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The most conspicuous achievement in the field of
bibliography of the classical period of Arabic literature
is Ibn al-Nadrm's Fihrist, a work compiled by the end
of the tenth century. and celebrat ing in 1987 i ts one-
thousandth anniversaryl .  I ts arrangement is in ten
books. six for the so-ca1led Islamic sciences (Qur'cln.
grammar. history. l i terature. poetry.  schoiast ic phi loso-
phy and law) and four lor the or iginal ly un-Islamic
sciences: philosophy and science. legends and fables^
sects and creeds other than orthodox Islam. and alche-
my. In al l  ten books the developments of the f ie ld of
study are enumerated. with a l ist  of  al l  avai lable
wri t ings on i t  and bibl iographical  detai ls of  their  au-
thors. f rom the earl iest t imes t i l l  the da1's of the
author2. The work is st i l1 a main sol l rce lbr the older
scientific literature and provides useful informatiot-t on
books that as of now appear to be lost.  For the
scientiÍic literature Ibn al-NadÏm's work can be con-
sidered as the end of an era: the or iginal  t ranslat ion
and consequent adaptation of Greek, Persian and
Indian science by Muslim scholarship was more or less
completed, and a new stage. that of  synthesis and
original development. had set in.

The bibliography which is the subject of this article
is a small encyciopedic survey of the sciences entitled
Iríad al-Qasid ila Asna ul-Moqasid, that is: 'Guidance

for him who aspires to the highest goals '3.  I t  was
compiled by the Egyptian physician Ibn al-AkÍànr,
who died in Cairo in the year of the plague 149i1348,
at the age of some sixty years or more. The name
AkÍáni means seller of shrouds'. not a very promising
name for a doctor of medicine. Sams al-Din Ab[
'Abdal láh Muhammad b. Burhán al-Drn Ibráhïm b.
Sá'id al-Ansári al-Sin[árr, known as Ibn al-Akfán], was
born in Sinfár, in Northern 'Iraq, west of Mosul. His
father was a judge (qodD, and one of his maternal
uncles was the (otherwise unknown) poet Fakr al-DTn
Hasan b. 'Ali b. Makzln al-Sinfária. The date of his
bir th must have been 685/1286 or ear l ier.  Probably at a
rather young age he took courses in prosody. logic and
tradition, and possibly other disciplines as well, under
the guidance of the historian Gamál al-Drn Ibn Wásil.
The latter died in 697 1298 in Hamát, Syrias and had
Ibn al-AkÍànr studied with him in that year, he could
not have been younger than, say, twelve years (hence
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his conjectural date of birth). He travelled to Cairo
after his stay in Syria, probably stil l at a quite young
age. Exact dates for his movements are lacking, nor do
we know where and from whom he learned medicine.
All we know for sure is that he was employed as
supply-oÍhcer in the Mans[rr  hospital  in Cairo, pos-
sibl f  in the twent ies of the 14th century. and that he
had a pr ivate pract ice as wel1. In the Mans[n hospital
he also attended the insane pat ients.  At a certain stage
in his career he had become a sort  of  society doctor,
and used to shon oÍï  his uealth with a display of
luxurious clothing and the possession of expensive
horses. more or less rrhat a successtï l  doctor would do
nowadays as wel l .  He uirs dissat isf led with the medical
pract ices of his day. and he repeatedly complained
about the sorry state ol  rnedical  studies. He must have
had a dispute with Jewish contemporary physicians, as
can be attested by a depreciating remark6. Later in his
life there must have occurred an incident of some sort.
u'hereupon Ibn al-AkÍànr dissociated himself from his
r ich and Íamous cl ients and chose for a more simple
life.

