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Abstract

Images carved into caverns, painted upon stone, inscribed on the monuments of the
Pharaohs, and preserved within the walls of churches and monasteries never were
mere ornament for the medieval Arab treasure hunter. An image, if rightly deci-
phered, was believed to point at the very spot where an ancient treasure was bur-
ied. An image could proclaim the treasure’s presence by its very presence, or having
the potential of being a talisman guarding hidden riches. This mode of reading the
images of past — prehistoric, Pharaonic, or Coptic — in Islamic Egypt finds expression
in the pseudo-Magqrizian handbook, Hall al-rumiiz wa-fakk al-talasim wa-l-kuniiz wa
al-hafiyat (The Interpretation of Symbols and the Uncovering of Talismans, Treasures
and Hidden Things), a guide to Egytian treasure sites. Preserved in a single manuscript
witness (Ms Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532), the text unfolds a vast array of
images: wild and domesticated beasts, human figures and mounted horsemen, spir-
its, and religious motifs. By presenting a critical edition and analysis of the sections
devoted to the description of images in this pseudo-epigraphical work attributed to
al-Magqrizi, this study seeks to investigate the long afterlife of Egypt’s ancient art within
the Arabo-Islamic medieval culture of treasure hunting.
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1 Introduction

When the late antique alchemist Zosimos of Panopolis (3rd—4th cent. CE)
observed the relief of the celestial staircase in the temple of Dendera, though
his access to the original meaning was limited, he interpreted its steps as
phases of the alchemical process and recorded this in his Visions.! This par-
ticular case opens a research perspective on other instances of later interpre-
tations of ancient images that had become part of the daily landscape. In the
later cultural context of reception, the interpretation of the images reflected
views and ideas embedded in the new cultural frame of reception.

In medieval Egypt, given the rich and varied cultural stratifications, the
possibilities were particularly rich and varied. Pharaonic Egypt was regarded
as an age in which its people possessed profound knowledge and magi-
cal powers — qualities reflected in their astonishing monumental art and
architecture — though this knowledge was believed to have been long lost.
Some inspirational images may even antedate Pharaonic Egypt. For instance,
figures preserved in rock art and predynastic temples continued to be viewed
as crystallizations of encrypted knowledge and wisdom, whose secrets might
be recovered through careful scrutiny. This conviction is reflected in a broad
corpus of texts that present themselves as decipherments or translations of
ancient wisdom encoded in symbols and figures from a distant past.?

As the interpretations of Zosimos, numerous Arabic authors, do not aim at
the recovery of an original key but rather to the construction of new mean-
ing. In this way, each act of interpretation endowed such images with renewed
vitality, reviving them at every attempt at decipherment. Without indulging
in anachronism or exaggeration, it may be suggested that these descriptions,
beyond their literary function, were also related to material realities and to
features of the familiar landscape that could be observed in daily life. Whether

This article is published within the framework of the European Research Council (ERC)
project UseFool: Knowledge and Manipulation of Nature between Useful-ness and Deception in
the Arabo-Islamic Tradition (9th-15th century), under the European Union’s Horizon Europe
research and innovation programme [G.A. 101043939]. Views and opinions expressed are
however those of the author only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union
or the European Research Council Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor the
granting authority can be held responsible for them.

1 See Marina Escolano-Poveda, “Zosimos Aigyptiakos. Identifying the Imagery of the “Visions”
and Locating Zosimos of Panopolis in His Egyptian Context’, ARYS. Antigiiedad: Religionesy
Sociedades, XX (2022): pp. 77-134-

2 See Moureau, Sébastien and De Callatay, Godefroid, “In Code We Trust: The Concept of

Rumiiz in Andalusi Alchemical Literature and Related Texts”, Asiatische Studien, LXXV/2

(2021): pp. 429-47.
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contemporaries genuinely believed in these associations, or invoked them
primarily to enhance the reliability of a handbook to fool the gullible ones is
ultimately of secondary importance. Their wide diffusion and distinctive char-
acter render even provisional hypotheses of identification worth exploring.

Fragments of this reception history are preserved within the rich corpus of
medieval treasure-hunting manuals, which describe a wide array of images.
Such images include also writing systems (hieroglyphic, ancient Greek,
Persian, etc.) that could be recognized and associated to a specific cultural con-
text, though the knowledge required for reading them was long lost. In these
texts, the remains of various cultures — prehistoric, Pharaonic, Greek, Roman,
Persian, and Coptic — are not perceived in a chronological sequence, they
rather are flattened together into an undetermined past, absorbed into the
blurred epoque of ignorance (Jahiliyya), that is before the Islamic revelation.
Their descriptions often show a striking realism, which emerges especially
when compared with still extant material evidence. Within this composite
tradition, three major strata of pre-Islamic Egyptian art can be discerned.
The first is rock art, carved into caves and stones of regions that, during the
Holocene Humid Phase, were not desert. The second is the Pharaonic imag-
ery, visible in the monumental and funerary sites scattered all over Egypt. The
third is the Graeco-Roman and Coptic visual heritage of Late Antiquity, which
introduced the later layers of iconography into the Egyptian landscape of trea-
sure hunting.® This universe of images was often depicted bearing the signs of
the passage of time—broken limbs, structural fragility, faded pigments. Such
details became part of the description itself, shaping an antiquarian gaze that
merged the original form with the changes and damages provoked by the pass-
ing of time.

For the treasure hunter, such images were potential indications of the site
of the treasure, provided one possessed the ability to interpret them correctly.
Treasure-hunting manuals frequently specify that the direction of a figure’s
gaze or the gesture of its hands might point to the exact location where trea-
sure lay buried.

Images and statues were otherwise believed to have been created within
magical rituals in order to embody spiritual powers (rihaniyyat) which could
repel intruders and guard the treasure from unworthy seekers. Through such
properties, images were thought to conjure dangers that could harm the
seeker, distract him from his task, and often cause his death. In this context,
the image became the focal point of elaborate magical rituals including animal

3 A Coptic influence is detectable also in the names of the months used in the different
descriptions of treasures sites.

EURASIAN STUDIES 23 (2025) 77-147



80 NEGRI

sacrifices, fumigations, litanies, and prayers to be performed with a propitious
astral influence.#

This study focuses on the images in one of most extended works of the genre,
the Hall al-rumiiz wa-fakk al-talasim wa-l-kuniiz wa al-hafiyat (The Interpreta-
tion of Symbols and the Uncovering of Talismans, Treasures and Hidden Things),
attributed to Taqi al-Din Ahmad b. ‘Ali al-Magqrizi (764/1364-845/1442). This
article aims to reconstruct the geography of Egyptian treasures and the
peculiarities of the sites, along with their iconographic repertoire of themes
recorded in the text and their possible material counterparts that might have
served as inspiration.

2 Egyptian Treasures in Ms Oxford Bodleian Library Huntington 532

The Kitab Hall al-rumiiz wa-fakk al-talasim wa-l-kuniiz wa al-hafiyat (The Inter-
pretation of Symbols and the Uncovering of Talismans, Treasures and Hidden
Things) is preserved in a single manuscript witness: Ms University of Oxford,
Bodleian Library, Huntington 532. According to its colophon, the compilation
was completed on the 11th of Muharram g930/29th November 1523. The work is
attributed to al-Magqrizi, whose authority would cast an aura of reliability and
prestige on the text, and possibly motivate the refinement of its style, espe-
cially in comparison with other similar compositions.

The manuscript counts two-hundred and seven folia, including some
coloured ones—tinted or painted, sometimes only the margins — which repre-
sents one of the features that suggest the attempt to produce a luxury manu-
script, though not of the first rank. There averagely are twenty lines per page,
the writing frame sometimes includes examples of written talismans. The text
is occasionally encoded either using a secret alphabet or by detaching the let-
ters of a word and inverting them. The text sports rubrications and rubricated
paragraph markers (large dots). It is written in a regular naskh (round script),
with bowls and tails of the letters under the line particularly elongated and
pronounced, the final /@m is particularly pronounced too, also by means of an
elongated and straight ascender; some descenders are enriched by a thuluth-
like curl. Ligatures are occasionally irregular and generally rather fluid. To sum-
marize, all features suggest a so-called Ottman naskh for it (Fig. 1).

4 For the various kinds of substances for fumigations, called in Arabic buhur, I have opted for
the general translations ‘incense’, even though the term indicates in this context compound
substances, in which incense is one of the possible ingredients, along with other resins and
more peculiar substances.
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FIGURE1 Double opening with tinted and coloured paper. University of Oxford, Bodleian
Library, Ms Huntington 532, f. 8gv—gor

Particularly interesting are the title page, the index, and the head piece
(sarlawh) over the incipit of the text [Figs 2—4]. They share characteristic deco-
rative elements: red, blue and gold are combined with black, rosettes with eight
petals and other stylized vegetal elements. The header of the table of contents
is in gold and strikes as the imitation of a more refined thuluth header, with
some stiffness and uncertainty to it. The sarlawh is rather simple though of
great effect — the floral motives not particularly refined — with the colours and
gold heavily distributed in the coloured areas. The overall impression is that of
a combined influence of Mamluk and early Ottoman compositive elements.?

The attribution of the text to al-Magqrizi, though not categorically impos-
sible, is doubtful, as several considerations speak against its authenticity.

The first argument is a chronological incongruity: in the introduction the
author relates that his first encounter with treasure-seeking occurred dur-
ing his childhood, declaring that he was seven years old on the nth of Rabr*

5 I am grateful to Lucia Raggetti for having discussed with me ideas and possible intuitions
about this manuscript.
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FIGURE 2  Title page of the Pseudo-Maqriz1's Hall al-rumiiz. University of Oxford, Bodleian
Library, Ms Huntington 532, f. 4r
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FIGURE 3  First page of the table of contents of the Pseudo-Maqrizi's Hall al-rumiiz,
University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms Huntington 532, f. 4v
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FIGURE 4  Sarlawh over the incipit of the Pseudo-Maqrizr's Hall al-rumiiz, University of
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms Huntington 532, f. 151

al-Awwal 687/21st April 1288. The famous al-Magqrizi, however, was born in
766/1364 — nearly eighty years later.

The second argument is the linguistic register: unpolished in style, replete
with errors as highlighted by Christopher Braun, furthermore, often employing
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avernacular register that seems unlike to be part of al-Maqrizi’s genuine prose.®
To these observations one may add the author’s preference for particularly col-
loquial or even substandard expressions — at times verging on the ungram-
matical — which appear to signal the emergence of an informal register within
the text, along with more conventional forms of Arabic to express the same
meaning. Among such usages, it is frequent to find ful rihak employed simply
to mean “proceed in a given direction”; or idiomatic expressions still common
in various forms of vernacular Arabic today, such as ‘ala yadik al-yamin —
literally “on the direction of your right hand’, instead of the more straightfor-
ward ‘ala al-yamin “on your right”. Similarly, the text exhibits in multiple spots
‘ulim in place of ‘alamat to signify the plural of “sign” or “indication”. One also
remarks the frequent colloquial expressions in redundant constructions such
as fawq bi-gahr al-jabal to express “on the slope of the mountain’, Instead of, for
instance, the more plain Arabic f7 safh al-jabal.”

A third argument is the ostentatious erudition displayed in the introduc-
tion, enumerating at length high-sounding works and authors allegedly stud-
ied by the author. Such a display seems incongruous with al-Magqriz1's other
works, in particular with Al-Mawa‘iz wa-l-itibar bi-dikr al-hitat wa-l-atar (Book
of Exhortations and Useful Lessons in Dealing with Topography and Historical
Remains).

A fourth argument concerns the author’s evident sympathy with the poli-
cies of marginalization and fanaticism directed against Christians and Jews
described in a lengthy section devoted to al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (375/411—
985/1021). Moreover, the accompanying account of the Fatimid caliph appears
too simplistic to have been composed by al-Magqrizi given the treatment he
gives to this caliph in multiple sections of the Hitat.®

Another argument could be the relatively vague form of the attribution. In
several passages, the text refers only to the author as “Sayh al-Magqrizr’, without
specifying his full name. This strategy may have been intended to allude to
the famous al-Magqrizi and thereby appropriate the prestige associated with
his name, while avoiding an explicit attribution that would have exposed the
compilers to accusations of forgery. Yet it could be argued against it that in the
edited al-Hitat as well, the author does not cite his full name in the introduction

6 Braun, Christopher, Treasure Hunting and Grave Robbery in Islamic Egypt Textual Evidence
and Social Context (PhD dissertation, The Warburg Institute, School of Advanced Study,
University of London, 2017): p. 130.

7 Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, ff. 951, 471, 94v.

8 See, for instance: Taql al-Din al-Maqrizi, Al-Magqrizt Book of Exhortations and Useful Lessons
in Dealing with Topography and Historical Remains, ed. Frédéric Bauden and Almon Clopper,
trans. Karl Stowasser (Leiden: Brill, 2022): 11, pp.346—47.

EURASIAN STUDIES 23 (2025) 77-147



86 NEGRI
3 The Roots of the Pseudo-Magqrizi

A pseudo-epigraphic attribution, however, has its roots in the genuine corpus
and the personal profile of an author. Accounts of treasures were reported
in al-Maqnrizi's Al-Mawa'‘iz wa-l-itibar bi-dikr al-hitat wa-l-atar (Book of
Exhortations and Useful Lessons in Dealing with Topography and Historical
Remains, henceforth Hitat).® This vast compendium covers “many aspects of
the history of Egypt and its most significant actors from the Islamic conquest
to his own time”1? Within this historical work, al-Maqrizi records various sto-
ries concerning hidden riches. Al-Maqrizi seems to embrace the widespread
view that treasure hunting was a lawful and acceptable mean of acquiring
riches, rather than the chimerical pursuit dismissed by Ibn Haldian.!! The Hitat
offer an anchor to all the historical and technical issues involved in treasure
hunting: the treasure historical origin, its locations and the clues leading to it,
as well as their supernatural protections and the ways to overcome them.

The entanglement of image and knowledge is recorded by the Egyptian
historian al-Maqrizi (1364-1442), who discussed the belief that such images
were created to communicate wisdom to those capable of discerning their hid-
den meaning.!?

9 Nasser Rabbat presents an alternative title of “the book of moral sermons and Lessons
derived from the remembrance of cities’ traces and building remains” reading bi-dikr lit-
eraly “in the mention” as the source of the lessons derived from the text. See Rabbat,
Nasser O., Writing Egypt: Al-Magrizi and His Historical Project (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2023): p. 2.

