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The fourth section consists of three essays focussing on female masculinity. Brian P.
Sowers and Kimberly Passaro evaluate sexuality in the early Christian sacred texts. They
examine Thecla’s ‘allusive and elusive gender’ through biblical intertextual connections
with Mary of Bethany’s veneration at Jesus’ feet and Ruth’s seduction of Boaz. Thecla is a
cross-dressing apostolic leader who abandons domestic obligations, adopts ‘masculine’
traits, crosses the oikos and travels in the public sphere. Her fluid, plural and nuanced
sexual identity enables her to become an idealised disciple.

Mary Deminion examines a trio of women orators who transgressed gender boundaries
by entering the male space of the Roman courtroom and effectively employing rhetoric
and public oratory that otherwise excluded women. Valerius Maximus describes the
orator Maesia as an androgyne, condemns Gaia Afrania as a monster and praises Hortensia
as the living image of her illustrious father. Public speech is related to self-representation,
power and patriarchal political dominance. Thus, by speaking on their own behalf, these
gender non-conforming figures triggered male anxiety and Roman morality. The volume
comes to an end with Denise Eileen McCoskey’s insightful comparison of Artemisia’s
portrayals in Herodotus’ Histories and Zack Snyder’s film 300: Rise of an Empire (2014).
Herodotus represents her as a ‘woman fighting,’ who is outside the codes of Greek
femininity and applauds her courage, andreia (manliness), autonomy and ‘wondrous’
subjectivity along with her cunning escape at the end. The film, on the other hand, creates
a narrative of rape-revenge and racial otherness before casting Artemisia as an extremely
violent villain to be hated by the audience. Here, it is the male protagonist who offers her
an escape that she refuses, choosing a bold death in combat instead.

The volume reveals that classical Greco-Roman history is “the history of all genders”
that includes gender fluid, non-binary, intersex, transgender, gender bending and blending
identities (Surtees and Dyer 2). The figures discussed in these essays subvert and bend
gender expectations by separating maleness and femaleness from masculinity and
femininity. These ambiguous gender identities have faced various forms of subjugation,
violence, objectification and erasure. Thus, by exploring varied forms of gender expression,
gender identity, assigned sex, perceived sex and physical sex, the volume alters our
understanding of gender diversity in the ancient as well as the contemporary world.
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A LIVING ISLAMIC CITY: FEZ AND ITS PRESERVATION. By Titus Burckhardt. Jean-
Louis Michon and Joseph A. Fitzgerald (Eds.). Translated by Jane Casewit. Bloomington,
IN: World Wisdom, 2020, 104 pp.

The Moroccan city of Fez, founded in the ninth century, is an unparalleled treasure of
Islamic culture and civilization. Titus Burckhardt (1908–1984) was an expert on Islam,

Islamic arts and crafts, and its mystical dimension, Sufism. For more than forty years he
worked to document and preserve the artistic and architectural heritage of Fez in particular
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and Morocco in general. He is the author of numerous works, his book Fez: City of Islam
(Fez, Stadt des Islam) first published in German in 1960 is regarded as one of his
masterpieces. Burckhardt lived for many years in Fez and was an integral part of the
Moroccan government’s successful preservation of the ancient medina of Fez as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in 1981. Moreover, in 1999 the Moroccan government sponsored an
international symposium in Marrakesh in honor of Burckhardt’s distinguished work.

This book consists of four distinct chapters that have been refashioned from newly
translated lectures, delivered while Burckhardt was living and working in Fez: “Constants
of Arabo-Islamic Urbanism”; “Saving the Medina”; “Permanent Values of Maghribi Art”;
and “Traditional Craftsmanship: Its Nature and Destiny”; and also contains “Appendix
I: Sanctuaries of the Medina” and “Appendix II: Key Thoughts”. Throughout this work
Burckhardt explores how the historic city of Fez can be preserved without changing it
from a living organism into a dead museum-city, and how it can be adapted and updated
using the sacred principles that gave birth to the city and its way of life. Supported
through photographs and sketches made during the passage of Burckhardt’s lifetime, he
articulates what it means to be a living Islamic city.

