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Context	

The	 following	 excerpt	 is	 drawn	 from	 the	 chief	 physician	 Gevrekzāde	 Hāfiẓ	 Ḥasan	

Efendi’s	 (d.	 1801)	 treatise	 on	 physiognomy.	 Two	 extant	 copies	 of	 this	 treatise	 are	

housed	in	the	Istanbul	University	Library.1	Physiognomy,	the	practice	of	interpreting	a	

person’s	character	or	fate	through	their	outer	appearance,	 is	the	primary	focus	of	the	

treatise.	 However,	 Gevrekzāde	 expands	 the	 discussion	 to	 encompass	 various	

disciplines	 of	 ʿilm-i	 firāset,2	 including	 scapulimancy	 (ʿilm-i	 ketf).	He	 provides	 a	 brief	

account	of	scapulimancy,	describing	its	practice.	

According	 to	 Gevrekzāde,	 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	 traditions3—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.	 Gevrekzāde	 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.4	

Gevrekzāde	also	recounts	the	following	fascinating	anecdote	involving	Rāġıb	Paşa	

(d.	1763),	during	his	tenure	as	a	financial	administrator	in	Tebrīz.	Rāġıb	Paşa,	a	known	

enthusiast	 of	 divination,	 stayed	 at	 the	 residence	 of	 Mehdī	Ḫān	 who	 is	 likely	 Mīrzā	

 
1		 Gevrekzāde	 Hāfiẓ	 Ḥasan.	 Dürrü’l-Manṣūr	 /	 Mürşidü’l-Eṭibbā	 fi	 Tercemeti	 Ispaġorya.	 Istanbul	

University	Rare	Books	 and	Manuscripts	 Library	T.	 7085;	Gevrekzâde	Hāfiẓ	Ḥasan.	Ḳıyāfetnāme.	
Istanbul	University	Rare	Books	and	Manuscripts	Library	T.	02695.	

2		 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).	

3		 “bu	fennde	māhir	olanlaruñ	daḫı	erbāb-ı	maʿārif	ḳıyāsıyla	şekl	ve	şemāʾilleri	naẓar-ı	ġarībdür	ki	aṣlā	
maʿārif	 ẓann	 olınacaḳ	 ṣūretde	 olmayub”	 Gevrekzāde	 Ḥasan,	 Dürrü’l-Manṣūr	 /	 Mürşidü’l-Eṭibbā,	
133a.	

4		 Ibid.,	132b-134b.	
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Mehdī	Astarābādī	(d.	circa	 1760).5	Mehdī	Ḫān	 introduced	the	paşa	to	a	scapulimancy	

practitioner	 from	Ṭāġıstān	who	 is	 reputed	 for	his	 remarkable	 skill	 in	 this	 science.	 In	

the	 following	 excerpt,	 at	 a	 feast	 arranged	 at	 Rāġıb	 Paşa’s	 request,	 the	 scapulimancy	

practitioner	demonstrates	his	abilities.	

	

Transcription	

134b	

Ḥattā	bunuñ	misillü		

ẕikr	olınan	fenn-i	ketf	Rāġıb	Paşa	merḥūmdan	naḳl-i	ṣaḥīḥ	olaraḳ		

aṣḥāb-ı	s ̱iḳadan	ve	kendi	lisānından	böyle	naḳl	iderler	ki	devlet-i		

ʿaliyyenüñ	ṭaraf-ı	Īrānla	muḥārebesi	es ̱nāsında	Tebrīzde	defterdār	

bulınub	sākin	oldıġımız	ḳonaġuñ	ṣāḥib-i	evveli	Mehdī	ḫān		

didikleri	ẕāt-ı	ʿālī-ḳadr	ki	cemīʿ-i	ʿulūm-ı	şettāda	kāmil	ve	fāżılīnden		

bir	recul-ı	fā’iḳ	olub	ḫuṣūṣiyle	fenn-i	nücūmda	Ebū	Maʿşer-i	s ̱ānī		

idi	bir	gün	faḳīrüñ	ḫānesini	teşrīf	idüb	ve	kemāl-i	inbisāṭla		

didi-ki	behey	sulṭānum	bizler	nücūm	nücūm	diyüb	deryā	gibi	bir	fennüñ		

ardına	düşmişüz	anuñ	ise	ne	ḳaʿrı	maʿlūm	ve	ne	kenārı	merʾī		

böyle	bir	fenn	ki	ṣavābından	ḫaṭāsı	eks ̱er	dünki	gün	Ṭāġıstāndan		

faḳīre	misāfireten	henūz	daḫı	tāze	bir	ẕāt	geldi	elinde	ḳoyunuñ		

ketfi	yaʿnī	küregi	var	her	ne	niyyet	iderseñ	aña	baḳub	cevāb		

viriyor	eger	cüzʾī	ve	eger	küllī	ve	aṣlā	taḫallüf	daḫı	itmek	imkānı		

yoḳ	bir	ġarīb	keyfiyyet	ne	ḥesāb	ve	ne	irtifāʿı	ve	zāyiçe	yollu	

 	