10  See Bauden, Frédéric, “Magriziana xv1: Al-Maqrizi as a Reader”, in Authors as Readers
in the Mamlitk Period and Beyond, ed. Elise Franssen (Venice: Fondazione Universita Ca’
Foscari, 2022): p. 197.

11 Ibn Khaldtin, The Mugaddimah. An Introduction to History (Vol. 2), ed. Franz Rosenthal
(London: Routledge, 1958): p. 324. The Tunisian celebrated historian also wonders about
the logic behind ancient people taking so much troubles in hiding their treasures, and
then providing detailed instructions to retrieve them.

12 For the life of al- Maqrizi and his work see Bauden, Frédéric, “Introductory Essay”, in
al-Maqnizi, Book of Exhortations and Useful Lessons in Dealing with Topography and
Historical Remains, transl. and annotated by Karl Stowasser, Part 1, Bauden, Frédéric and
Almon, Clopper eds. (Brill, 2022): pp. vi1-XLI. Also see Bauden, Frédéric, “Taqi Al-Din
Ahmad Ibn ‘Ali al-Maqrizi’, in Mallett, Alexander (ed.), Medieval Muslim Historians and the
Franks in the Levant (Boston: Brill, 2015): pp. 161—200. On the life of al-Maqrizi and aspect
of his historiography on Christians representation see Bauden, Frédéric, “Al-Maqrizi, Taq1
1-Din Abu 1-‘Abbas Ahmad Ibn ‘Ali Ibn ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maqrizi’, in Thomas, David and
Mallett, Alexander (eds.), Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History (Leiden:
Brill, 2013): pp. 380—400.
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They built these temples [barabi] [at Ahmim] before the Flood, and in
this ancient temple there were images of the kings who ruled Egypt. It
was built with alabaster stone, each stone five cubits long and two cubits
thick. [...] The walls of these corridors were engraved with images of
diverse forms and proportions, in them the symbols of the sciences of the
Ancient Egyptians (qubt): alchemy, natural magic [simiya’], talismans,
medicine, the stars, geometry, and other than that. They deposited in
them those images [...] inside it, there are wondrous images and strange
pigments, like the forms of birds and human beings and other than that,
inside it and outside it [...] It is said that D al-Ntin came to know the sci-
ence of alchemy from them. And this temple remained standing until the
year 780.

The presence of treasures on Egyptian soil is mentioned in connection with
the prophet Yasuf, which grants it respectability in an Islamic context.!3

In Egypt [there are] the treasures of Yusuf — Peace be upon him - and
the treasures of the kings before him and [of the] kings after him, for he
would accumulate what remained beyond the expenses and the provi-
sions for the calamities of the time. And this is [that which is meant by]
the saying of God — Mighty and Exalted: “And We caused them to come
forth from gardens and springs and treasures.” (Quran 17:57)

Al-Magqrizi mentions the story of a Pharaoh allegedly buried in a pyramid with
all his riches protected by talismans.!*

And after him reigned his son Hargib, who was, like his father, wise and
eminent in the science of magic (sihr) and talismans. He accomplished
marvellous works, extracted numerous minerals, made manifest the
knowledge of alchemy, built the pyramids of Dahsur, and transported
into them vast riches, precious gems, medicines, and poisons, and he
placed over them spiritual entities to guard them. [...] When he died, he
was buried in the pyramid together with all his riches and his treasures.

These treasures did not solely consist in riches, they could also take the form of
books recording ancient wisdom or alchemical elixirs.!>

13
14
15

Al-Magqrizi, Al-Mawa‘iz wa al-i‘tibar fi dikr al-hitat wa al-atar, 1: p. 125.

Ibid., p. 251.

Al-Magqnizi, Al-mawa‘iz wa al-i‘tibar fi dikr al-hitat wa al-atar, 1: p. 244. Among the Arabic
text of “treasured” wisdom see Raggetti, Lucia, “The Treasure of Alexander — Stories of
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Nugawus son of Nugrawus, who was like his father endowed the knowl-
edge of divination ( i/m al-kihana) and talismans. He was the first to build
in Egypt a temple (haykal), in which he placed images of the seven plan-
ets; and he wrote upon each planet its benefits and its harmful effects
[...] [and he placed] upon every city a number of libraries (lit., treasure-
houses of wisdom, haza@’in al-hikma).

Al-Magqnizi reports that Byzantines had knowledge of innumerable treasures of
Egypt, their sites were recorded in books — either composed by the Byzantines
themselves or by those who preceded them. The clergy used to distribute sin-
gle pages of such books to those who had long served the Church, as way to
grant them a lavish reward for their faithful service.16

It was said that the Byzantines, when they departed from Syria and from
Egypt, stored up much of their wealth in places prepared for that purpose,
and they wrote books with the signs of their sites and the ways to reach
them, and they deposited these books in Constantinople; and knowledge
of this may be obtained from them. It was also said that the Byzantines
did not write [these books], but rather they found books about the places
of the treasures belonging to those who had reigned before them, among
the Greeks, the Chaldeans, and the Ancient Egyptians; and when they
departed from Egypt and Syria, they carried those books with them and
placed them in the church. And it was said that nothing of this is given
to anyone if not after he had served the church for a certain period, and
then a sheet was delivered to him, which constituted his portion.

In the late antique period, also the Christians of Egypt were connected to hid-
den treasures. A notable example recorded by al-Magqrizi is, for instance, the
Coptic sovereign Manaws$ b. Manqaws, who allegedly concealed numerous
treasures in the district of Bahnasa.!”

The Hitat do not refrain from mentioning the magic protecting treasures.
The people of Ancient Egypt are said to have employed occult techniques,
fashioning talismanic devices and appointing spiritual entities (or simply
‘spirits, ruhaniyyat).’® Al-Maqrizi mentions a non-better identified Suarid,

Discovery and Authorship’, in Brinkmann, Stefanie et al. (eds.) Education Materialised
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2021): pp. 279—314.

16 Ibid., p. 125.

17 Ibid, p. 226.

18  According to Isabel Toral-Niehoff and Annette Sundermeyer magic was entangled
with the imaginary of Pre-Islamic Egypt by many Arabs and their “Egyptomania”, see
Toral-Niehoff, Isabel and Sundermeyer, Annette, “Going Egyptian in Medieval Arabic
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the alleged builder of all Ancient Egyptian monuments, who entrusted spir-
its with the protection of treasures of wealth and knowledge in temples and
the pyramids.*®

As for the temples, Ibn Wasif Shah relates that Surid, the one who built
the pyramids, is the very same who built all the ancient Egyptian monu-
ments (barabi). He placed treasures inside them, inscribed the sciences
upon them, and appointed spirits over them to guard them from whoever
might direct himself toward them.

These spiritual entities are described by al-Maqrizi as mosters, either terrifying
or alluring. These spirits were said to appear at momentous times of the day,
notably noon and sunset.2°

The Copts (Qubt) have related in their books that the spirit of the
Northern side of the pyramid is a beardless youth, yellowish of skin,
naked, with great fangs in his mouth; while the spirit of the Southern side
of the pyramid is a naked woman, with her sex exposed, beautiful, with
great fangs in her mouth, who seduces the man when he sees her and
she smiles at him, until he approaches her, and then she takes his reason
away. The spirit of the coloured pyramid is an old man who holds in his
hand a brazier like a brazier of the churches, with which he performs
fumigations. More than one person has seen these spirits many times, as
they circle around the pyramids at noon and at sunset.

In other cases, a spiritual entity (rizhaniyya) could be instilled or aroused
within matter, taking the form of a mechanical impediments or a poison.2!

Often, it is an idol (sanam) that hosts the spirit, which thereby acquires the

19
20
21

Culture”, in El-Bizri, Nader and Orthmann, Eva (eds.), The Occult Sciences in Pre-Modern
Islamic Cultures (Beirut: Ergon, 2018): p. 249. On the reflection in Arabic literature
on the pyramid as an embodiment of the wisdom and magical knowledge of ancient
Egypt see Haarmann, Ulrich, “In Quest of the Spectacular: Noble and Learned Visitors
to the Pyramids around 1200 A.D.”, in Hallag, Wael B. and Little, Donald P. (ed.), Islamic
Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams (Leiden: Brill, 1991): pp. 57-67. Also see Cook,
Michael, “Pharaonic History in Medieval Egypt’, Stls, LXXVII (1983): pp. 67-103. See also,
Haarmann, Ulrich, “Die Sphinx. Synkretistische Volksreligiositdt im Spatmittelalterlichen
Islamischen Agypten’, Saeculum, Xx1x (1978): pp. 367-84-

al-Magqrizi, Al-Mawa‘iz wa al-itibar fi dikr al-hitat wa al-atar, 1: p. 117.

Ibid., p. 333.

Burnett, Charles, “Arabic Magic’, in Page, Sophie and Rider, Catherine (eds.), The Routledge
History of Medieval Magic (London: Routledge, 2019): p. 72.
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supernatural ability to move — albeit for just few movements. Al-Maqrizi men-
tions objects that could be described as magico-mechanical devices, particular
automata drawing on the full range of technical, mechanical, and alchemical
knowledge. For instance, al-Magqrizi recounts the existence of hollow statues
filled with sulphur, within which a fiery rufianiyya was implanted: igniting the
sulphur, the combustible substance would blow a great flame from its mouth
when an intruder approached the statue.22

At the border of the land, he placed hollow statues of copper and filled
them with sulphur, and he assigned the spirit of fire to them; thus, when
someone approached with hostile intent, those statues would cast forth
from their mouths a fire that would burn him.23

Such magico-mechanical devices, as well as talisman and impediments in gen-
eral, were not conceived as insurmountable obstacles, but rather as selective
barriers. Their function, therefore, was to regulate access by conferring legiti-
macy upon the rightful recipients, who possessed the required knowledge.
Al-Magqrizi did not miss to record that certain idols bore inscriptions detailing
the fumigations and sacrifices necessary to neutralize their power and so gain
access to the treasure.?4

4 Mapping the Treasures and Their Iconography

The pseudo-Magqrizian manual, extending over more than two hundred folia,
is places itself in continuity with this constellation of beliefs. It enumerates a
long series of sites, providing not only the way of reaching them, but also the
instruments deemed necessary to overcome the various magical impediments
said to protect the treasures — thus combining the observation of ancient mon-
uments and artifacts with phantasmagorical elements [Fig.5].25 The settings of

22 Among the techniques of the charlatans who duped people prospecting them the dis-
covery of great treasures, al-Jawbari recounts the construction of spectacular fire-spitting
devices, see al-Jawbari, Jamal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahim, The Book of Charlatans, edited by
Dengler, Manuela, trans., Davies, Humphrey, Library of Arabic Literature (New York: New
York University Press, 2020): p. go.

23 Al-Maqrizi, Al-Mawa‘iz wa al-itibar fi dikr al-hitat wa al-atar, 1: p. 368.

24  Ibid, p. 440.

25  For a study of the Arabic manuals in the broader context of a world history of trea-
sure hunting, see Card, Jeb J., Spooky Archaeology: Myth and the Science of the Past
(Albuquerque NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2018): p. 40; Golia, Maria, A Short
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GRAPHIC DESIGN: ANDREA MARIA NEGRI

History of Tomb-Raiding: The Epic Hunt for Eqypt’s Treasures (London: Reaktion Books,
2022). For a study on premodern treasure hunting in the Mediterranean, see Iafrate,
Allegra, Cercar tesori tra Medioevo ed Eta Moderna (Bari: Laterza, 2021). For a study of
treasure hunting and its contextualization in the broader realm of medieval charlatanism
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these accounts are diverse: pharaonic ruins, subterranean chambers, monaster-
ies, churches, a considerable number of mosques, and wealthy burial grounds
more in general. Yet, for the legitimacy of such accounts to be sustained, the

in Egypt, see Raggetti, Lucia, Un Coniglio nel turbante: intrattenimento e inganno nella sci-
enza arabo-islamica (Milano: Editrice Bibliografica, 2021). For a study of the manuscript
tradition of treasure hunting in Egypt, see Braun, Christopher, “Equipped with Shovels,
Pickaxes, and Books: Treasure Hunters and Grave Robbers in Medieval Egypt”, in Walker,
Bethany J. and Al Ghouz, Abdelkader (ed.), Living with Nature and Things (Gottingen:
V&R unipress, 2020), pp. 79-102. Also see El-Daly, Okasha, Egyptology: The Missing
Millennium: Ancient Eqypt in Medieval Arabic Writings. (London: UCL Press, 2005): p. 33.
For an edition and translation of a manual of treasure hunting see Ahmad Kamal Bey,
Livre Des Perles Enfouies et Du Mystére Précieux Au Sujet Des Indications Des Cachettes, Des
Trouvailles et Des Trésors (Cairo: Imprimerie de I'Institut frangais d’archéologie orientale
du Caire, 1907). For a study of the toponomies within this text see Daressy, M., Georges
“Indicateur topographique du «Livre des Perles Enfouies et Du Mystere Précieux »",
Bulletin de U'Institut Frangais d'archéologie Orientale, X111 (1917): pp. 175—230. For a study
of finding treasures through dream vision in Hebrew sources see Harari, Yuval, “Metatron
and the Treasure of Gold: Notes on a Dream Inquiry Text From the Cairo Genizah’, in
Bohak, Gideon, Harari, Yuval and Shaked, Shaul (ed.), Continuity and Innovation in the
Magical Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2011): pp. 289—320. See also, Zellmann-Rohrer, Michael,
“A Syriac-Arabic Dream-Request and Its Jewish Tradition’, JNES, LXXVII1/1 (2019): p. 66.
For a study of the culture of treasure hunting and their representation in The Arabian
Nights see Irwin, Robert, The Arabian Nights: A Companion (London: Penguin Books,
1995): pp- 184—90. For the edition and translation of a treatise (risala) on treasure hunt-
ing by al-Kindi, see Burnett, Charles, Yamamoto, Keiji, and Yano, Michio, “Al-Kindi on
Finding Buried Treasure’, Arabic Sciences and Philosophy v11/1 (1997): pp. 57—90. Sections
on treasure hunting magic and remedies can be found scattered in almost every magic
compendium. Among these, see Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Hajj al-Tilimsani
al-Magribi, Sumis al-Anwar wa-Kuniz al-Asrar al-Kubra (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Talyaniyya,
1874). On this imaginary of treasure in a Mughal goose game framed as a treasure hunt,
see also: Digby, Simon, “Ganj: The Game of Treasure from Mughal India’, South Asian
Studies, xx11/1(2006): pp. 69—88. On the persistence of a vivid culture of treasure hunting
in contemporary Middle-East see Al-Houdalieh, Salah Hussein, “Archaeological Heritage
and Spiritual Protection: Looting and the Jinn in Palestine’, Journal of Mediterranean
Archaeology xxv/1 (2012): pp. 99-120; Id., “Physical Hazards Encountered by Antiquities
Looters: A Case Study from the Palestinian National Territories”, Palestine Exploration
Quarterly, CXLV/4 (2013): pp. 320—33; Id., “Tomb Raiding in Western Ramallah Province,
Palestine: An Ethnographic Study”, in . Spencer, John R. Mullins, Robert A., and Brody,
Aaron J. (eds.) Material Culture Matters Essays on the Archaeology of the Southern
Levant in Honor of Seymour Gitin (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2014): pp. 95-109; Id.,
“Palestinian Antiquities Looters, Their Skill Development, Methodology and Specialised
Terminology: An Ethnographic Study”, Palestine Exploration Quarterly, CXLIV/2 (2012):
pp- 115—27; Bieberstein, Alice von, “Treasure/Fetish/Gift: Hunting for “Armenian Gold”
in Post-Genocide Turkish Kurdistan’, Subjectivity, x/2 (2017): pp. 170-89; Roosevelt,
Christopher H., and Luke, Christina “Mysterious Shepherds and Hidden Treasures: The
Culture of Looting in Lydia, Wester Turkey”, Journal of Field Archaeology, XxX1/2 (2006):
Pp- 185—98.
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manual presupposes the immutability of the sites themselves, a condition
guaranteed by the finder’s cooperation. Once the treasure was located and the
discoverer had already tapped into it, he was required to restore the place to its
exact original condition.

