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PREFACE

Around 1990 Syrian State Television screened a series entitled “Al-mughannun”
(The Singers).The scripts were based on the accounts of Umayyad and ‘Abbasid
singers in Abu l-Faraj al-Isbahani’s* Kitab al-aghani (Book of Songs), a fourth/tenth
century monument of Arabic literature.The script writers did not have to decipher
manuscripts or ferret in archives; the Kitab al-aghani is available today in at least five
different printed editions, not to speak of nine or more abridgements. It has not
suddenly come into vogue in this century, as the manuscript tradition and the 
frequent abridgements in the pre-modern period show. From the time of its 
composition until now, the Aghani has been both popular and generally recognised
as one of the masterpieces of Arabic literature.

The paucity of studies of the Aghani as a literary work (rather than as a source
for social history, musical life, poetic criticism, diglossia and a number of other 
topics) is all the more surprising. I believe there are three main reasons for this.
First, it is a large book, running to some two dozen volumes in modern editions.
Its size is off-putting. Second, it disconcerts the modern reader in a number of
ways. It mixes prose and poetry. It includes a great variety of genres, such as bald
statements of information, anecdotes of all kinds, jokes, heroic tales, excerpts from
histories, and controversies on poetic and musical matters. (This mixture of genres
is a characteristic of mediaeval Arabic compilations of belles-lettres.) And with all this
it consistently employs the scholarly techniques of the time. Third, the Aghani’s 
raison d’être, the songs, have fallen silent; the absence of notation in the period when
the book was written and subsequent changes in Arabic music mean that the
melodies cannot be reconstructed.

Serious research into older Arabic literature cannot merely ignore books as
important as the Aghani. It presents a challenge which scholars have to take up. And
a better understanding of this book is bound to increase insight into the corpus of
adab (belles-lettres) texts, one of the main branches of mediaeval Arabic literature.
The present study is intended as a contribution to research on the Aghani and more
generally on mediaeval Arabic belles-lettres.

vii

* Both “al-Isbahani” and “al-Isfahani” are found.The oldest biographical sources and Aghani MSS have
the former, and I have followed their usage, except when quoting.



The study begins with a survey of the research carried out up till now on the
Aghani in the Arab world, Europe and North America, as far as it has been acces-
sible to me. There follows a concise presentation of Abu l-Faraj’s life, times and
works, focussed on aspects relevant for the understanding of the Aghani. From the
study of the other extant works, it becomes clear that the Aghani’s title has to be
taken seriously;Abu l-Faraj was not given to choosing fancy names for his books,
and the designations he gives correspond to the contents. Like it or not, the mod-
ern researcher is dealing with a Book of Songs Fallen Silent, but a Book of Songs
all the same.

One way to approach a book far removed from modern aesthetic expectations
is to examine what the author himself says about it.The student of the Aghani is
well provided for in this respect; there are hundreds of observations by Abu l-Faraj,
covering all kinds of topics, scattered through the book. In the first of the two main
parts of this study I have collected his asides and discussed them under the head-
ings of remarks bearing on songs and singers, remarks about poetry and poets, and
remarks about prose and the selection and arrangement of material. (I have worked
his rare allusions to his own times and contemporaries into the section on his life.)
The discussion of the asides throws much light on questions such as how the com-
piler worked, what attitude he had to his material, and to what extent he conceived
of the book as a whole.

Any book as large as the Aghani will be organised on various levels. Between the
Book of Songs as a whole and the individual akhbar (reports or anecdotes) there
are two intermediate levels.There is a division into three parts according to which
songs are used to introduce the material – song collections, songs by royal musi-
cians, or Abu l-Faraj’s own choice. But much more prominent is the organisation
of material into sections, or “articles”, as I shall term them, devoted usually to 
a poet or a singer, but sometimes to a historical event, a relationship between two
people, or a song and its history. It is possible to read the Aghani simply as an enor-
mous collection of discrete anecdotes and quotations of poetry. But Abu l-Faraj’s
consistent division of the material into articles shows that he attached great impor-
tance to this intermediate level of organisation.The second major aim of this study
is to examine the ways in which articles are organised, taking account of the kind
of material available (and the quantity of it, as far as can be judged), and the main
topics treated. First the articles with a narrow thematic focus, those on songs, rel-
ationships and events, are discussed. The insights thus gained into Abu l-Faraj’s
approach to compilation are drawn on in the subsequent investigation of the much
larger and more diverse category of articles on poets and singers.

A further chapter focusses on elements frequently encountered throughout the
book. They include songs and poems which are often quoted, major figures of
Arabic culture and early Islamic history who reappear as principal or secondary
characters, recurrent motifs, issues such as the permissibility of listening to music,
and themes, for instance the inevitability of death and the immortality of poetry
and music.These elements, drawn from a common fund of material about pre- and
early Islamic culture, create connections between the different articles and 
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contribute a certain unity to the book. In the final chapter the framework of songs
and the ordering of the articles are examined. First the three main parts of the book
are indicated, based on the song collections, the list of royal musicians and the 
compiler’s own choice of songs. Then smaller groups of articles, devoted, for
instance, to different members of a family or a literary circle, are distinguished,
as is the phenomenon of articles close to each other both treating the same sub-
ject or linked through some other unusual feature. And lastly some reasons are
advanced for the fact that what starts as a book of songs should turn out to cover
so many different aspects of early Arabic culture.The epilogue points to areas for
further research.

When I embarked on this research, it was not only with a sense of duty and of
responding to a challenge, but also with the knowledge that the Aghani is a fantas-
tic read. It is said that when Pope Paul VI asked Louis Armstrong and his wife, who
were attending a Vatican reception, if they had any children, the musician replied,
“No, but we had a lot of fun trying.” I do not know how this study will be judged,
but I have certainly had a lot of fun doing the research for it. And I hope at least
to have suggested to the reader some ways of approaching mediaeval Arabic 
compilations and to have conveyed a little of the riches and the fascination of this
treasure of Arabic and world literature.
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MODERN RESEARCH ON 
THE KITAB AL-AGHAN I

Abu l-Faraj al-Isbahani’s Kitab al-aghani has attracted the interest of scholars 
for close on two hundred years now. This interest arose after what is now the
Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris acquired some Aghani manuscripts which had
been brought to France by a member of Napoleon’s expeditionary force to Egypt.1

It first took the form of translations, and attention focussed on the Aghani’s pre-
Islamic material. In 1816 Silvestre de Sacy published a French version of the Aghani
article on Labid.2 Three years later Kosegarten brought out a Latin translation of
the article on ‘Amr ibn Kulthum, accompanied by an edition of the text based on
the Paris manuscripts of the Aghani.3 In the 1830s Quatremère planned to make
an abridged translation of the entire work, but only the Preface, the account of the
Hundred and then the Three Songs, and the articles on Abu Qatifa, ‘Adi ibn Zayd
and the two poets named al-Muraqqish saw the light.4 De Slane accompanied his
edition of Imru’ al-Qays’s Diwan with the Aghani article on the poet.5 As the sec-
ond part of his article on the history of the pre-Islamic Arabs in the Hijaz and
Yemen, Perron published the section on Umayma,6 and another French scholar,
Fresnel, included the account of Mudad ibn ‘Amr in his survey of pre-Islamic
Arabic history.7

A new focus of interest appears in some subsequent translations in the nine-
teenth century.The first students of the history of Arabic music realised that the
Aghani was a unique source for their subject, and they proceeded to make sections
on singers accessible to the wider scholarly public.8

At the same time researchers into early Arabic literature continued to translate
articles devoted to major poets, such as ‘Antara.9 It would be hard to draw up a com-
plete list of the translations that have been made of different parts of the Aghani
for scholarly ends up till now,10 although probably the sections on poets have con-
sistently attracted the most attention. But interests other than poetic are also
reflected in the choice of translated articles; for instance the English version of Abu
l-Faraj’s presentation of the Medinan singer and entertainer Ash‘ab forms the basis
for Rosenthal’s Humour in Early Islam.11 On the whole these translations of articles
aim to make information about a given individual or subject accessible; in other
words, they consider the Aghani as an important source for the history of poetry,
culture or music. One cannot help wondering, however, whether the frequency



with which foreign scholars resort to translating excerpts from the Aghani is not
also partly due to qualities which they seldom mention, the variety and liveliness
of its information and its readability – the very qualities which have inspired many
mediaeval and modern men of letters to undertake abridgements of the texts.

To return to the nineteenth century, the Aghani soon attracted the notice not
only of translators but also of editors.12 The first to embark on the task was
Kosegarten,who in 1840 published the first volume of a projected edition and Latin
translation, based on the Paris MSS, with additional information on the theory of
Arabic music, drawn in large part from al-Farabi.13 He did not succeed in bring-
ing out any more of the text before his death ten years later.The first printing of
the (reasonably) complete text occurred at the Matba‘a al-Amiriya in Bulaq in
1285/1868.This Bulaq edition in 20 volumes is still reprinted and widely used and
quoted, although, as is well known, it has no critical apparatus and lacks several arti-
cles.14 The Cairo MSS on which the Bulaq text was based were incomplete, and
in 1888 Rudolf Brünnow brought out a further volume, containing articles he had
found in MSS in Munich.15

After the Bulaq edition became unobtainable, al-Majj Mumammad Effendi
al-Sasi took upon himself to reprint the Aghani.This edition,often known by al-Sasi’s
name, came out in 1323/1905 at the Matba‘at al-taqaddum. It contains the Bulaq
text with revisions by Ammad al-Shinqiti and also Brünnow’s 21st volume; it 
represents an advance on the original Bulaq text. It was further improved when
Mumammad al-Shinqiti’s corrections to the Bulaq edition, based on his knowledge
of Arabic language and literature, were published under the title Tasmim kitab
al-aghani.16 But it is only with the Dar al-kutub Aghani, of which the first volume
appeared in 1927, that something approaching a scholarly edition of the text
became available.The Dar al-kutub edition is based on the various Cairo MSS, to
which manuscripts from Munich and Tübingen were added in the course of the
work.17 The editors were originally sceptical about whether the articles from
Brünnow’s 21st volume belonged to the Aghani,18 but one, on Maritha b. Badr, was
published later by Ibrahim al-Abyari as a supplement to volume VIII.19 The Dar
al-kutub edition does not provide a detailed critical apparatus, but it gives some
variants and has useful notes on people and places and explanations of some
obscure words. It also makes sensible comments based on internal comparisons in
the text. It has indices to poets, singers, transmitters of akhbar and melodies, other
named individuals, tribes, places, poetry, ayyam, proverbs, titles mentioned in the
text and sources referred to in the notes. In the margin it gives the pagination of
the Bulaq edition.

The Dar al-kutub edition proceeded apace to begin with, and by 1938 eleven
volumes had appeared. But the Second World War and its aftermath interrupted
this rhythm, parts 12 and 13 coming out only in 1950.The reorganisation of the
National Library under the republican government brought about another pause,
and parts 14 and 15 were published only at the end of the 1950s. Part 16, the last for
many years, appeared in 1961. In the meantime scholars impatient with the slow
pace of publishing the Cairo edition took the initiative to bring out the complete
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text in Beirut.The Dar al-thaqafa text is essentially a reprint of the first 14 volumes
of Dar al-kutub, followed by ‘Abd al-Sattar Ammad Farraj’s edition of the rest of the
Aghani.20 At the end he has appended the Akhbar Abi Nuwas of Ibn Wasil, as a sub-
stitute for the “missing” article on the ‘Abbasid poet in the Aghani itself.21 The
Beirut edition, in 25 volumes, includes the Top Hundred songs in its cumulative
indices, which take up the last two parts. In other respects, however, it is less satis-
factory than the Dar al-kutub edition. There are more printing errors, the notes 
are less extensive, and the indications of subjects given in the margins of the Dar
al-kutub edition have been placed in the body of the text, thus giving the impres-
sion that they belong to the original Aghani.22

Back in Egypt the decision was taken to complete the Dar al-kutub edition, and
in 1964, as a first step, the Ministry of Culture and National Guidance had the
existing 16 volumes reprinted by offset, although they took the inexplicable step
of tacitly omitting the indices. But when volume XVII appeared some years later,
it was presented as part of a new project, namely to bring out a new edition of the
whole work under the auspices of a supervisory committee (or Lajna).This new
edition was to consist both in the publication of the remaining text with indices
according to the original Dar al-kutub system, and in the revision of the first 16
volumes, so that at last the Aghani would be available in a scholarly edition.23

Between 1970 and 1974 volumes XVIII–XXIV were brought out according to
the plan set out in volume XVII.24 They incorporated the articles from Brünnow’s
volume according to their place in the original text, as this can be determined from
the extant manuscripts.At the same time the committee embarked on the revision
of the Dar al-kutub edition.Volume I of this edition, which is presented as revised,
lists MSS from Russia, Lucknow, Hyderabad, Patna and the Bibliotheca
Ambrosiana in Milan, microfilms of which the editors consulted in the Arab
League’s Institute of Manuscripts in Cairo.25 Volume II appeared in the same year.
Both these volumes have the same range of indices as the original Dar al-kutub
edition and the Lajna’s volumes XVII–XXIV. But although one or two more vol-
umes came out around the same time, the Lajna has fallen far short of its intention
to bring out the whole of the Aghani in a thoroughly scholarly edition.