We are inlormed about Ibn al-Akfáni's life from two
kinds of sources. First l l ' .  we have his considerable and
varied literarl' and scientific output on which I will
come to wri te.  and secondlv.  there are the biographical
notices and other information given by his friend and
somewhat younger contemporary. Saláh al-Drn al-
Safadï7. From al-Safadr's encyclopedic commentary
on al-Tugrá'I's Lantit'yat al-'Agant it is even possible to
make a reconstruction of some of the conversational
topics of the two friendss. These include subjects as
varied as the essence of alchemye; Greek metr ical
science. where Ibn al-AkÍànT offers the opinion that the
Greek theory of metncs may have been of help to KalTl
b. Ahmad when the latter formulated his theory on
Arabic metr ics r0: the explanat ion of why being squint-
eyed makes one see things double t t; on the maximum
number of permutations which can be obtained by
changing the order of words within a l ine of poetry 12;

on the method of calculating in only five operations the
number of grains on the 64th field of the chessboard 13,

and numerous other interesting and entertaining useful
facts.

lbn al-AkÍànr's own works sometimes sive us clues
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as to who his teachers were and which books he used.
and provide us, more generally speaking. with an idea
of how advanced his knowledge was. For the details of
his biography, however. we are indebted to the meticu-
lous registration by al-Safadl. Both types of sources
concur in giving the impression of Ibn al-Akfánr as a
widely-read and almost universal scholar, a true ency-
clopedist. and one not without humour. His descrip-
tion, e.g.. of a true juridical perperuum mohile as an
illustration for the science of the reversal of inheritan-
ces can hardly be taken seriously and must have
livened up the sessions in which he taught from his
encyclopedia'4.

Before I treat Ibn al-Akfánr's encyclopedia I will say
a few words on his other works. Both the number of
works and the variety of their subjects are remarkable.
though not except ional in medieval Musl im scholar-
ship. I t  must be noted that Arabic bibl iography is st i l l
rapidly expanding. and that. therefore. the number of
both known works and those works by Ibn al-Akfáni
that are actual ly avai lable wi l l  indubitably increase in
the course of time. I have presently been able, on the
basis of the available library catalogues and research in
a number of l ibrar ies in Europe and the Middle East.
to  make the  fo l low ing  recons t ruc t ion :

First ly.  works on medical subjects:
-  general  introduct ion: two works and one of

uncertain ascr ipt ion. none of rr  hich seems to
have survived.

- ophthalmologl ' :  two n'orks. one of which has
been commented on. From these i t  becomes clear
that ophthalmologl, ,  must hale been one of Ibn
al-AkÍànï's main specialisms. E,uropean ophthal-
mology only reached the level of Ibn al-Akffini in
the course of the 1 8th century 1 s,

- bloodletting.
- compendium of the Questions and Answers b.v

H u n a y n  b .  l s h á q .
the pulse: apparent ly not preserved.
compendium of the Aphorisnts of Hippocrates.
apparently not preserved.
first aid.
biographies of physicians, apparent ly not preser-
ved.
simple drugs: three works, but their  ascr ipt ion to
our author is doubtful: none seems to have been
preserved,

- slavery, as a medical science important in order
to be able to detect faults in slaves that are
offered for sale: one work. on which a commen-
ta ry  has  been wr i t ten .

-  ant idotes.

Then there are the non-medical works. They treat the
fol lowing subjects :

- Qur'anic exegesis: two works, none preserved.

- Tradit ion: two works of uncertain ascr iot ion.
none preserved.

- theology. one work which has not been preser-
ved.

commentary on a collection of prayers,
recently discovered,

- physiognomy. the art of making deductions from
people's complexions. This work is related to Ibn
al-AkÍàni's book on slavery, in which the science
of physiognomy plays an important role.

- astronomy. one book with certain ascription,
two with uncertain ascr ipt ion. none of which is
preserved,

- arithmetic, two works. one recently discovered.
the other apparentl)' not preserved,

- precious stones.
- alchemy. two shorter quotat ions. One work of

uncertain ascr ipt ion. not preserved,
- the explanat ion of dreams. uncertain ascr ipt ion.

apparent lr  not preserved,
- agr icul ture. of  uncertain ascr ipt ion. not preser-

r  ed .
phi losophy. two works of uncertain ascr ipt ion.
one preserved,
counsel for k ings. ministers and court iers.
recentiy discovered.
poetry, some fragments preserved.
theory of literarl' st,vle. of uncertain ascription,
not preserved.

