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Preface 

The subject of this book is an Islamic metal tablet from the 
thirteenth century A.D in the possession of the British Museum 
(Department of Oriental Antiquities, lnv. No. 1888.5-26.1; bought in 
1888 and formerly in the collection of M. Posno) . The device has 
frequently been cited and photographed, 1 for it has been much admired 
as an outstanding example of Islamic metalwork. Descriptions such as 
"astronomical tablet," "astrological device," and "prognostication table., 
have frequently been applied to it, but a few references1 have accurately 
noted its true nature as a device to be used in connection with the 
Islamic art of geomancy, 'i/m al-raml. This study is the first to 
undertake a detailed investigation of the tablet, since only the tablet ' s 
maker and date have heretofore been published. Our analysis endeavors 
to examine the tablet in the context of geomantic theory and practice, 
requiring consequently a careful reading of the tablet's numerous 
inscriptions and a comparison with Islamic geomantic treatises 
circulating at that time. 

Although geomancy is a form of divination that was widespread and 
popular in Europe during the medieval and Renaissance periods, it is 
relatively unknown to Westerners today. Frequently it ·has been 
dismissed by scholars as being of no Slgntficance but only a rather crude 
form of doing astrology "without stars," and in particular a way to avoid 
the astronomical observations and calculations necessary for casting a 
horoscope. While it is true that geomancy's materials are humbler, 
bemg simply dots customarily made in the dust of the ground or on a 
piece of paper, it provides opportunities for extremely involved and 
varied interpre tative procedures. 

The neglect that this subject has suffered may owe partly to biases 

1
LtVOI"1.. 1878·"'83-784. L.tnc-Pook . 1898 .:\4 and f.tnng pi.Hc: Wtct ct al., 1942:XJ. 135 

no. 4202. R.trrcu. 1949 \ ii. "ii •• mtl pi~ 16 .tnd 17. Ri~:c. 1953.230. Verhoeven. 1962:62 
llhotograrh. Ar.tmm llantlbook. 1968:42 (lhntogmph. Brono"5ki. 1973:167 color 
llhntogr.Jph ~cc \1a) cr. 1956:69 for " li ~t of other bncf l"ll:ttions 

1 Ptndcr-Wil~nn. 1976:93. Maddt50n and Turner. 1976 110 (unpublished. a revised 
\er\lon or whtch "ill appear in the forthmming Rc(l(.'riOtrt• b} Bncu>. and Maddison) 
There IS a passing reference in Gunther. 1932.1. 241. which obvious!) refers to this device 
although il is no t pecific. 
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against such "pseudo-sciences" that seem to have been prevalent 
among scholars for a considerable period. Ridicule of such practices is 
not conducive to sound research into these areas, and, consequently, we 
believe that for our purposes the question of geomancy's ultimate 
validity is totally irrelevant. An attitude that persistently focuses on the 
intrinsic truth or falsity of geomancy can only obfuscate the 
investigation of questions which still need to be answered regarding the 
origin, diffusion, and structure of the process. It is to be hoped that 
researchers, in addition to ourselves, will seek to solve some of these 
problems. The geomantic figures and the way they are combined to 
obtain the design that is interpreted by the geomancer are interesting 
from a mathematical point of view, and indeed this aspect of the 
structure of geomancy has recently attracted the attention of a few 
scholars. The tablet that we describe in this volume predates all but a 
few of the manuscript sources relative to geomancy, and for this reason 
we believe that our study of the device may prove to be of some 
interest and value to fmure researchers. 

The generous assistance of many persons has helped make this study 
possible. The authors are particularly appreciative of the help of R. H. 
Pinder-Wilson, formerly of the British Museum, now Director of the 
British Institute for Afghan Studies, Kabul. The interest and 
encouragement of Francis Maddison, Curator of the Oxford Museum of 
the History of Science, was also valuable as was the inquiry of Otto 
Mayr of the Smithsonian Institution National Museum of History and 
Technology which initiated the research. We also wish to acknowledge 
the help of Claude Audebert, Thomas G. Penchoen, Seeger A. 
Bonebakker, and Ismail K. Poonawala of the Gustave E. von 
Grunebaum Center for Near Eastern Studies. UCLA, and Father G. C. 
Anawati, Directeur, Institute Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales, Cairo. 
who were kind enough to read critically the interpretation of some or all 
of the inscriptions. In addition Fedwa Mahi Douglas of the University of 
Virginia was helpful in obtaining copies and information on several 
items in Paris. All errors and misinterpretations, however, are the 
responsibility of the authors. The support furnished by the von 
Grunebaum Center for Near Eastern Studies at UCLA for the 
examination of the Near Eastern manuscript collection must also be 
acknowledged as well as the courteous assistance of the staffs of the 
Special Collections, UCLA University Research Library. the University 
of Oxford Bodleian Library, the British Library Department of Oriental 
Printed Books and Manuscripts, the University of Cambridge Library, 
the Princeton University Library, and the ew York Public Library. The 
photographs of the device were generously supplied by the Department 
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of Oriental Antiquities of the British Museum. Finally, the authors wish 
to thank Malcolm Kerr and the editorial board of the Studies in Near 
Eastern_ Culture and Society Series for their interest in this project and 
in pa~trcular Teresa Joseph for her assistance and advice in aU the 
technrcal aspects of producing this volume. 
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1. Survey of Islamic Sources and 
Traditions of Geomancy 

The art of divination kno" n in the West as geomancy appears to be a 
distinctly Islamic development which later reached the Byzantine and 
Latin worlds. The term "geomancy" comes from the Latin word 
geomanua.

1 
pos ibly first used b} Hugo Sanctallensis in the twelfth 

century as a translation of the Arabic term 'ilm al-raml 'the science of 
sand'. the mo t common name in I lam for thi an.~ The origins of this 
syste m of divination prior to the Islamic era are hrouded in various 
traditio ns. The most common traditional account places the origin of the 
art of geomancy with the archangel Gabriel (Jabrii'il) who taught the 
practice to ldris.

1 
ldris in turn taught Tum!um ai-Hindi. another legend-

I b idorc of Sc1ille !d. \ n 636) u..cd the term r:comumm m hi~ Elmm/ogJarl/J/1, l1b 
\Ill . 1\. 12-13. ~here he ute-. the Roman ~c·hol;tr \ .1rro (d 27 11 < ) as saying th;ll 
d11 m.lllon \\a' d1\ 1d.:d mto four ~:aiL gone mrre~pnmling to the four clements. e;1rth. 
"·IICr •. ur .md fire. I arm tlrut tf,.·murmu" quumu1r t \W .t:t'llt'ra. tcrrum. t•quum. cu-rt'/11 t't 

'X'Il'" l f/,, gcomunllam. /n,/mmanuum. ut·romw/IIUI/1. rnmnwmJum "'' wm. Of these four 
di\ IO.IIon an~ nnt1 h1drom.mn . ho~eH·r. ~~ .1lluall1 de'>cnbcd b1 Isidore. the other 
thrc.: - geomanll.t. ~er~m.mua. ,;nd Jl}rom;mlla-bcmg .comcd to m~plctc the par.tllcl. In 
an} .1-.c. the usc of the term t:t'()IIIOIIIIO 10 th1~ mnte\1. -.omcumcs 101erprctcd .1s 
dl\mauon from earthquake' or other geologll".tl phcnomcn.t. has no ~:onncction with and 
'iCC OJ IO h,l\0.:: had no m0uo.::m·c UJl()n the htstor~ of the hl,tmll" dtl IO.JIOr~ arl '1/111 al-rum/ 
Wh1Je llugo Sanctallens1 lllugo nl Sant.1llal ~orl.10g .11 Tar.uonJ 10 -\mgon ~a. likcl} the 
lir~t to Ux th.; term K<'OIIlll/1110 for the 1\lamll form Of di1 inJIIOn 10 his lrJnslaiiOn Jnd 
abruJgment of an Ar.1b1c tr.Jct. hi-. light!~ ~oungcr contempor.tl) Gerard of Crcrnona lc-.1 
1114- 11871 al-.o tr.tnslatcd 1010 laun a Lll,.•r de -.:•·omcwut· (<;ee Sudhoff. 1914·99. Jnd 
<•rant. 1974 381 If the IOCIJlll (c,tmlatcmll meld g1~en fnr the translation b) Ger.trd 
;IC."':Ofdm!! to the li~t of work romp1lcd b; h1s \ludcnt' al Toledo IS correct. then one of 1~ extant m<tnU5lTipt \ ·ers1ons Jllributcd to Hugo (Tan ncr~. 1920:403-409: \1e}er. 
I897·248-2SOJ nta} 10 fact be b~ Gerard of Crcmona Sc1eral m.tnusmpls Jre cxt,mt nf a 
latin geom.Jntll' tr.u.:t based on. ,m Arabic one b\ >\latrJbulucus I Abu Sa'id ai-Tarabulsi. 
~~ _teacher nf the renowned m;~stcr ai-Z.m:ili?L ~e~ T.mner}. 1920:324-328. 339:344 .• 10d 
T J 403. lla.<;km\. 1924.78-79. For funher d•sw~ston of 1;mou" names of the art sec 

tl?nel) . 1920 318-411, e p. 318-329 

\a · ? thcr terms ~ere OCC<l!.IOnJII~ emplo~ed JS ~ell. wch as rtarl> al-roml "the stnl.ing of 
~d or J..lw!.' al-rom/ ' I he li nc of sand · 

For the 1mpon.mce 10 I Llm1c thought of the .m:hangcl ( ,;tbncl. "ho 1<; the bearer of 
rc\ c latinn, _ ~PJlCanng 10 the form of an ordinan m.10 to ,til but the Prophet. see Pedersen. 
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ary figure "er} frequently cited b} geomantic authors.J A certain Khalaf 
ai-Barbari the Elder is aid to ha\ e been a contemporary of the Prophe t 
Muhammad and to have traveled to India whe re he lived for 120 year . 
tudying thorough!~ the work of Tum!um ai-Hindi . He i said to have 

gi, en , when he died in \ D 634 ( \11 13) at the age of 186, the book of 
T u mtum to hi pupil, a shaikh Na .ir al-Oin .ti-Barbari the Younger. 
· F;om the l.nter a serie of master and pupil is traced ' until reaching 
Abu Sa'id ai-Tariibul i~ Y.ho in turn Y. a the teache r of the 
acknowledged ~a ter of geomanc} , Abu ' Abdallah MuJ:lammad ibn 
· thman al-Zanati. o thing is kno Y. n of the latter· life, but his name 
would eem to indicate that he wa from the North African Berbe r tnbe 
of Zaniita. It i certain, hO\\ ever, that he lived before \ D 1230 ( \I I 

629) . for he is ci ted as an authority on geomancy by ' Abd ai-RaJ:lmiin 
ibn 'Lmar ibn Abi Bakr ai-Dima hqi beller known a ai-Jaubari. The 
latter, at the request of ai-Mali k ai-Mas'ud of the Anuquid dyna t}' 
" hich ruled pan of D1~ar Bakr, the upper ba in of the T igris, from -\ D 

1222 to 1231 ( \ 11 619-629). wrote a treati e- on all the fraud . 

f:i. If. Jo:!-31>4 Th.: n.tmo: IJrh ,, proh.tlll~ tn .n.: u.kn111io:J \\ tlh th~ B1bhl.tl Encxh r.11ho:r 
lh.tn ""h lkrmo:-. T "mq~t'IU' . ... .:.: \ JJJ.t. Et Il l 1030-1031 •• md Ibn KhJidiJn. 19b~a 
1. 2~9 n 345 ldri "·"' .J lnmmnn n.tmo: In \\h1,h 111 .tllnhulo: .tuthnnt\ 10 Cl<:cuh Jnd 
ul\ n.llon -.uh)O:lh .. tnd · ffO:ljUO:Oih l: ICu ·'' .tO ,JUlhnnh nn g~nm.IOt:). ,1, 0 ( hfnrd. 
Bnuk1.10 1 hr.m. \I\ \ •,,b 1 3o. anJ \I~ \ l,,r,h !lb. &rl n lkuhlhC ~t.t,thhlbhrHh~.:l.. 

\r.1h. \I\ 4200. ,1nJ P.m .... BtbhnthCI.JUC ,,tunn.tk .• trabc \I. 2631 Jnd Jriihc \IS 2b32 l-or 
th, f.:gcnll •f hJri' .1nd <•.tbrid and th.: '•1gm nf g.:nm.tnl\ ... .:.: JI-J.mtMri. n d k.t 
19181 o0-62 (,.:om.anlll tr.:.tlt c~ OU',l~tOOJII~ ,.,, ... ,J, .mlhnrlll.: ... lkrme' !e.g. P.tn~. 

B1bhnth.::qu.: '-.tll<m.th: .. tr.Jhc \ I\ 21>97 uem II J>tfllcm~ C.: g .. 1 nndon Bn11'h L1hr.1r). 
Or \Jn.tn.: \ I\ :!6501 .tnd the rroph.::t Dan1d kg .. L th -\ngo:f.:,. l( LA :>..:ar E.t~tcrn 
( .. n Q!l \1\ 88l In the ~.he of D.tmo:l ... orne cnt1ro: trcat1~c, .1rc .l'>l'fth.:d '" htm. ,ut:h ·" 
Knm.:. B1hhnt.:<..1 \ ttll.m.t. -\r.tb \ IS 1101> 1tcm J. London Brll"h Lihr.tf). Or \IS \ dd 
9- 02 ltn 1 url-hhl. \ 1cnna. '-.tllon.tlbthhnlhd.. ucm 9. .tnd B.::rhn. D.:ut-.<hO: 
\l,l.tt'>hlhhlllh.:l.. Turl. \ I 15- lh.:m 7 

J \ lh.:m1t:.tl. l.tpld.tn .. md t.th,nMntl \rJhll tr~.Jil'.:' .tr~ .tl....o .tllrthutcd If> lhh figure 
\.:'- Jl.tuh.:r. 190945--4~2 .md (,nllfllhd I<JIO . .:oh ~b-bl 1-nr . 1 ... uggO:,IInn nl .1 f'O>'Ih!.: 
~onlu,1, n h.:t\\o:.:n llmdi .mil 1-rm/a,; lgo:nmcto:rl ...cc ( trra J.: \ tU\ 1920.303 ~cc .tl,n 
So:1g n. l'rJ II -119 . • nd Lflm.mn. I'HL19R-2Q9 ll.srlnt..r m .1 h.•<>lo. rC\10:\\. 190- IT'· 
1"9. -.uggc'" tho~l Tum!um m.t~ h.: tlfcnufio:J ,..., K.~n.tl. .. h 

' J-nr ... nmo: ,,~rounh nf th.: .:.1rl~ m.t'>tCr' ..,._.'- Kkm·f'r.ml.c. 1973·21>-JS .• wd L1rr.1 de 
\ tU\, 1920 30J.Jl)2 

Jk " .tn .tulhor frcqucnth quoted m the gcom.tnllc trc.tthC.., .• md ... nm..- ''nung' 
.tllnhuto:d '" h1m ,trc C\1.101. -\ trc.tll"' .:nlllkd Tl.umawr ul-lu'ud ul-mo!J<uhhrf 'm• al· 

mrmitl li af-l>mrilrm •Hr <~1-alo.Nid h c\l.tnl IP.trh. Btbltnthcquc '-.tllon.llc .• tr.tbc \ IS S J.t 
fnh, 110'-119~) Pan .... B•bhnthcquc 1\aiiOOiile .• tr.th.: \IS 21 16. rnl., 112"'-113~. ~onl.un ... .10 
111/li:a (dtd,tdll pncml under hi., nilmC. \1 htk f-,t:on.tl M"> .trab. 924. tnl' 9 -13 .:nniJtn.., J 

.:hapto:r (f(l\/) lrom" geomant~<· trall b~ .11 T.tr:ibubi \lgter-,. Btblinthcquc auon.tle. \1 
1531. wn"·.,t, ot .1 trall b~ <~1-Tar:-tbuhi redone b\ Abu '•\hdall:th tbn Jl jrun .ti ·S~,i. 

- J.. utif• u'-mulo.lmlf Ji J..a,hl ul-awlr. l·a 19183 <icc .tho de C..OCJt... 1886·48)·489 Fnr 
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deceptions, and charlatans he had encountered while traveling 
throughout the Islamic lands, in which he ci ted a an authority on 
geomancy, after Tum!um, a i-Zanati. Shaikh al-Zanati is cited 
extensively by almost a ll later geomantic author . and treatises under 
his name have been often lithographed in Cairo under various titles. s 

There are intimations in the names of the e legendary and quasi
legendary figures of a possible Hindu or Berber origin of the art. The 
possibly legendary Tum!um ai-H indi 1mplie an early co nnection with 
India, while the names of Khalaf al-Barbari, Na~i r al-Din ai-Barbari. ai
Zanati, and presumably also Abu Sa' id ai-Tarabulsi indicate Berber 
connections, and indeed the re are pu rported Berbe r names g iven along 
with the Arabic names fo r the basic geomantic figures in e veral of the 
extant treatises. These terms, however, appear to be more frequently 
incorrect or simply uninte ll igib'e Arabic than actual Berber.~ The peoples 

the hie or .ti-J.mbJri ...:l. Brod,clmann. 1!!98-1949 I. 497 .tnd ~uppl I. 910. and Brnt:l.el
mann. Ell. l 02b The trcathc b~ .ti·J.tubari dr .... ., not prc...cnt J dct.ttkd d•scus~1on of the 
method of genm.tnq Jilhnugh 1 doc' gi\C an ll'l<~Unl nf the lo:gc:n!Lf) ongtn\ of the ilrl. 

The~ te\h .tr.: r.tr.: m \\ e .. km hhr.mco, There .trc '"o lithographed \\Orl. qu11c 
d11fcrent m t:ontent .• tllnbutcd '" .ti-Z.mati, one of "hllh "cntuled uf-4q~>ul ul-mar{liru !i 
uf~! J.um al-rumfiru h-1-\lu.IIAI. ur-Zimuti li ·,,, ul-rcmrl I Pk.t'>~ng Statcmcnb on the 
Gcnmanltc Pnnctrk~ .,f Sha1l.h al-7...tn-ti ,·nn..-crnmg the -\n nl (,cnmanq l. a mp} i Jl 
the :'\cv. York Pubhc L brar~ Th ... '"tnnJ lrO:.tlhC ,, lllkd Allilh a/-Ju~l li ll}lil ·,1m al-raml 
'u/iJ !wlo.m ul-qa.,.ii 'u/ J/'(]~fitu al-u/ri.Jtu !The C'h.tptcr on lh• Pnm:1plcs of the An of 
Gcomanq B.tsed on the >\ uthortt} nl the Ongmal ldri\t.tn Pnnl'IPI<:'>I b} Shail.h 
Mul)amm;~d .tl-Z..mati .md \\J rnntcd ,c,cral umc~ m Cmo "uh ~light \JriJIIons: one 
cOp) dated "11 1280 ( 1863-641 is at the '-c"' ) orl. Publll' l1brJr} .• mother dated \ 11 1345 
11926-271 i'> a1 the EL·ole " JIInn.tlc de~ L.tngucs Onent.tk \ 1\Jnte in P.tm. dnd d thmJ 
und.ttcd at Pri nceton Lnl\cfSII} Ltbrar) Sec &n Choa1b. 1906:62-71. for ,t ~umm.tf) of a 
pnnted te\1 wn h the -..tme tllle a~ t he 'c.:nnd v.or~ but wtlh rcm.trJ..abl~ d1ffercnt contcnh 
Y ct ~urpnsingl} fc" manu~~•tPl'> .trc t:xl.mt of J go:om;tntK lre.ttt~c aunbutcd to ai-Z.m:lli 
Su,h manu-scrirt~ a\ali<~blc to the rrc~cnt .tuthor .... a "ell J.'o the numcrou., quol.tllnn' 
.trrcaring 10 the l.trge number of later t:nmril.tllons. <;cern to ha'e hlllc if an} relation to 
lhc printed IC\ IS. Thu, the c tabh.,hmcnt of thl. prCll...C tdcntll} of tho: ongtnal trcall~ b~ 
ai-Z.tnati 1\ not at all rcriJIO at thts f'OIOI The J\JIIable manu-scnpb containing treatise, 
under the name of ai·Z.tn.ili "Cf( E~conal \IS ar..tb 924. fol~ I ·13 . Pdri . Bibliothequc 

at1onale. ambe MS 2131. fnl~. P 6"-J81 . .trabc \IS 5014. fol.., 1~-8. and arabe ~1S 2758 
foJ., 104 · IIOh ls.ttd to b.: b} -\biJ 't:thm.in .tl·l.Jn.itil. t"'n K.tr,hiJni m.tnusmpt Jl 
0\ford Bodcltan l 1braf). ~IS Selden '>Upcnu-. 14. fols 110'-194~ .• tnd \IS Selden upcnu-. 
IS. fnl~ 4J h-79b and 89h·IS3. and tv.o Turl.l'>h manu'>mrh .tt Copenhagen. Kongchgc 
Bibhothek. Or 1\15 23 . .tnd London. Br111 h Ltbran. Or \I Add 5983. fol... 8' -14 
Momc1(. 193J :Iig. 7 bct"cen pp 86-87 (sec .tl ... o I'P. 88-95). rcprodu~·ed a p.tgc frnm .t 
Sudanes..: manuscnpl lprc~cnt ICJ(<~IIon unl..no"'nJ nl .t tc\1 ~t .. ucd to be b} .ti·Zanjti The 
Pille I rerroduccd more dearh m Ibn Khaldun. 19b7h 225. tig 7 Lrnfonunatel} it \\ .t'> 
;mi'IO'>sibfc fo r u 10 C\.tmmc the folio" ing m.muscnpb C.urn DJr JI-J..utub \ IS '5sh . 
~nbul. Nuruosmani)e \1S 3638. \1'i 3639 . .tnd \1S 3640 (In Turkish ) . ..tnd Topkapt 

~.J) I. o\hmetll l MS 1603 .• md Rabat. ;~1-Khll.in.t ;tl-'.imm.t. \1S 2611 (1678Dl 
Dr Thomas Pencho.:n. Profc..,,or of Berber .11 the Unt\Cr,it} of C.tliforma. Ln., 
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of orth Africa were well known for their mastery of various occult and 
divinatory practice . The Zanata tribe. for example, practiced 
progno tication by the in pcction of houlder blade (sc-c~pulomancy, 'ibn 
a/-aJ..rii/) .1" It i not out ide the realm of possibility that orne orth 
African people dtd in fact develop such a system of divination as 
geomanc~ . but on the o ther hand the l\1aghrib might be a reasonable 
Mea to which to attribute the de\ elopment of an art ,.,hose origins had 
become obscure by the time it wa committed to writing and which may 
in fact have originated in the pre-Islamic Near East or India.' 

