BRILL

An Early Fatimid Source on the Time and Authorship of the "Rasa'il Ihwan al-Safa"
Author(s): Abbas Hamdani

Source: Arabica, Feb., 1979, T. 26, Fasc. 1 (Feb., 1979), pp. 62-75

Published by: Brill

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/4056482

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Brill is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Arabica

JSTOR

This content downloaded from
118.211.185.233 on Fri, 18 Oct 2024 09:29:22 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/4056482

AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE ON THE TIME
AND AUTHORSHIP
OF THE RASA’IL IHWAN AL-SAF4’ *

BY
ABBAS HAMDANI

he great encyclopaedic work of medieval Islam, Rasa’il Ihwan

al-safd’ has been described as Mu‘tazilite, Sunni, Safi, Si‘ite, Isma‘ili
or Qarmatian. Its Fatimid character is now no longer in dispute
(see art. Ihwan al-safd’ in E.1.?2). Various dates have been suggested
for its appearance ranging from 350/961 to 557/1162. The most
tenacious theory about the authorship of the Rasa’il and its time
of composition is the one derived from Abi Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(320-414/932-1023) who supposedly provides a contemporary evidence.
I have, however, refuted this theory in a recent article awaiting
publication 1.

Here, I would like to examine the information given by the
Fatimid Dai Ga‘far b. Mangir al-Yaman in his biography of his
father entitled Sirat Ibn Hawsab. Dai Ga‘far had witnessed the
pre-Caliphate days of the Fatimid movement and was a contemporary
of the early Fatimid Caliphs.

The Arabic appendix to this article contains the text referring
to the Rasa’il taken from Ga‘far’s Sira by the eighth Yamani Tayyibi
Fatimid Da‘i Husayn b. “Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid (d. 667/1268)
and embodied in his al-Risalat al-wakida fi tatbit arkan al-‘aqida 2.

* This is a revised version of the paper given under the same title at the 27th Annual
Meeting of the American Research Center in Egypt, Detroit, 29th April to 1st May
1977. I would like to acknowledge gratefully the help given by my colleagues, Professors
James Brundage and John McGovern and by Professor Hasanayn Rabi® in this revision,
and by Ms. Ilga Strazdins for typing the ms. of this article. I dedicate this article to
the memory of the late Dr. Abdul-Karim Karimjee, benefactor of the Bohra community.

1. See note 25 below.

2. See W. Ivanow’s bibliography, Isma‘ili Literature, Teheran, 1963, p. 75,
no. 258. The ms. used is the one belonging to the Hamdani collection and in my possession.
Another ms. of al-Wahida exists in the Bombay University Library (see M. GORIAWALA,
A Descriptive Catalogue of the Fyzee Collection of Isma'ili Manuscripts, Bombay, 1965,
p. 101, no. 125.

Arabica, Tome XXVI, Fascicule 1
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2] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 63

A translation of it is as follows :

Know, O brother, that when the concealment (shtijab) of al-
Magam (the Imam)— May peace be on him — occurred [con-
cealing him] from the sight of the observers, his substance [i.e.
guidance] was not cut off from his da‘is [hudad dinshe], past and
present, as is the celestial impact of the Sun in reaching out to the
stars so that the management [of communal affairs] could be
completed and the organisation [Ailga = constitution, creation] be
perfected according to the desire of the Almighty. So the Exalted
Person (al-Sabs al-Fadil), the issuer (mundi’)! of the Rasd’tl —
may the peace of God be on him — has mentioned in the « Tract
on Magic and Spells» 2 when discussing the Imams — may peace
be on them —; they are the Deputies (Hulafd’) in fact in both the
Period of Declaration (kasf) when their dominion (mulk) becomes
apparent in the [world of] material and spiritual beings and in
the Period of Concealment (satr) when their authority (wmir)
extends to souls and minds. Stronger are the deeds of Satan in
the Period of Concealment, because the Proof of God on His Earth
[i.e. the Imadm] is concealed although his light shines in the hearts
of his devotees who turn to him. This is his saying.

