
251Reviews of Books

The final chapter, before the brief conclusion, is dedicated to urban planning, art, and architecture, 
as well as textiles and fine ceramics, and it traces the development of a distinctive Andalusī-Maghribī 
style. Bennison is interested in patronage as an expression of power and the symbolism of decisions 
about design, materials, and labor. For example, she demonstrates (drawing on the work of art histori-
ans such as Jonathan Bloom and Miriam Rosser-Owen) how architectural features and specific objects, 
such as the minbar that ʿAli ibn Yūsuf commissioned for the great mosque of Marrakesh, established 
Almoravid links to an Andalusī-Umayyad heritage and claims to its extension in the Maghrib—and 
then, when incorporated into the new Kutubiyya mosque in Marrakesh, Almohad links to Umayyad 
Cordoba. The Umayyad great mosque of Cordoba served as an important model and symbol for both 
dynasties. The greater abundance of material and literary evidence of Almohad patronage yields more 
extensive discussion of its products, and here the interest includes investigation of how the Almohads 
materially expressed their relationship to the Almoravids—what they chose to either destroy or appro-
priate of the monuments they found (including the capital Marrakesh), and how they otherwise mani-
fested their ideological claims to legitimacy. The overall argument of the chapter for the development 
of a distinctive Andalusī-Maghribī style out of the patronage and production of both Berber dynasties 
integrates as much as differentiates observable patterns in their succeeding styles. The Almoravids 
and Almohads used the same architectural and artistic idiom, with some variation (for example, the 
Almohads used epigraphy more extensively), and their laborers drew on the same craft traditions and 
resources. As Bennison observes, the still extant monumental tower of the Almohad great mosque in 
Seville represents the maturation of a western imperial style that blended Andalusī and Maghribī ele-
ments, material, and labor. The Almohad century, she writes, “set the tone for the art and architecture 
of both al-Andalus and the Maghrib for centuries afterward” (p. 328).

Lastly, the book’s conclusion addresses the causes and characterizations of Almoravid and Almohad 
“decline,” revisiting Ibn Khaldūn, and brings together the themes of the preceding chapters in a sum-
mary of the legacies of the two dynasties.

Readers interested in a comprehensive understanding of the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth cen-
turies of Mediterranean and Islamic history will find The Almoravid and Almohad Empires useful and 
perhaps illuminating. Bennison shows how “the era of the Berber empires stands out as a formative two 
centuries in the Islamic west, which transformed its politics, society, and religious culture, and enabled 
the Berbers to stand tall as one of the great peoples of medieval Islam” (p. 329). The book provides 
helpful maps, charts, and photographs throughout the body of the text and similarly helpful appendices: 
a chronological outline, a list of place names with their English and Arabic designations, and a glossary 
of Arabic terms. The thematic chapters include shaded boxes of text providing definitions of terms and 
concepts, such as “dhimma,” which may be skipped over by more informed readers. Specialists too 
will profit from such a clear and thoughtful summation and revision of a historiography in which the 
Almoravids and Almohads “have been fitted into narratives not of their own making” (p. 329).
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Penn State UniverSity

The Anthologist’s Art: Abū Manṣūr al-Thaʿālibī and His Yatīmat al-dahr. By Bilal Orfali. Brill Stud-
ies in Middle Eastern Literatures, vol. 37. Leiden: Brill, 2016. Pp. xx + 271. $135, €104.

Bilal Orfali’s study is an important work of literary scholarship. It is important both for its detailed 
account of al-Thaʿālibī’s career (his works, his methods, and his legacy) as well as for the attention 
it pays to an exemplar of a genre that has played a critical role in the development and preservation 
of classical Arabic poetic and literary traditions. It is no exaggeration to say that without premodern 
anthologies, historians of Arabic poetry and literature would be lost or—worse than lost—untethered. 
In addition to their paramount service as repositories of the better part of what we now call the classical 
Arabic poetic tradition, these anthologies have also served to ground our field in a native, premodern 
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sensibility. This grounding has often led to scholarship that is at best derivative and at worst slavish, 
but it has also given modern scholars an unparalleled perspective into what the Arabic literary canon 
was and how it was formed.