Nor is the Lajna’s failure simply a matter of not having published the complete
text. Much more serious is that its work in no sense represents an advance on that
of the Dar al-kutub editors. Anyone who uses the Dar al-kutub’s volumes I–XVI
and the Lajna’s XVII–XXIV cannot fail to notice the decline in quality of the
notes, comments and cross-references and the decrease in variants given after vol-
ume XVI. In view of this, it comes as no surprise that the so-called “revised” edi-
tion started in 1970 shows no significant advance on what Dar al-kutub published
in 1927.The text is the same, the footnotes are almost identical, and there has been
no attempt to incorporate the microfilms of the MSS supposedly consulted in the
Arab League’s Institute into the lists of variants.26 All that can be said is that the
Lajna’s volumes are fully indexed. The Lajna’s failure to complete its project has
meant that in practice scholars who rely on the Cairo edition are in fact using 
a combination of Dar al-kutub’s27 and the Lajna’s work.28
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A further edition of the complete Aghani was undertaken by Ibrahim
al-Abyari,29 and published by Dar al-sha‘b.30 It runs to 33 volumes and has con-
tinuous pagination. For volumes I–XIV it follows the Dar al-kutub division, but
afterwards the parts become smaller. The article on al-Mutalammis, which con-
cludes the work and is incomplete in the Dar edition, has been supplemented from
an unnamed source, and the Akhbar Abi Nuwas added. Curiously, the articles from
Brünnow’s 21st volume have all been placed at the end of the text, even that on
Maritha ibn Badr, which, as al-Abyari admits, belongs after Jamila’s biography in
volume VIII.31 The indices at the end list the contents of the articles, the subjects
in alphabetical order, poets, transmitters, singers and transmitters of songs.Although
it was produced cheaply for a wide public, the notes are more scholarly than those
of the Lajna; they give more variants, frequently include parallels to individual 
passages (though without stating the editions used) and indicate other sources for
the subjects of articles.They are also less inclined to explain the meaning of words;
the Dar al-sha‘b’s readership is assumed to have a better grasp of Arabic than the
Lajna’s. In fact the Dar al-sha‘b approach represents the continuation of the Dar
al-kutub tradition.32

The size of the Aghani has prompted various attempts to compile indices to it.
The best known of these is that undertaken by the Italian scholar Ignazio Guidi,
who together with eight colleagues from various countries drew up the Tables
alphabétiques du Kitab al-agani, comprising indices of poets, rhymes, personalities,
tribes and events and place-names.Although there is no subject index, the entries
on personalities usually indicate the contexts in which they play an important part.
Guidi and his team based themselves on the Bulaq edition, Brünnow’s 21st volume
and the fragment published by Wellhausen in the ZDMG.33

Later on frustration with the omission of the indices in the Dar al-kutub reprint
led the Syrian scholar ‘Abd al-Mu‘in al-Mallumi to draw up his own indices to the
articles in the complete Dar/Lajna edition; they list the titles of the articles volume
by volume, and then the subjects of articles alphabetically.34 The fairly obvious step
to bring together the indices from the old Dar al-kutub and the Lajna volumes was
taken by a Beirut publishing house, Dar imya’ al-turath al-‘arabi, in 1985.35

Unfortunately, however, these Faharis fall short of their model, for not only do they
not indicate the line on a page where the item is found, which is understandable,
but they do not reproduce all the page numbers in the original indices.A complete
index to the Dar/Lajna edition has therefore yet to appear.

A specialised index to the words glossed by Abu l-Faraj in the Aghani was 
compiled by Masan Mumsin.36 These glosses concern obscure items in poetry, and
foreign, especially Persian, words among other things.

Another kind of access to the Aghani’s contents is to be found in Shakhsiyat Kitab
al-aghani.37 This book is somewhere between an index and an abridgement. It con-
sists in a presentation of the personalities who are the subject of articles, arranged
according to period (pre-Islamic, mukhadram (straddling the pre-Islamic and earli-
est Islamic periods), Umayyad, mukhadram al-dawlatayn (straddling the Umayyad
and ‘Abbasid periods) and ‘Abbasid) and alphabetically within each group. Poets



precede singers, the latter also being divided up according to sex. Each entry 
consists simply in a quotation of the basic information on the person which the
Aghani gives; there is no summary of the articles’ contents. The book concludes
with a short index of cultural themes ( fihris madari). It is a useful guide as far as it
goes, in particular because it facilitates an assessment of the relative importance Abu
l-Faraj accords to different periods of Arabic poetry in the Aghani.A similar work
on a much smaller scale is Mumammad Qindil’s Shakhsiyat mayya min al-Aghani,
which contains sections on 29 personalities or events in chronological order.38

Abridgements proper of the Aghani have existed since the Middle Ages.39 The first
printed one was made by Father Antun Salmani; it bears the title Rannat al-mathalith
wa-l-mathani fi riwayat Kitab al-aghani.40 It is divided into two parts, one containing
accounts of poets and singers, the other accounts of historical events. As is clear
from his preface, Salmani is sensitive not only to the Aghani’s value as a source of
information, but also to its aesthetic qualities, and in particular its style. Indeed, his
aim in publishing the Rannat (and the choice of title reflects well his approach to
the book) is to acquaint his contemporaries with the resources of the Arabic lan-
guage and in particular its capacity to express emotional states and mental processes
in different communicative situations. Books like the Aghani, he points out, prove
that contemporary writers’ complaints about the poverty of Arabic are quite
unfounded. Moreover, Abu l-Faraj’s style41 is exemplary in its concision, concen-
tration and unaffectedness. It is not easy to imitate, contrary to what one may
think, but the assiduous reader of the Aghani will indeed find that he becomes
capable of expressing himself in a similarly effective fashion. In accordance with his
concentration on the Aghani’s linguistic and stylistic qualities, Salmani omits isnads
and alternative versions of the same event; he seeks, as he puts it, to extract the
pearls of the Aghani from their oyster-shells.42

A later abridgement was that of Mumammad al-Khudari,who dropped the isnads
and the obscene or objectionable passages. He quoted poems as they had been
composed, not as the singers modified or shortened them. He divided the material
into two parts, one on poets and the other on singers, classifying the poets chrono-
logically as pre-Islamic, Islamic or Modern and according to their tribal allegiance.
The poets take up six volumes, the singers one, and the eighth and final volume
includes indices and notes.43

Arab scholars continued to seek to present the Aghani in a manageable form for
modern readers. Karam al-Bustani’s Qutuf al-aghani44 and Mumammad al-Musayn
Al Kashif al-ghita”s Mukhtar min shu‘ara’ al-aghani45 are two such attempts.Another
is Ammad Kamal Zaki’s Mukhtarat min Kitab al-aghani. Zaki observes how difficult
it is for the modern reader to follow the old texts, with their isnads (chains of trans-
mitters of information) and their reports which contradict each other, do not keep
to the point and are not arranged chronologically; in short, they resemble a track-
less waste in which the reader soon loses his way. He has therefore omitted the
isnads and organised his selection in a chronological order: the Hundred Songs,
caliphal compositions, and then 33 poets according to historical period,
pre-Islamic, mukhadram, Umayyad, mukhadram al-dawlatayn, ‘Abbasid.46
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Khalil al-Hindawi’s Al-muntakhab min al-aghani illustrates another approach to
abridging this work. He has selected fine stories, wise sayings, unusual biographies,
critical statements in good taste and acccessible poetry, with young people and stu-
dents in mind. The Muntakhab roughly follows the order of the material in the
Aghani, but since it only includes individual akhbar and poems, it does not give any
sense of the book’s organisation into articles.47

Another abridgement is Aghani al-aghani, compiled by Father Yusuf ‘Awn.48 Its
three volumes contain around half the Aghani articles, but as the introduction
states, they exclude isnads, trivial stories, uninspired poetry, uninteresting subjects
and obscenities. The articles follow the Aghani order, but where reports about 
a personality are found in more than one place in the original, the compiler has
brought them all together in the main article, sometimes rearranging them into
chronological order. Like Salmani, ‘Awn is intensely aware of the Aghani’s value as
a model of style; in addition, like other abridgers, he argues that because of the
speed of modern life young people cannot find the time to read al-Isbahani’s
work.49

A further selection from the Aghani was made by ‘Umar al-Nuss.50 According
to the list given here, which is probably not complete, the Aghani has been
abridged eight times in 100 years. It is eloquent proof of continuing interest in the
work, but also of the problems of aesthetics with which a mediaeval text of this
kind confronts the modern reader.

The Aghani has also provided texts for a reader designed for Persian colleges and
secondary schools. Here the isnads have been omitted, and notes in Persian 
provided on the persons named.51 In Arabic a selection for a youthful public was
published in the Maktabat al-usra series in connection with the Festival of Reading
for All in 1996; it contains excerpts from the articles on Jarir, al-Akhtal, al-Farazdaq
and al-Ra‘i.52

The urge to make the Aghani accessible to a wider public has also led some for-
eign scholars to undertake translations from it.There appears to have been a proj-
ect to render the entire work, or at least large parts of it, into Persian, but only one
volume appeared.53 European scholars have worked on a smaller canvas.Their aims
naturally differ somewhat from those of Arab abridgers; they seek to convey an
impression both of the book itself and of the pre- and early Islamic culture about
which it is so informative. Inevitably they are less concerned with the quality of
the work’s language and style which their Arab colleagues attach so much impor-
tance to, and they face enormous problems in translating the poetry.

The first such abridgement-cum-translation appeared in German in 1977. Und
der Kalif beschenkte ihn reichlich contains 13 articles on representative figures from
pre-Islamic to ‘Abbasid times, arranged chronologically. The isnads have been
abbreviated but not eliminated, since the translator regards them as characteristic
of the form of both the work and classical Arabic literature in general.The intro-
duction presents al-Isbahani’s life and times, the Aghani, and the principles followed
for the choice and translation of the material. It also justifies the omission of the
musical indications following so many quotations of poetry. The choice of title



imposes a certain interpretation on the material, as do the characterisations which
accompany the headings of the individual sections, for instance “Antara, Halbblut
und Heros” or “Al-Ardschi, Nachfolger des Omar” (sc. ibn Abi Rabi‘a).54

The Russian translation of 1980 leaves the reader more freedom of interpreta-
tion. Simply entitled Kniga pesen (The Book of Songs), it precedes the 20 articles
it contains with al-Isbahani’s preface and the account of the Top Hundred songs.
The translator’s introduction55 not only gives a thoughtful account of Abu l-Faraj’s
life, the fate of his book and the literary world of his time, it also points out the
Aghani’s originality in showing the connection between music and poetry in clas-
sical Arabic culture and remarks that Abu l-Faraj’s role sometimes went beyond that
of a mere compiler. In making their abridgement, the Russian translators were
influenced by the practice of their mediaeval predecessors; like them, they have
omitted the musical indications and the isnads, except for the original narrator of
a report.56 Like Und der Kalif beschenkte ihn reichlich, the Kniga pesen also arranges its
articles chronologically; interestingly, both selections include ‘Adi ibn Zayd,‘Antara,
Ibrahim al-Mawsili and Abu l-‘Atahiya.

In 1996 Jacques Berque’s translation of pages from the Aghani was published
posthumously, under the evocative title Musiques sur le fleuve.57 Berque’s translation
moves away from the arrangement of the material in articles, which is one of 
the salient characteristics of the Aghani, and which other translations retain. He
arranges his material according to six main subjects: pre-Islamic life and cutoms;
rulers and princes; the art of music and singers; poetry and poets; adventures in
love; norms and deviations. Each subject is then sub-divided into various sections.
While such a thematic reading of the book is a valid approach, it is practised 
here in isolation from the biographical orientation which is such a marked feature
of the Aghani. One may also question whether the six subject headings Berque 
has selected are necessarily the most appropriate ones. In other words, the transla-
tor has gone further in imposing his own interpretation here than in the 
German and Russian versions. In his introduction to Musiques sur le fleuve,
Berque provides a survey of research on the Aghani, with useful bibliographical 
references.

