘bir olinan halatdan
bir sey olub yahud takrir eyledigi gibi hanedanlarinda cifr ‘ilmi
keyfiyyati misillii bir esrar-1 ilahiyyediir eger béyle olmasayd fakir adem
olkadar akgeyi ahz idiib ta lim iderdi diyti nakl eyledigi zat

bu fakire bu suret lizre hikayet eyledigi li-mtinasebetihi bast u tahrire

badi oldi harrarehu li-nakilihi

Translation

In relation to the aforementioned science of scapulimancy, they recount from the

late Ragib Pasha through reliable sources and directly in his own words as follows:
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During the time of the Sublime State’s war with Iran, | was residing in Tabriz as
the financial administrator. The former owner of the house we lived in was a certain
distinguished person named Mehdi Khan. He was a man of high standing, well-versed
in all branches of knowledge, particularly excelling in the science of the stars, being the
second Abu Ma‘shar® of his time. One day, he visited this humble one’s residence and,
in a state of great openness, remarked: “My lord, we have pursued the science of
astrology which is like a vast ocean, with neither its shores clearly visible nor its depths
comprehensible. It is a discipline where truth is often overshadowed by error.
Recently, however, a man from Dagestan has arrived as a guest at this one’s home. He
possesses a sheep’s scapula and whatever intention you held in your mind, whether
general or specific, he would look at the bone and provide an answer. His skill is such
that his interpretations never fail, a peculiar ability that requires neither calculation
nor celestial elevation, nor the drawing of any charts or figures. Observing this, [ felt
inclined to abandon my astrological studies entirely and instead devote myself to this
knowledge.”

I too became astonished and thought to myself: when such a distinguished and
accomplished person holds such beliefs, what level of learning and refinement must
this remarkable man possess? Filled with curiosity, I desired to meet this extraordinary
man in person. Turning to Mehdi Khan, I asked, “I wonder, if we were to invite this
individual to our gathering here, would he accept the invitation?” Khan replied, “My
Sultan, though he visited us yesterday, I am unsure of his temperament and cannot
guarantee he will accept an invitation. It may lead to embarrassment should he
decline. However, I propose we arrange a feast at my house, allowing you to meet him
informally and observe his abilities.”

On the appointed day, we arrived at Mehdi Khan’s residence, and after some con-
versation and repose, the Khan took the man to where we were standing, saying: “This

is the person I spoke of.” He appeared to be about twenty-five or thirty years old,

6 Ebti Ma‘ser Ca‘fer b. Muhammed b. Omer el-Belhi (d. 272/886) was a highly influential Persian
scholar of astrology and astronomy.
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beardless, and wearing a fur cap. After being acquainted, we engaged in a close
conversation. The Khan signaled to me, “If you have an intention in mind, please
proceed.” I already had an intention. The Khan informed the esteemed man, who then
took a sheep’s scapula from his bosom, examined it intently for a moment, and raised
his head, saying: “Your intention pertains to a prominent individual of high rank from
whom you are owed something. This is the reason behind your intent.”

When the Khan asked if I had been able to collect the debt, I replied, “yes, the
debt had been paid.” The man continued, “the amount in question is thirteen purses.” |
replied, “yes, that is correct.” However, upon further inspection of the scapula, saying,
“I was mistaken—it is fifteen purses.” However, being certain of the matter, I objected,
saying, “No, it is thirteen purses.” However, the person did not waver from his
statement, insisting, “It is certainly fifteen purses.” I was overtaken by astonishment
and, consequently, prepared for my dismissal. Over the course of a few days, I gathered
all my belongings, intending to set on a journey. However, due to the insistence of the
esteemed person, | was again struck by amazement and wonder. When I arrived at the
house, I opened the luggage, took out the account books, and conducted a thorough
review. In fact, the actual total corresponded precisely to what the esteemed person
had stated: fifteen purses of aspers. Realizing my own mistake, I was overwhelmed by
astonishment upon astonishment, and a profound conviction formed within me regar-
ding the truth of his words.

Ultimately, I became closely acquainted with the esteemed person, and accompa-
nied by the Khan, invited him to a gathering. After showing him great respect and
honor, I confirmed the truth of his earlier words, acknowledging that they were
entirely accurate. I admitted my error, saying, “Indeed, I was mistaken.” To this, he
replied, “Yes, that is correct. There is absolutely no error on my part.” Then I asked,
“Would it be possible for me to collect this money?” He answered, “No, it is impossible
for you to obtain it.” Then, I understood that, “Previously, when Kopriiliizade Abdullah
Pasha was the commander-in-chief, he had appointed me in charge of the army’s

provisions. For this reason, the debt remained outstanding in his records. Upon his
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passing, his wealth was taken by the state treasury, and the amount I seek was
included in that, leaving it unrecoverable.”

When I became aware of this situation, although I usually had no interest in such
matters, | developed a sudden fascination with learning this science. At the time, I had
thirty purses of aspers in hand. I brought them out and said to the esteemed person,
“Let all this money belong to you, and if I had more, I would not hesitate to give it as
well.” Then, he drew out a sheet of paper from his bosom and said, “This contains the
complete explanation and details of this art. Its copy can be written in an hour, and its
instruction takes two hours. I seek neither a single coin nor a grain for teaching it, as
God is my witness. However, when I hold the scapula in my hand and examine it,
certain states reveal themselves into my mind. I lack the ability to articulate or teach
them. These are states entrusted to our lineage as a sacred inheritance from
generations past. Otherwise, God knows, I would not withhold anything from you.” He
thus responded.

From what I understood, this state is one of the divine illuminations and not a
science that can be comprehended through teaching and learning. It appears to be a
state referred to as one’s destined share (‘sehmti’l-gayb’) in the astrological charts of
those versed in this field, or, as he explained, an esoteric divine secret akin to the
qualities of the cifr science preserved within their lineage. If it were not so, that person
would surely have accepted such a substantial amount of money and taught this
knowledge.

This account was narrated to me in this manner, and I have recorded it here due

to its relevance and significance.



Abdiissamet Yilmaz, A Dagestani Scapulimancy Practitioner | 95

Facsimile
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