The geographical map is bound to include only the sites that was possible to
identify and locate.26 They are distributed across the entire inhabited realm of
Egypt. Most of the locations, buildings, and ruins mentioned in the manual are
still extant and visitable today.

Whitin this spaces the pseudo-Magqrizian manual abounds in images,
encompassing a striking variety of iconographic motifs. Tridimensional and
pictorial representations are recurrently invoked — sometimes in passing,
sometimes with elaborate description. They include animal figures executed
in relief or paint, depictions of Egyptian deities, Christian iconography such
as Christ, the Virgin, and demons, as well as human forms and armed horse-
men. It is not always possible to pinpoint the precise origin of these images,
since the descriptions often lack detail or explicit references. In other cases, for
instance that of animals, their presence spans over multiple historical strata of
Egyptian history. Those that can be identified, however, appear to derive from
three distinct spheres: first, rock art iconography; second, Pharaonic imagery;
and third, Coptic Christian iconography.

These iconographic elements are not exclusively related to this particular
manual, but they belong to an imaginary about treasure hunting shared by
historians, occasional observers, seekers, charlatans, and their gullible victims.
Some images described by the Pseudo-Maqrizi, in fact, appear illustrated in
the margins of another book for treasure hunters, though associated with dif-
ferent sets of instructions. This work is the Kitab gayat al-ma’rib ft al-mana’ih
wa-l-habaya wa-l-matalib (‘Book of the Apogee of the Goal in the Generous
Donations, Hidden Things, and Treasure Hunts’), preserved in Ms Paris BnF
Arabe 2764.

5 Animals
Depictions of animals — whether portrayed in isolation, in the company of

human figures, or engaged in hunting scenes — are the primarily focus in rock
art, as well monumental reliefs, and iconographic traditions of Pharaonic

26  In the edition and translation of the text, unidentified toponyms are followed by a ques-
tion mark. They, however, represent a relative minority of the cases.
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Egypt, where animals were seen as embodiments of deities and are also well
attested as in Christian iconography.

5.1 Domestic and Farm Animals
5.11 Cat (qitt)
Within the sifat of the manual, one comes across attestations of cats repre-
sented in wall paintings, as mummies, or decorative motifs or shape in jewel-
lery. The presence of the cat is closely associated with the Pharaonic period.
The animal was linked both to feline and leonine divinities and particularly
in relation to the goddess Bastet. A well-documented tradition attests to the
large-scale mummification of cats as votive offerings,?” or for the sake of their
being pets, alongside the production of cat-shaped statuettes employed as pro-
tective talismans.?8 Beyond this ritual dimension, the cat also appears in visual
representations — most notably beneath the master’s chair — to symbolize the
bond between the animal and its owner, often in the company of other domes-
tic creatures, such as dogs and monkeys.2?

Cats appear wrapped in a shroud and lay within the wall of a chamber, a set-
ting reminiscent of one of the numerous burial places for mummified pets.3°

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 138v]
Description at the pyramids of
al-Saddad .
Seek the Sphinx, and to its right 4ud~ 4 o bl Jegdl 9l b
[you will find] five caves with sealed
doors. Head to the fifth of them: you .
will find inside cats, weasels, and  lw sy ks lgd U2 (- dnld|
dogs, shrouded. And in it [there is] CL

a lenticular door (bab ‘adasi). Work J“;‘ e ul; LG:'?} w"‘& L)’{)
[dig] two and a half statures, and you dl I3 $o UL 2.9 u\Iﬁlﬁ

CRREIRPA

3)[&1‘ Jua}‘ u‘):‘Y\ SJ}M J”Uu

27  Linglin, Marie et al., “Isotopic Systematics Point to Wild Origin of Mummified Birds in
Ancient Egypt”, Scientific Reports X [1, article number: 15463 (2020).

28  McDonald, Angela, “Animals in Egypt’, in Lindsay Campbell, Gordon (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of Animals in Classic Thought and Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014):
p- 390.

29 El-Kilany, Engy and Mahran, Heba, “What Lies Under the Chair! A Study in Ancient
Egyptian Private Tomb Scenes, Part 1: Animals”, Journal of the American Research Center in
Egypt, L1/1 (2015): p. 252.

30  For the mummies of animals in Pharaonic Egypt, see Richardin, Pascale, Stéphanie
Porcier, Salima Ikram, Gaétan Louarn, and Didier Berthet, “Cats, Crocodiles, Cattle
and More: Initial Steps Toward Establishing a Chronology of Ancient Egyptian Animal
Mummies”, Radiocarbon, L1X /2 (2017): pp. 595—607.
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will reach it. Open it, and descend
to a domed place: you will find a
king turned on his face, on a bed
of gold, and at his right four chests,
and at his left four chests filled with
wealth. Take your provision, and do
not approach the dead. The incense
is frankincense (kundur), sandal-
wood (sandarits), mi‘a, and ladanum
(ladan) at the Moon Cyperus (su'd
al-qamar) and [every ingredient]
should be conserved separately.

In another version: remove the
cats, the weasels, and the dog, and
you will meet a lenticular door. Open
it and work beneath it two and a half
statures. You will find a slab: loosen it
with fire and descend. You will find
the desired [treasure].
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Cats are depicted in colour in a mountain cave near Ahmim [Fig. 6]. Inside
the cave, cats also appear as hollow vessels intended as receptacles for elix-
irs. The presence of jewellery and containers in feline form is attested as early
as 1900-1790 BCE, exemplified by a cat-shaped vessel now preserved in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.3!

'?ﬁ- af ,‘_,’3,-‘[._, :‘.‘ ; OI,' f

-

FIGURE 6 Felines of different colours depicted in the ‘Cave of the Cats, Ms Paris BnF

Arabe 2674, f. 451 (detail)
SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE

31 See Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York object No. 1990.59.1.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 130V]

On top of the back of the ‘Cave of
the Cat’ in the Mount of Ahmim
Whenyou arrive in the city of Ahmim,
seek a yellow dust and leave it behind
your back. Go East until, on the top
of the back, you will find three caves
a bit to the east. Cross the middle
one with your light, and you will find
cats depicted at the top in different
colours. Strengthen your light and go
to the centre. You will find a bench
made of stone. Remove all of them,
then clean and dig beneath it to the
measure of a fathom; you will find a
black stone that obstructs it. Remove
it and let your incense rise. Wait until
the smoke dissipates. Then descend
five steps, and you will reach a hall.
In it, there are rows of platforms like
shelves, upon which there are many
sitting cats, made of gold and silver
and depicted, all of them hollow and
filled with elixir. They are one thou-
sand cats. And in the middle of the
hall, there is a great fountain filled
with Byzantine golden dinars.

5.1.2 Dog (kalb)

f\z\ M .bb_d\ SHlae b 59
abe ) ;.,J.lg\ff\m» dledoy 13l
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Dogs guarding funerary spaces are present in the pseudo-Magqrizi. The dog
as a domesticated companion is well attested in Pharaonic art. Dogs occu-
pied a significant place in daily life, serving also as guard animals — alongside
monkeys32 — as well as indispensable auxiliaries in the royal hunts.32 For this

32 El-Kilany and Mahran, “What Lies Under the Chair! A Study in Ancient Egyptian Private
Tomb Scenes, Part 1”: P- 249.

33  Wegner, Jennifer Houser, “Companions and Guardians: Dogs and Jackals in Ancient
Egypt”, Glencairn Museum News, X (2023) available at https://www.glencairnmuseum.org
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strong relation with the master,3* dogs are frequently depicted beneath the
master’s chair, particularly in their more distinguished breeds, such as the
Saluki or the Tesem.3> Dog mummies could also often be found in the master’s
grave.36 At the same time, the dog held a sacred dimension: temples were dedi-
cated to it, and in many instances it is iconographically indistinguishable from
the jackal.3” Within the religious sphere, the dog assumed a central role in con-
nection with Anubis, the god of embalming and cemeteries, guardian of the
necropolis and the realm of the dead.3® Another canine divinity, Wepwawet,
functioned as a protective deity accompanying the king in the hunt and was
also a protector of the dead.3® Another one was similarly Khenty-Amentiu
another jackal-headed god worshiped at Abydos in Upper Egypt, likewise pre-
sided over necropolises. In a site outside Giza, a man is described as standing
guard among the ruins, accompanied by a dog whose presence reinforces the
protective function of the human figure.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 139r]
Description Lo

Seek the Sphynx and leave it on your . L j"....é“‘“:-’) J;@J\y,\ . L

right. Seek at its West. Proceed to ;
your left for three miles which is the &M 2}l JG O s g Ay B

distance between Tura and ancient - 5
: sy Vb o Lo 48 Lol
Cairo, until you will have crossed 7 JL i e A J -

all the heaps, keep going until you — _pwy L@,{(\)«w CEJJ' %) LL‘ PYvi]
h the ‘Road of the radish’ G Aol
.reac.t.e oa'o.terals Go led pe \d’}d\dl’d\d\

into it in the direction of the qibla
[South] until you find on your right &N é& J&‘- d\ dl e u\)

a construction of ten big stones scat- " alos | 39 e Jb )S T &‘

tered around. When you will have

[newsletter/2023/10/25/companions-and-guardians-dogs-and-jackals-in-ancient-egypt
(accessed 23 November 2025).

34  McDonald, “Animals in Egypt”: p. 393.

35  El-Kilany and Mahran, “What Lies Under the Chair! A Study in Ancient Egyptian Private
Tomb Scenes, Part 1”: p. 244.

36  Wegner, “Companions and Guardians: Dogs and Jackals in Ancient Egypt”.

37  For a study on dogs in ancient Egypt, see Youssri, Abdelwahed, “More than Pets: Dogs in
Graeco-Roman Egypt’, Journal of Faculty of Tourism and Hotels, 1 (2017): pp. 1-22.

38 Houlihan, Patrick F., The Animal World of the Pharaohs (London: Thames and Hudson,
1996): p. 44.

39 Arnold Dorothea, “An Egyptian Bestiary”, The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, Vi1/4

(1995): p- 16.
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crossed all the stones, look from your
right toward the East: you will see a
flat raised surface, go on it from the
East. You will see a guardian stand-
ing with legs less than two [?], of
clay artificially made of marble and
zanad stone [?] empty inside, and

NEGRI
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before the guardian [there is] a dog.
Seek between the guardian and the
dog, and work between them evenly
[for the depth of] half a fathom: you
will find a stone at the door of a cave,
in which there are seventy loads
of money.
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5.1.3 Cow (bagara)

Images of cows are abundant in the Pseudo-Maqrizi, either depicted or
engraved. Cattle ranks among the most frequently represented animals in
pre-Islamic Egypt. Its image is abundantly attested in rock art from as early
as ca. 1400 BCE,*? and it continued to occupy a prominent place throughout
Pharaonic visual and religious culture. Cattle also appear in scenes of daily
life, reflecting their centrality to Egypt's agrarian economy and social life.#!
The cattle was also a sacred animal, veneration of which is attested as early as
the Dynasty I, in association with the sacred bull Apis in the temple of Ptah
at Memphis.

The Pseudo-Maqrizi seems to describe rock art, describing yellow calve
suckling from a red cow depicted within caverns on a mountain near Sariina.
The observation that these images have not changed colour over time is rather
striking, and possibly hinting at the durability of the pigments. The text pre-
scribes an incubation under specific astrological circumstances.

40  Morrow, Maggie, Cherry, Pete and Wilkinson, Toby A.H. (eds.), Desert RATS: Rock Art
Topographical Survey in Eqypt’s Eastern Desert; Site Catalogue, Fully rev. 2nd ed. (Oxford:
British Archaeological Reports, 2010): p. 17.

41 Houlihan, The Animal World of the Pharaohs: p. 143.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 47r]

Description at Sariina

Well East of the blessed Nile, proceed
Eastward from there toward the ele-
vated palace. Spend the night there
on a Sunday, when the moon is in its
exaltation. At daybreak, set out from
that place and walk toward a high
spot for half the range of a bowshot.
Look then to your left, toward the
mountain slope: you will see an open-
ing in the mountain, like an entrance
that does not go through. [...]

Cross it, and at its far end, to
your right inside the mountain, you
will find a second cave. Upon its
entrance, you will see the image of
a red cow with its calf suckling from
it, and its colour is yellow. All this is
made with paints that do not change
with the passing of time.
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In another description, the cow occurs at the entrance of some caves, though
the text does not specify whether it is painted or engraved.*?

