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Abstract

Ajayebnamas are a group of pseudo-scientific works about the ancient world of the peoples and nations living
in Islamic lands that deserve to be categorized in a specific literary genre. Such works describe the unknown
world surrounding the people of the past and provide answers to the questions and concerns arising from
these unknowns. Information about the Ajayeb nama can be found in travelogues, general and specific
romances, and ancient short and long stories. The unique manuscript of Ajayeb al-Makhluqat, attributed to
Abu al- Hasan Naini and preserved exclusively at Princeton University Library, represents a rare example of
Persian wonder literature focused specifically on talismans, magic, and supernatural phenomena. This
descriptive-analytical study, based on direct examination of the manuscript, explores its structural, textual
and visual features. The manuscript consists of two main, untitled sections: the first contains textual
description of magical practices and strange occurrences, while the second comprises a series of
illustrations- some directly related to the text, others seemingly independent. An examination of the
linguistic elements, content organization, page layout, writing style, and visual characteristics of this
manuscript reveals that the work holds a distinctive place within the genre of ajayeb-nama (literature of
wonders)—not only in terms of subject matter but also regarding its unusual structure and lack of headings,
which represent a unique model of knowledge organization in Iranian manuscript production. Furthermore,
it stands as a continuation of the ajayeb-nama tradition within the Irano-Islamic cultural sphere. Thus,
despite having been transcribed in bureaucratic circles, the manuscript—influenced by its subject matter—
features a text and illustrations reflecting a popular Iranian aesthetic, blending Qajar-era styles with Greco-
Roman influences.
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1. Introduction

*Ajayeb-nameh* constitute a literary genre in Persian
literature that emerged from the 5th century AH
onwards, representing a hybrid form of writing that
blends science, imagination, mythology, and folk beliefs.
This genre has flourished in Iran over the centuries,
yielding diverse examples written with religious
leanings,  educational  objective  purely  for
entertainment. These texts, have played a significant
role in reflecting the cultural mindset of various
historical periods and have consistently attracted the
attention of manuscript scholars, anthropologists, and
historians of science. In terms of form, *‘Ajayeb-
nameh*s may be narrative, non-narrative
(expository/descriptive), or a blend of both; they can be
categorized into three structural types and encompass
diverse content. Na'ini's *‘Ajayeb al-Makhluqat* falls
into the category of non-narrative, expository works; a
storytelling style does not predominate, except
occasionally when used to provide illustrative evidence.

2.Literature Review

Studies conducted on *Aja’'yeb-nameh*s in Persian and
Arabic have primarily focused on well-known and
widely used texts, by Hamadani (written between 551
and 562 A.H by Muhammad ibn Mahmud ibn Ahmad
Tist Hamadani) and *Aja’yeb al-Makhliaqgat* by Qazvini
(written in 678 AH by Zakariya Qazvini)—while
overlooking later and lesser-known manuscripts.
Furthermore, research concerning Qajar art history and
the art of manuscript illustration during this period has
yielded valuable insights into the decorative and
pictorial characteristics of these manuscripts. Notable
examples include the book *Persian Painting and
Literature* (Poliakova and Rahimova, 1381), which
examines the general interplay between painting and
literature in renowned works across various eras, and
*Persian Painting: A Study of the History of Persian
Painting and Miniature Art* (Azhand, 1389), which
offers a detailed analysis of the various painting styles
found throughout different historical periods. Other
notable works include the book *The Graphic Structure
of Shiraz Manuscripts in the Qajar Era* (Nasrollah-
Nejad, 2020), which examines the graphic
characteristics of courtly manuscripts transcribed in
Shiraz. However, no research has yet been conducted on
manuscripts containing *Aja’'yeb-nama* (books of
wonders) content; specifically, there has been no
independent study to date regarding the *Aja’yeb al-
Makhlugat* manuscript attributed to Na'ini.

3.Research Methodology

The present study employs a descriptive-analytical
approach—relying on the facsimile and PDF versions
available to the authors—to examine the codicological
structure and the internal artistic composition of
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Na'ini's *Aja'yeb al-Makhluqat* (1324 AH). This article
aims to pave the way for future research into *Aja’yeb-
nameh* texts and their associated imagery in Persian
literature by introducing and analyzing the manuscript
of Na'ini’'s *Aja'yeb al-Makhliqat*. Given the
significance of both the illustrative style and the content
of this work, a rigorous study of such texts is essential.
The study examines how the themes of these works
influenced the minds of their creators, revealing a
correspondence between the artists' mindset and the
tradition of storytelling. Furthermore, this research
sheds light on the evolution and development of Iranian
folk painting.

4.Finding

*Aja'yeb-namah-ye Na'ini* is a book concerning
talismans, magic, and methods for countering the
malevolent forces of the universe. It provides a
categorized account of various talismans and amulets
designed to ward off enemies, troublesome neighbors,
malicious family members, bad companions, the
envious, powerful figures, thieves, predatory animals,
insects and stinging creatures, and all other forms of evil
in the world. The Na'ini manuscript of the *Aja'yeb-
nama* (Book of Wonders) contains 56 watercolor
illustrations, including depictions of zodiac signs,
mythical animals, and magical or supernatural beings—
such as various types of *divs* (demons) and composite
human-animal monsters. Approximately 90 percent of
the images consist of a single plane, and it is rare to see
them featuring a background. Furthermore, the
otherworldly images in this manuscript possess greater
detail and texture than the realistic ones; they appear
“oilier” and tangible, reflecting the artist's emphasis on
these creatures to foster a deeper understanding in the
viewer. Exaggeration and magnification in imagery,
along with a higher frequency of frontal and three-
quarter views compared to profile views, are
characteristics of the *Aja'yeb-nama* painting style. The
colors used for the terrifying, supernatural creatures
are predominantly gray, brown, whereas the colors for
the human figures closely resemble reality. The painting
style combines elements of Qajar-era illustration and
earlier traditions (Safavid and Timurid) while also
reflecting the influence of European styles.

5.Conclusion

This unique facsimile PDF—sourced from the Princeton
University Library—of Na'ini's *Aja'yeb al-Makhluqat*
(Wonders of Creation) deals with talismans and magic,
stemming from the Islamic tradition of writing "books
of wonders" (*aja'yeb-nama*). Given that it was penned
in 1285 SH (1906 CE)—during the reign of Mozaffar al-
Din Shah Qajar and in the royal city of Isfahan—the use
of purple and black inks alongside a variety of other
colors is entirely consistent with the period's style.
Beyond its illustrations, the manuscript is highly valued
for its calligraphy, binding, and decorative elements.



Notable features include the use of multiple scripts—
specifically Naskh and Nastaliq—and a beautifully
decorated, stamped leather binding. With these
characteristics, the manuscript serves as a prime
example of the *aja'yeb-nama* genre during the final
years of the Qajar era. In terms of content, the book
deals with the malevolent forces of the universe—both
natural and supernatural—and the various amulets and
talismans known to counter them. The Na'ini
manuscript of *Aja'yeb-nama* (Book of Wonders)
contains 56 color illustrations depicting zodiac signs,
mythical animals, and magical or supernatural beings,
such as various types of demons and hybrid human-
animal creatures. Despite their simplicity, these
paintings effectively convey the author's intended
concepts and adhere to the conventions of traditional
Iranian folk illustration.
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