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FOREWORD

SHERMAN ʿABD AL-ḤAKĪM JACKSON

A prominent scholar of Islamic history once wrote, “Ulamalogy is a noble science—at least we have to think so, because it is almost all the Islamic social history we will ever have.” This sentiment about ulama—religious scholars and jurists—underscores a perduring tension in the study of premodern Islam, between the ideal theories and prescriptions laid down by those writers on the one hand and quotidian reality on the other. Even the descriptive efforts of premodern Muslim historians afford scant insight into social trends, attitudes, actors, or movements. And it is in this context that the value of the present work is thrown into bold relief.

The Sword of Ambition (Tajrīd sayf al-himmah li-stikhrāj mā fī dhimmat al-dhimmah) might be described as a social polemic packaged in the language of Islamic law. Its author, ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī (d. 660/1262), a noted official in the Ayyubid state, sets out to undermine the legitimacy of non-Muslims serving in positions of political authority. Not only are non-Muslims untrustworthy in Ibn al-Nābulusī’s view, for him the very fact of their functioning in any official capacity in a Muslim state violates the ideal Islamic social order, which, he intimates, is supposed to reflect the absolute supremacy of Islam and the subordination of all other religions. Thus, Ibn al-Nābulusī is relentless in adducing Qurʾanic verses, Prophetic hadiths, statements and actions of the prophet Muhammad’s Companions, the early caliphs, governors, scholars, and even poets, to substantiate both the impermissibility and the impropriety of non-Muslims serving in Muslim government.

We must be careful, however, as we negotiate the ferocity of Ibn al-Nābulusī’s invective, not to be seduced into overestimating or underestimating its value or meaning. Ibn al-Nābulusī clearly casts his arguments in explicitly legal terms, as he wants to convey the sense that he is motivated not by personal bias but by piety and an assiduous commitment to the ideals and interests of Islam. Yet, by de-contextualizing scripture, conflating its general descriptions with specific identities, by suppressing countervailing texts and historical examples, and by imputing to early generations the authority to hand down permanently binding findings of fact, Ibn al-Nābulusī ultimately tips his hand. To take just a couple of examples, he completely suppresses Qurʾanic statements that speak to the trustworthiness of Jews and Christians, for example: «And among the People of the Book are those whom if you entrust them with an entire treasure, they will promptly return it to you….» (Q Āl ʿImrān 3:75). Meanwhile, he leaves us to assume that a Jew’s or a Christian’s commission of this or that indiscretion as a matter of fact translates into a permanent, inextricably inherent character trait of all Jews and Christians.

But rather than dismiss Ibn al-Nābulusī’s campaign as a simple expression of prejudice, we must remain open to the possible degree of factual veracity it contains and to what his manner of proceeding tells us about the broader sociopolitical reality and perceptions prevailing at the time. The fact, in other words, that Ibn al-Nābulusī loathes the idea of non-Muslims serving in government should not be taken as proof that all of the infelicities, ruses or moral failings he attributes to individual Jews and Christians are necessarily factually false. Indeed, to dismiss him in this manner would be to forfeit the value of The Sword of Ambition as a source for social history. For Ibn al-Nābulusī’s attitudes, the facts and non-facts he tells about Jews and Christians, why he recounts these, the perceived need to write such a tract, why and how he couches his arguments in explicitly legal language, why his recriminations seem to be directed almost solely at non-Muslims and not at the rulers or high officials who appoint them, and how the contents of this work compare with what the historical record tells us about the actual reality of Jews and Christians serving in Muslim government—all of this provides invaluable insight into the sociopolitical and, indeed, sociopsychological realities of the time.

Of course, beyond social history per se (or perhaps we should say in addition to social history) this tract provides valuable insight also into how extralegal, pre-rational mindsets and experiences inform the deployment of legal sources and arguments, and thus influence the substance and contours of the law. In the modern West, movements such as legal realism and critical legal studies have tracked this relationship between interpretive presuppositions and the conclusions claimed to be grounded solely in the sources to very useful ends in their analyses of Western law. Ibn al-Nābulusī’s text both underscores the potential value of applying such approaches to Islamic legal history and provides a useful specimen on the basis of which to proceed in this regard.

We are all in debt to the translator for providing us with such an informed rendering of Tajrīd sayf al-himmah li-stikhrāj mā fī dhimmat al-dhimmah. We must hope that the interpretive strategies that we as readers employ in studying this text are sophisticated and imaginative enough to recognize its full value, enabling us to derive from it the fullest benefit and most meaningful insights.

Sherman ʿAbd al-Ḥakīm Jackson

University of Southern California
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INTRODUCTION

The malfeasance of rural and Coptic officials is incalculably vast and gravely pernicious. I have surveyed this topic elsewhere, however: in a book that I wrote and presented to the prosperous royal treasuries of Sultan al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ. Entitled The Book of Unsheathed Ambition to Take Back What is in the Dhimmis’ Possession,1 it shows how incredible it is that the rustics and the Copts should be trusted or exercise leadership, for the simple reason that meanness and perfidy are ingrained in their natures.

—ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī, A Few Luminous Rules for Egypt’s Administrative Offices2

Thus did our author, ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī, describe The Sword of Ambition some time after he composed it, at a low point in his life, around the year 640/1242. In the book’s conclusion (§4.4.2), he unburdened himself to the reader—whom he envisioned as no less a personage than the Ayyubid sultan himself—of some piteous personal information. He and his fifty-two children and grandchildren were dependent on the dwindling rent from a dilapidated property that his father had left them.3 Social conventions in Cairo obliged them to put on a cheerful face for friends and neighbors, but within their own walls the mood was grim.4 They were down to just two Greek slaves—low-grade slaves at that—and three bedraggled riding animals. Yet Ibn al-Nābulusī eagerly informed the sultan that his prospects had not always looked so bleak. At one time, when he had been overseer of the tax offices in all the land of Egypt, his household had enjoyed the services of ten slaves and sixteen horses and mules. He had spent lavishly on them as well as on clothing, as befitted a high official. In order to sustain this lifestyle without compromising his professional integrity, he had been obliged to sell family property in Syria for the hefty sum of five thousand gold coins. After such sacrifices, he bitterly concluded, the reason for his current poverty was that he had remained honest when handling money.

Ibn al-Nābulusī’s account of his own career contrasted sharply with the patterns that he observed in the careers of the Coptic Christian (and convert) officials employed by the Ayyubid state. Whereas he had been powerful and ended up poor, it seemed to him that even the pettiest Coptic bureaucrat rapidly amassed wealth to spare. The explanation for the contrast was clear to him: the Coptic officials were corrupt. No less clear was the remedy: the Copts should be dismissed from their positions and stripped of their ill-gotten wealth. At the same time, he should be granted an official position and a stipend to match. It was to these ends that Ibn al-Nābulusī directed his literary energies, interweaving his own exhortation with a curious assortment of excerpts from earlier sources to compose the present book, to which he gave the rhyming title Tajrīd sayf al-himmah li-stikhrāj mā fī dhimmat al-dhimmah – The Sword of Ambition, or, more literally, Unsheathing Ambition’s Sword to Extract What the Dhimmis Hoard.

THE AUTHOR

Ibn al-Nābulusī’s full name, according to one of his students, a certain al-Dimyāṭī, was ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn Abū ʿAmr ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Khālid ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Salm5 al-Qurashī, al-Nābulusī (of Nablus) by extraction (al-maḥtid), al-Miṣrī (of Cairo) in birth, life, and death. The same source reports that he was born on the nineteenth of Dhū l-Ḥijjah 588 [December 26, 1192]—thus he wrote The Sword of Ambition at the age of about fifty.6 His connection to the city of Nablus in Palestine was through his father’s family. Although we cannot be certain when they moved to Egypt, it seems likely to have been during his father ʿAlam al-Dīn Ibrāhīm’s life, inasmuch as Ibn al-Nābulusī’s name meant “son of the man from Nablus,”7 and since he still maintained control of property in Syria. We know little about his father, who is described in the sources as a judge (qāḍī), an honorific title that should not necessarily be taken literally; we can be certain only that he was a professional witness or notary (ʿadl). Ibn al-Nābulusī’s maternal grandfather, the Ḥanbalī jurist and preacher Zayn al-Dīn ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī (508/1114–1115 to 599/1203), known as Ibn Nujayyah, is better known.8 He, too, had come to Egypt from Syria and, like his grandson Ibn al-Nābulusī, made it his business to exhort Egypt’s military rulers to godliness.9 Ibn Nujayyah served as an ambassador to Baghdad on behalf of the Zangid ruler Nūr al-Dīn in 564/1168–69. In The Sword of Ambition (§2.14.3), we find him remonstrating with the Fatimid vizier Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk about a Christian official called Ibn Dukhān, who in addition to being corrupt and seditious also happened to be obstructing the payment of Ibn Nujayyah’s government stipend. From other sources, we learn that Ibn Nujayyah played a leading role in sniffing out the conspiracy to restore the Fatimid dynasty in which the famous poet ʿUmārah ibn Ḥamzah was involved (one of ʿUmārah’s many poems against Ibn Dukhān features in The Sword of Ambition, §2.14.4). After pretending to go along with the plot, Ibn Nujayyah reported it to Saladin, with whom he enjoyed considerable influence, in exchange for the property of one of the conspirators. ʿUmārah and the others were executed.10

Ibn al-Nābulusī had, then, a family heritage that was noteworthy for its ties to both Islamic scholarship and state power. According to his own testimony in The Sword of Ambition (§3.2.34), he spent his youth pursuing a law-college (madrasah) curriculum that must have focused on Islamic law, quite possibly in the very Nābulusiyyah Madrasah that his father had established.11 His student, al-Dimyāṭī, notes that he followed the Shāfiʿī legal rite (madhhab). We also know that he heard and later narrated Prophetic Hadith; al-Dimyāṭī reproduces a hadith that he transmitted.12 The same passage of The Sword of Ambition that alludes to his law-college education strongly implies that he and his contemporaries did not view it as a springboard to state service, but on the contrary as quite distinct from the formation expected of a secretary (kātib), though it was of course standard for a judge (qāḍī), mosque preacher (khaṭīb), or other holder of an overtly religious office.13 Nevertheless, early in the reign of the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil (r. 615–35/1218–38), through the intercession of a patron and thanks to his own talents and his show of reluctance to accept employment, Ibn al-Nābulusī became a state official. One office that he mentions explicitly from this period of his life is the directorship of the Royal Guesthouse (dār al-ḍiyāfah).14 Sultan al-Kāmil promoted him to a series of progressively more important posts. Eventually, according to his own report as well as that of al-Maqrīzī,15 he became overseer or auditor (nāẓir) of the tax administration in virtually all of Egypt, a position that he had urged his patron to create. In about 634/1237, however, he fell out of favor with al-Kāmil. This event, as he tells it, was due to the machinations of an Ayyubid emir who coveted a house that he owned beside the Nile in Giza.16 The house, called Dār al-Malik (or al-Mulk), was part of the property that had been granted to his maternal grandfather, Ibn Nujayyah, by Saladin.

It is to the subsequent nadir in Ibn al-Nābulusī’s career that we owe The Sword of Ambition. Another of his works, Lumaʿ al-qawānīn al-muḍiyyah fī dawāwīn al-diyār al-miṣriyyah (A Few Luminous Rules for Egypt’s Administrative Offices, cited at the beginning of this Introduction), was drafted some time afterward and offers additional biographical clues to the context of The Sword of Ambition. For instance, it is evident from information in the Luminous Rules that Coptic Christians or converts played prominent roles in the real-estate dispute in which Ibn al-Nābulusī lost his high post in the administration, not to mention his riverfront estate. Our author tells the story in his typical wounded way. As he engaged in reluctant negotiations with the powerful emir Nūr al-Dīn over the price of the estate, which the latter had espied and sworn to possess, a powerful converted Copt, al-Asʿad al-Fāʾizī, sided vocally with Nūr al-Dīn.17 Later, after Ibn al-Nābulusī and then Nūr al-Dīn himself had lost control of the property, the same al-Asʿad purchased it from its shadow owner for a song and transferred it to the charitable endowments of the deceased sultan al-Kāmil.18 Ibn al-Nābulusī later implored the current sultan, al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ (r. 637–47/1240–49), to return the estate to him, describing the hardships that its loss had inflicted upon his family. Having lost their spot on the water, they suffered the indignity of day-tripping: “Now the children and I have no vantage point from which to view the river. When they want to behold the Nile, that great work of God, they have to set up a tent outside the city. Then at the end of the day they have to leave.”19

Ibn al-Nābulusī thus had enemies among the converted Copts in the administration; it is not unreasonable to suppose that this factored in his decision to write The Sword of Ambition, a book against Coptic officials that contains strident, thinly veiled personal polemic against those of them who had converted outwardly to Islam (§§2.15.1–3, 4.2.2). The tone of the Luminous Rules, too, reflects Ibn al-Nābulusī’s zeal to denounce fellow administrators whom he judged to be incompetent, corrupt, impious, or dull. This might justly be called the central theme of the book, to the degree that in its introduction the author was at pains to distinguish between sincere advice (naṣīḥah) and self-serving slander of rivals (siʿāyah). His own book, naturally, was naṣīḥah, but he nevertheless confessed that he hesitated to write it, so much did he worry that he might be suspected of harboring ulterior personal motives (aghrāḍ) against his colleagues. Perhaps this hesitation arose from his intention to level a string of savage accusations at his fellow officials, several of whom he named in the work.20 As in The Sword of Ambition and indeed in his work on the Fayyūm (see below), he evinced marked antipathy not only to Copts but also to rural Muslims, undereducated Muslims, and even, in one passage of our work (§§4.2.32–36) ignorant Muslim judges. We may thus characterize our author as well-bred, educated, and professionally accomplished, yet at this point in his life also embittered and envious.

It is evident from Ibn al-Nābulusī’s third and final surviving work that he found his way for a time into the graces of al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, the last independent Ayyubid sultan in Egypt. The Luminous Rules and/or The Sword of Ambition, which were directed to al-Ṣāliḥ, may thus indirectly have had their desired effect. This third work, Iẓhār ṣanʿat al-Ḥayy al-Qayyūm fī tartīb bilād al-Fayyūm (A Presentation of the Living, Eternal God’s Work in Regulating the Fayyūm), has recently been described as “the most detailed tax survey to have survived from any region of the medieval Islamic world, a Domesday Book for the medieval Egyptian countryside.”21 It is a detailed report on conditions in the fertile Fayyūm oasis of Egypt—whither Ibn al-Nābulusī was dispatched as an inspector in 642/1245—insofar as these are relevant to tax administration, touching for instance upon demography, land tenure, and sources of revenue. This work constitutes the last indication we have of the author’s life until he died, in relative obscurity, at Cairo on 25 Jumādā I 660 [April 17, 1262], a Monday evening. He was buried at the foot of the Muqaṭṭam heights to the east of the city.

Ibn al-Nābulusī composed at least three other works, none of which seems to have survived. One is known only from an allusion in The Sword of Ambition (§1.1.4), and had a theme similar to that of the present work. Its title—Taṣrīḥ al-Qurʾān bi-l-naṣr ʿalā man istaʿāna bi-kuffār al-ʿaṣr (The Qurʾan’s Assurance of Victory over Those Who Seek Aid from the Infidels of This Age)—indicates that it used scriptural exegesis to demonstrate that allying or cooperating with non-Muslims is forbidden and will lead to the downfall of the Muslim who indulges in it. The work might possibly have been a polemic against the Ayyubid rivals of al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn, namely al-Ṣāliḥ ʿImād al-Dīn and al-Ṣāliḥ Ismāʿīl, who at various times allied with the Franks against their kinsman.22 Another of his works, mentioned in the book on the Fayyūm, was probably a panegyric to the Ayyubid sultan; its title is Ḥusn al-sulūk fī faḍl malik Miṣr ʿalā sāʾir al-mulūk (A Seemly Demonstration of the Superiority of Egypt’s King over All Others).23 Ibn al-Nābulusī showed elsewhere that he was prepared to praise the sultan in effusive (not to say sycophantic) terms.24 The final composition attributed to Ibn al-Nābulusī—Ḥusn al-sarīrah fī ttikhādh al-ḥiṣn bi-l-Jazīrah (The Excellent Idea of Establishing the Island Fortress)—appears to have praised al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ’s decision to build a citadel on the Nile island of al-Rawḍah to serve as a base for his large corps of mamlūk (“owned”) Turkic military slaves.25 It was they, of course, who would soon supplant the Ayyubids as rulers of Egypt. For more than a century the Mamluk rulers would be known as the baḥrī or “river” dynasty because of their ties to this fortress.

Ibn al-Nābulusī earned very minor repute as a poet. The account by his student al-Dimyāṭī preserves five lines of his verse. It is fitting that they should express the author’s preoccupation with hierarchy, railing eloquently against the elevation of low-class people (al-asāfil) at the expense of the high-born (al-aʿālī).26

THE WORK

In The Sword of Ambition, Ibn al-Nābulusī explains the circumstances and motives of the work’s composition, announcing in its introductory section that he has been inspired by a recent edict that imposed traditional discriminatory restrictions on non-Muslims, notably the distinctive clothing they were required to wear (the ghiyār; see §0.2).27 He also expresses confidence that this measure is only a first step in the right direction, and hope that the present book will encourage the sultan to finish the job, as it were, by dismissing and cashiering his Coptic officials. In the conclusion, Ibn al-Nābulusī gives three reasons for having composed the work. The third and most important of these is his straitened financial condition, which contrasts to the opulence his Coptic colleagues allegedly enjoyed. The other two reasons he provides are his ardent zeal for the money of the Muslim community and his love for the sultan.

The Sword of Ambition resists precise dating. Other works by Ibn al-Nābulusī may have been composed and redacted in stages, so that no single date can be assigned to them.28 While there are no definite indications that this was the case for the work at hand, neither is it possible to accept the estimate of ca. 638/1240 given by Claude Cahen, on the basis of the dating of the edict concerning non-Muslim clothing.29 That edict should probably instead be dated to 640/1242 (see §0.2 of the Translation). A handful of passages found in some manuscripts, however, refer to events that occurred long after this date, but within the lifetime of the author (e.g., §4.2.7, which mentions the year 660/1261–62). Ibn al-Nābulusī might conceivably have produced multiple recensions of the work, or early copyists might have added to it.

The perspicuous “table of contents” (§§0.3–6) presents the work’s rather stiff structure, relieving us of the need to detail its contents and organization here. Taken together, its four chapters, each of which comprises either three or fifteen sections, give the impression that the author drew on all available arguments to make the point that Coptic Christians (and converts), as well as Jewish, rural, and otherwise disreputable individuals, were unfit for state service and should therefore be dismissed. Some (and only some) of the sources used to back up these arguments were: Qurʾanic exegesis; hadith of the Prophet; historical accounts of Muslim rulers’ dealings with non-Muslim officials; demonstration of the perfidy and sedition inherent in Copts and Jews; poetry mocking incompetent officials; jokes about bumbling and illiterate Copts and other despicable persons; and both poetry and prose demonstrating the excellence of real secretaries (kuttāb), whom the author contrasted to the loathsome pretenders who were laying claim to that sublime title. The work’s eclectic angles of attack must be read in their full variety to be appreciated.30 The character of its intended audience, namely the Sultan al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ himself, may have shaped the author’s decisions about its content. The sources depict al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ as proud, acquisitive, sober, taciturn, and aloof, an inspirer of reverence and dread. Although he did not impress his contemporaries as particularly bookish, he was known as a patron of scholars.31 These aspects of the sultan’s character might have simultaneously emboldened Ibn al-Nābulusī to beg for employment and led him to keep the sections of his work brief and vivid in order to hold the attention of his royal audience. There is some evidence that The Sword of Ambition was intended more to entertain than to bear learned scrutiny. For example, much of the poetry in the third chapter seems to have been borrowed without acknowledgment from the works of al-Thaʿālibī (d. 429/1038), but carelessly attributed to the wrong poets in the course of the borrowing process. Similarly, a passage concerning Ibn Ṭūlūn’s rule in Egypt (§2.4.1) ascribes certain past misdeeds of the government to the Copts, where in other sources, the same misdeeds are ascribed to Muslim administrators. A learned reader would have noted such discrepancies, which the sultan, by contrast, could have been expected to overlook. Ibn al-Nābulusī thus probably did not mean The Sword of Ambition to be a resource for serious scholars. He seems rather to have intended to entertain an audience that was unlikely to have had deep prior familiarity with his material.

What sort of book is this? Its multifarious contents and disparate registers make it a poor fit for any one genre. It would be unsatisfying to classify it as exegesis (tafsīr), history (tārīkh), law (fiqh), polemic (jadal), or, save in the broadest sense, belles lettres (adab), though it contains elements of all these. I would suggest, however, that it was not sui generis. Rather, it was intended to be read (or listened to) as a representative of the established Arabic genre of advice literature (naṣīḥah).32 While its form is not typical of “mirrors for princes,” The Sword of Ambition qualifies as naṣīḥah in that it, like standard examples of that genre, was directed to a ruler in the hope of convincing him to bring his wayward conduct into line with certain principles. Unlike many naṣīḥah works, The Sword of Ambition does not present a comprehensive ethical vision for the ruler’s conduct. Instead it is concerned with a specific issue, namely the ongoing employment of Copts and other undesirables. In this it stands as an early example of a small cluster of anti-Copt treatises that were composed in Egypt between the late twelfth and mid-fourteenth centuries. It drew on the same sources as some other works in the cluster did, and served as a source for others.33 The Sword of Ambition is also closely comparable to Ibn al-Nābulusī’s own Luminous Rules, which was written, as we have seen, around the same time, and which declares itself openly to be a work of naṣīḥah. Both works, no matter how far they digress, circle relentlessly back to the problem of socially marginal and unqualified men who receive stipends and administrative posts, while the deserving few (notably the author himself) are left in the cold.

Only a portion of The Sword of Ambition represents what a modern reader would call Ibn al-Nābulusī’s original work. The author, like most of his compeers in the Arabic literary heritage, makes liberal use of the sources available to him. Only in a few instances, however, does he name his sources. From a literary perspective, a work like this one would have been judged not for its originality or meticulousness, but for its artful arrangement of engaging selections of poetry and prose, interspersed with apposite remarks and digressions by the author himself. Parts of the work can be traced (or, rarely, are openly credited) to such earlier works as The Life of ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz (Sīrat ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz) attributed to ʿAbdallāh ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam (d. 214/829); The History of the Conquest of Egypt (Futūḥ Miṣr) by the latter’s son ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam (d. 257/871); The Book of Songs (Kitāb al-Aghānī) of Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī (d. 356/967); unnamed writings of the well-known Fatimid official al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl (d. 566/1171); The Eternally Incomparable (Yatīmat al-dahr) and Inimitability and Pithiness (al-Iʿjāz wa-l-ījāz) of al-Thaʿālibī; and (for most of the historical accounts in the first and some in the second chapter) an as-yet-unidentified work against non-Muslim officials composed around the time of Saladin’s accession in Egypt (ca. 567/1171). This last source also influenced many, though not all, of the polemical works composed against Christian and Jewish officials in later medieval Egypt.34

The Sword of Ambition has greater value as an historical source for the late Ayyubid period and for inter-communal relations over the longue durée than as a work of literature per se. As a source, it is an intriguing inventory of the ideational resources available to Muslim polemicists in Egypt in the seventh/thirteenth century, and a clue to the potential methods by which, and conditions under which, these were deployed. For example, the stories about inept and illiterate Copts and others (§4.2.1 and following) might serve as a source for the social history of popular stereotypes and of humor in medieval Egypt. The work also reflects changes in the composition and self-conception of the Egyptian state’s administrative corps, given its numerous and vivid incidental references to conditions among both religious specialists (ʿulamāʾ) and secretaries (kuttāb), particularly as these groups related to state power. It is, for instance, instructive to observe the author as a liminal figure, trained as a scholar but employed as a state secretary in an age when membership in these groups increasingly overlapped (more on this below). In his capacity as a scholar-bureaucrat, Ibn al-Nābulusī uses the issue of Coptic officials to mount subtle critiques of state power, as where (§2.4.1) he attributes the standing state monopoly on the mineral natron to a Coptic plot that dated from Abbasid times, implying that this un-Islamic monopoly should be rescinded. Finally, the work is of value in that it preserves numerous earlier passages, some of which have been lost or survive only in much later sources. For example, Ibn al-Nābulusī includes long and entertaining anecdotes in §§2.9.1–3 that preserve parts of the work of al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl, otherwise found only later and in different forms in the works of the official Ghāzī ibn Aḥmad ibn al-Wāsiṭī (d. 712/1312) and the historian al-Maqrīzī (d. 845/1442).

In The Sword of Ambition’s anthologizing portions, the author’s choices were guided by subject matter rather than literary artistry; even in sections (notably Chapter Three) that present outstanding examples of poetry and prose produced by secretaries, these appear invariably in the vein of bons mots. This is not surprising in view of Ibn al-Nābulusī’s professional background. Although he wrote in praise of refined literature (adab, §3.2.1), Ibn al-Nābulusī was in fact a bureaucrat and religious scholar of ordinary rank who does not seem to have been much noted as a littérateur. Ibn al-Nābulusī’s lifelong involvement in the competitive worlds of scholarship and court life, along with his weighty family responsibilities, may have forced him to subordinate his literary aspirations to the more quotidian tastes of the audience he needed to sway.

It will be worthwhile briefly to consider The Sword of Ambition alongside other premodern literary productions of a similar stripe. To the classicist, for example, it may recall the polemics of the Neo-Platonist philosopher and Christian bishop Synesius of Cyrene (d. ca. AD 414) against politically influential “barbarians,” primarily Goths, in De Regno and De Providentia. Synesius’s opposition to powerful Gothic generals and courtiers did not arise from Roman chauvinism alone; it had an additional, ideational aspect. “Let all be excluded from magistracies,” Synesius wrote in De Regno, “and kept away from the privileges of the council who are ashamed of all that has been sacred to the Romans from olden times, and has been so esteemed. Of a truth both Themis, herself sacred to the Senate, and the god of our battle-line must I think, cover their faces when the man with leather jerkin marches in command of those that wear the general’s cloak, and whenever such a one divests himself of the sheepskin in which he was clad to assume the toga.”35 Ibn al-Nābulusī’s own invective urges the exclusion of officials who spurned symbols revered by Muslims (the Pilgrimage rites, for example, in §2.15.2) and mocks pretenders who dared don the cowl or ṭaylasān, the garment that marked Muslim secretaries and scholars (e.g., §4.2.9).

Well after Ibn al-Nābulusī’s lifetime, we find another point of comparison in the work of the Ottoman official and historian Muṣṭafā ʿĀlī (d. 1008/1600), who in his book of advice, Nuṣḥatü s-selāṭīn, plainly intended to secure the dismissal of his rivals by invoking their ethnicity and alleged unsuitability for employment. His larger corpus of writings, like Ibn al-Nābulusī’s, evinces a petulant preoccupation with the sagging standards of state officialdom. Muṣṭafā ʿĀlī’s modern biographer, Cornell Fleischer, has described him as “able, well-educated and far more outspoken than most of his peers,” but also “an embittered bureaucrat … a disappointed man who felt that his abilities had gone unrewarded.”36 Mutatis mutandis, the characterization holds for Ibn al-Nābulusī, who, though a lesser intellect than Muṣṭafā ʿĀlī, channeled his disappointment into similar literary productions.

Notwithstanding its similarity to works of other times and places and its liberal use of earlier sources, The Sword of Ambition is very much the product of a particular moment in the history of Egypt, and indeed of Islamic societies more broadly. It should be noted that Ibn al-Nābulusī’s preoccupation with non-Muslim state officials was widely shared in certain Muslim circles in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Egypt, and that it was a recurrent issue in Islamic history. It has often been pointed out that Muslim rulers sometimes preferred to hire non-Muslims for certain positions; those employees’ relative weakness and lack of connections to powerful Muslim factions tended—in the eyes of some Muslim employers, at least—to make them more trustworthy. This phenomenon can be traced from the Syrian Umayyad court, where a Christian progenitor of John of Damascus oversaw the empire’s finances, to Islamic Spain, where Jewish officials, such as the tenth-century figure Hasdai ibn Shaprut, occasionally served as the Muslim ruler’s right-hand men, to the very eve of modernity. When Napoleon invaded Egypt, he found the financial administration in the hands of a Copt, Jirjis al-Jawharī, whom the French preserved in office.37 Muslim religious elites regularly objected to the empowerment of non-Muslims. Their complaints form a continuous discourse that runs throughout Islamic history, and in which The Sword of Ambition participates.38 The fact that Muslim rulers regularly perceived non-Muslims as especially trustworthy was the hidden counterargument that Ibn al-Nābulusī, like other figures who contributed to the discourse, sought to discredit.

We may briefly consider two major ways, however, in which the work reflects more particularly the social, religious, and political developments of its day. Both relate to what may be called the “Sunni shift,” a series of momentous changes in the relation of emergent Sunni Islam to state power in the eleventh through thirteenth centuries.39 The Sunni shift saw the accession of a number of powerful dynasties, from Afghanistan to North Africa, that relied for their legitimacy upon the established Sunni religious elites who already functioned as foci for popular support in their capacity as scholars, preachers, judges, and local notables. The religious elites who supported these dynasties were rewarded with unprecedented patronage, notably via such novel institutions as the madrasah for legal scholars and khānqāh for Sufis, both of which were supported by the expanded use of waqf (charitable endowment) as a means for transmitting wealth and social power. The rapprochement between military rulers and Sunni religious elites tended to benefit both parties, faced as they were with the religio-political challenges of Shiʿite-leaning states with heritages dating to the tenth century, of the European Crusading movement that challenged Muslim ascendancy in Egypt and greater Syria from the early twelfth century until the late thirteenth and even beyond, and finally of the Mongol storm that broke across the region in the mid-thirteenth century.

In adducing the Crusades, we in fact identify the first major way in which The Sword of Ambition most pervasively reflects its historical moment. The work may be read, with considerable justification, as representative of the Muslim “counter-crusade” by which militant sentiment against the European Crusaders contributed to significant change within Islamic societies, notably by generating pressure upon marginal elements to conform to an ideal of comprehensive Muslim ascendancy as articulated and advocated by certain Sunni religious elites.40 In such a climate, native Christians and Jews, especially when seen to exercise undue power, could more easily find themselves in conflict with Muslims who saw non-Muslim power as an implicit challenge to their vision of the properly ordered Islamic society. In practical terms, non-Muslims, especially Christians, could come under suspicion as a fifth column for Crusader designs on Muslim territory. This fear is clearly visible in The Sword of Ambition, as both an historical “fact” (as in §2.14.4, the case of the disloyal Christian Ibn Dukhān) and a present danger. Sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil is made to remark in a timeless tone (§3.2.37) that when Copts become too wealthy, their incorrigible tendency to conspire with foreign enemies poses a grave threat to the security of the Egyptian state.

Although it is plain that the idea of “counter-crusade” resonates strongly with particular passages in The Sword of Ambition, the currency of counter-crusade ideology in the mid-thirteenth century does not explain why Ibn al-Nābulusī should have found it expedient to invoke that ideology, in a limited way, in his screed against Coptic officials, or indeed why he set out to write the screed at all. The more finely grained problem of authorial motivation and strategy highlights the second major way in which The Sword of Ambition most pervasively reflects its historical moment, namely as a symptom of a set of social and political developments that are relatively detached from the counter-crusade and more firmly internal to the Islamic sphere. In the period following the Sunni shift in Egypt, for reasons that cannot be developed here, the state both increased its control over economic activity in Egypt and expanded its patronage of Sunni urban religious elites (ʿulamāʾ), generating heightened competition for state patronage among those elites and between them and other competitors, such as Christians, Jews, and (Ibn al-Nābulusī would remind us) Muslim rural elites.41 As S. D. Goitein argues, “from the thirteenth century on, … when the economy became increasingly monopolized by the state, the clamoring of Muslim candidates for government posts became ever stronger, and the minority groups had to give way.”42 The clamoring arose as the madrasah was increasingly utilized by the Ayyubids to make the military-patronage state the primary source of economic support for Sunni religious elites, cementing ties between them and the Sunni rulers.43 Beginning in the late twelfth century, it became increasingly common for state officials to be drawn from the ranks of madrasah-trained religious elites. In earlier centuries, by contrast, administrative personnel had traditionally represented a more eclectic and less uniformly orthodox cross section of the population. The secretaries (kuttāb) of the Abbasid period were famed not only for their literary virtuosity, much celebrated in The Sword of Ambition, but also for their moral laxness and their frequent dissent from law- and tradition-centered Islam of the kind that would become dominant in the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. After the disintegration of the Abbasid empire in the ninth and tenth centuries, the Fatimids and their deputies and allies who ruled Egypt and much of Syria employed a motley assortment of non-Muslims, converts, foreign Muslims, Shiʿites (both Ismaʿili and Twelver), military men (who might also be of foreign origin and/or converts), and local Sunnis. Under the Ayyubids, however, as under their ideological progenitors, the Seljuq Turks, it was the Sunni scholars who increasingly received the bulk of the state’s patronage, in the form of official employment and stipends for scholars and students. Ibn al-Nābulusī was fully immersed in these currents. Madrasah-educated, with no specific training for government service (see §§3.2.34–35), he nonetheless came to depend on the state for his income. Competition from his peers, whom he portrayed as undeserving of employment because of their religious affiliation, level of education, or regional and class origin, provoked him to marshal his madrasah-honed linguistic and literary skills in support of his own cause. Michael Chamberlain has described the culture of fitnah—disapproved but ubiquitous conflict for patronage and power—that prevailed among the urban learned classes in Ayyubid and Mamluk domains of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Ibn al-Nābulusī’s shrill critique of his competitors, both in The Sword of Ambition and in the Luminous Rules, is a typical product of this competitive culture.

The Sword of Ambition has seen sporadic use by modern scholars since its rediscovery and partial transcription by Claude Cahen in 1960 (on Cahen’s published transcriptions, see “The Arabic Text” below).44 These scattered references to the work may be placed into two broad categories. First, the simple fact of the work’s composition is cited as a symptom of anti-dhimmi sentiment in thirteenth-century Egypt, or as another iteration of the regular calls for enforcement of the theoretical dhimmah regulations that rigorists believed should govern the lives of non-Muslims under Islamic rule (on the term dhimmah, see “Pact of Security” in the Glossary).45 While it is perfectly defensible to use the work in this way, there is at the same time a certain risk in extrapolating from a few works of this nature to larger cultural trends without also highlighting the personal circumstances and motivations of the authors. Similarly, although Ibn al-Nābulusī does make passing reference to legal aspects of the dhimmah arrangement in The Sword of Ambition, it is not primarily a legal work and makes scarcely any mention of the “conditions” (shurūṭ) that many jurists thought should lie at the heart of that arrangement. Indeed, putative rules concerning the employment of non-Muslims as state officials are not, strictly speaking, part of the dhimmah; the obvious awkwardness of requiring non-Muslims to refuse offers of employment from Muslim leaders generally prevented Muslim elites from proposing such a requirement. It is telling that in the best-known work in the legal discourse on the dhimmah, Aḥkām ahl al-dhimmah by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 751/1350), the chapter against non-Muslim officials features only the same string of Qurʾānic admonitions and cautionary anecdotes that we find in The Sword of Ambition, probably culled from the same (unidentified) source.46 The goal of these selections was to dissuade powerful Muslims from employing non-Muslims, not to dilate upon a law that non-Muslims themselves were meant to observe.

Second, modern scholars have used The Sword of Ambition in passing references that are of particular relevance to their own research. Thus, for example, Josef van Ess has used the work as evidence for chiliastic expectations surrounding the Fatimid caliph al-Ḥākim; Joseph Sadan has studied passages relevant to Jews; Brian Catlos has examined the extended anecdote involving the author’s grandfather, Ibn Nujayyah, and the Christian Ibn Dukhān; and Hassanein Rabie has used the work for evidence concerning the iqṭāʿ.47 The present publication of a full edition and translation will, it is hoped, make it easier for more scholars to use the work in similar ways.

The publication of The Sword of Ambition at the present moment poses certain challenges, however. There is, for instance, the current predicament of non-Muslim populations in many countries in the Middle East, Egypt among them.48 Inasmuch as The Sword of Ambition contains hostile denunciations of Christians and Jews, might it not lend support to those today who advocate the harsh subordination of non-Muslims? Conversely, virulent hostility toward Islam and Muslims is alive and well in Europe and North America. A work like this one could help to confirm the dark aspersions of intolerance that are regularly hurled at “Islam.” Indeed, I do not believe that either fear can be dispelled. The Sword of Ambition may really provide material for polemicists. It is in the nature of historical data to be available for a wide variety of narrative agendas.

However, there are also many reasons that favor bringing the work to light. These may even help to redeem its less appealing aspects. Most obviously, several historical works closely comparable to The Sword of Ambition in tone and subject matter are already available on bookstands in Arabic-speaking countries and online. At least one of these, which in fact drew on the present work, was translated into English long ago.49 Equally evident is the precept of modern scientific historiography according to which all evidence must be considered, no matter how marginal or unsavory it might appear. The precept is particularly important in the case of premodern history, where scarcity imbues all written sources with significance, particularly those that, like The Sword of Ambition, vividly represent aspects of contemporary life and abound with pungent anecdotes. Polemical literature has enriched our knowledge of other historical figures and their societies. How much the poorer would the study of early Christianity be if the polemics of Tertullian, Celsus, and Chrysostom were excised from it, much as these might still embolden Christian supremacists, militantly intolerant atheists, and anti-Semites?50 The history of medieval Islam deserves no less. Indeed, in the light of contemporary trends it may deserve more. The Sword of Ambition affords us an unusual opportunity to situate virulent religious polemic in the particular historical context that generated it, allowing us to see such antagonism as circumstantially conditioned. The author’s patent desperation and autobiographical candor make it clear that the project was not suggested to him by sacred texts or abstract reflection alone, but instead was inspired by historically specific, self-interested motives, however sincerely he meant it. For obvious reasons, polemicists tend not to reveal such contingent and personal aspects of their writings. It may be hoped that the present work’s manifest contingency will dull its edge among Islam’s militant supporters and its militant opponents alike. Both may in fact glimpse in it their own reflections.


A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The Arabic of The Sword of Ambition alternates among registers of formality and sophistication, from poetry of considerable complexity, to humorous and ribald tales, to occasional phrases that betray colloquial influence and apparently represent direct speech. These registers only intermittently intrude on a large middle ground that may be characterized, broadly, as classical literary Arabic. My translation represents an attempt to convey the fluctuating tenor of the original. Thus when the Arabic rings high and ancient, as in poetry and hoary aphorisms, I have not resisted the attraction of archaic English. In conversation and where the text implies a conspiratorial understanding between narrator and reader, I have searched for a vernacular English voice in which contractions and folk idioms are at home. For the predominant linguistic middle ground, I have aimed for what seemed to me an economical English equivalent to Ibn al-Nābulusī’s proficient but unadorned Arabic style. I have everywhere shrugged off any constraint of Arabic verb tense, mood, idiom, semantic range, and syntax that seemed, when construed strictly, to distort the sense of the original. My goal has been to translate concepts as faithfully as possible, with far less regard for literal forms.

Although The Sword of Ambition is not a particularly difficult work, it has presented the usual scattering of interpretive problems, not all of which I have succeeded in solving to my own satisfaction. This applies above all to poetry, which I have handled with considerable trepidation, particularly inasmuch as the manuscripts give numerous variants; published editions of other works that contain the same poems have been of only sporadic assistance in selecting among those variants. In general, I have adopted a minimally invasive approach that seeks to reproduce for modern readers of The Sword of Ambition something of their premodern forebears’ experience. I have not, for instance, attempted to efface genuine ambiguities when translating. Points of obscurity are part of the author’s work as it came down to all of its readers in the manuscript tradition. In the same spirit, I have tried to minimize clutter in the translation by making the Glossary, and not the notes, the repository of most information regarding the many proper names that appear in the text, including the Introduction. Thus readers in search of brief explanations for unfamiliar people, places, and other entities should refer first to the Glossary.

A point remains regarding my use of other English translations. For the Qurʾan, I have used A. J. Arberry’s The Koran Interpreted, with occasional adjustments. Short passages from The Sword of Ambition have been translated in two published articles, by Joseph Sadan and Brian Catlos.51 I have consulted these, but in no instance is my translation based on them. In the notes I have given prominence to translations of Arabic sources, when these exist, over Arabic editions of the same works.

In spite of the shortcomings that undoubtedly remain in this book, it is my hope that readers will look upon it with greater approval than may be reasonably expected from the shade of Ibn al-Nābulusī himself.
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NOTES TO THE INTRODUCTION

1      This title differs in minor respects from that given in the manuscripts of The Sword of Ambition.

2      Cahen and Becker, “Kitāb lumaʿ al-qawānīn,” 61.

3      Possibly the income-bearing property of the Nābulusiyyah Madrasah established by ʿUthmān’s father (al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, vol. 4, pt. 2, p. 678). I owe this reference to Yossef Rapoport.

