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Historiography on the patricide/regicide of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (d.
861) developed from a stage of simple description to a burgeoning of
mytho-historical narrative. It would appear that what began as a palace
scandal—profaning to a putatively sacral community already torn by civil
war—developed -into a redemptive tragedy with perennial appeal. In a
patronage society-governed by loyalty to one’s patron or father, this trans-
formation should count as nothing less than conspicuous. This article
examines the roleiofia majorrAbba51d poet al-Buljturi (d. 897), in shaping
pubhc perceptxon by cultxvatmg genume sympathy for the Abba51ds and

tives. In particular, I discuss the importance of literary salons or gatherings
as a social institution where poetry and historical narratives were recited
orally as a means of transmitting knowledge to future generations. These
gatherings provide a likely forum where mythic questions of poetry could
inspire narrative.*

In the century after the patricide of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil “ala Allah
(d. 861), historiography of the event evolved in written form from an
early stage of simple description to a more influential one of mytho-
historical narrative. ElI-Hibri’s important analysis of al-Tabar1’s (d. 923)
narrative demonstrates the latter stage well. He argues that, despite the

* Research for this article was conducted with the support of a Fulbright-
Hays Training Grant, part of the Doctoral Dissertation Research Program of the
US Department of Education. I am indebted to the Fulbright commissions of
Egypt, Germany, and Spain for their assistance during 1998-1999. During that
time, parts of this paper were written with the support of the Departamento de
Estudios Arabes (Instituto de Filologia) at the Consejo Superior de Investiga-
ciones Cientificas, Madrid, Spain, and benefited from discussion with
colleagues at the Working Group on Modernity and Islam at the Institute for
Advanced Studies, Berlin, 2000-2001. Unless stated, the translations were
made by the author.
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