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»... nor have I learned it from any book of theirs«
Abi 1-Faraj al-Isfahani: a Medieval Arabic Author at Work

Sebastian Giinther

The Book of the Killing of the Talibids (Arabic: Kitab Magqatil al-Talibiyyin)' by the
celebrated 10th century man of letters, historian and sociologist,” Abi 1-Faraj al-Isfa-
hani, is a unique encyclopaedia of historical-biographical information on the Shi‘ites of
the first three centuries of Islam. It contains more than two hundred biographies of the
descendants of the Prophet Muhammad in the line of his uncle-Abii Talib-(thus-called--- ~
Talibids), i.e. from Ja‘far ibn Abi Talib (who was, like his more prominent brother ‘Al
ibn Abi Talib, one of the first Muslims) to the seventy Talibids who died during the
reign of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mugqtadir (r. 295-320 AH/ 908-932 CE). In the au-
thor’s own words, it reads that the Magqatil consists of »collections of historical ac-
counts« (jumal min akhbar) of Talibids who lived in the period of time »from the
generation of the Messenger of God until the time when we started this book, and this
was in Jumada I of the year 313 (July 925 CE).«’ Abi 1-Faraj states furthermore that he
dedicated this book to those Talibids who were tracked and poisoned; feared the
government (sultan), escaped and died in hiding; or were imprisoned (for political
reasons) and kept there until they died. Yet, only the stories of Talibids were included
in the book who had shown laudable manners and behavior; followed the legitimate
way of life and faith (mahmiid al-tariqa, sadid al-madhhab); had not departed from
that nor.from the path of their predecessors (madhhab aslafihi); and had not caused
any disturbance and damage to the community.*

! Sing. magtal, Pl. magatil: murder, death; murderous battle; also »a [vital] place in man [or an
animal] where a wound causes death« (E.W. Lane: Arabic English Lexicon, Edinburgh 1993,
part VIII, p. 2984). Ed. Ahmad Saqr, Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1368/1949;
'reprint Teheran: Mo’assase-ye Matbiati-ye Esma‘iliyyan, 1970; *reprint (with a new pagi-
nation) Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘malf li-I-Matbii‘at, 1408/1987. Ed. Kazim al-Muzaffar, Najaf:
Manshiirat al-Maktaba al-Haydariyya, 1385/1965; 3reprint Qom: Manshiirat-e al-Razi-Zahid,
1405*". All references here are to Saqr’s edition (henceforth Mag).

o 2 Hilary Kilpatrick: Abii I-Faraj al-Isbahant as a Sociologist and Historian of Literature, in:
The Dr. Irene Halmos Chair of Arabic Literature Lecture Series [no. 7]. Tel Aviv University:

_, [University Press], 1995.

3 Mag 4 (preface); the information on the completion of the book in the same month is given on

* p. 721 in the author’s conclusion.

, * Mag 4-5. See also my Quellenuntersuchungen zu den »Magqatil at-Talibiyyin« des Abi ’I-

Farag al-Isfahani (gest. 356/967). Hildesheim: Olms, 1991 (henceforth QU), p. 14.
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Abii 1-Faraj admits that there might have been news of Talibids, of which he did not
learn because these people lived in remote territories of the Islamic empire. Interesting-
ly, however, he provides further reasons why he was unable to acquire certain items of
information. He points to

the shortcomings of this time of ours and its people, and the absence of those who record
historical information (man mudawwiniin al-khabar) and transmit tradition (ndgqil al-athar) in
the way their predecessors did, who used to record (yudawwiniina), classify (yusannifiina),
arrange (yunazzimiina) and put [historical information] together (yurassifiina)

in their writings.” Nonetheless, regarding his own scholarly work, the author is con-
fident enough to add that »whoever admits shortcomings, should not be blamed.«
The Magatil is considered to be Abi 1-Faraj’s second most important work, next to
his literary masterpiece: the monumental Book of Songs (K. al-Aghant).® Two reasons
have particularly contributed to this view. Firstly, the Magatil is a precious historical
source: in a concise and well-structured manner,’ it deals with various aspects of
society and politics in early Islam, in particular with Shi‘ite uprisings and the stances
taken by the individuals and groups participating therein. Secondly, it is remarkable in
terms of the history of classical Arabic literature and scholarly writing, since with this
compendium a particular form of historical-biographical text, the so-called magatil
genre, reached its culmination. On the one hand, Abii 1-Faraj’s Magqatil al-Talibiyyin is
the most comprehensive extant work of this genre in terms of historical-biographical
information; thus this work contributed considerably to providing the textual ground
for a large number of hagiographies written later in Arabic and Persian on the martyrs
of the Shi‘a.® On the other hand, it is one of the oldest extant >real books« of this
genre:’ it has an introduction and a conclusion which facilitate the author’s expressing

5> Mag 5. In a similar way, the Shafi‘ite scholar Abii Sulayman al-Khattabi, a contemporary of
Abil 1-Faraj, criticizes the decline of scholarship, genuine research and academic debate at his
time; see my article Der Sdfi‘itische Traditionalist Abi Sulaiman al-Hattabi und die Situation
der religiosen Wissenschaften im 10. Jahrhundert, in: Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlidn-
dischen Gesellschaft 146/1 (1996), pp. 61-91.

6 See above all Hilary Kilpatrick: Making the Great Book of Songs. Compilation and the
author’s craft in the »Kitab al-aghani« of Abii I-Faraj al-Isbahani. Richmond: Curzon, forth-
coming 2002.

7 Cf. Magq 5.

8 See my articles New Results in the Theory of Source-Criticism in Medieval Arabic Literature,
in: Al-Abhath 42 (1994), pp. 315, esp. 7-11; and Magqatil Literature in Medieval Islam in:
Journal of Arabic Literature 25 (1994), pp. 192-212, esp. pp. 205-209.

