12 Teucros in Nizami's Haft Paykar

Ziva Vesel

The Greek author Teucros (first century BC/ first century AD)' whose
work reached us in fragmentary state, was known in the Islamic world un-
der the name of Tinkaris (w+s,5uk) or Tinkalis (ussiid)/Tankalusha
(Persian: L85 Tangaliisha). He was considered in the Islamic literature,
as for instance in Ibn al-Nadim’s Fihrist, among others, as the legendary
guardian of planets’ temples in Babylon®.

Nizami refers twice to Tangaltisha in his Haft Paykar, as was already
noticed by Humaytin-Farrukh in his edition of the Persian translation of
the text attributed to Teucros:® first when he describes the dome of the
Palace of Khavarnaq as a cosmic cupola®, where one can see “a multitude
of [hundred thousand(s)] imaginary figures by Tangalisha”:

s R shaRay ) Sl Harea 8o Rl Sh
des i aaa sla B Jud 5 cgin Sy )l (akd
(HP9,28-9)

He refers to Tangaliisha for a second time, towards the end of the poem, in
order to illustrate metaphorically the superiority of man’s power compared
to that of the sky. This article will not consider this second occurrence of
Tangaliisha in the Haft Paykar since it concerns a different issue
altogether.”

To come back to the first mention of Teucros, which is linked to the
images of the cosmic cupola in the Palace of Khavarnaq [i.e. the represen-
tation of the sky inside the dome], the question which arises in this context
is the following: what did the images linked to Teucros and referred to by
Nizami represent? There could be at least three possibilities, known
through texts which are still extant today. On the one hand, these images
could be the pictorial description of either the thirty-six decans, or the three
hundred and sixty degrees of the ecliptic, both known in the astronomy
and astrology of the Islamic world. On the other hand, they could also be a
reminiscence of archaic pictorial traditions collected in a book attributed to
Teucros and apparently known in Nizam1’s time, containing isolated paint-
ings obviously used for the fabrication of talismans.®

The link between Teucros and the question of decans is authentic. The
representation of thirty-six decans situated near the ecliptic (a system of
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Egyptian origin)’ and of the stars that rise within each decan exists in
Teucros’s Greek work, ITapavatelhoviar torg dekavorc.® His text was
translated into Middle Persian® and from Middle Persian into Arabic. The
complete description of the decans (+>s vajh, pl. vujith) in Arabic can be
found in Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila ‘ilm ahkam al-nujim by Abu
Ma‘shar (d. 272H/886),'° as well as in Ibn Hibinta’s (d. ca. 317H/929)
Kitab al-Mughni fi ahkam al-nujam."' Both authors appear to refer roughly
to the same Arabic translation of the original text by Teucros. Among three
different series of decans described in these two Arabic works [one decan
corresponds to ten degrees of a Zodiacal sign], the first series named
“Persian-Babylonian-Egyptian” (also known as Sphaera Barbarica)'?, is
explicitly linked to Teucros and contains mainly imaginary figures which
originally represented Egyptian gods. But Abli Ma‘shar’s and Ibn Hibinta’s
works only give a verbal description of the decans and we do not possess
any painting representing Teucros’s decans in the Islamic world.

The only representation of decans known in the East, which comes close
to Abli Ma‘shar’s description, figures on a Central-Asian painting (of
Indian tradition) on a scroll datable to the eighth or ninth century AD. This
painting is apparently based on a common Iranian prototype, as must have
been the one which Abt Ma‘shar used for his description (however,
Teucros’s sphere is not detailed on it)."* In this context, it is important to
underline that the decans which appear in the illustrated fourteenth- and fif-
teenth-century copies of Abii Ma‘shar’s Kitab al-Mawalid (Book of
Nativities), do not represent the figures of genuine Teucros decans but only
of their decan-lords [planets that govern each decan].'® It should also be
noted that the Arabic text describing Teucros’s decans was apparently
never translated into Persian.

The second literary genre attributed to Teucros in the Islamic world, the
description of three-hundred-and-sixty degrees of the ecliptic/zodiacal belt
(suwar-i daraj-i falak S8 z »» )sa, pl. Sla ), is more problematic since it
is probably apocryphal. Ullmann considers this Arabic text'> as a tenth-
century forgery pertaining to Nabatean literature.'® Fahd, on the other
hand, suggests we ought to view it in a more diachronic manner and give
an earlier date for this apocryphal text attributed to Teucros.'” We do not
know of any extant authentic Greek text by Teucros on degrees. It is gener-
ally considered that the representation of single degrees originated from
the decans of Sphaera Barbarica. A recent study should provide us with
more information on the origin and evolution of degrees in general.'®
Without raising this complex problem, we will simply list here different
series of degrees as known in the Islamic world. Beside this tenth-century
Arabic copy of the text on “degrees by Teucros,” we possess a late illu-
strated copy of its Persian translation, dated 1074H/1663-4, probably made
for the private library of Shah ‘Abbas IL.'° This Persian version might be
based on a supposed twelfth-century Persian translation of the Arabic text,



https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600140 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