Somewhat out ide the above traditions is the attribution of a 
geomantic treatise to the Imam Ja'far al-~adiq who died in 'D 765 (-\H. 

148L the last Imam recognized by both Twelvers and I ma'ili Shi'ites.11 

\II an} tre.ui es on di\ inauon. magic, and astrolog} have been, perhaps 
incorrectly. attributed to him. and he b considered the teacher of the 
alchemical author Jabir ibn HaH·iin known in the We t as Geber.0 

Although the geomantic tract ma} not be b} Ja'far al-~adiq and his 
name i eldom cited in later geomantic treatises, the allribution does 
rai e the ros ibilit} of there ha'"ing been some relations between 
geomanq and the lkhwan al -~ara· (the Brethren of Purit}). a sect of the 
I m~i'ili who were mstrumental in the early propagation of astrology and 

-\ngd, -.. h.,, l..m.Jh ,llllh.:tl 1h.: "'·<"O.tlkd lkrher h:rnh .:mrln~ .:tl m ,om~.: nl I he g.:«'m . .tnlic 
tro:.tlhO:"> 1" d.IIO: nnl.l riOt: nf lh.:-..: rorl>mi n.lmt:\ lti/lritf 'Jl,llh' U\O:U lnr lhO: -\rab10: tariq 
"htlh h,,, lho: ,,,mo.: m.:.mmgl can h.: 'l.tled \\llh terl.tlnt~ w he BcrllCr but lhh ">.tnle 
\\Of.J 0\l!,!hl ,(,n !J.: IOierpr.:telf ,1\ .t \,tn,tnl Jr>rm ol f>urhf ""hKh 1\ ,10 \ r.thll lcrm or 
l'o:r,t.m <~ngm r.:h:rnng to 1h.: lnuri.:r '' scm «'f mule-. "r hor-.o:-. -.1.111oned .tt ~:.:n.un 

tnlo:n.th r .. r tho: tr;tl'l">llllrl of ..:ouner-. .md m.:-.">..gc<. -\nnth.:r mJ~ pn-.-.tbl~ bt. from J 

lkrt'll!r n>< I ( I ( .trr.o do. \ .JU,. 1920:3 13 'lnr.: -.h.tll be ...attl nt lh.:'c lo:rm-. .1 ""ell "' of 
, ,,n.mh o l tho.· 'maN lam' 10 ·' tnnh,.,mmg 'tud~ t>~ th-: pr.:,o:m JUthnr-. nl lho! 
lo:rmmnl"g~ o:mt>lmo:d tn gcom.tnllo. m.mu.t), 

'" D"u11.:. 1909 Pnllto:r. 1939115. \l.trgohoulh. 1911 81 6-1\1 
1 he '' ' ro.t m"mltil. I"' '>tllll m.:.tnmg 'dl\mo:r n ">.tnu.' o.:.ur-. ·" .1 pcr-.nn.tl n;tme. 

o:uho:r ·" . 111'"'' do.•n, .:.J ln•m hh lr.tJc. ur prco..:do:tl ll~ 1fl11-th.tl 1">. p.1r1 ol the umuh nr 
l"t nl .mo.:o:,lnr,- n '"lco:n rre-1-.l.trntl 'i.tl.ultl •n-.nlpttnn' S.tlatll<. gr.tffit i tn a 1\lorlh 
\ r.ohl.tn tlt.tkll h ...... l">.:.:n lounu '" . . 1171 J_l.trr;J .. md Lcja ca-.t nr n .. m .. -...u, .IOU d.tlc from 

tho: thml to tho. ' "'h o. .. ntuno:' \ [) ~cc ll.1rdmg. 19~1 287 
11 \n tm:umpkt.: m.mu...:npl " cxlanl Prmo.:o:ton Um~.:r-.11~ Ltht.tr~ . (,.1rre11 Coli. \IS 

92"1 1547 I II .;; fr t, ( ,uth.t. ThurmgNh.: Lmdc-.hlbhmhc!.. JT,tb \IS 74 :111 24h contain 
. 1 -.hnrt dt'lU"'>IIlO nl g.:om.tno.·\ ,tllnhuto:c.llo J.t'l.1r The Irati lion of J'lrtbmg the nngm-. of 
go.·nnunn tu J.,·r.tr 1 -):tdlll " ·'' ,1111 pre\,tknl m nmetcemh-c.:ntur~ E."l -\fric..t lrom the 
lnllr•111nc ,l.tt.:m.:nt nl Rtt·h.trJ r llurtnn· "'The Ar.th\ o.all 11 El RJml. .md J\lrtbc 11\ 
pro:,o.•nt iorm lrt tho.. lm.tm J.t.tf.tr ..ti·''J.Jutl... among~! th.:m 11 '' .t romkrnu' -.IUu~ o.~mnco.:ted 
·'' u,u.tl \\llh .t-.lrnl •·g~ ·· !Burt• n 1856.5'-5bl 

I '>co: Ru,l...o. 1924 211-29 .md lloc.Jg,nn. D ·'. II. 374-375 The b.:,t f,;nm1n and mn~l 
.wthnrll.tlll<: tr.:.ttt...: nn 'nrukgo:. nl lb.: t~p.: t..nm1n m lh~ \Jushm E.t">l ..t"> Jlil-lllima. i> 
1h.1t "hto.·h guo:, undcr th• n.tmc nl the Imam J.t l.tr .1!-)adu.t 'iu \1J..-..:. £1·'. II. 760-761 
\o.•o. .tlv• I hto:d .tnu ' nung. 1976 2'1o-307 
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numerology in the Islamic world. 14 A treatise attributed to Ja' far al-~adiq 
on the divinatory practice of jafr is included in some of the modern 
printings of one of the ai-Zanati texts mentioned earlier. 15 

In addition to the writings of the authorities mentioned above, there 
were other sources of knowledge concerning geomancy which were 
available in the Islamic world by the middle of the thirteenth century. 
one of the great codifiers of geomancy was ' Abdallah ibn Ma~luf ai
Munajjim (the astronomer) who lived before A.D. 1265 (A H. 664) .'6 His 
treatise, which is quite extensive and detailed, is extant in several 
Arabic manuscripts. 11 The great astronomer, mathematician, and 
philosopher ~ir ai-Din ai-Tusi (d. A.D. 1275/A.H 672) , who founded 
the famous observatory at Maragha and wrote prolifically in both Arabic 
and Persian, also wrote on the art of geomancy. A small Arabic tract 
under his name entitled ai-Risala al-sul[imiya ji kho!f of-ram/ (The 
Royal Epistle on Geomancy) as well as a lengthy treatise on the same 
subject entitled simply Kitiib .fi 'ilm a/-ram/ (Book on Geomancy) are 
extant. ' Furthermore, several Persian treatises or parts of treatises on 
geomancy by N~ir al-Oin ai-Tusi. as well as a Turkish version are a lso 

14 So:~ 1\.IJTijUCI. [t', Ill. JQ11.JQ7(l, .tnd asr 1964 25-106. 
'' .t1-7~tn;"tli. \11 1280 118631 ~c.: ;~l\o F.1hu. £( II. 375-377 
'' f'.thc.l. I 966.201 n 4 In the ~·nlorhon to 1""0 l\lanbul manU\lTIJlh (E'>.tt Er \IS 1988 

anc.l R.I),:IJll' 1\1\ 9MI lhc ""be ''"'.:" lh.u bnlh of these l'OJlle\ "'ere m.tde from a cop~ 
ducd \II 665 1\tl 12651. henco: lhn Mahfltrmu<;l h;I\ C ltvcu before \1) 1265. 

I I n-. \ ngclc-.. U( I A 'car f ." te rn (.nil 898. \f~ 129. Oxford. Bodleian Libr..JI'). \fS 
1\r.th f 36 .• snd \1S \ l.tr-.h 216 Mano.:h.:-.le r. John R~land, libra!') . ArJblc \1~ 373. 
R1rmmgh.tm. '>ell) O.th . Wi 19301911 I. Duhhn. Chc-.lcr Beall} . Ar.tbtc \1S 5273: Scrim. 
lkut-.l·hc SL.wl">bihliothck .• 1r.1b M\ 4200; 1\t;mbul. F\.tt Ef MS 1988 .mu RagiJl P MS 
%4. I' 110.1 (litnl..tpor.:l. Khud.t B.1l..h'h OnenlJI l'uhhl Llbfiil'). Arabn: 1 2487. Cnro. 
l>.ir .tl-t..utuh. '1.1\ 4473 Th .. U\Ui!l 1111.: nf the lre;ltl\e 1 "mJll) Kmih li 'tim al-mml. but 
at'l'flrdmg In l_l:111i Kh.tliLt. 11135-1857 no. 11365. anu I"-O manust:rirts (M.m~hc-;ter. John 
R) l.tnll, .\r.lbtt: II. IS 373 anti <hlord Bodlo:1;~n 1 thr;~r) \1S Arab f 36) the 111lc i' 1\uiil> nl-
11llltl a/Jwl (or ul-mmhullml.a I fi 'tim al-mml ' Ole lhJt the <hrord. Bodle1an Libmn . MS 
\tJr-.h 216. 1-..:.tr-. I he tIl l.: A IUih h111:lmu ul-timul li ~mti '(I/ ul-raml "a wq.,.im ta{lat~·llf a/
'"1 ktil ~~~~ ul- 'ultima <Th.: Dc"rl. of I lope\ concerning the Art of Gcom.mq anu the 
"'·ho:m.t nf I tgurc-. ;tnc.J \ llnbuunn' of 1\lcamng,) h} Abu a~r 1bn Tarl):m ,ti-FJriibl. on 
I h.: "·"" n) "hll"h II h." b.:cn .tllnhul.:u tn tho: lenth-1-·eniUI') phllo,orhcr ;~ I-F arabi Thi .. 
·•llnhullnn ,., lO:rt.unh '""'rr.:cl. lor the manu .. .:npt " d.::trl~ .m ml·omrlcte O.:OJl} of the 
lrc.ul,o.' h• 1hn \1,1hful 

IS \l~il!r'>. filhhc.tlh0:ljUo.' '\,lllfln,tlt: \1\ I'JQ. lnf-. 2'ih-27 ,IOU f'rtOl'CIOn. (,arro:ll 
( nllcttt .. n \ r.thl<" \I\ 27411 lnl-. 3 "-39 . ,·onl.un tho: ,hnrter lr.ll'l v.herca-. '1-lumo.:h . 
ll.l\uNht.: \t.t.t1'1hlhhnthcl.. . . tr.tb. \I~ 880. 90 ln l-. . 11rc-..:nt., tho: mnrc C\len,l\o: ""nrk Sco: 
Mu,Ltrn, R.ll.llt. '>h 1335 [19561 57-58. ami '\.M. D.SB. '(Ill. 50 -5 14 
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found in libraries today, 19 and he is occasionally cited as an authority on 
the subject in later compilations. 

A knowledge of geomancy is also to be found in the writings of one 
of the most celebrated theologians of Islam, Fakhr al-Oin ai-Razi who 
was born in A D. 1149 (A.H. 543) at the Persian city of Rayy.

20 
In A.D. 

1178 (A H. 574) he composed in Persian an encyclopedia of Muslim 
sciences, Jiimi' a/- 'ulum, for the Khwarizmshah 'Ala' ai-DTn 
Muhammad ibn Tukush who reigned from A.D 1199 to 1220 (AJ 1 596-
617}. This treatise contains a section on the science of geomancy. 

21 
In 

addition, an extant Arabic manuscript concerned in part with geomancy 
and a didactic poem (wjiiza) on the same subject in another manuscript 
are both attributed to ai-Razi. ~2 

There is a small text containing some geomantic material which has 
been printed several times in this century and which bears the name of 
the well-known ninth-century astrologer Abu Ma'shar ai-Balkhi, known 
to the West as Albumasar (d. A 11 272/ :>. D 886). The booklet is entitled 
" Book of the Meticulous Investigator, the Greek Philo opher known a 
Abu Ma'shar the Astronomer" (Kitiib al-mu(1aqqlq al-mudaqqiq ai
Yuniini a/-failastif a/-shahir bi-Abi Ma 'shar ai-FalaJ...i). 21 No treatise of 
such a title is attributed to Abu Ma' har in the medieval biographical 
dictionaries. ZJ The printed tract appears, with one important exception, 

19 For eJo:ample. 0\ford. Bodleian Libr.tl") . M~ I .tud Or 313 Int., ..,~ · 77~ .md \1~ 
Walke r 55. fols 41 ~ -47"; Paln<t tBanJ,..tporcl. Khud;~ B.t"-h'h Onenl<~1 Puhhl I ibr.tl") 
Persian MS 1066; and Madra~ . C...owrnment Orien l.tl !\1.mu,L·npl l tbr.tn Pcr'>t.m ~~~ 509 
An Ar.tbic lr•m~lation by· Ahd ai-:VIu~sin A~mad thn .tl- \l.thdi nf p.trl ol .1 l'cr,t.tn lr<~Lt " 
at P.tris. Bibltothcquc 'allo nJ ie. arabc M<; 2716. fn l'> 113"-118" \ TurJ,..t-.h tran ... ttllon 
(from Ar.tbtc or Pcrst.m? l o f a length} tr.tll b' a:-ir .1!-Din .11-Tthi nn gcom.m.:~ " .11 
Hamburg. ~t.tdtblbliothclo.. MS Orienl. 253 lnliil. rot-. 41 ~- 163h 

20 For his life .md \\filing.~ sec .".nJ\\,111, [/!_ II. -51-755 \ trc;Ht~t: on gcnm.tm") '' al..n 
.tllributed to the lhcologt.tn and philo'Oilhcr -\hu l_l.tmtll .tl-( , h.tl/:tli ( I .111n \lg.ttdl "ho 
dtcd m 'u 1111 (' 11 50Sl. the. tr.:ah~c ~~ e\tant .11 lkrlm. lkut,lh~ \l.t.tl ... hthhl!thc"-. 
arab \1S 2404 If tht'> 1 .t \.tlid .tllributton l\\hKh .., unhlo..:h l. 11 "nuiJ h.: ••nc • I the 
e.trhc-,t lonfirmcd \J.th:' fn r a gcom.tnlll trc.tlhC \1-(oh.tll:li h." h.td .tllrthutcJ 111 htm 
..orne \Htttng'> on number '>} mbolhm .md m.tgt~ -.,qu.trc~ . ' \\ c.. II . .., 'omc dc...trl' 'punou' 
akhemtcal tr.lll\ \ cc llrol kclm.mn. 1 898-19~9 I 426 .tn<l \ upt>l I • ..,55 t lim nn 
1972.227 .md 274 -\hrcn-,. 19)1:203-m'> .md .tl-(ohM/:tli al--tutciq l•.t 19'731 
~~ ai- KCt7i. hu 1323 (190Sll· I 7.t 9 Cf l.l.iJJi Kh.llil.t. 1!135- IR-1 n" 39.2.3 
1~ FlorenL·c. Btbhothcl.t L turcnlian;t. Or ~1\ 329 .md .10 umi:a 10 Knmo.:. Bthltntc<.t 

\ J IIC.tnJ •• tr.tb. MS 1106. tot~ 131 -136~ 
1~ 1\bu M.t'~har. '11 1323 II 9051. other printing' \\ Cf~ m.1d..: m Curo. 'uch a\ '11 132 

(19101 ~cc ·!1\o 1-addcgon. 1928:150-158. \\ hn dm:-., not. hn\\C\t:r. mcntton II'> gee nMntJc 
cont~nh The .1ppro.1Ch to gcomanq in thi' \\orl.. ''an unu-.,u.tl one m the hl.tmtl' "orlll 10 
that the 16 geomantic figures are dbt:u~cd c \clu\ivel.' m rclauon 10 the 1 :2 zod~<~~:al 
houses wilhout an} use of 1he customar} geomantu.: tableau 
~~Ibn al-l'<adim. 1871:279. and 19'0:11. f>'\8: Ibn ai-Qtfli. 1903 15-t See abo 
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to be identical with Abu Ma'shar's tract "On the Nativities of Men and 
Women" ( Kiriib Jiili · al-mauhid /i-1-rijii/ wa a/-nisii') in which each 
zodiacal sign is discussed along with its three decans ( wujiih) . The 
printed booklet. however, has an additional paragraph on a related 
geomantic figure following the discussion of each zodiacal house in the 
section on_ the nativities of men, and these extra paragraphs are not to 
be roun~ tn the manuscript copy of Kiriib Jiili' al-mauhid /i-1-rijii/ wa a/
msii' whrch the present authors have examined.~~ The author or these 
paragraphs was clearly well acquainted wilh the sixteen geomantic 
figures and the various meanings and attributes attached to them 
allh?ugh the details of the procedures for forming a geomantic figure or 
castmg a tableau are lacking in the treatise. Since the tradition of the 
text . of Kitii~ Jiili' al-mauWd /i-1-rijii/ wa a/-nisii' apparently varies 
constderabl} m some of the extant manuscript copies, 211 the text and its 
relation . to the . printed pamphlet deserve further study, while the 
manu cnpt ver tons of other treatises by Abu Ma'shar should be 
searched for geomantic references. 

There are onl} three knO\-\n references in the geomantic literature to 
Abu Ma' har a an authority.~· All of the e citations occur within 
discussion of trictl} astrological material and relate to his mastery of 
astrology rather than to any geomantic wisdom At this point, then, it 
seems that the geomantic references m the printed text are 
interpolation b} the modern editor and inventor of the fanciful title 
and that Abu Ma'shar rna~ not have been a possible source ro; 
geomancer . Consequently. a final assessment of Abu Ma'shar's role in 
the diffusion of geomanq. must await further investigation. 
. Of the writing just discussed, some are not very detai led in their 
m~ormation regarding (ri/m al-raml. and orne. such as they by asir ai
Dt~ al-Tusi, mtght not have been available in Mosul opposite the ;ite of 
anctent inevah on the upper Tigris in the fourth decade of the 
thtrteenth century. when the geomantic device which is the object of 
th1s study was executed. o doubt, in the first part of the thirteenth 
century _there were additional sources for the knowledge of geomancy, 
whose tllles and authors are not kno\-\n to us today. The device studied 

Bro.:kctm.mn 1898-1949.1. 221. .md Pmgree. DSB II 32-39 c-.11 p. 38. "ho aligned I he 
~tnte~ tr;1c1 "nh .1 \\ nrlo. cntulcd Kuiih al-malnilid af-_,m:hir fThc Sm;lll BooJ,.. of alh-itu~sl 
~lh '' not C\1.101 IO<it} m m.mu~.-rtpl\ of th<~l tit le 
• Lo., Angel.:'>. UCI :\ ' c.tr E.t~tcrn Cnll 898 MS 60 
2' Ullm;mn. 1972.322 n -t . • 

l' P;~n-.. Btbhmhcque l"ationale .• 1rabc \1S 2730 ((",1rra de \ .tu'-. 1920:302 n I) An 

l"-r<~btl gcom.1nlil' trcau~c O} 1\bu "AbdJ!Ijh Muh.tmm.td ibn lla-.m 'Ali ibn Muh •mm·td 'tl-
akh - . . . . . .u • • 

An m1 .tl~~ndalu" (wnuen m 1292/1875) a l<>o me-. 1\ bu r-.tt 'sh:tr ;ts an authority (Los 
p gcle<,, UC I A 1\ear E<~stern Coli. 898. MS 618. fol 2 ') Abu \ofa'shar is cited a wcllm a 
ro\en~·al geomanuc treathc \\rtllen .tbout \ ll 1330 . ..cc ~1cyer. 1897.262. 
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here contains some features apparently not found in extant Arabic. 
Persian, or Turkish writings dating from before the middle of the 
thirteenth century. It seems clear that the designer of the instrument 
was quite familiar with written treati es on the ubject of geoman~. for 
in one inscription he has the device ay of it elf: ··from my intricacies 
there comes about perception superior to books concerned with the 
study of the art." 

