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The Nabatean Agriculture by Ibn Wahshiyya,
a Pseudo-Translation by a Pseudo-Translator:
The Topos of Translation in Occult Sciences

Isabel Toral

Part One: Essay

The text introduced in this chapter, the Kitab al-Filaha al-Nabatiyya (Book of the
Nabatean Agriculture) by Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Wahshiyya (early tenth century
AD), constitutes an exception in the structure of this volume. On the one hand, it
shares with the other textual testimonies herein the quality of being a text that, in
its original context, was regarded and presented as a translation; on the other, it
has proven to be impossible to identify a single genuine source text for the Filaha
al-Nabatiyya. This means that the preface, which claims that the textis a
translation of an approximately 20,000-year-old original Babylonian source, is not
reliable; we must therefore assume that there has been no actual linguistic-
transfer operation that could be reconstructed and evaluated. From this
perspective, the Filaha al-Nabatiyya fits into the category of pseudo- or fictitious
translations, and one might wonder whether such a testimony can be of any value
in a volume studying the social and cultural history of the translation of real
scientific texts.! However, [ will argue in the following that the Filaha al-Nabatiyya
is very relevant to a better understanding of the function of translation and
translated texts in the cultural system of ‘Abbasid and Buyid Baghdad. To this end,
I shall first introduce the concept of pseudo-translation as developed in translation
studies; I shall then present the text by Ibn Wahshiyya and sketch the current state
of research into it and the complexities of its textual history. I shall further discuss
the extent to which the concept of ‘pseudo-translation’ serves as an analytical tool
in evaluating the relevance of Filaha al-Nabatiyya in the context of translation
history. Finally, I shall translate and comment on the preface, which is one of the
most significant peritextual passages in the Filaha al-Nabatiyya.

Pseudo-translation and Translation Studies

The concept of pseudo-translation is closely connected with the translational
theories developed by Gideon Toury? in the field of descriptive translation studies.
Based on Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory,3 this approach focuses on the socio-
cultural aspects of translations and studies their function and connectedness
within a given cultural system. Toury’s notion of translation is target-oriented, so

1 It does not come as a surprise therefore that the Filaha al-Nabatiyya is not discussed in Dimitri
Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture.

2 Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies; and id., ‘Enhancing Cultural Changes’.

3 Cf. Shuttleworth, ‘Polysystem Theory’.
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he assumes that ‘translations are facts of target cultures; on occasion facts of a
special status, sometimes even constituting identifiable (sub)systems of their own,
but of the target culture in any event’.# He also introduced the notion of ‘assumed
translations’, and stated that any text regarded or presented as a translation in its
original cultural context must be treated as such for translation studies.> Because
they are oriented to a specific culture, pseudo-translations are the object of
research in (descriptive) translation studies as much as genuine translations, the
only difference being that, though regarded as translations, no genuine source text
exists for them.®

Toury’s focus on the presentation and framing of the translated text brings
out the agency and intentionality of a pseudo-translation’s author, and this
dimension makes pseudo-translation particularly relevant for translation studies.
What then are the textual strategies found in a text of this type intended to
enhance its status as translation and so to persuade the reader of its authenticity?
Toury mentions peritextual elements (e.g,, title, the name of a foreign author, a
preface claiming translation status) and internal textual strategies, since many of
these pseudo-translated texts have been already produced as translations.” The
latter are particularly significant for translation studies, since they reflect those
elements commonly associated with translations in the target culture (e.g., foreign
and exotic names, settings, situations, cultural terms and customs, text genres,
even grammatical mistakes and stylistic peculiarities); pseudo-translations even
tend to overdo and exaggerate these features to enhance their resemblance to
genuine translations.8 Therefore, by accommodating the text to pre-existing
notions and expectations of translated texts, pseudo-translations reveal a great
deal about actual translations and even throw their key features into greater relief.
Furthermore, they bear out the status and role of genuine translations, which
pseudo-translations only put to use.

