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TRAVIS ZADEH

Abstract

In the introduction to the Arabic cosmology of marvels, ‘Aja’ib al-makhlugat wa-ghara’ib
al-mawjudar (‘Marvels of Creation and Rarities of Existence’), Zakariyya’ al-Qazwini
(d. 682/1283) raises the issue of veracity in the narration of the wondrous. Central to al-
Qazwin?’s exposition of the strange and marvellous is a sustained interest in the pleasure
produced through the narration of elegant tales. Despite this aesthetic awareness, al-
Qazwini returns repeatedly to the question of authenticity. For al-Qazwini, the
estimation of these wondrous accounts also depends on their relative truth-value. This
article traces the tension between the fictive and the real by exploring some of the Greek,
Arabic, and Persian antecedents to al-Qazwini’s phenomenology of creation.

To Verify it all in One Lifetime

Far more than a simple catalogue of curiosities, the ‘Aja’tb al-makhlugar wa-ghara’ib al-
mawjudar (‘Marvels of Creation and Rarities of Existence’) of Zakariyya’ al-Qazwint (d.
682/1283) presents a fully developed cosmographical account of the universe. Moving
from the heavenly bodies above to the minutia of minerals on earth, al-Qazwini offers his
readers a detailed inventory of existence. From the many works that the Ottoman
bibliophile Katib Celebi (d. 1067/1657) lists as bearing similar titles, we may observe
that writings on the marvels of creation (‘aja’b al-makhlugatr) blossom into a field of
inquiry across Islamicate societies.! It is of note that al-Qazwini’s work occupies the most

A version of this article was read before the Annual Meeting of the American Oriental Society, Seattle,
WA, USA, 2006. Material for the present study forms part of a larger analysis on wonders and descriptive
geography developed in my doctoral dissertation: Travis Zadeh, Translation, Geography, and the Divine
Word: Mediating Frontiers in pre-modern Islam (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2007).

Travis Zadeh, Department of Religion, Haverford College, Haverford, PA 19041, USA.

E-mail: tzadeh@haverford.edu

'Katib Celebi, Kashf al-zunin (Istanbul: Wikalat al-Ma‘arif al-Jalila, 1941-55), vol. 2, 1127-8. It is of
note that under the category ‘@ja’ib al-makhlugat, Katib Celebi also lists works that bear other titles, such
as texts by Abu Hamid al-Gharnati (d. 565/1169-70), Yaqut al-Rumi (d. 626/1229), and ‘Izz al-Din b. al-
Athir (d. 630/1233). The idea that one could write on this topic (sannaf® fil') suggests that Katib Celebi
has a clear sense of these works as a cohesive discursive unit on the marvels of the world. This runs against
the analysis advanced by Syrinx von Hees, which suggests that there was no categorical or generic
demarcation for writings on marvels. Syrinx von Hees, “The Astonishing: A Critique and Re-reading of
‘Aga’ib-literature’, Middle Eastern Literatures 8, no. 2 (2005): 101-20 (pp. 112-14). Already with Ibn al-
Nadim’s (d. c. 385/995) bio-bibliographic survey, the topic of the wonders of the world, both man-made
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prominent place in Katib Celebi’s account of this body of writing, due, no doubt, to the
great influence of this particular encyclopaedia on later writers. Originally written in
Arabic, al-Qazwint’s encyclopaedic digest of wonders has enjoyed an immense
popularity; not only has it been translated several times over the centuries into Persian
and Turkish, but it also has served as a wellspring of inspiration for miniature painting.?

Al-Qazwini was not the first to take an interest in this field of inquiry, nor was he
entirely original in either the material he gathered or his exposition of it. The same can
be said for his accompanying descriptive geography, entitled Arhar al-bilad fi akhbar al-
‘tbad (“The Monuments of the Regions and Accounts of their Inhabitants’), which
reveals that al-Qazwini often merely compiled together previous authorities.> But
originality is perhaps not the most useful rubric by which to evaluate this writer or his
effect on future generations. Rather, the copious citation of established authorities is
hallmark of pre-modern scholarly conventions.

So it should come as little surprise that nearly a century before al-Qazwini,
Muhammad b. Mahmud b. Ahmad al-Tusi compiled a work in Persian by the same
title, which he dedicated to the last Saljuq ruler of Persia, Tughril (IIT) b. Arslan (d. 590/
1194).* Katib Celebi relates that al-Tasi’s ‘Aja’ib al-makhlugar wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudat,
which he describes as decorated with paintings (kizab"” musawwar™), was composed in
555/1160.° Like the geographers and cosmographers before him, al-Tasi integrates in his
wonder-book detailed maps of the earth and heavens. The tradition of illustrating this
particular work develops on into the Ilkhanid period to include a full range of
illuminations representing the exotic and strange phenomena of creation. However, if
surviving manuscripts are any indication, it is al-Qazwini whose name has become most

and natural, had formed a discrete field of inquiry that, interestingly enough, he classified under writings
on night-tales (asmar) and legends (khurafar). Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, ed. Yusuf ‘Ali Tawil (Bayrut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 1996), 481, cf. 155-6, 245-6, 542-3. The category of ‘aja’ib as a discursive device
for mapping the world is fully present, for instance, in the earliest descriptive geographies of the ‘Abbasid
period, deployed as an organizing principle for such topics as the location of the cave of the Seven
Sleepers (ashab al-kahf), the wall of Gog and Magog, Khidr’s journey to the fountain of life (all of which
intersect with Qur’anic material), along with accounts concerning such man-made marvels as the
pyramids of Egypt and the palace at Ctesiphon, see Ibn Khurradadhbih’s descriptive geography. Ibn
Khurradadhbih, al-Masalik wa-’l-mamalik, ed. M.]J. de Goeje (LLeiden: Brill, 1889), 106-7, 162-70, 123—
41, 159-62, respectively.

2There are several studies dedicated to specific illuminated MSS of al-QazwinT’s work; see for instance,
Hans-Caspar Graf von Bothmer, Die Illustrationen des ‘Miinchener Qazwini’ von 1280 (cod. Monac. arab.
464): ein Beitrag zur Kenntnis thres Stils (Munchen: Universitit Miinchen, 1971); Julie Anne Oeming
Badiee, An Islamic Cosmography: The Illustrations of the Sarre Qazwimi (doctoral dissertation, University of
Michigan, 1978); Stefano Carboni, The Wonders of Creation and the Singularities of Ilkhanid Painting
(doctoral dissertation, University of London, SOAS, 1992); Persis Berlekamp, Wonders and their Images in
Late Medieval Islamic Culture: “The Wonders of Creation’ in Fars and Iraq, 1280-1388 (doctoral dissertation,
Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, 2003); Syrinx von Hees, Enzyklopddie als Spiegel des Weltbildes:
Qazwinis Wunder der Schipfung: eine Naturkunde des 13. Fahrhunderts (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2002).

3Maria Kowalska, “The Sources of al-Qazwini’s A thar al-Bilad’, Folia Orientalis 8 (1966): 41-88. For a
summary of both al-Qazwini’s life and the scholarly debate surrounding how his works draw on previous
authorities, see T. Lewicki, ‘Kazwini, Zakariyya”, EP.

“Muhammad b. Mahmid al-Tdsi, ‘Aja’ib nama, ed. Mantichir Sutiida (Tihran: Nashr-i Kitab, 1966)—
on the title of the work as the ‘4ja’ib al-makhlugar wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudat, see p. 5; on the dedication,
see p. 14; on information concerning the biography of the author, see Sutuda’s introduction, pp. 19-23.
There is a popular Persian edition of al-Tus1’s work, which is helpful for its introduction, however, as it
rearranges the order of the text and modernizes the prose, a practice referred to as ‘retelling’ (baz-kh*ani),
it is not very useful for scholarly purposes. Ja far Mudarris Sadiqi, ed. and trans., ‘4ja’b nama (Tihran:
Nashr-i Markaz, 1996).

°Katib Celebi, Kashf, 1127.
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associated with this genre, where his writing on the wonders of existence has inspired
both patrons and painters throughout the ages.

The similarities between the projects of al-Tusi and al-Qazwini, in regard to both form
and content, are indeed striking, and point to an even broader tradition of marvel-
writing. The wide range of topics covered by both of these authors represents an
intersection of literary and scientific traditions. This perhaps suggests how such a body
of writing, which aims to both inform and delight, became so popular. The strong
current of story-telling prevalent throughout the various configurations of ‘@ja’b builds
on an ancient inquisitiveness and curiosity for the foreign and remote.

In pre-modern Islamicate contexts, writings on marvels and monsters draw extensive
inspiration from Hellenistic models.® To make this point, we need look no further than
the perennially popular tales surrounding Alexander the Great and the narratives
depicting his marvellous feats in the exotic lands of the East. The Pseudo-Callisthenes
cycle, which details the legendary aspects of Alexander’s life, makes its way into Syriac,
Arabic, Ethiopic, Armenian, and Persian, not to mention various European reconfigura-
tions. We find throughout the Arabic and Persian traditions on the marvels of the world
a sustained interest in the life of Alexander, whose adventures in far-off, exotic lands are
often represented.

Beyond the various lives of Alexander, and the treatment of the exotic and marvellous
by such writers as Ctesias (fl. fifth century BCE) and Herodotus (d. c. 425), Aristotle’s
study of biology, the Historia animalium, wields a great influence on the Greek discourses
of paradoxography (napadoloypagic), an encyclopaedic tradition of pseudo-scientific
writing on the strange and exotic.” Such practices of tying wondrous narratives together
with the authority of scientific investigation has a long history. In Arabic a prime model
is the Kitab al-hayawan of al-Jahiz (d. 255/868-9), which—by building upon the
tradition of Aristotelian zoology as a unifying model—weaves together themes ranging
from Qur’anic exegesis and metaphysical speculations, to fables, poetry, and literary
criticism. It is precisely the intersection of the literary, often, in the form of anecdotal
material—drawn, for instance, from travellers’ accounts of journeys to remote lands—
with scholarship on the nature of existence, which makes the marvel-writings of such
later authors as al-Tust and al-Qazwini so compelling.

Much has been said regarding the place of fiction in pre-modern Islamicate belletristic
traditions.® I would like to reiterate the hermeneutic difficulty of using the term ‘fiction’
when discussing the variegated forms of Arabic and Persian story-telling, especially when

SNatalia Tornesello offers an illustration of this process, tracing the origin of the Persian davalpa, ‘string-
legged’ monster, found throughout Arabic and Persian traditions on monsters, including both al-Tus1t
and al-Qazwini, through its roots in the Hellenistic tradition of the Himantopodes. Natalia Tornesello,
‘From Reality to Legend: Historical Sources of Hellenistic and Islamic Teratology’, Studia Iranica 31
(2002): 163-92.

"See Jonathan Z. Smith, Map is not Territory (Leiden: Brill, 1979), 251. On the hermeneutic dangers of
making analogies with modern epistemes, as Smith does in this context, see Lisa Verner, The Epistemology
of the Monstrous in the Middle Ages (London: Routledge, 2005), 1. For the role of Aristotelian biology and
its influence on the pseudo-scientific tradition of marvels in Greek, see James S. Romm, The Edges of the
Earth in Ancient Thought, Geography, Exploration, and Fiction, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1992), 92 ff.

