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THE AVICEN . --MILEENARY 

CELEBRATIONS IN PERSIA 
BY LAURENCE LOCKHART 

I 1_' is not possible within the compass of this article to give a detailed 
biography of Avicenna or a full description of his works, but it will not 
be out of place to include in it a brief account of his birth, parentage 

and principal achievements. 
Avicenna, or Ibn Sina as he is known in the East,• was born at 

Afshana, a small village near Bukhara, the capital of Transoxiana, in 
370 A.H. (A.D. 980-81); there has been some dispute as to this date, but it is 
the_ one which is now usually regarded as correct. The fact that Tran
soxiana ~as_a land which had repeatedly been overrun_ by Arab~, Turks 
and Persians, and had therefore a very .mixed populat10n, explains why 
these three peoples have each claimed him as one of their countrymen. 

'Abdullah, Avicenna's father, was a native of Balkh, and it has not 
been definitely established that he was a-Persian; on the other hand, no 
convinci:°g evidence has ever been produced to show that he was of Arab 
or Turkish stock. Avicenna's motlier whose name was Sitara, was almost 
certainly of Persian race • . Moreover, tlie fact that the family was Shi'i and 
n~t ~u°:ni in its religious views tends to support the Persian claim, though 
thi~ tn itself cannot be regarded as conclusive evidence. But apart alto
ge~er from this question of tne nationality of his parents, the fact th~t 
Avicenna spen_t so many years of his life in Persia, and composed. his 
greatest works tn that country, is in. itself a stro,ng reason why the Persians 
of today sho1;1ld .take a special pride • in. grs wonderful achievemen~ and 
why they decided to pay a fitting tribute to his memory on the occasion of 
the thousandth a~iversary (according to the lunar reckoning) of his bir~. 
N The young Avicenna was educated in Bukhara, where the Samamd 

uh II, the ruler of Transoxiana had his court. By the age of ten he-l1ad 
learnt the Q • b ' · If h d f •th . u ran y heart. He then applied h1mse · to t e stu Y o :r:- meac,_ geometry, Muslim jurisprudence logic and metaphysics; in all 
1 ese_ studies he showed an extraordinary precocity and aptitude for 
earning. Here we may quote a few lines from his autobiography: 

" 1 no"": occupied myself with mastering the various texts and 
cofmrnk entanes on natural science and metlhysics until all the gates 
0 nowledge ' d d. · and r were open to me. Next I esired to 5tU y me icme, 
sub·fctoceede~ ~o r~ad all the books that have been written on this 
in ·t . . Medicine is not a difficult science and naturally I excelled 
m id. I~ a v~ry short time, so that qualified 'physicians began to read 

e icme with m I l d th d • . e. a so undertook to treat the sick, an me O 5 
His full name was Ab 'Al" . 

Avicenna, the Latin v . u I al-Husain ibn 'Abdullah ibn 'Ali, called Ibn Sma. 
Hebrew form Bin Sin/rs,on of his name, was derived from a mutilation of the 
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of _treatment derived from practical experience rev~aled them~elves 
to me such as baffle description. At the same _ ume I contmued 
between whiles to study and dispute on law, bemg now 16 years 
o~ ,age." • • · 

Not long afterwards, Avicenna was called in to treat Nuh ibn Mansur, 
the ruler of Transoxiana, for an illness which the other physicians h_ad 
failed to cure. He succeeded, and was rewarded by the grateful ruler with 
a post at the court and was also given leave to use the royal library; the~e 
he found a large collection of books and was thereby enabled to extend hrs 
knowledge still further. 

It was fortunate for him that he had these educational advantages at an 
early age, because in 999 the Samanid dynasty came to an abrupt end when 
Mahmud of Ghazna invaded and overran Transoxiana. Avicenna could 
doubtless _have obtained employment at Mahmud•~ court, but he pref~r~ed 
to seek his fortune in lands that were under Pers1an rule. After residmg 
for a time in Khwarazm, he went to Gurgan, in north-eastern Persia, 
whe~e he began the Qanun fi'l-Tibb, the "Canon of Medicine," the first 
of his two major works. He also wrote many other books there. 

From Gurgan he went to Rayy, and thence, after an interval, to 
Hamadan, where he entered the service of the Buwayhid ruler Sha~s 
al-Daula, and rose to be his Vizier. At Hamadan he had to devote hrs 
days to h~s official duties, but at night-time he wrote his books, · discus~cd 
metaphysical and other problems with his friends and often caroused with 
them. It was at this time that he began his other great work, the Kitab 
al-Shif~, the "Book of the Remedy," a treatise on Aristotelian philosophy 
and science. 

