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Introduction

When the Egyptian scholar Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti sat down to pen his auto-
biography in about 1485, he began by situating his text within what was for
him a recognized tradition of Arabic autobiographical writing. In the pref-
ace to his work he first considers the Qur’anic injunction that one should
speak of the blessings one has received from God (“And as for the bounty
of your Lord, speak!” [Q 9g:11]) and draws on traditions of the Prophet
Muhammad (hadith) and Qurianic commentaries to demonstrate that to
speak of God’s blessings, indeed to enumerate them in detail, is a means
of expressing gratitude to God and thus a duty incumbent on every Muslim.
He therefore titles his autobiography al-Tahadduth bi-ni'mat Allah (Speaking
of God’s Bounty) and closes his preface by noting both laudable and blame-
worthy motivations for writing an autobiography. He concludes by carefully
identifying his own motivations as the former:

Scholars from ancient to modern times have continually written biographical
accounts of themselves [yaktubuna li-anfusihim tarajim]. They have done so
with praiseworthy intentions, among which is “speaking of God’s bounty” in
thanks, and also to make known their circumstances in life so that others
might emulate them in these, so that those who do not know of these circum-
stances should learn of them, and so that whosoever might later wish to men-
tion them in works of history or in biographical dictionaries might draw upon
their accounts.

Among those who have done so before me are: [1] the Imam °‘Abd al-
Ghatfir al-Farisi [d. 1194], who was a gifted memorizer of the traditions of the
Prophet; [2] al-Tmad al-Katib al-Isfahani [d. 1201], who wrote an account of
himself in an independent work which he titled al-Barq al-shami [The Syrian
Thunderbolt]; [g] the jurist ‘Umara al-Yamani [d. 1175], who wrote an
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2 INTRODUCTION

account of himself in an independent work; [4] Yaqut al-Hamawi [d. 1229],
who wrote an account of himself'in his Mu‘am kuttab [ Biographical Dictionary
of Writers]; [5] Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib [d. 13%74], who wrote an account
of himself that occupies a half-volume of his book Ta’rikh Gharnata [The His-
tory of Granada], the whole work being eight volumes long; [6] the pious
ascetic and accomplished legal scholar Abu Shama [d. 1268], who wrote an
account in his book [ The Sequel to the “Two Gardens’]' in several fascicles; [7]
the scholar of Prophetic traditions, Taqi al-Din al-Fasi [d. 1429], who wrote
an account of himself in his book, Ta’rikh Makka [The History of Mecca], in
several fascicles; [8] the scholar of Prophetic traditions, Ibn Hajar [d. 1449],
who wrote an account of himself in his book Taikh qudat Misr [The History
of the Judges of Egypt]; and [g] the Imam Abu Hayyan [d. 1344], who de-
voted to himself an account in an independent book which he titled al-Nudar
[The Book of al-Nudar], a weighty volume.

I have emulated them in this and have written this book in order to speak
of God’s bounty and to thank Him, not out of hypocrisy, nor for my own
credit, nor out of pride. God is our source of help and to Him we entrust
ourselves.?

In this simple preamble, al-Suyuti alludes to an entire world of literary
conventions and traditions. He is, first of all, fully aware of a centuries-old
tradition of autobiography in the Arabic language to which he was adding
his own comparatively lengthy work (the Arabic printed text is two hundred
fifty pages).* Al-Suyuti’s various autobiographical works (he wrote at least
three versions of his life) and similar introductions written by other auto-
biographers demonstrate that the genre of autobiography was clearly es-
tablished in the Arabic literary tradition no later than the early twelfth
century, although the earliest examples of Arabic autobiography can be
traced back at least as far as the ninth century.

A second point of interest lies in al-Suyuti’s list of previous autobiogra-
phies, for the texts cited are quite disparate. Some are short accounts of
barely two pages that give scarcely more information than a curriculum
vitae and are embedded in, or appended to, larger works on various topics;
others are independent volumes of hundreds of pages devoted entirely to
the author’s life and works. Not only is al-Suyuti aware of this diversity, but
he persistently calls our attention to it by singling out these very character-
istics in his enumeration of predecessors. On the one hand, he is interested
in, and carefully notes, the varying length and status of these texts; on the
other, it is clear that he is primarily interested in earlier scholars, politi-
cians, and religious figures who engaged in the act of writing about their
own lives, regardless of the type of text produced. It is the act of writing an
account of one’s life and not the formal characteristics of the resulting text
that defined autobiography for al-Suyuti and his contemporaries. In fact,
al-Suyuti does not use a noun for the concept of autobiography but rather
a verbal expression, tarjama nafsahu or tarjama li-nafsihi, which, among sev-
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eral interrelated meanings (see below), signifies “to compile a titled work/
entry on oneself” or “to translate/interpret oneself,” in the sense of cre-
ating a written representation of oneself, hence the title of this volume.

Al-Suyuti also allows us a glimpse of the rather ambiguous moral nature
of the autobiographical enterprise, first in the four motivations he cites in
the opening of this passage and then, more revealingly, in the personal
disclaimers he presents to the reader at its close. The first motivation de-
rives from the Qur’anic injunction to speak of God’s blessings in thanks;
the importance al-Suyuti attaches to this motive is seen in the very title of
his work, Speaking of God’s Bounty. The second motivation is to provide an
account of an exemplary life that can lead others to emulate one’s virtues
and meritorious acts, an idea found in many areas of Islamic intellectual
and spiritual life. It springs, at least in part, from the idea of the Prophet
Muhammad as an exemplar (qudwa), as the ideal human being whose life
and acts (sunna) are to be imitated by believers.

These motivations for presenting one’s life—as an act of thanking God
and for others to emulate—stand in marked contrast to the confessional
mode of some medieval and premodern European autobiographies that
emphasize the public recognition (“confessions”) of one’s faults, sins, and
shortcomings as a warning to others. One tradition seems to be framed to
make the statement, “These are the ways in which I have enjoyed a moral
and productive life—imitate me in them,” while the other seems to imply,
“These are the ways in which I have been deficient or in error—beware of
similar pitfalls!” Each frame produced its own moral tensions and anxieties
of representation, as well as literary strategies for resolving those issues.
Although this comparison is a very broad one, and these general orienta-
tions certainly did not fully dictate the content of autobiographies in either
context, it serves as a useful background against which to read contempo-
raneous autobiographies from European and Islamic societies in earlier
periods.

Al-Suyuti’s third motivation is the basic informational value of such ac-
counts: they allow others to learn of one’s life and conditions. And, finally,
he presents a scholarly argument that these self-authored (and therefore
presumably reliable) texts will be available to later writers who may use
them in their biographical and historical works.

At the same time, al-Suyuti seeks to fend off potential criticism of his
work by stating that he is not motivated by hypocrisy, self-interest, or pride.
Herein lies a thread that wends its way through centuries of Arabic auto-
biographical writing: the tension between the portrayal of the self and self-
aggrandizement, between recounting personal achievement and piously
accepting the gifts bestowed on one by God that are to be publicized only
for His greater glory. In al-Suyuti’s case, this tension is in part alleviated
by his strategy of linking his own book to a chain of works by pious and
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scholarly figures of the past: if such prominent men of the past have en-
gaged in this act, then why should not he as well? To do so is thus framed
as emulation of the actions of righteous men of the past, precisely one of
the positive values al-Suyuti attributes to the act of autobiography itself: to
write an autobiography is both an emulation of earlier respected figures
and an act that will enable later generations to emulate the autobiographer.
This strategy was successful enough to be copied by a number of later
Arabic autobiographers, including Ibn Tultun of Damascus (d. 1546); al-
Sha‘rani, the Egyptian Sufi mystic (d. 1565); al-Aydarus, the Arabo-Indian
religious scholar (d. 1628); Ibn ‘Ajiba, the Moroccan Sufi shaykh (d. 1809);
al-Mu‘askari (d. 1823), the Algerian religious scholar; and even the Druze
Pan-Arabist thinker and literary critic Amir Shakib Arslan (d. 1946), all of
whom included similar lists of predecessors in the opening or closing pas-
sages of their autobiographies.

Al-Suyuti’s emphasis on passing on knowledge of his “circumstances,”
“conditions,” or “states” (ahwal or atwar), words commonly used by medi-
eval Muslim scholars to describe the contents of autobiographies, reflects
awidespread conceptualization of life as a sequence of changing conditions
or states rather than as a static, unchanging whole or a simple linear pro-
gression through time. A life consists of stages dictated not merely by one’s
progression from childhood through youth to adulthood and old age but
also by one’s changing fortunes, which were often contrasted to those few
areas of life in which genuine accrual over time was thought possible: the
acquisition of knowledge and spiritual understanding, the creation of
scholarly and literary works, and the fostering of offspring and students.

When al-Suyuti begins to recount his life, he presents it not in a chron-
ological narrative but rather in categorized accounts describing different
aspects of his identity and intellectual activity.* Consecutive sections discuss
his genealogy, his geographic origin, his emulation of pious figures who
had written about their own geographic origins, legal opinions of his father
with which he disagreed (to demonstrate his independence of thought),
his birth, the works he studied as a youth, the transmitters (more than six
hundred, nearly a quarter of whom were women) from whom he collected
hadith,® the “rare” hadith he collected as an adult scholar,® his pilgrimage
to Mecca, his other travels, his teaching positions, the full text of one of
his lectures, a list of his published works (285 of them), praise of his
publications by contemporaries, the spread of his writings outside of Egypt,
the description of a lengthy, bitter rivalry with an unnamed contemporary,’
his claim to have reached the level of “independent legal theorist” (mu-
jtahid) in Islamic law, and finally his claim to the title Renewer of the Faith
(mujaddid) for the tenth Islamic century.®

This is clearly an account of an extremely rich and productive life; it is
also presented as a comprehensive portrait of that life. However, it is an
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account that follows no pattern common to western autobiography.? Al-
though it is filled with narratives of differing lengths, the work as a whole
rejects the concept of ordering a life into a single narrative, a life “story”
in the literal sense. Rather, it derives from an intellectual methodology in
which classification, categorization, and description were the ultimate tools
for the acquisition and retention of knowledge. Whereas western autobi-
ography achieved its greatest popularity as a genre in tandem with its fic-
tional counterpart, the novel,'” the threads of the pre-twentieth-century
Arabic autobiographical tradition were spun from the raw material of his-
torical inquiry. It is fact and specificity, along with a fascination for individ-
ual accomplishments and intellectual production, that most interested and
most commonly structured biographical and autobiographical texts of the
Islamic Middle Ages. The organizing structure of al-Suyuti’s text, however,
in no way impedes the expression of his personality: no reader could leave
this work with any doubt about al-Suyuti’s vision of himself as a unique
individual or the sheer force of his at times overweening personality.

Al-Suyuti’s self-narrative represents but one of several distinct strands of
Arabic autobiographical writing that emerged over the centuries. These
strands derived from different models of intellectual endeavor and often
stemmed from particularly influential works by specific writers. The diver-
sity of literary form demonstrated by Arabic autobiographies from different
time periods obviates the possibility of a single, simple description of the
genre in formal terms, a situation similar to that which has emerged in the
study of western autobiographical traditions.!!

Al-Suyuti’s work does serve, however, to alert us from the outset that in
exploring self-narratives of different historical periods and different cul-
tures, we shall encounter not only different ideas about the self and about
the structure of a human life but also a wide range of differing literary
conventions and discourses in which these selves and lives are represented.
These encounters should provoke a series of complex questions concern-
ing any specific culture or time period: What were considered the funda-
mental elements of a human individual? What were the purposes and mo-
tivations for the written representation of an individual life? Was the
individual self deemed more truly represented by an account of an individ-
ual’s personality (a set of psychological idiosyncrasies, habits, and internal
emotions) or by an account of a person’s acts and works? Indeed, did an
individual indeed even possess a “personality”—a concept rooted in a
model of malleability, development, and transformation? Or did an indi-
vidual instead possess “character”—a concept that stresses continuity and
a typical “manner of being” (cf. Greek bios)? Were those elements similar
or different from the western concepts of individual, self, soul, mind, per-
sonality, and character?

The greatest challenge in reading and understanding Arabic autobio-

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

6 INTRODUCTION

graphical writings from different times and places is to distinguish the his-
torical figures from their textual representations, and the textual represen-
tations from the consciousnesses that produced them, when all of these
elements may or may not differ significantly from modern western models.
Indeed, elucidating the relationships among authors, literary conventions,
and historical transformations of consciousness remains the most challeng-
ing and yet perhaps the most fascinating task in all research on autobiog-
raphy, whatever the culture or period.

This work consists of two parts: the first offers an analysis of a corpus of
roughly one hundred forty Arabic autobiographical texts drawn from a
period of just over one thousand years, from the ninth to the nineteenth
century (including a small number of texts written or published in the early
twentieth century, but which deal primarily with nineteenth-century lives);
the second offers a selection of thirteen previously untranslated Arabic
autobiographical texts that represent a variety of historical periods and
literary styles. It is hoped that together these will serve not only to encour-
age further study of the Arabic autobiographical tradition but also to bring
Arabic practices to the attention of a wider audience and thereby broaden
critical discussion of autobiography in general.

The corpus on which this study is based contains all of the better-known
Arabic autobiographies from the ninth to the nineteenth century, several
of which are available in translation; it also includes a large number of
additional texts that have remained unidentified or unstudied until now.
Although this corpus is only a fraction of the tradition as a whole, it is
difficult to estimate what portion it does in fact represent. Additional ex-
amples of Arabic autobiographies were being uncovered up until the com-
pletion of this volume, to say nothing of the many texts that remain in
manuscript and the numerous works cited in indexes and bibliographies
over the centuries that have not yet been located or may not have survived.
A great deal of work remains to be done simply in the location and publi-
cation of these texts.

What links the texts in this study is their expression in the Arabic lan-
guage. Thus this is a collection of Arabic autobiographies (autobiographies
in the Arabic language) and not Arab autobiographies (autobiographies
by Arabs), for many of the authors of these texts were of other ethnicities,
including Berbers, Persians, Turks, West Africans, and even one Spanish
Mallorcan. Arabic has served as a scriptural language, a language of intel-
lectual and religious discourse, and a written lingua franca throughout the
Islamic world for fourteen hundred years. It must be noted, however, that
by restricting this study to texts written in Arabic, several premodern au-
tobiographical traditions of the Islamic world will not be dealt with,
traditions that may eventually prove significant to a broader understanding
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of autobiography in the regions of West, Central, and South Asia. These
are the Turco-Persian traditions of Ottoman'® and Iranian'? political and
religious memoirs, as well as the royal Moghul memoirs in Chagatay Turk-
ish and Persian composed by Babur, founder of the Moghul empire, and
other members of his family in the Indian subcontinent.™

Although the boundaries of a literary tradition might at first seem easily
definable by language, even a peremptory perusal of the Arabic tradition
uncovers individual texts that challenge any notion of clear-cut borders.
One such text is that of Princess Salmé of Oman who married a German
and moved to Germany in the mid-nineteenth century. Her husband died
only three years after her arrival there, leaving her with no means of sup-
port. Her memoirs are Arab by virtue of having been written by an Arab
woman, and yet they were written in German and clearly composed for a
European reading public despite the author’s declaration that she wrote
them for her children and only reluctantly acceded to pressure from
friends to publish them.'

Another text that problematizes the boundaries of the Arabic tradition
is the autobiography of Nubar Nubarian Pasha, one of Egypt’s foremost
statesmen of the late nineteenth century, who wrote his memoirs in French,
the language of his secondary education. Nubarian, who was ethnically
Armenian, was fluent in Turkish and educated in France but spent his life
and career, which began at the age of seventeen, as an “Egyptian” politician
in the Ministries of Commerce and Foreign Affairs. Nubarian is an intrigu-
ing example of a member of the cosmopolitan Ottoman elite who ruled
much of the region now referred to as the Arab world while being both
part of and yet removed from “Arab” culture.'®

Although it falls outside the time frame of this study, an equally prob-
lematic text is that of the last khedive of Egypt, “Abbas II, who ruled from
1892 to 1914. His memoirs were first published in French, but the Arabic
draft for the opening pages of the text in the khedive’s own hand still exists
and was published in facsimile with the Arabic translation of the entire text.
It seems likely that the bulk of the text was dictated to a secretary; it is not
known, however, whether that dictation was given in French or in Arabic."”

Other texts that defy simple classification are the Arabic slave memoirs
of the nineteenth century. These texts were written in the Americas by
Africans who had been enslaved in the antebellum United States and West
Indies. They spoke various indigenous languages of their native West Africa
(along with the English of their owners) and used Arabic as their religious
and literary language. These life stories were produced at the instigation
of white political activists who sought to use them in their campaigns to
have these men set free (see chapter g below). Despite the unusual prov-
enance of these works, several of them clearly deploy the classic conven-
tions of the Arabic religious auto/biographical tradition. It is indeed a
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powerful moment of déja vu to read in the terse autobiographical writings
of a person considered mere chattel in early-nineteenth-century America
formulas and phraseology reminiscent of those used by medieval philoso-
phers, religious thinkers, and princes centuries earlier.'®

The authors of the Arabic autobiographies included in this study were
not only ethnically diverse, they were from a variety of religious back-
grounds. Among them are Jewish authors, Christians of various denomi-
nations, and Muslims of Sunni as well as Isma‘ili and Twelver Shi‘ite ori-
entations.' They were by vocation or avocation princes, philosophers,
politicians, government functionaries, Shi‘ite missionaries, physicians, pro-
fessors, religious scholars, judges, mystics, historians, merchants, grammar-
ians, slaves, a playwright, a princess from Zanzibar, an early Egyptian fem-
inist, and an engineer. All of them wrote as members of the educated or
social elites of their time, however humble their origins might have been.
Some were multilingual and chose to write in Arabic as their language of
intellectual exchange, and some were exclusively Arabophone; some wrote
within the geographic confines of the modern Arab world, and some wrote
in Arabic even though they were far away in India, Central Asia, or the
Americas. One type of autobiographical text that did not surface in this
survey was anything approaching an “Everyman” life story, the life narrative
of a truly working-class or lower-class author who could offer a vision of
society as seen “from below.”

Only three women autobiographers can be identified with certainty from
this period: ‘A’isha al-Taymiiriyya (d. 190o2), the above-mentioned Princess
Salmé of Zanzibar and Oman (d. 1924), and Huda Sharawi (d. 1947), the
famous Egyptian feminist, whose memoirs recount her life up to the year
1924. Although Salmé’s text appears to be the earliest extant autobiogra-
phy by an Arab woman, there is some fragmentary evidence for the exis-
tence of earlier texts. In particular, the first-person passages quoted in sev-
eral Arabic biographical compendiums from the Sufi shaykha, legal
scholar, and poetess “‘A’isha al-Ba“uniyya (d. 1516) appear to be from an
autobiographical notice; the original source, however, remains unidenti-
fied.?!

The motivations of these authors for composing a written representation
of their lives were complex and often multifarious: some included sections
about themselves in larger works that were primarily biographical diction-
aries (al-Farisi, al-Jazari, al-Bayhagqi, Ibn Hajar al-"Asqalani, al-Sakhawi) or
in works on history (‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani, Abu Shama, Mis-
haqa); some wrote of their own lives in the context of their family history
(Ibn Buluggin, ‘Umara al-Yamani, Ibn al-Adim, “Ali ibn al—‘AmilI); some
wrote of themselves as characters in history interacting with the powerful
and the mighty or as witnesses to great historical events (Ja*far al-Hajib, Ibn
Hawshab, ‘Tmad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani, Ibn Khaldan, Babakr Badri);
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some wrote to preempt or redress criticism of their lives or works (Hunayn
ibn Ishaq, Ibn Buluggin, al-Suyuti); some wrote their spiritual autobiogra-
phies as guides to later seekers of the true spiritual or philosophical path
(al-Muhasibi, al-Razi, al-Ghazali, Zarruq, Ibn °Ajiba, al-Sharani); some
wrote of their lives as a means of producing edifying entertainment (Usama
ibn Munqidh, al-Yusi); some wrote of their lives as narratives of conversion
to the true faith (Samaw?al al-Maghribi, ‘Abd Allah al-Turjuman, al-
Simnani); some addressed their writings to their children, dead or alive
(Abu Hayyan al-Andalusi, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, Ibn al-Jawzi, Princess
Salmé, Taha Husayn); and some wrote as slaves trying to write themselves
free (Abd al-Rahman, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar ibn Sa‘id).

In compiling this corpus, the question that arose at every turn was
whether to conceive of these texts as autobiographies or to use a different,
more neutral term, less burdened with literary expectations, such as “self-
narratives” or “life representations.” The first approach risked leading us
(and our readers) to compare these medieval and premodern texts anach-
ronistically to recent western autobiographies. The second approach, how-
ever, posed the greater risk of evading precisely those questions we wished
to raise through the examination of this body of texts—questions concern-
ing the history of consciousness, human personality, differing literary
modes for representing the experience of a human life, and, ultimately,
the modern western cultural construct of a radical and complete break in
consciousness from earlier and “other” cultures.??

From the wide range of Arabic writings that might be termed first-person
literature or self-narratives, the texts selected are those that appear to be
closest kin to the western idea of autobiography, mostly from the Arabic
genres of sira and tarjama. The guiding criterion in this study for deeming
a text an autobiography has been that the text presentitself as a description
or summation of the author’s life, or a major portion thereof, as viewed
retrospectively from a particular point in time.

For texts that met this basic description, no attempt has been made to
pass judgment involving issues of which texts are “real” or “true” autobi-
ographies based on subjective criteria such as the degree to which the au-
thor reveals his or her “inner self,” or the degree to which the author stands
back from and critically evaluates his or her earlier self, or which aspects
of human life are portrayed in detail (all issues that are commonly raised
in modern western literary criticism of autobiography). Nor has a sharp
distinction been made between autobiography and memoir (the focus of
the latter being the external events that took place during the author’s life
rather than the development of the author’s life per se). Although the two
categories appear to be separate and clear in the abstract, when addressing
actual texts this clarity often proves ephemeral. The exclusion or inclusion
of texts on the basis of length or other formal criteria has also been avoided.
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This study deals with texts that are the results of acts of autobiography and
attempts to focus on that species of text which al-Suyuti and his contem-
poraries would have classified under the rubric tarjama li-nafsihi, “he wrote
an interpretation of himself,” regardless of what judgments modern schol-
ars may eventually render concerning the relationship between that genre
and the genre of modern western autobiography. As Mary Sue Carlock has
observed:

Each scholar has applied the term [autobiography] according to his own
standards or according to the definition which he himself has assigned to the
term. . . . [C]onsequently this body of scholarly writings contains a variety of
conflicting testimonies concerning what constitutes a bona fide autobiogra-

phy23

In short, in the spirit of a preliminary foray into a new field, the present
work aims to err on the side of inclusiveness rather than exclusiveness.