[This is also supported] by what has come to us from Sayyidna
Ga‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman — may God sanctify his soul — in
his book, the biography of his father [i.e. Sirat Ibn Hawsab].
Probably he bestowed [this knowledge] for our time [also] and
hinted to our Imam 3 — may the blessings of God be on him —
because after his [i.e. Da‘i Ga‘far’s] words, none of the Imams
disappeared except our Lord — may peace be on him. He (Ga‘far)
said : « When the concealment of the Imam occurred, his Da‘wa
was not discontinued even in a single sector of the Earth. It
continued by his order and the order of his successor. He is present

1. The lexicon Lisan al-‘Arab gives the meaning of anda’a as agbala. Again anda’a
Sfulanun haditan ay ibtada’a haditan wa-rafa‘ahu.

2. The 11th and last tract of the last part of the Rasa’il Ihwan al-safd’, Beirut ed.,
1957, IV, 283-463.

3. Imam Tayyib, son of the tenth Fatimid Caliph al- Amir (d. 524/1130). On al- Amir’s
death, the Yamani Da‘wa separated from the Fatimid Caliphate, espousing the cause
of Tayyib who disappeared and is referred to by the author as Imam al-*Asr (the Imam
of the Age), i.e. of the new period of concealment. It seems that the author does not
refer to an Imam in his time descended from Imdm Tayyib. Such a reference would
have been more accurate.
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64 A. HAMDANI [3]

and his presence is attested by the presence of his dais (hudid)
who point to him and invite people to him and who occupy the
positions of his Da‘wa in its commands and traditions, permissions
and prohibitions. The declaration and establishment of his mission
are achieved by the existence of three ranks, those of al-da‘7
al-muglaq, al-ma’din al-mutlaq and al-ma’din al-mahsir. As for the
bdbs, the hugddas and the du'at al-baldg, they remain with him
in concealment» 1. [Da‘l (Ga‘far], may God sanctify his soul, further
said, « The Imam is said to be present by the presence of these
da‘is in the same way as God (is said to be present). He is not
recognised by any of his people nor seen by any of his creation
in goodness and evil, in profit and loss, except by the establishment
of each Prophet, Wast (executor of the Prophet’s will) and Imam
among [His] peoples for their direction and guidance. He, the
Praiseworthy, is apparent [and] existent by [the presence of] these
dignitaries. So is the Imdm — may peace be on him — present
by the presence of these da‘7s. His substance flows in them, and
they are encompassed by his blessings. They see with a light from
God in continuity, never with an interruption.

«‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad b. Isma‘il was concealed — may
the peace of God be on all of them — until his Si‘a and his da‘s
lost contact with him. They established his mission by order of
his father (i.e. Muhammad b. Isma‘il) and his was? (i.e. “Abd Allah).
They did not spare an effort nor neglect a condition till his (i.e.
‘Abd Allah’s) son Ahmad arose (i.e. became the Imam). He was
also not recognised. He went through many a difficulty and fear
and the destruction of his family, whose description cannot be
lengthier, until he issued (anfa’a) the Rasd’il, and was contacted
by a man called Ab@i Gafir from among his dd‘is. He (Ahmad)
charged him (the dd‘7) with his mission as was necessary and asked
him to keep his identity concealed» These are the words of
[Da‘i Ga‘far], may God sanctify his soul.

Before analysing our source, I must first discuss some issues
concerning Da‘i Ga‘far and his Sira. Although the date of Ga‘far’s
birth is not known, it is evident from his works and also from the
above quotation that he wrote from personal knowledge of the period

1. For an explanation of these hierarchical ranks see my article : Evolution of the
Organisational Structure of the Fatimi Da‘wa, Arabian Studies (Cambridge University),
III (1976), 85-114.
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[4] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 65