4      On hiding one’s poverty in medieval Egypt, see Cohen, Poverty and Charity, 43, 49–51.

5      Modern historians, notably Claude Cahen, have read this name as “Muslim,” but the manuscript of the work containing his earliest (and principal) prosopographical entry is quite clear at this point. This manuscript—the Muʿjam al-shuyūkh of ʿAbd al-Muʾmin ibn Khalaf al-Dimyāṭī—was copied during the lifetime of its author. Parts of it were read out loud to him (Dār al-Kutub al-Waṭaniyyah al-Tūnisiyyah, 12909: fol. 75r). For a summary in French, see Vajda, Le Dictionnaire des Autorités, 146. For Cahen’s use of this source, see Cahen and Becker, “Kitāb lumaʿ al-qawānīn,” 120ff. Brief notices on Ibn al-Nābulusī in later works confirm the name “al-Salm” or “Salm” (al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, 14:936; al-Ḥusaynī, Ṣilat al-takmilah, 1:470; al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, vol. 4, pt. 2, p. 678).

6      Much of the material presented here is derived from the manuscript source cited in the previous note and from Cahen and Becker, “Kitāb lumaʿ al-qawānīn,” 120ff. The latter study depended primarily on information gleaned from the author’s own works. I have presented some of this material previously (Yarbrough, “ʿUthmān b. Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī”). See also Catlos, “To Catch a Spy”; Owen, “Scandal in the Egyptian Treasury.” I have benefited, too, from the work of Yossef Rapoport, who generously shared a draft of his introduction to the author’s life.
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THE SWORD OF AMBITION



In the name of God, the Merciful and Compassionate:

0.1

Praise God, who has elevated the religion of Islam above all other religions while demoting the cross-worshippers and those who associate partners with Him.1 I give Him praise for his Eternal Decree concerning what will be and what has come to pass. I testify, both openly and in my heart, that there is no god but Him alone, Who has no partner. I testify, too, that Muḥammad is his devoted servant and messenger, sent to the Arabs and the non-Arabs, to humans and jinn alike.2 May God bless him along with his family, his Companions, and their upright Followers with an enduring blessing that outlasts Time itself.

0.2

I learned recently that a command had been issued by our lord the supreme sultan, who is master of the nations and chief among the kings of the Arabs and all peoples, king of both continents and both seas, protector of the domain of the true religion, shatterer of tyrants and rebels, bane of heretics, subduer of infidels and unbelievers, reviver of justice among mankind, the sultan of Islam and the Muslims, Star of this world and of the faith, Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb. He is the son of our lord the blessed, martyred sultan, al-Malik al-Kāmil, Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad, Champion of this world and of the faith, who was the son of our lord the blessed, martyred sultan, al-Malik al-ʿĀdil, Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr, Sword of this world and of the faith, who was the son of our lord the eminent and blessed martyr, the great Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb, may God glorify his estate, strengthen his authority, and humiliate and abase his enemy. This universally obeyed command—God hasten it forth to East and West—decreed that the dhimmis must remove the fringes from their clothing, wear their distinguishing belts, and be forbidden to resemble Muslims in their outward aspect.3 Instead they were to wear their distinguishing garb and to wrap themselves in the garments of shame, degradation, and ignominy. They were to occupy the debased position in which God has placed them: the lowest pits and the depths of abjection.

When I heard news of this edict, I knew that such an auspicious policy and the noble, well-aimed intentions that lay behind it had to portend something even greater. I knew that in time they would produce good news of victory over the enemies of the faith, brightening the face of Islam and of Muslims with gladness. I therefore desired to serve the noble government by writing a book on the dhimmis. It would be an expression of gratitude for the benefaction of this edict applying to them. The result is this book, which I have entitled Unsheathing Ambition’s Sword to Take Back What the Dhimmis Hoard. I have grounded the message of my work upon firm bases and foundations, dividing it into four chapters, each of which is comprised of sections.

0.3

The first chapter, on the reprehensibility of employing dhimmis for the Muslims’ jobs, in fifteen sections:

The first section: the testimony of the Illustrious Book on this matter;4

The second section: the sayings passed down from the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him;

The third section: the testimony of the ancient authorities;

The fourth section: the sayings passed down from Imam Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq;

The fifth section: the sayings passed down from Imam ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb;

The sixth section: the sayings passed down from ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān;

The seventh section: the deeds of al-Ḥajjāj;

The eighth section: the sayings passed down from ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz;

The ninth section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph al-Manṣūr;

The tenth section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph al-Mahdī;

The eleventh section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd;

The twelfth section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph al-Maʾmūn;

The thirteenth section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph al-Mutawakkil;

The fourteenth section: the events that took place in the days of Caliph al-Muqtadir bi-llāh;

The fifteenth section: examples of the Jews’ ignominy, cunning, and wickedness.

0.4

The second chapter, a description of the Copts and their perfidies, in fifteen sections:

The first section: a comprehensive and general description of them;

The second section: why they specialize as state secretaries and neglect other professions;

The third section: their pervasive yet imperceptible influence in the land of Egypt;

The fourth section: how Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn discovered their notorious malfeasance, and how he resolved to act toward them;

The fifth section: what befell them at the hands of Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān;

The sixth section: the events that took place in the days of al-Ḥākim bi-Amr Allāh;

The seventh section: the events that took place in the days of al-Amir, and the confiscations carried out by the accursed Monk;

The eighth section: their perfidy in the story of ʿArīb the singer;

The ninth section: their scheming in the days of al-Ḥāfiẓ;

The tenth section: their shameless testimony in court cases involving Muslims;

The eleventh section: their scheming in carrying out the land survey;

The twelfth section: their scheming against a certain judicial witness who was in their company, and how they cannot be restrained from malfeasance;

The thirteenth section: a calculated stratagem carried out by a Christian against his Jewish associate, a shocking act that only someone belonging to that accursed community would dare to commit;

The fourteenth section: the disgraceful things they did in the days of al-ʿĀḍid, when al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk was sultan;

The fifteenth section: why it is that, when one of them converts to Islam due to some predicament or calamity, he becomes even more miserable and duplicitous than before, less trustworthy and more insolent.

0.5

The third chapter, a description of secretaries and their art, in three sections:

The first section: a description of the secretarial art, with an account of certain unworthy men who have pretended to it and thereby occupied themselves with its sublime offices;

The second section: an account of those men who may properly be called secretaries, along with some of their achievements and examples of their prose, though it be but a single phrase to demonstrate the excellence of each one;

The third section: examples of the poetry produced by the most excellent secretaries, though it be but a single line.

0.6

The fourth chapter, an account of the ignorant men who have unworthily donned the garments of the secretaries, in three sections:

The first section: poetry composed about such men in former and more recent times;

The second section: concerning the vulgarity of their expression and their ignorance;

The third section, from which the book gets its title: what should be done with them, namely, taking back the wealth that they have skimmed for themselves from public funds properly belonging to the Muslims.
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THE FIRST CHAPTER, ON THE REPREHENSIBILITY OF EMPLOYING DHIMMIS FOR THE MUSLIMS’ JOBS, IN FIFTEEN SECTIONS

THE FIRST SECTION: THE TESTIMONY OF THE ILLUSTRIOUS BOOK

1.1.1

God, be He glorified and exalted, said in his Illustrious Book—«falsehood comes not to it from before it nor from behind it»5—«Thou seest many of them making unbelievers their friends. Evil is what they have forwarded to their own account, that God is angered against them, and in the chastisement they shall dwell forever. Yet had they believed in God and the Prophet and what has been sent down to him, they would not have taken them as friends.»6

1.1.2

My own view is that God, be He glorified, informs us in this verse that the person who makes unbelievers his friends provokes God’s anger. In acting thus that person has indeed forwarded evil to his own account. The broader meaning of the verse is that whoever takes them as his friends is not really a believer in God or in his Prophet and what was revealed to him. For what peril could be graver than for unbelievers to gain control over the Muslims’ own administration, or that they should be entrusted with the properties that rightfully belong to the Lord of the Worlds?

1.1.3

God, be He glorified and exalted, said, «O believers, take not Jews and Christians as friends; they are friends of each other. Whoso of you makes them his friends is one of them.»7 This verse clearly demonstrates that it is reprehensible to employ them. In fact, it is even more explicit in this regard than the previous verse.

1.1.4

God, be He glorified and exalted, said, «O believers, take not my enemy and your enemy for friends, offering them love, though they have disbelieved in the truth that has come to you.»8 This statement by itself contains sufficient evidence to prove the point. Thus Muslim jurists are justified in citing these noble verses to show that it is forbidden to employ non-Muslims, according to the text of Revelation itself. I would add, too, that the introduction to the book I presented to the noble government—the one entitled The Qurʾan’s Assurance of Victory over Those Who Seek Aid from the Infidels of this Age—contains demonstration enough to this effect. There is no need to repeat it here.9

THE SECOND SECTION: THE EXAMPLE OF THE MESSENGER OF GOD

1.2.1

I would recount here how it is told that the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, went out to fight the Battle of Badr with a very small force: three hundred and thirteen men, only two of them mounted. The infidels arrayed against them were many times their number, a great multitude of horses and men. On that day a certain polytheist followed the Prophet as he was going out to battle and said to him, “I want to follow you and raid with you.” The Prophet asked, “Do you believe in God and his Messenger?” “No,” he replied. The Prophet said, “Then go back, for I will not accept the aid of a polytheist.” The man, however, caught up to him again at another place. The Companions of the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, saw the man and gave him encouragement, for he was powerful, full of bravery and vigor. He said to the Prophet, “Messenger of God, I have come to follow you and raid with you.” The Prophet asked, “Do you believe in God and his Messenger?” “No,” he replied. “Then go back,” the Prophet said, “for I will not accept the aid of a polytheist.” After this he caught up to him once more upon the heights of al-Baydāʾ. He said to him, as he had before, “Messenger of God, I have come to follow you and raid with you.” “Do you believe in God and his Messenger?” the Prophet asked. “Yes,” he replied. Only after he had converted did the Prophet accept his aid.10 This is strong evidence that can be relied upon to show that the aid of polytheists is not to be accepted.

THE THIRD SECTION: THE TESTIMONY OF THE ANCIENT AUTHORITIES

1.3.1

Here I would observe that people of wisdom, learning, reason, and virtue have always urged that aid be sought from friends who are sincere and honest. The same authorities have, by contrast, cautioned against trusting enemies. One after another, from age to age, they have consistently advised against accepting enemies’ aid and submitting to their power.

1.3.2

One such authority has said the following concerning this issue: “He who seeks aid from his enemy while neglecting his friend only troubles his heart and angers his Lord. His wealth is dissipated, his affairs disturbed, his future endangered, and his deeds imperiled.” A Muslim authority has said, “How astonishing it is that a believer should employ an infidel who disagrees with his views and opposes him in his religion and creed.” Another has said, “How utterly astonishing that a man should discard a believing friend who is intelligent and capable while placing boundless confidence in an infidel enemy who is ignorant.” Another has said, “Do not choose to raise up someone who disagrees with you in religion, and do not employ someone who is devoid of conviction.” A certain authority has said, “He who relies upon men skilled in wickedness will not lack for unsound advice.” Another has said, “No one astounds me more than a person who relies upon an enemy from whom no good can be hoped and no evil prevented.” Another has said, “There is no harm greater than accepting the testimony of someone who bears false witness, or more dire than trusting someone who means no good in what he devises.”11

1.3.3

A certain Muslim authority has said, “There are four kinds of people who get no justice from four others: a noble person from a lowly one; a rightly guided person from an erring one; a righteous person from a sinner; a fair person from a tyrant.” Observe that the Muslim is noble, the infidel lowly; the Muslim is rightly guided, the infidel errant; the Muslim is righteous, the infidel a sinner; the Muslim is fair, the infidel a tyrant. Another has said, “The Muslim has four traits that exist in no one else: proper integrity, abundant fairness, graciousness toward pious people, and fairness toward Muslims. The unbeliever, too, has four traits: scant devotion to religion, abundant perfidy, guile toward Muslims, and ill-treatment of pious people.”

THE FOURTH SECTION: THE EXAMPLE OF IMAM ABŪ BAKR AL-ṢIDDĪQ, GOD BE PLEASED WITH HIM

1.4.1

I would cite here the report about Imam Abū Bakr, God be pleased with him, who addressed the people, saying, “All you Muslims! God have mercy on you! Word reached me that a group of polytheists, who had entered Islam and secured employment in its administration, had gone back to their old religion. In their ignorance of God they imagined that He was heedless of what they had done when they obeyed the Devil and followed after him. Therefore I dispatched Khālid ibn al-Walīd and commanded him to fight them. He did so, and forbad their employment in the Muslims’ administration. For I do not approve of the employment of a polytheist in the administrative affairs of the Muslims.”12

THE FIFTH SECTION: THE EXAMPLE OF IMAM ʿUMAR IBN AL-KHAṬṬāB

1.5.1

Here I would tell how when one of the Emigrants came before ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him, with wealth from al-Baḥrayn, the caliph ascended the pulpit. He praised and extolled God, asked his blessing upon Muḥammad his Prophet, God bless and keep him, and said, “All you Muslims! God have mercy on you! A great sum has come to us. If you wish, we shall measure it out by volume, or by weight if you prefer that, or we could count it out.” Then a man stood up and said, “Commander of the Believers, we have observed that the Persian foreigners make records in registers.” Upon hearing this, ʿUmar commanded that registers be made for the various administrative regions. He also wrote to his agents not to employ any infidel, whether Jew or Christian.13

1.5.2

Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī wrote the following lines to ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him, in the year 17 of the Emigration [ca. AD 638]: “Our tax receipts have increased mightily, and no one is able to count them but the Persian foreigners.” By this last phrase he meant the dhimmis, for the Muslims would impose the poll tax upon the people in the lands they conquered. Abū Mūsā asked ʿUmar for his view on the matter. ʿUmar wrote to him, “Do not embroil your religion in this affair, and do not hand over to your enemies in religion that which God has forbidden them. Do not entrust your property to them, but instead learn to write, for writing is the glory of men.”14 ʿUmar’s central message here, God be pleased with him, is that Muslims should apply themselves to every virtuous pursuit, master it, gather its disparate arts, and make manifest its hidden secrets. For all virtues are most properly expressed and most commendable in Muslims; it is from Muslims that they should be derived and among them that they should be found. This being the case, there is no need whatsoever for non-Muslims in any task, particularly in that loftiest of crafts and noblest of ranks: the secretarial art.

1.5.3

It was in fact ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him, who began the practice of dating according to the Calendar of the Emigration. Someone asked him, “How should we calculate dates?” At that time, the Arabs calculated from the Year of the Elephant [ca. 570]. ʿUmar, God be pleased with him, said, “Calculate from the Emigration, for it is the divide between Truth and Falsehood.” Those present asked, “With what month should we begin?” One of the people said, “With the month of Ramadan, in which the Qurʾan was revealed.” But ʿUmar said, “Nay, rather with the month of Muharram, for it is the month in which the people return from their Pilgrimage.”15

1.5.4

ʿUmar wrote to his agents, “If anyone has a secretary who is an unbeliever, let him not empower him, include him, trust him, have recourse to his opinion, sit with him, or indeed employ him at all. For the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, did not command anyone to employ unbelievers; neither he nor his caliph after him gave anyone permission to do so. This is my edict, commanding what the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, commanded, and forbidding what he forbad. Therefore let me be informed how he has instructed his subordinates in this matter, and let him beware lest they violate and transgress it.”16

1.5.5

Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān wrote the following letter to ʿUmar, God be pleased with him: “O Commander of the Believers, there is a Christian secretary in my district without whom we are unable to collect the land tax. Yet I have been loath to employ him without your command.” ʿUmar, God be pleased with him, wrote to him, “God save us both! I have read your letter concerning the matter of the Christian. Here is the reply: Consider the Christian dead. Farewell.”17

1.5.6

Abū Mūsā l-Ashʿarī came to ʿUmar in the Mosque of the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, greeted him, and sat down. After sitting for a moment, he said, “Please permit my secretary to come in, Commander of the Believers.” ʿUmar said, “What prevented him from coming in with you? Is he ritually impure?” “He is a Christian,” Abū Mūsā replied. Then ʿUmar’s expression changed and he said, “Do you appoint over the Muslims a dhimmi secretary, who deems it lawful for himself to spill Muslim blood and take Muslim property? Could you not have appointed a pious Muslim, one who commands justice and righteous deeds?” Abū Mūsā said, “His secretarial skills belong to me, but he is responsible for his own evil deeds.”18 ʿUmar replied, “You must not include him when God has excluded him, uphold him when God has humbled him, honor him when God has reviled him, or love him when God has declared his hatred for him. In this you must act according to what God, be He glorified, has said: «And whom God abases, there is none to honor him».”19

1.5.7

ʿUmar also wrote to Abū Hurayrah, “The people have an aversion to their rulers. I beseech God lest it be directed at us.” Continuing, he offered him wise counsel in the following words: “Exclude the polytheists, condemn their deeds, and seek not the aid of an unbeliever in any of the Muslims’ affairs.”

In conclusion, there is no indication in the sources that any unbeliever was hired for any job in the time of the Prophet, God bless and keep him, or that of Abū Bakr, or that of ʿUmar, or that of ʿUthmān, or that of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, God be pleased with all of them.20

THE SIXTH SECTION: THE EXAMPLE OF ʿABD AL-MALIK IBN MARWĀN

1.6.1

Here I would tell of what befell a certain Christian. Sarjūn ibn Manṣūr the Christian had charge of the financial office of ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān. The caliph gave him a command, but he carried it out in a dishonest manner. When news of this reached ʿAbd al-Malik, he was deeply troubled. He confided this to Abū Thābit Sulaymān ibn Quḍāʿah, who had charge of the offices of the chancery and the seal. Abū Thābit said to him, “If the Commander of the Believers seeks a virtuous Muslim, then the man for the job is Muḥammad ibn Yazīd al-Anṣārī.”

At the very moment they were engaged in this discussion, it so happened that a petition arrived on which some poetry was written. This is what it said:

Sons of Umayyah! Stop the tongues of these uncircumcised men,

following the example of the Messenger of God and the caliphs.

Favor not the Greeks as secretaries of your state,

for it will only bring enmity and wrong.

Your clan is a light unto Guidance itself, by which it casts light;

by you alone it now runs upon its course.21

Then ʿAbd al-Malik commanded the immediate dismissal of the Christian and appointed Muḥammad ibn Yazīd al-Anṣārī to replace him. In those days, Greek was used in the financial administration of Syria; al-Anṣārī, however, changed it over to Arabic. From that time forth, Muslims were employed instead of Christians. This was in the year 78 of the Emigration [697–98].22

THE SEVENTH SECTION: THE DEEDS OF AL-ḤAJJĀJ

1.7.1

When al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf took charge in Iraq, there were two offices there. One was in Arabic—this was the one that had been established by the Commander of the Believers ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him—and the other was in Persian. The official in charge of the Persian office was Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān. One day he said to al-Ḥajjāj, “I am growing worried about these Christians, with all their shameless malfeasance. If the emir were to give me a mandate and assist me, I would change over the administrative records of Iraq to Arabic. This would relieve me of the crimes of these infidels, of their malfeasance, their procrastination, and their effrontery. They even dare to commit acts for which their hands ought to be severed.23 They sanction the falsification of arithmetic itself, which God established for the sake of truth. Far from seeking truth, they employ their devious pens to make arithmetic serve their own goals and devices.” Al-Ḥajjāj gave him the support that he had requested and he changed the records to Arabic, dismissed the Christians, and engraved the dies for striking gold and silver coins in Arabic. The gold coins had previously been engraved in Greek, and the silver coins in Persian.24

1.7.2

If I undertook to enumerate the faults of these people, a lifetime would not suffice to convey even a portion of them. The hole would be too wide for the mender to patch.25 How can one even begin to compare the base and wicked refuse discussed in this chapter to our lordly forebears among the viziers and secretaries? Yet if I undertook to describe the merits of these latter men, devoting but a word to each one of them, the book would depart from its purpose and I would have squandered the whole year, and the next one as well.

THE EIGHTH SECTION: THE EXAMPLE OF ʿUMAR IBN ʿABD AL-ʿAZīZ, GOD BE PLEASED WITH HIM

1.8.1

I would tell here how ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, God be pleased with him, wrote the following letter to his agents in every part of the empire: “ʿUmar recites to you greetings, and recites to you the Clear Book of God: «O believers, the idolaters are indeed unclean.»26 God has made them «Satan’s Party»27 and «the greatest losers in their works: those whose striving goes astray in the present life, while they think that they are working good deeds.»28 These are the ones of whom He said, «there shall rest on them the curse of God and of the angels and of men.»29 Know that the reason that those who preceded you perished was that they obstructed truth and extended the hand of oppression. I have learnt of certain Muslims in the past who, when they came to a region, would be approached by unbelievers. The Muslims had recourse to these people for their administrative and secretarial needs because of their knowledge of the secretarial art, of taxation, and of how to put in order the means of subsistence.30 There can be neither good nor order, however, in a thing that angers God and his Messenger. That was a limited span of time, to which God, be He exalted, has now put an end. Therefore if the Commander of the Believers should learn that any of his agents anywhere has kept a man in a position of authority who does not belong to the religion of Islam, he shall chastise him severely. To efface their jobs is to efface their religion. It is to lower them to that station of humiliation and ignominy that God designated for them. Therefore let each one of you write to me concerning what he has done in his district.”

1.8.2

ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz commanded that the Christians and Jews be forbidden to ride using saddles. No dhimmi was to be allowed to enter the public baths on Friday until after the prayer had ended. The authorities were to be informed to supervise the Christians and Jews closely when they slaughtered any animal in order to make sure that the name of God and that of Muḥammad, God bless and keep him, was uttered over it.

ʿUmar wrote to Ḥayyān, his financial administrator in Egypt, concerning this plan. Ḥayyān wrote to him, “O Commander of the Believers, if this continues in Egypt then all of the dhimmis will convert and we shall lose their tax payments.” At this ʿUmar dispatched a tough and menacing messenger and instructed him, saying, “Go to Egypt and strike Ḥayyān thirty lashes upon his head to chastise him for what he has said. Say to him, ‘Woe to you, Ḥayyān! Lift the poll tax from anyone who enters the religion of Islam. Would that all of them would convert! God sent Muḥammad to call people to Islam, not to collect their taxes.’”31

1.8.3

ʿUmar commanded that the Christians’ recently built churches be razed. It is said that the Copts then made contact with the king of the Greeks32 and asked him to write to ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz concerning this matter. The king wrote to him as follows: “O ʿUmar, these people have asked that I write to you so that you might permit their affairs to continue in the condition that you found them. They also ask that you let their churches stand and that you allow them to repair those that have fallen into ruin. For they claim that your predecessor treated their churches in just the way that you forbid them to do. If you consider your predecessor to have been correct in his judgment, then follow his precedent. If, however, you would contradict that judgment, then you may as well simply do whatever you see fit.” ʿUmar wrote to him, “I and my predecessor are like the two judges of whom God, mighty and sublime, spoke in his word: «And Dāwūd and Sulaymān, when they gave judgment concerning the tillage, when the sheep of the people strayed there, and We bore witness to their judgment; and We made Sulaymān to understand it, and unto each gave We judgment and knowledge.»”33

1.8.4

Usayd said, “A report reached us concerning the letter of ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz to Muḥammad ibn al-Muntashir, as follows: ‘I have learnt that you employ a Christian secretary who wields authority in the Muslims’ administration in a manner that does not accord with Islam. But God, be He exalted, has said, «O believers, take not as your friends those of them who were given the Book before you, and the unbelievers, who take your religion in mockery and as a sport, and fear God, if you are believers.»34 When this letter reaches you, summon Ḥassān ibn Yazīd to Islam. He may convert, but if not, then do not employ him in any part of the Muslims’ administration.’ Muḥammad ibn al-Muntashir obeyed him, and Ḥassān ibn Yazīd made a sincere conversion.”35

THE NINTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF CALIPH AL-MANṢŪR

1.9.1

It is said that one night al-Manṣūr awoke from his bed in a terror. Immediately he summoned al-Rabīʿ and said to him, “Go to the Damascus Gate, where you will see a man whom you must bring to me.”

Al-Rabīʿ reported, “I set out running until I reached the place that he had told me. There was the man, leaning up against the gate. Addressing him, I said, ‘Obey the summons of the Commander of the Believers!’ He consented, so I brought him to al-Manṣūr, who was sitting up waiting for me. When his gaze fell upon me he asked, ‘Is this the man?’ ‘It is,’ I said. He turned to the man and said, ‘What is the injustice that you wish to report?’ The man replied, ‘Commander of the Believers, there is a Christian secretary in al-Anbār who deprived me of an estate. He first demanded that I sell it, then when I refused he wrote something false and damaging to you about me. It was a report saying that my estate was one of the ones that had belonged formerly to the Umayyads, and which have since been recovered for the Commander of the Believers. He also swore, with those false oaths of his, and said, “If you mention the estate again, I shall carry out a plan against your life, just as I did against your estate.” I said, “Would you, man, really take my estate in the name of the Commander of the Believers and command that I be imprisoned, then threaten me with death?”’

“Then al-Manṣūr said to him, ‘What did you say when you were standing at the gate of the city?’ He said, ‘I said, “O God, indeed You are Forbearing and Patient. But I have not the endurance for your patience.”’ Al-Manṣūr said, ‘In speaking thus you disturbed me from my bed. Rabīʿ, write a command that this Christian be presented before me. Take the estate of this oppressed man from the Christian and give it back to him.’

“Al-Manṣūr had commanded that all the property the Umayyads had left behind them be seized. This Christian dog took this opportunity to meddle with private property and estates that none of the Umayyads had in fact owned. Whoever bribed him would be left alone and allowed to go on his way, but he would revile and beat anyone who refused, so that he might obtain his property and estate, saying, ‘All this belonged to the Umayyads.’ This is the way he would register to the Umayyads’ account the things that he desired.”

1.9.2

When al-Manṣūr went on the pilgrimage to Mecca, people gathered at the door of Shabīb ibn Shaybah. They asked him to petition al-Manṣūr to look into their situation and relieve the injustice they had suffered, and to prevent the Christians from oppressing them. Shabīb said, “I was circumambulating the Kaaba, and there behind me was al-Manṣūr. When he saw me, he clasped his fingers in mine and we continued around together. I said, ‘Commander of the Believers, will you permit me to tell you what is in my heart?’ ‘Say what you wish,’ he replied. So I delivered an admonition, at the end of which I said, ‘Outside your gates, flames are blazing from tyranny and oppression. There the Book of God and the Example of the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, are not being followed. Know well that you have given power over Muslims to the dhimmis, who are enemies of the true religion. They have oppressed them, overburdened them, taken their estates, illegally seized their property, and tyrannized them. Because they serve you, they have been able to get what they want from the Muslims in their enmity toward them, to which the Qurʾan testifies. They have made you into a ladder that they climb to attain their desires. But they will be of no use to you before God «on the day when their excuses shall not profit the evildoers, and theirs shall be the curse, and theirs the evil abode.»’36 Then al-Manṣūr said, ‘Shabīb, take my seal and send to Muslims whom you know, instructing them to proclaim abroad among all the people, saying, “Verily, anyone who has been oppressed by a dhimmi should seize him by the collar and present him before me, that I may give him justice.”’ Then he said, ‘Rabīʿ, write to all of the districts and dismiss the dhimmis there. For every Muslim whom Shabīb brings to you, inform us of his place of origin, that we may issue an edict to employ him there in place of the dhimmis.’ That was in the year 158 [774–75].”37

THE TENTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF CALIPH AL-MAHDĪ

1.10.1

On one occasion in the days of al-Mahdī, a great crowd of Muslims gathered around a certain ascetic of their own religion, asking him to intervene with the caliph on their behalf. All of them, they said, were oppressed, in respect of either their persons or their property. Those who were oppressed in their persons had been dismissed and replaced in their work by a Christian or a Jew. Those who were oppressed in their property had been exploited and deprived of their possessions.

Now this ascetic, like certain others among the Sufi mystics, had a regular custom of visiting the caliph. One day the caliph’s chamberlains came to escort the ascetic for his customary visit, but he declined to accompany them. When al-Mahdī heard of this he went out personally to see him and asked him the reason for his delay. The ascetic told him how the Muslims had thronged to his door, complaining that the dhimmis were oppressing and mistreating them. The ascetic recited the following poetry:

By my mother and father! Has all discernment been lost,

or all intellect and understanding?

Does the one averse to the Prophet’s religion

deserve to rule over Muslims?

Are not their swords still drawn among us?

In truth, their swords are now pens.

Then he said, “Commander of the Believers, you have borne the trust of this community. That trust was «offered to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to carry it and were afraid of it»38 Then you submitted that trust, for which God had singled you out, to dhimmis instead of Muslims. What will be your answer on the morrow before «the Swiftest of Reckoners»?”39

Al-Mahdī immediately commanded that every Christian secretary be removed from his post. To his agents in all the regions he wrote, “Do not take any dhimmi as a secretary.” He wrote also that it be proclaimed in every land that the Commander of the Believers had ordered that anyone who took a dhimmi as a secretary would have his hand cut off, as well as his pay. But a certain Shāhawayh took a Christian secretary, so his hand was cut off.40

1.10.2

Before all of this took place, al-Mahdī had employed a Christian secretary over some of his estates in Basra. He oppressed the people in his dealings with them, so they brought a protest before Judge Sawwār.41 The Christian’s representatives were brought before the judge, as was evidence testifying to the manner in which the Christian had oppressed the people and strayed from the ways and paths of just conduct. The Christian himself went to al-Mahdī and obtained a letter from him, addressed to Judge Sawwār, stating that the Christian should remain in his position. He then returned to Basra, bringing the letter and a crowd of foolish Christians who escorted him as he rode. When he arrived at the mosque where Judge Sawwār usually heard cases, he found the judge seated for this purpose. Entering the mosque, the Christian passed the place at which he was supposed to stop. The custodians there attempted to prevent him from going further, but, hurling insults at them, he proceeded until he stood at the right hand of Judge Sawwār. He produced the letter and offered it to the judge, who placed it in front of him without reading it. Then the judge asked him, “Are you not a Christian?” He replied, “I am, God prosper the judge.” The judge raised his head and said to the custodians, “Drag him out by his leg.” Immediately he was dragged to the door of the mosque and punished harshly for the deplorable thing he had done. The judge swore that the Christian would remain in humiliation and disgrace until he restored to the Muslims what they were owed. The Christian was compelled to obey him.

When news of these events reached al-Mahdī he wrote to Judge Sawwār, thanking him for what he had done and commanding him to employ a Muslim to oversee his estates in place of the Christian.42

THE ELEVENTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF CALIPH HĀRŪN AL-RASHĪD

1.11.1

It is said that when Hārūn al-Rashīd appointed al-Faḍl ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid over the districts of Khurasan, and his brother Jaʿfar over the Office of the Seal, he commanded them to oversee all administrative matters pertaining to the Muslims. They built local and congregational mosques, structures for public benefit, and cisterns on the roads. They also established schools for Muslim orphans and provided them with stipends. Both of them dismissed dhimmis from the official posts and offices of the Muslims. Al-Faḍl pulled down their places of worship in Khurasan and commanded that they not be allowed to whitewash any of those that remained, so that these would not resemble the Muslims’ mosques.43

THE TWELFTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF CALIPH AL-MAʾMŪN

1.12.1

ʿUmar44 ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Shaybānī said, “One night when al-Maʾmūn the son of al-Rashīd was caliph, he called me into his presence. This was during our stay in Egypt. In those days, the Christians’ schemes were multiplying and many Muslims were protesting their oppressive ways. Al-Maʾmūn had ordered an investigation, which found that the Christians had been unscrupulous with the authorities in their financial dealings. Some of them had amassed great wealth in this way. Al-Maʾmūn asked me, ‘ʿUmar, what do you know about the origins of these Copts?’ I said, ‘They are the surviving descendants of the pharaohs who once ruled Egypt. The Commander of the Believers ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb forbad their employment in any of the Muslims’ affairs.’ Al-Maʾmūn then said, ‘Tell me the story of their progeny in Egypt.’ I replied, ‘O Commander of the Believers, when the Persians wrested the kingship from the hands of the pharaohs, they slaughtered the Copts. The only ones who survived were those who managed to flee. These disappeared into the regions of Ansinah and Luxor, where they studied to become doctors and secretaries.45 When the Greeks conquered the Persian empire, the Persians were driven from their kingdom by reason of the Copts’ scheming and covert conspiracies. The Copts remained under Persian rule until the appearance of Jesus, son of Mary, peace be upon him. Concerning them Khālid ibn Ṣafwān has said:

O ʿAmr,46 your right hand possessed this Egypt of ours;

there you have grasped justice and equity,

So stop with your sword whoever transgresses his limits,

and make your sword to win its triumphs among the Copts.

It is thanks to them that tyranny stands proud throughout our

 land,

while men behold outrage and abuses.

Rely not upon the Christians, for they are a people who

conspire against the religion of God.

Remember the Commander of the Believers and his words,

if you are prudent and obedient to him.

Keep no covenant with an unbeliever, observe no pact made

 with him,

and maintain no relations with him.’47

1.12.2

“After this, rancor toward the Christian secretaries remained etched in the heart of al-Maʾmūn. Around the time when he returned to the center of his realm and the seat of his caliphate, certain Christian secretaries conspired to mistreat the grammarian al-Kisāʾī, for at that time they openly flaunted their oppression, outrages, and corruption.48 It happened, however, that al-Maʾmūn was reciting to al-Kisāʾī the word of God, be He exalted: «O believers, take not Jews and Christians as friends; they are friends of each other. Whoso of you makes them his friends is one of them. God guides not the people of the evildoers.»49 Al-Kisāʾī said, ‘Does the Commander of the Believers recite the Book of God and not act according to what is in it?’ ‘What do you mean?’ the caliph asked. So al-Kisāʾī told him his own story. Al-Maʾmūn promptly commanded that the Christians be counted. The number of secretaries dismissed and imprisoned was twenty-three hundred.”50

1.12.3

There was a group of Jews, however, who retained a role in the defense of one of his districts. Then his edict issued forth, containing the following words: “The vilest of peoples are the Jews, the vilest of Jews are the Samaritans, and the vilest of Samaritans are the Banū Ḥabīb. Therefore let their names be struck from the register of the army and the land tax, if God, be He exalted, so wills it.”

A poet came in to al-Maʾmūn, who was sitting with a certain Jew, and recited to him:

O scion of him whom all men must obey,

and whose judgment is a holy obligation,

This man would claim that the one for whose sake

you are honored is a liar.

Al-Maʾmūn asked the Jew, “Is it true what this man says?” “Yes,” he replied. Al-Maʾmūn was greatly troubled by this. He commanded that the Jew be killed, but instead the Jew converted that very hour. Behold the audacity of this Jewish dog in his open hostility to Muslims, even before God’s caliph, his deputy on earth! How shameless he was to speak thus in the presence of one of the caliphs of Islam, the lords of men.51

1.12.4

A more recent poet has declaimed, concerning a Christian who was called “Son of the Mouse”:

May God give over the Son of the Mouse to, as it were, a cat of

 shoes,

Marvelously sewn of well-tanned camels’ hide,

The greedy one can only be caught by the back of the head.52

Another composed these lines:

My very body is worn down by the Christians’ folly,

their ignorance, and their noses upturned at every Muslim,

And by their open attacks upon property;

they fear no blow when a quarter silver coin is at stake.

You will see each Copt, when battle is joined, an equal to

the hero ʿAntar, his pens rising above all sharpened blades.

When a copper coin glimmers around the star Capella,

the vile man scrambles to it without a ladder.

In those fingers—may they be cut off!—he grasps an account,

of which nine shares belong to him.

What they seek of this world they have won, but on the

Day of Resurrection their dwelling shall be the fire of Gehenna.53

THE THIRTEENTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF AL-MUTAWAKKIL

1.13.1

It is said that in the days of al-Mutawakkil the Christian secretaries gained control over the administrative posts from the East to the West. They contrived ways to serve powerful people, such as al-Mutawakkil’s mother, his majordomo, his slaves, the rulers of the border regions, and others. The tactic they employed to accomplish this was to launch relentless attacks on the Muslim secretaries. They submitted financial records from various districts that showed these Muslim secretaries to be withholding the payment of funds they had collected. Although this was in every way false, untrue, dishonest, and fabricated, they repeated it often in the hearing of al-Mutawakkil. They even edited the records to ascribe some insignificant delay to one of the Christians, so as not to be suspected of having designs against the Muslims. Al-Mutawakkil grew to dislike the Muslim secretaries because of these accusations lodged against them in his presence.

One of the Christians, Salamah ibn Saʿīd, a favorite of al-Mutawakkil, often engaged in conversation with him late into the night. On one such occasion the caliph said to him, “What possesses you, Salamah, that instead of sitting with us you go off and spend time with less important people? Truly you are a fool.” He replied, “Master, I take my leave of you because you are forever in the desert after the hunt. I, however, make my way to veritable mines of gold and silver. I swear to God that in the place of which I speak, money is simply doled out to me. I drink from it and eat delicacies upon it. But here I am, I have come now, and left behind me so much that I cannot begin to describe it to you.” Al-Mutawakkil said to him, “Confound you! With whom is all of this to be found?” He replied, “With al-Ḥasan ibn Makhlad, Aḥmad ibn Isrāʾīl, Mūsā ibn ʿAbd al-Malik, Maymūn ibn Hārūn, and Muḥammad ibn Mūsā.” In naming these individuals he was referring to the Muslim secretaries whose names were on the falsified account that the Christians had submitted, testifying to the withholding of great sums from their districts. Al-Mutawakkil said, “What do you have to say about ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā?”54 At this Salamah fell silent. “By my life!” al-Mutawakkil said, “Say what you know!” Salamah said, “You have adjured me by your life. I have no choice but to tell you the truth, come what may. By God, Commander of the Believers, he has had balls and polo mallets made for himself from thirty thousand gold coins. I even said to him, ‘The Commander of the Believers strikes a leathern ball with a wooden mallet, but you strike a silver ball with a mallet of gold?’”

