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Abstract 

Ibn Faqih Hamadāni's al-Buldān book is one of the most significant historical-

geographical texts from the late 3rd century AH. In addition to describing the 

geographical and economic characteristics of cities, it encompasses social, cultural, 

and historical narratives. One notable theme in this work is the mention of talismans 

and their diverse functions across different geographical spaces. Adopting a 

historical-analytical approach, the present study examines talismans associated with 

communication routes in various regions of Iran based on Ibn Faqih's accounts. The 

findings suggest that the attribution of talismans to roads can be interpreted in 

connection with the hazards of travel; these narratives reflect efforts to establish 

security against human threats such as banditry, as well as to cope with the natural 

and geographical difficulties of the routes. Thus, road talismans are not merely 

elements of wonder-writing (ajā'ib), but rather indicators of a cultural perception of 

danger and its symbolic management within Iran's network of roads. 

Keywords: Ibn Faqih Hamadāni, Al-Buldān, Road Talismans, Historical Geography 

of Iran, Road Security. 
 

Introduction 

Abū 'Abdallāh Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq ibn Ibrāhīm al-Hamadhānī, known 

as Ibn Faqīh, was a prominent geographer and litterateur of the late 3rd/9th and early 

4th/10th centuries. His most renowned work, Kitāb al-Buldān, is an Arabic 
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geographical compendium that offers an invaluable collection of information on the 

geography, history, and cultures of various Islamic territories. The text's significance 

transcends its topographical data; it is equally valued by historians and 

anthropologists for its insights into the social, cultural, and economic structures of 

the period. Al-Muqaddasī himself noted that Ibn Faqīh's methodology extends 

beyond mere geography, often becoming so engrossed in his narratives that one 

forgets which city is being discussed. This critique underscores that Ibn Faqīh, 

alongside his descriptions of places, paid close attention to local customs, culture, 

historical backgrounds, and social conditions, thus presenting a multidimensional 

portrait of the regions he described. 

Among the diverse subjects in the al-Buldān, the references to talismans are 

particularly noteworthy. Ibn Faqīh recounts instances where talismans were 

employed to generate power, repel calamities, prevent drought, create water sources, 

combat harmful animals, or influence environmental conditions. These accounts 

demonstrate that the application of talismans was not uniform across Iran; rather, 

their purposes varied according to local conditions and social needs, ranging from 

protection and healing to prediction and the control of natural forces. 

Studying these narratives provides a window into the layers of belief and cultural 

attitudes prevalent in those societies. Ibn Faqīh's reports on the role of talismans in 

protecting cities and resources, countering natural disasters, and reinforcing political 

and social legitimacy reveal the intricate connection between culture, collective 

beliefs, and power structures. Contemporary research has similarly shown that in 

many Islamic cultures, talismans were employed beyond individual functions, 

serving political and administrative purposes as well. 

The central research question of this study is: what function did talismans serve 

in relation to routes and communication paths? It is hypothesized that the references 

to their use along roads can be interpreted as attempts to mitigate potential 

insecurities on these routes or to facilitate passage through geographical hardships. 

Previous studies have largely concentrated on the marvel- or wonder-oriented 

aspects of Ibn Faqīh's work, his geographical methodology, or his socio-economic 

perspectives. However, the specific reports concerning route talismans and their 

connection to the geography of communications and road security have not been 

independently or systematically investigated. The present research aims to fill this 

lacuna and demonstrate the interpretable purposes and meanings behind the 

mentions of route talismans in Ibn Faqīh's narratives. 
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Materials and Methods 

This study employs a historical-analytical methodology. The required data were 

gathered through a meticulous examination of Ibn Faqīh al-Hamadhānī’s Kitāb al-

Buldān, and all reports related to talismans—particularly those referring to routes 

and various regions of Iran—were extracted and analyzed. Furthermore, to better 

understand the geographical, historical, and social contexts of these reports, 

contemporary historical and geographical sources, as well as modern research in the 

field of Iran’s historical geography, were consulted. The analysis of the data is based 

on a context-sensitive interpretation of the narratives and the identification of the 

various functions of talismans in relation to the natural and human-induced perils of 

the routes. 
 

Discussion and Results 

The examination of Ibn Faqīh’s al-Buldān reveals a distinct category of talismans 

associated with roads and communication routes. These talismans, attributed primarily 

to the legendary sage Balīnās (identified with the Hellenistic figure Apollonius of 

Tyana) and often commissioned by the Sasanian king Qubād, are presented not as 

mere marvels but as practical, if symbolic, solutions to tangible threats. 

The routes Ibn Faqīh describes were perilous. The Jibāl region (roughly western 

and central Iran) was characterized by harsh mountainous terrain, extreme cold, and 

difficult passes. Ibn Faqīh’s own account vividly details how winter would disrupt 

routes, roads would become impassable mud, and severe weather would cut off 

travel. The natural environment itself was a significant obstacle. This is further 

illustrated by reports on the difficult roads of Ṭabaristān, which were chosen as 

secure repositories for Sasanian treasures precisely because of their inaccessibility. 

