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Animal reliefs in the mosque

What animals teach
us about Islam

Animal reliefs in the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi

Animal representations conveying specific moral

wisdom intrinsic to the teachings of Islam

Conventional wisdom holds that Islamic art prohibits figurative

representation and has a proclivity for abstract stylisation. This view

is at best a misguided oversimplification and requires much nuancing.
In the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi, there are four central
columns [saka guru] whose wood panelled bases display animal reliefs.
The animals represented include snakes, tigers, bantengs, and fish,
each of which conveys specific moral wisdom intrinsic to the teachings

of Islam.

ucked to the west of the holy tomb
Tof Mbah Buyut Trusmi, bordering

a graveyard, stands the mosque of Kramat
Mbah Buyut Trusmi. For decades, the mosque
has been a spiritual lodestone of Trusmi, a small
yet hectic town in Plered, Cirebon Regency.
Along with the holy tomb and the graveyard,
the mosque belongs to the broader sacred
complex Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi, named
after the eponymous founder of Trusmi.!
The sacred complex was once a pesantren
[Islamic boarding school] that had welcomed
students and scholars of varying Sufi orders.
The site also consists of caretaker's halls
[bale], an exclusive building believed to be
the oldest structure in the compound [witandl],
an ablution pond [pekulahan], a pilgrim’s
lodge [jinem], and many more.

During events such as the annual Memayu
and the quadrennial Ganti Sirap ceremonies,
devoted Muslims travel from afar to assist
in replacing the roof covering of the various
edifices within the sacred complex. Roof
replacement is symbolic of spiritual renewal
and rejuvenation. It stresses the importance
of introspection and self-improvement so as
to strengthen one’s faith. Days before the
festivities, the complex is often already abuzz
with activities both logistical and spiritual:
responsibilities have to be delegated, roofing
materials and food ingredients have to be
gathered, while devotional practices such as
tahlilan and brai carry on deep into the night.?
Altogether the activities stimulate greater
anticipation if not direct participation among
the Muslim communities in Cirebon. In both

ceremonies, the division of labour is starkly
gendered. Whereas men are responsible for
the reconstruction of roofs, women are mostly
busy with food preparation. Nonetheless,

the sense of communal conviviality is shared
across all. It is largely believed that spiritual
capital can be accrued from involvement

in these ceremonies, where individuals
voluntarily offer their time and labour in
exchange for divine blessing or berkah.®

The saka guru

The animal reliefs are located in the
innermost prayer room of the mosque.
To reach this space, one has to pass through
a common praying area where the bedug
(o large drum beaten to signal the call to
prayer) is hanging.* In the rectangular
common praying area, there exist columns
similar to the saka guru, but the bases are
profusely decorated with floral instead of
animal motifs. Contrariwise, the main prayer
room is enclosed by walls of equal width,
with a mihrab [niche] and minbar (raised
steps from where to preach) facing Mecca
on the northwest side of the room. It is in this
exclusive space that sixteen animal reliefs
are found mounted on all four sides of the
four saka guru. Leaving out the repeated
motifs, one notices five different variations.
All animal reliefs are situated below eye
level, serving a mnemonic function for
Muslims who pray seated.

That the animal reliefs are placed at the
inner sanctum of the mosque is suggestive

not only of their symbolic significance, but
infers a decision made by one with sufficient
authority. Moreover, only the saka guru,
which are principal structures in Javanese
architecture, have bases with animal motifs.
The provenance of these reliefs remains
uncertain. Cirebonese woodcarver Djoko
Nurkafi recalled that he had seen sketches
of the reliefs from his teacher, the late

Ki Kamad, but he was unsure if the sketches
were his original or a reproduction of earlier
sketches. Considering the involvement of

Ki Kamad’s father in a team of woodcarvers
responsible for providing decorative carvings
for Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi in the early
twentieth century, Djoko Nurkafi’s estimation
is barely surprising. Under the leadership

of Ch.O. van der Plas, then Resident of
Cirebon (1932-1936),° a restoration project
at Cirebon’s Sang Cipta Rasa Royal Mosque
had spurred the influx of equipment and
techniques from Jepara, a coastal area
notable for elaborate woodcarving.® In all
likelihood, the animal reliefs are relatively
recent artefacts forged in the crucible of
colonialism. The following discussion presents
the animals in a sequence assuming that one
moves from the doorway to the gibla wall
that points towards Mecca.