This study stops at a point familiar to all scholars of Arab culture—the
publication of the first volume of Taha Husayn’s autobiography in 1926-
27—rather than at an arbitrary date such as the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury.?* Al-Ayyam (The Days), covers Husayn’s childhood in a village of south-
ern Egypt and his migration from the countryside to Cairo to study at the
al-Azhar Islamic University. Considered one of the foundational texts of
modern Arabic literature, it is obligatory reading in schools in many coun-
tries of the Arab world and is certainly one of the most widely read and
most influential Arabic literary works of that century.?

The publication of al-Ayyam marked a clear turning point in the devel-
opment of the Arabic autobiographical tradition. After its publication, the
Arabic literary landscape changed dramatically and the sheer number of
autobiographies in Arabic increased exponentially. More significantly, the
Arabic autobiography at this time came into direct contact with the novel,
creating an ambiguous domain between fiction and nonfiction that had
not previously existed in the Arabic autobiographical tradition. Several
nineteenth-century literary experiments can be said to have engaged the
fictional mode to some degree (e.g., Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s al-Saq ‘ala
al-saq or “Ali Mubarak’s ‘Alam al-Din), but they produced no imitators.>
Husayn’s text, in contrast, wedded the Arabic autobiography to certain
conventions of European fictional narrative in a manner that has been
imitated by the vast majority of twentieth-century Arab autobiographers.
The dramatic rise of the autobiographical novel and the emergence of
autobiographies with novel-like qualities immediately following the publi-
cation of al-Ayyam raises a number of critical questions not generally ap-
plicable to earlier Arabic autobiographical texts.?’

In addition, questions of direct and indirect western literary influence,
the conscious revival and transformation of classical Arabic literary forms,
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the new sociopolitical context of resistance to the European colonial pow-
ers, the struggle for political independence, the rise of Arab nationalism,
and the sudden emergence of a strong Arab women’s autobiographical
tradition, as well as new regional and national identities, all combined to
create a context in which the Arabic autobiography changed not only as a
literary form but also as a means of sociopolitical expression. For these
reasons, we have chosen to exclude the remainder of the twentieth century
from the present work as a topic that merits and requires independent
study.?

Notes

1. Blank in the original; the intended work is Dhayl al-rawdatayn (The Sequel to
‘The Two Gardens’), Abu Shama’s thirteenth-century historical chronicle.

2. Dates and numerals added. Selections from The Syrian Thunderbolt, by ‘ITmad
al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani, as well as the complete texts of the autobiographical
sections of The Sequel by Abu Shama and The History of Judges of Egypt by Ibn Hajar
appear in English translation in this volume.

3. Western translations of classical Arabic texts are typically longer than the orig-
inal, often by half again as many pages; the difference arises from the compactness
of Arabic-script texts as well as the frequency of cultural referents that require par-
aphrasis in English.

4. For a discussion of the ordering of these sections, see E. M. Sartain, Jalal al-
Din al-Suyutr (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 1:142 ff.; and Kristen
Brustad, “Imposing Order: Reading the Conventions of Representation in al-
Suyuti’s Autobiography,” Edebiyat: Special Issue— Arabic Autobiography, N.S. 7, no. 2
(1997): 827-44-

5. Hadith are accounts of the words and actions of the Prophet Muhammad. The
study of hadith, and in premodern times, collecting them orally from reliable trans-
mitters, formed an integral part of a Muslim scholar’s education. Ideally, a hadith
was transmitted and later passed on to others complete with a list of all of the names
in the chain of transmission from the Prophet himself to the speaker.

6. Arabic ‘awalin, i.e., hadith with the fewest number of transmitters stretching
back to the Prophet Muhammad or the Companions. These hadith were prized for
their rarity and relatively short chains of transmission. In al-Suyuti’s times, a millen-
nium after the lifetime of the Prophet, a hadith that had passed through fewer
transmitters had come to represent both a form of authenticity and an intellectual
find.

7. Excerpts from this chapter of al-Suyuti’s text are translated in this volume.

8. A well-known Islamic tradition holds that a “renewer” of the faith will appear
in each century.

9. The closest parallel among European autobiographies was written, curiously
enough, by a contemporary of al-Suyuti, Girolamo Cardano (d. 1576), who divided
his work into chapters with titles such as “Friends,” “Marriage and Children,”
“Health,” and “Sports.” Girolamo Cardano, The Book of My Life, trans. . Stoner (New
York: Dutton, 1930).
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10. Rousseau (d. 1778), whose work is considered by many scholars to be the
single most significant breakthrough in the development of modern western auto-
biography, composed his Confessions only after fictional life stories had been popular
in French literature for nearly half a century. Fictional explorations preceded and
irrevocably shaped western concepts of the literary self.

11. See, for example, Philippe Lejeune, “The Autobiographical Pact,” trans.
Katherine Leary, in On Autobiography (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1989), 3—30. The fulcrum point of Lejeune’s “solution,” the title page of a published
autobiography, is not applicable to premodern Arabic texts. The Chinese autobio-
graphical tradition also encompasses a number of subgenres from different histor-
ical periods and styles and thus similarly resists a single formal description; see Pei-Yi
Wu, The Confucian’s Progress: Autobiographical Writings in Traditional China (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 19qo).

12. For an overview, see Cemal Kafadar, “Self and Others: The Diary of a Der-
vish in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul and First-Person Narratives in Ottoman Lit-
erature,” Studia Islamica (1989): 121—50. Kafadar identifies and cites texts from a
variety of genres including autohagiography, memoirs, diaries, dreambooks, cap-
tivity memoirs, and autobiographies. For one of the more famous authors, Mustafa
‘Ali, see Cornell H. Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual in the Ottoman Empire: The
Historian Mustafa ‘Ali (1541—1600) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986).
Although this work is in part based on a short autobiography by Mustafa ‘Ali
appended to his Counsel for Sultans, Fleischer makes little reference to the text
itself; see, however, the edition and translation of Andreas Tietze, “Mustafa ‘Ali’s
Counsel for Sultans of 1581,” Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-
Historische Klasse Denkschriften, Bd. 137, Bd. 158 (Vienna, 1979, 1982). Robert
Dankoft, Seyahatname: The Intimate Life of an Ottoman Statesman, Melek Ahmad Pasha
(1588—1662) as Portrayed in Evliya Celebi’s “Book of Travels” (Albany: SUNY Press,
1991), gives an overview of the autobiographical elements in Evliya Celebi’s
work.

13. Shah Tahmasp, Tazkira-i Shah Tahmasp (The Autobiography of Shah Tahmasp 1
of Iran [1514—1576]) (Teheran: Intisharati Sharq, 1984); German trans. by Paul
Horn, Die Denkwurdigkeiten schah Tahmasp’s des Ersten von Persien (Strassburg: K. J.
Trubner, 1891). See also Tahmas Khan (d. 1803), Tahmasnamah, ed. Muhammad
Aslam (Lahore: Panjab University, 1986), available in translation as Tahmas Nama:
The Autobiography of a Slave, abridged and trans. by P. Setu Madhana Rao (Bombay:
Popular Prakashan, 1967); Bert G. Fragner, Persische Memoirliteratur als Quelle zur
neueren Geschichte Irans (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1979), for nineteenth-century
examples; and C. M. Naim, trans., Zikr-i Mir: The Autobiography of the Eighteenth-Century
Mughal Poet, Mir Muhammad Taqi “Mir” (1723—1810) (New Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1999).

14. Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur (d. 1530) ruled portions of Central Asia,
Afghanistan, and Iran and was the founder of the Mughal empire of India. 7he Book
of Babur (Babur-namah) is part official chronicle and part personal memoir. Al-
though much of the narrative concerns affairs of state, the number of intimate
glimpses into Babur’s personality have caused some western scholars to rank it
among the great autobiographies of the world (it has been available in translation
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since 1826), and its most recent American translator has been moved, somewhat
effusively, to declare it “the first—and until relatively recent times, the only—true
autobiography in Islamic literature” (Wheeler M. Thackston, trans., The Baburnama
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19961, 9). See, however, the recent edition, con-
cordance, and translation of Eiji Mano, Babur-nama (Vagayi‘) (Kyoto: Syokado, 1995,
1996), for a trenchant critique of the Thackston text. Additional memoirs or jour-
nals were written by Babur’s daughter, Gulbadan Bégum, and his great-grandson,
the emperor Jahangir (r. 1605-27).

15. An Arabian Princess between Two Worlds: Memoirs, Letters Home, Sequels to My
Memoirs, Syrian Customs and Usages, ed. E. van Donzel (Leiden: E. . Brill, 1992);
Raised in a Harem: Memoirs of an Arabian Princess from Zanzibar, Emily Ruete, Born Salmé,
Princess of Zanzibar and Oman (New York: Marcus Weiner, 1989).

16. Mémoires de Nubar Pacha, introd. and notes by Mirrit Butros Ghali (Beirut:
Librairie du Liban, 1983).

17. See ‘Ahdi: mudhakkirat “‘Abbas Hilmi al-thani, khidiw Misr al-akhir (Cairo: Dar
al-Shurugqg, 1993).

18. The best coverage of these texts and their authors is found in Allan Austin,
African Muslims in Antebellum America: A Sourcebook (New York: Garland, 1984); and
Marc Shell and Werner Sollors, eds., The Multilingual Anthology of American Literature
(New York: New York University Press, 2000).

19. An early rift over the issue of political and religious succession to the Prophet
Muhammad led to a general division in Islam between Sunni Muslims and Shi‘ite
Muslims. In later periods the primary distinction came to be the issue of spiritual
authority and guidance for the Muslim community, with the Shi‘ite community
believing in a series of Imams, spiritual leaders who were thought to have direct
inspiration from God, while the Sunnis recognized no such role. The Shi‘ite com-
munity further split into groups that followed different lineages of spiritual leaders.
A number of the autobiographers dealt with in this study wrote their autobiogra-
phies primarily as an expression of their roles in proselytizing for or fomenting
rebellion against one or another of these sectarian groups.

20. The texts closest to this genre in Arabic literature are the historical chroni-
cles written by lower-class figures such as the “soldier’s daybook” of Ahmad al-
Damurdashi. See al-Damurdashi’s al-Damurdashi’s Chronicle of Egypt, 1688—1755,
trans. and annot. Daniel Crecelius and ‘Abd al-Wahhab Bakr (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1991), and the chronicle of Syria penned by a Damascene barber, Ahmad al-Hallaq
al-Budayri (18th c.), Hawadith Dimashq al-yawmiyya, A.H. 1154—1175 (Daily Events
in Damascus, 1741-1762), ed. Ahmad ‘Izzat “Abd al-Karim (Cairo: Matba‘at Lajnat
al-Bayan al-Arabi, 1959).

21. Muhammad al-Ghazzi, al-Kawakib al-sa’ira bi-a’yan al-mi’a al-“ashira, 9 vols.
(Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Amrikaniyya, 1945-59), 1:287—92; see also ‘Abd al-Hayy Ibn
al-Tmad, Shadharat al-dhahab fi akhbar man dhahab, 8 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qudsi,
1931-33), 8:111-13; and passages cited in ‘Umar Basha Musa, Tarikh al-adab
al-‘arabi: al-‘asr al-mamluki (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Mu‘asir, 1989), 437—42.

22. This element of modern western thought is explored and critiqued in Bruno
LaTour’s We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,

1993)-
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29. Mary Sue Carlock, “Humpty Dumpty and Autobiography,” Genre g (1970):
345—46.

24. First published in the Egyptian journal al-Hilal in 1926-27, then in 1929
and 1933 in book form at the Imad Press in Cairo, and translated into English by
E. H. Paxton, An Egyptian Childhood, the Autobiography of Taha Hussein (London: Rou-
tledge, 1932).

25. Fedwa Malti-Douglas begins her study of al-Ayyam with the question: “The
most read work in Arabic literature?” to which she answers, “[ T]he best-known work
may well be the autobiography of the Egyptian intellectual Taha Husayn.” Blindness
and Autobiography: al-Ayyam of Taha Husayn (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1988), g. Similarly, John Haywood declares it “the most celebrated book in modern
Arabic literature,” in Modern Arabic Literature 1800—1970 (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1971), 196.

26. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, al-Saq ‘ala al-saq fr ma huwa -Fariyaq, 2 vols. (Paris:
Benjamin Duprat, 1855); ‘Ali Mubarak, ‘Alam al-Din, 4 vols. (Alexandria: Matba“at
Jaridat al-Mahrusa, 1882).

2%7. Arabic autobiographical novels published immediately following the ap-
pearance of al-Ayyam include Ibrahim °‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mazini’s Ibrahim al-katib
(1931), Tawfiq al-Hakim’s ‘Awdat alruh (1939), and Taha Husayn’s own Adib
(1985). In another crossfertilization between fiction and autobiography, the author
Bayram al-Tunisi published a series of autobiographies of fictional characters drawn
from the lower classes of Egyptian life in the 1920s and 19gos that he used as
vehicles for social commentary and criticism. See Martina Hausler, Fiktive dgyptische
Autobiographien der zwanziger und dreissiger Jahre (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 199o).

28. Until recently, there was only one lengthy treatment of modern Arabic au-
tobiography: Yahya Ibrahim ‘Abd al-Dayim, al-Tarjama al-dhatiyya fi al-adab al-‘arabr
al-hadith (Autobiography in Modern Arabic Literature) (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath
al-‘Arabi, 1975). Three recent works, however, mark growing scholarly interest in
this area: Muayyad ‘Abd al-Sattar, al-Sira al-dhatiyya: dirasa naqdiyya (The Autobi-
ography: A Ciritical Study) (Uddevalla, Sweden: Dar al-Manfa, 1996); Robin Ostle,
Ed de Moor, and Stefan Wild, eds., Writing the Self: Autobiographical Writing in Modern
Arabic Literature (London: Saqi Books, 1998); and Tetz Rooke, “In My Childhood”: A
Study of Arabic Autobiography (Stockholm: Stockholm University, 1997).

For the emergence of women’s autobiography, see Huda Sha‘rawi, Harem Years:
The Memoirs of an Egyptian Feminist (1879—1924), trans., ed., and introd. Margot
Badran (London: Virago Press, 1986); Margot Badran, “Expressing Feminism and
Nationalism in Autobiography: The Memoirs of an Egyptian Educator,” in De/Col-
onizing the Subject: The Politics of Gender in Women’s Autobiography, ed. Sidonie Smith
and Julia Watson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 270—93; and
Margot Bardran, Feminists, Islam and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).
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CHAPTER ONE

The Fallacy of Western Origins

European scholars from the late eighteenth through the first half of the
twentieth century, including Goethe, Herder, and Dilthey, called for the
collection and study of autobiographical writings. They conceived of this
as a broad category of literary production that encompassed writings from
both earlier historical periods and other cultures; however, in the mid-
twentieth century, autobiography was dramatically reconstructed in western
literary criticism as a cultural product unique to modern western civiliza-
tion. This new formulation appeared abruptly, fueled perhaps by the im-
pending collapse of the colonial encounter and perhaps also by the “threat”
of cultural relativism. In the simplest of terms, immediately after World
War II, western literary critics suddenly ceased to write of autobiography as
a literary category parallel to “novel” or “biography,” both of which easily
admit of cross-cultural and historical comparisons, and began instead to
treat it as the exclusive creation of the modern West. One of the clearest
assertions of this new stance was penned by Georges Gusdorf in a 1956
article that has been characterized as the very foundation of modern au-
tobiography studies.!

It would seem that autobiography is not to be found outside our cultural area;
one would say that it expresses a concern peculiar to Western man, a concern
that has been of good use in his systematic conquest of the universe and that
he has communicated to men of other cultures; but those men will thereby
have been annexed by a sort of intellectual colonizing to a mentality that was
not their own. . . .

The concern, which seems so natural to us, to turn back on one’s own
past, to recollect one’s life in order to narrate it, is not at all universal. It
asserts itself only in recent centuries and only on a small part of the map of
the world.2

17
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Gusdorf’s assertions have been reiterated many times in subsequent works
by other scholars such as Roy Pascal.

Itis beyond my scope to suggest why autobiography does not come into being
outside Europe, and the existence of such a work as Babur’s memoirs of the
sixteenth century, which would occupy a significant place in the history of
autobiography had it belonged to Europe, makes one hesitate to generalise.
But there remains no doubt that autobiography is essentially European.
Where in modern times members of Eastern civilisations have written auto-
biographies, like Gandhi for instance, they have taken over a European tra-
dition.?

The French critic Georges May adds a further claim—that autobiography
emerged uniquely within the cultural influence of Christianity. He asserts,
albeit with some minor reservations, that as a literary form the autobiog-
raphy is a western phenomenon invented by modern Europeans and linked
inextricably with Christianity.* The assumptions evident in the work of Gus-
dorf, Pascal, and May recur in most western writings on the topic of auto-
biography, even those focused on discrete aspects of the subject, such as
childhood memoirs.

The Childhood [autobiography] is a genre which presupposes a sophisticated
culture. It is inconceivable among primitives; even in the contemporary Third World,
it emerges only in imitation of culturally more advanced models. It demands a sense
of form, and the intellectual ability to adapt the ill-balanced and misshapen
material of experience to the harmony of literary expression without over-
much distortion of the original truth. It requires a grasp of the epic dimen-
sion, and the severe discipline of a controlled rhythm. ... It demands self-
knowledge. (Emphasis added)®

The canon of pre-twentieth-century autobiographies that has emerged
in the West over the past century, the body of texts deemed by scholars to
represent the genre’s most noteworthy and significant examples—includ-
ing those of Augustine, Abelard, Suso, Margery Kempe, Petrarch, Cellini,
Cardano, Montaigne, Rousseau, Goethe, Benjamin Franklin, and others—
has remained for historical, political, and academic reasons predominantly
modern western European, overwhelmingly male, and in that already rel-
atively narrow category, predominantly French, German, and English. Al-
though notable additions in recent years have included surveys of women’s
autobiographies, African American slave autobiographies, working-class au-
tobiographies, and modern autobiographical traditions from other
regions, the myth of origins constructed by Gusdorf, May, Pascal, and oth-
ers remains fundamentally unchallenged.®

Autobiography’s shift from a general category of literature as conceived
by Goethe, Herder, and Dilthey to the culturally specific genre advocated
by Gusdorf, May, and Pascal represents a highly significant, and politically
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suspect, turning point in western intellectual history. It marks a reorien-
tation that seeks to distinguish fully formed, authentic, modern western
selves from the incomplete individual consciousnesses of earlier periods
and inauthentic, facsimile selves produced by modern nonwestern cultures
in imitation of their superiors. Seen in this light, autobiography is posi-
tioned at the very crux of literary scholarship’s relationship to earlier his-
torical periods and to other cultures and is currently privileged as a defin-
ing discursive marker for what it is to be “modern” and what it is to be
“western.”

How many exceptions are needed to cast doubt on the assumption of
western origin and exclusivity and allow it to be critically reexamined?
While the established canon includes many texts significant for the study
of French or English autobiography, the validity of such a restricted corpus
as the basis for statements extended to autobiography in cross-cultural and
even global contexts is both problematic and underdetermined. Although
there is an obvious need for western scholars to gain access to nonwestern
traditions, the theory-generating bodies of the western literary academy are
resolutely entrenched, even now, within the confines of European lan-
guages and literatures.

Western scholarship on autobiography thus recapitulates the act of au-
tobiography. It views literary history as leading inevitably to a predeter-
mined end point—the modern western autobiography—much the way the
autobiographer views the passage of larger historical events only as they
have affected himself or herself, and the random events contributing to
the development of his or her personality as leading, as if by design, inex-
orably and directly to the moment of writing. Both view the past teleolog-
ically.

Western literary scholars and social historians have also consistently
imputed changing forms of literary expression, somewhat ingenuously, to
historical changes in “self-consciousness.” Thus the structural and rhetori-
cal characteristics of the western chronological, narrative-based auto-
biography have become the gauge by which scholars seek to measure the
level of “self-consciousness” and “individual identity” present in other his-
torical periods and other cultures, bypassing the changing literary conven-
tions that mediate these expressions of the Self. The almost inevitable result
is that other, particularly nonwestern, forms of autobiography are dis-
counted as immature and underdeveloped, as pale shadows of the “real”
or “true” autobiography known only in the modern West, and therefore
as literary productions clearly not born of the same sense of individual
identity.
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Western Reception of Arabic Autobiography

Until recently, there existed only two serious treatments of premodern Ar-
abic autobiography in western scholarship: one by Georg Misch and the
other by Franz Rosenthal.” Their pioneering work merits close attention,
as their writings established both the parameters and the tone for subse-
quent studies in this area by western and Arab scholars. Both Misch and
Rosenthal approached their research armed with philosophical assump-
tions that, though now dated and even condemned, are critical for under-
standing and evaluating their work. Both sought, not to analyze a history
of changing literary conventions for the representation of the human life
experience (i.e., autobiographies as literary texts), but rather an essential-
ized self that they deemed easily and directly discernible through the lit-
erary representation. In addition, they believed firmly in the historical de-
velopment of a culturally defined “Western self,” the superiority of which
was assumed unquestioningly, as were the existence of a modern western
“individualism” and “self-awareness” not found in other societies or other
historical periods. Their work thus focused as much on disproving the ex-
istence of “true” autobiography in other cultures as it did on tracing the
history of autobiography. In the sixty years since the publication of their
works, little new scholarship on the topic of premodern Arabic autobiog-
raphy has appeared. As a result, even later scholars who clearly do not share
the philosophical and social assumptions of Misch or Rosenthal have con-
tinued to cite their readings of specific texts while ignoring the larger ar-
guments within which those readings were originally situated.