Alongside natural hardships, human threats were equally critical. Ibn Faqīh 

describes a notable increase in banditry during the reign of the Caliph al-Mahdī, 

where robbers fortified themselves in the mountains of Jibāl, making travel 

hazardous and necessitating the construction of new fortified cities for the protection 

of caravans and livestock. The presence of these two overlapping threats—

geographical and human—provides the essential context for understanding the logic 

behind route talismans. 

The analysis of the identified reports points to a four-fold categorization of route 

talisman functions: 
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1. Neutralization of Physical Hazards: This is most explicitly seen in the report 

from Farāhān, where Balīnās erected two talismans to neutralize a dangerous 

salt marsh that would swallow riders and their mounts. The talisman here 

directly countered a specific, deadly natural feature of the landscape, enabling 

safe passage. 

2. Psychological Deterrence and Generating Fear: The most striking example is 

the talismans of Isfahan. Ibn Faqīh states that Balīnās constructed “seven 

talismans for fear” upon the city’s seven roads, and that these roads remained 

frightening. This suggests a talisman designed not to neutralize a physical 

obstacle but to create a psychological state of fear or awe. This could be 

interpreted as a symbolic attempt to deter or disorient potential threats, such 

as bandits, by imbuing the route with an aura of supernatural danger. 

3. Economic Protection and Security: The report from the village of Karkān, near 

Kirmanshah, falls into this category. A talisman was created to repel scorpions, 

which had been causing numerous deaths and significantly impacting the local 

annual market. By ensuring safety from these creatures, the talisman directly 

served to protect the economic activity and public health of the community, 

securing commercial life that was dependent on the local route. 

4. Management of Natural and Climatic Hazards: This function is apparent in the 

report concerning Rayy, where a talisman was made to prevent drowning, as 

the city was situated on a turbulent sea. Furthermore, the narrative of the 

Turkic people using a “rain-stone” to control weather—employed for both 

ending drought and as a weapon of war—demonstrates a broader regional 

belief in the power to manage environmental forces through talismanic or 

magical means, highlighting the trans-cultural nature of these practices. 

The significance of these talismans becomes clearer when viewed against the 

backdrop of Iran’s role as a vital hub in transcontinental networks. Ibn Faqīh 

explicitly links a massive undertaking—the creation of “two hundred and fifty 

talismans” from Rayy to Balkh, Jurjān, and Sistān—which corresponds perfectly 

with the major trunk routes of the Silk Road and the Great Khurāsān Road. These 

were the arteries of economic and political power, connecting the heartlands of the 

Islamic world to the east. 

The strategic importance of these routes, such as the one through Kirmanshah 

(Qarmīsīn), described as lying on the main royal road from Madā’in to Balkh, made 
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their security paramount. The text itself highlights the insecurity, noting that the road 

to Kirmanshah passed through the Qaṣr al-Luṣūṣ (Castle of Thieves), a known haunt 

of bandits. In such an environment, the talisman—alongside physical defenses such as 

forts, watchtowers, and caravanserais—can be understood as an integral, if symbolic, 

part of a broader effort to manage risk and ensure the smooth flow of commerce, tax 

revenue, and political authority. The talisman in this context served as a cultural 

technology for “securing” space, by inscribing the landscape with supernatural power 

that could counteract the dangers perceived as either natural or human. 
 

Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that the talismanic narratives in Ibn Faqīh’s Kitāb al-

Buldān cannot be dismissed as mere fantastical tales of wonder or exotic lore. 

Rather, they constitute a significant and revealing genre within his geographical 

writing, providing a rich source for understanding pre-modern perceptions of risk, 

security, and spatial management. 

The analysis of route-related talismans reveals them as a direct cultural response 

to the tangible and pervasive perils of travel in medieval Iran. The harsh natural 

geography of regions like Jibāl and Ṭabaristān, combined with chronic human 

threats such as banditry, created a complex environment of uncertainty for travelers, 

merchants, and the state. These talismans, attributed to figures of ancient wisdom 

and royal authority, functioned on multiple levels: they provided symbolic 

protection against physical hazards, sought to create psychological deterrence, 

supported economic security, and offered a framework for controlling or mitigating 

climatic forces. 

In conclusion, the route talismans in Ibn Faqīh’s text reflect a profound 

engagement with the dangers of the road, serving as cultural markers that articulate a 

society’s concern for security. These findings highlight the crucial link between 

geographic space, belief systems, and political power, revealing the intricate ways in 

which cultural knowledge was mobilized to navigate and manage the complex and 

often hazardous geography of Iran’s historical communication networks. This 

perspective opens new avenues for re-examining other similar reports in Islamic 

geographical literature, allowing for a deeper understanding of how pre-modern 

societies confronted the material and psychological challenges of their world 

through the powerful lens of the supernatural. 
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 0��=
 ��� �2 �
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!�D �2 ����� $����=
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