Olfactory Visuals
A Case of Saffron Prohibition in Hadit Commentary

Atanas SHINIKOV

Abstract: A review of the Sihah corpus of prophetic traditions reveals multiple accounts on the
application of perfume. Here the social role perfume and cosmetics could assume in Muslim
worldview is examined through a closer look at the specific case of the prophetic saffron
prohibition for men, expounded upon in the authoritative Fath al-Bar bi-Sarh Sahih al-Buhart
commentary of Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalant (d. 1449). Prohibition of saffron usage by men is put
in the light of a historically established interpretative and linguistic tradition supported by
drawing on a solid body of previous sources, mainly within the $afi‘ite madhab. In case we
need to build a hierarchy of sensory perceptions in order to decode the cultural role of saffron,
it is difficult to say whether the olfactory or the visual element prevails. Yet, both saffron
smell and colour can be perceived as pointing to a meaning beyond themselves. A saffron ban
imposed in such a manner is made reasonable only within the discourses of legally charged
hadit interpretation; it is here where aspects of smell and sight play a significatory role with
regards to cultural practices and occupy a transcendentally substantiated position.

Keywords: Perfume, saffron, Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, Fath al-Bari, Sahth al-Buhari.

Résumé : Un examen du corpus de traditions prophétiques sihah révele de nombreux récits
mentionnant I'application de parfums. Le rdle social que les parfums et les cosmétiques
peuvent endosser dans une vision musulmane du monde peut étre examiné a travers le cas
spécifique de la prohibition prophétique du safran pour les hommes, exposé en détails dans
le commentaire d’Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani (m. 1449), le Fath al-Bari bi-Sarh Sahih al-Buhari, qui
fait autorité. Uinterdiction de I'utilisation du safran par les hommes sera abordée a la lumieére
d’une tradition linguistique et interprétative historiquement bien établie et s’appuyant sur un
ensemble solide de sources plus anciennes, principalement celles du madhab $afi‘tte. S’il fallait
construire une hiérarchie des perceptions sensorielles afin de décoder le réle culturel du safran,
il serait difficile de dire si I'élément olfactif ou visuel prévaut. En effet, tant 'odeur du safran
que sa couleur peuvent étre percues comme ayant une signification au-dela d’elles-mémes.
Le bannissement du safran ainsi imposé prend seulement sens dans le cadre des discours sur
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I'interprétation 1égale des hadit-s. Les aspects d’odeur et de vue jouent ici un rdle significatif en
matiere de pratiques culturelles et occupent une position justifiée de manieére transcendentale.

Mots-clés : Parfum, safran, Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, Fath al-Bari, Sahih al-Buharf.
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“In the world”, goes on the hadit of the prophet Muhammad (d. 632), “perfume and
women have been made dear to me (hubbiba ilayya)”.! Regardless of the scholarly debate on
the historicity controversies around the origins and development of the hadit compilations,?
it deserves mentioning that at least since the time of the emblematic “Treatise” (Risala) of
Muhammad b. Idris al-SafiT (d. 820),> the prophetic traditions have emerged as exerting
normative influence on the ethos of Muslim daily life. Illustrative as it may be, the saying
above is not alone within the source material to elucidate aspects of perfume application in
Muslim perceptions. A review of the textual corpus of the “authentic” prophetic traditions
(Sihah) reveals numerous accounts on the application of perfume and perfume related
substances. Although one would expect to see the common ‘itr term to designate “perfume”,
we rather find that the Arabic tib has been favoured over it. References to perfumes are
found through specific terms as well, such as musk (misk), amber (‘anbar), camphor (kafur),
saffron (za‘faran), safflower (‘usfur), the saffron based haliig, or the elliptical “yellowness”
(sufra), within several textual sections. Multiple mentions can be discovered in the hadit
books of ritual pilgrimage (hagg), manners (adab), gifts (hiba), dress (libds), “adornment”
(zina), ritual bathing (gusl), funerals (jana’iz), mosques and congregations (al-masagid
wa-l-gama‘at), kind treatment of women (‘i$rat al-nisa’), and “combing [the hair]” (taraggul).
Yet, what place could we see perfume and related cosmetic substances occupy in those
accounts? What would the possible normative meanings of perfume usage be from hadit
point of view, as perceived in later Sunni discourses? How attempts to reconstruct those
implications could be embarked upon, and what would these eventually reveal?

Suggesting a direct linkage between the thematic titles of the hadit portions in which
mentions of perfume are found, and the purpose of perfume usage, seems to carry the
perils of the petitio principii methodological risk. Besides, relation between normative
religious texts and cultural practice would stand out of the scope of the present paper; same
might be said on the historical examinations of evidenced cases of Muslim practices with
regards to perfume. On the positive side, however, there seems to be prescriptive material
to support exploration of the dimensions of a framework of perception that regulates a
Muslim bodily ethos of perfume within certain periods, based on commentaries of the
hadit texts. Aspects of such a proposition would be tested here through a consideration
of saffron (za'faran, Crocus sativus) in texts reflecting on its place in prophetic traditions.
Saffron is a favoured substance across the “authentic” hadit; the ones of al-BuharT (d. 870)
record around twelve occurrences of saffron or related lexical derivatives, most of them
articulating a prohibition of its usage in specific contexts. This should not be confused with
an overall ban on it historically: besides pointed as a popular compound within Muslim

1. Al-Nasa’, Sunan, vol. 7, p. 72 and 74.
2. MOTZKI 2004, MOTZKI 2010, JUYNBOLL 1983, JUYNBOLL 1996, JUYNBOLL 2007, HALLAQ 1999.
3.  AL-SHAFIT 1961.
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culinary practice,* saffron, together with musk, ambergris, aloes wood, and camphor is
considered as one of the five principal “simple aromatic substances” (usil hamsa) at least
since the work of Yithanna b. Masawayh (d. 857) on perfumes.

