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Nizāmī’s Iskandar Nāma (ca. 1194) is probably a highlight of the literary
tradition of the Alexander Romance. This tradition had produced a great
number of works in many languages throughout the Eurasian continent, be-
fore Nizāmī wrote his mathnavī. Across the geographical, temporal and
cultural boundaries, the Alexander Romance appears to be a narrative cycle
with a prominent cosmographic character: the explorations and conquests
of the first historical kosmokrátor formed an ideal track for continuously
renewed and updated geographic and ethnographic information about the
world, to be presented to sovereigns aspiring to become the ‘second
Alexander’. Nizāmī states this at the end of the Iqbāl Nāma, the second
part of his Iskandar Nāma:

تسينرابارزغنهماننيازج تسينراکاربوشاکمزبنآرد
دنکايردوهوکیدنبدصر دنکاشامتارناهجاتنادب
دروآزاتکرتشبحربیهگ دروآزارطردنتخاتیهگ
شيپهدروآشقافآکلمناهج شيوخیاجربیوجناهجهتسشن

(IN41, 21-24)

In that pleasant symposium this book has its place, not elsewhere:
For gazing through it at the world, and drawing the maps of moun-
tains and seas,
And now riding up to Tirāz, now raiding Ethiopia’s land,
Thus the world offered to the one who longs for world dominion,
sitting still, the rule of its own horizons.

The authority of such a work was based primarily on familiarity with the
former tradition. Nizāmī was a great erudite, as he proudly declares at the
beginning of the Sharaf Nāma, the first volume of his Alexandreid:

درونکيردهديراگنمديدن درگقافآهاشنآیاهرثا
دوبهدنکارپردیتخسنرههب دوبهدنگآجنگنوچهکاهنخس
اههياريپمظنزامتسبورب اههياممتشادربهخسنرهز
یولهپوینارصنویدوهي یونیاهخيراتزتدايز
وازغممتخادرپتسوپرهز وازغنیاهمانرهزمديزگ

(SN10,17-21)
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Not in one roll alone I saw the exploits of this king explorer:
The words had flowered like a treasure, and were scattered in every
manuscript.
And from ev’ry manuscript I gathered the jewels, adding to them
the ornament of poetry.
A wealth of Koranic, Hebrew, Christian and Pahlavi stories:
From each book I picked out its own grace, grasping the pith from
ev’ry skin.

More particularly, Nizāmī did a lot of research on a very famous episode
of the alexandrine saga: the expedition into the Land of Darkness in search
of the Fountain of Life. This narrative closes the Sharaf Nāma and from a
wide-ranging inquiry into this episode,1 Nizāmī’s version appears to be the
textus amplior of this literary tradition with over 250 verses recounting
Alexander’s learning about the Fountain of Life and the dark land where it
lies and his decision to search for it. They detail the features of that side of
the world, the guides and the stratagems used to explore it, the meetings in
the darkness, the detection and loss of the Fountain and finally
Alexander’s return home and the moral considerations on the episode. The
episode’s thematic and symbolic complexity repeatedly forces Nizāmī to
relate the same feature according to several different literary traditions, de-
spite his usual clarity.2 With regard to the cosmographic essence of the epi-
sode, which is what I would like to focus on here, Nizāmī’s story is one of
those containing the most detailed indications.

Having freed Queen Nūshāba from the Rūs, Alexander is resting in his
camp in the lands north of the Caucasus. During a symposium, an old man
informs him of the existence of the Fountain of Life, behind “a veil whose
name is Darkness”, “under the North Pole”. And he adds that “From us to
that land, the way is short”.