Georg Misch was the student, research assistant, and son-in-law of the
famous nineteenth-century German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey. Dilthey
believed in the central importance of autobiography as a historical docu-
ment and indeed that the autobiography furnished the basic, indivisible
building block of all historical writing. He saw in it the “most direct ex-
pression of reflection on life.” Misch not only shared his teacher’s utilitar-
ian view of autobiography as the foundation of the study of history but also
saw himself as one in a long line of German scholars concerned with the
history of the autobiography as an important aspect of the history of hu-
manity:

Herder stimulated a whole group of scholars to collect superb self-portraits
Jfrom the most diverse lands and ages. He explained, in the foreword to such a
collection, which first appeared in Germany in 179o, thata “library of authors
writing about themselves” would make an excellent “contribution to the his-
tory of mankind.” Goethe then conceived of the idea of a “comparison of the
so-called confessions of all the ages”: the great progression of the liberation of
the human personality would be thereby illuminated. (Emphasis added)?
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Misch’s massive Geschichte der Autobiographie (The History of Autobiography)
traces autobiographical writing and self-depiction from its ancient roots to
what is, for Misch, its emergence as a mature, historically useful, engaging
expression of an individual’s ability to reflect on his or her age in the
writings of Rousseau. He sets out to tell the story of how the autobiography
metamorphosed into perfection with Rousseau and portrays that develop-
ment in decidedly teleological fashion as parallel to, and resulting from,
the development of self-consciousness and individual personality in the
West. This progression, as Misch sees it, moves from a general absence of
a sense of individual self to a self-conscious concern with the subject. Ac-
cording to Misch, the autobiography “belongs, in its essence, to the recent
formations of higher stages of culture.” He investigates the autobiography
as an important aspect of the stage-by-stage development of the “western”
psyche. Autobiographical writings marginal to this progression are swept
aside, albeit not without some difficulties.

Nevertheless, and contrary as it would seem to his stated intention, Misch
devotes considerable space to ancient “Oriental” autobiographical writing,
launching his multivolume study with a treatment of autobiographical writ-
ings from such traditions as those of ancient Egypt, the Fertile Crescent,
and the Old Testament Books (specifically Ezra and Nehemiah). Although
he concedes that the autobiographical writings of the ancient Orient are
“unexpectedly numerous,” there is in this richness an “infinite poverty of
a sense of the individual.”"! It is not until he reaches Greece in the “post-
Homeric” and “Attic” periods that Misch speaks of “development.”?

Misch notes that the autobiography appears as a genre unto itself in
Greece in the fourth and fifth centuries c.E."* Although many of the authors
of autobiographies in this period and slightly before were inhabitants of
the eastern Mediterranean (e.g., Galen, Nicholas of Damascus), Misch is
careful to portray the autobiography as a product of the West. He dismisses
the idea that eastern cultures may have added to the development of west-
ern autobiography with a discernible degree of awkwardness: No one, he
claims, “would consider the new autobiography as an Oriental outgrowth
merely because its representatives and some isolated traits of its physiog-
nomy stemmed from provinces with especially strong Oriental strains.”*
Such conclusions notwithstanding, Misch devotes hundreds of pages to var-
ious periods of Arabic autobiographical writing. He could not read Arabic,
however, so his analysis of individual works (for which he relied on trans-
lations or on Rosenthal’s work; see below) is less important for our pur-
poses than his general cultural orientation. Particularly instructive in this
regard is the procedure by which he dismisses pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.

Misch begins his treatment of Arabic autobiographical writing with an
exhaustive survey of pre-Islamic poetry as an expression of the voice of the
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individual.’ He is initially enthusiastic about the individualistic quality of
the pre-Islamic corpus and goes to great lengths to explain it; in the final
analysis, however, the Bedouins’ individuality as expressed in pre-Islamic
poetry reflects, for Misch, a profound conformism, despite all appearances
to the contrary. The perspective of the pre-Islamic poet is not that of one
who looks outward from within but rather that of one who views himself as
an elemental, integrated part of the environment and his social group.'®
The pre-Islamic poet suffers from the fact that he lives in a “one-
dimensional intellectual realm.”” Thus Misch dispenses with the poetry
itself, apparently disregarding his initial instincts, and proceeds to base his
conclusions on a suspect anthropologism applied to an area in which he
has no expertise.

If Misch feels compelled to solve the “problem” of individuality in pre-
Islamic poetry, the far larger corpus of autobiographical material in the
Islamic Middle Ages presents him with even greater difficulties. He con-
fesses the existence of “an astonishingly great number” of such autobiog-
raphies “when compared to the state of formal autobiographies from the
corresponding time of the Christian Middle Ages.”® He concludes, how-
ever, that “the Arabic scholarly biographies are characterized, just as are
the Byzantine, by a stage of self-consciousness in which development, as far
as we can see, has come to a standstill.” He finds a “paucity of human
sentiment” to be their most basic characteristic.'

There was a degree of cross-fertilization between Misch and Rosenthal,
who were researching and writing about Arabic autobiographies at the
same time. Rosenthal hails Misch’s achievement as “a classic work of Clas-
sical scholarship,”™® and Misch in turn welcomes the materials provided by
Rosenthal, for they added to and reinforced his own conclusions. Although
Misch’s treatment of Arabic autobiographical writings is more wide-ranging
and ambitious than Rosenthal’s, Rosenthal was the first Arabist to turn his
attention to the question of the Arabic autobiography as such.

In contrast to Misch, Rosenthal concentrates on a modest collection of
Arabic texts that appear to have unambiguous pretensions to autobiogra-
phy. Rosenthal does not explicitly develop a genre definition, nor does he
concern himself with other manifestations of autobiographical writing, al-
though he acknowledges that they take many forms in Arabic. He speaks
simply of a collection of “actual, coherent autobiographies,” whose number
appears significant standing alone, yet pales in comparison to the totality
of Arabic literary production in the Middle Ages.*!

Rosenthal examines these texts one by one, after a brief and useful dis-
cussion of possible Greek and Persian influences on the Arabic autobio-
graphical tradition. He ascribes primary influence to later classical authors
such as Galen. But Rosenthal, like Misch, finds the source material wanting.
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His views are perhaps best summarized in the opening and closing remarks
to his study:

The autobiographical tradition in Islam is bound less to personality than to
the subject matter. The experiences of the individual, as such, do not offer
the incentive for their being communicated, but rather do so only through
their generally applicable pedagogic content.??

None of the autobiographies came into being out of a consciousness of the
individual value of the uniquely personal.?®

These views of Misch and Rosenthal are even more curious when seen
against the background of nineteenth-century European scholarship in
which the Arabs were noted for their concept of the individual in contrast
to the Europe’s lack thereof before the Renaissance.

In the Middle Ages ... Man was conscious of himself only as member of a
race, people, party, family, or corporation—only through some general cat-
egory. . .. In Italy this veil first melted into air. ... [M]an became a spiritual
individual, and recognized himself as such. In the same way the Greek had
once distinguished himself from the barbarian, and the Arabian had felt him-
self an individual at a time when other Asiatics knew themselves only as mem-
bers of a race.*

Similar to the historical shift in the definition of autobiography noted at
the beginning of this chapter, this image of the individuality of the Arabs
dropped out of western scholarly discourse and was replaced by its dia-
metric opposite.

Rosenthal thus operates within categories very similar to those used by
Misch, positing an idealized autobiography (perhaps typified by Rousseau,
possibly deriving from Augustine) never to be realized in Arabic. This ide-
alization is part unarticulated genre theory (successful autobiographies
have a certain relationship to personality not found in Arabic examples)
and part unarticulated theory of personality or of individuality (those in-
cidents of individuality worth observing, depicting, and so on, are not to
be found in the Arabic examples, perhaps because their authors did not
experience them). Neither of these mutually reinforcing preconceptions
is made explicit in Rosenthal’s monograph. They appear clearly, however,
in the judgments he renders about individual texts and about the genre as
a whole. The following examples are characteristic of the uniformly nega-
tive evaluations he offers about many of the texts he discusses.

In the opening passage of his most autobiographical work, al-Mungidh
min al-dalal (The Deliverer from Error), al-Ghazali (d. 1111) describes
having explored a series of competing schools of religious thought before
finding spiritual satisfaction in mysticism. Rosenthal declares that the
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description is “markedly . . . improbable” and that therefore “psychological
veracity is not touched upon.” Ultimately, Rosenthal feels compelled to
point out how unfavorably al-Ghazali’s autobiography compares to that of
Augustine. Rosenthal’s judgments about Samaw’al al-Maghribi’s autobiog-
raphy are particularly harsh. Samawal (d. 1174), a Jewish convert to Islam,
is said by Rosenthal to lack “the religious drives necessary for the inner
veracity of a religious conversion.”® Further, Rosenthal all but accuses Sa-
maw'al of lying about the dreams he had portending his conversion to
Islam.?” Usama ibn Munqidh (d. 1188), author of a highly entertaining
book-length autobiography, is faulted for failing to possess insight into the
“world-historical meaning” of the events that he witnesses and also for being
unable to distinguish between meaningful and meaningless events.?® The
autobiography of Abu Shama (d. 1268), perhaps because it is written in
the third person, is called “the first proof of how. .. the expression of
consciousness of the self [in the Arabic tradition] has loosed itself totally
from any relationship at all to inner worth.” The work has, for Rosenthal,
the effect of the “most meaningless, emptiest exaggeration.”

Obviously, a student of literature might today perceive these same char-
acteristics—accepting for the sake of argument that Rosenthal’s caustic
barbs correctly describe some aspects of the texts addressed—as features
to be analyzed: the autobiographer’s manipulation of the narrative in a way
that might not correspond to the actual order of the events experienced
(al-Ghazali); the question of the autobiographer’s veracity and the role of
autobiography as “conversion narrative” (Samaw’al); the selection of both
large historical events and minute personal details with which to construct
a portrait of a life (Usama); and the relationship between the author’s
conception of self and the literary structure of the autobiographical text
(Abu Shama). Indeed, Rosenthal’s own categories of thought, such as “psy-
chological veracity,” “religious drives,” “the inner veracity of conversion,”
“meaningful” versus “meaningless” events, and the “world-historical mean-
ing” of witnessed events, might today require more intellectual archaeology
than those of the medieval texts he finds so unilluminating.

Despite Rosenthal’s categorical judgments, his achievement must not be
overlooked: he was the first modern scholar to identify the genre of Arabic
autobiography and to collect many of its important texts. He also, along
with Misch, underscored the connection between the Greek and Arabic
traditions of autobiographical writings. Without his monograph on the sub-
ject, which for all its archaisms was nevertheless pioneering and magisterial,
the present study might never have been undertaken. A remarkable indi-
cation of the significance of Misch’s and Rosenthal’s work is that neither
has been superseded in more than half a century of subsequent scholarship.
Indeed, the small body of texts they examined became an accepted canon

”
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in scholarly circles, and their conclusions have been echoed for decades in
many contexts.

Arabic Scholarship

The first scholarly treatments of the Arabic autobiographical tradition in
twentieth-century Arabic scholarship owe much to Rosenthal’s original pre-
sentation of the corpus and refer to only a handful of texts not treated by
him; understandably, however, they do not agree with some of Rosenthal’s
unremittingly negative evaluations of the texts themselves. Ihsan ‘Abbas’s
monograph, Fann al-sira (The Art of the Sira), explores the Arabic literary
genre sira, which combines both biographical and autobiographical di-
mensions (see below). The last chapter of the work focuses on premodern
Arabic autobiographies and describes seventeen texts in some detail.* “Ab-
bas groups the texts into five large categories: (1) purely anecdotal texts
(akhbart mahd); (2) texts of explanation, elucidation, warning, or justifica-
tion (tafsir, ta’lil, i‘tibar, tabrir); (3) texts of spiritual struggle; (4) texts re-
counting the author’s adventures; and (5) other. In the same year, Shawq1
Dayf published a study of Arabic autobiography the title of which, al-
Tarjama al-shakhsiyya (The Self-Authored Tarjama), refers to a different,
though related, genre of Arabic literature, the tarjama, or biographical no-
tice (see below).?! He, too, groups these self-narratives into five categories:
(1) philosophical, (2) scholarly and literary, (g) spiritual/mystical, (4) po-
litical, and (5) modern. Both works are primarily descriptive, and, although
they provide readings of the texts that are more grounded in the conven-
tions of the Arabic literary tradition, neither successfully opened up the
field of autobiographical studies among Arab scholars in the disciplines of
Arabic literature or Middle Eastern history.

A more recent study of modern Arabic autobiography by Yahya Ibrahim
‘Abd al-Dayim, al-Tarjama al-dhatiyya fi al-adab al-‘arabi al-hadith (The Auto-
biography in Modern Arabic Literature), addresses the premodern auto-
biographical tradition in a rather different manner.*? First, “Abd al-Dayim
categorizes the texts primarily by the authors’ motivations for writing them,
and second, he addresses the literary dimensions of the texts more directly.
Although dealing with nearly all of the same texts as his predecessors, ‘Abd
al-Dayim sees a significant connection between the premodern and modern
traditions of Arabic autobiography, albeit with a noticeable dislocation
caused by the rapid adoption of certain western cultural forms in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. Treating autobiography primarily
as a literary (rather than historical) form, he deems many medieval texts
to have reached a high level of literary development. Among those he cites
as communicating a sense of “literary pleasure” similar to modern texts are
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the autobiographies of al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi, Ibn Buluggin, Ibn al-
Haytham, al-Razi, Usama ibn Munqidh, Ibn Khaldun, and al-Sha‘rani.®*

General Misconceptions

In the field of Middle Eastern studies, Arabic autobiographies became “or-
phan texts,” dismissed by literary scholars, historians, and political scientists
for conflicting reasons. Three primary assumptions seem to have hindered
recognition of this tradition and greater scholarly attention to this corpus.
The first has been the assumption that autobiography is extremely rare in
Arabic literature. Edward Said, for example, writes, “Autobiography as a
genre scarcely exists in Arabic literature. When it is to be found, the result
is wholly special.”* Stephen Humphreys refers to autobiography as “a very
rare genre in Islamic literature.”® Albert Hourani wrote of Rashid Rida,
the early-twentieth-century Egyptian reformer: “He has left us something
which is rare in Arabic, a fragment of autobiography which in fact is a
history of his intellectual and spiritual formation during the first thirty years
or so of his life.”® However, the idea that autobiography is almost nonex-
istent in Arabic literature may already be changing, for in the revised edi-
tion of Hourani’s work (198g), this line was altered to read: “He has left
us something which is not so rare in Arabic as was once thought, a fragment of
autobiography [emphasis added].””

The assumption that premodern Arabic autobiography is a rarity has
been repeated in even more categorical terms in one of the few recent
works to address the topic directly, the edited volume Middle Eastern Lives:
The Practice of Biography and Self-Narrative.®® For example, Marvin Zonis
writes:

Those works from the region that achieve the “true potential of the genre”
are few in number, limiting the utility of autobiography for illuminating Mid-
dle Eastern conceptions of the self. But not only is autobiography generally
lacking; biographies, indigenous to the region, are also in relatively short
supply. . .. It is no wonder, then, that autobiography and biography are not
yet part of the genres of literature in the Middle East.*

Zonis goes on to lament the problems that the lack of Middle Eastern
autobiographies causes the historian:

The relative absence of autobiographies deprives investigators of the Middle
East, both Western and Middle Eastern scholars, of the opportunity to ex-
amine first-person data on the life course as it is lived in the Middle East.*

Zonis’s conclusions are vastly overstated. Leaving aside the question of bi-
ography, if we search only for modern, politically oriented autobiographi-
cal texts (the field that most interests Zonis), we find from Egypt alone
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autobiographies by ‘Abbas II (the last khedive, r. 1892-1914), Muhammad
Najib (first president of Egypt), Anwar al-Sadat (third president of Egypt),
Jihan al-Sadat (first lady), ‘Ali Mubarak (statesman and cabinet minister
under several successive governments), Ibrahim Fawzi Pasha (military gen-
eral), Nubar Nubarian (statesman and minister), Rashid Rida (political and
social reformer), Huda Sharawi (early feminist), Babakr Badri (Sudanese
leader of the Mahdist movement that opposed Anglo-Egyptian rule), Ahmad
“Urabi (leader of the 1881-82 rebellion), Salama Musa (social and political
thinker), Taha Husayn (cultural figure and minister of education), “‘Uth-
man Ahmad ‘Uthman (political figure and commercial developer), Ahmad
Amin (literary historian), Khalid Muhammad Khalid (religious reformer),
Muhammad “Abduh (the single most influential religious reformer of the
nineteenth century), Muhammad Farid (nationalist political figure), and
Sayyid Qutb (religious reformer of the Muslim Brotherhood), as well as
‘Abd al-"Azim Ramadan’s full-length study of twentieth-century Egyptian
political memoirs covering many less famous examples.*!

The overall impression that Arabic autobiography is an extremely rare
phenomenon is due primarily to the small number of examples that have
been available to scholars. Rosenthal treats twenty-three texts in his article.*?
The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature cites seventeen of these texts* and
Bernard Lewis lists twenty-one of them in his survey, “First-Person Narrative
in the Middle East.”* Ihsan “Abbas treated seventeen texts, and Shawqi Dayf
broadened the field slightly by treating twenty-six.** A 1989 dissertation by
Saleh al-Ghamdi presents twenty-seven autobiographical works dating from
the ninth to the sixteenth century.* Thus the same corpus of approximately
two dozen texts has provided the foundation for all twentieth-century stud-
ies of the genre of Arabic autobiography up to the present. Although a
large number of premodern Arabic autobiographical texts have been ed-
ited from manuscript and published in Arabic in the sixty years since the
publication of Rosenthal’s study, there simply has not been a conceptual
category for premodern Arabic autobiography in either western or Arab
scholarship that would cause them to be grouped together and thereby
draw the attention of scholars.

A second major assumption follows from the supposed rarity of Arabic
autobiographies: those few texts that have attracted scholarly attention have
been presumed to be, and have therefore been studied as, anomalies rather
than as part of a literary genre or historical tradition. Ironically, al-Suyuti,
writing in 1485, was far more aware of the Arabic autobiographical tradi-
tion than most Arab or western scholars are today. This tendency to ex-
amine autobiographical texts as isolated, unrelated texts has even affected
the scholarly understanding of the course of twentieth-century Arabic lit-
erature. Although several modern autobiographies, particularly that of
Taha Husayn, are considered to be among the greatest works of modern
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Arabic literature, surveys of that literature have completely ignored the
genre. Instead, the attention of the literary establishment, influenced by
the prestige of the novel in the West, has been focused almost entirely on
the development of the Arabic novel. Modern Arabic autobiographies are
thus most often dealt with as romans manqués.*” The Cambridge History of
Arabic Literature contains no separate treatment of modern autobiography
and notes only that several early Arabic novels were autobiographical*® and
that Taha Husayn’s work, al-Ayyam, is an autobiography.* Pierre Cachia,
author of a study on Taha Husayn, does not mention any other autobiog-
raphies in his collection of essays surveying modern Arabic literature.” And
M. M. Badawi, who briefly treats the ubiquitous al-Ayyam, finds it disap-
pointing for not being more of a novel:

But despite the fact that it is one of the most attractive literary works in mod-
ern Arabic, al-Ayyam is not a novel. For all its irony and detachment, its vivid
characterization, its humorous and pathetic situations, it is still no more than
an inspired autobiography.®!

This treatment of autobiographies, both medieval and modern, as a col-
lection of wunrelated texts, on the one hand, and as awkward
(mis)representations of other genres such as biography, historical writings,
or novels, on the other, has led scholars to ignore both the historical links
between these texts and the literary discussions and evaluations of the genre
of autobiography penned by premodern Arab authors. The late medieval
critical discourse in which writers addressed issues such as whether an au-
tobiography is more historically reliable than a biography, whether it is
more virtuous to leave the writing of one’s life to others (thus avoiding
charges of vanity and self-aggrandizement), whether one should write an
autobiography as a separate work or embed it in larger work, and so forth,
has been completely ignored.

The third major hindrance to the study of Arabic autobiography has
been the early judgments of Misch and Rosenthal that these Arabic texts
do not constitute “true” autobiographies. Their opinions have been ac-
cepted as authoritative and repeated uncritically in survey works for more
than half a century, a state of affairs that has successfully discouraged any
serious reevaluation of the genre. This alleged shortcoming is variously
formulated as the absence of any depiction of the author’s personality or
personal life or as a sweeping generalization that Arabic biographies and
autobiographies deal only with types and classes rather than with individ-
uals. Gustave von Grunebaum, for example, writes:

Much of Arabic autobiography is limited to the listing of significant dates:
birth, study, public appointments. The personality behind the events remains
shrouded. . . . Only rarely does a scholar—and all the Muslim autobiogra-
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phers are scholars or theologians of one sort or another—describe his per-
sonal character.?

Thus western scholarship has created out of the Arabic autobiographical
and biographical traditions a literary construct in which we find individual
texts describing “types” rather than a type of text describing individuals.
This construction is based on a model so steeped in a particular modern
western conception of biography and autobiography that scholars are un-
able to address effectively an auto/biographical tradition possessed of dif-
ferent literary conventions. This line of thought derives in part from mod-
ern expectations that an autobiography should reveal an interior self
different from, and even at odds with, the exterior public self. In short, the
reader confronted with statements such as those cited above could easily
conclude that autobiography and even biography are either nonexistent or
exceedingly rare in Arabic and that the few examples that do exist are
completely devoid of merit or interest. Such a conclusion would be, quite
simply, false.

Against this prevailing current, a few dissenting voices have occasionally
been raised, most often by scholars of other traditions who have on the
whole been more impressed with the Arabic texts in question than have
western Arabists. The University Library of Autobiography (1918) included not
only translations of the autobiographies of Ibn Sina (Avicenna), al-Ghazali,
and Tamerlane but also a sympathetic introduction by Charles Bushnell.?

The wonderful “confession” of Saint Augustine created no school, was imi-
tated by no successors until, some six hundred years having passed, we begin
to trace the rising culture of the Middle Ages. We then find the first autobi-
ographical successors of Saint Augustine not among Christians, nor even
among Europeans, but among the Arabic scholars of the Mohammedan
Empire.>*

Nearly sixty years later, Aldo Scaglione noted with surprise that, although
they had been readily available in translation for decades, none of these
texts had yet been treated in any existing western study of autobiography.
In his own study devoted to the question, Is there really no true autobi-
ography outside of Christian Europe? in which he examines the texts cited
above as well as a fourth medieval Arabic autobiography, that of the famous
fourteenth-century historiographer Ibn Khaldun, Scaglione felt it necessary
to substantiate his case by comparing each of these texts with contemporary
European texts generally accepted as classic autobiographies.” He argues
that because the Islamic texts can be shown to share basic characteristics
with the canonical European texts, they must therefore also be deemed
autobiographies. Though the arguments he presents are compelling, his
conclusions have had little impact.
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S. D. Goitein’s opinion similarly offers a remarkable contrast to those of
his contemporaries regarding the nature of the Arabic auto/biographical
tradition. He states in reference to al-Baladhuri’s Ansab al-ashraf (Geneal-
ogies of the Descendants of the Prophet Muhammad):

First and foremost, I was impressed by the endless number of individuals
whose personality is clearly brought out, in one way or another, by those
ancient Arabic narratives. In the case of prominent actors on the scene, this
is being done in monographs, composed of consecutive accounts, comple-
mented by longer or shorter disconnected anecdotes, and concluded, usually
subsequent to the story of his death, by a formal description of his character,
illustrated again by the narration of relevant deeds, dicta, or incidents.*

This work by al-Baladhurt (d. 8g2) is not strikingly different from the rest
of the Arabic tradition; Goitein’s reading, however, is notably different
from those of many of his peers. He sees in the compound nature of these
texts (narratives, disconnected anecdotes, quotations, formal descriptions
of character, deeds, dicta, etc.), not a chaotic jumble devoid of personali-
ties, but a discourse of multiple texts that is, in part, deeply concerned with
the portrayal of character.

