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AL-QAZWINI'S ‘AJA’IB AL-MAKHLUQAT WA GHARA’IB AL-MAWJUDAT:
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The collection of illuminated manuscripts at the St. Peters-
burg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies has in its
holdings a lavishly illustrated copy (D 370) of a cosmo-
graphic work ‘dja’ib al-makhligat wa gharda’ib al-
mawjidat (“The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of
Existence”) by Zakariya’ b. Muhammad b. Mahmid al-
Qazwinl (ca. 1203—1282). The manuscript is dated by
988 /1580. Al-Qazwini's cosmographic composition is an
example of what happens when scientific knowledge is com-
bined with a sense of adventure and of a creative imagina-
tion. Indeed, the book lives up to its title. Anyone with an
interest in nature, dreamers with fantasies about far-away
places and the rare creatures who live there, anyone inter-
ested in astronomy, the planets and the sky above, or even in
angels — all will find much to enjoy in al-Qazwini's work. It
is, therefore, no wonder that such a composition of great va-
riety has been copied over the centuries, beginning in the
mid-thirteenth century. Furthermore, as one would expect of
a treatise that deals with vivid literary images, its rich and
varied illustrations bring to life wonderful creatures and odd
beings. The main purpose of this paper is to introduce in full
the manuscript and its illustrations to the reader [1].

The famous Arabic cosmographer Zakarlya’ b. Muham-
mad b. Mahmid al-Qazwini [2], often compared with such
celebrated authors as Herodotus and Plinius, was born in
Qazwin around 1203. Although Arabic may not have been
his mother tongue, his family was of Arab origin. During his
life he visited various places, such as Baghdad, Persia and
Damascus. He encountered many famous figures such as Ibn
al-Athir and Ibn Sa‘id al-Gharnati, an Arab philologist and
geographer. In Wasit and Hilla, al-Qazwini was a gddr under
the reign of the last ‘Abbassid caliph, al-Must‘asim. After the
capture of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258, al-Qazwini had
turned to science, research and composition.

Qazwini's works, particularly ‘4ja’ib al-makhliigat wa
ghara’ib al-mawjidat, often mentioned simply as the
“Cosmography”, greatly influenced the world's outlook of
the Muslim Orient. Until recently, this work, known in its

abridged and expanded versions, was one of the most popu-
lar books on science in the Islamic world. It belongs to the
mirabilis genre which includes literary works containing
tales about rarities and odd nature phenomena [3]. One
finds in them a description of the planetary system, as it
was known in the medieval East. Usually, such works in-
cluded tales of astonishing phenomena and facts that were
conceived as the “miracles” of the world to serve as a key
to understanding the world's wholeness, as well as its place,
role, and predestination of man in the universal hierarchy.
The entire multifaceted world, from heavenly luminaries to
minerals, plants, animals and man — the crown of creation
— was presented in these works as a “miracle”. The study
and understanding of “miracles” was the basic task of man
on his path to intellectual and spiritual perfection. At the
same time, the discovery of various “miracles” ( ‘aja’ib)
and “signs” (ayat) was aided by codices and books contain-
ing “miraculous” information. The work by al-Qazwini
represents the fullest and the best literary embodiment of
the theory of signs that rests on a philosophical interpreta-
tion of the Qur’anic text (41:53). It is a complete and
seamless description of the universe.

The meaning of the word ‘gjiba (Pl. ‘aja’ib) is ‘won-
der’ or ‘miracle’. The term ‘aja’ib, as is found in the title of
al-Qazwini's work, suggests information about extraordi-
nary monuments, realms of nature, and meteorological
phenomena. This information is based on both Greek and
Islamic scientific tradition. The word ‘aja’ib in the Qur’an
refers to the marvels of God's creation, and, indeed, in an
introduction to his work al-Qazwini defines the terms mak-
hlitg (Pl. makhliqat) and mawjud (Pl. mawjidat) as God's
creations: everything that exists (mawyjid), except for God,
is created (makhligq).

Al-Qazwini gives exposition of his views and his
“statement of purpose” in an introduction to his work. Ac-
cording to him, man, endowed with reason and a desire for
knowledge and spiritual fulfilment, has thus been singled
out from animals. He can find in each phenomenon and in
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