- and finally. the above-rnentioned encyclopedia.
or rather introduct ion to and divis ion of the
sciences. rvhich is the subject of this article.

I t  is str ik ing that so feu of Ibn al-Akfànr 's non-
medical works seem to have survived. They must have
made less of an impact than his medical  works, and
those non-medical u,orks that did survive have usual ly
some connect ion with the natural  sciences. Ibn al-
AkÍànï's encyclopedia. however. must have been a
popular book at the t i rne. I  was able to f ind, in the
course of t ime. some seventy manuscript  copies. now
scattered all over the world. The critical edition which
I have prepared of this rvork is based on seven manu-
scripts. which either date from the l4th century or have
some direct connection with the author. In it. Ibn al-
Akfánr treats his subjects more or less in the same way
as Ibn al-Nadrm: of a total of sixty sciences he gives
for each a few definitions. some major issues and a
short bibliography. After two introductory chapters on
education in general and the division of the sciences.
Ibn al-AkÍànr treats philology (al-adah, with ten subdi-
visions), logic (al-mantiq, wiï-h nine subdivisions), theo-
logy (ul-ilahr and 'ilm 

al-nax,arlrs, with nine subdivi-
sions and an exhaustive heresiology), natural science
(al-tabt't. with ten subdivisions). geometry (al-handasa.
with ten subdivisions), astronomy (al-ha-v'a, with five
subdivisions), and arithmetic (al-'adad, with seven sub-
divisions, the last of which is music). Added to these
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theoretical' sciences are the three practicai sciences.

namely politics (al-si.vasa). ethics (al-aklaq) and econo-

my (taclbrr al-manzil). An epilogue with a short list of

philosophical terms and their definitions. all entirely

Avicennian. concludes the book.
The difference between the lriad al-Qasid and lbn al-

Nadïm's Fihrist is conspicuous. however. Ibn al-Akfáni

never intended to give more than a mere introduction

on a particular subject, whereas Ibn al-Nadrm gives all

the available information. Also, Ibn al-AkÍànr's style

and presentation is very much addressed to the begin-

ner and his book is evidently an introduction to the

subject, whereas the Fihri,st is meant as a reference
work. Nor can the two books be compared in size: Ibn

al-AkÈni's encyclopedia is about one tenth the size of
the Fihrist. Ibn al-Aktrant must have known Ibn al-

Nadrm's work. but he does not mention i t .  Nor does

he mention very explicitly his degree of dependence on
the works of two philosophers who have influenced
him deeply:  al-Fárábr with his book on the divis ion of
the sciences. I l lscl '  o l- 'Ul i lnt  r6.  and Ibn Siná with his

introduct ion to phi losophy. the Kitah al- lVa!í l11. Ibn
ai-AkÍàni is.  especial l l '  r lhere his phi losophical  termi-
nology is concerned. a true Íol lou'er of  Ibn Siná. This
probably means nothin-s more than that Ibn Srná's
vocabular-v had become. b1'  the l i rst  hal Í '  of  the 8th
l4th century (and probabl l  alreadr t$ o centurres
earl ier) .  common stock in scient i f ic l i terature. l t  is c lear
that Ibn al-Akfànï used Ibn Srná's 'easier '  books. e.g.
the 'Book of Def ini t ions'18. and the Kitab al- l {agat.
He may also have used the digest of Ibn SÏná's tenets
as they are given by al-Sahrastánr re. The more
'difficult' works of Ibn Slná. al-Iíarat w'a-al-Tanbthat
and at-Sifa', were known to Ibn al-Aklani. but clearly
not used by him.

