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ISLAMIC GEOMANCY AND A 
THffiTEENTH-CENTURY DIVINATORY DEVICE: 

ANOTHER LOOK 
Emilie Savage-Smith and Marion B. Smith 

THE POCUS OP TI IlS STUDY is an Islamic metal tablet from the thirteenth 
century AD in the possession of the British Musewn (Department of Oriental 
Antiquities, lnv. No. 188.5-26.1).1 The analysis of this unigue device attempts 
to place it within the conrext of Islamic geomantic theory, practice, and 
historical development. The authors gratefully acknowledge the support of the 
G.E. von Grunebaum Center for Near Eastern Studies at the University of 
California, Los Angeles, both for the initial study and publication and for this 
opportunity to reprint major portions of the original monograph wilh 
corrections and updating to incorporate material published in the intervening 
ycars.2 

I. Survey of Islamic Sources and Traditions ofGeomancy 

The art of divination known in the West as geomancy appears to be a distinctly 
Islamic development which later reached tl1c Byzantine and Latin worlds. The 
term 'geomancy' comes from the Latin word ~~eomantia,J possibly first used by 

1 For a complete list of earlier illustrations and discussions of this device. sec our monogmph, 
E.. Savagc·Smith and M.B. Smith, Islamic Ctomanry and a Thirtemlb·Cettlllty Divinotory Device (Studies 
in Ncar Eastern Culture and Society. 2] (Malibu. C A 1980), vii, notes 1 and 2. It was also 
exhibited in Paris in 200 1-2; see I'Oriml de So/arli/1 /'art du A.1JOIIbider. Exposition prisentle a 11nstilul 
tin tnonde ombe, Porir d11 23 octobre 2001 011 10 mars 2002 (Paris, 2001), 210 item 222. 

z The :tuthor~ wish to thank those who have contributed corrections and suggestions 
following rbe initial publication. These include Lawrence I. Conrad, Toufic Fahtl, Helmut Giitje, 
Bcrnard Golds tein, Druce lnksettcr, David King, Paul Kunitzsch, and Josef van Ess. 

l Isidore of Seville (d. AD 636) used the term geMtmJiia in his Et)'mologiamtn, Lib. VIII, IX, '1 2-
13, where be cit~ the Rom:tn scholar V:mo (d. 27 BC) as saying that divination was divided imo 
four categories corresponding to the four elements: c:arth, water, air, and fLtc: V arro dirit 
tlivinotioniJ qualluor esse genera, ltrmm, eq11am, oer-etn el ignon. Hinc geomanlintll, I!Jdro!IJattliam, 
neromonliom, pyromonJiom dirtom. Of these four divinatory arts, only hydromancy, however, is 
actually described by Isidore, the other three - gcomantia, acromaotia. and pyromantin - being 
coined to complete the pru:allel. In any case, tht: usc of the term geotnm1tio in this context, 
sometimes interpreted as divination from earthquakes or other geological phenomena, bas no 
connection with and seems tO have had no influcnct: upon the histo ry of the Islamic divinatory 
art 'ibn al-raml 
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Hugo Sanctallensis (Hugh of Santella), working at Tarazona in Aragon in the 
twelfth century,4 as a translation of t.he Arabic term 'i/m a/-ram/ 'the science of 
the sand,' the most common name m Islam for this art.S The origtns of this 
system of divination prior to the Islamic era are shrouded in various traditions. 
The most common traditional account places the origin of the art with the 
archangel Gabriel Qabra'il) who taught the practtce to [dris.G "fl1e latter was a 
common name to which to attribute authority in occult and divinatory subjects, 
and Idris ts frequently cited as an authority on gcomancy.7 Id.ris is tl1en said to 
have taught Tumi:WD al-H.indi, another legendary figure very frequently cited by 
geomantic authors.s Other legendary and quasi-legendary Ggures, such as 
Hermes and the prophet Daniel, are also occasionally cited as gcomancic 
authoriues.9 

1 For a survey of extnnt Larin treatises, ~ee Therese Chnrrnasson, FJchurhe~ 111r 11ne ltthnique 
rfivinotoiTT. lo gio111oncit don.r l'ocruknt tmrfieva/(llaute:: Etudes Medievales e::t Modemes, 441 (Paris, 
1980). s~~ also Laure:) Me-JnS, 'A Tr.mslation of Muun of Spam's De !,lOIIfOMO' in Poplllar onrl 
Pmttirol Sdtnrt of Mtrlttvol En&lond, ed Lister M. Mntheson [Medieval Texts and Studies, 111 (East 
Lansing Ml, 1994), 61-121. 

~ Other Arabic terms were occasionally employed as weU, such as {!arb ol-r0111/ ' the striking of 
sand' or kho!! ol-roml'the lim: o f sand' 

6 For the importance in Islamic thought of the archangel Gabriel, who is the bearer of 
revelations, appc:mng in the form o f an ordinary mao to all but the Prophet, sec J.Pedct$cn, 
'J4nbcii'il' in The En!Jrlopotdio of lJ!tvn, 2ml ec.l., II vok [hereafter EPJ (Leidcn, 1960-2002), 11, 
362-4. 'The name ldris is probably to be identified with the Biblical Enoch rather than wirb 
Hermes Tnsmcgistus; sec G Vadja, ' ldtis' 10 EJ2,lll , 1030-1. For the legend of ldris and Gabriel 
and 1he origm of geomancy, see 'Abd al-Ra~im al-Jnwbrui, Kiltib oi-M11Iehltir fi ko1hj ol-omir (Cairo, 
n.c.l (1918j). 

7 For example, O xford, BodlCJan LlbraJ)', Oacntal CoUections, MS Arab.f.36 and MS Marsh 
216; Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, MS Mq. 49, fok 68b-213b (Ahlwardt no. 4201), and Paris, 
Bibi.Jotheque nationale de France. MSS arab<: 2631 :md arabe 2632. 

11 i\lchemical, lap1da.ry, and talismanic Ar:~bic treatises are also attributed to this figure. Sec A. 
[1auber, 'Tom tom (Timt.im) = 6avlia~t!c;; = Dindymus?', Ztilirhrifl rltr Dtlllithtn Mof!,tnliinrlisrhtn 
Cmliuhafl63 ( 1909), 457-72; and I. Goldzther, 1'umrum al-Hindi ', Omnloli.Jti.Jthe u1trot11rt_tit11ng 
13 (1910), cols. 59-61. For a suggestion of a possible confu~ion between Hindi and hindasi 
(geometer), see:: Cum de Vaux, 'La geomancie chez les arabes' in Paul Tannery, Mimoiro 
SdtntijiqlltJ, 4 vols (Paris, 1920), IV, 299-318, esp. 303. See also F. Sczgin, ClJ(bithte des ombiJChen 
Srhnfltllms, IV: Akhtmie-Cbrmit-Botonile-Agrilellllllr bis ro 430 H. (Lcidcn, 1971), 118-9; nnd M. 
UUmann, D1t Notur- 11nd Cthti!llwi.JJensrhoften im lilom (£ !andbuch der Orientalistik, I, vi, 21 (Lciden, 
1972), 298-9. Willy HaJtncr in a book review sUMCStS that Tum{Um may be:: identified as 
Kan~knh, sec Der JJ!otlf 43 (1967), 174-80. 

9 For llcrmcs as :tn authority, ~ee Ltttvm CtDmonho, cc.l Therese C h:1rrnasson io Htrmtli.J 
Tn.rtlf~sll A1trologrm et Drvrnotorio, ed. G. Bos, C. Burnett, T Charm:1sson, P. Kunitzsch, 1'. Lelli, 
and P. Luccnuni !Corpus Christianorum, Conrinuncio Mcdi:~cualis, 144c, llermes Latinu~. 4.4) 
(furnhout, 2001), 349-97; llermes is also cited in Paris, BnF, MS :~robe 2697, item I. Ptolemy is 
cited Ill London, Bnush LibraJ)', O IOC. MS Or. Sloane 2650, and Daniel Ill Los Angeles, UCLA 
Near Eastern CoU. 898, MS 88. ln the case of Daniel, encirc treatises are sometimes ascribed to 
him, such as Vatican, Bibl.ioteca Apostolic.'l, MS :~rab. 1106 item 3; Vienna. Nationalbiblio thek, 
MS arnb. 1814 (Cod. Vind. Palar. t\.F. 554); British Libmry, O IOC MS Or. Add. 9702; and 
Berlin, Stnntsibliothck, MS Turk. 157 item 7 
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A certain Khalaf al-Barbari the Elder is said to have been a contemporary of 
the Prophet Mul).ammad and to have travelled to India where he Lived for 120 
years, srudying thoroughly the works of Tumtum aJ-Hindi. He is supposed to 
have given, when he died in AD 634 (13 Al-l) at the age of 186, the book of 
Tum!Uffi to his pupil, a shaykh Na~ir aJ-Din al-Barbari the Younger. 

From the latter a series of masters and pupils is traced 111 until reaching Abu 
Sa'Id al-TariibulsiJ1 who in turn was the teacher of the acknowledged master of 
geomancy, Abu 'Abd Allah Mu]:larnmad ibn 'Uthmiin al-Zanati. Nothing is 
known of the latter's life, but his name would seem to indicate that he was from 
the North African Berber tribe of Zanata. It is cer tain, however, that he lived 
before 1230 (629 AH), for he is cited as an authority on geomaocy by 'Abel al
Ral;Um al-Jawbarl- The latter, at the request of al-Malik al-Mas'ud of the Artuqid 
dynasty which ruled parts of Diyar Bakr, the upper basin of the Tigris, from 
1222 to 1231 (619-29 AH), wrote a treatise on all the frauds, deceptions, and 
charlatans he had encountered while travelling throughout the Islamic lands. 12 

In this treatise he cited al-Zanati as an authority on geomancy after Tum{Uffi. 
Shaykh al-Zanali is cited extensively by almost all later geomantic authors, and 
treatises under his name have been printed in Cairo under various titles. 13 

Ill For some accounts of the early masters, sec F. Klein-Frnnkc, 'The Gcomnncy of A~mad 
b. 'Ali Zunbul: A Study of the Arabic Corpus Hermcticus', Ambix 20 (1973), 26-35; and Carra de 
Vnux 'La geomancie' (above note 8), 301-2. 

11 l-Ie is an author frequently quoted in the gcomancic lrearises. A treatise entitled Thmnort ol
fu'ad ol-mupoddiJh 'on ol-tn11rtid ji 1-bowtifin wo-1-okbad is extant in Paris, BnF, MS arabc 5834, fols. 
11 Oa-119b. Paris, BnF, MS arabe 2716, fols. 11 2a-1 13b, contains a didactic poem (u']iizo) under 
his name, while Escorial, Bibl. Monastcrio de San Lorenzo cl Real, MS :1mb. 924, fols. 9a-13b 
contains a chapter (/o!l) from :1 geomantic lrnct by al-Tariibulsi. Algers, Bibliod1eque Nationnle, 
MS 1531 , consists of a tract by al-Tnrnbul:;i redone by Abu 'AbdAllah ibn Harlin al-Susi. Severn! 
manuscripts arc extant of a Latin geomantic tract by one Alatrnbulucus apparently derjved from 
:10 Arabic original; seeP. Tannery, 'L1 Rabolion' in P. Tannery, Mbnoiru sdt~ttijiquts (note 8), fV, 
324-8, 339-44, and 373-403. 

12 Kiltib oi-Mukhtor ji kosbf nl-o.rrar (note 6), 3. Sec also M.J. de Gocjc, 'Gauba.ti's ''t:ntdeckte 
Gehci.mn.isse",' ZeitHhri.ft dtr Dtulschtn Mo7,mlandischtn Gmllschtifi 20 (1886), 485-9. The treatise by 
al-Jawb:ui docs not present a derailed discussion of the method of gcomnncy, although it does 
given an account of the legendary origins of tbe art. 

ll These texts are rare in Western libraries. There arc two printed treatises attributed to ai
Z:ln:iti, one of which is entitled oi-Aqwal ol-morcliyo ji 1-o/Jkom o/.romlfyo /i-1-sht[JkiJ oi-Zontiti ft ~lnt ol
rolltl ('Pleasing Statements on the Geomantic Principles of Shaykh al-Zaniiti concerning the Art 
of Gcomancy'); :1 copy printed in Cairo 111 1908 (1328 H) is now at the New York Public Library. 
The second trt::~tise is titled Kittib oi-FO{I ji 111til 'ilnt ol-mml 'oM lp1ktn ol-qowa'id ol-11/lfyo ol-idriJiyo 
('The Chapter on the Principles of the Art of Geomancy Based o n the Aud1ociry of the Original 
Idcisian Principles') and was printed several times with slight variations; one copy dated 128_Q All 

(1863) is ar the New York Public Library, another elated 1345 AH (1926) was at tht: Ecole 
Nationale des ungues Orientales Vivnmes in Paris but is now lost, and n third undated printing 
is in the Princeton University Library. ror a summary of a printed text with the same title as the 
second work, but with rt:tmuk:lbly different contents, sec Aboubekr Abdesselam Ben Choaib, 'Lc 
bonne avennue chez les musulmnns du Moghrib', Lt IVvm Afn((Jint 1 (1906), 62-71. Yet 

213 
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There arc intimations in the names of these legendary and quasi-legendary 
figures of a poss1ble Hindu or Berber origin of the art. The legendary Tumtum 
al-t-h.ncii implies an early connection with India, a symbol of antiquity and 
hence authority. The names Khalaf al-Barbari, Na~ir al-Din al-Ba.rbari, al
Zaniiti, and presumably also Abu Sa'id al-Tariibulsi, suggest Berber 
connections. Moreover, in several extant treatises there are purported Berber 
names given along with the Arabic names for the basic geomantic figures. 
These terms, however, appear to be more frequently incorrect or simply 
un.inteWgible Arabic than actual Berber. 14 The peoples of North Africa were 
weU known for their mastery of various occult and divinatory practices. The 
Zaniita tribe, for example, practised prognostication by the inspection o f 
shoulder blades (scapulimancy, 'iltn al-kot~() .15 It is not outside the realm of 
possibility that some North African peoples did in fact develop such a system 
of divmation as geomancy, but on the other hand the Maghrib might be a 
reasonable area to which to attribute the development of an art whose origins 
had become obscure by the time it was committed to writing and which may in 
fact have originated in the pre-Islamic Near EasL or India. 16 

Somewhat outside the above traditions is the attribution of a geomanric 
treatise to the lmam Ja'far al-SiidiCJ who died in 765 (148 All), the last Imam 

~urpri~tngly few manuscripts are preserved of a gcomantic treatise attribu ted to al-Zanali. An 
euicion of the av:ubble manuscripts is bemK undertaken by Anne Rcgounl; sec her preliminary 
~ruuy,' \u $Ujer Jes $OurCC$ m~nuscrites de l'ouvrage llllpnme au Caire sous le otrc d'Aijt11lji 111lil 
'ilm ol·mml d'Al-Zanau', AnnoltJ ulomolo§qlltJ 35 (2001), 393-407. See also P. Kunit:zsch, 'Die 
"Unwcttcrstemc" und die "Geom~ntie" Jc~ Zanati '. Byzonliniubt Ztituhnft 60 (1967), 309 -317 
(rcpr J> Kunttzsch, Tl~ Arabs ollfllht Stm1!Variorum CS 307], Northampton, 1989, item XV). 

•• Sec Carra de Vaux, 'Lc ~comancic' (note 8), 306-8 and 311-14. 'Jnoma$ Pem;hoen, 
Professor of Berber at UCLA, kmdly sru<.ltc<.l the so-called Berber terms employed in some of the 
tre:~tise~ To date only one of the borbon names can With certainty sa11J to be Berber: tibrirf 'path' 
used for the Ambic foriq which has the same meaning. An additional term may possibly be frorn a 
Berber root. 

•~ I! Dourte, lllo§t tl rrlieon dons I'Ajnq11e rf11 Norrf Lt Joatli m11mlmont rf11 moJbnb (Aig~ers, 
1909): R Pa tner, Tntltotion a Ia mlrfmne tl ti Ia magit m It/om (Paris, 1939), 85; D.S. Margoliuuth, 
'Divination (Mu~lim)' in En:yrloponlio of RtliJion onrf Ethiu, ed. J. llasttngs anu J.A. Selbic, vol. 4 
(New Ynrk. 1912), 8 16-8. On the other hand, al-Mas'iidi (d. 956/345) speaks of TVII)Iirf aln11qo/ 
('the findmg of potnts1 being associated with the Berbers, while scapulimancy (ol-noz.or ji ol-l!otif) 
he $ays ts somethtng all peoples engaged m; ~ec al Mas'iidi, JGttib M11n§ ol-rfhohob wo-mo'tirfm oi

JPWbtJr, cd. Barbier de Mcynard :mu Paver de Courtctlk rev. by C h. PeUat. 5 vols. (Beirut, 1966-
79). II, 203. 

16 It ts unce.rr:un whether Wlljlirf ol-n11qol mentioned by ai-M:.s'udi (sec above note) refer~ to 
what came to be called tint ol·mml or geomancy The word rommol, posscbly though nor necessarily 
mcanm~ 'Jivincr in sand', occur" as a personal name, cllhcr as a mlbo, derived from his trnc.lc, or 
preceded by ibn - that is, part of the nosob or lisr of ances tors - in sixteen pre- Islamic Safaitic 
m~cnpuons. Safaltlc graffiti m North i\rabtan dialect have been found in Saf.i, l:bua., and Lcja 
c:ast of Damascus and date from the tbird ro sixth cenruries AD. See G. Lankes ter Hardtng, An 
lnrftx onrf Conrordonct of prt-!J!omtt Arabian Natms onrf lnmiptions (foronto, 1971), 287 
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recognized by both Twelvers and Isma'ili Shl'ites. 17 Many treatises on 
divination, magic, and astrology have been, perhaps incorrectly, attributed to 
him, and he is considered the teacher of the alchemical author J abir ibn .f:{ayyan 
known in Europe as Geber. 18 The tradition of ascribing the origins of geo
mancy to Ja'far al-Sadig was still prevalent in nineteenth-century East Africa 
from the following statement of Richard F. Burton: 'The Arabs call it E l Raml, 
and ascribe its present form to the Imam Jaafar al-Sadi.k; amongst them it is a 
ponderous study connected as usual with astrology'.19 

Although the preserved geomantic tract ascribed to him may not be genuine 
and his name is seldom cited in later geomantic tJ:eatises, the attribution does 
t"aise the possibility of tl1ere having been some relations between geomancy and 
the Ikhwan al-Safa' (the Brethren of Purity), a sect of the Isma'ID who were 
instrumental in the early propagation of astrology and numerology in the 
Islamic world.2u A treatise attributed to Ja'far al-Sadiq on the divinatory practice 
ofjq(r is included in some of the modern printings of one of the Zanati texts 
mentioned earlier. 21 

In addition to the writings of the authorities mentioned above, there were 
otl1er sources of knowledge concerning geomancy that were available in the 
Islamic world by the middle of the thirteenth century. One of the great 
codifiers of geomancy was 'AbdAllah ibn Mal;lruf al-mtmajjim (' ilie astronomer') 
who lived before 1265 (664 AI-I).22 His treatise, which is quite extensive and 

n Ao incomplete maousccipt of five folios ts :u the Princeton University Library, Garrett 
Coli. MS 929 (547 AH), while Gotha, Forschungsbibliothek, MS arab. 74, fol. 24b, contains a 
short discussJon of geomaocy attributed to Ja'far. 