In view of the confused and no t overly large corpu of geomantic 
writings prior to the fourteenth century,!~ this intricate device prove to 
be of considerable importance for the hi to ry of the occult sciences. 
complementing its value as a fine example of thirteenth-century I Iamie 
metalwork. In addition, the tablet it elf i a unique concept in the 

1 Lot bool\ th.ll emplo) the g:eomanll< figure~ h;tiC nnt been mdmktl 10 the ~umnu~ 
Of nuten,il i!l,lll.tble On g:eOmilnC) 10 the lhtrleenth .:enlUr) Oc<,IU~~ the~ ;~r.: ul .t ICr~ 
dtlf.:rcnt lorm ol geomanq .tnd not 011 .til hlo...:l1 to h.11e mnu.:n.:.:d th.: m.tlo....:r nl lhl'> 
d"'"" Th.: gcom.tnlll lot book'> .tre geom.tnll< m n.1mc onl~. lor th.: h.t'>IL prr~<.etlun:~ .tn. 

dtiT.:r.:nt Th.: m.:thrxh employed tn the lot honlo..' do not m.tlo..~.: u~ ol l.tblc.tU\ .md 
<;ometim.:' not c1cn ol g.:um.tnti.: figure~ In 'nm<.: nl th.:~e methr h doh 11crc m.tt.l<' .11 

r.mtlnm .tnd then th.: number tli1 id.:d h) 12 " th the r.:m.tint.lcr !!'' mg the p.tg.: .tnll hn.: 
"here th< ·'"'"cr Ill the inqui~ "tulll b.: gl\en lor ,,n, nne ol .1 h~t ol 1-+4 tjUc,llnn' 
Three Turll'>h m;mu-..:nph .1r.: e\l,lnt nl ,u.;h geom.tnll<.: lnl txw•b 'uflprhcdl~ 11 ntk·n h~ 
· \bdull;th tbn -\nh lor -\nil lor lhl ctghth-<·<.:ntur~ < thph ll.irun .ti-R l'>hid II nndnn. 
Bnu~h L tbrar~. Or ~t\ ll.trl 262 .. tntl Or \1\ ll.trl . 552::! .tnd \ 'tenn;t. ' tt1nn.1lh1hhothck. 
Turkl'>h I\IS 15091 CnmllJr.:' the ,,Ud) of r "· 1956. llhn h;~, ctlllet.l .I medi.:'l.tl G erm .• n 
lnt honlo.. 10 "hn:h one of the ~•,teen gcom.tnt1< Figure' h produret.l tn determmc lh<.: 
.mwer For a lh'>t.:U.,.,IOO or LillO geom .. tnllt.: lot bonk' gomg under the n.tm<: of \lfodhnl. 
~.-e Thornd1le. 1927 326-331. 1929·90 .. md 1945:88-'ll l or,, ,tud~ nl \r,thtt lot honk~ 
.tnd lh.:ir rel.llton to "Ltbcr -\lf.tdhnl" of the I .tttn tr.tdlltnn 'ee the 'tud1.:'> nf Kunlll'>t·h. 
1 968·297-31~ .• md 1969 667-672. ~<ho .trgue' th.tl ,u,h treathC'> dn not pred.ttc thL l\\ellth 
ccntur) Kuntll"'-h docs not di,,u,~ thc pro.:..:dur.:-, for dctcrnunmg the ""~".:r nnr Ju~·~ 

he mention .10~ mnncuwn "ilh geom.mn . 
\l,n m the da,, of lot bclftk there ,hould b.. pl.t.:.:d the ~11-l',ill.:d "m;mu.tl nl 

gcom.mq .. cnlltlcd the 6(ll·mm·mtmll' b\ Bcrn.erd \tl\c~tcr nl Tour, \\nll.:n 10 th<.: 
t\\.:lrth l'Cntur~ Thi' lre .. tlhC. "hilh h< .u:tu.tll~ cdit.:d rtth<.r th.tn .•uthnred htm,clf. doc' 
not ,-,,.,t .1 genm.tnlll' t.tbleJu or .:1cn one g~nm.mll<' ligur.: hut de..rrinc-, .. 1 prlll·eJur.: for 
,dtiOg Jo"n pniOh .11 r.mdom. di11d10g h) - •• 10d U'>tnl.! the rcm.undcr to ~.ktcrmin<. the 
·'"'"er ,clell.:'d from thc lot honl. ~.:e \.11orclh. 19'9 283-3~2. Thnrnt.lile. 1929-195 II 
110-123 .• end Je.tuneau. DSB II. 21 -21 Th, Chlnrd B<•t.lk1.10 l1br.tn. \I\ Dtgh) 46 .• 
rnurt.:enlh·l'Cnlur) l'Ofl) nl th.: L\(ll'fi//1<'1//Ufll/\. h.!'> ~ct lOin I he 10~1dt.: I ront t.:m .:r of I h.: 
1nlume l\\1> mlerlod.ing "nod.:n I.'Ogg.:d "he.: I, "llh t".:nt) ·Ctght .md th1rtccn l.:clh. b\ 
"hi<h on.: t.:.IO find a r.10dnm numb<:r. rJthcr th.m h) munting r.tndom po10t' Th1' Ltthcr 
mc,·h.101t\tl "-a) of obuining .1 number'' IC~ dtlfcrcnl m pnnuplc lrr•m lhc tkl.:rmm.tt1nn 
nl thc geom.mtil· figure., on thc dc11<·e b~ Mul).tmm.td 1bn Khutlulo..h Jl-\1.tu~tli no" .11 the 

Bnt"h \lu~um 
Th.:rc i~ ,·nn~tdcr.tblc confu,inn in mut·h n l thc lit.:r.tturc. holh pnm.tr} .10d ..ct.:nnd.tn. 

bellle.:n the l·ounttng of i>Otnh ;tn) um.: the) h.l\ e b<:cn put Jm, n .11 r.mdom ;tnt.! 11 h.tl 
on.: m1g:ht <'all the ~.b .. ~tt·al I) pc of 't/m al-raml . .:nn,hllng nf th.: ~i\tc.:n ll0'>'>1hle 
gcnm.mtt<' figure., "tlh the produ..:uon ol,t tablcau rrnm thcm a.;c'orlltn!_!. In prcn'>c rule'> 
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history of geomancy, since the re seem to be no writings before or after 
this device containing any mention of a mechanical contrivance for 
establishing a geomantic reading and supplying information necessary 
for its interpre tation. There is no o ther known geomantic device from 
any culture remotely similar to it. N 

It does seem likely that a dust board was e mployed by some 
geomancers. for the word taklu occurs frequently in geomantic treatises 
where it could mean either the abstract ixteen-place tableau or a dust 
board on which the tableaux of geomantic figures were produced.m The 
word rakhr occurs in medieval Arabic mathematical writings as a term 
for a small board lightly CO\ered with sand in which one could mark 
down numerals and then erase them by smoothing over the sand or 
dust or by covering it with additional dust. 31 It is entirely likely that such 
a board would have been used for marking down the geomantic figures 
until paper and pen later becat.te sufficiently available to replace it. The 
several reference in AI{ laila wa-laila ( The Thousand and One Nifdus) 
to a geomantic tablet used with a stylu of bra to form the figures is 
probable evidence of the early use of a dust board or tablet, although it 
is possible the references are later interpolations into the stories. l) Such 

~ Trcalt'>C~ \\NC al'n IH111en 10 Pcr-1.10 r•n 'tim u/-rmnl. llut m Per.,;m th.: "ord rami 
~~ta giv.:n " scmnd me.mmg It ..-:tmc to bc .tpfllll:t.l to th,· thrn" mg nl d1t"C "h1ch "er.: 

frequent!~ strung tog.:thcr tn group~ nl four \~.:e ' ""'"· Et'. II . 761. .md 1\.I.,,..C. 1938147 
I Engl tmns 1954 2491 Thi'i form ol d1\ m.Hann " ,, 1\ pc nl lm t~"llng rd.neJ to th.: \tmn 
or d.i<.'>lt':ll anuqutl) The dll'c "ere not m<~rl..cd '" ·" to rrr"fu<·e .1 gcomanll.: figur •. and 
I hi~ lorm of di1 m.1110n h:h no rd.llion "uh 'lim al-raml '>u~.:h tOni u'>ton in thL u ... c of th.: 
term rami for the ;~rt nf gcom.mq .tnd for ;1 form nf 'Orlllcgc cmpln} 10)! dtl'C hiL'> 1.'.1U.,Cd 
~uch crror'i a~ that of 'a~r 1976:107 "ho l.tbd' ,, phntogr.tph of I\\Cl ,ct~ nf ,ut:h dtt·.: ,,., 
~ lno;trumenls used 10 g.:om,mq .. furthermore. th~.: urt:ul.tr pl.ttc pu:turcd b} '-a~r m the 
\olmc rhotograph ,1., annth.:r g.:nm.mll< m-,trument '' 10 rc.1ht) unrel.n.:d to mml m .:uh.:r 
SCn'><!. but rather 1\ a pl.llc do~.:!} r.:'>l!mbltng tht b.t<:k "' .1 ,omp.t.,., u~.:d for findmg the 
qtlola the direction to" :trd \1en:.t Th.n h. th.: pl.1h.. g"c' the n.1m.:' nf 34 c111cs .md the1r 
corre<;pondmg dir.:t:unn' and m!uriil. "hll'h " th<.: angle "nh refcrcnt·c to \fct:.:;a "h1t·h 
&111~ the devaat1on of the d1rcc11on ol gaze frnm the nnrth-~uth line Such a plate j, u~cd 
nc;:,•hcr m •;tm ul-ruml lg.:oman<·~ I nor 10 .,nrulcgc \\1th du:c 

E & • Lo, ngd.:\ UC L \ '\.:.1r El'>t<.:rn Coli 898. \IS 88. p 31 U'>C'i the t.:rm rul.lu 
-tlalh )OU marl \\llh a ~~~ lu~. mi1• ont:c <"alhng 11 tul..lu la11f1 'du,thn.trd · In the '"" 
attnbutcd In <~1-Zaniiti entnlcd A' 1iil> ai-Ja\1 ti 11\lil 'tfm ai-ruml the 1\ord 1\ more 
~ . . 
requcntl) uo;cd for the romplcted -.1\lc.:n-placc t.tblcau of genm.mtit ligur.: ... from "hich 

lhe read10g i~ dem.:d I.JI-7 .. m:ui. '11 1280 (I 63):18 .md 25 el p.1'>"mJ. but 11 1 also u~d 
: 3 tablet or sand ( wJ../tl 111111 a/-rum/1 on "hKh ) nu m.1rJ.. "11h .1 't~ lu,. qalam. the rm• of 

1
!\ .J~d foro: I h.: lir~t four figure; Cib1d .. p 241 

So Kush)ar 1bn labb;in . 1965:5-6 cl pa\,am; <-..ud.m 1967·91-163 ,and 113-293 Sec .tl-,n 
UtS~t. E/1. Ill. 468-469. "ho wggc-.1'> th<~t tht: tablet rna\ not net·e"·'rih h.11.: b..-cn 

lll\Crcd with du~l but r.llher t.:Oiered "uh d,t, 10 "hi<h figu.r.:' c·nuld h.11.: b.:en m.trlo..,·d 
and erased b\ a Sl\ lu• · )2 • - , , 

1\ rollcctton or r\r.1hlt' 'tones ~omprt'>tng Tlw Tftllll'>LIIItl our! Our \ 11:''" :'PJlC·tr-. In 
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a tablet or dust board is quite different, however, from a device 
designed to generate the geomantic figures mechanically, which is the 
nature of the instrument we are discussing. 

have formed about a Perstan frame\\ork and to ha'e developed \\ith man} additions from 
,,mous locauon from the ninth and tenth centune 'll. taking final shape m the 
thmeenth centuf) I see Lilt mann. £1!. I. 358-364) -\ tablet of sand f taf...l ll rom/ or taJ../11 

al-ram/1 .md a !>t} Ius of brass (qalam 111111 mt(till ) figure prommently m the StOf) of Ali 
Shar and Zumurrud 020-326th mght. All lmla ~<a-Im/a. '11 1279 [1862):11. 196-198 and 
200·203~ 1962:111. 1436 and 1464-1474). A g1ft of a geomanuc sand board of gold ltaf...hr 

rami 111111 tlllalrobl i mentioned in the tale of Qamar ai-Zaman (202d night. All /ada " ·a
fa t/a . , 11 1279 11862):11. 18: 1962:11. 1234). The tales of Jauda the Fisherman. Shimas 
and Jali"ad. Gharib and his brother Ajib. and Delilah the Crafty also mention a geomanuc 
dustboard or tablet ( ee Rescher. 1919:36-38! Whrle the practice of geomanq pla~s an 
1mponant role 1n the tory of laddin and the Wonderful Lamp. "h1ch ts not usuall} 
grouped a~ one of the Ambtan ight . a tablet 1> not pecJficall} mentioned m the tale. 
de,pne Bun on· u..e of a geomant1c table m the Enghsh translauon CZotenberg. 1888: II . 
62 63. ,6_ and Burton. Supplc>memal \ tglttl. n .d :Ill. 68. 156-157 and 179-1801 

2. Principal Method 
of Casting a Tableau 

In Islamic geomancy, divination is accomplished by forming and then 
interpreting a design consisting of sixteen positions, each of which is 
occupied by some geomantic figure. This design is referred to hereafter 
as the geomantic tableau. The figures that occupy the firs t four positions 
are of primarj importance in constructing the tableau, for they 
determine the occupants of the other twelve places. Consequently, the 
formation of the e first four figures, called the Mothers (ummohtu), is 
of great significance. Ordinarily each of the Mothers is made by marking 
in the du t or sand or on a piece of paper four horizontal lines of dots, 
one row below another. Among some practitioners of geomancy these 
rows of dots are made by the per on eeking advice or the answer to 
some que tion. whereas in other practices the diviner or geomancer 
bemg con ulted puts down the marks. In either case it is always stressed 
that the dots hould not be counted as they are made, but rather the 
hand should make the mark while the conscious mind is totally 
absorbed in reflection on the question or problem. 

Since there are four Mothers to be formed, sixteen rows of dots 
must be made in all. After this ha been done each row is examined in 
turn and the dot are grouped in patrs so as to find whether the row has 
an even or an odd number of dots. If the number of dots in the row is 
even. then that row is represen ted b} a pair of dots; if the number is 
odd, then by only one dot. In this wa} there is obtained, for each 
Mother. a ven1cal column of four marks, each of which is one or two 
dots <see fig. 1 ) . 

The four geomanuc figures thu formed are then placed side by side, 
INith the fir 1 one on the right. the second one immediately to the left of 
it. and o on. From these four Mothers occupying positions I through 
I\' in the tableau, the remaining figures in the tableau are produced as 
follows (see fig. 2) : The figure for posnion V is formed by taking the 
lop row of marks m the Mothers from right to left and writing them as 
a column from top to bonom. The ones for positions VL VII, and VUI 
are obtained similarly by taking the second, third, and fourth rows 

II 



12 1 Principal Ml'thod o.l Casring a Tableau 

'llll 

• • 
• • 
• 
• 

.. 

------·---- --. ..-.-.--......-- ...... ______ _.. ___ _ 
____ _.. ____ _ 

.- .... ...-----________ ..... 

..... ..--------
·------ -· 

..... - - -- -· -· - -·---·._. ----___ _____ ,.. 

_.- - - - -· - - -·-------..- ___ ....__ 

---- -·--· 
Fig. 1. The formation of the fir t four figure of a geomantic tableau 
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Fig. 2 An example of a complete geomantic tableau. wnh Roman 
numerals marking the number of the position or house. 
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respectively, in the Mothers, always going from right to left, and 
turning them into columns. The figures thus produced and placed in 
positions V through VJII are commonly known as the Daughters 
(banar). 

For position IX a figure is produced in an entirely different way, for 
here onl} the first and second Mothers are used, and they are in a sense 
"added" together. Starting with the top row the marks of the two 
figures are combined. If the sum is even, then two dots are placed in 
the top row of the new figure: if the sum is odd, only one dot is put 
there. By adding in this way the dots in the second row of the two 
Mothers the number of dots for the second row of the new figure is 
determined, and likewise the number of dots for rows three and four. 
All the remaining figures are formed by combining a previously 
determined pair of figures: for example, by adding figures in positions 
Ill and IV we find the figure for position X, the figure in V "plus" the 
figure in VI yields the figure for XI, and so forth. Finally, when one has 
obtained the figure for position XV from those occupying positions Xlll 
and XIV, the final figure, the one in position XVI, is found by 
combining in this same manner the figures in positions XV and l, and 
this completes the formation of the geomantic tableau. 

The device that we are examining was designed so that it was 
unnecessary to put down the sixteen rows of dots as the first step in 
finding the four Mothers. Instead it is clear that these four figures are 
obtained by moving the four curved slides which are located in the 
upper righthand portion of the face of the device (see pl. 1). 

Since each geomantic figure consists of four marks, and each mark 
consists of either one or two dots, there is a total of 16 (i.e., 24) possible 
figures. Each figure has a name and various meanings. Furthermore, the 
geomantic treatises give numerous alignments between the figures and 
such items as the planets, the zodiacal signs, the four classical elements, 
parts of the human body, and so forth. These alignments play a role in 
the interpretation of a particular tableau, but the alignments and 
interpretive methods vary considerably from author to author. The 
sixteen figures are described in Chapter Ill, where the name of each and 
the unique alignment of the figures found on the device under 
COnsideration are discussed. 

There are sixteen positions or "houses" (buyzit~ sing. bait) in the 
COmplete tableau. Although there are also sixteen different geomantic 
figures, it can be proved that it is impossible for all sixteen figures to 
8PPear in a tableau. ln other words, in a properly drawn tableau some 
figure must be in more than one house. Another feature of every 
COrrect tableau is that the geomantic figure in position XV is an even 
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figure -that is, the figure must have an even number of dots. 
Observation of thts property of the tableaux was stated by Arabic 
geomantic writers a early as the thirteenth century, and furthermore. 
they gave argument explaining the reason for this characteristic.' 

Because of the method of combining geomantic figures as used in the 
production of figures to occupy houses IX through XVI. de cribed 
above, Islamic geomancy has a pronounced mathematical tructure. In 
fact, the set of all sixteen geomantic figures form . under the ··addition·· 
process. an algebraic structure known a a finite commutative group. 
Although the 10pic has been relatively ignored by histonans of cience, 
some attention has recently been given to it by ethnologists, and there 
has been an attempt at a tructural analysis. h would eem, however, 
that there is still a cons ide rable a mount of re earch to be done before 
much of a definiti\e nature can be said regarding the tructures 
underlying the practice of geomancv .' 

I for n:.td.:r' JOh..r.:,h.:d 10 Ol.lthcm.tlll.ll pronb r•l th.:'.: prnp.:rll.:' 'CC' J.1Uhn. (l}f>() 20-
23 .mc.l 2~ 

~ ~ ...... Po:dr.u11. 19""2 1~6-ll'ol .. tnt! lh.: mnnngr.1ph h1 lh.: I r.:nrh ' ' ru<tur.tl 
• tnlhropologht J •• ultn . 191'(. Fnr llTIIJ<.tl 'tud~ nlthc l.tn.:r 11NI.. ,.;.; '->muh. 1979 6~ - 1 00 

3. Detailed Description 
of the Geomantic Tablet 

The Islamic geomantic device now in the possession of the 
Department of Oriental Antiquities of the British Museum is signed by 
Mu~ammad ibn Khutlukh ai-Mau~ili and dated 639 [A.H./ A D. 1241-421. 
From the maker' s nisba (the part of the name derived from the location 
or trade} one may infer that he was born in Mosul and very likely 
connected in some manner with the prominent metaJworking center, 
especially renowned for its inlaid brass vessels, 1 which flourished there 
during th.e last fifty years of the Zangid dynasty (A.D 1127 to 1262) 
established by the Saljuq AHibegs . 

The fact that the maker's nisba is al-Mau~ili is not necessarily 
conclusive evidence that he in fact resided and worked in Mosul, for 
there were artisans from that locality who worked in Cairo, Damascus, 
and elsewhere in the thirteenth century.2 The quality and style of the 
metalwork, however. strongly supports the assertion that the device was 
made either in Mosul or by a craftsman trained there. From the 
standpoint of design and metallurgical craftsmanship the tablet compares 
very favorably with the some twenty-five pieces of metalwork signed by 
Mosul artists,3 including a celestial globe made by Mul)ammad ibn Hila! 
ai-Mau~ili in A.ll 674 (A D. 1274-5) which was produced after the center 
of metalwork began to decline following the sack of the city by the 
Mongol Hiilagu in 1260! A comparison might also be made with some 
of the outstanding and roughly contemporary examples of Syrian
Egyptian scientific instruments, such as the celestial globe5 made by the 
Egyptian architect and mathematician Qai~r ibn Abi ai-Qiisim ibn 
Musatir al-Ashrafi ai-J:Ianafi in 622 A H (1225-6 A.D.) for the Ayyubid 

1 R1ce. 1957:326. 
2 Haran . 1939:2466-2539. esr. 2495 
3 Barren. 1949:"<i-"\ii• 
4 

Bnush Museum. Department of Oriental Anllquuies . lnv o. Or Ant. 71.3.1. See 
Pindcr-Wilson. 1976. Jnd the forthcoming stud) and catalogue of Islamic celestial globes 
lit' E Sa\lage-Smith. 