The motives that lead to the composition of pseudo-translations are partly
the same as those for translations: foremost are the introduction of innovations
(cultures are commonly more permissive and open to novelties when these are
imported from abroad, since non-domestic origin makes them look less
menacing)? and representational objectives (both translations and pseudo-
translations have always been crucial in the construction of cultural identities, for
the self and for the other alike).10 Other motives are specific to pseudo-translation:
the urge to participate in the existing prestige of translations and the evasion of
censorship by the transfer of authorial responsibility.

The theories of Gideon Toury are still our main reference in the study of
pseudo-translation. They have the disadvantages however that they have been
developed on the basis of modern literary texts, and that they imply that pseudo-
translation and translations are mutually exclusive categories. Andrea Rizzi has

4 Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies, 29.

5 Ibid., 45

6 Ibid., 5; cf. also Robinson, ‘Pseudotranslation’, and Giir¢aglar, ‘Pseudotranslation on the Margin of
Fact and Fiction’.

7 Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies, 40-53.

8 Ibid., 48.

9 Ibid., 43; cf. also Toury, ‘Enhancing Cultural Changes’.

10 Venuti, The Scandals of Translation, 69-75.
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argued, in contrast, that it is particularly difficult to reach a clear demarcation
between cases when the pseudo-translation is actually drawn from a group of texts
and when the notion of translation in the target culture differs from our idea of
fixed, one-to-one correspondence of texts.11 As a case in point, she presents the
Historia Imperiale, a text that claims to be a translation from Latin into vernacular
[talian, authored by Mateo Maria Boiardo (1441-1494). In 1723, it was unveiled as
being a patchwork conflation of diverse Latin historical texts and thus a ‘forgery’; it
had nevertheless been regarded, used, and valued as an authentic ‘translation’ for
several centuries. Rita Copeland has also studied many examples of medieval texts
that lie in a grey zone between pseudo-translation and translation, sometimes
mixing real and fictitious translations from diverse sources, and sometimes just
imitating, importing, and translating a foreign literary model and genre.12 In these
cases, the transitions between literal translation (word for word), linguistic
translation (between two languages), and cultural translation (between two
cultures) are fluid. As we will see in what follows, the peculiar complexities of the
multi-layered Filaha al-Nabatiyya suggest that this text fits rather into this hybrid
model between pseudo-translation and translation.

The Filaha al-Filaha al-Nabatiyya - a Pseudo-translation?

According to the work’s preface, Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn ‘Al1 ibn Qays al-Kasdani al-
Qussini, alias Ibn al-Wahshiyya, claims to have rescued several books from
oblivion and then translated from the ‘Chaldean language’ (supposedly an old
variant of Syriac) into Arabic in 291/903-4, and to have dictated this translation to
his pupil Abii Talib Ahmad b. Husayn az-Zayyat in 318/930.13 These books
allegedly belong to the heritage, neglected and dating back millennia, of the
‘Nabateans’ or Nabat, a term then used in Arabic for the Aramean peasant
population in Iraq.1* The Kitab al-Filaha al-Nabatiyya, a monumental book of 1,494
pages in the printed edition,15 is presented as the translation of only one of these
books, whose original author is given as a certain, otherwise unknown, Quthama,
who based his work on that of a certain Saghrith, in the edition of Yanshubad.¢
The period during which these authors are claimed to have lived is fantastically
ancient: approximately 20,000 years before Ibn Wahshiyya. The spurious
attribution to these authors, and the very complex textual history of this multi-
layered work gave rise to a scholarly debate that is also of interest because it

11 Rizzi, ‘When a Text Is Both a Pseudotranslation and a Translation’.

12 Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation in the Middle Ages.

13 Preface, section 1.

14 Nabati in Arabic meant at that time ‘ancient Syriac’, i.e., ‘Aramaic’ or ‘native Babylonian’, and had
no connection to the Nabateans of Roman times.

15 The only critical edition to date, that used here, is by Taufiq Fahd (Toufic Fahd). Almost forty-two
manuscripts and many abridgements are extant. For a survey of the manuscripts, see the
introduction in the edition, 9-19, and the corresponding section of the ‘Filaha Project’ website
(http://www.filaha.org/author_Ibn_wahshiyah.html, accessed 13 July 2021).