8Seeger Bonebakker, ‘Nihil Obstat in Story-Telling?’, in The Thousand and One Nights in Arabic Literature
and Society, ed. Richard Hovannisian and Georges Sabagh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997), 56-77; Rina Drory, ‘Legitimizing Fiction in Classical Arabic Literature’, in Models and Contacts:
Arabic Literature and Its Impact on Medieval Fewish Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 37-47; idem, ‘Medieval
Fiction’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Meisami and Paul Starkey (London: Routledge,
1998). Also see the essays collected in Stefan Leder, ed., Story-telling in the Framework of non-Fictional
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approaching the wide-ranging discourses on the wonders of the world. While such writing
was neither conceived of, nor consumed as fiction, in the modern sense of the word, it
nonetheless demonstrates a full awareness of the pleasure produced by tales whose veracity
cannot be fully verified. Thus, it would be misguided to imagine that Arabic and Persian
marvel-writings were written and read solely for their scientific merit.® In this genre,
pleasure figures prominently in the framing of both text and image. It is in this regard that
attempting to separate the literary from the scientific in these works may be an exercise in
futility, for the discursive arc buttressing much of this material is predicated on the fusion of
what we might characterize as literary pleasure with serious scholarship. Furthermore, when
approaching ‘aja’ib-writing, we should be careful not to associate literariness with fiction,
itself a very modern notion. Rather, the broad literary sensibility suggested in the concept
of ‘agja’ib, as Roy Mottahedeh has demonstrated, is one that seeks to cultivate a sense of
astonishment and awe in the face of uncanny reality.'°

Just as their titles suggest, the encyclopaedias of al-Tusi and al-Qazwini traffic in
discourses of wonder. These authors use the rubric of ‘aja’b to classify the vertiginous
diversity of creation. Here frightening accounts of dog-headed men and fierce Amazon
women share room with detailed descriptions of the movement of the heavenly spheres
and the medicinal qualities of plants, all unified by a single concern for the marvels of
existence. Much of the material contained in these works represents established scientific
knowledge as attested by trusted authorities concerning the nature of God’s creation. As
a part of a larger discourse, the unifying theme of ‘@a’b continues throughout the
development of Arabic, Persian, and Turkish writings on descriptive geography and
natural history, where, well after the discovery of the Americas and its subsequent impact
on Islamicate societies, representations persist of the world’s margins as inhabited with
monstrous creatures and marvellous curiosities."’

To be sure, beliefs in the apocalyptic races of Yajuj and Majuj (i.e. Gog and Magog) at
the edge of the world, or tales of the peoples of the Waq-Waq Islands who grow off trees,
might not seem to us today the stuff of scientific inquiry (Figure 1).!? Such geographical

Arabic Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998); and Philip Kennedy, ed., On Fiction and Adab in
Medieval Arabic Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2005).

°In an attempt to deconstruct the idea of a genre of ‘@ja’ib-literature, as inherited from early 19th-century
and 20th-century western scholarship, Syrinx von Hees accentuates the importance of the scientific merit of
works on the wonders of the world to such an extent that she at times loses sight of the clear literary
dimensions running throughout this discourse, as in the case with al-Qazwini, where she argues that the
‘highly scholarly’ character of his work would have been ‘measured according to the standards of medieval
natural history’, standards which nonetheless, as she goes on to suggest, are themselves predicated on the
literary conventions which come to shape this particular genre (Hees, "Astonishing", p. 112).

1%Roy Mottahedeh, “‘4ja’tb in The Thousand and One Nights,” in The Thousand and One Nights in Arabic
Literature, 29-39.

"10n the continuation of ‘aja’ib discourse throughout descriptive geography into the pre-modern period,
see my forthcoming book. Travis Zadeh, Mapping Frontiers across Medieval Islam: Translation, Geography,
and the ‘Abbasid Empire (London: I.B. Tauris).

12See Zakariyya® al-Qazwini, Kosmographie (‘Aja’ib al-makhlugar), ed. Ferdinand Wiistenfeld (Géttingen:
Verlag der Dieterichschen Buchhandlung, 1848), 108, 128. To date there is no critical edition of al-
Qazwint’s ‘Aja’ib al-makhlugar. Wistenfeld’s edition is in need of revision based on the earliest
recensions. There are numerous popular Arabic editions, which, although likewise not critical, are useful
for comparing variants with Wiistenfeld’s text, such as Faruq Sa‘d’s edition (Bayrut: Dar al-Afaq al-
Jadida, 1973). I have also consulted two Ilkhanid manuscripts—British Library OR 14140, the focus of S.
Carboni’s dissertation, and Siileymaniye, Yeni Cami 813, studied by P. Berlekamp—for further variants.
Based on accepted scholarly practice, I cite the Wistenfeld edition, hereafter al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib.
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Figure 1. The Wag-Wagq Islands. Tarikh al-Hind al-gharbi (Istanbul: Ibrahim Miiteferrika,

1730), a 10th/16th-century Ottoman geographical and historical account of the Americas,

based largely on European sources, courtesy of Houghton Library, Harvard University, Typ
794.30.822, f. 15r.

and zoological projections of marvels and monsters resonate within a larger theological
universe populated with sinn, demons, angels, saintly marvels, and prophetic miracles, all
in concert with broad currents of salvation history.!® In this light, it is difficult for
modern readers, influenced by an Enlightenment-era disdain of the marvellous, to truly
fathom how ‘aja’ib-writings could harmoniously fuse together seemingly disparate levels
of discourse. As Syrinx von Hees has observed, the meaning of the marvellous expressed
in these works represents a radical departure from most modern epistemological views of
the world.' She points to a contempt for the ‘unscientific’ and ‘superstitious’ character
of these writings that inflects much 19th-century and 20th-century scholarship on the
subject.

Such a disdain has made it hard to appreciate the complicated configuration of
wonder in this material. Caroline Bynum argues that, in the context of medieval
European discourses on mirabilia, the very function of wonder is predicated upon an
uncanny reality, for ‘you can marvel only at something that is, at least in some sense,
there’.'® The significance of the marvellous in such contexts lies in its veridical
ontological status, what Bynum calls ‘the there-ness of the event’. To this end, it is

3The eschatological intersection with the ‘supernatural’ is fully developed in credal literature, and becomes a
mainstay of Ash‘ari theology. See the statements ascribed to al-Ash‘ari in Abu Bakr b. Furak’s (d. 406/1015)
digest, Mujarrad Magalat al-Shaykh Abi al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari, ed. Daniel Gimaret (Bayrut: Dar al-Mashriq,
1987), pp. 278 ff.; compare with Mu‘tazila arguments on karamat, Gardet, L., s.v. EF; Figh Akbar I, A. J.
Wensinck, The Muslim Creed (Cambridge: The University Press, 1932), §16, 193, 224 ff.

“Hees, “The Astonishing’, 105.

15Caroline Bynum, ‘Wonder’, The American Historical Review 102, no. 1 (1997): 1-26 (see p. 24).
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important to appreciate how writings on ‘@ja’ib position themselves to be in commerce
with reality.

Throughout works on the wonders of the world, a good deal of attention is given to the
question of authenticity. Both al-Tust and al-Qazwini, clear representatives of the genre,
are keenly aware of a tension between the authentic and the spurious, and both develop
quite novel ways of dealing with it. The question of how these two writers justify the
inclusion of potentially fictive material into their narratives proves particularly interesting
in this regard. Al-Qazwini uses his introduction to outline a systematic account,
influenced by the fully developed tradition of Islamic scholasticism, detailing the
meanings of the four key terms of his title; namely, ‘ajab, gharib, makhiug, and mawjud.
As for al-Tusi, his introduction draws more on the didactic model, prominent within
courtly circles, of the speculum principii tradition, weaving together a series of anecdotes
to draw out allegorical messages and exemplary principles.

At the conclusion of his introduction, after a long series of interlinking stories
highlighted by moral lessons, al-Tusi makes a revealing move in an attempt to lend
weight to his project:

OVl 1 ot T g ) shs LgnSs s 5T 0,8 e ) OLS L
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We have gathered this book from what we have seen hidden in books and from
what we have heard from globe-trotters and world-travellers. Some of this is
such that it is not necessary for anyone to stand as witness to it, for it is self-
evident, such as the heavens, the moon, and the sun—which is greater than all
the wonders. On the margins of these, we have set down a ‘za’ for ‘zahir’, self-
evident. Some of these are in need of proof (burhan), which can be reached in
only a long period of time, such as the talismans of Byzantium and al-Andalus.
Next to these, we have placed on the margins ‘ba’ ‘ayn’ for ‘bad’, remote.
Some of these the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet discuss; for these we
have placed a ‘sad dal’ for ‘sidg’, authentic. The mention of some of these
wonders is transmitted through established authorities (mutawatir) in books.
On the margins of these, we have marked a ‘waam ‘ayn’ for ‘ma ‘ruf , well-known.
Some of these marvels we have heard of by way of world-travellers, for which
we have no decisive (gazi‘) proof and thus they cannot be said to be blatant lies
(durugh). On the margins of these we have marked ‘shn ba’ ha” for ‘shubha’,
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uncertain. For to deny such a thing is an evil characteristic. When somebody
reports on the wonders of Byzantium, al-Andalus, Qandahar, or Multan, if you
were to request proof of their authenticity, it would be impossible to verify
(tashh) it all in one lifetime.*®

In this passage, al-Tusi advances a system, much like Zadith criticism, which sets out to
establish the relative veracity of any given report. From established facts to blatant lies,
al-T4st is fully aware of a spectrum of veracity, recognizing that the material gathered
may indeed contain false information. Nonetheless, this schema for assaying truth-value,
with its specialized terminology—such as burhan, zahir, ba‘d, sidq, mutawartir, qati,
shubha, tashth—creates an air of scientific rigour in the pursuit of establishing
authenticity. Al-Tusr’s exposition reveals a conscious attempt to counter those who
might doubt the veracity of the marvellous tales he records.

This desire to differentiate the potentially spurious from the real also finds its
expression in the introduction to al-Qazwint’s ‘Aja’tb al-makhlugar. Not only does al-
Qazwini give a rationale for the encyclopaedia as a whole, but he, like al-Tus1 before him,
explores the importance of veracity in the configuration of the marvellous.

Pleasurable Speculation

Before delving into his taxonomy of wonder, al-Qazwini frames his entire project as an
investigation into the divine sublimity (‘agama) expressed in natural phenomena, a
common motif within Arabic and Persian descriptive geography and cosmography.'” His
speculation into the wonders of God’s design, in the first instance, is overtly in dialogue
with both the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet (akadith). Al-Qazwini places the
contemplation of God’s creation in the context of the following Qur’anic verse:

P

G e W 5 Wy BB L8 5 1T ) B BT

Did they not look into the sky above them as to how we formed it and
decorated it and how there are no rifts therein? (Q: 50.6)

As he explains, ‘looking (nazar) at God’s creation, does not signify merely casting the
pupil of the eye in the direction of the heavens’, but rather, for him, this verse has an
explicitly speculative meaning.'® Situating us inside a broader epistemological
framework, al-Qazwini argues that the true meaning of nazar s contemplation (fikr)
on those things intelligible through reason (ma‘qular), and on those things perceivable

1SAl-Tust, Aja’ib nama, 16-17.

17See, for instance, the introductions to Ibn Rusta’s (fl. 300/912) descriptive geography, and to Yaqut al-
Rumi’s geographical dictionary. Ibn Rusta, al-4 laq al-nafisa, ed. M.]J. de Goeje (Leiden: Brill, 1892), 3—
4; Yaqut al-Rami, Mu Sam al-buldan (Bayrtt: Dar Sadir, 1955), vol. 1, 7; cf. al-Qazwini, Athar al-bilad fi
akhbar al-ibad (Bayrut: Dar Sadir, 1960), 56; for ‘azama as a rubric for studying the wonders of world,
see Abu ’1-Shaykh al-Isfahani (d. 360/979), Kitab al-‘azama, ed. Muhammad Faris (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Ilmiyya, 1994), 17-38.

