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In the Islamic intellectual and literary tradition, ‘aja’ib (wonder-graphic) texts reflect
the intricate connections among religion, knowledge, imagination, and experience,
playing a pivotal role in shaping Muslims’ understanding of the natural and human
worlds. Despite the significance of this tradition, systematic comparative research
investigating the relationship between worldview and literary style in works from
different historical periods remains limited. Using an analytical-comparative
approach, this study examines the worldview, stylistic variations, and epistemological
functions of the “marvelous” in two prominent works: ‘Aja’ib al-Makhliigat wa
Ghara’ib al-Mawjudat by Zakariya al-Qazvini and ‘Aja’ib al-Buldan attributed to
Shoja Heydari. The research methodology is based on comparative content analysis,
utilizing data collected through archival library research and textual analysis of the
original works. The analysis is structured around five thematic axes: cosmology,
climatology, anthropological perspective, literary style and language, and the
relationship between science and myth. The findings reveal that Qazvini, influenced
by the epistemological traditions of the Middle Islamic period, represents wonders
through a theological, systematic, and holistic lens. In contrast, Shoja Heydari,
writing within the context of the intellectual developments of later periods, adopts a
more empirical, cultural, and ethnographic approach. These differing paradigms are
clearly reflected in the structural organization of their worldviews, their narrative
styles, and the epistemological functions they assign to wonders. Ultimately, this
study demonstrates that evolving historical and epistemological contexts played
a decisive role in transforming the concept of “wonders” from a theological-
educational instrument of contemplation into a descriptive-cultural phenomenon.
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Introduction

The literature of ‘aja’ib (wonders or marvels) occupies a distinctive position within the intellectual and
literary heritage of the Islamic world. Far beyond serving as mere entertaining narratives about exotic
creatures or extraordinary locales, these texts functioned as sophisticated vehicles for explaining
cosmic structure, communicating religious and philosophical concepts, and preserving geographical
and cultural knowledge. Throughout successive historical periods, Muslim scholars employed the
concept of wonders to bridge the visible (shahada) and invisible (ghayb) realms, integrating empirical
observations with theological interpretations and literary imagination. Consequently, the tradition of
‘aja’ib literature provides valuable insight into the evolution of Islamic epistemology, cosmology,
and worldview.

Among the numerous works produced within this genre, Zakariya al-Qazwini’s ‘Aja’ib al-
Makhliigat wa Ghara’ib al-Mawjudat (thirteenth century CE) represents one of the most influential
encyclopedic texts of medieval Islamic civilization. Integrating philosophy, natural science,
geography, and theology, Qazwini presents a highly structured schema of the universe in which
every creature and phenomenon reflects divine wisdom and cosmic harmony. By contrast, the work
attributed to Shoja Heydari, ‘Aja’ib al-Buldan, reflects a different intellectual milieu. Rather than
emphasizing a rigid cosmological hierarchy, it devotes greater attention to geographical diversity,
local customs, human societies, and descriptive observations derived from travel traditions and
regional itineraries. This contrast illustrates the gradual shift in Islamic wonder literature from a
primarily theological and cosmological discourse toward a more descriptive and ethnographic mode
of knowledge production.

Despite the significance of these texts, previous studies have frequently concentrated on manuscript
description, artistic illustrations, or isolated literary analyses. Comparative investigations examining
how shifting historical contexts influenced the epistemological function of wonders remain relatively
scarce. Understanding these transformations is essential because the concept of the marvelous is
inextricably linked to broader developments in Islamic intellectual history, including developments
in scientific inquiry, geographical knowledge, narrative techniques, and cross-cultural interaction.

This study, therefore, aims to compare the worldview, narrative structure, and epistemological
functions of wonders in the works of Zakariya al-Qazvini and Shoja Heydari. Utilizing a descriptive-
analytical and comparative content analysis methodology, the research evaluates the texts across five
interconnected dimensions: cosmology, geography and climatology, anthropological perspectives,
literary style, and the relationship between science and myth. Through this comparative analysis, the
study demonstrates how the concept of “wonders” evolved across distinct intellectual epochs, reflecting

broader transformations in the Islamic comprehension of nature, humanity, and epistemology.