The compiler of such an intriguing work as the Aghani has naturally attracted
scholarly attention. Four biographies of him in book form have been published
in Arabic.That by al-Asma‘i is a careful, though at times repetitive, compilation of
what the mediaeval sources have to say about Abu l-Faraj, his teachers, pupils,
milieu, morals, writings, and the opinions of mediaeval and modern scholars about
him.The final chapter is devoted to the Aghani’s portrayal of aspects of society and
literary and musical life in the pre- and early Islamic periods.58 Al-Asma‘i does not
face the problems connected with the biography; by contrast, he draws one or two
interesting parallels between Abu l-Faraj and modern literati.59 A briefer, similarly
uncritical biography is that of Shafiq Jabri.60

The first critical contribution to the understanding of Abu l-Faraj’s life is to be
found in Mumammad Ammad Khalafallah’s Samib al-Aghani Abu l-Faraj al-rawiya.61

Khalafallah identifies the points on which the sources do not agree and proposes
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solutions to the problems they raise. Thanks to his wide reading he provides 
information about subjects which the mediaeval biographical entries ignore.

But Khalafallah’s book is not without its problems. He does not hide the fact
that he finds Abu l-Faraj’s personal traits, and in particular his bohemian way of life
and sexual preferences, distasteful. Some of his theses are far-fetched. Above all,
he sees his subject as a transmitter par excellence, hence the epithet he uses for him
in the title, al-rawiya;Abu l-Faraj’s achievements as a poet and writer do not enter
his field of vision.Against the evidence of the mediaeval sources, he maintains that
the Aghani only acquired its place as a major work of Arabic literature after many
other books had been lost. Nevertheless, his book is a landmark, and it is a great
pity that it has remained virtually unknown outside the Arab world.62

A more objective account of Abu l-Faraj’s life and times, based on a careful and
intelligent reading of the sources, is to be found in Moustafa Mandour’s Abu
l-Faraǧ al-Isfahani. Sa vie et son “Livre des Chansons” (Kitab al-aġani). Among other
things, Mandour establishes the chronological order in which information about
Abu l-Faraj’s life appears in the biographical sources. Unfortunately, however, it
seems that this study, presented as a doctoral thesis in Paris, was never published
either as a book or in the form of articles and has been completely ignored.63 The
most recent addition to biographies of Abu l-Faraj, by Musayn ‘Asi, cannot be said
to be an advance on the previous ones.64

The Moroccan scholar Mumammad Khayr al-Shaykh Musa, in an article,
has criticised and corrected some of Khalafallah’s conclusions.65 He has also tried
to restore Abu l-Faraj’s reputation by arguing that the reports of his disagreeable
personal habits were calumnies put about by someone with whom he had 
quarrelled. And he takes issue with Abu l-Faraj being described as a Shi‘i;
he appears not to appreciate that in the fourth/tenth century there was a wide
variety of Shi‘i opinion, and that the Zaydiya, to which Abu l-Faraj belonged, was
at the opposite end of the spectrum from the ghulat (“extremists”). He ignores the
evidence of al-Tusi’s Fihrist kutub al-shi‘a, a relatively early source (fifth/eleventh
century), appearing to believe that the earliest reference to Abu l-Faraj’s convic-
tions, that in the Ta’rikh Baghdad, is an aberration which was picked up by later
writers.

The most recent presentation in Arabic of both Abu l-Faraj and his works,
Taniyus Fransis’s popularising Abu l-Faraj al-Isfahani, 283–362/897–972. Adib
shahharahu kitab, does not add anything to previous accounts of the life. It is
unusual, however, in including in the anthology of the writer’s oeuvre passages
from the Maqatil al-Talibiyin, the Adab al-ghuraba’, the Ima’ al-shawa‘ir and even the
Qiyan, as well as the Aghani. It thus draws attention for the first time to a wide
spectrum of Abu l-Faraj’s literary activity.66

Accounts of Abu l-Faraj’s life in standard reference works in European languages
reflect the later mediaeval sources. The articles in both editions of the EI (by
Brockelmann and Maria Nallino) report essentially the information given there, and
even though Sezgin mentions Khalafallah’s study in the bibliography on Abu l-Faraj,
he does not appear to have integrated its findings into his presentation of the writer.
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Al-Shaykh Musa, whose study of Abu l-Faraj’s life has been mentioned, has also
drawn up the first attempt in print at a critical bibliography of Abu l-Faraj’s writ-
ings.67 Useful as it is, it is already in need of revision, for it came out in the same
year as the publication of a fourth text by the Aghani‘s author, the Ima’ al-shawa‘ir,
which had been thought lost, and two collections of fragments of other works of
his have appeared subsequently. And although it takes note of Brockelmann’s entry
on Abu l-Faraj in GAL, it does not refer to Farmer’s bibliography of Arabic 
writings on music, an important source in this context. Most seriously, while the
introduction mentions the confusion over the designation of some works by alter-
native titles in different sources, the list itself hardly reflects the critical approach
which might have cleared up some of the difficulties.A far more scholarly biblio-
graphical study, but limited to the Aghani, is the article by Ammad Talib already
referred to.68

Both Arab and foreign scholars are conscious of the difficulty modern readers
have in approaching the Aghani.This is a point made in the introductions to many
of the abridgements as one of the motives for abbreviating the work. As for 
foreigners, their discomfort was summed up by Quatremère in the 1830s as follows:
“la manière dont l’ouvrage est rédigé est bien peu en harmonie avec le goût
des Européens et avec les qualités que nous nous croyons en droit d’exiger d’un
historien”.69

The first to respond to this difficulty was Shafiq Jabri. In his Dirasat al-Aghani70

he suggests that the work should be read as a portrayal of a period of Arab culture
very different from the present, and most of his book illustrates this idea.71 Initially,
however, he points out that it is important to study Abu l-Faraj’s method of
working from the observations he makes in the course of the book, and he gives
some examples of how this could be done. He also considers Abu l-Faraj as 
having a distinct style, though in practice he does not always distinguish between
the compiler’s statements and those of his sources.

The idea of studying Abu l-Faraj’s own remarks is taken further by Dawud
Sallum in Dirasat Kitab al-aghani wa-manhaj mu’allifih.72 Sallum regards the Aghani
as a book of criticism,73 and its author as a critic with his own principles, derived
from al-Jamin and others. He argues from the preface that Abu l-Faraj had an evi-
dent methodological consciousness, and goes on to collect and analyse his remarks
about the nature and quality of his sources, whether and how he has combined
them, and where he has placed material in the Aghani. He concludes, among other
things, that Abu l-Faraj’s own remarks, which are spread throughout the Aghani,
reflect his control of the enormous mass of material he was using and his contin-
ual awareness of how it should be arranged, and also that he compiled different
parts of the work at different times and then put them together. His book is 
probably the single most important contribution to the study of the Aghani as
literature,74 and it forms the starting-point for the examination of Abu l-Faraj’s
interventions in this study.

Another scholar who has shown interest in Abu l-Faraj’s manner of working is
Mustafa al-Shak‘a. He includes the Aghani in his study of methods of composition



in adab works, Manahij al-ta’lif ‘inda l-‘ulama’ al-‘arab. Qism al-adab, and recognises
the importance of the songs as a structuring element in the work as a whole.
He does not, however, go beyond that to examine the internal organisation of the
individual articles.75

Sallum also devotes a chapter to the textual problems connected with the Aghani,
the MSS of which diverge considerably from each other. Dirasat Kitab al-aghani
wa-manhaj mu’allifih is probably the single most stimulating contribution to Aghani
studies, at least from the non-musicologist’s point of view.The issue of textual cor-
ruption which Sallum mentions is also discussed in an article by al-Shaykh Musa,
who concentrates on the passages where Abu l-Faraj announces that he will include, or
has included,material which cannot be found in the present editions of the Aghani.76

Foreign scholars, apart from musicologists, have generally seen the Aghani as
a historical work,77 and more precisely as an invaluable source for pre- and early
Islamic poetry, culture and social history. Expecting from it the order which they
are accustomed to in histories, they have generally found it a frustrating book,78 all
the more so because the information it includes is so rich. Blachère is sensitive to
the aesthetic quality of the poetry and anecdotes Abu l-Faraj includes,79 but he
does not regard him as anything more than a compiler, whose own contribution is
limited to links between the articles and headings to them. He denies him an indi-
vidual style, a point convincingly refuted by Jabri in a later article; the Syrian
scholar adduces the Aghani’s preface, the compiler’s lengthy discussions of some
controversial poets and singers, and the many cases where he has combined several
reports into one, told in his own words.80

Scholars who classify the Aghani as history, however unsatisfactory, approach it
rather like a site for archaeological excavations; they search it for information about
the pre- and early Islamic past and earlier stages of Arabic literature. Blachère raised
the issue of identifying its sources, an obvious question since Abu l-Faraj goes to
such lengths to mention the isnads of his reports, and indicated some of the author-
ities he relies on most often.81 Zolondek took this idea further, arguing that the
concept of “source” needed to be defined more precisely, the important point
being to discover not the individuals who served as direct links to Abu l-Faraj, but
those who first showed an interest in collecting the reports about a given poet or
singer, the “collector sources”, as he terms them.82 By correlating these collector
sources, who can be dated, with themes in the akhbar, he shows that it is possible
to trace how the portrayal of subjects of Aghani articles developed. Zolondek’s
method enables the elaboration of the “life story” of many actors in early Arabic
culture to be followed.83

Another approach to the sources of the Aghani was put forward by
Fleischhammer, who was concerned to gain insight into its author’s manner of
working as well as identifying what oral and written material he used.84 He lists
Abu l-Faraj’s direct informants, authorities who are frequently named in the isnads,
and sources explicitly described as being in writing, all historically situated as far as
possible. He also gives schematic analyses of the sources of some articles. His
painstaking sifting of the isnads shows that the compiler drew most of his material
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from a limited number of informers and establishes who they were; likewise it indi-
cates which were the main written works he quoted from.This and the index of
names of transmitters make the Quellenuntersuchungen an invaluable tool for anyone
researching into the Aghani.85 Sezgin also addressed the question of the sources of
the Aghani in the context of his investigation into the history of early Arabic liter-
ature, his main interest being to discover new authors.While agreeing substantially
with Fleischhammer about the number of authorities Abu l-Faraj had direct access
to, he argues that it was almost always written texts he was using.86

The investigations into the Aghani’s sources and Abu l-Faraj’s treatment of his
material are necessary background information for scholars interested in the work’s
poetics.A very early essay in the direction of a study of the poetics of the Aghani
anecdotes is a study by Frank Dyer Chester of two akhbar about Ibrahim
al-Mawsili, of which variants also exist in Alf layla wa-layla and al-Tabari’s Ta’rikh.87

Later this approach was taken up again; a pioneering example is Hartmut
Fähndrich’s comparative study of Abu Dulama anecdotes in the Aghani, the Ta’rikh
Baghdad and the Wafayat al-a‘yan.88 When treating the subject of narrative poetics
critics naturally have to take account of the transmission of the material they
analyse; some subtle and penetrating observations on this question can be found in
Waddam Sharara’s commentary on the Aghani article about al-Majnun.89 What
happens when scholars ignore it is illustrated in a recent article on the aesthetics of
the narrative form in the Aghani stories.90 The author seeks to prove that Abu
l-Faraj was a story-teller of genius, and maintains that he was dealing entirely 
with oral material, which he shaped and moulded as he thought fit.While some of
the observations on individual akhbar and narrative in the Aghani deserve to be
taken seriously, the author’s ignorance of the true nature of the literary conventions
of classical Arabic prose compilations, and indeed of the literary culture of the 
time, combined with his enthusiasm for modern theories, leads him to some wild
conclusions.