preceding the establishment of the Fatimid Caliphate in 297/909.
Earlier than this, his father Ibn HawSab Mansiir al-Yaman from a
Siite family of Kafa had been sent by the predecessor of the Fatimid
al-Mahdi to Yaman where he had established the first political base
of the Fatimid movement in 270/883 1. On his father’s death in
302/914 a quarrel for leadership arose between one of Ga‘far’s brothers
and the new da7 ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas al-Sawirl and Ga‘far decided
to leave Yaman and go to the Fatimid headquarters in the Magrib.
He arrived there after the accession of the second Caliph al-Qa’im
in 322/934 2. Most of his works as listed by Ivanow 3 were written
while in the service of the Fatimid Caliphs al-Qa’im (322-334/934-946),
al-Mansir (334-341/946-953) and al-Mu'izz (341-365/953-975), when
he rose to a high rank in the Central Da‘wa, just as his contemporary
Qadi 1-Nu‘man rose to the chief rank in the Judiciary. Ga‘far’s high
position is mentioned by another contemporary, Ustad Gawdar
(d. 362/973) 4, the treasurer of al-Mu‘izz 5. Da‘i Idris relates a story
about the reverance in which the caliph al-Mu‘izz and the Qadi
1-Nu‘méan held Ga‘far 6. The same d@% mentions the Caliphal retinue
that accompanied al-Mu‘izz to Egypt in 362/973. A list of the
prominent men of his Court is given 7; this does not include the name
of Ga‘far. It is likely that the latter died in the Magrib before this
date. We can therefore make an approximate estimate of the time
Da‘i Ga‘far lived, somewhere between 270/883 and 360/970, reaching
an advanced age of between 80 to 90 years. This brief sketch should
be sufficient to dispel Ivanow’s doubt about Da‘i Ga‘far’s identity,
for the former had considered Ga‘far to be a grandson or a great

1. Qapr L-Nu'max (d. 363/973), Iftitah al-da‘wa, ed., Wadad aL-QApi, Beirut, 1970, 44.

2. IsN MALIE AL-HaMMADE (5th/11th cent.), Kadf asrdr al-batiniyya, Cairo, 1939, 40,
where Ga‘far is mentioned by name and also his arrival in the Magrib in the time of
al-Qa’im. This information is confirmed by Da‘i Idris ‘Imid al-din (d. 832/1428) in
his Kitab nuzhat al-afkdr, ms. Hamdani collection, I, 33.

3. Ivanow, ibid., 21-22.

4. Gawdar’s death is mentioned by IDRIs ‘IMAD AL-DIN, ‘Uyin al-ahbir, VI (ms.
of the Hamdani collection), 162-63.

5. Ustad Gawdar in his diary reproduced later by his secretary ABT MANSOR AL-
‘AzizI AL-GAWDARI in the time of the Caliph al-‘Aziz (r. 365-386/976-996) in his Sirat
Ustad Gawdar, Cairo, 1953, 126-7.

6. Ipris, ‘Uyan, VI, 39-40.

7. Ibid., VI, 161-165.
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66 A, HAMDANI [5]

grandson of Ibn HawSab, contrary to the information on this da%
given by the entire historical literature of the Yamani Da‘wa 1.
Now, let us consider the work itself, the Sirat Ibn Hawsab. The
work is lost and is not at present traceable. That has occasioned
Ivanow’s skepticism about Gta‘far being its author 2. The quotation
we have given above is contained in a much later Yamani work
al-Risalat al-Wahida of the Da‘i Husayn b. ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-
Walid who died in 667/1268. Our choice of the latter text is based
on the fact that a long enough direct quotation from the Sira was
available in it. It does not mean that there were no citations from
and references to this Sira before and after the time of Da‘i Husayn.
A part of the same passage is contained in Kitab Magmu' al-tarbiya
of the Da‘i Muhammad b. Tahir al-Hariti (d. 584/1188). The title
of the Sira and the name of its author, Ga‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman,
are mentioned 8. The Sira of Ibn HawSab without the name of its
author is also mentioned by the Da‘i al-Hattdb b. al-Hasan al-
Hamdani (d. 533/1138) in his Gdyat al-Mawdlid +. Da‘i Idris in his
history ‘Uyan al-ahbdr mentions Da‘i Ga‘far’s biography of his father
al-Mansir and the latter’s conquest of Yaman s. For some strange
reason Da‘i Ga‘far’s contemporary Qadi 1-Nu‘méan in the beginning
of his Iftitak al-da‘wa ¢ keeps anonymous a long report of the
establishment of the Da‘wa in Yaman. It is mainly related in the
words of Ibn HawSab himself, but when it comes to mentioning the
source Qadi l-Nu‘man vaguely refers to akl al-‘ilm wa-l-tiga min