Discussion

The comparative analysis of the two selected texts demonstrates that the concept of wonders underwent
substantial transformation alongside changes in the intellectual and cultural history of the Islamic
world. Although both works belong to the same literary tradition, they differ significantly in their

objectives, methods of representation, and epistemological assumptions. These differences reveal
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how Islamic scholars adapted the genre of ‘aja’ib literature to respond to shifting understandings of
knowledge, geography, religion, and society.

Zakariya al-Qazwini presents a highly systematic cosmological framework in which every
extraordinary phenomenon is interpreted within the divine order of creation. Wonders function
not merely as unusual occurrences but as signs (ayat) that manifest God’s wisdom, omnipotence,
and purposeful design. His encyclopedic organization reflects the clear influence of Greco-Islamic
philosophy, Aristotelian natural science, and Islamic theological cosmology. Consequently, the
marvelous becomes an educational instrument that encourages readers to contemplate creation while
reinforcing religious faith. In his text, empirical observations, mythical narratives, and theological
explanations coexist harmoniously, illustrating the integrated nature of medieval Islamic knowledge.

In contrast, the work attributed to Shoja Heydari adopts a more descriptive and human-centered
perspective. Rather than focusing on universal cosmology, the text emphasizes regional geography,
local traditions, customs, ethnic diversity, and accounts derived from travel and direct observation.
Wonders are presented primarily as remarkable characteristics of particular places and societies
rather than as theological symbols within a universal cosmological system. This shift reflects broader
intellectual developments in which empirical observation, cultural description, and ethnographic
interests gained greater prominence alongside traditional religious interpretations.

The stylistic differences between the two works further reinforce these contrasting approaches.
Qazwini employs formal, scholarly, and encyclopedic language enriched by philosophical and
scientific terminology, whereas Heydari’s narrative style is comparatively simpler, more descriptive,
and more accessible. His attention to everyday cultural practices and local experiences produces a
text that resembles historical geography and ethnographic writing more than cosmological literature.

These findings indicate that the evolution of wonder literature was not simply a literary
phenomenon but also an epistemological transformation. The changing role of wonders mirrors
broader shifts in Islamic intellectual history from metaphysical explanations of reality toward a
greater appreciation of observation, regional diversity, and human experience. Rather than replacing
religious interpretations, empirical perspectives expanded the range of knowledge represented
within ‘aja’ib literature. Therefore, both texts should be understood as complementary stages in the
historical development of Islamic knowledge production, each reflecting the intellectual priorities of

its respective period.

Conclusion
This comparative study demonstrates that the literature of wonders (‘aja’ib) occupies a central
position in the intellectual history of Islamic civilization, illustrating the dynamic relationships
among religion, science, geography, mythology, and cultural knowledge. The analysis of Zakariya al-
Qazwini’s ‘Aja’ib al-Makhltigat wa Ghara’ib al-Mawjiidat and the work attributed to Shoja Heydari,
‘Aja’ib al-Buldan, reveals that although both texts belong to the same literary tradition, they represent
distinct developmental stages in the evolution of the Islamic worldview and epistemological thought.
Qazwini’s work reflects a medieval cosmological perspective in which the universe is organized

according to a divine order, and every marvelous phenomenon serves as evidence of God’s wisdom
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and creative power. Wonders, therefore, function as theological, educational, and philosophical
instruments designed to deepen the reader’s understanding of creation. In contrast, the work attributed
to Shoja Heydari demonstrates a more pronounced interest in regional geography, cultural diversity,
social customs, and lived human experience. Within his text, the marvelous becomes a descriptive
category through which unfamiliar places, peoples, and traditions are documented and interpreted.
This comparative analysis illustrates how the concept of wonders gradually expanded beyond
cosmological explanation to encompass broader forms of cultural and geographical knowledge.

The findings further suggest that Islamic wonder literature cannot be regarded as a static or
homogeneous tradition. Instead, it evolved dynamically in response to shifting historical contexts,
intellectual developments, and changing paradigms of knowledge production. The transition from a
predominantly theological and cosmological orientation toward a more empirical and ethnographic
perspective reflects wider transformations within Islamic scholarship, wherein observation, travel,
and intercultural encounters increasingly influenced literary representation.

From a broader academic perspective, this study contributes to the fields of comparative Islamic
literature, intellectual history, and the history of knowledge by highlighting the epistemological
significance of ‘aja’ib literature. Rather than treating these texts solely as collections of myths or
entertaining narratives, scholars should recognize them as vital historical sources that reveal how
Muslim intellectuals conceptualized nature, humanity, geography, and the interface between the
visible (shahada) and invisible (ghayb) realms.

