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The thirteenth century Persian scholar Zakariyya al-Qazwini compiled a monumental

encyclopaedia on natural history. The Munich manuscript, a copy of the encyclopaedia

executed during the author’s lifetime, is adorned with numerous coloured illustrations. Up

to now a few of these have been analysed along stylistic lines, i.e. from a purely art histori-

cal point of view. Our aim instead is to understand the significance of the illustrations

within the context of this particular manuscript. In this article we focus on the bird illustra-

tions, taking a combined historical, ornithological and art historical approach. We first

describe the general characteristics and technique of the miniatures, and then examine a

selection in detail from an ornithologist’s point of view. Finally, we explore possible

sources and pictorial traditions that could have influenced the illustrator. We conclude that

the illustrations are a pictorial counterpart to Qazwini’s text, fitting the requirements of an

encyclopaedia, which presents authoritative, up to date, scientific information in a well

organised, concise and readily understandable form.

Among the treasures of the Arabic collection of the Bavarian State Library in Munich is
a richly illustrated manuscript entitled Adja’ib al-makhluqat wa-ghara’ib al-mawdjudat (‘The
wonders of creation and the peculiarities of beings’), written by the Persian scholar
Zakariyya Ibn Muhammad Ibn Mahmud al-Qazwini. According to the colophon, this copy
of the book was executed by Muhammad Ibn ´Ali al-Dimashqi al-Mutatabbib in the town
of Wasit, located south of Baghdad on the banks of the Tigris, and was completed on
27 February in the year 1280.1 The epithets attached to the copyist’s name indicate that he
was from Damascus and had training as a physician. We do not know if he carried out the
illustrations himself or if these were entrusted to a specialist.2 The author of the book,
Qazwini, was his teacher.3

The ´Adja’ib al-makhluqat is an encyclopaedic compendium of natural history, which
attempts a systematic description of the whole of creation.4 Formally the work is not
unlike a modern encyclopaedia: the text consists of short articles or entries, each of which
is accompanied by an illustration. The first part of the book is devoted to the supralunar
universe, i.e. the planets, the constellations and heavenly beings. The second and major
part is organised according to a scheme based on the Greek notion of the four elements –
air, fire, water and earth. It discusses meteorological phenomena, describes the oceans and
the islands in them, and treats the three realms of nature – animal, vegetable and mineral.
The latter three sections are, in turn, systematically organised. The chapter on animals, for
instance, begins with a discourse on man, the parts of the human body and the different
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character traits. Successive articles are devoted to beasts of burden, grazing animals,
carnivores, birds, insects and ‘creatures of prodigious form’.

Zakariyya al-Qazwini was born in 1202 in the town of Qazwin, northwest of Tehran.
He was the son of a respected family known for its lawyers. It was therefore not surprising
that he took up the study of law. Qazwini spent some time in Mosul in northern Iraq,
where he pursued his studies. In Mosul the local ruler was a patron of rational philosophy
and cultivated dialogue between the four schools of Sunni legal thought, the Shia and the
Christians. It was in this enlightened atmosphere that Qazwini studied philosophy and
natural history under the guidance of his teacher al-Abhari. Here, too, he met Yaqut
al-Hamawi and witnessed the writing of his book on geography. This period of Qazwini’s
life undoubtedly shaped his intellectual interests and laid the foundations for his two
monumental works – his encyclopaedia on natural history and a book on geography. Both
books were written in Wasit after Qazwini had been appointed judge by the last Abassid
caliph. This was a period of political turmoil following the conquest and destruction of
Baghdad by the Mongols under Hülägü in 1258. The Persian ruler charged with governing
the province after the execution of the caliph was a patron of the arts and letters. Under
his aegis Qazwini carried on his official duties and pursued his research until his death in
1283 at the age of eighty-one.