Only as more Arabic autobiographical writings find their way into print
and translation will scholars be able to evaluate this tradition from a firmer
foundation. In comparison to the extraordinary corpus of premodern Ar-
abic biographical materials, the strand of autobiographical writings will
always appear a weaker step-sibling. In comparison to the corpus of Euro-
pean autobiographical texts for many of the same periods, however, the
Arabic corpus is a tradition of substance clearly worthy of further explo-
ration. Its study seems particularly vital as its very existence calls into ques-
tion many western assumptions about the representation of self, conscious-
ness, personality, and identity.

A reading of the corpus used as the basis for this study, a far larger body
of texts than previously assembled, leads to a number of initial conclusions:
(1) Arabic autobiographies—defined as texts that present themselves as a
description or summation of the author’s life, or a major portion thereof,
as viewed retrospectively from a particular point in time—are far more
numerous than has been assumed, even though they constitute a minor
genre when contrasted with the vast body of Arabic biographical and pros-
opographical writings; (2) premodern Arabic autobiographers reveal con-
siderably more about their personal and “inner” lives in their texts than
has been previously documented, but much of this information is made
manifest only through careful, close reading of the texts and a thorough
awareness of their social milieus and literary strategies; and (g) a general
literary “autobiographical consciousness” became firmly established in the
medieval Arabic literary tradition, an awareness that is articulated in pas-
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sages of Arabic autobiographies that address various motivations for writing
autobiographies, the works of earlier autobiographers, and the ethical and
religious implications of writing autobiographies.

Redefining the Issues

In attempting to provoke a reevaluation of autobiography in world litera-
ture, two courses of action are possible. One is to unearth the noncanonical
elements subversively present in the current western canon and so recover
or reemphasize these aspects of cultural diversity. It is rarely stressed, for
example, that Galen and Nicholas lived and wrote in Asia Minor (in mod-
ern-day Turkey and Syria) or that Augustine, whose work is held to rest so
squarely within the western European tradition of autobiography, wrote
from North Africa and that it is a North African childhood and youth that
he describes so intensely in his Confessions. Nor is it often stressed, although
modern scholars often construct Augustine’s work as the foundation of the
western autobiographical tradition, that more than seven centuries passed
before a “true” European was to write an autobiography that approached
the works of these figures. Thus, both geographically and historically, these
writers of seminal autobiographies must be insinuated into the western
tradition by adjusting the (sometimes suspiciously) flexible boundaries of
“‘western culture.” Why, for example, should Europeans construe them-
selves as any more the heirs to Greek thought than Islamic culture when
Islamic culture, in Arabic linguistic form, adopted, nurtured, and added to
that body of knowledge for centuries before its transmission to Europe
proper?

Even in the body of texts written by Europeans as conventionally defined,
there are some intriguing moments of possible contact with other
traditions. Several scholars have pointed out, for example, that one of the
few autobiographies by a medieval European monarch, the Libre dels Feyts
of James I of Aragon (1208-76), appears to be heavily influenced by, if not
overtly modeled on, medieval Arabic literary forms. There were as yet few
European examples of autobiography to be imitated and none at all for
the autobiography of a king.*

The other more ambitious and potentially more fruitful course of action
is to open up nonwestern traditions of autobiography for closer examina-
tion. Chinese literature offers an example of an autobiographical tradition
that endured for centuries and underwent a number of rises and falls in
popularity and several major transformations in terms of form and genre,
yet has scarcely been touched on in western scholarship.’® The Chinese
tradition appears to present a fascinating parallel to the Arabic tradition
in that it, too, has provoked little attention among modern native scholars
and both traditions may be said to have been far better known among late
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medieval literati than among twentieth-century academics. The Tibetan
tradition presents itself as another interesting candidate for in-depth study.
Tibetan spiritual autobiographies are not only numerous and extremely
sophisticated but also constitute a major portion of the earliest known Ti-
betan texts.” Thus the Tibetan autobiographical tradition seems to offer
us a remarkable counterexample in which spiritual autobiography is not
a late-developing genre but rather one of the foundational genres of an
entire literary tradition. A reexamination of medieval and early modern
Japanese nikki works (inadequately referred to in English as “diaries”)
and other autobiographical texts seems to be equally promising. Such
works as the eleventh-century Heian literary diaries of Murasaki Shikibu,
Sarashina, and Izumi Shikibu and, from later periods, texts such as the
autobiography of Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725) and the spiritual autobiog-
raphy of his contemporary, Hakuin Ekaku (1686-1769), all seem ripe for
reevaluation with fewer Eurocentric and presentist assumptions about the
literary conventions of “true” autobiography and a less parochial concep-
tualization of ideas such as the self, the human personality, and “individ-
ualism.”®

Given the importance accorded autobiography for the understanding
of culture, personality, and society, it is imperative to study nonwestern
traditions both for their own sake and comparatively. This path of study
will highlight previously overlooked aspects of European autobiographies
and should provoke new and insightful readings. The present work is de-
signed as a step in this direction.

The Arabic autobiographical tradition presents itself as a particularly
important example by virtue of both its historical and its textual dimen-
sions. It is a tradition that originated early (ninth—eleventh centuries), has
endured for more than a millennium, evolved in a number of different
directions in terms of formal characteristics, and, perhaps most important,
articulated itself in discussions and critical writings about the autobiograph-
ical act.

With this background in mind, the simple phrase of our fifteenth-
century Arab autobiographer, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, “Scholars from ancient
to modern times have continually written biographical accounts of them-
selves,” stands as a significant challenge to the views of late-twentieth-
century literary scholarship on the history of autobiography in world lit-
erature and the act of portraying the self in human culture.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Origins of Arabic Autobiography

Biographical Traditions: Early Prototypes

The Arabs of pre-Islamic times practiced a type of oral biography in the
form of short narratives called akhbar (sing. khabar). When reciting his ge-
nealogy, a tribesman would add identifying remarks and accounts of mem-
orable incidents associated with certain figures in the lineage.' Similarly, a
poem would be transmitted along with reports about the poet and the
occasion for the composition of the verses. These paired elements, the
informational khabar and the transmitted text (whether a list of names or
a poem), affirmed each other’s authority and authenticity, and the joined
elements of anecdote and poem, or anecdote and genealogy, commonly
remained together in oral tradition as a single discursive unit. For this
reason, perhaps, the khabar remained unitary and limited in focus and
never expanded to the point of becoming the summation of a life.? With
the advent of Arabic writing and the proliferation of literacy, it was pri-
marily by the accumulation and combination of akhbar that biographies
(along with various sorts of extended history accounts) were first con-
structed. The pattern of linking poetry and prose into a single discourse
imprinted itself very strongly on early Arabic written literature and greatly
influenced the formation of written historical and literary genres during
the early Islamic period (seventh—ninth centuries).?

From the rich but fragmentary materials of oral tradition, a written schol-
arly tradition of compilation and anthologization emerged. Under the early
caliphs of the Umayyad dynasty (661-750), the historical lore of the pre-
Islamic Arabs, along with reports of events in early Islamic history, was
committed to writing. Massive collections of poems, place-names, geneal-
ogies, rare and obscure vocabulary, and many other types of knowledge
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were compiled directly from oral sources. The tenth-century bibliographer
Ibn al-Nadim has left a catalog of these early works, which also included
lists of caliphs, compilations of anecdotes about poets, and incidents from
the lives of early political figures. From such early collections of akhbar,
later historians compiled the first dynastic and annalistic histories, some-
times juxtaposing conflicting accounts in a single work and leaving the
reader to choose among them. Finally, reports of the words and actions of
the Prophet Muhammad were collected in authoritative compendiums that
listed the transmitters of each report by name. Eventually, the written tra-
dition began to generate its own distinctive genres, less dependent on the
form of the raw data being collected, among which were a number of gen-
res that can be more properly termed biographical in varying degrees.

Influenced perhaps by the genealogical model, the earliest independent
biographical listings take as their subject groups of specialized professionals
such as hadith transmitters, poets, singers, and so forth, rather than single
individuals.* The treatment of subjects as members of a group, however
defined, remained the most common technique of Arabic biographical
writing. The major exception was the life of the Prophet Muhammad, re-
censions of which date back to the eighth century. Early versions of his life
story, called maghazr (military expeditions), deal primarily with his cam-
paigns, while later compilations, called siyar (see below), offer accounts of
his career from birth to death.® Although biographies of later figures were
never as detailed as those of the Prophet, the siyar provided a model of life
narration whose influence is evident in the biographical as well as the au-
tobiographical writings of later centuries.

By the seventh century, the reports of the Prophet’s career had been
collected and arranged into a sequential narrative. But many scholars were
interested in such reports only to the extent that they could support, or
produce, a particular interpretation of the law. Reports of legal, ritual, and
theological importance were thus separated out and given the name hadith,
“reports of the Prophet’s exemplary words and deeds.” To confirm the
reliability of hadithreports, it was necessary to examine the men and women
who had transmitted them. Did the scholar cited as the transmitter of a
particular report have a reputation for veracity and good character? Could
he have met the teacher from whom he claimed to have heard the hadith?
Were the two men actually in Mecca (or Medina, or Kufa) at the same
time? Did he receive authorization (¢jaza) to transmit this particular report?
And so forth. To keep track of such information, had:ith scholars compiled
lists of the Prophet’s companions and of those Muslims of subsequent gen-
erations who transmitted on their authority. Many such lists contain little
more than names, in chronological or alphabetical order; others, however,
notably the compilation of Ibn Sa'd (d. 845), contain extensive akhbar
about many of their subjects. As crucial elements in the authentication of
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transmitted knowledge, biographical data were rapidly assimilated to, and
developed within, the domain of historical writing.®

Biographical Writing: Literary Genres

The most significant types of Arabic biographical writing that present them-
selves as complete summations of a life in one fashion or another are sira,
tarjama, barnamaj, fahrasa, and manaqib. The sira and tarjama were both
geographically and historically quite widespread and are dealt with in detail
below; the terms barnamaj and fahrasa, however, have been limited to spe-
cific regions and periods. The term barnamaj, in the sense of biography,
was used almost exclusively in Islamic Spain (eighth—fifteenth centuries)
and later, to a much lesser extent, in North Africa,” while the use of fahrasa
or fihrist to denote a biography or autobiography is restricted to North
Africa and particularly to Sufi contexts.® For brevity’s sake, as the barnamaj
and fahrasarefer to texts that are structurally almost identical to the tarjama,
they are addressed here as regional variants of that basic form.

As we shall see, the genres sira and tarjama (in its several variant forms)
eventually developed recognized subgenres in which the author recorded
his own life rather than that of someone else. These constitute the two
genres of early medieval Arabic literature that most closely resemble the
western concept of autobiography. The last of the biographical forms men-
tioned above, however, the manaqib (lit. “virtues”), never seems to have
been used for autobiographical purposes; the form was apparently too ex-
plicitly linked to praise and encomia to be adapted for use in autobiograph-
ical writings. Manaqib works were written about religious and political fig-
ures, groups of people, occasionally of cities, and even of the Islamic
religion itself.? The vast majority, especially in later centuries, were focused
on religious figures, particularly Sufi mystics. Other terms associated with
the biographies of religious figures are akhbar (accounts), akhlag (morals),
Jfada’il (superior qualities), khasa’s (attributes), and ma’athir wa-mafakhir
(glorious deeds and gracious qualities). These forms, however, along with
the manaqib, remained entirely biographical in nature and never seem to
have developed parallel autobiographical traditions, as did the sira and tar-
jama forms.

Stra (Exemplary Life Story)

The sira is the earliest of the full biographical forms, dating at least to the
second Islamic century (eighth century) with the works of Ibn Ishaq (d.
76%7) and Ibn Hisham (d. 828 or 834) on the Prophet Muhammad. Derived
from the verb sara, meaning “to go” or “to travel,” the noun sira denoted
a path or journey, one’s manner of proceeding, and by extension, the be-
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havior or conduct of an individual.’ It eventually came to mean a biogra-
phy, in particular that of the Prophet Muhammad. The form soon came to
serve as a vehicle for the retelling of other famous lives, such as Ibn Shad-
dad’s sira of Saladin (Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi), Badr al-Din al-Ayni’s biog-
raphy of the Mamluk sultan al-Mu’ayyad, al-Sayf al-muhannad fi sirat al-malik
al-Muv’ayyad (The Fine Indian Blade on the Life of King al-Mu’ayyad), and
many others.

The sira thus became an independent work devoted to the biography of
an individual; although there are far fewer of these texts than the hundreds
of thousands of shorter biographical notices that have come down to us,
they still constitute a sizable body of literature. In addition, the term sira
appears to have carried the connotation of an exemplary life, such as that
of the Prophet Muhammad or his son-in-law, ‘Ali, and in certain later pe-
riods is found predominantly among Shi‘ite writers. In the late medieval
and premodern periods, the title manaqib (virtues) became the most com-
mon term for single-subject biographies of religious exemplars. Despite the
change in nomenclature, managib works often proceeded in the manner
of a sira, documenting the subject’s career from birth to death using eye-
witness testimony and lists of teachers, students, family members, and works
composed.

The term sira grew to encompass autobiographies as well, as seen in the
case of the work of another al-Mu’ayyad, al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi (d. 1077),
who recounts the events of his own life, although it is difficult to determine
whether the title Swrat al-Mw’ayyad was originally used by the author or ap-
plied to the text by later copyists. In any case, the two types of sira, bio-
graphical and autobiographical, were not initially distinguished from one
another. The genre, as such, consisted of the literary representation of a
life as a subgenre of history and did not differentiate between first-person
and third-person texts; and as some autobiographical texts were also written
in the third person, the texts themselves were at times not formally differ-
ent. Although a sira might be given a formal, often flowery, title when
composed, it later often came to be known simply as “The Siura of so-and-
so” in medieval bibliographies, indexes, and cross-references in other
works.!!

The term sura in reference to an independent auto/biographical text
became less and less common over the centuries (with the exception of its
continual use in reference to the biography of the Prophet), and fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century writers such as al-Suyuti, Ibn Tulun, and al-Sha‘rani
do not even mention it in their discussions of autobiography. One reason
for this disappearance may be that by this later period the term sira had
also come to designate a genre of folk epic, such as the epics of the poet-
warrior ‘Antar ibn Shaddad, the heroine Dhat al-Himma, and the Bedouin
tribe of the Bani Hilal.'? This extension of the term may well have grown
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out of the idea of the exemplary life, for the genre consists primarily of
highly romanticized accounts of larger-than-life heroes and their adven-
tures. The term was revived in the twentieth century, however, in modern
Arabic both as a term for biography and as part of a compound neologism,
al-sira al-dhatiyya (self-sira), now the most common term for autobiography.

Most Arabic biographical writings from the early medieval to the modern
period, however, do not take the form of independent works, that is, as
individual siras (Ar. pl. siyar), but rather in various forms of biographical
collections and anthologies. The production of biographical dictionaries
(tabaqat ), annalistic histories (fawarikh), which included biographical no-
tices, and biographical materials preserved in anecdotal form (akhbar)
reached stupendous proportions during the Islamic Middle Ages. Some of
the larger biographical compendiums contain well over ten thousand bi-
ographical notices, and the number of compendiums themselves is in the
thousands. Biographical writing was for centuries one of the most wide-
spread genres of Arabic literature.'?

Tabaqgat (Biographical Dictionaries)

Most Arabic biographies are found in special collections, referred to in
English as “biographical dictionaries” or “biographical compendiums.” The
earliest of these were devoted to the generations (Ar. sing. tabaga) in a
category or class of people, hence the Arabic name for the genre, tabagat
(lit. “generations”). A great number of different “classes” (sing. sinf or
ta’ifa) provided the framework for such compendiums in the Islamic Mid-
dle Ages: Qurian reciters, physicians, caliphs, scholars of hadith, jurists of
the Shafi1 legal tradition, theologians of the Mu‘tazili school, Shi‘ite schol-
ars from Bahrain, grammarians from Yemen, famous women scholars of
Egypt, poets of the sixteenth century, poets the author met personally,
teachers of the author, and so on. Occupations, geographic origins, sec-
tarian and dogmatic affiliations, historical periods (particularly centennial
compilations), tribal and family groupings, and even first names and nick-
names were all used as parameters for defining a particular group to be
covered in a given biographical dictionary. Women scholars were com-
monly included in medieval biographical compendiums, and some collec-
tions devoted special sections to various classes of women including poets,
religious scholars, and mystics.'* The variety as well as the number of tabaqat
works is at times overwhelming. Medieval Islamic society preserved massive
amounts of biographical data, and these data were accessed, referenced,
and crossreferenced in a multitude of ways.

The organization of these biographical works and other reference works
from the same period reflects an intellectual milieu in which classification
and categorization, often involving the marshaling of astonishing amounts
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of specific detail such as dates, names, book titles, and lists of teachers
represented the predominant methodology for the acquisition, organiza-
tion, authentication, and transmission of knowledge. The ubiquity of this
intellectual methodology has led some modern scholars to decry the entire
Arabic autobiographical and biographical tradition as one concerned only
with human beings as representatives of classes or (stereo)types and not
with individuals and individual characteristics.

This judgment misses the point of classical Arabic biographical writing
as its practitioners understood it. Beginning in the ninth century and pos-
sibly earlier, Muslim scholars elaborated competing visions of (religious)
authority according to which various groups of qualified practitioners
(e.g., hadith scholars, jurists, Sufis) claimed responsibility for the main-
tenance of aspects of the Prophetic legacy. Given this framework, the
biographer’s primary task consisted of establishing the specific group’s
claim to the Prophetic legacy and then documenting the transmission
of that legacy from one generation of practitioners to another. This para-
digm carried over even to groups whose relation to the Prophet and the
Revelation were tenuous or nonexistent (physicians, singers, poets, etc.),
all of whose biographers wrote of them as members of professional collec-
tivities. Especially in the more obviously religious contexts, the biographer
had little incentive to document his subjects’ idiosyncrasies. Thus tabaqat
do not fail to take account of individuality; rather, they succeed in exclud-
ing it."?

This does not mean that tabagat entries entirely lack individuation; in-
deed, many of them contain vivid incident and evocative detail. The
amount of individuation and detail varies according to both the “class” of
the person represented and his or her social and historical prominence:
famous figures almost invariably receive more detailed treatment; bio-
graphical notices of poets generally feature more clearly delineated per-
sonalities than those of hadith scholars. Yet even these elaborations must
be understood in the context of collective and contrastive self-definition
through biography. A figure who attained exemplary status in his profes-
sional collectivity, or who became a subject of dispute in the controversies
that erupted between scholarly and professional groups, attracted to him-
self or herself evidentiary narratives pro and con, all of which found their
way into his or her biographical entry. Disputation, competition, and con-
tention prompted a similar expansion of autobiographical narrative, as the
works of Hunayn ibn Ishaq, Ibn Buluggin, and al-Suyuti—among others—
show.

Seen in this light, the relationship of autobiography to biography
appears to be rather ambiguous. On the one hand, biography provided
a literary framework for the emergence of autobiographical literary forms.
On the other hand, if the overall project of biography tended to down-
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play and even exclude “individuality,” it is difficult to see how the emer-
gence of autobiography as a literary act can be traced directly to the bio-
graphical endeavors that preceded it. Even so, the raw material and re-
search methodologies used by compilers of these biographical dictionaries
eventually gave rise to autobiographical writings in the form of the tarjama,
an individual (biographical or autobiographical) entry in a larger compi-
lation.

Tarjama (Biographical Notice)

Most of the entries found in biographical compendiums belong to the
genre tarjama, a term with Aramaic origins that can be referred to simply
as a “biographical notice.”® In modern Arabic the term literally means a
“translation” (cf. Aramaic targum) or an “interpretation,” a sense that was
also present in medieval Arabic. But in medieval Arabic the verb tarjama
also meant to give a work, or an individual section of a work, a title or
heading, as seen in the introduction to a work by the famous Andalusian
judge, al-Qadi ‘Iyad: “I have given it the title [wa-tarjamtuhu bi-] Madhahib
al-hukkam fi nawazil al-ahkam [The Methods of Judges in the Judgment of
Cases].”” By extension, the term may have come to mean a work that was
divided into sections with headings.

The term tarjama thus contains three central and interrelated ideas, that
of explanation or interpretation, that of transformation into a different
medium, and that of clarification by means of division into sections and
labeling. The tarjama as biographical notice may be taken to be a repre-
sentation of a person, to be distinguished from the physical being; it is an
inexact, imperfect copy of a life, just as a commentary cannot represent the
original text, or a translation represent the Qur’an.'® But it is a key to the
person, a clarification, an attempt to label and explain his or her actions
and accomplishments and make them comprehensible to posterity and
accessible to the student. To reach the original person in a more direct
fashion can only be accomplished by reading the original text, that is, his
or her works, or by receiving his or her teachings through oral transmission,
passed down through generations of teachers. The biography may
therefore be seen as a commentary on an original, a key to a great thinker,
past or present.

The basic constituent parts of a tarjama usually consisted of an account
of the subject’s name and ancestry, date of birth (and death, if applicable),
a catalog of teachers (mashyakha, mu‘jam, or thabat),"” a bibliography of
works written by the subject (fikrist or fahrasa),* travel and pilgrimage ac-
counts (rihla),?" and collections of entertaining or illuminating anecdotes
(nawadir and akhbar) .?* In addition, depending on the subject’s profes-
sional affliation, a tarjama might include collections of personal letters and
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formal epistles (rasa’l and ikhwaniyyat) ,*® selections of poetry (shir),** ac-
counts of visions and dreams (manamat or manazir),?”® and accounts of mi-
nor miracles (karamat) and virtues (manaqib) .*°

These sections of the tarjama were also composed and published in cer-
tain contexts as independent works completely separate from any entry in
a biographical compendium. These forms (both as traditional sections of
a tarjama and as independent works) merit careful study both for the in-
formation they contain about Islamic society in different time periods and
as the means for representing dimensions of an individual’s life. Unfortu-
nately, however, most of them have attracted little scholarly attention be-
cause they fall outside the primary lines of modern historical and religious
research. It is astonishing how little information is available about the his-
torical development of these forms despite their status as the primary ve-
hicles through which an enormous amount of knowledge about premodern
Arabo-Islamic society has come down to us. Literary scholars have rejected
them as more properly the realm of historians, and historians have, on the
whole, treated them as transparent and unproblematic, deeming the lit-
erary conventions either obvious or uninteresting.?”

