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SIRAFI, ABU SA'ID HASAN

SIRAFI, ABU SAID HASAN b. ‘Abd-Allah b. Marzoban (b. Siraf on the coast of
Fars in 280/893-94; d. Baghdad 2 Rajab 368/3 February 979), 10th century
polymath known best for his work as a grammarian. As his full name
indicates, Sirafi’s family had been Zoroastrians until his father converted to
Islam and changed his name from Behzad to ‘Abd-Allah. Abu Sa‘id himself
spent his life as a Mu‘tazilite. He studied jurisprudence in ‘Oman as a youth,
theology at al-‘Askar under Mohammad b. ‘Omar Saymari, and, at Baghdad,
grammar under Ebn al-Sarraj and Mabraman, Koranic sciences under Abu
Bakr b. Mojahed, and lexicography under Ebn Dorayd.

He became a judge in Baghdad under the chief judge (qazi al-qozat), Abu
Mohammad b. Ma‘ruf, and held this position for fifty years. He taught the
Qur’an, Hadith, jurisprudence, grammar, theology, logic, versification,
prosody, division of inheritances, debating, arithmetic, geometry (Euclid) and
astronomy (the Almagest), and was consulted by many leading scholars on a
wide variety of subjects; for instance, he provided Ebn al-Nadim with much of
the information on grammarians that the latter incorporated into his Fehrest.
The most noteworthy public displays of his talents were the famous debates
that he held before learned audiences with Abu BeSr Matta b. Yunos in
320/932, and with Abu Hasan ‘Ameri in 364/974-5. In the first of these, Sirafi
ably defended the thesis that grammar is superior to logic as an instrument for
deciding between truth and falsehood; an account of the debate was given by
Tawhidi, which was quoted by Yaqut (III, pp.105-25; see Margoliouth, Mahdi,
Abderrahmane, Elamrani-Jamal, Endress, and Versteegh). Despite his fame,
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Sirafi lived a simple life, earning his living by copying manuscripts.

His most significant writing was in grammar. His Sarh Ketab Sibawayh
(Commentary on the book of Sibawayh) was his most important contribution
to this field (see Troupeau, for instance). The other surviving book that he
devoted to grammar is the Ketab akbar al-nahwiyin al-basriyin (Book of Stories
of the Grammarians of Basra). Attributed to him also are a Ketab modkal ela
Ketab Sibawayh (Introduction to the Book of Sibawayh), a Ketab al-eqna‘fi al-
nahw (Book of Persuasion Concerning Grammar), which was completed by his
son Abu Mohammad Yusof, a Ketab alefat al-wasl wa’l-qat’ (Book of the Alefs of
Conjunction and Disjunction) on Koranic philology, a Sarh Maqsurat Ebn
Dorayd (Commentaryon the Magsura [poem] by Ebn Dorayd), a Sarh Jamhara
fi al-loga (Commentary on [Ebn Dorayd’s] Collection on Language), a
dictionary, a Ketab asma’ jebal al-Tehama wa makaneha (Book of the Names
and the Mountains of Tehama and their Locations) on geography, a Ketab
jazirat al-‘arab (Book of the Arabian Peninsula) also on geography, a Ketab al-
waqf wa’l-ebteda’ (Book of Stopping and Starting), and a Ketab san‘at al-Ser
wa’l-balaga (Book of the Art of Poetry and Rhetoric). Unfortunately, little is
known about most of these works apart from their titles.
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