Few world literary traditions enjoy as much contemporary evidence for literary taste, poetic biogra-
phy, and textual preservation as can be found in classical Arabic poetry anthologies, and al-Thaʿālibī’s 
Yatīmat al-dahr is an exceptional work within that corpus. It is exceptional for its scope, bringing 
together information about poets from the eastern portion of the Arabophone world in the eleventh 
century, as well as for its influence: the pattern of biographical anthologies that it inaugurated would 
be productively adopted by anthologists in subsequent centuries. Despite its importance in literary 
historical terms, al-Thaʿālibī’s anthology (and its companion, the Tatimma) has received relatively little 
attention, notwithstanding the work of Everett Rowson and S. A. Bonebakker in the 1980s. The same 
is true of most premodern Arabic anthologies, including the best-known works in the tradition, such 
as the Mufaḍḍaliyyāt, Aṣmaʿiyyāt, Dīwān al-Ḥamāsa, and Kitāb al-Aghānī. Abū Tammām’s Ḥamāsa 
is special in that it is a great anthology by a great poet and there is no doubt that it is partly for that 
reason that it has received the most sophisticated analytical attention in modern scholarship (see, for 
instance, Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, Abū Tammām and the Poetics of the ʿAbbāsid Age [Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, 1991], part three), but that does not explain why its counterpart by al-Buḥturī has not. Hilary 
Kilpatrick’s study of Kitāb al-Aghānī (Making the Great Book of Songs) (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 
2003) is an authorative study that tends toward schematic description, which is perhaps to be expected 
in the case of such a very large work.

Schematic description plays a large part in Orfali’s The Anthologist’s Art as well. The final chap-
ters—three, four, and five—perform the function of schematic description but with a fluency that dis-
guises to a certain extent their pedestrian purpose. Chapter three details the organization and structure 
of Yatīmat al-dahr and its companion, while chapter five treats the structural components, or syntax, 
of individual biographical entries. Chapter four is a slim Quellenforschung of these two anthologies, 
which will be of interest to historians of all Arabic literary traditions (scriptural, legal, historiograph-
ical, biographical, adab, etc.). A number of attractive plates of manuscripts of al-Thaʿālibī’s works, 
graphics, and anecdotes serve to break up Orfali’s dense study like palate cleansers at a feast. The 
amount of information presented in the work is overwhelming by any measure, but the strict delineation 
of subjects and the clarity of Orfali’s writing go a long way to stave off the feeling of uncomfortable 
satiety.

It would be unfair, I think, to say that Orfali is less concerned with the artistic dimensions of antho-
logical composition (as suggested in the title) than with its practical ones. While it is true that there is 
not much attention paid to the creative potential of the anthology, there is a good case to be made that 
such an analysis would be subjective and thus less instructive than the thorough, if earth-bound, analy-
sis of methods, sources, and tools presented in the study. Conversely, it may be fair to say that chapter 
two (“Life and Legacy of al-Thaʿālibī”) is overlong and distracts from the main argument or topic of the 
book, but in a strange way its long catalogue of extant, falsely attributed, and lost works by al-Thaʿālibī 
testifies to the book’s core argument more eloquently perhaps than any other part of the study. And it 
would be presumptuous to suggest that by patiently and diligently gathering, cataloguing, and describ-
ing the dozens of works that al-Thaʿālibī wrote and was said to have written, Orfali was not aware that 
he would recreate for his readers the experience of reading a work like Yatīmat al-dahr in its day, when 
it was not only a record of literary history and canon-formation but an intervention in literary taste and 
publicity. Reading through the forbidding list of al-Thaʿālibī’s works, seeing how Orfali struggled over 
years to gather as much information about the anthologist’s career as possible, and understanding that 
any such list is provisional and in places quite speculative help the reader understand the function and 
challenge of a work such as Yatīmat al-dahr in a way that scholarly description or analysis never could.