The Arabic tarjamarepresents a carefully categorized frame for depicting
the most crucial information about a person in an intellectual context that
focused on a person’s value as a transmitter and contributor to knowledge
and to a shared academic and spiritual heritage. The categories in which
this information was presented existed both as constituent parts of the
tarjama itself and, when expanded, as independent literary genres that
could circulate on their own.

Curiously, the portion of the tarjama for which the least articulated ter-
minology developed was the opening narrative segment, which provided
the historical “life story” of the subject, although some sources do refer to
this section of a tarjama as the sira. Here a sharp contrast with the western
tradition becomes quite clear, for it is only the “life story” that is generically
labeled and developed in the western tradition as auto/biography. In the
West, it is relatively rare for this narrative to be coupled directly with a
person’s literary, artistic, or intellectual output; even personal letters are
often edited and published separately. In a lengthy medieval Arabic tar-
jama, however, the basic historical information was often combined directly
with the biographer’s (or autobiographer’s) selection of the subject’s best
poetry, letters, and bons mots; the subject’s life story and literary produc-
tion were thus often represented side by side and traveled through time
together as the tarjama was quoted, expanded, or summarized by later bi-
ographers and compilers.
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Autobiographical Subgenres

When the author of a biographical compendium came to a point where it
was logical or desirable to write his own entry, he did so in either the first-
or third-person voice, and the result was termed a tarjamat al-nafs, “self-
tarjama,” or the author was said to have written a tarjama of himself (tarjama
nafsah or tarjama li-nafsih). Even more widespread as a practice was the
writing of a self-tarjama so that it could be included in a biographical com-
pendium edited by someone else. At times these autobiographies were pro-
duced at the direct request of the compiler of the biographical dictionary.
Many such texts are included in collections that consist primarily of biog-
raphies and are sometimes only identified as autobiographies by a single
line or phrase such as “the following text that he wrote about himself.” The
autobiographical text mught appear in its complete form, or the compiler
might present only selections from the autobiography, which are then in-
terspersed with material from other sources confirming, contradicting, or
supplementing the autobiographical passages. At times the result is a seam-
less account in which it is quite difficult to distinguish between the hand
of the biographer and the hand of the autobiographer; at other times the
final product may clearly reproduce the voice of the autobiographer sep-
arate from that of the biographer and those of additional sources.

One rich example of this process is the “autobiography” of Ibn al-Adim
(d. 1262) as told to Yaqut al-Hlamaw1 (d. 1229), which includes passages,
carefully distinguished as such, from Ibn al-"Adim’s written autobiography
(produced at the request of Yaqut), oral material collected from Ibn al-
‘Adim in an interview with Yaqut about the written autobiography, as well
as a variety of other sources, both written and oral.*® Yaqut (one of the
major biographical compilers of his day and himself the author of an au-
tobiography) meticulously reproduces all of these separate voices in this
text and in a number of similar examples. The resulting texts reveal a great
deal about Yaqut’s methodology in conducting interviews, gathering infor-
mation, and assembling texts from oral and written primary sources.
Through these texts we can catch glimpses of the autobiographical sub-
strata of the mass of biographical writings that have come down to us in
anthologized form. A thorough examination of the biographical compen-
diums should provide more concrete indications as to the nature and ex-
tent of such autobiographical practices, even though many of the autobi-
ographical texts referred to are no doubt lost.

Thus the biographical tarjama, like the sira, developed an autobiograph-
ical subgenre. At first, these self-composed autobiographical notices were
scarcely distinguishable from their biographical siblings; this subgenre con-
tinued to exist for centuries. Eventually, however, the self-tarjamas provided
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a major impetus for the development of independent autobiographies and
began to take on distinguishing characteristics of their own.

Other Influences

Discussions of the contribution of ancient Greek and Persian literatures to
the development of Arabic autobiography focus primarily on the impact of
works by the Greek physician Galen of Pergamon (d. ca. 200) and the
Persian physician Burzoe (sixth century).?” Arabic translations of these texts
circulated widely in the Middle Ages, and references to them appear in
several Arabic autobiographies written between the tenth and twelth cen-
turies. The philosophers al-Razi (Latin Rhazes) and Ibn Sina (Latin Avi-
cenna), the physicians Ibn Ridwan and Ibn al-Haytham, and Samaw’al al-
Maghribi, a Jewish convert to Islam, all note their familiarity with one or
another of these texts in their own autobiographical writings.*

Burzoe is best known as the translator of the famous collection of animal
fables, the Panchatantra, from Sanskrit into Middle Persian. His Persian text
was then translated into Arabic by Ibn al-Mugqaffa® (d. 755 or 756) in the
early eighth century and retitled Kalila wa-Dimna. All that is known about
Burzoe’s life comes from the short texts prefaced to various redactions and
translations of Kalila wa-Dimna, which include at least five different versions
of his travels to India and two versions of his autobiography. One of the
most common of the accounts of his journey to India relates that the Per-
sian king Khusraw Anushirawan (r. 541-79) had heard of a fabulous col-
lection of tales in India and charged Burzoe with the task of obtaining it.
Once in India, Burzoeé resides in the court of the Indian king for a time
before daring to attempt to see this marvelous book. He befriends an In-
dian by the name of Azawayh and discourses lengthily with him on the
nature of true friendship. Finally, he makes his request, and Azawayh brings
him the book from the king’s chambers. Burzoeé copies it, translates it, and
then returns to Persia. King Khusraw is so pleased that he offers Burzoe
whatever reward he should desire, but Burzoé accepts only a cloak as rec-
ompense and requests that his own life story be appended to the work. The
king orders this done.

Another version has Burzoe traveling to India in search of powerful
herbs that grow in the mountains there, which, when properly prepared,
are capable of reviving the dead. Despite many attempts, Burzoe fails in
this task. He then meets a group of Indian sages, however, who explain
that this legend is but an allegory: the mountains are wise men, the herbs
their books, and the dead the ignorant of the earth. Satisfied with this
explanation, Burzoeé returns to Persia and presents a large number of books
he has translated to King Khusraw.*!
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Burzoe’s autobiography offers yet another version of the events narrated
in the account of his journey to India. An accomplished physician, Burzoe
despairs of his craft because, in the end, he can only cure disease tempo-
rarily and all of his wards eventually succumb to death. He seeks spiritual
solace, but none of the religions he turns to offers an answer to his malaise.
In the text he twice mentions that he traveled to India, presumably as part
of his spiritual quest, and once notes that he translated books there. Even-
tually, however, he renounces the world and becomes an ascetic.

Burzoe’s life story is recounted in an ahistorical mode devoid of such
details as names, dates, or places and is structured in a manner that evinces
little sense of chronology. It can scarcely be said to have influenced the vast
majority of Arabic autobiographies, which are specifically devoted to doc-
umenting the historical details of their authors’ lives. Yet one text in par-
ticular, by al-Ghazali (d. 1111), does bear some resemblance to Burzoe’s
text. Al-Ghazali was a religious scholar and professor at the pinnacle of his
highly successful career when he suffered a crisis that literally left him un-
able to speak. According to his autobiography, al-Mungidh min al-dalal (The
Deliverer from Error), as a result of this episode he retired from public life
in pursuit of Truth.??> None of the known schools of religious thought sat-
isfied him, however, until he encountered Sufi mysticism, which provided
the spiritual peace he craved. He withdrew from the world to live the life
of an ascetic but eventually, years later, returned to his post and wrote his
autobiography as a guide to other seekers. Thus, unlike Burzoe’s nihilistic
despair, al-Ghazali’s text draws on Islamic traditions of didacticism and
emulation and offers itself as a guide to the true path.

Galen of Pergamon included personal references and autobiographical
details in a number of his writings, but two works in particular are thought
to have had some influence on the early Arabic tradition: On My Books and
On the Ordering of My Books. In the former, Galen sought to provide a defin-
itive list of his own works after having noted in the book markets of Rome
that some of his works were circulating under the names of other authors
and still other works were being falsely attributed to him. In the latter,
however, Galen did more than simply list his works. In the opening section
he attempted to order them as they should be read by students, from the
most basic texts to the most difficult and complex, while in a subsequent
section he provides brief accounts of his reasons for writing certain works
and the time and place in which he did so. In this rough chronology Galen
includes brief references to his travels and education and his lengthy con-
flicts with rivals jealous of his success.?®

Autobibliographies similar to Galen’s On My Books did indeed become
one of the common features of Arabic autobiography. At times these book
lists circulated independently, but more often, unlike Galen’s work, they
were included in a larger autobiographical work that also documented

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

THE ORIGINS OF ARABIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY 47

other aspects of the author’s life such as his birthdate, genealogy, teachers,
and travels. Although On the Ordering of My Books includes more in the way
of personal detail, no Arabic autobiography is structured in a manner sim-
ilar to Galen’s text. The one element for which there are numerous par-
allels, however, is Galen’s account of his jealous rivals. Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s
autobiography (translated in this volume) is very similar in tone to passages
in Galen, and Hunayn, the preeminent translator of Galen of his day, was
certainly familiar with this text; however, Hunayn’s account is more closely
patterned on the biblical/Qur’anic account of Joseph, which he, as a Chris-
tian, would have known equally well (see the introduction to the transla-
tion). Another account of intellectual rivalry is found centuries later in the
autobiography of al-Suyuti, also translated in this volume.

It is clear that the autobiographical writings of both Burzoe and Galen
circulated widely and may thus have helped to set the stage for the emer-
gence of the Arabic autobiographical tradition; however, other than the
autobibliography subgenre noted above, neither text seems to have influ-
enced in any direct manner the form, structure, style, or content of Arabic
biographical or autobiographical writing.

A final thread that played a critical role in the rise of Arabic autobiog-
raphy was that of spiritual, particularly Sufi, autobiographical writings the
origins of which are traced by Rosenthal as far back as al-Muhasibi (d. 857)
and al-Tirmidhi (d. 8g8), and continue through al-Ghazali’s al-Mungidh
min al-dalal and the works of many later Sufi autobiographers such as al-
Simnani, Zarruq, al-Sharani, al-Yusi, and Ibn “Ajiba.** In these works the
author’s path of spiritual development constitutes the central focus of the
text. They are thus by definition texts that portray primarily an “inner self”
and are constructed on a model of transformation and development. They
are also, even more clearly than their scholarly counterparts, constructed
as models for emulation in the sense that embedded in the text is a call or
an invitation to the reader to travel the same spiritual path. Several of these
texts culminate with the author’s “conversion” to the spiritual or mystical
life and may thus also be linked to conversion autobiographies such as
those by Samaw’al al-Maghribi, who converted to Islam in the twelfth cen-
tury, and the Christian writer Fray Anselmo Turmeda, who converted to
Islam in the fourteenth century.

Autobiography as a specific type of Arabic literature thus evolved mainly in
the context of the Arabic biographical tradition, which in turn had
emerged primarily as a branch of historical writing. Autobiographical writ-
ing developed first within two primary forms: szra and tarjama. Limited
exposure to pre-Islamic Greek and Persian models in Arabic translation
exerted some influence on physicians and philosophers of the tenth to
twelfth centuries—the two classes of scholars most directly involved with
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ancient Greek and Persian thought. The Sufi spiritual autobiography also
emerged as a recognizable subtradition of its own, which in turn influenced
even some nonspiritual autobiographical texts. The two recognized indig-
enous Arabic genres, self-sira and self-tarjama, took on numerous modified
forms in different social and literary contexts, but they continued to be
understood by late medieval and premodern writers as constituting a single
recognizable act of writing an account of one’s life for posterity regardless
of the formal differences in the resulting texts.
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CHAPTER THREE

Toward a History of
Arabic Autobiography

If the origins of Arabic autobiographical writing in the swa and tarjama
traditions seem to be clear, the historical time frame for the emergence of
a general recognition of the autobiographical act within the Arabic literary
tradition is more difficult to determine. One of the major obstacles to the
study of Arabic autobiography so far has been the tendency to view auto-
biographical texts as isolated anomalies rather than as examples of a lit-
erary-historical tradition. The sheer number of premodern Arabic autobi-
ographical texts now available effectively negates this approach. Even more
telling than the raw numbers, however, are the direct historical connections
linking many of these texts and their authors and the recurring pattern of
historical “clusters” of autobiographical production. These relationships
not only establish the familiarity of authors with earlier autobiographies
and autobiographers but also provide the groundwork for an understand-
ing of the development of literary conventions in Arabic autobiographical
writing. This chapter provides a basic historical overview of several discrete
dimensions of the development of Arabic autobiography by surveying, first,
historical connections among texts and authors; second, diverse authorial
motives for writing autobiographies as expressed in the texts themselves;
and third, the emergence of a general “autobiographical anxiety” as re-
flected in texts written in justification and defense of the autobiographical
act by Arabic autobiographers.

Historical Clusters

The first “proto-autobiographies” appear to have been composed in isola-
tion from each other. Hunayn’s ninth-century “Irials and Tribulations”
account (translated in this volume) focuses on a defense of himself and his
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reputation against charges of iconoclasm; al-Muhasib1’s spiritual manual,
Kitab al-Nasa’ih (The Book of Advice), from the same century is significant
primarily as a model for later writers assessing and evaluating their spiritual
progress; and al-Tirmidhi’s text (translated in this volume), Buduww sha’n
abt ‘Abd Allah (The Beginning of the Affair of Abu “Abd Allah), consisting
of a very brief life narrative accompanied by a series of dream accounts,
seeks primarily to establish the spiritual authority and status of its author.!

If these earliest Arabic autobiographical writings seem to have been com-
posed in isolation from one another, already by the tenth and early elev-
enth century, short autobiographies by the philosophers and physicians al-
Razi, Ibn al-Haytham, Ibn Sina, and Ibn Ridwan were circulating in
well-known anthologies and would have been familiar to many scholars over
a large geographic expanse. In the same period, the politically and polem-
ically oriented autobiographies of Ibn Hawshab (d. g14) and Ja'far al-Hajib
(d. ca. g54) were circulating in Shi‘ite circles; these two texts survive only
as fragments, but internal textual evidence indicates that the complete texts
were of substantial length.

In the late eleventh and twelfth century, there appears to have been a
flowering of autobiographical writing and personal record keeping, which,
if these did not constitute full autobiographies as such, were widespread
enough for biographers such as Yaqut to draw on extensively in compiling
their biographical dictionaries. Autobiographical writings by al-Dani, al-
Farisi, al-Bayhaqi, Ibn Ma’mun, Yaqut himself, and others circulated in this
manner. Two lengthy, independent autobiographies from the beginning
of this period, those of Ibn Buluggin and al-Ghazali, were composed within
a few years of each other (ca. 1095 and 1107), the former being a political
family history in which the author’s life occupies well over half the work
and the second a systematically organized account of the author’s spiritual
crisis, exploration of differing schools of religious philosophy, and eventual
acceptance of Sufi teachings. The life story of Samaw’al al-Maghrib1 (d.
1174), which recounts his conversion from Judaism to Islam and is attached
to an anti-Jewish polemical treatise, also dates to this period.

In the late twelfth and early thirteenth century, there appears a cluster
of distinctive and noteworthy autobiographical texts written by a group who
lived in Damascus and Aleppo during and immediately after the time of
Saladin, among whom we can establish a number of direct personal links:

1. ‘Umara al-Hakami al-Yamani (d. 1175), poet, diplomat, and historian
executed by crucifixion for treason and/or heresy on the orders of
Saladin;

2. Usama ibn Munqidh (d. 1188), nobleman who fought in the counter-
Crusades as one of Saladin’s commanders;

3. ‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani (d. 1201), Saladin’s personal secre-
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tary and later chronicler of his reign (selections translated in this
volume);

4. Yaqut al-Hamawi (d. 1229), literary historian and prominent biog-
rapher who compiled an enormous biographical encyclopedia of lit-
erary figures, including several of his fellow autobiographers;?

5. ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (d. 1241), prominent physician and teacher
who met Saladin and was rewarded with a position and government
stipend (autobiography translated in this volume);

6. Ibn al“Adim (d. 1262): prominent historian of Aleppo and personal
friend of Yaqut (autobiography translated in this volume);

7. Abu Shama (d. 1268), historian of Saladin’s reign and dynasty (au-
tobiography translated in this volume); and

8. Sa’d al-Din ibn Hamawiyya al-Juwayni (d. 1276), military governor,
historian, and finally Sufi mystic.?

Given their prominence and fame, this group of literati were well aware
of one another’s careers and writings; and, indeed, several of them met
face-to-face. ‘Imad al-Din quotes from “‘Umara’s autobiography in his own
work, Khanidat al-Qasr (The Pearl of the Palace), referring to it as the book
that ‘Umara wrote (musannafuhu).* Although he cites primarily ‘Umara’s
poetry, he presents the poems for the most part in the order in which they
occur in ‘Umara’s autobiography, rather than in that of his diwan (collected
poems).> On one of his frequent trips to Cairo, ‘Imad al-Din actually had
“‘Umara’s poetry recited to him by the son of Usama ibn Mungqidh, who had
heard it from the poet himself—the poetry of one autobiographer recited
to another autobiographer by the son of a third autobiographer!® In ad-
dition, passages from Abu Shama’s historical work, Kitab al-Rawdatayn (The
Book of the Two Gardens), the supplement to which includes his autobi-
ography, seem to indicate a familiarity with both ‘Umara’s work” and Sa‘d
al-Din Juwayni. “Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi describes meeting ‘Imad al-Din al-
Katib al-Isfahani in his autobiography, and Yaqut personally commissioned
the autobiography of his close friend, Ibn al-"Adim, for inclusion in his
compendium.

The production of multiple autobiographical texts from this rather
close-knit literary and scholarly group may have been prompted by these
many personal connections, or the large number of autobiographies known
from this period may only reflect the fact that it has been more intensely
researched than most other periods of Islamic history. Another possibility,
noted by Rosenthal, is that the tremendous political instability of the period
may have helped to foster a fertile context for autobiographical produc-
tion.®

As aresult of the considerable attention devoted to the period of Saladin
and the Crusades by both Arab and western historians, most of these texts
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are well known, commonly used as historical sources, and usually recog-
nized and treated as autobiographies. Among them, however, the work of
‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani stands out, for it is ostensibly a biography
of Saladin. Yet later Arab sources such as al-Suyuti and al-Sha‘rani consis-
tently refer to it as an autobiographical work.? They clearly assessed the
work from its contents and not from the formal framing device of its title
and dedication. Since ‘Tmad al-Din wrote of himself extensively in this work,
it was deemed an act of self-tarjama.

Two other historical clusters appear in Spain. The autobiographer Ibn
Sa‘ld al-Maghribi (d. 1286) knew of the earlier autobiographical notices of
Ibn al-Imam (d. 1155), al-Hijar1 (d. 1155), and Ibn al-Qatta® (d. 1121).1°
Later, Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib (d. 1g%74) states that he saw and read the
autograph copy of the eleventh-century autobiography of Ibn Buluggin
when he visited southern Morocco, where Ibn Buluggin had died in exile,
and then returned home to write his own autobiography. He might also
have been familiar with the autobiography of Abu Hayyan al-Andalusi (d.
1344) who lived a generation earlier, the text of which—although now
lost—achieved some fame in the late Middle Ages and was still being cited
two centuries later by al-Suyuti and al-Sha‘rani in Egypt as a lengthy auto-
biographical work; it was probably written during Abu Hayyan’s sojourn in
Egypt. Only a few years after Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib wrote his text, the
famous historiographer Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406), whose family was originally
from Spain, and who had met and worked with Ibn al-Khatib in Spain in
1363, also wrote an autobiography.!! It is clear that by the end of the four-
teenth century there were numerous examples of independent, lengthy
autobiographies circulating throughout the Arabic-speaking world.

A more tenuous, but still intriguing, connection lies in an encounter
that took place between Ibn Khaldun and Tamerlane (Timur-lenk) outside
of Damascus in 1401. Ibn Khaldun was trapped inside the city during Tam-
erlane’s siege, but Tamerlane had heard of Ibn Khaldun’s presence and
wished to meet him. Ibn Khaldun describes in a dramatic scene in his
autobiography being lowered over the city walls by rope in the middle of
the night. Over a period of six weeks, the two met several times and dis-
cussed a variety of topics, including Ibn Khaldun’s life story, Tamerlane’s
genealogy and place in history, the kings of the ancient world, and the
geography of the Maghreb. At Tamerlane’s request, Ibn Khaldun wrote out
a great deal of information, including a book-length description of the
Maghreb. Ibn Khaldun was eventually released and allowed to return to
Cairo.

It seems plausible that when Tamerlane questioned Ibn Khaldun about
his life, as they had discussed Ibn Khaldun’s other writings, Ibn Khaldun
may have mentioned that he had penned an account of it. And Ibn Khal-
dun, as a historian, might well have asked whether an official biography
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(or autobiography) of Tamerlane was available, or in the process of being
written, that he could consult. In any case, soon thereafter Ibn Khaldun
decided to expand his earlier autobiography so as to include his encounter
with Tamerlane and republish it as an independent volume, for it had
previously existed only as a chapter in a larger historical work.'? An auto-
biography of Tamerlane also appeared and was for centuries accepted as
authentic, although in recent decades most modern scholars have come to
agree that it was probably created a century or more after Tamerlane’s
death and was perhaps written by one of his descendants.?

One of the largest clusters of texts is that associated with Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani and his pupils. Ibn Hajar (d. 1449) wrote several brief autobi-
ographies (one of which is translated in this volume). His student al-
Sakhawi (d. 1497) wrote a thirty-page autobiography that he included in
his celebrated biographical compendium of the ninth Islamic century as
well as an independent autobiography that remains in manuscript,'* and
two of al-Sakhaw1’s students, Ibn Dayba® (d. 1597) and Zarruq (d. 1493),
each wrote autobiographies. Another of Ibn Hajar’s students, al-Suyuti,
wrote a substantial autobiography that was then emulated by Ibn Tulun al-
Dimashqi (d. 1546) and al-Sha‘rani (d. 1565). At more than seven hundred
printed pages, al-Sharani’s text is the longest premodern Arabic autobi-
ography known to us. These texts circulated widely and were cited by later
autobiographers as far afield as India (al-"Aydarus; d. 1628) and Morocco
(Ibn “Ajiba; d. 1809).

