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There are books that come to you quietly, through a doorway you did not know existed.

The Falnama arrived in my life through a single footnote in an otherwise dry survey of Islamic manuscript painting. The footnote mentioned, almost in passing, a group of sixteenth-century Persian books so large they had to rest on stands, filled with images of prophets and saints so vivid they seemed lit from within, and used by seekers who would close their eyes, fix a question in their minds, and open the book at random in search of fate. I stopped reading everything else. I went looking, and the more I found, the more extraordinary the tradition appeared.

I have spent much of my writing life exploring the stranger corners of history, the practices, beliefs, and objects that mainstream culture tends to leave in footnotes. What draws me to these subjects is not a desire to be obscure or contrarian. It is something simpler: the conviction that the things people most urgently needed, feared, hoped for, and built their days around deserve to be taken seriously, even when those things look unfamiliar to modern eyes.

Divination is exactly such a thing. Across every culture and every century, people have tried to glimpse what was coming. They have watched the sky, read entrails, consulted oracles, cast lots, and opened sacred books. The Falnama belongs to this ancient human impulse, but it expresses it in a way that is wholly its own: through enormous, luminous paintings of sacred figures whose stories became the lens through which fate was read.

This book is my attempt to explain that tradition clearly and honestly, for readers who may never have encountered it before. It is not a manual for divination. It is not a spiritual guide. It is a work of historical inquiry, written out of genuine curiosity and deep respect for the people who created these extraordinary objects and the world that gave rise to them.

I have tried to write it the way I would want to read it: plainly, with care for the evidence, with attention to what the sources actually say, and with a sense of wonder that I have not tried to hide.

The Book of Omens is a real thing. It is waiting to be found.

Tavish Walker

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

The Shape of Fate
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Somewhere in the sixteenth century, in a city of blue-tiled domes and dusty courtyards, a person came to a book with a question they could not answer.

Perhaps the question concerned a journey, a marriage, a business venture, or an illness that had refused to resolve itself. Perhaps it was simply the kind of question that arrives in the dark hours before sleep, the question of what is going to happen, and whether anything can be done about it. The book they turned to was enormous. It would not have fitted easily on a table. Its pages were heavy with pigment and gold. On each one, a scene from sacred history blazed in vivid colour: a prophet surrounded by angels, a saint in the act of healing, a figure ascending into light, a battle between the righteous and the condemned.

The seeker would have approached this book with intention and with ritual care. They would have cleared their mind, formed their question, and opened the pages at random. The scene that appeared was not a coincidence. It was an answer. The image, the story behind it, the sacred authority it carried: all of these together constituted a kind of fate-reading that was literary, visual, devotional, and practical all at once.

The book they held was a Falnama, a word that translates, with quiet directness, as Book of Omens.

A Tradition Almost Lost

The Falnama tradition is one of the most remarkable and least-known chapters in the history of divination. These books were produced primarily in Safavid Iran and Ottoman Turkey during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and the greatest surviving examples are among the most ambitious illustrated manuscripts ever created in the Islamic world. They are held today in major museum collections, studied by specialists in Islamic art, and almost entirely unknown to the general reading public.

That gap between their significance and their obscurity is the reason this book exists.

Most people who have heard of divination know its Western European expressions: tarot cards, rune stones, the horoscopes in newspapers. A smaller number know something of Chinese oracle bones or ancient Greek augury. Very few have encountered the Falnama, and yet it represents something genuinely distinctive in the history of how humans have tried to understand their futures. It is a tradition in which sacred narrative, visual splendour, Islamic devotional culture, and the practical desire for guidance were fused into a single object of astonishing power.

To understand it properly requires moving into a world that is unfamiliar to most Western readers: the world of Persianate manuscript culture, of Safavid and Ottoman courts, of Islamic views on fate and destiny, of the long and complex relationship between religion and occult practice in the medieval and early modern Islamic world. This book tries to make that world accessible without flattening it, to explain without condescending, and to treat its subjects with the seriousness they deserve.

What This Book Is

This is a work of popular history. It is not an academic monograph, and it does not assume that the reader arrives with any prior knowledge of Islamic history, Persian culture, or manuscript studies. Technical terms are explained when they first appear. Historical context is provided as it becomes necessary. The goal throughout is readability and clarity, not the demonstration of specialist knowledge.

At the same time, the book is grounded in serious scholarship. The Falnama tradition has attracted real scholarly attention, most visibly in the form of a major exhibition held at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in Washington, and at the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha, in 2009 and 2010. The exhibition catalogue, edited by Massumeh Farhad and Serpil Bağcı, remains the most comprehensive scholarly treatment of the subject and has been an indispensable guide throughout the writing of this book. The Encyclopaedia Iranica has provided authoritative definitions and contextual framing. Museum records from the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Smithsonian's National Museum of Asian Art have supplied concrete evidence about surviving objects. These sources, and others, are listed in the bibliography for readers who wish to go further.

The book does not set out to teach the reader how to practise divination. It sets out to explain a tradition: where it came from, what it looked like, how it worked, why it mattered, and what it tells us about the people who created and used it.

The Shape of the Book

The fourteen chapters that follow move from the general to the specific, and from the historical to the interpretive. The opening chapters establish the broad context: the universal human impulse toward omen-reading, the specific character of divination in the Islamic world, the logic of bibliomancy, and the meaning of the Falnama as a genre. The middle chapters turn to the objects themselves: their physical grandeur, the sacred figures they depict, the rituals through which they were consulted, and the symbolic language through which they communicated fate. The later chapters widen the lens again, examining the philosophical questions these books raised about destiny and free will, their spread beyond Persia into the wider Islamicate world, their relationship to power and politics, and the story of how they fell into obscurity and were eventually recovered by modern scholarship.

The Introduction and the Epilogue frame the whole. They are where this book breathes most freely, where the connections between past and present are drawn, and where the strangeness and the beauty of the tradition are allowed to speak for themselves.

Why This Subject Matters

There is a question that sits beneath everything in this book, and it is worth naming clearly at the start: why did people believe it worked?

The honest answer is that this question cannot be answered from the outside, any more than a person who has never been in love can fully explain why love matters. The Falnama existed inside a world where the boundary between the sacred and the everyday was porous, where the stories of prophets and saints were living presences rather than historical memories, and where the idea that the universe contained hidden patterns of meaning, accessible through ritual and intention, was not a fringe belief but a broadly shared assumption.

Understanding the Falnama means entering that world, even partially, even across the distance of centuries and cultural difference. And entering it, even briefly, does something to the reader. It makes the question of how humans live with uncertainty feel genuinely urgent, and it suggests that the answers people have found to that question are far more varied, far more beautiful, and far more intelligent than modern culture tends to assume.

That is the argument of this book, if it has one. Not that divination works, but that the human need it expresses is real and serious, and that the Falnama is one of the most extraordinary responses to that need ever produced.

A Note on Terminology and Transliteration

Persian and Arabic terms appear throughout this book. They are explained when they first appear, and a consistent simplified spelling has been used throughout, without diacritical marks, to keep the reading experience clean. The word Falnama, for instance, appears in scholarly literature in several forms, including fal-nama and fāl-nāma. This book uses Falnama throughout as the simplest and most readable version. Where the full scholarly form is relevant, it is given in parentheses.

Islamic historical figures carry a weight of devotional significance that varies considerably between different communities of Muslims. This book treats all figures discussed with respect and does not make theological claims of any kind. Its interest is historical and cultural, not religious.

Open the page. The reading begins.
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