The description of the entrance into the Darkness ( تاملظ zulmāt)
contains important naturalistic details. In the first verses, Nizāmī describes
Alexander’s astonishment as, going northwards, he observes the rapid
changes in the sun’s course. At the Polar Arctic Circle, the height of the
sun over the horizon drops day by day in the passage from summer to win-
ter, whilst it rises during the period from the winter solstice to the summer
solstice. Then the poet mentions a specific feature of the sun’s transit at the
Polar Arctic Circle: at the winter solstice, the sun remains twenty-four
hours under the horizon, except an instant at noon, when it rises and imme-
diately ( دوزهظحلکيهب bi yak lahza-i zūd)i3 sets to the south. Crossing this
land in winter-time, for many hours a day the sun is visible only as “a re-
flection in the water” ( بآردیلايخ khiyālī dar āb).i4 But Alexander’s
soldiers continue to advance holding their flags, marching beyond the cir-
cle, into a land where the darkness grows, until even the pale “glimmer
vanishes”. No light appears anymore from the end of the way.

96 MARIO CASARI

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600140 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

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


These detailed indications are confirmed in many key passages of
Arabic and Persian texts dealing with the Alexandrine legend. As a main
example, the Arabic historian Tabarī (tenth century) reports that Alexander,
after the conquest of India, China and Tibet,

penetrated into the Darkness, located beside the North Pole and the
southern sun ( هيبونجلاسمشلا al-shams al-junūbiyya), together with
four hundred men, looking for the Fountain of Eternity, and he
spent eighteen days there.5

The northern direction of the expedition into the Darkness has been alluded
to in several older texts of the alexandrine tradition. In the famous Syriac
Homely, attributed to Jacob of Sarugh, but recognized as a text of the first
half of the seventh century, Alexander leads his army northwards, until he
reaches the Land of Darkness.6 In a less explicit form, the Pseudo-
Callisthenes, ancestor of the Alexander Romance, gives the indication
which is at the origin of the literary tradition of the episode. Alexander’s
expedition is here marked by the direction katá tén ‘ámaxan toú pólou
(“along the Polar constellation”, PC, II 32). This is repeated as they come
out of the Darkness (katá tén ‘ámaxan tón astéron, PC, II 40). That land at
“the end of the world” is in a region “where the sun never shines” (PC, II,
39).7

A comparative analysis enables us to pinpoint the precise geographical
location of the Land of Darkness in the ancient and medieval cosmo-
graphic culture. This corrects the generally accepted view of an unknown
land, sometimes subterranean and infernal. A substantial contribution, as
we have seen, has been made by Nizāmī in his masterful mathnavī.

The classical naturalistic tradition contains many notions concerning the
northern regions. Pliny says that it is a pars mundi damnata a rerum nat-
ura et densa mersa caligine.8 The latin term caligo has a double meaning
of ‘darkness’ and ‘fog’, which expresses the double character of darkness
in the arctic region. Beside the winter darkness, due to the relation between
the Earth and the Sun, there was a summer darkness, of which we can find
a precise awareness in the Arabic-Persian cosmographic alexandrine tradi-
tion. In a particular Persian collection of Qisas al-anbya’, of which a
manuscript is conserved in the British Library, the chapter devoted to
Dhu’l-Qarnayn, the Double-Horned Alexander of the Islamic tradition,
contains some original features. Informed of the existence of the Fountain
of Life, Alexander moves towards the Darkness: “This was a region of ris-
ing vapours. It was not a nightly darkness, but like that of vapour coming
out from a well.”9 That is exactly the appearance of the sub-arctic and arc-
tic regions, especially during the summer, and is caused by the condensa-
tion of clouds or the partial melting of ice. Light becomes veiled, orienta-
tion is difficult, and great are the risks for travellers and sailors.
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A lot of fragmentary information on the Northern lands, possibly due to
ancient explorers, is scattered through various texts, composing this mys-
terious and hostile image of the Land of Darkness. In the Eurasian
Continent, this zone covers a wide area, going from Iceland to the
Scandinavian peninsula, from the German to the northern Russian regions,
all the way to the edge of Siberia. This area was partly known to medieval
Muslim geographers, as is witnessed by the section dedicated to the
Seventh Climate in the Geography of al-Idrīsī, working at the Sicilian
court of the Norman king Ruggero II.10

