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Abstract

Astronomy is a very ancient field in Islamic civilization. The people of that time believed that the stars had a signifi-
cant impact on their lives. Astronomy and astrology have roots in the religious belief and thought of ancient people.
The manuscript of Al-Muwalid book is one of the most important manuscripts written by Abu Maasher Balkhi
in the field of astronomy and astrology. The sky has long been a source of inspiration for artists and there is a lot
of interest in astronomy among the inhabitants of the Iranian plateau. The twelve constellations associated with
these beliefs have been extensively studied and analyzed by cosmology and astronomy researchers, but they have
not received much attention in terms of their visual and written aesthetic elements. This research aims to identify
the characteristics and visual values of the twelve constellation patterns, focusing on the illustrations found in Al-
Mawalid Abu Maasher Balkhi’s book, using the principles of image semiotics. To answer the question regarding the
semiotic characteristics of the Al-Mawlid manuscript in the National Library of France, twelve images were analyz-
ed and examined. The research method employed was descriptive-analytical, and the necessary information was
gathered through library research and observation. The findings indicate that the paintings exhibit features such as
large trees and flowers, backgrounds filled with trees and bushes, simple compositions with limited motifs, the use
of vibrant colors like red, blue, green, and gold, and the depiction of Mongolian faces. These characteristics suggest
the influence of the first Tabriz school or Ilkhani school (7th century) on this particular version.
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1. Introduction

Astronomy and astrology have roots in the religious
beliefand thought of ancient people. The manuscript
of Al-Muwalid book is one of the most important
manuscripts written by Abu Maasher Balkhi in the
field of astronomy and astrology. The sky has long
been a source of inspiration for artists and there is
a lot of interest in astronomy among the inhabitants
of the Iranian plateau. Iran has long been one of the
prestigious and important centers in astronomical
activities and scientific fields; along with countries
such as Egypt and Damascus, Iran was known as an
important center for astronomical research. It can
be said that the development of astronomy in Iran
is based on a rich history, astronomical concepts
and beliefs, and popular beliefs. The main goal of
the research is to determine the visual characteris-
tics and values of the twelve astronomical motifs in
the book of Al-Mawalid Abu Maasher Balkhi using
image semiotics. What is the image using semiotics?
In fact, this research has chosen the images of Al-
Mawalid book as the object of research in the field of
astronomy with the aim of knowing the image tra-
ditions of Iran in the field of various sciences. The
visual richness of this edition, which is influenced
by the nature of astronomy and has been one of the
most valuable illustrated manuscripts in the field of
astronomy, is an important reason for choosing this
book for research. In fact, the treasure of written
works of the past are considered as material culture,
and material culture is a term used to describe ob-
jects, buildings, monuments, tools, weapons, dish-
es, furniture, art, and any material. Examining and
studying these cultural materials helps to better un-
derstand the society in which they were formed and
can reveal hidden layers of visual literacy of the past
to us. To answer the research questions, the meth-
od of image semiotics proposed by Pahlavan (2007)
was used. Considering that there are different meth-
odologies and approaches in facing the image and
also many methods are used to conduct visual re-
search, no researcher claims that his method is the
most suitable and the best way of research (Prosser
and Loksley, 2008)). The reason for using this ap-
proach is to analyze the symbolic and visual details
of the studied works in order to find out the creative
and practical solutions of the painters of that period,
so that inspired by these solutions, contemporary
visual issues can be solved creatively and with the
support of visual history.

2. Research Review
Fakhari Mobarakeh (2018) in his senior thesis en-

titled Review of the illustrations of Al-Mawalid Abu
Maasher Balkhi’s edition in the National Library of
France, while reviewing the science of astronomy,
mentions that one of the scientific books written in
the third century about the knowledge of astronomy
is the book of Al-Mawalid written by Abu Maasher
Balkhi. Taher Khani (2018) in his article entitled
“Comparative Study of the Twelve Zodiac Constella-
tions in the Illustrated Versions of Al-Mowalid and
Sural-Vakab al-Hammadah” states that the interest
in the cosmos and the discovery of the secret of
the sky is as old as the presence of mankind on the
earth. A thesis by Amirian (1387) with the title Se-
miotics of Astronomical Paintings (8th and 9th cen-
turies AH) first mentions features such as the origin,
characteristics and position of painting and astron-
omy in Iran and the beliefs of the past in this field;
he then discusses the symbolic systems that are in
the heart of pictorial texts and especially astronomi-
cal paintings, and by examining these systems in Ira-
nian painting, he has used theoretical and semiotic
issues in a practical format. For this purpose, the au-
thor has studied 19 astronomical images belonging
to the 8th and 9th centuries A.H. from related sci-
entific books such as Al-Muwalid book to semiotic
studies in the interpretation of astronomical images
which is very helpful.