' J · o"' m the collecuon of the !11useo Nazionale. aries ee Asscmam. 1790. and the 
orthcommg stud) of cele t1al globes cued m the preceding reference 

15 
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ruler of Egypt al-Malik al-Kamil, the nephew of ~alai) ai-Din (known to 
the Franks as Saladin), and the fine astrolabes~ made by 'Abd al-Karim 
ai-M i~rl who worked for the last Ayyubid and the first Mamluk ruler of 
Egypt. 

It is not the purpose of the present study to elaborate upon the 
importance of this tablet to the history of the minor arts and metallurgy, 
but it is evident that this geomantic tablet is an exceptionally fine 
exam ple of the inlaid metalwork produced by the craftsmen of 
thirteenth-century Mosul. The device is of a brass alloy having a rich 
reddish color and is in th ree basic pieces- front plate with attached 
dials, back plate, and the frame enclosing them. The device is am ply 
covered with inscriptions, decorative devices, and arabesque inlaid in 
gold and silver. The instrument measures 33.7 em in length and 19.6 em 
m height. not including the 5.4 em high projection by which it can be 
suspended (see pl. I for overall vie\\ of the front of the device) . 

The front plate has nineteen small circles. each of a diameter of 3 em 
urmounted by a \\indo\\ exposing a sector of the dial that rotates 

beneath the plate (see pis. I. 3). A large dial near the center rotates 
beneath a emicircular window of diameter 8 em (see pis. 1. 5 and 6). 
Four slidmg arcs are nested at the right of the front plate behind 
openings in the front plate. the largest of radius 8 em (see pis. I. 4). 
The numerous inscriptions are inlaid in either gold or silver. 

The front plate of the tablet. with dials attached to it from behind 
(see pl. 2), is recessed in a metal frame which holds it in the manner of 
a picture frame. To the top of the frame is attached a device for hanging 
the tablet, and on the four sides of the frame there is a poem engraved 
and inlaid in silver against a background of arabesque (see pls. 8-11). 
The front edge of the frame is filled with silver inlaid arabesque, and 
the narrow margin nearest the front plate is engraved in a chain pattern 
with center mlaid with silver (see right-hand edge of pl. 4). 

The manner in which the geomantic tablet was designed to be 
suspended closely resembles that common in astrolabes. T he decorative 
triangular projection attached to the top edge of the frame (see pl. 1) is 
like the kursi 'throne' projecting from the upper part of an astrolabe.' 
The edges of the kursi are engraved and inlaid in arabesque (see pl. 10. 

"T'-'o ~troiJbc,. .tre cxt.tnt. one d.Jted '11 625 (' n 1227-28) and the other '11 633 
" () 1235-361 The former I~ no" . II the Oxford Mu~cum of the I IIston or SCience and 
the l.utcr m the DeJl.lnmcnt of Oncntal \nt iqu111c~. the Bnll~h Mu~e~m. Sec Maye r. 
1956 29-30 

· The dccor.tti'c orcn'-"Ork of th1~ p.Jrltl'Ul.ir l..11rli (hctght of 5A em and " idth of bit...c 
13.5 l·m) IS 'iOmc" h.u rcmmi~~·cn t of the /..uni found on a thtrlccnth-ccntur} Persian 
a\trolabe wuh geared l·alcndar mmcmcnt m.1dc b} \lutwmmad 1bn Abi Bakr ibn 
Mu~"mnwd ai- R:hhtdi .tl-lb;:~ri .tl-lsfah.tni m 1221-22 (, 11 618) Th1~ .t~trolabc ts .11 
0 \ ford. \1uscum of the Hi'>tOI) of S~tcmc. lm o IC 5 
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The 'urwa 'handle' consists of a nearly closed circular arc whose ends 
are joined b)j a straight pin passing through the upper part of the kursi, 
thus allowing the tablet to swing on this pin. The 'tlrwa or handle then 
receives the ' balqa 'ring' of diameter 3.4 em. Both the ring and the 
handle are decoratively engraved. To this ring there would probably 
have been attached a cord, ';tiiqa, as was done with astrolabes.8 The 
similarity of this suspensory device with those of astrolabes presents the 
strong possibility that the metalworker who executed this geomantic 
tablet was also an astrolabe maker, although the maker's name
Mul;tammad ibn Khutlukh ai-Ma~ili-is not known to appear on any 
astrolabe or other pieces of metalwork. 

To the back of the front plate are attached nineteen small 
independent dials of diameter 4.4 em (see pl. 2). The dials are not 
cogged nor interrelated in any way. One larger dial of diameter 8.7 em is 
also attached to the front plate. The significance of these rotating dials 
become~ evident in the following discussion. Four semicircular channels 
contain four 90° sliding arcs, the largest having a radius of 8 em. On the 
back of the front plate four metal strips have been placed across the 
channels to keep the sliding arcs within the channels. 

The back plate (pl. 12) sets within the back of the frame and is held 
in place by t~o small pins, one in the middle of each of the long sides, 
~hich can be turned over the edge of the back plate to retain it in the 
frame. The back plate is bordered by a rectangular inscription, the 
background of which is filled with arabesque with some of the letters 
terminating in arabesque: it is inlaid with silver, with decorative devices 
placed at the four corners and at the center of the two longer sides. In 
the middle of the back is a diamond-shaped band containing a second 
inscription inlaid in silver against a background of engraved and inlaid 
arabesque. This band is intertwined by two other bands which are filled 
with lovely arabesque of inlaid silver. These bands form within the 
lozenge a central circle containing a short engraved inscription. 

THE MAKER AND A Ow ER 

othing is known of the maker of this elaborate device except his 
name which is in cribed in naskhi script, inlaid in silver, on the front of 
the device beneath the four sliding arcs in the upper right-hand corner 
(see pis. 1, 4 and Appendix item I for transcription): 

The "or!... of Mu~ammad ibn Khutlukh ai-Ma~ili 
m the rear 639 [., 11 = 1241-42 ., n l 

Sec \lorlc~. 18(l5 8 .• md Hartner. 1939 lrcpr 1968):287-311. c~r 292. 
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The equivalent of the Latin opus in the signature is the noun !j(In'a(t) 
which occur frequently on Islamic scientific instruments.'~ 

Whether or not Muhammad ibn Khu tlukh ai-Mau~ili was also the 
designer of this unusual· concept for producing a geomantic reading, and 
hence was well read in the geomantic literature and a practicing 
geomancer h imself, is an open question. His name is not known to 
occur in any literature or inscriptions nor on any other examples of 
metalwork or o ther products of an Islamic artisan or craftsman, nor is 
his name mentioned in any of the geomantic literature surveyed. From 
the employment and design of a suspen ory apparatus resembling that 
of an astrolabe - a feature not required for the functioning of the 
geomantic tablet as it is for an astrolabe - it eems quite possible that 
the designer and/or maker was an astrolabe maker. There is clear 
evidence that some astronomers (defined broadly in the sense of all 
concerned with timekeeping) were also metalworkers who made their 
own astronomical instruments such as astrolabes as well as some o ther 
metal objects having nothing to do with astronom} . 111 Hence there is 
orne po ibility that Mul)ammad ibn Khutlukh ai-Mau~ili could have 

been an a trolabe maker and even possibly an astronomer-astrologer 
and a geomancer. 

A econd per onal name appears in an inscription engraved in nasl..hi 
script on the back of the device in the center circle formed by the 
intertwining bands of arabesque (see pl. 12 and Appendix item 2 for 
transcription). Thi inscription. which is the only one on the entire 
device not inlaid in gold o r silver, reads as follow : 

In the -;mall cabinet or Mubammad al-Mul:uasib ai-Bukhari. 

The entire inscription is written without any diacritical points and hence 
can be read in everal ways, 11 but this interpretation appears the most 

"~~~~~~ 'tdtJ '' d.:arl~ the mfhl frequenth emplo}eu ll:rm nn l,l.tmtl ,·.:Je,tial glob.:,. 
\\hik th .. noun 'mnal on:u~ nnl} l\\ilC on glc•O.:' hdnre the ..C\enh:enth n:ntu~ Sec the 
lnrthl'nmmg nwnngr;~t>h on hl.tmil' telc-.ti.tlg~Jhc-. h' r S.t\,t)!e-'>muh ~t.,~.:r (19:6·13 n 
I) ·•"erh. hm'e'cr. th.ll the noun Y"''' ·,, rarcl~ ncxu'"' on ·"trol.th.:' 

'" lhtd pp 13-14 .mu 21 
II The "'on.J tr;~n t.ucd here ·'' "o,m.tll Lahm.:r·· " l>tll•mt. the dmtmull\ c nl l>tm me;~nmg. 

d"dhng. lntlgmg. l:h<tmhcr m ,-;thmel. t>erh.tp, u-...:d her~.: an lhe ,en...: nl L;thtnet ol 
.-uncr.ll~.:' \ee Rl.arhO:r,· et .tl. 1968:11. I.a ... 15. 930 .md I anc. 111631. 2')() Th, prdi.:rr..:J 
.md more .Krept.thl.: form nl the dmunuii\C ' l>n1wt. llut """'Ill " l..ml\\ n tj> un·ur .• and 
"nrc 11 m.t} h.l\e hccn tn~u•hcd ,,, l.1r c."t J' Ruk:tr;i, 11 " not unrc;a..t m.tllk tu ,ugge,t 
lh,ll ,1 J.:" d ....... l·~tl l'nrlll O( thC \U>rd \\ ,1, u,etJ 

The proper n.1me thell nould .11"' hc rc;~d ·'' \luJ:!.tmm.ad .11-Mul..hh' 11-Hul..h:iri. "m:c 
the lin.tl l>t.i' ol mu~llll\11> " not \\CII formed The 1\\n \\nn.J, pr,·,·cdmg th.: n.ame ,·nultl 
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reasonable. Since there is no date given in this inscription we cannot 
know with certainty whether it was in his possession immediately after 
its execution or whether it came into his possession sometime later 
during the intervening six centuries before it came into the collection of 
the British Museum. Since it is the sole inscription on the tablet which 
is engraved only, not inlaid in gold or silver, and was inscribed with a 
slightly different style of calligraphy from the rest of the device. it is 
likely that it was added later. 

Of this Mul)ammad ai-Mul)tasib ai-Bukhari we know only what can be 
gleaned from his name. It can be assumed he was from Bukhara. a city 
on the lower course of the Zarafshan river in present-day Uzbekistan. 
From the name ai-Mu~tasib we could surmise that he was an inspector 
of the markets and weights and measures-that is. an official of that 
branch of the legal system referred to as the (!isba system. 11 If indeed he 
was the person for whom thi .. geomantic device was actually designed 
and executed. the high quality of the metalwork and a reference to the 
owner being superior to the rest of mankind in an inscription on the 
edge of the frame would indicate that he was a very wealthy and 
important person. 

TilE SMALL 01-\LS 

On the front of the tablet there are nineteen small circular regions. 
The border of each region is represented by two finely drawn concemric 
circles of inlaid silver wire. In the center of each circle is a small knob 
which serves as a pointer and rotates a dial behind the engraved circle, 
causing individual geomantic figures to appear in the open window. Each 
engraved circle is divided by inlaid silver wire into sixteen sectors, 

rerhaps be read "" the preposition fi 'm · plu a plal-c name such .l:S Bu""aib m lmq ncar 
Kufa CYaqiit. 190611. 3101 or the present-d.!} to"n ofTu\\air nonh of &tghdid or Bu\\,tib 
an Egypt ncar -\") ii! But these mtcrprctallnn seem vc~ forced. "Ahile the gmmmaucal 
structure of the enure m:..:ription "ould not be as sound as rcadmg fi bl/IW/11 'in the mall 
C'.tbmct of· Another poss1ble although unlike!) reading 1 li till Kin. wh1ch might mean ·for 
Pnnce • This is a \C~ unacceptable usc of the preposnaon fi. however. and //Ullin IS o1 

Persian "-Ord. the l'nmbtnation of these two "AOrd seems more unlike!} than the 
uncommon but documented Arabac \\Ord bu11·au mcanang ,, small c-abinet or room. II 
- outd also be pos ible to read the mscnpllnn as 1/JMII/lra \1uhamm.td ibn ai-Muhtasib ai
Bukhari. ""htch \\oOUid mean 'Muhammad ibn ai-Muhtas1b ai-B~t..h1iri died.' But n~ \'Car of 
death IS gl\·en as one "-Ould c-<PcCI follov.mg thi~ .\"crb. Funhcrmore. the autho~ h.l\e 
been unable to find a •milar statement on .Jn) mwap110n tn the published rcpcrtorics. and 
the purpose of mscnbtng ~uch a tatement on a piece of mctal""ork would seem obscure. 
For the forcgomg reason . thcrerore. the present author~ h<tve prdcrrcd the rendering fi 
hltM"(Jif Mul)ammad ,ti-Mut:uastb .ai-Bukh;iri. 'In I he CilbtnCI or curiO'iitics or Muhammad ai-
MuJ:!tasib ai-Bukhari.' · 

12 
Cahen ct al.. £1·'. Il l. 485-493 
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Pl J. Oetml of one of the nineteen small dials. [Brn. Mus • eg. No. 0461311 

v ew11eu uescnpuon OJ file veomanuc I abler I 23 

in addition to the open window. In these sixteen sectors are inscribed in 
gold inlaid wire in Kufic script the names of the sixteen geomantic 
figures while on the plate beneath, each figure is represented by 
configuration of inlaid sil,·er dots. Since the order of the figures on the 
plate is the same as that which occurs on the dial beneath, it seems that 
the purpo e of the pointer was to indicate the name of the figure visible 
in the windo\\ . Considerable care was obviously taken in the design and 
placement of these small plates so that none of the sixteen figures on a 
plate would appear in the window when the pointer was aligned with the 
open window itself. The device seems, however, to have been repaired 
many times. the circular plate being resoldered onto the pointer
obviously at times by people unfamiliar with the principle of the device, 
for many of the dials arc no longer in proper alignment with their 
pointer. 

The list on page 24 presents the inscriptions around the small 
engraved circle , reading clockwise from the open window, along with 
the corresponding geomantic figure which appears on the rotating dial. 
-\II of the nineteen dials ha\ e the same inscriptions with the same 
spelhngs, pre ented in the arne order (see pl. 3 and Appendix item 3). 
All of these names for the sixteen figures are found extensively in the 
geomantic literature. and with two exceptions they seem to be the most 
frequent!) used terms. The meaning of some of the names is a bit 
obscure, and it 1 difficult to give precise English equivalents of them.13 

The first figure, which contains the maximum number of points 

IJ r·nr mnrc dct;ulcd d"cuo,,tnn'> nl thc..,c term\ ;tnd the .. Berber·· terms. sec Carra de 
\ ilu\. 1920306-308 .md 311-314 .. md 1hc forthlommg publn:-allon on the di fferent I~ pes nf 
J,tamtt: gcnmdnlll trcdli\C\ b~ F S.l\agc-Smith Fnr the (lrcscol di'>Cuc;sion the follo,.iog 
IC\to, h;nc t>.:cn mn..,t frequent!~ con,ullcd· 0\ford. Bodlctan Libr.ll"). \IS Grca"c., 40. \1 
·\r.tb I 36. MS \1.1r..,h 216. \1S Botll Or 505. MS liunungton 456. MS Ousclc} 156. and 
\IS lluoungwn 193 Lnndnn. Hrlll\h Lthrar~. \15 Slcxmc 2650. MS Or 2332. and \IS Or 
12.395 P.tn,. Htbhothcque ' ·n on.tk .trahc MS 2716 arabc 1S 5014 .• trnbc MS 2758. and 
.Jr.tb\: \! 1"'32. Pnnl'cton. Un ~~r.111 Libr.tl"). Garrell Coli MS 954 (547 II Ill) .md 
<Jarrell Colt \IS q2q 15-f' Ill\ l .tnlf·(,Jrrt:tt Cntl. MS 962 (548 HI: Lo .\ngelc~. UCLA 
Rcx.lrlh l1brJn . ' car LJ,tcrn (off 895 \ IS 678 and \1S 686. car E.tstern Coli 898 fS 
88. \IS 618 .. md \1S b 5. ;tnll ' car Ea~tern Coli \\<clkomc \15 142: Cambridge Um1 
lthr.tl") \1c; ·\lid. 3613( 101. \1S Add 3624(81. Wi Or 901(81. \IS Or 431(7), Corpus M 
Or 0 Bro"nc (off \IS Q 2191 The follo,.mg pnntcd texts ~ere •tl'>o compared: Abu 
MJ\har. \II 1323 [190:]. Fal.hr .1l-Din ai-R:ui (\ 11 1323 (1905)). ai-Zmali. \II 1280 
11863) and o\ 11 1326 )19081. D.t'iilf ;~1- .\ nt.tki. \11 1282 l1865}:pan 4. pp. 234-242: al· 
Tuni,i. 1965332-339 .1l· \dh;~mi. n ll k~ 19451. ai-Y;Ildi. '11 1308 (1890}: and ai
Tul.hi. \ 11 1376 )19561 For J li:\1 figure~ the name might be cwlaincd b} the very form 

of the figure lt\Cif. 'Ul'h ,1, : , ha..,ing. the n<tmc al·fariq meaning p;tth: however. IO 

iii'JlrnJch the meaning of mo,t or the name~ m tht· manner seem to lead 10 hig.hl) 
que,tionnblc 1ntcrprct.111on~ For ~ulh .1 di cuss1on sec IIebert. 1961 :121 - 122. 
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from the root w-r-' meaning to be timid, 1
' but it is far from the most 

frequent word in geomantic manuals for the figure. the common one 
being naqi al-k.lladd meaning something like 'pure of cheek' or 'pure of 
visage.· The name jaudala comes from the verb jadala meaning to 
become robu t or vigorous (said of a young man) While it is very 
common for thi figure. of almo t equal incidence is the name kzisaj or 
l..ausaj, meaning to be scant} -bearded. 

The \\Ord ijlima' meaning the act of being arranged, collected, and 
assembled i the onl} term to be used in the literature for this 
geomantic figure. The name 'uqla 'a bond or shackle· is the most 
common label for the last figure in the listing above. although the term 
1lu/...[J_( occurs occasionally. The latter word refers both to an instrument 
for straightening objects such as spears as well as to the art of fighting 
with a word. 

Sixteen of the nineteen mall circle have an in cription in Kufic 
script inlaid in silver wrillen above the open window. and these form 
the ixteen positions or houses of the geomantic tableau. The labels 
over the first eight houses, that i , the eight small circles across the top 
of the dev1ce, reading right to left are as follows (see pl. I and Appendix 
item 4): 

[I] The House of Soul and Life 

[11] The House of Property and Wages 

[Ill] The House of Brothers and Sisters 

ltV] The House of Fathers and Mothers 

[V) The House of Offspring and Children 

[VI] The House of Illness and Di~ase 

[VII] The House of Maturation and Sexual Matters 

[VIII] The Hou e of Slaugtiter and Death 

The next row of four houses, reading right to left: 

[IX] The House of Movement and Changes 

lXI The House of Power and Glorr 

[XI] The House of Hope and Expectations 

[XII) The House of Enemies and Jealousies 

The small dial to the right of the center large dial: 

I ' \'anous arrangement of diacruical poims are found on the word, such as atcfl', but 
I he mo-.t common ~pelling is aurii ·. 
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[XIII) The House of the Questioner 

The dial to the left of the large center dial: 

(XIV) The House of the Object of the Inquiry 

The small dial on the right below the large center dial: 

(XV) The House of the Result 

The small dial on the left below the large center dial: 

(XVI] The House of the Result of the Result 

The three remaining small dials do not bear individual labels and are 
grouped in an inverted triangular formation at the lower right of the 
device. Between the two upper dials is the engraved statement that 
follows, written in Kufic script and inlaid in silver (see pl. 4 and 
Appendix item 5): 

In these JlOSttJOns1 ~ circles generate the geomantic triplet. 17 

1 ~ The word !wliit IS probabl) intended to be !t61iil. a common term in astrological 
lnerature 10 such expressions as those equtvalent to Slams p/anetarum ad umcem. See 
Ullmann, 1972:357. 