1. IvaNow, ¢bid., 21. Ivanow’s doubt is raised by one of Ga‘far’s works, Asrar
al-nutag@’ where the latter says that 120 years have passed since the disappearance
of the twelfth Itna ‘ASari Imdm in 260/874. Two separate works, Asrdr al-nutaqa’
and Sar@’ir al-nufaqd’, have in common their first 50 pages. This portion should be
the genuine composition of Ga‘far. The later portions of the two works are different
and amplified, probably in later times. Any reference contained in this part, such as
the above-mentioned one, should not be taken as the actual remark of Ga‘far. Ivanow’s
assumption, therefore, does not seem to be correct.

2. IvaxNow, tbid., 22, no. 23.

3. Vol. I, risala no. 11, pp. 311-312 of the ms. in Hamdani collection. Cf. Ivanow,
tbid., no. 205/xi, p.55.

4. See extract from the Gayat al- Mawalid in IvaNow’s Rise of the Fatimids, Calcutta,
1942, Arabic text, p. 36.

5. ‘Uyan, VI, 40.

6. Iftitah, Beirut ed., pp. 32-54, quoted verbatim by AL-MaQRizi in his al- Mugaffa®,
Paris ms. 675, fol. 210 seq. and translated by QUATREMERE in Mémoires, J.A4., 1836,
123-131.
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[6] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 67

ashabihi (knowledgeable and trustworthy people among his com-
panions) . This seems most likely to be a quotation from Da‘i Ga‘far’s
Sira 2. If this be the case, the Siwra would have been a proscribed
book almost immediately after its composition, which would explain
Qadi 1-Nu‘mén’s guarded reference to its author and also why it
later became rare and then was lost. Another example of an early
work which is lost is al-Mahsul of the early da al-Nasafi (d. 331/942) 3,
probably due to a ban imposed on it. It only surfaced in part in later
quotations, in the same manner as our Da‘i Ga‘far’s Sira.

Coming now to the passage reproduced above, two issues seem
to be intertwined in it: the question of the names of the Imims
of the period of satr (concealment) and the attribution of the Rasd’sl
to one of them as their « issuer». The three Imams who are mentioned
are Muhammad b. Isma‘il, his son ‘Abd Allah and the latter’s son
Ahmad. All of these went through the difficulties of an underground
existence, namely persecution and the loss of contact with the
community. The question of the genealogy of the Fatimid Caliphs
itself was the topic of our Dai Ga‘far’s revealing statement in
another work of his, Kitdb al-Fara’td wa-hudid al-din 4 which need
not detain us here. What is relevant is the chronology of Ahmad’s
career which probably coincided with the disappearance of the last
Imam of the Itnd ‘ASariyya, Muhammad, in 260/873. Thus, the
Fatimid Da‘wa itself could capitalise on the generally prevalent
messianic expectations of the Si‘a. Shortly after this, Imam Ahmad
would have died and his successor then sent Ibn HawSab to Yaman
where a Fatimid base was established in 270/883.

The Satr period is characterised by a peculiar messianism of the
Fatimid movement, namely a wdgifi view of the seventh Imam
Muhammad b. Isma‘il who is awaited as the Qa’im or the Mahdi and
at the same time the continuing underground movement led by his
descendants and aided by their da‘7s for the establishment of a
Caliphate. If it was a purely religious movement, the first aspect

1. Iftitah, Beirut ed., 33.

2. Ivanow was so carried away by the possibility of Qadi I-Nu‘man having used
Da'i Ga'far’s Sira that he mentions it repeatedly as a fact (See his earlier work Rise, 33,
37, 47, 50, 74 and 211 note 1). From this Ivanow made a complete reversal of position
by doubting the genuineness of the Sira’s authorship altogether. See his later work,
Isma‘ili Literature, 22.