The general framework of the ´Adja’ib al-makhluqat is based on the Aristotelian world
picture, as it was handed down in the great Arabic encyclopaedias of the tenth and
eleventh centuries. Qazwini adheres to the traditional outline, but draws on specialised
literature as sources for the various chapters. In his chapter on animals the author dis-
cusses one animal after another in series. Each entry begins with a summary of an animal’s
characteristic traits and behaviour, followed by notes on the medicinal uses of its body
parts. The chief source of general faunistic information is the tenth century Book of Animals

by al-Djahiz. For medical knowledge Qazwini relied on Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine, an
eleventh century work, and most probably on a lost book by Balinas. These two authors
were recognised medical authorities in Qazwini’s day.

The origin of the illustrations in the Munich manuscript is a different problem alto-
gether. We cannot be sure whether the Munich manuscript was the very first illustrated
version of Qazwini’s text, although it was produced in close proximity to the author while
he was still alive. At some point during that period an ‘original’ set of miniatures must have
been composed. It is likely that these master illustrations drew on pictorial sources such as
specialised treatises on medicine and natural history. It is difficult to trace these sources,
because the enormous manuscript production up to the thirteenth century is for the most
part lost. Studies on the pictures of the planets and constellations in the Munich manu-
script indicate that they are derived from similar pictures in one of the very few early illus-
trated scientific works to have survived.5 This question will be discussed below in more
detail. Unfortunately, most of the art historical studies that deal with the illustrations have
been devoted to stylistic analyses and have focused on miniatures portraying human
beings.6

Of the 174 real and mythical animals described in the faunistic part of Qazwini’s book,
fifty-seven are birds. Thus, the avifauna play an important role in the author’s zoography.7

The finely executed miniatures which accompany the written account of each bird in the
Munich manuscript attract the attention of scholar and layman alike. In the following we
focus our attention on the bird illustrations. We first describe the general characteristics
and technique of the miniatures and then examine a selection in detail from an
ornithologist’s point of view. Finally, we explore possible sources and pictorial traditions
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that could have influenced the illustrator. The ultimate goal of the study is to understand
the role of the illustrations within the context of the earliest surviving copy of Qazwini’s
encyclopaedia.

The copy of Qazwini’s encyclopaedia which is now in Munich was completed three
years before his death. The extant manuscript consists of 213 leaves, the edges of which
have been cropped. The text block, written in clear naskh script, measures 268 by 168
millimetres, with twenty-seven lines to the page. The frame ruling consists of a fine,
double red line, which is also used to set off the headings and the illustrations. The 467
coloured illustrations and forty-four drawings combine to make it a magnificent example
of the illustrator’s art.8

In the Munich manuscript the chapter on birds begins with a title line on page 185v:
‘The fifth kind of animals: the birds’. There follow twenty-three pages encompassing fifty-
three miniatures. One leaf of the original manuscript (fol. 189), including four illustrations,
is missing. The missing text has been replaced by a passage written in a later hand, how-
ever it lacks illustrations.9 The extant illustrations are distributed throughout the chapter
with one to five pictures per page. The mise en page is by no means haphazard, but rather
the result of careful planning (Fig. 1). Each picture is positioned just below or next to the

1 From top to bottom: dove (shifnin), bee eater (shiqirraq), unidentified songbird (safir), Saker
falcon (saqr), unidentified seabird (ta’ir al-bahr) (Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 191v)
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lemma naming the bird it depicts. Never does it precede the corresponding text. The
panels are always flush with the frame ruling, so that they border on the text on two or
three sides. The panels vary in size, but most of them are between four and six lines in
height and approximately half a page in width. The illustrator uses the panels as an indica-
tor of scale. Large birds occupy the entire width and height of the panel. Correspondingly,
small birds are rendered in minute drawings leaving most of the panel empty. Compare,
for example, the difference between the peafowl, the partridge and the sparrows (Fig. 2a).
In only a few cases do illustrations exceed these dimensions. A conspicuous example is the
picture of the legendary ´Anqa’ bird. Here the artist seems to use the oversized panel to
emphasise the extraordinary or prodigious character of the bird (Fig. 3, bottom).