®Many of the earlier — and today lost — works dedicated to the topos of magatil seem to
represent ‘rather loose (written) collections of material. The 11 magtal works listed by Ibon
al-Nadim in his Fihrist, however, point to somewhat more confined literary compositions
and, perhaps, to >real books« in the later understanding of the word. Most of these. magtal
works are attributed to scholars such as Abii Mikhnaf, Nasr ibn Muzahim al-Minqari, Hay-
tham ibn ‘Adi, al-Wagqidi, who were both prominent historians and prolific writers. See also
Ahmad Sagrs introduction to his edition of the Magatil, pp. k-1.
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his intention of compiling this volume and outlining its thematic scope. Furthermore,
the book displays internal and external cross-references (i.e. references between chap-
ters that provide the reader with directions; along with three explicit references to the
K. al-Aghant)."® And last but not least, the text was revised and edited by the author
himself. This is obvious, for example, from the definite dates the author gives in the
introduction and the conclusion of the book for the time when he began and when he
completed working on it; these dates tell us that he wrote this book in only one month.

1. Abii 1-Faraj’s working techniques

As was common practice among the authors of historical and biographical writings at
least as of the 2nd/9th century onwards, Abi 1-Faraj in his Magatil makes extensive
use of the isndd. In principle, he was obliged to follow the method of meticulously
referring to the sources of information as established by the Hadith scholars. Although
consistent in using isndds throughout the book — in contrast, Abi 1-Faraj’s contem-
poraries, the man of letters Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889 in Bagdad) and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih
(d. 328/940 in Cordoba), for example, felt much less confined to these conventions —
the Magatil displays a number of idiosyncrasies. The latter have caused a modern
scholar to note that Abii 1-Faraj’s »relations to the sources (...) are not easily com-
prehensible«'!; and at first glance, it even seems as if the author used his sources in a
rather unsystematic way. Of course, observations like these may additionally challenge
any historical analytical study of the sources (Germ.: Quellenstudium) of a given
medieval Arabic compilation, let alone the attempt of reconstructing these materials.
Nonetheless, for a better understanding of a medieval compiler’s relation to his sour-
ces, and for possibly determining them, one may be advised first to try to understand
this scholar at work. The clarification of questions as to how this scholar made use of
his sources and how he processed the reports, narratives and individual data he incor-
porated may eventually help to deal with larger issues such as which sources these are
and how they might have been transformed.

Regarding the techniques and methods Abi 1-Faraj used in compiling his Magatil,
some findings shall be outlined here.

" Mag 398/7, 616/3, 630/1. See also QU 15. The use of cross references by Abii Hanifa
al-Dinawari (3rd/9th century) in his Book of Plants (K. al-Nabat) has been discussed by
Thomas Bauer: Das Pflanzenbuch des Abii Hanifa al-Dinawari. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,

- 1988, pp.36and 79. 0 T T T
! Ursula Sezgin: Abiz Mihnaf. Ein Beitrag zur Historiographie der umaiyadischen Zeit. Leiden:
Brill, 1971, p. 59.
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1.1 The use of collective isnads

Most striking in the Magatil is the use of so-called collective isnads. The expression
collective isnad signifies that a medieval Arabic compiler has listed the chains of
transmitters relevant to a certain passage or chapter without the >body texts< or text
units (Sing.: matn) to which these isndds belong.

For the Magatil, the use of collective isnads is typical. Most times, Abii 1-Faraj
gives a collective isnad at the beginning of a chapter (bab), directly after the genealogy
of the Talibid to whom the chapter is dedicated. In the following account, he labels text
units, then, only by giving the name of the MAIN AUTHORITY (i.e. the person whom
Abii 1-Faraj considered most important in terms of the origin and transmission of a
particular text unit).”? In subsequent passages, he identifies these texts attributed to a
MAIN AUTHORITY by simply noting »he said (gala)« or »he mentioned (dhakara)«." In
other words, Abii 1-Faraj does not always provide the full isnad prior to each quoted
piece of text as, for example, his teacher al-Tabari does in his famous Chronicle when
using collective isnads.

This way of using collective isndds has its consequences for the literary composition
of his book. By referring only to the names of MAIN AUTHORITIES within the course of
an account, or by simply labeling quotations with gala or dhakara," both the portrayal
of the events and the presentation of ideas become more compact in their textual shape
as well as more flowing and elegant in style. It becomes easier for the medieval
compiler to combine information taken from different sources and present the events
according to his view and understanding. Though still entirely relying on the data and
texts drawn from sources, the accounts — and the manner in which events are portrayed
— are much more the compiler’s own. He >writes«< history.

One even gets the impression that the collective isnads provided Abii 1-Faraj with
the privileges of more creative writing. As a historian, he gained a larger degree of
authorial freedom in arranging historical-biographical material. As a littérateur, he

12 Many of the transmitters classified as MAIN AUTHORITIES for the Magatil were active COL-
LECTORS of material relevant to Abiti 1-Faraj’s book. In fact, according to the medieval bio-
bibliographical dictionaries, most of them were known as writers and authors. Whenever Abi
1-Faraj quotes from these old writings and books directly, one may thus call these texts the
compiler’s ACTUAL SOURCES. For the definitions of these and other terms useful in historical
analytical studies of the sources of a given medieval Arabic compilation, see QU 74-91 and
my article Source Criticism and Isnad Analysis in Classical Arabic Literature, in: History and
Historiography in Early Islamic Times. [= Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam IX]. Ed.
Lawrence 1. Conrad, Princeton: Darwin Press, forthcoming. '

'3 Though rather general in their way of appearance, these two expressions are often used as

technical terms 1nd1cat1ng the compiler’s transcribing from a written source.