In Nizāmī’s account, the camp from which Alexander moves towards
the Darkness is in the land of Bulgar, which he reached after the land of
the Rūs. In the Arabic-Persian tradition, the name Bulgar refers to the re-
gion between the rivers Volga and Kama and south to their confluence,
around the 55� parallel. According to a widespread legend, mentioned by
Nizāmī himself, the local chiefs are Alexander’s descendants. This geogra-
phical indication does not seem to correspond to any classical or European
medieval text on Alexander. The obvious reason being that neither the his-
torical Alexander, nor his main successors, the Roman and the Byzantine
Emperors, ever sent their legions so far North on that side of the world,
which was too distant from their centre of action. In fact, these regions
were explored by early califal envoys, such as the famous Ibn Fadlān who
reached the land of Bulgar in 921 and wrote a vast report on it.11

This route to the Darkness is found in other Arabic and Persian alexan-
drine narratives, such as Amīr Khusraw’s A‘īna-yi Iskandarī, or in the sin-
gular Million of Marco Polo, whose connection to Muslim sources is unan-
imously recognised today. Speaking of the region of the northern Tartars,
Polo says that it is “quite impassable for horses, for it abounds greatly in
lakes and springs, and hence there is so much ice as well as mud and mire,
that horses cannot travel over it.” This land can be crossed with sledges
drawn by big dogs. “Still further north, Polo continues, [...] there is a re-
gion which bears the name of Darkness, because neither sun, nor moon
nor stars appear, but it is always as dark as with us in the twilight. The
people have no king of their own, nor are they subject to any foreigner,
and live like beasts.”12

Attracted by this Uralian route to the Darkness, of which he had fresh
accounts, Nizāmī ignores certain details presented by Firdawsī, whom he
claims as his main source. Actually, Firdawsī’s details seem to point to a
different geographical approach to the dark, northern land. In the Shāh
Nāma, Alexander explores the North and reaches a large settlement inhab-
ited by “powerful men [...], tawny-haired and with pale faces, all ready and
equipped for war and battle.”13 These features are present in other Muslim
texts. Al-Mas‘ūdī reports that the peoples of the northern quadrant, such as
the Slavs and the Franks, live in regions covered by snow and ice. They
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“have powerful bodies, rude behaviour, scarce understanding, and rough
language.”14

The mention of the names of the Slavs and the Franks suggests that this
information was not originally Muslim, but derived from European
sources. We find many antecedents in classical ancient works, such as the
Hippocratic treatise on Airs, Waters and Places (ca. 430 BC), the Vitruvian
treatise On Architecture (first century BC: vi,1) and Ptolemy’s geographical
work (second century AD).15 It is remarkable that an almost perfect corre-
spondence to Firdawsī’s description is found in Tacitus’s Germany. For the
Roman historian, German people were Truces et caerulei oculi, rutilae
comae, magna corpora et tantum ad impetum valida.16

Therefore, two different possible geographical locations emerge from the
Arabic-Persian tradition of the Alexander Romance for the gateway region
to the Darkness. The Uralian route is documented in relatively recent
sources, mainly by Muslim travellers; it illustrates how the narratives were
constantly updated with new cosmographic information. The German route
derives from more ancient sources, through a long literary tradition which
we can only partially reconstruct; it shows the secular endurance of textual
transmission.

Thanks to the wide range of his erudite readings, Nizāmī was aware that
the Land of Darkness could also be reached by sea: “in one direction, the
darkness concealed the edge; the deep sea closed the way in the other”.16a

According to the Arabic cosmographer al-Dimashqī: “In the North, the
Western Sea bears the name of Sea of Darkness, or Northern Black Sea,
because the vapours which rise there, are never dissolved by the sun.”17