The miniatures consist of finelined sketches which render both the silhouette of the
bird and some anatomical details such as wings, feathers, etc. Painting was done with
opaque colours. Various shades of red, blue, green, black, white, grey and brown are used.
Almost all of the birds are drawn in profile, and they occupy the empty picture fields with
no background. In most cases the birds ‘stand’ on the ruling at the bottom margin of the
panel. Five birds are shown in flight (for example Fig. 1, bottom right), and one in the
water (Fig. 9b). Only three miniatures include elements indicative of landscape or natural
habitat: the parrot is standing on a small mound, the dipper is swimming (Fig. 9b), and an
unidentified songbird is hanging upside down from a branch (Fig. 1, middle right). None
of the birds are portrayed with accessory figures.10 Only one or two pictures include a
narrative component. Examples are the dipper with a fish in its mouth (Fig. 9b), and the

2 a from top to bottom: peafowl (ta’wus), partridge (tahudj), sparrows (´usfur) (Munich, Cod.
arab. 464, fol. 192r); b peafowl on an Andalusian silk, twelfth century; c owl (bum) (Munich, Cod.
arab. 464, fol. 187v)
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stork that has caught a snake (Fig. 8b). The illustrator of the Munich manuscript excludes
superfluous features from the miniatures and concentrates on depicting the animal itself.
This terse and static mode of representation is consistent with the function of the minia-
tures as illustrations of a scientific work on natural history, and is a feature the Munich
manuscript shares with modern books on ornithology. The illustrations are complemen-
tary to the written content, providing information absent from the text on the appearance
of the birds.

If we approach the illustrations from the point of view of a field ornithologist, attempt-
ing to identify each bird solely on the basis of the pictorial information, we will have
limited success. In only a few cases is it possible to determine the species of the bird
depicted. In most cases the drawings do not provide nearly enough detail to permit
identification. At best we can narrow the field down to a family or order. A few pictures
portray winged creatures which do not even remotely resemble known species. The sus-
picion that these are mythical or fabulous creatures is, at least in one case, confirmed by
the written account (Fig. 3, bottom). The few illustrations that permit identification at the
species level are no more accurate than the others. Rather, they portray birds with such
unique and extraordinary features that they are unmistakable.

The upper panel of fol. 193r shows a medium sized black and white bird with a long,
rounded or graduated tail and a long, slightly decurved bill (Fig. 3, top). The head, breast
and tail feathers are black, as is part of the wing roughly corresponding to the primary and
secondary feathers. A black bar marks the leading edge of the wing. The anatomical
features and colouring of this bird do not match any of the Middle Eastern species.11 The

3 Top: magpie (´aq´aq), bottom: ´anqa’ (Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 193r)
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black and white plumage and long tail are, at best, reminiscent of a shrike. However, the
trinket held by the bird in its bill makes it clear that the illustrator had another black and
white bird in mind – the common magpie (Pica pica). This identification is confirmed by
the corresponding passage of the text, in which Qazwini writes: ‘This is a well known bird.
It is deceptive by nature. It steals precious objects such as jewellery and gems and leaves
them somewhere.’12 Thus, it is a narrative element in the illustration that leads to a positive
identification.

The drawing of the magpie is an example of the few illustrations which can with cer-
tainty be assigned to a particular species. It is an instructive case, because it tells us what we
can and cannot expect from the illustrations in terms of accuracy. In shape and posture the
bird in the miniature is a fairly good rendering of the magpie. However, the magpie’s beak
is in reality shorter and broader; the tail is much more slender. Other typical features have
been neglected by the illustrator. Most conspicuously, the pattern of black and white mark-
ings is not even remotely correct. It seems that the illustrator is committed to portraying
the animal in a rather superficial fashion and with a minimum of detail. In this regard the
magpie miniature is representative of the bird illustrations in general.

A second miniature depicts a bird similar in size and shape to the magpie and with an
almost identical pattern of black and white markings (Fig. 4a). This poses a riddle, because
the magpie is unique in form and markings. Qazwini tells us that this is the ghurab, a word
which can mean either raven or crow. The same is true of the Persian name, kilagh, also
given by Qazwini.13 The bird in the miniature bears no resemblance at all to the common
raven (Corvus corax), an entirely black bird with a short, wedge shaped tail, large head and
massive beak. Perhaps the illustrator had the hooded crow (Corvus cornix) in mind. The
accompanying text seems to be referring to the raven, since it recounts the common but
erroneous belief that the raven neglects its young.14 Linguistic ambiguities, which persist
in modern Arabic and are compounded by regional differences, are probably the basis of
this discrepancy between text and illustration.

