JOWZJANI, ABU ‘OBAYD
Article by Robert Wisnovsky

Encyclopaedia Iranica

Published: June 15, 2009
Last Updated: December 16, 2013

JOWZJANI, ABU ‘OBAYD

JOWZJANI (JUZJANI), ABU ‘OBAYD ‘ABD-AL-WAHED b. Mohammad,
companion, literary secretary, and biographer of Avicenna (q.v.). Details of his
life are scarce in the works of the bio-bibliographers. Indeed, most of them cite
Jowzjani only in passing, as a source of their entries on the life of Avicenna
(e.g., Qefti, pp. 418-19; Ebn Abi Osaybe‘a, II, pp. 1, 4, 9, 18; Bayhaqi, pp. 70,
72-75; Kvansari, III, p. 170). Jowzjani’s name indicates that he or his family
originated from Gowzganan (Jowz-janan, Jowsjan, q.v.), a town near Balk
(Rahim, n. 8).

According to his introduction to Avicenna’s Ketab al-Sefa’, it appears that
Jowzjani, having learned of Avicenna’s growing reputation as a philosopher-
scientist, joined him in Jorjan in about 1013, when Avicenna was around
thirty-two years old (Nezami ‘Aruzi, Qazvini’s commentary, p. 448, n. 7). He
began taking dictation from Avicenna and organizing his writings, as well as
urging Avicenna to rewrite works that had been lost and to complete projects
he had not yet finished (Ebn Sina, 1952b, pp. 1-4, tr. in Gutas, 1988, pp. 38-43;
see also Reisman, 2002, pp. 26-27). Jowzjani remained with Avicenna for the
next twenty-five years, that is, until Avicenna’s death. Particularly important
here is the fact that Jowzjani was largely responsible for turning Avicenna’s
attention to writing his most extensive philosophical work, the Ketab al-Sefa’.
Early in his career, before he met Jowzjani, Avicenna had composed a twenty-
volume work entitled al-Hasel wa’l-mahsul, now lost, a systematic commentary
on the major themes of Aristotle’s works (Gutas, 1988, pp. 94-98). Because only
a single copy of the work remained in the hands of the original patron, and
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was therefore not available to Avicenna’s circle of students then in Hamadan,
Jowzjani urged Avicenna to compose another work like it, a request that
Avicenna rejected. Instead, Avicenna offered to write an independent summa
of philosophy, which presented Avicenna’s and Aristotle’s best ideas in
hybridized fashion, rather than distinguished between Aristotelian lemma and
Avicennian exegesis. Even though Avicenna’s Neoplatonist predecessors, such
as Proclus and Abu Nasr Farabi (q.v.), had produced extensive independent
treatises in addition to their commentaries on works by Plato and Aristotle,
and even though Avicenna’s Arabic and Latin successors such as Ebn Rosd
(Averroes) and Aquinas continued to produce philosophical commentaries on
works by Aristotle and other great figures, Avicenna’s Sefa’ marked a turning
point in the history of philosophy. In addition to its division of topics, the
Sefa’s breadth of scope, depth of analysis and high level of sustained precision
served as models for subsequent medieval European and Islamic summas. In
this sense Jowzjani was the catalyst of a significant development in the history
of European and Islamic philosophy (Gutas, 1988, pp. 101-12; Rahim).
Avicenna also dictated to Jowzjani an autobiographical account of the first
thirty-two years of his life, (i.e., up to the moment when he met Jowzjani), an
account that Jowzjani then supplemented with his own biographical account
of the rest of Avicenna’s life, as well as with a bibliography of Avicenna’s
writings (ed. and tr. by Gohlman; on dating the composition of Avicenna’s
biography to around 421 [=1030], see Gutas, 1988, pp. 145, 198; on the two
versions of Avicenna’s bibliography, including an argument against Jowzjani’s
authorship of the shorter version, see Reisman, 2002, pp. 119-38).