 
5		 Ernest	Tucker.	“Mahdī	Khān	Astarābādī.”	In	Fleet,	Kate;	Krämer,	Gudrun;	Matringe,	Denis;	Nawas,	

John;	Rowson,	Everett	(eds.).	Encyclopaedia	of	Islam	(3rd	ed.).	Brill	Online	(2020).	
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bir	ḥarf	yazısı	var	fī-mā	baʿd	faḳīriñüz	kütüb-i	nücūmiyyeyi	iḥrāḳ	bi’n-nār		

idüb	andan	telemmüz	itmek	murād	eyledüm	didikde	baña	daḫı	istiġrāb		

elvirüb	bu	mis ̱illü	erbāb-ı	kemālden	olan	ẕāt	böyle	iʿtiḳād		

eyledikde	bu	şaḫṣ	ne	mertebede	ehl-i	maʿārifden	olmaḳ	gerekdür	diyüb		

şaḫṣ-ı	mezbūrı	görmek	murād	eylemekle	Mehdī	Ḫāna	ʿacabā	ol-ẕātı		

bu	mevḳiʿe	daʿvet	eylesek	icābet	iderler	mi	didikde	Ḫān		

vallāhi	sulṭānum	dünki	gün	gelüb	misāfirimüz	oldı	henūz	meşrebi		

maʿlūmum	degüldür	icābet	eylemez	ise	ṣoñra	ṭarafına	ḫacālet	elvirir		

lākin	faḳīr-ḫānede	bir	żiyāfet	tertīb	idelüm	de	teşrīf		

idüñ	hem	görişilür	ve	hem	keyfiyyet	maʿlūm-ı	şerīfüñüz	olur		

diyüb	bu	ḳavl	ile	yevm-i	mevʿūdda	Ḫānuñ	ḳonaġına	varılub		

bir	miḳdār	ṣoḥbet	ve	istirāḥatden	ṣoñra	Ḫān	ẕikr	olınan		

ẕātı	oldıġımuz	mevḳiʿe	getürüb	efendüm	cenābuñuza	evṣāfını		

itdigim	ẕāt	bunlardur	diyüb	taʿrīf	eylediklerinde	gördüm	taḫmīnen		

yigirmi	beş	otuz	yaşında	var	kösec	ve	başında	ḳalpaḳ		

bir	ẕāt	birbirimizle	āşināyīden	ṣoñra	bir	miḳdār	ṣoḥbet-i		

istīnās	olınduḳda	Ḫāna	işāret	idüb	ʿazīze	keyfiyyātı		

tefhīm	itdigimi	dīde	evet,	eger	bir	niyyetüñüz	var	ise	ṭutuñuz”	diyüb		

īmā	eyledikde	faḳīr	daḫı	nefsinde	vardıḳda	niyyet	eylemiş	idüm		

Ḫān	daḫi	ʿazīze	ḫaber	virdikde	ḳoynından	bir	ḳoyun	küregi		

çıḳarub	ve	bir	miḳdār	teʾemmül-i	naẓar	eyleyüb	başını	ḳaldırub		

sizüñ	niyyetüñüz	cenābuñuzdan	rütbede	büyük	bir	ẕātda	alacaḳ	ḥaḳḳuñuz	

vardur	andan	içün	niyyet	eylemişsiñüz	didikde	Ḫān	varabildiñüz	mi	



90 | Keshif:	E-Journal	for	Ottoman-Turkish	Micro	Editions,	Winter	2025,	vol.	3/1 

135b	

diyü	işāret	eyledikde	didim	belī	vardılar	ve	yine	ʿazīz	ḥattā	maṭlabuñuz		

on	üç	kīsedür	didikde	belī	öyledür	didüm	tekrār	yine	kürege		

naẓar	idüb	efendi	ḫaṭā	itmişüm	ẕimmet	on	beş	kīsedür		

didikde	ammā	benüm	fī’l-aṣl	maʿlūmum	olmaġla	ḫayır	on	üç	kīsedür		

diyü	muʿāraża	idüb	lākin	ʿazīz	kelāmından	nükūl	itmeyüb	elbette		

on	beş	kīsedür	didikde	faḳīre	daḫı	ḥayret	gelüb	maʿa-hāẕā		

ʿazlümi	getürdüb	ve	birḳac	gün	ẓarfında	ʿāzim-i	rāh	olmaḳ		

içün	cümle	eşyāmı	yirleşdirmiş	idüm	lākin	ʿazīzüñ	ıṣrārından		

baña	daḫı	taʿaccüb	ve	ḥayret	gelüb	ḳonaġa	geldikde	yükleri	açub		

ve	defterleri	çıḳarub	yeñiden	ḥesāb	eyledim	nefsü’l-emrde	ʿazīzüñ		

didigi	gibi	tamām	on	beş	kīse	aḳcedür	yekūn	iderken	faḳīr		

ḫaṭā	itmişüm	buña	vāḳıf	oldukda	ḥayret	üzre	ḥayret		

gelüb	ve	derūnuma	bir	iʿtiḳād-ı	küllī	ḥāṣıl	oldı	ve	ʿazīz	ile		

ülfet	itmekle	Ḫān	ile	ʿazīzi	berāber	daʿvet	idüb	ve	gendüsine		

