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J. Mark Scearce
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The 99 Beautiful Names of God

Musical Imagination with Metaphysics
One of the most profound cultural changes of recent times is taking place as American and European
artists are demonstrating the possibility of creative engagement with Islamic culture. Perhaps the
most striking such example has been the poetry of the Persian Sufi, Rumi, which, with the advocacy
of poets like Robert Bly and Coleman Barks, has been called the best-selling poetry in America.
Likewise, musical geniuses like the late Pakistani qawwali performer, Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, have
made their mark on world music and American movie soundtracks.
Up to now, however, modern classical music has been slower to demonstrate such engagement. Now
J. Mark Scearce offers this highly original musical and meditative response to a central text of Islamic
piety, the 99 Most Beautiful Names of God derived from the Qur’an. For centuries, these names have
been chanted aloud in a spiritual practice designed to create divine qualities in the human soul
through the extraordinary power contained in those names.
In solo piano performances by John Cheek that are brief, precise, and hauntingly lyrical, Scearce’s
compositions achieve what genuine creativity hopes to do: they takes us to the heart of the cosmos,
offering the prospect of healing by confrontation with the primal qualities of creation. Scearce’s
respectful approach to this deeply mystical text, which interiorizes the 99 Names with ingenious
mathematical organization, is a remarkable example of genuine cultural encounter through art.
Listeners will find this to be an absorbing engagement of the musical imagination with metaphysics.
Carl W. Ernst
William R. Kenan, Jr. Distinguished Professor and Director,
Carolina Center for the Study of the Middle East and Muslim Civilizations
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

The 99 Beautiful Names of God are the names by
which Muslims regard God and which are traditionally
maintained as described in the Qur’an and elsewhere.
Devout Muslims to this day use a strand of 33
beads—precursor to the Catholic rosary—to help
their mnemonic devotional recitation in three cycles.
The names originated with the prophet Muhammad’s
teaching, “The Most High God has 99 names and
whoever enumerates them will enter into paradise.”
I had been intrigued with The 99 for a decade; such
names as The Humiliator, The Destroyer, The Abaser
were unfamiliar to my concept of a Supreme Being,
but which seemed in their context to be paired with
opposing attributes. The great Persian poet Rumi
writes in what could be the summation to this entire
work: “God turns you from one feeling to another and
teaches by means of opposites, so that you will have
two wings to fly, not one.”
The inspiration to interpret these works for piano came
from a desire to heal. A pianist-colleague, ill from
cancer, compelled me to create a set of small pieces
that she could play to bring her back to her instrument
and, through it, back to health.
When I started writing these in Maine, we lived on the
top floor of a home where our landlady taught piano
two floors below us, and the faint whispered learning
heard from afar rose through the wood floors like mist
off a lake. Being a professional musician, I find it easy
to forget the magic of those first musical encounters
when the mind reforms itself to comprehend a new
language and remember something long since forgotten.
In this memory, I believe, is not just music, but healing.

When I decided to begin this work in Spring 2004 I had
no idea when I would finish or how I would progress
from one name to the next. I took them in the order
they came, one name after another, one foot in front
of the other, pondering each name before me, and,
when ready, responding musically.
As the idea of the exercise was to be as fluid and open
as possible, I decided at the outset neither to edit nor
to employ any formal devices other than what was
called for in the moment. These were to be pure inspirations, direct improvisations from the muse.
This ritual remained constant for the next four years:
I approached each name, first in Arabic, then often in
multiple translations; then through readings from the
Koran, the Torah, the Bible on each name, followed by
their Islamic, Talmudic, and Christian interpretations.
Somewhere during this study and meditation inspiration came.
It is interesting afterward to see the shape of the work
when form had had no conscious role in the process.
As I divided The 99, Book I has 29 names, Book II 25,
Book III 24, and Book IV 21. This division into four books
and each book into three parts came as spontaneously
as the rest of the work.
Numerologists often reduce a number by a process
known as digit summing. Applying this process to the
number of names I assigned to each book, one finds
a fascinating reduction of the two halves of the total
into a pair of nines.