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 48v]

Description at Asyut

Seek the Western door by the bridge
which is at its West. Stop [there]
and look toward the mountain that
overlooks it: you will see three caves,
similar to one another. In front of the
middle one, you will find a hermit-
age built of gypsum (jibs), and upon
its door there is the image of a cow.
Enter it.
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42 The same description, with minor variants, can be found in another passage of the
Pseudo-Magrizian text, see Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532,

f.179v.
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5.1.4 Ram (kabs)
In the pseudo-Magrizian text, the ram emerges as a recurring motif, repre-
sented in various forms, possibly echoing reception of pharaonic images. It
is possible that also other animals, such as the gazelle or the ibex, could pos-
sibly appear as rams to an observer unfamiliar with savannah fauna, given the
stylization of such figures.*3 Within the Pharaonic world, rams are frequently
depicted in pastoral contexts. Beyond their role in herding, the ram was object
of veneration and acquired particular theological significance as the personifi-
cation of the creator god Khnum. The ram was also sacralised through its asso-
ciation with the god Amun, who attained the status of supreme divinity during
the New Kingdom.** Rams and sheep further feature in Coptic iconography,
as in a sixth—seventh-century painting fragment from the monastery of St.
Jeremiah at Saqqara, which portrays a meek ram standing beside Abraham.4>
In the following passage, after an extensive journey through subterranean
tunnels, the seeker is said to encounter the image of a ram in front of a door —
described here in prosternation before an idol.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 94v—95r]
s Al alby ‘:.'&S\ plp PYIv)

Description of the ram in the area
of al-Zahir in Cairo

Seek the ram similarly as you were
searching for the mosque of Ahmad

b. Talan. On your right, you will find 553 J": L Al J“ A2 Odsk
acircular well. It is called the ‘Well of ~ ~ 213 P9 cadl ~ ") du;

gold’ and it is man made. There are
trapdoors from ancient times which
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are at the limit of the mountain
which rises above the practicable
main road. Descend in with the cis-
tern from which the water flows in
the month of Paoni or Epip is taken;
there you will find two corridors, one

on the right and the other on the left,
both leading to a single place. Take
the right corridor, which is wide,
you will find a corridor forty cubits
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43 Morrow, Cherry, and Wilkinson, Desert RATS: p. 33.

44  Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 56.

45 Evans, Linda, “Animals in Coptic Art”, Géttinger Miszellen, CCXXXII (2012): p. 267.
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long and with the same width, full
of mercury, on one side there is the
soil of the mountain and a thin dust:
when you step on it, you will plunge
in mercury and die, as ‘Abd Allah
al-Andalust died drowning, as he did
not know it.

When you [...] find the trapdoor
beneath it: remove it and descend
into a passageway, upon whose
entrance there is the image of a
ram. Do not fear it — ride it and go
inside. You will find the doorway to
a hall; cross it to its middle, and you
will see carvings of the mountain,
you will also find the figure of a col-
umn, on top of which you will find a
golden plate and three golden lamps
on top of it, each lamp holds a gem
that shines like a lamp in that place.
There, you will find a bed, upon
which rests a golden idol, which the
ram was worshipped instead of God.
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In another passage, there is a ram made of an unclear ‘Chaldean’ stone.*6 This
stone, if take and crushed together with natron, oil, and another unidentified
substance, is said to become an alchemical elixir that yield gold. The site itself
is presented as the remains of artisanal workshops and gold can be extracted
from the soap bar-like semifinished lumps.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, . 115v]
Description of the ‘Soap Cave’ in the ) . P
Al ols Oslall 8)lag 2

Valley of al-Barnabal [?]
2l Al b2 - oA Al

Walk eastward from it until you
reach a valley, which has a white us d‘\ e e s ‘*Lﬂ—d u’j e

46 Considering the alchemical use prospected for the Chaldean stone, it could be interpreted
as a mineral that enters in the preparation of the so-called ‘divine water, an alchemical
preparation that changes the colour of metals, see Martelli, Matteo, “ ‘Divine water’ in the
Alchemical Writings of Pseudo-Democritus’, Ambix, Lv1/1 (2009): pp. 5—22.
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soil. Amonyg its signs is that inside it
there is a spring of water, and next
to it there is a cultivated land, and
a cave with a fine door. Enter it with
your light: you will find it resem-
bling a series of workshops, filled
with stones resembling bars of soap.
Among its [distinctive] signs is that,
inside it, there is the image of a ram
made of Chaldean stone. Take some
of these stones, crush them with oil,
natron, and dnkr [?], and melt them:
from each bar six ounces of pure gold
will come out.
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Two butting rams are depicted at the entrance to an underground chamber

[Fig. 7]. Comparable images of fighting bulls and cattle are attested pasto-

ral scenes where herdsmen identified the winning animal as the best for

breeding.*” The treasure seeker is instructed to smear their horns with a spe-
cific ointment, thereby voiding temporary talismanic power of the images. The
treasure to find includes a great variety of objects, reminiscent of a funeral

furnishings.

FIGURE 7

47  Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 52.

Butting rams, Ms Paris BnF Arabe 2674,
f. 63r (detail)
SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE
DE FRANCE
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 102v-103r]

Description of the ‘Balsam Well’ in
the district of al-Matariyya

Seek there a well known as the “‘Well
of Maris al-MadanT, and among the
characteristics of this well is that it is
built entirely of red bricks, from its
opening it has three rings of white
stone and Pharaonic bricks, its water
is green as chard, it has a foul smell
which does not diminish neither in
winter nor in summer, and it is an
ancient well. When you recognize it,
engrave this seal on copper tablet or
on a new unbaked shard, when the
Moon is in Pisces, making an aspect
with Mars or Saturn, and none of
your companion should be with you
and you must be alone; fumigate the
place with pitch and throw it in the
well and all its water will seep away
on the spot.

Then descend into it: there you
will find a door; lean your back
against it, and it will open. Enter,
and you will come upon a corri-
dor paved with marble, leading to a
great arched door covered with gold
leaf, upon which is the image of two
rams butting heads, barring your
way. Slaughter a black young goat,
take some of its blood, and smear it
on the rams’ horns; when you move
them, their movement will cease.
Pass through, while your incense
is working, and open the door. You
will find yourself in a vast hall with
three liwans: two filled with piles of
riches, the third containing chests —
three of them full of jewels, metals,
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garnets, diamonds, and royal trea-
sures beyond description, along with
weapons and instruments of war of
every kind, ornaments, and vessels of
gold and silver.

5.1.5 Camel ( jamal)

Within the manual attributed to al-Magqrizi, an image of a camel is reported
in the vicinity of the Monastery of Qalamun. The presence of dromedary and
camel images is remarkably frequent in rock art, where numerous depictions
are carved on stones and caves.*® The camel appears as a ride as early as ca.
250 AC in Egypt’s Eastern Desert.#® A considerable number of camel-shaped
objects are attested from both the Pharaonic and Roman periods.>? Within the
domain of Coptic Christian iconography, numerous saints are also represented
in association with camels.?!

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 55v]

. . \ ..
Qalamuin . < sk 422
[...] Seek there the image of a camel; 4% ju-\ Jﬁ* S)9e 4 &JL‘) [...]

dig beneath it to a depth of a fathom T i wnsd U ambe il
g 0
and a half, and you will find two J\“{‘ 9l (pedd AE iy o

flasks filled with elixir.

Description in the monastery of

Similarly, in another passage, the camel is connected with Christian iconogra-
phy, where it appears as a statue whose entire head has been severed.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 121r]

Description at al-Jaras [?] o }-b o
From it, look for the monastery of .
Lugman [?]. Enter it from the East, Jdl as J"-’\ oW s> ae b

and there you will find a camel with U"U\ @b,u Ja L _,j_ )

its head and neck severed, and next

to it a crocodile of stone. o CL“‘C ‘\"l’) ‘\"9)‘)

48  Morrow, Cherry, and Wilkinson, Desert RATS: p. 44.

49  Ibid, p.17.

50  Saber, A.S., “The Camel in Ancient Egypt’, Proceedings of the Third Annual Meeting for
Animal Production Under Arid Conditions, 1 (1998): p. 210.

51 Evans, “Animals in Coptic Art”: p. 167.
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In this passage, two statues of camel appear, one with a pierced ear, the other a
she-camel depicted in the act of grazing. The position of these animals would
serve to indicate the precise location where the excavation should take place.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 87v]

Description at Siflaq from the East L PRET
Look for a camel with a pierced ear, djwj oo ) A2

a short neck, and its head turned _p.2® RER Jl:i\ S L@A g_.,JJa\
backward, facing a she-camel — also BboU Lo oaae U Cale 5 \
made of stone, in the same manner — b d‘ fbf:’ i d‘ 4.9)
with its mouth directed toward the \59 ub)Y\ S Lﬁ) L@Juaﬁu» T3
ground. When you see it, dig beneath 5 6Ll PR 1 R ‘\

the she-camel’s two legs into the ¢ f.é?) . s g—“:')
earth for half a fathom [ie., 6 feet thﬂ:kb- AL Wb 2 ub)y\
ca.], and you will find plaster ( jissa). ’YL‘ PRIEWI v
Break it, and you will find a basin full - )

of riches.

5.2 Birds
The designation of hieroglyphic script as galam al-tayr, “the script of birds’,
embodies the notion that birds occupied an exceptionally prominent place
in the magical-religious imagination of the Pharaonic world. Birds’ figures
occur, both within hieroglyphics themselves — where numerous species
are represented — and within later Coptic writings.5? Egyptian Pharaohs are
likewise depicted in association with birds in a wide range of iconographic
contexts.53

In Egyptian tradition, birds carried profound religious significance, with
multiple temples dedicated and also shown by the recovery of millions of
mummified specimens, predominantly ibises, from archaeological sites along
the Nile Valley.5#

m

52 Gaudard, Frangois, “Birds in the Ancient Egyptian and Coptic Alphabets”, in Bailleul-
LeSuer, Rozenn (ed.), Between Heaven and Earth: Birds in Ancient Egypt (Chicago: The
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 2012): p. 65.

53  See Houlihan, Patrick F., The Birds of Ancient Egypt (Cairo: American University in Cairo
Press, 1986). Also see Bailleul-LeSuer, Rozenn (ed.), Between Heaven and Earth: Birds in
Ancient Egypt (Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 2012).

54  Linglin et al,, “Isotopic Systematics Point to Wild Origin of Mummified Birds in Ancient

Egypt”.
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5.2.1 Eagle or Vulture (‘ugab)

Among the ornithological figures encountered by the treasure seeker is the
bird called in Arabic ‘ugab, a word that may mean either eagle or vulture.
These birds appear both in pictorial form and as three-dimensional sculptures.
Various passages describe their wings in distinctive postures — with bent or
even ‘broken’ wings. This and the direction of the gaze, irrespectively of their
original iconographic meaning, are interpreted in the manual as indicators
pointing the way to hidden treasure.5® The historical layers seem to overlap in
this site: the treasure is Umayyad and there is an inscription in Greek next to
the vulture.

In ancient Egyptian iconography, the vulture represented the goddess
Nekhbet, either with outstretched or folded wings; later an arabophone observ-
ers may have associated this image with the potentially ambiguous term ugab,
rather than with nasr or rahma (vulture).56

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 129r]
Description at Mariyut

2 548 dmad 2N 3 b

Seek a wide surface in the earth and
go out from there, seeking the mon-
astery of Abuii Maqar. There, you

will find stone and artificial caves.
On every bridge, there will be two
columns, one black and the other
red, and there will be treasures of
the Umayyads. He said: “Then look
among the piled-up stones; there is
a great red stone, upon which there
is the image of an eagle with its right
wing broken and its left wing folded.
On top of it, there are lines written in
Greek. Dig beneath it, and you will
find a slab covering the entrance to
a cave; lift it and descend, and there
you will find a lot of riches.

Bl ady Ll 5l e b L
Qby\s f..o-fép :\,.:\m jla'u)
c\:) r,@,gje\ A, .s).w\ Ja.)!\
olall o)lau_\-\ L;Jb\ ¢ JB w\ &.SJ
3 o iy 55 s e
L 9 5ty bl Bylae 3 e

(S Yo

55  Inwms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 1331, the image of an eagle
standing upon its talons decorates a fountain. However, the bird, conceals a mechanism
that activates a crossbow, triggered by one of the fountain’s steps.

56  Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 46.
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In the following passage, the image of an eagle indicates a hidden space that
contains a set of keys, which will enable the seeker to open the subterranean
treasure chambers. The marble slab on which the eagle is depicted needs to be
smashed in order to access the shrine.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 1151]
Description in Sul as well
To its East, there is a mountain near

a cemetery of thirty tombs. Go East (L] JaBl 89 8 pie o - Lg%

of them to a cave known as the ‘Cave . “ l. TR “ o
of the Noble Woman), upon its door, éc) ‘wfl ‘ Uw e o)l:u V.Pﬂ
there is the image of a marble eagle. J-{ (’l’) B ul&f« 390 L@JL
Break it with an iron axe, and inside
it you will find iron keys; take them il.u ra d J\A .,\,JJ-\ u“wl’
and enter the cave, dig in its middle, d JA>-\) UL’-U J’.;\) Lho\«’- b o
in an even way. You will find a slab; J5ls and)) Gl s slyer Lglows
lift it and descend. You will come ’ ) . N
upon underground chambers, where CA\ d\c‘:“} O OL'\,P- 4;3 BB, az
there are two cupboards, one on the 5 T Jle _u_ iLalL
right and one on the left; open them r - L )
with the keys, and you will find the

riches divided in five heaps.

Lal Jsa Gio

In yet another passage, the eagle appears as a mint motive on the coins that
constitute the treasure. Ptolemaic Egyptian coinage is also reported to bear
the image of eagles accompanied by hieroglyphic inscriptions. Egyptian coin-
age was first struck during the Ptolemaic kingdom, around the year 360 Bc, as
Egyptian golden staters were used to pay the salaries of Greek mercenaries in
the service of the Pharaoh Teos. The design followed that of Greek currencies
and therefore bear Greek inscriptions; hieroglyphs seem to have been a rare
occurrence. A typical design consists of an eagle standing on a thunderbolt.5”

57  See Fulinska, Agnieszka, “Iconography of the Ptolemaic queens on coins: Greek style,
Egyptian ideas?”, Studies in Ancient Art and Civilization, X1V (2010): pp. 73-92; see also
Maorkholm, Otto, Early Hellenistic Coinage from the Accession of Alexander to the Peace of
Apamaea (336-188 Bc) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 142r]
Description at Abua Sir al-Sidr.