Future research could expand this comparative framework by examining other wonder-graphic
texts from diverse geographical regions and historical epochs, or by integrating manuscript studies,
visual culture, and digital humanities methodologies. Such investigations would provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the diversity and development of Islamic wonder literature and
further illuminate its enduring contribution to the intellectual and cultural history of the Islamic

world.
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Fig. 1: Flowchart of the research implementation process, source: Authors (Authors, 2025)
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Fig. 2: The original manuscript of the book “Ajaib al-Makhluqat wa Gharaib al-Mu’jud” (The Wonders of Creation and the
Wonders of Beings (Beig Babapour, 2012).

o aS oyl SE Ul )0 din) ceanals 40 (b b asliasy oS ol ()8 by 4 do g o (oledb
39 3t (2 Bols 31 sl e 0l plaze 3LOVA YA ¢y ltoliyen) a0 coged iyl 3 ol g dslllae
Fe5 9 a3 e o (2N sl cad)ls 5l aamze ylse 50 (g8 )5 3yl (odl yied (23l el i
S W 5:80la el 5 (23] (g0 o) e )3 omsrle (5o IS 48 358 0 s ol o 5 055 (o0 et
slaolissls plazeds ol ool 1oyl (2938 15 mslids S ool a8 ay (AR VoV SUS xi )
U 2 cbBslseallplne s 13l o el b sl g B 5 lioy 5 (23] slaip) S2ly ommbs
2 a8 (sl el odgs ol a2 pe 9 anlgl (sSl plite )3 i aSl  (SLatiS pglus gty a5 gdm
Sl ot il (B cpline OLatiS (55559 9 LadSug) i Lo (5500 0993 )3 gy domy slodow
(50 VYAD «05Sp)3)

Cirogi ) gl ol (o3l el 5 cole 835108 4 puasmio (0S5 OLS 0l 53 (g8 S S
2958) LS LS b iyl plas )0 La gl gago ylaaslias 5 juelilxel gladnin 4 ojlsen « cxmb (sl
syols LSL“’L;)-’B S regdle <& youmw Ale (Sloas Chpogi j cdiges (gl (Y VYA cg0lgmyen o5l 5 4
el 05 ATAY (5L olyo) 31300 o0 35 T s baipe 30 eln Jutad 5 Slage (sligly 5 30 s gy 5
e lin oy a8 el (ool (Sle 0)93 51 (3L dShrel g0 o 53 0 g e 0l 53 45 Sl (8,55
(5o A0 i) iy o slacts o 31 i gly o, coxsabs

(Ol s g5 oo L e 31 48 ansl 03, 0t (st golio 31 431 iyl 53 (i e Liions 42 4
228 69l Lol b (O YR 58035 5 )Lt pograllas 0926 (190 g Lol celiir las s
el wbie s 5 S i3 Lo sl 039 395 s clin Jalows 5 s olanlino L golie oyl Sy
ol o diapllas o3 saindlis yol ool a8 015 olaxs] indl claags 51 So 40 jiso o g

L ol bluaslaiegls oliz e cilie olusl s (1870l aliue (5o gl gliddlcolze o)l
FB a5 (B0 calne con juolie (B Lt LS 50 oyt a8l oo LES (opiasd )3 s iyl 252
3ok 50 &S (2938 (e b dnlie yo .0l (e (slacily) 5 gy «lol b o Bl ey o (sladasdle
Ol cplrs 5l 0as gy a5ud )3 a3 o s (Sl 5 (Sl @ a3 b s )3 1) St jal cplge
i sla (Siag 9 (e pgs) oy ogeds i lSe o 1y 45 5 g0 0023 (R diges