3. Ivanow, Ism. Lit., p. 23, no. 24.

4. Da'i Ga‘far’s statement is discussed in HusayN HaMpanT, Genealogy of the
Fatimid Caliphs, American University in Cairo, 1958.
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68 A, HAMDANI [7]

would have been sufficient. Since, however, it had political ambitions,
the second aspect had ultimately to prevail. This apparent contra-
diction has created much confusion in interpreting the movement
and detracted from a proper understanding of its dynamic motivation.
Since the Imdms were in hiding between 148/765 and 297/909, any
attempt at active preaching on their behalf would have led to exposure
and repression by the ‘Abbasid Caliphate; hence it was necessary
to make the symbolism of Muhammad b. Isma‘il an ongoing one till
such time as it would become expedient to abandon it. Such a tactic
had its own danger. Should some of the da‘s wish to separate and
go their own way, the wdgif belief in the return of Muhammad b.
Isma‘l could provide ground for defiance of the continuing line of
Imdms in hiding, and might be even successful for two reasons:
the inability of the central organisation to impose disciplinary action
because of its underground existence and the possibility of the support
of the mass of ordinary faithful who were, in any case, in the dark.
Such separations constituted the ever-growing platform of Qarma-
tianism.

It is in the light of such an interpretation, I believe, that the
internal references in the Rasd’sl Ihwdan al-safé’ must be viewed.
Only then can we come back to the information of Da‘1 Ga‘far and
see whether it accords with reality. On the one hand, the Rasa’el
show a devoted adherence to the Seventh Imam; on the other, they
indicate the existence of a later living Imam who or his successor
is about to establish the new Caliphate. The Ras@’il lay great emphasis
on the number seven as the perfect number that includes the meaning
of all numbers (Beirut ed., I, 58) and yet they attack the musabbi‘a
(the Seveners) because « their outlook is partial and their dialectic,
not universal» (I, 217); again « the Seveners exaggerate the exposition
of sets of seven and exhibit in this field strange instances» (I1I, 180).
They speak of al-Ga’ib Amir al-Mw’minin who is to return (IV, 362)
and at the same time they criticise the Si‘a for holding that the
«Imam Muntazar is hidden out of fear; nay he is present in their
midst» (IV, 148). It is only a continuing Imdmate in a period of
concealment and expectation that can make the Rasa’il speak of
al-A’tmmat al-Mahdiyyin (the Mahdt Imams) in the plural (I, 274).
In al-Risdlat al-Gami‘a (Beirut ed., 1974) we have reference to « the
Seventh Ra’zs, who comes at the end of time, the Lord of the Brethren
of Purity» and yet he is the initiator of the first cycle (al-munsi’
al-na$’at al-ala), also the repeater of another cycle (mud al-na$’at
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[8] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 69

al-ubrd) (I, 286). Then follow three parallel and analogous cycles
of Prophethood, embryonic development of the child and Imamate
in the last few sections of al-Risalat al-Gami‘a. What is said about
one cycle, could by analogy be applied to the other. Talking of the
seventh month of pregnancy, it is stated that the child can be born,
but in the eigth month the child does not attain its position, does
not rise in rank and is aborted (s@gef) from reaching its due place
(martabat al-balag). The days of the eighth month pass (or return =
ya'ud) into the ninth when delivery takes place, the creation is
completed and another cycle begins (p. 524). In another passage it
is stated that the child dies between the seventh and the eighth
months, but can be born in the ninth and sometimes even in the
tenth (519, 520). If we were to extend the analogy to the Imams
of the Satr period, the time of the eighth Imam ‘Abd Allah was one
of difficulty, but that of the ninth, i.e. Ahmad, was pregnant with
possibility. If the mission is not successful at this time, it may be
accomplished in the time of the tenth Imam. Again the awaited
Seventh is mentioned but is identified with Ahmad al-mab‘it. He
is surrounded by his Audid (das). This is described as another
cycle and a new amr which the reader is going to behold (p. 516-17).

