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Ibn Abd al-akam family

The Ibn Abd al-akam family, 
active in Egypt during the second/eighth 
and third/ninth centuries, was an impor-
tant family of scholars who produced signif-
icant works on history and jurisprudence. 
The name “Ibn Abd al-akam” refers to 
several distinguished members of this fam-
ily, all descendants of Ab Uthmn Abd 
al-akam b. Ayan b. Layth (d. 171/787), 
a minor faqh (expert on law) from Alex-
andria, whose family came from the small 
village of aql, near Aylah (modern-day 
Aqaba, Jordan). The best-known mem-
bers of the family are Abdallh b. Abd 
al-akam (d. 214/829) and two of his 
sons, Muammad (d. 268/882) and Abd 
al-Rahmn (d. 257/871). Abdallh, a 
leader of the nascent Mlik school in 
al-Fus, wrote some of the earliest com-
pendia of Islamic law, two of which have 
survived to this day. Muammad trans-
mitted his father’s work and also stud-
ied with important scholars in Egypt, 
such as Abdallh b. Wahb (d. 197/812) 
and al-Shfi (d. 204/820); his biogra-
phy of the caliph Umar b. Abd al-Azz  
(r. 99–101/717–20), based on his father’s 

lectures, survives. Abd al-Rahmn is best 
known as a historian, due to his well-
known book on the conquest of Egypt. 
The family was wealthy and gained some 
political influence but suffered a reversal 
of fortune in the mid-third/ninth century.
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Ibn Abd al-hir, Muy l-Dn

Muy l-Dn Ibn Abd al-hir 
Ab l-Fal Abdallh b. Abd al-hir 
b. Nashwn b. Abd al-hir b. Al b.  
Najda al-Sad al-Raw al-Judhm  
(d. 692/1293), who served as a secre-
tary at the state chancery in Cairo, is 

I
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the author of panegyrical histories of the 
several Mamlk sultans under whom he 
served. Little is known about Ibn Abd 
al-hir’s life. He was born in Cairo on 
19 Muarram 620/22 February 1223. 
His education followed the traditional cur-
riculum until he began work in the state 
chancery, probably during the reign of the 
Mamlk sultan Quuz (r. 657–8/1259–
60). From that time until his death he 
remained in the service of the sultans, 
most notably as a secretary of state (ktib 
al-sirr) and, for an undefined period, as the 
head of the chancery (ib dwn al-insh). 
His son, Fat al-Dn Muammad  
(d. 691/1291), succeeded him in this posi-
tion, but he died a year before his father. 
Ibn Abd al-hir died on 3 Rajab 692/9 
June 1293 in Cairo. He was buried in his 
mausoleum near the mosque he had built 
in al-Qarfa, a cemetery outside Cairo, at 
the foot of al-Muqaam, a plateau to the 
east of Cairo.

Most of Ibn Abd al-hir’s several 
historical and literary works have been 
preserved, entirely or in part. His activ-
ity as secretary at the chancery gave him 
the opportunity to take part in some of 
the most important events of his time and 
to write histories of the three sultans he 
served. The first, titled al-Raw al-zhir f 
srat al-Malik al-hir “The brilliant gar-
den, or the life of al-Malik al-hir [Bay-
bars]” (London, British Library, MS Add. 
23,331; Istanbul, Süleymaniye Kütüpha-
nesi, MS Fatih 4366), was composed dur-
ing Baybars’ lifetime (r. 658–76/1260–77) 
and covers the events related to his reign 
up until his death. The second work, 
Tashrf al-ayym wa-l-ur f srat al-Malik 
al-Manr “The honorary present of the 
days and nights in the life of al-Malik 
al-Manr [Qalwn],” deals with the 
reign of Qalwn (678–89/1279–90). 
The unicum (unique copy) preserved (Paris, 

BNF, MS arabe 1704, presentation copy) 
contains only parts 2 and 3, covering the 
years 680/1281 to 689/1290. The last 
work, al-Alf al-khafiyya min al-sra al-sharfa 
al-sulniyya al-malakiyya al-Ashrafiyya “The 
concealed benevolences of the noble life 
of the sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf [Khall],” 
concerns the sultanate of Qalwn’s son 
Khall (689–93/1290–93). Only one man-
uscript is available (Munich, Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek, MS 405, a presentation 
copy, presumably a holograph), which 
includes only the third part of the four 
that were composed, covering four months 
(the last three months of 690/1291 and 
the first month of 691/1292).

These three works broadly follow the 
chronology of events and thus belong to 
the annalistic genre. However, the mate-
rial is organised by themes, which are 
introduced by a subtitle, rather than by 
the year. Since these are histories com-
posed during the lifetime of the sultans 
concerned and probably presented to 
each of them, they must be considered as 
panegyrical. Unsurprisingly, some parts 
try to legitimise the actions of the sultans, 
such as the usurpation of power in the 
case of Baybars. The fourth part of al-Alf 
al-khafiyya, unfortunately lost, was devoted 
to Khall’s commendable actions and lib-
eralities. Ibn Abd al-hir’s bombastic 
style is typical of his time, and a decisive 
influence in this respect was the work of 
al-Q l-Fdil (d. 596/1200), secretary 
of the Ayybid sultan al al-Dn (Sala-
din, r. 564–89/1169–93). In any case, Ibn 
Abd al-hir was a privileged witness to 
and at times an actor in the political life 
in Egypt and Syria. His works, full of cop-
ies of documents he redacted, remain a 
source of primary importance for the 
study of the beginning of the Mamlk 
sultanate. One of Ibn Abd al-hir’s 
writings also focussed on the topography 
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of Cairo, particularly during the Fimid 
period (r. 297–567/909–1171), al-Rawa 
al-bahiyya al-zhira f khia al-Muizziyya 
al-Qhira “The splendid and radiant gar-
den regarding the quarters of al-Muizz’s 
Cairo,” of which a unicum has been found 
(London, British Library, MS Or. 13317, 
fols. 142a–180b).