At this al-Mutawakkil’s face darkened and he said to his official al-Fatḥ ibn Khāqān, “Bring these people in and take action against them.” The Muslim secretaries were brought in together as had been commanded. Discovering the predicament into which they had fallen thanks to the machinations of the accursed infidel, they repaired together to ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā. He dispatched a messenger to Salamah ibn Saʿīd the Christian, rebuking him for what he had done. Salamah sent back with his apologies, saying, “The only reason I said those false things was that I was so overcome by drink! That story about the balls and mallets was of my own invention.” ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā carefully kept this note in its author’s handwriting. He went to al-Mutawakkil and informed him of the plot that the Christian secretaries had carried out by falsifying the Muslim secretaries’ financial records. He also showed him the note from Salamah ibn Saʿīd the Christian, whose handwriting bore witness to his own lie. ʿAbdallāh said, “This is his purpose: to rid the state of Muslim secretaries so that he and his cabal of accursed infidels can gain power over it.”55

1.13.2

Now al-Mutawakkil had arranged for someone to bring to him, in private, those of his subjects who wished to protest injustices done to them. One day this official brought an old man to see him. The man said he was from Damascus, and that Ibn Saʿīd ibn ʿAmr the Christian had deprived him of his house. When al-Mutawakkil heard the old man’s story, he grew visibly angry and commanded his officials to write to Ṣāliḥ, the caliph’s agent, that the man’s house should be returned to him. Al-Fatḥ ibn Khāqān said, “I rose and went away to write what he had commanded me. He sent a messenger after me to hurry me along, so I finished the letter and rushed back to him with it. When it was brought before him, he added to it, in his own handwriting, ‘May I be struck from among the Abbasids if I do not have your head, should you delay the least bit in carrying out my command.’ Al-Mutawakkil granted the old man a thousand gold coins and sent a chamberlain to accompany him who returned his house to him and registered the deed in his name.”56

1.13.3

The people continued to protest the Christian secretaries’ oppressiveness, supplicating ceaselessly against them. Around this same time al-Mutawakkil made the pilgrimage to Mecca. His guards spotted a man circumambulating the House bareheaded, cursing al-Mutawakkil. They seized him and brought him before the caliph, who ordered that he be punished for his deed. The man said, “By God, Commander of the Believers, I said what I did in full certainty that I would be killed for it. So listen to what I have to say, then command my execution.” “Speak,” al-Mutawakkil said, and the man said, “Commander of the Believers, the dhimmi secretaries have beset your state on every side. They have chosen the best for themselves, purchasing this world for themselves at the cost of your lot in the next. It is you who will be called to account for the wrongs they commit, and not the reverse. I pray you, do not improve their lot in this world by ruining your lot in the next. For there is no one who will be a greater loser on the Day of Resurrection than the person who improves someone else’s lot in this world at the expense of his own lot in the next one.” At this al-Mutawakkil wept audibly and called for the man who had told him these things, but he was not to be found.57

1.13.4

At once the caliph’s command issued forth that not a single dhimmi was to be employed in any of the Muslims’ affairs. None of their progeny was to be declared competent or qualified for any of the Muslims’ official posts or to give legal testimony until he could count seven Muslim ancestors. They were not to be allowed to wear white, lest they resemble Muslims too strongly. Instead they were to wear honey-colored clothing. Their saddles were to be made of wood. Those of their churches that had been built or repaired after the mission of the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, were to be torn down; only those that had existed before his mission might remain. They were not allowed to color their churches white, their poll tax was doubled, and they were not allowed to enter the Muslims’ baths. Instead they were to have their own baths, staffed by dhimmis. They were not to employ any Muslim for their own needs. In every district, a man of long standing in Islam was appointed over them to serve as inspector of their affairs.58

1.13.5

Al-Mutawakkil also commanded that the following document be written:

God has chosen Islam among the religions, and ennobled it, honored it, illumined it, championed it, made it victorious, favored it, perfected it, and designated it the only religion that shall be accepted. For He has said, be He glorified and exalted, «Whoso desires another religion than Islam, it shall not be accepted of him; in the next world he shall be among the losers.»59 And He has sent his Prophet, his Messenger and Beloved, his Chosen and the best of his creation, Muḥammad, God bless and keep him, the Seal of the Prophets, Spiritual Leader of the Pious, Lord of the Emissaries, «that he may warn whosoever is living, and that the Word may be realized against the unbelievers.»60 He also has sent down an illustrious, clear, Arabic Book—«falsehood comes not to it from before it nor from behind it; a sending down from One Wise, Laudable»61—by which He has gladdened his community. He made them «the best nation ever brought forth to men, bidding to right, and forbidding wrong, and believing in God. Had the People of the Book believed, it were better for them; some of them are believers, but the most of them are ungodly.»62 He reviled unbelief and its adherents, lowering them, abhorring them, reducing them, effacing them, humiliating them, afflicting them, abasing them, declaring himself rid of them; and «abasement … and poverty shall be pitched on them.»63 He said, be He exalted, «Fight those who believe not in God and the Last Day, and who do not forbid what God and his Messenger have forbidden—such men as practice not the religion of truth, being of those who have been given the Book—until they pay the tribute out of hand and have been humbled.»64 Therefore He sealed their hearts, causing their breasts to fester and their inner selves and consciences to grow wicked. God made it forbidden to trust them or place confidence in them, because of their animosity to the Muslims and their deception and hatred. Thus has He said, be He exalted, «O believers, take not for your intimates outside yourselves; such men spare nothing to ruin you; they yearn for you to suffer. Hatred has already shown itself of their mouths, and what their breasts conceal is yet greater. Now we have made clear to you the signs, if you understand.»65

The Commander of the Believers has discovered that certain officials who lack judgment and discernment have sought the assistance of dhimmis in their tasks. They take them for their intimates outside the Muslims, empowering them over the state’s subjects. These last the dhimmis treat injuriously, reaching out to oppress them, subjugate them, deceive them, and assail them. The Commander of the Believers is immensely troubled by this. He considers it a great wrong from which he has dissociated himself before God. It has been his good pleasure to seek the favor of God and his Messenger by decisively ending this practice and forbidding it. He deems it fitting to write to his agents in the villages and the cities, as well as the governors of the marches, the emirs, and the military districts, that they desist from employing dhimmis in their tasks and affairs and from including them in their confidence and in any of that which the Commander of the Believers has conferred upon them and committed to their care. For since Muslims possess the qualities of confidence, religion, trustworthiness toward fellow believers, solicitude for what they are asked to guard, competence in what they are asked to do, and concern for what is entrusted to them, they have no need to seek assistance from people who ascribe partners to God, give the lie to his messengers, reject his signs, and place another god alongside Him, when «there is no god but He»;66 «no associate has He.»67

It is the hope of the Commander of the Believers that he will receive abundant reward and an honored abode because of this act to which God has inspired him and which He has cast into his heart. The Commander of the Believers seeks God’s aid in his intention to uphold Islam and its adherents while humiliating unbelief and its partisans. Let this be known of the judgment of the Commander of the Believers. Therefore let not the aid of any unbeliever be sought in his state or in his times, in any corner of the land. May the dhimmis be lowered to their stations that God designated for them. And may this letter of the Commander of the Believers be read out in every district and spread among them. Let not the Commander of the Believers learn that any of his agents, or their own agents and helpers, have sought assistance from a dhimmi in any task.68

1.13.6

When the letter was read out, a number of eminent and renowned Christians converted to Islam, including Abū Nūḥ ʿĪsā ibn Ibrāhīm, Qudāmah ibn Ziyādah, al-Haytham ibn Khālid, ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Abrash, Sahlān, and ʿAbdān al-Wāsiṭī, along with other secretaries. They made an outward show of converting, being fearful of what he had commanded concerning them. But the state of their inner souls and selves is known only to God, who «knows the treachery of the eyes and what the breasts conceal».69

THE FOURTEENTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF CALIPH AL-MUQTADIR BI-LLĀH

1.14.1

It is said: The command of al-Muqtadir issued forth that no dhimmi was to be employed in any of the Muslims’ affairs. Abū Yāsir, the Christian secretary of Muʾnis the chamberlain, was arrested. All that he owned was confiscated: gold, silver, finery, clothing, pearls, gems, and rich furnishings.70

1.14.2

Ibn al-Furāt wrote the following: “The benefits of God rest upon the Commander of the Believers, God prolong his life. They are fulfilled to the extent of his favor, and to the very limit of his aspiration. God makes those who manifest rebellion against him an example for men and an admonition for the ages, for God «is Almighty, Avenging.»71 Whosoever should violate, deviate, defraud, stray, rebel, terrorize, wrong, infringe against the Commander of the Believers, infringe against Muḥammad, God bless and keep him, scheme against the government and realm of the Commander of the Believers, or contrive to harm his commanders, intimates, or subjects, the Commander of the Believers shall overtake him with his power and cleanse of his filth the days of his own reign, for «the issue ultimate is to the godfearing.»72 The Commander of the Believers has commanded that no assistance of the dhimmis be sought in any task of the Muslims. Therefore, let all officials be warned against contravening the Commander of the Believers’ commands and prohibitions. Farewell.”73

THE FIFTEENTH SECTION: EXAMPLES OF THE JEWS’ IGNOMINY, WICKEDNESS, AND TRICKERY

1.15.1

It is said that on one of his journeys, al-Miqdād ibn al-Aswad al-Kindī fell in with a certain Jew upon the road. When the Jew’s beast stumbled, al-Miqdād assisted him with it. The Jew tired of walking and was unable to go on, so al-Miqdād placed him upon an animal of his own. When they reached the gate of the city,74 al-Miqdād seized the Jew, saying, “I heard the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, say, ‘No Muslim ever accompanied a Jew, or had dealings with him, but that the Jew tricked him.’ Now you have traveled beside me all the way to the city; in what matter, then, have you tricked me?” The Jew answered him, saying, “Trickery takes place only in business dealings, and I have had none with you. Or, it can take place in eating and drinking, but we did not do that together, either.” But al-Miqdād spoke sternly to him, intimidated him, and threatened him, so the Jew said, “Will you give me security for my life, so that I may tell you the truth?” “Yes,” he replied. The Jew said, “Your prophet spoke truly, by God. But when I saw that the act was beyond my power, and that I would be unable to do you harm, I walked with my sandal upon your outstretched shadow, treading firmly and heavily on the shadow of your head. In this way I satisfied my urge, imagining myself able to insult you and harm you.”75

1.15.2

A man known as Ibn al-Hārūnī the Jew enjoyed high standing with a certain king, higher than the station proper to Jews. He played chess with the king during his drinking session, wagering with him for what he wanted. The king promised him that even if he demanded some great and momentous thing, he would have it done. When the game ended, the Jew had bested the king, so he asked the king to make good on his promise regarding the Jew’s wish, which he would now declare. “Ask,” said the king. So he said, “Remove from among the verses of the Qurʾan God’s word: «The true religion with God is Islam.»”76 Just look at the plan of this infidel! There was nothing he wanted more than to destroy a fundament of Islam.77

1.15.3

A raconteur told me this story: “I had a Jewish friend who collected taxes on behalf of an associate of his, who was rather simple and naive. In the course of his collecting, the Jew would be given copper money. This he would bring to the other man, who however would simply return it to him. When he took it back, the Jew would say, ‘God curse the person who gave me these coins, and curse his parents too.’ His simpleminded associate imagined that he was cursing the person from whom he had first received the coins. But in fact he meant to curse the man himself, for handing back the copper.”78

If I began describing all the disgraceful things about Jews, the account of them would be lengthy indeed. But the Jews are more insignificant, fewer, and more lowly.79
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THE SECOND CHAPTER, A DESCRIPTION OF THE COPTS AND THEIR PERFIDIES, IN FIFTEEN SECTIONS

THE FIRST SECTION: A GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THEM

2.1.1

Here it would be sufficient to refer to what is narrated from the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, namely, “The Jews and Christians are treacherous. Therefore may God curse him who dresses them in the raiment of power.”80

Dhū l-Nūn al-Miṣrī said, “I found the following inscription in the ancient temple of Ikhmīm: ‘Be on your guard against manumitted slaves and Arabized Copts. For the Copts are the most despicable race and the lowliest tribe. Honor them and they revile you; revile them and they honor you; trust them and they cheat you. The Copt comes to meet you with a dagger81 in his sleeve and a greeting in his mouth. If he reveres you, he will greet you, but if he does not fear you he will stab you.’”

2.1.2

Yet how could anyone possibly enumerate the disgraces of a people whose merits would be counted as faults in the basest commoner, and whose faults are the worst infamies that have been known among all the nations past? Their tongues are tied by stammering and speech impediment, but their hands are outstretched in corruption, both open and concealed. The noblest parts of their reputations are easy targets for the arrows of blame; their very selves are formed from affliction and distress. In them, Fate dons her worst; they gather at greed’s shameful gate.

THE SECOND SECTION: WHY THE COPTS SPECIALIZE AS SECRETARIES AND NEGLECT OTHER PROFESSIONS

2.2.1

It is important that I note here how it is passed down in the annals of history that when the rule of Egypt was wrested from the Copts and they entered into the pact with Islam, they devised a strategy to ensure that their voices would be heard by the Muslims and that their new overlords would be compelled to look after their interests. The wisest and greatest Copts said to their people, “You were once masters of this land. But the glory of the sword has been wrested from you. Strive, therefore, to attain the glory of the pen.” “How shall we do this?” they asked. Their wise men said to them, “By teaching your children the secretarial art, that they may share with the Muslims in their property, their interests, and their decisions.” They all agreed upon this plan, and the result is plain to see. They gained power in the Muslims’ administration and did as they pleased in the government. How apposite are the lines a poet composed to describe the Jews and Christians, observing that the former train their children in medicine, the latter theirs in the secretarial art, as follows:

God curse the Christians and Jews!

They have attained what they wanted to get from us:

They have emerged as doctors and secretaries

that they might seize both souls and property.82

THE THIRD SECTION: CONCERNING THEIR PERVASIVE YET IMPERCEPTIBLE INFLUENCE IN THE LAND OF EGYPT

2.3.1

These Christians are of several types. The first is the accountant of an administrative office, who rules over the land and the people by means of his word and his pen. He attains his goals and his aims because he is in a position to nominate candidates for office to the sultan, and to pass judgment concerning what is owed the central treasury of the Muslims. He thus wields the power of the sultanate as a naked sword, striking whomever he wishes, however he wishes.

The second type of Christian is the governor’s secretary. He rules without restriction in all matters over which he has power. He carries two swords: of his appointment, in which he exults, and of the authority he wields on behalf of the sultanate. With the latter sword he leaps to the attack and wins mastery. No command of his is defied, no act committed that he has forbidden. Thus is he able to achieve anything he purposes. When he issues a command that so flagrantly contravenes the Pure Law that some learned man or other pious Muslim is moved to oppose it, the Christian secretary takes his master aside and explains to him how he actually plans to bring about some benefit by that command. The Muslim’s opposition avails nothing. If the Christian’s usual tricks fail him, however, he concocts lies about the Muslim who has risen up to oppose him, informing the one he serves that this Muslim has slighted the master, or spoken ill of his comportment, or found fault with his rule, or professed some attachment to the previous governor, or resolved to denounce him to the sultan. In short, he tells his master anything about him that lies, untruth, and slander suggest to his mind. The Muslim’s righteous pride, therefore, appears to the governor as a sin, so he rejects and rebuffs him in the harshest way.

What’s worse, this is the best-case scenario—when the governor is alert, experienced, and informed, and when he makes himself available to the people and allows their prominent representatives to see him, lending an attentive ear to solicitous advisors. If, however, the governor is not like this, being neither alert nor attentive, then no remonstrance with him is possible. The secretary of such a governor does not shrink from imposing illicit fees upon the activities of tradesmen, while committing forbidden acts until he has amassed enormous wealth. Most of them never allow this wealth to show. Such a secretary displays his wealth only when he is alone in his own house at night.

The third kind is the Christian government official in the towns. He acts as the true ruler in his territory, exercising authority according to his whim. Not a town in Egypt is free of the rule of such pens. Together they set upon even the offices of the Law. They gain for themselves a say in the administration of religious posts, whereupon they work to deprive charitable endowments, congregational mosques, law colleges, and other such institutions of their income and to dispose of it as they wish.

THE FOURTH SECTION: HOW AḤMAD IBN ṬŪLŪN DISCOVERED THEIR NOTORIOUS MALFEASANCE, AND HOW HE RESOLVED TO ACT TOWARD THEM

2.4.1

Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn entered Egypt on a Wednesday, seven days before the end of the month of Ramadan, in the year 254 [September 15, 868].83 When control of the tax collection and administration was handed over to him, he found that the Copts had commandeered vast resources in Egypt and Syria. Among those things which they had shamelessly plotted to control was the supply of natron. The natron found in Egypt had long been a free resource, like pasture, water, firewood, and salt. Whoever took some of it into town and sold it was free to profit from his activity. The Copts, however, took control of it by paying a huge sum to the government. In this way they effectively stole it, without reporting the income that they derived from it. They did likewise with the fisheries, giving control over what God, be He glorified, had declared absolutely free to whomever had sufficient means to pay for it, and who by paying a large sum made it a source of his livelihood. They simply stole it, again without making any mention of this among the income that they reported in the tax registers. And they did the same with grazing lands, regulating the freely available pasture that was mentioned in the hadith transmitted from the Prophet, God bless and keep him, in which he said, “People share freely in three things,” and proceeded to name pasture as one of them.84 They took control of the grazing lands by paying a large sum, but they did not record this in their registers, extracting profit for themselves instead. Ibn Ṭūlūn, however, wrested it from them and gave it to the central treasury of the Muslims. The Muslims’ treasury has maintained control over these things down to the present day.85 Just look at the shamelessness of these corrupt people, who act against the Muslims’ property, and at the malfeasance they have perpetrated against the treasury, the storehouse of sultans!

THE FIFTH SECTION: WHAT BEFELL THEM AT THE HANDS OF MUḤAMMAD IBN SULAYMĀN

2.5.1

When Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān came to Egypt, he learnt of the Copts’ perfidy and was informed of their disgraceful and heinous acts, and of the propensity of converts to Islam from their ranks to commit enormities. He was informed, too, that they would vie for superiority with Muslim grandees of long standing in the faith, that they would plunder property whenever they were appointed to a post, and that great sums of money would, for no apparent reason, appear in their possession, and without their having discovered some lost treasure. Upon learning all of this, he conducted an investigation into how much they originally possessed. Then he ordered a general confiscation, taking everything that they had subsequently acquired and flaunted openly. A certain wealthy Christian came to an agreement with him whereby he would pay fifty “purses,” a purse being the sum of ten thousand silver coins. From detention, the Christian dispatched a note to his brother, instructing that he should bring him the agreed-upon sum. When the money had been counted, it was found to contain an extra purse. Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān said, “Wealth that is miscounted by a whole purse is wealth indeed!” To supplement the original sum, therefore, he took from him another hundred purses.

2.5.2

Al-Jāḥiẓ has a saying that I like very much: “Perfidy has ten parts, nine of which are found in the Copts and one of which is found in all of mankind.”86

THE SIXTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF AL-ḤĀKIM BI-AMR ALLĀH

2.6.1

It is said that al-Ḥākim saw a vision of the Creator, be He glorified and exalted, in a dream. The Creator was in the form of a living man who was being carried by human hands. He was borne in this manner to the gate of the palace, whereupon he died. Interpreting the dream for himself, al-Ḥākim said, “The Truth remains true in all the world. Yet when it reaches us it becomes falsehood.” He first called himself and his family to account, then turned to the Jews and Christians, calling them to account, too, in respect of their deeds, their persons, and their places of worship. He built a minaret on every church or synagogue in his realm. All those that were of recent construction he tore down. He also commanded that the dhimmis wear black, honey-colored, and sky-blue clothing. He doubled the poll tax and set their baths apart from those of the Muslims, ordering that those who served there also be dhimmis. He commanded that crosses of sycamore wood be placed upon their necks. Each of these crosses weighed about three pounds. The Christians still have these crosses even today; some of them are preserved in the Church of al-ʿAdawiyyah.

Al-Ḥākim compelled them to swear that they would not employ any Muslim in any task or dealing of theirs. He also tore down their church in Noble Jerusalem known as “Rubbish.”87 Concerning this he wrote, “The Presence of the Imam commands the destruction of Rubbish. Therefore let its loftiness be razed to earth and its great expanse laid low.” He tore down the monastery known as al-Quṣayr, too, spending three hundred gold coins to completely raze it and efface its ruins. He also commanded that a church in the border region of Damietta, known as “The Old Woman,” be torn down, on the seventeenth of Shaʿban in the year 391 [ca. July 12, 1001].88 One Ibn al-Tammār joined with ʿĪsā ibn Nasṭūrus to build a church in the place known as Rāshidah, outside of Cairo. A Christian man known as Ibn al-Zanānīriyyah was found in this church with a Muslim woman. Al-Ḥākim commanded that the church be destroyed and built a mosque in its place. This is the congregational mosque known today as the Ḥākimī Congregational Mosque of Rāshidah.89 He also commanded that rental incomes dedicated to the churches and synagogues be seized and counted, and their fees collected along with the rental incomes of the central treasury. Christians’ houses that were taller than Muslims’ were torn down. Al-Ḥākim commanded that they not be permitted to endow any property for the benefit of their places of worship, or to purchase Muslim slaves, or those of whom it was unknown whether they might be Christians or Jews. They were also not permitted to buy or take as security any weapon or materiel of war. It was decreed, “Whosoever of them does this shall lose the Pact of Security.”90 The meaning of this declaration was that they would become tantamount to the People of the Non-Muslim Lands; their women might be taken prisoner and their property and blood declared licit.

2.6.2

His command issued forth that no one in the offices of the state was to write in Coptic; all officials were to write in Arabic instead. To this writ he appended an additional charge: “Whosoever disobeys shall have his hand cut off.” A group of Christians dared to disobey, believing those in authority to be unmindful of them. When their deed was discovered, every one of them lost his hand, and all of their property was taken from them.

2.6.3

An example of how brazen the Copts were in this period was that they met together and assigned countless acres of land to their own churches that belonged properly to the central treasury. When al-Ḥākim learnt of this, he condemned it as an enormity and arrested them all. He then commanded that a silo be constructed opposite the Mosque of Tibr, hard by the area of al-Maṭariyyah. This silo he filled with grass and dry wood. Although no one knew what he intended to do, a rumor spread among the people that he had resolved to burn the Christian and Jewish secretaries in the silo he had built. All the Christians and Jews congregated at the gates of the palace—elders and children, old women and young—and raised an uproar such as only those gripped by fear of Hellfire can produce. News of this reached certain persons within the palace, who pitied these people who had taken refuge from the fire at the gates of al-Ḥākim. These persons interceded successfully with al-Ḥākim to forgive the Christians and Jews, but only after they had been stripped of all their wealth. After that, if al-Ḥākim heard that one of the Christians or their progeny who converted to Islam had amassed wealth or invested in some property, he would arrest him, take his property from him, and make it over to the central treasury. The reason for this policy of his was that he knew how audacious the Copts were. He feared lest that audacity be amplified by wealth, materiel, and deep roots in the lands of Egypt, to the point that the Copts might come to pose a real danger. They might correspond with the enemy and furnish him with a way into the land and a desire to conquer it. In truth, there was no limit to the wicked things they might do with their wealth.

THE SEVENTH SECTION: THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DAYS OF AL-ĀMIR, AND THE CONFISCATIONS CARRIED OUT BY THE ACCURSED MONK

2.7.1

In the days of al-Āmir, the Christians stretched out their hands to lay hold of property. They did a brisk trade in dissimulation and outdid themselves in perfidy. So far did they transgress that they did great damage to the Muslims, harming even the Sufi ascetics, the people who dedicate their lives to pious devotion. One of these Christians was a secretary known as the Monk. He was addressed by the titles Saintly Father, Excellent Divine, Father of Fathers, Lord of Superiors, Foremost in the Christian Faith, Lord of the Patriarchate, and Thirteenth Disciple. This cursed man sat in authority over the land of Egypt, confiscating the property of everyone within reach, all that the land contained. His confiscations touched the professional witnesses and the judges, military men, traders, and others. His hand even reached the common working people and the sundry classes of the whole population.

One of the more disturbing deeds of this accursed infidel dog occurred when a report was brought to him of misconduct involving the Chief Judge. The Monk opened an investigation into this report, thereby insulting the judge. Then he opened another into the financial affairs of the ancient mosque in Fusṭāṭ,91 thereby insulting its professors, its Qurʾan reciters, its imam, its preacher, its muezzins, its custodians, and its overseer. Some notables came to him and attempted to impress upon him the consequences of his antagonism, his hostile interference in religious affairs, and his insults and opposition to the servants of the Noble Law of the Muslims. This was his response: “It is we who were masters of these lands. We were expelled from them, we were insulted, we were taken prisoner, we were subjected to the poll tax. Thus whenever we find an opportunity to get back at the Muslims who did this to us by serving a man of the sword, feigning goodwill, and collecting money on his behalf, it allows us to insult the Muslims. We consider this a reparation for just a fraction of what they did to us. By serving the one who controls these lands we obtain what we want from the Muslims’ property, their persons, and their subjects, and are able to insult their coreligionists. Thus are we compensated for a little bit of what they owe us.” He recited these verses, God curse him, to make his point:

A grape—a daughter of the vine—whom

they stripped from her mother and insulted under their feet,

Yet they then turned and made her ruler over them;

what, pray, shall happen when the foe has her way?

The degenerate Christians who were around him praised what he said.92

2.7.2

As the problem of this accursed man and his evil plans went from bad to worse, word about him spread among all the people. Caliph al-Āmir was informed of the shameful deeds that filled the pages of the Monk’s life, and learnt that the people were in a state of great disturbance and confusion because of him and his deeds. Thereupon al-Āmir arrested the Monk and humiliated him to the utmost degree. He tortured him in ways too horrific to describe here. He confiscated all of his property, both cash and real estate. The amount this Monk had seized from the Muslims of Egypt—including shops, houses, presses, hostels, mills, living quarters, and structures, both canopied and open—was reckoned at one hundred seventy thousand properties. When Abū ʿAlī ibn al-Afḍal ibn Shāhān Shāh ibn Amīr al-Juyūsh took command in Egypt, he returned all this property to its rightful owners. It is said that the accursed Monk was crucified on a plank and cast into the Nile as the people pelted him with stones and garbage. Everyone in the city came out on that day.

THE EIGHTH SECTION: THEIR PERFIDY IN THE STORY OF ʿARĪB THE SINGER93

2.8.1

One instance of the Christians’ boundless perfidy was recounted by al-Hishāmī and narrated by Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī, as follows. ʿArīb al-Maʾmūniyyah, Caliph al-Maʾmūn’s famously talented singer, was actually the daughter of Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid ibn Barmak.94 Jaʿfar had taken an interest in an orphan girl named Fāṭimah, who had been raised in his extended family by Umm ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid. He liked her, and married her, but kept the matter secret from his father. She bore him ʿArīb but died soon thereafter. Jaʿfar gave ʿArīb to a Christian woman, who with her husband was one of those servants who enjoyed his special favor. He charged this woman with the task of raising the girl. After Jaʿfar’s fall from favor, however, the Christian woman sold her to a slave trader at the behest of her husband. The slave trader in his turn sold her to al-Marākibī, who carried her to Basra and there taught her Arabic grammar. From that point her story is well known from the history books; she remained prominent at the highest levels of the realm until her death. This is among the more noteworthy instances of their shamelessness and perfidy.

THE NINTH SECTION: THEIR SCHEMING IN THE DAYS OF AL-ḤĀFIẒ, THEIR PERFIDY DURING HIS REGIME, AND THE WAY IN WHICH THEY CORRUPTED ASPECTS OF HIS LIFE WHICH HAD OTHERWISE BEEN RIGHTEOUS

2.9.1

At that time al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl, God have mercy on him, had charge of the Office of the Chancery, which he directed as he wished. Al-Ḥāfiẓ had also appointed him over the Office of the Council and made him overseer of all the offices of the state; this was in the year 533 [1138–39]. Al-Muwaffaq ensured that the affairs of government were on the straight path; he released those imprisoned for financial reasons, gave the oppressed justice vis-à-vis their oppressors, employed Muslim secretaries, and joined a good reputation to goodwill in the hearts of all the subjects. Because of him, the armies were well disposed toward the government, for he granted them a generous share in the state’s income. He collected taxes from those who really owed them, bore them to the treasuries in their proper seasons, and by the light of his judgment distinguished between matters good and evil, beneficial and harmful. During his appointment, it was unheard of for anyone to be imprisoned for financial reasons or to protest a wrong. Nor did he injure anyone, Muslim or otherwise, by extracting wealth from him, or demand the wages of anyone under any circumstance. Thus by his good management the government strode forth proudly in the flowing garments of perfection, enfolding itself in the robes of beauty. The people, because of the good benefit and glorious pride that they derived from his rule, prayed openly that it might continue forever in this manner.

2.9.2

To the Christians, however, all of this was intolerable. They lost the bribes they were accustomed to receiving and were vexed that the government’s affairs ran so well, and that Muslims were employed to carry out its functions. The Christian secretaries gathered together and went to a man referred to as al-Akhram, the Cut-Nosed, and known as Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary.95 Complaining of the income they had lost when Muslims were employed in the government service, they asked Ibn Abī Zakariyyā to advise them about what they should do given their situation. They informed him that they had agreed to devise a stratagem, a ploy that would allow them to get what they wanted, namely to reign supreme in the government by means of their pens. After reviewing the opinions of their fellows, they agreed together on a plan. They would conspire with a certain astrologer of al-Ḥāfiẓ and entrust to him a message to convey to the caliph. Al-Ḥāfiẓ had an astrologer who each year would predict the future by recasting the caliph’s horoscope,96 adjudging for him what new events would occur in his state, as the astrologer’s art required and his practice dubiously asserted. The caliph loved astrology; he pronounced according to its dictates, acted according to what he imagined to be its rules, and believed strongly that it was the truth. The plan that the Christians agreed upon was to suborn the astrologer with an amount of money that, though quite substantial, was nothing to them compared to what they stood to gain. They asked this astrologer, when he would write out the prediction from the caliph’s horoscope, to explain in one section that when the caliph would espy a man of a certain description in the government financial offices, whose face would have such-and-such an aspect, it would portend every kind of good thing. The tax receipts would increase and grow, and the level of the Nile flood would swell and rise in each successive year until it reached the point at which general prosperity was assured and security obtained against shortfall and failure.97 The resultant happiness would swell uninterrupted to benefit al-Ḥāfiẓ himself; the lands would prosper and all that had been subject to corruption would be restored.

The astrologer agreed, assenting to what they requested in exchange for money and gifts he would receive. He submitted the horoscope, within which was secreted the stratagem they had devised. Al-Ḥāfiẓ read the entire horoscope, concerning himself with nothing else until he had finished it. When he came to the section that contained the stratagem, and its description of the man’s appearance, he commanded straight away that a search be made among the grandees for a man of that appearance and those qualities. The search was made, and the man was found. Al-Ḥāfiẓ was told, “That is the description of Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary!” They summoned Ibn Abī Zakariyyā at once, and indeed his looks matched the description found in the horoscope. After establishing that he was the man, al-Ḥāfiẓ ceded to him command of the administration and removed Judge al-Muwaffaq. Ibn Abī Zakariyyā promptly set about confiscating property, spending from what he collected to achieve his own purposes and reach his aims. He bribed people close to al-Ḥāfiẓ, piled up wealth for himself, enriched his relations, and appointed them over important matters and to positions in which uncounted sums of money were handled without any oversight to compel honesty.

2.9.3

Hardly any time passed before the Christians’ plot became apparent to al-Ḥāfiẓ and he saw how the astrologer had intrigued against him. He investigated the finances and found them badly deficient. Upon discovering this, he commanded that the Christian Ibn Abī Zakariyyā and the astrologer both be executed. The command was carried out promptly; they were executed in a most gruesome manner that set a grisly example for others. Al-Ḥāfiẓ commanded that Judge al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl be restored to his post, but it was not done.98

2.9.4

See how carefully this stratagem was planned! We must not fail to mark how they were able to proceed by means of these demonic deeds, shamelessly aspiring to control the great and solemn affairs of state. They plotted even against the splendor of the caliphate using falsehood and lies, thinking to take advantage of minds that were bound fast by passions and blinded by veils of desire to the best interests of the state. Concerning this Christian, the poet said:

When the Christians rule in the far reaches of the land,

raining down destruction from their mules and their saddles,

While all the state of Islam is humiliation,

and authority passes to uncouth infidels,

Say to the One-Eyed Antichrist,

“This is your time, if you would come forth.”99

THE TENTH SECTION: THEIR SHAMELESS TESTIMONY IN COURT CASES INVOLVING MUSLIMS

2.10.1

One day a certain man came to the Market of the Textile Merchants with a legal document. He was looking for upright, approved legal witnesses to testify for him against his opponent. In the market he found a group of Christians who were dressed just like Muslims. Since he was a stranger there, he did not know who they really were. He presented them the document and they appended their signatures to it, daring to involve themselves in an affair of considerable gravity! As a result, the man lost his case and found himself at the mercy of his rival.100

2.10.2

I would add that when the news of this incident spread, it led to renewed demands that the dhimmis be pressured to observe the requirement to wear the outward markers that distinguish them from Muslims. This requirement, duly observed, effectively disqualified them as potential witnesses. An official inspector was also appointed whose sole responsibility was to oversee their affairs. Thereafter it became a regular office; this was in the time of al-Āmir.

2.10.3

In that same time a most eloquent document was indited, abounding in frank admonition, that was read aloud from the pulpits. For the wayfarer it became a veritable store of provisions, and for the conversationalist the very substance of his speech. It was discussed among the people near and far. It is a long document, full of long discourses; I have chosen not to reproduce it here, in order to achieve concision and to eschew excess. Indeed, the Noble Verses which were produced at the beginning of this book are sufficient for the purpose, but I shall present a very small selection as follows:

It is well known that the Jews and Christians are marked by the anger of God and his curse, by unbelief toward God and denial of his unity. Indeed God, be He exalted, has commanded his servants the Muslims in the first surah of the Sealed Book101—this being the surah without which no prayer, obligatory or supererogatory, is complete—to pray and beseech Him to guide them in the way of the believers and to save them from these two wrongdoing infidel bands, so that by reciting these words they may obtain a reward. For He said: «Guide us in the straight path, the path of those whom Thou hast blessed, not of those against whom Thou art wrathful, nor of those who are astray.»102 Those against whom He is wrathful are the Jews, by universal agreement and by their own admission. Those who are astray are of course the Christians, whose disgrace and destiny in the House of Perdition He announced. Concerning the Jews, God, be He exalted, has said, «And abasement and poverty were pitched upon them»; «that, because they had disbelieved the signs of God and slain the Prophets unrightfully; that, because they disobeyed, and were transgressors.»103 The Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, said, “The worst person is the one who kills a prophet, or is killed by one.”104

Also contained in the above-mentioned document were the following lines: “The dhimmis must not be permitted to call themselves by Muslim names, being addressed as ‘Abū l-Ḥasan,’ ‘Abū l-Ḥusayn,’ ‘Abū ʿAlī,’ ‘Abū Ṭāhir,’ and the like. Likewise, we must bar them from using the honorific title of Shaykh, for the dignity of Islam and the pride of the faith flatly forbid that they should do this. They must be compelled to wear their distinguishing belts and clasp them about their waists in plain view. Let the rider take care not to hide his distinguishing belt by sitting on it. They must not be permitted to ride any kind of horse or mule. Let them not pass by the tombs of Muslims by day or by night. They must not be permitted caparisoned mounts. Let the caskets of their dead—open, not closed—be pulled along the ground by ropes of palm fiber. They must be forbidden to carry their caskets on their shoulders. Let them instead be dragged through the dust.” The last part of the document reads: “Let them be forbidden to make their tombs white.” There were also many other instructions that were imposed upon them, under which they lived for a long time. God knows best.105

THE ELEVENTH SECTION: CONCERNING THEIR SCHEMING IN CARRYING OUT THE CADASTRAL SURVEY, AND THEIR SHAMELESSNESS IN CAUSING HARM, WITH NO CONCERN FOR GOD, BE HE EXALTED, NO FEAR OF SCANDAL FROM THE DISCOVERY OF THEIR DISGRACE, AND NO REGARD FOR CONSEQUENCES

2.11.1

A Christian official set out to survey a certain district. He crossed the river on a ferry in the direction of the land he was to survey. When he reached the shore, the ferryman requested the fare, but the official refused, and gave him nothing. Instead he pressured the ferryman to defer the payment until his return, speaking harshly to him and affecting foolishness and stupidity. As surety for what he was owed, the ferryman seized the bridle of the official’s mount. Leaving the bridle behind him, the Christian continued on his way.

When the lands had been surveyed, there in the survey log, under the name of the ferry owner, was “the Land of the Bridle, twenty acres.” This information was copied from the log into the notice of the land tax that was to be given to the landowner.106 All of these records were filed at the central office. When in due course the land-tax collectors went out, carrying with them the demand-slips on which were written the names of those who owed taxes, they commanded that the ferry owner pay what the record showed him to owe. Swearing that he had never cultivated any land, the ferry owner requested that the local farmers be asked whether there existed any “Land of the Bridle” in that region. He also told them the story of how he had taken the Christian official’s bridle as surety for the fare. The tax collectors, however, did not accept his story, but beat him and threw him into prison until he paid what he owed according to the demand-slip—until, that is, the registers and daily records of the collection showed that it had been paid in full. He was forced to continue paying it every year, all because of the Christian’s oppressiveness and animosity. This continued until a devout man, one who followed truth and avoided falsehood, was appointed over that district and investigated its affairs. Upon learning the man’s situation and what that dog had dared to do to him, he removed the tax obligation from him. The Christian official, after confessing what he had done, was compelled to compensate him for everything he had paid. He was then punished most severely.107

2.11.2

Another example of their ill will and thievery is that of a certain Christian who was appointed over the city of Tinnis, where the office of the tax collector is located right on the water. When he lost a knife, dropping it in the river, he promptly imposed a tax of a quarter gold coin upon every ship. He paid a huge sum to the government in order to gain control over this revenue. This levy of his remained in place until the blessed, martyred sultan108 ascended to power and cancelled the unlawful taxes. As part of this measure of his, God have mercy on him, the collector of this tax was also dispossessed.

THE TWELFTH SECTION: THEIR SCHEMING AGAINST A CERTAIN JUDICIAL WITNESS WHO WAS IN THEIR COMPANY, AND HOW THEY CANNOT BE RESTRAINED FROM MALFEASANCE

2.12.1

A certain Coptic secretary—one of those self-proclaimed trustworthy and faithful ones who are in fact nothing of the sort—was working with a judicial witness who would check the work the Copt had been assigned. After considering how he might embezzle money without the witness noticing and without leaving a trace or risking any consequence, this secretary decided to steal the witness’s record book. When the witness noticed that the record book was missing, he was seized with fear of the scandal that its loss would cause. Under the circumstances, he had no choice but to copy the records from the secretary. But the secretary, when he had stolen his associate’s record book, had made alterations to his own, removing here, adding there, and generally adjusting the figures as it suited his purpose. When the witness asked the secretary for his record book, he gave it to him, having already accomplished his self-serving purpose without his associate’s knowledge. The latter copied from it and the secretary obtained his aim and caused the poor witness to fall into a lie.

THE THIRTEENTH SECTION: CONCERNING A CALCULATED STRATAGEM CARRIED OUT BY A CHRISTIAN AGAINST HIS JEWISH ASSOCIATE, A SHOCKING ACT THAT ONLY SOMEONE OF THAT ACCURSED COMMUNITY WOULD DARE TO COMMIT

2.13.1

In the time of Ibn Walakhshī, there was a Christian secretary who enlisted the Head of the Jewish community to help him in a certain task of administration. The request was granted, and a Jew was appointed to work alongside the Christian. This partnership, however, proved to be onerous for the Christian. He began asking his Jewish associate all kinds of questions, particularly about Hebrew and its translation into Arabic. The Jew would explain whatever he asked. One day, he asked him the word for “caliph” in Hebrew. The Jew explained that the word was mālikh. Next he asked him the word for “vizier”; the Jew told him that it was qūṣīm. After this the Christian waited for a time, then asked him how to say “kill” in Hebrew. The Jew told him that the word was shafar, and that to say “shafartah” means “You killed him.”109

2.13.2

Now the government’s rule in the time of Ibn Walakhshī was exceedingly harsh. No one dared to discuss the caliph or anything pertaining to him, or indeed anything about the government at all. When the Christian rose the next morning, he sent men to waylay and attack the Jew. The Jew, calling out for assistance, went straight to the palace. The Head of the Jewish community brought him immediately to an audience with the chamberlain of Caliph al-Ḥāfiẓ. The chamberlain also sent an agent to bring the Christian, in order to punish him for his offense against the Jew. But when he appeared, the Christian said, “It was not I who beat him up! It was the Muslims, because he had been talking too much about things that were no business of his.” The person questioning him asked, “What did he say, that the Muslims beat him up?” The Christian said, “He said something in Hebrew that I didn’t understand. But one of the Muslims was able to understand it, so they beat him up. I didn’t know what it meant until afterwards.” “If you are telling the truth,” the questioner said, “then tell us exactly what you heard him say.” He said, “I heard him say, ‘The mālikh yashfar the qūṣīm allaylah.’ Apparently this means, ‘The caliph will kill the vizier this very night.’” The Jew denied this strongly, swearing many oaths. He told the story of his conversations with the Christian, and of all the questions that he had asked about Hebrew, and how he had plotted against him. Relating these things did not buy him any time, however. Instead he was treated roughly and taken to the prison until an investigation could be undertaken.

2.13.3

Mark well this deception, such as not even «the accursed Satan»110 would lead people to commit, or even commit himself. We ask God’s protection from this wicked community, which respects the rights of no one in its quest to get what it wants. It practices no honesty in its speech and cares for no agreement or covenant. How is it that such people are appointed over any district, or are entrusted with the oversight of any town or any financial matter?

THE FOURTEENTH SECTION: THEIR DISGRACEFUL DEEDS IN THE DAYS OF AL-ʿĀḌID, WHEN AL-MALIK AL-ṢĀLIḤ ṬALĀʾIʿ IBN RUZZĪK WAS SULTAN

2.14.1

There was no one more powerful in the government at that time than a Christian dog called Khāṣṣ al-Dawlah Abū l-Faḍl Ibn Dukhān. His shameless acts are set down in writing for the ages, his vices forever fixed on history’s pages. One of his audacious deeds involved a Christian man who had converted to Islam. Ibn Dukhān’s folly and his high standing in the government allowed him to decree that this man should return to Christianity; in effect he was commanded to leave Islam. This order of his, God curse him, was retained by a certain secretary until the martyred sultan Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn ascended the throne and became aware of it. He ordered at once that no Christian was to be appointed over any office or district. Indeed, he was greatly angered at this, and said, “I wish, by God, that I had met that infidel dog so that I could have made an example of him for every Christian.” God have mercy on him.111

2.14.2

Another incident involving the Christian Ibn Dukhān occurred after my maternal grandfather, the learned Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī, God have mercy on him, arrived in Egypt. At first my grandfather was allocated a rather measly stipend—much less than he deserved—as the Fatimid rulers were unaware of his great piety and learning. He approached this Khāṣṣ al-Dawlah Ibn Dukhān to expedite the payment of the stipend, urging that it be released speedily and not delayed in any way. When the matter was referred to Ibn Dukhān for a decision, however, he filed away his official writ in the Office of Neglect and recorded it in the Registers of Disregard, though the messengers of the Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn were constantly at his door. These he treated as unworthy to converse with him; whereas they greeted him with respect, he responded with none. Meanwhile, the messengers of the Franks, by contrast, frequented his house. They were never absent from his council and he saw tirelessly to their needs, commanding that their demands be granted and that support be given them that far exceeded what had been officially earmarked for the purpose. He was censured for this and was told, “Why have you not treated the Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn as he full well deserves? You know, you cannot be sure that he will not report your infamous deeds, your indelible disgraces, your acts so wicked that the meanest rascal would shrink from performing them, let alone someone counted among the leading lights of the state!” It was obvious to the man who censured him that he was an overweening tyrant, extreme in his animosity to Islam and its people, completely bereft and devoid of any good deed, vilely and hatefully engrossed in corruption.