Interpretations on perfume related portions of the prophetic sayings can be discovered
in the major Sunni $urith works, among which the ones of al-NawawfT’s (d. 1277) commentary
on the Sahth of Muslim (d. 875), Abt al-Tayyib Abadi (d. 1329) in his ‘Awn al-ma‘bud fi Sarh
Sunan Abi Dawiid expounding on the traditions collection of Abii Dawiid (d. 888), Galal al-Din
al-Suytt’s (d. 1505) commentary of al-Nasa'Ts (d. 915) Sunan, or Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalant’s
(d. 1449) Fath al-bart on al-Buhar’s (d. 870) compendium of traditions, are just few to
mention to stand out as authoritative. Being among the primary normative texts of Sunni
Islam, the corpus of prophetic traditions has supported regulations on the usage of cosmetic
products as well, as seen in such works as Ibn al-Gawzi (d. 1200)’s “Regulations on Women”
(Ahkam al-nisa’) which constitutes a compilation of hadit-s to address life of women from
figh perspective.® At the same time, the topic of Muslim normative aspects of perfume and
cosmetics usage seems more under-researched than not within scholarly pieces to resort
to a variety of approaches,” with few notable exceptions.?

Odours appear related to social frameworks and cultural practices, whereas they turn
into symbolically charged devices to convey meanings beyond the purely utilitarian usage.
Works such as the one of Constance Classen, David Howes and Antony Synnott, show that
it is possible to attempt construction of high level cultural histories across prolonged time
spans and extended geographical areas through the prism of the various social spaces and
practices that smells contribute to (CLASSEN, HOWES and SYNNOTT 1994). Exploration of
perception of smells and what Alain Corbin labels as “[to] study the logic of systems of
images” from which the history of smells is generated,® are likely to yield unexpectedly
intriguing results. Stepping upon such a broader understanding, the social roles saffron

4.  With kabab appearing as an example (ELAHI 2009), but also refer to the chicken meat based sweet-sour dish of
Persian origin zirbag, or the tabahiga the preparation of which includes combining saffron with honey nuts, corn
starch, etc. (WAINES 2002, p. 381).

5. Ibn Masawayh, Gawahir al-tib al-mufrada, fol. 13v.
Full reference data of the mentioned works can be found in the bibliography.

7. E.g. EI%, which does not cover an overview of perfumes within Muslim norms and practice; the ‘Itr entry does
not contain information in itself but refers to the entries dedicated to individual types of perfume and cosmetic
substances. Then, in the specific ones on ambergris (PLESSNER and RUSKA 1986), musk (DIETRICH 1993), camphor
(DIETRICH 1997), saffron (WAINES et SANAGUSTIN 2002) scholarly effort has been invested in areas such as domestic
usages, application of the substances in medicine, ways of production, varieties and geographical spread, ref. as
well Aubaile-Sallenave (1987) and Mottahedin (1985).

8. E.g. Allam (1990) which covers religious aspects of usage of camphor in funerals in Islamic times, or Juynboll
(1986), dealing with dyeing the hair and beard in early Islam with substances such as hinna’ (Lawsonia inermis),
to mention briefly the saffron related sufra as a perfume, rather than a dye, to have probably been used by the
Prophet based on a commentary of Muhammad al-Zurgant on the Muwatta’ of Malik (JUYNBOLL 1986, p. 57) or
drawing on Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalant himself.

9. CORBIN 1986, p. 5.
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(za'faran) might assume within interpretations of the authoritative Sunni hadit corpus would
be looked at, avoiding the risks of “imbuing” cultural practices from the Muslim past with
meanings derived from externally imposed interpretative frameworks. Thus it needs to
be remarked than when our material of study is represented by religious texts, containing
certain postulates, “having no material reference they are neither verifiable not falsifiable,
and yet they are regarded unquestionable”.® With their authoritativeness guaranteed,
such texts cannot be said to provide direct evidence of observable or documented cultural
practice as well. This makes the adoption of anthropological approaches such as Clifford
Geertz’s concept of “thick description” (GEERTZ 1973), more a topic of a separate study than
a direct methodological tool to leverage upon; and yet, his call to go beyond the immediacy
of mere registration of “facts” to analyse the “(...) stratified hierarchy of meaningful
structures”!! behind them, remains a valid one.

A framework that mandates an in-depth inquiry into texts to regulate potential
cultural practices and motivate behaviours would be complemented by the techniques
of the “sensory anthropology” developed by David Howes and Constance Classen, which
relate more tightly to the topic of the present essay. With regards to research based on
textual sources, as the current one appears, they offer a method that breaks written
evidence down through a cycle of extracting the references to senses, their division into
sets, subsequent analysis and conclusion or statement on the “hierarchy or order of
senses” for a certain culture. The technique relies on a developed “paradigm for sensing”
which provides a practical toolset for analysis of sensory phenomena through outlining
key areas - among which language, aesthetics and body decoration seem particularly
relevant here - and defining questions to address them through (HOwEs and CLASSEN 2010),
thus facilitating the elucidation on the role of sensory experience. And finally, a scholarly
endeavour into any normative texts body would necessarily lean upon the techniques of
the critical textual inquiry and language analysis of the sources. While existence of any
enduring Islamic “essence” found within Islamic normative texts and practices seems to
render its propagators vulnerable to criticism at least since Edward Said on,'? exploration
of the normative religious sources, their commentaries and textual linkages to outline
internal receptions and continuity within interpretations of key Islamic concepts is
difficult to neglect.