Book I: 2+9=11=1+1=2. Book 2: 2+5=7. (Book I) 2+7
(Book II) = 9. Seen in another way: (Book I) 29+25
(Book II) = 54. 5+4=9. Book III: 2+4=6. Book IV: 2+1=3.
(Book III) 6+3 (Book IV) = 9. And in that other way:
(Book III) 24+21 (Book IV) = 45. 4+5=9. None of this
planned, but as mathematically mysterious as Bach.
As we began recording in Zenph Studios in Raleigh, I
noticed for the first time that the stage was surrounded
by sketches of the Disney Concert Hall in LA by the
architect Frank Gehry. And framed on the wall this
synchronistic comment:
“I think the most significant struggle in any creative
pursuit is to maintain the spontaneity of the original
idea…my sketches are about capturing [this, but]
I have to be careful about it, because if I think too
hard about it then I’ve lost it…it’s a careful dance…”
This captures beautifully the “careful dances” that
constitute my devotional to The 99.
—J. Mark Scearce

JOHN CHEEK ON PERFORMING THE 99
“What is that piece you are playing?” The question
came from the kitchen where my composer friend Sean
was listening in as I sight-read through Book 1 of The
99 Beautiful Names of God. I told Sean what it was
and then asked, “Should I play it?” “Oh, absolutely,”
he replied as he strolled into the room.
It is so nice when it happens this way: Instead of going
through the solitary practice of repertoire selection, you
get a spark of interest from a trusted friend, a little
wind for your sails. Then you call the composer and tell
him you are going to play it. Practice. Your colleagues
invite you to their universities and you traverse the
work in performance. And so it goes, it grows…five
years on and now there are four.
Mark’s nobilissima visione for solo piano aims to heal
and give the listener some soul time: Intimate,
respectful ruminations on the Godhead or visions of
Almighty Power. The composer reserves the right to
“translate” and the listener intuits the truth of it.
What is the mysterious process that turns a name into
a piece of music through the pen of the composer, then
realizes it through a performer’s imagination?
Each time I play the 99 I take time to meditate on each
name, the manifestation of an active God (in us, in the
world). And for each of the 99 there could be 99 ways
to play it. In the end it is my conviction that sincere
engagement with a musical work simply makes you a
better person, whether you play it or listen to it. The
metaphors of sound are never about getting it completely
nailed down. That’s the point, and that’s a comfort.
Ars longa. Lux perpetua.

The 99 Beautiful Names of God

Book 1

Part 1
1. Ar-Rahman (The Most Gracious)
2. Ar-Rahim (The All-Merciful)
3. Al-Malik (The Absolute Ruler)
4. Al-Quddus (The Holy)
5. As-Salam (The Peaceful)
6. Al-Mumin (The Faithful) & Al-Muhaymin
(The Guardian)
7. Al-Aziz (The Victorious) & Al-Jabbar (The Mighty)
8. Al-Mutakabbir (The Greatest)
Part 2
9. Al-Khaliq (The Creator)
10. Al-Bari (The Maker of Order)
11. Al-Musawwir (The Shaper of Beauty)
12. Al-Ghaffar (The Forgiving)
13. Al-Qahhar (The Subduer)
14. Al-Wahhab (The Bestower)
15. Ar-Razzaq (The Provider)
16. Al-Fattah (The Opener)
17. Al-Alim (The All-Knowing)
Part 3
18. Al-Qubid (The Restrainer)
19. Al-Basit (The Expander)
20. Al-Khafid (The Abaser)
21. Ar-Rafi (The Exalter)
22. Al-Muizz (The Honorer)
23. Al-Muzill (The Humiliator)
24. As-Sami (The Hearer of All) & Al-Basir
(The Seer of All)
25. Al-Hakam (The Judge) & Al-‘Adl (The Just)

