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Letizia Osti

AUTHORS, SUBJECTS AND FAME
IN THE KITAB AL-FIHRIST OF IBN AL-NADIM:
THE CASE OF AL-TABARI AND AL-SULT*

The aim of this paper is to suggest a possible approach to
one of the fundamental works of medieval Arabic literature,
the Kitab al-fibrist by Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Nadim (d. 385/
995 or 388/998) 1. The case studies for analysis will be two
of the most prominent residents of Baghdad in the late third/
ninth and early fourth/tenth centuries: Abii Bakr al-Sali (d.
335/947) and Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923), who
are among the most frequently mentioned scholars in the
Fibrist. These examples will show how a work more loosely
structured than fabagat can be analysed from an internal point
of view and yield interesting results.

The uniqueness of the Fzbrist, both in its aims and struc-
ture and in its completeness, has always been recognised 2,
and the information contained in it has been extensively used.
However, the usual way in which the book has been ap-
proached by secondary literature is that of an encyclopaedia

* I thank Dr Julia Bray and Dr Angus Stewart for patient proofreading
and useful advice.

! For biographical details on Ibn al-Nadim, cf. the entry on him by
J.W. Fock in Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edition, Leiden - Paris, E.J. Brill
- Maisonneuve, 1960- . Cf. also F. SkzGIN, Geschichte des Arabischen
Schrifttums, 9 vols., Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1967-1984, vol. I, pp. 385-388.

2 Cf. for example F. Sezgin who calls the Fibrist «die ilteste und viel-
leicht die einzige arabische Literaturgeschichte» (GAS I, 386). More re-
cently, cf. H. PreissLER, «Ordnungsprinzipien im Fibrist», in Ibn an-Nadim
und die mittelalteriche arabische Literatur: Beitrige zum 1. Johann Wilbelm
Fiick-Kolloguium (Halle 1987), ed. M. Fleischhammer und Stefan Leder,
38-43, Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz, 1996, where he names a number of schol-
ars who similarly attempted to put the mass of existing information in
order, for which work patronage was always ready. He also highlights the
different orientations of such works, and that none of them is as complete
(from the point of view of branches of knowledge treated) as the Fibrist.
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to consult, as if Ibn al-Nadim’s scholarship were exactly the
same as Brockelmann and Sezgin’s 3. The Tajaddud edition
and B. Dodge’s translation in the early seventies * prompted
a new series of studies on single chapters or sections of the
book 3, and also a few evaluations of it in more general
terms ¢. The present work aims at being part of both groups,
to attempt to bring two methods together: that of «seeing
what the Fibrist says on» a certain personage or discipline or
particular issue, and that of examining the priorities given by
Ibn al-Nadim and the different ways in which he conceived
and approached different subjects and authors.

3 An example of this is the fact that the two volumes of the Cambridge
History of Arabic Literature concerning the Abbasid era quote the Fibrist
on many occasions, for information on this or that scholar or poet, but do
not devote a single paragraph to the book itself or to its author (cf. M.J.L.

Youne, J.D. LatHaM and R.B. SERJEANT, eds., Religion, Learning and Sciv

ence in the ‘Abbasid Period, The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990; JuLia Asutiany Bray, T.M.
JonnsToNE, J.D. LatHaM, RB. SERJEANT and G. ReX SMITH, eds., ‘Abbasid
Belles Lettres, The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1990). :

4 Cf. IBN AL-NapiM, Munammap b. Ismiq (d. 385/995), Kitab al-fibriss,
ed. Rida Tajaddud. 27 ed., Tehran, 1973/1393; Isn AL-NapiM, MutamMap
B. IsuiqQ, The Fibrist of al-Nadin, ed. Bayard Dodge, translated by Bayard-
Dodge, 2 vols, New York, Columbia University Press, 1970. In this papet;
unless otherwise specified, I cite the pagination of the Tajaddud edition
and 1 provide my translation. 3

5 Besides the article by H. Preissler, the volume mentioned in note 2
above contains several other studies: J. van Ess, «Die Mu‘tazilitenbio-
graphien im Fibrist und die mu‘tazilitische biographische Tradition», 1-6;
PjotR A. GRIAZNEWITSCH, «Siidarabien im Fibrist von Ibn an-Nadim», 38-
43; STEFAN LEDER, «Grenzen der Rekonstruktion alten Schrifttums nach
den Angaben im Fibrist», 21-31; WaLEry W. PoLOSIN, «Die Erforschung
des Fibrist von Ibn an-Nadim nach J. Fiick und die Aktualitit einer neuen
wissenschaftlichen Ausgabe des Textes», 32-37; DIETER STURM, «Der Fibrist
des Ibn an-Nadim als Quelle fiir die Kenntnis sozialer Zusammenhinge am
Beispiel der dritten Maqala», 44-50; GOTTHARD STROHMAIER, «Die harra-
nischen Sabier bei Ibn an-Nadim und al-Biriini», 51-56. A few other works
will be mentioned later.