'8Such Qur’anic quotations are standard to broader theological discourses on the argument from design,
as is the notion that the contemplation of God’s creation leads to knowledge of the existence of God. See
al-Ghazali, al-Hikma fi makhlugar Allah, ed. Muhammad Rashid Qabbani (Bayrut: Tawzi* Dar Ihya’ al-
‘Ulum, 1978), 13-15. Al-Tusi quotes Q. 30:50, ‘contemplate the signs of God’s compassion’, (fa-"nzur
ila athar' rahma / ’llz‘zhi) to a similar end; al-Tusi, ‘4ja’ib nama, 1.

7
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through the senses (mahsusatr), and investigation (bahth) into their underlying
principle (‘an hikmatiha) and their uses, so that their truths appear on examination’.'?

This particular definition of contemplation echoes Greek philosophical traditions,
which, by the time that al-Qazwini writes, had been fully appropriated, internalized, and
transformed in the fields of Islamic philosophy (falsafa) and theology (kalam).?° The
conversion of ‘intelligibles’ (vontd) into ma ‘qular and ‘sensibles’ (aicOnta) into mahsusat
had taken place centuries before, during the ‘Abbasid translation movement that set out
to synthesize Greek philosophy into Arabic.?! Much of the terminology and many of the
debates recurrent throughout Greek traditions of learning had been completely absorbed
into, and refashioned through, Arabic and Persian intellectual discourses.??

Al-Qazwinr’s definition of nagzar speaks to a broader backdrop of Hellenistic
philosophy. Aristotle, for instance, in his Metaphysica, discusses the difference between
speculative and practical knowledge:

0pOQ¢ & Exer kal 10 kaeioBar TV piAocopiay ExioTHUnY THS aAndsiag.
Bewpntiiic uev yop télog ainbeia mpoxtiiic & Epyov.

It is right, moreover, that philosophy should be called knowledge of the truth.
Whereas the goal of practical knowledge is action, the goal of speculative
knowledge is truth.?®

This is rendered, with some liberty, into the Arabic translation of this section of
Aristotle’s Metaphysica:

-~
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19Al-Qazwini, ‘4ja’ib, 3. OR 14140, f. 1a; Yeni Cami, 813, fol. 3a; var. tafakkur, Faruq Sa‘d (ed.), 26. In
his introduction, al-T4ust lays out a similar motif concerning contemplation (fikr) and knowledge (danish)
in relationship to marvels; al-Tusi1, ‘Aja’b nama, 1-2.

2%Following the three-stage pattern of the introduction, appropriation, and naturalization of Hellenistic
learning into Islamicate scholarship, as advanced by A.I. Sabra, the currents of Greek philosophical
traditions that reach al-Qazwini would have already been incorporated into broader Islamic discourses of
theology (kalam). A. 1. Sabra, ‘“The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of Greek Science in
Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement’, History of Science 25 (1987): 223-43 (pp. 236-8). It is of note,
concerning the place of scientific writing in the context of madrasa education, that al-Qazwini throughout
the end of his life dedicated himself to teaching in al-madrasa al-Sharabiyya of Wasit. See pseudo-Ibn al-
Fuwati, Kitab al-hawadith (Bayrut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1997), 469. This fits into Sabra’s broader
discussion of the role of the madrasa in the continued study of science.

21See Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: the Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad
and early ‘Abbasid Sociery (2"—4™"/8"-10" centuries), (New York: Routledge, 1998).

22See Sabra, “The Appropriation’. On the broader absorption of Greek material in the context of Islamic
education, see George Makdisi, The Rise of College: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West,
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981), 77-80.

23Aristotle, Metaphysica, ed. W. Jaeger (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), 993°19-21; cf. Ibn Sina,
Tlahiyyat, ed. al-Ab Qanawati and Sa‘ld Zayid (al-Qahira: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-Shu’tn al-Matabi al-
Amiriyya, 1960), vol. 1, 3 and 5.
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It is correct that knowledge of truth in philosophy is called speculative
philosophy, for the aim of speculative knowledge is truth and the aim of
practical knowledge is action.?*

Aristotle links philosophy to the speculative knowledge of truth, translated in Arabic as
al-ma‘rifa al-nazariyya. In the Arabic context, al-haqq (the truth) takes on a further
valence, beyond Aristotle’s higher truth (a4f0zi%), standing in Islamic traditions as one
of the 99 names for God. For al-Qazwini, speculation (nagar) ultimately bears a
theological dimension, which he aligns with a scientific pursuit of discovering the order
of the natural world, based on an implicit teleological argument from design for the
proof of God, as reflected through the marvels of creation.

Out of this speculation into the nature of existence, al-Qazwini cites a hadith where the
Prophet asks God to show him the elements of the world as they really are (arinz ’I-
ashya™ kama hiya). This is followed by another hadith where the Prophet enjoins,
‘Contemplate God’s creation’ (tafakkaru fi khalg' “llah’).?> A version of this prophetic
saying, deployed to theological ends by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), which al-
Qazwini does not quote, adds: ‘but do not ponder God Himself (wa-la tufakkiru fi
llah’).2° Regardless of whether al-Qazwini intentionally evokes such a distinction, his
work itself does not delve into broader theological questions concerning the
transcendent nature of God, whom he identifies as the Necessary Existent (wajib al-
wwad),>’ but turns speculation toward the realm of existence, describing the diverse
world of creation and not contemplating the hand of the Creator.

Al-Qazwin’s notion of speculation (nazar) resonates with an epistemological
discourse, fully developed in Islamic theology, on the acquisition of knowledge. Al-
Ghazali, for instance, positions theology (kalam) as the most universal knowledge (al-
‘Um al-kull) of all religious disciplines (al-‘ulum al-diniyya), for, according to him, it is
the theologian who examines (yanzur) the most general matters of all, namely existence
(mawjud).?® By setting in motion a broader theological framework concerning creation,
al-Qazwini goes on to affirm that contemplation on the wonders of existence brings both
pleasure in this world (al-ladhdhat al-dunyawiyya) and happiness in the next (al-sa ‘adat

2bn Rushd, Tafsir ma ba‘d al-tabi‘a, ed. Maurice Bouyges (Beirut: Imprimerie catholique, 1938-48),
vol. 1, 11. For a description of the various pre-modern Arabic translations of the different books of the
Metaphysica, see Bouyges’ posthumous introductory volume to his edition of Ibn Rushd’s commentary.
Maurice Bouyges, Notice (1952): cxvi—cxxiv and cxxvii—cxxxii. Ibn Rushd availed himself of several
different Arabic translations in the course of his commentary. To date, Bouyges’ edition is the only
available edition of these Arabic translations of the Meraphysica. On the translations of the Meraphysica
into Arabic, see Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrisz, 409-10, cited in Bouyges, Notice, cxvii; on the various titles
given to it in Arabic, see Bouyges, Norice, cxxiv—cxvii; see also Amos Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics in Avicenna’s Kitab al—gzj‘?z’ (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 595-8.

2Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 4.

2°Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Tahafut al-falasifa, ed. Maurice Bouyges (Beirut: Imprimerie catholique, 1927),
132, §71. For this hadith and variants, see al-Suyuti, al-Durr al-manthur fi *l-tafsir bi-"l-ma’thur, (Misr: al-
Matba‘a al-Maymaniyya, 1314/1897), vol. 7, 663; the significance of the second part of this hadith—
namely, the command not to think about God Himself—supports a theological injunction against
anthropomorphism.

27Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 3.

28A1-Ghazali, al-Mustafa min Slm al-figh, (Bayrut: Dar al-Arqam, undated), vol. 1, 18. On the broader
epistemological role of nazar as a foundation of religious knowledge, see Wensinck, The Muslim Creed,
250 ff.
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al-ukhrawiyya).?® The link between wonder and pleasure has a long genealogy. Aristotle,
for instance, in the Ars rhetorica, argues that the act of wondering is alone a source of
pleasure.>® This idea appears in the Arabic translation, known as al-Khataba,> where
that which is marvellous (‘ajib), or which causes one to marvel (yata‘ajjab” minhu), is
considered pleasurable (ladhidh).>>

For his part, al-Qazwini draws from the Qur’an and Zadith to argue that pleasure arises
from acts of contemplation. This is part of a bid to justify his entire body of wonders as
the fruit of his dutiful labour. In this schema, the more that one contemplates marvellous
phenomena, the closer one comes to God.?> As with medieval Christian theology, where
wonder (admiratio) seeks its own destruction in knowledge (scienzia),>* Islamicate
discourses on wonder turn to the sign of the marvellous as a path toward understanding
the divine order of existence. Thus al-Qazwini positions the pursuit of the strange and
remote as part of the perfection of the mind in a progression toward greater awareness,
which is only achieved after studying the various branches of knowledge (al-‘ulum),
purifying one’s morals, and disciplining the lower self (riyadat al-nafs).>® He argues that
once this knowledge is attained, higher levels of perception become manifest:

oo 4 b 5575 305 % 555 5as G O o 508 T 5 (655 8 madl (0 S

The [internal] eye of insight opens to him and he sees every aspect of wonder,
the mention of which is impossible to articulate completely, for even if he
expressed just a bit of it to someone else, this other person would not believe
him.?°

This apophatic gesture toward the wondrous ineffability of God’s design highlights a
deeper tension concerning the relative veracity of the material gathered. Al-Qazwini sets
out to frame his wonder-book in dialogue with speculative traditions of exploration and
contemplation.?” While wonder is a means or catalyst for knowledge, for al-Qazwin it is

2°Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 4.

30Aristotle, Ars rhetorica, ed. W. D. Ross (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959), 1371°31-1371°12.

*1See Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, 406-7.

32Aristotle, Ars rhetorica, The Arabic Version, ed. M. C. Lyons (Cambridge: Pembroke College, 1982), vol.
1, 58.

33Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 4.

3*Bynum, ‘Wonder’, 4; on wonder as leading to knowledge through the destruction of ignorance, see
Alexander of Aphrodisias’ (fl. end of second century CE) commentary on 982°12-13 of Aristotle’s
Metaphysica. Michael Hayduck, ed., In Aristotelis Metaphysica commentaria (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1891), 15,
25-30.

35 Al-Qazwini, ‘Adja’ib, 4; var. al-‘ulum wa-"l-riyadat, Faruq Sa‘d (ed.), p. 27; Wistenfeld, al-‘ulum al-
riyadiyya; Yeni Cami, 813 offers a lectio facilior with al-‘ulum wa-riyadar al-nafs, fol. 3a; the sense
suggested here is akin to what al-Ghazali outlines in his summa, which itself contains a discussion of
purifying morals (tadhhib al-akhlaqg) (pp. 59-60). Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din (Misr: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub
al-‘Arabiyya, 1957), bk. 22, ‘Riyadar al-nafs’, vol. 3, 47-717.

36A1-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 4. A very similar sentiment is expressed by the Hanbali jurist and preacher, Ibn al-
Jawzi (d. 597/1200), in his homiletic work. Ibn al-Jawzi, Savd al-kharir, ed. al-Sayyid Muhammad Sayyid
and Sayyid Ibrahim (al-Qahira: Dar al-hadith, 1996), 10.

370n the question of existence created to its best, see Eric Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984).
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also an end in and of itself. As such, pleasure forms a key element in al-Qazwini’s
justification for his subject matter.