Ibn Abd al-hir was also active in 
the field of literature, in both poetry and 
rhymed prose. In addition to the numer-
ous documents that he redacted and 
quoted in his own works, also surviving 
is a fragment of his Dwn (Leiden, Uni-
versiteitsbibliotheek, MS Or. 2688; Cairo, 
Dr al-Kutub, MS 101 shir Taymr) as 
well as some of his private letters (Damas-
cus, Maktabat al-Asad, MS 9205, fols. 
171b-181a; Cairo, Dr al-Kutub, MSS 
3911 adab, 840 majm, fols. 14–21, 34 
adab Taymr). A maqma (literary piece in 
rhymed prose) dedicated to Egypt, the 
Nile, and the island of al-Rawa (Cairo), 
is preserved, together with a selection of 
some of his documents and poems, in 
al-afad’s (d. 750/1349) al-Tadhkira, vol. 
44 (London, British Library, MS Or. 1353, 
fols. 93a-95b). A description of the courier 
pigeons used by the chancery, Tamim 
al-amim “The necklaces of the pigeons,” 
is also known to have existed. Although 
it is lost, some parts can be found in the 
quotations from it made by later authors, 
including al-Maqrz (d. 845/1442) in his 
Khia and al-Qalqashand (d. 821/1418) 
in his ub al-ash. A rather long section 
from this work was copied from al-afad’s 
al-Tadhkira by Ibn ijja (d. 837/1434) in 
his Qahwat al-insh (ed. Rudolf Veselý, 
Beirut 2005, 82–6).

Ibn Abd al-hir took al-Q l-Fil 
as a model for his own prose and gath-
ered some of his letters in a collection 
titled al-Durr al-nam f awf al-Q 
l-Fil Abd al-Ram (“The strung pearl, 

or the qualities of al-Q al-Fil Abd 
al-Ram” (two manuscripts in Istanbul 
and one in Cairo); he also wrote a sum-
mary (mukhtaar) of his Taarr l-awb f 
tahdhb al-kitb (“The pursuit of correct-
ness regarding the refinement of calligra-
phy”), on calligraphy (lost but mentioned 
by Ktib Çeleb (jj Khalfa), Kashf 
al-unn, 1:359).
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Ibn Ab l-Ashath

Ab Jafar Amad Ibn Ab l-Ashath 
(d. 360/970 or shortly after) was a physi-
cian connected to the amdnid court in 
Mosul who wrote medical books as well 
as commentaries on and summaries of 
the works of Galen. The main source for 
his life and works is an entry in Ibn Ab 
Uaybia’s (d. 668/1270) Uyn al-anb 
f abaqt al-aibb (“The best account 
of the classes of physicians”), which is 
itself based on information from Ab 
Sad Ubaydallh b. Bukhtsh (d. after 
450/1058, cf. Ullmann, Medizin, 230). 
According to the Uyn, Ibn Ab l-Ashath 
was born in Frs and later moved to 
Mosul, where he cured the son (probably 
Ab Taghlib Ghaanfar, born 328/938–
9) of Nir al-Dawla, its amdnid ruler. 
He probably moved to Mosul between 
330/940–1 and 341/951–2 (Kruk, Ibn 

Abi-l-Ashath’s Kitb, 122–3), living there 
until his death in 360/970 or shortly 
thereafter. He left behind several children. 
He had a number of pupils, one of whom 
was Amad b. Muammad al-Balad, the 
author of Kitb tadbr al-abl wa-l-afl  
(“Book on the regimen of pregnant 
women and children,” d. probably in the 
last quarter of the fourth/tenth century).

Ibn Ab Uaybia mentions eighteen 
works written by him. Several of these 
are extant, although none have been 
edited. His works are mostly of a medi-
cal or pharmacological nature, including 
treatises on specific illnesses on which 
he wrote commentaries, and adapta-
tions of Galen’s writings, such as syn-
opses of his “sixteen books” and of his 
works on the elements and temperaments 
(see Ullmann, Medizin, 38–40, nos. 4–9;  
GAS 3:302). In these he extensively clas-
sifies and systematises the contents of the 
originals, probably for didactic purposes. 
Similar adaptations of some of Aristo-
tle’s works are mentioned, although no 
titles or manuscripts are known. He also 
wrote a book on dietetics, Kitb al-ghdh 
wa-l-mughtadh (“On nourishing and being 
nourished”), written in Qalat Barq and 
dated 348/959; a book on pharmacology, 
Kitb quw l-adwiya al-mufrada (“On the 
powers of simple medicines”), written in 
353/965 for his pupil al-Balad and a fel-
low student, which is partly extant; a book 
on sleep and waking, written for the wazr 
Ibn Fala al-Balad; a treatise on lep-
rosy for his pupil Muammad b. Thawb 
al-Mawil, known as Ibn al-Thallj; and 
a book on “on the appearing of blood.”

Ibn Ab Uaybia also mentions a book 
on metaphysics (al-Ilm al-ilh ). This is no 
longer extant, but a passage in Ibn Ab 
l-Ashath’s Kitb al-ayawn (“The book 
of living beings”) offers a clue about its 