14 Al-Tabari uses gdla, dhakara, rawa or huddithtu to label quotations from books for whose
transmission he had not received explicit authorization, see Fuat Sezgin: Geschichte des
Arabischen Schrifttums [= GAS], 1. Leiden: Brill, 1967, 324.
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obtained flexibility in shaping the text material according to his fine literary taste and
ambitions. For Abi I-Faraj, the collective isndds appear to have been a subtle literary
device that helped >liberate< his writing from the rules and restrictions which had been
set in the first place to regulate the transmission of reports and narratives (sing.:
hadith) that are of exceptional significance for Islamic faith and practice.””

To illustrate this complex relation between compiler, sources, and style of writing,
we refer here to the chapter in the Magatil that is dedicated to the Talibid Aba 1-Hasan
Miisa ibn ‘Abdallah ibn al-Hasan (pp. 390-397).

- The collective isnad given at the beginning of this chapter (pp. 390-391) shows that
the relevant data had reached Abu 1-Faraj along three paths of transmission. Abil
1-Faraj acknowledges:

(1) akhbaranr bi-qissatihi, wa-darbi I-Mansiri iyyahu ft I-daf ati I-ila, ‘Umar ibn ‘Abdallah
" ibn Jamil al-‘Ataki, qala: haddathant ‘Umar ibn Shabba ‘an rijaliht: ... .

[My informant] ‘Umar ibn Abdallah al-Ataki'® reported to me his (i.e. the Talibid Miisa ibn

¢‘Abdallah’s) story, and al-Mansiir’s beating him in the first group. He (‘Umar ibn ‘Abdallah)

said: >*Umar ibn Shabba related [this story] to me, relying on his [aforementioned] transmit-

ters: ...< .

The collective isnad continues as follows:

(2) wa-nasakhtu min kitab Ahmad ibn al-Kharraz dhalika.
I copied this [information also] from Ahmad ibn [al-Harith] al-Kharraz’s book.

Since Abii 1-Faraj apparently had neither studied this book with Ahmad al-Kharraz nor
received from him the obligatory permission which would authorize him to transmit .
the material contained therein, he states furthermore:

wa-lam asma‘hii illa anna ‘Isa ibn al-Husayn dafa‘a I-kitab alladht nasakhtu hadha minhu
ilayya, wa-qala li: hadha kitab Ahmad ibn al-Harith.

[However,] I did not hear him [transmitting this information]. But qsa ibn al-Husayn [al-
Warraq] gave me the book from which I have copied this [story], saying to me: >This is
Ahmad ibn al-Harith’s book!<

Then Abu 1-Faraj says:

' The general impact the introduction of collective isnads had on medieval Arabic-Islamic
historiography (and on the increasingly >fine-literary< writing style applied by many historians
of the 3rd/9th century onwards) has not been studied sufficiently yet. This entire issue,
however, seems to be of relevance also for the alternative approaches towards medieval
Islamic historiography as suggested in some recent studies. See, for example, Tayeb El-Hibri:
Reinterpreting Islamic historiography: Harun al-Rashid and the narrative of the ‘Abbasid

caliphate--Cambridge; New-York:-Cambridge-University-Press;1999:
'6 For further verification of medieval scholars and writings referred to in this article, see the
annotated catalogue in QU 112-230, along with the- bibliographical references given there.
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(3) wa-haddathan fr l-marra al-akhira Akmad ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Ammar, qala: haddathant
Muhammad ibn Abt I-Azhar, qala: akhbarand ‘Umar ibn Khalaf al-Darir, qala: haddathant
Buthayna al-Shaybanf.

The last time [I came across this information was when] Ahmad ibn ‘Abdallah Ibn Ammar
told me his (i.e. the Talibid Mdsa ibn ‘Abdallah’s) story. :

The collective isnad concludes:

wa-qad dakhala ba‘du I-hadithi fT ba‘din »wa-sugtu khabarahi fihi«.?

Some parts of the narration (hadith) [taken from different sources] were integrated one into
another, »and I have given the news about him (i.e. the Talibid Miisa ibn ‘Abdallah) in it (i.e.
the following account)«.

In the subsequent account, Abi I-Faraj switches several times between these three
sources, combining passages drawn from all of them. Thus, he creates an account that
can be viewed as representing best the author’s own understanding of the events.
Nonetheless, each major quotation is labeled with the name of the authority primarily
responsible for its transmission. The authorities are the historian ‘Umar ibn Shabba (d.
263/876 in Samarra), the historian and man of letters Ahmad ibn al- Harith (d. 258/872
in Kufa; relying on his teacher al-Mad#ini), and the historian Ahmad ibn ‘Ubaydallah
ibn ‘Ammar al-Katib al-ThaqafT (d. ca. 314/926 in Kufa). All these Shitite scholars are
known as authors of texts that were directly accessible to Abi 1-Faraj in one way or
another. Shortly before the end of this chapter (p. 396), however, Abi 1- -Faraj says:.

wa-hadha laysa min hadha 1-bab, wa-lakinna l-haditha dhii shujanin, wa-l-shay’u yudhkaru
bi-l-shay’i.

This (i.e. the following stories) is not part [of the topic] of this chapter. However, the nar-
ration [naturally] drifts from one topic to another while one thing is recalled by another [to
which it is related].