Set out from the small pyramid
towards the West, and measure at

BRSPS T
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whatever point you arrive; you will
find a mound of baked bricks. Dig
into it, and you will find silver dir-
hams bearing the image of an eagle
and hieroglyphics [huraf birbawi].

5.2.2 Kite (hidaya)
On the ceiling of a chamber adorned with engraved Greek inscriptions, and
possibly connected to Saint George, there is the refiguration of a kite, whose
beak points to an additional treasure stashed there. Entering the well pointed
at by the image of the kite, the treasure hunter must carry with him a vulture
to be sacrificed, and its blood should be used to write incantations of impedi-
ment on special shards.>8

Looking for a possible inspiration for this image, in the pharaonic iconogra-
phy black kites represent the twin goddesses Isis and Nephthys, prominent in
the imagery of funerary rites concerned with death and resurrection.>®

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 94r]
Description at the ‘Castle of the ‘
CJ- fa.a.» 2.0

gathering’
Ask there for the house of the sage ~ ‘yp9 (o o= (g\ Hls u.s« J,..u\
b slagw aze Y ol L@)b\

Jurjis and among its marks is that it
(\EL ety Wby dzey Al

has a black engraved doorsill below,
while the upper one as well engraved
with an inscription in ancient Greek

script: it is the history of the house
when it was built. When you recog-
nize these signs, know that there are

uf‘”’u’”"‘“ @Lw ol
G Al W slasudl dal) i

58  For a study of blood as an ink in Greek magical papyri see Blanco Cesteros, Miriam,
“Written in Blood? Decoding Some Red Inks of the Greek Magical Papyri’, in Raggetti,
Lucia (ed.), Traces of Ink: Experiences of Philology and Replication, (Leiden: Brill, 2021):
pp- 33-56. For a study of inks within the pseudo-Magqrizian manual for treasure hunters
see Negri, Andrea Maria, “Writing and Inks in the Pseudo-Maqrizi's Manual for Treasure
Hunters”, in Blanco Cesteros, Miriam (ed.) InkQuiry (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).

59  Houlihan, The Birds of Ancient Egypt: p. 37.
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three barrels under the black door-
sill and in every barrel there are ten
thousand dinars, [and] there is no
impediment nor repellent [...]. If
you are not satisfied with what is in
these treasures, look to the ceiling
of the liwan and you will see there
the painted image of a kite with out-
stretched wings, looking downward.
Dig directly where its beak points
to exactly one fathom of depth, and
you will find a slab of red marble
with three lines: two red and one
black. Uncover it, and beneath it you
will find a well with forty-three steps.
Intensify your light and your incense,
descend in it, and step onto one of
the steps; in your hand, there should
be an Egyptian vulture: slaughter it,
and write with its blood these imped-
iments on twelve new unbaked
shards from two jugs, and cast them
into the water.

5.2.3 Falcon (sagr)
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In the pseudo-Magqrizian text, a falcon appears in a cave near Alexandria,
among other birds and various animals, though the falcon is the sign that
points at underground passage to the treasure. This opens on an ancient
Byzantine burial site, where the dead rest in gilded coffins. This may allude
to two distinct practices: either mummies sheathed in gold leaf or encased
within solid gold inner sarcophagi, or, alternatively, Graeco-Roman mummies
adorned with gilded wooden or cartonnage masks.6© Numerous falcons can
also be found in rupestrian art.6! In pharaonic Egypt, the falcon was regarded

60  See Cooney, Kathlyn M., “Coffins, Cartonnage, and Sarcophagi’, in Hartwig, Melinda K.
(ed.), A Companion to Ancient Egyptian Art (Hoboken NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015): p. 285.
Also see Sahra Gard, Faramarz et al., “Application of Surface Science Techniques to Study
a Gilded Egyptian Funerary Mask: A Multi-analytical Approach”, Surface and Interface
Analysis, L1/10 (2019): p. 1002.

61 Morrow, Cherry, and Wilkinson, Desert RATS: p. 165.
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as the incarnation of the sky god Horus, and countless representations of the
bird in Egyptian art served to signify this deity.52

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 111r]

In Alexandria

Go out from there, seeking in the
direction of the West until you reach
the bridge of Mariyuit and keep going
on the road. Then ask about the ‘Cave
of Apostasy, known as ‘the Cave of
Images. When you have recognized
it, descend into it: there, you will
find many images and carvings, and
among them you will see the figure of
an engraved falcon. Fumigate there
and dig for a fathom into the ground:
you will find a dead man; move him
from his place and work beneath
him, and you will find an entrance to
a place where there are three tombs.
In one of them you will see the king
of the Byzantines in antiquity, his
body gilded and, next to him, many
jewels and a basin full of riches.

5.2.4 Crane (kurkr)
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The crane appears to mark the Eastern tombs of a burial site, that includes mas-

taba tombs and tumuli, which suggests the setting of an ancient necropolis.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 55v]

Description at Dimawa al-Sibah

which has two doors, one to the
North and one to the South, Seek the
Northern corner and leave it behind
you, going in the direction of the
West. Go for a mile until you find a

62  Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 45.
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high wall oriented in the direction
north-south — cross it while going
West, you will find a fortress built
with yellow clay of wisdom. On it,
there is a square trapdoor. There, you
will find two graves. The graves of the
West are mastaba tombs built in the
earth. Work in the middle of every
grave for the measure of a Byzantine
fathom. You will find a lot of riches;
the work is easy and is not a lot. As
for the Eastern tombs, they are like
heaps of black debris, and you will
see a golden marcasite upon them.
These are mounds, and each tomb
has the image of a crane depicted
upon it.

5.2.5 Crow (gurab)
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The engraved figure of a crow coloured in red marks a trapdoor that leads to
the treasure. The image of the crow reacts to the fumigation, but also needs to
be smeared with the blood of a sacrificed crow: a white spot will then appear
on its chest, which corresponds to a black spot on the ground. The crow also
releases the keys to an opening that is revealed by this ritual, which includes
the recitation of a Quranic verse.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 59v]

21 W Jl L) 0 3 e
lede B3 O Sds sl ]
A oLy T gy e L

Description in one of villages [close
to] al-Bahnasa which is called
Asrina

[...] Look in front of the place for a
slab upon which a crow is engraved,

its colour is red, and you will see it
with its wings outstretched. Fumigate
it, and fix your gaze upon its breast,
and you will see a white feather. Then
look in the opposite direction on the
ground, and you will see a black spot.
Fumigate it with the incense, and
slaughter the crow uponit. [...]
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Seek it with all its blood, for it
will widen, and there will remain
an opening [?] pass through it to
the limit. When it [the opening] has
widened, then take the key from
beneath the right wing of the crow,
pass through the opening, and rub it
to the right while you say: “The truth
has come, and falsehood has van-
ished; indeed, falsehood is ever vanish-
ing”[Quran 17:81]. Then the door will
open for you. Intensify your fumiga-
tion in front of it and pass through it.

NEGRI
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The image of the crow also appears in a cave, marking two altars (madbah)
of what can be interpreted as a rock church, in which the treasure is hidden.

The instructions for the excavations are more articulated than usual, as they

require a calculation based on the distance between the two altars.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 126v]

Description at Tahnah al-Bhash [?]

Seek there for a church that has two
doors. Enter through the Northern
door and exit through the Southern
one, following the road that passes
between two mountains. Observe
the mountain to your right: you will
see three caves. One of them has two
figures upon its door — one holding a
tambourine and the other holding a
flute. Enter it, and you will find inside
the form of two opposite altars, and
upon each one of them, there is
the depiction of a crow. When you
see this depiction, measure the dis-
tance between the two altars, double
the measurement, and dig for two
cubits; you will find a slab, remove
it and descend the steps. You will
come upon a closed door, whose key
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is there. Open it and enter: you will
find a church containing riches and
weapons.

5.2.6 Duck (batta)

In the pseudo-Magqrizian account, a depiction of a duck is described within
a cave, seemingly pointing to a necropolis distinguished by multiple rock-cut
chambers. Ancient Egyptian art features numerous depictions of ducks and
geese; these birds were frequently represented not only as a source of food but
also as animals used in sacrificial rituals.63

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 182r]
Description of the passage of the C b b bl 3l ile n
‘Cave of the Duck’, within the ‘Caves & 223 ‘\u % o e
of the Israelites’ Sl
Look for the monk who is at the gate :

sly Ol A cal )l Clb)
of the ‘Valley of the Sheep), and leave ¢ Jc S iateas J :
him to your left, then turn back from A& 4w Ay & éz 439 é&J\
him towards the South for six caves, J‘J L) SJU.U J“‘) qua e
and cross the seventh cave, upon ’ - "
whose door there is a depicted duck. s J«f«\) 4, 9 9 0)92n 419) 4 L
Intensify your light and enter it.

5.2.7 Rooster (dik)

The rooster appears in a concise passage as a symbol on the door of the tomb
that should be excavated for the treasure. The rooster is a recurrent presence in
pharaonic images, often depicted as an offering.64 In antiquity, the rooster was
a solar symbol, later associated with resurrection in Christian context.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 127r]

A description at Asyut again . 1 T,
Seek the valley of Dazika [?] in front lﬂm ‘l’ﬂ L Rt
of it is a well-known as the ‘Well of 5 & AJLB 3&)) ©3s g_.,.lb\

the Byzantines. You will find two e - .
Y s s (slan 2y o)) ay

63  El-Kilany and Mahran, “What Lies Under the Chair! A Study in Ancient Egyptian Private
Tomb Scenes, Part 1”: p- 252.

64  Magdy Khalil, Heba, “Representation of the Rooster in Ancient Egyptian Art”, Publications
of The Archaeological Society of Alexandria, Xv (2014): pp. 5-28.
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caves at the rising of the sun. Go
toward the cave upon whose door
there is the image of a carved rooster;
dig beneath it.

5.3 Wild, Ferocious, and Harmful Animals

Ferocious animals appear in a variety of forms, both as statues and as painted
or carved representations. Among them, there are the quintessential beasts of
prey — lions, panthers, tigers, and bears — alongside reptiles, such as serpents
and crocodiles, and scorpions. In a comparably unsettling register, the depic-
tions of monkeys may also be situated in the same group, sharing with the wild
beasts a similarly disquieting character. At times, the sources merely allude
to the presence of an undetermined ferocious animal (siba“), without offering
further specification as to the species or the precise nature of the predatory
creature involved.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 88r]
Seek the city of Luxor, known as Old
Luxor, and it is also called Madinat

LAYy G Y dde bl

al-Mamsiuh
There you will find the image of a

human idol pointing to the inside of
its palace with his hand, and in his
hand there is something with form
of a book — do not approach it! On
his right, you will find the form of
some beasts of pray, and the same on

B oy xty 2 Jer o g 42
g A ot
v Bao w8 o 045 45 B
Sb o ey Ll Al e

e

his left. Walk between them, and you
will find a great gate.

5.3.1 Lion (asad)

In the pseudo-Magrizian manual, the lion appears both in stone carvings and
in painted representations; mediaeval treasure hunters had numerous pos-
sible occasions to come across lions and let themselves be impressed. In the
Egyptian landscape, the lion appears occasionally in rock inscriptions, though
it is not especially widespread, if compared with other animals. In the phara-
onic imaginary, however, it occupies a central place, particularly in hunting
scenes where the Pharaoh is shown spearing the beast. As a sign of strength,
the lion also came to embody the king himself. The goddess Sekhmet, deity
of war and pestilence, was portrayed with the head of a lioness encircled by a
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mane.% . In the Graeco-Roman period, lions appear frequently in tombs and
other significant spaces, a function that continued into early Christianity with
lion figures carved in limestone, as well as in bronze vessels, bowls, candela-
bra, censers, and in a wide range of textiles, all designed “to avert evil’.66 In
Christian traditions, the lion embodies the same ambivalence. It could repre-
sent strength in its positive sense — as a just king, or even as a figure of Christ
himself — but also as a negative force, the “personification of the powers of
hell”, against whom biblical heroes such as David, Samson, and the prophet
Daniel are depicted in combat. At the same time, hagiographic traditions tell
of lions serving the hermits of Egyptian desert, making the animal an emblem
of both peril and sanctity.5” In funerary contexts, lions also assumed an apo-
tropaic role.

In the middle of the open country, the treasure-seeker may encounter the
statue of a lion, sitting upon a large stone pedestal. This time, it is the animal’s
shadow that indicates where to dig, in order to find a royal tomb.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 67r]
Description near the Monastery of

Abit al-Siri [?]

Leave its Eastern corner behind you
and proceed towards the mountain,
until you see the image of a lion
seated upon a slab; and you will
see the shadow of upper part cast
towards the lower one — it is a slab
of Chaldean stone. Lift the slabs that
are beneath the lion’s shadow, and
you will find a cave in which there
are three suits of armour. Descend
through it until you reach a door,
with its key above it; open it and pass
into a place where there is a sleeping
king, and above him a net of pearls.