3. Research Methodology

The present article is a basic research with a de-
scriptive-analytical method. Background informa-
tion was obtained through library documents and
observation of works; and the text sample in this re-
search is the manuscript of Al-Muwalid book avail-
able in the National Library and Museum of France.
Therefore, the number of 12 images in this edition
were selected and examined as a sample text. Sam-
pling in this research was in the form of existing and
available samples; therefore, all 12 images in the
manuscript have been used as analytical cases. The
main tool for generating data in this research is ob-
servation. Thus, after observing the samples, the de-
sired variables were coded and extracted from the
samples and presented in the form of three tables
that show the results of this study. Tables 1 and 2
contain visual and symbolic messages according to
the method proposed by Pahlavan (2007).

4. Research Findings

According to the descriptions and analysis, it was
found that there are 87 human figures in these 12
images, 2 figures are half human and half animal;
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5 figures are depicted with a halo around the head,
which is a symbol of the planet moon; 8 images are
animals. There are different animals which include:
ram, goat, lion, scorpion, crab, zodiac, bull, and
fish. In the 12 mentioned pictures, there are 120
small circles of black and red barangs, 50 of them
are black and 70 are red. And in 11 images these
circles are placed vertically and in only one image
they are drawn horizontally. 12 images of the war-
rior man are constantly repeated in all 12 versions
of the image, which is a symbol of the planet Mars
and has very large dimensions in two images. The
image of a black man is also consistently repeated
in 12 images, which is a symbol of the planet Sat-
urn and the reasons are that Saturn is located in the
lowest heavens, so its color is depicted in black. In
3 images, the symbol of the planet Saturn is drawn
with large dimensions. In all 12 image versions, and
in the lower part of each image, there are 5 separate
and small parts with human figures. Each figure is
a symbol of the available planets. The plants drawn
in the spatialization of the images include: 4 trees
with colorful blossoms, a wheat plant, an apple tree,
and small green plant bushes with red flowers are
drawn in 11 images with different dimensions. The
colors used in the pictures are mostly warm colors
and the most frequent colors are: green-red-gold-
en-blue-orange, cream and black. In all the pictures,
geometric and plant textures are used, which are
mostly printed on the clothes of the figures and the
pictures are drawn with pencils. The presence of big
trees and the depiction of flowers and trees, bushes
with a simple composition and the use of few colors
as well as lively and happy Iranian colors are also
noticed. Their beautiful cohabitation next to each
other shows the influence of this version of the
first Tabriz school or Ilkhani School (7th century).
In many cases, it can be said that it is derived from
the visualization of constellations and astrological
rules, beliefs, rituals, the type of clothing and com-
mon visual culture. It was the era of the illustrator.
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5. Conclusion

The main goal of this research was to determine
the characteristics and visual values of the twelve
astronomical motifs by focusing on the images of
Al-Mawalid Abu Maasher Balkhi’s book using image
semiotics. Also, the level of expression and under-
standing scientific texts has been discussed; it has
a dynamic composition and various visual elements
have been depicted. Drawing pictures with two di-
mensions, fine finishes, coloring in blue, gold, red
and green colors, using geometric and plant textures
are some of the features of this scientific edition.
The illustrator of Al-Mawalid book was influenced
by the beliefs and customs of his time to depict the
characteristics of the twelve zodiac signs and add-
ed to the visual beauty and visual appeal of these
images. Using the results of the research, it can be
acknowledged that the current research can be a
suitable field for future research in order to famil-
iarize the audience with scientific imaging, knowl-
edge of the constellations, and the coexistence of art
and science.
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