Now for the bibliographical material contained in
Ibn ai-Akfànr 's encyclopedia. This occupies about one
quarter or one fifth of the entire text. That lbn al-
AkÍ-ani gives a bibliography at all is already somewhat
of an innovat ion; al-Fárábi.  Ibn Siná and al-Rázr:0
had not done so. lbn al-Akfrant states2l that his ency-
clopedia contains some 420 references to books. In
fact. there are 387 references. but if one includes the
books of the Old Testament22 in the count.  the num-
ber of titles exceeds four hundred.

The bibliographical material is divided into three
categories23: concise books (al-ntuktusura), extensive
books (al-mabsuta) and in between these two categories
the books of medium size (al-mutaw'a,ssita). The pur-
pose of this division is to be able to give efficient
references to the different categories of students and
schoiars. These are also divided into three categories:
the accomplished scholar (al-muntahl, the beginner
(al-mubtadi), and in between these two the advanced
scholar (al-mutawassil). The concise books are to be
used by the accomplished scholars, so that they have
ready knowledge of the main issues of a science.
Concise books are also destined for clever beginners.

who. by perusing them. can quickly acquire knowledge

in a certain field. The extensive books are not for

education but for wider reading. The books of medium

size, which are defined by Ibn ai-Akfáni as those whose
form and contents (the classical division inlo lafz and
nta'nat) are in equilibrium, are of a general usefulness.

In most cases Ibn al-Akfàní gives a shortened title
with a summary reference to the author. He does not

mention where he has seen these books. but we may

assume that in early 14th-century Cairo suÍïicient study

collections of manuscripts were available. Sometimes
Ibn al-AkÍàní only mentions the author and just refers
to the type of book, without mentiontng the title: iarll
(14 t imes).  iurul  (4 t imes),  k i f ib (49 t imes),  kutub (3

t imes).  rnuktasar (15 t imes).  In some cases he does not
mention the author of a work, probably since he
supposes this to be known by his readers. In other
cases. though not man-v. he has confounded names of
books and authors. or he did not sufficiently differen-
t iate between authors with the same or a simi lar name,

e.g. Ibn al-A1Tr al-Óazarrra. There w'ere three brothers
going by this name. and of tuo of them works are
mentioned by Ibn al-Akl ini .  The phi losopher al-
Samarqi indr is not expl ic i t ly dist inguished from the
pharmacist  of  the satne nal.ue. uho l ived about two

-qenerat ions earl ier.  uhereas the iur ist  al-Samarqandï,
uho l i red  be tueen these t *o .  i s  no t  ment ioned by
name. al thou-Írh he is represented ui th a book2s. Some-
t imes a contaminat ion of t i t le and author 's name
occurs. as. for example. Ibn al-AkffinT mentions a
work. entitled al-Kamí\, written by Ab[ Sugá' Ibn
Aslam. In fact, this is a textbook on algebra by AbÍ
Kámil  Sugá' Ibn Aslam2ó. In another instance a book
with the title Kt\nil al-Sintl'a. allegedly written by a
certain al-Malakr.  is mentioned. The t i t le is correct.  but
the author is the l0th-centurv ph1'sic ian al-Mag[st.  and
an al ternat ive t i t le of his w.ork is ul-Kurutc1i  al-Malakt.
' the Roy'al  Book' .  because of the author 's high pat-
ronage2'- .  One rna.v indeed wonder whether lbn al-
AkÍ-anl had actuzrlly seen all the books he prescribes for
reading. But these are isolated instances, bibliographi-
cal subtleties that were probably already complicated
in Ibn ai-AkÍànr's time. In most cases titles and au-
thors' names are given accurately and in an under-
standable way.

I have made an approximate chronological list of the
authors (according to dates of their death) who are
mentioned by Ibn al-Akfáni in his encyclopedia.