6 An interesting point of view is the one expressed in H.H. WELLIscH,
«The first Arab bibliography, Fibrist al-‘uliim». Champaign, Graduate
School of Library and Information Science, University of Illinois, 1986,
(occasional papers, 175), 42 pp. This paper is mainly a presentation to
non-Arabists, based on Dodge’s translation. However, not being an Ara-
bist in any of the current senses, Wellisch does not suffer from the but-
it’s-completely-different syndrome, and is therefore able to recognize some
modern cataloguing criteria which were already present in the Fibrist. He
goes so far as to say that Ibn al-Nadim’s division of the book in ten
chapters has a parallel in Melvil Dewey’s ten main classes.
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In thg study of only one source, the perspective will have
to remain internal, rather than aiming at universal conclu-
sions. The criterion which will allow us to conduct such a
kind of analysis is fame, and it is twofold: it involves reputa-
tion on the one hand and written production on the other.
Anyone who was, or had been, even slightly influential in the
cultural life of Ibn al-Nadim’s times will have had something
to say, that is, to teach. The number of people who listened
to such teaching, the number of people who decided to re-
peat it to others and the number of people who decided to
use it as authoritative, determined the extent of that influ-
ence. The only way left to us to measure all those factors is
necessarily through written elements: the more people talk
abput someone, the more widespread his (good or bad) repu-
tation will be; the more a person’s books are transmitted and
quoted, the more this person will be influential. This is why
the Kitab al-fibrist is so significant: it provides a record of
the_ fame achieved by certain individuals on the cultural scene
giving them a place in a vast hierarchy of doctrines and sub.
jects, and devoting to them proportionately more or less
space. This seems especially true for the learned men active
in Baghdad a generation before Ibn al-Nadim wrote: the stu-
dents of those men were still alive in Ibn al-Nadim’s time
and present in the same town wherein Ibn al-Nadim lived.
Therefore, the Fibrist constitutes a first attestation of fame in.
these cases, rather than a confirmation of already established
reputations. For this reason, the two scholars on whom the
present study focuses both lived in Baghdad in the late ninth/
third and early tenth/fourth centuries. Before looking at them
how§3ver, It seems necessary to point out some problems con-
cerning the Fibrist itself, and the way in which to approach it.

Th_e criterion chosen, that of fame, helps us to address the
question of Ibn al-Nadim’s personal point of view, and of the
Fibrist’s reliability in general. The issue, which is x;othing new
for medjeval Arabic literature in general, but had somehow
managed to avoid touching the Fihrist for a long time, has
been raised by Stefan Leder 7. He argues that, for the sake of
completeness, Ibn al-Nadim often names books and people of
whom he.has only vaguely heard, thus neglecting precision
and certainty. This point appears perfectly legitimate, espe-

7 Cf. note 5 above.
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cially in certain parts of the Fibrist, which deal with remote
lands and peoples 8. Nevertheless, this loses importance if,
instead of looking for an exact bibliography, we look at loos-
er concepts like fame and reputation. Fame concerns views
and opinions more often than plain facts. For example, the
fact that a certain author was believed to have written a
hundred books but he had in fact written twenty, might still
mean something, if only that he was reputed to be a prolific
author even in life, or that he must have had many pupils
who transmitted his works with slightly different titles. What
can still be extracted from the Fibrist is, then, Ibn al-Nadim’s
view of Baghdad in this period, a view which he must have
shared with at least some contemporaries and with the earlier
authorities on whom he relied.

The second point, which has been raised on the Fibrist in

general, concerns the order and priorities with which subjects -

and authors are listed within the book. H. Preissler states
that the general principle of the Fibrist is a chronological
one, that priority is given to disciplines where there is more
written material, and that alphabetical order is not systemat-
ically followed because, despite being already known at Ibn
al-Nadim’s time, it was used only in some subject areas,
whereas it became a fashion in the following centuries 2. To
this I would add that a very interesting field to explore is the
internal order in each chapter, and the way in which it chang-
es according to the different sources used by Ibn al-Nadim,
the different characteristics of the subject itself, and of course
the existence of written material on that subject and its ac-
cessibility to Ibn al-Nadim. What follows is a series of obser-

vations on different ways in which writers and their works:
are listed in the Fibrist, in the chapters in which our two

case studies appear.

The general pattern of magalas }° seems to be broadly lin-

ear: a historical introduction of the subject followed by a list

8 E.g. magala eight and nine.

% Cf. note 5 above. The relative novelty of chronological order is fur- ;
ther highlighted by Wellisch (cf. note 6 above), footnote 40, where he

notes that this method of ordering data had been completely forgotten in
the West after antiquity. In the Frbrist, it appears to be used mainly for
collections of poetry, for example by Abu Bakr al-Sali.