In a detailed treatment of Aristotelian thought, the philosopher al-Farabir (d. 339/
950) makes a brief excursus to examine why humans take interest in story-telling. He
describes how humankind desires those things that are perceivable by the senses
(mahsusar), such as statues, beautiful vistas, and things pleasant to hear and to
smell.>® Al-Farabi explains how this desire, which is tied directly to cognition
and perception, arises for no other reason than for the experience of aesthetic
pleasure:
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For the meaning ‘pleasurable’ is nothing other than that one is apprehending
most excellently a most excellent object of apprehension.>®
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This definition forms part of al-Farabr’s larger description of how humankind obtains
pleasure (ladhdha) from fables (khurafat), narratives (ahadith), histories of people
(akhbar al-nas), and histories of nations (akhbar al-umam), which ‘man uses and to
which he listens solely in order to take delight in them’ (innama yasta ‘mil"-ha ’l-insan”
wa-yasma “-ha li-yatafarrah® bi-ha faqar).*

Of particular interest, in light of our inquiry into al-Qazwint’s collection of both
ordinary and extraordinary phenomena, is the literary sensibility present in al-Farabr’s
discussion of the intersection of sense-perception, narrative, and pleasure. Al-Farabir
details how the aesthetic experience of perception need not lead to any end other than
the pleasure of the apprehension itself. The place of khurafar in al-Farabr’s list of
discursive forms, loosely translated here as fables or myths, however, does not help us to
truly fathom the aesthetic sensibilities of ‘gja’ib discourse.*!

For al-Farabr’s view of the utility of narrative as pleasure for pleasure’s sake cannot
fully dissolve the ontological tension that is at the very heart of the wondrous. Ultimately,
the aesthetic logic that informs writings on the wonders of the world is one which is in
constant dialectic with questions of veracity and mendacity. Al-Farabr’s comments,
rather, point to an appreciation for the physiological dimensions behind the enjoyment
of narrative, which transcends the question of both value and authenticity. Al-Farab1i
further stresses this point, arguing that delight (zafarruk) in something means nothing
other than to find comfort and pleasure. It is in this context where he advances that we
take pleasure in looking at imitators (muhakun), listening to imitative statements (al-
aqawil allati yuhaka bi-ha) and the recitation of poetry. As for the question of khurafat,

38Al-Farabi, Falsafar Aristutalis, ed. Muhsin Mahdi (Bayrat, Dar Majallat Shi‘r, 1961), 61. Compare with
Al-Kindr’s (d. c. 252/866) discussion of story-telling and the role of kiurafar in the process of education
(ta Tim), in his treatise on metaphysics. Al-Kindi, Kizab fi ’I-falsafa al-ula, published in Rasa’il al-Kind: al-
falsafiyya, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Hadi (Misr: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 1950), 110-11. The subject of how
both al-Farabi and Ibn Sina approach the issue of pleasure in the Aristotelian context has been discussed
by Salim Kemal, The Poetics of Alfarabi and Avicenna, (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 158 ff.

39Al-Farabi, Falsafar Aristiizalis, 61.

“OIbid.

10n khurafat, its aetiology, along with the broader question of fiction in Islamicate traditions, see Seeger
A. Bonebakker, ‘Some Medieval Views on Fantastic Stories’, Quaderni di studi arabi 10 (1992): 21-42.
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al-Farabi holds that humankind relates and recites fables (khurafar) solely for the
pleasure (li-’I-iltidhadh) derived from apprehending them.*?

‘I have no female nor male camel in this affair’

Al-Qazwini, in contrast, would not call the material he gathers a body of fictions nor a
collection of fables. And it would be a mistake to consider his cosmography as such, for
the work truly is an amalgam of various traditions, which speak to such learned registers
as astronomy, geology, medicine, biology, geography, and so forth. However, al-Qazwini
punctuates this ‘high’ level of discourse with a string of anecdotal occasions, drawn from
age-old traditions of fantastic tales.

It is the importance of veracity, or least of its semblance, which leads al-Qazwini into a
detailed justification for the inclusion of potentially spurious narratives. Al-Qazwini
positions for himself an escape route out of the dialectic between the real and the
imaginary, presenting his work as an earnest reflection on the divine design replicated
throughout every aspect of being. Like al-Tusi before him, al-Qazwini tackles the
problem of authenticity head-on, describing how he includes in his work matters that
only a fool would reject. This issue leads him into a preliminary taxonomy of the
phenomena treated:
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I have mentioned in [this work] matters which the disposition of a negligent
idiot might reject, but that the soul of a rational man could not deny. Although
these affairs may be far from well-known customs and ordinarily witnessed
events, nothing should be deemed too great for the power of the Creator or the
cunning of creation and everything therein. They are the marvels of the art of
the Creator, which are either perceivable by the senses or intelligible by the
intellect, for which there can be no doubt or imperfection concerning them; or
they are elegant tales ascribed to transmitters, for which I have no responsibility
concerning their authenticity; or they are strange properties for which a lifetime
would not be enough to test them, and thus it would make little sense to ignore
all of them, since there is doubt concerning just some of them.*

42A)-Farabi, Falsafar Aristuzalis, 61.
3 Al-Qazwini, 4-5. On the meaning of the Arabic word /%ila pl. hiyal, as ruse, cunning, deception, trick,
wiles, which is the sense suggested in this particular context, see the third technical use of the term as
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Here, al-Qazwini echoes al-Tust’s rationale for including material of suspect origin,
arguing that one lifetime is not sufficient to verify all the marvels of the world. At first
glance, we may find striking the mixture of philosophical terminology (mahsus, ma ‘qul)
with such colourful proverbs as ‘la nagat"” Ii fi-ha wa-la jamal’ (literally, ‘T have no female
nor male camel in this affair’).** Al-Qazwini sustains throughout his introduction a
rhetorical flair that mixes a range of semantic fields together, as he structures his
argumentation, moving deftly across various discursive registers.

From the pious to the epistemological, the philosophical to the popular, al-Qazwini,
with sundry references and allusions, positions his work to be part of broader belletristic
conventions of erudition and etiquette characteristic of adab. Furthermore, the lingering
yet persistent traces of internal rhyme and rhythm (saj)—not only in the above passage
(tab® ’l-ghabiyi ’l-ghafil, nafs" ’l-dhakiyi ’I-‘aqily la khalal, la jamal), but consistent
throughout the introduction—gives a driving, rhetorical force to his argumentation.*’
Al-Qazwini sets out to persuade his readers of the legitimacy of his work on wonders, not

outlined by Schacht, J. ‘Hiyal’, EF; the other technical senses given are: (1) strategies in war, (2)
automata/mechanical devices and thus the science of mechanics, and (4) specific kinds of legal devices.
Also see Lane, A. s.v., Arabic-Lexicon. The context here suggests something playfully akin to the word as
used by al-Jahiz in the title of his treatise, Kizab hiyal al-lusus (‘On the deceptions of thieves’). Charles
Pellat, ‘Géhiziana iii. Essai d’inventaire de ’oeuvre gahizienne’, Arabica 3, no. 2 (1956), 147-80, §95, cf.
§660, 111. In this regard, al-Raghib al-Isfahani describes /ila as a means of attaining some state secretly
(fi khufyar™), which, while used most often in a context of wickedness (khubth), can sometimes be
referenced to signify wisdom (hkma). Al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat fi gharb al-Qur’an, ed.
Muhammad Sayyid Kilani (al-Qahira: Mustafa ’1-Babi ’1-Halabi, 1961), 137. It is this negative sense of
the word that the Ash‘ari theologian al-Bagillani (d. 403/1013) draws on in his treatise. Al-Bagqillani,
Kitab al-bayan ‘an al-farq bayna ’l-mu Jizat wa-"I-karamat wa-’l-hiyal wa-"I-kihana wa-’I-sihr wa-’l-naranjat
(‘Exposing the difference between Prophetic miracles and charismatic acts, tricks, divination, magic, and
spells’), ed. R. McCarthy (Bayrut: al-Maktaba al-Sharqiyya, 1958), §566—70; this is the meaning used by
Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, 482-8. Al-Qazwini, as Yaqut before him, highlights the juxtaposition between
divine power and the trickery of creation. In this regard, there are interesting similarities to the Greek
concept of uijtig, where numerous animals are endowed with ufjtig serving ‘comme ’incarnation de la
ruse dans le monde animal’, Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Les ruses de I’intelligence: la métis
des Grecs (Paris: Flammarion, 1974), 32-57 (p. 41). The hiyal mentioned by al-Qazwini should not be
confused with the neutral, technical sense of the word in Islamic jurisprudence to signify legal stratagems
for extra-legal ends (i.e. Schacht’s fourth category). The sense of Azyal in relationship to automata, in
contrast, is relevant to a broader discussion of ‘aja’b, in so far as the wonder which they inspire is
produced through the trickery of mechanical deceptions. See, for instance, the description of the
mechanical stand for the ‘Uthmanic codex commissioned by the Muwahhid ruler ‘Abd al-Mu’min (d.
558/1163) as a wonder of the world. Al-Maqqari, Nafh al-tib (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1995),
vol. 2, 146-9; cf. my article, Travis Zadeh, ‘From Drops of Blood: Charisma and Political Legitimacy in
the translatio of the ‘Uthmanic codex of al-Andalus’, Fournal of Arabic Literature 39 (2008): 322—46.
45 for the pedigree of this expression, Abu ’I-Faraj al-Isfahani (d. shortly after 360/971) states that the
first person to use this proverb (mathal) was the pre-Islamic warrior al-Harith b. ‘Ubad. Abu ’l-Faraj al-
Isfahani, Kitab al-aghami (Bayrut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1994), vol. 5, 41. Sibawayh (d. c. 180/
796) quotes this expression as a line of poetry from the first/seventh-century poet, Abu Jandal al-Ra‘t.
Sibawayh, al-Kitab, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam (al-Qahira: Dar al-Qalam, 1968), vol. 2, 295. This statement is
very much part of the lexicon of Arabic proverbs (amthal), as is the case here with al-Qazwint’s
deployment of the expression. See Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Maydani (d. 518/1124), Majma‘ al-amthal,
ed. Na‘im Husayn Zarzur (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1988), vol. 2, 260-1; cf. al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/
1144), who gives a different account of the origin of this expression. Al-Zamakhshari, al-Mustagsa fi
amthal al-‘Arab, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mu‘id Khan (Haydarabad, India: Majlis Da’irat al-Ma ‘arif al-
‘Uthmaniyya, 1962), vol. 2, 267.

#Use of saj* is a common literary feature of such works; see, for instance, the introduction to the wonder-
book of Abu Hamid al-Gharnati, a major source for al-Qazwini. Abu Hamid al-Gharnati Tukfar al-albab,
ed. Gabriel Ferrand, Journal asiatique 207 (1925): 1-304 (pp. 33-9).
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only based on its scientific merit but also on the grounds of its aesthetic value. In this
regard, we may appreciate how he emphasizes elegant narrative (hkaya zarifa) as central
to the exposition of the marvellous.*®

Yaqut al-Rumzi (d. 626/1229), in his geographical dictionary Mu Jam al-buldan, from
which, incidentally, al-Qazwini1 often pilfers verbatim, explores in very similar terms this
concern for accuracy, fidelity, and honesty. We hear from Yaqut how he has included in
his work accounts which could be considered suspect:
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I have mentioned many things which rational minds would reject and from
which the natural dispositions of whoever has procured knowledge flee due to
the remoteness of such things from familiar customs and their incongruity with
known observations. Yet, nothing should be deemed as too great for the power
of the Creator or the wiles of creation. However, I am sceptical of such things
and shrink away from them, discharging myself to the reader of responsibility
over the truthfulness of these matters, for I have written these things down
desiring to preserve the benefits of knowledge, seeking to obtain from them
necklaces and rare gems. If they be true, then we may claim a portion of what is
correct, if however they prove false, they nonetheless share part in the truth, for
I have related them just as I have found them, I am honest in adducing them
the way have adduced them, so that you may know what has been said, whether
it be true or false. For if someone were to say, ‘I heard Zayd lie’, certainly you
would be interested in knowing the manner in which he lied.*’

This elaborate justification to include material of dubious pedigree not only frees Yaqut
from any responsibility for the authenticity therein, but also frees us as readers to
determine the value of the narratives ourselves. Yaqut goes on to link his justification for
suspect information with how hadith collectors have often collected material that is
unsound (saqum). Ultimately, he concludes, the responsibility of determining what is
authentic (sahih) rests with his readers.