At this point, Abfi 1-Faraj introduces a new source (4): It is Ahmad ibn (Muhammad
ibn) Sa‘id al-Hamdani (d. 333/944 in Kufa), one of his most important INFORMANTS
and TEACHERS for the Magatil. Ahmad al-Hamdani is known as a learned Shitite
biographer, historian and writer. Abal 1-Faraj gives the isnad with the transmitters on
whom Ahmad al-Hamdani relied. These are Yahya ibn al-Hasan [al-‘Alawi] (d.
277/890 in Mecca) — Isma‘il ibn Ya‘qub — ‘Abdallah ibn Misa (the son of) — Miisa ibn
‘Abdallah ibn al-Hasan (i.e. the Talibid to whom this chapter is dedicated). It is the
latter himself who is then quoted with a lively report on an occasion when he, as a
young boy, went with his father to see the first ‘Abbasid caliph Abid 1-‘Abbas al-
Saffah. Abidi 1-Faraj adds that none of his other sources contained this eyewitness
report. For this reason, as it seems, the mention of Ahmad ibn Sa‘id’s isnad in full
length is needed. Thus he acknowledges the use of a source that was not given in the
collective isnad at the beginning of the chapter.

"7 The remarks given in »quotation marks« are indicated by the editor of the Magatil as being
based on- only one of the manuscripts he used for the edition.
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Only a few lines further, at the beginning of the conclusive passage of the chapter,
Abi 1-Faraj refers.again to Ahmad al-Hamdani. Here he mentions the latter’s isnad
together with the isndd of ‘Umar ibn ‘Abdallah [al-‘Ataki] — ‘Umar ibn Shabba — Isa
ibn ‘Abdallah (see above collective isnad, see no. 1). Abl 1-Faraj concludes with a
poem about the protagonist of the chapter: the Talibid Miisa ibn ‘Abdallah. Again, Abi
1-Faraj states.that it was Ahmad ibn Sa‘id who had recited the poem to him, relying on
Yahya ibn al-Hasan. From this information it becomes obvious that for the entire final
part of this chapter Abii 1-Faraj relied exclusively on Ahmad ibn Sa‘7d — Yahya ibn
al-Hasan.

1.2 Appraisal of sources

An aspect of Abii 1-Faraj’s working method that particularly contributes to depicting
him as a >creative writer and author< rather than a >traditional collector and (re-)or-
ganizer of datac is related to the numerous comments he makes on his sources. These
assessments of sources are particularly striking whenever he points out differences or
similarities in the material transmitted to him;'® when he expressly mentions whether
an item of information is correct or incorrect;'? or when he criticizes reports that he
considers weak in terms of their contents and/or the chain of transmitters attached to
them.” At times, he thus verifies and occasionally explains information relevant to the
transmission of a text,? rectifies mistakes,” and makes remarks that expressly state or
even support the completeness of a tradition vis-a-vis comparable other ones.” Oc-
casionally he informs the reader that he refrains from quoting certain traditions or
reports,> or distances himself from not generally approved information.”® Sometimes
he even feels free to say that he prefers a certain report to another which contains:
similar data.? '

These comments are most frequently given after a collective isnad. At times, how-
ever, they are attached at the end of the presentation of a topic (and, as it seems,
especially when the sources differ substantially from each other in terms of subject
matter or tendency). Furthermore, taking the focused scope of the Magatil for granted,
authorial remarks of this sort also facilitate abridgment (nags), synopsis (ikhtisar) or
expansion (ziyada) of accounts that the author felt needed to be made.”

18 Mag 31/2, 33/16, 170/8, 229/12, 245/8, 311/8, 480/16, 489/1, 552/6.
19 Maq 7819, 79/1, 79/6, 79/14, 179/5, 201/13, 335/9, 343/15, 625/3.
2 Mag 68/15, 78/8, 170/11.

2! Magq 78/8, 80/9, 413/16.

2 Magq 50/5, 78/8, 201/12.

2 Mag 2719, 372/14, 605/7.

% Magq 81/11, 168/7.

B Magq 5934, B —

26 Mag 2616, 67/11.
2 Magq 17717, 234/5, 456/9.
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2. The nature of the sources

Not only in terms of the history of Arabic literature and scholarly writing is it of
significance to ascertain which and what kind of sources a given medieval Arabic
writer used; it is important for historical research, too. For the purpose of identifying
the sources Abu I-Faraj relied on for the Magatil, the determination of three major
categories was useful: 1) oral sources, including material processed by >aural< trans-
mission; 2) written sources, which are related to the former, and include: 3) named
written sources, i.e. written sources whose use was acknowledged by giving a) the
name of their compilers, authors, copyist, or owners, or even b) by providing a book
title. However, it may have become clear already that these categories are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive.

2.1 >Oral« sources & aural transmission

There are only a few indications in the Magatil that specifically point to Aba I-Faraj’s
relying on (PURELY) ORAL SOURCES, or incorporating texts he had memorized without
taking notes. That he did make use of material transmitted to him orally is shown, for
example, by a statement given in the chapter on the Talibid ‘Isa ibn Zayd ibn Alf (pp.
405-428).2% Abi 1-Faraj says:

haddathana Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Sa‘id ‘ala sabil al-mudhakara, fa-hafiztuhii ‘anhu
wa-lam aktubhu min lafzihi; wa-l-hadith yazidu wa-yanqusu wa-l-mana wahid (Magq 408).
Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Sa‘id related [this] to us by means of >consultation«.?® So I
memorized it from him, but I did not write down his words literally. However, narration [in
general terms] can be lengthy or short while the meaning is [still] the same.

On a few other occasions, Abii 1-Faraj states that he incorporated information that was
related to him orally. To be more precise, it was related to him by means of AURAL
TRANSMISSION.* The following statements indicate this common form of instruction in
medieval Islam: from one of al-Zuhii’s books (perhaps his K. al-Maghazi or his K.
Nasab al-Quraysh), Abi 1-Faraj quotes in the form of the so-called gira@’a:*

% This chapter is part of the section on the reign of Abii ‘Abdallah Muhammad al-Mahdi (r.
158-169/775-785, the third Abbasid caliph who had »attempted to heal the rift which had
developed in the family of the Prophet between the ‘Abbasids and the ‘Alids)«; see EI* V,
1238.