Greek scientists and philosophers 19 authors

Authors from the Islamic oeriod:
l st century Higra 1
2nd century Hi[ra 4
3rd century Higra 18
4th century Hifra: (first and second halves)

2 1 + 1 2  3 3
5th century Hi[ra: (first and second halves)

1 5  +  9  2 4
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6th century Higra: (f irst and second halves)
1 1 + 1 2  2 9

7th century Higra: (four quarters)
l 1 + 1 4 + 1 6 + 1 9  6 0

8th century Higra: 5
undated authors 16

total for the Islamic period: 190 authors

From this it becomes clear that almost no authors
living at the time are mentioned in the work. Only four
contemporaries are mentioned, and about one third of
the total are authors living in the 7th century. among
whom especially the great and famous authors of that
century: authors who apparently already had an es-
tablished reputation in Ibn al-Akfánr's youth. or whose
books he may have read with his teachers. I do not
think that Ibn al-AkEnr had a special reason for not
giving more references to contemporaries, e.g. that he
wished to refrain from entering into current disputes.
or that he occupied an isolated posit ion. ln the f ie ld of
introduction to the sciences. to which his encyclopedia
belongs, Ibn al-AkÍ-anr was a talented popular izer and
educator,  but he can hardly '  be considered an or iginal
and creat ive phi losopher.  Popular izers tend to be one
generation behind in the development of science, as
they do not themselves participate in the progress of a
certain field of study, but only make an assessment of
what has already been achieved. The conservatism of
Ibn al-Akfáni's bibliography can also, albeit partly. be
explained by the comparatively low speed of the proli-
feration of knowledge in the manuscript age. The fact
that no addit ions appear to have been made b1" Ibn al-
AkÍàni to the bibliographical datzr in his enc.vclopedia
in the course of more than tll 'enty years that he taught
from his book is striking. Both the early and older
versions that are known from his lifetime contain
exactly the same bibliographical information28.

To conclude I would like to give a short survey of
the subsequent fate of the bibliographical materials
contained in Ibn al-Akfànr's lriad al-Qa.rid, which is
quite remarkable. Ibn al-Aklanr's book itself has been
forgotten, though its manuscripts are preserved in
libraries all over the world, and their great number
testify to the immense popularity the book once
enjoyed. Four printed editions, apart from my as yet
unpublished critical edition, make the work nowadays
more widely available2e. The bibliographicai materials
gathered by Ibn al-AkÍàni have gone their own way, as
they have been included by later authors in their own
works.

Firstly, there is an anonymous reworking of the
Iriad al-Qasid, which goes by the title al-Durr al-Naztm

fi Ahv'al al-'Lrfum v'a-al-Ta'lím. I know of some five
manuscripts with this title. It is, basically speaking, Ibn
al-AkÍànï's entire encyclopedia, but for the omission of
his name. In some MSS substant ial  addit ions are given.
however, but no other author's name is supplied.
There appears to be a Judeo-Arabic connection in this

retitled version, but the precise authorship remains

obscure, and we do not know for certain who is behind
this piece of scholarly robbery.

About two generations after Ibn al-Akfánr's death
the encyclopedist al-Qalqa5andr (d. 82lll4l8) made
extensive use of Íhe lriad al-Qasid for the compilation
of his great 'Handbook for the Chancel lor '3o. He
mentions the work a few times. What he does not
mention, however, is that he borrowed the entire
bibliographical material in his chapter on the sciences
from Ibn al-Akfanï's Iriad al-Qa,rid. He did not even
bother to update the bibliography, which was then
already about one hundred years old.