Burckhardt explains the magnitude of this historical city in the context of the Islamic
tradition as a whole, “Fez is not only the history of Morocco, it is also the history of the
Arabo-Andalusian world and ultimately of all of Muslim civilization.” (p. xvii)
Fundamental to this is the recognition that that “Fez is not a museum-city: it is an intensely
living organism, well fitted to the measure of man” (p. 14). In contrast to most cities of
the highly technological and mechanized world, which are very much dehumanizing,
the old town of Fez has an intrinsic rhythm which engages the fullness of the human
experience. After all it is “the sunnah [that] provides above all the models for practical
life.” (p. 3) Burckhardt elaborates on this essential principle: “The sunnah is ‘realistic’ in
the sense that it always envisages the integral nature of man, who is at once body, soul,
and spirit— bodily gestures having their repercussion in the soul and spiritual convictions
being reflected in outward behavior.” (p. 3) In fact, Burckhardt, claimed that “No other
city in the entire Arab world manifests so homogenously what one could call Islamic
urbanism.” (p. 17) To preserve the city of Fez’s irreplaceable monuments and essential
characteristics requires respect for the city’s historical structure. As Burckhardt points
out, “adaptation necessarily involves modernization but, at the same time, it must be
inspired not by European [or other] models but by what we might describe as the urbanism
inherent in the ancient structure of the city.” (p. 14) Burckhardt’s intention is not to deny
that certain contemporary developments could be of benefit here but to emphasize the
need to situate any such developments within the traditional norms of the culture. Within
the Islamic tradition, cultural norms are rooted in Divine Unity, as Burckhardt
acknowledges when he insists “Everything, in the art of Islam, is attached to tawùîd.” (p.
46) This is exemplified by the symbolism of light as indicated in the Koran: “God is the
Light of the heavens and the earth” (24:35). Within Sufism, this symbolism of the Divine
Light is also employed to demonstrate the Divine Unity that encompasses all of the
spiritual paths by which diverse human souls travel back to God. The Sufi sage and poet
Rümî (1207–1273) says, for example, “The Lamps are different, but the Light is the same,”1

further specifying that “[all] religions are but one religion.”2 This unity is palpable
throughout the city as Burckhardt writes, “All in all, what strikes the visitor of the
numerous sanctuaries in Fez is not so much the diversity of the architectural types as
their unity throughout the centuries.” (p. 62)
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The human being engages in the creative act of making art yet remains anonymous in
this act for it is not actually he or she that produces the art but the Divine. “In its state of
perfection, ‘each thing praises its creator,’ and this creator is not the artist, but God.” (p.
51) The function of the human being is to undergo a transfiguration through the creative
process where he or she dissolves into the Divine Essence. The human being consists of
a tripartite composite of Spirit/Intellect, soul and body, known in Islam as Rüù (‘Aql),
nafs and jism. As Burckhardt explains, “man is still at once body, soul, and spirit. One
cannot, therefore, neglect any one of these modalities without harming the entire human
being.” (p. xix) Through this metaphysical rendering human diversity can be discerned
to include both commonality and uniqueness in the Divine without contradiction: “On
the one hand, all men are equal before God…. On the other hand, each man…is unique
in his inner nature, and it is in this transcendent uniqueness that his liberty and dignity
reside.” (p. 14)

As is the case with all traditional art, “there is no profane art in the framework of
Islamic civilization, which admits of no scission between the domains of the ‘sacred’ and
the ‘profane’” (p. 34). This is to say that: “In all traditional civilizations, art is never
disassociated from its practical goal, and craftsmanship is never limited to a production
deprived of beauty.” (p. 34) The meaning of beauty and its spiritual dimension is
illustrated in the Prophetic tradition: “Verily, God is beautiful and He loveth beauty.”
The role of the outer world in traditional societies and civilizations is central as it is
interconnected and an extension of the inner world, joining both the microcosm and the
macrocosm. Burckhardt notes, “What our ancestors put into the forms of their
environment, this acts anew upon us, their heirs; there is nothing that exercises a greater
influence on a man’s soul than the environment which surrounds him.” (p. xviii) This
metaphysical approach also facilitates an integral ecological vision, which is found across
the distinct cultures, “Water is the foundation of all life” and adds, “Water is necessary
for the body, soul, and spirit alike, and nothing could better illustrate the principle of
traditional town-planning than this triple use of water.” (p. 7) According to the Koran:
“From water We made every living thing” (21:30). The principle of unity in Islamic
civilization maintains a balance between the practical and the beautiful, without
diminishing either of these facets. Burckhardt warns about the harmful consequences of
art, architecture and crafts when dissociated from the sacred, “When quantity dominates
production, quality is killed—this is an inexorable law.” (p. 50)

