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The importance of writing in medieval Islamic society promoted the secretary or
kātib to a unique place in the administrative hierarchy and privileged him as a counsellor of the ruler, thus ensuring the supremacy of the pen as an instrument of power.
Adrian Gully presents in this book a comprehensive summary of an important part
of the medieval Islamic epistolary culture, based on an analysis of epistolography
manuals and presenting to the reader accurate Arabic terminology for the different
themes and concepts discussed throughout the text.
The Culture of Letter-Writing in Pre-modern Islamic Society is a study in seven chapters
of the components of the adab al-inšāʾ, defined as the protocol followed by secretaries
for the composition in prose of chancery correspondence. The author describes this
part of Arabic literature as emanating from the chancellors themselves for most of
the texts, and as a dominant feature of the literary culture from the late 10th to
the 16th centuries, a period that is described in this study as “pre-modern.” This
is the period that Gully chose therefore to study, through three historical periods:
the Fatimid period, which marks the foundation of the epistolary protocol (diwān
al-rasāʾil) and the Ayyubid and Mamluk eras. These texts accompany the development of theoretical work on the concept of balāġa (“eloquence”), which plays a fundamental role in the rhetorical and stylistic aspects of letter-writing. The epistolary
genre consists of two forms: official or formal letters (rasāʾil dīwāniyya) and unofficial
or informal letters (rasāʾil iḫwāniyya).
The main authors used by Gully in the book are the following ones: ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd
al-Kātib (d. 133–4/750), Abū ʿAmr Isḥāq al-Šaybānī (d. 213/828), al-Ṣūlī (d. 335/946),
Abū Isḥāq al-Ṣābiʾ (d. 384/994), Ibn Ḫalaf (d. 455/1063), Ibn Šīṯ al-Qurašī (d.625/1228),
Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn ibn al-Aṯīr (d.637/1239), Tāj al-Dīn al-Mawṣilī (d. 700/1301), Šihāb al-Dīn
al-Ḥalabī (d.725/1325) and Abū al-ʿAbbās al-Qalqašandī (d. 821/1418).
The first chapter, entitled “The Foundations of Letter-Writing in Pre-Modern
Islamic society,” analyzes the roots of the tradition of the inšāʾ and its impact on the
cultural, intellectual and social development of this pre-modern society. The influence of Greek and Roman models is fundamental in the development of a textual
unity in this genre. The relationship between the author and the reader, the various
levels of social hierarchy involved in the epistles and the clear separation between
prose and poetry are among the principles that played a major role in the development of this genre.
The second chapter, “Epistolary Prose, Poetry and Oratory: Essentials of the
Debate,” examines the relationship between concepts of epistolary genre, eloquence
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and inšāʾ. Quotations of poetry could embellish or enhance the content and themes of
some letters, mostly informal letters, while official letters relied instead on Qurʾānic
quotations. The question of using verses of poetry and that of the superiority of prose
to poetry and oratory – those being the three elements of writing – were subject to
literary debates and raised controversy among scholars. Prose is considered superior because it is written then recited (while poetry is only recited), and the act of
writing itself helps to prevent linguistic errors, as the kātib should chose only the
most appropriate expressions, and this same idea also raises prose over oratory.
The Chapter 3, “The Power of the Pen and the Primacy of Script,” is about the craft
of writing (ṣināʿat al-kitāba), which contributes to giving the secretary his important
status in the administration, which is also a privileged one vis-à-vis the ruler. The
sources often emphasize the importance of the script, especially the pen, often with
metaphorical descriptions and references to the famous comparison to the sword in
medieval culture, as well as details on its nature and its relation to the scribe: the way
he should handle it, his position while writing and the way he should choose his ink.
The writer must also be naturally predisposed (ṭabʿ) in the art of writing and should
master calligraphy, scripts and handwriting (ḫaṭṭ) to use his pen wisely and make it
an instrument of power.