A later thread links members of Sufi circles in North Africa. Ibn al-"Ajiba
(d. 1809) was familiar with the autobiographical works of al-Arabi al-
Darqawi (d. 1823),"® Zarruq (d. 1493), al-Sharani (d. 1565), and al-Yusi
(d. 1691). Still another cluster is found in the Shi‘ite community in Jabal
‘Amil (now southern Lebanon) during the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, including Zayn al-Din ibn ‘Ali al-“Amili (d. 1 558), his great-grandson,
“Ali ibn Muhammad al“Amili (d. 1692), and Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-
Hurr al“Amili (d. 1688).

One fascinating cluster of Arabic autobiographies written by enslaved
West Africans appeared in the early nineteenth century in the United States
and the Caribbean. These were made famous by the American popular
press and played prominent roles in several political causes célebres. Al-
though the authors were not personal acquaintances, they may very well
have known of one other. It seems that those who solicited these autobio-
graphical texts did in fact know of the other cases; thus, if the texts them-
selves were not directly linked, the political forces that motivated their com-
position certainly were. The best documented are those written by Abu
Bakr al-Siddiq, ‘Abd al-Rahman, and “‘Umar ibn Sa‘1d.

Abu Bakr al-Siddiq (d. 1850), later renamed Edward Donellan, was orig-
inally from Timbuktu and educated in Jennah. As a child he traveled ex-
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tensively with his teacher but was captured at the age of fourteen or fifteen
by the Ashanti and sold to Christian slave traders. He arrived in the West
Indies in 1807 or 1808 and ended up keeping the accounts for the plan-
tation where he was a slave. He kept these records in Arabic script, which
he then read aloud each evening to the plantation owner in pidgin English.
A visitor to the plantation, Dr. Madden, was so moved by Abu Bakr’s liter-
acy, his faith in the One True God, his highborn rank (he was later often
referred to as a prince), and his desire to return to his homeland that he
fought for his manumission, which was eventually granted in a British court.
On his route homeward, in August 1855, Abu Bakr stopped in England.
There, at the request of his hosts, he wrote out his life story in Arabic.
Though only a few pages long, it offers a vivid description of his childhood
education, his travels, his capture and sale as a slave, and his experiences
among the Christians.

‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 1829), known as “Prince,” originally from the region
of Futa Jalloun, was educated in Timbo, Jennah, and Timbuktu. He was
captured at the age of twenty-one while leading a military expedition, sold
into slavery, and then purchased by a landowner in Tennessee. He ran away
but could not manage to live in the wild and so finally returned. Eventually
he married and had several children. In 1807, in an astonishing develop-
ment, he encountered in the Natchez market John Coates Cox, a man who
had lived in Timbo twenty-five years earlier as a guest of his father. Cox
recognized “Abd al-Rahman and tried to buy him but was rebuffed. He then
petitioned the governor for the slave’s manumission but failed. Finally he
launched a publicity campaign with the help of a local newpaper that prom-
ised to publish and deliver to “Abd al-Rahman’s father a letter written by
his son in Arabic. The U.S. State Department became involved, and “Abd
al-Rahman was freed, but he did not wish to return to Africa without his
wife and children. With help from friends, he launched a lecture tour
across the northern United States to raise money to buy his family’s free-
dom. For a year he was probably the most famous African American in the
nation. During his tour he was constantly asked to write things in Arabic
(when asked to write the Lord’s Prayer, he would dutifully copy out the
opening chapter of the Qur’an). At the request of those fighting for his
cause, ‘Abd al-Rahman wrote a short autobiography in Arabic that was trans-
lated into English and reprinted as part of the newspaper war that had
erupted after his liberation. Eventually his wife was freed, and the two of
them sailed for Liberia in February 1829. On arrival they were delayed by
the rainy season, and, tragically, “Abd al-Rahman died of fever before being
able to complete the final leg of his journey home. His brief autobiography,
written in Arabic and broken English, recounts his life up to the death of
his friend, Mr. Cox.

“‘Umar ibn Said (d. 1864), also known as “Prince Moro,” was originally
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from the region of Futa Toro. Accounts of how he ended up being sold as
a slave vary, but he eventually arrived in South Carolina, probably in 1807.
Reporters portray him as a man of royal lineage and as a converted and
faithful Christian. In 1891 he composed an autobiography in Arabic, later
translated in two different versions, both of which were published. He even
entered into correspondence with Francis Scott Key, author of the “Star-
Spangled Banner.” He remained in the United States until his death; the
Arabic text of the autobiography, lost since 1925, resurfaced in 1998 and
has been published with an introductory analysis."”

In all three cases, the popular press constructed these slaves as “Moors,”
as opposed to “Africans”; as royalty (all three were again and again referred
to as princes); and as Muslims who worshiped God, in contrast to pagans.
The popular press also sought to portray them as potential (or actual)
converts to Christianity. But it was their ability to write in Arabic that set
each of them on the road to celebrity. In the 1820s even many staunch
supporters of slavery were shocked that literate men of noble rank and
education were being maintained as slaves; much of the encouragement
for setting these men free came from Southern slave owners. In all three
cases, the autobiographies were produced at the request of white friends,
but the texts clearly draw on features of the Arabic religious biographical
tradition (although it is unclear, from the evidence available, whether any
of these men had read an Arabic autobiography).

In the nineteenth century, the advent of Arabic printing assured the
more rapid dissemination of new texts in the Arab Middle East. The semi-
autobiographical accounts of travels to Europe such as al-Tahtawi’s Takhlis
al-ibriz ila talkhis Bariz (Purified Gold from an Account of Paris Told), pub-
lished in 1834, as well as experiments in autobiographical fiction such as
Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s al-Saq ‘ala al-saq fr ma huwa al-Faryag (Thigh upon
Thigh on the Question of Who Am I), published in 1858, found substantial
readerships. In scholarly circles ‘Ali Mubarak published an account of his
life in his massive geographic-biographical compendium of Egypt, al-Khitat
al-tawfigiyya (1888-89), which was later imitated by Muhammad Kurd °Ali
in his six-volume geographic-biographical compendium of Syria, Khitat al-
Sham (1925—28), which concludes with Kurd “Ali’s autobiography. In 1898
the famous poet Ahmad Shawqi prefaced his autobiography to his four-
volume anthology of poetry, al-Shawqiyyat, which unleashed a storm of news-
paper commentary. And a wave of political memoirs by figures such as
Ibrahim Fawzi Pasha (who wrote a personal, and at the time highly contro-
versial, account of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan campaigns) and, later, Nubar
Nubarian Pasha (Armenian-Egyptian civil servant), Sa‘’d Zaghlul (Egyptian
nationalist leader), and Babakr Badri (Sudanese nationalist leader) and a
putative autobiography by Ahmad “Urabi (leader of the Egyptian rebellion
of 1881-82), also originated in this period.
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In short, these historical clusters of autobiographical production and
the myriad individual links among various authors and texts make it clear
that Arabic autobiographical writing constituted an often tightly knit lit-
erary tradition over many centuries. It is important to note, however, that
in only a few of the cases do the autobiographies in these historical clusters
actually resemble one another as texts. While the biographical branches of
the sira and tarjama genres remained in formal terms often rigidly conven-
tional, their autobiographical counterparts expanded and evolved beyond
the original conventions and purposes of their type. Whereas biographers
usually accepted the conventions of earlier examples in their own fields,
autobiographers found precedents but did not view them as binding formal
models. As a result, the corpus of Arabic autobiographies displays a high
degree of formal variety and includes a number of highly idiosyncratic
texts. Perhaps this was possible precisely because the production of auto-
biographical texts remained limited in comparison to that of biographies
and prosopographical notices. This degree of variation may also explain
why the establishment of different categories or types for Arabic autobi-
ographies in the medieval and premodern periods has proved of such lim-
ited usefulness.' Such divisions group together texts that have few formal
similarities and at the same time obscure precedents and influences that
cut across the boundaries of these heuristic categories.

Whether contact took place between authors or through reading an-
other autobiographer’s text, what seems to have been communicated is the
autobiographical act as precedent, rather than specific formal character-
istics or a sense of what the style or content of an autobiography should
be. To whatever degree these authors influenced, motivated, or inspired
one another to interpret their lives in literary representations, they did so
in a manner that left themselves free to tailor their interpretations to their
own individual needs and desires. This history of formal innovation seems
to be indicative of an individualistic impulse that is connected in a very
significant way to self-portrayal in the Arabic literary tradition.

Authorial Motivations

The earliest autobiographical texts covered in this survey, those from the
ninth through the eleventh century, present themselves directly, with little
in the way of framing or justification and no overt concern about how the
reader will interpret the fact that the author is writing of himself: HHunayn
ibn Ishaq and al-Razi write to defend themselves against their critics; al-
Mubhasib1’s brief autobiographical passage is of a spiritual nature and
located in a larger guide to his followers; al-Tirmidhi wrote to establish
his own spiritual status and did not provide any introduction or dedication
for his text; the works of Ibn Hawshab, Ja*far al-Hajib, and al-Mu’ayyad
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al-Shirazi are all memoirs of Shi‘ite religiopolitical activities of the tenth
and eleventh centuries; Ibn al-Haytham, al-Dani, and Ibn Ridwan wrote
scholarly reports of their lives without framing devices to articulate the
authors’ aims beyond the overtly historical. Two texts from the eleventh
century, by Ibn Sina and Ibn Buluggin, are notable from the point of view
of the emergence of autobiography as a literary act.

The autobiography of Ibn Sina has been well known among western
scholars for quite some time and has been edited and published from sev-
eral different sources.' Although written as a scholarly autobiography, it is
more detailed than other contemporary examples of this type.?” The au-
tobiography focuses on Ibn Sina’s childhood and youth and ends while he
is still a young man. Ibn Sina’s student, al-Juzjani, later continued the text
as a biography, providing an account of the remainder of Ibn Sina’s life.

The appearance of the text in the biographical dictionary “‘Uyun al-anba’
Jt tabaqat al-atibba’ (The Sources of Knowledge about the Generations of
Physicians), by Ibn Abi Usaybi'a (d. 12%70), provides an example of how
such texts were transmitted during the Middle Ages. The entry on Ibn Sina
includes a short introduction by the compiler, the text of the autobiography
itself, the biography by al-Juzjani, a short bibliography of Ibn Sina’s works,
a selection of his poetry, and a bibliographical addendum.

The autobiography proper has come down to us without any formal
preface or dedication. In the various medieval biographical compendiums
in which it appears, however, compilers prefaced the text in a way that
reveals how it was received. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, for example, wrote:

He related his experiences and described his life so that everyone else could
dispense with his own account. And therefore we have confined ourselves for
that reason to what he related about himself and also to those of his experi-
ences described by Abu “‘Ubayd al-Juzjani, the companion of the Shaykh.?!

Al-Qift1 (d. 1248) included Ibn Sina’s text in his biographical compen-
dium of scientists and physicians, Ta’rikh al-hukama’ (History of Scientists),
which may have been Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a’s source, and prefaced the text with
the statement: “One of his pupils asked him about his past, and so he
dictated what has been recorded from him to [the pupil], which was that
he said ...” A number of the compilers use the Persian term sar-guzasht
(recollections) in presenting the text of the autobiography proper, which
may well indicate a lingering sense of ambiguity in that period about what
Arabic term should be used to describe such a text.??

The remark by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a that Ibn Sina composed his own account
of his life so that others would not do so reflects a concern echoed by a
number of later writers. For them, the issue was not to write an
(auto)biographical text so that such a text would exist but rather to write
an account of their lives before others should do so, thus asserting control
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over the content and presentation of the material and preventing the
spread of factual errors. Ibn ‘Ajiba (d. 1809), for example, writes that he
discovered that his colleagues and pupils were gathering biographical notes
about him: “And therefore, fearing that they might allow some addition or
omission to slip into their work, I decided to report, with God’s assistance,
what I have seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears, for that
which is transmitted is not that which was actually seen.” Al-Sakhaw1 (d.
1497) notes of “Abd al-Ghani al-Maqdisi that a certain Makki ibn “‘Umar ibn
Ni‘ma al-Misr1 “collected a tarjama of him before he could collect one him-
self.”*

The frame created by al-Qifti for Ibn Sina’s autobiographical text, that
of writing in response to a request from someone else, is a common pref-
atory device found in many genres of writing in the Islamic Middle Ages.
Whether the request was real or simply a rhetorical device, this opening
was deployed by autobiographers and then reused and transmitted by later
compilers of biographical compendiums. Al-Sakhawi, for example, writes
that he wrote “a tarjama of himself in response to those who asked him
concerning it [#abatan li-man sa’alahu fiha 1.7%

In contrast, the autobiography of ‘Abd Allah Ibn Buluggin (d. after
1094) provides explicit, self-conscious justifications for the autobiograph-
ical act. In his introduction, Ibn Buluggin explains that he wishes to portray
the truth and that the “intention in this enterprise of mine is not to narrate
some entertaining tale [ nadira mustatrafa] or some strange anecdote [ hikaya
mustaghraba) or an edifying or profitable notion [maa yw'addi ila ta’addub
wa-intifa’].”*® Rather, he declares that he shall eschew fancy language and
embellishment and relate the events of his life directly: “I believe that a
continuous narrative is better in both form and composition than one
which is cut into pieces. I would like, therefore, to write this work in a
manner that flows [smoothly] from topic to topic.”” Among his motives
for writing are “to enumerate the blessings of God and to thank Him as is
His due, as God has urged in addressing His Prophet: ’And as for the
bounty of your Lord, speak!” [Q 93:11]"® and to defend the reign and
reputation of his dynasty. These concerns are reiterated in the closing chap-
ter of the work. Perhaps the most striking detail in this passage is that Ibn
Buluggin felt it necessary to justify not the act of recording his life or the
history of his family but rather the technique of presenting his work as a
coherent narrative instead of as a sequence of carefully substantiated his-
torical anecdotes along with their sources.

The reference here to Qur’an gg:11 as part of the motivation for writing
an autobiography is intriguing. The same verse is quoted in an earlier, well-
known work by another Andalusian writer, Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), Tawq al-
hamama fi al-ulfa wa-l-ullaf (The Neckring of the Dove on Lovers and Love).
In the context of discussing fidelity, Ibn Hazm writes: “I do not say what I
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am about to say in order to boast, but simply relying upon the precept of
God Almighty Who says, ’And as for the bounty of your Lord, speak!’ ”*
The verse appears to have been deployed as a disclaimer of pride or arro-
gance when speaking about oneself. Ibn Buluggin’s text provides the ear-
liest-known use of this verse in connection with the writing of an auto-
biography, but it was later used by a number of Arabic autobiographers in
other regions. They could not have picked up this usage from Ibn Bulug-
gin’s autobiography, however, because it did not circulate widely; in fact,
it appears to have remained in the original autograph copy of the author
or possibly in a single copy made directly from the original. Only one man-
uscript of the work is extant, that discovered in the library of the Qarawiyyin
Mosque in Fez, Morocco, which was published by E. Lévi-Provencal in the
1930s.* Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib saw the autograph copy of Ibn Bulug-
gin’s work on a visit to Aghmat, Morocco, where he had been held in
captivity. Apart from two other brief references to the work, also by four-
teenth-century writers, the book seems to have remained completely un-
known, uncited, and unreferred to, until this century.*!

The next occurrence of Quran gg:11 in an autobiographical text ap-
pears to be in Abu Shama’s thirteenth-century work written in Syria, fol-
lowed by its use nearly two centuries later in the title and preface of al-
Suyuti’s text from Egypt. The use of this verse in three geographically and
historically separate instances raises several questions. Are these parallel
citations coincidental or related? If the latter, are they related to each other
via other autobiographical texts, through Qur'anic commentaries, or per-
haps through other channels such as popular usage of this verse in oral
discourse, public sermons, and the like?

The connection between Qur'an gg:11 and the act of writing an auto-
biography is not as direct as might appear at first glance. In the context of
this particular chapter of the Qur’an, “The Morning Light “ (Surat al-duha),
the command “And as for the bounty of your Lord, speak!” is addressed to
a singular, male interlocutor identifiable as the Prophet Muhammad:

In the Name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate!

1. By the morning light!
By the darkening night!
Your Lord has not forsaken you, nor does He feel spite.
The Hereafter is better for you than this [first] life!
Your Lord will lavish [bounties] on you and you will know delight.
Did He not find you an orphan, then give you respite?
Find you unaware, then guide you aright?
Find you wanting, and then provide?
So as for the orphan, wrong him not!
And as for the beseecher, shun him not!
And as for the bounty of Your Lord, speak!*?

H
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—
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Discussion in many Qur’anic commentaries is restricted to whether the
term “bounty” (ni‘ma: the Arabic is singular, although commonly translated
as “blessings”) refers to the Qur’an itself, so that “speak” would mean “re-
cite,” or, alternatively, to the status of prophethood, in which case “speak”
would mean “inform people that you are God’s messenger.” The general-
ization of this verse to apply to anyone other than the Prophet himself is
therefore a secondary development, not a close or literal interpretation of
the text.*

A preliminary study of the major Quranic commentaries only partly
answers these questions. Al-Tabar1’s tenth-century commentary offers only
a synonym for the word “speak,” dhakara, meaning “to mention” or “to
state.” It is nonmainstream scholars such as the Mu‘tazilites (a theological
school that advocated free will, divine justice, and allegorical interpretation
of the Qur'an) and Shi‘ites (who recognized a series of spiritual leaders
after the Prophet Muhammad possessing direct inspiration from God) who
first concerned themselves with broader issues and questions. In the case
of Quran gg:11, one early treatise, that of the Mu‘tazilite al-Qadi ‘Abd al-
Jabbar (d. 1025), extends the message of the verse beyond the immediate
addressee, the Prophet, to all Muslims, thereby generalizing the obligation
of showing one’s gratitude for God’s blessings to the entire Islamic com-
munity. One century later, the commentator al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144),
also a Mu'tazilite, not only included this broader interpretation but also
supported it with a number of Prophetic traditions. More significantly, his
text includes the term igtida’, “to take as an example or model,” along with
an anecdote involving ‘Ali (fourth caliph of the Islamic community and
son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad) being asked to speak of himself.
When he at first refuses, he is reminded of this Qur’anic verse and only
then agrees.

In most of the major commentaries subsequent to al-Zamakhshari (with
the exception of al-Baydawi’s paraphrastic commentary), passages concern-
ing this verse include an ever-larger number of Prophetic traditions in sup-
port of the broader interpretation, including examples of members of the
Prophet’s family speaking of themselves in response to questions and re-
ferring directly to the concept of exemplarism. Chronologically, this de-
velopment roughly parallels the proliferation of autobiographies beginning
with the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The large cluster of autobiogra-
phies written in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by Ibn Hajar and his
students follows immediately on Ibn Hajar’s own study of the Prophetic
traditions cited in al-Zamakhshari’s commentary. Ibn Hajar’s student al-
Suyuti includes in his commentary on the Qurian a greater number of
hadith concerning this verse than any previous or later commentator; and
he himself, as already mentioned, inspired several of his own students to
write autobiographies. The increasing number of hadith cited in support
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of this interpretation of the verse may have been inspired by the prolifer-
ation of autobiographical writings, and it is clear that the interpretation of
this verse as applicable to all Muslims and all blessings, the concomitant
growth of autobiographical writings, and the increased anxiety demon-
strated in those texts in the fourteenth to the sixteenth century all reflect
broader developments in medieval Islamic society and thought.

From the twelfth to the fourteenth century we encounter autobiograph-
ical texts written in a number of different forms: scholarly vitas, spiritual
guides, conversion narratives, belletristic works, and historical works in
which the author plays the central role. Almost none, however, betrays any
misgivings on the part of its author about engaging in the act of writing
about himself. One exception is Ibn Sa'id al-Maghribi (d. 1286), who wrote:
“I excuse myself for this desire to write my own biography [tarjamati] here
with the same excuse used by Ibn al-Imam in [his book] Sim¢ aljuman [The
String of Pearls], and the excuse of al-Hijar1 in his book al-Mushib [The
Lengthy Account], and Ibn al-Qatta’ [d. 1121] in al-Durra [The Pearl].”*

By the end of the fifteenth century, Arabic writers displayed increasing
awareness of earlier autobiographical writings. Al-Sakhawi, writing in 1466,
gives a long list of noteworthy Arabic biographies beginning with those of
the Prophet in the introduction to his biography of his teacher, Ibn Hajar.
This list also contains the following references to autobiographies:

1. The historian al-Sarim Ibrahim ibn Dugmagq al-Hanafi collected a tarjama
of himself [jama‘aha li-nafsih].

2. Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd al-Rahim ibn Jama‘a collected a tarjama of himself.

g. Iftikhar al-Din Hamid ibn Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Khwarizmi al-
Hanafi wrote a tarjama of himself in one fascicle [tarjama li-nafsih fi juz’].

4. Al-Salah Abu al-Safi Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi collected a tarjama of him-
self.

5. I saw a booklet [kurrasa] in the script of al-Samaw’al ibn Yahya ibn “Abbas
al-Maghribi, later al-Baghdadi, in which he states the cause for his con-
version to Islam, and it is like a tarjama of himself [wa-huwa shibh al-tarjama
li-nafsih].

6. Abu Muhammad ‘Abd Allah ibn Muhammad ibn Harun al-Ta1. I think
he himself wrote it [azunnuha li-nafsih].

7. Al-Hafiz “Abd al-Ghani ibn “Abd al-Wahid al-Maqdisi . . . Makki ibn “‘Umar
ibn Ni‘ma al-Misri1 collected a tarjama of him before he could collect one
on himself [sabagahu ila jamiha li-nafsih].

8. Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Muhammad al-Tzz ibn
Jama“a wrote a fascicle [juz’] which he called Daw’ al-shams fr ahwal al-nafs
[The Light of the Sun on the States of the Self] in which he gave a tarjama
of himself [dhakara fiha tarjamat nafsih].

9. The compiler [of the present work], Abu al-Khayr Muhammad ibn “Abd
al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, collected a tarjama of himself in response to those
who asked him to do so [éabatan li-man sa’alahu fiha].
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10. Al-Shams Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Khidr al-"Ayzari al-Dimashqi
collected a tarjama of himself.*

Of these nine autobiographies, cited haphazardly in the introduction to a
biography, only two have come down to us.