Four miniatures depict representatives of the Falconidae, which is not surprising since
the Arabs were keen falconers early on. The picture on fol. 191v portrays a bird with jesses
attached to its legs, indicating that it has been trained for the hunt (Fig. 1, bottom left).
The illustration shows the typical head and beak of a falcon, but is otherwise too ambigu-
ous for a species to be assigned. Qazwini gives the name of the bird as saqr. He is probably
referring to the Saker falcon, Falco cherrug, a species popular among hunters.

4 a raven/hooded crow (ghurab) (Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 193v); b hoopoe (hudhud)
(Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 196v)
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The miniature in Fig. 4b shows a bird with a crest of long, thin feathers on its head.
The bill is of medium length. It is straight and tapers to a sharp point. The plumage is a
uniform, dull shade of ochre. On the wing a zone of scapulars and a single row of coverts
are indicated. The tail is of medium length and rounded. Aside from the row of feathers
on the crown (drawing partly obliterated) and the long bill, the bird is rendered without
characteristic features. Nevertheless, it is immediately recognisable as a hoopoe (Upupa

epops), a common species resident in presentday Iran and the western part of the Arabian
peninsula. A closer examination of the image reveals that the illustrator has not attempted
to give an accurate picture of the bird. The same ochre tone is used for the plumage on the
head, throat, wings and back. Neither the striking pattern of black and white stripes on the
wings and rump nor the transverse white bars on the black tail are shown.

Qazwini’s remarks on the hoopoe are a colourful mixture of fact, anecdote and myth.
Here as elsewhere medicinal uses of the bird are discussed at length.15 An interesting
passage refers to the hoopoe’s nesting behaviour: ‘It is said that the hoopoe besmirches
its nest with human faeces causing its stench. In the spring one can see flies coming out of
the hoopoe’s mouth. Where the hoopoe lives there are no woodworms.’16 The reference
to the vile smell of the nest is correct, but the explanation involving human faeces is false.
In brooding females and the young a special organ called the uropygial gland is hypertro-
phied. In this state the gland secretes copious amounts of a vile smelling fluid. The secre-
tion is an effective chemical repellent used to ward off predators. If the nest is molested
the bird sprays this fluid at the attacker. Even when undisturbed the smell of the nest is
overpowering.17

One of the least spectacular birds of the series is shown here in Fig. 7a. The plumage is
a uniform, dull brown without markings. The tail is short, the beak short and thin. The
bird has one characteristic feature: a prominent topknot. Only a few Middle Eastern
species have topknots like this. These include the bulbuls, the waxwing and the crested
lark. Whereas the bulbuls and waxwing have distinctive, brightly coloured markings, the
latter is a drab bird. The bird in the miniature is very probably the crested lark (Galerida

cristata), a species common throughout the Middle East. The crested lark breeds near
human habitation, and is therefore a common sight for farmers and townspeople alike.

In a quaint picture of an owl (Fig. 2c) we see a large, stocky grey bird with a black tail.
The large head, close set, frontally oriented eyes and masklike facial plumage are typical
features. Other distinctive traits and markings are absent, so it is not possible to associate
the drawing with a particular species. The grey plumage and the V shaped design on the
face are reminiscent of a Scops owl (Otus sp.), three species of which are resident or
common migrants in the Middle East. In this drawing as in the others a general neglect of
detail is apparent. However, the illustrator employs an interesting trick to make the image
more ‘realistic’. The wing is shown with rows of feathers differing in size and shape.
Indeed, this is based on the observation of the variety of feathers in birds’ wings.
However, the pattern of feathers does not reflect the individual morphology of the species
shown, but is rather a formula used over and over.