1° In this paper I have translated, and used interchangeably, magila
with «chapter» and fann with «section».
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of people who wrote on it. Those people, and the subjects
themselves, are generally divided into subcategories, which
take into account different criteria. Within the subcategories,
people seem to be listed in a roughly chronological order. To
keep the reader oriented, a table of contents for each chapter
is here provided:

Magala 1 Languages, including religious sciences for
Christianity, Judaism and Islam

2 Grammar

3 History, secretarial skills, adab, entertainment
including music

4 Poetry (ancient and modern)

5  Theology (kalam)

6  Law (figh)

7 Philosophy, geometry, arithmetic, music, math-
ematics, astronomy/astrology, physics, medicine

8  Stories and fables, exorcists, jugglers, magi-
cians, etc.

9 Dualistic sects, Indian religions

10 Alchemy

As may be inferred from its title, the third chapter is both
particularly interesting and particularly problematic; several
studies have been devoted to it and to its many aspects, es-
pecially by D. Sturm 1. It is «on the akhbar of the historians,
genealogists, writers of anecdotes and adab». Here, more than
anywhere else in the book, the thousand years which separate
us from Ibn al-Nadim are important. History as a discipline

"' D. Sturm has devoted several studies to this chapter, one on geog-
raphers («Die arabische geographische Literatur in Historikerkapitel des
Kitab al-Fibrist von Ibn an-Nadim», Hallesche Beitrige zur Orientalwissen-
schaft 10 [1986], 23-36), another on plagiarism and forgery («Ibn al-
Nadim’s Hinweise auf das Verhiltnis zum geistigen Eigentum im His-
torikerkapitel des Kitab al-Fibrist», Hallesche Beitrige zur Orientalwissen-
schaft, 13-14 [1990], 65-70), a third on the information given by this
chapter concerning society (cf. note 5 above). Sturm’s approach is usually
very specific. The present analysis can only take into account his consid.
erations on Ibn al-Nadim’s objectivity, especially in the third of the arti-
cles mentioned, where he concludes that Ibn al-Nadim, despite being a
shi'i, was generally objective in his description of sunni scholars, and that
it is not likely that he altered or left out data due to his personal beliefs.
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seems to have been, in the fourth/tenth century, something
which one would practice as a side activity, rather than a
profession like that of grammarian or jurisconsult. It is signif-
icant that the enormous amount of biographical literature,
which the Abbasid period has left us, does not include one
single work devoted to historians. In fact, the third chapter is
the least homogeneous of the book, as is evident from the
number of topics with which it deals, and this can be taken
as a testimony of how little history was felt as a unitary dis-
cipline. The first fann, «on the akbbar of the historians, ge-
nealogists, writers of biographies and anecdotes» is on what
one would be tempted to call history proper: it starts with an
account of how and when history began to be written, and
the rest of the chapter consists of information on writers of
akhbar (akbbiariyyiin), of genealogies (nassabiyyun), of biogra-
phies (ashab-siyar) and of anecdotes (ashab al-ahdith). Con-
trary to other subsections, here there is no subdivision ac-
cording to the different specialisations of the writers, but only
a chronological one. It seems that to unify all these topics
and authors in the eyes of a medieval Arabic reader it is
sufficient that they deal with the past, in one way or another.
This results, for example, in Ibn al-Kalbi and Aba-l-Faraj al-
Isfahani’s entries being very close to each other. Also to be
noted, and interesting for the present case studies, is the fact
that, while Abu-1-Faraj’s Kitab al-aghani is classified as histo-
ty, al-Tabari’s Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-muliik is not mentioned in
this magala.

If the first fann of the third magala deals with various
skills and specialities all grouped in one category, the remain-
ing two fanns have many subdivisions of different kinds. In
the second fann, «on the akhbar of the kings, the secretaries,
the preachers, the writers of epistles, the ones in charge of
the revenues and the administrators», chronological order is
secondary to rank. The first names listed are therefore those
of caliphs who had literary skills, then members of the royal
family, then the secretaries, divided into several groups ac-
cording to their specialisation (khardj, administration, etc.).
The third fann is «on the akbbar of the boon companions,
the julasa’, the udaba’, the singers, the slap-takers, the jesters
and the buffoons». It is structured more or less in the same
way as the preceding section, but it deals this time with cat-
egories of people who, though being close to the court, were
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not involved with the government, but with entertainment.
Here, Ibn al-Nadim explains his method of dealing with fam-
ilies within a chronological order. He says: «When I mention
one of the writers, I have him followed by the mention of
tho§e who are close to him and similar to him, even if their
period comes after the period of those whom I mention after
them. This is my way in the whole book» 12. The principle of
kinship_is therefore added to those of rank and chronology.

. Magala four, «on poetry and poets, presents a completely
different structure: here, Ibn al-Nadim explains, it is not
necessary to write tabagat of the poets, because many people
havc? alrgady done this. The aim, as he says in the second
section, 1s «to mention the names of the poets, the amount of
the production of verses of every one of them, especially the
moderns, and the variations which take place in their verses
so that anyone who wants might know all those books and
verses, and have insight into thems. It is, as Dodge notes, a
real bookdealer’s catalogue, conveying just the information
necessary to someone who buys or sells 1*. The main informa-
tion provided is the amount of poetry produced by a poet.
F_or_the: most important ones, the name of the editor of their
a{zwan is also given. Besides families, there also is a subsec-
tion devoted to women, and another on Syrian poets. The
chapter ends, as do others, with a list of authors ordered
according to the theme of their writings. Dodge occasionally
suggests that this is not consistent with the rest of the work
and that therefore it has been added by someone else. But it
could also‘ just be a way of listing people and works which
were not important or famous, a miscellanea part present in
each chapter. Here, more than elsewhere, Ibn al-Nadim seems
merely to juxtapose his sources without editing them in any
way.