2.14.3

The Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn, God have mercy on him, watched for an opportunity to act against him. Just a few days later, al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ held a general council in which were gathered the most important men of state, along with persons distinguished for their learning and piety, prominent administrators, and Muslim secretaries. When the Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn asked to speak, a seat was set up for him. Now it happened that just before this, one of the ruler’s Qurʾan reciters had recited «a day when heaven shall bring a manifest smoke.»112 The Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn explained the surah and the ayah, speaking at length on every detail. He then proceeded to the subject of smoke, for Ibn Dukhān’s name means “son of smoke.” He spoke of how noxious it is to the eye—the most noble of organs—and to respiration, by which life is sustained in its support of the spirit, and how it makes white things black and causes coughing. He spoke thus in general terms about the damage done by smoke to body and soul, and about related topics. Then he turned to the topic of the Christians, of their disgraceful deeds and how it is forbidden to employ them, citing copious evidence from the Book and the Example of the Prophet. Finally he addressed al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ directly, saying, “O King, cleanse this noble state of Christians, so that none holds any position among Muslims. If it should be said to the sultan that they are clever at accounting, know that he who says so has lied. How can they be so described when they have made the Unitary One into three? In their religion they make God «the Third of Three,» being convinced that three is one. They stubbornly refuse to budge from this position. God, be He glorified and exalted, has said, «They are unbelievers who say, ‘God is the Third of Three.’ No god is there but One God.»”113 He quoted a line of poetry:

How can he know arithmetic who asserts that God the One is three?114

Then Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn said, “Master, according to this belief, when the Christian takes three from the sultan’s property, he considers them one, and in the process passes judgment on God.” At this point the whole council repaired to Caliph al-ʿĀḍid, and news spread of how the disgraces of the Christian Ibn Dukhān had been discussed in that assembly.115

2.14.4

Ibn Dukhān’s enemies lost no time in pouncing on him. His veil, as it were, was rent, and it was discovered that he had been corresponding with the Franks and encouraging them to invade the land. He had sent them documents revealing the tax receipts of Egypt’s territories. His punishment, God curse him, was a most gruesome execution. The poet ʿUmārah composed the following lines about him:

Say to Ibn Dukhān when you see his wine-wetted face,

“To hell with my stipend, though it be

many times the wealth described in Sūrat al-Zukhruf!”116

And slap the nape of his shameful neck,

though you find it twixt those of priest and bishop.

“Fate has made you master of men’s beards,

so shave and pluck them without fear.

Look! The office is empty of any stern and wakeful watcher,

or overseer severe,

So earn, amass, hoard, and hide away!

Steal, embezzle, seize, take, grab!

Then weep, and say, ‘Not a coin of it mine.’

Give back, cross yourself, implore, and swear.

Seize the day, ere the Gospel is supplanted by the Qurʾan.”117

2.14.5

The Christians’ shamelessness, disgracefulness, and willingness to countenance scandal to achieve their aims are all demonstrated by a singular and well-known event that occurred in the time of Shāwar, the vizier of al-ʿĀḍid. Nothing quite like it had ever been told of. It began with the death of the Patriarch of the Christians. Their elders met soon thereafter and requested that someone be appointed to replace him.118 The high secretaries of the state agreed together on the eventual Patriarch Abū l-Faraj ibn Zurʿah; another faction, however, came out in support of a man called Ibn Zayn al-Dār. Thus the Christians were divided one against another. Now among the conditions they set for the patriarch are that he not marry, not slaughter any animal, and not be known to have committed any sin, as they claim. This Abū l-Faraj was in much the stronger position, thanks in large part to the support of the lay elites who rallied behind him. One of these was a Christian secretary whom they considered eminent; debts that were owed would be taken at the stroke of his pen. During the selection process, the following announcement was made concerning Ibn Zayn al-Dār: “If anyone knows something that might affect his candidacy, let him come forward now.” This secretary duly came forward. He stood before the assembled crowd and said, “This is a man who fornicated with me, and I with him!” Everyone there began laughing, and the candidacy of Ibn Zayn al-Dār collapsed. But the man who had spoken was untroubled by the disgraceful scandal that he had brought upon himself in the public assembly.

THE FIFTEENTH SECTION: WHY IT IS THAT WHEN ONE OF THEM CONVERTS TO ISLAM DUE TO SOME PREDICAMENT OR CALAMITY, HE BECOMES EVEN MORE MISERABLE AND DISHONEST THAN HE HAD BEEN FORMERLY, AND EVEN MORE INSOLENT

2.15.1

The evidence for this is as clear as the midday sun and the most radiant light. Everything recorded in this book so far confirms the nature of these Christians, their disgraces, their perfidy, their mendacity, and their effrontery in committing heinous deeds. We have reviewed these things historically, showing how they were restrained by successive caliphs and kings in every age. Nevertheless it cannot be denied that the feeble nature of Christianity, the humiliation of paying the poll tax, and their forced subjugation to the power of Islam’s sword prevents them from being too grossly excessive in their wealth and from flaunting their disgraceful deeds. They are compelled to take certain precautions and to keep as low a profile as they can. Yet if one of them falls prey to some sudden predicament, causing him to fear for his life or his property and forcing him to save himself by professing his conversion to Islam,119 he does so readily and is thereby spared the punishment for his deed. At this point, and because of his conversion, he abandons his former caution and ceases to hide his disgraces, turning instead to heinous and shameful deeds. In accordance with his nature and innate character, he boldly brings new disgraces, perfidy, and corruption into every affair in which he had formerly shown caution, now neither fearing nor considering the consequences. In fact, the profession of faith he has made leaves him even more depraved. Among Muslims he is a Muslim, outwardly. But when he returns home, he is a Christian in truth, alongside his Christian father, his Christian mother, brother, sister, children, wife, brother-in-law, and all his relations.120 He excuses himself to them for what he has done by saying, “I swear to God that nothing of the Muslims’ religion has entered into my heart. It is only that necessity compelled me to placate them by speaking those words, in order to preserve myself after what happened. Whenever I pass by a certain church or monastery, by God, my every limb and vein longs for those places, those icons, those sanctuaries! As the poet put it,

Necessity compels recourse to what proper conduct would renounce.121

“You! Can you tell me what I want to know? I go by that church, but I dare not gaze at it nor allow my eye to linger upon it because of the Muslims’ malice. Instead I turn my face away, fearing that a Muslim will disparage me for looking at it.” Were that accursed dog not so stammering of speech, then in his condition he might well recite the lines of al-Buḥturī:

With heart tormented I show you my affection;

then turn away, though my love’s face draws nearer still,

If I would go to another, passion for you turns me back,

first intercessor on your behalf.122

If he is castigated for leaving Christianity, then were he not so tongue-tied, he might then recite the lines:

In idle fancy fling your heart where you wish;

true love is hers whom you loved first,

How many dwellings a youth may know,

yearning ever for that of his birth.123

2.15.2

I was told the following account by a man who attended a private party with one of these Christians who convert under duress. He had been a Muslim for some time, so much time, in fact, that he made charitable endowments after the Muslim fashion, and did other such things as well. If he observed that a Christian was colluding with other Christians against a Muslim, he would say to him, “If this man were a Christian, you would not be taking sides against him.” In saying this he intended to distance himself from any accusation, and to show that he had entered entirely into Islam. The man who told me the story said, “Now this fellow was drinking, as were the others in attendance. One of them said to the singer, ‘Sing me something in Ḥijāzī!’ So he sang several lines, one of which was:

It is as though no close friend had ever dwelt between al-Ḥajūn
 and Ṣafā,

 as though there were no one in Mecca to make pleasant talk
 by night.124

“At this point the dog of whom I have been speaking turned up his nose and, overcome with drink, said, ‘By God, man, spare me this Ḥajūn and Ṣafā and Mecca and these obnoxious names. Sing to us, “O Monastery of Simon! O our days in the monastery!” And sing that poetry about priests and monks!’ Then he turned, even more drunk, and said, ‘To tell you the truth, Christianity is really quite nice. Their shrines, their temples, those icons, that painting upon them that makes them look—by God—as though they were about to speak, those sanctuaries, all those sacred places, and the service … Praise be to the One who decrees what He decrees; there is nothing for a man to do but to obey!’ Then he said to someone there, ‘I heard that these people who go to Mecca kiss a black stone, and that they take pebbles from one place and fling them in another, and go racing around. What’s all this about, my boy? People can leave their own religion and follow those people’s without going that far.’” The man telling this story said to me, “I watched for my chance to be alone with him, by God, so that I might kill him for God’s sake, be He exalted. But the presence of the crowd interfered with my plan.”

2.15.3

My own view is that one can hardly blame these base and ignorant Christians for acting this way. Consider the parallel case of what might happen to a tried-and-true Muslim in a foreign land or in some seat of infidel power. If the situation is such that his only hope is to pronounce words of unbelief, he pronounces them. In doing so he commits no sin and does not leave Islam. Though he may be prevented from openly practicing the religion of Islam in which he believes, he keeps it in his heart, speaking its words in secret in his soul when he is alone. He worships as much as possible in hiding. If he sees a congregational mosque, or a smaller neighborhood one, or a mihrab, he longs for it in his inmost nature. He groans wistfully, craves it in his heart, and pleads with his Lord for the chance to practice his religion openly.125

This is just what happened to ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir, God show him mercy. The infidels tortured him with fire so that he would profess unbelief. Yet he did not do as they wished, but bore the torment, believing that he might not lawfully say such a thing, no matter what. The Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, passed by while he was being tortured. He gave ʿAmmār permission to appease his tormentors by saying what they wanted him to say, so as to save himself from the agony. ʿAmmār did so, and the words of God, be He exalted, were promptly revealed: «… excepting him who has been compelled, and his heart is still at rest in his belief.»126

2.15.4

It is established, then, that in converting to Islam due to some predicament, the Christian becomes even more of a miserable disgrace. In my view, in fact, a person of this description is to be considered an apostate, whose blood is licit and who must be killed. More than this, he is equivalent to someone who mocks the Holy Law and obedience to God. It is unlawful for him to be left alive for a single moment, unless (I beseech God!) he is one of those who converts because he is convinced that his own Law has been abrogated, who affirms the prophethood of our master Muḥammad—God bless and keep him—and who enters Islam obediently, freely, and willingly, not due to some predicament or calamity. That is the Muslim whose conversion one may hope is authentic.127
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THE THIRD CHAPTER, A DESCRIPTION OF SECRETARIES AND THEIR ART, IN THREE SECTIONS

THE FIRST SECTION: A DESCRIPTION OF THE SECRETARIAL ART

3.1.1

Since the subject of the secretarial art has been broached, and since we have had occasion to mention those who unworthily don its robes and thereby encroach upon its sublime offices, it is fitting that I describe what it is. Indeed, it is appropriate that I bedeck the end of this book with a description of those men whom the secretarial art has adorned and that I offer a sample of their merits.

Therefore I would state clearly that the secretarial art is a noble craft, a splendid and lofty rank for those who master it. He who is ignorant of its excellence has surely never known one of its true practitioners. As for those secretaries worthy of the name, they are in truth the very meaning of existence; they are the kernel within the shell of this present world, the spirit in the body of this creation and the sheen upon its mirror, which reveals all excellence in its perfect clarity.

THE SECOND SECTION: AN ACCOUNT OF THOSE MEN WHO MAY PROPERLY BE CALLED SECRETARIES, ALONG WITH SOME OF THEIR ACHIEVEMENTS IN PROSE, THOUGH IT BE BUT A SINGLE PHRASE TO DEMONSTRATE THE EXCELLENCE OF EACH ONE

3.2.1

I am of the view that the only men who may properly be called secretaries are those who combine knowledge of divers sciences and who comprehend every branch of knowledge. The true secretary will have recited the Illustrious Qurʾan, spent time in the study of religious law, heard and narrated hadith and understood its principles and fine points, studied inheritance law, mastered Arabic, scaled the twin summits of poetry and prose, gained complete command of epistolary style, recounted poems and aphorisms, read the epic tales of old, and understood the nuances of poetry and its varieties and forms. He will have committed to memory a great many poems, by Arabs and non-Arabs alike, and studied their battles, their speeches, their biographies, their historical chronicles, and the record of all events concerning them. He will have learnt a goodly amount of arithmetic. Indeed, he will have entered into every arena of learning by the widest gate. Refined literature holds a singular place in his preparation; it is his special adornment, for the Muslim community knows nothing more lovely, nor is there any garment more comely for ambition to wear. It frees the tongue of any hobble and allows men to speak with supreme eloquence. Only he may be associated with its refinement whose brilliant light shines forth, whose excellence glitters, and whose character is ennobled to such a degree that he gives rest to souls and joy to spirits. Neither does his flowing stream of excellence dry up, nor does any impurity cloud the clear pool of his learning. Fate is moved to rejoice by such men, and in them she displays her kindness. By them the spark of Destiny is kindled; from them the star of Fortune is never concealed. God, glorified be He, has described the recording angels as noble and wise, saying: «Yet there are over you watchers noble, scribes who know whatever you do.»128

3.2.2

One of the most renowned secretaries and noted men of culture was ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Yaḥyā, the secretary of the last Umayyad caliph, Marwān, who was killed at Būṣīr Sidr in the vicinity of Giza.129 ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd was the first to elucidate the proper methods that guide the secretarial art and the use of the pen, and to formulate the conventions of composition and rhetoric. He has many well-known epistles and many praiseworthy virtues as well.

It has been said concerning him, “The secretarial art began with ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd and ended with Ibn al-ʿAmīd.”

Among his excellent sayings are, “The pen is a tree the fruit of which is meaning, and the heart a sea the pearl of which is wisdom.” And also, “Practice forgiveness, that the grace of your power may endure.” And, “Do not let your share in this world cause you to forget your share in God’s mercy.”

Here follows an instance of ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd’s loyalty that history has preserved for us so that the ignoble might feel shame and the honorable might follow in his steps. When his master Marwān realized that his rule was coming to an end with the rebellion of al-Saffāḥ, he said to ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, “This authority shall surely pass from us and revert to those people,” meaning the Abbasid caliphs, who are of the Prophet’s family. “I advise you to transfer your allegiance to them, for they shall advance you in their service because of your estimable qualities. It may even be that you shall still do me some good by serving those whom I leave behind.” But ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd replied, “How shall the people know that this is your command? If I obey you, the people will curse me!” Then he recited these verses:

Am I to be loyal in secret and flaunt perfidy?

What excuse could I give to convince people?130

Thereafter ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd stayed at Marwān’s side until he was slain by Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAlī.131

3.2.3

Among the great secretaries who were also viziers was Khālid ibn Barmak, vizier to the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdī. It was he who coined a euphemism for people who made their living by approaching prominent men for gifts. He requires no more description from me, however, for a poet composed the following lines about him:

Khālid gave freely, like his ancestor;132

his was generosity deeply rooted and yet new.

Before him, those who had nothing were called

by a name that pointed to their poverty.

They were everywhere called Beggars,

though among them were men high-born and eminent.

To veil that name, he called them Visitors,

thus did his veils upon the alms-seekers become a string of  pearls for him.133

3.2.4

Another great and distinguished secretary was Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd, also vizier to al-Mahdī. The following lines by the poet Salm al-Khāsir are in praise of him:

Tell the Deputy of God, when Guidance irresistible

grants to him the rightful rule,

“In piety you have ever had a helper true:

your brother in God, Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd”134

Abū l-Shīṣ also composed poetry about Yaʿqūb:

Inform the Imam of Guidance135 that none of his servants

bears troubles like Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd.

Through the night he guards you, risking his very life;

in self-giving lies the highest form of generosity.

Search out his equal among all mankind

and seek what the world does not contain.136

3.2.5

Also among the great and distinguished secretaries was Yaḥyā ibn Khālid ibn Barmak. A noteworthy line of poetry was composed about him by Marwān ibn Abī Ḥafṣah:

When fine camels bore us to Yaḥyā ibn Khālid

life became easy and our hardship ceased.137

It was also Yaḥyā who said, “Drunkenness is ingratitude.”138 And, “The evildoer is a servant to ignorance.” And also, “This world around us is ignominy, and wealth is but borrowed money. We have in our predecessors a model, but in us posterity finds a lesson.” In one particularly noteworthy document he wrote, “Tax revenues are the pillar of a king’s rule; nothing makes them abound like justice or diminish like tyranny.”

Another saying of Yaḥyā’s is, “I have seen nothing weep so well as the pen.” Concerning him, a poet declared,

With kings one finds both harm and benefit,

yet from the Barmakids I see benefits alone.

When roots conceal within them moisture

plants are gladdened and the fields delight.

If you do not know a man’s roots—

and if he lacks a storied heritage—then look to his deeds.139

3.2.6

Yaḥyā’s son Jaʿfar was another iconic secretary. Thumāmah ibn Ashras had this to say about him: “Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā was exceptionally articulate and unfailingly perceptive in conversation. He never paused, never stumbled over words, never seemed at a loss for the best way to express a complex thought. As the poet has said,

No more surely did he ponder than intuit

where others amid matters murky founder.”140

Indeed, so must anyone be who aspires to serve kings: marked by learning and magnanimity, renowned for excellence and manliness, broad of mind, generous of spirit, always prepared to act for the good.

Jaʿfar wrote the following line on a document issued to the people of Fars: “You have my assurance that, barring obstacles unforeseen, the tyrannical sky above you shall be lifted away.” He also wrote this on the back of a petition submitted by ʿAlī ibn ʿĪsā: “May you come to love the loyalty you detest, and to detest the perfidy you love. For it is not the reward of Fate for you to think well of her when you have heard of her perfidy and seen it with your own eyes.”

Al-Aṣmaʿī loved him dearly and would frequently attend his assembly and praise him. Concerning him he recited,

Kings admire Jaʿfar’s generosity,

yet they fail to bestow favors as he does.

He is far from the richest among them,

but his gifts are richer.141

3.2.7

Jaʿfar’s brother al-Faḍl was also a secretary. He was once in attendance with al-Rashīd when the caliph saw one of the servants holding a bundle of bamboo. Turning to him, al-Rashīd asked, “Faḍl, what is that?” and al-Faḍl replied, “Those are what spears are made of, Commander of the Believers.” He avoided mentioning the bamboo, since the name of al-Rashīd’s mother was Bamboo.142

The poet al-ʿAttābī found himself in grave danger, having been accused of being a Muʿtazilite in the presence of al-Rashīd and condemned to death. Al-Faḍl, much troubled at this, helped him to flee Baghdad. He also summoned al-Kisāʾī143 and told him to teach al-ʿAttābī’s poetry and treatises to al-Maʾmūn and al-Amīn, the sons of al-Rashīd, which he did. Soon thereafter al-Rashīd happened to hear the boys reciting some of it, and asked al-Faḍl whose work it was. “That is the work of al-ʿAttābī,” al-Faḍl said. “It would be better for their mastery of it,” the caliph replied, “if they learnt it from him directly.” Al-Faḍl eventually managed to secure a writ of safe conduct for al-ʿAttābī from al-Rashīd, and to convey it to him. Al-ʿAttābī returned and dedicated these lines to al-Faḍl:

Fast in the throes of death I lay,

no scheme had I with which to save myself.

Yet you worked tirelessly to rescue me,

until you snatched my life from its appointed hour.144

3.2.8

Al-Faḍl ibn al-Rabīʿ, vizier to al-Rashīd and al-Amīn, was another famous secretary. Abū Nuwās composed the following lines in praise of him:

By your life! Muḥammad al-Amīn overlooks no affair

that concerns him, when al-Faḍl is there.

If not for the Prophetic heritage, which belongs to one of them

but not the other, neither would have precedence.

Though the passage of days bring contrast and change

their words and their deeds remain as one.145

Al-Mahdī once accused al-Faḍl of lying. “The face of a liar could not confront you,” he replied, “nor could a liar’s tongue address you.”

3.2.9

There are a few other notable secretaries whose bons mots we ought to mention here.

Aḥmad ibn Abī Khālid: “It is by reed pens that climes are governed.”146

Ismāʿīl ibn Ṣubayḥ: “My gratitude for your past gifts distracts me from your more recent ones.”

ʿUmar ibn Masʿadah wrote, “My letter, along with those of the forces and officers of the Commander of the Believers, may God prolong his life, who are with me, is as obedient and submissive as one could wish an army whose pay is late and whose condition is abysmal to be.”147

3.2.10

Yet another famous secretary was al-Faḍl ibn Sahl, about whom the poet Ibrāhīm ibn al-ʿAbbās declaimed,

Al-Faḍl ibn Sahl has a hand that no saying can describe;

Its palm for gifts, its back for kisses.

Its opening brings anticipation, its closing signals death.

From God’s favor comes his wealth; from his supplicants comes hope.148

This is a saying of al-Faḍl’s: “Only through long proving is the mask of uncertainty lifted away. Then the one who holds the course receives praise, but the one who falls away is rebuked.”149

He also said, “The secret of true nobility lies in excess.” Someone responded, “It is impossible that there should be good in excess!” “It is impossible that there should be excess in good,” he replied, thus reversing the words while giving the meaning its full due.

When asked about al-Faḍl ibn Sahl, Abū l-ʿAynāʾ said, “Adam himself has appointed him as a successor among his descendants. He brings them benefit and keeps them from want. God elevated the status of this world when He placed al-Faḍl ibn Sahl among its inhabitants.”

3.2.11

Al-Faḍl’s brother, al-Ḥasan ibn Sahl, was also a renowned secretary. He once wrote the following lines to al-Maʾmūn, entreating him on behalf of deserving people and urging him to perform righteous deeds, specifically to distribute stipends to those gathered at his gate: “One man speaks out to summon your generosity, another calls on you for benefit; together they convene delegations at your gate, all hoping for your favor. Some seek advancement by appealing to their inviolable bond with you; others are humiliated by servile employment. They have suffered while standing there these days long. If the Commander of the Believers sees fit to restore them with gifts and to confirm thereby their belief in his power, he should do so!”

Upon the back of the petition the caliph wrote this response: “Our wealth is vast and ample, and the gates of kings are where men of virtue belong. Register their names, therefore, and elevate their stations, that each one of them may be rewarded as he deserves. Do not obscure our generosity with any manner of delay or obstruction. As one of the ancient poets said,

You shall find nothing more repugnant to a free man

than a near brush with disgrace.

Nor shall you win the affection of one loyal

with anything so well as a gift or kind word.”150

3.2.12

Another great secretary, al-Ḥasan ibn Wahb, described some particularly fine handwriting in the following terms: “How wonderfully and subtly do you embellish your words, impart the weaving of your pens, and intently craft your letters and exquisite lines! They are more comely than moles upon the cheeks of rare beauties, more resplendent than the plaited tresses of young ladies, more lovely than henna on the fingers of a shapely lass, more radiant than pearls and coral strung upon singing girls, brighter than necklaces at the throats of virgins, fairer than fine ornaments upon the tender necks of coquettes, more graceful than pearls and chrysolite on the bosoms of soft maidens.”

3.2.13

Another of the great secretaries, Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt, composed the following lines about firm action: “Do not deceive yourself and stray from firmness, slipping into laxity in the guise of trust in God. It will strip away your caution and leave you passive, making you ascribe all things to Fate. God, be He exalted, has in fact commanded us to trust in Him when all else fails, resigning ourselves only after vigorous exertion. It was in this spirit that He sent down his Book and caused the Example of his Prophet to be set forth. For He of exalted mention has said, «Take your precautions»151 and «Cast not yourselves by your own hands into destruction.»152 Our Prophet, God bless and keep him, said, ‘Trust in God but tether your camel.’”153

3.2.14

The secretary Sulaymān ibn Wahb said, “The dues of generosity are debts that must be paid.” And also, “Benefaction is a bride whose dowry is gratitude; the garments in which she is bedecked are delight.” And also, “There is no guarantee against the deeds of Time.” And, “Where industry and contentment are, there want cannot go.”154

3.2.15

It is recorded that the famous secretary Abū Bakr al-Khwārizmī said, “The good sir, may God prolong his life, sets me at ease by his good favor toward me but wearies me by the gratitude that it imposes. No sooner does he lighten my burden of trials than he freights me with the obligation of thanks. He revives me by fulfilling my hopes, then slays me with my own immense chagrin.”

3.2.16

The secretary Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad, the one known as Badīʿ al-Zamān—“the Marvel of His Age”—has in like fashion a number of noteworthy sayings.155 For instance: “Were you to see my chest, my lord, filled with feelings of loyalty, and my tongue breaking forth with praise unbidden, then you would say, ‘Is it a mere chest that these ribs form, or a precious necklace? And can this organ be a tongue, or is it rather an ocean?’” He also said, “A sword he is, though human; an entire world, though but a single man; a star, though he is Saʿd.”156 And also, “How could you rust, my lord, when you are gold, or cast a shadow, being pure flame? How could you, a guiding star, lead anyone astray, or, as a speeding arrow, ever tarry? How could you, an ocean, be tainted by a fleck, or, full moon, be in any way eclipsed?”157

3.2.17

The famous secretary Abū l-Faḍl ibn al-ʿAmīd described a hot day in this manner: “It is as hot as the heart of a great serpent, hot enough to dissolve the brain of a lizard.”158

3.2.18

Another great secretary was Saʿīd ibn Ḥumayd, who said, “The benefit of your gift extends outward in time, touching what is past and reaching unto what is yet to come. It is a noble lineage to which men trace their descent, a support on which they depend.”

He invited a friend to visit with the following words: “The stars are out! They await their moon. Will you rise before they are inclined to set?”

One day a friend wrote him a note to apologize for being unable to join his company. Saʿīd wrote upon the back of the note, “My absolute trust in you has accepted the apology completely. My desire to see you, however, is hardly willing to receive it at all.”

Upon a document of appointment issued to a governor he wrote, “May you wear your integrity in such a way that it envelops your limbs entirely.”

To a close friend he wrote, “The contents of your letter enslave a free man, even one long since in your service. They lay wholesale claim to his gratitude, and even though they precede the full proof of your favor, not a shred of thanks is withheld.”

3.2.19

When the secretary Abū l-Ḥasan ibn al-Furāt was still a boy, he wrote the following words to a certain vizier: “May God preserve your affection for me, and may Fate not get wind of my good standing with you. Instead, may He grant that I benefit from my closeness to you.”

To one of his friends he wrote, “I am elated at what you have promised and shall await it in high spirits. If anything should obstruct the fulfillment of your commitment, then I shall have derived joy by looking forward to something I love, and shall thereby be compensated for my distress at being deprived of your gift.”

3.2.20

The secretary Abū l-Fatḥ al-Bustī said, “The pen is a mount whose rider goes forth in tranquility and which clothes the fingertips in adornment.”

He also said, “He who obeys his anger ruins his comportment.” And also, “The habits of lords are the lords of habits.” And, “A bribe is a rope in the hour of need.” And, “Forbearance is an easy mount to ride.” And, “Excessive mildness amounts to weakness.” And, “Fairness is among the most seemly of attributes.”159

3.2.21

Some sayings of the secretary Abū ʿAlī ibn Muqlah160 are also worth recalling here. It was he who said, “I love the vizierate only on account of the friends I benefit and the enemies I subdue.” And, “Little people err, great ones forgive.”161 And also, “Show good favor and you give honor; show anger and you leave scars.”162

A man who apologized to him received the following reply: “That is accounted sufficient for you, for a friend is not called to account and an enemy’s account is not on that account credited.”

3.2.22

A secretary described someone in the following way: “He is perfectly smooth; there is nothing about him to which either good or evil might stick.”

Another secretary said, “Gratitude, however little, is the yield of every gift, however great.”163

Someone asked a secretary who had just left the caliph, “What did you notice about people there?” “They enter hopeful and emerge satisfied,” he replied.164

Al-ʿAbbās ibn Muḥammad, secretary to al-Rashīd, said, “Commander of the Believers, wealth and the sword indeed are yours to command. Sow therefore with the first among those who show you gratitude, and reap with the second among those who do not.”165

A certain secretary wrote to a great man, “My expectation of your justice is no greater than my hope for your favor.”

3.2.23

These, in my view, are the people who truly deserve to be called secretaries. The ancients were very selective in choosing individuals for this role, especially when the choice involved the conferral of authority in positions of prominence that required political acumen. They would ask about a person’s birthplace, upbringing, youth, roots, childhood—even his ascendant,166 his birth omens, and the precise time he descended from his mother’s womb. If anyone raised an objection to this procedure, they would say, “Kings should only be served by men whose ascendant contains an auspicious star and who have an excellent birth hour and virtues that set them apart. For no happiness will be obtained through someone who possesses neither auspicious ascendant nor virtue; neither will he be seen to possess any particular grace.”

Next after these inquiries would come close study of a person’s character. The authorities would reject anyone in whom any blemish was found; they would keep him far from their posts and cleanse their ranks of his kind. Such a person could find work as a copyist or bookseller, or in one of the other occupations that are suitable for secretaries who are unfit for the service of kings.

Thus, for example, a certain secretary was recommended to a vizier to fill a vacant position, by being mentioned and praised in his presence. One of the people there, however, asked the attendant who had praised him before the vizier, “Is that Muḥammad ibn Rāshid ibn Isḥāq, that cultured fellow with the spotless clothes?”

“Indeed it is,” the attendant replied.

“So is he the man about whom the Sulamī poet Abū ʿImrān167 recited these lines:

By my father! O Ibn Rāshid, liberal with your looks,

You are more desirable to me than any buxom virgin?”168

“Indeed it is,” replied the attendant.

At this the vizier interjected, “Anyone thus disgraced should not be recommended for government work. For the secretary at his post represents the ruler in his speech and his writing, in what he commands and what he forbids. He must possess only the best qualities if he is to be considered worthy to take charge of the people’s affairs.”

Another candidate was once brought up for discussion in a similar situation. In the course of this, someone mentioned that as a boy he had been an oil seller. The man who had recommended him denied this, claiming that he had never sold oil. But the other replied, “Doesn’t Ibn Abī l-ʿAlāʾ have that line about him, when he once held some official post …?

The oil seller never fails to haggle with me

even if he purports to pour me a gift from his skin.”169

The vizier said, “This person is not fit for our work.”

Another person was described in the vizier’s presence as a good man. The one who described him added, “What a fine man, if it were not for his excessive vanity and pride!” He then recited:

How disagreeable is vanity, and how vile!

How loathsome pride, and how base!170

On the whole, then, people exhibiting such deficiency deserve no authority, unless it be to relay messages sent by prisoners, so that they are in effect assigned to confinement alongside the inmates.

3.2.24

Caliphs, kings, and leaders of all kinds have steadfastly forbidden the employment of country-bred rural folk for any royal task. Such people are not to have any say in matters of state. One such rustic once petitioned a vizier of Chosroes Anūshirwān. He proposed that he be made the tax farmer for a certain district in exchange for a large advance payment. The state, he said, would still be able to appoint whomever it wished to carry out the work, but the rustic himself would accompany this official and supply him with detailed information about the local taxpayers.

The vizier relayed this proposal to Chosroes, but the king rebuked him harshly, saying, “If you were fit to administer the affairs of this state and its people, you would not have troubled me with the proposal of a rustic who was brought up among cows and goats and worn down by raising crops, who bewitches you with an elaborate scheme that can only harm the people. He merely hopes to raise himself up from the humiliation of his roots in the Sawad, from lowly origins and rusticity, and to gain newfound status to rule over the subjects, through which he plans to lord it over the wellborn and to abase their ranks. This is one of the worst and most insidious scenarios that our rule could possibly envisage; it threatens serious harm to the steady function of our administration.” He then forbad the offspring of any country folk to work in the secretarial or learned professions.

3.2.25

Some time after this, it is told, a son was born to a certain bean seller. The man offered one hundred thousand silver coins to Chosroes’s treasury so that his son might be permitted to work in the learned and secretarial arts. Chosroes wrote upon his petition the following reply: “We have no need of the money that this man has offered. Moreover, his son cannot be permitted to occupy himself with learning and the secretarial arts. For when the sons of the low-born busy themselves with learning, while those of the leading men are distracted with luxuries and pleasures, neglecting the means of advancement to their fathers’ accomplishments, the low-born themselves advance and take control of affairs. Thereupon they treat the well-bred sons with scorn and bring them to ruin. There is no need whatsoever for us to employ any low-born person.”

3.2.26

A man called Ḥumayd ibn Bishr was working as a secretary when he was recommended to a certain vizier to fill a position. However, someone who happened to be present in the council pointed out that his origins were in the Sawad, meaning the countryside. At this the vizier said, “Even if you were to wash the vulgarity of a man from the Sawad in a thousand seas of refined comportment, it would not be cleansed.” He also said, “For a rustic to occupy the seat of honor is a disgrace to be recounted throughout the ages.”

Someone present said to the vizier, “Master, you must be able to see by God’s own light! For concerning this same Ḥumayd ibn Bishr a certain poet has said,

Though Ḥumayd ibn Bishr has ambition, he hails from the Sawad,

Demands what is not his to ask, in toil and wandering all his life.”171

“For this very reason,” said the vizier, “have we forbidden the promotion of low-born rustics from the Sawad.”

3.2.27

Several men were presented to a certain governor as candidates for official positions. When he asked about their origins, he was told that they were from the countryside. Upon hearing this he denounced the men’s candidacy, saying, “Did we ask for men, or for cattle with which to plow?” Someone said, “God grant success to our lord the vizier in his word and deed! These men who were presented to our lord are country folk. They have an understanding amongst themselves to collude in notorious deeds. Concerning them, the poet has said,

Those indeed are plow people, so that hardly do they go out except (oh people!) among plow-oxen”172

3.2.28

When Abū Yaʿlā the Secretary was appointed over the administrative offices in Iraq, someone composed these lines about him:

The vizier has made Abū Yaʿlā the equal of any other man,

after the cupping glasses and scissors and shears;

When his scribing put him to shame, people cried,

“Pass judgment, Lord, for it was You who taught by the pen!”173

Another one of these rustics used bribes to insinuate himself into the graces of an official whom he accompanied in his work, until he himself won an appointment. Hardly had any time passed, however, before his ignorance was discovered and his incompetence became obvious. He was dismissed and fined for the damage that his mismanagement had done. His example did, however, inspire the poet to compose a line:

Fate shall not fail to mar his affairs,

whose aspirations overreach his worth.174

Another poet added this line:

His incapacity was hidden from all until

he gained command and forthwith shrank from it.175

A man of learning was dismissed in favor of an ignorant rustic, who had once sold pomegranates and dates and who was known as Abū l-Hurṭumān. The man responded with the following poetry:

Shall such as I be dismissed for Abū l-Hurṭumān,

a pomegranate peddler from al-Nahrawān,

Who sells dates from atop his head?

Is this not a wonder for the ages?176

Another proclaimed these lines:

Does not many a writ elevate a man beyond his limits

bringing him whither he had never hoped to go?177

3.2.29

Concerning Ibn al-Taʿāwīdhī the poets recited,

The madman is in high demand in every government;

though they think well of him at first, he is not as they suppose.178

3.2.30

Once, a disreputable rustic, whose associates would mock and deride him behind his back, was employed in an official post. When he arrived for work at the office, he would act in the most stupid, foolish, and senseless manner. He, too, inspired poetry:

If you spy him alone in the house, his honors

stripped away by their mockery,

Then you shall see something awful:

that dread reverence full exposed.179

3.2.31

A rustic known as Ibn Manārah paid someone to procure him official employment. When he arrived at the office to take up his position, however, he acted foolish and distracted, nearly bringing scandal upon himself. One day he said, “I speak to people using only a quarter of my brain.” At this, a poet was moved to compose,

Yaḥyā overreached by his appointment,

the pride he showed corrupted all he did.

He speaks to us with a quarter of his mind,

passing all moderation by what he claims in pride.

May the Merciful not bless Ibn Manārah,

but take from him instead half his life.180

3.2.32

A certain sage said, “The death of a thousand of the most senior, steadfast, and noble men is more easily borne by regimes than the elevation of a single man of lowly birth.” To another are ascribed the words, “Beware lest you promote the lower sorts. For he whom disgrace has nurtured, generosity shall make insolently haughty.” And another has said, “He who empowers a base-born man shares in his baseness.” And still another, “If being honored ails a man, being disgraced shall cure him. For one accustomed to disgrace cannot receive honor.”

3.2.33

In the days of Caliph al-Muʿtaṣim, an astonishing thing of the same sort took place. A rustic had gained great wealth and won such favor by means of it that he managed to have his name mentioned in the presence of al-Muʿtaṣim’s vizier. A man he had bribed asked that he be permitted to ride in the vizier’s entourage. The request was granted, so the rustic began riding fine horses and generally outdoing himself in folly. This man was called Muqrān and the poet Abū Tammām composed the following verses about him:

Ho, Muqrān! Of rough infidels’ daughters born,

scion of the Jews, the worst of mankind.

You have become an example for all,

you ride horses now; cows no longer!

You have exchanged the spade for a docile mount,

your whip leaves no marks upon it.

Ask Muqrān, “Why do you still stand there,

now that your harvest season is at hand?

Sell the sword and take up a scythe,

leave off carrying that keen and noble blade.”181

When the vizier heard this poetry, he said, “It is inappropriate for our entourage to include someone with whose honor the poets take such liberties. God curse the man who tricked us by mentioning him in our council, and asked that he be permitted to ride with us!” He then ordered Muqrān to return to his work in the countryside, and the man who had recommended him fell from the vizier’s favor and saw his career disintegrate.

3.2.34

Among the strangest and most wondrous incidents I can recall is one I related to the blessed, martyred sultan, al-Malik al-Kāmil, God sanctify his spirit, and which truly amazed him.

In my youth I busied myself with the study of religious subjects and had no involvement with government administration. One day when I was riding along I met a dark-skinned man, a native Egyptian with silvering hair who was riding on a mule. He greeted me and I returned the greeting. Then he said, “My master, don’t listen to what conniving people say about me! For I am a servant of your father, Judge ʿAlam al-Dīn, and he owes me a favor.”

“Brother,” I replied, “who are you? I don’t recognize you, by God. Who am I that I should be privy to what your adversaries say about you? That’s the kind of thing one says to powerful people. I am certainly not one of them.”

“I am Ibn al-Ṣakhr, from Ibyār,” he said. “The son of a certain official182 told me that you said, ‘I shall have to fine Ibn al-Ṣakhr seven thousand gold coins and obtain a signed document from him agreeing to the payment.’”

“Listen, old fellow,” I said, “I’ve heard of you, but this other person you mention, I swear I don’t know him. I know nothing about serving any sultan or vizier. In reality I’m one of those people who spends all his time in the law college, doing nothing but studying. I know absolutely nothing about your situation, or anyone else’s for that matter. I’m not that type at all. Perhaps you’ve made some mistake about me.” I was quite astonished at what he had said.

3.2.35

A long time after this, it so happened that I took part in a debate in the presence of the martyred sultan. After hearing me, the sultan directed that I be enrolled among the servants of the state and issued a command that I take charge of the administrative offices in all of Egypt, except for a few places. I replied in writing, informing the sultan that I had never worked in an office of any kind, and that I did not know anything about the customs of the offices or their current condition. I added that when the officials in the various towns found out that someone entirely ignorant of administration had been appointed over them, they would conspire with the supervising accountants and embezzle the funds.

When the sultan, God sanctify his spirit, received my letter, he directed that I be excused from what he had commanded. He also thanked me, saying, “Do any of the men who beg to serve in some branch office, or whom we in fact appoint, from Mecca (God protect it) to Damietta, ever ask to be excused and say, ‘I have never so much as seen an administrative office?’”

Then one of the attendants said, “Master, if this is the case, let the sultan appoint him over al-Sharqiyyah and al-Gharbiyyah. He will learn the customs of administration in those places, then the sultan can transfer him to these central offices.”

“Let us not overburden him,” the sultan replied. “We shall appoint him over al-Sharqiyyah alone to learn the customs of administration, since it is a relatively minor district.”

Then the sultan, God sanctify his spirit, summoned me into his presence and said, “I appoint you over the lands of Egypt and you refuse, saying, ‘I am not suitable’? I have here a recommendation from Judge Ṣafī l-Dīn ibn Shukr that says you are qualified to manage the whole state.”

“Master,” I said, “Judge Ṣafī l-Dīn thinks too highly of me. I know myself better.”

“Do not try to dissuade me,” he said, “for I have high hopes for you. I want to make you great, so great that all these people”—he meant all his private servants—“go running back and forth to your door.”

So I blessed him and departed for al-Sharqiyyah as he had commanded.