Another impressive miniature depicts the Indian or blue peafowl (Pavo cristatus) (Fig. 2a,
top). It is not at all lifelike but is, nevertheless, immediately recognisable, owing of course
to the unique train for which the peafowl is famous.18 Qazwini enthusiastically describes
the ocelli of the tail feathers: ‘In the middle of each feather is a ring of gold set against a
background of blue and green in various hues that are in harmony with one another such
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that the combination is the epitome of beauty and embellishment.’ He also knows that the
peafowl undergoes an annual moult: ‘Every fall it sheds its feathers and when the trees
bedeck themselves with new leaves, so too does the peafowl clothe itself again with
feathers.’19 It is not unlikely that Qazwini had firsthand knowledge of a peafowl, since the
bird breeds in captivity and is also feral in many parts of the world. The illustration is
remarkable because it combines two different modes of representation. The head, neck
and rump are rendered in the style of the other drawings. The illustrator has captured
typical features of the bird including the long, curved neck, the long, flat body and hori-
zontal posture. As elsewhere, he has taken no pains to record the colouring or texture of
the plumage. In contrast to the anterior part of the body, the rendering of the tail feathers
is highly stylised and ornamental. The ocelli are symbolised by a tapering series of golden
circles forming an arc, which ends in an ornamental flourish.

The peacock is an important ornamental motif in Islamic art. It is the bird of paradise
and a symbol of the sun. In courtly paintings it represents the noble garden, plenty, water
or springtime, but it is also used in sepulchral art to represent the afterlife in paradise.20

Peacocks are often employed in heraldic emblems. A good example of this is the design on
silk in Fig. 2b.21 Here a pair of birds is shown in profile in a stylised symmetrical ornament.
The erect tail feathers form an arc, which ends in a curve as in the Munich illustration
(Fig. 2a, top). The schematically rendered ocelli are a typical feature.22 It seems that our
illustrator is torn between two forms of visual representation: a ‘realistic’ or ‘naturalistic’
approach and the use of traditional ornamental formulae. The miniature appears to be a
compromise between them. Interestingly, this is the only one of the bird illustrations to
incorporate such an ornamental device, even though other birds, such as the eagle and the
falcon, are common decorative and symbolic motifs in Islamic art and craft.23 None of the
raptors depicted in the Munich manuscript is rendered in an ornamental or schematic way.

Summarising our observations on the bird illustrations – of which those discussed
above are a small but representative selection – some general characteristics and tendencies
can be noted:
• the birds are – with only one or two exceptions – portrayed singly and in profile
• the representation is static; decorative and narrative components such as landscape,

vegetation and accessory figures are absent
• care is taken to portray shape and stance correctly
• the illustrator does not attempt to render anatomical details faithfully. There is no indi-

cation that drawing was guided by systematic observation, not even for birds that were
readily available for closeup examination

• coloured markings are generally neglected; this is not merely a consequence of
limitations imposed by availability of pigments

• differentiated portrayal of some details, e.g. the morphology of wing feathers, is
attempted. It is, however, carried out in a stereotypical fashion

• birds are drawn ‘to scale’; roughly uniform pictorial fields are used as an indicator of
size.

The above discussion points out various features of the bird illustrations that are compa-
tible with the notion that they were conceived as scientific illustrations and seen as such by
the reader. However, the evidence considered above is alone not sufficient to support that
conclusion. Without detailed comparative studies encompassing animal representations
preceding and contemporary with the Munich manuscript, attempts at interpretation will
be operating in a vacuum. A comprehensive study along these lines would go far beyond
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the scope of this article. We limit ourselves here to an appraisal of a few key sources. The
confrontation with this material, however limited it may be, provides a stylistic basis for
understanding the significance of our bird illustrations.

