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Book Review

Ghassemlou, F. & F. Payervand Thabit, A comprehensive catalogue of
mathematical manuscripts in the libraries of Iran (in Persian), Islamic Azad
University Press, Tehran, 1388 H.S./2010, 693 pp. -

For a long time, no specialized catalogues of medieval Islamic scientific
manuscripts were available to historians of science. The first example of
such as catalogue was the catalogue of the scientific manuscripts at the
Cairo- Library, which was published by David King in the 1980s in two
volumes in Arabic and one volume in English.

In his catalogue, King not only described many h1thert0 unknowns
manuscripts in the field of history of exact sciences, but he also established
a new way to describe scientific manuscripts. King's work shows that if
manuscript cataloguing is carried out by specialized historians of science,
the results will be much more useful than the work done by non-specialists.

A similar project, on a smaller scale, was carried out in Iran in the 8th
volume of the catalogue of the manuscripts at the Astan-e Quds library in
Mashhad. That volume was devoted to mathematical and astronomical
manuscripts, but unfortunately, the technical scientific and astronomical
terms were not used in a competent way in the description of the
manuscripts. In Iran, the first combined catalogue of scientific manuscripts

‘was provided by Ahmad Monzavi in 1348/1969. In his Fihrest-e Noskheha-

e Khatti-ye Farsi, (vol. 1, pt. 4, pp. 132-203), Monzavi introduced 587
mathematical manuscripts in libraries of Iran and some other countries. Of
course he updated his project in 1378 H.S/ 2000 by publishing Fihristware-
ye Ketabha-ye Farsi, (vol. 4, pp. 2591-2759). Unfortunately both Monzani's
researches are only limited to Persian manuscripts.
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The book under review is the first comprehensive catalogue of scientific
manuscripts in Iran. Ghassemlou and Thabit have extracted specifications of
the mathematical manuscripts from all published Persian catalogues and
combined them alphabetically. Since Ghassemlou himself is a historian of
science, we can be sure that the description of the manuscripts has been
done in a competent way.

In the introduction, the authors point out that the aim of the work is to
provide a combined list of the mathematical manuscripts from the libraries
of Iran. They have consulted 75 individual Persian catalogues (from 117
cites of Iran) in order to identify and extract information of all mathematical
manuscripts. These 75 catalogues consist of a total of 665 volumes and the
reserach of the authors involved 660 separate (public and private)
collections of manuscripts. The largest collection of manuscripts, to which
our authors refer is in the Mar‘ashi library in Qum (the catalogue consist of
38 volumes). The smallest catalogue which the authors have consulted is
that of the Sultani library in Kashan, which appeared in a booklet of only 34
pages.

Unfortunately, most of the catalogues used in this research are currently
out of print in Iran, including catalogues of the lesser known libraries. This
makes the book under review even more important. Only few of the 75
above-mentioned Persian catalogues were used in the previous
bibligraphical works by Sezgin (1974) and Rosenfeld & Ihsanoglu (2003)
Sezgin states (see vol. 5 "Mathematik", p. 452-454) that he has been able to
consult only 65 Persian collections from 8 cities of Iran, and his work is
limited to Islamic mathematicians up to 430 A.H./1038. Rosenfeld &
Ihsanoglu (2003) refer to just 26 collections from 8 cites of Iran (see pp.
© 503-504). This implies that a very incomplete sketch of the mathematical
manuscripts in the libraries of Iran was available before the publication of
the book under review. Thus there is no doubt that readers will find not only
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new manuscript copies of known texts, but even new texts that were
previously unknown.

To illustrate this fact I have selected the example of Muhammad Bager-e
Yazdi, an Iranian mathematician from the Safavid Period who lived in the
16™-17" century. 16 texts are listed under his name in the book under
review. By comparing this list with the texts that have been mentioned by
Qurbani (1375/1996) and Rosenfeld & Thsanoglu (2003), we find that
Ghassemlou and Thabit have added no less than six "newly introduced"
treatises by Yazdi.

The data in the book under review may also be employed statistically in
order to give us an insight toward the global frequency of various
mathematical manuscripts from the Islamic Period in different libraries. If
similar combined catalogues would be published in other countries (for
example, Turkey), one could carry out a comparative study on the basis of
parameters such as: analysis' of newly discovered treatises (based on the
numbers and subjects), number of each treatise in each country, manuscript
ranking (based on the number of copies) etc.. Such a research might reveal a
variety of meaningful facts about the social and cultural aspects of the
scientific circles in the Islamic Period.

The book under review also contains useful information on the lithograph
printing of manuscripts, and indices of authors’ names, titles of manuscripts,
and even manuscript numbers. |

According to the authors' introduction, the main challenge of their project
was identification and classification of the mathematical manuscripts. Their
catalogue includes lists of manuscripts in pure mathematics (algebra,
arithmetic, theory of numbers, geometry and trigonometry), mathematical
astronomy and mathematical geography (projection methods, finding qibla
direction, distances and sizes of the celestial bodies [ab‘Gd wa ajramy], the
Indian circle and other methods for finding the direction of the local
meridian, and spherical astronomy). The authors have also included
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manuscripts about weights and quantities [awzdn wa magqddir] and topics in
the philosophy of mathematics such as the existence discussion of irrational
roots and the (im)possibility of infinite magnitudes [tandhi-e ab‘dd]. The
authors say that they have intentionally included these “non-mathematical”
treatises because they guess that close affinities may exist between such
treatises to mathematical subjects; but they point out that they may have
erred in some cases and the catalogue may therefore contain a few irrelevant
manuscripts.

The book under review is useful from many points of view, and only a
few suggestions for improvement can be made. For instance, it is
unfortunate that no mention is made of the century in which the scribes (of
the manuscripts) lived. This information could be useful, particularly for
manuscripts of texts by lesser known authors, and also for anonymous texts
it would be helpful to know the year or century in which the manuscript was
written in cases where such information was accessible or could be
concluded from the text. In a few cases, two names of the same author have
been listed as two different authors. The following two examples appear in
the index (see pp. 576-579): ‘Abd al-Ghaffar Najm al-Dawla/‘Abd al-
Ghaffar, and Qadi ibn Kashif al-Din Yazdi/Muhammad Qadi ibn Kashif al-
Din. :

On the whole, this catalogue of manuscripts is a very useful source for
historians of mathematics and astronomy and it is also a new contribution to
comparative studies in the field of codicology.

Hamid-Reza Giahi Yazdi
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