65  Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 16.,18.
66  Ibid.:p.97.
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67  Olga Osharina, “The Image of the Lion in Coptic Art’, Journal of Coptic Studies, Xv (2013):

p- 96.
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5.3.2 Crocodile (timsah)

Fearsome talismanic crocodiles recur with notable frequency in the
pseudo-Magrizian text. The crocodile was frequently associated with magic,
and numerous crocodile-shaped talismans have been recovered from phara-
onic contexts [Fig. 8]. There are many crocodiles in stylized form in various
caves and rocks.%8 The cult of sacred crocodiles, ritually fed within temple pre-
cincts, was especially prominent in the Fayyum region.5°

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 87v—88r]
Description at Siflaq in the East S
[...] Seek East of the she-camel for o ? 42
the figure of a yellow crocodile, fac-  4awe B 3 & o by ]
ing East, with its tail upon its back . 3y el 2 ‘\ Lé
avd

and its leg extended. Work beneath it cj@lg ‘-lg e dfwj A2 C
toadepthofafathomandahalf and iy 4B a2 Jf\ 8390 oy
you will find three vases full of riches. Jb %N sl AA

In another site, the crocodile functions as a talisman and automaton both:
once fumigated, it opens its mouth, thereby revealing the hidden passage. The
text also prescribes the means by which the talisman must be reactivated once
the treasure has been secured.
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FIGURE 8  Crocodile and tortoise, Ms Paris BnF Arabe 2674, f. or (detail)
SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE

68 Morrow, Cherry, and Wilkinson, Desert RATS: p. 52.
69  McDonald, “Animals in Egypt”: p. 389.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 27v]
Description in the city of Asyut and
the route of the ‘Crocodile Passage’
Beneath it, look for those upper caves CL.AJ:’\
that are near the ‘Monastery of the NIRRT . TR
Subterraneans’; they are seven caves ‘;\ Mb}d LA e g_,lL\
in a single row. Take from the first to 2.2 Jo jl&‘ o (”) LU-\ B

the seventh cave, whose distinguish-
’ wldl 3Ll 41 J NN
ing sign is that there is a pond in front J L; 2 uﬁ 2

of it. Cross it to its far end, and you d\ U{pﬁ\ 4{ PRRY u\ gD
will find a frieze (ifriz) resembling a B &L\ M\ J"‘ J‘j‘ J& la, M

staircase. Climb upon it, and you will

find a shelf, and upon it a sleeping QU"\ (‘L & CLJ B9y dj)
f:rocodil? n.lade of.st(.)ne.. Lig.ht your 429499\ ol ol C“" 4;? —S))‘ os
incense in its proximity: it will open i .

its mouth. Pass quickly through, and sy delis aie A5 Y -‘-‘J)%} l"’f’“
do not cease to use your incense for Joj b Jv?'b Jle % 5 v
a full hour. You will find a hall full of . . o
riches: take from it what you wish, Aol él’\) et
quickly, and ascend immediately.

5.3.3 Bear, Panther, and Cheetah (dubb, nimr, fahd)

In a cave, amidst depictions of ferocious beasts, the treasure hunter is faced
with a strikingly complex scene: a fight between a bear and a panther. The
image is presented with clear talismanic implications, as the seeker is
instructed to approach it only after performing fumigations with incense. This
dynamic tableau, charged with movement and tension, stands out as one of
the most elaborate descriptions in the entire series of images. This representa-
tion may refer to courtly spectacles, specifically to scenes of animal combats.
Bears are not part of the native fauna of Egypt, whose climate was never suit-
able for this animal. The presence of bears in Egypt is otherwise unattested in
the repertories of petroglyphs.”®

70 There is evidence of the importation of bears from Syria for the court, and one is depicted
in an Egyptian wall painting from the tomb-chapel of the vizier Rekhmire (no. 100) at
Thebes. See Houlihan, Patrick F., The Animal World of the Pharaohs (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1996): p. 100. For a study on the representation of bears in ancient Egypt see
Dalia, Mohamed Soliman Abdel Meguid Omar, “Bears in Ancient Egypt’, Majallat kulliyat
al-siyaha wa-l-fanadiq jami‘at al-Mansura, X1/4 (2022): pp. 237-75.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 51r]

Description in the cavern of the
bear and the cheetah in the valley
of Taha, in front of Asmant

Aim at that mountain in the East of
Asmant and you will see in front of
you a vessel like a second dome and
go from there to the East for two
miles: you will find a depression.
Go down it, you will soon find some
trapdoors. Proceed for two miles,
you will find in front of you a nice
mountain blocking the way from
the North to the South. Seek there,
intensifying your incense. On the
side of this mountain, seek a cavern
in which there are columns which
are taken from the mountain. Cross
it from these columns, it will lead
you to a road to a nice valley. Inside
it, look to your left, and you will see
the entrance of a great and huge
cave, while you fumigate with Indian
aloe wood, hair of a male bear, hair
of a male tiger, a red lock, and sanda-
rac, all finely pounded, and fumigate
with this. Then look: you will see in
it a white carved facade, upon which
a cheetah has been depicted, in front
of it a bear turning toward the chee-
tah, and in front of the bear a pan-
ther, as if circling and about to leap
upon the bear in order to devour it.
When you see these signs, intensify
your incense and your light, and pass
through it: you will see the riches
within, heaped up in mounds. If you
take something from it and come
back wishing to leave with it, the
door will close upon you. Then look
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for its front, and you will find the oUWl (B Hyg2 [ ] anyly b
image of a white crescent upon it, Ca
and you will see some writing on its éb o c=
edges. Seal it with virgin wax, touch

it with fire, and fumigate it with your

incense; then the door will open, and

you may ascend.

5.3.4 Monkey (gird)

Within the pseudo-graphical text of al-Maqrizi, a monkey is presented with a
bird clasped in its hand and about to devour it. If the figure is fumigated, a tal-
ismanic mechanism will be put in motion and the vulture will detach from the
monkey; then, the hidden treasure will emerge from the belly of the monkey.
The proximity of such a figure to that of a bird is not unrealistic, and the act
of devouring it might be an interpretation of a composition in which the two
animals were juxtaposed.

As for monkeys in Egypt, one species of monkeys persisted until the Middle
Kingdom, yet monkeys were consistently imported from Ethiopia and Somalia,
primarily as pets.”? Their function as guardians is also attested, with depictions
of monkeys employed in roles analogous to guard dogs. Monkeys occupied a
highly prominent place in ancient Egyptian culture,”? ranking second only to
dogs in the Old Kingdom representation, and rising to the first during the New
Kingdom.” A frequent figure of Egyptian iconography that might have been
described as a monkey is the baboon, animal sacred to Thoth, god of wisdom
and knowledge.” The veneration of the baboon stemmed from the belief that
these animals worshipped the sun at dawn.”

71 Monkeys are often represented in proximity to female figures Arnold, An Egyptian
Bestiary: p. 58.

72 Houlihan, The Animal World of the Pharaohs: p. 95.

73 El-Kilany and Mahran, “What Lies Under the Chair! A Study in Ancient Egyptian Private
Tomb Scenes, Part 1”: p. 250.

74  Inthe Old Kingdom, most portrayals show monkeys kept on leashes, such as those visible
in the tomb of Inumin at Saqqara. See Houlihan, The Animal World of the Pharaohs: p. 105.

75  As monkeys were observed raising their arms skyward and standing upright on their
haunches, a posture immortalized in numerous sculptures produced during the reign of
Amenhotep 111 (ca. 1390-1353 BCE). See Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 60.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 79v]

Description at Tall Basta

Look in it for the image of a monkey
standing on its legs, in whose mouth
there is a vulture as if it wished to
swallow it. When you find it, my son,
fumigate it and say to it: “Lay down
the vulture, for it will be safe, and lay
down what is in your belly, for you
are in disgrace, and I have come to
you on behalf of your father”. Then,
the vulture will fall from its mouth,
and you will see for yourself all the
riches in its belly: it is awayba [i.e., 33
kg ca.] and a half of gold. Its incense
is hair of monkey, vulture’s feather,
and male frankincense.

535
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Serpent, Snake & Scorpion (ta‘ban, haya, ‘agrab)

Within the manual attributed to al-Maqrizi, several images of snakes are
described, carved into the rock and functioning as protective talismans guard-
ing trapdoors leading to hidden subterranean chambers. Within Pharaonic
imagery, serpents of any kind — particularly the cobra — occupied a position
of great prominence, most famously embodied in the uraeus (as termed in
Greek), which adorned the foreheads of Pharaohs as a symbol of divine king-
ship and protection. The same figure was also represented as guarding the
roofs of sacred shrines with awe-inspiring ferocity.”6

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 74r]
Description at Asyut, as well L,a? -L}M‘L o

Look to its West for a well with a
0F e Bl 4 s b

waterwheel, upon which there are
two hard stones. Intensify your J) 4 J{‘b Py 5 )9 .
A Al ey Jaaly A

incense, and turn your back to the
el O e ey 23 AL 452,

well, facing West, while your incense
is working, garlic peel with the
fangs of serpents — [...] ground it,

76 Arnold, An Egyptian Bestiary: p. 43.
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and fumigate with it. Look inside it:
you will see an opening suspended
three cubits above the water; ascend
through it, and inside it, there is the
image of a serpent in the centre of
that opening. Seal it with hot wax,
and put place it using your incense.

121
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A coiled serpent decorating a trapdoor is said to come to life and move its
tongue, when a coin is tossed at it. The Pseudo-Maqrizi reassures his reader,
specifying that the snake is a human-made device.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 95r]

Description of the signs of the ram
in Zahir [in] Cairo

[...] When you arrive at this wide
place, stop in front of it and look to
your right: you will find an arched
opening. Pass through it, and — go
ahead - you will find before you a
well covered with a trapdoor, upon
which there is a coiled serpent; throw
a [coin of the weight of a] mithqal to
it, and its tongue will move. Do not
fear it, for it is designed and crafted.
Remove it from its place, and beneath
it you will find the trapdoor. Lift it
and descend into a corridor, on top
its door, there is the image of a ram.
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As for the scorpion, the following passage describes a scorpion minted on sil-
ver coins, alongside an inscription in ancient Greek. This very combination is
actually attested in Hellenistic coins, such as in the drachma of Antiochus 1v
Epiphanes of Commagene [Fig. 9].7

77  Burnett, Andrew, Amandry, Michel and Ripollés, Pere Pau, “Roman provincial coinage,
Vol. 1, From the death of Caesar to the death of Vitellius (44 BC-AD 69)”, (London/Paris:
British Museum Press/Bibliotheque nationale de France, 1992): no. 3857; also available
at <https://rpc.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/coins/1/3857> (last accessed 19 September 2025).
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inscription.
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Silver drachma of Antiochus 1v Epiphanes, with scorpion and Greek

SOURCE: RPC ONLINE (HTTPS://RPC.ASHMUS.OX.AC.UK)

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 116v]

Description at Bistami

Proceed North for a distance of
half a mile, and there will find you
a canal, at the Northern side of
which there are seven [structures]
of plaster. Fumigate near them with
olibanum and benzoin, and look at
the Westernmost one, the largest.
Work next to it, on the Western side,
descending to a depth of a fathom
and a half, in a soil of debris and silt
soil, and you will find a basin full
of silver [coins] similar to dirhams,
bearing the image of a scorpion and
Greek letters.
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The following passage mentions the snake and the scorpion both. If the snake
serves as a seal for the door — which has not been opened if the snake appears

intact — the copper scorpion on a green whetstone, which has to be rubbed

seven times in a precise direction, in order to open a passage

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 96r-96v]

Also, seek the ram and proceed to the
bridge extending between two cor-
ners; walk along it to its end, facing
the South. Look for the ram and keep
it on your left as you head Westwards,
with the foot of the mountain at
your side. Continue for about fifty
kassabah [i.e., 3,5 meters ca.], until
you find a well along the practicable
road, called the ‘Well of the Steps.. It
is dark, awe-inspiring, and revered.
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Descend along its steps, until you
reach the water, in the month of
Epip. Stand on the last step, facing
its interior, and you will find a arched
opening in the well. At its entrance,
there are three large bricks, and the
image of a serpent is engraved on the
middle brick. If the serpent remains
intact, then the place is untouched
and no one has yet entered it; but
if it has been removed, then others
have already gained access. Devise
a way to pass through the opening
after having removed the middle
brick, and cross it. Walk twenty-one
steps and you will find an arched
opening and on top of its entrance
lies a green whetstone. On it, there
is a copper scorpion: rub it to the
right seven times, and the door will
open. Enter without fear. You will,
then, find a whetstone door with
two shutters, one open and the other
closed. [...] Cross into a hall contain-
ing four liwans; in each liwan, there
are a thousand golden crosses, each
weighing a gintar of gold. There also
are six heaps of gold. Around the
chamber, golden lamps are hanging,
each containing a jewel that shines
like the sun. In the middle of the hall
stands a column, upon which is a
cup filled with a thousand rings once
worn by kings. Whoever wears one
of these rings gains the obedience of
the spirits.
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6 Human Figures

The human figures depicted at treasure sites are numerous and belong pre-
dominantly to Christian iconography, though at times they draw upon other
tradition.

6.1 Horsemen (faris)
The figure of the mounted warrior — an armed knight on horseback — is strik-
ingly recurrent within the Pseudo-Maqrizi. Its Christian connotation is often
explicit, as he appears holding a cross in his hand. The details of the mounted
horseman (red garments, chestnut horse, pointy weapon) are reminiscent
of one of the most widely attested images across Egyptian visual tradition.
Representations of horsemen appear in rock art as early as ca. 250 BCE,”® and
assume a particularly prominent role in Coptic art. In the Coptic imaginary,
the horseman “loomed larger than life on the horizons of the imagination”.
His visual power endured in the Nile Valley throughout the centuries, and “fol-
lowing the eclipse of the heroic horseman in the imagery of the late empire
elsewhere, the Coptic horseman pursued an exuberant career in Egyptian art
from the late fourth century onward”? The horse functions as a signifier of
status, while the act of riding signifies elevated social rank. The military saints
are especially associated with equestrian imagery. Among them, St. Menas,3°
Phoibammon, Victor, Theodore Stratelates, St. Merkourios and, from the
Syrian-Palestinian sphere, Sergios and Leontios.?! These images consistently
depict a youthful rider, often an adolescent with short, curly hair, never bearded
and at times almost androgynous in appearance. He is frequently shown with
one arm raised aloft — brandishing a spear, bow, or sword, or gesturing with an
open hand.82 The horse tramples over a variety of animals: ducks, dogs, lions,
hares, and panthers — motifs that recall hunting scenes.3

The mention of writing upon the horseman’s forehead seems to mark the
image’s magical and talismanic nature, possibly reinterpreting inscriptions on

78 Morrow, Cherry, and Wilkinson, Desert RATS: p. 17.

79  Lewis, Suzanne “The Iconography of the Coptic Horseman in Byzantine Egypt”, Journal of
the American Research Center in Egypt, X (1973): p. 27, 34, 38.

80  Alfy Zekry, Nader, “The Iconography of St. Menas in the Coptic Art”, Journal of the Faculty
of Tourism and Hotels-University of Sadat City, 1/2 (2017): p. 48.

81  Xanthopoulou, Maria, “Martyrs, Monks, and Musicians: Two Enigmatic Coptic Vases in
the Benaki Museum and Their Parallels’, Movaeio Mrevdxy, X (2010): p. 28.