1
- The term mmltaf101/ta, translated here as triplet, occurs frequent!} in geomantic 

literature in the pecialized sense of a group of lhree rami figures, one of which is derived 
from the other two by comb10ing. or 'addmg, ' them The word mwltalla11ta, as well as 
mlllllallot!t. also appears as the title of the trl!dtbe by Ibn Mal)fOf, a treatise devoted 10 
large part to the 10terpretat10n of tnplets (see p 5 n. 17, above) . The significance of this 
concept is discu sed belo~~> 10 the interpretatton The term mmltallatlta (and the plural 
mmlta!lathiil) also occurs 10 astrologtc-al literature, but in the veT) different sense of trines 
lmpiKIIales m Laun treatises) of 120° alignments. See ai-Biruni. 1934:230 sec. 379. and 
Ullmann, 1972:356 
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PI 4 Detail of liding arc on front of de\ tee. wnh '>ignaiUre of maker 
.1nd date beneath the :.mallest arc (Brit Mu~. 1\eg. No. 046130] 
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THE SLJDJ'\;C.. ARCS 

Each of the four nested 90° arcs in the upper right-hand portion of 
the tablet contains a slide which may be moved by a small knob at
tached directly to the slide. Each slide moves independently and con
tains the geomantic figures inlaid in silver dots. All sixteen figures 
appear on each arc in the same order of presentation, and read in a 
counterclockwise direction they form the following sequence, listed here . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
~"rom left to right: • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
II • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
As one goes from the outermost arc to the innermost the figu res 
become increasingly crowded as the length of the arc becomes shorter, 
thereby affording less space for each figu re. 

Over the four slides is the following statement, inscribed in naskhi 
script and inlaid in silver (see pl. 4 and Appendix item 6): 

We have placed these arcs in order to generate the figures. 18 and so 
you (will examine] what appears next to the separating line at the point 
of vistbility. and then from them you generate the Mothers. 

A small pin inserted in the process of constructing the tablet has 
marred the inscription at the point fa-ratabayyanu •you will examine,' so 
that a precise reading is not possible. 

THE LARGE DIAL 

Above the large central dial is an inscription, in Kufic script and 
inlaid in silver. which reads as follows (see pl. 1 and Appendjx item 7): 

We have established this circle so that you might learn from it the 
correspondences of the forms of the figures with the forms of the lunar 
mansions. rising and setting. Thereupon the power to interpret might 
belong to it [the circle]. but God knows best. 

On the front plate around the large dial engraved in Kufic script and 
inlaid in silver are the four cardinal points. These names are stable and 
do not turn with the dial (see pis. I, 5 and Appendix item 8). 

ra Slral..l (plural a~/rl..ii/) IS the usual term for the geomantrc ligures. See ai-Tahanawi. 
IIISJ-1862·11. 784 
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Table 1. Inscriptions on Large Rotating Dial 

Lunar ~nsion 

aJ-dwffl)'yG, risinB 

aJ..simak and td-zfulfr, 
rising and setting 

Geomantic ficure and na111f'~ 

• • • • [ .:. J • 

• • • • • • • 

• • • • UJ 
•• 
• • • • [=:=] 

• • • • • • 

• • • • • • [::J 
• • • • [.:.] • 

• [ .= .. =] • • • 
• • • 
inkis 

1Geomantic fllure withl:n bncteu shows the fllure 111 its normal position. 

lndiation 

Mixed, tending toward 
good omen 

lnaeuingly mixed 

Mixed 

lnaeasing good fortune 

CODStant ill luck 

Decreasin& ill fortune 

lDcnasin& bad luck 

bn.e imcription actually reads kh4riklt, amended by the ~~ authors 10 read kMrif. 
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Table l. Inscriptions on Large Rotating Dial (Continued) 

al-luzq<a, setting 

aJ..rluuayya, setting 

oklhiril' , al-1111 r thr Ja. 
andal-farf 

aJ..dabardn. rising 

Geo~ntic fi2u re and name 

• [ ·;· J • • • • 

• • • • • • • 

. •· .. 
• • • • 

• • • • • • 

• • • • • • 

• • • • • • 

• 

[ ·=· J • • • • 

• • • • • • • 

Indication 

lncnasingly mixed 

IU fortune 

Serious ldvmity 

Du:reasing good fortur 

Mixed, neither iDc:reasing 
nOI'd~ 

Increasing good fomme 

l~ good fortune 

~ elllf&ver has written M'd Wrija (with the ..tjectire havin& UJ inc:oma feminioe endinc) instead of 
Ja'rl kltirij. 

'The env.r- bas written mum11ZZ4j 'mixed' aJonpie the name of the iJgWe ;;timi' . CkaJ:ty the word is 
10 be read With the line of writin& above, Pvin& the indication or interpreution of the fllure UJd not as an 
ldjectiYe modifying iirim4<. 
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SOUTH SUMMER 

NORTH WINTER 

Pl. 7. Compo ite photograph hO\\ ing the complete central dial with the 
four quadrant of figure labeled. 
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[Above:] South 

[To the left:] East 

I Below:) North 

[To the right:] West 

Below the window exposing the large circular plate on the front of 
the device is a emicircular band, having the same radius as the 
underlying rotating pla te, which contains an inscription inlaid in silver 
and in Kufic script. In this inscription the device, or possibly the large 
circular plate, is made to speak in the following words (see pls. 5 and 6 
and Appendix item 9): 

From my intricactes there comes about perception superior to books 
concerned "' ith the study of the an [of geomancy). 

Behind the hemispherical window rotates a large circular plate turned 
by an eight-lobed knob on the front of the plate. ln plate 1 this circular 
plate is shown in its ent iret} . Of course, only half of the plate is visible 
at any one time through the hemispherical window seen in plates 5 and 
6. The circular plate edged with inlaid silver wire contains five 
concentric bands: in four of the bands are inscriptions written in Kufic 
script with inlaid gold wire, and in one of them are the sixteen 
geomantic figures formed by inlaid silver do ts. ln the outermost band 
are inscriptions giving the "indication" or omen associated with the 
adjacent geomantic figure. The figures themselves occupy the second 
concentric band. The third band from the outside gives the name of the 
adjacent geomantic figure. These three bands are separated from the 
two inside bands by a second circle of inlaid silver wire. The next 
innermost band of writing presents the names of certain lunar mansions 
and states whether their rising or selling is intended. ln this way an 
alignment of the geomantic figures with some of the lunar mansions is 
clearly indicated. Silver inlaid lines separate the sixteen items in these 
four bands, but the innermost band (separated from the adjacent band 
by another inlaid silver circle) is divided by silver lines into four equal 
quadrants . In this way the inscriptions in the innermost band group the 
geomantic figures into four sets corresponding to the seasons and the 
directions of the compass. 

As the dial is turned clockwise the four quadrants, or groupings of 
figures, appear in the window in the order southern, eastern, northern, 
and western and consequently have the same relat ive position on the 
Plate as do the four stationary cardinal points engraved about the large 
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dial The arrangement of the stationary direction of the compas abou~ 
the .large central dial i the same as that of the quadrant on th~ ba_ck 

0 

an astrolabe and the orientation of a !ja{l~w of a_n a~trolabe. wh•c~ JS th~, 
d

. k o n "hich i engraved a stereographic projection of th~ hea~ens. 
I · . k ~ g With the 

Con equently. the placement of South at the top IS 10 ~;epm 
ocedure followed by a trolabe maker and astronomer . 

pr The in c riptions on the large rotating dial read as present~d 10 table 

( · I Is 5 6 and 7 and Appendix item 10). read10g cou~ter-
ee a so P · • • h · 1 te ) 6 

clockwi e and from the inside band outward. o_te t_ at !n P a ·. · 
and 7. the geomantic figures represented b} ·~laid sliver dots ar~ 
displayed horizontally rather than in the usual v~rucal manne_r. Th~ onh 
ex lanation we can offer for this arrangement I the maker desire ~o 
co~ erve space. Note in plates 5 and 6 that the symbo~s of the figures m 
the outhern and ea tern quadrants, although till ~onzontal , have b~en 
reversed in their direction - that i the symbol 10 the outhern and 
ea tern quadrant run in the opposite direction from those of the other 
two quadrant . To put it another way. the figure in the outhern ~nd 
eastern quadrant have their heads (their topmo t mark ) at the ng~t 
end "hile the figures in the northern and we tern quadrants have the1r 
heads at the left. In all likelihood this i becau e the _metalworker held 
the plate stead} in one po it ion "hen inserting the 1h er studs. If the 
entire plate were viewed all at once. as in plate 7. ~he figure as ~la~ed 
by the maker would read properly. But as the plate IS turned and \IC\\ed 
through the emicircular windO\\ , the figures i~ the_ bottom half a~e 
inverted. ince the maker failed to take into cons1derauon the effect that 
the rotating movement of the dial would have on the appearance of the 

figures in the window. . h 
Since one of the more distinctive features o~ th1 de\ ice i t e 

a ociation of geomantic figure with lunar mans1o~s. it is im~nant 
that we consider in detail thi alignment. Before domg that. howe\ cr. 
orne preliminar~ remark on the origin and nature of the lunar 

mansions are nece sar} . . is ob cure and complex. 
The origin of the ystem of lunar_ man 1~n . . a 

The Bedouin of the rabian pemnsula m pre-1 \am1c ume~ ha~ d 
primitive svstem by which they e timated the pa age of_ lime a_n 

dieted ~eteorolo!!.ical events so a to locate v.mter and pn~g grazing 
i:~ds who e locatio~ varied greatly depending upon _the ramfall. . Th~ 
pre-1 Iamie system called anwa' was ~ased upon a senes of ~ro~mene 
tars who e cosmical ettings (setting 10 the w~st a the un n_se , In the 

east) and heliacal risings (ri ing in the east w1th the un) delineate th 
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solar year by breaking it into about twenty-eight periods.20 The stars 
themselves were held responsible for weather conditions. Sometime 
before the advent of Islam the Bedouins assimilated from India a system 
in which the zodiac, or ecliptic,' was divided into twenty-seven or 
twenty-eight ·mansions' (mana::il) of the moon.11 These mansions 
corresponded to place in the sky through which the moon passed in its 
course from new moon to new moon in twenty-seven or twenty-eight 
nights. The course of the moon is inclined to the ecliptic at an angle 
only lightly more than so, but its brilliance is such that nearby stars 
cannot be observed: hence the mansions were named for stars in the 
vicinity of but not directly along the ecliptic. Each mansion represents 
one day's travel of the moon, and corresponds, therefore, to roughly 
13° along the ecliptic beginning at the vernal equinox. 

In superimposing the system of mana:il upon the Bedouin grouping 
of fixed stars, the Arabs applied amwi' star names to the Hindu lunar 
mansion divis1on of the ecliptic. These two systems are not entirely 
compatible, however, for one is calculated on the basis of the risings 
and settings of fixed star groups and the other reckoned on regular 
intervals of the ecliptic taken from the vernal equinox. With the 
precession of the equinoxes no fixed star will maintain the same 
distance from the vernal equinox. The most commonly accepted value 
m the medieval Islamic world for the precession was I o per 66 years. 
Consequently one star group cannot be successfully aligned with one 
segment of the ecliptic measured from the vernal equinox for an 
extended period of time. The resulting anwa'-mana:il system began with 
a star group in Aries (probably to be identified with {3y Arietis) which 
corresponded to oo House of Aries, at the vernal equinox, a bout 300 
8( ll 

~ A mnfu\10n m 1he u~c of lhc 1crm "al·ronychal'' h.!.\ occurred m much of 1he 
ht.:r .llur.: on lun..r m.m ion\. hence v.c ha\ e 1.1l.cn l·..~rc to be qu1tc pccific regardmg the 
hflC nf mmg or ...clllng ln\Ot\cd The .:o\micat ..cttlng of a <;tar or c:on~tcllalion (m the 
v..:,t "'!he ,un me' m lh~ c.t'itl h.!\ frequent!} but mcorrcctly been c-alled the acronychal 
..Ctllng The heh.u.:al n'img. -.omet•mc' c-alled .:osmllal. cx"Curs m lhe cast a t sunnsc. The 
l"n,mical ...ctllng ol .t ,l.tr nr ,~,temm .md the hcliac-al ri~mg of the o rposuc ~lar group. m 
lh~ nrdenng nf lhl 28 lunar m.m"o"'· m.trkcd !he begmning of a period called /lull'. 

h.:nle I he 1crm 111111iJ' U'>Cd for 1h1'i c;trl} '}"em (<,et Pci!Jt. E!·'. I. 523-524) 
11 The number of lun.tr man'>tnn~ ' cern' 10 h.t\C been ongmall~ lese; !han 28 e~eral 

lho:orics h;J\.: ~~n pul fnrv.ard a~ tn 1hc ongm of lhi' 'i}\ICm: !hat it i~ Chinese and 
' I'«'C.td from Chm.t 10 lndta. th.tt u "'·" nngm.tll) lndtan. 1ha1 11 v.a~ Bab}lom•m m ongtn 
~nd "lcmlo:u lhcm.:c 111 lndt.t . • md lh.tl llcllem~ttc a~tronom) piJ}cd ,, role 10 !he diffuston 
Cllhcr "' .1 JlOIOI nf ongm nr through Hcllcmst~~: aslronnmK.tl .md mgonomctril Jcchniques 
lUrro:nJ 10 lndt.J 1-.cc Whunc}. I 74.340-421. Yamrol'>l.} 1959 62-83. Homme II. 1891:59S
fll9. \\ cm,lrxl. . 1950.48-69 .• m...t \1cmcr. 1977 42) 

n Tht'> .tlh.mp1cd t:omroundtng nl 1hc """';' v.nh the lunar manc;•on (mtma:dl ga\e 
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Following the advent of Islam and the reception and elaboration of 
Greek astronom) and astrology, the earlier Bedouin tar groupings were 
overlaid with the Ptolemaic constellations which we recognize today. In 
mo t of the later prognostication u ing lunar mansion , which was til l 
frequent ly employed to predict rainfall and other meteorological 
phenomena. the y tern was mterpreted in uch a way that it was not 
affected by the precession of the equinoxe - that is. each zodiacal 
house, o r 30° divi ion of the ecliptic. was c1 signed two and o ne-third 
lunar man ion . In the I Iamie sy te rn the twent} -eight mansions are 
numbe red , the first one coinciding (if the ystem i no t precessed) with 
the vernal equinox, and the second one occurring about thirteen days 
later further into the zodiacal hou e of Arie . Each lunar mansion was 
given the name allributed to one of the twenty-eight ami'[/ star group . 
even though the star group were no longer in the egments of the 
ecliptic bearing their names. 1 he rising of a lunar man ion means that 
the ri ing un i in the segment of the zodiac or echpt1c containing that 
mansion.' An mtcrval of approximately thirteen day pa e between 
the ri ing of two adjacent lunar man ions. The setting of a lunar 
man ion i usually interpre ted as the e tting of that man ion in the '' est 
at daY. n a the un rises in the east (co mic-a I e tting) : hence the setting 
of a lunar man ion is at a six-month intenal from 11 nsing. When one 
lunar man ion i rising. the fourteenth one from it in the order of the 
twent~-eight lunar man ion will be setting. 

Many of the Arabic terms applied to lunar mansion were o ancient 
that when the lexicographers recorded the m in the ninth century their 
significance had already been lost. Frequently. the refore, only a 
tenta tive translation can be given. The names appear to be older than 
many of the pre-Islamic Arabic star names. and the imagery behind 
them more ob cure.~J 

There wa a tradition in the Is lamic and Latin world of a sociating 
with the lunar mansions ab tract pattern of do t or tar in small 

ri-c to .1 l~r<: ff -\ r.1b1.- ln~ratur~ l..no~n .h 11111ti' ln~r.•tun: n ''hilh k\~<:ogr.1ph~r' 
Jlleffilll~d Ill r.:,nrd th.._ Ekdoum ·"'>!X!.lllnn, 11( m~t.:ornlngil'.ll ph.:nnm.:n.l \\ llh thi' 
'>)'>tern The-,e "' ''rt..-,. OC'>Ilk' ~ont.unmg .m .:\pl.10a11on ol th.: r/llllti' ,I,Ir group' o~nd th~ 
lun.1r m •• n ... lon, 'o4 11h the 'hlb!hll.:-, .10d '><I ling .... ~nuld 10dud.: .1 di~l'U">ion of th~: ,~ ~11:01 [ 

of ram<;. ~ md'>. l'old. and other ~.:ath.:r ,ondlllnn-, lllu,cr.ll.:u \\llh .1pproprw.: prmcrh-. 
and poctr) h.:e P.:llat 1955 1--41. .md Kunii7'Lh. DSB. XI. 24€>-2471 

D Slnl'C the ... un ·' hnghtnc-., m.1ke 11 impo'>,lbk co '>C.: th.: .tl'tu.II n ... mg nl the lun:~r 
m,IO.,IOn OC( Uplcd h~ the -,un. lhe llCr"on ob-cne-, bct\\.:Cn the b.:g.mnmg ol da"' n and th~ 
.tpflCarance of the '>Un the ri~ing ol the ..,,:tnnd lun.1r man'>!on pr.:redmg 11 m th.: 
c,l.lbh~hcd ~cqucnc.: for C\.1mple. the th1rd lunar m.m'-lon i'> ~.ud to he n~mg. 1f the fir,l 
mansiOn IS the l.t" one "-hn~ ri-.ing 1' 'l'iibl.: before I he '>Un n..,c., 

~~ Sec Sccm<;chocidcr. 1864·1 18-201. G nffim 1907423-438: Ru'"·'· El. 1. 132 .• 1ml 
Kuml7-.th. 1959 .md 1961 
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geometrical designs. The thirteenth-century writer on occult sciences ai
Buni as well as the thirteenth-century cosmographer and geographer ai
Qazwini have extensive sections on the lunar mansions illustrated with 
configurations of dots some of which are suggestive of geomantic 
figures, although neither mention geomancy in their treatises. 2~ An 
Arabic brass celestial globe1~ dated 1318-19 ( A 11 718) and made by 
'Abd ai-Ra~miin ibn Burhiin ai-Mau~ili represents the lunar mansions 
by patterns of inlaid silver do ts along the ecliptic apparently in the same 
tradition. Thi particular globe appears to be unique among the Islamic 
celestial globes in this feature . Also, patterns of dots obviously related 
to the twenty-eight lunar mansions, though the term is not used, are 
found in the Latin £-qwimemarius said to have been translated in the 
twelfth century from Ara bic by Bernard Silvester of ToursY 

In many case there is little similarity between the various patterns of 
dots as igned to a lunar mansion and the actual appearance of the sta rs 
in that region of the sky. Even the number of dots used in a design may 
be quite different fro m the number of stars associated with that 
mansion. Fo r example, the twenty-first mansion entitled al-ba/do is 
uniformly recognized by writers such as the well-known scholar al
Biruni (d. after \ D 1050/-\ H 442)ls as referring to a starless region of 
the sk}. The pattern, however, associated with this mansion varies 
great!} , consi ting of four , five or even twelve dots. 

Table 2 ummarizes information regarding the lunar mansions which 
is important in attempting to understand this device and the fourteen 
man ions cho en for this large dial by the d~signer. In the chart the 
sequence of lunar mansions begins, as is customary. with a/-shara{iin. 

1' .1l-liuni n.tl k.1 1945] 10-25 It • ., note\.\orth) th.n Al)mad ibn ·Ali .. J.Buni. 1he 
.td..oo\.\ lcdg.c:d m;"t~·r of the nt.'t·uh ... ncn.:e'> m 1-;l.•m. d1d not mdude 10 hl'i e ncyclopedia 
.10~ mc:nt10n II( g..:nm.IOl\ . Sc~ <lhO ,!1-Qal\.\ ini. 1849·42-51. ,f (,crm.m lranslaiiOO of al· 
0 -11"' ini"' th.,.·u"•on nf the lun;tr m,IO'>!On'> .md the mn.,lcii.IIIOn'i " "' publi.,hcd b\ I deter. 
I 09 • 

lt. <hford \l u-.cum uf th~ lli~tor\ of ucnre. lm 'l.o. 57-84/ 181 Billmeir Collection 
Th.:r.: .m.: hn"'.:'cr. r.:.I'>Oo' for quc..uomng the: d.ttc of 1h1~ globe .• 1mong them the fart 
th.11 lh.: ,1.1r, n.:.1r the: cd1ptir arc ... o poor!~ JWNIIoned that the~ dn nol m nform to an) 
"'~11-ddinc:d qlOl h .tnd th.: f.1.-t th;~t the globe: bc.1r .m m-.cnpuon arrarenll} in the <,arne 
-.cnpl .1' th~ '1gn.11ur.: ..,l,llmg th.11 it "'·"' m01d.: .11 the order of the trea'u~ of lhc ,ult.m 

lug.h Beg \\hn h\.:d 10 th.: fiftc.:nth c:.:ntun ~c.: the fort hcommg 'itUd} of lslam1c 
l"d.:,u.ll !!lob.:' h) I \ . \il)!vSmllh 
!' In th< I~\JHIIIIIIIIUflll\ ,...,,lx:!.ll.:d "ith Ekrn.Ird S1he,tcr (-..:c \ ,1\orCIII. 1959. and p. 8 

n 21! .. 1h< ""I the: lun.1r m.m..,ton' .Ire U'>.:d 10 4.k'>lgn.ttc the 28 tOPII"> of inqui~ sul·h .1 
!l ine:" Ol.IHI,Ij!~ \ ll'tOfll,. dl . l:.ICh h,l\ mg 28 lm.: ... of fC\(10n~C' 

2\ .11- lliruni lll79J4l! .mll 356 
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'T'able 2. Positions and lnterpretolions of Lunar Mansions 

2 

J 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

II 

Names of the 
Lunar Mansions 

rtl·sharntiin 
(a I-na!~) 

al-bu!ain 

al·thurayyil 

al-dnbnriin 

nl-hnq' a 

al-han•a 

al·dhirii' 

al-nalhra 

al-!arf 

al-jabha 

al-wbrn 

Position in 
Zodiacal Houses 

o· o· o" 
Aries 

VERNAL EQUINOX 

11" 51'26" 
Aries 

25" 12' 52" 
Aries 

s• 34' t8" 

Season! Season 
Rising I Settinr 

tj 
7, 
iii! .... 
V) 

~ 
< 

Taurus I- 1-
21° 25' 44" 
Taun•s 

4° 17' 10" 
Gemini 

17" !!' JS" 
Gemini 

o· o· o" 
Cancer 

SUMMER SOLS1 ICE 

12"5 1'26" 
Cancer 

25° 42' 52" 
Leo 

s• 24' 18" Leo 

ei 
~ 
VI 

Ill: 

~ 

No. of 
Stars 

Modem 
Identification 

2(3) I (J-r Arletls 
(ah Arletls) 

3(4) 

6(7) 

t 6 p Arletls 
(Fl. 41(c( , 39, 35, 
36 Arletis) ---
Pleiades open 
star cluster 

I a Taurl (Aldebaran I 
(Hyades) (all the Hyades) 

3 I >. op 1 op1 Orion Is 

2(5) 

2 

'Y ~ Geminonmr 
b ~ Tll.l v Gemlnorum) 

a (J Gemlnonmr or 
a (J Owls minoris 

ai-Qazwini 

• . . 
• 

• • 

•••• 

• • 

• • 

• • • • • 
• 

• • 
• • • • 

• 
• 

aJ-Doni 

. . I ... 
• 

•.•.• I 
••• 

" • 

• 
• • 

• • ••• 
• 

••• 
. X. ••• 
• • •••• 

• • 

Experimentarius 

Anathn 
3 stars 

Albatio 
7 

Athuria 
18 

Adoran 
2 

Almusan 
s 

Athn 
2 

Arian 
10 

. . . 
• . 
• . 