IH See J. Ruska, Ambisch! Akhttnistm 11: Gqfar ni·Stidiq rfer mhesl! lmdtn (Heidelberg, 1924: rcpr. 
\'V'i~sbaden, 1967), 28-9, and M.G.S. Hodg>:on, ' Dja' far al-~ii~' in £]2 (note 6), II, 374-5. The 
best-known and most authoritative treatise on fo'l-nama, a type of sortilegc practiced in the Middle 
Ea.~t. is that which goes under the name of the Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq; see H. Masse, 'fliil-n:i.ma' m 
EJ2, II, 760-1. Sec also, R.Y. Ebicd and M.J.L.Yuung, 'A Treatise on Hemerology ascribed to 
Gafru: al-Sadiq', Arobico 23 (1976), 296-307. 

~~Richard F. Burton, First Foolslps in East Africa or, Exploration q[Horor f)Andon, 1856), 55-6. 
2u V. Marquet, 'lkhwiin al-Safii" in EJ2 (note 6),111, 1071-6; and S.l-1. N:~sr,An Introduction lo 

lslomir Cosmolotfrol Doctrines (Cambridge MA, 1964), 25-106. 
21 al-Zaniiti, Kittib oi-F01I ji 1111il 'ilm of-rom/ (note 13) tn the !863/1280 printing. See also, T. 

Fahd, 'Ujaft" in EJ2 (note 6), ll, 375-7. 
22 Tn the colophons of two Istanbul manuscripts (Esat. Ef. MS 1988 and Ragip Pii~a MS 964) 

the scribes state that both copies were made from a copy dated 664 AH (= AD 1265-6); secT. 
Fahd, La divination arabr. etudes ndigit~~ses, sociologique.r ef Jolkloriquu mr !e milim natif de17slmn (Leiden, 
1966), 201 m. 4. In addition, Birmingham, Selly Oaks, Mingana CoU. MS 911 was copied in 1300 
1= 18831 from a copy made in 1159 1= 1746] from one made io 664 [= 1265-6]. The author's 
name is clearly wcitteo in all recorded copies a:; 'Abd A.Uiih (ibn Abi/'Ali) ibn Ma~flif, oftt-n 
prefaced by oi·Matnllik, and it is unlikely that he is to be identified with the astronomer Jam iii al 
Oin Abii al-Qiisim ibn Ma~fii7, al-BaghdiidT, whose zy was completed m 1285; for Ibn Mal;lfii7,, 
see C. Jensen, .. fhe Lunar Theories of al-Baghdiidi', Arrhivt for Hirtory of Exotl S cimet 8 (1972), 
321-8. 

2 15 



2 16 MAGIC AN D DlYlNATION IN EARLY ISLAM 

6 E. Savage-Smith and M.B. Smith 

detalled, is extant in several Arabic manusccipts.23 The title of bis treatise is 
often given simply as Kittib ft 'ilm al-ram/ ('Book on the Art of Geomancy'), but, 
according to some manuscript copies and the Ottoman historian Katib <;elebi 
(f:iajfi Khal.i:fa), the title should be Kitab ai-Muthallath fi 'ilm al-raml ('The Book of 
Triplets in tl1e Art of Geomancy ').24 

The great astronomer, mathematician, and philosopher Na!iir al-Din al-Tusi 
(d. 1275/672AH), also wrote on tl1e art of geomancy. A small Arabic tract under 
his name entitled al-Risdla a/-Su/fan[ya fi khap a/-ram/ ('The Royal Epistle on 
Georoancy') as well as a lengthy treatise on the same subject entitled simply 
Kittib fi 'i/m a/-raml ('Book on ilie Art of Geomancy') are extant.25 Furthermore, 
several Persian treatises or parts of treatises on georoancy by Na~Ir al-Din al
Tus!, as well as a Turkish version, are also found in libraries today,26 and he is 
occasionally cited as an authority on ilie 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-Din al-Razi who was born in 
1149 (543 All) at Rayy near modern Tehran.27 In 1178 (574 All) he composed 

23 In addJcion to the three mentioned io the previous note, there are Los Angeles, UCLA 
Near Eastern CoU. 898, MS 129; Oxford, Bodleian, MSS Arab.f.36 and Marsh 216; Manchester, 
John Rylands Library, l}rabic MS 373; Dublin, C hester Beatty Library, Arabic MS 5273; Berlin, 
Staar:<bibliothel<, MSS Mq. 49, fols. 12a-63b (Ahlwnrdt 4200) and Or. qu. 1734, fols. 1-59b; Patna 
(Bankipore). Khuda Bakhsh Ociemal Public Library, Arabic MS I-LL. 2077 (cat. 2487); and Cairo, 
Oii.r al-Kutub, MSS !)lmij 42, /Jimij 43, and /Jimij mim 70 (fragments); Damascus, Maktabat al-Asad 
al-Wafaruya MS 6226; and Princeton, Garrett CoU., Yehuda Arabic MS 4216, fols. 40b-80a. 

24 Manchester, John Rylands, Arabic MS 373 and Oxford, Bodleian, MS A.rab.f.36; l:iajjf 
Kha.l.ifa, Kmhf ol-zumin: Lexicon bibliogropbimm et mqdopediQtm, cd. G. F1ugcl, 7 vols. (Leipzig, 1835-
8), V, 373, no. 11365. Note that Oxford, Bodleian, M$ Marsh 216 bears the tide Kitob But/?Jol ol
tinrol fl fi"'i'ot ol·roml wo-toqwim ta<k:!Juf a/-ash/eti/wa-1-'alamo ('The Desire of Hopes concerning the 
Art of Gcomancy and the Schema of Figures and Attributions of Meanings') with the author 
given as .Abu Na~r ibn Tarbiin al-f.arii.bi. This attribution is certainly incorrect, for the maousccipt 
is clearly an incomplete copy of the treatise by Ibn Mal)ffif. 

2.1 Algiers, Bibliothcquc Nationale, MS 1530, fols. 25b-27a, and Princeton, Ga.rcctt CoU., 
Yehudn Arabic MS 2748, fols. 38b-39b, contrun the shorter tract whereas Munich, Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek, MS arab. 880, presents the more extensive work in 90 folios. See Mul:mmmad 
Taqf Mudarcis Razavi, K)}V(!Jab Tli.ri (fchran, 1956/1335 sb), 57-8; and S.H. Nasr, 'al-Tus!' in 
Dictionary 1!f National Biogropi!J, cd. C. C. Gillispie (hereafter DSE), 14 vols. (New York, 1970-6), 
Xlll , 508-14. 

2(• For example, Oxford, Bodleian, MS Laud. Or. 313, fo ls. 75b-77b and MS Walker 55, fols. 
41 b-47b; Paton (Baokipo.rc), l<JJUtla Bakhsh Oriental Public Library, Persian MS 1 066; and 
Madras. Government Oriental Manuscript Library, Persian MS 509. An Arabic translation by 
'Abu al-Mul)siu Al:trnau ibn al-Mahtli of part of a Persian tract is in Paris , BnF, MS arabc 2716, 
fols. 113b-118b. A Turkish translation (from Arabic or Persian ?) of a lengthy treatise by Na;;Ir al
Oin al-Tii:U on geomaocy is now at 1-lnmbucg, St.'ldtbibliothek, MS Orient 253 (cxlli), fols. 41b-
163b. 

27 For his Life and writings, sec G.C. Anawati, 'Fakh.r ai-Din al -R:izr in EF (note 6), 11, 751-5 . 
.A ltcatisc on gcomancy is also attributed to the theologian and philosopher Abu J:!ii.m.id al
Gh>~zzali who died io 1111 (505 AH); the treati~e is extant in Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, MS We. 
1218, fuls. la-11b (Ahlwardt 4204). If this is a valid aruibution (which is unlikely), it would be 
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in Persian an encyclopaedia of Muslim science, ]ami' al- 'ultim, that contains a 
section on the science of geomancy.2ll In addition, an extant Arabic manuscript 
concerned in part with geomancy and, in another manuscript, a didactic poem 
(uiJiiza) on the same subject are bod1 :tttcibuted to al-R.azi29 

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 n.inth-century astrologer Abu Ma'shar al-Balkhl, known to the West as 
Albumasar (d. 886/272 AH). Inc booklet 1s entitled 'Book of the Meuculous 
Investigator, me Greek Philosopher known as Abu Ma'shar me Astronomer' 
(Kitrib ai-Mubaqqrq al-mudaqqrq ai-Yrintini alf t!Jiastif al-shahrr br-Abz Ma'.rhar ai
Falakl).ll1 No treatise of such a title is attributed to Abu Ma'shar in tile medieval 
biographical dictionaries.31 The approach to geomancy in this work is an 
unusual one in the Islamic world in tl1at tile sixteen gcomantic figures are 
discussed exclusively in relation to the twelve zodiacal houses without any use 
of the customary geomantic tableau. The printed text appears to be identical 
wid1 Abu Ma'shar's tract 'On me Nativities of Men and Women' (Ki1ab Tali' al
mawlrid li-1-njal wa-1-nisti') in which each zodiacal stgn is chscussed along W1th Its 
mrcc decans (wrfiiih), with one important exception. The printed booklet has an 
additional paragraph on a related geomantic figute following the discussion of 
each zodiacal house in the section on me nativities of men, and tl1ese extra 
paragraphs are not to be found in the manuscript copy of Kilab Tali' al-maJVmd 
li-1-rijcil JVa-1-m!d' whjch the present authors have examined.32 The author of 
d1ese paragraphs was clearly weU acquainted with the sixteen geomancic figures 
and me various meanings and attributes attached to them, aliliough the details 

om: of the <::~tuest confirmed dates for a gcomanoc t.rcarise. AI-Ghau.:lli hruo had attnbutc:d to 
hun ~orne wnun~ on number ~ymbou~m :~nd magic squ:u-es as well as some clearly ~puriou.~ 
alchcmacal trncts. See Ullmann, Not11r (note 8), 227 and 274; W. i\hrc..-ns, 'Srudaen uber dte 
"m:~wschen lJUadratc" der Amber', Der 1!/o, (1917), 186-219 esp. 203-5, and Abu IJiirrud 
Mul)nmmad ai -Ghazz:ill (spurious?), oi-Awftiq, cd. Mat).mud I;Iamdi (Cairo, n.d, t . 1973]). 

2X rakhr al-Oin ai-Razi, jlinti' nl-ltlii~n (Bombay, 1323/1905). 187-9. Compare l.lajji Khalifa, 
Koshf nl-zumm (notc24), II, 560 ent.ry no. 3923. 

2'J Florence, Bibliotcc:~ Laurentiana, MS Or. 329 and :Ul ud,izn m Vatican, Bibliotcca 
Apostolica, MS arab. 1106, fols. 131a-136b. 

141 Pnntcd 10 Cairo several times, including 1905 (1323 H) and 1910 {1328 11), nnd in Bcirut in 
1982. See also J.-l\1. Faddegoo, 'Notice sur un petit traite d'astrologie aruibue a Albumn~ar (Abu 
Ma'S:lr)', Journal Astottque 213 (1928), 150-8, who docs nor, however, menoon its geomantic 
contents. 

J l Ibn al-Nndim, Kiltib al-Fihrist, cd. G. l-1iigel, 2 vols. (Lcip2.1g, 1871), I. 277 and J"/N Fihrut of 
oi-Nodit~r. A Tenrb-Cifllury S11rwy of Mushm Cullllrt, trns Bay:ud Dodge, 2 vols. (New York, 1970), 
II , 656-8, Ibn ai -Qifli, To'rikh ol-pHkanto', cd J I.~ppert (Lctpug. 1903), 154. Sec ulso D. Pmgrcc, 
'Abu ~1:\'sh:u' in DSB (note 25), 11, 32-39, csp. 38, who aligned the printed tract wath a work 
C..1ltitlcd Kirob oi·Mt1111tilid ol-1oghir ('The Small Book or Naovities') which as not extant rod:~y IJl 

manuscripts of that tide. 
'2 Los Angeles, UCLA Near Eastern Coli. 898, MS 60 
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of the procedures for formmg a geomantic figure or casting a tableau are 
lackmg in d1e treaose. Since the tradition of rhe text of Kildb Tali' al-mmv/Jid /i-1-
rijtil wa-1-llita' apparently varies considerably m some of the extant manuscript 
coptes,33 the text and tts relation to the printed pamphlet deserve further study, 
wlule the manuscript versions of other treatises by Abii Ma'shar should be 
searched for geomantic references. 

Tl1ere are only three known references in the geomantic literature to Abu 
Ma'shar as an autho.city.34 All of these citations occur within discussions of 
strictly astrological material and relate to his mastery of astrology rather than to 
any geomantlc wisdom. At thts point, then, it seems that rhe geom:mtic 
references in the printed text are interpolations by the modem editor and 
uwcntor of tile fanciful title, and that Abu Ma'shar may not have been a 
possible source for geomancers. Consequently, a final assessment of Abu 
Ma'shar's role in the diffusion of geomancy must await further investigation. 

Of the writings just discussed, some are not very detailed in thetr 
mformatioo regarding 'ilm al-raml, and some, such as those by Na~ir al-DTn al
Tiisl, might not have been available in Mosul opposite the site of ancient 
Nineveh on the upper Tigris River in the fourth decade of the thirteenth 
century, when the geomantic device which is me object of this srudy was 
executed. No doubr, in the first part of the thirteenth century there were 
adclitJonal sources for the knowledge of geomancy, whose titles and aumors are 
not known to us today. 

Lot-books that employ geomantic figures were apparently known in the 
thtrteenth century, but they have not been included in the summary just 
presented, for tl1ey represent a very different form of geomancy and were not 
at ~u likely to have influenced U1e maker or this device. The geomantic lot
books are geomantic in nan1c only, for the basic procedures are different. The 
methods employed in the lot-books do not make use of tableau.'\: and some
tUlles not even of geomantlc figures. In some of rhese methods, dots were 
made at random and then the number divided by twelve with the remainder 
giving me page and line where the answer to the inquiry would be given for any 
one of a li.st o[ 144 questions)S There is considerable confusion in much of the 

"Ullmann, Nolur (note 8), 322 ot 4 
H O ne reference as u1 Paris, BnF, I\IS arnbe 2730; see Carrn de Vaux, 'La geomancie' (note 8), 

302 111. 1. Ao Ambac geomamic treatise by J\bii 'AbJ Allah ibn l.Iasan 'Ali ibn MuiJammad :11-
J.akhmi :11-Andalusi, written in 1875 (1292 All), :ll~o cites Abii Ma'shar as an authority (Los 
1\ngclcs, UCLA Ncar Eastern Cull 898, MS 618, fol. 2a), and be is citcc.l as well in a Provcnf?l 
~comantic tccati~c wnncn about AD 1330 (P. Meyer, •rroitcs en vers proven~aux sur l'astcologic 
ct Ia gcomancie', Romo11io26 (1897), 225-75, csp. 262). 

'~ Three Turlush manuscopts :~tc ext:lnt of geomantJc lot-books supposedly written by 'Abd 
Allah abn Arus (or Ani) for the eighth-century caliph lliriin al-Rashld (London, British Labraty, 
OIOC MS Harl. 262 and MS Harl 5522 as well as Vienna, Nation:llbibliothek, Turkish MS 1509). 
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literature, both primary and secondru.y, between the counting of points any time 
they have been put down at random and what one might call the classical type 
of 'ilm al-raml, consisting of the sixteen possible geomantic figures with the 
production of a tableau from them according to precise mles.36 

To add to the confusion, in Persian treatises the term rami is applied to two 
types of divination: the traditional form of geomancy - the type employed on 
this device -and the throwing of brass dice strung together in groups of four. 
Although these are commonly called 'geomantic dice', their markings do not 
produce a geomantic figure, and divination using such dice is a form of lot
casting related to the s011es of classical antiquity rather than true geomaocy.J7 

The author is possibly to be ideocified with '1\bd Allah al-1\sni (or al-Ansi) named io Arnbic lo r
books, which arc not, howcvc.r, geomantic; see P. Kunitzsch 'Zum Liber A(fadhol ein Nachlese', 
Zeitsrhrijt dtr Dmtrchen Mownliindischen Gesellschajt 118 (1968), 297-314, and 'Dec Ubtr A(fndbol: ein 
acabischen Lo~buch und seine Schicksale im Morgen- und Abandland', Zeilfchrijt rkr Dmtsrhm 
Morgenliindischtn Gmllschaft, Suppl. I, 2 (1969), 667-72. Kunitzsch argues that the Arnbic (non 
geomantic) lor-books, related to the 'Liber Alfadhol' of the Latin trndition, do nor pretlate the 
twelfth century. for further discussion of Latio gcomantic lot-books going under the name of 
1\lfodhol o r Alfndhol, ~ce Lynn Thorndike'~ article~. 'A(fodhol and Almarkl Hitherto Unnotcd 
Medieval Books of Magic in Florentine Manuscript~·. Sptctillim 2 (1927), 326-331, 'Alfodhol de 
mc.rengi ag:ill1', Sptmlum 4 (1929), 90, and 'Alfodhol aml Almadel once more', Speculum 20 {1945), 
88-91. Gerhard Eis has edited a medieval German lot-book in which ooe of rhe si.xteen 
gcomaotic figures is produced to determine the answer (G. Eis, WaiJrsoJ,etexte rks spiitmillelalters tJIIS 

Ham/Jchrijten und 1 nklmnbelm [Texte des spat en Mittelalrers, IJ, Berlin, 1956). 
36 Also in the class of lot-books there should be placed the so-c:illed 'manual of geomaocy' 

entitled Expmmmtarius written or rranshrcd by Bernard Silvester of Tours wnttcn in the twelfth 
century. This treatise does nor cast a geomancic tableau or even one geomantic figure, but rather 
descobes a procedure for setting tlown points at random, divithng by 7, and using the remainder 
to tlcterminc the answer selected from the lot book. See M.B. Savorclli, ' Un Manualc di 
Geomanzic prcsentato da Bernardo Silvestre da Tours (XIl Secolo): L'Experimentnn"ul, Rivisfa 
Critiro di Storia dtlla Filosojia 14 (1959), 283-342, and C.S.f. Burnett, 'What is the Experitntlllarius of 
Bernardus Silvestris? 1\ preliminary survey of the mater.ial', Archivtt d'Hi.stoire Dortn"11alt et ullirairt 
dti M'!)·tn Age 44 (1977), 79-125. The Oxford, Bodleian Library, Western Manuscripts, MS Digby 
46, n fourteenth-century copy of the Experimenlarius, has set into the inside front cover of the 
volume two interlocking wooden cogge::d wheels with twenty-eight und thirteen teeth, by which 
one can find a random number, rather than by counting random points. This rather mechanical 
way of obtaining n number is very different in pnnciplc from the Jeterminacion of the geomantic 
figure.~ on the device by Mui;lammad ibn Khutlukh ni-Mnw~iii now at the British Museum. 