7l

[ 1660 | W dylecis | £V JLus | 31| Yoo I/

oSl 3o (sLaoyg 53 (20l g cale L )85 3t 51 (DL olySise b Jg25 (ol a5 5505 15 B
u_bs s aseus Jlusous 4sbolis) oK_",lg)J Kyde> &bu.o )_,l oladdlcolxe gl.:fﬂ Sl ey
53 (IHP) ( oMol o (clavdsens duwior de gasmo 43 At oyl .l oduusy o 4 (DLME) (o3l
Yl 395 e 0 (S0y Lili Yde gl (LS ol dastine (1500 5 998 0 (6)10855 3)ls)la o851
V)5S diumuiS ol jo a8 Wil oo domiio YAY | S g Sl Lol dseis 1o LS ol cloas slias cowl (S5
33 Sy gl o Ognin lddlcglxe LS as dens «olS ol b o s 4S5 9 958 0 bl 0
ULM; dgdone dwa&Wﬂ dg>g0 eledb] g o Lg)lv\.e‘i} ) C)‘)—..’l u"\)-**ﬂ LS')?-“’ U“'b‘"’ 4_,l.>ul45
ol 2 SlodynS iy L Oly rmmas 98 g 0u5lo B CLieS sy (as (B )3 dses (ol 4S w0
BoliS (ol )3 39250 ad A5 (a1 Loges <o joistine (sl gy <o) o2l 51 ol 48,5 50

.CA.M}‘ ol 0)'3 )‘)_.é )))' 9 DLL-M’ &gl:é k.i"))a O.I.o 9 odud &)&_3

.(.))‘5)[.% oKisly AJlDuLS) ul..\.l.lelD:G ULSUIA$ FE] \").a’m.a
Fig. 3: Manuscript of the Book of Wonders of the Worlds (Harvard University Library).
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Fig. 4: Indian and white elephant in the book Ajaib al-Buldan (Shoja Heydari, manuscript).
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Fig. 5: The elephant in the book “Ajaib al-Makhluqat wa Ghareeb al-Mu’jud” (The Wonders of Creation and the Wonders of
Beings), (Beig Babapour, 2012).
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Fig. 6: An example of a bird mountain in the book Ajaib al-Buldan (Shoja Heydari, manuscript).
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Fig. 7: The bird’s appearance in the book “Ajaib al-Makhlugat wa Gharaib al-Mu’jud” (The Wonders of Creation and the
Strangeness of Beings), which is called the Hanging Night (Beig Babapour, 2012).
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Table 1: Comparative summary in the section on cosmology and ontological system (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 8: The constellation of Vulture in ancient Greece in the book Ajaib al-Makhluqat and Ghareeb al-Mu’jud (Beig Babapour,
2012).
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Fig. 9: Sample of colored fabrics in the book Ajaib al-Buldan (Shoja Heydari, manuscript).
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Fig. 10: A view of a merchant traveling to China in the book Ajaib al-Baladan (Shoja Heydari, manuscript).
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Table 2. Comparative summary in the section on approach to climatology and geography (Authors, 2025).

Sy gl T3 295
e gy g ol e (2285 Sl | (M-Sl il 5 ugmellar olul yy pulbledn yoaldl s (slise
Whlpdye Sl oy O 9 Coamb o pslansl S Ll & oSS g9
plad glacyly) 5 (pased Shalie w8 oo plie 5l J&5 Losls g5
ol b S5ye8 cils pllss §) it oSy | gllud] loga s olSyls
sl s (Ko clacydly oy 20 (ol ieS plas Cogls S5 Ll i

2 e 54 395 (3 ald (clipler cods 53 Lidlar (chgi 4 i pleT o g gz 5
sl i o jrbaa aS WS e sl ]y B paye (g LU (lo Slis SO i (gyaus glos 4S s
el (Kb g s