% For the term mudhakara, see below, fn. 34.

30 The term AURAL came to be seen as useful in historical analytical studies of the sources of
medieval Arabic compilations because it values both the written material (on which most

~ lectures, seminars and tutorials were based) as well as the actual way of teaching this material
(by reading aloud from a written text while the students listen, memorize and perhaps take
notes); see also Giinther, Source Criticism (fn. 12) 5.

' GAS, 1, 59, 240; and QU 45.
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wa-quri’a bi-hadratt ‘ala Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Ja ‘d al-Washsh@, qila: haddathakum (...)
<an Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri T khabar Jaar ibn Abt Talib (...) (Magq 10).

[The material] was read to Ahmad ibn al-Ja‘d al-Washsha’ while I was present. It was said: it
was related to you (...) , on the authority of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri, the news of Ja‘far ibn Abi
Talib (...).

On another occasion, he states:

hadhiht riwayatu l-Dahhak ibn Uthman. Wa-ma a‘lamu ahadan min ahli I-sirati dhakara
anna Muhammad ibn Ja‘far qatilu ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Umar, wa-la sami‘tu li-Muhammad fi
kitabi ahadin minhum (i.e.: min ahl al-sira) dhikra magtalin. (Mag 22).

This is al-Dahhak ibn ‘Uthman’s narrative. However, I do not know anybody from amongst
the biographers who mentioned that Muhammad ibn Ja‘far was killed by ‘Ubaydallah ibn
“Umar, nor have I learned® concerning Muhammad [ibn Ja‘far] from any book of theirs (i.e.
the books of the biographers) the mention of a killing.

This information indicates that Abdi 1-Faraj was relying here on a number of biogra-
phical >writings< or >books« that he presumably had studied with his teachers. Thus the
somewhat odd expression sami‘tu fi kitab turns out to reveal vividly the very charac-
teristic of learning and teaching in medieval Islam: the close and on-going interaction
of oral/aural and written transmission of knowledge. Similar associations are provoked
by the following statement: ‘

wa-qad dhakara Muhammad ibn ‘All ibn Hamza [ft kitabihi] anna (...), wa-ma sami‘tu bi-
hadha [l-khabar] min ghayrihi (i.e. Muhammad |[...]), wa-la ra’aytu li-Ibrahim fT shay’in min
kutubi l-ansabi dhikran (Magq 87).

Muhammad ibn Ali ibn Hamza mentioned [in his book — which was at Abi 1-Faraj’s disposal
as the isnad-analyses has proven]33 that (...). However, I have not learned/heard this from
anybody else except from him, nor have I seen concerning Ibrahim any mention in the books
of genealogy.

Furthermore, the frequent occurrence of the term mudhakara (conversation, consulta-
tion, memorization) in the Magatil points to the fact that the young scholar Abii 1-Faraj
(he was only 28 years old when he finished his book) used to attend tutorials or
consultations. Tutorials and consultations commonly took place either prior to or after
lectures. Based on the teacher’s lecture notes or the notes the students had taken
themselves, these sessions served to deepen the students’ knowledge of a certain topic,
and to allow them to discuss and memorize the material presented in a lecture.*

32 As is known, the verb sami‘a means in the first place >to hear< and >to listen<. However, it
means also >to learn of (something)< and consequently >to know<. The latter meaning is
supported by the quranic use of the root s-m-°. For the so-called written sama‘ as a special
technique of transmitting knowledge in medieval Islam, see Gregor Schoeler: Die Frage der
schriftlichen und miindlichen Uberlieferung der Wissenschaften im friihen Islam, in: Der

Islam 62-(1985), 201=230, esp: 209-214;-and- QU-44-48. -

3 See QU 190-191.
34 » Al-Mudhakara (...) originally an innovation of students, was an informal exchange of Hadith
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2.2 References to written sources

In the Magatil as well as later in the Aghani,” the direct use of written texts is
acknowledged by the author. Striking are formulations such as:

nasakhtu min kitab (or: khatt [...]) — I transcribed/copied from the piece of writing/book (or:
[manu]script) of (...);*

kataba ilayya (...) — he wrote to me;
wajadtu ft kitab (...)/bi-khatt (...) — I came across [this information] in the writing/book of (...)
[and transcribed it]; or: in the handwritten text/[manu]script of (...); or: written by (...) [and
transcribed it];*® A

katabtu (...) ‘anhu (...) — I wrote down [this information] on the authority of (...); or: I copied
[this information] from the writing/book of (...);*

qara’tu (...) ft kitab (...)Ift ba‘d al-kutub (...) — I read [this information] in the piece of
writing/book of (...); or: (...) in some writings/books of (...).*’

37

As mentioned, Abi 1-Faraj many times introduces information simply by gala,”' rawa,
and dhakara or dhakara/dhukira (...) f7 (...). By this, he usually labels quotations of
larger fragments of text that he copied from written sources. More specifically and
apart from gala, Abu 1-Faraj uses the term dhakara (at least 41 times) to indicate that
he has transcribed information from a piece of writing that he apparently had not
studied with a teacher (kitaba).**

among themselves, characterized by recapitulation and review. It had no fixed time, place or

~ form. (...) Through the years, it developed into an institution, with rules and regulations of its
ownc; cf. Munir-ud-Din Ahmad: The institution of al-Mudhakara, in: ZDMG, Suppl. I/2
(1969), 595-603, here 595. Further examples are: haddathani Muhammad ibn ‘All ibn Mahdt
bi-1-Kiifa ‘ala sabil al-mudhakara (...) (Mag 131) and haddathana Muhammad ibn al-‘Abbas
al-Yazijr ‘ala sabil al-mudhakara, qala: haddathant ‘ammi ‘an abthi ‘an jaddihi AbT Muham-
mad al-Yaziji, fi-ma ard, qala (...). (Maq 338).