Another aspect of Aghani poetics which has attracted attention is Abu l-Faraj’s
method of compilation.This subject, referred to by Sallum, was first investigated by
Khairallah in his study of the development of the Majnun figure.91 Whereas in the
issue of narration it may not be possible to distinguish Abu l-Faraj’s contribution
from that of his source, compilation is a matter where his individual approach can
be more easily discerned because he indicates where he changes from informant
to informant. But it is essential not to impose expectations of chronological organi-
sation on the material and to accept that a coherent whole may be constructed
from scattered fragments.92

As a book of songs, the Aghani has consistently attracted the attention of 
musicologists, both as a source of information about musical life in the early
Islamic period, and for the enigmatic song captions it includes. Its importance for
the history of Arabic music has been universally recognised. Farmer’s judgement
of Abu l-Faraj’s achievement is worth quoting: “… the vast erudition displayed, to
say nothing of the enormous industry and patience which it engendered, leaves one
abashed at the productions which pass as ‘musical literature’ today”. Neubauer’s
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concise description of the Aghani runs “great in every respect”.93 More recently,
Abu l-Faraj has been called a “true prophet of modern ethnomusicology”.94

The fundamental musicological problem for modern readers of the Aghani, as it
was for later mediaeval ones,95 has been to understand the performance indications
which follow the song texts. Farmer’s article on the subject,96 which was translated
into Arabic,97 has been followed by other studies.98 In this respect Sawa’s study,
which uses insights derived from the analysis of al-Farabi’s theoretical writings to
interpret the terms used by Abu l-Faraj, represents an important step forward.99

This survey of research on the Kitab al-aghani and its author does not pretend to
be complete. In particular I have not discussed the myriad studies, by Arab and for-
eign scholars, which draw to a greater or lesser extent on the information the book
provides for discussions of social history, individual poets,music, the phonology and
morphology of women’s names and diglossia, to name but a few subjects. Nor have
I mentioned discussions of methodological issues relevant for the study of ‘Abbasid
prose and adab compilations in general. My intention has simply been to present
the editions, translations and major contributions to the study of the Aghani, as 
a prelude to the subsequent chapters in this book.

Research on the Aghani: a balance-sheet

Before proceeding, however, I would like to offer a comment on the picture of
research on the Aghani sketched in this chapter. The above survey shows that in
most domains of Aghani studies the major part of the work has been carried out
by Arab scholars.This holds good for text editions, biographies of the author, and
investigations of his method of working. Foreign scholars have contributed most
to the identification of the Aghani’s sources and of methods of transmission of the
material.As far as I can judge, it is specifically in the field of musicology that Arabs
and foreigners have concerned themselves with the same problems.

While knowledge of all aspects of this text has advanced greatly since the
Second World War, three obstacles have prevented it progressing even further.The
first is the gulf which appears to separate research carried out in the Arab world
and that carried out elsewhere. Khalafallah’s and Sallum’s books are hardly ever
quoted in foreign studies, while Zolondek’s approach to sources is unknown in the
Arab world. (Since Fleischhammer’s work is unpublished, it has been virtually
ignored everywhere.) There are some practical reasons for this. Arab scholars pub-
lish in periodicals in the Arab world which few foreign libraries acquire, while for-
eign scholars publish in periodicals in Europe and North America which are often
inaccessible in the Arab world because of their cost. Moreover, foreigners hardly
ever publish in Arabic, so that Arab scholars have to learn a number of European
languages to keep abreast with research abroad.The situation is made worse by the
fact that even within the Arab world, circulation of scholarly periodicals between
countries is by no means the rule.

A second obstacle concerns the work done by Arab scholars. Although their
studies of the Aghani and of Abu l-Faraj’s life are extremely useful, both Sallum and



al-Shaykh Musa betray striking misconceptions of the social and intellectual 
history of the period in which the Aghani was written. Sallum speaks of the “fana-
tical (muta‘assib) Muslim milieu” in which Abu l-Faraj lived,100 while al-Shaykh
Musa’s ignorance of the complexities of Shi‘i movements in the fourth/tenth cen-
tury has already been noted. Al-Simti’s study of Abu l-Faraj’s narrative techniques
betrays an even greater lack of knowledge of the literary culture which produced
the Aghani.The detailed research on different aspects of mediaeval Islamic civilisa-
tion which has been going on abroad for the last fifty years or so appears scarcely
to have penetrated some Arab academic milieus, at least where the study of litera-
ture is concerned.

The third obstacle concerns the approach of foreign scholars. It is striking that,
apart from the musicologists, they have generally insisted on regarding the Aghani as
a historical work (despite Abu l-Faraj’s disclaimer in the preface) and Abu l-Faraj as
a historian, at least in the first place.And since the Aghani is such an unsatisfactory
history, the only way to approach it is to discover its sources.While the question of
sources cannot be ignored, it can scarcely be regarded as the only, or even the most
important, issue, when one is dealing with a book a thousand years old which has
always remained close to the heart of its culture, as the manuscript tradition and the
fact that it has been abridged eight times in the past hundred years prove. But most
scholars from outside the culture have insisted on imposing their own vision on the
Aghani, and have thus been unable to understand it. Stendhal’s judgement of their
nineteenth century predecessors, that “ils ont le coeur desséché par l’étude et les
habitudes académiques” may help to explain this persistent misunderstanding.101 In
any case it may now be disappearing, as scholars abroad acquire more insight into
the indigenous aesthetic canons of mediaeval Arabic literature.

It is no accident that the musicologists have not suffered from the same mis-
conception. After all, the Aghani is a book of songs, in the first place, and that is
what they study it for; in other words, they accept it for what it is.There is no more
eloquent illustration of the difference it makes whether a work is understood in its
own terms or has a scheme of interpretation imposed on it than to compare
Farmer’s glowing praise of the Aghani with the judgements of scholars such as
Brockelmann or Sezgin. But although the overwhelming importance of the Aghani
for our understanding of mediaeval Arabic music may be enough to explain why
the musicologists are so much kinder to it, there may be another reason too, as far
as non-Arab specialists are concerned.Anyone who studies a musical tradition for-
eign to him has to distance himself from the aesthetic expectations he has grown
up with in his own tradition and acquire new ones. So foreigners studying Arabic
music have already lost the habit of imposing their own aesthetic system on the
material they work on. Once they have taken this step with respect to music, it 
will probably not be so difficult for them to accept that a literary work, too, may
be the product of an aesthetic system quite different from the ones they knew at
home. By contrast, foreign scholars of Arabic literature, at least in the past, have had
much less occasion to prepare themselves for developing new expectations of what
a literary work may be.
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ABU L-FARAJ’S LIFE,
TIMES AND WORKS

The Kitab al-aghani is the product of a particular cultural milieu, the court of
fourth/tenth century Baghdad, with which Abu l-Faraj was closely associated, and
of the contemporary scholarly tradition in which he had his education. It is also
marked by its author’s general approach to writing and compilation, which
emerges from other works of his too.The following sketch of Abu l-Faraj’s life,1

times and oeuvre presents the context in which the Aghani took shape, the infor-
mation being confined to what is relevant for the subsequent discussion of it.

Abu l-Faraj’s life and times

Abu l-Faraj ‘Ali ibn al-Musayn ibn Mumammad ibn Ammad ibn al-Haytham 
al-Umawi al-Isbahani was born in 284/897,2 probably in Baghdad.3 He was 
a direct descendant of the last Umayyad caliph, Marwan ibn Mumammad.After the
collapse of Umayyad rule, some descendants of Marwan managed to escape and
fled to Isfahan, and it is from there that Abu l-Faraj’s branch of the family moved
to Iraq, to take up positions in the administration. Abu l-Faraj’s great-uncle, ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz ibn Ammad, was a leading official in Samarra under al-Mutawakkil, and his
uncle al-Masan ibn Mumammad, who also rose to prominence as a katib in Samarra,
was born during that caliph’s rule.4 Al-Masan ibn Mumammad is one of the most
important sources in both the Kitab al-aghani5 and the Ima’ al-shawa‘ir.6 In the for-
mer book Abu l-Faraj also refers to or quotes other members of his family, his
father al-Musayn ibn Mumammad, his great-uncle ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, who has already
been mentioned, his grandfather Mumammad ibn Ammad, and his cousin Abu
‘Abdallah Ammad ibn al-Masan.7

The biographical dictionaries usually do not mention the maternal relatives of
their subjects, and it is only because Abu l-Faraj is so thorough in indicating his
sources in the Aghani that the name of his maternal grandfather is known. He was
Abu ‘AliYamya ibn Mumammad ibn Thawaba, and he left a book from which his
grandson quoted anecdotes about late Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid poets.8

Although there is no direct proof, it is extremely likely that Yamya ibn Mumammad
ibn Thawaba was a brother of two more prominent katibs,Abu l-‘Abbas Ammad ibn
Mumammad ibn Thawaba and Ja‘far ibn Mumammad ibn Thawaba.All three lived



in the second half of the third/ninth century.9 The Banu Thawaba were 
a family of humble Christian origin10 who rose to influential positions in the
administration, and several of them had literary leanings.11

Abu l-Faraj evidently admired Abu l-‘Abbas Ammad, as is shown by an incident
he recounts from his own experience.The head of the department of finances of
the eastern part of the empire, al-Baqitani, reproached by a newly-appointed gov-
ernor with having started his career as a mere secretary to Abu l-‘Abbas, gives an
illustration of the latter’s competence and integrity in dealings with the vizier
Sulayman ibn Wahb and the caliph al-Muhtadi.12 This report is unusual in two
respects. It shows Abu l-Faraj as an eye-witness to a scene, whereas he is normally
a transmitter and sometimes verifier of information.And it gives the only glimpse
of him in his professional capacity as a katib, instead of in his usual quality of stu-
dent, researcher or scholar. Even more than what the incident reports about Abu
l-‘Abbas’s qualities, it is Abu l-Faraj’s abandonment of his habitual role which sug-
gests his profound attachment to one of the leading representatives of the Banu
Thawaba.13

The Banu Thawaba were Shi‘is,14 and if Abu l-Faraj’s mother was indeed a
member of this family, his own Shi‘i convictions15 are easy to explain. Later sources
comment on the combination of Umayyad descent and Shi‘i beliefs as something
unusual.16 But such comments ignore the fact that in the century and a half
between the ‘Abbasid revolution and Abu l-Faraj’s birth relations between ‘Alids
and descendants of the Umayyads had improved.17 Furthermore, Shi‘ism in its var-
ious branches was widespread in the fourth/tenth century, and interaction between
Sunnis and Shi‘is was by no means always hostile, as the example of the coexistence
between Buyids and ‘Abbasid caliphs shows. As a Zaydi, Abu l-Faraj belonged to
the Shi‘i tendency closest to the Sunnis.

The indication of Abu l-Faraj’s religious confession, while important, illustrates
the limitations of the biographical information contained in the mediaeval sources.
For one may wonder whether, throughout his long life, the writer retained the
same convictions or held them with the same fervour. While his early Maqatil
al-Talibiyin is clearly the work of a Zaydi Shi‘i author addressing a like-minded
readership, his other extant works including the Aghani have no obvious confes-
sional bias. They are designed to appeal to the cultivated public, whatever its
beliefs.18 The difference between the Maqatil and the other books could simply spring
from Abu l-Faraj’s consciousness that he was writing for two distinct audiences. But
it could also reflect an evolution of some kind in his own politico-religious atti-
tude. Such subtleties do not interest the sources, however, and so this is a question
which cannot be answered.19

Abu l-Faraj studied in two intellectual centres, Kufa and Baghdad. It is almost
certain that he had his first schooling in Kufa and its surroundings, since he 
mentions his tutor (mu’addib), Mumammad ibn al-Musayn al-Kindi, as being 
the preacher at the Qadisiya mosque.20 And his first book, the Maqatil al-Talibiyin,
bears the mark of Kufan Shi‘i scholarship. But it was not only the city’s Shi‘i
tradition which influenced him. Kufa had become the centre for the study of
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Arabian antiquity, thanks to the genealogists Mumammad al-Kalbi and his son
Hisham and the collector of poetry Mammad al-Rawiya.21 It had its own gram-
matical school. And the indigenous Iraqi musical tradition formerly associated with
al-Mira lived on there.22 Abu l-Faraj did not only spend his time gathering serious
reports from Kufan scholars,23 he got to know of local singers whose reputation
never extended beyond their home town.24 And if his books betray little interest
in philosophical speculation, rationalist theology and the scientific legacy of
Antiquity,25 that too can be ascribed at least partly to his Kufan education.