The social role perfume and cosmetics related substances could assume from
normative perspective would be examined through a closer look at the specific case of
the prophetic saffron prohibition for men, expounded upon in the 15t century Fath al-bart

10. RAPPAPORT 1979, p. 208-209.
11. GEERTZ 1973,p.7.

12. SAID 1978, then a brief summary on the Saidian controversy (IRWIN 2007) as well as criticism in Kramer (2001,
p. 27-43), and more recently in Varisco (2007).
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commentary, considering certain limitations posed by the choice of the source text.?
Known for having an “enduring fame” for his works on the science of hadit, and “most
admired for his work on al-Buhari”,** Ibn Hagar offers a good illustration of the aspects of
adiligently outlined late Sunni perception of saffron in his Sarh. The shortest version of the
saffron prohibition tradition is found in the “Book of Dress” (Kitab al-libas) of al-Buhart’s
collection of traditions.” The hadit is reported as transmitted through Anas and seems to
voice a plain message along the lines that “The Prophet, peace be upon him, has forbidden
(nahiya) [the application of] saffron for a man (an yatazafar al-ragul)”. The contents of the
message appear direct, yet a closer look at it offers a good case to jump beyond the “thin
description” of a mere observation of a prohibition norm in Ryle’s terms.' In the textual
surrounding of the hadit, we find the preceding tradition dealing with the invocations
regarding those who put on a new dress (ma yud'a li-man labisa tawban Jadidan), while the
following one provides more context to the saffron prohibition by narrowing it down
through the prophetic imperative on a person in state of ihram (muhrim) not to wear any
clothes dyed with saffron or the yellow coloured substance of wars.

This very context, however, raises new questions, rather than providing answers. In
the first place, we face the challenge to establish the connections between the invocations
on people wearing new dresses as related to the saffron prohibition on men. Then, moving
down through the sequential traditions, we stumble upon a further complication. As if here
the target of the prohibition are all persons, not only men, as the generic “[any] person in
state of ithram” (muhrim) might easily suggest; and then prohibition here seems not to be
universally applicable but rather associated with the ritual state of ihram related exclusively
to the ritual pilgrimage (hagg). Both the gender scope and the general nature of a saffron
prohibition are challenged here. Besides, the very language of the “saffron prohibition”
hadit renders it prone to multiple interpretations, as long as it uses the reflexive form of
the quadrilateral verb derived from the four-consonant root z."f.r which plainly indicates
“application of saffron on one’s self”, expressed as well through the nomina verbi in the
title of the “chapter” (bab): “On the prohibition of application of saffron for men” (al-nahyi
‘an al-tazafur li-I-rigal). The attempt to leverage on the tooling provided by the approach of
sensory anthropology reveals another possible stumbling block. The identification of the
senses - e.g. sight [through the yellow colour of the Crocus sativus dye] or smell [through its

13. E.g. due to the limited scope of the paper, it shall not be construed as providing a comprehensive historical
overview on the development of saffron prohibition for men, targeting a limited time frame; it cannot be
expected to explore the debates around the authenticity of the prophetic traditions, and question their validity
in shaping a Muslim normative understanding; it does not aim to provide an exhaustive overview of all the texts
related to saffron or saffron prohibition in the hadit; it does not seek to look at the linkages between prescriptive
texts and practice within the figh tradition, neither to reconstruct the practice at the time of the Prophet in the
spirit of Leopold von Ranke’s “as it really was” (wie es eigentlich gewesen) (VON RANKE 1885, VII).

14. ROSENTHAL 1986, p. 778.
15. Al-Buhari, Al-Gami‘ al-sahih, vol. 4, p. 65.
16. GEERTZ 1973, p.7.
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odour] - that saffron appeals to here, looms as arduous, as long as the language itself does
not clarify the exact sensory aspect of the forbidden application of saffron.

The SafiTte jurist Ibn Hagar emerges as being well aware of the interpretative intricacies
the saffron prohibition hadit might raise. His elaboration on its possible meanings starts
with a clarification on the scope of application of the prohibited substance: the saying
in the “prohibition of application of saffron for men” targets “the body” (al-gasad). That
assertion is derived by placing the saying of Muhammad within the larger context of
al-Buhart’s book, leaning on the following “chapter on the dress upon which saffron has
been applied” (bab al-tawb al-muzafar).”” By doing this, Ibn Hagar perceives the two hadit-s
as being hierarchically positioned, with the “saffroned dress” one to narrow the preceding
tradition. Yet, if the scope - affirmed by linking and stretching interpretatively the term of
“dress” (tawb) to overlap with the one of “body” (Jasad) - seems to be clarified to a certain
extent, it is more challenging to say the same with regards to the muhrim whose wearing
of saffron dyed dress in fact appears as a theme of the second hadit. According to the
theologian, the prohibition covered abundantly in the “Book of ritual pilgrimage” (Kitab
al-hagg), is not universally agreed upon. Drawing on Ibn Battal’s (d. 1057) commentary,
it is pointed out that Malik and many others (Malik wa-jama‘a), would consider a dress
dyed with saffron permitted (halal) by asserting that “the prohibition has been imposed
specifically for the muhrim” (waqa‘a al-nahyi ‘an-hu li-l-muhrim hassatan). According to the
eponym of the Safifte school of jurisprudence, however, al-SafiT (d. 820), and the Kufians,
the prohibition has been carried over the muhrim and non-muhrim alike.'®

