Islamic Cosmologies in Art

Introduction

In Antiquity and in the Middle Ages the universe was be-
lieved to be centred on a spherical and stationary Earth.
The Sun, the Moon, the planets and the stellar sphere
were believed to rotate around the Earth. The philosoph-
ical and astronomical arguments supporting this view were
formulated by the Greek philosopher Aristotle of Stagira
(384 — 322 BCE) and the Hellenistic astronomer Claudius
Ptolemy of Alexandria (c. 100 — ¢. 180 CE). Through
translations from Greek scientific works into Arabic the
geocentric world system also became the basis of Islamic
philosophy, astronomy and astrology. In this workshop

we will study some cosmographical diagrams which were
drawn from various Islamic sources.
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The Cosmo epicted in a Late 16%h-
Century Miniature

iniatu

The shown in fig. 1 is from the Zubdat al-
Tawar e History of the World") of Seyyed Logman
‘Ashiirt, a work dedicated to the Ottoman sultan Mu-
rad 11l and completed in 991 AH (1583 CE).! A larger
image is given on a separate worksheet.

Exercise: Beginning in the centre and working your way
outwards, carefully describe the contents of the various
circles (do not forget the four corners) and identify the
heavenly bodies and entities depicted.

1This manuscript (ms. T. 1973) is kept in the Turkish and Islamic
Arts Museum in Istanbul. Two other copies are in the Chester
Beatty Library, Dublin (ms. T. 414, dated 1573), and in the Topkapi
Seray Museum Library (ms. H. 1321, dated 1586).

Fig. 2. The Horoscope of Islg\
. 473).
The Horosc standar Sultan

The magnifice o-page diagram shown in fig. 2 (a
larger Ms found on a separate sheet) depicts the
bi s8pe of Jalal al-Din Iskandar Siltan ibn -
haYkh (1384 — 1414), a grandson of Timir-i Lang
405) who was known in the West as Tamerlane
ur the Lame”). Iskandar Siltan ruled over Shiraz
om 1409) and Isfahan (from 1413) until he was deposed
and blinded on the orders of his uncle Shah Rukh.

The horoscope figure is set for Monday 3 Rabi‘-l 786 AH
and was drawn up by Mahmid ibn Yahya ibn al-Hasan ibn
Muhammad ‘Imad al-Munajjim al-Kasht, who may have
been the grandfather of the celebrated Persian astronomer
and mathematician Ghiyath al-Din Jamshid ibn Mas‘td
ibn Mahmiid al-Kasht (c. 1380-1429) who worked at the
court of Ulugh Beg in Samarqand.

Exercise: Identify the planets and the zodiacal signs.
From the computed positions of the celestial luminaries
in the year 1384 CE, supplied separately, determine the
date for which the horoscope diagram is correct.

Aries Taurus Gemini Cancer

Leo Virgo Libra Scorpio
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AAA

Sagittarius Capricorn Aquarius  Pisces

Fig. 3. Astrological symbols of the signs of the zodiac.



planet moons year

@ é Q ) Mars Phobos & Deimos 1877
Sol

Mercurius  Venus Luna Jupiter lo, Europa, Ganymede & Callisto 1610
Amalthea (5t moon) 1892

@ O” E 2| b Saturn Hyperion (8*" moon) 1848
Phoebe (9™ moon) 1899

ferra Mars  lupiter  Saturnus Uranus | Ariel & Umbriel (3" & 4" moon) | 1851
/o) (1781) Miranda (5*" moon) 1948
]i_[ k:l_) \_|.J Neptune | Triton (1% moon) 1846
Uranus Neptunus Pluto (1846) Nereid (2nd moon) 1949
Pluto Charon (1°* moon) 1978

Fig. 4. Astrological symbols of the planets. (1930)
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Fig. 5. Persian wall cloth in the Worldmuseum, Rotterdam.
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