TEUCROS IN NIZAMI'S HAFT PAYKAR 247

now lost. This then, is the only illustrated manuscript in the Islamic world
that is explicitly linked to Tangaltisha and consequently it is a true rarity.
The images corresponding to each zodiacal degree — three hundred and
sixty in total — are first described verbally in the text, followed by their pic-
torial representation [see ills. 1 + 2 ] and also by the astrological specifica-
tion of the character of the person born under that degree. Interestingly, the
technical introduction to the book develops the theory of the influence of
celestial bodies and explains how the treatise should be used for talismanic
purposes.*’

Before discussing the third possible text linked to Teucros, let us exam-
ine whether Nizam1 might have been thinking about either decans or de-
grees, when referring to Tangaliisha in the Haft Paykar passage cited
above. Part of the answer could be the fact that he mentions the images in
regard to the North and the South. This seems to point to the description
of decans’ position on the sphere of the Fixed Stars, position which is vari-
able and has a complicated evolution.>' (The degrees, being closely linked
to the zodiacal belt, would probably not need to be defined in this way.)
Nevertheless, what is problematic in this interpretation is that in Nizam1’s
time the representation of ‘genuine’ decans (as described by Teucros)
seems no longer to have been known in the Islamic world, contrary to what
was the case in the Latin West.*? Birani (d. ca. 442H/1050) discusses in
detail in his 7afhim (composed in Arabic in 1029), under “decans/faces
(vujizh)” only decan-lords and Indian decans (darijan o=2))2). He treates
the problem of genuine decans only briefly — and in a negative manner —
under “figures (suwar)”. > These genuine decans are not mentioned in
Rawdhat al-munajjimin (The Garden of Astrologers), written between
466H/1073 and 474H/1081 by Shahmardan,®* neither in two astrological
poems, both entitled Madkhal-i manziim because, he says, their meaning/
significance was not known in his time anymore. (The Versified
Introduction [to Astrology]): the first, dated 616H/1219-20, is written by
Khujandi,25 and the second is a later variant, attributed to Nasir al-din TusI
(d. 672H/1274).*® To all appearances then, the genuine Teucros decans
were no longer relevant from a scientific point of view in NizamT’s time.
They were also forgotten in the realm of general culture, in spite of the fact
that their complete description was available in Abii Ma‘shar’s Madhkal
and Ibn Hibinta’s Mughni. This might have been due to the fact that their
Arabic text — as far as we may judge — was never translated into Persian,
contrary to the literature concerning degrees.

Is Nizam1’s poem then referring to the degrees rather than to the decans?
Besides Teucros’s tradition, several other ‘series’ of degrees were known
in the Islamic world, both in Arabic and in Persian translation. There were
amongst others the traditions attributed to Zoroaster,”’ the Indian one (at-
tributed to Tomtom Hendi),?® and another “Babylonian” one (attributed to
Abiidhatis Babili this time, not to Teucros).>” Fakhr al-din Razi (d. 606H/
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1210) extensively described the latter two series in his Arabic work on
Sabean beliefs and practices, al-Sirr al-maktum fi mukhatabat al-nujim,
written between 1179 and 1210.*° There were probably more opportunities
for Nizami to come across an illustrated copy of degrees than an illustrated
copy of genuine decans (always supposing the latter ever existed, since no
such copy is extant today). Concerning degrees, we possess, beside the al-
ready mentioned copy of Teucros’s degrees in the Reza Abbasi Museum in
Tehran (ills. 1 and 2), two additional illustrated Persian copies on degrees
in the tradition of Tomtom Hendi, made in India.>' Even though all three
extant Persian copies are late, they might nevertheless indicate that in
Nizam’s time illustrated copies on degrees could have been more frequent
than copies of genuine decans (of which we have neither various textual
traditions, neither Persian translation from the Arabic, nor extant illustra-
tions, as pointed out above).

Another argument favoring a reference to degrees in Nizami’s poem is
the fact that pre-Islamic Iran was familiar with the sexagesimal system and
had a year of three hundred and sixty days.>* Also, as already pointed out,
a Persian translation of the Arabic version of Teucros’s “pictorial” degrees
must have probably existed precisely in the twelfth century (as inferred by
the editor, Humaytun-Farrukh). On the other hand it must be underlined
that even if degrees are mentioned in Khujandi’s and Tasi‘s poems,* in
this particular context they have nevertheless no connection with images.