3.2.36

When his mighty cavalcade made its return from the East he asked for me and, summoning me into his presence, commanded that I serve him personally.183 So each day I would arrive early. When he heard that I had come, he would summon the accountant of the treasury, Saʿīd al-Dawlah al-Ibyārī, as well as al-Ṣanīʿah, who at that time was the accountant of the audit. They would meet with him in private and read out the receipts and their origins, as well as what was still owed and by whom. Not a day went by without some affair being decided, funds being withdrawn, or offices, auditors, or governors being assigned.

I would sit with Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān, God show him mercy, to whom had been delegated command of all the offices together, as well as the extraction of tax payments by means of his writs and emissaries. At this time the sultan, God sanctify his spirit, ordered an audit of several districts, including Damietta. Ibn Mufshīn and Ibn Hablān were appointed to carry out the audit of Damietta.184 Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān appointed Ibn al-Ṣakhr to go along with Ibn Mufshīn and Ibn Hablān to audit Ibn Ḥassūn, the governor of the town. When Ibn al-Ṣakhr saw the ticket for twenty-eight thousand gold coins, his idiotic rural mind was filled with fear at such a sum. He imagined it would be demanded of him. Begging to be excused from the audit, he said, “Who in the world can answer for twenty-eight thousand gold coins?”

Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān said to him, “Look old fellow, do you want a thousand auditors breathing down your neck? The sultan could take your very life on the evidence of records in his possession that document the things you authorized previously, in Ibyār. Our entire plan in having you go out as an auditor is for the sultan to change his mind about what to do with you. Just hold steady, even if the ticket says a hundred thousand gold coins. The auditor is not held responsible for any of it.” Ibn al-Ṣakhr, however, unable to absorb this, asked me to explain to the sultan that he requested to be excused.

When I came before the sultan he said to me, “Advise us about who should audit another district for us, now that an auditor for Damietta has gone out.”

“Master,” I said, “the matter of Damietta is actually not quite settled yet.”

“How can that be?” he asked.

“It’s Ibn al-Ṣakhr…. It’s as though his rural mind is afraid at the sum on the sheet. He asks to be excused.”

“This is all the work of Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān,” the sultan said. “He kept at me until I let him make Ibn al-Ṣakhr an auditor. In reality, there should be a thousand auditors auditing him.”

He then called for Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān and said to him, “You made Ibn al-Ṣakhr an auditor because you’re friendly with him. I have records that say he owes me thirty thousand gold coins. For that, someone should be auditing him.”

“That’s exactly what I told him,” Fakhr al-Dīn replied.

So the sultan summoned Ibn al-Ṣakhr and said to him, “Do you refuse when I send you out to audit, when what you really deserve is to be audited yourself?” Ibn al-Ṣakhr apologized, but the sultan ordered that he be seized, and the Emir Jāndār dragged him out by his cowl.

3.2.37

After this the sultan, God show him mercy, said to me, “You know, as soon as these rustics get too much influence they start oppressing everyone in sight. They get restless and cut deals with the Arab chieftains to wreak some havoc or other, then they watch for their opportunity. Beneath the surface they’re a bad lot.”

Then al-Malik al-Kāmil said, “My predecessor the sultan185 did not actually have any evidence against Ibn al-Ṣakhr. But when he heard about his growing influence and the increase of his wealth he knew that it would eventually corrupt him, so he fined him a hefty sum. I actually assisted Ibn al-Ṣakhr by lending him two thousand five hundred gold coins, because he had served me well when I came to Ibyār. I enjoyed myself in his garden there. Then I even forgave the debt of a thousand of those gold coins.”

“Master,” I said, “the thinking of the sultan is supported by the Qurʾan. God, be He exalted, said, «No indeed; surely Man waxes insolent, for he thinks himself self-sufficient.»”186

“How much more so for one who is not a man!” he replied.

Then he asked me, God sanctify his spirit, “How much would you oblige him to pay?”

“There is no god but God!” I exclaimed. “Master, a truly marvelous thing happened between me and this man, one of the strangest you could imagine. Back in the year 611 [1214–15] we fell in together on the road. I didn’t know him at the time, but he said to me, ‘I’m your servant, and your father owes me a favor. I’ve heard that you want to put me on the hook for seven thousand gold coins.…’” And I told the sultan the rest of our conversation.

Then I said, “Now here we are in the year 627 [1230], and our Master asks how much he owes. It’s been sixteen years from the time he spoke to me in fear to this moment as I stand in the sultan’s presence.”

The sultan, God sanctify his spirit, marveled at this. “Then by God,” he said, “that’s what we’ll do. Fakhr al-Dīn, compel him to agree to pay the seven thousand gold coins that he was afraid this fellow would make him pay sixteen years ago.” And in the end this is what happened.

Then the sultan said, “When these Copts get too rich they go and write to the Franks near and far. They inform them about the tax income of the government and the shape of the troops and their state of readiness, trying in every possible way to lure them to Egypt. They give shelter to their spies and do every kind of evil thing you can imagine. Rural people are the same; their wings must be clipped. Of course, they will pay no attention to this. They just go on sowing as they did before. They keep getting richer, their udders flow copiously, their beasts bear young, their gardens produce fruit. The only thing to do is to confiscate the property by means of which they act wrongfully.”

May God shower him with his mercy and make him dwell blissfully in Paradise, for He is Forgiving and Merciful.

THE THIRD SECTION: EXAMPLES OF THE POETRY PRODUCED BY THE MOST EXCELLENT SECRETARIES, THOUGH IT BE BUT A SINGLE LINE EACH

3.3.1

By Khālid ibn Barmak the Secretary:

Down to sleep you went, not pitying the wakeful one;

how endless the lover’s night!

After sleep had gone you did not know

what tears had done to the eye.187

He also composed the following lines:

I sought union with her, pitifully humble,

as my silvering head signaled her, “Don’t!”188

3.3.2

By Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd, vizier to al-Mahdī:

Gray hair has stolen my vehemence and my passion

and loosed from my eyelids a flowing torrent.

Much as I strove to conceal its

form from my sight, my wish was unattainable;

What grayness had colored, I colored too,

though my color did not last, Time’s did.

May the strutting time of youth that I quitted

many long years past not draw far off.

Those days I had of it were as nothing

but a fleeting dream in the night.189

3.3.3

By al-Faḍl ibn al-Rabīʿ:

Can you not see the day’s lovely qualities:

sun and clouds, flashing lightning, peals of thunder?

It is much like you, my peerless one—

sweet union and desertion, bringing me near and pushing me away.190

3.3.4

By Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt:

So many nights, drawn longer than the sigh of a lover,

have I rent with sobbing.

So many breezes, more delicious than union with the beloved,

have I exchanged for a sore reproach.191

The following lines are by him, too:192

She it is who said, as the wine

had begun to escape from her cheeks,

“Eat your heart out! Have you seen such a moon

in the side of which there glows an ember?”193

3.3.5

By Ibrāhīm ibn al-ʿAbbās al-Ṣūlī:

He shunned me, trusting in rumor,

following those who slander and reproach.

Can it still be a month for shunning lovers

when I spy the gleaming crescent upon his face?194

He also said,

By my soul and my kin, the most enchanting glance is the most languid,

the eyelids and the hollow ’round them held just so.

With my cheek touching his, it is as though

I were touching him in my heart and in the depths of my body.195

He once sent the following poem to Ibn al-Zayyāt on a rainy day:

These ceaseless storms make clear

the excuse for my delay attending you.

Yet the wonted greeting do I give: God’s peace,

on this as on all days, be upon the lord of all viziers!

I know not what to blame, or how to protest

the sky that keeps me from that other generous sky.

I only know to pray that one grow bright and clear

and the other’s rain clouds not depart.196

3.3.6

By Abū l-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn al-Rūmī the Secretary:

A garden of roses, all entwined in lush narcissus

that surround the blooming chamomile.

The one seems to us like cheeks, the other

eyes resembles, the last a row of teeth.197

3.3.7

By Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās:

Love has afflicted the one who desires you

so treat him with utmost kindness;

Do not be rough, give him his due,

for none will ever love you so.198

3.3.8

By Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās:

A sun, whose approach makes plain

that the sun itself need not trouble to rise,

You grow, despite your years, in brightness and in beauty

as wine grows more delicate in its old age.199

3.3.9

By Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn, known as Badīʿ al-Zamān, “The Marvel of His Age”:

The heavy downpour would nearly be your like

if the calm and smiling sky rained gold.

As would Fortune be, if it did no treason; the sun, if it spoke words;

the lion, were it no tyrant; the sea, were its waters sweet.200

3.3.10

By Abū l-Fatḥ ʿAlī ibn Muhammad al-Bustī:

When a letter came to me, from you, smiling forth,

revealing every excellence, kindness without limit,

The messages among its lines illumined

through my darkened condition, your luminous traces.201

He also composed,

May God show me your face each day

that I might rest easy in assurance and high hopes.

For when I behold your face directly

it shows me joy in the face of Time itself.202

And he also composed,

Many a slender youth, of coquettish qualities,

has troubled my heart sore by his fine features.

Nature knew his coal-black hair

to be night—so it lit his two cheeks as a lamp.203

3.3.11

By Abū Manṣūr Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad the Secretary204

On a gloom-skied day, garbed in gray205

Treat your hangover with wine; that is its cure.

The wine clear as water, the water, streaming down, like wine.

When its sky poured, it showered us with delight.

Do not reprove this age, should it roughly afflict us;

Fortune’s severity shall cease anon, and her prosperity follow.206

3.3.12

By Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Quddūs the Secretary:

Unwitting I visited you; the footfalls of the lovelorn

incline to where his soul desires.207

3.3.13

By Abū Muḥammad al-Muhallabī:

May God show me your face each day

by morning, for auspice and for gladness.

My eyes gain pleasure in its pages unfurled

as I read loveliness in those lines.208

3.3.14

By Yazīd ibn Muḥammad al-Muhallabī:

Who is the man whose every trait deserves approval?

It is sufficient merit that his faults can be counted.209

Concerning a singing servant, he composed these lines:

O crescent moon, my longing waxes when you appear!

O gazelle, my passion waxes when you sing!

People say I own you; they lie,

in truth, you are my owner.210

3.3.15

By Abū l-Faḍl Ibn al-ʿAmīd:

I called upon desires, and upon generosity;

when they replied, I called upon the goblet.

I said to the prime of youth,

“Take what you will, for these are the times of joy.”

When a man attains his hopes

nothing else remains for him to do.211

3.3.16

Abū l-Qāsim Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn Jubayr212 the Secretary:

I see Fate forget the faults of men,

yet remember mine; my fault is my perfection.

They covet my high status, yet have not

excellence in word or deed as I have.

Their wealth is well guarded, as my honor is,

their honor, available to all, is like unto my wealth.213

3.3.17

By Abū l-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn Isḥāq the Secretary:

Woe to my heart! It is constantly alarmed

that the one dear to it may suddenly part from me.

I am tossed from land to land as if

I had been appointed to survey the horizons.214

3.3.18

By Abū Manṣūr Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-Balkhī:

When a man considers as the wiser sort would do

he sees his life’s meaning in his death;

When he lives another day of his life’s span

it is one fewer day that still remains.215

3.3.19

By Abū l-Qāsim al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād:

Many a woman has said to me, “Why do cares

afflict you, when your command is obeyed in every nation?”

“Leave me to my agony,” I said,

“careers are measured in cares.”216

3.3.20

By Abū ʿAbdallāh al-Ḥusayn ibn Ḥajjāj the Secretary:

Awake, my companions two, from such slumber

as might call rebuke upon a bright and clever mind!

Behold the far-flung galaxy aloft, a river

gushing forth in a garden of narcissus.

I see the east wind’s breeze travel by the gloom at dawn,

why then should I drink wine at any other time?217

He also composed,

The land of Iraq mistreated us,

yet with no hardship did we afflict it

Save to depart; for it is sufficient fault

in a land that learned men should quit it.218

The following lines are also by him:

A full moon of perfection—whose cheek became,

beneath its veil, a very rose—made me drunk,

With wine of the jug, wine of the eyelids,

wine of the face, wine of the mouth.219

3.3.21

By Abū Manṣūr ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl:

The lovely one blinked just so, not to spy my graying temples,

nor did she mark my few remaining years;

It was not streaks she perceived in the whiteness

but the light of intelligence and virtues.220

He also composed,

Do not think me content without the departed, though tears

seldom pass my eyelids.

The most difficult malady is the buried one;

that which is left unburied is easy.

The heart’s weeping is more immoderate

in lovers than the eyes’.221

3.3.22

By Abū Manṣūr Ibn ʿAbdūn the Secretary:

Secretaries of the chancery! What affects you?

You adorn yourselves altogether too much.

Your stipends leave no trace at all,

their tracks effaced by the south wind, then the north.

When one of you laments his ruin and his harm

you all say, “Perish not from grief; bear up!”

You tarry at the emir’s gate, as though you would recite:

“Wait, companions two! Let us weep for the memory of a beloved and an abode.”222

Concerning a handsome Persian boy he composed,

There stands at my door a lad of foreign tongue,

yet whose face is to me more eloquent of speech.223

3.3.23

By Abū ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Sājī the Secretary:

Do not grieve, in this world, over that which passes

when you have your faith and your good health.

Should something slip away which you desired,

you shall find in them a world to recompense you.224

3.3.24

By Muḥammad ibn Manṣūr al-Balkhī:

You have many fawns, melodious and plaintive, who look as though

their joints were formed without bones.

How often have you shackled the boon companion’s hand with wine,

testifying that shackling is hospitality indeed?225

He also composed,

Your sky draws near a people with its moisture

yet some moisture hesitates beneath frozen clouds.

But from me, whether you give freely, or not at all,

you shall have high praise all the same.226

Addressing a person of high standing, he recited the following:

To bear leadership, you well know, is a heavy thing

when Fortune is now just and now askew.

All our days are in her power;227

behold how they change apace.

She—as you have heard and seen—has a way of

transporting, transforming, transmuting.

Plead not the excuse that you are busy, for indeed

you are sought for your constant activity.

Yet should you find leisure—may it never come to pass—then another

shall be sought out for needs and hopes.228

To ridicule a miser he composed these lines:

God molded his hand, when He created it, most wonderfully,

from nine by nine, and three by four.229

3.3.25

The poems of such worthies are many, and their virtues plentiful. However, it is fitting that we curtail the discussion here, for our true purpose lies elsewhere.

[image: Image]

THE FOURTH CHAPTER, AN ACCOUNT OF THE IGNORANT MEN WHO HAVE UNWORTHILY DONNED THE GARMENTS OF THE SECRETARIES, IN THREE SECTIONS

THE FIRST SECTION: POETRY COMPOSED ABOUT SUCH MEN IN FORMER AND MORE RECENT TIMES

4.1.1

A poet said,

The idiot’s claim to the secretarial art

is like that of Ziyād to Ḥarb’s clan.230

So abandon it, you have nothing of it,

though you blacken your face with ink,

The Office of Land Tax is “shit,”

the Office of Estates is “in ruin.”231

4.1.2

Another poet said,

May old Time stumble and fall! He brings the astonishing

but blots out all trace of charm and culture.

He brings “secretaries” who, had I authority

over them, I would return forthwith to the “primary school.”232

They are a race of beasts, but they alone

among the beasts were created without tails.

They have visible forms, but if you search them out

your right hand grasps nothing but a mirage.

Do not be deceived by their fine appearance and their bodies;

they are infamies draped in clothes.233

4.1.3

Another poet said,

There is a blackness that clings upon his fingernails

and gives proof he is a secretary.

If this be his proof,

then our cobbler is a clever secretary indeed.234

4.1.4

Another poet declared,

He assumed authority among us,

as though we were all his retinue.

In garments fine, his bearing toward us haughty

on his mule, showing off to the cattle.

He tries to persuade us that he is a secretary

as though we had just arrived from the hinterlands.235

4.1.5

Another poet recited,

When Ibn ʿAbbās and Mūsā took charge,236

all governance over people went awry.

The Office of Estates was “in ruin,”

the Office of the Land Tax was “shit.”237

4.1.6

Another poet recited the following concerning a secretary whose breath reeked:

Say to the one lately become accountant

of the “land tax” in the government office,

“Shut your stinking mouth and keep it away from us!

be silent and close it fast—the ‘shit is out.’”238

4.1.7

Another poet said of a rustic appointed to an administrative position,

Have the lands changed for the worse, and those who dwell in them,

and the people placed a mule upon the chessboard?

All decorous custom has abandoned you,

and Fate increased the secretaries by one bastard.239

4.1.8

Another poet declared, concerning a fool,

O secretary, who reads the title in a year’s time

and the opening paragraph … by and by;

Who, the fool, can’t tell between ʿAmr and ʿUmar,

nor between s and sh.240

4.1.9

Another poet declared,

Though rich, he is unable to enrich his questioner

with knowledge of the difference between a word and its meaning.

The t and th are alike to him,

he writes a proper letter only if inspired from on high.241

4.1.10

Concerning a fool, another poet said,

He rambled on, wearing out his pens;

no pleasing idea did his words convey.

He did his utmost but did not find

the correct expression, for he lacked four qualities:242

His words lightwitted, his speech heavy,

he knows neither how to begin, nor how to conclude.

4.1.11

Concerning a secretary of the army, another spoke these lines:

How many an army secretary does not know who

forms the dungball in the camel’s anus.

No reasoner he, no secretary either,

neither a man of learning nor a poet.243

4.1.12

Another, speaking of a fool who encrusted his inkwell with golden ornament, declared,

O secretary, who garbs himself in every defect

yet is stripped of any learning or refinement,

Can an inkwell ornamented with gold possibly avail you

when your powers of discernment are hardly gilded?

THE SECOND SECTION: CONCERNING AMUSING ASPECTS OF THEIR VULGAR EXPRESSION, AND THEIR FOOLISHNESS244

4.2.1

If I undertook a minute description of the glaring faults and disgraces in their manner of writing letters and compositions, I would veer from my purpose, which is brevity, and expose myself to the charge of gross prolixity. I shall mention, however, just a few cases that I have witnessed, by which to contrast mean and low ambition to its vaulting and priceless opposite.

4.2.2

A certain Copt I knew—one of those who clamber up and down on the rungs of baseness, and serve in the dregs of service, or rather in the service of the dregs—was a boy who came somehow into a substantial fortune. With some of this wealth he bought himself supporters; to keep the rest of his wealth he converted to Islam. Then he handed a goodly sum to the head of the administration, and was promptly appointed to serve in an office in which the very best men were employed.

He stole and plundered, bribed and gifted, and eventually took to wearing the cowl of the learned, the secretaries’ uniform.245 In dress and in outward devotion to Islam he appeared just like a Muslim. When he heard the Qurʾan being recited he pretended to be transported; when the Prophet was mentioned, God bless and keep him, he groveled and made a show of reverence. He declared himself a true secretary, a traveler on the loftiest path winding through the secretarial art. He vied with the most fortunate men in commissioning great buildings, and took to imitating the best and most noble of them, going to great lengths, for example, to purchase Turkish slaves.

Although he would inquire earnestly about the various races of slave, he succeeded in remembering only one—the Kipchak—except that when he said the word he unfailingly pronounced it “Shipshak.” I met him by chance one day, and we fell into conversation. The topic turned to the races of slaves, and to the Turks in particular. He said, “None of them are better than the Shipshak.” This took me by surprise and I resolved to inform him of the correct pronunciation. “You are absolutely right,” I said. “The Kipchaks … Kipchaks … are indeed good, but others are better,” repeating the word for him so that he would know he had mispronounced it. “May our master not speak thus,” he replied. “None of them measure up to the Shipshaks!” pronouncing the word exactly as he had the first time. This incident taught me that his ignorance was an indelible part of his character and that he would never be budged from his ingrained asininity.

4.2.3

A certain secretary wrote a letter to al-Qāḍī al-Fāḍil in which he mentioned that he had been ceaselessly occupied with a certain task, namely prayer. But he wrote the word task with erroneous letters, which he then corrupted further, so that it came out as lass.246 So al-Qāḍī al-Fāḍil said, “Will the lass ever become pregnant?” Someone asked him what he meant and he replied, “This person has been writing to me for thirty years that he is ceaselessly occupied with this lass, and in thirty years she has yet to conceive and give birth.”

4.2.4

This secretary sent me a letter in which he committed several errors. He reported, for instance, that he was ziligent, using z rather than d, and that he was encaptured at my well-being, a result of using another erroneous letter; he meant enraptured.247 He also blamed me for my “lack of effort in seeking to obtain worldly success, being distracted from it by the pursuit of learning.” He wrote, “God, be He exalted, said, ‘Be, and I will be with you.’” Of course God has said nothing of the sort.

4.2.5

One of these senseless types was speaking with me on some matter, and I asked him what he was really after. He said, “God, be He exalted, said, ‘Eat thou the herbage from whence it is brought, and ask not concerning the land which produced it.’” I laughed and said, “Man, have some fear of God and don’t ascribe such things to Him, be He exalted.” He said, “Please go easy on me, for I meant to say ‘The Prophet said …,’ but I forgot.” At this I was even more amazed, so I said to him, “By God, this is no saying of the Prophet, either. It’s nothing but the saying of some poet. Do not repeat such things as they amount to unbelief,” and he said, “I seek God’s pardon for this.”

4.2.6

A secretary wrote to a high tax official in the administration, “As for so-and-so, he did what he did not by choice, but rather was pimpled to do it,” by which he meant was impelled to do it.248

4.2.7

There is no god but God! I saw a letter from Ibn al-Nūrī, overseer of Damietta, seeking the grace and favor of the Emir Jamāl al-Dīn Aydughdī al-ʿAzīzī, God grant him mercy, in the year 660 [1261–62].249 It contained the following sentence: “This humble slave finds in the words of our master great quisdietude,” a nonsense word by which he intended disquietude.

4.2.8

I heard about a Copt who became the head of an administrative office in Gaza. He issued a letter on behalf of himself and the sultan’s viceroy there. He composed the address as follows: “The two slaves kisses the grounds and informs thats theys have awaiteds the maréschal for twos days.”250 A Christian secretary said to him, in praise of this rhetorical display, “May God prosper your good fortune! Even al-Qāḍī al-Fāḍil never came up with such words as these!” He said, “Truly spoken; these things are gifts of God.”

4.2.9

There was another Copt who converted, and took to wearing a ribbed turban, and the cowl of the learned. He thought he was a real secretary. One day he was absent from the office. The high tax official wrote to him to ask the reason for his absence. In reply he apologized, writing as follows: “The slave is absent because he has been fertile.” He meant febrile.251

4.2.10

A different Copt, who had also converted, donned the cowl, and come to be addressed honorifically as “Judge,” wrote an apology to the overseer of the tax office, saying, “I was held up by a quarrel with the louse,” when he meant spouse.252

4.2.11

Another one of these Copts who had converted and donned the cowl fell ill. His friend wrote to ask how he was doing and he replied, “Praise God, this morning I arose all yell,” by which he meant all well. Regarding just such a case, a poet said,

I have a friend whom I visited when he was sick,

and whose affection for me is ever sincere,

“You well then?” I asked.

“No,” he shot back, “I yell.”253

This same person wrote to his friend, requesting a vintage wine. In the note he wrote, “I swear to God that I have requested it from everyone else, but failed to find it. This is why I am now requesting it from you. I swear to God that I have requested it from no one but you; therefore please do not send my messenger back without it.”

4.2.12

A Copt was travelling on a donkey when he fell ill, and his donkey too. News of this reached an associate of his, who wrote to ask how he and the donkey were doing. He replied, “Brother, after I left you I fell ill, the donkey and I, only the donkey is much, much better than I am.”

4.2.13

An eminent associate of mine told me how he was once sick for several days. When he had begun to feel better, a friend of his, a Copt who had converted and put on the cowl, came to him to congratulate him on his recovery. The Copt said, “By God, when I heard about your recovery I felt like I owned the world, with its corn fourers.” The ninny meant to say, the four corners of the world. He was trying to allude to the hadith that goes, “For the one who wakes with a healthy body, a faithful heart, and food for the day, it is as though he owned the four corners of the world.”254 My associate continued, saying, “I laughed at this and later on told another Copt about the conversation. He said, ‘He must have meant to say the core fourners,’ thus committing yet another error. So the second proved to be even more of a ninny than the first.”255

4.2.14

A jurist and man of letters told me about a certain person who had risen to a position of leadership. A poet was being talked about in his presence and he said, “There is no need to go on talking about him, by God, for in my view he is an absolute Suḥbān,” pronouncing it with a u after the S. This was recounted to another person of similar status, who said, “Surely he was aware that it is really Subḥān; he must have been distracted,” and made bold to speak of the first man’s error! The correct pronunciation is of course Saḥbān, with an a after the S. I should add that Saḥbān’s name is proverbial for eloquence.

4.2.15

This same important fellow was reading to himself from a book that contained a number of adjectives used to describe wine, one of which was “venerable.” In the book, however, a dot had been omitted so that the word appeared incorrectly, and that erroneous word is what stuck in his head. One evening, he sent for an astrologer who lived close by. The messenger whom he had sent soon returned, however, taking him aside and telling him that the astrologer had drunk too much to leave his own house. The man, who wished to make a show of his eloquence, announced to those assembled, “We sought out the astrologer, but it appears that he is in his house drinking fenerable wine!” Everyone laughed at his ignorance, though he, the ninny, failed to notice.256

4.2.16

Another Copt who had converted and begun wearing the cowl decided to take a trip. He asked some people who were there, “What month are we in?” “The month of Ṣafar,” they replied. “Well then, I have decided to go on ṣafari in Ṣafar,” he said, using the wrong kind of s. “Now doesn’t that have a nice ring?” The ninnies replied, “Very nice, by God! The words go along together; they’re downright honophomous!” meaning homophonous.

4.2.17

Two country bumpkins, plowmen by trade, put on cowls and headed into town, where they succeeded in finding minor clerical jobs. One day near the beginning of the year, an astrologer happened by the place where they were working, carrying a calendar. One of the bumpkins looked at it and saw, among the names of foreign months, Nīsān. He misread the N as a T, however, and asked the astrologer, “Who’s Tīsān?” Since tīsān means “the two ninnies,” the astrologer replied, “You and your brother, you asses! Who doesn’t know that Nīsān is one of the Greek months?”257

4.2.18

One of these Copts who had converted and was addressed as “Judge” accepted a dinner invitation. After becoming completely engrossed in the food, he began apologizing and begging the others’ pardon. Meaning to say, “When it comes to food I am rather devoted,” he blurted out, “When it comes to food I am rather dumbfounded,” at which everyone laughed.258

4.2.19

A Copt was leafing through a book and found a story about a horseman who “mounted his horse and ‘wheeled about’ in the square.” The text was corrupt, however—the letters had got thoroughly mixed up. He said to some of his companions, “By God, the Arabic language is vast!” “What do you mean?” they asked. He replied, “What can ‘He mounted his horse and bheeled awout in the square’ mean?” Laughing at his error, they said, “You must have read a corrupted text. It should be ‘wheeled about.’” He was quite embarrassed at this.

4.2.20

A Copt was bidding farewell to a great man, and wanted to say, “O thou of whom it is so difficult for us to take leave!” Instead he said, “O thou of whom it is so easy for us to take leave!” The great man said, “Imagine how much more so for me!” For this the Copt thanked him and blessed him.

4.2.21

An ignorant man wanted to say to a certain leader, “If your affection be sufficient, money is of little account.” In the event, however, he said, “If your money be sufficient, affection is of little account.” “Well spoken,” the leader replied.

4.2.22

A great man asked one of the common folk how he was, whose company he kept, and what he did. He replied, “As for me, I’m good. As for my company, they are this and that person. As for what we do, by God, we have nothing to do but talk about your vices, my lord.” The great man exclaimed, “May you get no reward from God on my account!” The commoner clapped his hand to his mouth and said, “I swear to God that I meant ‘your virtues,’ but my tongue got away from me!” This made the man laugh at him.259

4.2.23

An ignorant man was conversing with me and meant to say, “Habit is a fifth temperament.” But instead he said, “The fifth is the temperament of habit.” I asked another foolish fellow why it had been so long since I had seen him. He said, “By God, I was just a bit interposed”—meaning indisposed260—“and I drank a humor by which I expelled the medicine,” meaning “drank a medicine by which I expelled the humor.”

4.2.24

Another ignorant fool of this sort said, “I have purchased a slave girl who plays the music.” The ninny thought “the music” was an instrument that one plays, like the oud and so forth.

4.2.25

And another ignorant person quoted al-Mutanabbī’s line that goes

A heart that wine cannot console …

But, misreading the text, he said,

A tart whom wine cannot console …261

The people all laughed. And he recited,

O heart of mine, inflamed by one whose heart snuffles …262

The listeners said, “You ought to be a professional reciter of al-Mutanabbī!”

4.2.26

An ignorant Copt opened a book one day and noticed that the lines of text filled its pages completely, from beginning to end. Intending to say, “This book has no margin around its pages,” he instead said, “This book has no merging.”263 The people laughed at his error. The margin is the empty area of the page that surrounds the lines of text.

4.2.27

A certain rustic, who had learnt to write and gained employment in a government office, heard the saying of the poet,

For him who has nothing to ride on but spikes,

there’s nothing to do but mount up.264

He took a fancy to this line and turned it over in his mind so that whenever he was sitting in the office and felt the urge to quote poetry to prove some point, he would say, “When someone got nothin’ in the world to ride on ’cept spikes, then by God, man, there’s nothin’ for the poor guy to do but ride ’em.” In this way he would botch and muddle what the poet had crafted, so that it could no longer be considered poetry or even proper speech.

4.2.28

This is the same person whose father, when he was tax farmer over certain districts long ago, would sit in the office with people around him. He would slide his hand into his collar and touch his armpit and smell his hand and say, “Faugh!” And by God he was right. Faugh to him and upon him. Then would put his hand into his pocket and draw out his silver coins, all blackened pieces. Placing a coin in his mouth, he would feel it between his teeth to tell its weight, just as low commoners do. Then he would remove it, wet from his mouth, and hand it to one of those present and say, “Take this and go buy me something for body odor.” People were astonished that someone who was so uncouth in word and deed could be appointed to oversee the lofty affairs of the lands and the servants of God, to manage the distribution of funds, and to see to the affairs of the state.

4.2.29

A rustic fellow from the Sawad of Iraq asked a jurist, “Sir, when I go down to the river to bathe, should I face toward Mecca so that my ablutions are done lawfully, or in some other direction?” The jurist said, “You should face the clothes that you have taken off, lest they be stolen.” The ignorant fellow had somehow imagined that facing toward Mecca was necessary for his washing to be lawful.

4.2.30

Another rustic put on clothes resembling those of well-to-do city folk and went into a congregational mosque. There he saw a learned shaykh, around whom a crowd of people had gathered. They were asking him religious questions and seeking his opinion on legal matters. The rustic presented himself before this man and asked, “Sir, between the Prophet, peace be upon him, and Hārūn al-Rashīd, which one would you say are more ancient?” At this the people laughed, and the shaykh asked him, “Are you one of the country folk?” “Yes,” the man replied. “Well my fellow,” said the shaykh, “it would be better for you to keep busy with your plowing and sowing than to involve yourself in what does not concern you. For see, you have made people laugh at you.”

4.2.31

Someone once said to another rustic, “I heard that your father is ill and that his feet are swollen.” “By God, sir,” the rustic replied, “his sweet are all follen.” The man said, “Does he have other sons?” “No,” the rustic said. “Then he’s not left any proper heir, has he?” the man replied.

4.2.32

Indeed, the ignorance of these folk and their embarrassing displays are no wonder. A certain professional witness, whose word I trust, told me about meeting a judge in Ḥiṣn Ziyād, in the East. This judge said to him, “A poet has composed two lines about me.” These two lines, which the judge seemed to think rather nice, were:

Ḥiṣn Ziyād has a man who judges it proper

to pass the night copulating in a monastery and drinking from a jug.

And

A wonder it is, that they entrust the property of orphans

to a guardian (as they call him!) who ruins his own property.265

Then he said to my informant, “God! Isn’t it witty?” The judge was too ignorant and callous to be affected by the mockery and slander the poem contained.

4.2.33

It is told how long ago a certain vizier heard that a judge of the Holy Law had been saying unseemly things. Upon being reprimanded, the judge intended to say, “Behold, the slave’s neck is in our master’s power …” But in the event he said, “Behold our master’s neck is in the slave’s power. If he command flogging, then in the name of God, let it begin!” The vizier laughed at him and set him free.

4.2.34

A judge came with a group of assistants to register a bequest that contained riding animals. His assistants said, “Sir, please record one colt.” “Is he male or female?” he asked. Those present scoffed at his ignorance.

4.2.35

One amazing incident of this kind concerns the martyred Sultan al-Malik al-ʿĀdil, God sanctify his soul. After he appointed Ṣadr al-Dīn to the offices of Chief Sufi Shaykh and Chief Judge of the Holy Law, the new appointee carried out a review of all the judges in the land. He discovered that the judge in a certain region was a complete fool and summarily dismissed him in favor of someone who was fit to give verdicts. Shortly thereafter, al-Malik al-ʿĀdil held a general audience attended by the judges, the jurists, the professional judicial witnesses, and others. The judge who had been removed from office because of his ignorance also attended. He stood before the sultan and said, “My lord, for many years I have been a judge in this place. Ask the Chief Sufi Shaykh to name the infraction on the pretext of which he removed me.” The sultan looked at Ṣadr al-Dīn and began to inquire about the judge’s case. Ṣadr al-Dīn replied, “It came to my attention that this man had scant knowledge of jurisprudence. My desire was to give him the free time to focus upon his studies and to recall what he had forgotten.” In this way he was diplomatic concerning the man’s ignorance.

Then the judge said, “My lord, it is my enemies who told the shaykh that I am ignorant. But this is the audience of the sultan, and here are jurists aplenty. Let him ask me whatever he pleases.” The sultan said to the shaykh, “Ask him a question.” So he asked, “Who is it, Judge, that gives a woman in marriage?” “Her son,” he replied. At this the shaykh and the jurists smiled, and the sultan saw that the man had made a mistake. Then the ignorant judge said, “I beg your pardon! Rather, it is her son who gives her in marriage only if she is a virgin!” The sultan laughed and asked, “If she is a virgin, then where did she get a son?” And he arose, God sanctify his spirit, still laughing at the man’s ignorance and marveling at his reasoning.

4.2.36

It is best that we bring this discussion of judges to a close, lest we make the Copts and the rustics look normal by comparison. For there is a great deal of ignorance among men in general, but far more among them. The master Jamāl al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥusayn al-Jazzār told me how he had once addressed a panegyric poem, each rhyming line of which ended in the letter d, to a judge in the port of Damietta. Those present, he told me, were taken with the poem’s expression, rhetorical figures, and formulation. All in all they were quite enamored of it. The judge who was being praised said, “By God there is something else about this poem that is even better than everything you have said and even more amazing. Hear it now.” They said, “Our master’s knowledge is more vast, and his contemplation and imagination more true! Of what has our master thought so highly?” “This entire poem is based on the letter d,” he replied. “Every single line of it ends in d!” The simple fellow thought that rhyme was employed in this poem alone, and no other.

THE THIRD SECTION, FROM WHICH OUR BOOK GETS ITS TITLE: WHAT SHOULD BE DONE WITH THEM, NAMELY, TAKING BACK THE PROPERTY THEY HAVE SKIMMED FOR THEMSELVES FROM PUBLIC FUNDS RIGHTFULLY BELONGING TO THE MUSLIMS

4.3.1

I would therefore state (though success is God’s alone to grant): Consider for a moment a person of the ilk I have described who obtains some administrative appointment, on which he depends exclusively for his income. Suppose that the income does not suffice to pay even the costs of his slave and his mount. Suppose further that after a very short time he begins to exhibit unmistakable signs of wealth, possessions, and benefactions, out of all proportion to the pay he receives. In such a case, it is patently obvious that the man has stolen his master’s money and abused the authority granted to him. Indeed it can be known with complete certainty, not merely by conjecture and speculation. This is all the more true when the one whom he serves is sultan of a country and king of its people, and when the man’s appointment relates to the land tax, or to some other public function such as supervision of the alms tax or inheritance. For these are appointments that entail authority over both the living and the dead. Here is how the crooked official will have operated. He takes a little here and a little there, buys from those beneath him against their will, and either sells back to them against their will or compels them to sell what they possess when it is inexpensive and in low demand, in order to pay what they owe. The buyer, of course, holds the goods until they regain value and are back in demand.

His coercion and malfeasance are repeated many times over, and for so long that he even forgets who has begrudgingly given him their possessions, and continues on in his harmful course. In this situation, there is no other option but to bar the way to what he purposes and to confiscate all his property. The reason for this is the universal agreement of all Muslims about the case of a person who unlawfully takes the property of a great many different people, so that he no longer knows their identities due to their great number and the time that has elapsed, making it impossible to return what he has taken. All that ill-gotten property must be conveyed to the central treasury of the Muslims. I know of no religious scholar who has disagreed with this or adopted some other position on the matter.266

4.3.2

According to a narration of Abū Ḥumayd al-Sāʿidī, the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, employed a man of the Banū Asad called Ibn al-Lutbiyyah to take charge of the alms tax. When the man returned, he said to the Prophet, “This much is yours, but this was given me as a gift.”

Then the Prophet, God bless and keep him, ascended the minbar and said, “How can it be that I send out my agent and he returns saying, ‘This much is yours, but this was given me as a gift?’ Why didn’t he remain in the house of his father and mother to see whether or not any gifts would be given to him? By the One whose hand holds my soul, anyone who accepts such a gift will arrive carrying it around his neck on the Day of Resurrection.”267

4.3.3

It is reported that ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him, once saw a tall house. “Whose is this?” he asked. He was told that it belonged to a man in his employ. Then he said to me, “For every corrupt man I have two faithful witnesses: water and mud. Cut off the silver coins, for now they stick out their necks.”268 He commanded that the money be brought to the treasury and took half the man’s property. The phrase “they stick out their necks” meant that God makes it seem a good idea for the corrupt person to build and construct, thereby exposing himself. In this way the ruler may become aware of what he is doing and take his possessions to the treasury of the Muslims.

It was also narrated that ʿUmar, God be pleased with him, took half of everything that ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ owned; he even took one of his shoes.

4.3.4

It is reported, too, that ʿUmar sent the following message to Abū ʿUbaydah when he was off on a military campaign with Khālid ibn al-Walīd: “I have learnt that Khālid has enriched himself by means of this appointment. Therefore when you read this letter, grab his head and take half of his turban. Then take half his property.”

When the letter reached Abū ʿUbaydah, he read it along with some other people there. Khālid noticed the change in their expressions, and asked, “What’s the matter?” They replied that the Commander of the Believers had sent a letter, and told him what it contained.

“To hear is to obey,” he said. “Abū ʿUbaydah, do as the Commander of the Believers has ordered.” So he did and took half of Khālid’s property. This, mind you, is what ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, God be pleased with him, did with Khālid ibn al-Walīd himself, whom the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, had called the Drawn Sword of God!

4.3.5

Abū l-Mukhtār Yazīd ibn Qays al-Numayrī the poet269 wrote the following to ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb:270

Deliver this letter to the Commander of the Believers:

“You are the trusted agent of God over land and sea,

Therefore, send to al-Nuʿmān and examine his accounting.

Send likewise to Jazʾ, and to Bishr;

Do not neglect either of the Nāfiʿs,

or the one in the Market, the freedman of the Banū Badr.

Not empty of it are the coffers of ʿĀṣim,

or those of Ibn Ghalāb, high in rank among the Banū Naṣr.

We buy when they sell, and raid when they do,

we are their property, though we have little.

You shall see beardless youths, numerous as hares; and fair girls brightly bedizened,271

and such curtains and veils as are scarcely ever found,

And broadcloth, seamless and folded in its chest,

and creased coverlets dyed yellow and red.

When the trader from India comes, bearing a vessel of perfume

it runs down their parted hair.

Before you lies the wealth of God, do not abandon it;

if you demand the half of it they shall agree.

Do not call on me to testify, I only accuse

and yet I behold the wonder of the age.”

When ʿUmar read these lines, he said, “We excuse him from testifying, and will take from them half their property.”

Among his agents whose possessions he divided, taking half their property, were: al-Ḥajjāj ibn ʿAtīk al-Thaqafī, who had charge of the Euphrates province; Mushājiʿ ibn Masʿūd al-Sulamī, who was related by marriage to the Banū Ghazwān, being married to the daughter of ʿUtbah ibn Ghazwān, and who had charge of the land around Basra and the alms tax there; Shibl ibn Maʿbad al-Bajalī—later al-Aḥmasī—who was charged with collecting the spoils of conquest; Abū Maryam ibn al-Muḥarrish al-Ḥanafī, who was appointed over Rāmhurmuz; ʿĀṣim ibn Qays ibn al-Ṣalt al-Sulamī, who was appointed over al-Manādhir and over the alms tax; Ibn Ghalāb, Khālid ibn al-Ḥārith ibn Aws ibn al-Duhmān, who was appointed over the treasury in Isfahan; Samurah ibn Jundab, who supervised the Market of al-Ahwāz; Jazʾ ibn Muʿāwiyah, the uncle of al-Aḥnaf, who had charge of Surraq; Bishr ibn al-Muḥtafiz al-Muzanī, who had authority over Jundishapur; Nāfiʿ ibn al-Ḥārith and his brother Nufayʿ Abū Bakrah, who together administered the spoils of conquest in al-Ubullah.