Emphasising only the wagqifi aspect of the Rasa’il, Zahid °Ali!
and Madelung 2 have described the work as Qarmatian. Madelung
emphasises the reference to the son of the Seventh Imam having
fallen from his position ; but as pointed out above, the passage relates
to the embryonic development of the child. The analogy of the
continuing Imdmate and the reference to Ahmad should not be
missed. Another reason for their acceptance of Qarmatian authorship
is their acceptance of Abli Hayyan al-Tawhidi’s story. Indeed, the
names of the Bagran individuals cited by Abi Hayyan indicate
Qarmatian connections. Moreover, the late date of composition, i.e.
373/983, implied by Abi Hayyan may also cover up some internal
allusions, such as verses of al-Mutanabbi, al-Farabi’s qualifications
of an Ideal Ruler and a reference to al-A8a‘ira included in the Rasa’dl.
I have explained in another article why Ab@i Hayyan’s story is not
correct, its purpose being to establish the heresy of Zayd b. Rifi‘a
rather than to state the correct names of the Rasa’:l’s authors 2.
Again, T explained the use of a common source, an early Arabic

1. Zauip Avx, Ta’rip-i- Fagimiyyin-i- Misr, Hyderabad, 1948, 522-526.

2. W. MapELUNG, Karmati, E.I. 2.

3. Aba Hayyan and the Brethren of Purity, awaiting publication in I.J.M.E.S.
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70 A, HAMDANI [9]

translation of Plato’s Republic, by both al-Farabi and the Ihwan
in another article!. Other scattered references of later origin are
editorial interpolations, probably inserted by a Sunni $ifi editor
of the post-Gazzali period 2.

Da‘i Ga‘far's Sira is the earliest source, Fatimid or otherwise,
that gives the time of the Rasd’il’s composition, i.e. the Imadmate
of Ahmad b. “‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad b. Isma‘il and there is nothing
in it that makes me doubt its authenticity. Imdm ‘Ahmad is not
mentioned as the author, i.e. s@hid or mu’allif, but only as al-munsi’,
the issuer or the presenter. It is possible that it is the work of some
of his da‘7s whose names may never be known. There is an indication
that some of them at least were Persian, as the work contains some
Persian verses and expressions 3. It is also likely that one member
of the group of authors acted as their co-ordinator and copyist because
the usual plural form of address keeps lapsing from time to time
into the singular. It is further likely that some parts of it were
deliberately issued as the composition of the Imadm himself 4 It not
only prophecises that the Kingdom of the People of Good (44l al-hayr),
that is the new Caliphate, is about to be established, but seems to have
the knowledge and the confidence that work was already afoot towards
the realisation of this project 5. There is an air of imminence about
the Rasa’il. The internal evidence accords with the time indicated
by the Sira of Da‘i Ga'far.

When the Yamani writers refer to the author as a collective entity
they use the term al-Saks al-fadil sahib al-Rasa’il, with the benediction
naddar Allah waghahu which is not applied to the Imam. Such is
the reference of the Da‘i Ibrahim b. al-Husayn al-Hamidi (d. 557/
1162) 6. We find from the passage quoted above from al-Wahida

1. Al-Farabi and the Brethren of Purity, awaiting publication in a volume edited
by Professor Parvez Morewedge.

2. Such a conclusion is based on internal evidence. References to al-Siddiq, al-Fariq
and Dii I-Niirayn (i.e. Abu Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Utman) (IV, 269), a saying of ‘Ayifa
(I, 358), the praise of Akl al-Wagd (I, 240) and the description of a perfect man to be
a Safi in character (II, 376) are to be found in Rasa’sl. There is no doubt that there
have been editorial interpolations. For example, in the body of the text itself we find
the expression : kamd gala l-mubaqqiq &‘ran, introducing three verses (IV, 76). If such
an editorial note can be introduced in the text, it seems certain that many others have
also found their place in it and have later passed as the text itself.

3. Rasa’il, 1, 139, 209, 235; IV, 226.

4. Ibid., IV, 145-148.

5. Ibid., IV, 146, 148.

6. As found in K. kanz al-walad and reported by Ivanow, Ism. Lit., p. 19.
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[10] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 71

that as late as the time of the Da‘1 Husayn b. ‘Ali (d. 667/1268)
Imam Ahmad is not referred to as the author but only the issuer
(mun$i’). That was the traditional view of the Da‘wa, until at a very
late stage the Da‘l Idris ‘Imad al-din (d. 832/1428) not only made
Imam Ahmad the author but also placed him and the Rasa’il in
the early period of the “Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’miin (r. 198-218/813-833).
Idris ‘Imad al-din further relates the story of al-Ma’miin being so
anxious to punish the Imam-author of the Rasa’il that he by mistake
had a certain Da‘l al-Tirmidi executed who was impersonating the
Imam at the latter’s instructions!. Da‘l Idris has elaborated on a
report of Qadi 1-Nu‘man in his Sarh al-apbar about the above-
mentioned action of al-Ma’miin. Qadi 1-Nu‘man, however, does not
make any reference to the Rasa’sl in this connection 2, but the Da‘l
‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid (d. 612/1115), Da‘i Idris’ ancestor,
does in his Kitab Damig al-batil, without the name of the hidden
Imam 3.