Going back again to the tradition prohibiting saffron upon men, after discoursing on
the linkage between the “body” and the “dress”, Ibn Hagar proceeds to clarify that the
restriction is valid upon men only, so that women are excluded. This constraint, however,
as if to confirm the ambiguity around saffron, cannot be said to appear in all versions of
this prophetic tradition, according to a short discourse on the divergences. One of the
transmitters following Anas, namely ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, is said to be [‘Abd al-‘Aziz] Ibn Suhaib,
while the transmission chain of two variants are discussed. The saying “[the application
of] saffron for a man (an yatazafar al-ragul)”, virtually meaning “men applying saffron on
themselves”, has been transmitted in this way by ‘Abd al-Warit - who is Ibn Said - and
who has been narrowing (mugayyid) the meaning; his way of transmission is said to be
in concord with the one of Isma‘l b. Ulayya and Hammad b. Zayd found by Muslim([‘s
compendium] and others among the authors of prophetic traditions compilations (ashab
al-sunan). And yet, affirming that Hammad b. Zayd’s version of the hadit says that “[he] has
prohibited the application of saffron for men” (nahiya ‘an al-tazafur li-I-rigal), al-'Asqalant
also states that Suba has narrated from Ibn ‘Ulayya in al-Nasa'T[s collection] simplifying
(mutlaq) it to the form of “[he] has forbidden the application of saffron on one’s self” (nahiya
‘an al-taza fur), as if shortening it (ka’anna-hu htasara-hu). Besides that, more than ten of the

17. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 304.
18. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 305.
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memorizers (huffaz) have narrated it from Isma‘l through the restriction for men, while
the possibility that the stripped, shortened (mutlaq) version has been made such in the
process of transmission between Isma‘il and Su‘ba, is admitted.

As seen in the paragraph above, the more specific version of the hadit that forbids
saffron for men enjoys the support of a prevalent Muslim majority of traditional narrators
according to Ibn Hagar. Knowing that the prohibition targets representatives of the
male gender, the Sarh presents the reasoning on the cause for proscription of the crocus
product, which in this case offers little more than posing a new dilemma. There has been
a divergence of opinions, tells us the Safi‘te scholar, on the principles underlying the ban.
The first possible reason for prohibition of application of saffron on one’s self would be for
“its smell because of it being the perfume of women, and because of which a prohibition
of the halig has also occurred” ([...] li-ra’ihati-hi li-kawni-hi tib al-nisa’ wa-li-hada ga'a al-zagar
‘an al-haliiq). The second possible explanation advanced here is the one of colour: because
of its colour as related to “all kinds of yellow [types of perfumes]” (kull al-sufra).”®

It needs to be noted that al-'Asqalani leverages on the already well known and defined
nature of saffron as related to two sensory perceptions of seeing and smell. As early as
al-Halil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 786) in his Kitab al-‘Ayn we observe a definition of saffron
as “adye which is a type of a perfume [emphasis mine, A.Sh.]” (sibg wa-huwwa min al-tib).2° Its
relation to colour has also been emphasized upon there by reference to al-Asad [al-Du’ali?
(d. 688)], according to whom “it has been named as saffroned because of it being rose in
colour close to yellowness” (yusamma muza faran li-anna-hu ward al-lawn yadribu ild al-sufra).2*
Inthe same line of thought, the much later and now turned classical dictionary of “Language
of the Arabs” (Lisan al-‘arab) authored by Muhammad b. Mukarram b. Manzir (d. 1312),
provides a definition of saffron as “this well-known dye, which is also [a type of] a perfume”
(hada al-sibg al-ma‘raf wa-huwwa min al-tib), and indicatively mentions in the saffron entry
the very prohibition hadit commented upon by Ibn Hagar, with the expression “I saffroned
the dress” (zafartu al-tawb) listed as synonymous as the one of “I dyed it” (sabagtu-hu).?

Then, goes on the theologian, it needs mentioning that another Sunni authority,
al-Bayhaqi (d. 1066), belonging to SafiTte school of figh just as al-‘Asqalani himself,
draws upon a saying of the patron of their school - al-$afi‘T - according to whom it is not
considered lawfully permitted (halal) to apply saffron on one’s self.” In case this happens,
one is supposed to wash it off. He [al-SafiT?] is also narrated to have said that “I have
permitted (urahhis) [things dyed with] safflower” (‘usfur, Carthamus tinctorius) because there

19. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 304.

20. Al-Farahidi, Kitab al-‘ayn, vol. 2, p. 182.
21. Al-Farahidy, Kitab al-‘ayn, vol. 2, p. 333.
22. Tbn Manzr, Lisan al-‘arab, vol. 4, p. 324.

