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Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī (b. 696/1297 in Ṣafad, d. 764/1363 in Da-
mascus) was the most important li<erateur of the fourteenth century. He le> a 
voluminous oeuvre, much of which remains in manuscript, so the publication of 
any of his works is cause for celebration.?2 @e book under review may appear a 
tad peculiar at Arst glance. It is, a>er all, a narrow nevological study-cum-poetry 
anthology; but it is a most intriguing collection of fourteenth-century scientiAc, 
cultural, and poetic material on a common epidermal feature, which, when fortu-
itously placed, ine;ably enhances beauty.?3 Another famous, and proliAc, Mamluk 
author, Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Ḥasan al-Nawājī, produced his own nevi 
poetry anthology entitled Ṣaḥāʾif al-Ḥasanāt fī Waṣf al-Khāl (available in a criti-
cal edition edited by Ḥasan Muḥammad Aʿbd al-Hādī) in response to al-Ṣafadī’s 
work. And yet despite al-Ṣafadī’s importance as an adīb and the need to redress 
the legacy of neglect that continues to hinder the study of Mamluk literature, the 
publication of one of his works by three di;erent editors in editions of varying 
quality within a decade strikes me as a bit excessive.

In 1999, Sihām Ṣallān published the Arst edition of Kashf al-Ḥāl. @is edition, 
apparently the result of her master’s thesis work, is clearly deAcient and uncriti-
cal, but, as space is limited, I will direct the curious to the extensive criticism that 

2?For details of al-Ṣafadī’s life and oeuvre, see the essay by Evere< Rowson in the new collection 
Essays in Arabic Literary Biography II: 1350–1850, ed. Joseph E. Lowry and Devin Stewart (Wies-
baden, 2009), 341–57.
3?I should make a disclosure of self-interest here: I am the possessor of a fairly prominent birth-
mark and the reader should be aware of a bias on my part. Yet I would just say that, although my 
birthmark does not deface my face, I am still waiting for it to make me very beautiful.
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this edition has already a<racted.?4 Proceeding chronologically, the next edition, 
published in 2005, is—in spite of its atrocious cover art—very good.?5 @e editor, 
Aʿbd al-Raḥmān ibn Muḥammad ibn ʿ Umar al-ʿ Uqayl, based his edition on Copen-
hagen MS 293 (copied in 996/1587), in consultation with three other versions of 
the text, which he calls abbreviations.?6 In early 2011, an older manuscript (dated 
to 847/1444) turned up in a Christie’s auction, but it seems not to have been exam-
ined by scholars and its provenance is not explained.?7 Al-ʿ Uqayl’s edition includes 
a comprehensive critical apparatus including footnotes containing textual vari-
ants, cross-references, glosses, and biographies, as well as six indexes of Jranic 
citations, aḥādīth and āthār, proper nouns, locations, and books. Unfortunately, 
the editor’s outdated and uncritical appraisal of Mamluk poetry and his positivis-
tic a<itude toward modern pseudoscience and medieval epistemology is a blem-
ish on the façade of his Ane edition.