Right: Animal reliefs mounted on the saka guru bases in
the mosque of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi. On the first
two saka guru are a snake and a tiger in two variations;
on the other two saka guru are a pair of bantengs and
nine fish encircling Allah. The images from left to right
depict: the snake, the sitting tiger, the tiger lying on the
ground, the bantengs, and the fish.

Left: Ganti Sirap
ceremony at Kramat
Mbah Buyut Trusmi.

As still as a snake and tiger

On the column bases facing the doorway,
a snake sticks out its forked tongue while
resting upon a rocky foundation with its body
coiled up. The stringent stillness of a snake,
according to the chief caretaker Kyai Tony,
is to be emulated by fellow devotees. Social
abstinence is the snake’s greatest virtue, for
any disturbance would drive it into hiding,
into further isolation. Comparing the snake
to a devotee, he contended that a Muslim
does not wish to be disturbed during prayer.
The late Kyai Achmad, the previous chief of
the sacred complex, offered a similar analogy.
In praise of the snake, he expounded that one
should “behave like a snake”, to “eat once and
stop eating for an extended period”, implying
that Muslims should abstain from worldly
indulgence.” Abutting the snake reliefs are the
tiger reliefs, which come with two renditions:
one tiger is depicted sitting, while another lies
prone on the ground. Pertaining to the tigers,
Kyai Tony was of the opinion that they convey
a lesson of spiritual concentration not unlike
that of the snake. Kyai Achmad considered
them a reminder for Muslims to “always sit,
instead of sleeping”, which was interpreted
as a disposition for “contemplation” [tafakur].®
Read in the context of a mosque, the distinct
tiger poses are reminiscent of the prescribed
prayer movements [rakaat].
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Symbolic affiliation between the snake, the
tiger, and spiritual discipline is not uncommon
in the broader Islamic world. The subduing
of animality by Muslim saints is a recurrent
trope in Sufism. The figure of a Sufi sheikh is
commonly visualised riding a tamed tiger or
lion with a snake as his whip, for it is precisely
his unfaltering belief in God that renders him
fearless among the beasts, at once enabling
his extraordinary mastery over nature and
the animal kingdom.? Tigers and lions resting
underneath the shade of trees is another
persistent Sufi imagery in Cirebon and abroad.
Seated beasts are direct evidence of the spiritual
prowess of holy saints, who are capable of
coercing abominable beasts into unusual
compliance. From the abstinence of the snake
to the tiger’s aptitude for sitting, perceived
composure of the animals is valorised and
taken as a lesson for spiritual discipline.

Banteng, the people

Inching closer towards the gibla wall, the
other two column bases present reliefs of
bantengs (species of cattle found in Southeast
Asia). Unlike the previous carvings, the banteng
relief has a symmetrical composition that points
skyward. Standing on a peaking foundation,
the pair of bantengs face towards a tree,
which has a curious outgrowth reaching the
clouds, emblematic of the empyrean domain.
Commonplace in Javanese animal symbolism,
the banteng reflects the staunch character
of the people. This popular association is
relatively modern but not entirely unthinkable
given banteng’s endearing domesticity and its
longstanding service to humans. The traditional
rampok macan ceremony, which involved
a battle between a tiger and a banteng (or a
water buffalo), may have contributed to this
signification. During colonial times when the
ceremony was staged, the tiger was associated
with the deceitful character of colonial invaders,
while the banteng emerged as a symbol of
the plebeians who would eventually triumph
against all odds.” In the main Cirebonese royal
court Kraton Kasepuhan, a single door leaf at
the gateway leading to the princes’ quarter
depicts a confrontation between an elephant
and a banteng. This particular motif is likely
to be a cryptic chronogram [candrasengkala]
denoting a historic year, but the confrontation
has been interpreted by locals as a balance
of power between the ruler and ruled: if the
elephant symbolises power and royalty, the
banteng symbolises the unflinching spirit of
the people. That this relief contains the only
animal that exhibits sexual dimorphism—the
male is depicted with horns while the female
without—is positive testimony to the banteng’s
symbolic manifestation of the people.