23. Al-Bayhaqt here does not appear in al-'AsqalanT’s narrative for no reason: he himself compiled several traditions
on the topic in his Sunan mentioned here as well (al-Bayhadqf, Al-Sunan al-kubra, vol. 5, p. 55-56).
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has not been someone found to talk on it except an ambiguous saying of ‘Ali [b. Abi Talib].%*
And yet, al-Bayhaqt is pointed to have said that this has not been identified as a saying
of ‘Ali, and proceeds on to cite a tradition narrated by ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar according to
which the Prophet was reported to have seen two dresses coloured with safflower (tawban
mu ‘asfaran) and stated that “these are among the dresses of the infidels, so do not put them
on”. This saying of Muhammad is mentioned as being one collected by Muslim; according
to one of his formulations, the hadit goes even further, as to record a dialogue: “[and] I said:
Shall 1 wash them? He said: No! But burn them out!” (Ia bal ahrig-huma). And then al-Bayhaqt
plainly asserts that had this reached al-Safi‘T, he would have said to act in compliance with
the Sunna, as his habit used to be (la-gala bi-hi ttiba‘an li-I-Sunna ka-‘adati-hi).>

Theaccountondiversity of interpretations goes onthroughal-‘Asqalant’s generalization
that “a group of the righteous predecessors has considered what has safflower applied on
it as offensive, while another group has permitted it” (wa-qad kariha al-mu‘asfar gama‘a min
al-salaf wa-rahhasa fi-hi gama'a); and belonging to those that stand for it being offensive
“amongst our companions” (min ashabi-nd) is al-Halim [likely to be the Safi‘tte al-Halimf,
d. 1012?]. Another authoritative discourse in the Safi‘te legal tradition used to substantiate
the comment, is Abii Zakariya MuhyT al-Din Yahya b. Saraf al-Nawawi (d. 1277)’s statement
provided in his Sarh of Muslims’ hadit compendium in favour of the aforementioned through
the telling “Al-Bayhaqi has masterfully handled the issue; and Allah knows best” (atqana
al-Bayhaqt al-mas’ala wa-Lahu a’lam).?* At the same time, a key legal figure such as Malik
(d. 795) has been reported to allow things which have had safflower and saffron applied on
them (al-mu‘asfar wa-lI-muzafar) restricting them to the space of the Muslim homes (buyiit),
but not in public gatherings (mahafil).”

The narrative is elaborated by positioning the saffron prohibition within specific
social contexts, the first one being that of marital relationship (nikdh) and its intimate
dimensions. According to a tradition, the companion ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf married, and
subsequently visited the Prophet, still traces of “yellow” [perfume] (sufra) found on him.
The tradition skips an underlying questioning to have taken place, and yet ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. ‘Awf advanced an explanation to justify the sufra: “the haliig perfume has been found
on his dress, as it has adhered to him from the woman”, not being found on his body.
And here, in a more precise expression that the one in the beginning of the commentary
that equals between a “body” and a “dress”, we find the clarification that one that applies
saffron on his body (badan) is found to be more offensive than the one doing that on

24. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 304.

25. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 304.

26. In fact, al-‘Asqalani cites here verbatim the reference to al-Bayhaqi within a portion of the much longer Sarh of
al-NawawT where we see that “al-Bayhagi, may Allah be pleased with him, has masterfully handled the issue,
and he has said in his book on the knowledge of the traditions (Sunan) that al-SafiT has prohibited man what has
had saffron applied on it (muzafar) and has permitted (abaha) what has had safflower applied on it (mu‘asfar)”
etc. (al-Nawawt, Sahth Muslim bi-Sarh al-Nawawi, vol. 14., p. 54).

27. Al-Nawawr, Sahth Muslim bi-Sarh al-Nawawi, vol. 14, p. 54.
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his dress (tawb). In the same spirit and letter of the prohibition, the commentator lists
incontestable hadit authorities such as Abi Dawud, al-Tirmidi and al-Nasa’1, according to
whom a man that entered in Muhammad’s presence bearing traces of “yellowness” (sufra),
deserved the Prophet “finding that offensive” (fa-kariha dalika), and subsequently ordering
abandonment of sufra. Situation has been additionally aggravated by the reference to a
tradition to inform that “the angels are not present at the funeral of an infidel, as well as
the one who has embalmed himself with saffron” (Ia tahdur al-mala’ika janazat kafir wa-la
mudammihh bi-za faran). And finally, a companion who happened to have had saffron applied
on him by his family because of his chapped hands, is reported to have been instructed by
the Messenger of Allah, without being greeted upon (fa-lam yurahhib bi), to “go away and
wash this off you” (idhab wa-gsil ‘an-ka hada).?

The exposition in close keeping to the vivid text of the Fath al-bari reveals a certain
density of text to facilitate unfolding the thematic threads in which the proscription
operated according to Muslim interpretative authorities. In the first place, it needs to be
noted that the commentary to this most concise version of saffron condemnation here
does not present a comprehensive view of the whole textual and cultural context. Other
repeatable mentions of the saffron in the hadit collections, such as the ones around the dress
of the muhrim,” usage of saffron as a dye of beard by the Prophet,* through celebration
of child birth within the ‘agiqa ceremony,** or the gihad context of saffron allusions* are
omitted. The emphasis seems to fall here on more general aspects of the injunction and the
rest of the source material would be supposedly covered in the remaining part of the Fath
which unfolds hadit by hadit. In the same time a number of those themes seem inherently
present in this late discourse of the Sunni mainstream through the historically continuous
interpretation of al-‘Asqalani. Those indicative gleanings can be revealed through the
terminological circles that surround the ban. In the first place, indisputably the main
term used to designate saffron here is the za'faran (Crocus sativus); following a “sensory
anthropology” starting point, it becomes clear that it is perceived both as a “perfume”
(tib) and a “dye” (sibg). Perfume-wise, the prohibition can be understood along the gender
dividing lines of the “perfume of women” (tib al-nisa’) expression used in the commentary
evoking the olfactory side of it. Usage of smell as a powerful dividing line between genders
is not uncommon to the hadit corpus; moreover, we have evidence that the traditions

28. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath, vol. 10, p. 304, see also al-Bayhaqi, Al-Sunan al-kubra, p.55-56 for traditions with similar
contents.