4.3.6

ʿUmar also sent Muḥammad ibn Maslamah, God be pleased with him, to ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, writing, “You appointees have seated yourselves at the sources of wealth, collecting what is forbidden, consuming what is forbidden, and bequeathing what is forbidden. I have sent Muḥammad ibn Maslamah al-Anṣārī to you, in order that he might confiscate half your property. Therefore, present your property to him. Farewell.”

When Muḥammad ibn Maslamah arrived in Egypt, ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ gave him a gift, but he gave it back. ʿAmr grew angry and said, “Muḥammad, why do you return my gift, when the Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, accepted the plunder I presented him from the Dhāt al-Salāsil Expedition?” Muḥammad replied, “The Messenger of God, God bless and keep him, accepted and rejected as he saw fit, according to the guidance of revelation. If this were the gift of one brother to another, then I would accept it. But in fact it is the gift of a leader, which might leave evil in its path.”

ʿAmr said, “God curse the day I became a governor for ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb! I saw my father al-ʿĀṣ ibn Wāʾil wearing silk brocade with gold buttons, while ʿUmar’s father al-Khaṭṭāb ibn Nufayl carried firewood on a donkey in Mecca.” Muḥammad ibn Maslamah said to him, “Your father and his are both in hell, and ʿUmar is a better man than you. And if not for what you said today, which you already regret, I would have gone on thinking of you as nothing but a docile little nanny goat that makes me happy when it gives milk and sad when it runs dry.”

“It was a slip of anger,” ʿAmr replied. “Consider it a secret that you hold in trust.” ʿAmr brought his property, and Muḥammad ibn Maslamah confiscated half, and returned to Medina.272

4.3.7

It is also narrated, from Jaʿfar ibn Rabīʿah, who heard it from his father, that his grandfather was charged to pay half his property to ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb when he was appointed in a certain district.

4.3.8

It is narrated that Abū Hurayrah, God be pleased with him, said, “When I returned from al-Baḥrayn, ʿUmar said to me, ‘Enemy of God! Enemy of Islam! You have been dishonest with God’s property!’” Abū Hurayrah continued, “I said, ‘I am no enemy of God, nor am I an enemy of Islam. I am, rather, the enemy of anyone who opposes them. And I have not been dishonest with God’s property. In fact what you see is what I have earned from my horses, which have bred and multiplied, and my shares of the spoils of conquest, which have accumulated.’ ‘Enemy of God! Enemy of Islam!’ ʿUmar replied. ‘You have been dishonest with God’s property!’ Again I said, ‘I am no enemy of God, nor am I an enemy of Islam. I am rather the enemy of anyone who opposes them. And I have not been dishonest with God’s property. In fact what you see is what I have earned from my horses, which have bred and multiplied, and my shares of the spoils of conquest, which have accumulated.’” He said this three times, with ʿUmar beginning and Abū Hurayrah responding in the same way. Abū Hurayrah continued: “Then ʿUmar fined me twelve thousand coins. So when I arose to pray the morning prayer, I said, ‘O God, forgive the Commander of the Believers.’

“After this ʿUmar wanted to appoint me as an official again, but I demurred. He said, ‘Is not the prophet Joseph, who put himself forward for appointment, a better man than you?’ I said, ‘Joseph was a prophet, the son of a prophet, who was the son of a prophet, who was the son of a prophet. I, however, am the son of my mother Umaymah,273 and I am afraid of three and two.’

“‘You mean five?’ said ʿUmar.

“‘No!’ I said.

“‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

“I said, ‘I fear lest I speak without understanding and judge without knowledge. And I fear, too, lest my back be flogged, my honor impugned, and my property confiscated.’”274

4.3.9

What, then, are we supposed to think about these thieving, dishonest Copts, who amass estates, palaces, and towers by the sea and on the land, whose luxuries are plainly evident and cannot be hidden away, who have no fear that any consequence from those in authority will affect their estates? These estates ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb called “witnesses to corruption,” for he said, “For every corrupt man, I have two faithful witnesses: water and mud.”275 He meant that when an official is corrupt, God makes plain his corruption in what he builds, which is then witness to it.

Nor is this some new thing, some innovation of these people’s effrontery and ignorance, or of their failure to consider consequences. Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt, for example, did a very fine thing when the caliph made him vizier because of his excellence and refinement. He said, “The Commander of the Believers has done me a good turn, the like of which no one else has ever performed; he has transported me from the humiliation of commerce to the glory of the vizierate.276 I desire, therefore, that he clearly delimit my position by writing a covenant for me. One of the truest signs of a man’s dishonesty is that he should at first have no wealth, then become manifestly wealthy after his appointment, or that he should possess a known quantity of property and then suddenly appear with more. The Commander of the Believers is acquainted with my father’s well-known wealth. He knows that my father left seventy thousand gold coins to me, along with the estates listed in this document. I have therefore brought lawful witnesses, showed them this property, and showed them the documents. I have furthermore written down everything in this register and recorded their witness to its contents, so that it might be kept in the treasury of the Commander of the Believers. If the servant should add anything to his possessions, then whatever its source—whether it be from what the Commander of the Believers has bestowed upon him or by his own dishonesty—it comes from the combination of his lofty rank and the trust placed in him. Let it be spent to maintain the secretaries, and for their outlays, that they may call on it often for their expenses. Farewell.”277

A SECTION WITH WHICH I END THIS BOOK, EXPLAINING MY REASON FOR COMPOSING IT

4.4.1

I suspect that a certain question will occur to anyone who comes across this book and understands the effort that I invested in it, and how I examined the affairs of these Copts since the age of the Prophet, God bless and keep him, and their rise and fall in the time of caliph after caliph and king after king down to the most recent days of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn’s dynasty.278 The question is this: What led the author of this book to acquaint his highness—the sultan, lord of the kings of this age—with the defects of these people? Why did he bring them to his attention and advise him to take their property and their estates?

4.4.2

The answer is this (though success is God’s alone to grant): I swear to God, be He glorified, that three things alone led me to write this. The first is my zeal for «God’s wealth,»279 which is the Muslims’ provision and the treasure of the adherents of their religion. The second is my love for the reign of our lord the sultan, may God make his rule everlasting, for I believe it to be incumbent upon me and upon every Muslim to offer sincere advice to his highness. The third is the excessive wealth of these Copts, which I have beheld with my own eyes. Although they serve in offices of little consequence and have no ability to speak of, they somehow acquire the trappings of wealth, splendid possessions, adornment, haughtiness, and accoutrement entirely out of proportion to their pay. They expand their prosperity to trading on land and sea, to waterwheels and agriculture, to livestock and luxury items, to durable goods, jewels, and various other kinds of possessions.

I, by contrast, have been appointed overseer in major offices. I was appointed over most of the two halves of Egypt, Upper Egypt and the Delta, as well as over the better part of the central administrative affairs for twenty years. I was also appointed supervisor of Upper Egypt and the Delta in their totality, and to other positions as well. In the course of all these appointments I sold the possessions in Syria that I inherited from my father, possessions whose value came to five thousand gold coins. I spent all of it on clothing, riding animals, and servants. I became burdened by a family that grew to include fifty-two persons: children, grandchildren, and wives. Neither they nor I have any stipend in the world, nor any source from which so much as a single silver coin might come to us (or less, let alone more). We scrape by on the income from an endowment that my father made for us, God show him mercy. Most of it is in ruins, since we lack the means to maintain it.

I have no remaining possessions or share of possessions in the world, neither real estate nor cattle nor mill nor field nor any kind of trade. My worldly condition has deteriorated, from ten slaves to just two, Greeks worth scarcely thirty gold coins, and from sixteen fine horses and mules to three weak beasts. I have fallen into that state that a poet describes:

I live by such provision that, were it tears,

the corners of the eye would never be damp.280

The children and I try to put a good face on things for other people, acting as prosperous as we can while hiding the real state of affairs amongst ourselves. They and I are, as God, be He exalted, said: «The ignorant man supposes them rich because of their abstinence, but thou shalt know them by their mark; they do not beg of men importunately.»281

I have concluded that the cause of my straitened circumstance is that I have remained honest in my dealings, and that the cause of the affluence of these Copts is that they have consistently condoned malfeasance. So the children, grandchildren, women, and I all hope that God will take care of us with his compassionate glance, and that He will arrange our disordered affairs through one of his blessings. He attends to such matters and is Most Capable.

4.4.3

Praise be to God alone, and may his blessing and peace be upon his noble Muḥammad, his kin and Companions pure and good, and Followers, and those who follow them, up until the Day of Judgment. God is our sufficiency. How excellent a guardian is He!


NOTES

1      The last phrase refers to the grave error of shirk, associating “partners” with God. A person commits shirk when he or she, though acknowledging God in some sense, worships Him alongside or through other beings (“partners”). Here the author, somewhat unusually, implicates all non-Muslims, Jews and Christians included, in the commission of shirk.

2      Literally, “the red and the black.” This phrase, based on a Prophetic hadith, is variously understood in the tradition (e.g., as humans and jinn). For various views, see Goldziher, Introduction, 28 n. 34. See further Goldenberg, The Curse of Ham, 298 n. 92.

3      This edict was probably the one promulgated in 640/1242 (see Khater and Burmester, History of the Patriarchs, 247 [trans.]/120 [ed.]). The edict to which Cahen connected the present work was in fact issued before the reign of al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, in 636/1239 (see Cahen, “Histoires coptes d’un cadi médiéval,” 134; Khater and Burmester, History of the Patriarchs, 189–91 [trans.]/92–93 [ed.]). The requirement that dhimmis “remove the fringes,” mentioned for the earlier edict in the History of the Patriarchs (which uses the term dhawāʾib), probably refers to decorative fringes on turbans or cowls. Earlier edicts of this nature also placed restrictions on fringes, using the same term that our author does here (ʿadhab); see Yarbrough, “Origins of the ghiyār,” 117.

4      Viz., the Qurʾan.

5      Q Fuṣṣilat 41:42.

6      Q Māʾidah 5:80–81.

7      Q Māʾidah 5:51.

8      Q Mumtaḥanah 60:1.

9      This passage constitutes the only known reference to this work. For a possible motive for its composition, see the Introduction.

10    This hadith appears in numerous collections. It was disseminated energetically by Mālik ibn Anas (d. 179/796), the famous jurist and eponym of the Mālikī legal rite (madhhab). For other versions, see, e.g., Abū Dāʾūd, Sunan, 2:280, no. 2732; Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad, 40:450, no. 24386; 42:80–81, no. 25158. On its transmission history and for all known versions, see Yarbrough, “I’ll not accept aid from a mušrik.”

11    I am aware of no other attestations of these aphorisms.

12    The focus on employing polytheists in an otherwise standard account of these wars is unusual.

13    Cf. al-Jahshiyārī, Kitāb al-wuzarāʾ, 16–17; al-Balādhurī, Futūḥ al-buldān, 630–31 (The Origins of the Islamic State, Part II, 240–41); Radd, 29–30. The directive not to employ infidels is not found in the early versions of this account.

14    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:211; Madhammah, 54. The phrases “to write” and “writing is the glory of” are conjectural emendations, without which the sentence makes little sense.

15    The month of Muharram immediately follows Dhu l-Hijjah in the Islamic calendar. Cf. Ibn Kathīr, al-Bidāyah wa-l-nihāyah, 4:510–16.

16    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:211; Madhammah, 54.

17    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:211; Madhammah, 54; Radd, 30. This common parable is usually explained as a thought experiment; if the Christian or Jewish official were to die unexpectedly of natural causes, what would the Muslim governor do to replace him?

18    Cf. Ibn Qutaybah, ʿUyūn al-akhbār, 1:43: “His secretarial skills are mine, but his religion is his.” The phrase echoes Q Kāfirūn 109:6.

19    Q Ḥajj 22:18. For the other surviving versions of this report, see Yarbrough, “Upholding God’s Rule.”

20    Cf. Radd, 30.

21    Not elsewhere attested, except in the Radd (38), which is in all likelihood derived from the present work. The exact meaning of the final line is unclear; in general terms, it states that the Umayyad caliphs are conduits of the continuing divine guidance that was brought initially by the Prophet.

22    For a discussion of this and similar accounts, see Noth and Conrad, The Early Arabic Historical Tradition, 189.

23    That is, to commit the crime of theft, for which the punishment in Islamic law is fixed as amputation.

24    On these events, see the classic studies of Sprengling in the Bibliography. Gold coins (dinars) tended to carry on East Roman conventions, including Greek and Latin inscriptions in some instances, while early Islamic silver coins (dirhams) continued Sasanian Persian iconography, including Pahlavi inscriptions.

25    I.e., to list their faults would do more harm than good.

26    Q Tawbah 9:28.

27    Q Mujādilah 58:19.

28    Q Kahf 18:103–04

29    Q Āl ʿImrān 3:87.

30    This is an accurate general description of policy in the immediate aftermath of the conquests, whereby existing administrative structures and personnel were left in place to collect revenues and manage local affairs.

31    For this report and the preceding, cf. Aḥkām, 1:212–13; Madhammah, 57–58; Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam, Sīrat ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, 135–36.

32    In other words, the Byzantine emperor. The trope of ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz corresponding with a Byzantine emperor is a well-established one. See, for example, his putative correspondence with the emperor Leo III, discussed in Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 490–501.

33    Q Anbiyāʾ 21:78–79. Cf. Aḥkām, 1:213–14; Madhammah, 59; Radd, 36–37. According to the early exegetes, these verses refer to a legal dispute that was brought before the prophet Dāwūd (David). Some livestock had wandered into a neighbor’s field and damaged the crops. Dāwūd judged in favor of the neighbor, but his son Sulaymān (Solomon), guided by God, wisely amended the particulars of his father’s ruling. Here ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, casting himself in the role of Sulaymān, identifies a Qurʾanic precedent for changing earlier caliphs’ policy toward churches. For a setting of the same story in which the caliph is al-Walīd I, the emperor Justinian II, and the scriptural riposte delivered by the poet Al-Farazdaq, see Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt, 6:97.

34    Q Māʾidah 5:57.

35    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:214; Madhammah, 60; al-Ṭurṭūshī, Sirāj al-mulūk, 403; above all al-Jahshiyārī, Kitāb al-wuzarāʾ, 40.

36    Q Ghāfir 40:52.

37    The manuscripts give the date as 258 AH. However, Caliph al-Manṣūr died in 158. The copyist of manuscript T corrected the error in the margin. Cf. Aḥkām, 1:214–15; Madhammah, 61–63.

38    Q Aḥzāb 33:72.

39    Q Anʿām 6:62.

40    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:215–16; Madhammah, 66–67; Radd, 44.

41    The judge here is meant to be Sawwār ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Tamīmī, who however is widely held to have died in 156/773, two years before al-Mahdī became caliph. It cannot be his son, ʿAbdallāh ibn Sawwār, as he was not appointed until 192/807–8. This is likely an anachronism introduced by a later historian. For a similar story involving a Kufan judge in the same period, see Yarbrough, “Upholding God’s Rule,” 71–75.

42    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:216–17; Madhammah, 67–68.

43    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:217; Madhammah, 69; Radd, 42; al-Jahshiyārī, Kitāb al-wuzarāʾ, 34 (a more verisimilar version of the story that takes place in the reign of al-Manṣūr).

44    In the parallel accounts of Aḥkām, Madhammah, and Radd: “ʿAmr.” In any case, this individual is not otherwise attested.

45    These towns are both in upper Egypt. They are not obvious magnets for aspiring doctors and secretaries. The general notion seems to be that the Copts’ acquisition of these arts was a strategy used to gain influence. Upper Egypt, where the population remained heavily Christian in the thirteenth century, provides a plausible setting in which to place the origins of this strategy.

46    The poet Khālid ibn Ṣafwān (d. ca. 135/752) could scarcely have addressed ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ (d. ca. 42/663); ʿAmr’s name may be synecdoche for any Muslim ruler of Egypt.

47    Aḥkām, 1:218; Madhammah, 71–72; Radd, 39.

48    This anecdote is anachronistic; the grammarian al-Kisāʾī died in 189/805, long before the accession of al-Maʾmūn, his erstwhile pupil.

49    Q Mā’idah 5:51.

50    Cf. Radd, 41.

51    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:219; Madhammah, 73–74; Radd, 48. The poem in this story refers to the Prophet. For other versions of this incident, see Yarbrough, “Upholding God’s Rule,” 12 n. 1.

52    I have not found this poem attested elsewhere. It draws an analogy between a common means of humiliation, striking an inferior person on the nape of the neck (here performed upon the Christian with a shoe), and a cat catching a mouse.

53    This poem is otherwise attested only in the Radd (61).

54    It is highly likely that an earlier version of the story gave the name ʿUbaydallāh ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khāqān here, though this noted official of Caliph al-Mutawakkil apparently did have a brother called ʿAbdallāh (Al-Ṭabarī, History of al-Ṭabarī, Incipient Decline, 161).

55    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:219–21; Madhammah, 75–78.

56    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:221; Madhammah, 78–79.

57    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:221–22; Madhammah, 79–80.

58    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:222; Madhammah, 80.

59    Q Āl ʿImrān 3:85.

60    Q Yā Sīn 36:70.

61    Q Fuṣṣilat 41:42.

62    Q Āl ʿImrān 3:110.

63    Cf. Q Āl ʿImrān 3:112.

64    Q Tawbah 9:29.

65    Q Āl ʿImrān 3:118.

66    Q Baqarah 2:255; Anʿām 6:102; Ḥashr 59:23, etc.

67    Q Anʿām 6:163.

68    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:222–24; Madhammah, 80–84.

69    Q Ghāfir 40:19.

70    Cf. Aḥkām, 1:224; Madhammah, 85. In place of the name “Muʾnis,” manuscripts of the present work offer sūs or shūsh an evident corruption. I derive the reading “Muʾnis” from the parallel versions of this story in Aḥkām and Madhammah.

71    Q Ibrāhīm 14:47.

72    Q Qaṣaṣ 28:83.

73    Cf. Aḥkām, 224–25; Madhammah, 85–86; al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ al-aʿshā, 13:368–69 (Al-Qalqashandī’s use of this passage, and of several others that also appear here, derives from the work of Ibn al-Naqqāsh. See Yarbrough, “A Rather Small Genre”).

74    Quite possibly the Prophet’s city of Medina in the Hijaz. The story does not specify a geographical setting, but al-Miqdād was remembered in connection with the Hijaz.

75    Cf. Radd, 48–49; Ibn al-Mawṣilī, Ḥusn al-sulūk, 132. The latter passage derives ultimately from the same source as the account here (Yarbrough, “A Rather Small Genre”).

76    Q Āl ʿImrān 3:19.

77    Cf. Radd, 49.

78    Cf. Radd, 50.

79    The author is comparing Jews to the Christians, who are his primary target.

80    For parallel versions of this hadith, which early sources appear to lack, see Ibn Taymiyyah, Masʾalah, 137; al-Sakhāwī, al-Ajwibah al-marḍiyyah, 2:861; al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ, 13:386. Al-Sakhāwī endorses the sentiment expressed in the hadith but evades the question of whether it was really transmitted from the Prophet. In the work of al-Qalqashandī, it is found in a lengthy edict ascribed to the Mamluk sultan al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṣāliḥ ibn Muḥammad (r. 752–55/1351–54).

81    Literally, “death.”

82    Cf. Radd, 43. The first line has too many syllables for the meter. This section, like §1.12.1 above, is an unusually hostile narrative of Coptic history. Other Muslim treatments of the subject from medieval Egypt are quite irenic. See, e.g., Antrim, Routes and Realms, 135.

83    The Wednesday itself is included in the count of days remaining before the end of Ramadan.

84    The subject of this sentence is more typically “the Muslims.” See, e.g., Ibn Mājah, Sunan, 2:826–27. For an example with “people” as subject, see Abū ʿUbayd, Kitāb al-amwāl, 1:413–14. In most versions, the two remaining free resources are fire and water.

85    Here the author implies a critique of what he sees as an unlawful tax collected by the Ayyubid state in his own day. He traces its origins to the Copts, who, he informs the sultan, are its originators and ultimately to blame for it. However, the historical account closest to these purported events (and probably the ultimate source of this report), the Sīrat Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn of al-Balawī, places the blame for the government monopolies squarely on Ibn Ṭūlūn’s conniving finance official, the Muslim Ibn al-Mudabbir. The Copts go unmentioned in al-Balawī’s account (al-Balawī, Sīrah, 43). I am grateful to Matthew Gordon for drawing my attention to this source.

86    This saying, with “theft” in place of “deceit,” was part of a longer series of similar sayings attributed to the Prophet. See Abū l-Shaykh, Kitāb al-ʿAẓamah, 5:1636–37. Al-Maqrīzī attributes such a saying (with “cunning” for “deceit”) to the Companion Ibn ʿAbbās (al-Mawāʿiẓ, 1:131), as does Ibn Taghrī Birdī (al-Nujūm al-zāhirah, 1:66). I have not succeeded in locating it among the surviving writings of al-Jāḥiẓ. But the misascription is not Ibn al-Nābulusī’s; cf. another appropriation of the unidentified source for this passage in al-Saffārīnī, Ghidhāʾ al-albāb, 2:15.

87    “Rubbish” in Arabic is qumāmah, a common slur on the name of the Church of the Resurrection, al-qiyāmah (i.e., the Holy Sepulcher). The slur is produced by the substitution of one Arabic letter (قمامة for قيامة).

88    Cf., e.g., [Abū Ṣāliḥ the Armenian], The Churches and Monasteries of Egypt, 150. In the manuscripts of the present work, the name of this church is given as al-ʿumrā; multiple independent sources, however, indicate that the correct reading is al-ʿajūz, which means “the old woman.” See Timm, Das christlich-koptische Ägypten in arabischer Zeit, 2:352; Abū l-Makārim, Tārīkh Abū l-Makārim, vol. 1, fol. 75A. I thank Alexander Treiger for his advice concerning this matter.

89    On this mosque, see al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, 4:126–29 and Gil, A History of Palestine, 371 n. 24. According al-Musabbiḥī, who is cited by al-Maqrīzī, construction of this mosque began on 17 Rabiʿ al-Thani 393/February 23, 1003.

90    On this term, see the Glossary. Cf. Radd, 44–46.

91    The Mosque of ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, the first established in Egypt after the Muslim conquests.

92    Cf. Aḥkām, 226–27; Madhammah, 93; and al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-arab, 28:105 for a similar account involving the earlier Christian official ʿĪsā ibn Nasṭūrus. The poem above also features in the last-named account, which is transmitted from al-Athīr ibn Bayān al-Miṣrī, an official of the late Fatimid period.

93    For the life of ʿArīb, including discussion of the anecdote described in this section: Gordon, “ʿArib al-Maʾmuniyya.” For the original narrative, which differs considerably from the one here, see al-Iṣbahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, 21:47.

94    Emending the manuscripts’ “Jaʿfar ibn Khālid ibn Barmak.”

95    The manuscripts differ on this name; T reads Ibn Zakariyyā, the others Abū Zakariyyā. See al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, 2:331–32 n. 3, which I have followed in establishing his actual name.

96    For the rather intricate set of astrological procedures referred to here, see EI2, art. “al-Tasyīr,” 10:366–68 (O. Schirmer). See also Abū Maʿshar, On Historical Astrology, 1:576–78. I owe this reference to Daniel Stolz.

97    “Gross receipts” translates the Arabic technical term irtifāʿ, which is not found in standard lexicons. Frantz-Murphy, The Agrarian Administration of Egypt, 101.

98    In al-Maqrīzī’s parallel account, the story differs in many details. See next note.

99    Cf. Radd, 55–56; al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, 2:348, where the poem is part of a version of this episode that directly follows the story of the “Land of the Bridle” (§2.11.1). Both stories there are attributed to al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl himself. Cf. al-Maqrīzī, Imtāʿ al-asmāʿ, 13:4 (where attributed to the Andalusī poet Ibn Bassām).

100  Cf. Radd, 62. The signatures of witnesses were appended to a document of agreement so that they—if qualified to give testimony—could later testify that the parties to the agreement had indeed signed that document.

101  Viz., the Qurʾan.

102  Q Fātiḥah 1:6–7.

103  Q Baqarah 2:61.

104  A variation of a well-known hadith, a more common form of which is “None shall receive a worse punishment on the Day of Resurrection than the man who kills a prophet or is killed by one, the one who leads others astray, or the maker of likenesses.” For this version and additional citations, see al-Ṭaḥāwī, Sharḥ mushkil al-āthār, 1:10.

105  For a much longer version of this document, the ascription of which to the Fatimid caliph al-Āmir is open to question, cf. Aḥkām, 227–42 (terminus uncertain); Madhammah, 94–107.

106  For the technical terms qindāq/qundāq (derived from Greek) and mukallafah, see Cooper, “The Assessment and Collection of Kharāj Tax”; Frantz-Murphy, The Agrarian Administration of Egypt, 62; Rabie, The Financial System of Egypt, 73–74. “Acre” renders Arabic faddān (see Glossary).

107  For parallel versions of this account, see al-Maqrīzī, al-Mawāʿiẓ, 2:346–47; Radd, 51–55 (a very detailed version).

108  Viz., Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn (Saladin).

109  Mālikh is undoubtedly Hebrew melekh. The derivations of the second and third terms, if they are to be taken seriously at all, are uncertain. For the second, Joseph Sadan has suggested Hebrew qosem, “wizard, sorcerer, diviner” (cf., Deut. 18:10; Josh. 13:22; see his “Some Literary Problems,” 367). Another possibility is a corruption of Hebrew qazin, as in Prov. 6:7 (“chief, commander”); the medial consonant is a better fit, but the Hebrew nun would have become Arabic mīm. For the third term, Sadan suggested a corruption of Hebrew shafakh (“to spill, shed [blood]”). But this could hardly function as a transitive verb meaning “kill.” Another possibility, though a rather remote one, is a corruption of Hebrew sh-m-d, which in one verbal form (the Hiphil) means “annihilate, exterminate” (e.g., Deut. 1:27).

110  Q Āl ʿImrān 3:36, etc.

111  Cf. Radd, 57.

112  Q Dukhān 44:10.

113  Q Māʾidah 5:73.

114  Not elsewhere attested.

115  For a recent discussion of this account, see Catlos, Infidel Kings, 213–15.

116  “To hell with”: literally “My stipend’s mother’s vagina,” meaning that the poet is prepared to forego his stipend, which Ibn Dukhān controlled (as he did Zayn al-Dīn’s), in order publicly to insult his enemy. These are generalized obscenities hurled at an abstract entity (the stipend); no human mothers are involved. The wealth promised in Sūrat al-Zukhruf may be Paradise (Q Zukhruf 43:70–73), that which might have been offered to unbelievers if it would not have effaced distinctions among people (43:33), or possibly Pharaoh’s riches (43:51).

117  Cf. ʿUmārah, ʻOumâra du Yémen, 1:294. This is one of ten poems ʿUmārah wrote against Ibn Dukhān, who obstructed the delivery of his stipend, just as he did that of Ibn al-Nābulusī’s grandfather, Zayn al-Dīn (Alwash, Umara Al-Yamani, 160–61). According to some accounts, Zayn al-Dīn later brought about ʿUmārah’s downfall and execution under Saladin (see the Introduction). For a later use of this account, see Radd, 57–61.

118  Requested, that is, from the Muslim authorities, who for centuries had retained the prerogative to appoint leaders in the Christian and Jewish communities. See, e.g., Conrad, “A Nestorian Diploma of Investiture.” This prerogative was often used to extract payments from candidates for office (for an example nearly contemporaneous with the present work see Werthmuller, Coptic Identity, 57–60).

119  Literally, “pronouncing the two words of Islam,” i.e., the double shahādah or statement that there is no god but the one God, and that Muḥammad is his Messenger.

120  For what precedes, cf. Radd, 68, which is in all likelihood derived from the present work.

121  Cf., for the first hemistich, al-Nawājī, al-Shifāʾ fī badīʿ al-iktifāʾ, 80.

122  Cf. Ibn Ḥamdūn, al-Tadhkirah al-Ḥamdūniyyah, 6:91.

123  Cf. Yatīmah, 3:285.

124  This is an old line. Cf. Ibn Hishām, Al-Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah, 1990, 1:133.

125  The author’s description of crypto-piety bears comparison to the testimony of the twelfth-century Sicilian crypto-Muslim official ʿAbd al-Masīḥ, as related by Ibn Jubayr (Travels, 342).

126  Q Naḥl 16:106.

127  The exception clauses at the end of this section (beginning with “unless”) are not found in the most independent and arguably the earliest of the manuscripts (T). In view of their contrast with the foregoing passage, it may be suspected that they were added later, by the author himself or a copyist, to accord with more sedate and orthodox views of conversion to Islam and of apostasy.

128  Q Infiṭār 82:10.

129  Būṣīr is the name of several villages in Egypt (four, according to the geographer Yāqūt). Only a minority of historians held, as Ibn al-Nābulusī does here, that Marwān was killed at Būṣīr al-Sidr, which our manuscripts anomously call “Būṣīr Sidr.”

130  Cf. Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt, 3:229.

131  The manuscripts give the erroneous reading Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān.

132  The ancestors of the Barmakids were Buddhist priests at a large temple near Balkh.

133  For a clearer account of what Khalid did in coining the term “Visitor,” see Tustarī, Bahj al-ṣabāghah, 13:247–48, where this poem is quoted. Cf. al-Jahshiyārī, Kitāb al-wuzarāʾ, 151–52.

134  For another attestation of this poetry with explanation of surrounding historical events, see al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-wafayāt, 28:72.

135  Both this poem and the preceding develop the lexical meaning of the regnal name al-Mahdī: “the Divinely Guided One.”

136  Cf. al-Jahshiyārī, Kitāb al-wuzarāʾ, 155–56.

137  Cf. al-Baghdādī, Khizānat al-adab, 3:37.

138  A play on words: sukr (drunkenness) for shukr (gratitude).

139  These lines are attributed to the poet Abū l-Ḥajnāʾ Nuṣayb (and not “al-Jaḥnāʾ” as in this printed edition) in al-Iṣbahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, 23:31. On him (better known as al-Nuṣayb al-Aṣghar), see Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-udabāʾ, 6:2752.

140  Cf. a similar line in Waṭwāṭ, Ghurar al-khaṣāʾiṣ al-wāḍiḥah, 194.

141  Cf. Tustarī, Bahj, 13:271–72, attributed not to al-Aṣmaʿī but to Ashjaʿ al-Sulamī (see EI3, s.n. [R. Weipert]).

142  Elite slaves in Islamic societies were sometimes named after inanimate objects, often precious or exotic ones.

143  See above, §1.12.2, where al-Kisāʾī features in an episode that could only have occurred after his death. Here, in the role of tutor to the sons of al-Rashīd, his presence is perfectly plausible.

144  Cf. al-Tanūkhī, al-Faraj baʿd al-shiddah (1955), 2:347.

145  Cf. al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Taʾrīkh, 14:304.

146  Here, as frequently in this section of the book, it should be recalled that much of what is thought clever in these phrases is the rhyme in the original Arabic. Reed pens: aqlām; climes: aqālīm.

147  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 112. Ibn al-Nābulusī appears to have borrowed liberally from this work in this section.

148  Cf. Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī, Kitāb al-ṣināʿatayn, 168–69.

149  Cf. a fuller version in al-Qayrawānī, Zahr al-ādāb, 2:356. The phrase comes from a passage the gist of which is that matters are evaluated according to their outcomes: “The racehorse strives for the finish line; only there, after long proving, is the veil of uncertainty lifted away….”

150  Cf. al-Qālī, Kitāb al-Amālī, 2:201.

151  Q Nisāʾ 4:71.

152  Q Baqarah 2:195.

153  A widely cited hadith. See, e.g., al-Tirmidhī, al-Jāmiʿ, 4:668, no. 2517.

154  “Guarantee”: ḍamān; “time”: zamān; “industry”: ṣināʿah; “contentment”: qanāʿah; “want”: muḍāʿah.

155  The name of the famous Badīʿ al-Zamān was Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn, but none of the sayings which follow can presently be traced to an independent source confirming whether they are by him or another.

156  It is likely that the person being praised is named Saʿd, which may mean “a propitious star.”

157  “Gold”: dhahab; “flame”: lahab. “Star”: najm; “arrow”: sahm. “Ocean”: baḥr; “full moon”: badr.

158  “Serpent”: al-ṣabb; “lizard”: al-ḍabb.

159  “In tranquility”: rahwan; “in adornment”: zahwan. “Obeys his anger”: aṭāʿa ghaḍabahu; “ruins his comportment”: aḍāʿa adabahu. “Bribe”: rishwah; “rope”: rishāʾ. “Easy mount to ride”: maṭiyyatun waṭiyyatun. “Mildness”: al-damāthah; “weakness”: al-ghathāthah. “Fairness”: al-inṣāf; “attributes”: al-awṣāf.

160  Emending “ʿAlī ibn Muqlah.” Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 106.

161  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 105, where the saying is attributed to Abū l-Ḥasan ibn al-Furāt.

162  “Benefit”: anfaʿahu; “subdue”: aqmaʿahu. “Err”: yahfūna; “forgive”: yaʿfūna. “Give honor”: ātharta; “leave scars”: aththarta.

163  “However little”: wa-in qalla; “however great”: wa-in jalla.

164  “Hopeful”: rājin; “satisfied”: rāḍin.

165  “Show you gratitude”: shakaraka; “show you ingratitude”: kafaraka.

166  The degree and sign of the zodiac that was rising above the eastern horizon at the moment of his birth.

167  Correcting the manuscripts’ “Ibn ʿImrān.”

168  Cf. Ibn al-Jarrāḥ, al-Waraqah, 12.

169  Not elsewhere attested.

170  Not otherwise attested. Additionally, it does not match any of the usual Arabic meters.

171  These lines are not elsewhere attested.

172  I have located no separate attestation of this line, the exact meaning of which remains obscure.

173  Cf. Ibn Ḥamdūn, al-Tadhkirah al-Ḥamdūniyyah, 5:154, no. 418; Ibn al-Rūmī, Dīwān, 3:284, with considerably different wording in both cases. The allusion in the final phrase is to Q ʿAlaq 96:4.

174  Not elsewhere attested.

175  Not elsewhere attested.

176  Not elsewhere attested.

177  Not elsewhere attested. Also, I understand the word khaṭṭ (“writ”) to mean a document of appointment signed by a higher official.

178  Not elsewhere attested.

179  These verses differ considerably from parallel attestations (Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-udabāʾ, 1:440; al-Marzubānī, al-Muwashshaḥ, 390). Note that the phrase translated “mocked”/“mockery” is a conjectural rendering of an apparent idiom or allusion in the Arabic (“they lifted his leg”), the figurative meaning of which is obscure.

180  Not elsewhere attested, but this Ibn Manārah is satirized at some length by a poet-secretary of Iraq called Abū l-Ṭayyib al-Yūsufī; see al-Ṣūlī, Kitāb al-awrāq, qism akhbār al-shuʿarāʾ, 240–42.

181  Cf. al-Khaṭīb al-Tibrīzī, Sharḥ Dīwān Abī Tammām, 2:344–45.

182  The precise sense of the phrase ibn ṣāḥib tartīb (“son of a certain official”) is not clear; it is found only in manuscript T. Later in this account, tartīb (which in this context means to appoint an official), is used in parallel with naẓar (oversight) to describe regularly performed high-level administrative functions.

183  Very probably in Rajab 627/May or June 1230. See al-Maqrīzī, History of the Ayyubid Sultans, 213.

184  These two individuals are otherwise unattested and the spelling of their names is uncertain. For a slightly earlier Coptic official of the Ayyubids known as “Ibn Hablān,” possibly a relative, see [Abū Ṣāliḥ], Churches and Monasteries, 120; Khater and Burmester, History of the Patriarchs, 4/2:256.

185  The reference here is to al-Kāmil’s predecessor, al-Malik al-ʿĀdil I (r. 596–615/1200–1218).

186  Q ʿAlaq 96:6–7.

187  Cf. al-Qālī, Kitāb al-Amālī, 1:133.

188  Cf. al-Ibshīhī, al-Mustaṭraf, 2:7.

189  Cf. al-Ṭabarī, History of al-Ṭabarī, Victory, 219–220, where the poem is attributed to Yaʿqūb’s son, ʿAbdallāh.

190  Cf. al-Iṣbahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, 10:178, attributed to the Abbasid-era poet ʿAlī ibn Jahm (d. 249/863). See also, with additional citations, ʿAlī ibn Jahm, Dīwān, 178–79.

191  Cf. al-Wāḥidī, Sharḥ Dīwān al-Mutanabbī, 375; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Rawḍat al-muḥibbīn, 396 (traced by the editor to the dīwān of al-Waʾwāʾ al-Dimashqī).

192  Perhaps describing wine pouring from a beautiful vessel.

193  Not elsewhere attested.

194  Cf. al-Azdī, Badāʾiʿ al-badāʾih, 231. The month may be Ramadan, when sex is lawful only at night, and the end of which is marked by the sighting of the new crescent moon.

195  More usually attributed to al-Ḥasan ibn Wahb. See, e.g., Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-udabāʾ, 3:1022.

196  The sky is a standard metaphor for the generous patron. These lines are elsewhere attributed to al-Ḥasan ibn Wahb. See Ibn ʿAbd Rabbih, al-ʿIqd al-farīd, 3:143.

197  Cf. an unascribed attestation in al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā, Amālī al-Murtaḍā, 2:128.

198  Usually attributed to others, particularly Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Jurjānī. See his tarjamah (prosopographical entry), which includes this poem, in Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt, 3:279.

199  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:239, with slightly different wording.

200  Well-known verses. Cf. Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt, 1:128, where another possible author is mentioned.

201  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:353.

202  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 203.

203  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:351.

204  Correcting the manuscripts’ “Abū Aḥmad Muḥammad ibn Manṣūr.”

205  For the color fākhitī, probably a ghostly grey (as of moonlight or a pigeon’s back), see al-Ṣafadī, Aʿyān, 4:160 (s.n. Kunjashkab).

206  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:399 (attributed to Manṣūr ibn al-Ḥākim Abī Manṣūr al-Harawī).

207  Cf. Yatīmah, 3:98. This couplet is listed among the “thefts” (sariqāt) of Abū ʿAbdallāh al-Ḥasan ibn Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥajjāj, borrowed from the poet al-Lajlāj.

208  Cf. Yatīmah, 2:281.

209  Cf. Yatīmah, 1:181 (used by al-Thaʿālibī to excuse his critique of lines by al-Mutanabbī; I thank Geert Jan van Gelder for correcting my reading of this passage).

210  Cf. Yatīmah, 2:282 (attributed to the same al-Muhallabī as the poem in §3.3.13).

211  Cf. Yatīmah, 3:218, where the middle line is missing (attributed to Abū l-Fatḥ Ibn al-ʿAmīd, the son of Abū l-Faḍl); cf. also Ibn Kathīr, al-Bidāyah wa-l-nihāyah, 12:337–38 (also attributed to Abū l-Fatḥ).

212  The manuscripts give “al-Ḥasan” and “al-Ḥusayn,” an evident corruption.

213  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:390 (attributed to Abū l-Qāsim Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn Jubayr al-Sajzī). “My perfection” (kamālī), “as I have” (ka-mā lī), and “like unto my wealth” (ka-mālī) are pronounced alike in Arabic, though composed of different words.

214  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:392 (attributed to Abū l-Ḥasan ʿUmar ibn Abī ʿUmar al-Sajzī al-Nawqānī).

215  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:476 (attributed to Abū l-Muʿallā Mājid ibn al-Ṣalt). The reasoning is simply that each day one lives is one less day of life that remains. I thank Geert Jan van Gelder for his assistance with this line.

216  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:322–23.

217  Cf. Yatīmah, 3:76.

218  Cf. Yatīmah, 3:453 (attributed to Ibn Nubātah al-Saʿdī).

219  Al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 268 (attributed to the judge Abū Aḥmad Manṣūr ibn Muḥammad). “Wine of the mouth” renders “wine of saliva,”—saliva being widely treated as erotic in classical Arabic poetry.

220  Cf. Ṣarradurr, Dīwān, 238.

221  Cf. Ṣarradurr, Dīwān, 254.

222  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:88. This poem makes frequent allusion to the muʿallaqah (“suspended ode”) of the pre-Islamic poet Imruʾ al-Qays, including verbatim quotation in the final lines, taking up the familiar motifs of the lost love and the abandoned campsite in order to mock the secretaries for an exaggerated and greedy attachment to their patrons.

223  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:90 (attributed to Abū l-Ṭayyib Muḥammad ibn Ḥātim al-Muṣʿabī).).

224  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:91–92.