@e editor’s antiquated a<itude toward the aesthetics of Mamluk poetry re-
hashes many of the shop-worn criticisms of Mamluk literary arts that still seem 
to circulate: “But al-Ṣafadī was a child of the Mamluk period and one of those po-
ets that went around in a vicious cycle[:] emulating one another, recycling tropes, 
talking to themselves, and stealing from those who came before them. Like the 
other poets of his day, al-Ṣafadī was mad about excess in rhetorical arts like par-
allelism, emulation, double entendre, etc., which he overdid with the worst kind 
of hyperbole” (pp. 26–27). I understand that this conventional wisdom regarding 
the aesthetic value of Mamluk literature is a regre<ably widespread tenet of faith 
among many scholars as well as laypeople, so one cannot indulge in too much 
4?See Abū ʿAbd Allāh al-Junādī’s review in Majallat Āʿlam al-Kutub 23, No. 5–6 (Rabīʿ I–Jumādá 
II 1423/May–August 2002): 539–46; as well as in ʿUqayl’s edition of the text in the section “Al-
Nashrah al-sābiqah min al-kitāb,” 96–100.
5?@e cover depicts an a<ractive young woman, complete with a khāl near her lips, turned a quar-
ter toward the camera, but she is rendered horriAcally ugly by the grossly inartistic embossing 
of her lips and pupils, which makes her look like a bogeyman.
6?“Wa-thalāth makhṭūṭāt mukhtaṣarah min al-kitāb” (62): these are Cairo, Dār al-Kutub MS 221 adab 
Taymūr; Damascus, Ẓāhirīyah Library [presumably now in the Asad National Library] MS 6927 
(used by Ṣallān for her edition); and Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale MS 3973. For more information 
on the Copenhagen MS Cod. Arab. 293, see Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts: Codices Arabici and 
Codices Arabici Additamenta, Book /ree, ed. Irmeli Perho (Copenhagen, 2007), 1137–41.
7?I would like to thank Kristina Richardson of Jeens College, @e City University of New York, 
who alerted me to the presence of this manuscript. I tried to contact Christie’s about the MS, 
but have yet to hear back from them. @e MS is included in a codex along with two other works: 
Ṣamawʾal al-Maghribī’s “Nuzhat al-Aḥbāb wa-Muʿāsharat al-Aṣḥāb” and Badr al-Dīn al-Ḥasan 
al-ShāAʿī’s “Dalīl al-Mujāz bi-Arḍ al-Ḥijāz,” copied on 15 Rajab 843 22 December 1439 and 12 
Rabīʿ I 859/2 March 1455 in Aleppo. See the Christie’s lot description (lot 99/sale 7959: “Art of the 
Islamic and Indian Worlds,” held in London on 7 April 2011), which—baNingly, to me—is silent 
about the codex’s provenance.
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Mamluk-style mubālaghah in condemning it, but I do consider it even more regret-
table when it is espoused by a scholar who has made a welcome contribution to 
the study of Mamluk literature.?8 

Having nitpicked the editor’s introduction slightly, I must say that the edi-
tion he has produced is very good. @e text itself is composed of two introduc-
tions—the Arst a lexical investigation of the word khāl, said to be one of the most 
polyvalent words in Arabic, the second a medical and physiognomic treatise on 
birthmarks, including answers to such questions as “Where’s the best place to 
have a birthmark?” and “What does the color of a birthmark signify?” as well as 
a section on famous people who had birthmarks—and a large anthology of short 
poems (86% of the poems are two-liners and 97% of them are of four lines or less) 
on the theme at hand, organized alphabetically by rhyme-le<er. In all, the book 
contains, according to al-ʿ Uqayl, “some 790 verses,” ninety-Ave percent of which 
appear in the anthology section (al-natījah), with the other Ave percent sprinkled 
through the two introductions (muqaddimah) (pp. 68–69) (By my count, there are 
800 verses in the natījah alone.) @e editor also mentions the practice of copyists 
or owners adding verses on the topic to their copies; this in his eyes is rather 
inconvenient, though it must have been ubiquitous and even one of the great ap-
peals of anthological texts.?9 

@e most recent edition of this text was prepared by Muḥammad Āʿyish and 
published in Damascus in 2006.?10 According to the editor, he took the same Co-
penhagen MS 293 as his primary witness and also compared it with the Damas-
cus manuscript mentioned above. @is edition is, therefore, in terms of manu-
scripts consulted alone less critical than the one prepared by al-ʿ Uqayl. Yet having 
fewer witnesses is not the only thing wrong with this edition. @ere are a few 
peculiarities in the edition that defy explanation as well as a healthy proportion 
of simple errors. I was able to compare a few pages of these two editions to each 
other as well as to Copenhagen MS 294, which neither editor used and which is 