16 Fahd edition, preface, section 14, and index. These names also appear in other texts attributed to
Ibn Wahshiyya, e.g.,, in the Alphabet booklet; see Toral-Niehoff and Sundermeyer, ‘Going Egyptian in
Medieval Arabic Culture’, 251. According to Himeen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 19-21, they
are encoded names.
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neatly demonstrates the ambivalent status of this text between translation and
pseudo-translation.1?

After it had been brought to attention of the scholarly world by Etienne
Quatremere in 1835, the book enjoyed a short period of enthusiastic reception as
genuine testimony of Babylonian agriculture,18 but the Filaha al-Nabatiyya was
eventually completely rejected as a scandalous and useless ‘forgery’ of Islamic
times by Alfred von Gutschmid in 1861 and Theodor Noldeke in 1875.1° They both
pointed to its sources of more recent date, which included much Graeco-Roman
material20 conflated with what they believed to be ‘pagan’ magic and superstitions. This
verdict overshadowed study of the text for a long time. Manfred Ullmann still
discredited the work as a disgusting mixture of genuine ancient material and purer
Schwindel (‘pure fake’) in 1972, although he admitted that it might contain some
valuable late antique material.21 This state of affairs changed significantly with the
publication in 2010 of The Last Pagans of Iraq by Jaakko Himeen-Anttila, who
studied the Filaha al-Nabatiyya in detail and took the book seriously, namely for its
evidence of late antique agricultural knowledge in Mesopotamia and of the
survival of pagan beliefs and practices. Summarizing, he concluded that the work is
a genuine translation by Ibn Wahshiyya, a real person, of a late Syriac compendium
put together by a certain Quthama in late antique Mesopotamia. Quthama had
collected diverse oral and written sources, including several previous Syriac
translations from Greek, current in late antiquity in the pagan community of
northern Iraq.22

From the perspective of translation studies, this brief outline of the reception
history of the Filaha al-Nabatiyya in European research shows how it was first
accepted as a highly valued genuine translation, then demoted to the status of a
useless forgery and pseudo-translation, and then again elevated to the rank of a
genuine translation of a pseudo-translation. This ambivalence neatly reflects the
problems arising when we try to draw a sharp distinction between translation and
pseudo-translation—as already indicated by Andrea Rizzi—particularly when we
do so with texts that draw upon various sources and mix genuine and invented
translations, a phenomenon that seems to be rather frequent in premodern
times.23

On the other hand, the status of the Filaha al-Nabatiyya in its original context,
i.e., in the system of scientific texts of its period, is a completely different issue. As
mentioned, the book contains not only agricultural and botanical knowledge, but
also numerous magical recipes, and frequent references to astral theology,
astrology, and late Babylonian divinities and rituals; it even quotes pagan and
pseudo-pagan invocations and hymns extensively, which makes the text a curious

17 Hameen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 3-9.

18 Particularly celebrated as such by Daniel A. Chwolson in Uber die Uberreste altbabylonischer
Literatur (1859).

19 Gutschmid, ‘Die nabatédische Landwirtschaft’; and Noldeke, Theodor, ‘Noch Einiges tiber die
,habatiische Landwirtschaft”.

20 The diverse textual layers are reconstructed in Himeen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 11-33.
21 Ullmann, Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam, 440-43.

