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1. Introduction

The documentation of wonders, known in the Islamic scholarly tradition as “aja’ib-nigari, represents
a subject that has captivated human imagination since ancient times. This genre has consistently held
a place of great interest within popular belief systems and the cultural traditions of ancient
civilizations. Unlike modern scientific writing, which demands empirical verification, the ancient
world and common lore treated tales and legends not as mere fables but as established truths. These
narratives served crucial social and moral functions: they addressed ethical dilemmas, explored the
duality of good and evil, and reflected the perpetual struggles embedded in human thought and daily
life. From Mesopotamian epics to medieval Islamic cosmographies, stories of miraculous creatures
and strange phenomena offered both entertainment and moral instruction, reinforcing communal
values and existential fears.

A significant portion of the ‘aja’ib-nama (wonder-literature) genre is dedicated to the iconography of
composite beings—creatures that merge human and animal forms in various configurations. These
include human-headed animals, animal-headed humans, winged bulls, centaur-like figures, and other
hybrid entities. Although such creatures are not observable in the material world and defy biological
possibility, they have maintained a remarkable and persistent presence across diverse human
civilizations from antiquity to the present. Far from being marginal curiosities, these beings have
served as the origin of numerous myths, religious symbols, and storytelling traditions. They appear
in creation myths, heroic epics, apocalyptic visions, and protective magic, embodying cultural
anxieties about the boundaries between nature and culture, self and other, order and chaos.

One of the most influential works in this tradition is Zakariyya al-Qazwini’s ‘Aja’ib al-Makhluqat
wa Ghara’ib al-Mawjtdat (The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of Existence), composed in
the 13th century CE. Al-Qazwini, a Persian geographer and cosmographer of Arab descent,
described these extraordinary creatures in simple, fluent, yet evocative prose, making complex
cosmological ideas accessible to a broad audience. His book became one of the most popular and
frequently illustrated texts in the Islamic world, copied and recopied for centuries. Particularly
noteworthy are the illustrations of beings with human heads and animal bodies—or the reverse,
animal heads on human bodies—which appear throughout the manuscript tradition. These images
are not al-Qazwini’s inventions; rather, they echo much older visual motifs evident in the earliest
cylinder seals of Mesopotamian civilizations, dating back to the fourth millennium BCE. This
continuity provides a suitable context to explore how these images, after traversing thousands of
years and multiple cultural transformations, were gathered in lithographic editions of al-Qazwini’s
book from the 19th century onward. In these later printed versions, the composite beings regained
their place in the public imagination, circulating among literate and semi-literate audiences alike.
Mesopotamian cylinder seals—small, engraved stones rolled onto clay to leave an impression—
contain vital information regarding the rituals, beliefs, administrative practices, and mythological
narratives of ancient Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria. These seals functioned as amulets,
signatures, and narrative devices, often depicting gods, heroes, and hybrid guardians. The structure
of the depiction of composite beings on these seals possesses unique artistic characteristics that lack
earlier precedents; they represent a fully developed iconographic language rather than a primitive or
rudimentary stage. For example, the famous “master of animals” motif, showing a human or deity
flanked by two hybrid creatures, or the recurring image of the bull-man (a human-headed bull),
appear already on some of the earliest seals from Uruk and Susa.

This study aims to analyze and trace the visual origins of the composite beings depicted in ‘Aja’ib
al-Makhlugat by referring directly to the imagery of hybrid creatures on these ancient cylinder seals.
Through etymological analysis (investigating the linguistic roots and historical naming of these
creatures) and morphological analysis (comparing their physical forms, postures, attributes, and
compositional arrangements across time), the research examines the relationship between the form
and meaning of these creatures over several millennia. The central question is whether the visual
continuity implies semantic continuity—that is, do these images mean the same thing in Qazwini’s
13th-century Islamic cosmography as they did in ancient Mesopotamia? Or have their symbolic
functions shifted, while their outward appearances remain remarkably stable? By answering these
questions, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how iconographic traditions survive,
migrate, and transform across cultural and religious boundaries.
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2.Conclusion

A comparative analysis of the imagery of composite beings on Mesopotamian cylinder seals and
in Qazwini’s lithographed book ‘Aja’ib al-Makhluqat reveals a striking and unexpected finding:
these motifs have persisted with remarkable continuity in both form and content, even after
thousands of years of political upheaval, religious transformation, and cultural change. On the
one hand, their external form—due to being engraved on durable materials such as stone,
pottery, and metal—has remained largely unchanged across millennia. The same hybrid
configurations appear repeatedly: the bull-man, the scorpion-man, the lion-headed eagle (Anzi),
the centaur-like figure, and the human-headed winged creature. These are not vague
resemblances but specific, identifiable iconographic types that maintain consistent postures,
attributes, and compositional contexts.

On the other hand, the symbolic and characterological content of these beings has undergone
slight or, in some cases, significant alterations influenced by changing rituals, religious
doctrines, forms of government, and the influx of new cultures. In ancient Mesopotamia,
composite beings often functioned as apotropaic guardians—protective spirits placed at temple
entrances, palace gates, and on cylinder seals to ward off evil. They were integrated into a
polytheistic cosmology where gods could assume hybrid forms. In the Islamic period, however,
such beings were reinterpreted within a monotheistic framework: they became signs of God’s
creative power (qudrat Allah) or wonders of creation that test human faith and reason.
Al-Qazwini himself often balances wonder with orthodoxy, reminding readers that only God
knows the true nature of these strange creatures.

The continuity of visual and semantic expression in civilizations following Mesopotamia is
extensive. This study identifies recurring forms of composite beings on Elamite cylinder seals
(circa 2000 BCE), on Luristan bronze sculptures (circa 1000 BCE), on Sasanian reliefs and
column capitals (up to 651 CE), and subsequently in various Iranian dynasties through the Qajar
period (19th century CE). These depictions share close affinities in both form and iconographic
content with the examples found in ‘Aja’ib al-Makhluqat. For instance, the winged lion with a
human head appears in Sasanian stucco work at Ctesiphon and again in Qazwini manuscripts,
often associated with the constellation of Sirius or with legendary kings.

The incorporation of this ancient iconography into later Islamic works is not an accident of
artistic borrowing but a result of extensive social, political, and commercial interactions—from
the Achaemenid royal roads to the Silk Road trade networks—as well as broad cultural and
religious influences, including the translation of Greek, Syriac, and Middle Persian scientific
and magical texts into Arabic during the Abbasid period. Their continuous reproduction in the
art, literature, and popular beliefs of the Iranian people, extending to the level of myth and
legend, attests to the enduring significance of these beings in the region’s social identity. More
profoundly, it reveals their deep role in the collective memory—a memory that, through images
and stories, has preserved ancient hybrid creatures not as forgotten relics but as living symbols,
still capable of inspiring wonder in the modern reader of al-Qazwini’s pages.
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