After the death of Shams al-Daula in 1022 Avicenna found it expedient 
to leave Ramadan and enter th<; _service of th~ Kakuyid ruler Ala al-D~ula 
at Isf~han. In that city he completed the Qanun fi'l-Tibk an_d the ~ztab 
al-Shzfa, as well as a number of works on various other scientific subJects. 
All ~ese books were in Arabic, but when Avicenna wrote poetry, as he 
somet1?1es did, he used the Persian language. . . 

Avicenna had been endowed with an excellent constitution, but m his 
later years he overtaxed his strength and fell into ill-health. In 10°?7, 
although very ill, he accompanied Ala al-Daula to Hamadan, but died 
there almost immediately after his arrival.• 

Such in brief was Avicenna's remarkable career. There can be no 
doubt 0at he was one of the greatest thinkers in the Islamic world. r1:is 
£am~, indeed, soon spread far beyond its limits. Although he was, i_n 
reality, ev':n more eminent as a philosopher than as a physician, it was his 
great med1C:al work the Qanun which, in a Latin translation, was by far 
the mo5t widely read of his works in the West. It was, in fact, used there 
for several centuries as the chief textbook on medicine. 

Several years before the millenary of Avicenna's birth was due, 

C .. Herc it must be pointed out that Ibn al-Athir, in his book al-Kamil fi'l-T_arik~, 
J'~~n 1 3°1 ( 1 88_3-84), vol. ix, p. 190 , stated categorically that Avicenna died 10 

i jd t . H For this reason the Isfahanis felt stron~ly that the celebrations that were 
e a amadan should have taken place in their city. 
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elaborate plans were drawn up in Persia for its celebration. In the drawing 
up of these plans and in the vast amount of work to which they subse
quently gave rise, a number of ministries and other organizations were 
involved, such as the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, the Seven-Year Plan Organization, the Society for National Monu
ments, the Society for the Preservation of National Monuments and the 
Red Lion and Sun Society. Finance was to be arranged by grants from 
the Government and various bodies and by a special Avicenna lottery. 

The plans referred to above included the following projects : (i) the 
replacement of the then existing tomb of Avicenna at Hamadan by an 
impressive mausoleum, (ii) the inauguration of a special library in the 
mausoleum building, (iii) the erection of a statue of Avicenna in Hamadan 
close to the mausoleum, (iv) the preparation and publication of a set of 
Avicenna's works in Persian, (v) the striking of an Avicenna medal, and 
(vi) the issue of a special set of postage stamps. It was, furthermore, 
decided to convene an Avicenna Congress in Persia in 1370 (1950-51), the 
year of the millenary, to which Orientalists from all parts of the world 
would be invited to attend and to contribute papers on Avicenna. To this 
Congress H.I.M. the Shah graciously agreed to extend his patronage. 

Work was started on the new mausoleum on the site of Avicenna's 
tomb at Hamadan in 1949, and the construction was also begun of a lecture 
hall for the Congress in the grounds of Tehran University. 

Unfortunately, when the date for the celebrations drew near, circum
stances arose in Persia V\Thich necessitated their postponement until April, 
1954 (some celebrations, however, did take place in October, 1952, at 
Tehran and Hamadan, but they were on a very small scale and there were 
no foreign participants). 

Early in 1954 invitations to the foreign Orientalists to attend the 
Congress were sent out, and the date fixed for its opening was April 21. 
H.E. 'Ali Asghar Hekmat, the Iranian Ambassador at Delhi, who had 
played an active part in the planning of the celebrations, was given special 
leave of absence from his post in order that he might assist in the final 
preparations and preside at the meetings of the Congress. 

Soon_ after the midd_le of April, ~ver eighty Orientali~t~, from twenty
seven different countries, arrived in Tehran; in addit1on there were 
between thirty and forty Persian delegates. All the foreign delegates came 
as ~e guests of ~e Persian Government, and the arrangments made for 
their accommodat10_n, c~mfort and transport were excellent. Nothing · 
could have been friendlier than the reception accorded to the foreicrn 
delegates when they arrived. b 

On ~e morning of April 21 the delegates went to the royal palace to 
pay their respects to H.I.M. the Shah by signing the book; they afterwards 
whre?t tofRSahyahy t?Asbede t}1l';Am~usoleu~ of the late Reza Shah (it adjoins the 
s 1ne o u - z1m, a runth-century saint). 

At 3 p.m. on the same day the Prime Minister formall cl 
Congress in the new Avicenna lecture hall by giving the inau \~~e~d the 
Speeches were then made by the President of the soc· g a a _ress. 
Monuments, the Minister of Education the Chancel! ie7 f0t National 
versity and certain of the foreign delega:es. · or O e ran Uni-
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The n;~ding of papers on Avicenna by ~e delegates began on April 22 
and continued until April 27. The sessions were from 8.30 a.m .. to 
1.30 p.m., with a break of half an hour; on some days there was an everung 
session from 6 to 8 p.m. Each delegate was allowed to speak for fifteen 
minutes, and there was no limitation as to what languages could be us_ed; 
consequer;i.tly, there were papers in Persian, Arabic, Turkish, English, 
French, German and Russian. · 

The activities of the delegates were by no means confined to the reading 
of and listening to these papers. 