22 Hameen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 22.

23 Rizzi, ‘When a Text Is Both a Pseudotranslation and a Translation’.
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hybrid between scientific handbook and magical treatise.2# This explains why the
author Ibn Wahshiyya was not only credited as a specialist in agronomy and
Nabatean culture and religion, but also as a magician and alchemist:25 books on
astrology, magical alphabets,2¢ and poisons27 were attributed to him, and his work
was quoted extensively in magical handbooks. The entry in the Fihrist by Ibn al-
Nadim suggests that Ibn Wahshiyya was not considered an esteemed author
overall, which hardly surprising, since this is a status that he shared with all
authors in occult sciences, an area of knowledge of ambiguous cultural prestige. I
have not however come across any commentary that indicates that he was
perceived as a veritable forger, or that his works were considered as mere
valueless fabrications or pseudo-translations. On the contrary, his Filaha al-
Nabatiyya had a remarkable career as one of the most quoted books in the Arabic
tradition, particularly in agronomic literature. The classic work in this genre, the
renowned twelfth-century Kitab al-Filaha by Ibn al-‘Awwam, quotes it extensively,
indeed 540 times.28 This indicates that the Filaha al-Nabatiyya was regarded as a
real translation, or at least as a valuable part of the corpus of Hermetic and
pseudo-Hermetic texts and magic, where framing as translation was quite
common.29

For this volume, it is important to emphasize that the preface of the Filaha al-
Nabatiyya is a unique and very valuable testimony for scientific translation in
‘Abbasid times in one of two ways: either as a uniquely extensive peritext to a
genuine translation, and then as an authentic ego-document of a translator; or as a
fictive and exaggerated preface to a pseudo-translation or an introduction to a
hybrid text. In either case, the preface evinces a textual strategy that aims both to
convince the reader of the authenticity of the translation, by drawing on existing
notions of translation, and to enhance the status of Ibn Wahshiyya as a competent
translator, by meeting the reader’s expectations.30

24 For these references, see Himeen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 109-310.

25 The author appears in two sections of the Fihrist by Ibn al-Nadim (ed. Fliigel; 372, 423), once in
the eighth maqala, on magic, where we also find his book on agriculture, and then in the tenth
magqala, on alchemy.

26 Toral-Niehoff and Sundermeyer, ‘Going Egyptian in Medieval Arabic Culture’.

27 Levey, Medieval Arabic Toxicology.

28 Butzer, ‘The Islamic Traditions of Agroecology’.

29 For the many translations and pseudepigrapha to be found in Arabic magic, see Ullmann, Die
Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam, 359-426.

30 Toral-Niehoff, ‘Warum geheimes Wissen’'.
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Part Two: Text in Translation

Ibn-Wahsiya an-Nabati, al-Filaha an-nabatiya, 5-10 (ed. Fahd); tr. Himeen-Anttila,
The Last Pagans of Iraq, 93-99, slightly adapted.31

Preface

1. This is the Book of the Nabatean Agriculture, which was translated from the
language of the Kasdanians32 into Arabic by Abii Bakr Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ibn Qays al-
Kasdani al-Qussini, 33 who is known by the name of Ibn Wahshiyya. (He translated
it) in the year 291 according to the counting of the Arabs from the hijra. He
dictated it to Abu Talib Ahmad ibn Husayn ibn ‘Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn
‘Abdalmalik az-Zayyat in the year 318 according to the counting of the Arabs from
the hijra. (Ibn Wahshiyya) said to him34:

2. Know, my son, that I found this book among the other books of the Kasdanians
which I have found, and its title in Arabic would be ‘“The Book of Making the Soil
Prosper and Keeping in Order the Crops, the Trees, and the Fruits and Repelling
Calamities from Them'. I found the book too massive and too long, so it occurred to
me to abbreviate it. Yet on second consideration, this was wrong, not right, as my
original aim and objective was to bring the sciences of this nation—I mean the
Nabateans and the Kasdanians from among them3>—to the people, and to
promulgate them so that they [my contemporaries] would know the measure of
their [the Kasdanians’] understanding and the favours that God (He is Blessed and
Exalted) has shown them, in that they could comprehend the useful and recondite
sciences and discover what other nations were unable to.

3. In this way [ have come to their book and (this) time, when memory of them has
faded away, what they have told has been deleted, and what they taught has
vanished, so that no more than a mention of them and of some of their sciences
remains, just like fairy tales, and that even those who mention them have no
(actual) knowledge of them.

4. When I realized this, I started looking for their books and I did find (some of
them) among people who were the remnants of Kasdanians and (still) retained
their religion, habits, and language. So, I found some books which they had in their
possession, although they are extremely careful to hide them, to keep them
concealed, and to deny them [to others], because they are afraid to divulge them.