29. Ref. e.g. illustrations of saffron prohibition for muhrim-s found in al-Buhart’s Sahih in the “Book of Knowledge”
or “Book of Prayer” (al-Buhari, Al-Gami al-sahih, vol. 1, p. 64 and p. 138), or in Muslim’s Sahih and his “Book of
pilgrimage” (Ibn Haggag, Sahth Muslim, p. 459).

30. Ref.e.g. Sunan of al-Nasa'1, mentioning that the Prophet used haliiq as a dyeing agent for his beard (al-Suyat,
Sunan al-Nasa'1 bi-sarh al-hafiz Galal al-Din al-Suyiitt, vol. 8, p. 517), as well as JUYNBOLL (1986).

31. Al-Sigistani, Sunan AbT Dawud, vol. 4, p. 464.

32. Al-Tirmidr’s collections of traditions and his “Book of Gihad” there, where [the blood of?] those who have been
wounded fighting in the path of Allah, is promised in the Resurrection Day “to have colour like saffron and
odour like the musk” (lawnu-hd al-zafaran wa-rthu-ha al-misk), ref.: al-Tirmidi, Al-Gami' al-Sahih, vol. 4, p. 185.
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tend to put a special emphasis on it. As the famous saying of the Prophet goes, there are
regulations that cover aspects of perfumes of men, as opposed to the ones for women,
along the lines that “Fragrance for men is that which its scent is apparent and its colour is
hidden, and fragrance for women is that which its colour is visible and its scent is hidden.”**
No need to go deeper here into the historical reception of the hadit to observe the divinely
sanctioned division through utilization of the markers of colour and smell.

It is to this gender loaded aspect of smell that we relate the specific haliig term as well.
Based on saffron, this type perfume has been appearing as explicitly forbidden for men
long before Ibn Hagar wrote his commentary. Approximately one century and a half before
him, Ibn Manzir sheds light in his Lisan al-‘arab by defining haliig as “a type of a perfume,
it has been called [as well] saffron” (darb min al-tib wa-qila al-za'faran). The summary he
provides wraps up the dilemma. He clarifies that this consonant root has also produced
the derivatives of tahallaga (“apply haliig on one’s self”) and hallagtu-hu (“I have applied
haliig on it”), hence the expression “I smeared haliq on it” (talaytu-hu bi-I-halig), and “the
woman applied haliig on her body” (hallagat al-mar’a Jisma-ha) meaning “smeared it with
halaq” (talat-hu bi-I-haliq), and the reflexive “the woman has applied on herself the haliag”
(tahallagat al-mar’a bi-I-haliq). In the style of Ibn Manzur’s lexicographic work, the summary
is only introduced by the derivatives of the h.Lq root. It is brought to our knowledge that
the haliig is “the known perfume”, produced from saffron and other different perfume
compounds, characterized by the dominant colours of red (humra) and yellow (sufra). It has
been observed, he tells us, that sometimes it is classified within the domain of the Sarta
permissibility (ibaha), while it other occasion it belongs to the field of forbiddance (nahyi
‘an-hu). And forbiddance is considered more wide spread and better affirmed; saffron has
been prohibited “being the perfume of women, as they are the ones to use it most”. The
authority of Tbn al-Atir [Magd al-Din Abu al-Sa‘adat al-Mubarak, d. 12107?] is drawn upon,
to have said that “it is evident that the traditions on forbiddance are abrogating (ndsiha)
[the rest].”>

This elaboration ties into the second sensory aspect of the saffron prohibition for
the male gender, namely its colour. The terms found in relation to it are the general
“yellowness” (sufra) - often but not exclusively associated with the fair sex - and the more
specific Carthamus tinctorius, the safflower (‘usfur), and the term of “thing that has safflower
applied on it” (mu‘asfar) appearing with Ibn Hagar. The aspect of colour is emphasized
again by Ibn Manziir as a linguistic authority: safflower is “thing used to dye with”
(hada-l-ladi yusbag bi-hi), which brings in additional clarity towards its known application,
namely dyeing of clothes, in the expression “I have coloured the clothes with ‘usfur, so it
was coloured with it” (‘asfartu al-tawb fa-ta‘asfar).3> The notion of safflower as associated
primarily with the perception of seeing, and only secondary with the quality of smell is not

33. Al-Tirmidr, Al-Gami" al-Sahih, vol. 5, p. 107.
34. Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, vol. 10, p. 91.
35. Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, vol. 4, p. 581.
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something unique to Ibn Manzar. Illustrations of this can be discovered as a historically
sustainable common theme within the Safi‘Tte legal thought within exemplary authors such
as Abii al-Hasan al-Mawardi (d. 1058). In the voluminous work on Safi‘tte jurisprudence
he wrote as an explanation of the Muhtasar (“Abridgement”) of al-SafiTs disciple Isma‘il
b. Yahya al-Muzani (d. 877), we are told that “Al-Safi‘, may Allah be pleased with him, has
said that safflower is not among the perfumes” (qala al-Safi7 radiya Lahu ‘an-hu wa-l-‘usfur
laysa min al-tib). In a dense text found in the “Book on Ritual Pilgrimage” (Kitab al-hagg)
al-Mawardi in his own turn embarks on reasoning with regards to the nature of the ‘usfur
and its usage as a colouring agent on the clothes of the muhrim-s. The question boils down
not that much to the physical qualities or ingredient composition of the ‘usfur that could
classify it among the perfumes only, but to whether safflower could be treated from legal
perspective as the perfumes (fi hukm al-tib).3