8?Al-ʿ Uqayl writes that he is preparing an edition of the same author’s Ladhdhat al-Samʿ fī Waṣf 
al-Damʿ (p. 44).
9?Al-ʿ Uqayl criticizes the copyist of the Damascus Ẓāhirīyah MS for incorporating the verses of 
ʿĀʾishah al-Bāʿūnīyah (d. 922/1516), which were wri<en in the margin of the Copenhagen MS 293; 
this poet lived a couple of centuries a>er al-Ṣafadī and therefore her verses could not have been 
included in the original work (pp. 66–67). It is a testament to the editor’s respect for the text and 
the practice of critical editing that he includes these verses in a footnote (p. 259 n.), noting their 
spurious inclusion in the Ẓāhirīyah MS without suppressing them.
10?ʿĀyish has also edited the same author’s Ikhtirāʿ al-Khurrāʿ fī Mukhālafat al-Naql wa-al-Ṭibāʿ 
(Amman, 2004), Tashnīf al-Samʿ fī Insikāb al-Damʿ (Damascus, 2004), Faḍḍ al-Khitām fī al-Tawrīyah 
wa-al-Istikhdām (Amman, 2005), Rashf al-Zulāl fī Waṣf al-Hilāl (Damascus, 2009), and [pseudo-]
Ṣafadī, Lawʿat al-Shākī fī Damʿat al-Bākī (Damascus, 2003).
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available online at the website given above.?11 A comparison of Āʿyish’s text with 
even the few facsimile manuscript pages reproduced in both editions points to 
unnecessary errors.?12 Other deviations from al-ʿ Uqayl’s version could either be 
the result of an unacknowledged preference for the Damascus manuscript variant 
over the Copenhagen manuscript or occasional paleographical or grammatical 
diPculties.?13 @e unexplained deviations from the text of al-ʿ Uqayl’s edition as 
well as the other Copenhagen manuscript raise questions as to the editor’s work-
ing method, but belaboring this point is unnecessary.

In sum, the edition of Kashf al-Ḥāl prepared by al-ʿ Uqayl is the most depend-
able, and while the editor’s narrow-minded literary estimations are unfortunate, 
they do not detract from the quality of his edition. He deserves many thanks for 
making available a very interesting text and adding to the still deAcient, though 
growing, library of al-Ṣafadī’s works available to researchers and readers. It is all 
the more fortuitous that the Danish Royal Library has provided a digital copy 
of MS 294, which was not consulted by any of the editors, on its website for re-
searchers to use. With the combination of al-ʿ Uqayl’s edition and Copenhagen 
MS 294, al-Ṣafadī’s text can be studied by researchers interested in social history 
and popular culture, medieval Islamic medicine, belles-le<res and poetry, as well 
as readers who are interested in exploring the breadth and depth of this great 
scholar’s literary output.

11?On this MS, see Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts: Codices Arabici and Codices Arabici Additamen-
ta, Book /ree, 1142–43. @e MS is undated, but its title page reads: “bi-rasm al-khizānah al-ʿālīyah 
al-ʿ alāʾīyah Ibn Faḍl Allāh ṣāḥib dawāwīn al-inshāʾ,” and it is this vague reference that may link the 
MS with the Faḍl Allāh family of chancery secretaries who were so prominent in the Mamluk 
period. I admit that this identiAcation is a guess.
12?It is clear from the plates in al-ʿ Uqayl’s edition, for example, that the Copenhagen MS ʿĀyish 
claims to have used as his main witness (MS 293) has “nashhadu anna Muḥammadan …” and this 
is also found in al-ʿ Uqayl’s edition as well as the digital copy of Copenhagen MS 294 available 
online (cf. al-ʿ Uqayl’s ed., 117). @e Damascus MS has “ashhadu,” which may explain why ʿĀyish 
chose that reading, but it is unlike him not to have indicated that change in the footnotes, es-
pecially as he generously records the Damascus MS’s variant readings throughout his edition 
(ʿĀyish’s ed., 33; cf. plate in al-ʿ Uqayl’s ed., 108). In my brief survey, I encountered only one error 
that al-ʿ Uqayl made and ʿĀyish did not. @e Arst poem in the natījah section should begin “wa-la-
kam munītu …” not, as al-ʿ Uqayl has it: “wa-la-kam munnītu …” as it does not At the meter.
13?E.g., ʿadūwan la-hum for ʿadūw al-hamm; ka-anna al-Buḥturī for kāna al-Buḥturī; fa-mā aḥadan 
for fa-mā aḥadun; ʿamma bi-al-nās al-hudá for ʿamma al-nās bi-al-hudá.