31 The translator frequently placed in parentheses the Arabic word(s) that correspond to his
version; these have been excised here, as the complete Arabic text is given in Part Three. The
division of the preface into numbered sections is by the present author.

32 The Arabic Kasdaniyyin (cf. Hebrew Kasdim) and Kaldaniyyin (cf. Aramaic Kaldandyye) are both
variants of the ethnic term that has been translated in the Latin Bible as Chaldaioi (Chaldeans).

33 Added in MSS Beyazit 4064 and Leiden, vocalized thus in Beyazit, and read al-Kasiti or al-Kusayti
according to M. Plessner; cf. however Fihrist: min ahl Kussin, whence Himeen-Anttila’s reading.

34 The first part could be characterized as a ‘peritext to the peritext’, since it introduces the main part
of the preface, which consists of Ibn Wahshiyya’s allocution to his pupil and is kept in the first person
singular.

35 The connection between Kasdanians and Nabateans remains unclear. In general, the Kasdanians
appear to be the forefathers of the Nabateans.
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5. Before that, God (He is Exalted, Majestic, and Lofty) had provided me with a
knowledge of their language—which is ancient Syriac—to an extent possessed by
very few. That is because | am one of them, that is to say, of the progeny of them,
and God (He is Exalted) has given me property and money (praise be to Him for
that!) so that I was able to gain access to those of their books that [ wanted, thanks
to what I have just explained: that [ am one of them, that [ know their language,
and that [ have plenty of money. So, I made use of affability, generosity, and
delicate tricks until I had access to all the books that I could.

6. The one who had these books in his possession thought that he needed me to
understand the contents of these books. This is because all these people who are
their descendants are like cows and donkeys, and they are unable to understand
anything of the sciences of their forebears, except that the man with whom I found
the collection of these books is distinguished from the others and is apart from the
donkeyness of all the others. | rebuked him for his excessive eagerness to keep
these books hidden and these sciences in secrecy and said: ‘You are exceedingly
careful, in fact, to wipe out the name of your people into oblivion and to bury their
merits. In your action you follow the example of those who have lived before you,
but in doing so both you and they are unjust to those earlier scholars of yours, who
are also my scholars and forebears as well. By this very action, you have obscured
mention of our forebears and concealed their sciences and their merits from
people. What if [ translate these books, or some of them, into Arabic so that people
can read them? They would then know the measure of our sciences and could
make use of what our forebears have invented and that would become a sort of
pride for us and an indication of our excellence.’

7. The man to whom I said all this found my words very repugnant and answered:
‘Abii Bakr, do you want to argue against the way of our elders and forebears and
their admonitions to us to keep our religion and habits hidden!” I replied to him:
‘Nay, it is you who are being unjust to our elders and your forebears. No indeed!
They charged us to keep secret the religion and the use of shari‘a [religious law],
because they knew the opposition it would raise if it became known to others, and
this is why they were on their guard with their religion. By my life, it is right to
keep the religion secret, but it is different with the sciences, which are useful to
people and which are now being forgotten! If others were to know them and know
who invented them, these (forebears of ours) would regain prestige and honour in
their minds! The sciences are one case and religion and shari‘a another! These
sciences do not come under the commission of secrecy!