" • 
• 

••••••• : . : 
•••••• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 
• 
• 

• • • 
• ••• • • • 

J 
'Y 6 Caner/and " • • • • " • • " 
open cluster M44 " " • • • • •z• Anathra ••• 

1 
I Praesepe I • • • • 2 

• • 

2 >. Leonls. v Cam:rl 

4 ~ 'Yf1 a Leon Is 

2 b 0 Leonls 

• 
• 

• • 

• 

• • 

• • • • • • • • 

• •• • • 

Allrnf 
4 

• • 

Albuu 
s 

Adchoretetn 

• • 

• • • • • 

4 • • • • 

. /1 L.eonls I 
..•..• 

- •- • • • • • e I Arfo • . I ----
• 

IJn-,11 ~ VlrlllnLt } • • • J • • . • • } A1nus : : ~--
. ,. ,, .. • • ·JrwiHi• • • • . --- ---·- ----.... ---"""' 

12 al•\'lff:i 2 1" 25' 41" ru-. --:r-----:------\---~Le~o~-- ~ ~ I 1 ,, .. , . - ;g z 
- .......... 4" 1'7' 10" s ;a 

14 ( '""*' .... &! ..._,. I ~·w • ( ( ·~.........~.-\ _.;..!<'"::.:_' 

o• o• o" 
IS I aJ.ghafr I Libra 

16 al-zubiina 

17 al·iklil 

AUiUMNAL EQUINOX 

12" 5 I' 26" I ~ I ~ 
Libra § &:: 

< V) 

25" 42' 52" 
Libra 

-s• 34' tS" 18 I al-qnlb I Scorpio --l--1 
1-

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

al-shaultl 

al-no' ii 'im 

al-balda 

sa'd at-dhabi~ 

sa'd bula' 

sa'd al-su' iid 

sa'd al-okhbiyo 

al·f&rgh 
al-muqnddnm 

al-fargh 
al·tnu'akhkhar 

batn al-hiit 
(ttl:rishli;) 

21 " 25' 14" 
Scorpio 

4° 17' 10" 
Sagittarius 

17° 8' 35" 
Sagittarius 

o• o• o" 
Capricorn 

WINTl:.R SOLSTICE 

12" S I' 26" 
Capricorn 

25° 42' 52" 
Capricorn 

8" 34' 18" 
Aquarius 

21° 25' 44" 
Aquarius 

4° 17' 10" 
Pisces 

17" 8' 3S" 
Pisces 

Ill: 

~ 
V) 

; 

1-

~ ~ 
I j 

3(2) 

2 

J(S) 

1----l 

2 

ll 

0 

2 

2 

3 

4 

2 

2 

u Vlrwlnu 1 Spica I 

'K ). Virgin is 
(K). V/rglnls) 

a 1•
1 L.lbrat> 

(lh " ScorfJII 
(136 n Sco plus two 
nul identified) 

n Srorpll 

>. u Scorpil 

'Y6CT)O•(JTr 
Sagltarll 

(space: below ~ond 
p u Soglllorli( 

n 1
•
1 (J Capricorn/ 

I" Cop nearby I 

c v Aquarll 
11.1 Aquorll between( 

(J t Aquarll and 
c 1 Caprlcoml 

'Y rrrTI Aquarll 

a (J PeROSI 

6 "Y Pegasl 

(J A ndromedal! 
IMirnchl 

• • 
• 

• • 
••• • • • . 

• • 

• • 

• 

" .. " . • • ••• 
: ... 
• • I • .. 

• • 

• 
• 

••••• • • • • 
• • • • 
• • 

• 
• 

•••••• 
•••••• 

• \ AMone\l\ • • ~ • -

• 

• •• .•. , 
• 

• • 

• ••• 
• 
• 

.... I • • 

s • • 

Alngafnr 
3 

Aznvenem 
2 

• • • 

" . 
• • • • • 

Alaguiu l 
7 • • 

Alcolu 
3 

Ale urn 
6 

. . . 
• • . . 

• • J Annen • • • • • • 9 
• • • ••• • •• . .. , .... • • 

• •• 
.•. • . . . . .. "I . . ..... . ...... 

• • • • 
• • • • 

• • 

• • 
••••• 
••••• 

Alvelde 
7 (no design) 

Catalcue • • 
3 " 

Codnbulo 
2 

Cndncaud 
2 

Cndalaua 
12 

Algarfaltlvnr 
2 

• • 

• • 
•••• •••• • •• 

" 

• • 

Algnrgalavor 
2 •• 

Almazene 
3 

• 
• • 
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Occasionally a l;sting begins with a different mansion, 1~ but even then 
the same sequential order is maintained. The position in the zodiacal 
houses is that given by ai-Biruni''' in which the fir ·t mansion, pla~.:ed at 
the vernal equinox, and the remaining mansions represent twenty-eight 
arbitrary division of the ecliptic, disregarding the position in the skr of 
the a terism for which the lunar mansions are named. The seasonal 
divisions are al o derived from ai-Biruni, and differ from the modern 
ones in that the solstices and equinoxes occur within a season rather 
than at a change of season. 

In column 5 the chart gives the usual number of stars assigned to the 
asterism associated with a lunar mansion and, in parenthese , differing 
traditional versions of the number of stars. All this information is 
derived from the text of · Abd ai-Raryman al-~ufi who in his tenth
centur} treatise on the constellations used the Ptolemaic star catalog in 
his identification of most of the stars in the asterisms. 11 Column 6 
presents the most commonly accepted modern identifications of the 
stars.12 Columns 7 and 8 give the designs of the asteri ms found in the 
thirteenth-century writings of ai-Qazwini and ai-Buni. 11 Column 9 gives 
the designs of the asterisms found in the twelfth-century Latin 
£--:perimemarius by Bernard Silvester along with the Latin name and the 
number of star stated in that text. 1~ The three writing were selected 
from a considerable number of treatises in which the lunar mansions are 
illustrated by abstract patterns because of the importance of the work . 
They are offered only as illustrations of the numerous designs associated 
with the asterisms and are not to be interpreted as the only 
repre entations found in the literature. 

We now consider each of the fourteen lunar mansions named on the 
large dial. Throughout our discussion, these man ions are treated as 
segments of the ecliptic, and the season in which that segment would 
rise or et is indicated. If instead the mansions are viewed as asterisms 

!<!For c,,amplc. the £\·,~·mm•maml\ began'> \'.llh the 28th m.tn\lon \'.htlh 11 l.tll-.. 
.flma:cnc. m,al..ing Anallro the 2d an the li'>t . orne illlkii' .author bcg.m their tl"cu-..-.aon 
\'.tth al-lhttratTii. the thtrtl m.mston: ec Pcllat. 1955 19 

1() .11-Biruni. I 79 351 For further dt~l'U'>'>IOn~ of th: lun.lr m.tn'>tOn'> ..ce .tl<;o rr 335-3115 
and al-Biruni 193-UI-8-. \e~.: 164-166 

1
' .11-~ufi. \11 1373 119541 pa stm. parll.tl Frcn.-h tr.m-,lation b~ SchJellerup bl-5ufi. 

1874) AI-Biruni. 1879.355-356. al-.o ;.thgnctl 1hc .a-,t..:n-.m., "ith thL Ptolem.aic l'.ttalog and 
g;l\ e .:oordinate., ~.:orrcspondmg to I he e.trl.l cle\enlh cenlun 

1! \ce Kuni11sch. 1961. p.l'>'>~m. Pe ters and Knobel. 1915 .. mu Kunllh~:h. 1974 
lJ The Jl.lllCrn\ gtvcn b} al-QJZ\\ini arc taken from the IC\1 gl\en b~ cdtllot. 1&49:11. 

550- '62. for I he~ "'ere omiucd in I he Wu,tcnlcld cduion (;11-Q;u\'.inl. 1849·42-511 . J\1-
Buni (n d k<t. 19451 18-24) ~me'> 1\'.o differcnl dc~tgn-.. for -.orne or I he lun<~r m<tn-..ion\. in 
"htl"h ~:;t-.e bolh .trc gt,en on lhc ch.1rt. he tloe' not. ho,,e,cr. ,l,atc lhc number of ,l,tr.. 
mmll<htng .tn a.-.teri.,m a did .tl-~ufi in h i~ tlis~:u,.,ion of cac.:h m,tn\ton 

1~ The cdtlton b} .t"liorellt !1959:315-316) h.t'> hccn u..cd lor lh..: lh.trt 
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an_d their locations with respect to the equinoxes are calculated for the 
thrrte~nth cent~ry. one finds that the seasonal rising or setting of the 
mans1on men~toned ~n this device is affected in only one instance. 
which i noted rn the d1scussion of that mansion. 

TilE: QL -\OR -\:-.:T 

"'ORTJI[R'\ \\ , , II R 

"al-ba/do, etting." The twenty-first lunar mansion is named "the 
place," referring to an area behind the head of the Ptolemaic 
conste_llation ~agittarius which was said 1o contain no stars. hs 
(cosm•cal) etung actually occur in the summer rather than winter. 

"~1-haq'a, ris!ng." The name of the fifth lunar mansion means a tuft 
of hatr, a_ brandrn~ mar~. or any other distinguishing mark of a horse. 
T~e aste_nsm beanng thiS narr e consists of three stars in the form of a 
mangle m the head of Orion. It (heliacal) rising is near the beginning 
of ummer rather than the winter. 

. "a/- 'awwa·. ri ing and setting.·· The meaning of the name of the 
thme~nth lunar mansion is uncertain. but it appears to be from a root 
meanrng to ho'>'l or yelp. or to t\\ist or bend. It was sometimes said that 
the name referred to dogs barking behind a large lion visualized in the 
sk~ . The_ nam~ was applied to four or five star in the Ptolemaic 
co~stellatron Vrrgo. Its ri ing is in the autumn and its etting in the 
spnng. 

"al-ilurraJ:va. rising.·· The third lunar mansron refers to the fa mou 
open star ~l~ster called the Pleiades. It i a 'ery old Arabic star name of 
obscure ongrn and etymology, but was most commonly associated with 
the central part of a large image covering not onlr the shoulder of 
Taurus, but also Perseus and Cassiopeia to the north and the head of 
the ea-monster Cetus to the southwest. The image was that of a 
wo~an, her head composed of the Pleiade , with one arm and hand 
passrng through Perseus and Cassiopeia and her other hand in the area 
where the head of Cetus is now visualized. Its rising is in the spring . 

\\ ESTER' \L TL\1'-\L 

"a~-simak and o/-ghatr. rising and setting." The name al-simak 
refernng t_o the fourteenth lunar mansion was applied to two stars, one 
we call Sprca and the other Arcturus, which in the anwa' tradition were 
see~ as forming the hind legs of a large lion. Only the star in Virgo 
(Spr~), however, composed the asterism associated with the lunar 
~ans10n . _The term is o f very ancient, perhaps Babylonian, origin, and 
Its meanmg has been so obscured with time that translation is 
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impos ible. '' Many etymologies are presented in the early Arabic 
astronomical literature for the word ghafr, the name of the fifteenth 
mansion, the most common being that the name, from a root meaning 
to conceal. was applied because the· star were inconspicuous. The name 
referred to two or three stars in the Ptolemaic constellation Virgo. Since 
the e man ions are on or near the autumnal equinox, their risings 
would indicate autumn and their ettings pring. 

"al-han'a. etting.'· The name of the sixth lunar mansion is derived 
from a root meaning either to fold or bend, or to brand a camel on the 
neck. Explanations of the word from both meanings appear in the early 
a tronomical literature, although the most common is the latter, which 
maintain a parallel with the fifth mansion, al-haq 'a. discussed earlier. 
The name wa applied to two star of the Ptolemaic constellation 
Gemini: some authors. howe,•er, indicate three additional stars in the 
ac;teric;m. he; c;etting occurs in winter. 

.. af-=ubana and al-ildil, rising.·· The name of the ixteenth lunar 
man ion. al-:ubOna (the two claws) wa applied to the two large stars in 
the pan of the balance in the Ptolemaic constellation Libra. This lunar 
man ion renected the ancient, probably Babylonian. conception of a 
corp1on larger than the now familiar Scorpio, its claws formed by the 

con tcllation knO\\ n today as Libra. 'h The traditions are not consistent 
regarding the identification of the asterism as ociated with the 
eventeenth lunar mansion. o/-iklil <the crown). Five different 

interpretation emerge from the early literature, the most common 
opinion rrobably being that it referred to the three stars in a row in the 
Ptolemaic constellation Scorpio. The rismgs of both lunar mansions 
occur in the autumn. 

"al-dobarim. ~elling." The name of the fourth lunar mansion was 
given to the tar in the eye of the Ptolemaic con tellation Taurus, the 
famou tar called today Aldebaran. The name, from a root meaning to 
folio". refer to the fact that it follows the Pleiades. The setting of the 
lunar mansion occur in the autumn: if the position in the thirteenth 
centuf) of the corresronding asteri m i con idered, the setting would 
then be in early winter. 

\L \1\H R \OL Till R' 

"al-bolda. ri ing.'' The twenty-first lunar mansion ri es in the winter 
rather thlln ummer. since it setting occurs in the summer as described 
above. 

"a/-haq'a. elling.'' The fifth lunar mansion sets in early winter. 

:< \.:~ llnmmd. I R91 596-597 
:, lh1d ~I)., •• md ll .1rtncr. U 1• Ill . 501 

r 

I 
I 
I 
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··at-no 'a'un. _nsmg... The name of the twentieth lunar mansion 
m~ans the o tnches and refers to an early conceptualization of the 
~~rlky Wa} as_ a river. passing through the area now called Sagittarius, 
wuh four ~stnche . ~om~ t_oward the river and another four leaving on 
the other s1de. It nsmg ts m the winter rather than the summer 

"~1-tlwra;~ra, settin~:· The setting of the third lunar ~ansion 
as ocrated wnh the Pletades, occurs in the autumn rather than summer. 

L \~HR' SPRI ' (, 

.. al-dhirii •. al-narhra: and al-tar/.'' These are the names of the 
ev~~th. etghth, an? nmth lunar mansions, respectively. In the anwa' 

trad111on a large l1on - much larger than the Ptole · L · I" · . . ma1c eo- was 
vtsua_ t~ed rn the sky ~·1th us foreleg in the Ptolemaic constellations of 
Gemm1 and Cants Mt~or. the nose in Cancer. and the eye, forehead. 
neck, ~houlder. and ta1l tuft in Leo. while its hind legs were in Bootes 
and Vtrgo. The names of lunar mansions numbered seven through 
~Ieven as "e!~ as number fourteen all reflect the image of this enormous 
hon. Al-e/lura mean the foreleg (of the lton); but the traditions are 
con~used as to whtch et of stars "'as rndicated. Al-narhra me~ns the 
cart1l~ge of the nose. belonging to the large lion. and some writers 
associated H \\llh the three star in a row on the back of the Ptolemaic 
constellauon Cancer- that is. two star that had between them the open 
clust~r called Praesepe or the Beehive. which was considered in both the 
Arabtc and Greek traditions to the nebulous. Other limited the name 
to only the open cluster Praesepe. AI-Jar/ means the glance or vision 
(also of _the large lton) and wa applied to a star of the Ptolemaic 
constellation Leo and a star of the constellation Cancer. The mak f th . d . er o 

e geomanllc_ ev1ce has not ind1cated whether the risings or settings 
~re to be consrdered, for he clearl} ran out of room. In fact, he had 50 
l~u_le pace that he omiued two letters of the name al-na{thr]o. The 
nsrngs of all three of these mansions occur in the ummer, being 
around the summer olstice. 

"al-han'a, rising.'' The ixth lunar mansion rise in the summer 
"a_l-:ubiina and al-ik/11, selling." The . ixteenth and seventeenth .lunar 

mans1ons have thetr euings in the spring. 
"o/-~obar~n. nsmg:· The rising of the fourth lunar mansion occurs in 

the ~pn~g; tf the position in the thirteenth century of the actual 
astensm IS considered, the rising would occur in early summer. 

P-\TTER S I' THE ALIG'i\11:'\T~ 

The ~imilarity. b~tween the abstract pauern for an asterism and a 
&eomantlc figure rs rn some caspr -.. ;,., pronounced. For example, one 
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of the patterns gi .,.e n by ai-Buni for the s ixth lunar mansion, and al o 
for the eventeent h and nineteenth mansions, is in fact a geomantic 
figure, and others could. were a person so inclined. be interpreted as 
parts of geomantic figures. T he twentieth lunar mansion al-na'ifim is 
said by ai-Biruni'- to consist of "eight stars, four of them lying in the 
Milky Way in a square, which a re the Descending Ostriches, descending 
to the water. which is the Milky Way: and four of them lying outside 
the Milky Way, al o in a square. which are the ascending o triche . " 
That de cription doe not disagree greatly with the pattern given by ai-

Qazwini and suggest the association of the geomantic figure : : (al

jama'a) with that lunar mansion. which is in fact the assignment gi\en 
by the de\ice. In an Arabic calendar written in Spain m .\ u 961. ' 
which presents the anwa' tradition regarding natural phenomena of 
interest to pastoral peoples. the Pleiades Jrc illu trated by a series of 

dots very closely resembling the geomantic figure · : (naJra diikhila) 

wllh which it is associated by the maker of this de\ ice. Although ai
Qazwini' pattern for the Pleiades (the third lunar man ion) does no t 
rarticularly resemble thi geomantic figure, it does contain six dots 
"'hich both al-~iifi and ai-Biruni gave as the number of tar in thi 
asterism. 

Although certain of the asterism designs ,.,ould eem to suggest 
geomantic figures or parts of them, explicit alignments of the lunar 
mansions with geomantic figures is quite uncommon in Islamic 
literature. In fact, in the manuscripts and pnnted sources urveyed , only 
two items contain any such alignment. Both are late. anon~·mou 
Persian manuscript . •q These t\\0 assignment differ from each other, 
while neither in any way corresponds with that of the geomantic device 
by Mubammad ibn Khutlukh ai-Mau~ili. 

In the Latin geomantic treatise , on the other hand. an a signment of 
lunar mansions to the geomantic figures occurs in the earlie t literature. 
Hugo Sanctallensis in the twelfth cent~ry based his geomantic treati e 
upon, and in part translated, an Arabic work which has not yet been 
identified. By means of this work it is possible that Hugo introduced the 
art into the Latin We t.Jn 

, .. ti-Biriini. 18-9·H 8 
1' Lt ,aii'Jidr•cr tit• Ctlf(llllw. 1961 15 .mtl IM (orig. cd 18-3 q .tnd 104l 
N l n, -\ngdC\. UCI •\ ~.:: .. c.tr< h l tor.tr\ i'c.tr bhh:rn C nil \hn'"'·'" \I'> 1493. fnl 9~ 

"ht<h "·'' <Oillctl m '11 1031 ( 1621 I lrnm .a <011' d.ttcll '11 812 f1409l .. and LCL \ ' car 
1:-.htcrn (nil \ 1tn.t.,tan \I'> IJ95. fnl 4 ll.llcd \It 12 5 Cl 681 
... 1'-""'"'· 1924·"''· "'8 
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Table 3 
Similarities between Geomantic DeviCe and Hugo Sanctallensis Tract 

Geomantic figure and name 

M?a dilkhila 

al-famiz'a 

. . .. 