Like Rowson and Bonebakker before him, Orfali is clearly most interested in the question of how 
an author who lived on what we might think of as the margins of the Islamic world in the tenth and 
eleventh centuries could put a book such as Yatīmat al-dahr together; that much is clear from the direc-
tion his study takes. Chapter four, the slimmest chapter, is perhaps the richest vein for this particular 
inquiry, but chapters three and five also contribute a great deal to a nascent field of Arabic composition 
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studies (see, e.g., the 2012 work by Konrad Hirschler, The Written Word in Medieval Arabic Lands, 
Elias Muhanna’s recent study of al-Nuwayrī’s Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab, and several articles 
by Antonella Ghersetti). What is perhaps less explicit, but becomes clear upon reading Orfali’s study, 
is that al-Thaʿālibī’s methods, to say nothing of his scholarly values, are uncannily similar to our own. 
Some may find this reassuring; I am frankly troubled by it. I am troubled, too, by the thought that our 
field has not roved far beyond the confines demarcated by al-Thaʿālibī and his fellow anthologists. What 
troubles me is the danger that the reason for this methodological similarity and lack of research ambi-
tion may not be that scholarly values are timeless and universal, but that we cannot imagine any alter-
native. In creating these voluminous, diverse, trendy, and rich anthologies, al-Thaʿālibī and his fellow 
anthologists gave us lifetimes of data with one hand and closed the door on another extra-anthological 
literary history with the other. What do we know of the poets and texts and literary worlds that existed 
outside of these anthologies? We must not allow the colossal volume of anthologized material to dupe 
us into thinking that it is everything. Anthologists like al-Thaʿālibī performed an unparalleled service 
to posterity by preserving texts in their multi-authored collections, but they were also gatekeepers; they 
also picked and chose. They curated these anthologies, which over time ceased to be a sliver of the 
literary pantheon and became, for us, the pantheon entire. If ours is an anthological literary history, then 
it is also true that for the study of classical Arabic poetry, the extra-anthological has been irrevocably 
lost. Whatever texts and whichever poets failed to make it aboard these anthological arks—whether 
because they were deliberately excluded or accidentally overlooked, or because they inhabited literary 
worlds that were for all intents and purposes sealed off from what we have to presume were the more 
elite worlds in which anthologists circulated—that extra-anthological past is undiscoverable today.

We who study classical Arabic literature are so documentarily fortunate relative to other premodern 
literary traditions that we may forget that we occupy a gilded cage. Our material is copious, contex-
tualized, commented upon, contemporary, and collated, but it is not the product of modern scholarly 
efforts. We are the legatees of a premodern scholarly tradition, but unlike our colleagues in Classics 
departments who acknowledge the formative role played by Byzantine and Renaissance scholars in 
establishing the parameters of their discipline, we have not yet come to grips with the prehistory of 
our realms of inquiry. The orientalists who pioneered the field we are currently engaged in did not, for 
the most part, invent it, though of course they have had an outsized influence on it, at least until very 
recently. Georg Wilhelm Freytag and Friedrich Rückert made premodern Arabic anthologies available 
to a wider audience, including Arabists and students of Arabic, but their contributions were not sui 
generis in the way that the Planudean and Palatine Anthologies of Greek poetry were. We owe our 
horizons and all that lies between them to the heroic efforts of al-Thaʿālibī and other premodern Arab 
anthologists and literary systematizers—it is for that reason that studies like Orfali’s are essential for 
a proper appreciation of the landscape we have built our entire field upon. Such studies also remind 
us that—whether recoverable or not—entire realms of literary production once existed beyond those 
anthological horizons.
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A Hundred and One Nights. Edited and translated by BrUce fUdge. Library of Arabic Literature. New 
York: new yOrk UniverSity PreSS, 2016. Pp. vii + 402. $35 (cloth), $15 (paper, translation only).

The 101 Nights have much in common with the 1001 Nights, but the differences from that much 
more famous work are what make it interesting. Bruce Fudge explains many of these differences in his 
introduction to his translation—for example, the 101 Nights lack much of the 1001 Nights’ narrative 
and moral complexity; they do not use the story-within-a-story device to anywhere near the degree of 
the 1001 Nights, and Shahrazād, a much diminished heroine in the 101 Nights, tells tales only to save 
her own life, instead of the lives of all the women of the city. Fudge shows that the murky sources 