8. He answered me: ‘But what use would there be (from our point of view) to
promulgate the rarities of (almost) forgotten sciences, even if they were of use to
people? Go ahead and disseminate them among them; they will benefit from them,
but you know how they think of our religion! Nay! It was well that our forebears
concealed both shari‘a and the sciences from them, as they [the others] deserve
neither of them!’ I said to him: ‘Even if they really ordered the sciences to be
concealed, I do disagree with both our forebears and yours. Nevertheless, I do
share their opinion when it comes to concealing shari‘a. If they did not order the
concealing of the sciences, | agree with them, without any disagreement. Now
listen to me! Can’t you see how exceedingly ignorant all people are in our present
time and into what weakness and negligence these religious habits and shari‘as,
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which are now preponderant among them, have made them enter? They have
become like dumb animals, and even worse than that, inferior to them in some
matters! By God, it is my wish to defend them that brings me to promulgate some
of our sciences to them, so that they might stop defaming the Nabateans and
awaken from their sleep and be resurrected for a while from their death [of
ignorance]: after all, everyone has been fashioned and made to be disposed to
understand everything. There used to be among them [the ancient Nabateans], one
after another, men of extreme acumen and lavish talent. Since they are like this, it
is he who conceals the sciences from them [their descendants] and deviates their
course from them, who treats them unjustly: they have this understanding and
talent, but it is left unused, and they have become what they are because they have
not been taught the sciences and their ways and manners and inventions. Now
obey me, my dear man, and let me translate into Arabic my selection of these
books! You are not a whit more eager to obey our forebears than [ am, or more
persistent in keeping concealed what has to be concealed. You should also listen to
these sciences yourself, as you don’t understand them because of your eagerness
to obey your forebears, claiming that they have ordered them to be kept concealed.
If you yourself had had the opportunity to peruse some of these books, that would
have profited you considerably and been most useful to you. Think of what I am
saying to you and you will realize that it is as [ say, and your intellect will find it
right.’

9. So, he obeyed me and let me see these books. I started reading them to him and
he repeated what I had read to him and tried to comprehend it until one day he
said to me: ‘By God, Abu Bakr, you have revived me, may God reward you for my
sake!” [ answered him: ‘What use does a man have of books that are hidden and
unattainable to him, so that he cannot read them or learn from them? They are no
more valuable to him than stones and mud bricks!” He approved of my words and
followed my opinion. Then I started translating these books of the Nabateans one
after another and I read them to him in Arabic, so that he gained more and more
understanding and he was fascinated by them. Finally, he thanked me with all his
heart and accepted my opinion concerning the matter (of promulgating the books).
Yet this did not happen without me showering dirhams and dinars on him, so that
he followed the joint lead of craving for money and accepting the argument,
deeming worthy what he heard and finding the benefit within himself.

10. The first book which I translated into Arabic was The Book of Dawanay the
Babylonian Concerning the Secrets of the Sphere and the Decrees over Events,
Proceeding from the Movements of the Stars. This is an important and valuable
book, very precious, but I could not translate it completely, so I translated only its
beginning: I found out that it was about two thousand double-pages of material
called raqq [parchment] of the same size as the largest sheets of paper that is
nowadays used. It was written in a most beautiful hand, very correctly, clearly, and
flawlessly. So, by God, my son, [ was unable to make a complete translation of it
only because of its length, for no other reason.

11. Together with it, I translated their book on the cycles, which is The Great Book
of Cycles.

12. Then I translated this book and others after (I had translated) some other
books. With ‘this book’ I mean The Book of Nabatean Agriculture. 1 gave a complete
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and unabridged translation of it, because I liked it and I saw the great benefits in it
and its usefulness in making the earth prosper, caring for trees, and making
orchards and fields thrive, and also because of the discussions in it on the special
properties of things, countries, and times, as well as on the proper times of labours
during the seasons, on the differences of the natures of (different) climates, on
their wondrous effects, the grafting of trees, on their planting and care, on
repelling calamities from them, on making use of plants and herbs, on curing with
them and keeping maladies away from the bodies of animals and repelling
calamities from trees and plants with the help of each of the plants, and on some
uncommon qualities that can be caused by combining different things that alone do
not have the same effect, either similar or different (to the effects of the
components). When I realized this,  made a complete translation of the book.

13. Now I have dictated this to my son [i.e., disciple] Abt Talib Ahmad ibn al-
Husayn ibn ‘Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abdalmalik az-Zayyat, and I have
charged him not to withhold it from anyone who asks to see it, wishing to make
use of it. It indeed is useful to everyone, of momentous benefit to them in their
lives, but I have also charged him to keep other things concealed.