Hence, going back to Geertz’ language, we face a “structure of signification”, that
appears important for 15" century Sunni discourse. A prohibition of saffron here is not
construed as a standalone iteration of a ban to comply with; rather, the look into this
single case here hints at the existence of complex regulative frameworks. They, even in
the lexicographical sources, can be seen to sit within a broader domain linked to Muslim
jurisprudence trying to position Crocus sativus along the legal axis of the categories of
“permitted” (mubah) and “reproachable” (makriih). Although the language of figh shows
through in the commentary of Ibn Hagar without significant interpretative effort, a Sarh,
being sometimes no more than “explanations of a term, of a verse, or of a tradition”, or “a
commentary on a single tradition”,? is not a formal legal text with the status of a fatwa or
a figh manual. While this might raise questions on the relation of such a commentary to
cultural and legal practice, it does not diminish its value to facilitate a reconstruction of
a 15 century Sunni Weltanschauung on perfumes and saffron in specific. Its task is not to
question the normative status of the prophetic traditions; at the time of the commentator
the debate around their contents and validity within legal production has long been
considered settled down. What matters here, however, is the attempt to position this
case of saffron avoidance within a tradition of continuity leaning on previous recognized
legal authorities. Ibn Hagar is putting the prohibition in chronological and inter-madhab
perspective, drawing mostly but not exclusively on Safite sources, interrelating to
each other, such as al-$afi7, al-Halimi, al-Bayhagqf, al-Nawawi, or the Malikite Ibn Battal.
Moreover, contexts built around the saffron prohibition are not constructed independent
of, or in contradiction to the common usages of the ‘saffron’ related terminology within
the great works of Arabic lexicography of al-Farahidi and Ibn Manziir that point to its
bi-sensory nature.

Hence, in case we need to build a hierarchy of sensory perceptions in order to decode
the cultural role of saffron, it is difficult to say whether the olfactory or the visual element

36. Al-Mawardi, Al-Hawi al-kabir, vol. 4, p. 111.
37. GILLIOT 1997, p. 318.
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prevails; we can say for sure that a third sense - the one of taste, implicit in the culinary
usages of saffron - is considered insignificant from religious point of view. In the same
time, both saffron smell and colour can be perceived as having highly symbolic values
to point to a meaning beyond its direct perception or mere aesthetic dimension. Saffron
seems to play a role of marker in the normative regulation of a variety of cases. In the first
place, as the prohibition itself suggests a gender division, saffron plays the role of a device
within what Hadas Hirsch calls “gendered spheres of smell” (HIRSCH 2013). On the basis of
the Sarh, and considering the colour aspect, these spheres can be extended to cover visual
perception as well. The gender distinction however, without being overemphasized in the
Fath al-bari, cannot be looked upon as monopolizing the usages of saffron. The za‘faran
serves as a denominator to help delineating divinely established borders within many
other areas such as ritual pilgrimage, the closed spaces of home vs. public space, faith and
infidelity, relate to one’s life in the afterworld, funerals and protection of the believers by
angels. Thus a saffron ban is not necessarily made meaningful through rationally grounded
argumentation; it is only within the discourses of Sunni legal expression where dimensions
of smell and sight acquire a transcendentally regulated function and play a symbolic role
with regards to normative justification of eventual cultural practices.

Bibliography

Sources

Abadi, Abii al-Tayyib Muhammad Sams al-Din al-Haqq al-‘Azim, ‘Awn al-ma‘biid fi $arh sunan Abt Dawud,
ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad ‘UTMAN, Medina, Al-Maktaba al-Salafiyya, 1968.

Al-‘Asqalant, Ahmad b. ‘AlT b. Hagar, Fath al-bart bi-Sarh sahih al-Buhari, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. ‘ABD ALLAH,
Beirut, Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1959.

Al-Bayhaqt, Abi Bakr Ahmad b. al-Husayn b. ‘Ali, Al-Sunan al-kubrd, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘ATA,
Beirut, Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 2003.

Al-Buhari, Abii ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Isma‘il, Al-Gami‘ al-sahih, ed. Muhibb al-Din AL-HATIB, Cairo,
Al-Maktaba al-Salafiyya, 1979.

Al-Farahidi, Al-Halil b. Ahmad, Kitab al-‘ayn, ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid HINDAWI, Beirut, Dar al-Kutub al-
Tlmiyya, 2003.

Ibn al-Gawzi, Abil al-Farag, Ahkam al-nis@’, Beirut, Dar al-Kutub al-TImiyya, 2004.

Ibn Haggag, Abu al-Husayn Muslim, Sahih Muslim, Riyadh, Bayt al-Afkar al-Duwaliyya, 1998.

Ibn Manziir, Muhammad b. Mukarram, Lisan al-‘arab, Beirut, Dar Sadir, s.a.

Ibn Masawayh, Yiihanna, Gawahir al-tib al-mufrada, Princeton, Princeton University Library (Department
of Rare Books and Special Collections. Manuscripts Collection. Islamic Manuscripts, Hitti,
P. Garrett coll.), 2154, fol. 13v.

Al-Mawardi, Abii al-Hasan, Al-Hawt al-kabir fi figh madhab al-imam al-Safi radiya Lahu ‘an-hu wa-huwwa
Sarh muhtasar al-Muzani, ed. ‘All Muhammad MU‘AWwaD and ‘Adil Ahmad ‘ABD AL-MAWGUD, Beirut,
Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1994.



290 ATANAS SHINIKOV

Al-Nasa'1, Sunan, ed. Maktab Tahqiq al-Turat al-Islami, Beirut, Dar al-Ma'rifa, s.a.