On Friday, April 23 (when there were no congressional meetings), a 
visit was paid to the Gulistan Palace. In the afternoon the delegates had 
the honour of being received by H.I.M. the Shah and H.M. the Queen at 
the Marble Palace. They were introduced by H.E. 'Ali Asghar Hekmat, 
who, it was noticed, did so without a single note. 

On other days visits were paid to the National Library . to see the 
Avicenna collection of books there, the Sepah-Salar College of Islamic 
Studies, the Majlis Library, the Farhangistan (the Iranian Academy), the 
Arch:eological Museum and the Institutes of National Arts. On April 23 
the delegates were entertained to dinner by the Chancellor of Tehran 
University, and on April 26 there was a state banquet followed by a 
concert at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

The scene of activities was changed from Tehran to Hamadan on 
April 28. On arriva~ at the latter. town the delegates were 1;11ost comfort
ably accommodated m the luxurious Abu Ali Hotel, which had been · 
specially built for the occasio~. 

At 5 p.m. the statue of A~icenna, which is in the Abu Ali A venue clo~e 
to its upper end, was unveiled in the presence of a large crowd. This 
statue, which is of Qum marble, is the work of M. Abu'l-Hasan Sadiqi. 

_On the following mornin~ all the delegates assembled outside the new 
A v1cenna mausoleum to await the arrival of the Shah who was to perform 
the· opening ceremony. As H~s Majesty drove thro~gh the streets o~ _his 
way to the mausoleum he received a great ovation from the crowds hmng 
the streets. 

After the Shah had delivered the inaugural address, speeches were 
made by H.E. Ali Asghar Hekmat and others, and an ode to commemorate 
the event was recited by Sadiq Sarmad,. the Malik al-Shu'ara (Poet 
Laureate). · . 

The new mausoleum, which stands on the site of the former one, is 
situated on the west side of the Abu.'Ali Avenue, midway between the 
Avicenna statue and the Pahlavi square in the centre of the town. 
M. S~yhoun, who ha~ recently completed his studies· in Paris, was re
spons!ble for the_ design of the building, in which he endeavoured to 
con:ibme both ancient and modern styles of architecture. The mausoleum, 
~h1ch 1s substantially built of stone, has a .row of twelve granite columns 
in _fr~nt. In the passage leading to the tomb-chamber at the back of the 
building are doors giving access, on the right, to the library and, on the 
left, t<_> a con~ere~ce room. The tomb-chamber is square in shap~, the 
tomb itself bemg in the centre. On the roof of the building, immediately 
over the tomb-chamber, is a tower 76 feet in height. It has a conical top,. 



THE AVICENNA MILLENARY CELEBRATIONS IN PERSIA 69 

like the famous tomb-tower of Qabus ibn Washmhir, a contemporary of 
Avicenna, but there the resemblance ends, for the top rests upon an open
work structure consisting of twelve ferro-concrete supports. 

After the conclusion of the opening ceremony the delegates were free 
to visit the ancient monuments of. Hamadan, such as the Parthian lion, 
the Gunbad-i-'Alavian, with its beautiful twelfth-century stucco work, the 
building containing the so-called tombs of Esther and Mordecai (in reality, 
the last resting-place of Queen Shushan-Dukht, the Jewish consort of the 
Sasanian king Yezdigird I), the tomb of the mystical poet Baba Tahir, etc. 
In the afternoon an excursion was made to a ravine high up on Mount 
Alvand to see the Ganj-Nameh (" Treasure Book"), the name given to 
two Achremenian rock inscriptions, one dating from the reign of Darius 
and the other from that of his successor Xerxes. 

On Friday, April 30, the delegates returned to Tehran, where, in the 
afternoon, they attended the final session of the Congress. In the evening 
the Minister of Education gave a farewell dinner at the Officers' Club, 
thus bringing the celebration·s to a close. 

Before the delegates left Tehran on their homeward journeys they were 
each given a number of books on Avicenna, a complete set of the com
memorative stamps and a bronze medal. On the obverse of this medal 
Was the portrait of Avicenna by M. Abu'l-Hasan Sadiqi, the sculptor of 
the statue at Ramadan; on the reverse was a representation of the Avicenna 
mausoleum. 

L_ooking back on _t:he Avicenna Congress, one can say without hes_itation 
th~t It was a great success. Its proceedings, under the admirable chairman
ship of H.E. 'Ali Asghar Hekmat, were conducted in a most friendly 
atmosphere, and_it was most stimulating to meet, and to listen to! sp~cialists 
from so many different lands. When, in due course, the contnbuttons of 
all th~se savants are published it will be found that the subject of A vicenila 
and his works, in all its various aspects, has been most adequately covered. 
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