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THE PROTAGONISTS
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TS Ibn-al-Rami and his patron f[{}é&aéylrléﬁﬁibszAbﬁda‘fllah

e Who was this poet who made the case for his profession and enlightened

-patronage? His life remains frustratingly-elusive; for his-transmitted-biography

revolves around topoi of superstition, pessimism, and failure brought upon
himself — topoi which grew increasingly elaborate over time and typecast Ibn
al-Riimi as a cantankerous satirist and misanthrope. By 424/1033 al-Ma‘arri
(d. 449/1058) had already called superstition ‘the way of Ibn al-Riimi’ (madhhab
Ibn al-Ramr),' and the label stuck. This medieval characterization — which
survives in modern school books ~ is contradicted by the support Ibn al-Riimi
received from nunierous and long-standing patrons, as documented in his
voluminous Diwan. The so-attested relationships, three of which are discussed
below, add detail to the poet’s professional life.

‘Al b. al-‘Abbas b. Jurayj, called Ibn al-Riimi, ‘son of the Byzantine’, was
born in Baghdad 221/836 to a half-Greek father and a Persian mother. Before the
age of thirty he lost both parents as well as a maternal aunt and uncle. Late in life
he married and founded a family only to lose within a short period his wife, his
sons Muhammad, Hibatalldh, and two other children. Their names are not
recorded, but their existence is confirmed by two laments with which their father
mourned them. Illness, or according to some biographies, poison or suicide, put

an end to the poet’s life in 283/896 at the age of 59.2 Ibn al-Rimi had received a -

solid philological education. As a young boy he attended the local kuttab (Koran
school). He pursued further education with the philologist, historian and
genealogist Muhammad b. Habib (d. 245/859), and the famous Basran
grammarian al-Mubarrad (d. 286/900), who had moved to Baghdad in the year
of al-Mutawakkil’s assassination, 247/861. The sessions of Tha‘lab, a famous
rival grammarian of the Kufan school, and of the above-mentioned essayist al-
JahiZ may have easily attracted the young poet, for both taught in Baghdad at
that time.? In terms of his creed, Ibn al-Riimi was a Shiite with Mu'tazilite
inclinations, but he usually reserved the expression of his religious feelings for
patrons of similar persuasion — with one notable exception.* After the Abbasid
caliph had the Alid rebel Yahya b. ‘Umar executed, Ibn al-Rimi lamented him as
a martyr and accused the entire Abbasid family of injustice against the offspring
of ‘All b. Abi Tilib. If they based their legitimacy as caliphs on their
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descendance from the prophet through his paternal uncle “Abbas, how could they
fail to protect the descendants of the prophet through his paternal cousin ‘Ali?
The lament branded the Abbasids as betraying their sacred duties and marked
them for divine punishment.’

By the age of twenty Ibn al-Rumi earned his living by writing poetry, the
main source of his income being madih, which fills 90 per cent of his Diwdan.6
He dedicated poetry to one govérnor, several viziers and many functionaries of
the second rank, a sizeable yet less glamorous clientéle than that of al-Buhtusi,
who eulogized seven caliphs and the leading dignitaries.” In addition to the sheer
amount of Ibn al-Riimis panegyrics, his originality and variety of styles
impress;® this sets him apart from the better-known caliphal panegyrists, Abi
Tammam and al-Buhturi, around whom the medieval critical debate of the ‘new
style’ (badr) revolved, and who have dominated fnodern scholarship on Abbasid
poetry.?

Among the many patrons recorded in Ibn al-Riimi’s Dfwdn, the Tahirid
‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Abdallah (d. 300/913) was the first major figure as well as his
closest and poetically most stimulating partner.'® This last ruler of the Arabized
Iranian dynasty of the Tahirids was reduced to commanding the police
governorship (shurta) of Baghdad and Samarra after his ancestors had once
governed Khurdsin and lead caliphal armies.!! ‘Ubaydallih assumed the
governorship in 253/867 as his brother Muhammad’s designated successor, only
to lose and regain it at least twice. First another brother, Sulaymin, ousted him in
255/869. Siding with Ubaydallah, Ibn al-Riimi criticized Sulayman’s appoint-
ment to the governorship as undeserved. When the brothers reconciled, he
composed a fahni’a in which he declared the rulership as something innate to
‘Ubaydallah and independent of any official post.!? ‘Ubaydallah was restored as
governor in 266/880 shortly after his brother’s death (265/879). Then the Saffarid
condottiere “Amr b. Layth replaced him, but reappointed ‘Ubaydallah as his
deputy in 276/890. At "Amr’s subsequent removal from power by the caliph,
‘Ubaydalldh was reconfirmed as governor.!* Despite his discontinuous political
career, ‘Ubaydaliah lived the life of a well-rounded adib. Besides his interest id
philosophy, he was a brilliant composer of music, a prose-stylist, and a talented
poet. His poetry in the lighter genres is amply quoted in the adab literature.!4 Al-
‘Askari (d.c. 400/1010) singles out a verse by him as the best poetry ever
composed.'’ ‘Ubaydallah exchanged light poetry and epistles with other udaba’,
for example, his brother Muhammad, the princely poet Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, the scribe
al-‘Al@’ b. $4d'¢ and the Band Wahb, a family of courtiers and viziers. His
illustrious literary circle included, next to Ibn al-Riimi and his friend Dimashqj,
an official panegyrist called Ibrahim al-Bayhaqi, his friend "and singer
Muhammad b. ‘Alf al-Bayn and the poets al-Buhturi, Ahmad b. Abi Tahir
Tayfur (d. 280/893) and Abi °‘Ali Muhammad [b. Muhammad] b. ‘Aris
al-Shirazi (d. before 290/903).17

Ibn al-Rimf’s relationship with “Ubaydallah lasted at least twenty-three years,
from 253/867 to 276/890.!8 The earliest encomium (1.994), datable to 253/867,
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