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‘Abbas b. Firnas

Abt 1-Qasim ‘Abbas b. Firmas b.
Wardiis (d. 274/887) was an Andalust
poet and astrologer at the Umayyad court
of Cordoba.

All of the available biographical infor-
mation about him derives from al-Mugtabis
by Ibn Hayyan (d. 469/1076), m which
he is described as a mawla (client) of the
Umayyad family, of Berber ancestry,
whose family was originally settled in the
district of Takurunni (Ronda, Milaga),
although the poet and anthologist ‘Ubada
b. M3’ al-Sama’ (d. 421/1030) claims that
he was a muwallad (an Arabised native
Hispano-Roman). ‘Abbas b. Firnas stud-
ied in Cérdoba, where he was born, and
was familiar with all branches of secular
knowledge, including philosophy, magic,
music, prosody, astronomy, astrology,
alchemy, and mechanics, which led him
to be sometimes accused of heresy (zan-
daga). As a scholar of poetry, he could
explain the books on prosody by al-Khalil
b. Ahmad (d. 175/791) and write a trea-
tise of his own on the topic.

‘Abbas b. Firnas is credited with invent-
ing a water clock, probably featuring
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automata (Samsd, 55), building an armil-
lary sphere, and introducing the method
of cutting rock crystal into al-Andalus
(Vernet). His ingenuity led him to build
in his house a representation of the celes-
tial sphere, with stars, clouds, lightning,
and thunder, perhaps not a genuine pla-
nisphere but a display he intended to be
arresting for spectators (Samsé, 34-3).
He also devised a gadget with wings to
fly, but it proved unsuccessful. This failed
attempt invited some jesting remarks from
his contemporary fellow poets. The story
of ‘Abbas b. Firnds’ unsuccessful flying
machine is retold in a seventeenth-century
Spanish ballad and in some modern Ara-
bic short stories by the Syrian short-story
writer Zakariyya® Tamir (b. 1931).

The career of ‘Abbas b. Firnas as a
poet and courtier spanned eight decades,
from the reign of al-Hakam 1 (180-
206/796-822) to that of Muhammad
I (238-73/852-86), reaching its peak
during the rule of ‘Abd al-Rahman I
(206—-38//822-52), who assigned him two

salaries as both a poet and an astrologer.

‘Abbis’s mvalry with the poet Mu’min
b. Said (d. 267/881) and their mutu-
ally insulting verses are duly reported in
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