When Abu l-Faraj settled in Baghdad is unknown.The only indication that it
may have been later than 300/912 is provided by a reference to the poet Abu
l-Fayyad Sawwar ibn Abi Shura‘a’s coming to the capital after that year and Abu
l-Faraj missing seeing him on that occasion.26

Two major sources list the scholars from whom Abu l-Faraj acquired informa-
tion.Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, whose concern is with madith transmission, names the
authorities from which he acquired madiths and also those to whom he handed
them on, while Yaqut gives the literary scholars whom he quoted.What is striking
about these two lists is that not more of the names on them occur prominently in
the isnads of the Aghani or the Maqatil al-Talibiyin. Of the seven authorities in the
Ta’rikh Baghdad’s entry on Abu l-Faraj,27 only one, Mumammad ibn al-‘Abbas
al-Yazidi, is quoted in both the Aghani and the Maqatil, while two others, ‘Ali ibn
al-‘Abbas al-Maqani‘i and ‘Ali ibn Ismaq ibn Zatiya al-Mukharrimi, are sources for
the Maqatil only.28 Yaqut’s list of five names29 includes four sources of the Aghani,
Ibn Durayd, al-Fadl ibn al-Mubab al-Jumami, Ibn al-Anbari and ‘Ali ibn Sulayman
al-Akhfash, of whom the last also occurs in the Maqatil.Among all these scholars,
however, the only one who is a major source for the Aghani is al-Yazidi.30

As can be seen, the entries on Abu l-Faraj in the biographical dictionaries 
do not indicate the formative influences on him.31 These latter can, however, be
inferred from his own comments and indirectly from the intensity with which he
quotes from some sources.32 For instance, of al-Yazidi he says:“The last surviving
scholar of this family [sc. the Yazidis] was Abu ‘Abdallah Mumammad ibn al-‘Abbas.
He was outstanding, learned and a reliable transmitter, unique in his truthfulness
and extremely prudent in what he related.We and many other students and trans-
mitters learned an enormous amount from him”.33 Abu Bakr Mumammad ibn
Yamya al-Suli (d. 335/947) is another scholar to whom the Aghani owes much,34

and at one point Abu l-Faraj hints at his attachment to the older scholar, now dead:
“Al-Suli, may God have mercy on him, recited to me …”35 Ammad ibn Ja‘far Jamna
al-Barmaki (d. 324/936), a virtuoso on the long-necked lute (tunbur), compiler of
a book on lute-players, and transmitter of one version of the list of a Hundred
Songs, was a recourse in matters concerning settings,36 and Abu l-Faraj also men-
tions studying with him.37 Moreover, he collected information about him in a lost
Akhbar Jamna al-Barmaki.38

Among authorities of the past who influenced Abu l-Faraj, the first place
belongs to Ismaq ibn Ibrahim al-Mawsili (d. 235/850).39 The decision to follow
Ismaq’s terminology in the naming of rhythmic and tonal modes40 and the 
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partisan portrayal of the controversy between Ismaq and his rival Ibrahim ibn 
al-Mahdi,41 not to speak of the idea of using Ismaq’s list of the Top Hundred songs
as the starting point for the Aghani, all indicate Abu l-Faraj’s admiration for this
leading third/ninth century musician. He also has a high regard for Ibn 
al-Mu‘tazz42 (d. 296/309), both because of his knowledge of musical theory and
practice, and for his poetic style, which he defends eloquently.43 He champions
Abu Tammam44 (d. 231/845) against those who criticise him and exaggerate his
shortcomings in order to improve their own standing.45 The singer ‘Arib
(d. 277/891)46 is a leading figure of earlier musical life whom he admires, as his attack
on her detractors shows.47 Finally, although not strictly speaking a figure of the
past, for Abu l-Faraj could have seen him in his youth, ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Abdallah
ibn Tahir48 (d. 300/913) is portrayed as representing the ideal of the courtier and
administrator possessing an all-round culture which included both the Arabian and
the Greek sciences, poetic gifts and knowledge of musical theory and practice.49

Apart from these personalities who earned his admiration, Abu l-Faraj had 
a wide circle of teachers and acquaintances in Kufa and above all Baghdad from
whom he acquired information. They were mostly specialists in historical and 
literary reports (akhbar), poetry or philology. Some were obscure, like his 
most frequently named informer in the Aghani, Abu Mumammad al-Masan ibn 
‘Ali al-Khaffaf,50 others celebrities, like the great historian and Quran commenta-
tor Mumammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari.51 He probably turned to anyone whom 
he thought might be able to help him on a given point, like the “senior official”
(ba’d mashayikh al-kuttab) he mentions once,52 or the singers he hoped could tell
him about ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Tahir’s settings.53 Friends of his, like
‘Abdallah ibn al-Rabi‘ al-Rabi‘i,54 also contributed information for the Aghani,
as did his family’s circle of acquaintances. Among them was Mumammad ibn 
Khalaf ibn al-Marzuban, and in Abu l-Faraj’s recollection of him at the end of 
the Aghani one catches a glimpse of the atmosphere in which he grew up:
“I heard Abu ‘Ali Mumammad ibn al-Marzuban tell this to my father, may God 
have mercy on him, as part of an exchange of information. There was a long-
standing friendship between us and the al-Marzuban family and we were related
by marriage”.55

In the course of his life Abu l-Faraj acquired a quantity of knowledge which
even his contemporaries found remarkable. The testimony of al-Tanukhi56 is elo-
quent: “Among the Shi‘i transmitters of information we have seen is Abu l-Faraj
‘Ali ibn al-Husayn al-Isbahani. He had committed to memory a quantity of poetry,
songs, anecdotes, historical reports, authenticated madiths and genealogies such as I
have never known anyone else to master. Besides that he was knowledgeable in
lexicography, grammar, fantastic stories, life histories and accounts of conquests,
and he was widely versed in the subjects courtiers are required to be conversant
with, such as birds and animals of the hunt, veterinary science, medicine, astrology
and drinks”.57 A possessor of such encyclopaedic knowledge was bound to have his
detractors, and the biographical works have preserved some attacks by disapprov-
ing contemporaries on his method of work58 and by later strait-laced scholars on



his morals.59 But the opinion of most mediaeval writers who mention him is at
the very least positive.

About Abu l-Faraj’s career in the administration nothing is known. In isnads he
refers to Antioch,Ahwaz and Raqqa60 as places where he acquired certain reports,
and he may have visited them as part of his official duties. Other places he men-
tions having gone to are Mattuth, Daskarat al-Malik, Basra,Misn Mahdi, Kutha and
Nahr al-Ubulla,61 and there too professional reasons may sometimes have been
involved. Dealing with an administrative question was presumably the motive for
his trip to Bajistra, a small town between Baghdad and Mulwan, where he was
forced to spend longer than he expected because of an attack by the Banu
Shayban.62 That, and the glimpse of him in al-Baqitani’s office mentioned above,
are the only likely traces of his professional activity as a katib.

There is thus no indication of when or how he met the man who became his
long-standing patron, Abu Mumammad al-Masan ibn Mumammad al-Muhallabi.63

Al-Muhallabi belonged to a family which had started to play a part in Islamic 
history almost as early as Abu l-Faraj’s had.64 But he himself came from an impov-
erished background, his fortunes only improving as he approached the centre of
power.65 He is first mentioned in 323/935 as Abu Zakariya Yamya ibn Sa‘id
al-Susi’s steward in the region of Ahwaz.66 In 334/945 he negotiatied on Mu‘izz
al-Dawla’s behalf for the removal of the Caliph al-Mustakfi, and in 339/950 he was
appointed Mu‘izz al-Dawla’s secretary, acquiring the title of vizier six years later.67

He continued to enjoy his master’s favour almost uninterruptedly until his death.
In the more than twenty years during which he was influential, al-Muhallabi,

a man of refined manners and wide culture, was able to build up a famous intel-
lectual circle. It was attended by katibs like al-Muhallabi’s two sons-in-law,Abu ‘Ali
al-Musayn ibn Mumammad al-Anbari and the later vizier Abu l-Fadl al-‘Abbas ibn
al-Musayn al-Shirazi, his deputy Abu l-‘Ala’ Sa‘id ibn Tabit and the eminent histo-
rian and prose stylist Abu Ismaq al-Sabi’; by judges such as the Mu‘tazili Ibn Ma‘ruf,
Abu l-Qasim al-Tanukhi and Ibn Quray‘a; by legal scholars such as Abu Mamid
al-Marwarrudhi; by theologians like the Mu‘tazilis Abu l-Masan al-Ansari and Abu
‘Abdallah al-Basri; by grammarians and lexicographers such as Abu Sa‘id al-Sirafi,
Ibn Durustawayh and ‘Ali ibn ‘Isa al-Rummani; by philologists and literary critics
such as Abu ‘Ali al-Matimi and Hibatallah ibn al-Munajjim; by poets like Ibn 
al-Majjaj and Ibn al-Baqqal; and by specialists of musical theory such as ‘Ali ibn
Harun ibn al-Munajjim or Abu l-Faraj himself.68 Al-Muhallabi sought to establish
and preserve his reputation by generosity and intelligent patronage. He was the first
of the remarkable viziers whose encouragement of culture made the Buyid period
so important for Arabic intellectual history; to one contemporary the gatherings of
his salon recalled the golden age of the Barmakids.69

Despite his neglected appearance and personal uncleanliness, Abu l-Faraj fitted
into this circle well, and al-Muhallabi, although he was famous for his fastidious-
ness, bore with his uncouth manners. Qualities such as wit, a sharp tongue and skill
in satire, and gifts as a raconteur combined with vast culture and multifarious learn-
ing evidently made up for Abu l-Faraj’s eccentricities. The familiar exchanges
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between al-Muhallabi and his nadim (boon companion) were preserved in a series
of anecdotes which became part of popular tradition.70 In a more serious context
it was Abu l-Faraj who, as a representative of the Iraqi cultural tradition, confronted
al-Mutanabbi on a philological question in al-Muhallabi’s presence during the
great poet’s first visit to Baghdad.71 Some of the poems which Abu l-Faraj dedi-
cated to his patron have been recorded in the biographical literature. Of his extant
works, Al-ima’ al-shawa‘ir was certainly commissioned by al-Muhallabi.72 There is
every reason to believe that the Aghani was too, although Abu l-Faraj’s reference
to his patron in the preface is veiled: “The reason why I embarked on writing it
[sc. the Aghani ] was that one of our chief officers of state(ra’is min ru’asa’ina) asked
me to compile it for him …”73 While little information is extant about musical life
in Buyid Baghdad,74 al-Muhallabi was appreciative of singing and singing girls,75

and music was an indispensable part of the informal gatherings at which he and 
his closest companions indulged in witty conversation, poetry and fine wines,
abandoning their usual decorum.76

Al-Muhallabi was saved from disgrace by dying on campaign near Basra in
352/963, but Mu‘izz al-Dawla had all his property seized and his family arrested.
Even the humblest of those associated with his household were subject to meas-
ures of confiscation.77 The sources are silent about what happened to Abu l-Faraj
at this critical time, but there is no reason to suppose that he was treated any 
differently from the rest of al-Muhallabi’s entourage.Well into his sixties by then,
he must have abandoned any hope of finding a new patron.

He could still, however, earn a living by teaching. As usual, the biographical
accounts give no indication of which period of a subject’s life a given piece of
information is relevant to, but from the time when Abu l-Faraj completed his first
book, the Maqatil al-Talibiyin,78 and built up a reputation for an amazing knowl-
edge of historical, literary, and musical reports and poetry, he must have attracted
students. He is recorded as transmitting madith, and the names of some of those who
read the Aghani with him have been preserved.79 He also dictated from his vast
store of historical reports and anecdotes.80 And he seems to have furnished the
Umayyads of Spain with books, although the biographical sources merely report
the fact without going into detail. For this was the time when the scholars and men
of letters of Córdoba were engaged in assimilating the learning of the Mashriq.80a

There remain two problems in Abu l-Faraj’s biography, his putative connection
with Sayf al-Dawla and the date of his death.As far as the first issue is concerned,
the earliest mention of Abu l-Faraj having any contact with the Hamdanid ruler is
the report in Yaqut’s biographical notice of him that he gave the Hamdanid a copy
of the Aghani, for which he received a reward of a thousand dinars.81 The same
information is given independently by Ibn Khallikan,82 and it has been blown up
by later mediaeval and modern scholars into the claim that Abu l-Faraj spent time
in Aleppo. But there are good reasons for rejecting the latter claim out of hand and
treating the former one with much reserve. First, Abu l-Faraj’s name does not
occur in any mediaeval account of Sayf al-Dawla’s literary circle.83 And there is no
other indication of him showing any interest in the Hamdanids. Second, it is
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inconceivable that he would have risked angering his patron al-Muhallabi by offer-
ing his magnum opus to anyone else, and in particular to a ruler with whom the
Buyids often had tense relations. The incident could only have taken place in 
the four years which separated al-Muhallabi’s death from Sayf al-Dawla’s, but by
then the Hamdanid was a sick man and his days of glory were over.Third, unlike 
al-Muhallabi, Sayf al-Dawla had the reputation of being too occupied with cam-
paigning and affairs of state to spend much time on musical entertainment.84 It is
not certain that he would have found the idea which is the starting point of the
Aghani very congenial. Fourth, the report implies, wrongly, that Abu l-Faraj had
completed the Aghani.85 But whatever the explanation for Yaqut’s statement,86 it is
a measure of Sayf al-Dawla’s reputation among later generations that the story,
once put into circulation, has hardly ever been questioned.

