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BIRUNI, ABU RAYHAN
i. Life

Birani was born in the outer suburb (birtin, hence his nesba) of Kat, the capital
of the Afrighid Kvarazmsahs (see al-e afrig), and spent the first twenty-five
years of his life in Kvarazm studying both the al-'olam al-‘arabiya “Arab
sciences” (feqh, theology, grammar, etc.) and the al-oliim al-‘ajamiya “non-Arab
sciences” (essentially Greek: mathematics, astronomy, medicine, etc.); in the
later part of his life, much of his contemporary reputation was to be as a
monajjem or astrologer at the Ghaznavid court. It is likely that his own
sympathies, and perhaps also his family connections, were with the Afrighids,
who in 385/995 were overthrown by the rival dynasty in Gorganj of the
Ma’'munids (see al-e ma’mun). At all events, he left his homeland for the
Samanid capital of Bukhara and secured the patronage of the ante-
penultimate Samanid amir, Manstar II b. Nah II (387-89/997-99). He had
previously been in correspondence with Ebn Sina there, and there is extant an
important exchange of views between the two scholars (ed. S. H. Nasr and M.
Mohaqqeq, Abti Rayhan Birunt wa Ebn Sina, al-as’ela wa’l-ajweba, Tehran, 1352
§./1973). He then went, apparently in 388/998, to the court of the Ziyarid amir
of Tabarestan and Gorgan, Sams-al-Ma‘all Qabis b. Vo3mgir (q.v.), and it was
there that he wrote his first major work, al-Atar al-baqia ‘an al-qorun al-kalia
on historical and scientific chronology (see vi, below), probably in about
390/1000, though he made later emendations to it. He clearly came to accept
the accomplished fact of the definitive passing of the Afrighids and made his
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peace with the Ma'munids, whose court in Gorganj was becoming famed for its
brilliance. He served the Kvarazms$ah Abu’l-‘Abbas Ma'min b. Ma’'mun
(399-407/1009-17) for seven years, according to the historian Abu’l-Fazl
Bayhaqi (who utilized Biranr’s history of his homeland, the Ketab al-mosamara
ft akbar Kvarazm, see below, for his own Tartk-e al-e Saboktegin), he acted as a
nadim or boon-companion and adviser to the Kvarazmsah, being also used by
the latter for delicate diplomatic missions.

A well-known anecdote of Nezami ‘Arazl Samarqandi (Cahar magqala, ed.
Qazvini, pp. 118-19, rev. tr. E. G. Browne, London, 1921, pp. 86-97, cf. idem, Lit.
Hist. Persia 11, pp. 96-97) describes how Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna, jealous of
the splendor of Ma’'mtn b. Ma’'man’s court circle, sent him an ultimatum
demanding that all the leading scholars there be sent forthwith to Ghazna in
order to adorn his own court. The story goes on to tell how the philosophers
Ebn Sina and Abu Sahl Tsa Masihi escaped to the west, the former eventually
serving the Kakuyid ‘Ala’-al-Dawla Mohammad in Isfahan till his death there,
but Birtuni, the mathematician Abu Nasr Jilani, and the physician Abu’l-Kayr
Kammar went to Ghazna and entered Mahmud’s service. Biruni then spent the
remainder of his life, what must have been well over three decades, with the
Ghaznavids Mahmud, Mas‘td, Mawdud, and their successors, dying at some
unknown date after 442/1050, perhaps during the sultanate of ‘Abd-al-Rasid.

According to recent works by scholars in Tashkent, Biranil died on 2 Rajab
440/11 December 1048 (Karimov, pp. 150-51; cf. Bulgakov); unfortunately, the
details and the chronology of Birunl’s life under the Ghaznavids are most
obscure. He seems to have been generally famed as court astrologer there, and
another anecdote of the Cahar magqala (pp. 91-93, rev. tr. 65-67; cf. Browne, Lit.
Hist. Persia 11, pp. 97-98, which does not, however, seem credible) describes
how his accurate astrological prognostications nevertheless led him into
difficulties with the irascible sultan. It seems probable that Biriini spent part at
least of his twelve years or so under Mahmud in imbibing information about
India, acquiring a knowledge of Sanskrit and contemporary Indian languages
and of Hindu philosophy and science in those northwestern parts of India
under Ghaznavid control and possibly accompanying Ghaznavid plunder
raids into the northern Indian heartlands, although as Sachau pointed out
(Alberuni’s India, London, 1888, repr. Delhi, 1964, preface, pp. ix, xi ff.), there is
nothing to show that Biruni enjoyed any sort of official patronage or favor
under Mahmiud. He did however utilize the information

gathered over these years for his major work on India, the Tahqiq ma le’l-
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Hend, conventionally known in Western scholarship as his India, completed in
421/1030 just after Mahmud’s death (see viii, below). Shortly before this he had
completed a concise work on mathematics and astronomy, the Ketab al-tafhim
le-awa’el send‘at al-tanjim (see iii, below). At the opening of Sultan Mas‘ad’s
reign, Birani finished his al-Qaniin al-masdi fi’l-hay’a wa’l-nojum’ on
astronomy and science (421/1030). He must have been encouraged to carry on
his scientific work and provided with the necessary facilities, for we have
from the reign of Mawdud b. Mas‘td (432-40/1041-1048 or 1049) his treatise on
mineralogy, the Ketab al-jamaher ft marefat al-jawaher, and at the end of his
life, when he states that he was over 80 (hence after 442/1050), he wrote his
book on pharmacology and materia medica, the Ketab al-saydala fi’l-tebb (see
v, below).

Birtni was obviously a prolific author, who preferred to use Arabic, the
scientific language of the Muslim world, for most of his works, rather than
Persian, in which the creation of a technical and scientific vocabulary was
only just taking rough shape during his time. In the introduction to his
Saydala, Birunl inveighs against the use of Persian for scientific works,
implying that such a usage was in fact taking place in his lifetime. One of his
major works, the Tafhim, exists in both Arabic and Persian versions, and it is
unclear which came first. However, it was more common at this period to
translate from Arabic into Persian than vice-versa, and G. Lazard is inclined to
treat the Persian version as a very early translation of an Arabic original,
whether made by Birtuni himself or not being unclear (La langue des plus
anciens monuments de la prose persane, Paris, 1963, pp. 58-62).

In the bibliography of Razr’s works, Resala fi fehrest Mohammad ebn Zakartya
al-Razt, which Biruni composed in 427/1036, Birunil also inserted a fehrest of
his own works to that date, computing them at 103 completed and 10
unfinished ones (in which last group were placed the al-Atar al-baqia and al-
Qanun al-masudr). His total works amount, according to Boilot, to 180, ranging
from large-scale treatises covering great expanses of knowledge to brief
epistles on specific topics. Boilot has listed these in his “IL’ceuvre d’al-Béruni.
Essai bibliographique,” in Mélanges de UInstitut dominicain d’études orientales
du Caire 2, 1955, pp. 161-256, 3, 1956, pp. 391-96, following the earlier attempt
of H. Suter, E. Wiedemann, and O. Rescher in “Beitrage zur Geschichte der
Naturwissenschaften. LX. Ueber al Birtini and seine Schriften,” Sb. der
Physikalisch-Medizinischen Sozietdt zu Erlangen 52-53, 1920-21, pp. 55-96.
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