82  See Lewis, “The Iconography of the Coptic Horseman in Byzantine Egypt’ ”: p. 39.

83  Ibid.: pp. 29—30.
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the icons. The choice of the substance for fumigations is driven by the location,
and, in fact, the text mentions the incense used in Christian churches.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 83v]

Look for the Palace of the Jinn in
the city of Qina.

Climb to its summit and look East-
ward: you will see a high mountain.
Descend and make your way toward
it; climb to its top, and you will see
beneath it a wilderness, which is a
valley. Descend and look in it for the
church of Tahir of someone [?]; pass
through it by its door, which opens
towards the gibla [South], and look
at the Northern wall: you will see the
image of a horseman holding a cross,
and upon his forehead something is
written. Dig beneath the feet of the
horseman, and you will find a jar
containing dinars, the hole must be
two cubits deep. The incense to be
used is the incense for the churches.
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In another passage, the treasure hunter is faced with an armed knight riding
a chestnut horse, positioned near the ruins of an ancient temple with hiero-
glyphic inscriptions. The figure must be fumigated, and beneath it a series of
litanies have to be recited.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 131v]
Description in the city of Ahmim

When you arrive there, there is a
temple in ruin. Inside it, you will find
the image of a man, a horseman on a
chestnut horse, holding in his hand
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a sword, a lance, and a cuirass. There
are names written in hieroglyphics
upon it. Fumigate beneath him with
male frankincense mixed with the
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blood of a black slave with curly hair,
and recite with these names, saying:
“Oh Yah Yuahal al, Lord of the angels
and the spirit, and this for the sake
Book that has power over all the cre-
ation. al-wakha, open, open. Then
the door will open for you.

Inside another church in the monastic complex of Abti Mina, there is the
depiction a horseman clad in red — though other descriptions mention a cap
painted with lapis lazuli as well - serving as a guidepost toward a cross beneath
which the seeker is instructed to dig.8+

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 194r]

Description at the Church of Abua
Mina

When you pass from through its door,
you will see alarge wooden cross that
is not distant, upon which a wall is
built. Above its top you will find the
image of a horseman dressed in red,
and there is nothing else in that spot.
Look beneath the cross for a treasure
box and a bag,
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Another treasure site is marked by a horseman riding a tawny horse, beneath

which a raven is depicted pecking. The raven’s beak itself marks the precise

location of the treasure.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 47v]

Description at Ahnas

Look in it for the Church of Mary,
which has two doors. Enter it through
the small door, and on your left you
will find the image of a horseman on
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Jel oy e a2 panall OUI e

84 For alternative descriptions of the horseman, see Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian

Library, Huntington 532: f. 1051
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a tawny horse, holding a sword in his
hand. Look beneath the belly of his
horse, as there is the image of a black
crow that looks as if it is pecking

127
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at it. Work in its beak until you are e e 0 PP
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find a pot containing three hundred day) Sl BlW

Byzantine dinars.

6.2 Monk (rahib)
The image of a monk carrying a censer — or, alternatively, a staff — is frequent
in the Pseudo-Maqrizi. Monks are frequently depicted in Coptic churches and
monasteries but, to the eyes of Muslim treasure hunters, the representations of
apostles, saints, and other figures associated with ecclesiastical imagery might
have arguably fallen within this same category. A significant number of these
images portray men engaged in fumigation.8> Incense and the censer formed
a fundamental part of Coptic ritual. The Coptic censer is prominently repre-
sented in the murals of numerous monasteries — shown either suspended or
placed upon a column. The ritual use of incense has antecedents in ancient
Egypt. In tomb and temple reliefs, Pharaohs and priests are depicted fumigat-
ing offerings of myrrh or censing the statues of deitiesd6 — gestures that visually
resonate with later Coptic practice.

The image of a monk carrying censer and staff is associated with the
so-called ‘Cave of the Forty Sages, located in a site near Giza.8”

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 83v]
D ipti t Muh “.
escription at Muharraqa “ ﬁlb

Qb J 42 Jor oAl g b
Lf) u‘,,*’JY\ 9&4—\ 'O.JLLQ oMe! L3)

Go from it to the West for a mile,
and you will find a high mountain,
at its summit there is the ‘Cave of
the Forty Sages’, which is a large cave.

85  Mahmoud Abd El-Hamid, “The Iconography of Coptic Incense Burner on the Murals
of Monasteries’, p. 1. The silhouette of a monk mounted on a tortoise was used to play
a slightly disquieting trick to friends at dinner parties; see Raggetti, Lucia, Un coniglio
nel turbante. Intrattenimento e inganno nella scienza arabo-islamica (Milano: Editrice
Bibliografica, 2021): p. 9o. The figure of a monk carrying a censer appears among the illus-
trations of another manual for treasure hunting, Ms Paris, BnF, arabe 2764, f. 55v, 62r, 86r.

86  Abd El-Hamid: p. 3.

87  Thesame passage, with minor variants, is attested twice in the Pseudo-Magrizian text, see
Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 182r.
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Pass through it, and inside you will
find the image of a depicted monk,
a censer in one hand and a staff in
the other. Some names are inscribed
in front of him; when you recognise
all of these signs, rejoice in what
you hope for from your Lord. Work
beneath his feet to the depth of a
fathom and a half, and you will find
a trapdoor with a golden ring around
it, remove it.
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The underground crypt of a monastery hosts a group of seven statues of
hooded monks, with the figure in the middle holding a ceramic censer.88

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 128v]

Description of a journey from the
watchtower of Moses to the monas-
tery of the mule

[...]- And enter into a spacious cor-
ridor, and in this corridor, there are
seven monks: four on one side and
three on the other side, wearing black
cowls. All of them carry staffs, except
for one of them, who has in his hand
[a vessel] of ceramic. So, order your
companion to place burning coals in
it, and to place the incense and cop-
per beside it, and let him persist with
the incense and not slacken from it
until you come out of the place.

Jadl ) (eo9e B (0 e Bl
s (85 CM A Jesly L]
Al Al Ol Aaw el
B9 39m Olyuld ¥ ik AWy
3 i oy o LS g
A pon ady ab o e 0y
v@ ey 5l oz L b
ol dl ae Ao Yy el Cblys

Ol e @i

88  Another monk with a censer made of clay of wisdom is described in another passage, see
(Ms Bodelian library, Huntington 532, f. 128), while another passage describes a monk
with a stick in his hand and a black man next to him (Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian

Library, Huntington 532, f. 48r).
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FIGURE 10

Monk holding a staff, Ms Paris BnF Arabe 2674, f. 55v
(detail).

SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE

6.3 Male Figure
Male human figures represent various characters, saints or kings, usually point-
ing at the place where to dig.

In the village of Abu Jirj, from where a variety of martyrs and saints stems,
treasure hunters could see the image of the apparently eponymous saint. In
this case, however, both names are Arabic transliterations of two different
Coptic names — the village of Pagjerjé and the fourth century martyr Apa

Panesnéy — that converge in a single form. The similarity between the names,
the resemblance to a kunya, and the accidents of the manuscript transmission
may have all played a role in this.89

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, . 69r]
Description at Nay

Look near the Church of Ab Jirj. Pass R . P
through it, and on your left you will 42 | x¢! g 9 4‘...\{[4 b
find a fine well, beneath the image of . . . N

Abu Jirj. Empty the well, and you will = & “u:bj 5 Je %V\, J‘:
find in it a round stone, whichisan ~ _& 48 42 &l J) < 3l 890

gl dao

89  Timm, Stefan, Das christlich-koptische Agypten in arabischer Zeit (Wiesbaden: Reichert,
1984): pp. 420-21.
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obstruction; remove it, and behind )9 o s JJ- 4&9 (.d )@ J9de
it you will find a passage. Strengthen 1% % U ws aele g
your light and pass through it into a Jbe &3 Gl dlas ely EippY
treasure chamber full of riches.

Near Mempbhis, possibly in a Pharaonic site with the remains of a monumental
gate, a male human figure points at the exact point where a passage to the
treasure is hidden, covered by a stone marked by the image of another man.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 30v]
Description at Memphis

Ask about the Western gate of the .
king, go out through it, and walk = _wg 4w dla\) S A S oL L
straight Westward. You will find the 3)}0 o J; o j"j\ J\; f*

image of a man on a stone, pointing . )
with his hand underneath the image, <% (1l 0dy nld 989 & é‘ olw!
and there is nothing else in the wil- 2o lee ] s . \
g2 o nC b o
derness. Dig directly beneath it, and S oae j\’ < u“'{j} "JM
you will find stones and columns @ )la:;-l: dabie AFy 3,12 UL slgw

cut from stone, twice a man’s height K oo Ln sl J&‘- A
deep; you will find a flat stone, and DRl 0052 4589 W2 A O

upon it the image of a man. Burn it 9ML 4’)") JA'-L 4l JUl{ ‘éf\
with fire, sprinkle it with vinegar, &£ ;ﬂ &b
and cover it with a cloth, for it will all o

disappear.

Two mirroring figures, gazing and pointing at each other, reveal once more the
location of a treasure. One of them is said to have only one eye, which may be a
way to describe a figure portrayed in profile, rather than a damage. The passage
alludes to the celebrated figure of the “false caliph” al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah,
whose name is inextricably linked, within popular imagination, to legends of
treasure discovery.®? In the introduction of the Hall al-rumiiz, an extensive sec-
tion is devoted to this legend recounting a series of treasures unearthed by
this ruler. Their locations are recorded in a poem allegedly composed by the

9o  Lenora, Antje, Der Gefiilschte Kalif Eine Einfiihrung in Die Sirat al-Hakim bi-Amrillah (PhD
dissertation: Martin-Luther-Universit4t Halle-Wittenberg, 2o1): p. 26.
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Fatimid Caliph. A much longer version of this poem is preserved in another

treasure-hunting manual.®!

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 156r]

Description at the ‘Caves of the
Snakes’

Al-Hakim said: “Cross the great
bridge that faces Tra [?], and travel
Eastward until you reach a cave on
your left, there are many beads upon
its door. Inside it, you will see a pillar
in the middle, and upon it the image
of two persons: one pointing to the
other with his hand, the other gestur-
ing with his finger, and one has one
eye. When you see these signs, give
thanks to God the Highest, and take
the path on your left, and walk along
it to your left, and you will reach two
doors.

S 6l 3o
sl vb&\ PN EC
Mooy OF ) G4 oy Vo i3
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The following description presents the statue (sanam) of a child tied by the

feet and hanging upside down, a posture presented as an inverted crucifixion.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 167v]

Description

Seek al-Muharraqa, go Westward
at your pace for three miles, and
you will find stones of the extreme
limit [...]

Description: go Westward from
these stones for two miles, you will
find the surface of a mountain, upon
which you will see a cave opening to

Al oAl lge ey Bl CUb

5l ug dl:./j"& s 3 LAE
[-] g obedl

e Hld) 0l ey U
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91 For the underlying popular narration about al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, see Lenora, Der
Gefiilschte Kalif Eine Einfiihrung in Die Sirat Al-Hakim Bi-Amrillah. The other version of
the poem attributed to al-Hakim is preserved in the Ms Erfurt, Gotha Forschungsbiblio-

thek, Ms orient. A. 1299.
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the East. Pass through it, and on its
door, you will find a depicted idol in
the form of a boy hanging by his feet,
like an inverted crucifixion. Intensify
your incense and work beneath
the boy’s head to the depth of one
fathom in the ground, and you will
find a trapdoor, remove it.

NEGRI
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The image of a Pharaoh, explicitly identified as the first one, appears in a bowl

full of pharaonic treasures.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 148r]

In the Pharaonic [district] as well
Ask for the “Great Bridge” Go to
its Western side and you will find
three plastered structures of bricks
and gypsum. Their sign is that the
Southern mound among them is
round in shape, and in its centre you
will see a cavity resembling a basin,
containing six loads of Pharaonic
wealth. Upon it is the image of the
first Pharaoh.

6.4 Female Figure
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Various kinds of female figures animate the imaginary of treasure hunters.
Their description may be reminiscent of the Pharaonic times, such as in the
locality of Dendera, where the figures of women might have been inspired by
the decorations of the temple of Hathor.%2

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 180r]
Description in the city of Dendera

Go outside its gate, and you will find
its walls [decorated with] women,

O yhd Lydg Ao
u))@;ul@b.&l@b\, J\p\
S oye il G s A3 (51l

painted or drawn in black and

92  Sylvie Cauville, “Dendera,” in Encyclopedia of the Archaeology of Ancient Egypt, ed.
Kathryn A. Bard (New York: Routledge, 2005): p. 299.
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among them you will find many
images in the open country. Leave
them behind, look in that country for
the Upper country, for it adjoins the
Lower country. In it, you will find a
painted image, and outside, near it, a
staircase.

[...] Then the image will open for
you; pass through it as there are rari-
ties in it, and you will find piled up
riches. Take what suffices you from
the riches, make haste, and leave it.
Know that the owner of the country
is [buried] there, and with him there
are jewels, rarities, and treasures.

6.5 Ghoul (gul)
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The ghoul is a sort of ogre that originates when monstruous traits meet the
human figure.9% This pre-Islamic terrifying figure is said to usually dwell in
graveyards and deserted place, ensnaring and devouring travellers. In the out-
skirts of Cairo, the treasure hunter is faced with a representation of the ghoul,
characterized by a naked head and provided with swords.%*

[MS University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 85r]
The description of the course of the i UL. 5 L) 5l i

kings in the district
Seek the Dijla of the Ancient temples ¢k Jc BT 4:} lUJ\ PP\ gT,..Ua\

[?]; go on your right, and ascend to

the upper surface that is on your right
from the side of the steep road. Then,
you will see a stone like a ten-oared
ship on your left and, after it, a paved
ground; in it, you will find mounds,
and you will find a royal fissure near

93  MacDonald, D.B., and Ch. Pellat.

de gl N mledl ] by
By o 57 B il oo Sl
Gl sdws oolis (S oK 2
bae ady W 4 ads dola

8 5o Ll muly Ssbe 34

“Ghal”. In P. Bearman (ed.), EI?, (Brill, 2012) doi:

https:/ /doi.0rg/10.1163/1573-3912_151311: SIM_2511.
94  Dijla does not refer here to the Arabic name of the Tigris rives in Mesopotamia, but to a
district to the south of Cairo, today Wadi Dijla.
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them, wide in the middle, narrow at
the two ends. So, mention the name
of God and descend into it; you will
find something like a ledge there, and
it ends outside. Stand upon it but do
not climb above it, and you will find
a span long arched opening. Work in
it, and you will find a door behind it;
descend the staircase, and there are
three steps in it. Be cautious, with
the utmost caution, and descend.
You will find the likeness of a ghoul,
a very terrifying figure, with its head
uncovered and swords in front of
him. So, fumigate before him and do
not fear: you will find a paving stone
on his left; remove it, and descend
to a place in which the riches are, in
iron vessels, and they are two cases
of gold, each case contains a hun-
dred mithgal.