" For a ~rudy of so-called 'gcomantic dice', see E. Savage-Smith, 'Divination' in P.R. 
Maddison nnJ E. Savage-Smith, Scie~~a, Tools & Magi( !The Nasser D. Khalil! Coll. of Islamic Art, 
12], 2 vols. (London/Oxford, 1997), I, 148-57. Confusion in the use of the term rom/ for 
geomancy and for n form of sortilcgc employing dice has causetl such errors a~ that of Nasr, who 
labels a photograph of two sers of such dice as 'Instruments used in geomancy'; ~ce S. Nasr, 
ltlamic Sciuta: Art 11/us/roled St11rfy (London, 1976), 207. Furthc.rmorc, the circular plate picturetl by 
Nasr in the same photograph us annther gcomantic instn1ment is in reality unrelated tO ram/ io 
either seose, but rather is a plate closely resembling the back of o compass used for fmding the 
qibla, the:: direction towards Mecca. That is, the plate gives the names of 34 cities and their 
corn;~-pontling tlireccions and inl;irtif, which is the angle that detennines the direction coward 
Mecca. Such a plate is used neither in 'ilm ol-mml (gcomancy) nor in sortilege With dice. 

2 19 
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The devtce studied here contams some features apparently not found in 
ex tam Arabtc, Persian, or Turkish writings on geomancy dating from before the 
middle of the thirteenth century. It seems clear that the designer of the 
instrument was quite familiar \vtth written treatises on the subject, for ln one 
Inscription he has the device say of itself: 'from my intricacies there comes 
about insight superior to books concerned witl1 the study of the art.' 

In view of the confused and not overly large corpus of geomantic writings 
prior to the fourteenth century, this intricate device proves to be of 
considerable importance for the history of the occult sciences, complementing 
its value as a fine example of thirteenth-century Islamtc metalwork. In additton, 
the tablet Itself IS a unique concept m the history of geomancy, since there seem 
to be no wciungs before or after this device containing any mention of a 
mechanical contrivance for establishing a geomantic reading and supplying 
informacion necessary for its 1merpretaoon. There is no other known 
geomantic device from any culture remotely similar to it. 

Lt does seem likely that a dust board was employed by some geomancers, for 
the word takhl occurs frequently in geomancic treatises where 1t could mean 
e.ither lhe abstract sixteen-place tableau or a dust board on which the tableaux 
of geomanlic figures were produced.38 The word takhl occurs in medieval 
Arab1c mathematical writings as a £eon for a small board lightly covered with 
sand on which one could mark down numerals and then erase mem by 
smoothing over the sand or dust or by covering it with additional dust.39 Tt is 
entirely likely mat such a board would have been used for marking down the 
geomantic figures until paper and pen later became sufficiently available to 
replace it. The several references in A!f lay/a 111a-lqy/a ('The Thousand and One 
Nights') to a geomanttc t<tblet used wim a stylus of brass to form me figures is 
probably ev1dence of the early use of a dust board or tablcr, although It is 
poss1ble the references are later interpolations into the stories.44' Such a tablet or 

l8 l·or example, Los Angeles, UCLA Ne:u Eastern Coli. 898, MS 88, p. 31, uses the term 
tokhr for the surf:~cc which you mark wuh a stylus, mil, once calling it rokJJr /owl) 'dustbo:ud'. In 
one of the printed texts :~ttributcd to ni -Znnati the word is more frequently used for the 
completed sixteen-place rnblc:~u of gcomanuc figures from whtch the rc:~ding is derived, but tt is 
also used as a tablet of sand (tokbl min ol-roml) on which )'Ou mark with a stylus, qalom, the row of 
dots and fom1 dtc first four fit.,rures; sec ni-Zaniiti, IV!tib ni-Fa1/ ji IIIJil 'ilm a/.rnml (note 13, copy 
dnt~d 1280 AH), 18, 24-5. el pauim. 

w Kushy:ir ibn Labbiin, Prinriplu of 1 lmd11 Reckonin,r. Kiltib ji 1111il l)isob al·hind, cd. and trns. 
Martin Levey and Marvin Pc:truck (Madtson, WI, 1965), S-6 tl poJSinr, A.S. s~itlan, •rhe 
Comprehensive Work on Computation wnh Board and Dust by Na~ir al-Oin ni-Tlisi', oi-Abporh 
20 (1967), 91-163 and 213-92. Sec :Uso M. Sowssi, 'l:[isiib al-ghubiir' in Efl (note 6), Ill , 468-9, 
who suggests that the tablet may not necess:uily have been covered with dust but rather covered 
with clay m which figures could have been m:uked and erased by a stylus. 

""' 1\ collection of Arabic stories comprising The ThoiiSonrl and Ont N'l,hii appears to have 
formed about a Pcrstan framework ami to have developed with many ndditions from v:ttious 
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dust board is quite different, however, from a device designed to generate the 
geomantic figures mechanically, which is the narure of the mstrument we are 
here discussing.41 

II. Principle Method o f Casting a Tableau 

In Islamic geomancy, divination is accomplished by forming and then 
interpreting a design consisting of sixteen positions, each of which is occup1ed 
by some geomancic figure. This design is referred to as the gcomantic tableau. 
The figures that occupy the first four pos10ons are of primary importance in 
constructing the tableau, for they determine the occupants of the other twelve 
places. Consequently, the formation of these ftrst four figures, called the 
Mod1ers (ummahtit), is of great significance. Ordinarily each of the Mothers is 
made by marking in the dust or sand or on a piece of paper four horizontal 
lines of dots, one row beJow another (see Fig. 1). Among some practitioners of 
geomancy these rows of dots are made by the person seekmg advice or the 
answer to some question, whereas in other practices the diviner or geomancer 
being consulted puts down the marks. It is always stressed that the dots should 
not be counted as they are made, but rather the hand should make the marks 
while the conscious mind is totally absorbed in reflection on the question or 
problem. 

Since there are four Mothers to be formed, stxteen rows of dots must be 
made 10 all (see Fig. 1). After this has been done, each row ts exammcd m turn 
and the dots are grouped 10 pa1rs so as to find whether the row has an even or 

locnrions from the ninth nnd tenth cenruries AI>, taktng final shape in the 1hircccnth century (sec 
E. Ltrtmann, 'AJf byla wa-layla' in Efl (note 6), I, 358-64). A tablet of sand (tokhl rom/ or loleht of
rom~ anc.l a stylus of brass (qolt111t min mtbm) figure prominently in tbe story of 'Ali Shiir and 
Zumurrud (the 320th to 326th rught), whtle a gif1 of a geomantic sand board of gold (ta/eht rom/ 
"''" dhohob) is mentioned m the 1alc of Qama.r ai-Zam:in (the 202nd rught), l>CC Kitob A!f ~Ia wo 
ltf)lo, 4 vok (Hiiliiq, 1862/1279AH), II, 18-19, 196-8, anc.l 200-3; Tht Book oftbt ThoNJond Nights and 
oNIJhl, trns. Richard F. Bur1on, 6 vols. (London, 1885; rpr New York, 1962), 11 17-8, and 1464-
74; and llusain Haddawy, Tl~t Arabian Ni&htr II: Sindbad and Other Pop11lor S toriu (New York, 
1995), 197. T he tales of J:'\\Vda the Fi~herman, Shima~ and Jali':id, Ghadb and his brother AJib, 
and Dcmah the Crafty also mentioned a gcomnnuc dustboarc.l or tablet; sec 0. Rescher, 'Srudien 
tiber dcr lnhalt von 1001 Nacht', Der Is/om 9 (1919), 1-94, esp. 36-8 The prncucc of gc:omancy 
wnh a ,;quare box of sand plays :m impomnt cole in the story of Aladdm ami 1hc Wonderful 
ump, whtch 1s no1 usually grouped as one of the Thousand :md One N1gho;, sec 11. Zotenberg, 
Hutour d"A/Ji of-Din 011/o lompt merwilk11st (Paris, 1888), 11 , 62-3, and 76; R F Burton, Sllj>plrmentol 
N~Jhls lo tht Book of tht ThoNJond Ni&hts and o Ntght, Bossaorab Edinon, 3 vols (London, n.d.), Ill, 
68. 156-7 and 179-80; and Hadd:twy, The Arabian Nights II: Sinrlbod, 81-163. 

H Also very different from the present device is lhe thin brass asuological/ geomantic plate 
from a l:nc Safavid workshop, now in the Kh:ilili Collection, Ace. no ~Cl33. It is cngrnvcd on 
both stdes with numerous Peman inscriptions, l:ud out in coocenuic circles, presenting a 
b'!l:tcttcer as well as astrologtcal allgnmentli and an arrangement of gcomanuc figures. See Savage
Snuth, 'Dtvumioa' (note 37), I, 158-9. 

22 1 
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an odd number of dots. If Lhe number of dots in the row is even, then that row 
1s represented by a pair of dots; if the number ts odd, then by only one dot. In 
dtis way there is obtained, for each Mother, a vertical column of four marks, 
each of wruch lS one or two dots. 

·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· 
·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·--· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· 

·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· 
. ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . ·-· .. .. ·-· ·-· ·-· ·--· ·-· .. . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . -· 

·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· . ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· ·-· 
Fig. I. The formation of !he first four figures of a geomantic rableau. 

The four geomant:lc figures thus formed arc then placed side by side, wtth 
the fu:st one on the right, the second one immediately to the left of it, and so 
on. From these four Mothers occupying positions I through IV in the tableau, 

Daughters Mothers 

VIII VII VI v IV Ill 11 I 
00 0 0 00 00 0 00 00 

0 00 00 0 00 0 00 0 0 
0 0 00 0 00 0 00 00 0 00 0 00 0 0 00 

\ I \ I "' / "' / 
XII XI X IX 

0 
00 
00 

0 

~ 

0 0 00 0 0 00 0 0 0 0 00 00 

/ ~ / 
XIV XIII 

XV1 

Result Resu lt of Result 

Fig. 2. An e.xample of a complete geomantic tableau, ... vith Roman 
numerals marking the number of the position or 'house'. 
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the remaining figures in the tableau arc produced as shown in Fig. 2. 
T he figure for position V is formed by laking the top row of marks in the 

Mothers from right to left and writing lhem as a column from top to bottom. 
The ones for positions VI, VII, and VIII are obtained similarly by taking the 
second, third, and fourth rows respectively, in the Mothers, always going from 
right to left, and turning them into columns. TI1e figures thus produced and 
placed in positions V through VTI are commonly known as the Daughters 
(banal). 

Por position IX a figure is produced in an entirely different way, for here 
only the ftrst and second Mothers are used, and they are in a sense 'added' 
together. Startmg with the top row, the marks of the two figures arc combined. 
If d1e sum is even, then two dots arc placed in the top row of the new figure; if 
the sum is odd, only one dot is put there. By adding in dus way the dots in the 
second row of the two Mod1crs, 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 
dererrruned pair of figures: for example, by adding figures in positions III and 
IV we find the figure for posttion X, the figure V 'plus' the figure 1n VI ytelds 
the figure for XI, and so forth. Finally, when one bas obtained the figure for 
position XV from those occupying positions XIII and XJV, the final figure, the 
one in position }.'VI, is found by combining in this same manner the figures in 
positions XV and I, and this completes the formation of the gcomantic t.ableau. 

"The device that we arc 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 right-hand portion of the face of the 
device (see Pl. 1). 

Since each geomantic figure consists of four marks, and each mark consists 
of e~ther one or two dots, there is a total of si.'!:teen (i.e., 24) possible figures. 
Each figure has a name and var1ous 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, 
lind so forth. 111ese 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 the next section, where 
the name of each and the muque ahgnmcnt of the figures found on the devtce 
under consideration are discussed. 

There arc sixteen positions or 'houses' (bt!Jiit; sing. bqyt) in the complete 
tableau. Although there are also sixteen dtfferent geomantlc figures, it can be 
proved that it is impossible for all sixteen ligures to appear in a tableau. In 
other words, in a properly drawn tableau some figure must be in more than one 
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house. Another feature of every correct tableau is that the geomancic figure in 
position XV is an even figure- that is, d1e figure must have an even number of 
dots. Observation of this property of the tableaux: was stated by Arabic gee
mantic wcters as early as the thirteenth century, and, furthermore, they gave 
arguments explairung the reason for this characteristic.~2 

Because of the method of combining geomantic figures as used .in the 
production of figures to occupy houses IX through XVI, described above, 
Islarruc geomancy has a pronounced mathematical structure. In fact, d1e set of 
all SL"<teen geomantic figures forms, under the 'addition' process, an algebraic 
structure known as a finite commutative group. Although the topic has been 
relatively ignored by historians of science, some attent:lon has recently been 
given to it by ethnologists, and there has been an attemp t at a structural 
analysis. It would seem, however, that there is still a considerable amount of 
research to be done before much of a definitive nature can be said regarding 
tl1e structures underlying the praccice of geomancy.43 

III. D etailed D escription o f the Geo mantic Tablet 

TI1e Islamic geomantic device now in the possession of the Department of 
Oriental Antiquities of the British Museum is signed by Mui)ammad ibn 
I<huclukh al-Mawliili and dated 639 All(= AD 1241-2). Prom the maker's nisba 
(the part of the name derived from the location or trade) one might infer that 
he was born in Mosul and very likely connected in some manner with the 
prominent metalworking centre, especially renowned for its inlaid brass 
vessels,"" which flourished there during the fttst half of the thirteenth century. 
The fact tl1at the maker's nisba is al-Maw~ili is not, however, conclusive 
evidence that he resided and worked in Mosul, for there were artisans from that 
locality who worked in Cairo, Damascus, and elsewhere in the thirteenth 
century.4S 

A second piece of metalwork also signed by Mu):lammad ibn Khutlukh al
Maw~ili has recently been discovered- an undated incense-burner that is stated 

•2 f'or r~ders mterested tn mathematical proofs of these properties, see R. Jaulin, Lo 
Ci#monar. onofyst formtlk [Ecole J>r:auque des llautcs Etudes, Sorbonne, Cahlers de 1'1 Iomme, n.s., 
4] (P:tr~s, 1966), 20-3 and 27. 

"' Sec M. Pcdrazzi, 'Le Figure deUa Gcomanzia; Un Gruppo riniro i\bcliano', PI!Jiis 14/2 
(1972), 146-61; M. Ascher, 'Mab~sy Sileirfy i\ Case in Ethnomathcmatics', Histario Mathmratira 
24 (1997), 376-95; and rhe monogrnph by the French structural :mthropologtst Robert Jaulm, Lo 
Ciomonat (note 42). For a co1:1cal study of the l:mer work, sec M.B. Smtrh, The Nature of lsbmic 
Geomancy wirh a Critique of a Stntctumlist's Approach', Studio hlomim49 (1979), 5-38 . 

.i1 D.S. Rice, 'lni:Ud Brnsscs from the Workshops of A~mnd ai-Dhaki ai-Maw~ili', Ars 
Onrntolu 2 (1957), 282-326. 

t t, R. llnrari, 'Metalwork after the Early Islamic Pcncx.l' in A.U. Pope, A SNrwy of Persian Art, 6 
vols. (Oxford, 1938-9), V, sec xii, 2466-2539 csp. 2495 and Vl, plates 1276-1396. 
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to have been produced in Damascus, possibly made a few years before the 
geomantic device.46 It is unusual amongst incense-burners because of the archi
tecrural narure of its design, and it possibly reflects Sasaruan influences on 
craftsmen working in Greater Syria in the early thirteenth cenrury. No other 
examples of his work are recorded and no information on him is available 
except what can be gleaned from the objects thernselves. 

From the standpoint of design and metallurgical craftsmanship, the geo
mantic tablet is very similar lo the incense-burner bearing his name and 
compares favourably with some twenty-five pieces of metalwork associated 
with Mosul, including a celestial globe made by Mubammad ibn Hilal al
Munajjim al-Maw~ili in 1275-6 (674 AH) that was produced after the centre of 
metalwork began to decline following the sack of the city by the Mongol 
Hiiliigu in 1260.47 A comparison might also be made with some of the 
outstanding and roughly contemporary examples of Syrian-Egyptian scientific 
instruments, such as the celestial globe48 made by the Egyptian architect and 
mathematician Qay~ar ibn Abi 1-Qiisim ibn Musafir al-Ashrafi al-}:Ianafi in 
1225-6 (622 AH) for the Ayyijbid ruler of Egypt al-Malik al-Kiimil, the nephew 
of SalaQ. al-Din (Saladin). Even more fruitful is a comparison with the fine 
astrolabes made by 'Abd al-Katim al-Mi~ri who worked for the last Ayyijbid 
and the first Mamluk ruler of Egypt, which display similar decorative bands.49 

It is not the purpose of the present srudy 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 e.xample of the inlaid 
metalwork produced by the craftsmen of thirteenth-century Greater Syria, 
Egypt and Iraq. The device is of a brass alloy having a rich reddish colour and 
is in three basic pieces - front plate with attached dials, back plate, and the 
frame enclosing them. The device is amply covered with inscriptions, 
decorative devices, and arabesque inlaid in gold and silver. The instrument 
measures 33.7 em in length and 19.6 em in height, not including the 5.4 em 

46 James Allan, 'Mu~ammad ibn Khutlukh and the History of Early Islamic lncense-buroers' 
in James W. Allan, MttaiJIJOrle of tht lJia!nic ll?or!.+. Tht Aron Collution (London, 1986), 25-34 and 66-
9. 