4®For the signification of hkaya in the context of Arabic literature, see Pellat, s.v., EI.
*Tyaqat al-Rami, MuSam al-buldan, vol. 1, 12.
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To this end, Yaqut argues that the occurrence of a narrative account, in and of itself,
tenders value as a testament to the spectrum of discursive potential. He succeeds in
bypassing the question of authenticity altogether, finding, rather, intrinsic value in
narration itself; for although something might not be true, are we as readers not curious
how or why it is false? Yaqut’s rationale hinges on a discourse of curiosity tied to the
pleasure of seeking knowledge in imagining the wide array of narrative possibilities. In
this swift turn of phrase, Yaqut justifies the field of potential, the account that may
potentially be true, as a strategy for mapping out the reality of the world.

The striking parallels as to how both Yaqut and al-Qazwint frame this issue suggest,
not so much plagiarism on the part of al-Qazwini, but an intentional intertextual
reworking. Al-Qazwini’s reference to the power of the creator and the cunning of
creation (qudrat” ’l-khaliq' wa-hilat" ’l-makhing’) finds an almost natural outlet in the
narrative universe of geography and cosmography. However, when al-Qazwini
reformulates this expression, he is clearly drawing on Yaqut’s justification for the
dissemination of narrative material that does not bear the strongest mettle. Unlike other
instances where al-Qazwini lifts whole sections word-for-word from Yaqut’s Mu Gam al-
buldan, this moment of intertextuality speaks to a conscious reconfiguration.

These two passages both engage the problem of authenticity by skirting responsibility
for the transmission of potentially spurious narratives. Al-Qazwini, however, gives a twist
to Yaqut’s language. As quoted above, Yaqut informs us that he has mentioned many
things that rational minds would reject. Al-Qazwini folds this statement back onto itself,
arguing that in his own work he has included marvels that ‘only a negligent idiot would
reject, but which a rational man could not deny’. For a writer so attentive and indebted
to Yaqut’s work, this clear distinction suggests a playful reassessment of the argument.
With this reversal, al-Qazwini argues that the marvellous is recognized only by one who
contemplates existence and develops the faculty of reason; the negligent, out of their
ignorance, fail to perceive the marvellous design of nature, and thus readily reject that
which they do not understand.*®

From this distinction between ignorance and knowledge, the epistemological
backdrop foregrounding al-Qazwini’s treatment of wonder comes into sharper focus.
Continuing his introduction, al-Qazwini turns to the question of scientific rigour and
experimentation to further situate his work. Throughout all this, the issue of veracity
cannot be escaped, as it is predicated on his desire that this collection of marvels be
authentic (ahbabt" an takun® min-ha ‘ala thigar™).** To this end, al-Qazwini describes
how he has prepared his work so that the wonders of the world could be examined and
tested (li-tajribat’-ha).>°

Magnets, Garlic, and Wondrous Perplexity

If a phenomenon does not correspond to how it is described by established authorities, it
does not necessarily mean that the authorities are wrong. To make this point, al-Qazwini
turns to the famous case of how magnets are known to attract iron, but when rubbed with
garlic they are said to lose their special power of attraction. On this point, al-Qazwini claims

*8Abu Hamid al-Gharnati makes a similar argument (Tuhfat al-albab, 37); this is a line of argumentation
developed by Ibn al-Jawzi, Sayd al-khatir, 414-15.

49A1-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 5.

>*Ibid.
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that if one merely poured vinegar onto a magnet afflicted with garlic, the effect of the garlic
would be cancelled out and the magnet would again return to its normal state.’?

We may observe for the purpose of our investigation that garlic does not have such a
power over magnets.”> However, it is of note, that—like much material on marvels—this
popularly held belief disseminated from learned Greek culture into both Latinate and
Arabo-Persianate intellectual traditions.’®> We may find it ironic that, just as al-Qazwini
enjoins us to adhere to something akin to the scientific method, he uses an example that
is itself based on a popular misconception, reified by authoritative tradition, rather than
independent investigation.

Yet the account of a garlic-stricken magnet represents for al-Qazwini, and arguably for
his audience, an established scientific fact, drawn not from our modern notions of
empiricism but from authorities of past generations. Indeed, the power of established
authorities plays a tremendous role in the endurance of much of this material. With a
rhetorical flourish to win over his audience, al-Qazwini stresses this point himself:

Y

£ Lo A0 F u
| (I

ddui}i\l»fdﬁﬁ‘wfdj“"lu\.@# s"‘,

P

3

9% 4 o
200

&;mmwwuwpwg\ ey s wwuw‘
HOFPARAL

P

v

I call God the Almighty as witness that there is nothing from these [marvels],
which I have invented. Rather, I have written everything down as I have come
across them. If you look at these [marvels] with an accepting eye, then [the eye]
would be dimmed to every defect. But if you viewed [them] with an eye of
indignation, then the shortcomings would be many. The eye of the generous is
blind to the blemishes and his ear is deaf to the shortcomings.>*

Appealing first to our reason and then to our compassion, al-Qazwini, with proverbial
authority,”” slips in a kind of caveatr empror, rhetorically exonerating himself of any

>1bid.

>2See Daryn Lehoux, “Tropes, Facts, and Empiricism’, Perspectives on Science 11, no. 3 (2003): 326-45.
>3The belief that magnets lose their attractive power when rubbed with garlic can be traced back in the
Greek tradition to at least Plutarch (d. c. 120 CE), % ¢ oidnpitig Aifog 0Ok Gyer tov aidnpov, Qv okopdw
xp16bq’, Symposiaca problemata, Zuvres morales, ed. and trans. F. Fuhrmann (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1972),
vol. 9, 90, 1.7.641c5. On the dissemination of this belief throughout the West, see Lehoux, “Tropes,
Facts, and Empiricism’. This account became known in Arabic through various translations of Ptolemy’s
(d. c. 170) geographical/astronomical treatise, the Tetrabiblos, translated with the title Kitab al-arba‘a. See
Sezgin, GAS, vol. 7, 41 ff. For an earlier Arabic version of this popular belief, see al-Mas‘udr’s (d. 345/
956) encyclopaedia, Muriy al-dhahab, ed. Charles Pellat (Bayrut: al-Jami‘a al-Lubnaniyya, 1966-79),
§816.

54Al-QazwInI, ‘Aja’ib, 5.

>5Al-Qazwini draws here on an established proverb, itself expressed in a line of verse ascribed to the ‘Alid
revolutionary ‘Abd Allah b. Mu‘awiya (fl. 127/740), ‘wa-‘ayn" ’l-rida ‘an kull ‘ayb™ kalilat™” | wa lakinn®
‘ayn® ’l-sukht’ twbdi ’l-masawiva’. See al-Jahiz, Kitab al-hayawan, ed. Muhammad Basil ‘Uyun al-Sud
(Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1998), vol. 2, 236; also al-Isfahani, Kitab al-aghani, vol. 12, 214; Abu
Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa-’I-dhakha’ir, ed. Ibrahim al-Kilani (Dimashq: Maktabat Atlas, 1964),
vol. 1, 555; idem, al-Sadaga wa-’l-sadig, ed. ‘Ali Mutawalli Salah (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-Adab, 1972),
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responsibility for the veracity of the many marvellous accounts contained in his
encyclopaedia. The importance of not having invented any aspect of this work speaks
directly to the deep concern for truth central to the framing of the ‘gja’b tradition. The
established authorities of learned and popular beliefs are held up to shield al-Qazwint
from any possible reproach. In this way, he sets forth a peculiar kind of dialectic that at
once calls for scientific investigation and exploration, while also conversely claims to
represent age-old traditions.

What, then, of wonder? Al-Qazwint’s opening flirtation with the fabulous, alluding to
invented tales whose value his audience may question, leads him into a detailed
examination of wonder itself. He divides the remainder of his introduction into four
sections that aim to explain the four categories mentioned in his title. Although, nearly a
century before, al-Tusi had written a work in Persian bearing the same title and
composed of similar material, we find in al-Qazwint’s exposition what seems to be a
unique addition to the genre of wonder-writing.

Al-Qazwint’s taxonomy suggests a scholastic tradition of classifications in the
manner of the Arbor porphyriana (tashjir). His definitions for created things (al-
makhlugar) and existing things (al-mawjudar) reflect philosophical and logical traditions
of delineation and classification, as inflected in the development of Islamic theology
(kalam).”® Al-Qazwini informs us that makhligq is everything other than God, which is
either self-sufficient (qa’im™" bi-’l-dhat) or contingent upon something else (ga’im™ bi-
I-ghayr; if it is self-sufficient, then it either occupies space (mutahayyiz) or not; if it
occupies space, then it is a body (jism); if not, it is a spiritual substance (al-jawhar al-
ruhani).>”

He continues on in this manner with his definition of creation, until transitioning, in
pious reverence for the order of nature, to how God created all the elements of the
universe as subordinated to a master plan. A similar pattern of classification is to be
found with al-Qazwint’s definition of mawjud, which he defines tautologically as all
things other than God, thus His creation (makhlug"-hu). Here we see how al-Qazwini
joins these two terms—created things (makhlugar) and things imbued with being
(mawjudar)—where the creation of being occurs from a divine act, such that all beings
other than God are contingent upon Him.

The theological backdrop of the terminology employed, and its philosophical
processors, suggests a broad intersection with Greek learning. However obliquely, al-
Qazwint’s definition of the word ‘ajab draws upon Aristotelian epistemology:

3
\

R s

\

144; idem, Akhlaq al-wazirayn, ed. Muhammad b. Tawit al-Tanji (Dimashq: al-Majma‘ al-‘Ilmi al-
‘Arabi, 1965), 17; for further citations, see Shi‘r ‘Abd Allah b. Mu‘awiya, ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Rad1
(Bayrut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1976), 90.

>®Take for instance the strong parallels between al-Qazwini’s definition for makhlig and al-Ghazal?’s
exploration into the meaning of mawyjud in his work, al-Igtisad fi °l-i‘tigad (al-Qahira: Muhammad ‘Al
Subayh, 1971), 15 & ff. In this light, echoes can be heard in al-Qazwini’s terminology of Ash‘ar1 ontology,
as outlined, for example, in Richard Frank, ‘“The As‘arite Ontology: I Primary Entities’, Arabic Sciences
and Philosophy 9, no. 2 (1999): 163-231.

57A1-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 8.
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Wonder is a confusion that appears to man due to his lack of knowledge
concerning the cause of something, or lack of knowledge concerning the
influence of the cause in the effect produced.’®

This particular approach to the word ‘ajab has been examined by Roy Mottahedeh,
where he cites how al-Raghib al-Isfahani (fl. end of fourth/10th century), in a
lexicographical work on the Qur’an, explains that ‘‘@jab and ta‘ajjub are states which
come to a person at the time of that person’s ignorance of the cause (sabab) of
something’.59 In a similar vein, the Mu‘tazili philologist al-Rummani (d. 384/994)
describes za‘ajjub as obscurity or confusion (al-itbham). He explains that it is normal for
man to be astonished (yata ‘ajab®) by that for which he does not know the cause (sabab),
adding with an eye toward aesthetic value, that the more the cause of something is
obscured, the greater the sense of wonder becomes.®° Likewise, Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(d. 414/1023), in al-Mugabasat, follows a similar definition when he defines za‘ajub as
the desire to discover the cause (sabab) and reason (%la) of any unknown issue.®! This
tradition of linking ‘ajab and ta‘ajjub with the search for the reason behind a given
phenomenon continues well past al-Qazwini, with such later writers as al-Jurjani (d. 816/
1413) and al-Suyat (d. 911/1505).%?