35 In the Aghani, Abii 1-Faraj uses nasakhtu; gara’tu; wajadtu; fi kitab (...); qala (...) ft kitab;
dhakarahii (...) fi (...); fL kitab (...); and above all nasakhtu min kitab (...), see Leon Zolondek:
The sources of the K. al-Agani, in: Arabica 8 (1961), pp. 294-308, esp. p. 301, and the
comprehensive study by Manfred Fleischhammer: Quellenuntersuchungen zum Kitab al-
Agant. Halle/Saale (Habilitationsschrift) 1965, pp. 17* and 18"; as well as his article Hinweise
auf schriftliche Quellen im K. al-Aganf, in: Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der Martin-Luther-
Universitit Halle-Wittenberg. Gesellschafts- und Sprachwissenschaftliche Reihe 28 (1979),
pp. 53-62. Furthermore, see Dawid Sallim: K. al-Aghant. Masadiruhii wa-asaniduhd, in:
Majallat Kulliyyat al-Adab [fT Jami‘at Baghdad] 12 (1969), pp. 175-202, esp. p. 178.

3 Mag 390/15, 410/14, 442/17, 579/1, 620/2.

3" Maq 484/11, 518/2, 556/9, 645/10, 689/6, 645/10.

8 Maq 384/4, 442/17.

S Mag 141, 44208,
0 Mag 10/10, 296/13, 364/11.

41 For gala in the Aghani, see Fleischhammer, Quellenuntersuchungen (fn. 35), 18*.
2 Magq 29/5, 72/6, 85/11, 86/14, 87/2, 87/6, 81/11, 89/7, 92/10, 92/13, 93/13, 94/6, 94/11, 94/13,
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3. >Naming« sources

In the Magatil, Abii 1-Faraj only coincidentally names his written sources. Only two
books are quoted by title. The way he refers to them, however, is rather odd though not
unusual for medieval scholars: To Muhammad ibn Ishag’s K. al-Maghazi, he refers as
follows:

I read that from the Book on The Military Expeditions to Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, and
he confirmed it. I said: »Muhammad ibn Humayd al-Razi told you: »Salama told us on the
authority of Muhammad ibn Ishdq that (...)«<.« (Mag 10). ‘

The other named book is the K. [Wag‘at] Siffin by Nasr ibn Muz.ﬁhjm al-MingarT (d.
212/827). Its title is given within an isndd:

Ahmad ibn “Isa ibn Abi Miisa al-‘Ijli related to me the information on the killing of “Ubayd-
allzh ibn ‘Umar from the Book on Siffin. He said: »al-Husayn ibn Nasr ibn Muzahim told us,
he said: >My father told us, he said: »‘Umar ibn Sa‘d*® al-BastT told us on the authority of Abi
Mikhnaf Lit ibn Yahya al-Azdi, [and he] on the authority of Ja‘far, [and he] on the- authority
of al-Qasim, [and he] on the authority of Zayd ibn ‘Alqama, [and he] on the authority of Zayd
ibn Badr. He said: (...)<.« (Mag 22).

Abi 1-Faraj refers to written sources also by just giving the names of their authors and
transmitters. For example:

— the book/piece of writing (kitab, khatt) of Harin ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abdalmalik al-
Zayyat;* or
— the book/[manu]script of Ahmad ibn al-Harith al-Kharraz.*

Direct access to writings (and purely written transmission of their contents) is expres-- -
sed in various ways:

— al-Hasan ibn ‘Al al-Washsha® reported to us in his piece of writing (or: letter?, which he
sent) to me (fF kitabihi ilayya); (...) he said (...);*®

126/10, 60/9, 164/6, 167/5, 170/8, 176/7, 176/8, 188/10, 189/4, 190/5, 228/1, 229/12, 316/3,
412/13, 451/14, 490/1, 497/5, 506/6, 540/7, 541/1, 552/6, 556/1 1, 566/7, 570/9, 588/7, 593/3,
633/1.

3 The printed text has Sa‘id.

“ Magq 410/14, 620/2. Hariin ibn Muhammad al-Zayyat was an akhbart and student of “‘Umar
ibn Shabba (d. 263/876); QU 166-67.

4 The latter was most likely the review of a book by al-Mad@ini (cf. Magq 296/12, 390/15,
443/1); Ahmad ibn al-Harith al-Kharraz (258/872 in Kufa) was a historian and littérateur, see
QU 118-121. '

45‘Maq*'3~11*1‘1.“'a1:};1-as~an‘ibn~~<A—1i~a1:Washshal—al-Bajaﬁ-(d.~2-24/8-39_)_wa's_a_we11=known Shi‘ite
transmitter (muhaddith) and collector of traditions; frequently he is quoted by Abu 1-Faraj
directly, see QU 173.
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- al-Mundhir ibn Muhammad reported [this material] to me in his piece of writing, granting
[me] his permission to transmit it on his authority (f7 kitabihi ilayya bi-ijazatihi) (...),* or
— (...) and I added to this what Muhammad ibn ‘Alf ibn Hamza mentioned in' his book
(wa-adaftu ila dhalika ma dhakarahii Muhammad ibn ‘All ibn Hamza fT kitabihi).*8

At least 25 times, Abil 1-Faraj identifies the origin of sources by stating that »news/a
report (khabar)« or »narrative, account (riwdya, hadith)« is so-and-so’s. Examples are:

This is al-Dahhak ibn ‘Uthman’s account (riwdya) (Mag 22/5)* — Abi Mikhnaf’s account
(riwaya) (Magq 72/7)® — The report/news (khabar) Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Sulayman
[al-Baghandi] told me (Magq 80/9) — Al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar said in his report (khabar) (Mag
303/7)*! — “Umar ibn Shabba said in his report (khabar) (Mag 366/14) — Ahmad ibn al-
Harith mentioned in his account (riwdaya) (Maq 451/14).