225  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:98 (attributed to a Muḥammad ibn Mūsā al-Ḥaddādī al-Balkhī).

226  Cf. Yatīmah, 4:117 (attributed to quite a different person, Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ḥarrānī, a contemporary of al-Thaʿālibī).

227  The Yatīmah offers a substantially different reading here: “O you who masters sins in her power.”

228  Cf. Yatimah, 4:146 (attributed to Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Hārūn al-Shaybani).

229  Cf. Yatimah, 4:159 (attributed to Abū l-Qasim ʿAbdallah ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Dīnawarī). The numbers in the poem refer to dactylonomy, or digital computation. In the poem, the hand is composed of “nine by nine, and three by four,” or 81 plus 12, i.e., 93. In traditional Islamic dactylonomy, “ninety” is signified by placing the tip of the index finger at the base of the thumb; to express “three” one bends the three remaining fingers to the palm and thereby making a closed fist, which here denotes miserliness. See EI2, art. “Ḥisāb al-ʿaḳd,” 3:466–68 (Ch. Pellat). I owe my understanding of this line to Geert Jan van Gelder.

230  Cf. Ibn ʿAbd Rabbih, ʿIqd, 7:145, without the final line. Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān was a prominent governor of the early Umayyad dynasty. Since he was an orphan, the Umayyads (here, “Ḥarb’s clan”) adopted him, but the move was widely mocked.

231  The poet is playing on the words kharāj (land tax), for which he substitutes kharā (shit), and ḍiyāʿ (estates), which becomes ḍayāʿ (ruin). The pseudo-secretary’s incompetence, he implies, vitiates the precision that the administration should represent.

232  The Arabic plural kuttāb (secretaries), is a homonym of the word for “primary school.”

233  Cf., for this and the preceding poem, Waṭwāṭ, Ghurar, 218. The last two lines differ entirely from those given by Waṭwāṭ.

234  Cf. al-Rāghib al-Iṣbahānī, Muḥāḍarāt al-udabāʾ, 1:105.

235  Not elsewhere attested.

236  The manuscripts of the present work have the erroneous reading “Ibn ʿAbbās ibn Mūsā,” but the poet, al-Junayd ibn Muḥammad, originally referred to two people, Ibrāhīm ibn al-ʿAbbās al-Ṣūlī and Mūsā ibn ʿAbd al-Malik. Al-Junayd, nicknamed “Aubergine,” was their contemporary (see source in next note).

237  Cf. al-Ṣafadī, Wāfī, 11:157, no. 2941. For explanation of the wordplay, see n. 231.

238  Not elsewhere attested. The word for “land tax” in the accusative case at the end of a line of poetry (al-kharājā), is homophonous with the phrase “the shit is out” (al-kharā jā).

239  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, Yatīmah, 4:311. On the idiom “add a mule in chess,” see Dozy, Supplément, 1:101..

240  Only dots distinguish these letters from one another: s س and sh ش. ʿAmr and ʿUmar are distinguished by a silent letter suffixed to the former: عمرو and عمر. I have not found the poem attested elsewhere.

241  Not elsewhere attested. The letters t and th are distinguished only by dots (which, in professional secretarial hands, were often omitted): t ت and th ث.

242  This poem is not elsewhere attested. I thank Geert Jan van Gelder for correcting my reading of this line, the precise meaning of which is elusive.

243  Not elsewhere attested. The meaning of the dungball reference is obscure.

244  What follows is a derisive presentation of Coptic bilingualism and the gradual, uneven adoption of Arabic in medieval Egypt. See Swanson, The Coptic Papacy, 71–74; Zaborowski, “From Coptic to Arabic in Medieval Egypt”; Parker, “Coptic Language and Identity in Ayyūbid Egypt.”

245  On the cowl, or honorary hood (ṭaylasān), see the Glossary and Dozy, Dictionnaire détaillé, s.v. ṭaylasān.

246  The difference is between waẓīfah (task) and waṣīfah, literally “servant girl.”

247  In the first instance, the secretary simply misspelt the word muwāẓib (diligent) as muwāḍib, a nonce word. In the second, he wrote maṣrūr (bound up) rather than the correct masrūr (overjoyed).

248  The secretary wrote ukhṣiba, literally “fecundated,” when he should have written ghuṣiba (impelled).

249  The year 660 postdates both the composition of the present work and the reign of al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, and is close to the end of Ibn al-Nābulusī’s life. This anecdote, which does not appear in manuscript T, must therefore represent an interpolation, either by the author himself or by a copyist.

250  Use of the Old French term “maréschal” (Ar. al-marshān) here reflects the Crusade-era setting of this anecdote; it refers to several European military offices. See Dozy, Supplément, 2:582; Godefroy, Dictionnaire, 5:170; Contamine, “Maréchal de France.” Cf. al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ, 8:300; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyah, 30:197. Also, in the Arabic, the standard -ān termination for dual nouns and verbs is appended indiscriminately, to humorous effect.

251  The secretary wrote ḥayḍah, literally “menstruation,” when he meant hayḍah, literally “cholera.”

252  In Arabic the error is jawzah, literally “walnut,” for the correct zawjah (wife).

253  Not elsewhere attested. In Arabic the mistake is nāhiq, literally “braying,” for the correct nāqih (recovering).

254  Cf., e.g., al-Zajjājī, Akhbār Abī l-Qāsim al-Zajjājī, 20, with references to the Sunan of Ibn Mājah and al-Tirmidhī. The phrase the Copt intends to use literally means “on all four sides.”

255  The correct form in Arabic is bi-arbaʿ ḥadhāfīrihā; the two nonsensical corruptions are bi-arbaʿ ḥawāfīrihā and bi-ḥarādhīfihā.

256  In the Arabic, the mistake is al-ḥandarīs, which is a nonce word, for the correct al-khandarīs (ancient).

257  “Nīsān” and taysān (Egyptian colloquial tīs) are distinguished by a single dot: نيسان and تيسان. The “Greek months” mentioned here are the Syro-Macedonian ones, the names of which derive from the ancient Babylonian calendar. By “Greek” the speaker means “of Christians using the Seleucid era,” not “Byzantine,” the term’s usual meaning. The Byzantine Greeks did not use the Syro-Macedonian months, of which “Nīsān” is one.

258  “Dumbfounded” (namih) is a conjectural emendation of the manuscripts’ meaningless nah. The speaker should have said nahim (avid).

259  The speaker said manāḥis (vices) when he meant maḥāsin (virtues).

260  The speaker said majāz, literally “metaphor,” when he meant mizāj (mood or disposition).

261  He reads qawwād (قواد), literally “pimp,” instead of the correct fuʾād (فؤاد) or “heart.”

262  He reads yashammu (يشم, snuffles), for shabimun (شبم, is frigid).

263  He said hāshim (هاشم), literally “crusher,” instead of the correct hāmish (هامش, margin).

264  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 152, attributed to al-Kumayt ibn Zayd al-Asadī (d. 126/743).

265  Not elsewhere attested.

266  The effect of the author’s counsel here is to provide a broad and appealing justification for mulcting any state official without specific evidence of wrongdoing.

267  A well-known hadith; see, e.g., Muslim, Ṣaḥīḥ, 3:1463.

268  The identity of the narrator, ʿUmar’s interlocutor, is not given here. In a shortened parallel version, it is the famous Companion and transmitter Qatādah ibn al-Nuʿmān. See Ibn Abī l-Dunyā, Qiṣar al-amal, 155.

269  The manuscript precisely replicates the name in the manuscripts of the the Futūḥ Miṣr of Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam (see Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam, History, 146 n. 5, 147 n. 1): Abū l-Mukhtār Qays ibn Yazīd ibn Qays ibn Yazīd ibn ʿAmr ibn Khuwaylid al-Ṣaʿiq al-Numayrī, but this is erroneous.

270  Cf. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam, History, 147–48; al-Balādhurī, Futūḥ al-buldān, 541–42 (Origins of the Islamic State, Part II, 122–23); [Sulaym ibn Qays], Kitāb, 221–22.

271  The idea of the line seems to be that individuals who formerly possessed nothing suddenly turn up with attractive slave boys and women. There is also a moral critique: the word for “hares” (al-khizzān) is close to “silk” (khazz), forbidden to Muslim men, and “brightly bedizened” (al-dumā) refers most properly to decorated effigies or idols.

272  Cf. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam, History, 146; Ibn Kardabūs, al-Iktifāʾ, 1:310; al-Tawḥīdī, al-Imtāʿ wa-l-muʾānasah, 2:95–96.

273  Abū Hurayrah’s mother, Umaymah bint Ṣufayḥ. He attaches his descent to his mother, emphasizing his humble station, because his father died when he was very young. For the comparison to a “son of a prophet,” cf. Amos 7:14.

274  Cf. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam, History, 148–49.

275  See §4.3.3 and n. 268 above.

276  Cf. al-Thaʿālibī, al-Iʿjāz, 102.

277  The syntax of the final full sentence of this section is difficult; the text may be corrupt. It is suggestive that the story begins with a quotation borrowed, as usual, from al-Thaʿālibī, which is then continued beyond al-Thaʿālibī’s account in a manner that echoes Ibn al-Nābulusī’s own life story, notably his flamboyant probity.

278  The author may mean that his historical account proper ends with Saladin’s death (ca. 589/1193), or that his work refers to events down to his own present day.

279  Q Nūr 24:33.

280  Cf. Ibn Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-abṣār, 15:355, who gives a substantially different version attributed to ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn ʿUmar ibn Nubātah al-Saʿdī (cf. the second poem in §3.3.20, attributed to the same tenth-century poet).

281  Q Baqarah 2:273.


THE FATIMID CALIPHS IN EGYPT

ca. 358–567/969–1171




	al-Muʿizz li-Dīn Allāh, Abū Tamīm Maʿadd ibn al-Manṣūr
	d. 365/975


	al-ʿAzīz bi-llāh, Abū Manṣūr Nizār ibn al-Muʿizz
	d. 386/996


	al-Ḥākim bi-Amr Allāh, Abū ʿAlī al-Manṣūr ibn al-ʿAzīz
	d. 411/1021


	al-Ẓāhir li-Iʿzāz Dīn Allāh, Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥākim
	d. 427/1036


	al-Mustanṣir bi-llāh, Abū Tamīm Maʿadd ibn al-Ẓāhir
	d. 487/1094


	al-Mustaʿlī bi-llāh, Abū l-Qāsim Aḥmad b. al-Mustanṣir
	d. 495/1101


	al-Āmir bi-Aḥkām Allāh, Abū ʿAlī al-Manṣūr ibn al-Mustaʿlī
	d. 524/1130


	al-Ḥāfiẓ li-Dīn Allāh, Abū l-Maymūn ʿAbd al-Majīd ibn Muḥammad
	d. 544/1149


	al-Ẓāfir bi-Amr Allāh, Abū l-Manṣūr Ismāʿīl ibn al-Ḥāfiẓ
	d. 549/1154


	al-Fāʾiz bi-Naṣr Allāh, Abū l-Qāsim ʿĪsā ibn al-Ẓāfir
	d. 555/1160


	al-ʿĀḍid li-Dīn Allāh, Abū Muḥammad ʿAbdallāh ibn Yūsuf
	d. 567/1171





THE AYYUBID SULTANS IN EGYPT

ca. 567–648/1171–1250




	al-Malik al-Nāṣir, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Abū l-Muẓaffar Yūsuf ibn Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb ibn Shādhī (Saladin)
	d. 589/1193


	al-Malik al-ʿAzīz, ʿImād al-Dīn Abū l-Fatḥ ʿUthmān ibn al-Nāṣir Yūsuf
	d. 595/1198


	al-Malik al-Manṣūr, Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAzīz ʿUthmān
	d. 596/1200


	al-Malik al-ʿĀdil I, Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr Muḥammad/Aḥmad ibn Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb (Saphadin)
	d. 615/1218


	al-Malik al-Kāmil, Nāsir al-Dīn Abū l-Maʿālī Muḥammad ibn al-ʿĀdil I Muḥammad/Aḥmad
	d. 635/1238


	al-Malik al-ʿĀdil II, Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr ibn al-Kāmil Muḥammad deposed 637/1240


	al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb ibn al-Kāmil Muḥammad
	d. 647/1249


	al-Malik al-Muʿaẓẓam, Ghiyāth al-Dīn Tūrān Shāh ibn al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb
	d. 648/1250


	Shajar al-Durr, ʿIṣmat al-Dīn Umm Khalīl (wife of al-Ṣāliḥ)
	abdicated 648/1250





GLOSSARY OF NAMES AND TERMS

This glossary gives basic information for individuals, places, tribes, battles, dynasties, and other noteworthy entities that appear in The Sword of Ambition. The entry for an individual is found by default under the personal name (ism), except for those generally known by some other name. Of the regnal dates, the latter is that of the ruler’s death unless otherwise noted. English definite articles and the Arabic al- are disregarded for purposes of alphabetization. A question mark (?) following a name indicates that it has not been possible to identify an individual in any source other than the present one.

al-ʿAbbās ibn Muḥammad   ? minor secretary to Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Abbasid caliphate   (ca. 132–656/750–1258) the longest lasting and most prominent of the caliphal dynasties. Ascended to power in a revolt against the Umayyad caliphate. Ruled primarily from Iraq thereafter, but lost the greater part of its political and religious authority after the middle of the third/ninth century.

Abd al-Ḥamīd ibn Yaḥyā   (d. 132/750) famous non-Arab secretary of later Umayyad caliphs. Pioneer of high literary Arabic style, particularly in the genre of advice literature.

ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān   (d. 86/705) Umayyad caliph who reconsolidated central authority after his victory in the second intra-Muslim conflict (fitnah), in part by the deft use of religious symbolism and ideology, illustrated in the reform of Arabo-Islamic coinage and of administration.

ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Abrash   ? (mid-third/ninth c.) Christian government secretary and convert to Islam.

ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khāqān   (mid-third/ninth c.) grandee in the period of al-Mutawakkil. Brother of ʿUbaydallāh ibn Yaḥyā, vizier to al-Mutawakkil.

ʿAbdān al-Wāsiṭī   (fl. mid-third/ninth c.) Christian secretary and convert to Islam.

ʿAbū l-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn Isḥāq the Secretary   see Aḥmad ibn Isḥāq the Secretary.

Abū l-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn al-Rūmī the Secretary   see Aḥmad ibn al-Rūmī the Secretary.

Abū ʿAbdallāh al-Ḥusayn ibn Ḥajjāj   see al-Ḥusayn (ibn Aḥmad) ibn (al-) Ḥajjāj the Secretary.

Abū ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallāh   see al-Sājī.

Abū ʿAlī ibn al-Afḍal ibn Shāhān Shāh   see Kutayfāt.

Abū ʿAlī ibn Muqlah, Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī   see Ibn Muqlah.

Abū l-ʿAynāʾ, Muḥammad ibn al-Qāsim ibn Khallād   (d. ca. 283/896) wellknown poet and prosaist of Abbasid Iraq.

Abū Bakr al-Khwārizmī, Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās   (d. ca. 383/993) peripatetic secretary and literary eminence, particularly in epistolography and satire. Sparred with Badīʿ al-Zamān and al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād. Spent most of his life in the northeastern reaches of the Islamic world.

Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās   see Abū Bakr al-Khwārizmī.

Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq, ʿAbdallāh ibn Abī Quḥāfah   (r. 11–13/632–34) early convert to Islam, close Companion of the Prophet, father of Prophet’s wife ʿĀʾishah, and first caliph after the Prophet’s death. Fought the Riddah (“apostasy”) Wars to preserve the political union of Arab tribes that had paid allegiance to the Prophet.

Abū l-Faḍl Ibn al-ʿAmīd   see Ibn al-ʿAmīd.

Abū l-Faraj ibn Zurʿah   (d. ca. 585/1189) Saint Mark III, seventy-third patriarch of the Coptic Church. Selection occurred in 563/1167–68.

Abū l-Fatḥ al-Bustī   see al-Bustī.

Abū l-Ḥasan Ibn al-Furāt   see Ibn al-Furāt.

Abū Ḥumayd al-Sāʿidī   (d. 60/680) Companion of the Prophet and hadith transmitter from Medina.

Abū Hurayrah, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Ṣakhr al-Dawsī   (d. ca. 58/678) Companion. Major transmitter of reports about the Prophet’s life.

Abū l-Hurṭumān   ? a certain fruit seller.

Abū ʿImrān al-Sulamī   see al-Sulamī.

Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās   see Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās.

Abū Manṣūr Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad   see Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-Balkhī.

Abū Manṣūr ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl   see ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl.

Abū Manṣūr Ibn ʿAbdūn   see Ibn ʿAbdūn the Secretary.

Abū Manṣūr Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad   see Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad.

Abū Maryam ibn al-Muḥarrish al-Ḥanafī   (fl. first/seventh c.) minor participant in the early Muslim conquests. Settled at Basra.

Abū Muḥammad al-Muhallabī, al-Ḥasan ibn Muḥammad   (d. 352/963) vizier of the Buyid Muʿizz al-Dawlah. Patron of culture, littérateur.

Abū l-Mukhtār Yazīd ibn Qays   see Yazīd ibn Qays.

Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī, ʿAbdallāh ibn Qays   (d. ca. 42/662) Companion from South Arabia who later served as governor of Basra and Kufa under ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb.

Abū Nūḥ ʿĪsā ibn Ibrāhīm   (d. 255/869) high official under Caliph al-Mutawakkil. Christian convert to Islam. From a distinguished family of Christian lay elites with roots in the Iraqi town of al-Anbār.

Abū Nuwās, al-Ḥasan ibn Hāniʾ al-Thaqafī   (d. ca. 198/813) towering figure in the history of Arabic poetry. Court poet, remembered especially for bacchanalian and erotic themes, and for hunting poetry.

Abū l-Qāsim Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad   see Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Jubayr the Secretary.

Abū l-Qāsim al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād   see al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād.

Abū l-Shīṣ, Muḥammad ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Khuzāʿī   (d. ca. 200/815) Arab poet in circles close to Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Abū Tammām, Ḥabīb ibn Aws   (d. ca. 231/846) eminent court poet and anthologist. Claimed descent from the Arab tribe of Ṭayyiʾ. Composed poetry on major historical events.

Abū Thābit   see Sulaymān ibn Quḍāʿah.

Abū ʿUbaydah, ʿĀmir ibn ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Jarrāḥ   (d. 18/639) important Companion and leading figure in the Muslim community after the Prophet’s death. Led the conquest of Syria.

Abū Yaʿlā the Secretary   ? official of rural extraction in Iraq.

Abū Yāsir the Christian   (fourth/tenth c.) secretary in the employ of Muʾnis, according to The Sword of Ambition. An official of this name is sporadically attested in other sources of the period.

al-ʿĀḍid, Abū Muḥammad ʿAbdallāh ibn Yūsuf   (r. 555–67/1160–71) last Fatimid caliph of Egypt. Brought to the throne by al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ but generally prevented from exercising power during the tumultuous period of his rule.

Advice (naṣīḥah) venerable genre of Arabic literature, encompassing a wide range of moral and practical counsel. Often directed to rulers or other powerful persons.

Aḥmad ibn Abī Khālid   (d. 210/825) secretary and vizier in the reign of al-Maʾmūn.

Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn   see Badīʿ al-Zamān.

Aḥmad ibn Isḥāq the Secretary, Abū l-ʿAbbās al-Jarmaqī   (late fourth/tenth c.) secretary, poet, and mathematician. Patron was the Saffarid Emir Khalaf ibn Aḥmad (d. 399/1008–9).

Aḥmad ibn Isrāʾīl   (d. 255/869) high official under Caliph al-Mutawakkil. Christian convert to Islam who became vizier after conversion. Originally from al-Anbār.

Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-Balkhī, Abū Manṣūr   ? secretary and poet.

Aḥmad ibn al-Rūmī the Secretary, Abū l-ʿAbbās   ? secretary and poet.

Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn   (r. ca. 254–70/868–84) Turkic military officer of the Abbasids. De facto independent ruler of Egypt and founder of a minor dynasty there.

al-Aḥnaf ibn Qays al-Tamīmī   (d. 67/686–87) significant tribal leader in the Muslim conquest of southern Iraq and Persia, notably in Khurasan.

al-Akhram   See Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary.

ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib   (r. 35–40/656–61) cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet. Considered the fourth caliph by Sunnis, succeeding ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān. His supporters formed the nucleus of the later Shiʿi sects. Upon ʿAlī’s murder, power reverted to his Umayyad rival, Muʿāwiyah.

ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl, Abū Manṣūr Ṣarradurr   (d. 465/1073) Abū l-Faḍl ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥasan ibn ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl. Secretary and poet of Baghdad who flourished under the Buyid dynasty. Described by many biographers as a Shiʿi or an unbeliever.

ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī, Zayn al-Dīn Ibn Nujayyah   (d. 599/1203) maternal grandfather of Ibn al-Nābulusī. Influential scholar and courtier in late Fatimid and early Ayyubid Egypt.

ʿAlī ibn ʿĪsā ibn Dāʾūd al-Jarrāḥ, Abū l-Ḥasan   (d. 334/946) secretary and vizier of the caliphs al-Muqtadir and al-Qāhir. Remembered for his piety and orthodoxy.

alms tax (zakat, ṣadaqah) one of the five pillars of Islam. Religiously mandated annual donation to worthy recipients (described in Q Tawbah 9:60). Assessed only on certain kinds of property.

al-Amīn, Muḥammad ibn Hārūn   (r. 193–98/809–13) Abbasid caliph. Son of Hārūn al-Rashīd, and brother of al-Maʾmūn, against whom he fought and lost a devastating civil war for control of the empire.

al-Āmir bi-Aḥkām Allāh, Abū ʿAlī al-Manṣūr   (r. 495–524/1101–30) Fatimid caliph. Reigned under the tutelage of the vizier al-Afḍal before having the latter assassinated in 515/1121. Ruled harshly thereafter, appointing the rapacious Monk Abū Najāḥ and thereby hastening his own assassination. A major succession dispute followed.

ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir   (d. 37/657) Companion of the Prophet and one of the first converts to Islam. Suffered persecution for his faith. Later a staunch supporter of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib.

ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ   (d. ca. 42/663) Companion of the Prophet from the tribe of Quraysh and a prominent commander in the early Muslim army. Led the conquest of Egypt, ca. 19/640.

al-Anbār   district of Iraq west of Baghdad. In pre-Islamic times, an area of intensive Arab-Aramean-Persian interaction with a considerable Christian presence.

Ansina   ancient Antinoöpolis, modern Shaykh ʿIbādah in Minya Governorate, Egypt.

ʿAnṭar(ah) ibn Shaddād   (d. late-sixth c. ad) legendary pre-Islamic adventurer and poet.

ʿArīb al-Maʾmūniyyah   (d. 277/890) noted courtesan and singer of Caliph al-Maʾmūn prior to his accession.

al-Aṣmaʿī, Abū Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Qurayb   (d. ca. 213/828) Basran grammarian and philologist, and, like al-Kisāʾī, tutor to the sons of Hārūn al-Rashīd.

al-ʿĀṣ ibn Wāʾil   (d. after 1/622) father of ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ.

ʿĀṣim ibn Qays ibn al-Ṣalt al-Sulamī   (fl. first/seventh c.) minor participant in the Muslim conquests of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia.

al-ʿAttābī, Kulthūm ibn ʿAmr   (d. 208/823 or 220/835) secretary and poet (esp. eulogist) in the circles of Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Ayyubid dynasty   (ca. 567–648/1171–1250) Sunni rulers of Syria, Egypt, and parts of Arabia, who often formed a kind of confederacy of princedoms. Notwithstanding their frequent internal quarrels they intermittently carried forward the campaigns of their dynastic founder, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn, against the Franks.

Badīʿal-Zamān, Abūl-FaḍlAḥmadibnal-Ḥusaynal-Hamadhānī   (d. 398/1008) Arabic prose writer and poet who pioneered the maqāmah genre, which cast tales of deception and adventure in ornate rhymed prose. Rose to fame by besting Abū Bakr al-Khwārizmī in a public contest of literary virtuosity.

Badr, Battle of   (ca. 2/624) confrontation in which the outnumbered supporters of the Prophet, assisted by hosts of angels, dealt their pagan Meccan enemies their first defeat.

al-Baḥrayn region of eastern Arabia during the early Islamic period, stretching along the western coast of the Gulf.

Bamboo (Khayzurān)   (d. 173/789) influential wife of al-Mahdī and mother of Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Banū Asad major northern Arab tribe in the early Islamic period.

Banū Ghazwān descendents of ʿUtbah ibn Ghazwān.

Banū Ḥabīb   ? Samaritan family or tribe.

Barmakids prominent family of high officials in the early Abbasid state until their sudden fall during the reign of Hārūn al-Rashīd. Descendants of Buddhist priests at a large temple near Balkh. See also Khālid ibn Barmak; Yaḥyā ibn Khālid; al-Faḍl ibn Yaḥyā; Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā.

Basra important port city in lower Mesopotamia. Founded as a garrison town at the time of the Muslim conquest and particularly prominent in the first two centuries of Islam.

al-Baydāʾ elevation about seven miles southwest of Medina.

Bishr ibn al-Muḥtafiz al-Muzanī   (first/seventh c.) Companion and minor participant in the Arab conquests of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia.

Book, the (al-kitāb)   common term for the Qurʾan.

al-Buḥturī, Abū ʿUbādah al-Walīd ibn ʿUbaydallāh   (d. 284/897) major Arab poet of the Abbasid era. Primarily a eulogist and panegyrist.

Būṣīr (al-)Sidr   village near Giza in Egypt.

al-Bustī, Abū l-Fatḥ ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad   (d. 400/1009) poet and prose writer of Iran and Central Asia. Noteworthy for use of paronomasia.

Calendar of the Emigration   the Muslim lunar calendar that begins with the Emigration. Its twelve months are strictly tied to the phases of the moon, thus its 354-day cycle is not aligned with the solar year.

caliph (al-khalīfah)   title of certain historical Muslim rulers, particularly in early Islam, who wielded a degree of religious as well as political authority. Understood variously as “deputy” (of God) or “successor” (of the Prophet).

Capella (al-ʿayyūq)   star of yellowish hue in the constellation Auriga. Sixth brightest in the night sky.

Chosroes Anūshirwān   (r. AD 531–79) famous Sasanian emperor. Became proverbial for wisdom in governance and patronage of culture.

Church of al-ʿAdawiyyah   church, called al-Marṭūṭī, dedicated to Mary, in a place known as al-ʿAdawiyyah, about fifteen miles south of Fusṭāṭ.

Church of the Resurrection (kanīsat al-qiyāmah)   the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. Believed to be the site of Jesus’s crucifixion and burial.

Commander of the Believers (amīr al-muʾminīn)   standard title for the caliph.

Companion(s)   term applied to those Muslims who associated with the Prophet during his lifetime. Ascribed a high degree of probity and exemplary moral uprightness in Sunni tradition.

cowl (ṭaylasān)   shawl-like fringed garment worn over the head and shoulders. Sign of membership in the Muslim scholarly and secretarial classes of Egypt in Ibn al-Nābulusī’s day.

Damascus Gate (bāb al-shām)   one of the four gates of the original round city of Baghdad. Faced northwest.

Damietta (Dimyāṭ)   port city in the eastern Nile delta. Historically vulnerable to attack from the sea, notably by Crusaders on multiple occasions in the thirteenth century.

Dhāt al-Salāsil, Expedition of   (ca. 8/629) raid led by ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ against Arab tribes in the southern Transjordan.

dhimmi   in Islamic law, a non-Muslim who is party to a Pact of Security (dhimmah).

Dhū l-Nūn al-Miṣrī   (d. 246/861) important early Sufi mystic. From Ikhmim in Egypt.

Elephant, Year of the   (ca. AD 570) year of the Prophet’s birth according to some traditions. Named after an elephant that was sent (ineffectually) against Mecca by the Ethiopian ruler of South Arabia.

Emigrants (muhājirūn)   those Companions who accompanied the Prophet Muḥammad in his Emigration from Mecca to Medina in 1/622.

Emigration, the (al-hijrah)   the Prophet’s journey or flight from Mecca to Yathrib (soon after renamed Medina) in AD 622. Marks the beginning of Muḥammad’s political career and of the Muslim lunar calendar (see Calendar of the Emigration).

Emir Jāndār   title of a high official in the Ayyubid state. Responsible for guarding the sultan and attending to such matters as executions.

Eternal Decree (al-qaḍāʾ wa-l-qadar)   major Muslim doctrine concerning divine predetermination of events.

Example of the Prophet (sunnah)   normative moral and legal example set by the Prophet, as his conduct was depicted in the Hadith.

faddān   standard unit of land measurement in medieval Egypt. Conventionally defined as the area that can be worked by a yoke of oxen in a single day. Approximately 4,200 square meters.

al-Faḍl ibn al-Rabīʿ   (d. ca. 207/823) vizier to the Abbasid caliphs Hārūn al-Rashīd and al-Amīn after the fall of the Barmakids. Son of al-Rabīʿ ibn Yūnus.

al-Faḍl ibn Sahl   (d. 202/818) influential Iranian vizier, military commander, and adviser to the Abbasid caliph al-Maʾmūn during the latter’s struggle with his brother, al-Amīn, for the caliphate. Convert to Islam from Zoroastrianism.

al-Faḍl ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid   (d. 193/808) scion of the illustrious Barmakid family and influential administrator under Hārūn al-Rashīd, whose son Muḥammad, the future al-Amīn, he tutored.

Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān ibn Qizil   (d. 629/1232) powerful emir under the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Fars   in the early Islamic period, large administrative province in southwest Iran. A hotbed of Zoroastrianism and anti-Arab sentiment, it was only gradually subdued.

al-Fatḥ ibn Khāqān   (d. 247/861) Turkic officer, secretary, and adviser to the Abbasid caliphs al-Muʿtaṣim and al-Mutawakkil, he died defending the latter from assassins. Patron and practitioner of the literary arts.

Followers (al-tābiʿūn)   generation of Muslims following that of the Companions.

Franks (al-ifranj)   term applied to the peoples of Northwest Europe, usually in distinction to Greeks and Slavs. Standard term for the Crusaders among their Muslim contemporaries.

al-Furāt   administrative district in the Sawad of Iraq during the early Islamic period.

Fusṭāṭ   Arab garrison town founded shortly after the Muslim conquest of Egypt at the site of a Roman fortress. Located in a southern part of modern Cairo.

Gehenna (jahannam)   in the Qurʾan, a place of fire and punishment for sinners.

al-Gharbiyyah   administrative district in the western Nile delta.

Giza   substantial town about twelve miles southwest of medieval Cairo.

Hadith   (singular and collective plural) large corpus of reports about the Prophet’s deeds and sayings. Each report is typically related by a Companion through a series of transmitters, who are usually named in sequence. Revered as source of revealed law and moral guidance alongside the Qurʾan.

al-Ḥāfiẓ, Abū l-Maymūn ʿAbd al-Majīd   (r. 526–44/1132–49) Fatimid caliph of Egypt. Reign was marked by a series of disturbances and intrigues, such as the brief vizierate of the Christian Armenian Bahrām and the rise and fall of the latter’s nemesis Riḍwān ibn Walakhshī.

al-Ḥajjāj ibn ʿAtīk al-Thaqafī   (fl. first/seventh c.) minor participant in the Muslim conquests of Basra and southwestern Persia.

al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf al-Thaqafī   (d. 95/714) powerful governor of Iraq under the early Marwānid Umayyad caliphs. Presented in the sources as a brutal and extraordinarily capable administrator.

al-Ḥajūn   cemetery on the southeast side of Mecca.

al-Ḥākim, Abū ʿAlī al-Manṣūr   (r. 386–411/996–1021) Fatimid caliph in Egypt. Politically astute and strong supporter of Ismāʿīlī missionary work. Idiosyncratic and inscrutable in his occasionally harsh policies toward, among others, non-Muslims and animals (notably, dogs).

Ḥarb ibn Umayyah   (sixth c. ad) pre-Islamic progenitor of the Umayyad clan of the Prophet’s tribe, Quraysh.

Hārūn al-Rashīd ibn Muḥammad   (r. 170–93/786–809) Abbasid caliph of Baghdad at its height. Son of al-Mahdī and patron of the Barmakids until their sudden fall.

al-Ḥasan ibn Makhlad   (d. late third/ninth c.) high official of the Abbasid state. Twice occupied the vizierate under Caliph al-Muʿtamid.

al-Ḥasan ibn Sahl   (d. 236/850–51) high official of the Abbasid state, notably under al-Maʾmūn. Brother of al-Faḍl ibn Sahl.

al-Ḥasan ibn Wahb   (d. 247/861) high official of the Abbasid state, particularly under Caliph al-Wāthiq. From an historically Christian family.

Ḥassān ibn Yazīd al-Nabaṭī   (fl. early second/ninth c.) wealthy Christian official in Iraq during the later Umayyad period. Reportedly converted to Islam. Father’s name varies in the sources.

al-Haytham ibn Khālid   ? (fl. mid-third/ninth c.) Christian secretary in the reign of al-Mutawakkil.

Ḥayyān ibn Shurayḥ   (d. early second/eighth c.) governor in Egypt under the Umayyad caliph ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz. Attested in documentary sources.

al-Hishāmī, Abū ʿAbdallāh   (fl. mid-third/ninth c.) major transmitter of traditions about music to Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī.

Ḥiṣn Ziyād   town in present-day eastern Turkey, now Elazığ. Historically heavily Christian, particularly Armenian.

House, the   see Kaaba.

Ḥumayd ibn Bishr   ? aspirant to secretarial office from the Sawad.

al-Ḥusayn (ibn Aḥmad) ibn (al-)Ḥajjāj the Secretary, Abū ʿAbdallāh   (d. 391/1001) Persian Shiʿi secretary, official, and poet.

Ibn ʿAbdūn the Secretary, Abū Manṣūr al-ʿAbdūnī   (fl. early fourth/tenth c.) minor secretary and poet of Bukhara.

Ibn Abī l-ʿAlāʾ, al-Ḥārith Abū Firās al-Ḥamdānī   (d. 357/968) pro-ʿAlid poet and official. Archrival of al-Mutanabbī.

Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary, Abū l-Karam al-Akhram   Christian official of the Fatimid state. According to some sources, head of the office of financial oversight (dīwān al-naẓar) in the time of Caliph al-Ḥāfiẓ.

Ibn al-ʿAmīd, Abū l-Faḍl Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥusayn   (d. ca. 360/970) famed secretary, military commander, and littérateur of Būyid Iraq.

Ibn Dukhān, Khāṣṣ(at) al-Dawlah Abū l-Faḍl/l-Faḍāʾil   (d. 555–56/1160–61) Christian high administrator in the reign of the Fatimid caliph al-ʿĀḍid.

Ibn al-Furāt, Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn Mūsā   (d. 312/924) renowned secretary and several times vizier to the Abbasid caliph al-Muqtadir.

Ibn Ghalāb, Khālid ibn al-Ḥārith ibn Aws ibn al-Duhmān   (first/seventh c.) putative Companion of Muḥammad and participant in the conquests of southern Iraq and Persia.

Ibn Hablān (or Haylān, etc.)   ? tax official in the reign of the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Ibn al-Hārūnī the Jew   ? perhaps fictional. A mid-thirteenth century individual of the same name composed a noted dispensatorium, the Minhāj al-dukkān   (The Dispensary Manual).

Ibn Ḥassūn   ?(early seventh/thirteenth c.) governor of Damietta during the reign of al-Malik al-Kāmil. Perhaps identical with the emir Badr al-Dīn Ibn Ḥassūn who commanded a naval squadron against the Fifth Crusade in 616/1219.

Ibn al-Lutbiyyah   man employed by the Prophet to collect the alms tax. Virtually nothing is related about him apart from the hadith in The Sword of Ambition, which is found in many other sources. The version found here places him among the Banū Asad, others among the Banū Azd.

Ibn Manārah, Yaḥyā ibn ʿĪsā   (mid-third/ninth c.) minor secretary in Iraq. Satirized for incompetence.

Ibn Mufshīn (or Mafsīn, Hafsīn, etc.)   ? tax official in the reign of the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Ibn Muqlah, Abū ʿAlī Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī   (d. 328/940) renowned secretary and vizier of the caliphs al-Muqtadir and al-Qāhir. Pioneer in the field of calligraphy.

Ibn al-Nūrī   ?(mid-seventh/thirteenth c.) overseer of finances in Damietta.

Ibn Rāshid ibn Isḥāq, Muḥammad   ? (third/ninth c.) candidate for administrative appointment in Iraq.

Ibn Saʿīd ibn ʿAmr (or ʿAwn)   ? (mid-third/ninth c.) Christian official of the Abbasid state in Damascus.

Ibn al-Ṣakhr al-Ibyārī   ? (fl. early seventh/thirteenth c.) mid-level tax official in the Ayyubid state during the reign of al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Ibn Shukr, Ṣafī l-Dīn ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ḥusayn   (d. 622/1225) influential vizier under al-Malik al-ʿĀdil I and al-Malik al-Kāmil. Sometime colleague of Ibn al-Nābulusī.

Ibn al-Taʿāwīdhī   ? possibly Abū l-Fatḥ Muḥammad (d. ca. 583/1187), a secretary and poet of Turkic extraction in Baghdad.

Ibn al-Tammār   ?(late fourth/tenth c.) elite Christian, perhaps a state official.

Ibn Ṭūlūn   see Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn.

Ibn Walakhshī   see Riḍwān ibn Walakhshī.

Ibn al-Zanānīriyyah   ?(early fifth/eleventh c.) Christian who was allegedly discovered with a Muslim woman in a church in Rāshidah during the reign of al-Ḥakim.

Ibn Zayn al-Dār   ?(late sixth/twelfth c.) unsuccessful aspirant to the Coptic patriarchate ca. 563/1167.

Ibrāhīm ibn al-ʿAbbās al-Ṣūlī   (d. 243/857) poet, prose writer, and secretary from an eminent Turkic family of Jurjān. Attached to al-Faḍl ibn Sahl. Great-uncle to the famous courtier Abū Bakr al-Ṣūlī.

Ibyār (or Abyār)   town in the district of al-Gharbiyyah, Egypt.

Ikhmīm (or Akhmīm)   town in Upper Egypt. It once boasted a large Pharaonic temple.

Imam (imām)   literally “one who is in front.” Term applied to leaders of the ritual prayer, and to the senior clerics in certain mosques. Shiʿah applied it to their spiritual leaders descended from ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, Sunnis somewhat later to their caliphs.

Imam Abū Bakr   see Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq.

infidel (kāfir)   standard polemical term for non-Muslims. In the Qurʾan, a term denoting those who reject the message of Islam, with the connotation of ingratitude.

ʿĪsā ibn Nasṭūrus, Abū l-Faḍl   (d. 387/997) Christian secretary and vizier to the Fatimid caliph al-ʿAzīz in 385–86/995–96. Continued briefly in high position until his fall under al-Ḥākim.

al-Iṣbahānī, Abū l-Faraj   (d. 356/967) noted historian and collector of valuable poetry and anecdote in his major work, The Book of Songs.

Isfahan   important city in central Iran.

Ismāʿīl ibn Ṣubayḥ al-Ḥarrānī the Secretary   (d. after 195/810–11) prominent secretary in the chanceries of Hārūn al-Rashīd and al-Amīn.

Jaʿfar ibn Khālid ibn Barmak   see Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid.

Jaʿfar ibn Rabīʿah   (d. ca. 136/753–54) scholar and transmitter of historical reports.

Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid   (d. 187/803) powerful Barmakid official under Hārūn al-Rashīd. Fell suddenly from grace and was executed.

al-Jāḥiẓ, ʿAmr ibn Baḥr   (d. 255/869) famed theologian and littérateur of Basra. Patrons included Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt and al-Mutawakkil.

Jamāl al-Dīn Aydughdī al-ʿAzīzī   (d. 664/1265) Turkic emir under the late Ayyubids and early Mamluks. Particularly prominent under the Mamluk sultan Baybars.

Jamāl al-Dīn al-Jazzār, Abū l-Ḥusayn Yaḥyā ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm   (d. 669/1270 or 679/1281) Egyptian butcher and poet (primarily panegyrist).

Jazʾ ibn Muʿāwiyah, al-Saʿdī al-Tamīmī   (fl. first/seventh c.) participant in the Muslim conquest of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia.

Jundishapur   major city in Khūzestān, southwestern Persia.

Kaaba, the   cubic structure in Mecca controlled by the Prophet’s tribe, the Quraysh, prior to his mission, housing idols of the Arab polytheists. Subsequently, a site of Muslim veneration toward which believers face during ritual prayer, and which is central to certain rites of the Pilgrimage.

Khālid ibn Barmak   (d. 165/781–82) powerful administrator under the Abbasid caliphs al-Saffāḥ and al-Manṣūr. Father of Yaḥyā ibn Khālid, the famous Barmakid vizier of Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Khālid ibn Ṣafwān, Abū Ṣafwān al-Tamīmī   (d. ca. 135/752) orator and poet of the late Umayyad period.