In the introduction to his Metaphysica, Aristotle builds upon the Platonic
association of wonder with the development of philosophy,®®> stating that it is
through the act of being astonished that man begins to philosophize:
B1ax yap 10 Bawpalew oi avlpwmor kai vov kai 10 Tpdtov fipéavio prhosopeiv’.®* The claim
that to wonder is the beginning of philosophy raises the epistemological status of
curiosity as a legitimate psychological response to, and engagement with, the
phenomenological world of being. Aristotle continues to explain that wonder arises
out of a curiosity to uncover the puzzles of existence, starting with obvious difficulties
and progressing toward greater perplexities (dtunoprioavt), such as the changes of the
moon and of the sun, the movement of the stars, and the origin of the universe.®’
Aristotle argues that whoever wonders (Qovudlwv) does so because he is perplexed
(Gmopdv) and feels that he is ignorant concerning a given phenomenon.’® We
may observe how this notion of perplexity (azopix) is not only central to Aristotle’s

8Tbid., 5.

>’Mottahedeh, ¢‘4ja’ib, 30; al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradaz, 322.

50Al-Rummani’s definition is quoted in al-Suyuti, al-Iigan fi ‘ulwm al-Qur’an, 4th ed. (Bamba’l: Abna’
Mawlawi Muhammad b. Ghulam al-Surati, 1978), vol. 2, 99. So too do we find the same citation
attributed to al-Rummani in al-Tahanawi, Mawsu‘ar kashshaf istilahat al-funun wa-"I-‘ulum, ed. ‘All
Dahruj (Bayrut: Maktabat Lubnan, 1996), vol. 1, 474.

S!Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, (al-Qahira: al-Matba‘a ’I-Rahmaniyya, 1929), §71, 274.
2Al-Jurjani, Kitab al-taifat, ed. Gustavus Fluegel (Leipzig: Sumptibus F.C.G. Vogelii, 1845), 152; see
Mottahedeh, ‘‘Aja’th in The Thousand and One Nights’, 30. As for al-Suyuti, see his al-Irgan fi ‘ulum al-
Qur’an, where he also references other definitions of this term.

53Plato, ‘udha yop piiocépov Todto 1 Tdbog, T davudlery 0d yap diiy pyi prrosopiac i adty’, in Theaetetus, Platonis
Opera, ed. E. A. Duke et al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), vol. 1, 155924,

64Memphysica, 982°12-13; cf. Ars rhetorica, 1372°27-8.

5 Metaphysica, 982°15-17. A similar argument is deployed by the Ikhwan al-Safa’ to describe their theory
of the development of monotheism from polytheism based upon the astonishment which humans felt in
the face of the wonders (‘@ja’ib) and rarities (ghara’ib) of creation. Ikhwan al-Safa’, Rasa’l, (Bayrut: Dar
Sadir 1957), vol. 9, 482.

6 Metaphysica, 982°17-18.
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definition of wonder, but also to the natural movement of the intellect to contemplate
existence.®” Wonder, for Aristotle, is produced by a necessary perplexity about the order
of the universe that leads to curiosity and contemplation, and ultimately concludes
teleologically with knowledge of truth.®®

The extant pre-modern Arabic translations of the Metaphysica contain several major
lacunae, and, unfortunately for our purposes, do not include the relevant opening
section (982°12-28) of Aristotle’s introductory chapter, known as Alpha Meizon.%’
Nonetheless, there is ample evidence that Aristotle’s notion of wonder as the driving
force of philosophy was widely known.”°® For instance, Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, in his al-
Basa’ir wa-’l-dhaka’ir, anecdotally links Aristotle with perplexity and wonder when
relating a story of how Plato asked his students what the most amazing thing in the world
was. Some of them replied the sky and the stars; some thought daily sustenance; while
still others responded mankind. Then they turned to Aristotle. He answered that the
most amazing of all things is that whose cause remains unknown (a 5ab"” ’l-ashya " ma lam
yu'‘raf sabab"-hu), a formulation which very much echoes the definition of wonder
expressed in the Mezaphysica.”

For his part, al-Qazwini circumscribes ‘aja’ib discourse, however indirectly, by
drawing upon the Aristotelian notion of wonder as a central tenet to perplexity.
Aristotle’s anopiv is frequently rendered with the Arabic tahayyur, where, for example,
in the Metaphysica the expression 01U armopiav (‘by way of perplexity’) becomes
bi-tahayyur™, and dnopoboi (‘they are perplexed’) becomes yatahayyarin®.”? Here

%7On the role of aporia in traditions of Greek philosophy, see Gareth B. Matthew, Socrazic Perplexity and
the Nature of Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), with special attention to Aristotle’s
conception of perplexity as the beginning of philosophy (pp. 11-17).

8 Metaphysica, 982°14-8323.

%9According to an annotation to Ibn Rushd’s commentary, Alpha Meizon was translated by Nazif b.
Yumn (or Ayman) al-Rumi; however, the commentary of this translation begins only at 987%6, see
Bouyges, Norice, lvi, cxii—cxiii; cf. Amos Bertolacci, ‘On the Arabic Translations of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics’, Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15, no. 2 (2005): 241-75; idem, The Reception of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 5-35; Cecilia Martini, “The Arabic version of the book Alpha Meizon of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the testimony of the ms. Bibl. Apostolica Vaticana, Ott. Lat. 2048, Les
traducteurs au travail: leurs manuscrits et leurs méthodes, ed. Jacqueline Hamesse (Turnhout: Brepols,
2001), 173-206; idem, ‘La tradizione araba della Metafisica di Aristotele libri o—A’, Aristotele e
Alessandro di Afrodisia nella tradizione araba, ed. Cristina D’Ancona and Giuseppe Serra (Padova: Il
poligrafo, 2002), 75-112.

79See, for instance, the role that confusion (kayra) plays in al-Kindi’s presentation of the progression of
knowledge. Al-Kindi, Kitab fi ’I-falsafa al-ula, 110. Salim Kemal discusses Aristotle’s notion of wonder in
the context of al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, The Poetics of Alfarabi and Avicenna, 161 & ff. The digest of
Aristotle’s Metaphysica, Kitab fi ilm ma ba‘d al-tabi‘a, by ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (d. 629/1231-2),
contains significant portions of Books A and o, and condenses the Aristotelean position that wonder is the
origin of philosophy. Angelika Neuwirth, intro. and ed., ‘Neue Materialien zur arabischen Tradition der
beiden ersten Metaphysik-Blicher’, Die Welr des Islams 18, no. 2 (1977): 84-100 (pp. 97-8).

"IAbu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa-"I-dhakha’ir, vol. 2.2, 410; cf. vol. 2.2, 567 and vol. 1, 34; al-
Tawhid1 outlines a parallel account during his engagements with Miskawayh (d. 421/1030). Al-Tawhidi,
al-Hawamil wa-"l-shawamil, ed. Sayyid Kasrawi (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 2001), 82-3. Cf. al-
Raghib al-Isfahani, who relates a similar story in the mouth of Hippocrates. Al-Raghib al-Isfahani,
Muhadarar al-udaba’, ed. ‘Umar al-Tabba“ (Bayrut: Dar al-Arqam, 1999), vol. 2, 745.

"2 Metaphysica, 1011°2 and 1011%3; Ibn Rushd, Tafsir, 447 and 441, respectively; cf. 1030°28, 814;
1034°9, 871; 1034°22, 889; 1036°26, 918; 1036°8, 923; 1037°10, 942; 1044°29, 34, 1083; 1045°7, 1089;
1045%22, 24-5, 1090; 1045°8-9, 1097; 1058234, 1373; 1074°15, 1691; 1075%5, 1693; contrast, for
example, with the translation of anopix, and its cognates, as mas’ala ghamida, and variants thereof, cf.
09525, 995%28-9, 995%31, 165; 995°4, 171; 9965, 174; 99617, 175; 997°25, 209; 99820, 215; 99924,
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confusion is connected to perplexing questions (al-masa’il al-mutahayyiralamopijucre)
on the nature of existence, themselves at the heart of philosophical inquiry.” Al-Qazwini
follows this notion of perplexity in his definition of ‘ajab when he discusses the sensation
of confusion one faces in the contemplation of beehives: ‘when a man discovers that this
is the work of bees, then he becomes perplexed (zahayyara) as to how this weak insect
could produce such perfectly equilateral hexagons, which even a skilful engineer with a
compass and a ruler could not replicate’.”*

While al-Qazwini does not necessarily evoke the idea of ayra with an awareness of the
Aristotelian notion of aropix, he draws on this concept of perplexity working within
an intellectual milieu where wonder and confusion have been completely fused. This
fusion appears, for instance, when Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037), in the section on dialectic
(jadal) from his philosophical compendium al-Shifa’, defines perplexity as ‘the excess of
astonishment’ (tahayyur'” huwa ifrar" ’l-ta‘ajjub’)’.” Al-Qazwin’s contribution in this
intersection of confusion and wonder lies with shrouding popular traditions of
marvellous tales in a mantle of scholastic learning.

Myth-lovers and Philosophers

Aristotle, when defining wonder as the beginning of philosophy, famously draws a
parallel between the lovers of myth and the lovers of wisdom. He argues that the myth-
lover (pilouwbog) is, in a sense, a philosopher (pildoopog), as myths are composed of
wonders.”® Aristotle goes on to argue that humankind pursues science not for any
practical utility, but for the sake of knowledge alone, and that this kind of speculation
begins with a view to recreation, when practically all the necessities of life are already
fulfilled.

The simile between myth-lovers and philosophers is striking. Aristotle claims that the
philosopher contemplates wonders as the lover of myth enjoys stories, out of the pleasure
of the experience itself, and not for any intrinsic value. As we have seen, al-Farabi draws
on a similar notion of the pleasure of myth (u00og) when he describes khurafar, which
people listen to solely for the purpose of pleasure. As for this parallel between the wonder
produced by myths and the function of wonder as an inherent element in philosophy,
Aristotle does not hold the end of the two pursuits—that of the myth-lover and that of
the philosopher—to be equal.

It is evident from the Ars poetica that Aristotle approaches myth (u000¢) in its capacity
for imitation (uiunoic), as a derivative aesthetic production that offers a reflection of

235; 1000°20, 1000° 23, 249; 1001°2, 250; 1001°4, 262; 1001°26, 276; 1002°12, 287; 1002°34, 290;
1003%6, 290; 1004°34, 318; and mas’ala ‘aws, 1043b24, 1060; 1045%22, 1090; 1055b30, 1319; 105610,
1326; and mu dila, 99612, 175.

73Memphysica, 1011%6, 441, 4; compare 1011%8, anopiai, translated as al-masa’il al-muhayyira, 441, 6-7;
cf. 1037°10, 942.

"*Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 5. The lifecycle of the bee serves as a common motif in discourses promoting a
teleological argument for the proof of God, itself articulated in the Qur’an (Q. 16:68-9). See, for instance,
the work ascribed to al-Jahiz, al-‘Ibar wa-’I-i‘tibar, ed. Sabir Idris (al-Qahira: al-‘Arabi, undated), 75;
Ikhwan al-Safa’, Rasa’il, vol. 5, 301-2; al-Ghazali, al-Hikma fi makhlugar Allah, 90-1; Abu Hamid al-
Gharnati, Tuhfar al-albab, 33.