The 99 Beautiful Names of God

Book 2

Part 1
26. Al-Latif (The Subtle)
27. Al-Khabir (The All-Aware)
28. Al-Halim (The Forebearing)
29. Al-Azim (The Magnificent)
30. Al-Ghafur (The Hider of Faults)
31. Ash-Shakur (The Thankful)
32. Al-’Ali (The Highest)
33. Al-Kabir (The Eminent)
Part 2
34. Al-Hafiz (The Preserver)
35. Al-Muqit (The Nourisher)
36. Al-Hasib (The Reckoner)
37. Al-Jalil (The Sublime)
38. Al-Karim (The Bountiful)
39. Ar-Raqib (The Watchful)
40. Al-Mujib (The Responsive)
41. Al-Wasi (The Embracing)
42. Al-Hakim (The Wise)
Part 3
43. Al-Wadud (The Beloved)
44. Al-Majid (The Majestic)
45. Al-Ba’ith (The Resurrector)
46. Ash-Shadid (The Witness) & Al-Haqq (The Truth)
47. Al-Wakil (The Trustee), Al-Qawi (The Powerful),
& Al-Matin (The Forceful)
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Book 3

Part 1
48. Al-Wali (The Governor)
49. Al-Hamid (The Praiseworthy)
50. Al-Muhsi (The Appraiser)
51. Al-Mubdi (The Innovator)
52. Al-Mu’id (The Restorer)
53. Al-Muhyi (The Giver of Life) & Al-Mumit
(The Taker of Life)
Part 2
54. Al-Hayy (The Ever-Living)
55. Al-Qayyum (The Self-Subsisting)
56. Al-Wajid (The Finder)
57. Al-Majid (The Glorious)
58. Al-Ahad (The One) & Al-Wahid (The Only)
59. As-Samad (The Eternal)
60. Al-Qadir (The All-Powerful) & Al-Muqtadir
(The Creator of All Power)
Part 3
61. Al-Muqaddim (The Expediter)
62. Al-Mu’akhkhir (The Delayer)
63. Al-Awwal (The First)
64. Al-Akhir (The Last)
65. Az-Zahir (The Manifest)
66. Al-Batin (The Hidden)
67. Al-Wali (The Protector)
68. Al-Muta’ali (The Supreme)
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Book 4

Part 1
69. Al-Barr (The Pure)
70. At-Tawwib (The Ever-Relenting)
71. Al-Muntaqim (The Avenger)
72. Al-Afu (The Pardoner)
73. Al-Ra’uf (The Compassionate)
74. Al-Malik al-Mulk (The Owner of All)
75. Dhul-Jalali Wal-Ikram (The Lord of Majesty
and Bounty)
Part 2
76. Al-Muqsit (The Equitable)
77. Al-Jami (The Gatherer)
78. Al-Ghani (The Rich) & Al-Mughni (The Enricher)
79. Al-Mani (The Preventer)
80. Ad-Darr (The Destroyer)
81. An-Nafi (The Propitious)
Part 3
82. An-Nur (The Light)
83. Al-Hadi (The Guide)
84. Al-Badi (The Originator)
85. Al-Baqi (The Everlasting)
86. Al-Warith (The Inheritor)
87. Ar-Rashid (The Righteous Teacher)
88. As-Sabur (The Patient)

John Cheek is a pianist who has
distinguished himself as top
prize-winner in a number of important national and international
music competitions sponsored by the
National Society of Arts and Letters
and the American Music Scholarship Association.
He has the distinction of being the highest-ranking
American in the 1986 Franz Liszt International Piano
Competition, and has appeared as soloist and chamber
musician in Alice Tully Hall, Weill Hall, Town Hall,
Columbia University, and as a Fulbright scholar.
In addition to this recording, he has also released
Circa 1980 on JRI, solo works by Donald Martino
and Coleridge-Taylor Perkinson.
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J. Mark Scearce is a composer with
50 active titles in his catalogue,
including musical settings of more
than a 120 texts. His many works
for orchestra, chorus, opera, ballet,
and chamber music have been performed throughout North America, Europe, Asia, and
|the Pacific. The recipient of five advanced degrees in
music, philosophy and religion, including the doctorate
in composition from Indiana University, Scearce has
won six international music competitions and his music
is featured on seven commercial recordings.

Microphones: Microtech Gefell MT-711S
Pre-amp: ART Pro MPA
Recording directly to Digidesign 03 rack

www.jmarkscearce.com
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