Khālid ibn al-Walīd   (d. 21/642) noteworthy Companion, though at first an opponent of the Prophet. Later the most distinguished military commander of the early Muslim conquests.

al-Khaṭṭāb ibn Nufayl   (late sixth c. ad) father of ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb.

Khurasan   Large and historically important region of northeastern Iran. Cradle of the Abbasid Revolution.

Khuwaylid al-Ṣaʿiq, ibn Nufayl   (sixth c. ad) pre-Islamic chieftain of the Arab tribe of ʿĀmir ibn Ṣaʿṣaʿah.

Kipchak (qifjāq)   large and ancient Turkic tribal confederation. Decimated by the Mongol conquests of the later thirteenth century.

al-Kisāʾī, Abū l-Ḥasab ʿAlī ibn Ḥamzah   (d. 189/805) Iranian Kufan Qurʾan expert and scholar of the Arabic language. Tutor to Caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd and to his sons.

Kutayfāt   (d. 526/1131) powerful Shiʿi vizier of the later Fatimid period; his Imāmī Shiʿism differed from the Ismāʿīlī Shiʿism of the rulers in recognizing a longer line of imams. Of Armenian extraction, his father (al-Afḍal) and grandfather (Badr al-Jamālī) had also been viziers; like them, he enjoyed virtually unchallenged authority in Egypt for a time.

Luxor (al-Uqṣur)   town in Upper Egypt. Site of numerous ancient ruins.

al-Mahdī, Abū ʿAbdallāh Muḥammad ibn ʿAbdallāh   (r. 158–69/775–85) third Abbasid caliph. Invested in building the religious legitimacy of the caliphate. Granted a great deal of power to the secretaries of his administration.

al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb   (r. 596–615/1200–18) Ayyubid sultan of Egypt. Brother of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn (Saladin). Known to the Franks as “Saphadin,” al-Malik al-ʿĀdil was a capable commander, diplomat, and state builder.

al-Malik al-Kāmil Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn al-ʿĀdil Muḥammad   (r. 615–35/1218–38) Ayyubid sultan of Egypt. Led resistance to the Fifth Crusade beginning in 1218. Sometime patron of Ibn al-Nābulusī.

al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb ibn al-Kāmil Muḥammad   (r. 637–47/1240–49) last significant Ayyubid sultan of Egypt. Built up a corps of slave soldiers, unwittingly laying the foundation for Mamluk rule in Egypt. Ostensible dedicatee of The Sword of Ambition.

al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk   (d. 556/1161) powerful Armenian vizier of Egypt during the caliphates of the Fatimids al-Fāʾiz and al-ʿĀḍid, from 549/1154 until his murder. Remembered as refined, financially astute, and a foe to Christians.

al-Maʾmūn, Abū l-ʿAbbās ʿAbdallāh ibn Hārūn   (r. ca. 204–18/819–33) seventh Abbasid caliph, son of Hārūn al-Rashīd. Fought devastating war of succession against his brother, al-Amīn, supported the Muʿtazilite theologians, and sponsored translation of Greek and Syriac learning into Arabic.

al-Manādhir   district in southwestern Persia at the time of the Muslim conquests.

al-Manṣūr, Abū Jaʿfar ʿAbdallah ibn Muḥammad   (r. 136–58/754–75) second Abbasid caliph following al-Saffāḥ. Responsible for many subsequent features of his dynasty’s rule. Founded Baghdad in 145/762.

al-Marākibī, Aḥmad ibn ʿAbdallāh ibn Ismāʿīl   (late second/eighth c.) superintendent (ṣāḥib) of the ships belonging to Hārūn al-Rashīd and owner of the slave girl ʿArīb.

Market of al-Ahwāz   main city in the district of Khūzestān, southwestern Persia, at the time of the Muslim conquests.

Marwān ibn Abī Ḥafṣah   (d. ca. 182/798) elegist and panegyrist of Arabian origin who strongly supported the Abbasids.

Marwān ibn Muḥammad ibn Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam   (d. 132/750) last Umayyad caliph of Syria. Hard-bitten military commander whose power base was among the Arabs of the empire’s northern marches. Killed in the course of the Abbasid Revolution by the Abbasid general Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAlī.

al-Maṭariyyah   suburb several miles northeast of Fatimid Cairo near the site of ancient Heliopolis.

Maymūn ibn Hārūn   (d. ca. 277/890) minor secretary in the Abbasid government. Member of the powerful Banū Makhlad family.

mihrab   niche in the interior wall of a mosque that indicates the direction of Mecca.

minbar   stepped pulpit usually found near the mihrab of a congregational mosque.

al-Miqdād ibn al-Aswad al-Kindī   (d. 33/653–54) Companion and early convert to Islam. Fought at Badr, participated in conquests, notably those of Syria and Egypt, and settled at an estate near Medina.

Monastery of Simon   ancient monastic complex near Aleppo. Site of Simeon Stylites’s pillar.

The Monk, Abū Najāḥ ibn Qannā   (d. 523/1129) briefly high official to the Fatimid caliph al-Āmir. Despised by Egyptians of all religions for his rapacious confiscations.

Mosque of ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ   first major mosque in Egypt. Established by ʿAmr at Fusṭāt ca. 19/641.

Mosque of the Messenger of God   the mosque established by the Prophet in Medina.

Mosque of Tibr   originally constructed northeast of Fusṭāṭ ca. 145/762. Renovated by an emir of the Ikhshīdid dynasty in Egypt, who was known as Tibr (d. ca. 360/971). Much in use during the Fatimid period.

Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān   (r. 41–60/661–80) Companion and first in the dynastic line of Umayyad caliphs. Fought ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib in the first intra-Muslim conflict (fitnah), shifted the capital to Syria, and named his son Yazīd as successor, sowing the seeds of the second fitnah.

Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās, Abū Jaʿfar   (fl. late-fourth/tenth c.) secretary and littérateur patronized by Samanid kings in Bukhara. Son of a vizier to the Abbasid caliphs al-Muktafī and al-Muqtadir.

Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt   (d. 233/847) Persian vizier to the Abbasid caliphs al-Muʿtaṣim, al-Wāthiq, and al-Mutawakkil. Patron of Greek-to-Arabic translation.

Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad the Secretary, Abū Manṣūr   (d. 370/980) philologist and grammarian of Herat, known as al-Azharī after an ancestor.

Muḥammad ibn Manṣūr al-Balkhī   ? unidentified, possibly nonexistent poet. Though all of the poetry attributed to him in The Sword of Ambition is also found in the Yatīmah, none of it is attributed there to a person of this name.

Muḥammad ibn Maslamah al-Anṣārī   (d. 43/663 or 664) Companion from Yathrib (Medina) who was closely associated with ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb after the Emigration. Appointed a kind of inspector of state offices during ʿUmar’s caliphate.

Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Jubayr the Secretary, Abū l-Qāsim   (fl. late fourth/tenth c.) poet, prosaist, and secretary to the last Saffarid emir.

Muḥammad ibn al-Muntashir ibn al-Ajdaʿ   (fl. early second/eighth c.) governor in Wasit under ʿUmar II and later Umayyad caliphs. Minor transmitter of Hadith.

Muḥammad ibn Mūsā   (d. 259/873) polymath and prominent intellectual in Abbasid Iraq. Major patron of translations into Arabic from Greek and Syriac.

Muḥammad ibn Rāshid ibn Isḥāq   (early third/ninth c.) obscure candidate for state office in Abbasid Iraq. Satirized by Abū ʿImrān al-Sulamī.

Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān   Abbasid general who ended the Ṭūlūnid dynasty in Egypt in 292/905 on behalf of Caliph al-Muktafī. Replaced within months by a governor from Baghdad.

Muḥammad ibn Yazīd al-Anṣārī   secretary in Umayyad Iraq during the era of al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf and ʿAbd al-Malik. The former recommended him to the latter as an ideal secretary, due to his discretion, intelligence, and trustworthiness.

Muharram   the final month in the Muslim lunar calendar. Follows the month of Dhu l-Hijjah, in which the Pilgrimage is performed (see Calendar of the Emigration; Pilgrimage).

Muʾnis al-Muẓaffar, Abū l-Ḥasan   (d. 321/933) eunuch official and general who gathered power to himself at the Abbasid caliph’s expense.

Muqrān   obscure contemporary of the poet Abū Tammām and target of his satire.

al-Muqtadir, Abū l-Faḍl Jaʿfar   (r. 295–320/908–32) Abbasid caliph. Installed as a youth and generally ineffectual, notwithstanding the length of his reign.

Mūsā ibn ʿAbd al-Malik   (fl. early third/ninth c.) high tax official under al-Mutawakkil.

Mushājiʿ ibn Masʿūd al-Sulamī   (d. ca. 36/656) Companion and little-known Arab participant in the conquests of southern Iraq.

al-Mutanabbī, Abū l-Ṭayyib Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn   (d. 354/965) celebrated virtuoso court poet. Renowned for his panegyric and influential stylistic innovations.

al-Muʿtaṣim, Abū Isḥāq Muḥammad   (r. 218–27/833–42) Abbasid caliph. Son of Hārūn al-Rashīd and brother of al-Maʾmūn. Accomplished military commander who built up a loyal corps of professional slave soldiers.

al-Mutawakkil, Abū l-Faḍl Jaʿfar ibn Muḥammad   (r. 232–47/847–61) Abbasid caliph. Sought to built caliphal power, further developing the new capital at Samarra, appealing to influential Muslim traditionalists rather than to Muʿtazilites, and sidelining Turkic mercenaries, who responded by murdering him. First caliph to institute widely and consistently documented discriminatory measures against non-Muslims.

Muʿtazilite   adherent of an early rationalist current in Islamic theology that enjoyed its heyday under the Abbasid caliph al-Maʾmūn and thereafter waned to numerical insignificance.

al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl, Abū l-Ḥajjāj Yūsuf ibn ʿAlī   (d. 566/1170) high official and head of the chancery during the reign of the Fatimid caliph al-Ḥāfiẓ.

Nāfiʿ ibn al-Ḥārith, Abū ʿAbdallāh ibn Kaladah al-Thaqafī   (d. mid-first/seventh c.) freed slave from Ṭāʾif. Companion and participant in the conquests of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia. Brother of Nufayʿ ibn al-Ḥārith and half-brother of Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān.

Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb   (d. 568/1173) Kurdish military commander and eponym of the Ayyubid dynasty as the father of its founder, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn (i.e., Saladin). See also Al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ.

Nīsān   seventh month in the Syrian calendar, corresponding to April in the Roman calendar.

Nufayʿ ibn al-Ḥārith, Abū Bakrah ibn Kaladah/Masrūḥ al-Thaqafī   (d. ca. 51/671) freed slave from Ṭāʾif. Companion and participant in the conquests of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia. Brother of Nāfiʿ ibn al-Ḥārith and half-brother of Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān.

office (dīwān)   standard term for a government bureau. In early Islam, the term dīwān referred to the register of conquest fighters who were to receive portions of the spoils.

Pact of Security (dhimmah)   in classical Islamic law, an agreement concluded between Muslims and a group of non-Muslims that guarantees to the latter and to their descendants security and some freedom of worship in exchange for payment of a poll tax, political allegiance, and certain kinds of deference toward Muslims.

People of the Non-Muslim Lands (ahl al-ḥarb)   literally “people of war.” In classical Islamic law and political theory, non-Muslims whose status was not governed by a pact with the Muslims, a safe-conduct granted by the Muslims, or a truce with a Muslim sovereign. Liable in principle to attack and enslavement.

Pilgrimage (ḥajj)   journey to Mecca prescribed once in the life of every Muslim capable of undertaking it. Involves a number of prescribed rituals and observances.

poll tax (jizyah)   annual payment required of sane adult male dhimmis as a condition of the Pact of Security.

polytheist (mushrik)   term applied, in its most proper sense, to the pre-Islamic Arab pagans, but also later, in polemical contexts, to non-Muslims generally.

al-Qāḍī al-Fāḍil, Abū ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Raḥīm al-Baysānī   (d. 596/1200) close adviser and secretary to Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn. A Sunni, he began his secretarial career under the Fatimids.

Qudāmah ibn Ziyādah   ? (fl. mid-third/ninth c.) Christian official of the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil. Converted to Islam in order to retain his position. May be identical with the secretary Qudāmah ibn Zayd of some other historical reports from the period.

al-Quṣayr   large monastery on the heights above Ṭurrah, to the south of Fusṭāṭ. Prior to its destruction by al-Ḥākim it contained as many as ten churches. Restored to some extent thereafter.

al-Rabīʿ ibn Yūnus   (d. 169–70/785–86) emancipated slave and prominent servant of Abbasid caliphs from al-Saffāḥ to al-Hādī, bearing at certain times the ranks of chamberlain (ḥājib) and vizier. Father of al-Faḍl ibn Rabīʿ.

Ramadan   eighth month in the Muslim lunar calendar, during which Muslims are obligated to fast the daylight hours.

Rāmhurmuz   town and district in the southwest Persian region of Khūzestān.

al-Rashīd   see Hārūn al-Rashīd ibn Muḥammad.

Rāshidah   district on the eastern outskirts of medieval Fusṭāṭ near the cliffs of al-Muqaṭṭam.

Resurrection, Day of (yawm al-qiyāmah)   day promised numerous times in the Qurʾan (e.g., Q 75, Sūrat al-Qiyāmah) on which every individual will be resurrected and face God’s judgment.

Riḍwān ibn Walakhshī   (d. 542/1147) Sunni vizier of the Fatimids in Egypt. Revolted against the Christian Armenian vizier Bahrām, whom he replaced, taking the title of malik (“king”). Proceeded to bring government pressure to bear on the Christians of Egypt. Removed by al-Ḥāfiẓ in 533/1139.

Ṣadr al-Dīn, Abū l-Ḥasan Maḥmūd ibn Ḥamawayh   (d. 617/1220) respected Shāfiʿī jurist and Sufi. Enjoyed high standing with al-Malik al-ʿĀdil I and al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Ṣafā   small hill in Mecca near the Kaaba that plays a central role in the rituals of the Pilgrimage.

Safar   second month in the Muslim lunar calendar.

al-Saffāḥ, Abū l-ʿAbbās ʿAbdallāh   (r. 132–36/749–54) first Abbasid caliph. Consolidated the dynasty’s power.

Ṣafī l-Dīn   see Ibn Shukr.

Saḥbān Wāʾil   (fl. first/seventh c.) renowned early Islamic orator whose name became proverbial for eloquence.

al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād, Abū l-Qāsim Ismāʿīl   (d. 385/995) prominent littérateur, patron, and vizier of the early Buyids.

Sahlān   ? (fl. mid-third/ninth c.) Christian secretary and convert to Islam.

Saʿīd al-Dawlah al-Ibyārī   ? (early seventh/thirteenth c.) accountant of the treasury (mustawfī l-khizānah) under the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil.

Saʿīd ibn Ḥumayd ibn Saʿīd the Secretary   (d. after 257/871) poet, prosaist, and mid-level official, notably under Caliph al-Muntaṣir.

al-Sājī the Secretary, Abū ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallāh   (ca. fourth/tenth c.) minor secretary and poet of Bukhara.

Saladin   see Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn.

Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn, al-Malik al-Nāṣir Yūsuf ibn Najm al-Dīn Ayyub   (r. 564–89/1169–93) Kurdish military commander and founder of the Ayyubid dynasty. Ruled over both Egypt and Syria. Great foe of the Crusaders, who knew him as Saladin. Dedicated supporter of Sunni Islam and its scholars.

Salamah ibn Saʿīd   (mid-third/ninth c.) prominent Christian high official. Close to the Abbasid caliphs al-Mutawakkil and al-Mustaʿīn.

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Quddūs the Secretary   (d. 167/783) prominent non-Arab poet. Executed on the accusation of crypto-Manichean heresy (zandaqah). Poetry marked by moralizing didacticism.

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Abū l-Walīd   (d. ca. 102/721) non-Arab Muslim finance official of al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf in Iraq, under whom he is closely associated with the adoption of Arabic as the language of administration. Rose to greater administrative heights after al-Ḥajjāj’s death.

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAlī   (d. ca. 152/769) commander loyal to the Abbasid caliphs during the war that brought them to power.

Salm al-Khāsir   (d. 186/802) non-Arab Basran poet of the early Abbasid period. Skilled in many genres, in particular panegyric and elegy. Reputed libertine.

Samaritans   small religious community bearing a close relationship to Judaism. Most adherents have historically lived in Palestine.

Samurah ibn Jundab   (d. ca. 59/679) Companion. Took part in the Muslim conquest of southwestern Persia.

al-Ṣanīʿah (“the Protégé”)   (fl. early seventh/thirteenth c.) high official in the administration of al-Malik al-ʿĀdil I and al-Malik al-Kāmil. Probably the Christian al-Ṣanīʿah Abū Ghālib ibn al-Sukkārī, who also served under al-Malik al-ʿĀdil as superintendent of the administrative office (dīwān) of Alexandria. The same title was borne by other Christian officials, such as Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary, who was called Ṣanīʿat al-Khilāfah (“protégé of the caliphate”).

Sarjūn ibn Manṣūr the Christian   (fl. late first/seventh c.) influential administrator of Umayyad caliphs, most notably ʿAbd al-Malik. From a prominent Damascene family that had been involved in Byzantine administration. Features frequently in accounts of the change to Arabic as language of administration, representing the outgoing Greek-speaking regime.

Sawad   rich agricultural region in lower Iraq, the alluvial lowland of the Tigris and Euphrates.

Sawwār ibn ʿAbdallāh ibn Qudāmah al-Tamīmī   (d. ca. 156/773) judge in Basra under Caliph al-Manṣūr.

secretary (kātib, pl. kuttāb, katabah)   literally, “writer.” Term applied throughout Islamic history to persons performing a broad range of scribal and administrative functions, both official and private.

Shabīb ibn Shaybah, Abū Maʿmar al-Minqarī al-Baṣrī   (d. ca. 170/786–87) Basran orator and pious advisor to early Abbasid caliphs.

Shāhawayh   ? otherwise unattested official of the Abbasid state in the reign of al-Mahdī.

al-Sharqiyyah   district in the eastern Nile delta.

Shāwar, Abū Shujāʿ ibn Mujīr al-Saʿdī   (d. 564/1169) twice vizier of the last Fatimid caliph, al-ʿĀḍid.

shaykh (“elder”)   title of respect.

Shibl ibn Maʿbad al-Bajalī al-Aḥmasī   (first/seventh c.) Companion and participant in the Muslim conquest of southern Iraq and southwestern Persia.

al-Sulamī, Abū ʿImrān   (turn of second/eighth c.) minor poet in Iraq.

Sulaymān ibn Quḍāʿah, Abū Thābit ibn Saʿd al-Khushanī   (late first/early eighth c.) non-Arab official under the Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Malik and his successors. Closely associated in many accounts with the change to Arabic as language of administration. More normally “Sulaymān ibn Saʿd al-Quḍāʿī,” Quḍāʿah being the name of the Arab tribe with which he was affiliated.

Sulaymān ibn Wahb   (d. 271/884–85) secretary and vizier under the caliphs al-Muhtadī and al-Muʿtamid.

Surraq   district in Khūzestān, southwestern Persia.

Thumāmah ibn Ashras   (d. 213/828) secretary and Muʿtazilite theologian close to circles of power in Abbasid Baghdad, especially those of al-Maʾmūn.

Tinnis   important medieval port in the eastern Nile delta, near present-day Port Said. Razed during the lifetime of the author before the present work was composed.

al-Ubullah   port town on the Tigris near Basra, conquered by the Arabs in the early conquests.

ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, Abū Ḥafṣ   (r. 99–101/717–20) Umayyad caliph of Damascus. Celebrated for piety and uprightness. Maternal grandson of ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb.

ʿUmar (or ʿAmr) ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Shaybānī   ? attendant to Caliph al-Maʾmūn during his time in Egypt.

ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb   (r. 13–23/634–44) second caliph, succeeding Abū Bakr. Towering figure in the Muslim conquests and in the establishment of Islamic legal and administrative precedent. Portrayed by the sources as severe but just.

ʿUmar ibn Masʿadah   (d. ca. 217/832) secretary and aphorist in the time of al-Maʾmūn.

ʿUmārah al-Yamanī, Abū Ḥamzah ibn ʿAlī al-Ḥakamī   (d. 569/1174) important poet and prose writer of the late Fatimid period in Egypt.

Umaymah bint Ṣufayḥ   Companion; mother of Abū Hurayrah.

Umayyad caliphate   (41–132/661–750) the first caliphal dynasty of Islam. Descended from a prominent branch of the Prophet’s tribe (Quraysh). Power rested on Arab tribal confederations based in Syria. Opposed by many, including Shiʿi partisans of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib’s family, as well as Kharijites, and characterized as impious in much surviving historiography.

Umm ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid   (late second/eighth c.) wife of Yaḥyā ibn Khālid al-Barmakī.

Upper Egypt (al-Ṣaʿīd)   roughly the portion of the Nile Valley in Egypt upstream (south) of Cairo or the thirtieth parallel.

ʿUtbah ibn Ghazwān, Abū Ghazwān al-Māzinī   (d. 17/638) Noteworthy Companion and participant in the Muslim conquests of southern Iraq.

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān   (r. 23–35/644–55) Companion and third caliph of the Muslim community, succeeding ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb. Remembered for standardizing the Qurʾanic text, for his piety, and for nepotism toward his Umayyad family. His murder sparked the first intra-Muslim conflict (fitnah).

Yaḥyā ibn Khālid ibn Barmak   (d. 190/805) leading member of illustrious Barmakid family of officials. Served as governor of Azerbaijan and then as powerful vizier under Hārūn al-Rashīd. Father of al-Faḍl and Jaʿfar, who with him fell suddenly from office in 186/802.

Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd, Abū ʿAbdallāh   (d. 186/802) vizier of the early Abbasid caliphs. Sympathetic to the political claims of the descendants of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib.

Yazīd ibn Muḥammad al-Muhallabī   (d. ca. 259/873) Basran Arab poet at the courts of al-Mutawakkil and his successors. Member of a prominent family of administrators.

Yazīd ibn Qays, Abū l-Mukhtār   (first/seventh c.) Companion and minor poet of the early Islamic period.

Year of the Elephant   see Elephant.

Year of the Emigration   see Emigration.

Yūsuf, Prophet   Qurʾanic Joseph, from whom the twelfth surah takes its name.

Zayn al-Dīn   see ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī.

Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān/ibn Abīhi   (d. 53/673) prominent Arab governor of the early Umayyad period. Adopted into the ruling Sufyānid family despite his uncertain parentage, drawing the poets’ derision.
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Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-Balkhī, Abū Manṣūr

Aḥmad ibn al-Rūmī the Secretary, Abū l-ʿAbbās

Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn

al-Aḥnaf

Akhmīm. See Ikhmīm

al-Akhram. See Ibn Abī Zakariyyā

ʿAlam al-Dīn Ibrāhīm (father of the author)

ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib

ʿAlī ibn al-Faḍl, Abū Manṣūr Ṣarradurr

ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī, Zayn al-Dīn

ʿAlī ibn ʿĪsā

alms (zakāt, ṣadaqah)

al-Amīn (Abbasid caliph)

al-Āmir (Fatimid caliph)

ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir

ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ

al-Anbār

angel(s)

Ansina

ʿAnṭar(ah) ibn Shaddād

apostasy, apostate(s)

Arab(s)

Arabic language

ʿArīb al-Maʾmūniyyah

arithmetic

army, armies

al-ʿĀṣ ibn Wāʾil

al-Asʿad al-Fāʾizī

ascetic(s)

ʿĀṣim ibn Qays ibn al-Ṣalt al-Sulamī

al-Aṣmaʿī, Abū Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Qurayb

astrology, astrologer(s); ascendant

al-ʿAttābī, Kulthūm ibn ʿAmr

audit, auditing

Ayyubid dynasty

Badīʿ al-Zamān, Abū l-Faḍl Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn al-Hamadhānī

Badr, Battle of

Baghdad

al-Baḥrayn

Bamboo (Ar. Khayzurān)

Banū Asad

Banū Ghazwān

Banū Ḥabīb

Barmakids

Basra

bath(s)

al-Baydāʾ

belts, distinguishing (zunnār)

bishop, Christian

Bishr ibn al-Muḥtafiz al-Muzanī

bless(ing)

blood; declared licit

book(s)

brazen(ness) (iqdām)

bribe(ery)

Bridle, Land of the

al-Buḥturī, Abū ʿUbādah al-Walīd ibn ʿUbaydallāh

Būṣīr Sidr

al-Bustī, Abū l-Fatḥ ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad

Byzantines. See Greek(s)

cadastral survey (rawk). See survey(or), surveying

Cahen, Claude

Cairo

calendar(s)

caliph(ate); Abbasid; Fatimid; Rightly Guided; Umayyad

Capella (star)

casket(s), of the dead

Catlos, Brian

cattle. See cow(s)

Celsus

Chamberlain, Michael

chamberlain(s) (ḥājib)

chancery

chess

Chosroes Anūshirwān

Christianity

Christian(s); beliefs, doctrines. See Christianity; clergy; official(s), state

Christians, Coptic; description of; history of; mocked; untrustworthy

Chrysostom, John

Church of the ‘Adawiyyah

Church of the Resurrection

Church of the ʿAjūz

church(es)

Clear Book. See Qurʾan

clothes, clothing; distinctive, for non-Muslims (ghiyār). See also ṭaylasān; turban

coin(s); copper; gold; silver

Commander of the Believers (title of caliph, amīr al-muʾminīn)

Companion(s) of the Prophet (ṣaḥābah)

confiscate, confiscation

convert, conversion; effects of; feigned

Coptic language

Copt(s). See Christians, Coptic

corrupt(ion)

counter-crusade

country, countryside. See also rustic(s)

court case(s)

cow(s)

cross(es)

Crusade(s); Alexandrian

curse(s), cursing

Damascus

Damascus Gate (of Baghdad)

Damietta

death

deceit. See also dishonest(y)

Delta of Egypt. See Egypt

Devil, the. See Satan

Dhāt al-Salāsil, Battle of

dhimmi

Dhū l-Nūn al-Miṣrī

al-Dimyāṭī, ʿAbd al-Muʾmin ibn Khalaf

disgrace. See humiliate, humiliation

dishonest(y). See also deceit

dismiss(al) (from employment)

doctor(s). See medicine

donkey(s)

drag, dragging; of caskets; of people

Egypt; Delta of; entire land of; Upper

Elephant, Year of the

embezzle(ment)

Emigrant(s), Emigration (hijrah)

Emir Jāndār

employment, official; of non Muslims

endowment(s), charitable (waqf)

enemy, enemies

error(s); linguistic; orthographic

estate(s)

Eternal Decree

Example of the Prophet (al-sunnah)

execution. See kill(ing)

eye(s)

al-Faḍl ibn al-Rabīʿ

al-Faḍl ibn Sahl

al-Faḍl ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid

Fakhr al-Dīn ʿUthmān ibn Qizil

Fars

Fate

al-Fatḥ ibn Khāqān

Fāṭimah, orphan girl of Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā the Barmakid

Fatimids. See caliphate, Fatimid

Fayyūm, the

ferry, ferryman

Fleischer, Cornell

flower(s); chamomile; narcissus; rose

Follower(s) of the Prophet (tābiʿūn)

folly. See fool(s), foolishness

fool(s), foolishness

Fortune

Franks

friend, friends

fringes, on clothing

al-Furāt (Euphrates province)

Fusṭāṭ

Gehenna

al-Gharbiyyah

ghiyār. See clothes, clothing

gift, giving

Giza

God

Goitein, S.D.

gold

governor(s)

grammar, grammarian(s)

Greek(s)

Guidance (hudā)

hadith. See also Example of the Prophet

hair; graying, silver

al-Ḥāfiẓ (Fatimid caliph)

al-Ḥajjāj ibn ʿAtīk al-Thaqafī

al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf al-Thaqafī

al-Ḥajūn

al-Ḥākim bi-Amr Allāh (Fatimid caliph)

Ḥanbalī (legal rite)

hand(s); cut off; stretched out

handwriting

Ḥarb ibn Umayyah

Hārūn al-Rashīd (Abbasid caliph)

al-Ḥasan ibn Makhlad

al-Ḥasan ibn Sahl

al-Ḥasan ibn Wahb

Hasdai ibn Shaprut

Ḥassān ibn Yazīd

hate, hatred

al-Haytham ibn Khālid

Ḥayyān ibn Shurayḥ

Hebrew (language)

hire(ing). See employment

al-Hishāmī, Abū ʿAbdallāh

Ḥiṣn Ziyād

history

horoscope(s)

horse(s)

House, the. See Kaaba

house(s)

Ḥumayd ibn Bishr

humiliate, humiliation

al-Ḥusayn ibn Ḥajjāj the Secretary, Abū ʿAbdallāh

Ḥusn al-sarīrah fī ttikhādh al-ḥiṣn bi-l-Jazīrah (another book by the author)

Ḥusn al-sulūk fī faḍl malik Miṣr ʿalā sāʾir al-mulūk (another book by the author)

Ibn ʿAbdūn the Secretary, Abū Manṣūr

Ibn Abī l-ʿAlāʾ, al-Ḥārith Abū Firās al-Ḥamdānī

Ibn Abī Zakariyyā the Secretary, Abū l-Karam al-Akhram

Ibn al-ʿAmīd, Abū al-Faḍl Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥusayn

Ibn Dukhān, Khāṣṣ(at) al-Dawlah Abū l-Faḍl/l-Faḍāʾil

Ibn al-Furāt, Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn Mūsā

Ibn Ghalāb, Khālid ibn al-Ḥārith ibn Aws ibn al-Duhmān

Ibn Hablān

Ibn al-Hārūnī the Jew

Ibn Ḥassūn

Ibn Haylān. See Ibn Hablān

Ibn al-Lutbiyyah

Ibn Manārah, Yaḥyā

Ibn Mufshīn

Ibn Muqlah, Abū ʿAlī Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī

Ibn al-Nābulusī, ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm, as character in his own book

Ibn Nujayyah. See ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī, Zayn al-Dīn

Ibn al-Nūrī

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah

Ibn Rāshid

Ibn Saʿīd ibn ʿAmr

Ibn al-Ṣakhr al-Ibyārī

Ibn Shukr, Ṣafī l-Dīn ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ḥusayn

Ibn al-Taʿāwīdhī

Ibn al-Tammār

Ibn Ṭūlūn. See Aḥmad ibn Ṭūlūn

Ibn Walakhshī. See Riḍwān ibn Walakhshī

Ibn al-Zanānīriyyah

Ibn Zayn al-Dār

Ibrāhīm ibn al-ʿAbbās al-Ṣūlī

Ibyār (or Abyār)

Ikhmīm (or Akhmīm)

ill(ness)

Illustrious Book. See Qurʾan

imam (title)

imprisonment. See prison(s)

infidel(s) (kāfir)

injustice

ink

inkwell(s)

intercession, intercessor

Iraq

ʿĪsā ibn Nasṭūrus

al-Iṣbahānī, Abū l-Faraj

Isfahan

Islam

Ismāʿīl ibn Ṣubayḥ

Iẓhār ṣanʿat al-Ḥayy al-Qayyūm fī tartīb bilād al-Fayyūm (another book by the author)

Jaʿfar ibn Khālid ibn Barmak

Jaʿfar ibn Rabīʿah

Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid

al-Jāḥiẓ, ʿAmr ibn Baḥr

Jamāl al-Dīn Abū l-Ḥusayn al-Jazzār

Jamāl al-Dīn Aydughdī al-ʿAzīzī

Jazʾ ibn Muʿāwiyah

Jerusalem

Jesus

Jew(s), Jewish; head of the Jewish community; official(s); traveling companion of Miqdād ibn al-Aswad; trick played against by Christian associate

jinn

Jirjis al-Jawharī

John Damascene (John of Damascus)

Joseph, Prophet

judge(s) (qāḍī)

judgment

Jundishapur

jurist(s) (faqīh)

justice

Kaaba

al-Kāmil Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad. See al-Malik al-Kāmil Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad

Khālid ibn Barmak

Khālid ibn Ṣafwān

Khālid ibn al-Walīd

al-Khaṭṭāb ibn Nufayl

Khurasan

kill(ing); of animals; of humans; deemed lawful; execution

king(s) (malik, pl. mulūk)

Kipchak

al-Kisāʾī

Kutayfāt

land survey. See survey(or), surveying

land tax. See tax, taxation (land)

language(s). See Arabic; Coptic; Greek; Hebrew; Persian

law, legal reasoning

law college(s) (madrasah)

letter(s), Arabic

letter(s), epistolary

liar(s). See lying

lie(s). See lying

literature (adab)

love

loyal, loyalty

Lumaʿ al-qawānīn al-muḍiyyah fī dawāwīn al-diyār al-miṣriyyah (another book by the author)

Luxor

lying, lie(s), liar(s) (See also deceit)

madrasah(s). See law college(s)

al-Mahdī (Abbasid caliph)

al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr (Ayyubid sultan)

al-Malik al-Kāmil Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad (Ayyubid sultan)

al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb (Ayyubid sultan)

al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk (Fatimid vizier-sultan)

Mamluks

al-Maʾmūn (Abbasid caliph)

al-Manādhir

al-Manṣūr (Abbasid caliph)

al-Marākibī, Aḥmad ibn ʿAbdallāh ibn Ismāʿīl

maréschal (marshān)

Market of al-Ahwāz

Market of the Textile Merchants

martyr, martyrdom

Marwān ibn Abī Ḥafṣah

Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam (Umayyad caliph)

al-Maṭariyyah

Maymūn ibn Hārūn

Mecca

medicine(s)

merchant(s). See trade, trader(s)

mercy, merciful

mihrab

minbar

al-Miqdād ibn al-Aswad al-Kindī

monastery, monasteries

Monastery of Simon

money. See also coin(s); wealth

Monk, the, Abū Najāḥ ibn Qannā

monk(s), Christian

moon(s)

mosque

Mosque of ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ

Mosque of the Messenger of God

Mosque of Tibr

mother(s)

Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān

Muḥammad, Prophet

Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās, Abū Bakr

Muḥammad ibn al-ʿAbbās, Abū Jaʿfar

Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Malik al-Zayyāt

Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad the Secretary, Abū Manṣūr

Muḥammad ibn Manṣūr al-Balkhī

Muḥammad ibn Maslamah al-Anṣārī

Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Jubayr the Secretary, Abū l-Qāsim

Muḥammad ibn al-Muntashir

Muḥammad ibn Mūsā

Muḥammad ibn Rāshid ibn Isḥāq

Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān

Muḥammad ibn Yazīd al-Anṣārī

Muharram (month)

mule(s)

Muʾnis al-Muẓaffar, Abū l-Ḥasan

Muqrān

al-Muqtadir Bi-llāh (Abbasid caliph)

Mūsā ibn ʿAbd al-Malik

Mushājiʿ ibn Masʿūd al-Sulamī

music

Muṣṭafā ʿĀlī

al-Mutanabbī, Abū l-Ṭayyib Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn

al-Muʿtaṣim (Abbasid caliph)

al-Mutawakkil (Abbasid caliph)

Muʿtazilite

al-Muwaffaq ibn al-Khallāl

Nablus (al-Nābulus)

Nāfiʿ ibn al-Ḥārith

Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb. See al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb

Napoleon Bonaparte

natron

Nile river

Nīsān (month)

Nufayʿ ibn al-Ḥārith, Abū Bakrah

Nūr al-Dīn (Zangid sultan)

Nūr al-Dīn ibn Fakhr al-Dīn ibn al-Shaykh (Ayyubid emir)

office(s) (dīwān)

official, state

oppress(ion) (ẓulm)

oud. See music

Pact of Security (dhimmah)

patriarch, patriarchate, Christian

pen(s)

People of the Non-Muslim Lands (ahl al-ḥarb)

Persia, Persian(s)

pharaoh(s)

Pilgrimage (hajj)

poem(s), poetry

poet(s)

poll tax (jizyah). See tax(ation)

polytheist (mushrik)

pray, prayer

priest, Christian

prison(s)

prisoner(s). See prison(s)

property, properties

protest, popular

al-Qāḍī al-Fāḍil, Abū ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Raḥīm al-Baysānī

Qudāmah ibn Ziyādah

Qurʾan

al-Quṣayr, monastery of

al-Rabīʿ ibn Yūnus

Ramadan (month)

Rāmhurmuz

al-Rashīd. See Hārūn al-Rashīd

Rāshidah

refinement

register(s)

religion

Resurrection, Day of (yawm al-qiyāmah, yawm al-dīn)

Riḍwān ibn Walakhshī

rural people. See rustics

rustics (ahl al-rīf, ahl al-Sawād)

Sadan, Joseph

saddle(s)

Ṣadr al-Dīn, Abū l-Ḥasan Maḥmūd ibn Ḥamawayh

Ṣafā

Safar (month)

al-Saffāḥ (Abbasid caliph)

Ṣafī l-Dīn. See Ibn Shukr

Saḥbān Wāʾil

al-Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād, Abū l-Qāsim

Sahlān ibn ʿAbdān al-Wāsiṭī

Saʿīd al-Dawlah al-Ibyārī

Saʿīd ibn Ḥumayd

al-Sājī the Secretary, Abū ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallāh

Saladin. See Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn

Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn, al-Malik al-Nāṣir Yūsuf ibn Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb (Ayyubid sultan)

Salamah ibn Saʿīd

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Quddūs the Secretary

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān

Ṣāliḥ ibn ʿAlī

al-Ṣāliḥ ʿImād al-Dīn (Ayyubid prince)

al-Ṣāliḥ Ismāʿīl (Ayyubid prince)

al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb. See al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb

al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk. See al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ṭalāʾiʿ ibn Ruzzīk

Salm al-Khāsir

Samaritans

Samurah ibn Jundab

al-Ṣanīʿah

Sarjūn ibn Manṣūr the Christian

Satan (al-shayṭān)

Sawād

Sawwār ibn ʿAbdallāh

Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr. See al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Sayf al-Dīn Abū Bakr

scandal

school(s). See also law college

seal, office of the

secretarial arts (kitābah)

secretary, secretaries (kātib); description of; excellence of; of the army; of the chancery; of the land tax; unworthy pretenders

Seljuq

Shabīb ibn Shaybah

Shāhawayh

al-Sharqiyyah

Shāwar, Abū Shujāʿ ibn Mujīr al-Saʿdī

Shibl ibn Maʿbad al-Bajalī al-Aḥmasī

Shiʿism

silver

singing, singer(s). See music

Son of the Mouse

slaughter. See kill(ing)

slave(s), slavery

star(s)

stipend(s)

Sufi. See also ascetic(s)

al-Sulamī, Abū ʿImrān (poet)

Sulaymān ibn Quḍāʿah, Abū Thābit

Sulaymān ibn Wahb

sultan(s).

Sunni revival (See also Sunni shift)

Sunni shift

Sunnism

Surraq

survey(or), surveying

sword(s)

Sword of Ambition, The; date of; compared to other works of pre-modern literature; contents of; genre of; historical context; past scholarship on; reasons for composition; translation of; value as historical source

Synesius of Cyrene

Syria

Taṣrīḥ al-Qurʾan bi-l-naṣr ʿalā man istaʿāna bi-kuffār al-ʿaṣr (another book by the author)

tax, taxation; collecting, collection; farming; land (kharāj); on firewood; on fisheries; on natron; on pasture; on ships; poll (jizyah); receipts; deemed unlawful

ṭaylasān

temple(s)

Tertullian

al-Thaʿālibī, al-Manṣūr ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Muḥammad

Thumāmah ibn Ashras

Tinnis

tomb(s)

tongue(s); tied, stammering

torture

trade, trader(s)

travel

treasury, central (khizānah, bayt al-māl)

Trinity

trust, trusting, trustworthiness

turban(s)

Turk(s)

tyranny, tyrant(s)

al-Ubullah

Upper Egypt. See Egypt

ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz (Umayyad caliph)

ʿUmar ibn ʿAbdallāh al-Shaybānī

ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (Rightly Guided caliph)

ʿUmar ibn Masʿadah

ʿUmārah al-Yamanī

Umaymah bint Ṣafīḥ

Umayyads. See caliphate, Umayyad

Umm ʿAbdallāh ibn Yaḥyā ibn Khālid

unbeliever(s). See infidel(s)

ʿUtbah ibn Ghazwān

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān (Rightly Guided caliph)

ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī. See Ibn al-Nābulusī

vice(s)

virtue(s), virtuous

vizier(s)

war

wealth

weep, weeping

whiteness, whitewashing

wine

witness(es) (shāhid, shuhūd)

witness(es), professional legal (ʿadl)

Yaḥyā ibn Khālid ibn Barmak

Yaʿqūb ibn Dāwūd

Yazīd ibn Muḥammad al-Muhallabī

Yazīd ibn Qays, Abū l-Mukhtār

Year of the Elephant. See Elephant, Year of

Year of the Emigration. See Emigration

Zayn al-Dīn. See ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Najā al-Anṣārī

Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān

Ziyād ibn Abīhi. See Ziyād ibn Abī Sufyān
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