Ibn Sina, al-Fadal from al-Shifa’, ed. Ahmad Fu’ad al-Ahwani (Cairo: Organisation Générale des
Imprimeries Gouvernmentales, 1965), vol. 6, 189.

7S Metaphysica, 982°20.
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being; a likeness that, however imperfect, leads us to believe in its veracity.”” Beyond this
literary aspect, where myth is framed in its narrative capacity as plot, expressed in such
fields as poetry and theatre, we also see Aristotle describe myth as something akin to
superstitious legend. Take, for example, how in his zoological study, Historia animalium,
Aristotle details the migratory patterns of cranes, which according to him lead these birds
north to the land of Scythia. In this region, he informs us, live pygmies, who dwell in
caves with their equally small horses. He concludes, affirming the veracity of what he has
just related, that this account is not a mere legend (uv0og). Here Aristotle links the
scientific discourse describing migratory patterns of birds with popular Greek accounts,
which stretch back as far as Homer’s Iliad (3.6), of pygmies in the land of Scythia, who
ride tiny horses and fight with giant cranes.”® Aristotle is quick to argue for the truth of
this description, by opposing his account with similar legends about the extreme ends of
the earth.”’

This distinction between myth and truth, in the context of wonder-writing, is fully
expressed by the Greek geographer Strabo (d. c. 23 CE), when he takes to task spinners
of marvellous tales. Strabo argues that writers of myth (uvloypdgpot), such as Ctesias and
Herodotus, have tried to make their writings pleasing by narrating in the guise of history
that which they have never seen, nor even have heard, solely to afford their readers
pleasure and amazement.%°

Similarly, Aristotle’s notion of myth as linked with wonder does not lead to the
illumination of truth, but to the pleasure of perplexity. For Aristotle the aesthetic
dimension of myth, with its mimetic quality of imitating reality, has its own place.

" Ars poetica, 10:1452%12-13.

"8 Aristotle, Historia animalium, 7(8), 597*3-9. Aristotle is quick here to mention that this account is no
myth, probably due to the fact that the story of the pygmies and the cranes was an established tradition in
the world of Greek wonders, appearing in the Iliad (3, 6), along with Herodotus (3, 116; 4, 13). See
Rudolf Wittkower, ‘Marvels of the East. A Study in the History of Monsters’, Journal of the Warburg and
Courtauld Institutes 5 (1942): 159-97 (p. 160, note 2). For further background on pygmies, see David
Williams, Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought and Literature (Montreal:
McGill Queens University Press, 1996), 111-13.

79As for Aristotle’s work on natural history and its influence on Arabic and Persian letters, it is of note that
this particular description of the migratory pattern of cranes is drawn upon as a pre-Islamic confirmation
for the existence of the barbarous races of Yajuj and Majuj. Andalusian religious scholar and adib, Ibn
Hazm (d. 456/1064) bases himself on Aristotle’s account, in his doxography. Ibn Hazm, Fasl fi milal wa-
’l-ahwa’ wa-"l-nihal (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 1999), vol. 1, 143-4. He states that Aristotle has
made reference to Yajuj and Majuj, who are the height of one cubit (dhira®), in his Kitab al-hayawan, in a
section on the natural characteristics of cranes (gharanig). This identification, however, is not to be found
in the edition of Ibn al-Batrig’s (d. c¢. 200/815) translation of Aristotle’s Historia animalium, ed. ‘Abd al-
Rahman as Tiba“ al-hayawan (Kuwayt: Wakala al-Matbu‘at, 1988), 330-1. Al-Tusi, without referencing
Aristotle, describes how cranes, in the course of the migratory flight toward the end of the east, engage in
war with Yajuj and Majuj; ‘Aja’tb nama, 535. Without direct reference to cranes, al-Idrist outlines an
account of how gigantic birds would attack the races of Yajuj and Majuj. Al-Idrisi, Opus
geographicum = Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ‘khtiraq al-’afag, ed. E. Cerulli et al. (Napoli: Istituto italiano per
il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, 1970-8), vol. 2, 964. Muhammad b. Musa ’l-Damiri (d. 808/1405) details
an account that links the cranes and pygmies to the Alexander cycle. Al-Damiri, Hayat al-hayawan al-
kubra, 3rd ed. (al-Qahira: Mustafa ’1-Babi ’I-Halabi, 1956), vol. 2, 103. Cf. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (d. 257/
871), Futuh Misr wa-"I-Maghrib, ed. Charles Torrey (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1922), pp. 38-9;
Ibn al-Wardi, Kharidat al-‘aja’ib (Misr: Matba‘a al-Maymaniyya, 1324/1906), 101. The transposition of
pygmies with Gog and Magog likely occurs due to small stature often associated with these apocalyptic
peoples. See E. van Donzel, and C. Ott, “Yadjudj wa-Madjudj’, EF.

89Strabo, Geographica, ed. Augustus Meineke (Leipzig: Teubner, 1877-98), vol. 2, 713, C. 507-8.
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However, he argues that philosophy, unlike other pursuits, is sui generis, concerned with
discovering truth, to which myth ultimately must be opposed and subordinated. For us,
the double-bind is apparent, as the wonder produced by perplexity can be linked both to
things real and unreal.

This combination of wonder, pleasure, and narration comes together uniquely in Ibn
Sina’s commentary on Aristotle’s Ars poerica. Ibn Sina follows the long tradition of
viewing both the Ars poetica and the Ars rhetorica as the last two works included in the
Aristotelian body of logical writings, known as the Organon.®’ Previous to Ibn Sina,
al-Farabi had argued that poetry represents the last of the syllogistic arts (al-sana’i al-
qiyasiyya): the demonstrative (burhaniyya), the dialectical (jadaliyya), the rhetorical
(khutbiyya), the sophistic (sifista’iyya), and the poetic (shi‘riyya).®? In this configuration,
poetry treats, in the incremented spectrum of syllogisms, propositions that are
completely false. Moreover, unlike the other forms of syllogisms—which through logical
premises aim to produce in the mind either conception (zasawwur), caused by the
definition of a term, or rational assent (tasdiq), caused by a true syllogism®—the goal of
the poetic syllogism is the creation of images (khayalatr) in the mental faculty of
representation (al-quwwa al-mutakhayyila).®*

Ibn Sina follows a similar course when he argues that poetry (sh: ) is image-evoking
speech (kalam mukhayyil) concerned with imitation and image-making (muhakar/
uiunoic); the soul yields and responds to this speech psychologically (infi‘al*”
nafsaniyy™).%> For Ibn Sina, poetry specifically, and image-evoking speech generally,
are not occupied with the issue of truth (sidg), but with the arousal of pleasure (iltidhadh)
and amazement (za §ib)—two responses he views to be interconnected.®®

Ibn Sina advances that humans incline more to the consumption of images
(takhyil) in the faculty of the imagination than to logical assent (zasdig), for
many people, when they hear demonstrable truths (zasdigar), respond with
aversion and dislike. From this observation on aesthetics, he argues that imitation
possesses an element of amazement, which truth lacks (l-"l-muhakai shay™™ min®

810n the so-called ‘context theory’, which situated Aristotle’s Ars rhetorica and Ars poetica as works of
logic in the Organon, see the introduction to Deborah Black, Logic and Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in
Medieval Arabic Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 1-16, and passim.

82A1-Farabi, al-Risala fi gawanin sina‘at al-shu‘ara’, in Fann al-shi‘r: ma‘ al-tarjama al-‘arabiyya al-gadima
wa-shurih al-Farabt wa-Ibn Sina wa-Ibn Rushd, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-
Nahda al-Misriyya, 1953), 151; idem, Ihsa’ al- ‘ulum (Bayrut: Dar wa-Maktabat al-Hilal, 1996), 38-41; cf.
al-Khwarazmi, Mafatih al-‘ulum, ed. G. van Vloten (Leiden: Brill, 1895), 130-52.

83For a general account of these categories, see Harry A. Wolfson, “The Terms tasawwur and tasdiq in
Arabic Philosophy and their Greek, Latin, and Hebrew Equivalents’, The Moslem World 33 (1943): 1-15.
On the Arabic philosophical use of these terms, see Black, Logic, 71 ff.

840n the topic of al-Farabi’s conception of the poetic syllogism, see M. Aouad, and G. Schoeler, ‘Le
syllogisme poétique selon al-Farabi: un syllogisme incorrect de la deuxieme figure’, Arabic Sciences and
Philosophy 12, no. 2 (2002): 185-96. Also see al-Farabu, Ihsa’ al- ‘ulum, 42-3; cf. al-Khwarazmi, Mafatih
al-‘ulum, 152. In regard to the subject of zakhyil in the context of Arabic poetry and its relation to the
Greek traditions, see Black, Logic, s.v. index, and Wolfhart Heinrichs, s.v., EI’; as for the broad
development within Persian poetics with, for example, the Asas al-igtibas of Nasir al-Din Tust (d. 672/
1274), see Muhammad Rida Shafi‘t Kadkani, Suwar-i khayal dar shi‘r-i Farst, 9th ed. (Tihran: Intisharat-i
Nil, 1383/2004-5), 28-39.

85From Ibn Sina’s al-Shifa’, included in Fann al-shi‘r, 161.

86 Fann al-shi‘r, 162. On the intersection between pleasure and wonder, see Ismail M. Dahiyat, Avicenna’s
Commentary on the Poetics of Aristotle, a Critical Study with an Annotated Translation of the Text (Leiden:
Brill, 1974), 35-6, and notes to pp. 62-3.
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I-ta5ib' lays® li-’l-sidg’).” Ibn Sina holds this process of amazement (za5ib) to be the
product of imitation, an idea seemingly unique to him and central to his notion of
the aesthetic value of poetry.5®

Although, for Ibn Sina, poetry may be the most excellent vehicle for imitation, he also
explains that verbal compositions could also consist of image-evoking statements written
in prose (wa-gad takun" agawil® manthira™ mukhayyilar™).®° He describes how imitation
is a source for producing pleasure (fa-inna ’l-muhakat” hiya ’l-mufrihat"), arguing that there
have developed proverbial stories and popular tales (al-amthal wa-’I-gisas) out of an
aesthetic appreciation for narrative imitation.’® Although Ibn Sina sees imitation in such
narrative expressions as proverbs and stories, he advances that poetry, by contrast, is
concerned with an imitation of what is possible, or exists by necessity.”! For this reason,
Ibn Sina argues that a poet errs when imitating that which is not possible.”?

It is in this context where Ibn Sina holds that a versified version of a collection of
popular animal fables, known in Arabic as Kalila wa-Dimna—based upon the Sanskrit
mirror for princes, the Pasicatantra—does not truly represent poetry, for it does not
aim to imitate what is possible, but rather serves a didactic purpose of presenting
learned statements (ara’) in the exposition of that which does not exist (yatakallam™
fi-ma wujud“-hu fi l-qawl’ fagar).®®> However, with this examination on the poetics of
amazement, Ibn Sina does not go on to develop a fully synthesized literary notion
akin to what we might label fiction.?*

We may observe, nonetheless, in Ibn Sina’s philosophical configuration that first, the
question of truth is subordinated to an interest in both amazement and pleasure, and that
second, there exists a space for image-evoking statements outside purely poetic forms.
This inquiry into the nature of poetry leads Ibn Sina to place a psychological (nafsanz)
emphasis on the mind’s sensation of astonishment (za‘ajjub), which is aroused by the
imitative quality of image-evoking statements. Such a line of argumentation locates
wonder as a psychological response related to the faculty of representation (al-quwwa al-
mutakhayyila).”®

87 Fann al-shi‘r, 162.

880n this subject, see Heinrichs, “Ta‘jib’, Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature.