47 British Museum, Dept. of Oriental Antiquities, lnv. no. 71.3. 1. See R.l-1. Pinder-Wilson, 
'The Malcolm Celestial Globe' in Tht British M11smm Handbook. Vol. I: Tht Oa.uicai Tradition 
(London, 1976), 83-101; :md E . Savage-Smith, lslamicalt Cekstial Globtr. Thtir Hi1tory, Constmction, 
and U1t (Smithsonian Studies in History and Technology, 46) (Washington, D.C., 1985), 219-20 
no. 4. 

-111 Musco Nazionale, Naples; see Savage-Smith, Ctlutial Globe~ (note 47), 218-9 no. 3. 
'~ Two such astrolabes :uc extant, one dated 625 AH (= 1227-8) and the other 633 Al-l 

(=1235-6). The former is now at the Museum of the History o f Science, Oxford, and the latter in 
the Dep:utment of Oriental Antiquities of the British Museum. Unfortunately the inscription on 
dJC: lnttcr has been rcworkcJ and hence is unreliable. See L.A. Mayer, Islamic AJtrolabiJts and Tluir 
llYorh (Geneva, 1956), 29-30 and pl. xiib; and AUan. 'MuiJammad ibn Khutlukh' (note 46), 33. 
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high projection by which it can be suspended (see Pl. 1 for an overall view of 
the front of the device). 

The front plate has mneteen small circles, each of a diameter of 3 em 
surmounted by a window exposing a sector of a small dial dut rotates beneath 
d1e plate (see Pls. 1 and 3). A large dial near the centre rotates beneath a semi
circular window of diameter 8 em (see Pis. 1, 5, and 6). Four sliding arcs are 
nested at the right of the front plate behind openings in the front plate, the 
largest of radius 8 em (see Pis. 1 and 4). The numerous inscriptions are inlaid 10 

either gold or silver wire. 
The front plate of the tablet, wilh dials attached to it from behind (see PL 2), 

is recessed in a metal frame which holds it tn 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 Pis. 8-11). The front edge of d1e frame is 
decorated with a silver inlaid band formed of a trefoil alternatcly upside down 
between pairs of interlaced stems, and the narrow margin nearest me front 
plate is engraved in a chain pattern with centres inlaid with st.lver (see Pl. 1). 

The manner in which me geomantic tablet was designed to be suspended 
closely resembles mat common in astrolabes.s.• The decorative triangular 
prOJection attached ro the top edge of Lhe frame (Pl. 1) is like the kur.ri 
('throne') projecting from the upper part of an astrolabe. It is 5.4 em in height 
and 13.5 at the base, and the edges are engraved and inlaid in arabesque (see Pl. 
11). The 'unva ('handle') consists of a nearly dosed circular arc whose ends are 
joined by a straight pin passing through me upper part of the k.Jmi, thus 
alloWlng the tablet to swing on this pin. The 't1rwa or handle then receives the 
J;alqa ('ring') of diameter 3.4 em. Both the ring and the handle are dccorativcly 
engraved. To this ring would probably have been attached a cord, 'ikiqa, as was 
done wiili :~strolabes. 

'111e suspensory device is somewhat reminiscent of ilie leur.ri found on a 
tlurteenth-century Persian astrol:~be wim geared calendar movement made by 
Mubammad ibn Abi Bak.r tbn Mui:lammad al-R.ashiru al-Ibari al-I!?fahiini in 1221 
(618 AH).S1 There is also similarity with an enormous suspensory device of k.Jmi 
form whose purpose is unknown but which was made by one Shakir ibn 
At1mad in Mosul or Damascus about me same time as this device.52 There 

"'' See W. I brtncr, 'The Pcmctple and Uses of the Astrolabe' in Pope, S11rory (note 45), Ill, 
2539-54 and VI, plates 1397- 1404; reprinted wtth addition~ in W. I farmer, Oriens-Orcirlms: 
AIIJgewiihllt Sthtiflen z11r Jt7imnsrhafts· tmd KN/turgurhirhlt Fuluhrifl ~1111. 60 Gt!)f(rts/og ICoUectan~ 31 
(IItlt.lesheim, 1968), 287-311, csp 292. 

\ I Oxford, Museum of the lltstory of $ctcnce, lnv. no. IC 5. 
~2 Lonuon, Khalili CoU., Ace. no. ~mv825; see Madctison and Savage Smith, Scimu, Too!J & 

Mogtr (note 37), I, 206-9, and I'Omnl tit So/odin (note 1), 209 no 221. 
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seems, consequently, a strong possibility !.hat the metalworker who executed 
this geomantic tablet - Mubammad ibn Khutlukh al-Maw~ili - was also an 
astrolabe maker, though no astrolabes bearing rus name are known to be extant. 
An association with the astrolabe industry is further borne out by the fact that 
the incense-burner that he is known to have made also has decoration siaular to 
that on astrolabes. 53 

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 becomes 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) sits wilhin the back of Lhe frame and is held in place 
by two small pins, one in the middle of each of the long sides, which can be 
turned over the edge of the back plate to retain 1t in the frame. The back plate 
IS bordered by a rectangular inscription, the background of which is filled Wlth 
arabesque and some letters terminating in arabesque; it is inlaid with silver, with 

decorative devices placed at the four corners and at the centre of the two longer 
s1des. In the middle of the back is a diamond-shaped band con taining a second 
inscription inlaid in silver against a background of engraved and Ullaid 
arabesque. This band is intertwined by two other bands which are filled With 
spiralling vines of inlaid silver. These bands form within the lozenge a central 
circle containing a short engraved inscription. 

THE MAKER AND AN OWNER 

Nothing is known of the maker of this elaborate device except his name which 
IS inscribed in Naskh script, inlaid in silver, on the front of the device beneath 
the four sliding arcs in the upper right-hand corner (see Pls. 1 and 4; for a 
transcription, see Appendix, item 1): 

'The work of Mui)arrunad 
1bn Khutlukh al-Maw~ili 
in the year 639 [= 1241-2]. 

The equivalent of the Latin op11s in the signature is the noun fana'a(l), written 
wtth diacritical dots over the 10' marbiifa, which occurs frequently on scientific 
instruments.54 On the incense-burner also made by him, the sigt~aturc is 

"'Allnn, 'Mubamm:td ibn Khutlukh' (nore 46), 33. 
~ Sana'a(t) is cleru:ly the most frequently employed renn on Islamic cclesci:U globes, while the 

noun 'onto/ occurs only twice on globes before the sixteenth ccnrury; sec Savage-Smith, CtltJftal 
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virtually tdcntical, except that the first word can be read as the verb [ana'ahu 
('made it') rather than as a noun since it lacks dots over the tti' marbl~/a.55 

Whether or not Mul;lammad ibn Khutlukh al-Maw~ili was also the designer 
of th1s unusual concept for producing a geomantic reading, and hence was well 
read in the geomantic literature and a practicing geomancer himself, is an open 
question. His name is not mentioned in any of the geomantic literature 
surveyed. From the employment and design of a suspensory apparatus 
resembling that of an astrolabe - a feature not required for the functioning of 
the geomaotic tablet as it is for an astrolabe - it seems quite possible that the 
designer and/ or maker was an astrolabe maker. There is evidence that some 
astronomers (defined broadly in the sense of all concerned with timekeeping) 
were also metalworkers who made tl1eir own astronomical instruments such as 
astrolabes as well as some other metal objects having nothing to do with 
astronomy. 56 Hence there is some possibility that Mul;lammad ibn Khutlukh al
Maw$ili could have been an astrolabe maker and even possibly an astronomer
astrologer and a geomancer. 

A second personal name appears in an inscription engraved in Naskh script 
on the back of the device in the centre circle formed by the intertwining bands 
of arabesque (see Pl. 12 and Appendix, item 2). This inscription, which is the 
only one on the entire device not inlaid in gold or silver, reads as follows: 

In the possession of [II nawba1] Mul)ammad al-Mu.Q.casib al-Bukhao 

111e entire inscription is written without any diacritical dots and hence can be 
read in several ways, but this interpretation appears the most reasonable. 57 Since 
there is no date given in this inscription we cannot know with certainty whether 
it was in his possess10n immediately after its execution or whether it came into 
his possession sometime later during the intervening si.x 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 it employs 
a sltghtly different style of calligraphy from the rest of the device, it is likely that 
it was added later. 

Of this Mul)ammad ai-Mul;ltasib al-Bukhari we know only what can be 
gleaned from his name. I t can be assumed he had some association with 
Buk.hara, a city on the lower comse of the Zarafshan river in present-day 
Uzbekistiin. From the name al-Mubtasib we could surmise that he was an 

G/aiNJ (note 47), 214. L.A Mayer, however, assertS that the noun 111na'a rarely occur:; on 
:l!itrobbes; Mayer, !Jimmc Astrvlabuu (note 49), 13 m. 1. 

ss Allan, 'Mu~ammad 1bn Khutlukh' {note 46), 33 and 66-8 
v. For example, see Mnyer, IJia~~tit AJiro/abiJtJ (note 49}, 13-14 nnd 21. 
~7 l11c n:1me could aloo be read as Mul):unmad ai-Mukhlis al-Bukhiirl, since the ful:ll bti' of 

mu/;lasib is not well formed 
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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. 58 If indeed he was the 
person for whom this 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 d1e edge of the frame would indicate 
that he was a very wealthy and important person. 

TI-lE SMALL Dw..s 

On the front of the tablet there are nineteen small circular regions. The border 
of each region is represented by two finely drawn concentric circles of inlaid 
silver wire. In the cen tre of eacl1 circle is a small knob whicll serves as a pointer 
and rotates a dial behind the engraved circle, causing individual geomaotic 
figures to appear in the open window. Each engraved circle is divided by inlaid 
silver wire into sixteen sectors, 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 
configurations of inlaid silver 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 pmpose of 
the pointer was to indicate the name of the figure visible in the window. 
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 re
soldered onto the pointer - obviously at times by people unfamiliar with the 
principle of the device, for many of ilie dials are no longer in proper alignment 
w1th their pointer. 

All of the nineteen dials have the same inscriptions with the same spellings 
presented in the same 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 freguently used terms. The 
meaning of some of the names is a bit obscure, and it is difficult to give precise 
English equivalents of them For a few figures, such as thar having the name al
fariq meaning 'path', the name might be explained by the very form of the 
6gw:e Itself. However, to approach the meanings of most of tl1e names in tlus 
manner seems to lead to highly questionable interpretations. 59 

!IR ::icc C. Cahcn, 'f:lisba' in Efl (note 6), III, 485-93. 
51> Fur such a discussion, see J.C. Hebert, 'Analyse Hmcturale t.les geomancics comorienncs, 

mrugnchcs, Ct africaines',jouma/ de laSoriili du AfriraniJIU 31 (1961), 115-208, csp. 121-2. 
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Pl. 3. Detail of one of the nme£een small dials. [Bnt. Mus. Neg. no. 046131) 
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The following list presents the inscriptions around the small engraved 
circles, reading clockwise from the open window, along with the corresponding 
geomantic figure which appears on the rotating dial: 

aljamti'a 
00 
00 
00 
00 

0 
.tariq 0 

0 
0 

mqra khd[7?ia] 0 
0 

00 
00 

JJJ/frtJ dti[khila] 
00 
00 

0 
0 

qab{i da[khi~ 
00 

0 
00 

0 

qabr/ khd['?i] 
0 

00 
0 

00 

baytit/ 00 
00 

0 
00 

lptmra 
00 

0 
00 
00 

al-k!Jan 
0 

00 
00 
00 

inkis 00 
00 
00 

0 

'ataha dd[khila] 
00 

0 
0 
0 

'ataba kbti[nja] 0 
0 
0 

00 

aJvrd' 0 
00 

0 
0 

;awdala 
0 
0 

00 
0 

ijtimd' 00 
0 
0 

00 

~1qla 0 
00 
00 

0 

The first figure, which contains the maximum number of points (eight) you 
can have in a figure, is given the common Arabic term aljamd'a meaning a 
collection or assemblage of things or people. This is virtuaUy the only term 
found in the literature for this figure, except for the so-called 'Berber' term and 

233 



234 MAGIC AND DIVINATION IN EARLY ISLAM 

24 E. Savage-Smith and MB. Smith 

the additional name al-sakima ('well-being') given it by Ibn Mal;lfU£6° 
The second figure, which nas the minimum number of points (four), is 

called .tariq meaning 'way' or 'path'; and it is the only term used for the figure. 
N11rra khrirfja has a somewhat obscure meaning, possibly 'd.iminisning victory' 
or 'ex.tc.rnal help', wnile fill/YO ddkhi/a means someiliing like 'increasing victory' 
or 'internal help'; these names are nearly universal terms for the two figures, 
though al-su/trin 'the ruler' and tashmir 'preparing or despatching something' are 
provtded respectively by Ibn Ma}:lfiif. 

Qabrj ddkhi/ is also a term whose meaning is not altogether clear. Qabrj means 
'the act of taking or seizing something' and can sometimes mean 'prize' or 
'possession'. Hence qabrj ddkhil might be translated as 'increasing seizure' or 
possibly as 'tnternal prize or property'. Qabrj kharij might similarly be translated 
as 'diminishing seizure' or possibly 'external property'. Bqyrit/ means 'white' and 
l)umra 'red'. 1l1e latter two, as well as the previous two, are essen tially the only 
terms employed in the literature for these figures, though Ibn Mai'}ruf adds al
/aban 'milk' and a/-damm 'blood' for the last two. 

The name ai-I}!Jrin appears to be one of several variant spellings of the word 
al-lalzyan, d1e latter spelling being the most commonly found. The word means 
the two jawbones, upper and lower, and, in a man, the part on which the beard 
grows. The misspelling found on the device occurs, but very infrequently, in 
geomaotic treatises, one of which is by Ibn Mal;tfuf.6t Another name for this 

w For more det:uled discussions of these terms, sec Kuoitzsch (note 13) and Cnrrn de Vnux, 
(nmc 8). ror the present discussion the following texts have been most frequentJy consulted: 
Oxford, Bodleian Libr:uy, Orientnl Collections, MSS Greaves 40, Acab.f.36, Marsh 216, Bod!. Or. 
505, I lunt. 456, Ouseley 156, and Hunt. 193; London, Bril:lsh Labr:uy, O IOC, MSS Sloane 2650, 
O r 2332. nnd O r. 12395; Pnris, Bnr, MSS arnbc 27 16, arabe 5014, arabc 2758, and arabe 2732; 
Princeron, University Library, Garren Coli. MSS 954 (547 H Ill), 929 (547 II IV), and 962 (548 
I I); Los Angeles, UCLA, Research Librncy, Near Eastern CoU. 895, MSS 678 and 686, N<.-ar 
E:t.~ tcrn Coli. 898, MSS 88, 618. and 685, and Nenr Eastern Wc:llcome Coli. MS 142; Cambridge, 
Unavcrsity Labrnry, MSS Add. 3613(10),/\od 3624(8), Or. 901 (8), O r. 431(7), Corpus Or. 80, and 
Browne Coli. MS Q.2(9). The following printed texts were also compared: Abu Mn'shar, K. of. 
JllNhoqqtq (note 30); Fakh r ai-Din nl-Razi, }timi' of- '11flim (note 28); nl-Zaoati, K. of-Fo1l .fi upif, 
printed in 1863/1280, and of-Aqwtif of·morr/tJ•n (note 13); Dn'ud al-Antaki, Todhkiro mvwoli f·olbtib 
u.w·f:J'omi' fi.f.'f!job of·'J!ijtib (Biilay, 1282 [1 865)), part 4, 234-42; Mu~nmmad ibn 'Umar nl-Tunisi, 
ToJh/11dh of-odhhon bi-JJrol bilad ol arab wo-f·JIIdtin, ed. Khalil Mal}miid 'Asiikir and Mu~1:1f:i 
1\lul)amrnad Mus'ad (C:uro, 1965); 'Abd ai-Qiioir al-J.Iusayni ai-Adhami, Rirdlo tHJzdn of- 'odf .ft 
mnqfllid nbkn!tJ nf-roml, in K. Shams nf-mo'nrif of-lwbrti wo-fnJd'if of· 'owdrif fi-A/llnnd ibn 'Ali of-Buni 
(C:aun, n.d 1\9450, I 14; Mul)ammad Biitlir abn Murtncla a!-Yazdi, NofofJdt nf-OJror .ft 'ilm o/-r(1111f 
(Bnmbay, 1308 1\890)); and 'Abd ai-Fartal) al-Sayyto nl-Tiikhl, Monbo' 111lil ol·rom/, of·mNJhlomil'alti 
thnmti11in dorson .ft 1111if 'iltn nf-roml (Cniro, 1376 [19561). Berber terms arc beyond the scope of tha~ 
stuuy. 

61 Tbn l\tal;lfiif calls of-biJtin a 'Berber' term (Oxford, Bodleaan Libr:try, O nentnl CoU<:cl:lons, 
MS Greaves 40, fol 178n, and M$ Arnb f36, fol 10th), giving as the Arnbic leothir nl-bqybn 'CI ( 

grc::at es teem' nnd nf·rtyid nl-k.obtr ' the great man'. Sec nlso Klcin-Frnnke, 'The Gcomancy o f 
Ahmad b. '1\h Zunbul' (note 10), 32, whose reading of /;o.IJdn in the rexr by Ibn Zunbul written in 



MAGIC AN D DIY INA TION JN EARLY ISLAM 

Islamic Geomancy: Another Look 25 

figure is c/til?ik, an adjective meaning 'laughing', which occurs in the litet-ature 
about as frequently as al-laf(ydn and its variants. The name inkis is probably not 
of Arabic origin, tl10ugh it might be interpreted as an unusual form derived 
from the root n-k-s meaning to turn something upside down. It is the most 
common tenn for the corresponding figure, although the passive participle 
manktls meaning 'inverted' and hence 'unfavorable' and nakis, 'inverting', occur 
as well as rakiza meaning a pole or peg or buried treasure. 62 

The word 'ataba can mean either the lintel or the threshold of a doorway, 
and so 'ataba ddkhila is the outside lintel of a doorway willie 'ataba kharija is the 
outside threshold of the doorway. These are the two most common terms for 
these figures, although rqya fori/; 'joyful banner' and mkiza thdbita 'fixed pole or 
peg; fixed treasure' also occur respectively for these two figures. 