The s'ixth magqala, on jurists (fugaha’), is very neatly ar-
ranged, in a very similar fashion to the second maqgala on

12 Fibrist, 163.

U Fibrist, 181. After some entries on ver i ¥

g , o . y famous poets like Abi
Ifzfp\‘vas, Ibn al-Nadim relies totally on two sources: the First one is the
l:tafz”a/-waraqa by Muhammad b. Dawiid b. al-Jarrdh, the second is Ibn
ifi-Ha]le M'uhammbad b Dawid died in 296/908, and Ibn al-Hajib is used
Sor the period whlchf is not covered by Muhammad b. Diawiid. Next is a
ection on «names of a group of modern poets who i
after the year 300 (913) up to our time».p Here ot secretaries
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grammarians. Here, every leading fafﬁb (_I(\_/Iglllg b. Anas, A;)u
Hanifa, al-Shifi‘i, Dawud al-Isfahz’"inlh, shi‘t jurists, jurists g e.
pending on the hadith, al-Tabari, jurists of the sburaczi‘) is l'st};
ed, together with his followers, m.chro'nologlcal order, W%t,
usually very detailed entries, especially m_the section gn -]]111.,
rists who were authoritative on the hadith. This is zlm;_\i
surprising, as Ibn al-Nadim could already rely on a ljtrgcl
amount of riial collections which _proylded vast bxograéa ica
information, to which he added his flrsF 'han‘d knowle ge.

The observation of patterns and priorities in these gailts of
the Fibrist can give us a few useful clues, some of whlllc ar,ﬁ
obvious, and some of which. may be less so. Abovi1 all, eac'
subject is described according to the same brloa' Ilvattzria;
origins, people who have written on it in chronologica lor' er,
together with what they have written, translators, trans gtlon}
and commentaries where applicable;. Secor}dly,‘umformlty’n
general methods corresponds to w1d§ variety in the deta}ls,
Not only the number of fanns contalped in a chapter Var1e§r
but also the number of subgroups in which every fann is
subdivided does, and criteria for these subgroups and their
internal order change. There are several reasons for those
shifts in order, subdivisions and focus. The more qbvmus
ones, as has already been said, are conpected to the eé{_lfsftencc
of written production on a certain topic, and’ to the hl erelnl
pictures given by different sources. In addition, oft Ie;r ele-
ments play an important part. First apd fqremost o t.es}f is
Ibn al-Nadim and his readers’ fan?lhantthuh a subject: there
is obviously no need to explain in detail what tl_lehKorarE is
(maqdla one), while not many people kneW'M.amcdzean e:
tivities (magala nine). In sgch cases, the Fz/:'frzsl a hs to its
primary function that of giving basic mforrqatlon onft e mei.rn
of certain topics. Another reason is the existence of encyclo-
paedic works on a given subject: extensive information OE
poets’ lives is already given elsewhere, therefore the fourlt.l
magqila only concentrates on names apd amount ofdl.aoetry!' i
Finally, the kinds of source on which Ibn al-Nadim re :gs

L) chapter four. This point cannot be made everywheu:: in
the Figrfz:sib%‘l;ee oer;iste}:ce of tabagat for hadith scholars’dld nothprc\qrn;
Ibn al-Nadim from giving information, though not exten§1\ée, c;n t ex;ae. .
explain_this one must look at another element: the klpd od source @
which Ibn al-Nadim relies, which will be presently considered.
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also affect the organisation of the Fihrisz. Different sources,
in fact, do not only mean different names of people who
lived in different times and had different opinions, mental
structures, qualities and levels of reliability. They also mean
different ways of transmission: in some cases, as in maqala
four, on poetry, Ibn al-Nadim gives us a list of poets taken
mainly from three books 15; on other occasions he mentions
pieces of information which he remembers, or has in his lec.
ture notes, from his own masters (such as al-Sirafi 16); at other
times, he recalls the lives and works of people whom he has
actually met 17,

The question of focuses in the Fibrist is a crucial one for
the next step of the present analysis. Ibn al-Nadim, in fact,
can adapt his work to shift, for the reasons mentioned above,
from a bibliography into an encyclopaedia, and from an en-
cyclopaedia into an ante litteram Who’s Who. What happens
if our focus remains on the latter aspect, that is, on scholars
and their fame and reputation? One significant example of
this is that which I illustrate below.

Abi Bakr al-Sali (d. 335/947) 18 is frequently mentioned in
the Fibrist thanks to his many different skills. Besides one
appearance in chapter two 19, and another in chapter five 20,
his territory is to be found in magqalas three and four. There,
we learn that he deserved not only a mention among the
courtiers and boon companions, but also one among the chess
players, and a respectable place among editors of poetry. The

1> Cf. note 13 above.

6 Abii Sa‘id al-Hasan b. ‘Abd Allih b. al-Marzuban al-Sirafi (d. 368/
979), a_grammarian, is especially present in the second magila.

17 Ct. the section on «people whose origin and akbbar are not known
on the basis of investigation», in 2.3, p. 92.

18 Ibn al-Nadim actually gives a di&erent date in his entry on al-Sili
pp. 167-8 (330/941-42), but this is present only in Fliigel’s edition and is
lacking in the Chester Beatty and Tonk manuscripts. Moreover, all later
sources agree on 335/947. Cf. S. LEDER in EI? (1997), «al-Siili»; GAS I,
330-1.