Da‘i Ga‘far refers in the passage quoted above from his Sira to
a certain da‘i Abi Gafir who established contact with Imam Ahmad
at his place of hiding. Although this reference follows immediately
after the statement that Imdm Ahmad issued the Rasa’il, there
seems to be no connection between the two. It may be noted in
passing that a long-winded story about the contact of Abi Gafir
and six other da‘is with the Imam is found in the Istitar al-Imam ¢
of the Da‘i Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Naysabiri of the time of the Fatimid
Caliph al-‘Aziz (r. 365-386/976-996). The name of the Imadm given
is ‘Abd Allih, not Ahmad and one of the colleagues of Abii Gafir
is a certain Abd l-Hasan b. al-Tirmidi. One can understand from
this that Da‘i Idris’ story is but an attempt to synthesise earlier
sources, namely the Sira, Sark al-Ahbar, Istitar al-Imam and Damig
al-Batil. In doing so he was driven to push back the time of Imam
Ahmad to coincide with the reign of al-Ma’miin.

Again in Da4 Ga‘far’s statement Imam Ahmad is not the author,
but the muni’ of the Rasd’il. That presupposes the existence of

1. Ibris, ‘Uyin al-akbdr, IV (ed. MusTAFA GHALIB), Beirut, 1973, 367-368, 391-392.
A useful summary of the contents of the Rasa’s! is found on pages 368-390.

2. Extract from Sarh al-ahbar quoted in Husays Hampant, Rasa’sl Thwan al-Safa’
in the Literature of the Isma‘ili Taiyibi Da‘wat, Der Islam, XX (1932), 299-300.

3. 8. M. SterN, New Information about the Authors of the « Epistles of the Sincere
Brethren », 1slamic Studies, 111 (1964), 417-18.

4. Text published in the Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts, Egyptian University, Cairo,
IV (1936); translation in W. IvaNow, Rise of the Fatimids, pp. 167-162.
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72 A, HAMDANI [11]
certain authors (d@‘7s or not) working under his direction. There is one
Nizari source that names them : al-Usal wa-l-ahkam attributed to
the Syrian da Abt 1-Ma‘ali Hatim b. ‘Imran (or Mahmid) b. Zuhrah
(d. 498/1104-5) . Four da‘ts among others who collaborated in the
composition of the Rasi’il are named: ‘Abd Alldh b. Mubarak,
‘Abd Allah b. Hamdan, ‘Abd Allah b. Maymin and ‘Abd Allah b.
Sa‘id b. Husayn. They are described as the d@7s of the Imam ‘Abd
Allah and his father Imdm Muhammad b. Isma‘il. The veracity of
the names of these da‘7s, although not their authorship of the Rasa’dl,
is supposed to be attested by Qadi 1-Nu‘méan in al-Risalat al-
Mudahhaba 2, by its editor Arif Tamir. The titles of the individuals
given are Al-Ahdat, al-Muhtalis and al-Qaddah 3. There is no way
of telling that three of these titles out of four correspond with the
names given in al-Usil wa-l-ahkam. And in any case their authorship
of the Rasa’il is not mentioned at all in al-Mudahhaba. Al-Usal’s
information, however, has the value of the local tradition of an area
(the Salamiyya-Aleppo region) in which the hidden Imams lived and
also of an earlier period than the Tayyibi tradition of Yaman. There
is the possibility of the information being correct. It is only the
convergence of four ‘“Abd Allahs that makes it look rather dramatic !