89Fann al-shi‘r, 168; also see Dahiyat’s note on p. 72.

Fann al-shir, 179; see Pellat, ‘Kissa’, EI°. Ibn Sina argues that poetry, rather than other forms of
narrative, is closer to philosophy, for it imitates that which either was, is, or will be, Fann al-shi‘r, 183.
Dahiyat, in a note to his translation of this section, argues that Ibn Sina believes such narratives, ‘lack the
essential characteristic of poetry, namely, imitation’ (p. 94). This reading appears to miss the mark, for it
is the combination of metre and imitation which makes poetry unique in the eyes of Ibn Sina; the aim of
poetry as a metrical form is the production of images (al-takhyil) in the mind of the listener. If poetry loses
its metre, it ceases to be poetry, although the result is still a poetic statement (gawl shi%7). This is not to
say that in other forms of artistic expression, such as paintings (sura mangusha) and parables (amthal), the
phenomenon of imitation is lacking—a position that Ibn Sina clearly does not hold—rather that the
imitation of poetry deals especially with that which is possible, Fann al-shi‘r, ibid.

*Mbid.

“Ibid, 196.

“Ibid, 183.

“4This notwithstanding, Ibn Sina’s lengthy observations on khurafar would seem a natural venue for such
a discussion. However, khurafar for Ibn Sina take on a specialized meaning in the context of Aristotle’s
theory of poetics vis-a-vis theatre, corresponding to uv0og in regard to its function in tragedy, something
akin to story-line or plot, not fiction or even legend, but with a more broadly defined sense, Fann al-shi‘r,
184-5.

9 Fann al-shi‘r, 161-2. For an overview of Ibn Sina’s epistemic system, see Dimitri Gutas, ‘Intuition and
Thinking: The Evolving Structure of Avicenna’s Epistemology’, Aspects of Avicenna, ed. Robert
Wisnovsky (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener, 2001), 1-38.
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Two-headed People and People with No Heads

Al-Qazwint’s exploration into the philosophy of wonder does not reach the same level of
complexity, in regard to explaining how the mimetic fashionings of language produce
pleasure and amazement. Furthermore, he does not engage in any way with the
philosophical notions of zakhyil, a category one might expect to be germane to his inquiry
into the psychology of wonder. In a standard discussion of human physiognomy,®® al-
Qazwint does, however, mention the faculty of representation (al-quwwa al-mutakhayyi-
la) as one of the five inner faculties of perception,’’ explaining:
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If this faculty is under the control of reason, then it is called the contemplative
faculty, if not, then it is called the representational; for it is this faculty which
creates a fantastical image of a person without a head, or someone who
possesses two heads.”®

This notion, taken in a philosophical context, positions the kkayal—which al-Qazwini
goes on to describe as produced by the faculty of representation—as something akin to
the Greek pavtaoua, an image without reality. Aristotle describes in many instances the
deceptive power of pavtacix in relation to sensory perception, such as with the following
example from the Mezaphysica:

Iepi 62 thic dAnOeiag, wg oL TGV O Qaivousvov aAnbéc, tpdTov
UEV OT1 008’ <el> 1) aloOnoig <ur> weudiic ToD ye 18iov EoTiv, AAL’ 1)
pavracio ob tadToV T} alcOncet.

Regarding [now] the truth; [we should say] that not every appearance is true,
firstly, even if sense-perception, at least of the proper object of the sense in
question, is not false, still the impression produced by it is not the same as the
sense-perception.®’

With regard to this disjunct between the intellectual capacity to create impressions
through sensory perception and reality itself, Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) in his

96Cf. al-Tusi, ‘dja’th nama, 386.

°"Compare al-QazwinT’s list of the inner faculties—common sense (al-hiss al-mushtarak), representative
faculty (al-khayal), the imaginative faculty proper (al-mutafakkira), the estimative faculty (al-wahm), and
the retentive faculty (al-hafiza)—with Ibn Sina’s fivefold division. Ibn Sina, Kitab al-najah fi ’lI-hikma al-
mantiqiyya wa-"l-tabi tyya wa-"l-ilahiyya, ed. Muhyi al-Din Sabri al-Kurdi (al-Qahira: Matba‘at al-Sa‘ada,
1938), 162-3; cf. Black, Logic, 201-3. On the origins of this fivefold division, see Harry A. Wolfson, “The
Internal Senses in Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew Philosophic Texts’, The Harvard Theological Review 28, no.
2 (1935): 69-133.

98Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’h, 358.

9 Metaphysica, 1010°1-3.
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commentary on this section of the Metaphysica argues that the faculty of representation
can produce images in the mind, the existence of which is impossible.'°® Such a position
fits into an established discourse on the faculty of representation in Islamic philosophical
traditions. On this issue, for instance, the authors of the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’
(composed around the middle of the fourth/10th century) argue that al-quwwa
al-mutakhayyila is responsible from producing images (suzar) in the mind, which can
either correspond to or diverge from reality. It is this faculty, they explain, which allows
painters and sculptors (al-musawwirun wa-’l-naqqashun) to create representations of jinn,
demons (shayatin), and wonders of the sea (‘@ja’ib al-bahr), which may or may not have
any truth (hagiga) to them.'®!

Such observations concerning the power of the intellect to imagine impossible occu-
rrences seem fertile ground for a work on wonders and the problem of veracity. Yet the
manner in which al-Qazwini treats this issue suggests a popular and topical reception of
these philosophical concepts concerning human psychology and physiognomy.'°? Given
the larger context of his wonder-book, the examples al-Qazwini offers for the kind of kzayal
produced by al-quwwa al-mutakhayyila are striking.'® The image of someone lacking a
head or of someone possessing two heads fits in organically with the overarching curiosity
for monstrosities so central to this genre of writing. It then should come as no surprise that
al-Qazwini references on separate occasions a two-headed person from Yemen,'** and a
race of headless people whose faces grow on their chests (Figures 2 and 3).'%

Al-Qazwint’s description of the imaginative faculty producing unreal images, and his
examples of a person with two heads, or with no head at all, are not readily synthesized
with his transmission of, what we might term, fantastic material. The accounts of such
wonders and the description of the imaginative faculty as the power to conjure up unreal
images are only connected in so far as they both from part of traditions concerning the
veritable nature of the world. Beyond this, the two-headed curiosity from Yemen and the
race of headless people have no connection with our capacity to fathom something that is
unreal, as they are both presented as real examples of bizarre phenomena. Al-Qazwini is
not interested in a philosophical exploration into the psychology of the mind’s
relationship to the imaginary; nor, for that matter, does he wish that we truly question
the authenticity of his catalogue of strange phenomena.

An aesthetic examination into amazement and wonder, such as that made by Ibn
Sina, might come too dangerously close to the question of truth-value and ultimately
fiction. This is a topic that al-Qazwini wishes to turn back onto itself. For him, the

1Tbn Rushd, Tafsir, 431, 11-12; the original Arabic of Ibn Rushd’s commentary for chapter I', 5 is
missing (pp. 413, 9-437, 8); Bouyges reconstructed this section through later Hebrew and Latin
translations of the Tafsir.

191 khwan al-Safa’, Rasa’il, vol. 7, 416.

102g¢e, for example, the strong parallels between al-Qazwint’s definition concerning the representative
faculty, and that of al-Jurjani, who cites the same example of someone with two heads, describing such
imaginings as suwar khayaliyya. Al-Jurjani, Kitab al-ta ‘rifat, 208.

103Gimilar examples are given by Ikhwan al-Safa’, Rasa’il, vol. 7, 416.

104Related on the authority of the eyewitness account of Imam al-Shafi‘ (d. 204/820), al-Qazwini, ‘4ja’ib,
12 and 451. This well-known account of how al-Shafi‘l saw a two-headed person while travelling in
Yemen circulates well before al-Qazwini, appearing, for instance, in Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahanr’s (d. 430/
1038) entry on al-Shafi‘1 in his biographic work. Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-tabaqat al-
asfiya’ (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1938), vol. 9, 127-8.

105A1-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib, 112; the description of a race of people with no heads can be traced through Pliny
and Herodotus, see Bynum, ‘Wonder’, 21.
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Figure 2. Two-headed figure from Yemen. Al-Qazwini, ‘4ja’ib al-makhluqar wa-ghara’ib al-
mawjudat, courtesy of the Harvard Art Museum, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Gift of Philip
Hofer in memory of Eric Schroeder, 1972.3.269, fol. 269r.

Figure 3. Jazirar al-jaba, Island of Java, where the people are said to have their heads grow on

their chest. Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’tb al-makhluqar wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudatr, courtesy of the

Harvard Art Museum, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Gift of Philip Hofer in memory of Eric
Schroeder, 1972.3.269, fol. 85r.

‘aja’tb, much like the mirabilia of the Latin West, are to be found repeated throughout
the larger text of existence, in the signs of interconnected natural phenomena.'®®
Aristotle finds, in his own manner, a path of wonder that, instead of leading out of
perplexity and encouraging philosophy, detours into the world of mythology. This is a
position untenable for al-Qazwini, as he tries in every instance to rhetorically persuade
us of the truth-value of his entire work. In order for the ‘aja’ib to truly have their effect
of producing pleasurable perplexity, al-Qazwini must convince us at least of the
possibility of their authenticity.

106For a study on wonders in the Latin West, see L. Daston and K. Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature
1150-1750 (New York: Zone Books, 1998); also see Jacques Le Goff, ‘Le merveilleux dans I’Occident
meédiéval’, in L’imaginaire médiéval (Paris: Gallimard, 1985), 17-39. On the conception of the monstrous
as part of divine design, see Verner, The Epistemology, passim.
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Figure 4. The Island of Dog-headed Men (Fazirar Sag-sar). Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’ib al-makhlugat
wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudat, courtesy of the Harvard Art Museum, Arthur M. Sackler Museum,
Gift of Philip Hofer in memory of Eric Schroeder, 1972.3.269, fol. 91v.

Figure 5. Maidservant emerging from the body of a fish. Qazwini, Al-Qazwini, ‘Aja’b al-
makhluqatr wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudat, courtesy of the National Library of Medicine, US Army
Medical Museum, Islamic MS P2, fol. 65v.

Yet, we cannot ignore the fact that, from the onslaught of anecdotal material, of
islands populated by dog-headed men (Figure 4) and maidservants emerging from the
bodies of giant fish (Figure 5), the textual universe al-Qazwini tenders before us is woven
together by the power of the anecdote, itself always at odds with reality. Al-Qazwint’s
digression on the nature of wonder is a novel contribution to ‘aja’b-writing. Although he
might come tantalizingly close to a philosophical approach to the causes of wonder, he
evokes such a discourse only to subordinate it within his larger encyclopaedic digest.

The wondrous for al-Qazwini offers an occasion to adumbrate an array of narrative
moments, precisely for the value of these accounts that, as Yaqut comments, could
possibly be true, reflecting the marvellous world of potential. Moving seamlessly from
philosophical allusions concerning the nature of wonder to fantastic tales of monstrous
creatures, al-Qazwini sets out to, above all, inspire in his readers textual pleasure through
a dizzying assortment of perspectives and voices. This, however, must be seen to play in
concert with a larger vision of the marvellous, which consistently confirms that ‘aja’ib are
to be found throughout existence, often dwelling on the margins of the world. Al-
Qazwini turns to the potentially spurious anecdotes of travellers and sailors, just as al-
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Tust and Yaqut had before him, not only to record the accounts of what could very well
prove true, but also to pass on the pleasure such tales engender. The universe of jznn and
demons, or the ominous wall against Gog and Magog at the margins of the map, are
never brought into doubt; for, as those who are well accustomed to the wiles of creation
know, the world, indeed, is a marvellous place.
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