9 Fibrist 2.1, p. 65. Here al-Sili is reported to have said that he heard
al-Mubarrad saying that he was born in the year 307. Although there is no
other mention of al-Sali in this chapter, other sources (for which cf. Leder
in EI2) confirm that he had heard the lectures of both Tha'lab and al-
Mubarrad, as nearly every contemporary of his with some sort of scholarly
aspiration had.

%0 Fibrist 5.1, p. 208. His name appears as the last link of an /swad
reporting comments on the death of al-Jahiz.
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entry devoted to him in magala t.hree 21 is partlculagl\ifmcel(e{
tailed, despite the caveat that «his story is too _rercll waed,
famous and near to our time for us to examine 11E bgp yO%
The reader is informed of both Fhe work apd tlﬁg s 1(;5 N
al-Sali, and the list of his writings following : 1}3 E%;bpaz
spéciﬁcally describes even the dlfferenE parts fc? dlS b ol
awraq 2. Al-Suli is described as a zarif (a refine rnt 3
an adib (a learned man), two not unusual characte?sblc .
court companion of his time, and as a collect‘?rz‘;o 0'01 "
After mentioning his services to the royal family #4, mainly

a boon companion and tutor, Ibn al-Nadim describes him

even as a man of virtue (hasan al—muruwz{)a), Whl—ll(.?h is not a
very common definition for peoplie belonging to I is categoz‘iy,
The fact that this quality is mentioned for al-Suli as an indi-

vidual, and not as part of a category, seems to be in con- -

i iari ines below:;
iction with the accusation of plagiarism a few.l_mes A

er;:Srl Cctlec;cribing the various parts Which form the -Kz{)ab ﬁl—ﬁwr[a%
Ibn al-Nadim adds: «For the composition of th{ls oc; be{ al-
Sali] relied on the book of al-Marthadi, a/-Shi‘r wa-l-s du fztraI,
or rather he copied it word by \yord and plagiarise fl A
have seen the manuscript (dustir) in the handwriting of e
man himself [al-Marthadi], a manuscript which came rlc;q;
the library of al-Suli and through which the plagiarism 1ce-
came evident to me». This piece _of 1pformat10n is aslu
present, with almost the same wording, in the enﬁy‘orcli-g;
Marthadi (d. 286/899, who was the secretary of all—h u;}i'l 1,:,
brother al-Muwaffaq, d. 279/892) 2, and the fact that Ibn al-
Nadim actually claims to have seen the original gives ; ;t)‘ar—
ticular strength to his accusation. However, the contra IC’I(I)I:
between plagiarism and muruwwa is not as sharp as it migh

21 Fibrist 3.3, pp. 167-8.
e gﬁlr; pzri’s g? this work are extant, and only three of these have

0 tab al-awraq: akbbar al-
i 1-Sali, Aba Bakr (d. 335/947). Kitab al awraq: a K.
b}jzfzrgfllfz?fimz(lid;zlflblin, akbbar al-Radi bi—lléb. wa-l-Muttaqi {-llab, ;z;.*.j-(.’r
fzwl&d al-kEbulafz’, ed. J. Heyworth Dunne, Beirut, Dir al-Masira, 19 -36.
ok ] - a‘in li-l-kutub». ) ‘ o
2l szsnﬁli :\f;:’zm};togtn companion of al-Muktafi (caliph from 2(189/ili
to 295/908), of al-Mugtadir (caliphdfr(zm129hé/f908 tgzzigg?’?fg, ;;9/9311?
: ion of al-Radi (caliph from 3 4 i
andzithls;zr}z.‘)s?or;.;omp?alnt;}?«His books were: ... Kitab ash‘ar Quraysb’,‘ lﬂf:
which al-Sali relied in his Auwrag, plagiarizing it, and I saw the Tanus;; Ii‘n
in al-Marthadi’s hand». It is amusing that Fhe only divergent elemen
these two passages should be the book’s title!
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seem, as the attitude towards plagiarism (sariga) was not
unequivocally negative in medieval Arabic literature 26, The
entry also mentions al-Sali’s death more or less in exile 27
and his ability in the game of chess, which makes him worthy

of another entry later in the same section, in the part devoted
to chess players 28,

The only other time when al-Suli appears in chapter three
is as a source for information on Ishaq b. Ibrahim al-Mawsili,
the great musician and singer of the eighth century, and his
son Hammad 2°. It is in the fourth magala that his impor-
tance as a collector and editor of poetry comes to the fore,
especially for the work of «moderny» poets. The diwans col-
lected by him are usually said to be ‘ala-l-huriif, in alphabet-
ical order, which is not always a feature of the other editions
listed by Ibn al-Nadim 30, Of the many places where al-Sili’s
work is mentioned 3!, two are controversial. The first one 32

% Cf. D. SturM, «Ibn al-Nadim’s Hinweise...», pp. 65-70, where al-
Sult’s case is also mentioned. Sturm, though, refers i

Ibrahim al-Mawsili and on Sudayf b. Maymiin. This appears strange, be-
cause, after mentioning the section on Sudayf, Ibn al-Nadim says: «wa-
badbha-l-kitab ‘awwala f7 ta’lifihi ‘ala kitab al-Marthadiy. While it is possi-
ble that hadhi-I-kitib refers either to the part on Sudayf only, or to the
whole Awrig, one does not see how it could refer to the parts on al-
Mawsili and Sudayf. For an overview of plagiarism and forgery in medie-
val Arabic literature, cf. also ABDELFATTAH KILITO, L'gutenr et ses doubles.
Essai sur la culture arabe classigue, Paris, Seuil, 1985.