The date of Abu l-Faraj’s death is a more complicated matter.The oldest source,
Ibn al-Nadim, who knew Abu l-Faraj,87 is vague, mentioning “the early 360s”.88

Abu Nu‘aym al-Isbahani, who saw Abu l-Faraj in Baghdad but failed to attend 
any of his lectures, gives 357 as the date of his death.89 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi
repeats Abu Nu‘aym’s date but offers 356 as an alternative, on the authority 
of Mumammad ibn Abi l-Fawaris.90 Later sources have usually followed this third
version.

It is, however, contradicted by a passage in the Adab al-ghuraba’, as Yaqut points
out.91 This mentions one of Abu l-Faraj’s friends reading a graffito dated 362 on
the wall of Mu‘izz al-Dawla’s abandoned palace at al-Shammasiya.92 It supports
Ibn al-Nadim’s date, which must therefore be accepted as correct.The discrepancy
between the dates can be explained, if it is accepted that after al-Muhallabi’s death
Abu l-Faraj fell on increasingly hard times and gradually disappeared from circula-
tion; moreover he is said to have had a stroke, and to have suffered from mental
confusion in his last years.93 He would not be the only renowned scholar to have
died in obscurity.93a

Although Abu l-Faraj spent most of his life among officials, men of letters and
eminent scholars, and although his position as companion to al-Muhallabi afforded
him a comfortable and agreeable existence, the age in which he lived had its darker
side. Especially in the period before the Buyids established their authority in Iraq
political life was turbulent and government instable. And as an official of the
administration, he must have been well aware of this.An occasional remark in the
Aghani betrays his attitude to contemporary events.

When defending Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s standing as a poet, he refers to the prince’s
violent end as a “most horrible murder”;94 he himself was eleven when it hap-
pened. Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, who was strangled, was not the only member of the
‘Abbasid family to suffer violence in this period; the caliph al-Muqtadir fell in 
battle against his former general Mu’nis, and al-Qahir, al-Muttaqi and al-Mustakfi
were deposed and blinded. Lesser men fared no better. Viziers and important offi-
cials changed frequently as a result of court intrigues and conspiracies.The custom
of fining dismissed officials had become established in the previous century,95 but
the use of torture to extract promises of reimbursement of ill-gotten gains became
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much more common in this period. In the case of those who died in office, it was
their relatives and most trusted assistants who were subjected to such treatment.96

Apart from al-Muhallabi,Abu l-Faraj must have known a number of those whom
this fate befell.As the remark quoted above shows, he was not indifferent to human
suffering, and it is hard to imagine that the humiliation, torture and even death of
educated and cultured acquaintances always left him unmoved, even when they
belonged to an opposing faction.

Another glimpse of how he viewed his own times comes at the end of an anec-
dote in which ‘A’isha bint Abi Bakr recites a line by Labid:

Those in whose shadow life was good are gone, and I
am left behind among their sons
mange-ridden camels all.

‘A’isha comments: “May God have mercy on Labid! What would he have said if 
he had lived to see our contemporaries?” And each subsequent transmitter 
repeats this, replacing Labid’s name with that of the person from whom he heard
the anecdote.When it comes to Abu l-Faraj’s turn, however, he does not imitate
his sources but says: “I can only ask God for help. For the situation is too terrible
to describe.”97

Historical facts support such an outburst.The first half of the fourth/tenth cen-
tury was characterised by fighting among army commanders and their troops
drawn from different ethnic groups, intrigues round the caliph, financial crises,
price rises, riots and a breakdown in urban security leading to attacks on the houses
of the wealthy and the less wealthy. More ominous for the future of Iraq, the 
irrigation system declined steadily from lack of maintenance and suffered serious
damage in conflicts between army factions.98 So profoundly was Baghdad affected
by these developments that its built-up area in 345/956 was reduced to a tenth of
what it had been under al-Muqtadir (295/908–320/932), according to a judge
quoted by al-Tanukhi;99 even if this remark is not wholly accurate, it reflects a 
certain perception which must have been widespread among the elite.

It would also be possible to discern a decline in the humaneness, decorum and
intellectual level of court life in the same period. Abu l-Faraj’s contemporary al-
Mas‘udi, who includes in the Muruj al-dhahab accounts of learned or entertaining
discussions in front of the caliphs of the time, also refers to the frivolity of 
al-Mu‘tamid, the cruelty of al-Mu‘tadid, the vizier al-Qasim ibn ‘Ubaydallah’s killing
of the caliph al-Muktafi’s uncle despite al-Muktafi’s belief that he represented no
danger, the same vizier’s elimination of the great poet Ibn al-Rumi, and the vio-
lence of al-Qahir.100 In the Muruj al-dhahab, however, these events are inserted into
a panorama of the political and cultural developments of each reign.The Aghani,
by contrast, in the section covering the period from al-Mu‘tasim on, focusses
almost exclusively on poets, musicians and their connections with colleagues and
patrons, and the last caliph to whom it allots much space is al-Mutawakkil; it
ignores the political, social and intellectual affairs of the time. The portrait the
Aghani paints of al-Mutawakkil is not that of the forceful and effective ruler,

ABU L-FARAJ’S LIFE, TIMES AND WORKS

21



but that of the lover of coarse humour and buffoonery, often combined with
humiliation of members of his circle.101 A rare glimpse of later court life shows the
favourite Yunus ibn Bugha continuing his revelries with al-Muwaffaq, apparently
unaffected by either the death of his mother or the killing of his father.102 There
is more than a hint of decadence in these reports; whether it corresponds to his-
torical fact or not, it conveys a certain view of the period.And the same vision is
reflected in al-Baqitani’s account, mentioned above, of by-gone officials possessing
a competence and integrity which contemporaries cannot match.

Although nostalgia for a more glorious past is a conventional attitude among
authors of the period,103 there is a particular reason why Abu l-Faraj may have
been more heartfelt in his regret at the passage of time than some other writers.
The Aghani chronicles how music and singing under the Umayyads and early
‘Abbasids became a highly developed art. From al-Mahdi on, the ‘Abbasid caliphs
had patronised and encouraged music, thus contributing to its age of glory in the
third/ninth century. But al-Mu‘tadid (d. 289/902) was the last competent musician
among the caliphs,104 and al-Radi (d. 329/940) the last caliph to leave a diwan;
poetry of his was set to music too.105 His successor changed life at court radically,
abolishing the position of nadim.106

Thereafter patronage continued to be exercised by viziers and army commanders.
While some viziers, like al-Muhallabi, were men of great culture, army command-
ers did not always understand Arabic107 – a serious handicap for the appreciation
of music which was essentially vocal. It is also possible that the idiom of ‘Abbasid
court music was alien to them.At all events, the decline and disappearance of the
caliphal court in this period deprived musicians of their most prestigious source of
professional stimulus and financial encouragement.

The position of urban musicians and singers deteriorated for another reason too.
In the early fourth/tenth century the Manbalis were gaining ground in Baghdad,
not least among the victims of the political and economic crises, and with their
hostility to music and singing they included attacks on the quarters where musi-
cians lived and worked and the destruction of musical instruments in some of their
riots.108 The Manbali leader al-Barbahari109 is reported in the Nishwar al-mumadara
to have ordered his followers to kill a professional mourner famous for her per-
formances of dirges over al-Musayn, even though, according to al-Tanukhi, she
remained within the bounds of Sunni taste, refraining from attacks on the
Companions.110 In 321/933 the caliph al-Qahir, seeking to conciliate the
Manbalis, prohibited music, wine and other alcoholic drinks, sent many singers into
exile and had singing-girls sold; houses were even broken into and searched for
women musicians.111 When Abu l-Faraj, commenting on Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi’s
innovations in performance practice and their influence on later singers, emits his
gloomy judgement on the current state of music:“[At all events] both the correct
style of performance [i.e. Ismaq al-Mawsili’s] and the altered one [i.e. Ibrahim’s]
have died out in our time”,112 he may be exaggerating, but developments such as
those just mentioned make it very likely that a decline in the art of singing took
place.
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The establishment of Buyid rule in Baghdad, the return of stability and increased
prosperity, and the encouragement by a cultured patron, al-Muhallabi, of a brilliant
and varied intellectual circle, must have represented to men such as Abu l-Faraj who
had witnessed the preceding decades a halt to decline and the promise of a return
to the glorious era of the early ‘Abbasid caliphate.The grandiose conception of the
Kitab al-aghani as a panorama of Arabic music and culture from the pre-Islamic
period to the end of the third/ninth century should be seen against this background.

Abu l-Faraj’s works

Some thirty titles are ascribed to Abu l-Faraj in the mediaeval sources. Most of
them are lost, quotations from a few have survived in later works, and four are
extant.113 The lost works which the sources name are:

1 Kitab ma nazala min al-Qur’an fi amir al-mu’minin wa ahl baytih ‘alayhim 
al-salam (FT )

2 Kitab fih kalam Fatima ‘alayha l-salam fi Fadak (FT )
3 Nasab Bani ‘Abd Shams (FN, -TB, IA, -WA)
4 Jamharat al-nasab (-TB, -IA, -WA)
5 Nasab Bani Shayban (-TB, IA, -WA)
6 Nasab al-Mahaliba (-TB, IA, -WA)
7 Nasab BaniTaghlib (-TB, IA, -WA)
8 Nasab Bani Kilab (-TB, -WA)
9 Ayyam al-‘arab (-TB, -WA)

10 Tafdil dhi l-mijja (FN, IA)
11 Da‘wat al-Najjar (YD, IA) al-atibba’ (WA)
12 Majmu‘ al-athar wa-l-akhbar (FN, IA (reversing the two terms))
13 Al-akhbar wa-l-nawadir (FN, IA)
14 Manajib al-khisyan (IA)
15 Sifat Harun (FN)
16 Al-farq wa-l-mi‘yar bayn al-awghad wa-l-amrar (FN, IA)
17 Kitab al-khammarin wa-l-khammarat (FN, IA; TB and WA have Al-manat)
18 Akhbar al-tufayliyin (FN, IA)
19 Akhbar Jamna al-Barmaki (YD, IA)
20 Al-mamalik al-shu‘ara’ (IA; corresponds to part of FN’s Ash‘ar al-mamalik

wa-l-ima’)
21 Kitab al-ghilman al-mughannin (-TB, IA)
22 Adab al-sama‘ (FN,TB, IA)

Titles 1 and 2 reflect the same kind of politico-religious interests as the Maqatil
al-Talibiyin.

The works on genealogy (titles 3 to 8) belong to a group which Abu l-Faraj
is said to have sent to the Umayyad rulers of Spain. It is possible that the Jamharat
al-nasab (Compendium of genealogy) included sections, and these have been inter-
preted by the sources as separate books. Of the Jamharat al-nasab Abu l-Faraj
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says: “I have collected in it [the Arabs’] genealogies and historical reports, and I
have entitled it The book of validation and equity (Kitab al-ta‘dil wa-l-intisaf )”.114 TB’s
mention of Kitab al-ta‘dil wa-l-intisaf fi ma’athir al-‘arab wa-mathalibiha besides Kitab
jamharat al-nasab would therefore seem to be the result of a confusion. IA, too, lists
Kitab al-ta‘dil wa-l-intisaf fi akhbar al-qaba’il wa-ansabiha separately from the Jamhara
on the strength of Abu l-Faraj’s reference to it in the Aghani, without realising that
the two titles most likely designate the selfsame book.

It has been suggested that the Compendium of Historical Reports and Narratives (12)
is the “kitab al-kabir” which Abu l-Faraj mentions in the Maqatil al-Talibiyin.115

One may also wonder whether there was any relationship between the Majmu‘ and
the Battle-days of the Arabs (9).

