Diwan Rasd’il al-Sabi, by Abl Ishaq Ibrahim ibn Hillil ibn
Ibrahim ibn Zahran al-Katib (384 AH./994 CE.), (ed. Thsin Dhannin
al-Thamir)), 2 vols. (London: Al-Furgan Islamic Heritage
Foundation, Centre for the Study of Islamic Manuscripts 2017),
ISBN: 978-1-78814-719-4, 117+639, 832 pp., £40.00.

Books written in various periods of Islamic history are accepted as
primary sources for their respective periods, notably those written by
clerks (katibs) of diwans and by persons who served in the state’s
institutions or who were close friends with the senior officials of the
state. These include letters written by ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib (d.
132/750), the clerk of Marwan II (r. 127-132/744-750), the last
Umayyad caliph; Ibn al-Mugaffa’, a witness of the transition period
from the Umayyads to the ‘Abbasids; Ibn al-Mowsalaya (d. 497/1104),
who served as a man of letters (kdtib) in Diwan al-insha’ for over fifty
years beginning from the era of al-Qa’im bi-Amr Allah (r. 422-
467/1031-1075) and Abu Ishaq al-Sabi, a member of the al-Sabi family
recognized in training adibs (literary men) and kdtibs in the 4"/10" and
the 5"/11"™ centuries.

The letters that were written by Abu Ishaq al-Sabi on behalf of
‘Abbasid caliphs, such as al-Mutic lillah (r. 334-364/946-974) and al-
Ta’i¢ lillah (r. 363-381/974-991), and on behalf of Buwayhid amirs, such
as Mui‘zz al-Dawlah (r. 334-356/945-967), ‘Izz al-Dawlah Bakhtiyar (r.
356-367/967-978), ‘Adud al-Dawlah (r. 367-372/978-983), and Samsam
al-Dawlah (1. 372-376/983-987, 379-388/989-998) are significant
sources because they reflect both the relationship between the
‘Abbasids and the Buwayhids, and the conflicts of Buwayhid amirs
among themselves. The first person who drew attention to these
letters, which were originally in manuscript form in several different
library collections, was Amir Shakib Arslan (d. 1946). He decided to
publish a critical edition of these 95 letters for libraries in Istanbul and
titled it Mukhtar min rasa’il al-Sabi. He was only able to include 42 of
the letters. This edition was first published in 1898 in Lebanon
(Ba‘abda) and later reproduced by different publishing houses. In an
introduction to the letters, Shakib Arslan added the biography of al-
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Sabi written by Abt Manstr al-Tha<alibi provided information about
individuals mentioned in the text and briefly explained some of the
words and events mentioned in the text. After Shakib Arslan’s first
edition, interest in the letters of al-Sabi grew in academic circles and
many works were written about them at different levels.

Ihsan Dhanntn al-Thamiri recently published the letters of al-Sabi
with a long introduction under the title Diwan rasa’il al-Sabi. This
edition brings together treatises published by Shakib Arslan and others
as well as certain treatises that were previously in manuscript forms.
al-Thamir’s introduction includes a discussion of the relationship of al-
Sabi with the Buwayhid amirs and with some prominent literary men
of the era, his scholarly and literary skills, his religious beliefs, al-Sabi’s
lineage and the name of his father, the political situation of his time,
his works, the significance of the letters, citations on the existence of
these letters in historical sources, and available manuscripts of the
treatises (pp. 19-81). While the data given in this section about the life
of al-Sabi and his treatises are satisfactory as an introduction, it should
be noted that the topics could have been classified more systematically
with the use of subtitles. For example, in the beginning, the political
and administrative context of the 4"/10™ century, the discussion on al-
Sabi’s lineage, his father’'s name and life, his works, and his political
and administrative network could have been addressed separately.
The manuscript copies, back editions of the letters, and the
methodology followed in the edition could have been discussed later.