7 «He died while hiding in Basra, because he transmitted a piece of
information on ‘Ali, peace be on him, for which everybody was trying to
kill himy.

28 Fibrist, 173, an entry containing only the titles of two books.

2% Fibrist, 157 and 159, Dobgg, p. 307, note 4, says that it is probably
his great-uncle Ibrahim b. al-‘Abbis al-Sali, but does not explain why. It
is true that Ibrahim b. al-‘Abbas was a contemporary of Ishig and
Hammad, but it is also true that part of the Kb al-awrag was devoted
to Akbbar Ishag b. Ibrahim wa-mukbtsr shi'ribi, as we read in the list of
his writings (p. 168).

*0 Cf. what is said above on order in general, Some of the appearances
of al-Sili in this magala ate, again, indexed by Dodge under the name of
his great-uncle (cf. note 29 above), as in the case of the edition of Aba
Nuwis’ diwin. This is obviously an oversight, because, besides being
mentioned in his entry of p. 168, the Diwan Abi Nuwais by Abd Bakr al-
Sili is actually extant (cf. GAS I, 331).

3 Fibrist, 182 (Aba Nuwis); 133 (Di‘bil b. ‘Ali); 186 (al-‘Abbis b. al-
Ahnaf); 190 (al-Buhturi, Ibn al-Rami, Khalid al-Katib); 194 (al-Sanawbari).

32 Fibrist, 181.
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concerns the poet Ibn Harma (d. 176/792), whose poetry is
described as follows: «wa-shi‘rubu mujarrad nabw mi’atay
waraga, wa-fi san‘at Abi Sa‘id al-Sukkari huwa kbamsumi’at
waraqa, wa-qad sana‘abu al-Sili wa-lam ya'ti bi-shay’». Dodge’s
translation says that his poetry «by itself fills about two hun-
dred leaves. In the edition of Abl Sa‘id al-Sukkari, however,
there are about five hundred leaves. Although al-Suli also
worked over it, nothing came of it» 3. By contrast, Leder,
describing this passage, says that «Ibn al-Nadim... suspected
him of having produced the poetry ascribed to Ibn Harma
himself», adding that this is the only existent accusation.
Dodge’s translation seems more consistent with what is in al-
Sili’s entry, which includes Akbbar Ibn Harma wa-mukbtar
shi‘ribi: a choice of his poetry, which could also be an abort-
ed attempt at the collection and edition of the entire diwan.
The second case is also related to plagiarism and forgery,
concerning false attribution: the poet Khubz Aruzzi (d. ca.
327/938) had himself arranged his poems in alphabetical or-
der, but this work was attributed to al-Sili 34. Here, however,
the misidentification is not voluntary, therefore al-Sali cannot
be blamed.

As the above examples show, Abta Bakr al-Stli was not an
unambiguous individual, with his eclecticism, his suspected
tendency to plagiarise books that he had in his library, and
his death in disgrace. Nevertheless, there are many places in
the Fibrist where his genuine scholarly work is mentioned,
and where he is praised and relied upon. As controversial as

he could be, Abu Bakr al-Sali could not be avoided. Let us

compare the way in which he appears in the Frhrist with the

way in which another, and to modern eyes much more impor-

tant scholar, does.
It is interesting to see that Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari

(d. 310/923), who is today considered the most important

historian of this period, is mentioned only once, and in a-

marginal way, in the chapter on historians 3>. However, we
have seen that an entire fann, the seventh, is devoted to him

33 DopGE, p. 352.
34 Fibrist, 195: «wa-qad ‘amila shi‘rabu ‘ald-l-buriif, wa-nubila ila-1-Siilis.
35 Fibrist, 161: Abu-l-Hasan Ahmad b. Yahya b. ‘Ali b, Yahya b. Abi

Mansiir al-Munajjim (late third/ninth century) was a follower of al-Tabasi
in figh, and Ibn al-Nadim saw copies of al-Tabari’s books written in his

handwriting.
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ansl _his legal school in the sixth magqala 36, and there also his
Ta'rikh al-rusul wa-mulik is dealt with, including mention of
thqse scholars who abridged it and those who wrote contin-
uations to it. Al-Tabari’s Tafsir also appears here 37 «better
than which has not been made», together with the’scholars
WhO.WI"Ote abridgements of it 38, The rest of the fann consists
of disciples of the legal school of al-Tabari, but it is outside
it that one can fully perceive the authority and huge produc-
tion of this scholar. On the one hand, in fact, al-Tabari cop-
ied an enormous amount of books 3% on the other, he played
a role as a point of reference in various fields of knowledge
(more the religious than the historical ones, according to what
can be_ gathered from the Fibrist). Not only people of differ-
ent milieus wrote referring to him or arguing against him 40
which was usual practice, but also time and length were
measured according to his standards: in the entry of Ibn Abj
Dawad gl-Sijistﬁni (d. 316/929) it is said the he wrote a Tafsir
at thf: time when al-Tabari wrote his 41, while in order to
explain how much Yahya b. ‘Adi (d. 363/974) worked, it is
%;gartihﬂt‘ he made two copies of the entire Tafsir of al-