7 Religious Icons

7.1 Idol (sanam)
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Statues are particularly widespread elements in the Egyptian landscape and
may serve a double function for treasure hunters: a marker indicating the site
and a protective force guarding it [Fig. 11]. Often, statues are characterized by
an object they carry (jar, trumpet, book).

In the following passage, the statue’s looming presence is to be appeased
using the sacrificial blood of a dog.%°

95  InMs University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 16gv stands the statue of
aman, positioned atop a column, bearing a gem at its summit.
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[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 131r-131v]

Description in al-Sahira, in the out-
skirts of Ahmim [Panopolis]

It is an idol of stone, standing [and
looking] Eastward toward the
blessed Nile. When you come upon
it, measure from its front to its back
a cubit and a half toward the East,
and you will find a landing. Beneath
it, there is an iron door. [...] Open
the door, with your incense burn-
ing, and you will find a corridor, from
which you will reach a great wide
hall, in which there are a hundred
rooms filled with riches and jewels.
In the middle of the hall, you will
see an idol standing and looking at
those riches. Fumigate in front it,
and slaughter the dog in front of it,
while you say: “Oh inhabitants of this
place, this is your offering and your
incense which you have received
from us”. Smear the face of the idol
that stands among the treasures with
the dog’s blood, and [smear also] the
face of the idol above it which is on
top of the door of the place, with the
blood. Then depart from them and
carry away the riches and jewels that
you desire, and return everything to
its place.
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The damages produced by the passing of centuries and the fragility of the arti-
facts become part of the characterizing features that help identifying a statue

as a pointer to the treasure.
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FIGURE 11
Representation of an idol, Ms Paris BnF
Arabe 2764, f. 40v (detail).

SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE
FRANCE

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 23v]

Seek al-Tariq which is situated in . g \ Ll
front of Mallawi, Est of the South of 6% :\HJ 6*} ol =
the city of Ansina. Lzl aye 43 Sl Jo & 2a
Seek there some caves which are g o OL'} ('a) s la b

close one another from the South.
Seek there the cave in which there is J\{ o) 92 L@J & las rg«« vlb\
a great image on your right. Cross it Y\ ..XA s Ll \ o\
and you will find the statues; among VL*’ St & Jp
them, there is an idol whose leg is cut u—u B LT 49}2.0& de (“’ v-@d
off, but it is graceful. Measure from it \ | \

SN e3lvl, Al a
outward 3 large cubits and dig. You S & 7 J w.e
will find yellow earth. Jéaé\ oy -'\4

In another passage, however, a statue is described as holding a jar — possibly
in a gesture of votive offering — while in another instance a figure carries a
trumpet from which dangerous smoke issues forth, unless properly neutral-
ized [Fig. 12].

EURASIAN STUDIES 23 (2025) 77-147



HAUNTING IMAGES

n.a ‘. ¢ w“’ILA

137

FIGURE 12
Human figure blowing a trumpet, Ms Paris
BnF Arabe 6764, f. 761 (detail).

SOURCE: BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE
FRANCE

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 88r]

Description at Siflaq in the East.

[...] Then, seek to the South of the
crocodile, there is an idol standing,
on the shoulder of which there is the
image of a jar, and the idol is holding
the jar with its hands. Dig beneath
the idol's legs for half fathom, and
you will encounter ten jars full of
riches. Then, seek to the North of
the idol, there is the image of wide
basins. Seek the Western one among
them; open it with an iron toll and
descend seven steps; you will find a
passage, and you will find a fine door
and beside it, a statue with a trum-
pet in its mouth. When it spots you,
it will blow into that trumpet, and
from it a mighty smoke will issue.
Fumigate the blessed incense.

EURASIAN STUDIES 23 (2025) 77-147

o}\qﬂuf@\,ofwu{&
(“aj\ u'\la-_) JP\ Aau\:la
(‘dlﬁuu)b)j-aﬂs«qﬂ: Wb
Al Ao pall A e b
e 32 Oleysv 3 J3ly ikl

uzqa»

45 Gy oo ooy il O 45
T4 Ol NS Gy A B3] G
S0 g Sl s s



138 NEGRI
The manual warns the seeker against the statue of a man holding a book.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 74v]
Description in Qus also
Seek there to the East and to the

West of it: there is an idol standing Ja E‘b (mé 4 2 o e g.,lb\
on its hands [?], it is pointing at you |

> Al ans el ad
with its hands towards the inside of JD. d‘ - JM Fs A
the palace, and in its hand there is a 4 Y Q.){ou\i Q39 f‘al“
book. Do not approach it.

Ll yossy Ao

7.2 A Man with the head of a bird

The Hall al-rumiiz describes the treasure stashed away by the Israelites when
leaving Egypt (exodus), out of fear of losing them. In order to reach the entrance
to the treasure chamber, one has to pass through a series of buildings and a
complex historical stratification. The sign on the surface is mound that marks
the mint of Qaruan, to be possibly identified with the Quranic figure of Qaran
b. Yashura, who is presented in the Quran as a man of immense wealth but also
of disbelief and ingratitude towards God. Next to this, the seeker should look
for a church, under the altar of which a mastaba tomb of a wealthy man can be
reached digging. Inside the mastaba, a trapdoor opens on the burial chamber
of Persian and Byzantine kings. The figure of a bird-headed man that domi-
nates these mighty halls strongly reminds of a representation of the ancient
Egyptian deity Horus, portrayed with a human body surmounted by the head
of a bird.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 82r|
Description Lo
Seek a heap with soft earth and the | Yol Slies a X
keys of Qartn and his mint house. 2123 090 i .) AML f’{ :
Seek there a Byzantine church. Go djl" kgl.e 9. '2\‘....},{\.@; ;.,Jb\ & 2
there and measure r three cubits . A . -

lg &y3lv 24l - s
from the altar and dig for the height AT t Ot U t’\’) 2
of one person: you will find a mas- (3 Cas 42 @ (P 4..2_«,./: AL b
taba. It is a tomb in which there is

Ao e A ade Cad Oopl
a dead man in a golden coffin, upon & 7 T =

him a inlaid garment, and stud- 49 -\4 wd i S| sl S

ded with jewels. Dig a for a fathom Sl U ae oo .
< YLV PN L el
beneath it, and you will find at your d‘ St J‘:
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right a passageway, from which you
enter into the halls of the Persian
and Byzantine kings; there are many
hoards in it, and you will see them;
there on its door, there is the image
of a man whose head is the head of
a bird, and in his hand [there is] a
staff. Dig beneath it: you will find a
slab; descend from it, and you will
find the hoards of the Israelites, in
the time in which they were in the
wilderness, and they feared for their
wealth, so they placed it there. So,
take what God has provided you with
and be grateful.

7.3 The Messiah (Masih)

The Church of Daniel in Lower Egypt —
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possibly Daniel of Scetis, a fourth cen-

tury Egyptian monk — hides a treasure in the crypt where the patron of the
church is buried. The figure of the Messiah marks the precise place where

to dig.%6

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 133v]

Description around Birma

Ask there about the Church of
Daniel, the sign of which is that it
has two doors — an Eastern one and
a Northern one — and it is all made
of red bricks.
the image of the Messiah in it, and
work beneath it in the ground [for]
a fathom; you will find a green slab
upon which there is a Byzantine
inscription. Remove it, and descend
seven steps into a square hall, in

Cross it, and seek
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96 See Vivian, Tim, ed., Witness to holiness : Abba Daniel of Scetis (Kalamazoo: Cistercian

Publications, 2008).
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which there is a bed, and a dead man
upon it, and with him much wealth.
Take from it what is sufficient for you
and beware, my son, of approach-
ing him, for he is the patron of the
church. Take the riches that [may
compensate] your effort, depart from
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the church, put its affairs in order,
and return it as it was. Your incense
[should be] olibanum.

In another passage, the image of Jesus is to be found in a niche (¢@ga) and the
text instructs the treasure hunter to dig between the altar and this very niche,
the place where the deacon (Sammas) stands, showing a certain familiarity

with Christian rituals.

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, f. 125r]

Description at Atfih al-himar [?]
Seek there the ruins of the temple,
in front of it you will see idols and
images [?] [...] there, seek also the
monastery on the side of the valley;
in front of its door, there is a heap in
which are stones and pebbles, small
and large. Pass through its door, enter
the church, and go towards the altar;
look in it [for] an Eastern niche in
which the image of the Messiah is
depicted. Work between the image
and the altar, in the place of the dea-
con, [to the depth of] a fathom and
a half in height: you will descend
into a square room, in which there
are forty loads of gold and one of
silver. Work under the altar [to the
depth of] a fathom: you will find the
hide of a cow full of riches; and your
incense [should be] the incense of
the churches.
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7.4 The Lady (Sayyida)

The image of the Virgin Mary occurs only once in the Hall al-rumiz, and her
depiction is to be found in the Red Monastery, such a well-known site that no
need was felt to mention a specific location. In the Northern semi-dome of
the triconch sanctuary of the Church of Pshoi, within the complex of the Red
Monastery, in fact, there is a secco painting of the Virgin Galaktotrophousa (the
Virgin nursing the Christ Child) dating to late antiquity, possibly sixth-seventh
century.®” The text mentions the possibility that the painting might not be
clearly seen due to the injuries of time. This eventuality seems confirmed
by the recent restoration, which revealed many layers of painting, meant to
refresh the vividity of its colours.9®

[Ms University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Huntington 532, . 130r|

Description in a city, from the side gl ) ..
of the western well dfj ~ PR Al Ao

[...]Look for it — it is the Red Monas- g,ua\} ja:Y\ J:_J.\\)A) g_,llo\) [...]

tery. Look within it for the image of . ST - .
U 5ok sl s g0 l@.g
the Lady. If it has disappeared due to ahdie: - 2 B

the passing of time, look beneath it L@Q'j- ;.,.,Ug\ ul,e)‘ J)U Cwde
for a round slab similar to a shield, Ll o "y i J(]K S)) EVRETRNE

upon which lines are inscribed.

Remove it, and work beneathittothe &)= .J\;. 4.0 L@aﬁ- Jf' D) L@ﬁ JE,«\
depth of a fathom and you will find Loy~ .u._ & ks oy .,\4 s

some stones. Clean them, and you _ .
will find sand. Remove all the sand, cw\} Yo (M a2
and you will find a basin, beneath

which is full of riches. And peace be

upon you.

97  For a study of the images of the Red Monastery and the nursing Virgin see Bolman,
Elizabeth, “Late Antique Aesthetics, Chromophobia and the Red Monastery, Sohag,
Egypt’, Eastern Christian Art, 111 (2006): p. 2. Also see Severin, Hans-Georg, “On the
Architectural Decoration and Dating of the Church of Dayr Anba Bisity (‘Red Monastery’)
near Sthag in Upper Egypt’, DOP, LX1I (2008): pp. 75-112. Also see Dilley, Paul, “Dipinti in
Late Antiquity and Shenoute’s Monastic Federation: Text and Image in the Paintings of
the Red Monastery”, Zeitschrift fiir Papyrologie und Epigraphik, CLXV (2008): pp. 111-28.

98  Ontherecent restoration of the images at the Red Monastery see Yale Monastic Archaeol-
ogy Project South (Sohag), <https://egyptology.yale.edu/expeditions/current-expeditions
/yale-monastic-archaeology-project-southsohag/atripe> (last accessed 10 September
2025).
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8 Concluding Notes

The iconographic corpus attested in Taqi al-Din al-Maqrizl's pseudepigraphi-
cal Hall al-rumiiz wa-fakk al-talasim wa-l-kuniz (The Interpretation of Symbols
and the Uncovering of Talismans and Treasures), shows traits of a “second
Islamic life” of ancient visual traces. These figures were to be found throughout
the Nile Valley and its bordering deserts, carved or painted on rocks, in caves
and pharaonic monuments, as well as on the walls of churches and monaster-
ies. These images are at once real and fantastic: real, insofar as they persist
within the Egyptian landscape; fantastic, insofar as they evoke cultural percep-
tions by being seen as part of an imagination shaped by deep beliefs and by
culturally oriented conceptions of pre-Islamic history. The remarkable prox-
imity between the images described in the text and the archaeological sites
that might have inspired them — many of which are still extant today — shows
aremarkable continuity with between text and material reality. It also suggests
that the compiler, or compilers, of these materials took great care in anchor-
ing their descriptions to the landscape of Egypt. Such topographical precision
arguably enhanced the credibility of the manual, since the seeker of treasures
could indeed encounter what is depicted in the text.

Severed from their original significations, these images are resemanticized
within a framework that endows them with a spectral, “haunting” aura. This
magical quality of images was also based on their material features as, for
instance, the use of pigments said to remain unaltered by the passage of time.

The Pseudo-Magqrizi frames this iconography in a catalogue of architec-
tural elements: one recurrently encounters walls (Ait) and wells (bi7); niches
(taga) — a term that may also denote vaulted arcades or ceiling; or recesses
within altars (madbah). Several elements related to water are attested as well:
basin or fountains (hawd, fasqiyya), and ponds (birka). Likewise, inscriptions
appear upon the doorpost (‘atab) or on the very facade of the doorway (wajh
al-bab). With particular frequency, they are found on trapdoors and stone slabs
(tabiq) or mere tiles (bilata) that conceal hidden passages (sarab, dihliz), giving
access to treasure chambers (hizana) or reception halls (liwan).

This work and its imagery do not stand as an isolated production; rather, it
is situated within the technical acumen of the time, resonating widely with
the literature of treasures as well as with the broader corpus of technical writ-
ings — from the manufacture of talismans to the “science” of tricks and illusion-
ism (Sa‘wada).
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