As we have seen, authors had begun to write autobiographical texts for
a wide variety of purposes by the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and these
diverse purposes were reflected in the development of a number of inno-
vative forms: political autobiographies (Ibn Buluggin, Ibn Hawshab, al-
Hajib Jafar), belletristic autobiographies (‘Umara al-Yamani, Usama ibn
Mungqidh), conversion autobiographies (the Jewish convert Samaw’al al-
Maghribi and his later counterpart, the Christian convert “Abd Allah al-
Turjuman [ = Fray Anselmo Turmeda]). By the late fifteenth century,
when Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti was writing his autobiography, the various
threads of development had cross-fertilized and influenced one another
such that different types of texts and different authorial motivations are
difficult to distinguish. Al-Suyuti’s autobiography touts scholarly and intel-
lectual achievements; in it the traditional elements of the tarjama have been
drastically expanded, reframed as a spiritual duty, and then validated by
his citation as precedents of three scholarly autobiographies (al-Farisi, Ibn
Hajar, Abu Shama), two political autobiographies (al-Isfahani, Ibn al-
Khatib), one belletristic autobiography (“‘Umara), and two texts that have
not come down to us (Yaqut, Abu Hayyan). Notably missing from his list is
any overtly spiritual autobiography, although he himself had been cere-
monially invested as a Sufi.

A half century later when the Sufi shaykh al-Sharani wrote his autobi-
ography demonstrating spiritual rather than intellectual achievements, he
borrowed al-Suyuti’s list of earlier autobiographers and added four new
names (Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Qurashi, Abu al-Rabi® al-Malaqi, Saft al-Din ibn
Abi al-Mansur, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti) and discreetly dropped “‘Umara al-
Yamani, whom Saladin had crucified for heresy and possibly treason.?® Al-
Sha‘rani, however, recasts the entire list of writers as religious scholars by
including the appropriate religious title—shaykh, imam, or mujtahid—for
each. He then discusses his reasons for writing an autobiography both in
scholarly terms, also borrowed from al-Suyuti, and in mystical terms, taken
from the works of his Sufi masters. Finally, he composes the body of his
text in a completely idiosyncratic manner by listing separately each blessing
he has received from God. Not only were the formal features of the textual
tradition flexible, but the entire tradition was liable to differing portrayals;
it could equally well be characterized as one of scholarly, textual precedents
(al-Suyuti) or as one of spiritual predecessors (al-Sharani).

Autobiographers of the late fifteenth through the nineteenth century,
such as al-Sakhawi, al-Suyuti, Ibn Tulun al-Dimashqi, Tashkopruzade, al-
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Sha‘rani, al-Aydarus, “Ali ibn Muhammad al“Amili, and Ibn ‘Ajiba, all dem-
onstrate their familiarity with the Arabic autobiographical tradition in a
variety of ways: by including lists of previous autobiographers in the intro-
ductions to their works, by incorporating earlier autobiographies into their
own historical or fabagat works, or by borrowing justifications for writing
an autobiography from the prefaces of earlier texts.*” On the whole, begin-
ning in the late fifteenth century, Arabic autobiographers become more
and more concerned with the careful framing of their texts, the articulation
of their motivations, and defending themselves from potential charges of
vanity, falsification, and innovation.

Autobiographical Anxieties

Todorov remarks that “the historical existence of genres is signaled by dis-
course on genres.”*® Autobiography, in the form of tarjamat al-nafs, engen-
dered a scholarly and religious discourse in Arabic literature at least as early
as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This was the era of al-Suyuti, al-
Sakhawi, Ibn Tulun al-Dimashqi, and al-Sharani, all of whom included
discussions of autobiography in their writings.

The passage cited in the introduction to this volume from one of al-
Suyuti’s autobiographical works presents his justifications for writing an
autobiography. These were the obligation to enumerate the blessings one
has received from God as an act of thanks, emulation of the many respected
figures who had previously composed autobiographical works, and the
laudable nature of writing whereby one passes on information of one’s life
to subsequent generations, to which he appended his claim that he did not
write his book out of pride or conceit. Implicit in al-Suyuti’s argument
about autobiography as historical writing is his belief that a firsthand ac-
count by the author is more reliable than an account written by others.

Four decades later, Ibn Tulun al-Dimashqi (d. 1546) was to write the
following in the introduction to his autobiography:

The author of a tarjama sometimes sets it apart in a separate work, as did our
teacher Abu al-Fath al-Mizzi (and I have followed him in this here); and some-
times someone else writes a separate work about him (and this is better), as
the expert on prophetic tradition Shams al-Din al-Sakhawi did in his work al-
Jawahir wa-l-durar [Jewels and Pearls], a tarjama about his teacher, the great
scholar of Islam, Ibn Hajar. Our teacher, the historian Muhyi al-Din al-
Nu‘aymi followed him in this by writing an independent tarjama of his teacher
and ours, the hadith scholar Burhan al-Din al-Naji. But sometimes a tarjama
is not set apart in a separate work, but is found within another of the author’s
works, as our teacher, the consummate scholar Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, did by
mentioning himself in his medium-sized book Tabagat al-nuhat [The Gener-
ations of Grammarians]. In it he said:
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I hoped that there would be some mention of my name in this book to
be blessed by, and in imitation of, the deeds of those of my predecessors
who mentioned their own names within their writings on history, such
as the Imam ‘Abd al-Ghafir in his al-Siyag [Continuation],* Yaqut al-
Hamaw1 in his Mu%jam al-udaba’ [Biographical Dictionary of Writers],
Ibn al-Khatib in his Ta’rikh Gharnata [History of Granada], and al-Taqi
al-Fast in his Ta’rikh Makka [History of Mecca]—these latter two wrote
their tarjamas at great length—Ibn Hajar in his Qudat Misr [The Judges
of Egypt], and innumerable others.*” Then there are those who wrote
of themselves [in a biographical compendium] under the first letter of
their name, such as al-Fasi and Ibn Hajar, and I have followed them in
this. There are also those who wrote of themselves at the end of a book,
and in the case of Yaqut this involved a fortunate coincidence since his
name begins with Y [the last letter of the Arabic alphabet].

And I [Ibn Tulun] say: This coincidence also happened to our teacher, the
hadith-scholar Jamal al-Din Yusuf ibn “Abd al-Hadi when he wrote an entry on
himself and inserted it into his compendium of Hanbali scholars in his book
Managib Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal [Praiseworthy Qualities of the Imam Ahmad
ibn Hanbal]; he wrote a lengthy autobiography [atala fi tarjamatih].*' 1 have
even heard him recite this aloud and at that time he mentioned to me what
the hadith-scholar Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Bukhari said in his Sahih, quoting
Rabi‘a*?: “It is not fitting that anyone who possesses even a small amount of
knowledge should allow himself to be forgotten.”

When Ibn Tulun declares that it is “better” that someone else write one’s
biography than to write a text about oneself, it seems clear that it is better,
not from a historical, factual point of view, but from a moral or ethical
point of view; it spares the author the temptations of pride or arrogance
and being accused thereof. It was in fact standard practice for a student to
compile a biography of his teacher, sometimes on the basis of autobio-
graphical materials supplied by the teacher. Ibn Tulun, however, curiously
states that he wrote his autobiography at the request of his teacher, Shaykh
Mubhyi al-Din al-Nu‘aymi, rather than at the far more usual request of a
student.

Another major Arabic autobiographer of the sixteenth century, the Sufi
shaykh “Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, pulls all of these threads together in
his lengthy defense of autobiography. He asserts that autobiography ena-
bles others to emulate one’s good characteristics, functions as an enduring
act of thanks to God that outlives the author, and provides useful infor-
mation for future generations. Al-Sharani firmly supports the idea that a
firsthand account is more reliable than someone else’s rendering and sub-
stantiates this argument with quotations from the Prophet Muhammad, the
Qur’an, and the mystical philosopher Ibn al-Arabi. His final argument re-
iterates that, in writing an autobiography, one is following the example of
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great figures of the past. He closes with a spirited denial that an autobi-
ography is written out of pride.*

Ibn ‘Ajiba, a Moroccan Sufi writing in 1807, also cites the desire for
historical accuracy as the primary justification for writing an autobiography.
Rather than allow his students to compile a biography—a task that they
had apparently already begun—he forestalled their work by writing his own
text, preferring to provide a more reliable account himself: “Fearing that
they might allow some addition or omission to slip into their work, I de-
cided to report, with God’s assistance, what I have seen with my own eyes
and heard with my own ears, for that which is transmitted is not that which
was actually seen.”® Ibn ‘Ajiba also cites the Qur’anic injunction to speak
of God’s bounty and gives a list of famous Sufis who had previously written
autobiographies to further justify his undertaking.

The judgment that an autobiography is a more reliable account than a
biography fits quite closely with the structure of Islamic historiography and
religious sciences in general, where eyewitness accounts were carefully
transmitted for centuries in both oral and written form. This advantage
from the point of view of historical methodology, however, did not entirely
outweigh the fear of stumbling into the moral pitfalls involved in writing
about oneself.

This brief historical survey provides a rough sense of how the writing of
autobiography became an ever more conscious act within the Arabic lit-
erary and historical traditions, an act at times fraught with significant “au-
tobiographical anxieties.” Paradoxically, the need to justify the writing of
such a text appears to have grown most intense in the fourteenth through
sixteenth centuries, a period in which the autobiographical act itself
had become fully established and quite widespread. Nevertheless, it also
seems reasonable that critical debate over a literary genre should intensify
after it achieves a certain currency. In any case, just as autobiography itself
grew out of a genre, the tarjama, concerned with maintaining the lines of
inheritance back to exemplary figures including the Prophet, eventually it
too came to carry a legacy, to which its inheritors staked their own claims.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Arabic Autobiography and
the Literary Portrayal of the Self

The two previous chapters traced the history of Arabic autobiographical
writing from its emergence in the ninth century through its development
into a self-conscious critical discourse in the late fifteenth century. This
chapter takes a closer look at the texts themselves, addressing issues of the
literary portrayal of the self.

Western scholarship is far from unanimous on a definition of “true”
autobiography (Arabic or otherwise). In recent years, scholars have de-
ployed a variety of (often conflicting) criteria involving the literary por-
trayal of the author’s “personal,” “inner,” or “private” life as the measure
of real autobiography. These criteria are more often than not latent and
unarticulated; however, a revealing pattern emerges from discussions of
which text constitutes the first “true” autobiography in a given tradition.

The pioneer of critical study of the Arabic tradition, Franz Rosenthal,
sees the beginnings of Arabic spiritual autobiography in the writings of al-
Mubhasibi (d. 857) and considers the earliest secular autobiography to be
that of Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 874 or 877).! Anwar al-Jundi declares that al-
Ghazali (d. 1111) was the first Arab to write his memoirs,? whereas Marshall
G. S. Hodgson states that al-Ghazali was the only true premodern Arab
autobiographer.? Philip Hitti and Nikita Elisséeff say that Usama ibn Mun-
qidh (d. 1188) was the first;* “Ali “Abd al-Wahid and Taha Husayn consider
Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) the first;° and ‘Izz al-Din Isma‘l claims that it was
Taha Husayn himself (d. 1974).® For Thomas Philipp, a pre-twentieth-
century Arabic autobiography is an impossibility: “It would be misleading
to attempt the reconstruction of the history of the [Arabic] autobiogra-
phy.”” This, in his opinion, is because “true” autobiography in Arabic
springs without predecessor or precedent, fully formed and completely
modern, from the pen of Jurji Zaydan in 19o8. He rejects as autobiogra-

72

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

THE LITERARY PORTRAYAL OF THE SELF 73

phies texts by Zaydan’s contemporaries ‘Ali Mubarak (d. 1893), Mikha‘il
Mishaqa (d. 1888), and Ibrahim Fawzi Pasha (d. 19o2). For Philipp, the
boundary between proto-autobiography and real autobiography in Arabic
literature can be drawn at one specific moment in time.

There is a distinct tendency for scholars to identify more and more re-
cent texts as the first “true” autobiography; in essence, the definition of
autobiography among scholars of Arabic literature is becoming more
tightly constrained by modern western concepts of the genre, many of
which have been generated by critics only in the past thirty years. This
general tendency is, in methodological terms, self-defeating: by imposing
ever more modern definitions of “true” autobiography, scholars have set
ever more recent historical limits for the genre and its presumed concom-
itant cultural manifestations, including individual identity and self-
awareness. This categorization renders the “true” autobiography an ex-
tremely recent phenomenon in both western and Islamic societies. From
this perspective, autobiography can possess—exactly as Philipp claims—no
history. By accepting only the most recent concept of western autobiogra-
phy, literary historians have created an ever-receding horizon whereby only
the nearest historical examples of either culture are acceptable as mature
examples of the genre.

Another significant methodological problem plagues approaches that
seek to define the genre of autobiography by establishing a specific starting
point: nearly all such studies presume that an era of “true” autobiography
is subsequently and universally ushered in with the publication of the first
real exemplar of the genre. In the western tradition, for example, scholars
have identified Rousseau over and over again as the first “true,” “real,” or
“modern” autobiography. Paradoxically, if scholars were to apply the same
criteria they use so stringently in distinguishing Rousseau from his close
predecessors (e.g., Cellini and Cardano) with equal assiduousness to au-
tobiographies produced after Rousseau, there would remain remarkably
few “true” autobiographies to study.

Nor do any of these scholars seem willing to address the vacuum that
their opinions leave behind: once the line has been drawn at the first “true”
autobiography (Arabic or otherwise), what status is to be accorded the
many earlier self-conscious, self-authored texts that purport to give a com-
plete representation of the author’s life? The critical issue becomes
whether to address these earlier texts as autobiographies, in the sense of a
portrayal of the self, or as some other category of life representation. The
answer to this question hinges both on our modern expectations of auto-
biography as a genre—that it should reveal a private, psychological inner
self beyond an exterior, public self—and on our expectations of autobi-
ography as a portrayal of an individualized identity or personality. To what
extent are these modern expectations generalizable across cultures and
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literatures? Any eventual judgment will necessarily involve the interaction
between two opposing approaches to the study of autobiography.

The first approach is to seek in these texts elements that we, as twenty-
first-century readers, readily identify as the portrayal of an inner self: the
emotional life of the author, his or her private behavior, the disclosure of
motivations and reactions, and the evaluation of the author’s personality,
sexuality, and so forth. The first section of this chapter operates entirely at
this level of analysis. The second section pursues a rather different course,
one based on different assumptions about the relationship between literary
representation and the “self.”

Essentializing the Self: Private Life and Personality
in the Memoirs of Ibn Buluggin

”

Assuming for the sake of argument that concepts such as “private,” “per-
sonal,” and “inner self” are unchanging and ahistorical, and that what ap-
pears to us to be personal (versus public) is in fact so, then a number of
the Arabic texts in this survey may certainly be judged true autobiographies,
even by such presentist standards. These texts possess many of the criteria
sought by modern western scholars such as direct portrayal of the author’s
thoughts, emotional reactions, and an awareness of psychological devel-
opment and maturation from childhood through adulthood to old age.
One such text is the autobiography of Ibn Buluggin (d. after 1094).

The eleventh-century prince Ibn Buluggin was the last member of the
Berber Zirid dynasty to rule the kingdom of Granada in southern Spain.
After he was deposed in 109o by the invading Almoravids, he was sent into
exile in Aghmat, Morocco, where he lived out the rest of his life as a captive
and wrote his memoirs in about 1094. The first third of the text consists
of an apologia for Ibn Buluggin’s dynasty. The initial four chapters of the
work deal with his forebears and their reigns. In chapters five through
twelve Ibn Buluggin describes his own life and reign. One fascicle, which
included a discussion of Ibn Buluggin’s ascension to the throne, is missing
in the single known manuscript. As mentioned above, Ibn Buluggin felt it
necessary to justify not the writing of his autobiography per se but the
continuous narrative style that he used in writing it.

The final chapter is of most interest to us here, for, having recounted
the events of his life in chronological order, he now stops to evaluate his
experiences.

I have now described some of the events that took place in al-Andalus [Islamic
Spain], the role of our dynasty and the end to which our fates brought it, as
best my memory and ability have allowed, right up to the present. Let me now
mention some of the poetry I composed concerning all this, in periods when
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my mind was unoccupied by troubles and my soul at ease, which left me free
to ponder all manner of beautiful things and to experience joy at the sweet-
ness of all news. I have never presumed to possess any particular talent as a
poet, however, nor was I much concerned with it, for I composed only when
I discovered something that caught my attention or sought to produce an
eloquent description of something I wished to portray.®

Unfortunately, no samples of Ibn Buluggin’s poetry are included in either
the Arabic published edition or the English translation.

Ibn Buluggin then turns to the horoscope cast by the court astrologers
in his youth and compares it to his life as it actually unfolded.

Everything is set at one’s conception and birth. In the predictions calculated
from the hour of my birth, I have read of characteristics that I have indeed
noted in my nature and disposition, despite the fact that those who made
those predictions wrote them down when I was but a child and could not
have known anything of my circumstances in life [ahwali]. This document was
hidden from me by [the minister] Simaja for a time, until it came into my
hands against his will. This disturbed him, for he feared I would grow vain
from the good fortune foretold therein. In it I read of wondrous and strange
things.?

He notes that the horoscope correctly predicted that his children would
be born late in his life, that he would have a lifelong attraction to boys with
mercurial characteristics but at the same time harbor an aversion to any
unlawful relations with them, and that he was, as predicted, afflicted with
melancholy and other frightful psychological ailments. He does not concur,
however, with the enduring good fortune the astrologers foresaw for him,
for in reality his life had been filled with quite the reverse.

Ibn Buluggin discusses at some length the topics of medicine, health,
eating habits, sexual mores and appetites, whether astrology is a true sci-
ence or quackery, whether it is good to be informed of the hour of one’s
death ahead of time, the existence of jinn and angels, and the role of
pleasure and love in life. After citing earlier authorities on each topic, he
gives his own opinion. On wine drinking, for example, he writes:

My opinion about wine is that if someone’s mood grows more composed by
drinking a lot of it, then no one should say to him, “Drink less!” And to
someone for whom itis pleasing to drink but a little, no one should say, “Drink
more!” A reasonable person detects this on his own and, knowing what is not
in harmony with his nature, does not exceed that. . . .

People say that drinking relieves anxieties, but I say that it only excites
them, depending upon one’s mood when one begins to drink: if one is happy,
drinking will arouse feelings that one had previously pacified, and if one is
beset with cares, it will remind one of the situation one is in and of even worse
situations, and lead one down evil paths.[ . .. ] Sadness comes from what has
happened in the past, and sometimes wine will distract one from that, but
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nothing brings on sleep like sadness coupled with remembering what has
gone before or looking through a book seeking only to read of what has
happened in the past.'’

In discussing life’s trials, wealth, power, and happiness, Ibn Buluggin por-
trays himself poignantly as a man who at one point had possessed every-
thing, then had it all taken from him by his enemies, and who now writes
as a prisoner in exile from his native land.

I myself have been afflicted with such troubles, for human nature is indeed
one and varies only slightly, which is why humans have been ordered [by God]
to love each other as they love themselves, in hopes of justice and fairness
[from Him].

I find my feelings toward great wealth now, having possessed it and then
lost it, more abstemious than before I gained it, though I was at that time
better off than I am now. I feel similarly about all that I possessed in the way
of power to command and forbid, the amassing of treasures, elegant foods,
clothing, riding animals, and buildings, and the other luxurious circum-
stances among which I was raised; indeed, they were so luxurious that one
could not wish for or even imagine something of which I was not given the
very best and even more. These riches were not suddenly cut off, nor did they
disappear after only a brief moment, that I should linger in sorrow over them
and think of them as having existed only in my dreams. I possessed them for
a period of twenty years [during my reign], and nearly that long [before my
reign] while I was growing up in the very lap of luxury.

I find myself now, after having lost all this, more desirous of having chil-
dren than of anything I have described, since I did not have any before. 1
have said to myself: I already obtained the goals that people strive for in this
world, and in doing so acquired fame from horizon to horizon. But there is
no escape from losing these things, sooner or later, during one’s lifetime or
at one’s death. So I reckon those twenty years as one hundred—they are gone
“as if they had not flourished yesterday!” [Q 10:24]. Now it is more fitting for
me to contemplate what it is I seek. And it is God’s prerogative to order what
He wills!"!

On the birth of his children, he writes:

One of the blessings God bestowed upon me was that He made my firstborn
child a girl. Our entire tribe still considers themselves blessed by her and
strongly dislike having sons as their firstborn. I saw that the joy of my father,
Sayf al-Dawla—May God have mercy on him!—was not fulfilled by similar
good fortune.[ . .. ] After this God granted me two sons, but we did not cel-
ebrate their births, so that our fears for them would not be joined with [the
misfortune] of my own path. This was a kindness granted me by the Benefi-
cent in His graciousness and generosity. To enumerate God’s blessings is an
act of giving thanks for them [ fa-ta‘dad ni‘am Allah shukr laha], and to proclaim
this with gratitude and devotion, not out of pride or vanity, is among the most
important duties a person undertakes.
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[...]1Ithen turned my attention to composing this book which—by my
life—shall take the place of a son who causes the memory of his father to live
on in the world. In it, I have explained aspects of myself, for those who are
uninformed, that have been obscured by evil things that have been said and
by what the envious have claimed led to my downfall.[ . .. ] I have written this
book for people of kindness and truth who have been confused by the matter,
for those who love me and wish me well.'®

The final passages of the text contain an impassioned plea to the reader to
judge the author well and to disdain the malicious slanderers who have
attacked his reputation. A last angry tirade is addressed directly to his de-
tractors. Unfortunately, the very last lines of the text are illegible in the
manuscript.

Ibn Buluggin situates his life within the history of his dynasty, evaluates
his own reign, and discusses the political and military intrigues of his day.
But as an author, he also steps back from that “public” life and evaluates
its course, comparing it to earlier astrological predictions and examining
his own personality and emotions, his private habits and behavior, his likes
and dislikes, his hopes and desires, and how these changed as he aged.

Ibn Buluggin’s text is not an isolated example of such self-revelatory
writing. Many autobiographers tell us of the trials and tribulations they
faced in their careers and evaluate their causes at a very personal level.
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (ninth century) devotes his entire autobiographical work
to a description of the difficulties he experienced as a result of the slander
of his rivals and how he eventually survived to overcome them. Ibn Ridwan
(eleventh century) recounts his poverty as a youth pursuing his studies,
bemoans the fact that he did not have enough money to marry until com-
paratively late, and expresses general pessimism about the state of schol-
arship, particularly in the field of medicine, in his day. Al-Jaza’ir1 (seven-
teenth century) on the one hand takes pride in the amount of suffering
he has endured and on the other recounts these tribulations with a great
deal of wit and humor often directed at himself."® Al-Bahrani (eighteenth
century) traces his life through periods of hardship and misfortune until
he finally succeeds in accumulating the material wealth with which he, as
a narrator, is obsessed throughout his account (translated in this volume).