14. 1 found out that this Book of Agriculture is attributed to three ancient
Kasdanian sages. They say that one of them began it, the second added other things
to it, and the third made it complete. (The book) was written in ancient Syriac and
it comprised some 1,500 double-pages. Concerning the one who began this it is
said that he was a man who appeared in the seventh millennium of the 7,000 years
of (the rule of) Saturn. That is the millennium in which Saturn was in partnership
with the Moon. His name was Saghrith. The one who added other things to that
was a man who appeared in the end of these millennia, and his name was
Yanbiishad; and the third who made it complete was a man who appeared after
4,000 years had elapsed from the cycle of the Sun in this cycle, I mean the cycle
that belonged to Saturn, i.e., the 1,000 years in which the two earlier men had
appeared. I counted the interval between the two times and it came out to be
21,000 years. The name of this third man was Quthama. He said that he appeared
after 4,000 years had elapsed from the cycle of the Sun, which lasts for 7,000 years,
so between them there was the period [ have mentioned. Both of the two who
added to what the first, Saghrith, had composed, added in their books something to
every chapter that Saghrith had written, but they changed nothing from what he
had said and written and spoken about the things that he mentioned, nor did they
alter the order in which he presented his material. They merely added to
everything that he had put down according to what they found out and invented
after him. So, the beginning and preface of the book are by Saghrith.

Commentary

Except for the first, introductory passage (section 1), which is written in the third
person singular and is probably a later addition by Ibn az-Zayyat, the structure of
the preface has the form of a personal allocution by Ibn Wahshiyya to his disciple,
in which he mainly reports a dialogue he had with an unnamed person who had
the books in his custody (6, 7, 8). The dialogue dramatizes the translator’s
difficulties in acquiring his material and simultaneously functions as legitimation
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and framing for the translation. The insertion of dialogues was a very frequent
strategy in Arabic textual tradition and often served didactic purposes.3¢ The
preface is followed by the authentic or fabricated preface of the supposed original,
a laudatory pagan hymn attributed to the wise Sagrith.37

The information about technical details is frequently very precise. The text is
particularly accurate when it comes to names (except that of the mysterious
custodian of the legacy) and the exact dates of translation and dictation (1, 13). It
also reports the details of the textual history of the original text and even gives
precise names and dates of the lifetime of these foreign authors (14). However,
since in order to express pre-Islamic chronology Ibn Wahshiyya refers to complex
astrological data that presuppose knowledge of astronomy, it remains unclear
whether he expects the average reader to understand these technical minutiae or
he is just suggesting or intending to say that they lived ‘very long ago’.38 Ibn
Wahshiyya also enumerates meticulously the other works he translated and gives
the reasons why he either translated them completely or abbreviated them (10, 11,
12,13, 14). He even describes the physical shape of the books (how many folios,
material) (10, 14). All this indicates a manuscript and bookish culture where these
details were regarded as important and indicated authenticity.

On the other hand, the text remains vague when it comes to linguistic details:
He relates that he ‘transported’ (nagalahu)3° the text from the language of the
Kasdaniyyin into Arabic, but later he refers continuously to the Nabat as the people
whose legacy he wants to rescue, and explains that their language is Suryaniyya al-
qadima (‘ancient Syriac’) (1, 5); he is clearly referring to some variant of Aramaic
(the Aramaic and pseudo-Aramaic onomastics in the main text confirm this
impression).4? This was probably not the kind of information in which the reader
was supposed to be interested; alternatively, it may have been deemed sufficient to
evoke an idea of ‘exotic people from the past related to the Nabat’. A very
important point is the equation of ‘translating into Arabic’ with ‘making public and
accessible’, which is highly telling for the status of unquestioned scientific lingua
franca that Arabic had attained in the tenth century: if one wanted to be read by
‘the people’, one had to write in Arabic, or have one’s work translated into it (6, 8).

