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ESFAHANI, ABU’L-SAYK ABU MOHAMMAD ‘ABD-ALLAH b. Mohammad b.
Ja‘far b. Hayyan HAFEZ ANSARI (274-369/887-979), traditionist and Qur’an
commentator, important principally for his Tabaqat al-mohaddetin. Probably
he received the lagab Abuw’l-Sayk because of the great age (95 or 96) to which
he lived.

He was born into a learned family of Isfahan and began to hear tradition in his
father’s circle from a very early age (Dahabi, Star, p. 277). Isfahan being then a
center of traditionists, it was only at the age of about twenty-six that he felt the
need to travel to hear others. He went to Mosul, Hawran, Hejaz, and Iraq.

A Sunnite traditionist, he took no discernible position in feqh between the
Shafi‘ite and Hanafite schools, which were then competing bitterly in Isfahan.
As an expert in esnads he was critical, but perhaps too inclusive, in what he
himself related. Dahabi (Siar, p. 279) criticized him for filling his books with
trivia (wahtyat). Balasi, who lists fifty-one titles attributed to him, notes some
surprising omissions from his biographies of men who came to Isfahan
(Tabaqat 1, introd. pp. 97-105, 123-24). Sezgin (GAS I, pp. 200-201) lists nine
titles which exist at least in part.

The Tabagat is valuable not only for its biographical notices, but also for the
early information it gives on the history of Isfahan. Abw’l Sayk’s disciple Aba
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No‘aym Esfahani used it extensively in his Akbar Esbahan. After a preface
describing Isfahan, its geography, the history up to the Islamic conquest, the
Tabagqat speaks of 690 transmitters who had come to Isfahan, arranged in
eleven categories, from the time of the Companions to Abu’l-Sayk’s own
generation. His Tafsir, now lost, is frequently quoted in Soyutr’s al-Dorr al-
mantur. He also wrote on feqh questions, but these works have not survived.
His Ketab al-‘azama, partly surviving in manuscript, is a mystical work.
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