T he term a1vrd' ('the cautious ones') comes from the root w-r- ' meaning to 
be timid,63 but it is far from the most frequent word in geomantic manuals for 
the figure, the common one being naqi 1-khadd meaning something like 'pure of 
cheek' or 'pure of visage'. The name jan,dala is a bit of a puzzle, for it is from a 
quadriliteral root which is not otherwise attested in medieval or modern 
dictionaries. While it is a common name for this figure, of almost equal 
incidence is d1e nan1e kiisqj or kawsqj, meaning to be scanty-bearded. 

The word fjtimd', meaning the act of being arranged or assembled, is the only 
term to be used in the literature for this geomantic figure. The name 't~qla, 'a 
bond or shackle', is the most common label for the last figure in the listing 
above, although the term thikdf 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 sword. 

Sixteen of the nineteen small circles have an inscription in Kufic script inlaid 
in silver written above the open window, and these form the sixteen positions 
or houses of the geomantic tableau. The names provided for the houses agree 
with those that are often found in Arabic geomantic treatises. The labels over 
the first eight houses - that is, the eight small circles across the top of the 
device- reading right to left are as follows (see Pl. 1 and Appendix, item 4): 

[1) The House of Soul and Life 
[II] The House of Property and Wages 
llll) TI1e House of Brothers and Sisters 

the sixteenth century seems ro imply the same n:ading as l;fpin, which is the verbal noun from tl1c 
tbiru fo nn o f rhc root ft-y-n and as such means 'a certain period of time'; sec E.W. Lane, An 
Arabtt-EnglishLexicon, 8 vols. (London, 1863; rpr Bcicut, 1968), 11, 689. 

62 Ibn Mal)fiif gives ol-rujHI allodhtl-all 'the man who is most strong o f chnmctcr'. 
t.l V:uious arrangements of diacricical dots are found oo the word, ~uch as mptti', but the most 

C<lmmon spelling is awrti'/ ouni'. 
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The I louse of Fathers and MoLhers 

The House of Offspring and Children 
The House of Illness and Disease 

The I louse of Women and Sexual Matters 
The House of Slaughter and Death 

The next row of four houses, reading r:ight to left: 

[LX] The House of Movement and Changes 

[XJ lhe House of Power and Glory 
[XI] The House of Hope and Expectanons 

[XIIj The House of Enemies and Envious People 

The small dial to the right o[ the centre large dial: 

[XIll) lbe House of the Questioner 

The dial to the left of the large centre dial: 

[XIV) The House of Lhe Object of the Inquiry 

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

[XV] The House of the Result 

TI1c small dial on the left below the large centre dial: 

[XVl] The House of the Result of the Result 

The three remruning small dials do not beat individual labels and arc grouped in 
an inverted triangular formation at the lower right of the device. Between the 
two upper dials of this group is the engraved statement that follows, written in 
Kufic script and inlaid in silver (see Pl. 4 and Appeadi.'<, item 5): 

In these locauons6-l cades generate the geomanttc triplet65. 

THE SLlD lNG ARCS 

Each of the four nested 90° arcs in the upper right-hand portion of the tablet 
(s~e Pl. 4) contains a slide which may be moved by a small knob attached 

1' ' Rc-JJing a/-mahal/01u1~tead of al-bolal ns engrnved 
M The term mNihallalho, tr:msl:!ted here as t:riplcr, occurs frequendy in geomnnuc literature in 

the ~pecmlJzed sense of a group of tluee mlfll figures, one of which is derived from the other by 
wmbining, or 'adding', them. The word ntNiballath, as well as ntNtbaUotha, also app<.-:trs as the tide 
of the treatise by lbn Mal)fiif, a treatise devoted 111 large part to the interprecntion of triplets (~ec 
nurc~ 22-24 above) The rcrm nmtballatba (and the plural llllllhallathtit) also occurs m astrological 
litcrnturc. but io the very different sense of tnnes (rriplidJoltsm Latm ueauscs) of 120° aliguments; 
sec ni-Biriini, Tht Book of lnstn~t11on 1n lht ElmmiJ of the Arl of Allrology, cd. and trns. R. Ramsay 
Wright (London, 1934), 230 sec. 379; and Ullmann, Nu111r (note 8), 356. 
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PI 4. Det:ail of sliding arcs on front of device, w1th signarure of maker and date 

beneath the smallest arc. (Bnt Mus. Neg. no. 046130). 
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directly to the slide. Each sllde moves independently and contains the geo
mantic figures inlaid in silver dots. All sixteen figures appear on each arc in the 
same order of presentation, and, read in an anti-clockwise, direction they form 
the following sequence, listed here from right to left: 

00 00 0 
0 00 00 

00 00 0 
0 00 00 

0 
0 
0 
0 

00 00 0 0 00 00 0 
00 0 00 0 00 0 0 
0 0 00 00 00 00 0 
0 00 0 00 0 00 00 

0 00 00 0 0 
00 00 0 00 0 
0 0 0 00 00 
0 00 0 00 0 

As one goes &om the outermost arc to the innermost, the figures become 
increas1ngly crowded as the length of the arc becomes shorter. 

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

We have placed these arcs in order to generate the figures,66 and so those 
th:u appear next to the separating line at the point of visibility are to be 
considered, and then from them you generate the Mothers. 

A smaU rivet inserted in the process of constructing the tablet has marred the 
inscription at tl1c point fa-:Ja'labiru 'it/ they are to be considered', so that a 
precise reading is not possible at this point.f•7 

TilE LARGE DIAL 

Above the large central dial is a four-line inscription, in Kufic script and inlaid 
in silver, which reads as follows (see Pl. 1 and Appendix, item 7): 

(1] We have established tWs circle so that you m1ght learn from it the 
[21 coL respondences of the forms of the figures with the forms of 
[3] the lunar mansions, osing and setting. Thereupon the power to mterpret 
(4J m.~ght 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 cardmal points. These names are stable and do not turn with 
the dial (see Pis. 1-5 and Appendix, item 8). Below the herruspherical window 
exposing the Jarge circular plate on the front of ilie device is a semicircular 
band, containing an inscription inlaid in silver and in Kufic script. In this 
inscription the device, or possibly d1e large circular plate, is made to speak the 
followmg words (see Pis. 5 and 6 and Appendix, item 9): 

M Shokl (plum! tubkof) '" the usual term for the geomnntic figures. Sec Mul)ammad 'Au ai
Tnhiinnwi, lvuhnj i1Jiltil;til nlfllnlln: A Dichonory ojTubniwl T rrms Uml tn tht Smncts of tht Awsulmons, 
co.l. Mawlnwtcs Muhammad Wnjih, Abd ni-Haqq, and Gholam Kao.lir [llibliothcca India, 17J, 3 
vok (C:tlcutta, 1853-62}, II, 784 

'•7 Other rcniliugs have :llso been suggested, such ns fo:Jolobf!Oonu 'it/ they will become dt'llr' 
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SOUTH SUMMER 

NORTH WINTER 

Pl. 7. Composite photograph showmg the complete central dtal 
with the four quadrants of figures labelled 
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From my intocactes there comes about insight superior to books 
concerned with the study of the art (of geomancy). 

Behind the wtndow rotates a large arcular plate turned by an eight-lobed 
knob on the front of the plate. In Pl. 7 the circular plate is shown rn Hs entirety. 

Of course, only half of the plate is visible at any one time through the window 
seen tn Pls. 5 and 6. The circular plate edged with mlaid silver wire contains five 
concentric bands: in four of the bands are inscriptions written in Kufic script 

with mlaid gold wire, and in the ufth are the sixteen geomancic figures formed 
by snhud gold dots. ln the outermost band are inscriptions giving the 

'indication' or o men associated with the adjacent geomanuc figure. The figures 
themselves occupy the second concentric band. The third band from the 
outstde gives the name of the adjacent geomancic figure. ·n1ese three bands are 

separated fro m the two inside bands by a second ctrcle of inlaid silver wire. The 
next inncnnost band of writing presents the names of certain lunar mansions 
and states whether their rising or setting is intended. In this way an alignment 
o f the geomancic figures with some of the lunar mansions is clearly indicated. 
Silver rnlaid lines separate the sixteen ttems in these four bands, but the 
innermost band (separated from the adjacent band by another irtlaid silver 

circle) is divided by silver lines into four equal quadrants. In this way the 

inscriptions 1n the innermost band group the geomancic 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 wmdow rn the order southern, eastern, northern, and western and 
consequently have the same relative posicio n on the plate as do the four 
s tauonary cardinal points engraved about the large dial. The arrangement of the 
s t:~ttonary directions of the comp:~ss about the large central dial is the same as 
that of the quadrants on the back of an astrolabe and the orientation of a fafiba 
of an astrolabe, which is the dtsk on wluch is engraved a stereograpbic 
projection of the heavens.68 Consequently, the placement of South at the top is 
111 keeping wtth the procedures followed by astrolabe makers and astronomers. 

f-or a transcoption of the inscriptions on the large dial, see Appendix, item 
10. Note that in Pis 5, 6, and 7, the geomantic figures represented by mlaid 
silver dots are displayed horizontally rather than in the usual vertical manner. 

The only explanation we can offer for thts arrangement is the maker's need to 
conserve space. Also note that in Pis 5 and 6 the symbols of the figures in the 
southern and eastern quadrants, although s till horizo ntal, have been reversed in 
theu directio n - that is, the symbols in the southern and eastern quadrants run 
in the opposite direction from those of the other two quadrants. To pur 1t 

(.1< llartner. 'Pnnc•plc and U,;c~ Clf the t\strubbc' (note 50), 295 :mtl 302. 
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another way, the figures in the southern and eastern quadrants have their heads 
(their topmost marks) at the right end, while the figures in d1e northern and 
western quadrants have their heads at the left. In all likelihood this is because 
the metalworker held the plate steady in one position when inserting the silver 
studs. If the entire plate were viewed all at once, as in Pl. 7, the figures as placed 
by the maker would read properly. But as the plate is turned and viewed 
through the semicircular window, the figures in the bottom half are inverted, 
since the maker failed to take into consideration the effect that the rotating 
movement of the dial would have on the appearance of the figures when 
displayed in the window. 

Since one of the more distinctive features of this device is the association of 
geomantic figures with lunar mansions, it is important that we consider in detail 
this alignment. Before doing that, however, some preliminary remarks on the 
origin and nature of the lunar mansions are necessary. 

Table 1. Inscrip tions on Large Rotating Dial 

Lunat mansion / Geomantic name and figure69 / Indication 

nl-bnlda, setting I nljnwdaln 

nl·boq'o, rising I nl·bf!Jtit} 

ol· 'owwti', ri~ing I ol·{onq 

and setting 

nl-tbur'!!Jii, cising I 1111/f'O dtilehilo 

00~0 
0 
0 

00 
0 

~~0~ 
00 
00 

0 
00 

0 
0000 0 

0 
0 

~~00 00 
00 

0 
0 

Mixed, tending 

tow:trd good omen 

I ncrensingly mixed 

Increasing good fortune 

lo'l We have interpolated the gcomantic figures within vertical dotted lines so as to show the 
rt':ldcr the figures in theic normal orientation. 
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Table 1. Inscriptions on Large Rotating Dial (Continued) 

Lunar mansion I Geomantic name and figure I Indication 

oi-Jimole, ol-ghofr I 
rising and setting 

ol-hon'n, setung I 

o!-<Jtbanti, ol-ilelil I 
risr.ng 

o/.dabnron, setting I 

nl·'lifjlo 

'otabo lehorija 

inkis 

al-ba/do, nsmg I oami' 

nl-boq 'o. ~erring I ol-/111mro 

ol-no'o'ltfl, nsing I olj011tti 'o 

ol-tblirt![J<i, setting I mltro lehtinja 

000~ 

00~0 

0000 
0000 

ol-dJJiriJ: nl-na[tb~a 

and al-toif 

I ol-fjtimri' 71 goog 

o/-ha,'a, nsmg 

ol-z11b01ui, al-tlelil 

settmg 

ol-daborrm, rising 

I 'otaba dalehilo ooog 

1
: 0 f 
i 88 i 
! 0 ! 

j 88 1 
l 00 ! 

0 ! 

l i 

00 : oo 
i 00 . 

i oo I[ 

i 0 
0 

00 
00 

Constant ill luck 

Decreasing ill fortune 

Decreasing ill luck70 

Increasing bad luck 

I ncrcasingly rruxed 

lU fortune 

Serious ad versaty 

Decreasing good 

fortune71 

Mixed, neither 

mcreasing nor decreasing 

Increasing good fortune 

Increasing good fortune 

Decreasing good fortune 

The origin of the system of lunar mansions is obscure and complex. The 
Bedouins of the Arabian peninsula in pre-Islamic times had a primitive system 
by which they estimated the passage of time and predicted meteorological 

7n The inscription actu:illy reads lehorileh, amended by the present authors to read lehtirij. 
11 The engraver has written sa'd lehori)o instead of sa'd le!Jtiri;. 
72 The engraver has written tllllflltozoj 'mixed' alongside the name of the figure ijtimo~ It 

should be read wah the indication or mterprelllllon of the figure rather than the name. 
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events so as to locate winrer and spring grazing lands whose locations varied 
greatly depending upon the rainfall. The pre-Islamic system called anwti' was 
based upon a series of prominent stars whose cosmical settings (setting in the 
west as the sun rises in the east) and heliacal risings (rising m the east wid1 the 
sun) delineate the solar year by breaking it into about twenty-eight periods.73 
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 
'manstons' (manti:(}/) of the moon.74 These mansions corresponded to places in 
the sky through which the moon passed in irs course from new moon to new 
moon in twenty-seven or twenty-eight nights. The course of the moon is 
inclined co the ecliptic at an angle only shghtly more than 5°, 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. Et'lch 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 manti:(jl upon the Bedouin grouping of fixed 
stars, the Arabs applied amvti' star names to the Hindu lunar-mansion divisions 
of the ecliptic. These two systems are not entirely compatible, however, for one 
1s 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 ilie equmoxes, no fixed star will maintain the 
same distance from the vernal equinox. The most commonly accepted value in 
the medieval world for the precession was 1° per 66 years. Consequently one 
star group cannot be successfully aligned witl1 one segment of ilie ecliptic 
measured from the vernal equinox for an extended period of time. The 
resulting anwti'-mana:(jl system began with a star group in Aries (probably to be 
identified with ~y Arietir) which corresponded to 0° House of Aries, at me 

1.\ A confusion in the u~c of the tem1 'acronychal' has occurred in much of the l.itcruture on 
lunnr mansions; bcncc we have taken care to avoid the term wd conscyucntly have used o nly 
hcliacal and cosmical (see Fig. 3). See also C. PeUat, '1\nw:i' 'in E£l (note 6), I, 523-4. 

1t The number of lunar mansions seems to have been originally less than 28. Several theories 
have been put forward as to the origin of this system d1at it is Chint:se and spread from China to 
lnd~:~, that it was originally Indian, that it was Babylonmn m origin and extended thence to lnd1a, 
and that Hcllcnistic astronomy pl:lyed a role in the d1ffusion either as a pomt of origtn or through 
lldlenL<cic nscrooomical and trigonometric techniques current in lndill. Sec W. Whitney, '1l1e 
Lunar Zodiac', Oriental and Ung11iJtic Studiu 2 (1874), 340-421; P. Yan1polsky, 'The Origin of the 
Twenty-Eight Lunar M:1nsions', Osiris 9 (1959), 62-83; r. Hommel, 'Obcr den Urspruog und da:~ 
Alter dcr arabischcn Stcmn:unen und insbesondere der Mondstationem', Ztilscbrifl rkr Dtutsrbtn 
Alo'l,tnliindiJrhen Gmi/J(htifi 45 (189 1), 592-619; S. Wemstock, 'Lunar Mansions and Early 
C;~lcndars', Journal of Htlltnk St11rlits 69 (1950), 48·69; and R. Mercier, 'Studies in the Medtcval 
Ccmception of Precession: Part II', Arrhiuts lnltnw/Jonalu ti'Histoire rks Smnm 27 (1977), 33-71 
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vernal eqUlOox, in about 300 Bc.7s 
Following the adven£ of Islam and the reception and daboration of Greek 

astronomy and astrology, the earlier Bedouin star groupings were overlaid with 
the Ptolema.tc constellations which we recognize today. In most of the later 
prognosticatJon using lunar mansions (which contJnued to be employed to 
predict rainfall and o ther meteorological phenomena), the system was 
interpreted in such a way that it was not affected by the precession of the 
eqUIDoxes - that is, each zodiacal house, or 30° division of the ecliptic, was 
assigned two and one-third lunar mansions. In the Islamic system, the twenty
eight mansions are numbered, the first one coinciding (if the system is not 
precessed) wtth the vernal eqwnox, the second one occurring about thirteen 
days further into the zodiacal house of Aries. Each lunar mansion was given the 
name attributed to one of the twenty-eight anwd' star groups, even though the 
star groups were no longer in the segments of the ecliptic bearing their names. 
The rising of a lunar mansion is most often interpreted as the heliacal r1sing.16 
An interval of approx.imatdy thirteen d:~ys passes between the rising of two 
adjacent lunar mansions. When one lunar mansion is rising in the East with the 
sun (heliacally), the fourteenth one from it in the order of the twenty-eight 
lunar mansions will be setting (see Fig. 3). The setting of a lunar mansion in the 
West as the sun rises is called the cosmical setting and occurs at a six-month 

Cosmieal setting sunn"ic Hcliaeal rising 

West ¢ East 
lc g, no. 17 uf.tJeilll lc.g., no. 3 u/ lhllnl])'u 1 

lc g., no. 3 uf.rhllfll'h>J 1 !e.g., no. 17 IJ! tl:b! I 
West 0 East 

Heliacal setting 12 hmm later CosmicaJ rising 

Fig. 3. Heliacal and cosnucal risings and settings of lunar mansions. 

7\ This attcmpred compounding of rhc onwti' with the lunar mansions (monti:(jf) gave rise to a 
type of Arabic IJtcrarurc, known as onwti' !Jtcrnturc, 10 which lcxJcograpbecs recorded the Bedouin 
associations of mcreorolowcal phenomena with this system. These works, bes•des conL:uniog an 
expl:!nation of the onwti' st:tr groups ami the lunar mansions with the visibilities ami settings, 
would include n discussion of tbe sysrem of raiM, winds, cold, and other weather conditions, 
illustrntcd with appropriate proverbs and poery. Sec C. Pcllat, 'D1ctions rimes, anwti', et m:msions 
lunaircs chczle.~ arabcs',Arabiro I (1955), 17-41 

76 Since the sun's brightness makes it impossible to sec the nctunl rising of the lunnr mansion 
occupied by the sun, the person observes between the beginning of dawn and the appe:1rancc of 
the sun the o:ung of the second lunar mansion preceding it in 1he csmblished sequence. For 
example, the third lunar mansion is srutl to be mmg if the fli'St mansion is the last one whose 
rising 1s visible before the sun rises. 
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interval from its heliacal rising. When a lunar mansion sets in the West as the 
sun sets, then it is termed an heliacal setting, and this occurs on the same day as 
its heliacal rising. Similarly, the cosmical rising of a star (in the East as the sun is 
setting) occurs on the same day as its cosmical setting. 