The text further reflects the difficulties encountered when translating
religious references from non-Islamic and/or heretical contexts, and indicates a
milieu where people could not overtly manifest their beliefs but practised some
sort of dissimulation, taqiyya (7). It also indicates a society obsessed with occult
wisdom and esoterica, as was the case in tenth-century Baghdad.4! Concealment,
secrecy, and censorship are constant themes in the text. Given that the main text is
replete with pagan reminiscences, it appears that enhancing its status as
‘translated’ was a good strategy for avoiding scandal and disclaiming
responsibility. Furthermore, it reflects a common textual strategy in occult

36 Cf. the exhaustive recent study on dialogues in Arabic literature by Regula Forster,
Wissensvermittlung im Gesprdch.

37 In al-Filaha an-nabatiya, 10-12 (ed. Fahd); Himeen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 151-55.
38 Hameen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 99, n. 34, calculates a total of 18,000 years before the
days of Ibn Wahshiyya.

39 ngl is the commonly used root in the text denoting ‘to translate’.

40 Hameen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 19-21, regards the personal names as encoded.

41 See Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 20-25.

10



Isabel Toral-Niehoff

literature, the ‘legend’ of ‘discovering’ hidden books, which has its roots in
Hellenistic models and aims to emphasize the antiquity of the mysterious wisdom
unearthed.

Another recurrent theme is the usefulness of the knowledge contained in the
book, which counterbalances the dangers of translating foreign and morally
questionable knowledge (8 and passim). There is also an interesting passage in
which Ibn Wahshiyya argues in favour of translating science because of its utility,
as opposed to translating religion, which might reflect contemporaneous debates.
Agricultural knowledge and the introduction of new techniques were useful for
society, and advantage ought to be taken of these resources independently of their
origins (7). Religion, by contrast, is a matter of ethics and faith, and much more
dangerous. This point fits also into the function of translation and pseudo-
translation as a factor in and means of anchoring innovation, as emphasized by
Toury.42

Finally, the preface underlines the representational function of the text: it
serves to ‘save the honour’ of the Nabateans, apparently a denigrated people, a
motivation that has conferred Ibn Wahshiyya the reputation of being a Nabatean
‘Shu‘tib1’43 or ‘nationalist’.#4 The issue of representation and the construction of a
‘Nabatean’ identity are indeed central to the agenda of the Filaha al-Nabatiyya and
demonstrate the importance of translations in the development of identity
discourses. The issue is also indicative however of how multicultural ‘Abbasid
society in the tenth century was, with diverse groups competing to establish their
places in the ranking of cultural authority; they did so by having recourse to real or
pretended ancient wisdom, knowledge, and history, which would be put in
circulation principally by means of translations and/or pseudo-translations.

42 Toury, ‘Enhancing Cultural Changes’.

43 Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, 158.

44+ Hameen-Anttila, The Last Pagans of Iraq, 33-52. ‘Nationalism’ seems a somewhat unfortunate,
anachronistic term; ‘ethnic pride’ or ‘cultural identity discourse’ might be more fitting.
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Part Three: Original Text

The following text is based on the standard edition published by Toufic Fahd in
1993, 5-10,1. For these passages, Fahd used four central manuscripts: Istanbul,
Esad Efendi 2490, dated 1064/1654; Istanbul, Fatih 3613, dated 803/1401;
Leiden, composite manuscript, dated 872/1467; and Istanbul Beyazit, Umumi
19052, before the seventeenth century; in addition, he used various partial
manuscripts, which he lists in the introduction to his edition.#> In total, he used for
the whole edition twenty-one manuscripts of the roughly forty manuscripts that
are preserved.4® The manuscript situation is complicated, and a new edition that
includes a broader material basis is much needed.

In what follows I do not reproduce Fahd’s critical apparatus. I have also
removed significantly his punctuation and added helpful vocalization, some
hamzas, and the section numbers to facilitate reference to the translation.
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45 Cf. Fahd, al-Filaha an-nabatiya, 9-30, where he describes the difficult manuscript situation and
his governing principles in constituting the text.

46 For a recent update, see the webpage on Ibn Wahshiya of the Filaha Text project:

http://www. filaha.org/author_Ibn_wahshiyah.html (accessed 13 July 2021).

47 The edition by Fahd has .3, corrected by Himeen-Anttila (93). This is a reference to the
town of Qussin; see n. 32.
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