] 19y sl g abee

L;&)—A—Mf@?‘ (VY :\\”\&))_Aa_} ju.nfd_, ol 099 u‘g“"’ u9_a_§.o C_’L.A O Lides S>> )_:| :_a_Jb)b u_u9).9
] o.))_gdj.a.b Lso\)_wl ‘_y’)—id l_: |) w_,.ml.a.o u_»l 903y 0y p 5@.:)‘9 uwﬁ_;.o.lb_» )l_a.‘— oole u—’l’%’ (9o )l
el dgpeine JalS (lgmdl LS yo sy ale oSl laceciils Ul 3ol gas (6yoidnpili copuis o
Bylao Coyla po ) 095 slacaly) el g ols (Lt g pooled (69,509 caolio ol 3l oolizsl jo 2958
it (5 gl a8 Wb iSu ol Jodo (0 (YO YAY (L laelyes) a0 alh) auld s 00
LngLg)l.)).)\)Lo.: Lgl_>d..:9 g,uw;‘ u—.")‘)—:‘:“‘gﬁ )SDJLM: 9‘ u_jb) ub) ! 03905 Ls‘o.));'_wf oo lasw! ul_’lf))l.,
29 d> gt A5 9 WS B(OYR0) oSy 310 e Lodady ogale g (ins hnogi do codznn
odisled 938 S (lg5 o o 3 Lii gy oL 31 auS e dliwl 095 sases clialie 4 dylye (65l
(Aag) duy>y odisles la o ) (gyd gl ( Jolie 10 .(FO YD (jns) cowl oa”h_"u,:, laelizsls
@glas ol ol 00,8 dlaie] puditime (sl )8 s colamlive 4o ( cosdB (5o o 4SS slad 45 casld
oS golio (0oLl diojl (2938 slacelyy (ilieli)ls (core ladely La gy 5 olis 5o
slaasl L gollas g (59)d plors] o gite i ()i gloeds Gl )liS byl aS Jl> jo. ol
L) w)_i; e d5_>u DM.)uLm.: uaL.Q.: U"’] (VYY) L;S._\SLS’.,&_M))_‘QJ)‘ (FY Y0 ‘U9SL)"))) Cow! L;DU)L»
el ol cole ciiw yo Glash pagie

_ 0 Kt 8 e 5 gl
L oalll cp g8 SO gune plgieds o8 5 yiinydl coSs 5l glaslias (lyie o lusl (Ol K ole g0 5
e 5 Sl T oo 08T ol gl o8l ol s 09500 53 Ll g o 2losjb o5 Saimpd
5 e (BB ] pales el gylil AL 566 polis Lo a5 (Marvels) b xS «opmgyl 400 51.0)1 395
il S wlas b s 0 LI Ll e ig3d o 53 -(VY0 Vo0 cygy)) it (i3 s (5l jionsy
8l (slade) A8l o (b g (Sl colxe Glaie (ol 500 o b WSglas ol )35l (BT e gine
o 33 iy sl ey 1o 40 Oograntn a5 5 ¢ Jolin 530S o mlyd (pma g 0 o W) Jl
(FI Pl pdiane gl (slards el diges (1ol )2 29 o0 (2ol Comn 090 5 oy <Py S
Y1y oBoly 2 Loyl lslscallcplns )3 (cigd )l il el g (Sanyd slacglis o 4 LI



re

£

I YoV [ ol s 53 colne (Bym0 058 5 (S50l 3o 0oy S g 3155 530S |

a5 bl colun 5 3B calae ;5 b gl | b coloxs 31 gl 9 13S0 1S s plas 45 ls]
cedls duw&o calun bl ASuLo..MJg ) ol ol L5'99l>°° 9‘ LS‘)-’ L] A.)‘.A.’L;o )_i) Coawyd ol)
(O YAF oS98, nnics 5] L5 4 _38) €cem] i gy conSin (slmatilLits

St gl 4L Sl Laosyty Ly 45 Coloxe o gz (sl 45 a3 o sLas sBus oy
slaply hls 40,8 o oy (2 oliwls 31 ol cnlne Loy ol 51BN s g il o 1S
O Ly 1 48 (63,0 8)Lyd Bgyme liwsld S5 50 it (GBS Ly o )8 5l 5 52 (BN

(Yo rplod) g 03 o3 555805 [alob 5 cunl sl dguw 0 J> y2 10 (S5 a8 Sl by

u_w‘)5_>uw))| oS cuLw| L Lr"’?)g ol Ll Al u_B\Ab-I 9 u—*")?‘T d>g cstw‘ﬁ) &9 L)—’I)‘)
35 e gloc Jolis 53 51 e 335 Jgtaws cbolie vb g o)) i 51 (glaid o | oLl
AL sl (S et 12 4591 5505 0 (o golye 40 5225 9 pelilib sl (215 gladdlcplne
230 0yLayd igas (sly 290 plocsl sl L sl eyie do (Sihyd oS sy dislo (sdnds pogin o]
P 9 (0 D (]

5 1S o allil 55 55 o 0 5 S (S35 s iz b 515 S5 ) 55 9 3y 45 sl onsy oo 0y

HOFeF (B85 (b b sl 3,85 (0 3 bl ghbzes .Y Jgda
Table 3. Comparative summary in the anthropological perspective section (Authors, 2025).
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Table 4. Comparative summary in the literary style and language section (Authors, 2025).
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Table S. Comparative summary in the section on the relationship between science and myth (Authors, 2025).
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