The third possible explanation of Nizam1’s bayt on “Tangaliisha’s ima-
ginary images” would be a reference to the “illustrated book by
Tangaliisha the Great” on talismanic figures, as mentioned by Fakhr al-din
Razi in his Sirr al-maktim in one of the sections on the making of talis-
mans.>* On the whole, Razi doesn’t mention genuine Teucros decans in his
description of the astronomical and astrological knowledge necessary for
the practice of Sabean (Harranean) star-worship. As did Biruni,
Shahmardan, Khujandi and Tdst, he briefly lists only various traditions of
decans-lords, including Indian decans (a’drz'jdn).35 In the chapter dedicated
to degrees, he heavily insists on the precise descriptions of the different
series of degrees known in his time, as already indicated above, but only
mentions two additional series of degrees, those by Zoroaster and by
Teucros, without describing them.*® He briefly refers to Teucros again in
the passage on the talismanic benefit derived from looking towards the
Southern Pole and the star Suhayl (Canopus).’” This contrasts with the
long section on the fabrication of talismans,*® where Razi quotes Teucros
throughout. This tends to suggest that some aspects of the aforementioned
Teucros’s Sphaera Barbarica or Teucros’s degrees of the zodiac might
have survived in talismanic literature, as isolated figures. For instance Razi
describes, for the making of a talisman, the figure of “a two-winged horse
...from the illustrated book by Teucros,”*° which is precisely the figure
present in the depiction of Teucros’s degrees in the seventeenth-century
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Persian copy (see ill. 2: the horse is depicted in the twenty-first degree of
the sign of Capricornus.*® Several other figures described in this section by
Raz1 present similarities with the extant representations of Teucros’s de-
grees in the above-mentioned Safavid copy, though these comparisons still
need to be further studied in detail.

This passage of al-Sirr furthermore mentions details on the use of pig-
ments and other materials in the fabrication of paper talismans when copy-
ing Teucros’s figures. Altogether, this talismanic section somehow reflects
the fame of the Teucros’s legendary illustrated book, sometimes compared
to Mani’s Artang.*' Judging from his reference to Teucros in al-Sirr,
Raz1’s knowledge is in fact limited to the talismanic field. As already men-
tioned, he wrote this work between 1179 and 1210, which is contemporary
with Nizam1’s Haft Paykar, composed in 1197. Could this coincidence be
sufficient to indicate that Nizam1’s reference to Teucros originated in talis-
manic literature alone? And thus, that the images on the cupola represent-
ing the sky would not be connected in Nizam1’s poem to the scientific lit-
erary genres of decans or degrees at all? The question remains open. At
this stage, for the passage in Haft Paykar, we can suggest on the one hand
the necessary detailed comparison between figures of Teucros’s decans and
degrees with figures in the purely talismanic book of Teucros as described
in Razr’s al-Sirr. On the other hand, we may also mention the comparison
between the latter and figures in other known talismanic books, as for in-
stance in The Book of Images/Figures [Kitab al-suwar al-kabir] by
Zosimus (third/fourth century AD) containing a description of the constel-
lations of the sky (which would more readily explain Nizam1’s reference to
the poles).** The book was much appreciated by the author of the magical
treatise Ghaya al-hakim (mid-eleventh century AD) who indicates that con-
stellations are highly significant for the interpretation of talismanic figures
(suwar) — along with decans and degrees.*> We may conjecture that in the
course of time, various talismanic “books of images/figures/forms” of ima-
ginary celestial origin were indifferently attributed to several authors — in-
cluding Teucros.

Concerning Nizam1’s possible sources in general, it is important to re-
member that he apparently knew at least one of Abii Ma‘shar’s works, the
Kitab al-Ulif (The Book of Thousand [Cycles]) which the poet mentions
explicitly in the Igbal Nama:

Gl S 1 S Gl s 3808 £
(IN9,9)*

This work describes the theory of millenary cycles which determine world
history, particularly political and religious events. As Pingree has shown,
the explanation of world events depended on the cycles of astral conjunc-
tions, namely of Saturn and Jupiter, of Sasanian origin, combined with the



https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600140 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

250 ZIVA VESEL

concept of the “world year.”*> Transmitted in particular by Abii Ma‘shar,
and summarized among others by Sijzi,*° the astrological history was used
by the Abbasids to legitimate their power.*’ Interest for Abi Ma‘shar’s the-
ory of cycles was pursued under Isma‘ilis (possibly in Alamiit),*® and, as
noticed in a recent study, lasted at least as late as the Safavid era.*” On the
other hand, it is worth noting that Jalayirids ordered illustrated copies of
Abii Ma‘shar’s works towards the end of the fourteenth century.>

It is evident that in the passage on the cosmic cupola, NizamT refers on
purpose to an archaic system of representation of the sky — whether decans
or degrees -, or to a famous illustrated book on talismanics. The reference
to an ancient author like Teucros undoubtedly suited the poet better in or-
der to characterise Bahram Giir’s pre-Islamic Iran, than would have done
for instance a reference to the constellations in the Ptolemaic tradition as
described in ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sifi’s astronomical treatise Suwar al-
kawakib (400H/1009-10).>" As to the hypothesis of an illustrated Iranian
pre-Islamic version of the text on ‘degrees by Tangaltisha,’ it still awaits
additional evidence.*?

In conclusion, it is interesting to remember that Nizami truly searched
for noble and rare books in order to compose the Haft Paykar, as indeed
he claims in his introduction to the mathnavi:>*

o\.edﬁa_,gajﬁ\)gﬁ UL@—U(_SLAML")é:‘“‘;)L'
(HP4,27)

This is confirmed by his reference to Teucros/Tangaltisha, a rare author,
not only today, but already in Nizam1’s time.

I11.1 = Images of the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth degree of the zodiacal
sign of Leo
[11.2 = Images of twentieth and twenty-first degree of the zodiacal sign of
Capricornus
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