The difference between the kind of fame enjoyed by Aba
Bakr al-Sali, with its bright and dark patches barely distin-
guishable from each other, and that of the virtuous but mon-
ochromatic al-Tabari, is evident. At this point, two questions
emerge from our data. Why are al-Stli’s works scattered in
different sections, while al-Tabari’s writings are all dealt with
in one block, regardless of different topics (different, at least,

;: Fibrist, 291.3,

The tafsir had already been mentioned in 1 ithi i
boo}és c}?mposed ad already be in 1.3, p. 37, within a list of
The only other people to whom this treatment d, i
have the abridgers of their works listed in thei B e

‘ s their own ent
Gre}e;ki5 glke Aristotle, in the seventh magala. ent, are the ancient
thrist, 2.2, p. 76, in the entry on the grammarian Hisham al-Dari
) -Darir
(d. 208/824): Ibn al-Nagixm saw a copy of a book of his in the handwrit-
Lr}g of al-'}ll’abzn. .A‘lso, in al-Tabari’s entry, Ibn al-Nadim says: «I saw in
trlisbec;)\:n andwriting many books on grammar, language, poetry and
40 Fibrist, 5.5, p. 246: the shi'7 Ibn al-J d (d
£, , b : - . 298/910) wrote
book referring to his epistles; 6.4 272 uban awi 2
book soerring to D 3 6.4, p. 272, Muhammad b. Diawiid wrote a
L Fibrist, 6.6, p. 288.
42 Fibrist, 7.1, p. 322.
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i s)? And why, despite having at hand sevel:al works
lclgxﬁggs?c,ie c)>r copied l};y al-pTabari,. does Ibn al-Nad%m ne}\;er
openly rely on them for information, as he does with other
works which he owns #3? ' '

The questions can be formulated in a more general way:
why is the information on different scholars, parucularlylgn
their writings, organised in different ways? And why does Ibn
al-Nadim use certain sources rather than others? Whatever
role chance may play in these issues, it cannot be the ﬁp],y
actor on stage, and the time has long gone when everyt 1gg
could be blamed on the supposed lack of structure and the
chaotic mentality of medieval Arabic prose writing. .The pnly
scientific way in which we can approach these questions is as
conscious decisions of the author. As such, there must be a

for them. .

I'eaZCH) the information possessed by the reader'qf the szrz;t
on al-Tabari has been illustrated above. The writings lfsted 1ln
his entry include, besides the Ta’ri%/y and the Tafsir, O}I]ly
books on legal matters. Therefore, it can be ?ssumed that
none of them contained data which Ibn al-_Nadlm could use
for the Fihrist. On the other hand, al-Tabaq had the famebof
an indefatigable copyist, and the books which he copied be-
longed to the most disparate sub;ect§. Ibn al-Nad;zn clalrps to
have seen many of them, as mentioned above 44, the it
seems unlikely that none of those books were on sub]ect§ of
interest to Ibn al-Nadim, there are several other p0551‘b}11e
explanations. Ibn al-Nadim might have seen those books&mt -
out being able to consult them properly because' he di ngt
own them; this would mean that copies of books in the hand-
writing of al-Tabarl were both in demand and expensive. A%{so
the contrary is possible: despite being able to use such boo hs,
Ibn al-Nadim might have preferred to rely on others, or h.e
might even have used them, but without mentioning it. This
would imply that, despite al-Tabari’s established reputation,
his handwriting was not particularly appreciated, and was
considered inferior to that of other copyists; for instance, Ibn

43 ughout the Fihrist, Ibn al-Nadim occasionally mentions not onl.y
the sogr}lcreo o% a piece of information, bu,t also the handwriting 1qdwh1c?f x;
was written. The formula «I read in A’s hand}vrltmg that B sai .i.» é)d
example, «gara’tu bi-kbatt Ibn Mugla anna Tha'lab qala», extf:rlllsxvle% gzﬁ
in the second magqidla) is very frequently found, but never with al-Tabari.

44 Cf. note 39 above.
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Mugla (early tenth/fourth century) and Ibn al-Kafi (d. 348/
960), who are among the most quoted copyists in the Frhrist.
It could also be the case that, more than sixty years after al-
Tabari’s death (Ibn al-Nadim writes in 377/987), only very
few of the books which he copied were still extant. There is
no evidence, in the Fibrist, of which hypothesis might be
closer to the truth 4. Whichever the case, though, it remains
a matter of fame and reputation.