It is generally accepted that the beginnings of Islamic illumination lie in illustrated books
of natural history and medicine, the majority of which have been lost.24 The surviving
manuscripts of a book on astronomy written by al-Sufi and the extant copies of various
Arabic translations of Dioscurides’ De Materia Medica are our main sources of information
on Arabic scientific illustration. The chapter on the planets in Qazwini’s encyclopaedia is
actually an abridged version of al-Sufi’s book.25 The latter is a specialised treatise that,
unlike Qazwini’s book, deals with astronomy only. Bothmer has clarified the relationship
between the illustrations of the earliest surviving manuscript of al-Sufi’s work – dating
from the early eleventh century – with the planet miniatures in the Munich manuscript.
The latter draw on the same iconographic tradition as that preserved in the eleventh cen-
tury manuscript but are simplified versions.26 The important point here is that the astro-
nomical illustrations in the Munich manuscript are based on the artwork of a scientific
astronomy book and not on the pictorial traditions of magical and astrological writings.27

Were there comparable illustrated handbooks on birds that the artist of the Munich
manuscript could have used as a model for his illustrations? As mentioned above, the
Zoology of al-Djahiz and Avicenna’s famous book on medicine are the two main sources
for Qazwini’s chapter on animals. It is unlikely that either book was originally conceived as
an illustrated work. There is, however, an illuminated copy of al-Djahiz’ book that has
been dated to the fourteenth century.28 The pictures in that manuscript are narrative in
character, portraying the typical traits and behaviour of animals described by the author in
the text. A picture of an ostrich, for instance, shows the bird sitting on a nest full of eggs.
The nest is on a small hill in a hollow surrounded by vegetation (Fig. 5b).29 In the
corresponding text al-Djahiz writes: ‘The Bedouins have a saying: “more stupid than an
ostrich”. This is because it ceases to brood on its eggs when longing for food, meanwhile
if it sees eggs belonging to another ostrich, which has gone away in search of food, it
broods on these eggs and forgets its own.’30 Qazwini quotes this passage of al-Djahiz’
book, albeit in abridged form.31 However, the ostrich illustration in the Munich manuscript
is not remotely like that described above. On the contrary, the picture shows the bird in
profile standing upright and is devoid of details referring to landscape or nesting behaviour
(Fig. 5a). The fundamental difference between the two illustrations leads us to conclude
that the artist of the Munich manuscript did not draw on a copy of al-Djahiz’ book with
illustrations like the one described above.

Among the surviving Arabic scientific manuscripts of the Middle Ages are several
copies of the De Materia Medica of Dioscurides; the oldest of these originated in the late
eleventh century.32 This book deals predominantly with medicinal herbs, but also mentions
some animals and, among them, a few birds. The parallels between the bird illustrations of
the eleventh century herbal and those of the Munich manuscript are unmistakable. The
former are simple but lifelike. Each bird is shown in profile and without any background.
The picture of the crested lark is a good example (Fig. 7c, middle right).33 Another copy of
the Arabic De Materia Medica dates from the twelfth century. Here too we find lifelike rep-
resentations of the birds without scenery. It is interesting to compare the picture of a hen
in this manuscript (Fig. 6b) with the hen in the Munich manuscript (Fig. 6a). The style and
technique of the two miniatures is quite similar, however the former depicts a scene in
which the hen is being slaughtered by a man for another who has suffered a snakebite.34
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This is a pictorial summary of a passage in the text describing the use of hen’s blood to
make an antidote to snake venom. Some illustrations of plants also portray accessory
figures.35 This narrative character is absent from the miniatures in the Munich manuscript.
Despite the narrative aspect, the illustrations in the Dioscurides manuscripts are
characterised by their naturalistic or ‘objective’ style. Their prototypes could well be
sources of the illustrations of our Qazwini manuscript.36

Whereas the two illustrated copies of Dioscurides mention only a few of the fifty-seven
bird species discussed by Qazwini, a book by the eleventh century Arab physician Ibn
Bakhtishu´ on the medicinal use of animals treats many different kinds of birds. An illus-
trated version of this text dating from the early thirteenth century is preserved in the
British Library.37 This manuscript, which predates Qazwini’s encyclopaedia, contains thirty
bird illustrations.38 A comparison with the miniatures of the Munich manuscript is quite
instructive. The picture of the lark (Fig. 7b) is representative of the illustrations of the
London manuscript and is therefore a good example on which to base our discussion. The
artist has painted a pair of birds in profile and facing each other. The birds are ‘standing’