Coming back to Da‘i Ga‘far’s work : In his article on the Rasa’il
(Der Islam, 1932) Husayn Hamdani refers to al-Risalat al-Wahida of
the Da‘i Husayn b. ‘Ali and the reference in it to the Da‘l Ga‘far’s
Sira and its report about the Rasd’il4. Stern’s comment on this
was « Now this can hardly be so — otherwise al-Hamdani would
surely have made more of this sensational piece of information »s.
Husayn Hamdani missed the fact that al-Wahida’s passage contained
a direct quotation from the Sira and he thought it was the report
of the late dd‘%, although on the authority of Da‘i Ga‘far. This is
probably why he did not make much of it. The task now has fallen
to Husayn Hamdani’s son! Stern, in any case, did consider this
«a sensational piece of information»! Husayn Hamdani had read
the passage in question in terms of Imam Ahmad’s « compilation »
of the Rasa’il, not their « issuance » or « presentation ».

1. Ed. Arir Tamir in Hams Rasa’il Ismd “tliyyah, Beirut, 1956, pp. 99-143. A passage
relevant to our discussion is translated in STERN, ¢bid., 415-416.

2. Ed. Arrr Tamir in Hams Rasa’il Isma‘tliyyah, Beirut, 1956, pp. 27-87.

3. See Arir TaMIR’s note in 2bid., p. 72.

4. HusayN Hampani, ibid., 295.

5. STERN, 2bid., 419.
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[12] AN EARLY FATIMID SOURCE 73

In conclusion, the Sira’s report is important, because it is the
earliest and closest to the time of the Rasd’il. Again, because of it
one can counter the usual argument that the early Fatimid literature
did not mention the Rasd’il, so they could not have had any con-
nection with the Fatimid movement. The Sira’s report is also reliable
because it contains simple, direct and unembellished information.
Moreover, it does not make the claim, as it was later made, that
Imam Ahmad was its sole author, or even that he was one of the
authors. Although I have doubts about the information regarding
the four ‘Abd Allihs contained in al-Usal wa-l-ahkam, the work
seems reliable generally in so far as the time of the Rasa’l’s com-
position is concerned. It does not seem to contradict the information
of the Sira, because the composition of the Rasa’il could have begun
in the time of Imam ‘Abd Alldh and completed in the time of Imam
Ahmad who ultimately issued them to the public. What is significant
is that both the Niziri and Tayyibi traditions consider the Rasd’sl
to belong to the Satr period. Such a view held independently in
two areas far from each other in place and loyalties, enhances the
possibility of its being correct. I would place the completion of the
Rasa’l’s composition sometime between 260/873 and 297/909 during
the generation just preceding the establishment of the Fatimid
Caliphate, for which the Rasa’:l became an ideological spearhead.

Although the Rasd’il describes a secret organisation and movement,
complete with pass-words and identification (IV, 145), it was not
itself a secret work and was intended to be publicised (I, 328) among
the sympathisers of the Fatimid movement and, beyond them, among
the masses of people. Its philosophy was popular and its style simple,
eloquent and affectionate. The absence of the label Fatimid or
Isma‘ili and the adoption of cover names such as Rabbaniyyuin,
Hunafa’ or Ahbar (IV, 126) were intended to attract wider support
from people who did not belong to the movement. Its ambiguities,
allusions, insinuations and even contradictions were calculated to
evade ‘Abbasid censorship and attack, which nevertheless, ultimately
came. It is for the same reason that one secret remained a closely
guarded one : the names of the author and his assistants.

Yet after the establishment of the Fatimid Caliphate, the work
seems to have been withdrawn 1. The revolutionary spirit it inculcated

1. There is no use made of it in the works of the da‘is of the early Fatimid period.
In case of the DiT Hamid al-din al-Kirmani (d. ca. 411/1020) this is particularly
noticeable.
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74 A. HAMDANI [13]

had served its purpose. It was not needed any longer, lest it should
become dangerous to the Fatimid establishment itself. This was done
with regard to other earlier works also.

Before the end of the Fatimid Caliphate, however, and at the loss
of its political authority in Yaman in 524/1129, the Yamani Tayyibi
mission revived the work. This mission now needed the revolutionary
spirit of the epistles in order to survive and to strengthen the hope
of its followers in the messianic reappearance of the Imam and the
coming of «the rule of the people of Good». (I, 181; IV, 187)
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