There is no conclusive evidence that The Description of Harun (15) and The Touch-
stone for Distinguishing Menials from Those of Noble Birth (16) are related texts, as has
been proposed.116 It may be correct that the Harun of the first title is Abu ‘Abdallah
Harun ibn ‘Ali ibn al-Munajjim, the son of Abu l-Masan ‘Ali ibn Harun ibn 
al-Munajjim.According to FN, the second work was a treatise on Harun ibn ‘Ali,
but the same source mentions ‘Ali ibn Harun as replying to Abu l-Faraj with his
own text, Al-lafn al-mumit bi-naqd ma lafana bih al-laqit (The complete refutation of
the foundling’s declaration).117 Moreover, the beginning of the controversy may
well go back to another treatise of ‘Ali’s, the Risala fi l-farq bayn Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi
wa-Ismaq al-Mawsili fi l-ghina’ (Treatise on the distinction between Ibrahim ibn 
al-Mahdi and Ismaq al-Mawsili in the matter of singing); the presence of “farq” in
Abu l-Faraj’s title suggests an echo of this sober designation.And given Abu l-Faraj’s
support for Ismaq al-Mawsili in musical controversies, his engaging in a polemic on
this subject is thoroughly in character.The exchange between Abu l-Faraj and Abu
l-Masan ‘Ali could be independent of the Sifat Harun and perhaps predate it.

A recent edition of the Fihrist proposes Kitab al-Mammadin instead of Kitab
al-khammarin wa-l-khammarat (17).117a In that case the subject of the book would
have been Mammad al-Rawiya, Mammad ‘Ajrad and Mammad al-Zibriqan, three
Kufan poets and libertines whose lives straddled the end of the Umayyad and
beginning of the ‘Abbasid era, and who were suspected of zandaqa (heresy, more
specifically Manichaeism).

The preference for IA’s Al-mamalik al-shu‘ara’ (20) over FN‘s Ash‘ar al-ima’
wa-l-mamalik arises from the fact that Al-ima’ al-shawa‘ir, which has recently been
discovered and published, is an independent book, and so, presumably, was 
Al-mamalik al-shu‘ara’.

Apart from these titles listed in the biographical sources, Abu l-Faraj refers to 
a treatise of his on the basic rules of the tones:

23 Risala fi ‘ilal al-nagham118

Fragments from three of Abu l-Faraj’s books mentioned in the sources have 
survived, namely:

24 Al-qiyan (FN,YD, -TB, IA (as Akhbar al-qiyan))
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25 Al-diyarat (FN,YD,TB, IA)
26 Mujarrad al-aghani (FN,YD, -TB, IA)

Recently, texts assumed to belong to The Singing Girls (24) and The Monasteries
(25) have been published. The printed Al-qiyan contains sections on thirty-nine
singing girls, but in only eight instances does the source from which the material
is taken specify that it is quoting from Abu l-Faraj’s Qiyan.119 In the printed 
Al-diyarat the proportion of material expressly drawn from Abu l-Faraj’s book is
even lower; there is only one reference to it, although a number of passages may 
reasonably be assumed to be derived from it.120

The value of these attempts at reconstruction is, first, that they draw attention
to later works which quote from Abu l-Faraj, and thus provide information about
the reception of his texts. And, second, from the fragments attributed to these
books a few common characteristics emerge. In Al-qiyan Abu l-Faraj several times
mentions from whom a singing girl learned her art, and this information may have
been a standard feature of the presentation of the subjects.121 Some sections on
monasteries in Al-diyarat have a brief indication of the monastery’s location, its sur-
roundings or its history, and this, too, may have been a characteristic of the book.122

But the published Al-qiyan and Al-diyarat cannot take the place of the authentic
texts, for the sources from which they have been put together only picked and
chose what interested them in Abu l-Faraj’s works.123 Moreover, it is almost cer-
tain that the later sources omitted performance indications, which could be
expected to occur frequently in the Qiyan and were not absent from the Diyarat.124

A fragment of the Book of the Songs Only (26) is designated as such in Ibn Abi
Usaybi‘a‘s ‘Uyun al-anba’ fi tabaqat al-atibba’. It consists of a four-line poem by 
al-Ma’mun with the following comment:“qala Abu l-Faraj: wa-l-shi‘ru li-l-Ma’muni
fi Jibra’ila bni Bakhtishu‘a l-mutatabbibi wa-l-ghina’u li-Mutayyamin khafifu ramal”
(Abu l-Faraj says that the poetry was composed by al-Ma’mun about Jibra’il ibn
Bakhtishu‘ the physician, and the setting was by Mutayyam in the light ramal
rhythm).125 It may be assumed that the whole book consisted of similar combina-
tions of texts with performance indications.

27 Maqatil al-Talibiyin (FT, FN,TB, IA,WA)
28 Al-ima‘ al-shawa‘ir (FN (as Ash‘ar al-ima’ wa-l-mamalik ), YD,TB, IA,WA)
29 Adab al-ghuraba’ (FN (as Adab al-ghuraba’ min ahl al-fadl wa-l-adab), TB (as Adab

al-ghuraba’), IA (as Udaba’ al-ghuraba’), WA (as Adab al-ghuraba’))
30 Kitab al-aghani (FT, FN,YD,TB, IA,WA)

These books by Abu l-Faraj are extant and have been published.
The first of them, the Unnatural Deaths of the Talibids,126 may be classified as a Shi‘i

martyrology, although one distinguished by a scholarly approach and a generally
dispassionate tone. It relates information about those of the descendants of the
Prophet’s uncle Abu Talib who met an unnatural death in the period starting with the
Prophet’s lifetime and ending at the time of writing, Jumada I, 313 (Aug–Sept 925).
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It includes not only those who, having risen up against the government,were killed
in battle, executed or poisoned, but also those who were kept in prison until they
died and those who went underground or fled to distant lands for fear of the
authorities and were never able to return to legality.The last few pages of the book
list Talibids who met a violent death at the hands of relatives, bedouin, Carmathians
or other non-governmental agencies. Altogether over 200 individuals are treated,
though in greatly differing detail.127

The book is organised chronologically, the entries on each Talibid having a stan-
dard format: name, genealogy (including the mother’s name, where known),
(sometimes) a profile sketch, the events leading up to the death and the death itself.
In the case of Talibids who transmitted madiths, those from whom and to whom
they transmitted are mentioned. Sometimes an elegy rounds off an entry. Where
one of the great Shi‘i uprisings is discussed, Abu l-Faraj mentions the personal
information about the various Talibid participants one after the other before he
embarks on an account of the uprising itself. In such cases names of supporters 
of the Talibids who also fought may be tacked on haphazardly at the end. Only 
in the last part of the work is Abu l-Faraj forced by the meagre information at his
disposal to abandon this scheme.

The Maqatil is constructed round a core of information which is already given,
the list of Talibids who met an unnatural death. It is biographically orientated in
two ways. In principle, each individual is allotted a separate entry (even if the major
uprisings are treated as collective experiences).And in the greater part of the book,
which deals with the ‘Abbasid period, the biographical entries are grouped in sec-
tions according to the reigns of the caliphs under whom the Talibids came to grief.
These sections often begin with a summary of the policy adopted by the caliph
concerned towards the family of Abu Talib.As far as techniques of scholarship are
concerned, the chain of transmitters (isnad) is generally used to introduce material,
with reports being combined where appropriate.128 But genealogies, profile
sketches, some historical background information and most of the lists of names of
recent Talibid fatalities are given without sources.Abu l-Faraj sometimes comments
on the accuracy of information, tells the reader when he has made a selection from
material, or justifies the inclusion of a given report or even of a personality who
does not possess the moral stature announced in the introduction as a criterion for
treatment in the book.129 Thus, although the Maqatil is put together from material
Abu l-Faraj collected from older scholars, the reader is regularly reminded that he
is the compiler.

The second extant text, Al-ima’ al-shawa‘ir (The Slave Poetesses), was long thought
to be lost, but has recently been edited from a single MS. in Tunis.130 It consists of
a collection of reports about slave poetesses of the ‘Abbasid period which Abu
l-Faraj put together in a few days for al-Muhallabi.131 A preface explaining the 
occasion for the book is followed by 31 section devoted to thirty-three women
poets, with the akhbar in two cases relating to two women together. Many sections
begin with Abu l-Faraj’s profile of the subject.Most of them are very short, but three,
devoted to al-Natifi’s slave-girl ‘Inan, Fadl and ‘Arib, include numerous anecdotes
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and quotations of poetry.Abu l-Faraj has fulfilled his promise to order the sections
chronologically and according to the poetesses’ gifts by using each of these leading
figures to introduce a group of sections of lesser artists of the same period.132 Taken
together, the short sections build up a general picture of the slave poetess, while
the longer ones provide an in-depth treatment of three important aspects of her
activity, competition with fellow-poets, ghazal and panegyric.

Despite the great difference in subject matter and tone between the Ima’ and
the Maqatil, the two books reflect a similiar approach to compilation. They are
organised around people chronologically, as far as possible, and they both illustrate
a capacity to concentrate on a single theme.Although the material is chiefly drawn
from sources named in isnads,Abu l-Faraj often introduces a section with his own
thumble-nail sketch of the subject.

The third text, the Adab al-ghuraba’ (On Being a Stranger, Illustrated in Prose and
Poetry) was also rediscovered recently.133 In the preface Abu l-Faraj speaks of the
difficulty of enduring a reversal of fortune from prosperity to want and a decline
in social standing, and outlines the psychological effects of such trials on those who
suffer them. Indirectly, he is describing his own situation, and to distract his
thoughts he turns to the contemplation of the deeds and words of men of past
times, seeking consolation in them.134 The book itself consists of over 70 treat-
ments in prose or poetry of ghurba, absence from the homeland and loved ones, or
an idea called forth by association with it.The attitudes to this predicament vary,
so that while a mood of melancholy predominates, there are more light-hearted
moments, and the final anecdote strikes an optimistic note, suggesting that Abu
l-Faraj’s venture into auto-therapy may have succeeded.134a

The Adab al-ghuraba’ was neither commissioned, like Al-ima’ al-shawa‘ir and the
Aghani, nor is it a logical outcome of Abu l-Faraj’s studies, like the Maqatil. It has 
a personal and informal character which they all lack.135 It does not draw on the
same sources as Abu l-Faraj’s other books; indeed much of its material is given with
no source at all.136 It is not organised chronologically or biographically (given that
the characters are often nameless strangers, this would be impossible), nor does it
start from a core of given information, Talibids who came to a sticky end, slave
poetesses of some repute, or songs. But it may well resemble other books by Abu
l-Faraj which have not survived, such as Historical Reports and Entertaining Tales (13),
or even On Listening to Music (22), whose title also includes the term “adab”. And
like some Aghani articles it exhibits a method of compilation in which the subject
is given an all-round treatment, without the material being organised into clearly
defined sections.137

The mediaeval scholar Yaqut pointed out that there are two discrepancies
between the Ghuraba’s text and the most commonly accepted facts about Abu
l-Faraj’s life.The first is the reference to the graffito on Mu‘izz al-Dawla’s palace
dated 362, and the second to the author’s passion for the son of an army officer in
his youth, in the year that Mu‘izz al-Dawla died (356/967).138 But if the date of
death which Ibn al-Nadim gives for Abu l-Faraj, “a few years after 360”, is
accepted, the difficulty with the mention of 362 is resolved. Abu l-Faraj speaking
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of himself as being in his youth in 356 poses a greater problem. If the text is taken
as it stands, however, one biographical source offers an explanation, namely that he
suffered from mental confusion in his last years.139

Over against this difficulty must be set the two passages where the Ghuraba’ gives
performance indications.140 These are not the elaborate presentations of settings
frequent in the Aghani, but simply indications of the rhythmic mode, such as are
also encountered in Al-ima’ al-shawa‘ir.141 Apart from Abu l-Faraj’s books, hardly
any mediaeval Arabic texts mention song settings; I know of only the Mukhtar min
kitab al-lahw wa-l-malahi of Ibn Khurdhadhbih, and the Ash‘ar awlad al-khulafa’
wa-akhbaruhum of al-Suli, both older contemporaries of Abu Faraj, the Kitab al-
diyarat of al-Shabushti, who probably lived at about the same time, and the Kitab
al-mumdath fi al-aghani of the fifth/eleventh century Ibn Naqiya, passages from
which are preserved in the Masalik al-absar of Ibn Fadlallah al-‘Umari.142 To
include two performance indications in a book not devoted principally to songs or
to poems set to music must be regarded as Abu l-Faraj’s stamp on the work.

As has been mentioned, Abu l-Faraj undertook the Book of Songs (30) in
response to a request from an unnamed high official who had heard that the Kitab
al-aghani attributed to Ismaq al-Mawsili was not genuine – a view with which Abu
l-Faraj concurred.143

The Aghani, which is chiefly constructed round songs, falls into three parts. In
the first (vols I–IX, 249) the core of given information is provided by the Three
Choicest Songs and then the other songs making up the Top Hundred which Ishaq
al-Mawsili chose for al-Wathiq, followed by other groups of songs: those that com-
bined ten or eight tones, the three songs in the ramal rhythmic mode, Ma‘bad’s five
songs with nicknames, his Seven Cities, and Ibn Surayj’s corresponding Seven
Songs. In the second part (IX, 250–X, 286) caliphs and their descendants who
composed songs form the core, and they are treated in chronological order, the
caliphs from ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz to al-Mu‘tadid being followed by princes
(and one princess) from Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi to ‘Abdallah ibn al-Mu‘tazz. The
third part (X, 286–XXIV, 261) is constructed round a core of songs chosen by Abu
l-Faraj himself.143a Although the Aghani starts out with articles on poets and com-
posers regularly alternating, the fact that there were fewer composers and their lives
were less well documented than those of poets means that in the later volumes
treatments of musicians are fairly uncommon.