Al-NawawT, Abt Zakariyya Muht al-Din Yahya b. Saraf, Sahth Muslim bi-Sarh al-Nawawt, Cairo, Al-Matba‘a
al-Misriyya bi-1-Azhar, 1929.

Al-Sigistani, Abii Dawiid Sulayman, Sunan Abi Dawiid, ed. Su‘ayb AL-ARNA'UT and Muhammad Kamil KARA
BILALI, Damascus, Dar al-Risala al-‘Alamiyya, 2009.

Al-Suyiit1, Galal al-Din, Sunan al-Nasa’i bi-Sarh al-hafiz Galal al-Din al-Suyiti, Beirut, Dar al-Ma'rifa, s.a.

Al-Tirmidi, Abii Tsa Muhammad b. Tsab. Sawra, Al-Gami‘ al-Sahih, ed. Ibrahim ‘Atwa ‘AWD, Cairo, Maktabat
wa-matba‘at Mustafa al-Babt al-Halabi, 1962.

Studies

A'LAM Ha$ang 1990, “Camphor”, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 4, Fasc. 7, p. 743-747.

AL-SHAFI'T 1961, Al-ShafiT's Risdla. Treatise on the Foundations of Islamic Jurisprudence, transl. Majid KHADDURI,
Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press.

AUBAILE-SALLENAVE Frangoise 1987, ““Atr”, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 3, p. 14-16.

CLASSEN Constance, HOWES David and SYNNOTT Anthony 1994, The Cultural History of Smell, London and
New York, Routledge.

CORBIN Alain 1986, The Foul and the Fragrant. Odor and the French Social Imagination, Leamington Spa-
Hamburg-New York, Berg Publishers.

DIETRICH Albert 1993, “Misk”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. 7, Leiden-New York, E.J. Brill, p. 142-143.
DIETRICH Albert 1997, “Kafir”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1V, Leiden, E.J. Brill, p. 417-418.
ELAHI Etrat 2009, “Kabab”, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 15, Fasc. 3, p. 272-273.

GEERTZ Clifford 1973, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretative Theory of Culture”, in The Interpretation
of Cultures, New York, Basic Books, Inc., p. 3-32.

GILLIOT Claude 1997, “Sharh”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1X, Leiden, Brill, p. 317-320.
HALLAQ Wael 1999, “The Authenticity of Prophetic Hadith: A Pseudo-problem”, Studia Islamica 99, p. 75-90.

HIRSCH Hadas 2013, “Cosmetics and gender: Perfumes in medieval legal Muslim sources”, H&PC Today,
vol. 8 (1), January/February 2013, p. 13-17. [Online] http://www.teknoscienze.com/Articles/HPC-
Today-Cosmetics-andgender-Perfumes-in-medieval-legal-Muslimsources.aspx - .VCryuNXL{RY

HOWES David and CLASSEN Constance 2010, “Doing Sensory Anthropology”, Sensory Studies, June 23 2010.
[Online] http://www.sensorystudies.org/sensorial-investigations/doing-sensory-anthropology

IRWIN Robert 2007, For Lust of Knowing. The Orientalists and Their Enemies, London, Penguin Books.
IRWIN Robert 1997 “Itr”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1V, Leiden, E.J. Brill, p. 282.

JUYNBOLL Gautier H.A. 1983, Muslim Tradition: Studies in Chronology, Provenance, and Authorship of Early
Hadith, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.

JUYNBOLL Gautier H.A. 1986, “Dyeing the Hair and Beard in Early Islam. A Hadith-analytical Study”,
Arabica 33/1, p. 49-75.

JUYNBOLL Gautier H. A. 1996, Studies on the Origins and Uses of Islamic Hadith, Aldershot, Ashgate Variorum
JUYNBOLL Gautier H.A. 2007, Encyclopaedia of Canonical Hadith, Leiden-Boston, E.J. Brill.

KRAMER Martin 2001, “Edward Said’s Splash”, Ivory Towers on Sand: The Failure of Middle Eastern Studies in
America, Washington, The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, p. 27-43.



OLFACTORY VISUALS: A CASE OF SAFFRON PROHIBITION IN HADIT COMMENTARY 291

MOTTAHEDIN Zal 1985, “‘Anbar”, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 2, p. 4-5.
Motzk1 Harald 2004, Hadith: Origins and Developments, Burlington, Ashgate Varorium.

MoTzk1l Harald, with Nicolet BOEKHOFF-VAN DER VOORT and Sean W. ANTHONY 2010, Analyzing Muslim
Traditions: Studies in Legal, Exegetical and Maghazi Hadith, Leiden, E.J. Brill.

PLESSNER Martin and RUSKA Julius 1986, “’Anbar”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1, Leiden, E.J. Brill, p. 484.
RAPPAPORT Roy A. 1979. Ecology, meaning, and religion, Richmond, California, North Atlantic Books.
ROSENTHAL Franz 1986, “Ibn Hadjar”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 111, Leiden, E.J. Brill, p. 776-778.

SAID Edward 1978, Orientalism, New York, Pantheon Books.

VARISCO Daniel Martin 2007, Reading Orientalism. Said and the Unsaid, Seattle and London, University of
Washington Press.

VON RANKE Leopol d 1885, Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Vélker von 1494 bis 1514, 3" ed.,
Leipzig.

WAINES David and SANAGUSTIN Floréal 2002, “Za‘faran”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, XI, Leiden, E.J. Brill,
p. 381-382.