The l6th-century Turkish encyclopedist, Tá5kóprii-
záda (d. 968i 1561),  used Ibn al-AkÍànr 's def ini t ions of
the sciences, and much of his bibliographical material
as we1l. for the compilation of his own Encyclopedia.
entitled 'The Key to Happiness'. Miftah al-Sa'ada3r .
Tá5kóprLizáda devised his own divis ion of the sciences.
but he incorporated much of lbn al-Akfanr 's text
within the frameuork of his 'Key' ' .  On account of the
bibl iographical  mater ial  incorporated in this 16th-
century text.  the 14th-century ency'clopedia of Ibn al-
Akfani is gradually disappearing from the sight of later
authors. The lTth-century Kàtib Óelebi (HáÉÈr Sahfa)
is the author of that other outstanding achievement in
Arabic bibliography. the Kaif al-Zunun32. He prob-
ably did not use the Iriad al-Qusid (although he was
familiar with the text and knew TáSkópri.izáda's debt
to i t ) .  but he u'as highl.v dependent on, among other
works. Tá5kópri izáda's encyclopedia. which he quotes
on numerous occasions from i ts Turkish transla-
t ion. i t  seems'r3. A number of doubtful  readings and
dubious bibliographical references in ïhe Kaií' al-
Zunun, however, can only be explained and corrected
by comparison with Ibn al-AkÍànr's original text. From
Kátib ÓelebT the line goes straight to the great biblio-
graphical surveys which are the product of Arabic
studies in Western Europe in the l9th and 20th centu-
r ies: Ahlwardt 's catalogue of the Berl in MS col lect ion
and Brockelmann's History of Arabic Literature. Only
in a few instances can data in the modern bibliographi-
cal literature be recognized as coming from Ibn al-
Akfàni and his once so successful bibliography of the
sciences in early l4th-century Egyptto.

NOTES

* This is the somewhat expanded version of a paper.
presented at the 9th International MELCOM Conference,
l3-16 Apr i l  1987,  Hamamet,  Tunis ia.  under the t i t le :  'A

fourteenth-century Arabic bibliography of the sciences'.
1 J.D. Pearson, art. 'Bibliography', in'. Encyclopedia of

Lylam. vol.I (Leiden 1960). pp. 1233-4.
'z Ibn al-Nad1m, KíÍah al-Fihrist, mit Annterkungen herau.;-

gegehen lorr Gustav Fli igel. 2 vols. (Leipzig 1871-2). Ibn al-
Nadrm worked on the book in the course of Sa'bán 317 987
(vo l .  I .  pp .38 .87 ,  132 ,219 ) ,  bu t  may  have  comp le ted  i t  a t  a
later date. In the opening paragraph he explains the purpose
of the book as follows: This is the index (fihrist) of the
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2t lriad al-Qasid 886,
22 lriad ol-Qasid 489.
23 lriad al-Qasid 180-184.
2a lríacl al-Qasicl 116: 

'Izz 
al-Din tbn al-Atir al-Óazari

( d .630 i  l 233 .c f  .  GAL  I . 345 ) .  and  l r i ad  a l -Qas id  283 :D iyá '
a l -Din Ibn a l - { t i r  a l -Óazar i  (d.  637 l2-19.  c f .  GALI ,291) .

2s lr.íad al-Qasid 352. 354, 576: al-Samarqandi (l ived
690i1291, cf. GAL I, 468): Iriad al-Qàsid 624: al-
Samarqandr (d. 619i1222" cf . GAL I, 491): Ir.íàd al-Qasid
585 e l -Nt1í1 '  [by a l -Samarqandi  (d.  65611258,  c f  .  GAL l ,
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26 lriacl al-Qasid 807; cf. F. Sezgin. GIS V. 277-281.
21 Ir.íucl ul-Qasid 615: al-Magfsi (d. 384i994. cf . GAL I,

1 - - )  t t .
28 MS Bologna.  Univcrs i ty  L ibrary.  Col lect ion Mars ig l i .

No.  3406 ( l )  (cata logue by V.  Rosen.  Bologna 1885.  pp.
106-7. No. 457) contains a cop_v-' of an igcl:a by the author to
al -Safadr .  which is  dated as ear ly 'as l2  Ramadán 129 (10
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sect io Í rs  in  t l . re  se\  en manuscr ipts  u h ich I  used for  the
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HàÈÈr {allfa, Kaif al-Zunun 
'an 
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33 Tá5kópri. izáda, Mevzuat-i Ulum. Edited by Ahmet
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to E.g. Manfred Ullmann, Die l{atur- und Geheimtt' issen-
schaften im Islam (Leiden 1972), pp. 361-2, where lbn al-
Akffinr's words are quoted by way of Tá5kópnizáda
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