Many of the Arabic terms applied to lunar mansions were so ancient that 
when the lexicographers recorded them in the ninth century their significance 
bad already been lost. Frequently, therefore, only a tentative translation can be 
given. The names appear lo be older than many of the pre-Islamic Arabic star 
names, and the imagery behind them more obscure. n 

There was a tradition in the Islamic and Latin worlds of associating with the 
lunar mansions abstract patterns of dots or stars in small geometrical designs 
(see Table 2). The thirteenth-century writer on occult sciences al-Buni as well as 
the thirteenth-century cosmographer and geographer al-Qazwini have extensive 
sections on the lunar mansions illustrated with configurations of dots, some of 
which are suggestive of geornantic figures, although neither mention geomancy 
in their treatisesJ8 An Arabic brass celestial globe79 dated 718 H [= 1318-19) 
and signed by 'Abd al-R.al;unan ibn Burhan al-Maw$ili represents the lunar 
mansions by patterns of inlaid silver dots along the ecliptic apparently in the 
same tradltion. T his particular globe appears to be unique amongst 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 Experimentarius, said to have been translated in tl1e twelfth century from 
Arabic by Bernard Silvester ofTours.&1 

In many cases there is little sim.ilarity between the various patterns of dots 
assigned to a lunar mansion and the actual appearance of the stars in that regjon 
of the sky. Even the number of dots used in a design may be guite different 

n See Savage-Smith, Ctlestiol Globu (note 47), 119-32; M. Stcinschneider, 'Uber die 
Mondstation (Naxolro) and da~ Buch Arcandum', Ztilrcbrijl dtr Dmlscbm Morgonliindircbm 
Gml/srhoft 18 (1 864), I 1 8-201; and P. Kunitzsch, ArobiJ(bt Sttmnomen in E11ropa (\XIiesbaden, 1959) 
and Untermcb11ngen :(!lr S lemnomenlelot11r der Amber (Wicsbadcn, 1 961 ). 

18 Abroad ibn 'AJJ ai-Buni, Kittib Shams ol-mo'tirif al-kNbrd wo-/ofa'if nl-'tJwarif(Cair.o, n.d. [1 9451), 
10-25. Lr is noteworthy that al-Buni, the acknowledged master of the occult sciences in Islam, did 
not JOclude in his encyclopaedia any mention of geomancy. Por al-Qazwini, see Kittib 'Ajti'ib al
maleh/#qtit llltJo,ghorti'ib ol-mowjlidtit. n/Qa~vini's Kosmographit. 1: Die lf7under dtr Schopj11ng, cd. P. 
Wustenfcld (Gortingen, 1849), 42-5 1; a German tran~l:ltlon of ai-Qazwi'ni's discussion of lunar 
mansions and the constellations was published by C.L ldelcr, Unlermchungen iiber dtn Urspmng o11d 
tlu BemHtJmg tier Stemnntnen: Ein Brytrog :(!lr Guchichte dtr gmimlen Hinrmeii (Berlin, 1809). 

1'l Oxford, Museum of the History of Science, lnv. no. 57-84/181, Billmeir Collection. There 
arc, however, rc:~sons for questioning the date of this globe; sec Savage-Smith, Celestial Gkibes 
(note 47), 247-8 no. 60 and fig. 7. 

&I In the Bxpetimenlorius associated with Bernard Silvester (sec note 36 above), the lunar 
maoSJons are used to designate the 28 topics of inquiry such as illness, marriage, victOries, and so 
forth, each having 28 lines o f responses. 
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10 
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12 

13 

Names or the I 
l..unar Mansions 

aJ.sharatA n 
(al·na!~l 

al-bu!am 

ill·thurayyi 

aklabarin 

al·haq' a 

:ll·han•a 

aklhiri' 

al-nathra 

a1·!3rf 

a.l-jabha 

:>J.~ubra 

al~rf• 

aJ .. ~awwii' 

i 

Table 2. Positions and Interpretations of L.unar Man)inns 

Position in 
Zodiacal H OUie$ 

Seaso~ Season No. o f 
Risin&l Sertint Stan 

Modem 
ildentification 

o· o• o" 
Aries 

VERNAL. EQUINOX 

12° 51' 26'' 
Aries 

25" 12' 52" 
Aries 

s· 34' IS" 
Taurus 

21" 25' 44" 
Taurus 

4" 17' 10" 
Gemini 

17" 8' 35" 
Gemini 

o• 0' 0'' 
Cancer 

SUMMER SOL.STICE 

12" 51 ' 26" 
Cancer 

2SO 42' 52" 
Leo 

8" 24' 18" 
Leo 

\.') 
z 
f 
"' 

~ 
!§ 
"' 

21• 25' 41" z 
Leo ::t 

4' 17' 10" ~ 
Virgo ~ 

z 
::[ 

~ 
< 

1-

0: 

~ 
i 

1-
\.') 
z 

"' ... 
"' I 

2(3) 

3( 4) 

6(7) 

~ "T Ari#!t is 
(ah Ariuis) 

t 6 p Ari#!tis 
(Fl. 41 (c) . 39. 35, 
36 Arietis) 

Pleiades open 
star cluster 

I I a Tauri I Aldebaran I 
(Hyades) ( aU tbe Hyades) 

3 

2(5) 

2 

3 

2 

4 

2 

5(4) 

X .,.,• .,.,, Orients 

"T l Geminorum 
h t tll' v Geminon1m ) 

a 6 Geminorum or 
" 6 Ciznls minorl.s 

l 6 un~ri and 
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from the number of stars associated with that mansion. For example, the 
twcnty-ftrst mansion, entitled al-balda, is uniformly recognized by writers as 
referring to a starless region of the sJ...-y.St The pattern, however, associated with 
this mansion varies greatly, conststing of four, five, or even twelve dots. 

Table 2 summarizes information regarding the lunar mansions which is 
important in attempting to understand tlus devtce lind the fourteen mllnsions 
chosen for this large diaJ by the designer. In tl1e chut presented in Table 2, the 
seguence of lunar mansions begins, as is customary, with al-rharajtin. 
OccasionaUy a listing begins with a different mansion,82 but even then the same 
sequentiaJ order ts mamtained. The position of the zodiacal houses in Table 2 is 
that gtven by aJ-BirUru'"83 (d. 1050/442 AH) in which the mansions represent 
twenty-eight arbitrary divisions of rhe ecLptic beginning at the vernal equinox, 
disregarding the positions in the sky of tl1e asterisms for which ilie lunar 
mans10ns ue named. The sel\sonal divisions in ilic iliird and fourth columns of 
Table 2 are also derived from aJ-BWni 

In column 5 of Table 2, ilie chart gives the usual number of stus assigned 
to the asterism associated with a lunar mansion and, in parentheses, differing 
traditional versions of the number of stars. All this information is derived from 
the text of 'Abd al-RaJ:unan al Sufi who in his tenth-century treatise on the 
consccllarions used the Ptolemaic star catalogue in his identificatton of most of 
the s tars in the asterisms.84 Column 6 presents the most commonly accepted 
modern identifications of the stars.SS Columns 7 and 8 give me designs of the 
asterisms found in the iliirteenth-century writings of al-Qazwim and aJ-Bunl.86 
Column 9 gives the designs of the astecisms found in the twelfth-century Latin 
Expenme11tariur attributed to Bernard Silvester along with tl1e Latin names and 

Kl Sec:, for example, ai-Biriini, The Chronology of Anriml Notionr. An Engluh Vmion of lht Ath:ir
ul-lHioya of Albmim or Vuligu of the P01t' Colltrltd and &t!Nttd to I!Vriting I!J the Author in AH J90 I, 
AO 1000, uns. E.C. Sachau (London, 1879). 348 and 356. 

~2 For ex:uuple, lhe ExperinunfarillJ begins with the 28th mansion, which it calls Almozmr, 
malong Anotho the 2nu 111 the list Some nnwn' authon; bc.~r-~n thci.c discus~ion wuh ol-lhur'!1)'n, the 
3rd mansion; sec Pt.:Uat, 'Dictions rimes' (note 73), 19. 

83 ai -Biriioi, Chronology (note 81), 351, and for further discussions of lhe luo:u mansions, see 
335-65. See also ai-Biriini, Book oflnJimdion (note 65), 81-7, sec. 164-6. 

8-1 'Abd ai-Ra).lm:in ai-Siifi, $11wol"'f'lkmvoleib or Urononutry (1-Iydernbad, 1373 (1954]), passun; 
pa.rual French rrnosboon by H.C.F.C. SchJcllcrup, Dmnptions du (toiles fvm rontpDJit 011 mrlit11 1U1 

m.Yienu sitdt de notn en, par l'oJtronome ptnon Abd o/.R.ohmtm A I-S ufi (St Petersburg, 187 4). 
K~ See Kunitzsch, Unttm~thungen (note 77); and Savage-Smith, Ctleslinl Globu (note 47), 121 -32. 
Ill• The p:ltterns given by al-Qazwini arc taken from the text given by LP E.A. [Loui~-AmC1iej 

Scc.lillot • MntiriOIIX /JQIIr smir a l'histoirr ronlJMrit des satnttlmolhtmotiquts chez lu grta tilts oritniOIIX, 2 
vols. (Pans, 1849), II, 550-62; they were ommcd m Lhc Wiistenfdd cdiuon of al-Qazwini (sec 
nt•IC 78). t\1-Biini gives two different dc~lAflS for some of the lunar mansions, an which case bmh 
arc given on the chart, he does not, however, srotc the number of sra.c; composing an astensm, as 
uic.l :11 Sufi; see ai-Buni, S batm ol-mo'tirif (note 78), 18-24. 
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the number of stars stated in that text.87 The three writings were selected from 
a considerable number of treatises m which the lunar mansions are illustrated 
by abstract patterns because of the importance of the works. They are offered 
only as illustrations of the numerous designs associated with the asterisms and 
are not to be interpreted as the only representations found in the literature. 

\'(/e now consider each of the fourteen lunar mansions named on the large 
dial. Throughout our discussion, these mansions are treated as segments of the 
ecliptic, and the season in which that segment would rise or set .is .indicated. See 
Fig. 3 to distinguish heliacal from cosmical risings and settings. If the mansions 
are viewed as asterisms and their locations with respect to the equinoxes are 
calculated for the thirteenth century, one finds that the seasonal rising or setting 
of the fourteen mansions mentioned on this device would differ from those 
given in Table 2 .in only one instance, which .is noted .in the discussion of that 
mansion. The seasons associated with the mansions on the large dial (see Table 
1), how~ver, frequenuy fail to coincide properly with either a heliacal or 
cosmical interpretation of the rising or setting. 

THE QUADRANTS 

NORTHERN WfNTER 

al-ba/do, setting: The twenty-first lunar mansion is named 'the place', referring 
to an area behind the head of the Ptolemaic constellation Sagittarius 
which was said to contain no stars. Its heliacal setting would occur in the 
winter, in keeping with the seasonal quadrant in which it is placed on the 
device, while its cosm.ical setting would be in the summer. 

al-haq'a, rising: The name of the fifth lunar mansion means a tuft of hair, a 
branding mark, or any other distinguishing mark of a horse. Its cosmical 
rising would occur near the beginning of winter, while its heliacal rising 
would be near the beginning of the summer. 

a/-'awwti', rising and setting: The meaning of the name of the thirteenth lunar 
mansion is uncertain, but it appears to be from a root meaning to bowl or 
yelp, or to twist or bend. It was sometimes said that the name referred to 
dogs barking behind a large lion visualized in the sky. Its heliacal rising 
and setting would occur .in the autumn, and its cosmical rising and setting 
in the spring- neither in the winter. 

al-thurqyyti, rising: The third lunar mansion refers to the open star cluster called 
the Pleiades. It is a very old Arabic star name of obscure origin and 
etymology, but was most commonly assooated with the pre-Islamic image 

R7 The coition by Savorclli has been used for this chart (see note 36). Compare Burnett (note 
~6), 118-20. 
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was of a woman, her head composed of the Pleiades, wtth one arm and 
hand passmg through Perseus and Cassiopeia and her other hand in the 
area where the bead of Cetus is now visualized. Its hel.iacal rising is m the 
spring, not the winter, and its cosmical nsing in the autumn. 

WESTERN AUTUMNAL 

al-simak and al-ghafr, rising and setting: The name al-simtik was applied to two 
stars, one we caU Sptca and the other fucturus, wruch in the onwd' 
tradition were seen as forming the hind legs of a large lion. Only the star 
in Virgo (Spica), however, comprised the asterism associated with a lunar 
mansion, the fourteenth. Many etymologies arc presented in the early 
Arabic astronomical literature for the word ghafr, the name of the fifteenth 
lunar mansion, the most common being that the name, from a root 
meaning to conceal, was applied because the stars were mconspicuous. 
Smce these mansions are on o r near the autumnal eguinox, their heliacal 
risings and settings would be in the autumn. 

al-han'a, setting: The name of the sixth lunar mansion is derived from the root 
meaning either to fold or to bend, or to brand a camel on the neck. 
Explanations of the word from both meanings appear in the early 
astronomical literature, although the most common is the latter, which 
mamtains a parallel with the fifth mansion, al-haq'a, discussed earlier. Irs 
cosmical setting would occur in early winter. 

al·i]tbdnd and al-iklil, rising: The name of the sixteenth lunar mansion, al-i]tbtind 
(the two claws) reflected the ancient, probably Babylonian, concepcion of 
a scorpion larger than the now fanul..iar Scorpio, its claws formed by the 
constellation known today as Libra.88 The traditions arc not consistent 
regarding the identification of the astcrism associated with the seven
teenth lunar mansion, al-iklil (the crown). Five different rnterpret:ltions 
emerge from the early literature, the most common opinion pro bably 
being that it referred to the three stars in a row in the Ptolemaic 
constellation Scorpio. The heliacal risings of both lunar mansions occur in 
Lhe autumn. 

al-dabardn, setting: The name of the fourth lunar mansion, from the root 
meaning to follow, was associated with the famous star called today 
Aldebaran. The name refers to the fact that it follows the Pleiades. The 
cosrnical scLting of this lunar mansion occurs in the late autumn. If the 
position in the tlmteenth century of the corresponding asterism of 
Aldebaran is considered, the setting would then be in the early winter. 

8M Sec Hommel, 'Uber den Ursprung' (note 74), 597, and S:lVage-Smnh, Ctlertiol ClotHs (note 
47), 175 
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SOUTHERN SUMMER 

al-ba/da, rising: The twenty-first lunar mansion rises heliacally in the winter 
rather than summer, though its cosmical rising would be in the summer. 

al-haq'a, setting: The fifth lunar mansion sets heliacally in early summer and 
cosmically in early winter. 

al-na'ri'im, rising: TI1e name of the twentieth lunar mansion means 'the 
ostriches' and refers to an early conceptualisation of the Milky Way as a 
river passing through the area now called Sagittarius, with four ostriches 
going toward the river and another four leaving on the other side. Its 
cosmical rising is in the sUDliller, though its heliacal rising is in winter. 

al-tbum.1Jd, setting: TI1e heliacal setting of the thi.td lunar mansion, associated 
with the Pleiades, would be in the spring, with its cosmical setting in the 
autumn- neither in the summer. 

EASTERN SPRING 

al-dhira', al-nathra, and a/-Jaif: These are the names of the seventh, eighth, and 
ninth lunar mansions, respectively. In the anwa' tradition a large lion -
much larger than the Ptolemaic Leo - was visualized in the sky with its 
forelegs in the Ptolemaic constellations of Gemini and Canis Minor, the 
nose in Cancer, and the eye, forehead, neck, shoulder, and tail tuft in Leo, 
while its hind legs were in Bootes and Virgo. The names of lunar man
sions nun1bered seven through eleven as well as number fourteen all 
reflect the lmage of this enormous lion. Al-e/bird' means the foreleg, al
nathra the cartilage of the nose belonging to the large lion, and ai-Jaif 
means the glance or vision, also of the large lion. The maker of the 
geomantic device has not indicated whether the risings or settings are to 
be considered, for he clearly ran out of room. In fact, he had so li ttle 
space that he omitted two letters of the name al-na[Jh~a. The heliacal 
risings of all three of iliese mansions occur in the middle of the summer, 
being around the summer solstice. 

al-han'a, rising: The si xili lunar mansion rises heliacally in the early summer. 
al-~tbdnd and al-iklil, setting: The sixteenili and seventeenth lunar mansions 

have their cosmical settings in the mid to late spring. 
al-dabardn, rising: The heliacal rising of the fourili lunar mansion occurs in the 

late spring. If the position in tile thirteenth century of the actual asterism 
is considered, the rising would occur in the early summer. 

PATTERNS !NTHEALIGNMENTS 

The similarity between the abstract pattern for an asterism and a geomantic 
figure is in some cases quite pronounced. For example, one of the patterns 
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given by }11-Buru for the si.xlh Lunar mansion, and also for the seventeenth and 
nineteenth mansions, is in fact a geomancic figure, and others could, were a 
person so i.nclmed, be interpreted as parts of geomancic figures. 1l1e twentieth 
lunar mansion, al-na'd'im, is said by ai-Biriini to consist of 'eight stars, four of 
them lying io lhc Milky Way in a square, which are the Descending Ostriches, 
descending to the water, which is the Milky Way; and four of them lying 
outside the Milky Way, also in a square, which are the ascending ostriches'.8? 
That description does not disagree greatly with the pattern given by al-Qazwici 

00 

and suggests the association of ilie geomantic figure a/jamti'a ( g g ) with that 

lunar mansion, which is in fact the assignment given by given by the device. In 
an Arabic calendar written in Spain in AD 961,90 which presents the anwd' 

traditions regarding natural phenomena, the Pleiades are illustrated by a series 

o f do ts closely resembling the geomantic figure named n111ra ddkhi/o ( gog ) with 
0 

which it is associated by the maker of th.Js device. Although al-Qazwin'i's 
pattern for the Pleiades (the third Lunar mansion) does not particularly resemble 
this geomantic figure, it docs contain six dots which both al-Sufi and al-Biriini 
gave as the number of stars in dus astcrism. 