4, Conclusions

Abi I-Faraj commonly makes use of a collective isndd whenever he combines infor-
mation from different sources in an account of his own. Remarkably, he incorporates
entire segments of reports and narratives by just copying them from his written sour-
ces. He labels these quotations then with the name of the relevant main authority.

*" Mag 133/1. al-Mundhir ibn Muhammad ibn al-Mundhir al-Qabiisi (d. at the beginning of the
- 4th/10th c.) was a prolific Shi‘ite historian and author from Kufa; Abi l-FaraJ transcribed
information from at least one of his books, see QU 210-211.

“ Mag 165/8. Muhammad ibn Al ibn Hamza al-‘Alawi al-Hashimi (d. 287/900) was a ‘Alid
historian and poet; he is known to be the author of a K. Magatil al-Talibiyyin from which Abi
I-Faraj transcribed information directly, see QU 190/91.

# Al:Dahhak al-Qurashi (d. 180/796 in Medina): appointed by Hariin al-Rashid as head of
Medina, famous akhbar?; Abn 1-Faraj indicates that he directly quotes his account on the
Magtal Muhammad ibn Ja'far, since it was the only alternative one he had come across, see
QU 155.

0Lt ibn Yahya Aba Mikhnaf al-Azdi (d.157/774): well-known Shi‘ite collector of traditions
and author of more than 40 books and writings. Abdi 1-Faraj quotes from him numerous
passages. However, he transcribes them from books by later authors to which he had d1rect
access, see QU 181-184.

3! Al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar al-Qurashi (d. 256/870 in Mecca): genealoglst, historian and author; in
later years judge in Mecca; the material (most probably) drawn from his genealogical-histo-
rical book on the Quraysh was transmitted to Abil 1-Faraj by one of al-Zubayr’s students, see
QU 229-230.

%2 ‘Umar ibn Shabba (d. 263/876) historian, poet, collector of traditions and productive writer.

He is Abi I-Faraj’s MOST FREQUENTLY QUOTED OLDER TRANSMITTER in the Magatil. How-
ever, Abil 1-Faraj used the material originating from ‘Umar ibn Shabbas writings indirectly,
i.e. it was transmitted to Abi 1-Faraj by h1s three main informants for the Magatil; see QU
220-225.
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As a computer-based analysis of the isndds of the text of the Magatil has shown,
Abi 1-Faraj studied for his Magaril with 53 persons. His most important informants
and teachers are the following:

‘Umar ibn ‘Abdallah al-Ataki (first half 4th/10th c.) mentioned 171

Yahya ibn ‘Alf al-Munajjim (d. 300/912) 138
Ahmad (ibn Muhammad) ibn Sa‘id al-Hamdanf (d. 333/944) 120
Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Ushnani (d. 315/927) 49
Ahmad ibn ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Ammar al-Thaqaff (d. 314/926) 47
Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Jawhari (first half of the 4th/10th cent.) 39
<Alf ibn Ibrahim al-‘Alawi (first half of the 4th/10th cent.) 35 times.

Eight of Abii 1-Faraj’s INFORMANTS are mentioned only once. Most of his INFORMANTS
were natives of Baghdad and Kufa or had stayed at these centers of Muslim learning
for a long time. Almost ten percent of his INFORMANTS are member of the extended
family of the Prophet (‘Alawids). This is corroborated by a) the historical settings at
that time (the Shi‘a was well-represented especially in Kufa), and b) the dedication of
the Magatil to Shi‘ite history. Also, a considerable number of Aba 1-Faraj’s INFOR-
MANTS were booksellers, clerks or perfume vendors. This has been proven by a) the
information given in the medieval bio-bibliographical dictionaries, b) the statements
made by the medieval biographers about Abi 1-Faraj, and c) the names of Abi 1-Fa-
raj’'s INFORMANTS and TEACHERS (in 10% of the cases). Thus, Abii 1-Faraj is very
likely to have selected the majority of the writings and books he relied on for the
Magatil at the book-market in Baghdad, the city where he studied and spent most of
his life. Indications that point to Abii 1-Faraj’s relying exclusively on >oral< sources are
rare.

Only on a few occasions does Abii 1-Faraj expressly name his written sources, and
only two books are mentioned by title. The names of authors or transmitters of wri-
tings, however, are given more frequently. Several times the use of written materials is
acknowledged by statements such as »I copied from the writing/book of (..)«, or
»s0-and-so wrote to me (...)«. Nonetheless, most of the older writings directly quoted
by Abi 1-Faraj seem to represent more recent copies and recensions of older books; it
is rather unlikely that Abd Faraj had autographs of older works at hand.

The majority of these ACTUAL, WRITTEN SOURCES of Abil I-Faraj’s are to be ascribed
to scholars from the end of 8th to the middle of 9th centuries. This group of scholars
includes well-known historians and authors such as:

‘Umar ibn Shabba al-Numayri (d. 264/877) mentioned 311
Yahya ibn al-Hasan al-‘Alawi (d. 277/890) 89
Abi Mikhnaf (d. 157/774) 57
al-Mada’ini (d. 235/850) 49

- Ahmad-ibn-al-Harith-al-Kharraz (d. 258/872)- s 29
¢Alf ibn Muhammad al-Nawfalt (d. 204/819) 20

‘Abbad ibn Ya‘qiib al-Rawajini (d. 250/864) 19
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al-Fadl ibn Dukayn Aba Nu‘aym al-Mula‘t (d. 219/834) 14
Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Wagqid1 (d. 207/823) 14
Nagr ibn Muzahim al-MinqarT (d. 212/827) 13
al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar al-Qurashi (d. 256/870) 13 times.