The oceanic journey, up to the Northern edge, was the route chosen by the
sailor and scientist Pytheas of Marseille in the fourth century BC. On his
return, he wrote an important treatise entitled On the Ocean, which par-
tially survives in the numerous fragments quoted in later authors. Pytheas
left the Mediterranean, passing through the Pillars of Hercules. Then he
sailed along the coast of Iberia and Gaul, circumnavigated Britain, pushed
as far as the isle which he named Thule, and finally explored the Northern
Sea (and maybe the Baltic), before coming back by the same route.18 He
relates that in Thule, the extreme edge of the world, there is no night dur-
ing the summer solstice, whilst at the winter solstice there is no daylight.19

In these Northern lands, “the local barbarians showed him the resting place
of the sun, the place where it overnights.”20 In the Shāh Nāma, the tawny-
haired people described by Firdawsī, indicate to Alexander the sea-place
where the sun sets. This is further evidence of the (of course, indirect) de-
pendence of Firdawsī’s account on an ultimately classical literary tradition.
These Northern lands are the place in the Qur’an where Dhu’l-Qarnayn ar-
rives and “there he found a people” (XVIII, 85-8). It is therefore the place
of a wonderful Northern sunset, not Western, as is usually indicated.21

NIZĀMĪ’S COSMOGRAPHIC VISION 99

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600140 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

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


According to Pytheas, one day of sailing away from Thule, there is the
solid sea (mare concretum)22: “neither real earth, nor sea, nor air, but a
mixture of all these different elements which resembles a sea lung, in
which earth, sea and all the elements are suspended: it is something which
keeps the elements joined, but it is not possible to pass or sail through
it.”23 This mare concretum is probably the ice pack of the arctic regions,
which partially thaws in summer, producing a slush of ice, water and fog,
very dangerous for the ships.24 Ptolemy situated Thule at the Northern lati-
tude of 63�. According to the tradition, Pytheas claimed that he had thus
reached “the edge of the world.”25 This classical cosmographic tradition
was renowned in the Muslim world, and it is exactly reported by the
Persian cosmographer Hamadānī, for example.26

According to an authoritative theory, Pytheas could have been
Alexander’s envoy, exploring the northern lands, which Alexander planned
to conquer.27 Though this theory is not unanimously accepted, it is known
that Alexander was interested in exploring the Ocean surrounding the
Earth and, as Arrianus relates, that he entrusted a certain Heraclides with
the task of verifying whether the Caspian Sea was a gulf of the Northern
Ocean.28 In the ancient geographical concept, the Tanais (Don) was the se-
paration line between Europe and Asia. Its sources were in the Rhipaean
Mountain range, and it followed the longitude down to Lake Maeotis
(Azov Sea). Between the Rhipaean range and the Ocean there was a strip
of land sometimes described as very narrow. This strip ended at the straits
where the Caspian Sea flowed into the Ocean.29

Although Alexander was never able to reach the arctic land, Pytheas’s
information on the Northern regions was used as propaganda by many his-
torians. The North, the edge of the world, had to be included into the range
of Alexander’s conquests, in order to complete the myth of the
kosmokrátor. Part of the oriental exploits of Alexander were consciously
transferred in the North: the river Iaxartes was sometimes renamed
‘Tanais’, the Paropamisus reached by Alexander was named ‘Caucasus’.
Alexander became thus a real successor to Heracles and the Argonauts.30

Strabo already denounced this operation.31 In his Geography, Ptolemy32

states that Alexander, during his expedition to the Tanais, built the altars
which marked the edge of his travels: the latitude is indicated as 63�57’,
corresponding to that of Pytheas’s Thule.33

This is likely to be the geographical tangle at the origin of the legend of
the expedition into the Darkness, which was reworked into a wide range of
texts belonging to the tradition of the Alexander Romance.

