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Abstract

This study presents an analytical comparison of travelogues and wonder
literature (Aja’ib-nameh) with a focus on their content and narrative
structures. Both genres occupy a significant place in classical Persian and
Arabic literature and often share thematic overlaps, particularly in
describing distant lands, unfamiliar peoples, and marvelous phenomena.
However, they differ in their primary objectives and degrees of realism.
Travelogues are generally based on the author’s personal observations and
empirical experiences, aiming to present realistic descriptions of places and
historical contexts. In contrast, wonder literature emphasizes extraordinary
events, mythical creatures, and marvelous phenomena, aiming to evoke
fascination and curiosity in readers. By examining selected examples from
well-known texts such as Naser Khosrow’s Safarnameh and Qazvini’s
Aja’ib al-Makhlugat, this study identifies the main similarities and
distinctions between the two genres. The analysis shows that, while
travelogues function as documentary narratives grounded in observation,
wonder literature combines imagination with traditional beliefs.
Ultimately, the two genres represent complementary approaches to the
unknown, reflecting the complex socio-cultural worldview of the pre-
modern era regarding geographical and cultural “Otherness”.
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1. Introduction

Travelogues and wonder literature (Aja’ib-nameh) represent two vital
traditions in classical Persian and Arabic prose. Travelogues are the
narratives of firsthand visits to specific locations, whereas wonder literature
focuses on the extraordinary phenomena and sites characterized by their
“marvelous” nature. While distinct, these genres often overlap in classical
geography texts. Many scholars categorize wonder literature within the
broader field of geography, as both provide data about the world’s regions.
Travelogues offer vivid images of various social classes and everyday life,
often written in a simple style for a general audience. In contrast, 4ja 'ib-
namehs present information about unusual creatures and places, reflecting
a worldview where the “strange” was a defining feature of distant lands.
This study explores the fluid boundaries between these two genres,
examining how medieval authors perceived reality and how the concept of
“the other” was constructed through both observation and hearsay. The
primary objective is to determine how much of “wonder” is rooted in
geographical observation and how much “observation” in travelogues is
influenced by the tradition of wonder-writing.

2. Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical and comparative
methodology. The study analyzes several key texts including Naser
Khosrow’s Safarnameh, Ibn Battuta’s Travels (representing travelogues),
Muhammad ibn Mahmoud Hamadani’s Aja ib-nameh, Zakariya Qazvini’s
Aja’ib al-Makhlugat, and Nakhuda Ramhormuzi’s Wonders of India
(representing wonder literature). The analysis focuses on three main axes:
(a) the representation of geographical space, (b) the narration of
extraordinary events and marvels, and c¢) the interaction between reality and
myth. By comparing specific descriptions, such as the representation of the
Bisotun Mountain, the “Rain Stone”, and various urban talismans, the study
identifies how each genre processes the same subject matter differently
based on its narrative goals. The comparative approach allows for a deeper
understanding of the shared intellectual reservoir from which both travelers
and wonder-writers drew their information.



3. Results and discussion

As the analysis reveals, in classical literature, the distinction between
travelogues and geographical texts is often blurred. For instance, the Hudud
al-Alam functions as an encyclopedia but includes social details similar to
travelogues. Similarly, Al-Biruni’s Tahqgiq ma [’il-Hind, while scientific,
contains information resembling both travelogues and wonder literature. A
significant finding is the shared use of “marvels” in both genres. In wonder
literature, authors like Hamadani and Qazvini often start with symbolic or
mythical narratives. Hamadani’s Aja’ib-nameh describes the world as a
“mirror” and includes historical-geographical data on regions like
Azerbaijan and Bisotun Mountain. Interestingly, Qazvini’s description of
Bisotun, referring to the legend of Farhad and Shirin, parallels the narrative
style found in geographical reports. The study highlights that wonder
writers did not view their content as “unreal”; instead, the boundary
between reality and imagination was fluid. For example, the “Rain Stone”
(Hajar al-Matar), mentioned in various texts including Qazvini’s and the
travelogue of Sulaiman the Merchant, reflects a shared cultural belief in
stones that could summon rain.

Furthermore, travelogues often incorporate “marvels” to engage the
reader. Naser Khosrow records a “Scorpion Talisman” in the city of
Ma’arrat al-Nu’man, which was believed to prevent scorpions from
entering. Ibn Battuta describes “human-shaped stones” seen near Tarna,
which locals believed were people transformed into stone due to their sins.
These examples show that travelogue writers, despite their focus on
observation, frequently included folklore and collective beliefs. The
“strange” was not merely a literary device but a way to categorize the
unknown “other”. The results indicate that wonder writers frequently used
travelogues as primary sources (e.g., Qazvini using Abu Hamid al-
Andalusi’s travels), creating a “literary osmosis” between the two genres.
Both genres served as a bridge between the known and the unknown, where
geographical coordinates met mythical narratives. While travelogues rely
on the validity of the “eyewitness,” wonder literature relies on the authority
of “tradition” and “transmission”; yet, both aim to document the diversity
of God’s creation.
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4. Conclusion

The comparative study of travelogues and wonder literature demonstrates that,
while they differ in narrative intent i.e., witnessing versus curating marvels, they
are deeply interconnected. Travelogues are grounded in the empirical, yet they
are not immune to the “wonder” of the era. Wonder literature, while
emphasizing the extraordinary, utilizes geographical frameworks to organize its
content. The fluid boundary between “fact” and “fiction” in these texts reflects
a medieval worldview that did not strictly separate the natural from the
supernatural. Both genres are essential for understanding the historical-cultural
psychology of the Persian and Islamic world, offering complementary insights
into how past societies interacted with distant cultures and mysterious
phenomena. The study concludes that travelogues and wonder literature should
be studied as a continuum of geographical writing rather than isolated genres,
as they both reflect the same epistemic quest to map the wonders of the world
through both the eye of a traveler and the mind of a dreamer.
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