5 Ostrich (na´ama): a Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 196r; b Milan, Bibliotheca Ambrosiana, Ar.
A.F.D. 140 Inf., fol. 10r
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upright amidst floral scenery, and grass forms the lower margin of the picture. One bird
touches the ground with its right foot, the other touches it only with its long tail feathers.
Thus they are ‘hovering’ above the ground in an artificial and unlifelike posture. Between
the birds is a tree whose branches frame their heads, adding to the highly ornamental char-
acter of the picture. The painting is finely done and details such as the single feathers and
the birds’ characteristic topknots are painstakingly rendered. Despite the attention to detail
this and the other illustrations in the manuscript are ornamental and stylised, in marked
contrast to the miniatures of the Munich manuscript (cf. Fig. 7a). The symmetrical compo-
sition is reminiscent of a heraldic device. An interesting feature is the stylised rendering
of the leading edge of the birds’ wings as a golden oval. This ornamental formula is a

6 Hen (dadjdjadj): a Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 190r; b Mashhad, Museum of the Shrine of the
Sacred Imam Reza
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recurrent feature of the bird illustrations in this manuscript.39 The picture of a stork
(Fig. 8c) shows the bird in profile ‘standing’ on the bottom line of the panel, flanked on
both sides by tall trees. The silhouette of the animal describes an elegantly curved line: the
long neck arching back, the round breast and the curvature of the body carried through to
and ending in the tail feathers are, together with the slightly upturned bill, elements of a
harmonious composition of curves. This painting typifies the artistic goals manifest
throughout the London manuscript. In contrast, the illustrator of the Munich manuscript
is not guided by artistic ambitions. His painting of a stork (Fig. 8b) is a modest portrayal
that shuns aesthetic effects. The sketch of the wing feathers is, in comparison to the lark’s
wing feathers in the London manuscript (Fig. 7b), cursory and haphazard. The silhouette
of the abdomen ends abruptly at the base of the tail feathers. The latter feature contrasts
sharply with the elegant, uninterrupted curves of the London stork (Fig. 8c). These obser-
vations reveal the divergent tendencies of the two sets of illustrations. On the one hand
we have unmistakable artistic aspirations, which sacrifice verisimilitude for the sake of
aesthetic effects, resulting in a sterile and artificial appearance. On the other, we have in
the Munich miniatures a set of illustrations that are simple in technique and unambitious
in composition, but which, thanks to the drawing skills of the illustrator, render the birds
truer to life. This does not mean that across the board the Munich illustrations are more
accurate than their counterparts in the London manuscript; the latter pay more attention
to correct portrayal of colouring and markings, as can be seen in the case of the stork
miniatures.

7 Crested lark (qubbara): a Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 194v; b London, Ms. Or. 2784, fol. 21r;
c Leiden, University Library, Cod. Or. 289, fol. 64v
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In summary, the London copy of Ibn Bakhtishu´’s Zoology depicts a large number of
different bird species. The style of these paintings is, however, so far removed from that of
the Munich miniatures that we can with certainty exclude a connection between them.

The roots of Arab medicine and natural history lie in Greek learning. The extensive use
of Greek sources by Arab scholars is well documented. Therefore, in attempting to trace
the origins of our bird illustrations, it is legitimate to look beyond the horizon of Arab
scholarship. An interesting series of bird illustrations has survived in a Byzantine manu-
script of the sixth century. This book, a paraphrase of the Ornithiaca of Dionysius, is
devoted exclusively to birds. Half of the forty-eight bird miniatures are executed in gaps in
the text not framed by ruling. The birds are depicted singly, usually in profile and standing
upright. The rendering is static but nevertheless lifelike. Form and colour are fairly authen-
tic, as can be seen, for instance, in the picture of a falcon (Fig. 9a).40 The corresponding
miniature in the Munich manuscript (Fig. 9c) simplifies many features, for example the
shading between the lightly coloured breast and the darker back. Nevertheless, the style is
comparable, as is apparent in details such as the hatching of the breast and legs. In marked
contrast to these two pictures is the falcon illustration in the London manuscript (Fig. 9e).
Here the minute details are clearly ornamental in character. Typical of this tendency is the
rendering of the down feathers, which are painted in gold and form delicate spiral patterns.
The illustrations of the Byzantine Ornithiaca and our manuscript share an allegiance to
objectivity and parsimony of representation. Both avoid ornamental embellishment, extra-
neous details and narrative elaboration. When narrative features are used, they are used
sparingly to characterise the behaviour or natural habitat of the animal and are surprisingly
similar. Examples of this are the stork with a snake in its bill (Fig. 8a,b), and aquatic birds