The protection and preservation of all cultural treasures the world over is needed, not
only the city of Fez, as once they are lost, they can never be recovered. Burckhardt writes,
“certain perfect creations of the human spirit cannot be repeated, and are never replaced;
and yet, these works belong to man, to all of mankind—they are like aspects of our
soul,” he continues, “They are ours to the extent that we grasp their beauty and perfection.
Were they to disappear, something of our own soul would vanish; something of ourselves
would be forgotten.” (p. xviii)

This book is far from a blind or superficial call for a “return to the Middle Ages,” but
rather a call for a return to the sacred principles that underlie all sapiential traditions
and arts, crafts, architecture and sacred lifeways to understand them in their integral
nature. We are grateful that these important lectures have been made available as they
make for a superb contribution to Burckhardt’s already published work on the city of
Fez and Islamic art. Burckhardt concludes with a message conveying the transpersonal
blessing crystalized within this sacred city, “let us not forget that there still exists in Fez
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what we would call a genius loci, or, more adequately, a barakah that will have the last
word.” (p. 14) We end this review with the well-known verse of the Islamic tradition:
“Unto God all things are returned” (3:109).

Notes

1 Rümî, “The One True Light,” in Rümî: Poet and Mystic, trans. Reynold A. Nicholson (London,
UK: George Allan and Unwin, 1950), p. 166.

2 Rümî, “2120 – Book III,” in The Mathnawî of Jalälu’ddîn Rümî, Vol. IV, trans. Reynold A.
Nicholson (London, UK: Luzac and Company, 1930), p. 118.
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THE UNHINDERED PATH: RUMINATIONS ON SHIN BUDDHISM. By John Paraske-
vopoulos. Kettering, OH: Sophia Perennis, 2016, 252 pp.

“Buddha-nature is Tathägata … Tathägata is Nirväna … Nirväna is called Buddha-nature.”
–Shinran (quoted in the book)

In these exceptionally uncertain and confusing times, making sense of the human
condition and what it means to live in this world becomes particularly challenging. By

honestly confronting this predicament, it soon becomes apparent that the solution lies in
a reality that transcends the limited sphere of human doubt and confusion. This requires
embarking on one of the time-worn paths of the world’s traditional religions. In doing
so, direct knowing, healing and integration becomes possible. This work exposes modern
audiences to the wisdom of the little-known Jõdo Shinshu school of Buddhism (the largest
in Japan) that was founded by Shinran (1173–1263).

A major difficulty that all religions face today is the secular undermining of anything
that pertains to a transcendent order of existence. Paraskevopoulos writes, “We live in a
world where higher truths are reduced to lower ones, where everything is considered
subjective and relative, and where the notion of anything being absolute is dismissed as
naïve.” (p. 19) He goes on to ask: “How can even the notion of truth be conceivable when
the very thing that makes it possible, namely objective reality, is declared to be a fiction?”
(p. 19) This describes the post-truth era that we currently inhabit bereft, as it is, of any
signpost to what is ‘true and real’ as Shinran would say.

The Buddhist tradition asks us to deeply ponder the meaning of our enigmatic existence.
A paradoxical feature of the human condition is the seeking of permanence in a world
that is transitory, yet the more firmly we hold on to what is ephemeral, the more it fades
away before our eyes. And yet, even if we acknowledge this truth, we nevertheless
frantically aim—albeit in vain—to keep the ‘restless winds of impermanence’ at bay. No
matter how insulated and engineered our personal or collective bubbles become, there is
no escape from this sobering fact about our lives. It is through the world’s religions that