Purity of fish

The final relief depicts a total of nine fish
encircling the word ‘Allah’ in Arabic. Kyai Tony

clarified that the seawater fish is immune to
its salty environment. When consumed, its
flesh has a “savourless” [tawar] quality, which
is likened to a pure interiority sheltered from
extraneous elements. Not by coincidence, his
anecdotal account echoes a Qur’anic verse
that regards the edibility of seawater fish as a
bounty of God: “The two bodies of water are not
alike—one is palatable, sweet, and pleasant to
drink, the other salty and bitter—yet from each
you eat fresh fish” (Surah 35: 12). Indeed, fresh
fish are “not easily swayed”, averred the late
Kyai Achmad, since they “remain unsalted”."
The animal is herein, to recall Claude-Lévi-
Strauss’s remark, both “good for eating” and
“good for thinking”,"” since the savourless taste
of the seawater fish mirrors the purity of the
human soul. An individual with spiritual integrity
is akin to a seawater fish, whose essence is
impervious to outside contamination, detached
from the cares of the material world.

Beyond what is intrinsic to all nine fish,
the number nine itself denotes yet another
spiritual significance. In Javanese Islamic
mysticism, the number refers to the nine
conduits of lowly passion [nafsu]. The human
body is said to possess a total of nine orifices
[babahan hawa sanga], which include the
eyes, ears, nostrils, mouth, penis, and anus.®
All nine orifices provide access to worldly
desires and hence have to be regulated
or sealed.™ In this regard, the depiction of
the nine fish oriented towards Allah takes
on a metaphysical tinge. Apart from a
demonstration of unquestioning loyalty to
God, the fish signals a foreclosure of all
sensory functions, a willful submission of the
soul to God, not least insinuating the death
of the corporeal body.”® Death, understood
only as a termination of the present life,
launches one into the Hereafter. As an aquatic
animal roaming freely in the water, the fish
is particularly pertinent for imagining a life
beyond the present life.

Towards mystical union

From the snake to the fish, we are trailing
a path from the netherworld to the empyrean
domain. More can be gleaned from looking
across the animal reliefs, which follow
an order of reading that is by no means
coincidental. With the stillness of a snake,
one enters into prayer. With the disciplined
concentration of a seated tiger, one retires
into contemplation. Unique to both the snake
and tiger reliefs are the undulating rocky
terrain, otherwise known as wadasan. Beyond
serving as the ground upon which the snake
and the tiger rest and genuflect, the wadasan
reflects the earth, the here and now." Life in
the present world thus corresponds to the
predatory beasts, who have bowed down
before God to renounce all worldly passions.

Next come the two bantengs, awaiting
a takeoff. Being herbivorous, they stand in
stark contrast to the preceding beasts.

Their steadfast and slow-moving character
testifies to their resolute containment of
worldly passions. At the apex of the ground,
the bantengs rally towards the tree that
extends towards the clouds, otherwise known
as mega mendung. The shift from wadasan
to mega mendung blatantly demonstrates

a movement from the here to the Hereafter,
signifiying a path towards spiritual
enlightenment.

This journey culminates in the final relief
where the wadasan foundation is entirely
absent, leaving only the clouds. The nine fish
wander in mid-air, for at this stage, the being is
no longer burdened by the material world but
stays afloat in the realm of eternity. The nine
fish, symbolic of the nine orifices of the body,
are completely sealed off from all worldly
passions. Visualised with propinquity to Allah,
the fish serves as a marker of mystical union
with God.

Animal imagery, far from being a prohibited
element in Islamic art, presents an array
of creative configuration with which to render
abstract concepts in Islam intelligible and
memorable. Largely due to the animal’s
proximity to ‘nature’, the use of animal
symbolism in religion often illustrates “how
human nature should be and how it might be
restored”.” The animal reliefs in the mosque
of Kramat Mbah Buyut Trusmi are noteworthy
objects of Islamic art, not only because of
the intricate woodwork but for the ideas and
interpretations they engender. Beyond what
plain words could explain, animal attributes
offer incisive demonstrations in the elaboration
of complex spiritual concerns. They perform
an idea with the least amount of effort. More
crucially, animal imagery is a proxy for human
thought. What is selectively deemed as natural
or innate to the animal kingdom is not only
used to prescribe moral wisdom, but to
impart to Muslims the guiding principles
for attaining spiritual union with God.
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