Even iliough certain of the asterism designs would seem to suggest 
geomantlc figures or parts of them, explicit alignments of the lunar mansions 
with geomancic figures are quite uncommon in Islamic literature. In fact, in the 
manuscripts and printed sources surveyed, only two items contain any such 
alignment. Both are late, anonymous, Persian manuscripts.91 These two 
assignments differ from each other, while neither in any way corresponds wid1 
that of the geomantic device by Mubammad ibn Khutlukh al-Maw~ili. 

In the Latin geomantic treatises, on the other hand, an assignment of lunar 
mansions to the geomantic figures occurs in Lhe earliest literature. Hugo 
Sanctallensis in ilie twelfili century based his geomancic treatise upon, and in 
part translated, an Arabic work which has not yet been identified. By means of 
this work it 1s possible that Hugo introduced the art mto the Latin West.92 In 
his writing Hugo aligned the geomantic figures widl twenty different lunar 
mans1ons, which ate given in the order of their occurrence along the ecliptic, 

8? ~1-Biriinl, Chronolo!J (note 81), 348. 
9U Lr rol~ndritr tk Ctm/Que, ed R. Dozy, nt:w cd. wuh hench trns by C. PeUat (Medieval Iberian 

Peninsula Texts and Studies, 1] (Lciden, 1961), 15 and 164. 
•• Los Angeles, UCLA Rest":lrch Library, Minasian Coil. 1493, fol. 9b, copied in 1031 {= 

1621 J from a copy dated 812 [= 1409], and Minasian Coli. MS 1495, fol 4a, dated 1285 j= 1868J 
~z ( .II. Haskins, Studin in tht Hutory of Multoet'OI Srienrt (Cambridge, t-.1A, rpr New York, 

1960). 77-8. 
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wtth no lunar mansions repeated.93 Only three figures are asstgned to the same 
lunar mansions in both the geomantic device and the tteatise by Hugo 
Sanctallensis. These are listed in Table 3. 

T able 3. Similarities be tween Geomantic D evice and 
Hugo SanctaUe nsis Tract 

Geomantic Latin Asterism Lun ar 
name and fig ure names Mans ion 

nu,-a ddk.hila 
00 
00 

0 
0 

Forlutla m'!ior Pleiades thud 
Auxillium til/us 

al-bfydn 0 BarbaluJ Aldebaran fourth 00 
00 
00 Laetitia 

altamd'a 00 Con.grr.gatio 
00 y8£"'10tft~ twentieth 
00 PopuluJ S agillarii 00 

A later English manuscript on geomancy94 gives 'the geomant:icall figures 
attributed to the ftxed starres in the eighth Sphaere' which is, in facl, an 
alignment very similar to that of Hugo Sanctallensis, except that only CJghteen 

0 

lunar mansions are named and Fortuna minor ~tg 

the P leiades. The geomantic device assigns both 

(11111ra khanja) is assigned to 

gog and ogo to the Pleiades, 
0 00 

the former rising and the latter sert:ing in the winter and summer according to 
the device, though actually in the spring and autumn .. This feature of the 
correspondences found on the device- namely, assigning a geomantic figure to 
the rising or setting of a lunar mansion - appears entirely unique, for aU other 
correspondences we have found elsewhere do not refer to risings and settings. 

In contrast with the lunar mansions, alignments of geomaot:ic figures with 
the directions of the compass and/ or the seasons are very common Ln the 
Islamic geomantic manuals. Of the many found in the manuals studied, 
however, only one association of geomantic figures with cardinal points and 
with the seasons bears much resemblance to that presented on the geomantic 
tablet, but in that instance the similarity is remarkable. It occurs in a manuscopt 
cnutled Kittib /)arb al-raml ('Book on Geomancy') by the shaykh Tumrum al-

9J Oxford, Bodleian Libr:uy, Western Manuscnptll, MS Dtgby 50, fol. 2r-2v, a thlrtccnth- or 
po:;:;1bly twelfth- century manuscnpt. See also P. Tannery, 'La Rabolion' (note 11), 324-8, who 
J..'IVC~ the pertinent section of Paris, Bnf, MS lat. 7354, which is also athl!tecmb-century copy. 

')4 Oxford, Bodleian Libr:uy, Western Manuscripts, MS i\shroolc 434, fo l. 17r. 
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Hindi.9S The volume appears to be a compilation from various sources, with 
several authorities cited (in addioon to Tumtum al-I-lindi), such as the shaykh ai
Zaniiti and Khalaf ai-Barbari. In both a square diagram and an accompanying 
text, contained in a section concerned with finding lost objects,96 the groupings 
of the figures with the four directions and the four seasons are identical with 
those 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 'increasmgly mixed'. Wlule the sigrufications ascr1bed to the figures are not 
precisely the same as those on the geomantic device, the terms used, when not 
1dentical, are very similar. 

The alignment of geomantic figures, lunar mansions, and seasons on the 
large dial possesses a number of remarkable features (see Fig. 4). 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 setting (or rising). Such an 
arrangement could be interpreted ;:~s indicating the six-month alternation of the 
heliacal.rising/setting and the cosmical rising/setting of a lunar mansion. 

There are, nevertheless, serious inconsistencies which make this chrono
logical interpretacion of the dial quite unsatisfactory. The first inconsistency 
concerns the use of the terms 'setting' and 'rising' and whether heliacal or 
cosmical is intended .. The correspondence of a single sector with both rising 
and setting of a lunar mansion (as is done in two sectors, one containing the 
tlu.rteenth mansion and the other the fourteenth and fifteenth mansions) must 
of course refer either to the hcliacal rising and setting together or the cosmical 
rising and setting together. In the case of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
mansions, heliacal must be intended since they are placed in the autumnal 
quadrant. In the case of the thirteenth mansion, however, the rising and setting 
are said to occur in winter, which is inappropriate by either interpretation. In 
several other instances ne1ther heliacaJ nor cosmical yield a satisfactory 
interpretation of the rising or setting in terms of the season specified. 

An even more serious inconsistence comes to light when one examines the 
sequence in which the lunar mansions are listed. Those that appear on the dial 

9~ Los Angeles, UCLA Resc.':ll'ch Library, Near Eastern Coli. 895, MS 678; copy dated 12 
Jum:ld:i 111331= 11 March 1721]. 

96 ibid.. fok 36b-38b. 
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Fig. 4. The alignment of seasons, directions, geomancic figures, and 
risings and settings of lunar mansions found on the large dial. 1be lunar 
mansions are indicated by a number representing their position in the 
sequence of twenty-eight mansions. The letters 'R' and 'S' represent the 
rising and setting respectively. 

47 

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 with the rising (and setting) of the thirteenth and 
fourteenth mansions do not occur consecutively on the dial, but instead the 
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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 
winter quadrant In other words, the order of the mansions as listed on the dial, 
when read either clockwise or ana-clockwise, does not agree even remotely 
with the true sequence of the lunar mansions along the ecliptic. 

In e.xamining the lunar mansions named in the quadrants of the dial, one 
finds that of the sixteen seasonal assignments, nearly half are incorrect 
regardless of whether they are interpreted as hel.tacal or cosmical. A simple re
labelling of the quadrants, however, will not put the mansions in a 
chronologically correct sequence, since, for example, the rising of the fourth 
mansion will still occur in a sector other than that between the third and fifth 
ones. Consequently, it is evident that the difference between the correct order 
and t.hat found on the device is so pronounced that it cannot be explained on 
the basis of scribal error or lhe accidental reversal by the maker of the winter 
and summer quadrants. 

If the sectors of the dial were not intended to represent a chronological 
sequence of lunar mansions, bow can the sequence of mansions and their 
alignment with geomantic figures be explained? J t should be noted that more 
than a single lunar mansion is assigned to certain geomantic figures by the 
device, which would be clearly necessary if the aim of the designer were to 
establish a correspondence between all twenty-eight mansions and the sixteen 
geomantic figures. That is not, however, his goal for be only employed half of 
aU the lunar mansions. A possible reason for his assignment of more than one 
mansion to a figure is found by examining the seven d1, eighili, and ninth 
mansions, which are listed together on d1e large dial with the figure named 

00 

fjtima' ( ogo ). Al-Qazwini and al-Buru agree in ilieir configurations for the 

seventh and ninth mansions, as is shown in Table 2. They differ in regard to the 
eighth mansion, but this is me astccism containing the open cluster Praesepe 
whose representallon has varied gready. Consequendy, it seems likely that the 

choice of the figure 
0~t for these three mansions is based on me combination 
00 

of the three patterns, the top and bottom of the figure being formed by the 
seventh and ninth mansions, and the two middle dots representing the open 
cluster Praesepe associated with me eighm mansion. 

From this it would seem that me primary concern in assigning geomaotic 
figures to lunar mansions was agreement between the design of me figure and 
the appearance in the sky of tl1e corresponding astecism or group of asterisms. 
That concern would be in keeping with the inscription the designer of the 
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device placed over the large dial: 'We have established this circle [dial] so that 
you might learn from it the correspondences of the fonns of the figures with 
the forms of the lunar mansions, rising and setting'. Here the designer clearly 
speaks of aligning the shapes of the geomantic figures with the shapes of the 
lunar mansions; the word he has employed fo r shapes or forms (fiiWOYJ means 
also images or appearances and is frequently used for the outlines of 
constellations. 

This concern on the part 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 geomanric figure which is the inverted image of the figure 
assigned to that same mansion's rising. It is as tl1ougb the rising in the east of 
an asterism was being pictured as a geomantic figure and its setting in the west 
represented by ilie figure turned 180°. Nowhere in ilie literature have we found 
such an alignment of ilie geomantic figures, nor one so clearly tied to visual 
representations. 

If one focuses attention on how the geomantic figures, railier 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, 
0~t and g form a 

0 00 

symmetric pair. In the set of sixteen geomantic figures there are six symmetric 
pairs and four figures iliat are not changed by the 180° rotation. We call tl1ese 
four figures autosymmetric. 

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. 

00 0 
For example, gg g are opposites. There arc among the geomantic figures eight 

0 00 

pairs of opposite figures, and two of these pairs are also symmetric pairs -

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 otl1er figure corresponding to ilie 
setting of tl1e same mansion. In both instances on the dial where ilie rising and 
setting of lunar mansions are assigned to a single geomantic figure, one finds 

0 0 

that the figures ( gog g ) are autosymrnetric and the lunar mansions at or near 

the autumnal equinox. The invariance of the figure under rotation seems a 
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particularly appropriate property for a figure assigned to both rising and setting. 
00 00 

The other two autosymmetric figures ( ogo 8 8 ) lie on the clial opposite these 

two and are assigned to mansions occurring at or near the solstices. However, 
the ftrst of these two autosymmetcic figures is the sole figure on the large clial 
that lacks any inclication of the nsing or sett:mg of the associated lunar mansion. 

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 autosymmettic figures (see Fig. 4). For 
example, for winter: 

0 00 

the pair of opposite figures o~o ~o~ 

the opposite-symmetric figure 

the autosymmetnc figure 0 
0 
0 
0 

00 
00 

0 
0 

Certainly such an arrangement inclicates considerable familiarity with the 
geomantic figures and at least an intuitive awareness of d1e relations of 
symmetry and opposition which exist within the set of si.xccen geomantic 
figuJ:es. 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 assigrtrnent of al
jama'a to the twentieth mansion, nu1ra ddkhila to the third, and ijtimd' 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 
usmg, at least to some extent, sources like those of the cosmologist al-Qazwici 
which represented the lunar manstons 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 mans1ons 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 part of the designer to graphically represent cemun 
of Lhe 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 geomancic 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 
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intended to give alignment of the seasons and lunar mansions. The curious 
anomaly mentioned eat:lier regarding d1e consistent positioning of auto
symmetric figures and yet the inconsistent treatment of their associated lunar 
mansions suggests that ilie designer was more concerned wiili the figures as 
abstract designs and the relationships between them than he was of the 
chronological sequence of lunar mansions. CertainJy, be appears more intent on 
preserving relationships between geomantic figures, and also graphically 
representing with these figures certain lunar mansions, than he is wid1 
maintaining an astronomically correct sequence. If our interpretacion is correct, 
then this device affords an interesting example of geomancic considerations 
taking precedence over astronomical, and consequendy astrological, concerns. 

TwO POEMS 

To the right and below the large dial (see PL 4) is a poem in kdmi/ metre, in 
which the tablet is speaking in the first person (see Appendix, item 11, for a 
transcription). The calligraphy is Naskh script, inlaid with silver. 

I am the possessor of eloquence and the silent speaker 

and through my speech [arise] desires and fears. 
The judicious one hides his secret thoughts, but I disclose them, 

just as if hearts were created as my parts.97 

On the lower left-hand side of the tablet, to the left of me small dial labelled 
'House of the Result of me Result', there is another poem in kdmil metre, also 
tn Naskh script and inlaid in silver, in which the tablet again speaks in the first 
person (see Pl. 1 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 our of humility, 

and have prepared it as a substitute for earth. 

THE FRAME 

Engraved in Naskh script, inlaid in silver, and entwined with decorative vines, 
around the edge of the geomantic tablet is a poem in five batt} verses, in which, 
apparently, the maker is speaking to us concerning the device. The inscription 
begins at the upper right-hand comer as you view the tablet from the front and 
runs clockwise about the edge. The right-hand edge contains the fl!St verse, the 
bottom edge two verses, the left-hand edge one verse, and the top edge one 

~7 The idea apparently being, just as if the device's internal parts were hearts - i.e., as if the 
tablet were a living and hence perceptive being. 
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verse, with the suspensory device (klmi) separating the two half-verses of the 
last verse (see Pis. 8, 9, 10, and 11, and Appendix, item 13). 

Examine the tablet and memorize it, for in 1t 
there 1s meaning from the tablet [of God m Heaven] when 1t was 

marked Wld1 the pen.95 

It [the geomantlc tablet)!I'J shows hidden secrets of the unseen teXt 

which were determined from time immemorial. 
It [the tablet before us] agrees with geomancy in meaning but 

differs from it 
because 11 generates the figures from nothmg.1o1 

The tablets of Moses were made valuable by what 
wisdom and authority God gave them. 

But it is sufficient honour for it [the tablet before us) that a hand 
touched it 

wluch is superior to the hands of men11l2 in st.rength and 
nobleness of character. 

This poem is filled with religious imagery, using throughout the word tablet, al
lawl;, m two senses, that of the geomantic tablet before us and lhe Mosaic 
tablets or the tablet of God in Heaven. The Mosaic tablets were made valuable 
by the wisdom and aulhority God gave them, but it is sufficient for the 
geomancic tablet that a hand touch it which is superior to that of other men- a 
clear reference to the fact that this device was being constructed for lhe use of 
an important personage. 

'1R The word qolam usually means reed-pen or stylus. In this case two meanings could be 
mtended in pamllel with the tmditioos interpreting Sii.r.l LXV Ill (slirat nlin orsilmt ol-qolam) of the 
Qur':in 'I be word qalam accordmg to the 1raditions meant both nn implement for writing and a 
'qolom of light, as long as the distance from heaven to earth, which wrote down all things that :~re 
to happen until the last judgement' (C 1-luart nnd A. Grohmnnn, '~nm' in EP (note 6), rv, 471). 

'J'J Or possibly boih the gcomantic tablet and the tablet of God (or Mosaic tablet). 
tm The wort! ol-ghl!Jb is a very common word in the Qur'iin, :t{,'llin indicnting thnr the poem is 

rtllcd with religious ideas ruld parallels. 
IQI Apparently a reference to the sudes on the front of the geomMtiC tablet from which the 

fi~:urcs arc mstantly selected rather than havmg been formed in the usual manner of counting 
random dots. Ashletilis the usual word for the geomantic figures, but the word in the inscription 
is not well formed, for it looks more like DI/;0/, which docs not seem appropriate in this context. 
i\nother possible interpretation of this verse might be 'geomancy agrees ]with the tablet of God] 
in rm.;mmg, bu1 differs from it because It ]the tablet of God] creates forms from nothing - the 
sense 10 dUs case bemg th:lt while God can create from n01hmg, the gcomMcer must phySically 
~eneratc the figures. ll1c present authors, however, prefer the former intcrprctauon. 

1112 The word of-worn meaning 'mankind' is used here Ill the sense of hoi polloi. the common 
people. 



Pl. 8. Right-hand edge of frame, w1th begmning of poem. [Brit. Mus. Neg. no. 046126] 

Pl. 9. Bottom edge of frame. [Bnt. Mus. Neg. no. 046125] 

Pl. 10. Left-hand edge of frame. [Bnt. Mus. Neg. no. 046127] 
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THE BACK or TilE DEVICE 

The back of the geomantic tablet contains two inscriptions giving blessings to 
the owner. The band forming the rectangular frame contains the following 
inscription written in Kufic script and inlaid in silver, beginning in the top 
right-hand corner of the back and proceeding anti-clockwise (see Pl. 12 and 
Appendix, item 14). 

Everlasting glory, continual and ab•ding prosperity, constant power, supreme 
peace, perpetual well-bCJ.ng, mcreasmg good fortune, favourable fate, a 

comfortable manner of life, a long urumpaired life, complete honour, a pure 
manner of life, sufficient satisfact:ton, peace of mind, blessing, compassion, 

support [from God] and success. 

1l1c inscription around the centre diamond is engraved in Naskh script and 
inlaid in silver, beginning at the left-hand comer and proceeding anti-clockwise 
(see Pl. 12 and Appendix, item 15). 

Everlasting glory, a long unimpau:ed life, outstanding character, efficacious 
power, forrunate omens, complete honour, a pure manner of life, support 

[from God] and victory over !he enenues for its owner. 

Bands filled with decorative arabesque entwine the diamond and encircle the 
small centre inscription containing an owner's statement (see Pl. 12 and 
Appcnd.i.'C, item 2). As discussed above (pp. 21-2), this is likely not the name of 
the patron for whom the device was executed but rather than of a later owner: 

ln the possession ofMul)ammad al-Mul).tasib al-Bukhiil:i. 