8 Stork (laqlaq): a Vienna, Cod. Med. Gr. 1, fol. 465r; b Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 195v;
c London, Ms. Or. 2784, fol. 231v
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shown swimming in the water (Fig. 9b, f ).41 The stork in the London manuscript is
depicted without a snake (Fig. 8c), however this book does portray birds in an aquatic
habitat: a goose and a duck are shown swimming in a pool of water within a rectangular
basin (Fig. 9f ). The walls of the basin and the wave pattern introduce an artificial and
decorative element into the picture, which is absent from the corresponding illustration in
the Munich manuscript. Here the irregular wavy lines are a mere allusion to the surface of
the water on which the dipper is swimming (Fig. 9b). The miniature in the Byzantine bird

9 Falcon (bazi): a Vienna, Cod. Med. Gr. 1, fol. 474r; c Munich, Cod. arab. 464, fol. 186v;
e London, Ms. Or. 2784, fol. 29v. Waterbirds afloat: b dipper (ghawwas) (Munich, Cod. arab. 464,
fol. 194r); d kingfisher (Vienna, Cod. Med. Gr. 1, fol. 489r); f goose and duck (London, Ms. Or.
2784, fol. 10r)
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book is similar (Fig. 9d). In addition to the miniatures mentioned above, the Byzantine
manuscript contains twenty-four other bird illustrations presented in a single plate divided
by ruling into separate, quadratic pictorial fields. Just as in the Munich manuscript, the
panels are used as an indicator of scale.42

We have seen that the illustrations in the Munich manuscript strive to portray birds in
an objective and lifelike way. They are artistically unpretentious and avoid decorative and
narrative components.43 This argues the case that they are true scientific illustrations. The
results of our limited comparative investigations support this conjecture and show that
the Munich bird miniatures are part of a tradition of scientific illustration employed in
specialised books on medicine and natural history. There were evidently different currents
within this tradition. Our illustrator modelled his work on precedents that were committed
to authenticity and precision and eschewed extraneous details and ornamentality. He
attempts to portray birds in a lifelike manner and to depict their form and posture
correctly. On the other hand, he neglects or simplifies colour and markings as compared to
bird illustrations in other Arabic manuscripts. Interestingly, the latter tendency parallels the
style of the planet illustrations in the Munich manuscript (see above).

All of the abovementioned characteristics fit the requirements of Qazwini’s
encyclopaedia, which presents authoritative, up to date, scientific information in a well
organised, concise and readily understandable form.44 The illustrations are a pictorial coun-
terpart to Qazwini’s text, which consists of resumés of specialised writings by recognised
scientific authorities of his day. Like modern encyclopaedias, Qazwini’s work makes
specialist knowledge available to a broader educated public. The readership may have
included nobles, court officials, students and scholars seeking information in areas outside
their own fields of specialisation. Clearly, the miniatures of our thirteenth century
manuscript are a far cry from the illustrations of modern ornithological reference works.
The latter are characterised by meticulous attention to detail and are the products of
extensive observations in the field and on museum specimens. However, judging the
faunistic artwork of Qazwini’s encyclopaedia by modern standards alone does not do it
justice. An adequate appraisal of the illustrations requires us to consider them in their
original context, keeping in mind above all the conceptual constraints of thirteenth century
zoography. The modern concept of species – implicit in and a prerequisite of modern
biological illustration in general – is so obvious to us, that we forget it is a relatively recent
development. The groundwork for this conceptual breakthrough was laid by generations
of scientists who described and catalogued natural diversity. The Munich manuscript and
its illustrations epitomise the pioneering work of Arab scholars in this field.
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