Chapters 4 and 5 of the book (“The Composition Secretary (i): Background and
Status” and “The Composition Secretary (ii): Moral and Inner Qualities”) are devoted
to the social position of the secretary and the moral and intellectual requirements for the practice of his profession. According to authors such as Ibn al-Aṯīr or
al-Qalqašandī, the fundamental educational requirements that the kātib must master
to be a good secretary are the knowledge of the Qurʾān, the Prophetic Tradition, the
Arabic language, its lexicography and grammar, the knowledge of foreign languages,
poetry and its metric system, history and also philosophy. By achieving a certain
level of erudition, the secretary could access a degree of eloquence essential to the
practice of his profession. The sources relate rivalries, corruption and unpopularity
that reigned in the class of kuttāb and the rivalry between them and the chamberlains
and viziers. The secretaries were not necessarily promoted for their talents but could
get their positions through their relationships, thus creating occasional situations of
nepotism within the class. Becoming a secretary implied a number of ethical, moral,
in addition to literary and intellectual requirements. Among some of these requirements, he must be of impeccable appearance, be honest and fraternal, to be available
for his master because he is placed under his protection, know how to behave with
honourable manners, know how to use the right words and incorporate the word of
God in its proper sense in each letter while being innovative at the same time.
In Chapter 6, “Balāġa, Epistolary Structure and Style,” Gully analyses the importance of balāġa in epistolary composition. He defines it as “communicative eloquence” rather than “rhetoric,” trying to get closer to the Arabic etymology of the
term. According to Ibn al-Aṯīr, the introduction (taḥmīd) and the salutation (duʿa or
taqbīl) beginning each letter are essential elements that reflect not only the secretary’s skill, but also the nature and unity of the text that follows. Each letter contains
at least a rhetorical concept of the Qurʾān or the Prophetic Tradition (istišhād), which
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introduces the theme in the letter. Repetition (takrīr) and brevity (ījāz) are also tools
of the eloquent speech. The secretary needs as well to be able to use his talents to
structure a response to a letter (jawāb), which is considered as an important part of
the epistolary production.
The last and seventh chapter of the book, entitled “Epistolary Protocol,” focuses on
the presentation of two essential components of each letter: the salutation, including
invocations that were also used in the conclusions, and honorific expressions. These
two parts of the epistolary protocol differed depending on the recipient’s status
(caliph, vizier, judge, secretaries, physicians, astrologers, traders, Sufis, philosophers
and non-Muslims). Gully ends the chapter by giving two examples of introductions to
illustrate the mechanics of building formal and informal letters.
We noticed a few typography mistakes in the body text and in the transliteration
of some Arabic terms that could be subject to corrections for a second edition of this
book (p.19 “it would be always be in sajʿ,” p. 67 “a number of of them,” p.112 iḥtiraʿ,
p.131 al-Askarī, p.141 ṯaḫalluṣ, p.146 Ibn al-Aṯir, p. 147 al-mutawāzī, p.151 gayr, p.167
“a form invocation,” p.175 “was writing century before”).
The author offers a generally interesting and comprehensive view of the medieval
epistolary culture of Bilād al-Šām, through a detailed analysis of the main sources of
the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk eras. We regret that sometimes the author seems
to study the “Islamic” “pre-Modern” culture of letter-writing as a whole while presenting at the same time the idea of a study of “Arabic epistolography.” It actually
mentions very rarely epistolary sources of the Maghreb, and the Turkish and Persian
worlds are absent, leaving the reader with unanswered questions. Yet the author
mentioned on p.5 the following: “Through a detailed analysis of the classical, written
sources this study, which focuses on the theoretical and the practical aspects of the
epistolary genre, aims to provide an innovative contribution to the history of epistolography in the period under review.” He probably would have had to redefine
the scope of his study by delineating geographic and linguistic areas or extend the
comparisons to other forms of epistolary production. However, references and comparisons to Western epistolography demonstrate their relevance to the Islamic context, and similar examples to those presented in the last chapter would also have
been welcome. A biographical appendix would have also been appreciated with the
principal authors of the corpus, in order to place them in a more detailed historical
context.
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