IV. Operation and Interpretation of the Tablet 

This geomantic tablet presents only a small amount of information about the 
procedures intended for its operation. In the two poems on the front of the 
tablet, t.he device speaks in the first person telling us that it is a 'silent speaker' 
who is not juclicious since it cliscloscs innermost thoughts as if it were a living 
being. It continues in the second poem to say it is the revealer of secrets and 
bas hwnbly spread out the surface of its face to serve as a substitute 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. They leave no doubt that the tablet was designed so that the first 
four figures, the Mothers, would be obtained by using these slides rather than 
m 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 
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meaning but d.tffers 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 gcomancy, the first four figures arc supposed 
to be dertved tn a manner free of purposeful or even conscious selecnon. 
Consequently, it seems reasonable to assume that, prior to the determination of 
the Mothers, all the slides would be in a 'closed position'- that is, pushed down 
so that no figures were visible. Then each slide in tum would be moved up an 
arbitrary amount, an action analogous to spontaneously putting down in the 
sand four rows of dots without counting them. It was probably the designer's 
intention that the slides be moved blindly so as to insure the purposelessness of 
the selecnon. Once the slides 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 disllppears under the front plate, or, in other words, the visible figure 
closest to the horizontal edge of the aperture through which the side is visible. 
Hence, if we arc correct in assuming that Lnitially all the slides would be in a 
'closed position,' then it would require some movement of each slide upward in 
order to produce a figure, since at the start all the figures would be out of sight 
Although the tablet is explicit about where to locate the figure to be used, there 
is no indication of which slide provides the first figure, which the second, and 
so on. Nevertheless, in view of the ordering from right to left given in a 
geomantic tableau to the four Mothers, it would seem most likely that the 
nested sequence of slides would be read from the innermost outward - that is, 
from right to left along the horizontal margin of the slides, where the figures 
are located which the device instructs the user to take as the Mothers. 

I laving by means of the slides produced the Mothers, and having adjusted 
the dials for the first four houses so that each Mother was visible in the 
appropriate house, the other dials were doubtless turned so as to display the 
correct figures, in accordance \.vlth the procedures for forming a geomantic 
tableau discussed above (pp. 11-13). The device itself is totally silent with 
regard to how these additional twelve figures of the tableau are formed. The 
absence of instruction on how the figures m the various houses are derived is 
significant, for it clearly indicates that the tablet was intended for someone 
already acquainted with the process of casting a geomantic tableau. 

For tl1e interpretation of the tableau, tl1e remaining parts of the device 
would be used: the large dial and the three small ones in the lower right-hand 
guadrant. The large dial obviously gtves the interpreter information on the good 
or ill portent of each geomantic figure and its alignment with a season, a 
direction of the compass, and a lunar mansion. This infom1ation was clearly 
intended to assist the interpreter in divining the significance of a certain figure 
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occurring in a particular house. 
From lhe nature of extant geomantic treatises themselves and from the 

observation of practicing geomancers in more recent times, 103 it may be 
presumed that geomancers in the thirteenth century customarily used a 
geomantic manual for assistance in the interpretation of the tableau. These 
manuals present a variety of materials such as alignments of the figures with 
numbers, elements, letters, planets, chrections, seasons, illnesses, masculine and 
feminine, good or ill fortune, moisture or dryness, parts of the body, 
professions, animals, minerals, and other things, sometimes presented in chart 
form. Frequently the significance of eacb individual house and the basic subject 
1t covers are enumerated; for example, House I is the house of the soul, life, 
strength, stability, pride, prestige, self-motivation, creative matters, initiative, 
ingenuity, organization, and all matters involving the mind and will. In addition, 
the characteristics and significations of each figure occurring in the various 
houses will sometimes be given, eliminating for the odd figures House }0/.H14 

Interpretative procedures, as distinguished from the meanings of figures and 
houses, were rarely described outside the context of discussing a specific 
question. Sample questions would be stated with detailed directions for the 
mterpretation of the tableau. 

Authors differ greatly with regard to what is assembled in a manual and to 
the1r individual interpretation of the nature of a figure or a house. Enormous 
variety is found in the characteristics or significations attributed to the figures, 
as well as in the procedures for actually interpreting a tableau, which vary &om 
the simple to the extraordinarily complex and involved. 

There is not as much variation in the types of questions asked, for certain 
ones dominate the manuals, such as - to name only a very few - who will win, 
the questioner or his adversary; who loves more, the questioner or the object of 
the question; whether a wife is intimate with another and if so with whom; 
what kind of pregnancy and delivery a pregnant woman will have; whether a 
pregnant woman will deliver a male or female child and how many; whether it 
ss safe to travel by boat and what will occur during the voyage; whether an 
absent one will return or not; where to find the lost or hidden; how to 
determine the depth of water underground; whether it will rain or not; in what 

tnl Sec, for example, C. Montcil, 'La divination chez les notrS de l'Afnquc ocadent:lle 
fran~~e', Bulktlfl tk Comiti d'E.tutkr Hutoriquu tl Stitntifoluu tk I'Afnqut Omrftnlalt Fran;airt 14 
(1931), 27-136; and Ben Cboaib, 'Lc bonne avenrure' (note 13). 

tiN Because of the relationship between the fm;t four figures and figures five through eight, 
thr ftgure~ 10 I louses XHI and XIV arc not tOt.'llly independent of one another. Both are even or 
both arc odd. Consequcndy, the figure in I louse XV, being the 'sum' of these two, is always an 
even figure. "Thi~ fact was known to some of the Islamic authors of geomo.ntic treatise~. such as 
Ibn Mo.l)ffif; ~cc Oxford, Bodleian Library, O nental Collections, MS Arab.f.36, fol. 100b. 
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part of the body lies a person's illness; and what will be the course of an illness. 
From the evidence provided by the ordering of the figures on the slides, the 

significations given to the houses and figures, the names of 1.he figures, and 
from the reference in the inscription under the large dial to 'books concerned 
with the study of the art', it is dear that the designer of this tablet was well 
versed in the geomantic literature of his day. The tablet itself, however, contains 
no information at all about the interpretive procmes, which are customarily 
presented in the geomantic manuals, nor docs it give even basic information 
about how to form a tableau. Obviously, either the designer intended for a 
geomantic manual to be employed along with the tablet, or he assumed that the 
user would be sufficiently familiar with the art to at least form a tableau and 
devise a method for producing a reading or interpretation from just the 
labelling of the houses. 

From the extant geomantic treatises no single interpretative method for 
geomancy emerges, but rather the method frequently depends upon the nature 
of the question. From a large number of procedures which varied in 
complexity, one was chosen depending upon the nature of the question. If the 
tablet were to be used without the aid of a geomantic manual which would 
explain the procedures for answering a given question, it is likely that the 
geomancer would employ a very simple method such as inspecting the figures 
that appear in the House of the Result (position XV) or in the House of the 
Result of the Result (position XVI) together possibly witl1 the figure occupying 
the house most closely related to the question being asked. House XV was 
usually considered to give the immediate result, while XVI was thought to give 
d1e long-range consequences of the result. Unfavourable figures, in terms of me 
attributions given on the large dial, would certainly indicate unfavourable 
immediate and future results. Favourable or mixed figures m such positions 
could be modified by any unfavourable signs appearing in me house whose 
subject covers tile objects of the inquiry, such ::~s illness or property. In 
addition, the portents associated with the figures in the House of me 
Questioner or in the House of tile Object of the Inquiry (positions XIII and 
XN, respectively) could also have direct bearing upon the ultin1ate favourable 
or unfavourable outcome for dle questioner or the person who is the object of 
tile question. Qwte possibly tile figure occupying the first house, which governs 
d1e soul of the questioner, would be taken into consideration as well, for this 
was generally thought to be a significant house no matter what the topic of the 
question happened to be. 

If, however, the interpretation was limited to dle procedures just discussed, 
tilen it is somewhat difficult to explain tl1e function of tile three small dials, 
which have over them dle statement that 'the geomantic triplet' is formed by 
dlese circles. Any two figures and the 'sum' of those figures is referred to by 
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some writers as compnslllg a geomantic triplet, muthallatha, and the figure 
which is the 'sum' is called the miztin, 'the balance'. In casting any geomantic 
tableau several triplets are involved, but on this device the dials for the houses 
are located so that the figures to be 'added' wouJd already be closely adjacent to 
one another and there would be no advantage in using the small diaJs in the 
lower right-hand corner (see Pl. 1). Only in the case of forming the figure for 
House XV (by 'adding' those in XIII and XIV), and especially in forming the 
final figure (by 'adding' d10se in XV and I), would these small dials be of some 
value in allowing one to place the figures in close proximity to one another for 
ease of calculating the miztin, 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 cerrrun house of the tableau, and the resuJcing figure analysed 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, procedw:e in which the three small dials would have been useful.tos 

If the question is about who will win - the questioner or the adversary- the 
geomancer is told to 'add' together the figure in the first bouse (the House of 
Soul) and the figure in the eighth house (the House 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 House of Enemies and Envious People) to form a new figure. These 
two newly produced figures the geomancer then 'adds' together to derive a 
third figuxe. If this third figure is present in the section of the tableau belonging 
to the questioner (positions I though VI) then the questioner will win; if it is 
present in the section of the tableau belonging to the object of the question 
(positions VII through XII), then the adversary will win. If it occurs 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 posicion it occupies in a fixed 
ordering of all the sixteen geomantic figures, called a /aJkin, and whichever 
section it falls in, then that person will be the victor; should it occur in the last 
four positions of the taski11, neither party will be victorious. The consequences 
of the victory are to be interpreted from houses XIII through XVI in the 
tableau. 

Fixed orderings of all sixteen geomantic figures play a significant tale in 
many treatises. These orderings, called tasdk£11 (sing. taJkin), vary to some extent 

aus Los Angeles, UCLA, Research Library, Ncar Easte:ro Coll. 898, MS 618, fol. 63b. 
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from author to author, but certain ones seem to have been especially popular 
and widely circulated. The order in which the figures occur on each sliding ace 
of this device (see Pl. 4), reading them in an anti-doch."Wise direction, is one of 
the laskins most frequently found in the treatises, presented here reading right 
to left: 
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In geomantic manuals, this ordering is frequently called the 'ta.rkin of the 
ci.rcle'.IU<i This is further evidence of the designer's acquaintance with the 
geomantic treatises or traditions. It could scarcely be coincidence that this same 
ordering occurs repeatedly elsewhere, for there is an extremely large number of 
possible orderings of the sixteen geomantic figures. In fact, the total number of 
arrangements exceeds twenty million millions. What is curious to note is that 
on tllis device this ordering is used for a part of the process not concerned with 
interpretation at all, but solely with the selection of the Mothers. This is 
particularly interesting in view of the fact that the entire geomantic process 
rests on tl1e assumption that the Mothers are not consciously selected. 
Therefore, a less well-known arrangement of the figures on this part of the 
device would seem more suitable since it would be more likely to avoid a 
purposeful selection of certain figures for the first four figures. On the other 
hand, tl1e presence of this Iaskin on these slides may be owing to certain 
theories about tlus ordering which are not known to us at present. 

The order in which the figures are presented on each of the nineteen small 
dials seems to be of no particular significance and is seldom, if ever, 
encountered in the extant treatises on geomancy. There is a pronounced pattern 
to the ordering, however, for the figures are in. opposite or symmetric pairs: 
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The failure to encounter this ordering elsewhere would seem to indicate that 
either it was an invention of the designer, who arranged the figures in iliese 
pairs in order to assist the user in locating a particular figure on one of these 
dials, or it represents a Iaskin that bas not survived in ilie written 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 stolen objects and concealed or buried items, which are the 

106 !t is also called ' the gcomnntic Iaskin (Iaskin al-raml) belonging to ai-Zanao'. See ai -Z:1niiti, 
K. a/-Fa11Ji llflil (note 13, printing of 1280/1863), S-8, 24-5, 31, 34-5; Dn'iid al-Antaki, Tadhkira 
(note 59), 234; Oxford, Bodleian L.ibrary, Oriental CoUection~, MS Greaves 40, fol. I 17b and MS 
Ma.rsh 216, fol. h ; and Los Angeles, UCLA, Ncar Eastern CoiL 895, MS 678, fols. 78a and 114b. 
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subject of frequent questions in the literature. There is a complicated procedure 
attributed to Tum~ al-Hincli that occurs quite frequently in the manuals.1117 It 
is impossible to k.t1ow whether the designer assumed tl1e user of tl1e device 
would employ this procedure or whetller the designer intended to simplify tlle 
method by having tlle user read tlle direction corresponding to tlle figure 
occupying, say, the fifteenth or sixteenth house. 

The method as presented in the treatises begins witll a square diagram 
assigning me figures to the four cardinal points (see Fig. 5). It is assumed the 
geomancer knows iliat the top row or rank of a geomantic figure is called 'fixe' 
and is assigned a value of one, the second rank 'air' wiili value two, the third 
rank 'water' witll value three, and tlle bottom row 'earili' wiili value four. Near 
the location where the item is thought to be, the geomancer is told to make a 
tableau and then to count how many waters are in it (i.e., to count ilie figures 
have a single dot in the third rank and to multiply this number by three). If less 
than eight, then 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 ilie elements in the tableau, multiplying the 
nwnber of single dots in each rank by the value of ilie rank Ibe sum is 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 Motller in tlle tableau which corresponds to dus remainder (that is, 
occupies the corresponding position in tllc tableau) and locates that figure in 
the square diagram (Fig. 5) and notes the direction. The corresponding position 
on the square which he has drawn on the ground in front of him then 
determines where the object is. In the case of o ne using this metal tablet rather 
than a manual, the geomancer would locate the corresponding direction from 
the large dial. If it is buried, then the depth can be determined by knowing that 
the element of fixe 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 tl1en looks at the figure of tlle Mother which was found to 
be the indicator, counts the ranks containing only one dot, and adds up the 
corresponding lengtlls. Then, using a certain ordering of the figures known as 
the 'Iaskin of the letters', he finds the figure that occupies the same position in 

un Paris, BNl', :uabe MS 2697, fols. 16a-·J6b, and Los Angeles, UCLA Research Library, 
Neru: Eastcm coli. 895, MS 678, fols. 63b-65b. Compare Los Angeles, UCLA, Ncar Eastern Coli. 
898, MS 43, fok l lb-12a, by Ibn Tacihi al-l:lanafi ai-Dhakir. 
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Fig. 5. Squ:u:e relating gcomanric figures with the four c:u:dma1 points 
for use in finding hidden or lost objects. 

the Iaskin that the Mother occupied in the tableau. He counts the ranks of that 
figure which contain a single dot and adds the corresponding lengths. Finally, 
he finds the sum of the lengths obtained from the Mother and the lengths 
found from the figure in the Iaskin. This then is the depth at which the object is 
located. 

A simpler version of the procedure for locating lost objects is given in a 
printed al-Zaoati text where it is said that at the suspected location the 
geomaocer should put down a tableau and then add all the points of the figures 
tOgether and subtract th.irty-one.ws Using the remainder he then casts off one 
number for each of the houses until the number runs out. The geomancer 
should then take the figure in the house where the number stops and 'add' it to 
the figure in the fifteenth house to produce a third figure (on the device, the 
geomancer could usc the three small dials for this purpose). Then the 
geomancer is to see what direction is assigned to that resulting figure in the 
diagram (Fig. 5), and in that direction lies the lost or hidden object. 

Just as the alignment of the figures with cardinal directions would have been 
of significance in responding to questions concerning spatial location, 1t is 
reasonable to assume that the seasonal groupings were intended for the 
Interpretation of tableaux cast in an attempt to answer questions about tune 

Hill :11-Zaniiti, K. ai-Fo,rl fi Hili! (note 13, printing of 1280/1863), 30-1 . 
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and when an event would occut. The lunar mansion designation, on the other 
hand, may have only been meant to convey something of the quality of the 
figure and not to be used in the temporal location of events. The designer 
perhaps assumed that the user of this device would be acquainted with the 
association of particular lunar mansions with indications of weather conditions 
and good or ill portents, such as arc given by al-Binlni.H~J Notning, however, on 
the device itself can guide the user in the application of the lunar mansions 
toward the interpretation of a geomantic reading. Nor is there any indication m 
the few treatises that align lunar mansions with geomantic figures of how the 
lunar mansions were to be applied in a geomantic reading. 

Several remarkable features about the device from the standpoint of the 
practice of geomancy should be noted. The use of slides for producing the four 
tcitial figures, rather than marking down sixteen rows of dots which are then 
converted into four figures of four rows each, is striking in its uniqueness - a 
uniqueness the designer recognized when he said in the verse along the edge 
that the tablet 'agrees with geomancy in meaning but differs from it because tt 
generates the figures from nothing'. Furthermore, the very concept of designing 
a mechanical device or tablet for the product:ton and interpretation of a 
geomantic tableau appears to be entirely unique in the history of geomancy. 

The alignments of the figures given on the large dial are notable for several 
reasons. The very insignificant role played by the lunar mansions in geomant:tc 
treatises makes their alignment here with geomanric figures surprising. 
Furthermore, in contrast with the remarkably logical patterns exhibited in the 
arrangement of geomantic figures and the seasons and cardinal points on the 
large dial, the sequence of the lunar mansions appears illogical and incorrect, 
unless, as suggested above, the maker were concerned only with aligning the 
shapes of the geomantic figures with the general appearances of the lunar 
mansion asterisms and did not intend the seasons and directions of the 
compass £O also be attributed to the lunar mansions. While such an alignment 
based only on graphic representation of the lunar mansions is in keeping with 
the 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 may offer some indication of his attitude 
toward geomaocy as opposed to astrology. The maker was well aware of and 
proud of the tablet's unique features, as shown in the remark over d1e large dial 
that 'from my intricacies there comes about insight supeoor to books 
concerned with the study of the art'. 

Because of the relative lack of Islamic geomantic manuscript material prior 
to the fourteenth century, the design of tlus tablet is quile important to the 

llrl al-lruiioi, Chronology (note 81). 35 I. 
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lustory of geomanoc practices. The device ranks as one of the earliest dated 
sources for a complex system of divination that was clearly fully devdoped and 
established by the time Mu(:lammad ibn Khutlukh al-Maw~ill made it in 1241. It 
IS also indicative of the importance given to the practice of geomancy in the 
tlu.rteenth-century Islamic world that so meticulously designed and executed a 
ptcce would have been produced. 

In medieval Europe geomantic treatises were on occasion produced for 
royal persons. Two examples are the geomancies written expressly for Richard 
II of England and Charles V of France.ttu They arc beautifully executed manu
scripts, highly decorated, and with striking miniatures. ·n1e metal geomancic 
tablet we have been examining would seem to be an Islarruc paralld to tllcse 
European royal geomantic manuscripts, for it is beautifully ornamented and 
skilfully crafted and, one may s:~fely assume, intended for a highly placed 
person interested in the geomancic art. 
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