As for the arrangement of information, obviously the type
and availability of Ibn al-Nadim’s sources will be accountable
for part of it, but two other elements should be considered.
Firstly, the focus: if a scholar’s works are briefly mentioned
in several places, as in the case of al-Suli, the reader’s atten-
tion will go to what they have written, rather than to who
they were. If, on the contrary, the information is concentrat-
ed in one block, and the entry includes many biographical
details, as in the case of al-Tabari, the personality and life of
the scholar will come out clearer. (In addition, there are cases,
like those of Tha‘lab, al-Mubarrad and al-Balkhi, in which
both these aspects are present, and which will deserve sepa-
rate treatment elsewhere).

The other element to be considered has to do with the
modern reader’s perceptions, and with the particular struc-
ture of the third magala. As we have seen above, the modern
concepts of history and historian cannot be blindly applied to
the disciplines described in the third magila. Moreover, the
word ta’rikh itself appears in titles of single works, but it is
never used in the titles of sections and subsections of the
third maqala, or of any other magqala 4°. Tt should not be too
surprising, therefore, that, while al-Tabari is not present in
maqala three, other works are, which one would think twice
before defining as historical. With this idea in mind the ar-
rangement of information appears perhaps less illogical.

The cases of al-Sdli and al-Tabari are only two examples

45 To be sure, as said above, in one occasion Ibn al-Nadim remembers
seeing a book by Hishim al-Darir in the handwriting of al-Tabari. This
would seem to corroborate our first hypothesis, but, being an isolated
case, it cannot be used for more than a footnote.

46 Cf. also CLAUDE CAHEN’s article, «History and Historians», in MJ.L.
YOuNG et al., Religion, Learning and Science..., especially pp. 188-9 and
197, on the different terms used for historical works, and on the appear-
ance and use of the word ta’rikh; p. 191 on al-Tabari’s eclecticism.
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of a way in which the Kitab al-fibrist can be agprgached. The
observation of internal patterns of presence, criteria of listing,
roles and principles of selection, all from a rigprously internal
point of view, is bound to yield several questions concerning
fame in the eyes of Ibn al-Nadim. Moreover, the recognition
of changing motives and structures in the composition of the
book shows us a work which is maybe less finished than‘ a
book of tabagat, and exactly for this reason it can more eas_ﬂy
tell us something about the cultural mentality of Ibn al-Nadim
and his contemporaries.

ABSTRACT o
This paper suggests an approach to the study of the Kz'tﬁb‘ al—ffbrzft
by Ibn al-Nadim (d. 386/995), which takes into account his cr1te'rla
of priority and order within the book’s structure, when analysing
the information the author provides about a scholar or group of
scholars. The case studies for the present paper are Abu Bakr al-
Sali (d. 335/947) and Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923),
two prominent scholars who lived one generation before Ibn _al-
Nadim, and whose biographical information he treats in contrasting

ways.
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UN ASPETTO DELLA CRITICA IMAMITA
_ ALLE TRADIZIONI ETERODOSSE:
IL KITAB AL-HAFT WA’L-AZILLA E LE MOLTEPLICI
REDAZIONI DI UN KITAB AL-AZILLA

Il fondamentale saggio di Heinz Halm sul Kitab al-haft
wa’l-azilla aveva posto questo testo eterodosso — attribuito al
rapporto di docenza/discenza tra I'imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq e
Mufaddal ibn ‘Umar al-Ju‘fi -~ al centro degli studi sulla
duplice relazione tra ortodossia ed eterodossia nella storia
dello sciismo e tra lo sciismo degli imam e quello elaborato
dai tradizionisti imamiti fra il III/IX e il IV/X secolo (HaLm) L.
Con queste note, si vuole indagare sulla presenza, o meglio
ricorrenza, di un testo che le fonti di ‘“Z/m al-rijal registrano
come Kitab al-azilla, dietro il quale si snoda una rete di pas-
saggi di sapere e di testi che connette alcuni maestri e alcuni
allievi del grande teologo e giurista Abii Ja‘far Muhammad al-
Kulayni (m. 328-329/940-941), figura centrale dello sciismo
del IV/X secolo, e autore del primo grande canone di tradi-
zioni sciite. E un’indagine che prelude a un lavoro, piti am-
pio, sul materiale eterodosso confluito negli Usi! min al-kif;
di al-Kulayni.

Qui sono stati seguiti in particolare i flussi di trasmissione
che riguardano, fra i maestri, Humayd ibn Ziyad e Sahl ibn
Ziyad, e, fra gli allievi, Abu’l-Mufaddal al-Shaybani. Il percor-
so a ritroso, dagli allievi ai maestri di al-Kulayni, permette di
cogliere e di descrivere meglio la prospettiva storica in cui si
sviluppa, si accentua o si trascura il criterio di ortodossia/
affidabilita della trasmissione degli imam, con un particolare
riferimento alla scuola di Qumm 2.

! Per le fasi storiche e politiche inerenti a questa evoluzione dello sci-
ismo, si vedano E. KOHLBERG, «From Imimiyya to Ithna ‘Ashariyya», Bul-
letin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, XXXIX, 1976, 521-34;
J.M. HussaiN, The occultation of the twelfth imam, London 1982.

% Le scuole contrapposte di Qumm (rappresentata da Ibn Babawayh) —
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