In general, many of Abi I-Faraj’s written sources bear titles that provide clear evidence
of the great interest the Shitite scholars of the second and third centuries of Islam had
in the magatil topic. The following writings are those that have been identified as
being VERIFIABLY USED by Abii I-Faraj:

a) More recent written sources, directly used by Abil 1-Faraj, are:

K. Akhbar Abi Hanifa wa-musnadihi by Abi I-Faraj’s INFORMANT Ahmad (ibn Mﬁhammad)
ibn Sa‘id al-Hamdani (d. 333/944 in Kufa)

K. Akhbar Sahib Fakhkh by the INFORMANT ‘Alf ibn Ibrahim al-‘Alawi (still alive in the first
half of 4th/10th cent.) |

K. Akhbar Yahya ibn ‘Abdallah ibn al-Hasan by ‘Al ibn Ibrahim al-‘Alawi

K. Man rawa ‘an Zayd ibn ‘Al wa-musnadiht by Ahmad (ibn Muhammad) ibn Sa‘id al-
Hamdani

Kitab [Man qutila min al-Talibiyyn ?] by Ahmad (ibn Muhammad) ibn Sa‘id al-Hamdani
K. Magatil al-Talibiyyin by Ahmad ibn ‘Ubaydallah al-ThaqafT al-Katib (d. 314/926 in Kufa)
K. Magatil al-Talibiyyin by Muhammad ibn ‘Al ibn Hamza al-‘Alawi (287/900)

K. al-Shi‘a min ashab al-hadith by Ahmad (ibn Muhammad) al-Hamdani

K. Sulh al-Hasan wa-Mu‘awiya by Ahmad (ibn Muhammad) al-Hamdan.

b) Older written sources used by Abi 1-Faraj:

K. Akhbar Abt Talib wa-wuldihi by al-Mad@ini :
K. Akhbar Muhammad wa-Ibrahim ibnay ‘Abdallah ibn al-Hasan al-Hashimi al-Qurasht by
‘Umar ibn Shabba

K. Man qutila min al-Talibiyyin by al-Mada’ini

K: al-Mansir by ‘Umar ibn Shabba

K. Ma‘rifa ft ma‘rifat al-sahaba by ‘Abbad ibn Ya‘qub al-Rawajini

K. Magtal al-Husayn by Abu Mikhnaf

K. Magtal al-Husayn by al-Wagqidi

Magtal al-Husayn by Nasr ibn Muzahim al-Minqari.

K. Magqtal “Alr [ibn Abt Talib] by Aba Mikhnaf

K. Mawlid al-Hasan wa-1-Husayn wa-maqtal al-Husayn by al-Wagqidi

K. Nasab Al Abt Talib by Yahya ibn al-Hasan al-‘Aqiqi al-‘AlawT (d. 277/890)%

53 For a recently discovered unique manuscript entitled FI tasmiyat man a‘qaba min wuld Amir
al-Muminin AbT al-Hasan “Alf ibn Talib “alayhi l-salam, ta’lif Abt I-Husayn Yahya ibn al-

Hasar ibn Ja'far ibn-Ubaydallah-ibn-al-Husayn-ibn-Alr-ibn-al-Husayn-ibn-Alt-ibn- Abr-Falib;—————
see Hans Daiber: Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts in the Daiber Collection, Institute of

the Oriental Culture, University of Tokyo, Tokyo: Document Center for Asian Studies, 1988,

p.- 127.
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K. Nasab Quraysh wa-akhbariha by al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar (d. 256/870)

Kitab [Tarikh (...)] by ‘Alf ibn Muhammad an-Nawfali (d. between 246/860 and 256/870)>*
K. Wag‘at Siffin by Nasr ibn Muzahim

K. Zayd ibn ‘Alf by Abi Mikhnaf.

Though the individual pieces of information given in this article might appear simply
to be details, they open a direct window into the world of 10th century Arabic scho-
larship. In an astonishingly definite manner, they provide us with an idea of who Abu
1-Faraj al-Isfahani was, how he lived and worked. They let us picture a young scholar
who is as hard working as he is talented, full of enthusiasm, ambition and scholarly
vision. While collecting and studying the material for his Magatil, he builds up his
own library. His working space gets filled with valuable copies of books and other
manuscripts which he has obtained at the Baghdad book-market, along with the copies
of manuscripts and the notes he himself has prepared in lectures, seminars and tuto-
rials. These writings are the major sources he consults, transcribes and quotes. Once he
actually starts writing his book, he works day and night. At the end of the book, he is
able to acknowledge that he has completed it in only one month. Yet, he has already
another project in mind, to which he expressly draws the reader’s attention: it is an .
undertaking of the magnitude of The Great Book of Songs. Nonetheless, it is the
scholar’s outstanding literary ceuvre as a whole that has made many later generations
celebrate his contributions to medieval Arabic literature and culture.

54 Q

e&also—m-y-art»icle-A-l-Nawfalz“-’s_lost—Histor»y.—AmShi»ite—souree—used_by_al'-a,Taban’_and_Abzz_*hmw
I-Faraj, in: Tabari: The Historian and His Work, ed. Hugh N. Kennedy, Princeton: Darwin
Press, forthcoming.