As a thinker in his own right, Jowzjani was completely overshadowed by
Avicenna. The only medieval bio-bibliographical work to devote a separate
entry to Jowzjani is Bayhaqi’s Tatemmat Sewan al-hekma (pp. 117-18; summary
tr. in Meyerhof, p. 162). There Bayhaqi attributes a few works to Jowzjani,
including: 1) The chapters on the mathematical sciences (i.e., arithmetic,
geometry, astronomy, and music) in Avicenna’s al-Najat and Danes-nama-ye
ala’i (q.v.). It appears that Jowzjani distilled these mathematical sections from
the corresponding sections of Avicenna’s Sefa’ and other works of Avicenna
and then appended them to al-Najat, after which Jowz-jani then translated
those Najat passages into Persian and appended them to the Danesh-nama-ye
‘ala’i; on this see Jowzjani’s Prefaces to the Danes-nama and to the
mathematical section of the Najat (Gutas, 1988, pp. 113-14; Ragep and Ragep,
2004, pp. 5-7). 2) Tafsir (Interpretation) of problematic issues (moskelat) in
Avicenna’s medical work, al-Qanun fi al-tebb; 3) a commentary (Sarh) on
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Avicenna’s philosophical allegory, Hayy b. Yaqzan (on the suggestion that this
work should be ascribed to Ebn Zayla, another student of Avicenna, see Gutas,
1998, p. 96); 4) Ketab al-hayawan (Book of animals), in Persian (perhaps just a
translation of Avicenna’s Ketab al-hayawan from Arabic).

The following two works are attributed to him in later bio-bibliographical
dictionaries, and catalogues of manuscripts: A commentary (Sarh) on
Avicenna’s poem on the soul, al-Qasidat al-‘ayniya; and Ketab kayfiyat tarkib
al-aflak (on which see Saliba; Ragep, forthcoming, argues that this work is
actually no more than an extract from a second work attributed to Jowzjani on
astronomy, namely, the Kelas kayfiyat tarkib al-aflak, written as a commentary
on selected issues from the Ketab al-jawame’ ‘elm al-nojum of Abu’l-‘Abbas
Ahmad Fargani).

In his notice on Jowzjani, Bayhaqi states that “none of Abu ‘Ali’s [i.e.,
Avicenna’s] students was less endowed [i.e., with intelligence] (aqallo
beza'atan) than he;” and he goes on to quote one of his own teachers as saying
that in Avicenna’s circle Jowzjani was more like an acolyte (morid) than a
student seeking to benefit from instruction (telmid mostafid) (Bayhaqi, p. 117).
As if to illustrate this point, Bayhaqi lists a few aphorisms attributed to
Jowzjani, some of them absurdly simplified elements of Avicenna’s
Aristotelian and Neoplatonic metaphysics (e.g., “Existence is a good, whichever
existence it may be; and the good is a desideratum), others just platitudes (e.g.,
“There are three things where less is better than more: association with a
sultan, women, and property”). In any case, however, one cannot evaluate
Jowzjani only by the remarks of the occasionally snide Bayhaqi, who probably
wanted to enhance his notices with elements not contained in the earlier bio-
bibliographical dictionaries (on Bayhaqi’s reliability as a bio-bibliographer,
and on his tendency to embellish, see Reisman, 2003). Close examination of
Jowzjani’s works is beginning to reveal that some of his contributions in the
mathematical sciences such as astronomy and music, while incremental as
opposed to groundbreaking, were nevertheless real. In addition to helping
Avicenna build an astronomical observatory in Isfahan, Jowzjani revised
Ptolemy’s equant model by proposing an alternative that, while it did not
prove in the end to be viable, paved the way for subsequent departures from
the Ptolemaic system by astronomers such as Nasir-al-Din Tusi (Saliba;
Dhanani; Ragep, forthcoming). As for his contribution to music theory,
Jowzjani’s sections in the Najat and the Danes-nama-ye ‘ala’i offer some new
distinctions between composing and harmonizing and between the major and
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minor keys (Bines, pp. 701-3).
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