.. .. . . 

.. 

. . 

Latin names 

FortuM IIUijor 

Auxilium intus 

Barbatus 

Loetitio 

Congregatio 

Populus 

Asterism 

Pleiades 

Aldebaran 

Lunar 
mansion 

third 

fourth 

twentieth 
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In his writing Hugo aligned the geomantic figure with twenty 
different lunar mansions, which are given in the order of their 
occurrence along the ecliptic, with no lunar mansions repeated .J1 Only 
three figures are assigned to the same lunar mansions in both the 
geomantic device and the treati5e by Hugo Sanctallensis. These are 
listed in table 3. 

A later English manuscript on geomancyJJ gives "the geomanticall 
figures attributed to the fixed starre in the eighth Sphaere ·• which is. in 
fact , an alignment very simi lar to that of Hugo Sanctallensis', except 

that only eighteen lunar mans10ns are named and Fomma minor • •. 

(na$ra klrarija) is as igned to the Pleiade . The geomantic device . 
assigns both ·: and :. to the Pleiade . the former rising (spring) 

and the latter euing (autumn). Thi feature of the corrc pondences 
found on the de"ice - namely, as igning a geomantic figure to the ri ing 
or setting of a lunar mansion-appears entire!} unique. for the other 
correspondences do not refer \\ hatsoever to risings or setting . 

In contra t \\ith the lunar mansions. alignment of geomantic figures 
with the directions of the compass and/or the sea ons are ver) common 
in the Islamic geomanllc manuals. Only one association of geomantic 
figures \Vith cardinal point and \\ith the sea on . of the man} found in 
the manuals tudied, bears much re emblance to that presented on the 
geomantic tablet, but 10 that instance the imilarity is remarlo.:able. It 
occurs in a manuscript e ntitled Kitab ifarb al-raml (Book on Geomancy) 
by the Shaikh Tum!um ai-Hindi.J1 The volume appears to be a 
compilation from vanous sources. with several authorities cited such as 
the Shaikh ai-Zaniiti and Khalaf ai-Barbari in addition to Tum~um at
Hindi. In both a square diagram and an accompan}ing text, contained in 
a section concerned \\ith finding lost objects.~~ the groupings of the 
figures with the four directions and the four seasons are identical with 
tho e given on the geomantic device. In the text accompanying the 
diagram not only are the figures grouped with the seasonal and 
directional quadrants. but there are indications or portents given to each 
figure. such as good omen or increasingly mixed. While the 
significations ascribed to the figures are not precisely the same as tho e 

J l Oxford. Bodle1,tn L•br.Jr). \I<; Digb' 50. rot 2' -2' a 1hir1eenth- or flO""' hi~ t\\dflh· 
,·eniUr) m.mu-.cnpl .... e .. .JI'>O T .Inner) 1910.324-328. \\ ho !_!1\ c~ the rcrtinent "'-'l"linn of 
P:m,. Bibltmh.:quc , ,11Jnnale MS L.11 '354. "hilh 1~ .11 n .1 lhlrtl.'<.nlh·<·cnlUn m.mu"·npl 
J~ Oxford. Bodlci.1n l1bran. \1S -\,hmolc -B4. fnl I"'' 
~J L rh -\ngclc-.. LCL-\ R.:,car(h l•br01r~. ' e-•r b,h!rn Coli 95. \I') 67 . l·np) d.11cd 

12thofJum:ld.ll. \II 1133 IM.1r.:h II. 1-21) 
~ Lo" \ngclcs. UCL \ Rc,..:.•rch [ 1bran. " c.tr E."lcrn Coli 895. \IS 67 . fol' 36~-38" 
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~i~. 3. The ali~nmem of seasons. directions, geomantic figures and 
nsmgs and seumgs of lunar mansions found on the large dial. The 
lunar mansions are indicated by a number representing their position in 
the sequence of twenty-eight mansions; r and s represent rising and 

seuing respectively. 
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on the geomantic device, the terms used, when not identical, are very 
similar. 

The alignment of geomantic figures, lunar mansions, and seasons on 
the large dial possesses a number of remarkable features (see fig. 3). 
With the quadrants of the dial bearing the labels of the seasons, it 
would be natural to assume that the designer intended for the entire 
dial to be interpreted chronologically with each geomantic figure 
occupying a sector corresponding to one-fourth of a season, and 
consecutive sectors (in a clockwise direction) denoting consecutive time 
periods. That assumption would seem justified by the fact that for 
twelve of the sixteen sectors the rising (or setting) of a lunar mansion is 
placed diametrically opposite its selling (or rising) . Such an arrangement 
could be interpreted as indicating the six-month alternation of the 
heliacal rising and the cosmical setting of a lunar mansion. There are, 
nevertheless. serious inconsistencies which make this chronological 
interpretation of the dial quite unsatisfactory. The first inconsistency 
concerns the use of the term "selling." The correspondence of a single 
ector with both the rising and setting of a lunar mansion (as is done in 

two sectors, one containing the thirteenth mansion and the other the 
fourteenth and fifteenth mansions) must, under this interpretation, 
indicate the acronychal (or heliacal) setting, that is, setting in the west 
at the same time as the sun sets. Although it is true that the thirteenth, 
fourteenth, and fifteemh mansions are those at or near the autumnal 
equinox, and at the equinoxes the mansion in which the sun rises 
would indeed be the same one in which the sun sets, the use of the 
term "setting" elsewhere on the dial must, under this interpretation, 
indicate cosmical setting, that is, setting in the west as the sun rises in 
the east. 

A more serious inconsistency comes to light when one examines the 
sequence in which the lunar mansions are listed. Those that appear on 
the dial 180° from the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth mansions 
(which as stated above are close to the autumnal equinox) are not the 
ones near the vernal equinox, but rather the ones that occur at or near 
the solstices. Furthermore, the sectors of the dial marked wuh the rising 
(and selling) of the thirteenth and fourteenth mansions do not occur 
consecutively on the dial, but instead the sector containing the figure 
marked as the rising of the third mansion is placed between them. 
Similarly, the rising of the fourth mansion is within the spring quadrant, 
although the risings of the third and fifth mansions are listed in the 
wimer quadrant. In other words, the order of the mansions a listed on 
the dial, when read either clockwise or counterclockwise, does not agree 
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even remote!} \\ ith the true sequence of the lunar man ions along the 
ecliptic. 

In. examining the lunar mansions named in the summer quadrant of 
~he d.al one finds that almost without exception the rising or setting that 
IS named would actually occur in the winter season, and likewise with 
those found in the winter quadrant. A simple relabeling of these two 
quadran! , howeve~, will not put the mansions in a chronologically 
correct equence, smce, for example, the rising of the fourth mansion 
will still occur in a sector other than that between the third and fifth 
ones. Con equently, it is evident that the difference between the correct 
order and that found here on the device is so pronounced that it cannot 
be explained on the basis of scribal error or the accidental reversal by 
the maker of the winter and summer quadrants. 

If the ectors of the dial were not imended to represent a chrono
logical sequence of lunar mansions, how can the sequence of mansions 
and their alignment with geomamic figures be explained? It should be 
noted t~at more than a single lunar mansion is assigned to certain 
g~omant1c figur~s b) the device. which would be clearly necessary if the 
a1m of the de 1gner were to establish a correspondence between all 
twenty-eigh~ mansion and the sixteen geomantic figures. That is not, 
howev~r. h1 goal for he only employed half of all the lunar mansions. 
A poss1ble reason for his assignment of more than one mansion to a 
figure i found by examining the sevemh, the eighth, and the ninth 
mansions, which are li .ted all together on the large dial with the 

figure .: • U,tima '). AI-Qazwin i and ai-Buni agree in their configurations 

for the eventh and ninth mansion • as is shown in the chart [see pages 
40 and 411. The~ differ in regard to the eighth mansion but this is the 
ast~rism contaimng the open cluster Praesepe whose re~resentation has 
vaned greatly. Consequently, it eems likely that the choice of the figure 

• • for the e three mansions i ba ed on the combination of the three 

patterns, the top and bottom of the figure being formed by the seventh 
and ninth mansion • and the two middle dots representing the open 
cluster Prae epe associated with the eighth mansion. 

From. thi it \\Ould eem that the primary concern in assigning 
geomant1c figures to lunar mansions was agreement between the design 
of t~e figure and the appearance in the sky of the corresponding 
aste~1sm .or. group of asterisms. That concern would be in keeping with 
the mscnpt1on the designer of the device placed over the large dial: "We 
have established this circle (dial) so that you might learn from it the 
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correspondences of the forms of the figures with the forms of the lunar 
mansions, rising and setting." Here the designer clearly speaks of 
alignmg the shapes of the geomantic figures with the shapes of the lunar 
mansions~ the word he has employed for shapes or forms (~uwar) 
means also images or appearances and is frequently used for the 
outlines of constellations. 

This concern on the pan of the designer would also explain a very 
distinctive feature of the dial. In six instances the setting of a lunar 
mansion is assigned to a geomantic figure which is the inverted image of 
the figure assigned to that same mansion's rising. It is as though the 
rising in the east of an asterism was being pictured as a geomantic figure 
and its setting in the west represented by the figure turned 180°. 
Nowhere in the literature have we found such an alignment of the 
geomantic figures, nor one so clearly tied to visual representations. 

lf one focuses attention on how the geomamic figures, rather than 
the lunar mansions, are arranged on the dial and the correspondence of 
these figures with the lunar mansions and seasons, one finds great 
consistency and unquestionable evidence of purposeful design. To assist 
in our analysis of this design we call two geomantic figures a symmetric 
pair if the 180° rotation of one of the figures yields the other figure: for 

example, form a symmetric pair. In the set of sixteen 

geomantic figures there are six symmetric pairs and four figures that are 
not changed by the 180° rotation. We call these four figures 
au tosymmetric. 

For the purposes of this study, two figures are termed opposites if in 
each of their four rows they differ from each other in the number of 

dots displayed: for example. are opposites. There are among 

the geomantic figures eight pairs of opposite figures. and two of these . 
pairs are also symmetric pairs, that is, • •• •. • and 

On the large dial each of the six symmetric pairs are placed so that 
the two figures in a pair are diametrically opposite, one figure of the pair 
assigned to the rising of a certain lunar mansion and the other figure 
corresponding to the setting of the same mansion. In both instances on 
the dial where the rising and setting of lunar mansions are assigned to a 
single geomantic figure, one finds that the figure is autosymmetric . 
( • • ) and the lunar mansions at or near the autumnal equinox. 

The invariance of the figure under rotation seems a particularly 
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appropriate property for a figure assigned to both rising and setting. The 

other two autosymmetric figures ( ) lie on the dial opposite 
,_ .. 

these two and are assigned to mansions occurring at or near the 
solstices. 

The partition of the set of sixteen geomantic figures into the four 
subsets associated with the seasons is remarkable in its symmetry. Each 
season is assigned a pair of opposite figures, one of the four figures 
whose opposite is symmetric to it, and one of the four autosymmetric 
figures (see fig. 3). For example, for winter: 

the pair of opposite figures :. ·: . .. 
the opposite-symmetric figu:e . 
the autosymmetric figure : 

Certainly such an arrangement indicates considerable familiarity with 
the geomantic figures and at least an intuitive awareness of the relations 
of symmetry and opposition which exist within the set of sixteen 
geomantic figures. On the other hand, it would seem the designer of 
this device was acquainted to some extent with certain traditional views 
of the lunar mansions. Evidence of this would be the partial agreement, 
mentioned above, of his alignment with others found in the literature. 
In particular the assignment of al-jama'a to the twentieth mansion, 
na~ra dakhila to the third, and ijrima' to the combined seventh, eighth, 
and ninth lunar mansions, as well as his statement over the large dial, 
would seem to indicate that the designer of the device was using, at 
least to some extent. sources like those of the cosmologist ai-Qazwini 
which represented the lunar mansions by designs of dots. Bearing in 
mind the great variation in the representations of the asterisms given in 
such literature, it is impossible to say at this point whether the particular 
assignment of geomantic figures to lunar mansions found on this dial 
was obtained completely from some source not known to us, or whether 
it was an alignment original with him. 

The pronounced regularity in the groupings of the figures by seasons, 
and the obvious attempt on the pan of the designer to graphically 
represent certain of the lunar mansion asterisms by means of geomantic 
figures, seem to suggest that the correspondences on this dial are to be 
viewed as independent and unrelated. In other words, the seasons are 
each assigned four geomantic figures, and each figure is aligned on the 
basis of likeness in appearance, to the rising or setting of a lunar 
mansion. The two correspondences, however. are not intended to give 
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alignment of the seasons and lunar mansions, and their failure to do so 
should not be interpreted as indicating an error on the part of the 
designer. Rather, it should be viewed as evidence that he was more 
concerned with preserving relationships between geomantic figures and 
also graphically representing with these figures certain lunar mansions 
than he was with maintaining an astronomically correct sequence. If our 
interpretation is correct then this device affords an interesting example 
of geomantic considerations taking precedence over astronomical, and 
consequently astrological, concerns. 

TilE Two POEMS 

To the right and below the large dial (see pl. 4) is a poem in kiimil 
meter, in which the tablet is speaking in the first person (see Appendix 
item II for transcription). The calligraphy is naskhi script. inlaid with 
silver. 

I am the possessor of e loquence and the silent speaker 
and through m} speech (arise) desires and fears. 

The judicious one hides his secret thoughts, but I disclose them, 
JU t as if hearts were created as my parts.45 

On the lower left-hand side of the tablet, to the left of the small dial 
labeled House of the Result of the Result. there is another poem in 
kiimil meter, also in naskhi script and inlaid in silver, in which the tablet 
again speaks in the first person (see pl. I and Appendix item 12) . 

I am the revealer of secrets; in me are marvels 
of wisdom and strange and hidden things. 

But I have spread out the surface of my face out of humility, 
and have prepared it as a substitute for earth. 

THE FRAME 

Engraved in naskhi script, inlaid in silver, and entwined with 
decorative vines, around the edge of the geomantic tablet is a poem in 
five basi{ verses, in which, apparently, the maker is speaking to us 

•s The tdea apr;~rently being. just as ir the device·~ mternal pans were hearts - i.e .. as ir 
the l.tblet v.crc <t li\,ing ;~nd hence perceplhe bcmg. 
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co ncern ing the device. The inscription begins at the upper right-hand 
corner as you view the tablet from the front and runs clockwise about 
the edge. The right-hand edge contains the first ver e, the bottom edge 
two verses, the left-hand edge one verse. and the top edge one verse, 
with the ring by which the device can be suspended separating the two 
half-verses of the last verse (see pis. 8, 9, 10, 11 and Appendix item 
13) . 

E\amine the tablet and memorize it. for in it 
there is meaning from the tablet [of G od in Heaven) when it was 

marked with the pcn.J" 
II [the geomantic tablet)H show hidden secrets of the unseen~ 

which were determined from time immemorial. 
II {the tablet before us] agrees with geomancy tn meaning but differ 

from it 
becau<;e it generate the figures from nothmg.~q 

The tablet o f Moses were made valuable by what 
wisdom and authority God gave them. 

But it 1 ufficient honor for it lthe tablet before us) that a hand 
touched 11 

"h1ch i uperior to the hand of men <o in trength and 
nobleness of character. 

This poem is filled with religious imagery, using throughout the word 
tablet, a/-lau!1, in two senses, that of the geomantic tablet before us and 
the Mosaic tablets or the tablet of God in Heaven. The Mosaic tablets 

Jl> The "ord qalom usuall~ means reed·JlCn or ~t~ lu'> In thi~ l.t'>C t\\O meanings could be 
mtendcd tn llilrallel "llh the tmdillon interprctmg the 68th ura ( \tirat min or Qimt al
qolom) of the Qur"an The "ord qolom Jl-cordmg to the tro~dition~ meant both an 
implement for \\riling Jnd J "'qolom of hght. a!> long ~ the di t.mce from hca,en to earth. 
"hich wrote do"n all things that arc to ho~pJlCn unttl the last judgement- CHuart and 
Grohmann. Er. I\ . 4711 

• 1 Or possibly both the geomanuc tablet and the tablet of God lor Mo~;uc tablet) 
.a The word o/-gltoth i a ~cry common word in the Qur'an. agJm mdicaung that the 

poem IS filled "1th relig1ou ideas and parallels 
•9 Apparent)~ J reference to the slides on the front of the geomo~ntic tablet from "hich 

the figures are instant!} selected rather than having been formed m the usual manner of 
counting random dots. Ash/..iil is the usual " ord for the geornantic figures. but the v.ord m 
the inscnption 1s not "ell formed. for it looks more like o~{tiil. "hich does not seem 
appropriate in thi context. Another po sible mterpretation of th1 \Crse might be 
~geomanC)· agrees [with the tdblct or God) in meaning. but differ~ from II because it lthe 
tablet or God) creates forms from nothmg-the sense m !his case being that while God 
can create from nothing. the geomancer must physicall}• generate the figure~. The rrescnt 
authors. however. prefer the former mterpretallon. 

SO The word ol-worii meaning " mankind- 1 u ed here m the sense of hoi polloi. the 
common people 
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were made valuable by the wisdom and authority God gave t~em, _but ~t 
is sufficient for the geomantic tablet that a hand touch It which ~s 
su erior to that of other men- a clear refere_nce to the fact that thiS 
de~ice was being constructed for the use of an Important personage. 

THE 8 "CK OF THE D E\ ICE 

Th back of the geomantic tablet contains two inscriptions giving 
blessi~gs to the owner. The band_ forn:ing the re_ctangula: f~a~e 
contains the following inscription wntten tn Kufic cnpt and b tn~td ~~ 
ilver, beginning in the top right-hand corner . o: the ac an 

proceeding counterclockwise ( ee pl. 12 and Appendtx Item 14). 

Everlasting glor) . continual and abiding prosperi_t) . constant power, 

e peace perpetual well-being. mcreasmg good fortune, 
suprem . . . d rr 
favorable fate. a comfortable manner of life: a ton~ um~palre I ef 
complete honor. a pure manner of life. sufficient sausfacuon. peace o 
mind. bles ing. compassion. support (from God] and success. 

The inscripuon around the center diamond is engraved in naskhi sc~ipt 
and inlaid in silver. beginning at the l~fl-.hand corner and proceedmg 
counterclockwise (see pl. 12 and Appendtx nem IS). 

Everlasting glor~ . a long unimpaired life. outstanding character. 
efficacious pov.er. fortunate omens. complete honor, a _pure manner of 
life. support (from God] and success. in abundance for Its owner. 

. · the diamond and encircle 
Bands filled with decorauve arabesQ~~ entwme . "In the small 
the small center inscription comammg the stateme~t. d' d 
cabinet of Mu~ammad ai-Mu~tasib ai-Bukhari'' whtch was tscusse 

earlier. 

4. Operation and 
Interpretation of the Tablet 

This geomantic tablet presents only a mall amount of information 
about the procedures intended for its operation. In the two poems on 
the front of the tablet. the device speaks in the first person telling us 
that it is a " ilen t speaker" who is not judicious since it discloses 
innermost thoughts as if its pans had been made hearts- that is. as if it 
were a living being. It continue in the second poem to say it is the 
revealer of secrets and ha humbly spread out the surface of its face to 
serve as a ubstitute for earth - that is, the front of the device is to be 
used instead of the ground or a dust board for the formation of the 
geomantic tableau. 

More specific directions are found in the engraved statement over 
the four curved slides which leaves no doubt that the tablet was 
designed so that the first four figures. the Mothers. would be obtained 
by using these slides rather than in the customary manner of making 
marks on the ground or on a dust board. The poem on the tablet's edge 
states that the device "agrees with geomancy in meaning but differs 
from it because it generates the figures from nothing.·· referring. no 
doubt. to this manner of generating these four figures from the slides. 

Consistently in the practice of geomancy the first four figures are 
supposed to be derived in a manner free of purposeful or even 
conscious selection. Consequent!}, it seems reasonable to assume that, 
prior to the determination of the Mothers. aJI the slides would be in a 
"closed position .. , that is. pushed down so that no figures were visible. 
Then each slide in turn would be moved up an arbitrary amount, an 
action analogous to spontaneous!~ putting down in the sand four rows 
of dots without counting them. It was probably the designer's intention 
that the s lides be moved blindly o as to insure the purposelessness of 
the selection. Once the slide have been moved, the Mothers can be 
obtained following the directions given above the slides, which clearly 
describe which figure on each slide is to be selected. It is the one closest 
to the place where the slide disappears under the front plate, or, in 
Other words. the visible figure closest to the horizontal edge of the 
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aperture through which the slide i visible. Hence, if we are correct in 
assuming that initially all the slides would be in a "clo ed position." 
then ll would require some mo,ement of each slide upward in order to 
produce a figure. since at the tart all the figures would be out of sight. 
Allhough the tablet i explicit about where to locate the figure to be 
used. there i no indication of '"hich tide pro,ide the first figure. 
which the second. and o on. everthele s. in \'icw of the ordering 
from right to left given in a geomantic tableau to the four 1\~tother . it 
"ould eem most likely that the ne ted equence of slides would be 
read from the innermost outward - that is. from right to left along the 
horizon tal margin of the \ides. where the figure are located which the 
de\ ice in truct the user to take a the Mother . 