ʿaẓīm	iʿzāz	ve	ikrāmdan	ṣoñra	dünki	söyledigi	kelāmı	taṣdīḳ		

idüb	nefs’ül-emrde	kelām	buyurdıġıñuz	gibi	olub	yekūnda		

ben	ḫaṭā	itmişüm	didikde	belī	öyledir	benüm	ḳatumda	ḳaṭʿā	ḫaṭā		

oldıġı	yoḳdur	didikde	didim	işbu	aḳceyi	ʿacabā	alabilür	miyüm		

didüm	ḫayır	almanıñ	imkānı	yoḳdur	didi	çünki	bundan	aḳdem		

Köprilizāde	ʿAbdullāh	Paşa	serʿasker	iken	faḳīr	nüzl	emīni		

eylemişler	idi	ol	sebebden	ẕimmetlerinde	ḳalmışdı	vefāt		

eyledikde	mālını	mīrīden	aḫẕ	idüb	ol-ḳadar	aḳce	ḳaldı	gitdi		

alamadıḳ	imdi	bu	keyfiyyete	vāḳıf	olduḳda	öyle	şeylere		
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aṣlā	iʿtibārum	yoġiken	hevesüm	düşüb	fenn-i	mezbūrı		taʿallüm	eylemek		

içün	ol	günlerde	naḳd	olaraḳ	otuz	kīse	aḳcem	var	idi	anları		

çıḳarub	ʿazīz-i	merḳūma	“işbu	aḳcenüñ	cümlesi	saña	ḥelāl	olsun		

eger	daḫı	olsa	dirīġ	eylemez	idüm	didikde	ḳoynından	bir	ṣaḥīfe	ḳadar		

kāġıd	çıḳarub	didi	işbu	fennüñ	cümle	şerḥ	ve	tafṣīli	budur		

ṣūreti	bir	sāʿatde	taḥrīr	olınub	ve	taʿlīmi	iki	sāʿatde	olur		

ve	taʿlīmi	içün	ḫudā	bilür	bir	aḳçe	ve	bir	ḥabbe	ṭalebinde	degülüm	lākin		

küregi	elīme	alub	naẓar	eyledikde	derūnuma	bir	miḳdār	keyfiyyet	ṭulūʿ		

ider	ki	anları	taḳrīr	idüb	taʿlīme	ḳudretüm	yoḳdur	bunlar	bizüm	öteden		

berü	ḫānedānumuza	ırs ̱la	vedīʿa	olınmış	bir	ḥāletdür	yoḫsa	ʿalimallāh		

cenābuñuzdan	bir	şey	dirīġ	degüldür	diyü	cevāb	virdikde	bundan		

maʿlūmum	oldı-ki	nefs’ül-emrde	bu	keyfiyyet	ṭulūʿāt-ı	ilāhiyyeden		

bir	ḥālet	olub	taʿlīm	ve	teʿallüm	ile	fehm	olınacaḳ	fennden	olmayub		

bu	fennüñ	aṣḫābınuñ	ṭāliʿlerinde	sehm’ül-ġayb	taʿbīr	olınan	ḥālātdan		

bir	şey	olub	yāḫūd	taḳrīr	eyledigi	gibi	ḫānedānlarında	cifr	ʿilmi		

keyfiyyātı	mis ̱illü	bir	esrār-ı	ilāhiyyedür	eger	böyle	olmasaydı	faḳīr	ādem		

olḳadar	aḳçeyi	aḫẕ	idüb	taʿlīm	iderdi	diyü	naḳl	eyledigi	ẕāt		

bu	faḳīre	bu	ṣūret	üzre	ḥikāyet	eyledigi	li-münāsebetihi	basṭ	u	taḥrīre		

bādī	oldı	ḥarrarehu	li-nāḳilihi	

	

Translation	

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

late	Ragıb	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,	I	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	Maʿshar6	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,	I	 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  Ebû	Maʿşer	Caʿfer	b.	Muhammed	b.	Ömer	el-Belhî	(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.”	I	

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,	I	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	Köprülüzade	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,	I	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	 (‘sehmü’l-ġayb’)	 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.	

	

	

 	



Abdüssamet	Yılmaz,	A	Dagestani	Scapulimancy	Practitioner│95 

Facsimile	
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