This Pythean and Alexandrine geography remained a constant pattern
also for the true heirs of Alexander. The roman legions consolidated the
knowledge of the Atlantic Ocean, sailing up to the British Islands, and at
the same time refined the exploration of the Northern coast of Europe, pro-
ceeding along the rivers Rhine and Elbe. Amongst their aims, there was
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always to ascertain the possibility of circumnavigation. They hoped to dis-
cover the Caspian Straits, a place of such significance that it earned the
name of ‘Pillars of Hercules.’34 Concerning an expedition of Drusus
Germanicus along the Rhine, during the empire of Augustus, Tacitus ob-
serves “We tried to explore the Ocean from that side: and they said that
there were the Pillars of Hercules, [...] but the Ocean opposed (obstitit
Oceanus) the investigation on itself and on Hercules.”35 The possibility of
a water route between the Caspian Sea and the Ocean was a matter of evi-
dent strategic importance.

The Persian cosmographer Hamadānī gives a very important account: “I
read in the Tārīkh-i Rūm that Alexander reached the edge of the North and
saw an immense sea. He aimed to cross it but his army did not allow him
to.” Once on the farthest coast, Alexander sent a soldier to gather informa-
tion. He returned saying that “beyond here there’s no way.”36 The Persian
expression تسينهارنيازاشيب bīsh az īn rāh nīst perfectly matches the
famous Nec plus ultra on the western Pillars of Hercules37: the same mes-
sage was evidently repeated on these presumed northern Pillars.

These Northern straits, which seem to be the hub of ancient Northern
explorations, offer a new hypothesis for solving the geographical enigma
constituted by the expression نيرحبلاعمجم majma‘ al-bahrayn (between the
two seas). This expression is used in the Qur’an in a passage which,
although jumbling Moses and Alexander, is almost unanimously recog-
nized by the first Muslim commentators and by modern scholars alike, as
connected with the Alexandrine legend of the Fountain of Life. At the end
of the nineteenth century, several scholars already connected this majma‘
al-bahrayn with a leg of Alexander’s journey, especially reported in the se-
venth-century Syriac Christian Legend of Alexander.38 In my opinion, the
commonly proposed identifications as Gibraltar and Suez,39 are readily
corrected by the one proposed here, concerning the presumed Caspian
Straits, because this is in perfect accord with the comographic context
(Northern, as we have seen), in which the legend of the Fountain origi-
nated. In the Syriac Christian Legend, Alexander moves from Egypt cross-
ing “the eleven bright seas” (which means the ‘internal’ seas). At the end
of the journey, a narrow strip of land (ten miles) separates him from the
surrounding water, described as foetid and dark. Though advised against it,
Alexander tries to cross this Ocean, but he fails: the water is not navigable,
and many soldiers are killed by its miasmas. In the text, wise men had told
Alexander that the Ocean “would not give way”;40 Obstitit Oceanus,
Tacitus had said about Drusus’s aforementioned expedition.41

In the already mentioned Syriac Homely, connected to the Christian
Legend, we witness the same scene. After having seen the miasmas, prob-
ably the suffocating fogs emanating from the Pythean sea lung, Alexander
tries another route to reach the Darkness, where he wants to search for the
Fountain of Life.42
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The cosmographical reconnaissance of the arctic region was a main fea-
ture of universal imperial policy. Notwithstanding the continuous contribu-
tion of newly updated geographical information, many notions never disap-
peared and were transmitted as fossilised literary traditions. Ptolemy’s
Geography, the main base of Muslim geographical knowledge, was already
aware that the Caspian was a closed sea, but nevertheless the majma‘ al-
bahrayn crossed cultural and linguistic barriers, posing a lot of cosmogra-
phical questions, which resulted in various philosophical and mystical
interpretations.