Ha' ing by mean of the slide produced the Mothers. and ha\ ing 
adju ted the dials for the first four houses o that each Mother was 
'i ible in the appropriate hou e. the other dials were doubtless turned 
o a to display the correct figure . in accordance with the procedures 

for forming a geomantic tableau discussed in Chapter 2. The device 
itself 1S total!~ silent with regard to how these additional twelve figures 
of the tableau are formed. The ab ence of insuucuon on how the 
figures in the 'ariou hou e are derived i significant, for it clearly 
Indicates that the tablet wa intended for someone alread) acquamted 
with the process of casting a geomantic tableau. 

For the interpretation of the tableau the remainmg part of the 
de' ice would be used: the large dial and the three small ones in the 
lower right-hand quadrant. The large dial obviously gives the interpreter 
information on the good or ill portent of each geomantic figure and its 
alignment wllh a ea on, a direction of the compass. and a lunar 
mansion. This information was clearly intended to a i t the interpreter 
in di' ining the significance of a certain figure occurring in a particular 

hou e. From the nature of extant geomantic ueati es themselves and from 
the ob ervation of practicing geomancers in more recent times. ' it rna} 
be pre umed that geomancers in the thirteenth centur} customarih 
used a geomantic manual for assistal)ce in the interpretation of the 
tableau. These manual present a variet) of matenals such as alignment 
of the figures with numbers, elements, letters, planet . directions. 
ea ons, illnesse , rna culine and feminine. good or ill fortune, moisture 

or dryne , part of the bod), professions. animals, minerals. and other 
thmgs. sometimes presented in chart form. Frequently the ignificance 
of each indi idual hou e and the basic subject it covers are enumerated: 
for example. house I is the house of the souL life. strength. tabilil) · 
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pride, prestige, self-motivation creativ . . . . . 
organization, all matters invol~in the e _matters. l~ ltlatlve, ~~~enuity, 
characteristics and significations o~ each ~md and Will: In_ additiOn, the 
hou es will ometimes be · 

1
• • _gure occurnng m the various 

XV , giVen, e 1mmatmg for the odd fi h 
. - Interpretive procedures as d. f . h d f gures ouse 

figures and houses, were 'rarel ~s mgUJ~ e rom _the meanings of the 
discussing a specific question Say descnbe~ outside the context of 
detailed directions for the inte. m~te questions would be stated with 

. rpretat1on of the tableau 
Authors differ greatly with re ard t . . 

and to their individual interpre~ation o o;~~t IS assembled in a manual 
hou e. Enormous varietv is found . e nat~r~ of a _figure or a 
attributed to the figur~s a 

11
10 th~ charactenst1cs or Significations 

interpreting a tableau whi~h s we f as m the procedures for actually 
complex and involved. vary rom the simple to the extraordinarily 

There is not as much variation in th . 
certain ones dominate the man 1 he types of questiOns asked. for 
who will win. the questioner ~ar \~u~d:s;to,_name only a very few
questioner or the object of the uesti . e sar}. wh~ l~v~s _more, the 
another and if o with ·h . q h o_n. whether a Wife IS mtlrnate with 

w om, w at kmd of a pregn d d . 
pregnant woman will have· h h ancy an ehvery a - w et er a pregnant wom ·11 d · 
mate or female child and ho~ m ,. . an wt ehver a 
and what will occur during th:n~~ :h~~h: It be safe to travel by boat 
return or not: where to find the I Y g .. . hether an absent one will 
depth of water underground· whet~~~ ?tr ~11d1 de~: how to . determine the 
th b d I. . I WI ram or nor m what pa t f 

e o Y le a person's illness· what w·n b h , . r o 
. From the_ e~idence provided by th~ or~~ri~ co~;s~ of an Illness. 

sltdes, the s1gmfications given to the h g he figures on the 
the figures. and from the reference . ouses_ and . fi~ures, the names of 
dial to "bo k . m the lnscnptlon under the large 

o s concerned With the study of th " . . 
designer of this tablet was well . e art, ll IS clear that the 
day. The tablet itself h w verse~ m the_ geomantic literature of his 
interpretive processes' w~icehv:~~ c~unstt~~ ~~ Information at all about the 
manuals nor do . . , . . . anY presented in the geomantic 

::b~u~~:~::~:~:j:~~~i:F~~~i;:~~:~~~~d~~o~o:~o:~o~:,:~ ~::.~ 
would be ufficiently familiar with the a~t 0t~ ~~ ,::~~~~~ ~h~:b~::u ~s:~ 

2 lkciU~ nl the rclallOn,hlp ~1\\een th fir I r 
-=•ght. the fil!urc' 10 hnu,e-. \Ill ..tnd '()\' • ' nur figure., and figure., fi~e lhrough 
.Ire C\Cn n; both •r~ ndtl c· ..tre not lot.lll~ IOdepcndent nf one another Both 

h 
• " 0 0'>C4Uentl\ 1he fil!.ur~ 1n hn '(\' be. 

I C'>C 1\\n. I'> .11\\ , t) \ .10 e\CO fiuur~.: Th"·f· •J ~, 1.: U\e . IOIJ, I he .. sum •. or 
~,t •n "' '" "·._ ~nn"n to ~om~ or 1h I 1 · 

1.: maniK lrO:.IIl'>e, . ..uch '' I on \l..thl uf ~ 0 1.: c 'o~mlc .mthor. of loJ 100' · · -..:c 'forti. Bodle ~an l1br.1r) . \1S .\rab 1 36. 



62 I Operation and Jmerpretation of the Tablet 

devi e a method for producing a reading or interpretation from just the 

labeling of the houses. . 
From the extant geomantic treatises no ingle interpretative method 

for geomancy emerge . but rather the method frequently depends u~>_<>n 
the nature of the question. From a large number of procedure whtch 
varied in complexit}. one was chosen depending upon the nature of th.e 
question. If the tablet were to be used without the aid of .a geom~nttc 
manual which would explain the procedures for answenng a g1ven 
question, it is likely that the geomancer would empi?Y a very simple 
method such as in pecting the figures that appear m the House of 
Re ult (position XV) or in the Hou e of the Result of the Re uh 
(position XVI) together possibly with the figure occupying the house 
most closely related to the question being asked. House XV '~as usually 
considered to give the immediate result, while XVI was though~ to g1ve 
the long range con equences c.: the result. Unfavorable figu~e . ~~ t~rms 
of the amibuuon given on the large dial. v.ould cenamly md1cate 
unfavorable immedtate or future results. Fa, orable or mixed figures in 
uch posiuon could be modified by any unfa, orable ::.igns ~ppearing in 

the hou e who e subject covers the obJects of the mqUiry, such as 
illne or property. In addition. the portent associated w1th ~he figures 
in the House of the Que tioner or in the Hou e of the ObJeCt of the 
Inquiry (houses XIII and XIV, respect ively) could also have direct 
bearing upon the ultimate favorable or unfavorable outcon:'e for t~e 
que tioner or the person who is the object of the que uon. Qune 
possibl} the figure occupying the first house, which governs the s?ul of 
the questioner, would be taken into consideration a well. for thts. was 
generall} thought to be a significant house no matter what the top1c of 
the que tion happened to be. . 

If. however, the interpretation v.as limited to the procedures JUSt 
discu sed then it is somewhat difficult to explain the function of the 
three sm~ll dials, wh1ch have over them the tatement that "the 
geomantic triplet" is formed by these circles. Any two figures a~~ the 
"sum" of tho e figures is referred to b} some writer as compnstng a 
geomantic triplet. mwhallatha. and the figure which is the ... urn" is 
called the mi:iin. "the balance.'' In casting an} geomant1c tableau 
several triplets are involved. but on this device the dials for the houses 
are located o that the figures to be "added" would already be closely 
adjacent to one another and there would be no advantage i.n using the 
small dials in the lower right-hand corner (see pl. 1). Only m the cases 
of forming the figure for house XV (by "adding'' those in XIII a~d 
XIV). and especially in forming the final figure (by "adding" those 1n 
X and n. would these small dials be of some value in allowing one to 
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place the figures in close proximity to one another for ease of calculating 
the mi::iin, which then would be displayed on the lowest of the three 
dials and then transferred to its appropriate position in the tableau. 

On the other hand, it should be noted that in the manuals there are 
interpretive methods described using other special triplets to a 
considerable degree. For example, there are procedures in which after 
the tableau is completed the figure in a specific house is combined with 
the figure found in another certain house of the tableau and the 
resulting figure analyzed for its meaning. Sometimes many triplets were 
formed besides those necessary for the basic tableau . The following is 
an example of an elaborate, but not unusually complex, procedure, in 
which the three small dials would have been useful. 1 

If the question is about who will win-the questioner or the 
adversary-the geomancer is told to "add" together the figure in the 
fir t house (the House of Soul) and the figure in the eighth house (the 
Hou e of Slaughter and Death) so as to form a new figure. Then he is 
to "add'' together the figure in the ninth house ( the House of 
Movement and Change) and the figure in the twelfth house (the Hou e 
of Enemie and Jealousies) to form a new figure. These two newl} 
produced figure the geomancer then "adds" together to derive a third 
figure. If thi third figure is present in the ection of the tableau 
belonging to the questioner (houses I through VI) then the questioner 
will win: if it is present in the section of the tableau belonging to the 
object of the question (houses VII through XII) then the adversary will 
win. If it repeat in both sections it will be even between the persons. If 
it is not present in either section, then the geomancer is to see what 
position it occupies in a fixed ordering of all the sixteen geomantic 
figures, called a raskin, and whichever section it falls in, then that 
per on will be the victor: should it occur in the last four positions 
~either party will be victorious. The consequences of the victory ar~ 
tnterpreted from houses XIII through XVI in the tableau. 

Fixed orderings of all sixteen geomantic figures play a significant role 
in man} treati e . These orderings. called Tasiikin {sing. taskin), vary to 
some extent from author to author, but certain ones seem to have been 
e pcci.tlly popular and widel} circulated. The order in which the figures 
occur on each lidc of thi device, reading them in a counterclockwise 
direction, is one of the raskins most frequently found in the treatises.J 

1 
' ' " \n~d.:~. L..C I \ R.·~ •• tr..:h l thr.tf). .:.tr l ."t..crn ( nil 1!98. M~ 618. fnl 63" 

J 1 h" lltlh:rm~ '" fr.:qu..:n tl~ l~tllcd the "tti\UII of th.· nrd ..:" or ta,J.in al-wml bdn ngmg 
ln .tJ. / .tn;'•ti '>.:•· tl-/ .m.ili. '11 121!0 111!631·5·8. 24-25. Jl 34·35. l>;t'iiu ;~1-Anl.tl..i. , 11 
llK2 l lRt> :\ I B~ (1\lnrd B~•Jkt.tn lrhr.tf). \1C., Corca\C\ 40. fol ll7h . . tnd \IS \f~1r-.h 216. 
In! I .tnd ~ ~ '" \ n!!cl.:' L·c l \ R.:..earlh lrhr.tn c.tr l .a...tcrn ('oil 895. MS 678. lnl. 
78 ' .tnd II.J 
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Thi i further evidence of the designer's acquaintance with the 
geomantic treatises or tradition . It could carcely be coincidence that 
this same ordering occurs repeatedly elsewhere. for there i an 
extremely large number of possible orderings of the ixteen geomantic 
figure . In fact. the total number of arrangement exceed twenty 
million millions. What is curiou to note is that on this device this 
ordering is used for a part of the process not concerned with 
interpretation at all but solely with the election of the Mothers. Thi is 
particularly intere ting in view of the fact that the entire geomantic 
proces rest on the a sumption that the Mothers are not con ciously 
selected. Therefore. a less well-known arrangement of the figures on 
thi part of the device ' ould seem more uitable since it would be more 
likely to avoid a purposeful selection of certain figure for the first four 
figure . On the other hand. the presence of this taskin on these lides 
may be owmg to certain theories about this ordering which are not 
kno"' n to us at pre ent. 

The order in "'hich the figure are pre ented on each of the nineteen 
mall dials eems to be of no particular ignificance and is eldom. if 

ever. encountered in the extant treati e on geomancy. There i a 
pronounced pattern to the ordering. for the figure are in oppo ite or 
symmetric pair . The failure to encounter thi ordenng el ewhere would 
eem to indicate that either it was an invention of the de igner. who 

arranged the figures in these pairs in order to assist the user in locating 
a particular figure on one of the e dials, or it represent a rasl..in that has 
not unived in the \Hillen discussions of geomancy. 

Since the device presents the directions of the compass aligned with 
the geomantic figures. we can assume the designer intended it to be 
used for locating lost or !>tolen object • and concealed or buried things. 
"'hich are the ubject of frequent questions in the literature. There is a 
complic-ated procedure for finding lost or buried object auributed to 
Tum!um ai-Hindi \\hich occurs quite frequently in the manual .' It is 
impossible to know ' "hether the designer assumed the u er of the 
device would employ this procedure or whether the designer intended 
to implify the method by having the user read the direction corres
ponding to the figure occupying. ay. the fifteenth or sixteenth house. 

The method as presented in the treatises begin with a quare 
diagram assigning the figures to the four cardinal roints (see fig. 4).~ It 

' P.trh . R1hllllthcqu.: '\,Jt iClnalc .• tr.th.: \IS 2697 • fol' lb - 1 6~ .• md I o' \ ngd.:, . UCL \ 
R.:,.:.on.h 1 ihr.tn. c.1r l:.a'>ILrn CoiL 895. \1<; 678. fol, oJ~-65" CT L ch \ngd.:-.. UCL \ 
R.:...:;oR·h I 1hr:t r~ . '\.:ar F.t,lc rn Coli 81J8. \I\ -13. In I' II h- 12 • tl\ lhn T.trithl .tl-l_l;tnafi ;ol
l>h:il.. tr 

t J>;on, . Htllltoth.:qu.: '\ ,ttion.tk .• trail.: MS 269~ fol 16' .• md L o, \ ngd.:-.. LCL \ 
Rc , .:.tr,h I 1hr.tr) '\.:.or E.l\tcrn Coli 895. \1~ 678 fol. l>li• 
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Fig. 4. Square relating geomantic figures with the four cardinal points 
for use in finding hidden or lost objects. 
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is assumed the geomancer knows that the top row or rank of a 
geomantic figure is called the "fire" and is assigned the value one, the 
second rank "air" with value two, the third rank "water·· with value 
three, and the bottom row "earth" with value four. ear the location 
where the item is thought to be. the geomancer is told to make a 
tableau and then to count how many water are in it (i.e .. to count the 
figures having a single dot in the third rank and to multiply this number 
by three). If less than eight there is nothing there: otherwise, the 
geomancer should proceed to produce a new tableau, after marking the 
directions of the compass on the ground. He then counts all the 
elements in the tableau, multiplying the number of single dots in each 
rank by the value of the rank. The sum is then divided by 128, the 
remainder divided by 16, that remainder divided by 9, and finally that 
remainder divided by 4. If one is left the direction is east: if two: west, 
if three north: and if four south. The geomancer then faces that 
direction and draws a square on the ground and follows the same 
procedure to produce a new tableau, and the numerical process is 
repeated until one, two, three, or four is left. Then the geomancer looks 
at the Mother in the tableau which corresponds to thi remainder and 
locate that figure in the square diagram in the manual (or in the case of 
this tablet the geomancer would locate the corresponding direction from 
the large dial) . The corresponding position on the square which he has 
drawn on the ground in front of him then determines where the object 
is. If it is buried, then the depth can be determined by knowing that the 
element of fire is assigned the depth of a finger. air the depth of the 
breadth of a hand, water the length of a cubit, and earth the length of a 
human body. The geomancer then looks at the figure of the Mother 
which was found to be the indicator. counts the ranks containing only 
one dot, and adds up the corresponding lengths. Then. using a certain 
ordering of the figures known as the "wskin of the letters.·· he finds the 
figure that occupies the same position in the 1asf..in that the Mother 
occupied in the tableau. He counts the ranks of that figure \\hich 
contain a ingle dot and adds the corresponding lengths. Finally. he 
finds the sum of the number obtained from the Mother and the number 
found from the figure in the taskin. This is the depth at which the 
object is located. 

A simpler version of the procedure for loc-ating lost objects is given 
in a printed ai-Zaniiti text· where it is said that at the suspected location 
the geomancer should put down a tableau and then add al l the points of 
the figures together and subtract thirt) -one. Using the remainder he 
then casts off one number for each of the houses until the number runs 

• al·l~mali. \11 t280 lt86JI:JO-Jt. 
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out. The geomancer should then take the figure in the house where the 
number sto~. and "add" it to the figure in the fifteenth house to 
produce_ a th1rd fig~re (on the device the geomancer could use the three 
s~all . d1al_s for_ th1 purpo e). Then the geomancer is to see what 
d1rect1on IS ass1gned to that re ulting figure. and in that direction lies 
the lost or hidden object. 

Just a the alignment of the figure with cardinal directions would 
have_ bee~ ~f significance in responding to questions concerning spatial 
~ocauon. II IS re~sonable t~ assume that the easonal groupings were 
mten~ed for the mterpretat1on of tableaux cast in an attempt to answer 
quest~ons a~out _time and when an event would occur. The lunar 
mans1on deslgn_atJOn, on the other hand. may have only been meant to 
convey somet~mg of the quality of the figure and not to be used in the 
temp?ral lo~at10n of events. The de igner perhap a sumed that the u er 
of th1s dev_1ce wo_uld . be_ ac~uainted \\ith the a ociation of particular 
lunar manston wuh mdtcauons of weather condition and good or ill 
por~ent _ . uch a are given b} al-Biruni.' othing, however, on the 
dev1ce II elf ~an guide the user in the applicatiOn of the lunar mansion 
~o"":ard_ the Interpretation of a geomantic reading. Nor is there am 
md1cauon m the few treatises that align lunar mansions with geomanti~ 
figu~es of how the lunar mansion were to be applied in a geomantic 
read mg. 

Several_ remarkable features about the dev1ce from the standpoint of 
the pr~ct1ce of geomanc~ should be noted. The u e of slides for 
producmg the f~ur initial figures. rather than marking down sixteen 
rows ?f d~ts_ w~1c~ are then converted into four figures of four rows 
each, IS stn~m~ m 1ls uniqueness-a uniqueness the designer recognized 
when he S~ld rn t~e verse along the edge that the tablet "agrees with 
geomancy .'" ~eanmg but differs from it because it generates the figures 
fro~ nothmg. Furthermore the very concept of designing a mechanical 
dev1ce or tablet for the production and interpretation of a geomantic 
tableau a~pears to be entirely unique in the histor) of geomancy. 

The alignments of the figures gi,en on the large dial are notable for 
~vera! reasons. The ver) insignificant role played by the lunar mansions 
m geomanti~ . treatises makes their alignment here with geomantic 
figures surpr~s1~g. ~urthermore. in contrast with the remarkably logic-al 
Patterns exh1b11ed m the arrangement of geomantic figures and the 
seaso~s and cardinal points on the large dial, the sequence of the lunar 
mans1ons appears illogical and incorrect. unless. as suggested above, the 
maker w~re concerned only with aligning the shapes of the geomantic 
figures w1th the general appearances of the lunar mansion asterisrns and 

S at-Biriini. t879 351 
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did not intend the seasons and directions of the compass to also be 
auributed to the lunar mansions. While such an alignment based only 
on graphic representation of the lunar mansions i in keeping with this 
statement over the large dial. it does not reflect any known practice in 
geomancy current either then or later. It was quite possibly an original 
contribution by the designer and rna} offer some indication of his 
attitude to"ard geomancy as opposed to astrology. The maker was well 
aware of and proud of the tablet's unique features. as shown in the 
remark under the large dial that ·'from my intricacies there comes about 
perception superior to books concerned with the tudy of the art." 

Because of the relative lack of Islamic manuscript material prior to 
the fourteenth century, the design of this tablet is quite important to 
the history of geomantic practices. It is also mdicative of the importance 
given to the practice of geomancy in the thirteenth-century Islamic 
world that o meticulously designed and executed a piece would have 
been produced. 

In medieval Europe geomantic treatises were on occasion produced 
for royal per ons. Two examples are the geomancies Y.ritten expressly 
for Richard II of England and Charle of France.~ They are beautifully 
executed manu cripts. highly decorated. and with striking miniatures. 
The metal geomantic tablet we have been examining would seem to be 
an I Iamie parallel to these European royal geomantic manu cripts, for it 
i beautifully ornamented and skillfully crafted and, one may safely 
a ume. intended for a highly placed person interested in the geomantic 
an. 

~ lhlnrd. Bodlcr.tn Lrbr.tr>. Rodl \1~ 581. .rnd Crmhridgc. Tnnll~ \IS 1447. 
IL'I"-'lll\1.:1~ \.:c .rhn thL gcom.rm:u:' prcl'olrcd for John Dul-.' of Bcllford (O,ford. St 
John' Cnlkgc \I~ 18J .tnd \\ cnc·c~I.IU~ (\.td.l\ 1\ I. Kmg rlf Bohcmr.1 .md Hoi} RomJn 
l.mp.;rnr. lr8-1400 I\ ocnn<~. "-atrnn.rlbibhnthcl-. \IS 23521 
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