A few of al-Thamir?’s introductory remarks should be highlighted.
Al-Mas<udi (d. 345/956) who assembled the first systematic data about
the Sabians, and almost all authors who followed him identified an
essential difference between the two groups of Sabians: the Sabians of
al-Bat@’ih lived in marshlands (baitda’ib) between al-Basrah and Wasit
in southern Iraq, while the Sabians of Harran lived in Harran in
northern Mesopotamia. While the sources are in consensus in
classifying the Sabians in according to the regions where they lived,
they make quite different statements regarding whether the Sabians
were pagan, believed in the stars or adopted Christianity. Because of
these different approaches to the beliefs of the $abians, it is difficult to
reach a conclusion about the religious preference of, particularly, al-
Sabi and other Sabian people who lived in the classical period. Even
though al-Thamiri recognizes this difficulty, he refers to the fatwa of
Abt Yusuf (d. 182/798) and Muhammad ibn Hasan al-Shaybani (d.
189/805) (which permitted marriage with the Sabians and eating
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animals that the Sabians had cut) and claims that the family of al-Sabi
has their origins in the marshlands of southern Irag and that they
accepted Christianity (pp. 49-50). Considering that these fatwds were
narrated by Ibn Butlan (d. 455/1063), a prominent physician of the
Buwayhid era who had close relations with al-Sabi family, al-Thamiri’s
claim, at first reading, appears acceptable. But in a previous section (p.
33) al-Thamiri points to one of the letters in which al-Sabi referred to
his al-Harrani lineage and says that the ancestry of al-Sabi was based
on Harran. There is an apparent contradiction in al-Thamir’s opinions.
Since al-Sabi used al-Harrani lineage in the letters, giving hints about
his origin, and as mentioned above, the sources are not in consensus,
it is clear that al-Thamiri’s argument about al-Sabi’s origins must be
rethought.

Another of al-ThamirT’s topics is the correct rendering of al-Sabf’s
father’s name. In previous studies, this name was written Hilal (J>w»).
But al-Sabi wrote Hillil (Ju») instead of Hilal in his genealogy in the
letters (which reflected the character of his own handwriting), and
some of al-Sabi’s contemporary authors, such as Abt ‘Ali al-Tantkhi
(d. 384/1091), also wrote the name Hillil (pp. 51-55). For these reasons
it appears that al-Thamiri’s preference is correct. It is worth mentioning
that al-Thamiri criticizes the editors of Dhayl Tajarib al-umam by Aba
Shujac al-Rudhrawari (d. 488/1095) and Inbah al-ruwdat by Ibn al-Qifti
(d. 646/1248), because they changed Hillil to Hilal (p. 5 fn. 4, 6).

At the end of the introduction, al-Thamiri writes about manuscript
copies of the treatises that are still held in various libraries in unedited
form. But he does not evaluate back editions of the letters, except those
published by Shakib Arslan, or the studies that have examined these
treatises. Klaus Hachmeier's PhD dissertation is among these studies
and is worth a closer look." A few years after completing his thesis,
Hachmeier published an article that summaries of the thesis and makes
some remarkable points about the letters.” One of the most substantial
issues handled by Hachmeier in the article regards number of

' Klaus Hachmeier, Die Briefe Abii Ishdaq Ibrahim al-Sabi’s (st.384/994 A.H./A.D.):
Untersuchungen  zur  Briefsammliung  eines  beriibmten  arabischen
Kanzleischreibers mit Erstedition einiger seiner Briefe (Hildesheim: Georg Olms,
2002).

*  Klaus Hachmeier, “The Letters of Abl Ishaq Ibrihim al-Sabi: A Large Buyid
Collection Established from Manuscripts and Other Sources,” Mélanges de
I"Université Saint-Joseph 63 (2010-2011), 107-221.
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manuscript copies of the letters. From al-Thamir’s statements it is
understood that he based his edition on 10 copies (pp.71-77). But in
Hachmeier’s study, the number given is 19 (p. 107). These two
different counts also influenced the total number of letters. While al-
Thamiri says that the number of letters is 419 (p. 79), Hachmeier states
that it is 523 (p. 107). There are also some differences in al-Thamiri and
Hachmeier’s descriptions of the physical features of the manuscript
copies. This and other discrepancies suggest that there would be value
in al-Thamiri evaluating the back editions and studies of the letters.

Al-Thamir’’s methodology in this edition is to separate the letters
into seven titles. These titles are as follows: political (122),
administrative (125), intercession (shafa‘ah) (30), greeting (tabdni)
(24), condolence (ta‘ziyah) (50), personality (shakbsiyyah) (55), and
different topics (13) (p. 79). The classification of the letters in this way,
the explanatory footnotes, the explanation of Arabic words that might
be misunderstood, and the detailed index all enable the readers to
benefit from the work in a greater way. The appendix, which lists the
names of the Buwayhid amirs mentioned in the text and provides
information collected from different sources about the beliefs and
cultural features of the Sabians, also provides for better understanding
of the letters.

In conclusion, this edition of the letters, the majority of which were
previously still in manuscript form, will open the door for new
perspectives and future work on the political and administrative
history of the ‘Abbasids and Buwayhids.
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