Nizāmī doesn’t allude to this aspect of the expedition, nor does he men-
tion the majmo‘ al-bahrayn. However, as we have seen, his precise and
erudite text provides a fundamental help in illuminating the ancient cosmo-
graphical context. But in Nizāmī’s story, following the tradition on
Alexander’s journey in the Darkness, the centre of the action is the search
for the Fountain of Life, which is tied in the Muslim tradition to the mys-
terious figure of Khizr ( رضخ ).i43

With regard to the essence of the Fountain, Nizāmī’s wonderful descrip-
tion is also extremely precise:

گنسفانزاديلااپهکیميسوچ گنرميسهمشچنآدمآديدپ
دوبرونهمشچمهدوبرگو دوبرودنخسنيزنآهکهمشچهن
هاگپدشابحبصرگادوبنانچ هاگحبصدوبهنوگچهراتس
دوبنوزفاهبهمرگادوبنانچ دوبنوچهتساکانهامبشهب
ريپجولفمتسدربباميسوچ ريگمارآمدکيدبنشبنجز
شرهوجزامزاسیگدننامهچ شراکيپیکاپزاهکمنادن
بآمهینعيدناوخناوتشتآمه باتوروننآرهوجرهزدياين

(SN60, 23-9)

That fountain appeared like silver, like a silver stream which strains
from the middle of the rock.
Not a fountain – which is far from this speech – but if, verily, it
were, – it was a fountain of light.
How is the star in the morning-time? As the morning star is in the
morning, – even so it was.
How is the undiminished moon at night? So it was that it was great-
er than the moon.
As to motion, not a moment was it ease-taker, like mercury in the
hand of the paralytic old man.
On account of the purity of its nature, I know not what comparison
I may make of its form.
Not from every jewel come that light and luminosity; one can call it
fire, but also water.44
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After a purifying bath, Khizr:

دشراوازساردباتايح دشراکربهکنادنچدروخوزو
(SN60,32)

Drank of it as much as befitted: and became fit for eternal life.

This description may be compared to a very interesting gloss transmitted
in Arabic and Persian texts, particularly those pertaining the genre of Qisas
al-anbya’. So far, I have not been able to find a correspondence for this
gloss in any other text of the alexandrine tradition. In reference to the
Fountain of Life, it states that “The water of that Fountain is whiter than
milk, colder than ice, sweeter than honey”.45 Put in parallel with Nizāmī’s
colourful description, the interpretation of the gloss becomes more straight-
forward. The arctic landscape is actually characterized by the presence of
the ice-pack. Usually solid during the winter (mare coagulatum), in sum-
mer the ice-pack partly melts. On its surface numerous small pools of
freshwater appear. The melting of smaller and larger glaciers causes springs
and fountains to emerge from cracks produced in the rocks. In the regions
situated slightly south of the Polar Circle, this phenomenon may endure
throughout the year. This trickling water is precious sweet freshwater (āb-i
shīrīn) cold as melting ice, and of white colour, like milk.46

In Nizāmī’s story, Alexander ponders upon that lost Fountain springing
from the rock:

راسهمشچنآدشهياسريزارچ راوگشوخدشديشروخزهمشچوچ
درستسهنيزهديروشتسهنازک درگزرتهبهياسارهمشچیلب

(SN60, 64-5)

Since the fountain became pleasant-tasting through the sun, why
went that fountain beneath the shade?
Yes, for the fountain the shade is better than the sun, because that
is who blends, and this is who cools.

Thus the Fountain of Life might be yet another fossil of ancient accounts
of Northern explorations: for those travelling in the salted sea or through
muddy lands, the Fountain of Life represented survival rather than
immortality.

The theme of the Fountain of Life has taken numerous symbolic mean-
ings. Nizāmī, who consulted a great number of sources, gives two other
versions of the Fountain: one which he defines as Rūmī, the other as
Arabic. He may be uncertain about the meaning of this Fountain, but there
is no doubt that his whole version of the episode, the wonderful result of a
long and articulate course of indirect and partially unconscious literary
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transmission, plays a prominent role in the cosmographical inquiry de-
scribed here.

In any case, the real immortality, which Alexander sought to attain so
unsuccessfully in the Darkness, is that of the exploration travels and their
accounts. In the third version of the Fountain, the Arabic one, Nizāmī re-
marks that after drinking the water, Khizr and his companion Ilyās move
away from the rest of the army. They devote their immortal life to protect-
ing travellers, one over terrestrial, the other over sea routes.
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