The decision to use lists of songs as the core of the book led to an unusual way
of arranging the material. Abu l-Faraj points out in the preface, somewhat defen-
sively, that some readers might have expected him to order the songs according to
rhythmic modes (tara’iq),144 the period and rank of the singers or the poets respon-
sible for the lyrics.145 He counters these suggestions with the following arguments.
Since the Hundred Songs chosen for al-Wathiq were not arranged according to
the rank or period of their authors (Abu Qatifa, the composer of the lyrics of the
Top Song, is an altogether insignificant poet), classification along these lines was
out of the question.As the same poems have been set to different rhythmic modes,
ordering poems according to setting would have led to repetitions. And working
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through all the settings of verses of a given poet before treating the akhbar con-
nected with them would have been monotonous.The aim of the book is to cover
both songs and the reports about them, including the information which the
reader expects to find, while avoiding redundancy and longwindedness and
observing the adab principle of regular variations in subject and tone.146

Although Abu l-Faraj’s detailed justification of his organisation of material in the
Aghani suggests that such an arrangement was unfamiliar, he may well have
acquired the idea for it from earlier works. Older books of songs (and it is to this
genre that the Aghani, through its title, relates itself ) have not survived, but so far
as can be judged, they consisted simply of the texts of songs with their melodic and
rhythmic modes.147 Ismaq al-Mawsili’s Kitab al-aghani might be thought to have
provided a model for Abu l-Faraj’s book of the same name, but the references to it
in the Aghani and the Fihrist indicate that it was organised on different lines. Ibn
al-Nadim describes it as being in ten parts and lists the initial line of poetry in each
one; this list bears no relation to the ordering of material in Abu l-Faraj’s book. He
also quotes the verdict reported by Abu l-Faraj and going back to Mammad ibn
Ismaq al-Mawsili that the only genuine part of the Aghani circulating under Ismaq’s
name is the first one, on the legitimacy of listening to music (al-rukhsa).148 There
is no such section in Abu l-Faraj’s book, nor is there any place for it in the scheme
he devised, although akhbar on the subject are scattered through various articles.149

Another book which Ismaq at least worked on comes somewhat closer to Abu
l-Faraj’s Aghani, as far as the contents are concerned. It is the one he describes in 
a letter to ‘Ali ibn Hisham:

And furthermore I am engaged in writing an entertaining, original book
which includes the names, genealogies and countries of residence of emi-
nent singers [al-qawm], their economic situation and the period in which
they lived, the differences between them in their manner of singing and
composing, some of the reports about them, and also the accounts of 
the well-known and memorable singing girls of the Hijaz, Kufa and
Basra, the poems which were composed about them, their owners, who
bought them, and who their fans were. [I also mention] which legal
experts and noble members of the community considered listening to
music legitimate.150

Between this projected book and Abu l-Faraj’s Aghani there is considerable com-
mon ground with regard to the subjects treated, but there are also fundamental dif-
ferences. Ismaq is concerned exclusively with musicians and music, he does not
mention ordering the material in any particular way (though he may have done
so), and because he was working about a century before Abu l-Faraj he had less
material to draw on and fewer examples of types of compilation before him.This
letter may very well have suggested the general idea of a Book of Songs to Abu
l-Faraj, but he then evolved a much more sophisticated scheme for it which inte-
grated not only singers and music but also poetry, poets and important historical
events into the general frame.
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The Aghani ran to some five thousand folios, as Ibn al-Nadim notes. Its length
may not impress the modern reader familiar with encyclopaedic compilations of
the later Middle Ages such as the Nihayat al-‘arab or the Ta’rikh Dimashq, but to
contemporaries it must have seemed immense. It is referred to almost always as
“Kitab al-aghani al-kabir”, the Great Book of Songs.151

Because of its size many of those who speak about it seem not to realise that it
is unfinished. The Dar al-kutub edition is, however, unequivocal; it ends with
“Here al-Isbahani’s account breaks off ”.152 Moreover, at the end of the book some
articles are no more than fragments. For instance, the final article, Akhbar
al-Mutalammis, treats only the poet’s name and his tribal forebears, subjects which
normally constitute the introductory section of an article, while the Akhbar
‘Abdallah ibn Mus‘ab wa-nasabuh, after sketching the profile of a man of the early
‘Abbasid period who possessed some political weight as well as poetic gifts, gives
some interesting reports and then suddenly stops. It is hard not to feel that there
was more to be said about ‘Abdallah, but that Abu l-Faraj did not get round to it.153

It was perhaps inevitable that he should not finish the Aghani, once he had
embarked on the treatment of all the songs he considered worthwhile. For, by
departing from finite groups of songs like the Top Hundred and the Songs of the
Caliphs and Princes, he found himself confronted with a boundless quantity of
material. The conception of the third part of the work implies a book almost 
without end.

Textual problems in the Aghani

The unfinished state of the Aghani has to be borne in mind in any discussion of
lacunas in the text or other textual problems. Before examining these, I would like
to point out two other features of the Aghani text relevant in this connexion. First,
surviving Aghani MSS are always in parts, but the number of parts (or volumes) in
a MS varies from two to about sixty.154 A copyist combining parts from two dif-
ferent MSS carelessly could well upset the order of articles, with the risk of por-
tions of text being lost or misplaced. Second, from the biographical sources it is
clear that Abu l-Faraj read the Aghani with students. Assuming that he taught it
more than once, he would have been working through it several times, so that in
the early sections he might well refer to passages coming later as material which
had already been mentioned, because he knew that he had included it.

Of the textual problems it is the lacunas which have attracted most attention, and
in particular the absence of articles on Abu Nuwas and on Abu l-‘Atahiya and ‘Utba
after Abu l-Faraj had announced them.155 Although one cannot exclude the hypoth-
esis that these articles are lost, as scholars have generally assumed, it is quite as likely
that Abu l-Faraj never assembled them, even if he had collected material for them.
In particular it is improbable that an Aghani article on Abu Nuwas should have been
lost, and lost immediately, while so many articles on obscure poets survived.156

On the other hand, some passages of the Aghani manifestly have not survived.
There are lacunas in poetry, such as the verses by al-Sayyid al-Mimyari which lack
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two half-lines.157 Some akhbar are incomplete; Mutayyam’s article ends with her
being asked by al-Ma’mun to cap two lines of poetry, but the reader is left to guess
how she does it.The text continues with the introductory song to Jarir’s article.158

In the article on Ka‘b al-Ashqari a khabar in which ‘Abd al-Malik wishes poets
would do him as proud as Ka‘b did al-Muhallab with one of his panegyrics is fol-
lowed by some lines of hija’; the khabar must originally have been rounded off by
one or two lines of the panegyric, which is quoted extensively earlier on, and the
hija’, part of another khabar, introduced by an explanatory text of some kind.159

One of the akhbar about Ash‘ab runs the chain of transmitters into the beginning
of the story, the first phrases of which are lost.160 The last two anecdotes about the
singer ‘Amr ibn Abi l-Kannat both turn on the exceptional carrying power of his
voice; they form a pair with a shared motif. In the first, a eye-witness recounts how
at a drinking session ‘Amr asks those present whom they would like to invite, they
mention a name, and wait until the proposed guest (evidently a man of habit) is
accustomed to go down to the market, when he starts to sing. Soon the guest
appears, explaining that it was ‘Amr’s voice which led him to them, a distance of
three miles. In the second khabar, the narrator is someone who hears ‘Amr’s voice
from afar and follows it until he finds him singing.The text of what ‘Amr sings in
this second anecdote is the song introducing the next article, whereas he must have
sung the same song as in the previous khabar or one very like it.161

Sometimes it is not easy to decide whether part of the text has been lost, or
whether it was never there to begin with. The article on al-Adbat ibn Quray‘
begins with a khabar explaining how he got his nickname, but the genealogy which
customarily introduces articles on early Arab poets is missing. Has it been lost, or
was it never there? Conversely, the article on ‘Amr ibn Sa‘id ibn Zayd gives only
his genealogy and an explanation of who his father was, before launching into a
khabar which quotes the introductory song for which he composed the lyrics. Did
the akhbar about the poet himself ever exist?162

Portions of text may be misplaced, as is the case in the section on al-Sulayk ibn
al-Sulaka’s death.According to one version, while he was under the protection of
‘Abd al-Malik ibn Muwaylik al-Khath‘ami he raped a Khath‘ami girl and was
killed by a fellow-tribesman. The Aghani gives some other lines of the poem in
which the killer refuses to pay ‘Abd al-Malik blood money before the khabar where
the crucial line referring to al-Sulayk is quoted. Here the version in Ibn Mannur’s
Mukhtar al-aghani is helpful, for it re-establishes the original order of the akhbar.163

Another problem is posed by four songs labelled as belonging to the Hundred
Songs in volume XII, long after the song collections have been exhausted. This
question will be treated in connection with the framework of songs in the Aghani.164

Abu l-Faraj’s use of past and future tenses in his references to material found
elsewhere in the Aghani have been observed not always to correspond to the real-
ity of the text; in other words, sometimes he uses a past tense while the khabar or
poem is to be found later on, or more rarely, he uses a future to indicate material
which has already been treated. It is tempting to conclude from this that the 
order of the text has been disturbed in many places.165 But, as pointed out above,
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Abu l-Faraj’s working and reworking of the text could explain these apparently
inaccurate expressions.

Finally, the text of the Aghani is not free of standard scribal errors, such as 
confusion of names in isnads and slips of the pen.166

It has not been my intention to discuss the philological problems of the 
Aghani exhaustively; that would need a book in itself. I considered it important,
however, to indicate the existence of these problems. It will not have escaped the
reader that the assumption underlying the discussion of them so far is that all
resources have been exhausted for producing a better Aghani text.Two objections
may be raised to that. Many Aghani MSS were not consulted in the preparation of
the printed text.166a And, as the preceding remarks will have made clear, the medi-
aeval abridgements can sometimes be helpful.Yet the editors only took account 
of two of them.

As far as the Aghani MSS are concerned, judging by the editors’ prefaces to the
printed editions, a number of the oldest ones, such as the fifth/eleventh century
one in the Alexandria Baladiya collection (no. 1229 b) or the sixth/twelfth century
British Museum ones (Or. 2075, 2076, 2077 and 2078), have not been exploited.
Yet even if it is not practicable to undertake an edition of the Aghani based on all
the available manuscripts, at least some of these older ones could be compared with
the printed editions and, depending on the results, an improved edition could be
produced. The difficulties with the order of some articles might be cleared up.
And the beginning of Abu l-Faraj’s preface might even come to light; this would
be an important discovery.

To see what such an exercise might achieve, I compared part of the printed text
of the Aghani with the equivalent passages in Or. 2076 and 2078.These two vol-
umes are part of a copy made for the Fatimid caliph al-Nafir (reg. 544/1149–549/
1154) in 60 parts bound in 30 volumes.167 The passages I examined, 200 pages of
Dar al-kutub’s volume IV and 225 pages of volumes XXI–XXII, produced a num-
ber of variants, but scarcely any which would alter the text significantly.168 Perhaps
the most interesting finding was that the MS was generally more accurate in mark-
ing the presence of performance indications with the word sawt, or in not writing
sawt when these indications were absent, and that on one occasion it had more
musical information than the printed text, thus clearing up an apparent inconsis-
tency.169 This greater proficiency in dealing with the musical side of the Aghani is
quite understandable, if one bears in mind that Fatimid practice was still not far
removed from the musical world of Baghdad.

My main aim in undertaking this partial comparison of the printed edition with
one old MS was to discover if the asides which occur in the text are the author’s
or have been added by copyists. For the analysis of the asides forms a large part of
this study, and it is essential to establish from whom they originate. Here the edi-
tion and the MS agree with each other entirely. In other words, the asides go back
to the Fatimid period at least.And since similar observations on matters such as the
combining of reports or the accuracy of information are found in the Maqatil
al-Talibiyin too, it seems reasonable to assume that asides are characteristic of Abu
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