Many authors also give overt portrayals of dramatic moments in their
emotional lives. Abu Hayyan al-Andalust (fourteenth century) wrote his
autobiography (text not extant) as an act of mourning the untimely death
of his daughter Nudar; in it he recorded what he would have wished to
have told her of his life. Ibn al-Jawzi (twelfth century) wrote an account of
his life for his son as a legacy, exhorting him to lead a good and productive
life. Much later, Princess Salmé of Zanzibar (nineteenth century) and Taha
Husayn (twentieth century) also addressed their autobiographies to their
children. The Sufi shaykh Zarruq (fifteenth century) writes that the early
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death of his mother completely reoriented his life, causing him to devote
himself to his studies and to the pursuit of a pious way of life, to the aston-
ishment of his family and relatives. ‘Ali al“Amili (seventeenth century)
writes poignantly and at some length of the tremendous grief he experi-
enced at the death of his twenty-two-year-old son and of how it changed
his attitude toward life and includes the poem he wrote as an elegy (trans-
lated in this volume). Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq (nineteenth century) inter-
rupts his prose narration to include the elegaic poem he wrote in grief at
the death of his young son.

Several authors express their awareness of the passing stages of life and
find in the onset of old age a motivation for looking back over the life they
have lived. Usama ibn Munqidh (twelfth century) penned his autobiogra-
phy at the age of ninety and waxed eloquent in describing the onset of old
age and senility, how he could at the time of writing scarcely recognize in
himself the younger Usama, and how he continually bemoaned his past
life. He includes one of his own poems on this theme and then begs the
reader’s pardon for the digression. Abu Shama (thirteenth century) places
the moment in which his hair suddenly turns gray—at the age of twenty-
five—at the very center of his autobiography, likening it to old age and
evaluating its significance. At this point in the text he also includes a poem
about the event (translated in this volume).

Private personal habits also find their place in a number of these texts.
Ibn Sina (eleventh century), in a frequently cited example, recounts that
he used to drink a glass of wine when he felt overcome by sleep while
studying late at night, which would revive him and allow him to continue
his work. Al-Yusi (seventeenth century) relates that when he first got mar-
ried as a young man, the pleasures of his nuptial bed kept him from con-
centrating on his studies for months and describes the great effort with
which he finally mastered his physical desires and was able to return to his
education. Ibn ‘Ajiba (eighteenth century) writes that he was a handsome
youth and that many women attempted to seduce him with their charms
but that with God’s help he did not fall into temptation. Jurji Zaydan (nine-
teenth century) recounts his early experimentation with masturbation and
how, on overhearing adult men say that it weakened the body, he thereafter
decided to refrain from it.

Portrayals of close relationships with parents, siblings, and spouses also
appear; at the same time, there is a notable lack of depictions of close
friendships in these texts. Al-Tirmidhi (ninth century) provides an intrigu-
ing portrait of his wife’s close involvement in his spiritual life and progress;
indeed, by the end of his autobiography, his wife assumes the primary role
in the narrative (translated in this volume). Ibn Buluggin (eleventh cen-
tury) tells early in his memoirs of the tenderness and affection his grand-
father felt for his father, who was an only son, and how after the death of
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his father at just twenty-five that affection was transferred to himself. His
grandfather took him out of school when he was still a child so that he
could sit in court and learn the ways of kings. The father of Usama ibn
Mungqidh (twelfth century) is a very powerful figure in his memoirs, and
many anecdotes depict a close and enduring friendship between father and
son. Zarruq (fifteenth century) is saddened that his father died before he
was old enough to know him but refers to his mother harshly, as “a wasteful
woman.” In contrast, he speaks very fondly of his grandmother, who raised
him after he was orphaned. Ibn ‘Ajiba (eighteenth century) devotes a brief
chapter of his autobiography to listing his wives and children; although his
account is on the whole very sparse, it does touch, rather diplomatically,
on how his favorite wife, unlike the other women he married, was not of
high rank. “Ali Mubarak’s father (nineteenth century) constantly rescued
him from his escapades by helping him out of prison, allowed him to leave
harsh teachers who beat him, and at one point endangered his entire family
by trying to sneak his son out of the government school in Cairo where “Alt
Mubarak lay deathly ill in the infirmary (translated in this volume). Princess
Salmé (nineteenth century) recounts numerous anecdotes describing her
intense love for her father, the ruler of Zanzibar, and family relations at
the royal court.

It appears, then, that authors of autobiographies chose to include in-
formation about their private lives based to a great extent on individual
impulse rather than on established literary convention. It is clear that al-
though the tradition of Arabic autobiography did not require that authors
reveal their private selves in detail, neither did it preclude this, even when
we define these terms as the depiction of behavior, relationships, and re-
actions that modern western readers deem “personal” or “private.”

Historicizing the Self: Deciphering
the Autobiography of Ibn Hajar

Another approach to the issue of literary representations of the self is to
ask whether our modern conceptualizations of such terms as “personal,”
“private,” and “inner self” are completely applicable to premodern texts,
whether they are as obvious and as unchanging as they may at first appear.
We live in a time characterized by an intense dichotomy in the conceptu-
alization of the self into public and private. Was this true in earlier periods?
Is this true in other cultures? In the post-Freudian western world, for ex-
ample, sexual acts and sexuality have come to constitute a major portion
of the private self and of personal identity and are seen as a window into
the subconscious. Did they do so in premodern worldviews, or were they
instead similar to table manners, bathing, and toiletry, that is, personal and
bodily behaviors that, although private, play no great role in defining the
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self? Should we instead be looking more closely at recurring elements in
premodern texts that may have played significant roles in representing the
self similar to the role now played by sex and sexuality? The problemati-
zation of terms such as “personal,” “private,” and “inner self” requires of
us far more intense study of the changing constraints of literary represen-
tation through which such conceptualizations make themselves known.

In the work of Ibn Buluggin we found many of the qualities modern
readers would expect from an autobiography: an author’s critical evalua-
tion of his own personality, a retrospective examination of the course of
his life, and even a sense of imparting some of the hard-learned lessons of
that life to posterity. Far more problematic, however, are those texts that
are but brief accounts of the external events of a life and which apparently
offer us little of the author’s personality. Among later medieval Arab au-
thors, one of the most famous—and driest—of these texts was that of Ibn
Hajar al-Asqalani (d. 1449). The text constitutes little more than an en-
cyclopedia entry, written in the third person, located in the author’s bio-
graphical compendium of the judges of Egypt. It is short enough to be
cited in its entirety.

Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani: Ahmad b. “Ali b. Muhammad b. Muhammad b. “Ali b.
Ahmad. From the town of ‘Asqalan by origin, Egyptian by birth and upbring-
ing, resident of Cairo. He was born in the month of Sha’ban in the year A.H.
779 [1972 C.E.] and his father died in the month of Rajab 7747 [1875 C.E.].
His mother had already died while he was still a young child, so he was raised
an orphan. He did not enter Qur’an school until he was five years old and
only completed memorizing the Qur'an when he was nine. He was not pre-
pared to pray the tarawih prayers of the holy month of Ramadan publicly until
the year 785 [148g C.E.], when he had already turned twelve.'*

His guardian was the famous Ra’ts Zaki al-Din Abu Bakr b. Nur al-Din “Ali
al-Kharrubi, the head of the merchants’ guild in Egypt who had become a
neighbor that year and who took him in when he had no one to support him.
In that year he studied the Sahih of al-Bukhari with the greatest authority in
the Hijaz, ‘Afif al-din ‘Abd Allah al-Nishawari, the last of the companions of
Radi al-Din al-Tabari, Imam at the Magam [of Abraham in Mecca]. But he
did not complete his studies, for it happened that he did not hear the entire
work, though he received a certificate for his teacher’s teachings anyway.

He also studied it with Shaykh Shams al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Umar al-
Sallaw1 al-Dimashqi, who taught beneath the living quarters of al-Kharrubi in
a house which was at the Safa Gate, on the right when heading out towards
Safa, known as the House of ‘Ayna’ the Sharifa [descendant of the Prophet
Muhammad], daughter of the Sharif ‘Ajlan. In this house there is a window
which looks out over the Holy Mosque in Mecca and whoever sits there can
see the Ka'ba and the Black Stone in its corner. The reader and the listener
used to sit there without a bench beneath the aforementioned window. The
teacher of the author [of this autobiography] would sit there along with the
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others who studied with him. When the reciter read, the teacher would order
them to listen until he had finished reading to the very end of the book. But
the author [of this autobiography] occasionally went out to take care of some
need or other and there was no one taking roll. So my source for [the Sahih
of al-Bukhari] is Shaykh Najm al-Din al-Murjani, who taught it to me properly
much later; I have relied upon him by virtue of my trust in him.

After that [the author] memorized books of abridgments [mukhtasarat] of
the fields of study. It was necessary that someone take him in hand, and this
fell to Shaykh Shams al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. Isa b. Ab1
Bakr b. al-Qattan al-Misri, so [the author] attended his lessons. Al-Qattan
revealed to him works of history while he was still studying in the children’s
Qur’an school and filled his mind with many things about the lives [Ar. ahwal,
lit. “conditions”] of the hadith transmitters.

Meanwhile he also heard lessons from Najm al-Din b. Razin and Salah al-
din al-Ziftawi and Zayn al-Din b. al-Shihna and he looked into the literary arts
starting from the year 792 [1390 C.E.]. He composed poetry and wrote odes
in praise of the Prophet as well as short occasional pieces.

Then he met with the greatest transmitter [of hadith] of the era, Zayn al-
Din al-“Aragqi, in the month of Ramadan in the year 796 [1394 c.E.]. He stayed
on with him for ten years while the art of hadith was revealed to him. Before
that year had ended, he produced for his Shaykh, the authority [musnid] of
Cairo, Abu Ishaq al-Tanukhi, the work al-Mi’a al-Ushariyya [a collection of
one hundred Prophetic hadith].

The first person to read it in full was the transmitter Abu Zar“a b. al-Hafiz
al-“Araqi [son of his teacher, the famous hadith scholar just mentioned].

Then [the author] traveled to Alexandria and attended lessons from its
authorities at that time. Later he went on the pilgrimage and traveled through
Yemen. He attended lessons from scholars in Mecca, Medina, Yanbu', Zabid,
Ta‘izz, Aden, and other cities and villages.

In Yemen he met the great scholar of Arabic lexicography, a man with-
out rival, Majd al-Din b. al-Shirazi, and received from him one of his most
famous works called al-Qamus fi al-lugha [Dictionary of the Arabic Language].
He met many of the learned men of those cities and then returned to Cairo.
Next he traveled to the Levant and heard lessons from scholars in Qatiyya,
Gaza, Ramla, Jerusalem, Damascus, al-Salihiyya, and other villages and cities.

His stay in Damascus was one hundred days, and what he heard in that
period amounted to nearly one thousand fasicles of hadith, among which were
some from the great books: al-Mu‘jam al-awsat [The Middle Collection] by al-
Tabarani, and Ma'rifat al-sahaba [Knowledge of the Companions] by Abu ‘Abd
Allah b. Manda, most of the Musnad of Abu Ya‘la and others.

Then he returned and completed his own book, Taiq al-ta’liq, about the
lives of the greatest of his teachers, and so others began to take hadith dictation
from him. He remained the protégé of Shaykh Siraj al-Din al-Bulqgini until
he granted him a certificate [to teach law and grant legal opinions]. After al-
Bulqini granted him a certificate [adhina lahu] he obtained the certificate of
Shaykh al-Hafiz Zayn al-Din al-Araqi.
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Then he began to compose his own works. He dictated al-Arbamn al-
mutabayina [Forty Variant Hadith] in the Shaykhuniyya college starting in the
year 808 [1406 c.E.], then he dictated from ‘Ushariyat al-sahaba approximately
one hundred sessions over a number of years. Then he was given charge of
the teaching of hadith at the al-Jamaliyya al-Jadida college, and he dictated
there, but he cut short his dictation when he left in the year 814 [1411 C.E.].
He worked at writing books and was then appointed to the position of shaykh
of the Baybarsiyya college, then with the teaching of Shafi‘ite law at the al-
Mu’ayyadiyya al-Jadida college. Then he was appointed judge on the seven-
teenth of the month of Muharram in the year 827 [1429 c.E.]. Thereafter,
he convened a new dictation session from the beginning of the month of
Safar of that year until the present.'s

This is precisely the type of text that helped to generate the image
among western scholars of an utterly impersonal auto/biographical tradi-
tion. Yet we have only to examine the autobiographies of Ibn Hajar’s own
students to realize that Ibn Hajar’s text is at the far end of the spectrum in
the Arabic tradition in terms of its brevity and laconic style. Even in the
case of this text, however, a careful reading reveals several noteworthy fea-
tures.

First, the author carefully positions himself from the opening passages
in a very modest stance concerning his intellectual achievements: he did
not enter school until age five, did not finish memorizing the Qur’an until
age nine, did not pray the tarawih prayers until age twelve, and so forth.
His language leads us to believe that he was somehow constantly behind
schedule either because of his status as an orphan or because he was a slow
student; yet from the information that can be gleaned from contemporary
biographies and autobiographies, none of these ages are older than aver-
age. We know from other sources that his leading the tarawih prayers during
Ramadan was delayed for a year by a trip to Mecca that he made in the
company of his guardian, but it is probable that he is more concerned with
projecting a self-effacing attitude.®

It is also striking that the only passage with any material detail at all is
the one in which he describes his early attempts to master the Sahih of al-
Bukhari. Suddenly, in this passage we have a house, its location, a window,
a view of the Ka'ba, and students and teacher sitting on the floor beneath
that window. Equally sudden is the shift to the first-person voice: “So my
source for [the Sahih of al-Bukhari] is Shaykh Najm al-Din al-Murjani, who
taught me properly much later; I have relied upon him because of my trust
in him.”

The terminology of the Arabic passage directly reflects medieval Islamic
teaching methods—*I heard this work from,” “I completed my audition of
such and such a work,” “I mastered my audition,” “I was granted a certificate
to transmit such and such a work”—in which a teacher or reciter read aloud
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a work that was then taken down in dictation by pupils (hence the use of
terms such as “hearing” and “audition”) and discussed; and if a student
wished to receive an éjaza, or certification, as a transmitter of that work, he
then read the work back to the teacher and answered his questions about
the text.'” The work in question, the Sahih of al-Bukhari, is a collection of
the traditions [hadith] of the Prophet Muhammad, the field of study in
which Ibn Hajar himself became the greatest authority of his time. It is not
just any collection, however, but one of the canonical “Six Books.”® That
Ibn Hajar should recount to us his failure to master this basic work first
from Shaykh al-Nishawari and then from Shaykh al-Sallawi, and both times
for completely unsubstantial reasons, is somewhat akin to Einstein recount-
ing that he failed mathematics over and over again in school. And his me-
ticulous description of this particular scene as being literally within sight
of the Ka'ba in Mecca—the single most sacred spot on earth in Islam—
adds more than a hint of irony.

Ibn Hajar may have had a number of different motivations for narrating
these specific events in greater detail than the rest of his text. He may have
wished to document meticulously his own authority to transmit this work;
given his stature at the time of writing, however, it hardly seems likely that
this would have been questioned. Alternatively, he may have been moti-
vated by a desire to establish his own modesty concerning his intellectual
achievements in a continuation of the rhetoric of the opening passage. He
may even have wished to be an encouraging example to later striving stu-
dents, particularly those who experienced hardships in childhood and be-
gan their schooling at a disadvantage.

When we read this passage against the background of Arabic autobiog-
raphy as a whole, however, a far more important observation emerges.
Among those premodern autobiographical texts that treat the author’s
childhood, a very large portion recount anecdotes of childhood embar-
rassments, failings, misbehavior for which they were punished, incidents in
which they played the role of fool or were the butt of a joke, and so forth.
Even those texts that uncritically laud the adult autobiographer as a major
intellectual or spiritual authority often include rather detailed anecdotes
of the authors as ordinary and quite fallible children. Over and over again
Arabic autobiographers include humorous, often endearing, stories of
themselves as children, even when they continue their accounts in the most
serious tones when dealing with their adult lives and achievements. It is
one of the most enduring and often-repeated motifs of premodern Arabic
autobiography.'?

Al-Tirmidhi (ninth century) begins his autobiography (translated in this
volume) by admitting that he had to be pressed to study by his father until
he finally acquired the habit and left off childish games and play. He also
notes that he was twenty-seven years old when he finally succeeded in

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

84  PARTI

memorizing the Quran after a “conversion experience” while returning
from the pilgrimage. This late beginning in religious life is all the more
remarkable in that the focus of al-Tirmidhi’s autobiographical work is to
demonstrate his status as a spiritual authority.

Ibn Sina (late tenth/early eleventh century) confesses that although he
had mastered all of the other sciences, he was unable to comprehend Ar-
istotle’s Metaphysics even after having read it “forty times,” until he finally
came across a copy of al-Farabr’s commentary that enlightened him. It has
been argued that the stages of Ibn Sina’s education should be read as an
allegorical treatise on the intellect;** whatever the case, this story, which
portrays the hitherto insatiable student as utterly confounded, is one of the
most memorable scenes in the narrative.

‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (late twelfth/early thirteenth century) re-
counts that, despite the best preparation at home, he could understand
nothing of the teacher’s “incoherent babbling” when his father first took
him to school and that only when he was turned over to the teacher’s
assistant was he able to make sense of the lessons. He later describes in
detail the warm friendship and camaraderie that developed between him-
self and this blind teaching assistant and how they later studied as col-
leagues under this same teacher (translated in this volume).

Zarruq (fifteenth century) tells of being caught listening to storytellers
in the marketplace and being rebuked by a male relative for his idleness;
he never returned to hear their performances. He also recounts that when
he experimented with being decorated with henna, he was scolded by a
female relative for wearing the mark of a woman and never again adorned
himself. He was also reprimanded for reaching out toward the food at a
meal before their family’s guest had begun to eat. Orphaned at an early
age, his grandmother raised him using a number of clever ruses to inculcate
good behavior. To encourage him to pray, she placed a dirham coin under
his pillow as reward, a trick that also kept him from looking at the posses-
sions or wealth of others with greed or envy. To teach him to appreciate
their daily sustenance, she would cook food and hide it, then tell the young
Zarruq that they had no food that day. Together they would pray for God’s
beneficence and the food would miraculously appear. Zarruq’s childhood
memories evoke both the naiveté of youth and the experience of gradually
learning right from wrong.

Al-Yusi (seventeenth century) tells us that he was so bashful about having
to excuse himself to answer nature’s call while in school and having to
relieve himself in the proximity of others that he frequently stayed out of
school rather than face that embarrassment. To conceal his ploy, he would
wait along the road for his schoolmates and join them as they walked home,
pretending that he had spent the entire day with them. The scoldings he
received did not change his behavior; rather, the early death of his mother
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and the resulting emotional crisis he experienced motivated him to con-
quer this shyness, attend school, and devote himself so assiduously to his
studies that his acquaintances found him unrecognizable as his former self.

Yusuf al-Bahrani (eighteenth century) tells of being educated by his fa-
ther but confesses that he was unfortunately not a very good pupil, as he
was at that time still dominated by “the ignorance of youth” (translated in
this volume).

Ibn “Ajiba (eighteenth century) used to get himself and his clothing so
wet doing his ablutions before prayer that his mother tricked him into
believing that it was permissible to do ablutions with a stone (by Islamic
law this is only acceptable when traveling where water is not available and
in certain other cases); he did not discover the truth until much later in
life. On the whole, Ibn ‘Ajiba recounts primarily anecdotes that demon-
strate his precocious piety and serious demeanor; some of the gullibility of
a child attempting to impress the adults around him, however, still manages
to shine through.

°‘Ali Mubarak (nineteenth century) describes his childhood misbehavior
at length. He constantly ran away from teachers and various employments,
eventually even ending up in jail, until he finally found his way into a
goverment school in Cairo as a teenager. Mubarak offers numerous expla-
nations for his misadventures and in doing so carefully shepherds our sym-
pathies even when portraying himself as a most troublesome child (trans-
lated in this volume).

Mubarak, who went on to play a prominent role in Egypt as an educa-
tional reformer, also tells us that his first encounter with geometry left him
totally bewildered. The mystical drawings seemed to resemble the strange
talismans of folk healers and wandering dervishes. His confusion was only
alleviated later by a superlative teacher who opened his mind and heart.
He praises at some length the excellent techniques of this teacher. Later,
he is again frustrated in his studies as a member of a delegation to France,
where Egyptian officials insisted that the delegation be taught engineering
in French before they had studied the French language! He also describes
the personal study habits he developed in order to succeed.

Jurji Zaydan (nineteenth century) writes of learning to read, write, and
recite the Psalms, at which time his father declared his education to be
complete, although he could not understand a word of the text (which may
in fact have been in Syriac rather than Arabic). He also describes the on-
going tension between himself and his father concerning the amount of
schooling he should have and what occupation he should take up.

Finally, in the most famous avatar of this motif, Taha Husayn (late nine-
teenth/early twentieth century) relates in detail his experience of memo-
rizing the Quran as a blind child. Despite his great pride in this achieve-
ment, through lack of practice he forgot it and to his shame was found out
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in a very painful moment in front of his father and a guest. He then mem-
orized it again and again forgot it, and finally, only on the third try, did he
succeed in memorizing and retaining it.

Ibn Hajar thus includes in his fourteenth-century text a motif found in
Arabic autobiographies in the centuries both before and after his own.
Whether this is due to an awareness of earlier autobiographical writings or
to literary convention, or whether it was simply a habit of medieval scholars
and teachers to share such anecdotes, we do not know. But again and again,
Arabic autobiographers who confess no real failings as adults begin their
autobiographies with accounts of childhood failings or embarrassments,
portraying themselves as slow or inept students, as having started their
schooling late or having lagged behind their classmates in their studies,
and as having possessed a child’s naive or ridiculous beliefs. While the in-
clusion of such anecdotes hardly constitutes deep analysis of psychological
development, it is equally clear that the weltanschauung of these authors
is far from what has been previously claimed: “a person is viewed as a type
rather than an individual and . . . this view is static: there is no awareness
of the development of a person’s character.”™! Even the terse scholarly
prose of Ibn Hajar reveals the inaccuracy of such a statement.

One critical issue emerges from these passages that confide intimate
information to the reader about the author’s childhood: they establish the
autobiographical authority of the text and mark it as distinct from a biog-
raphy. Such information was known to the author alone. Even if a scholar
shared such stories with his closest disciples, out of respect students re-
frained from including them in their biographical accounts of their
teacher. It was apparently unacceptable for anyone but the author himself
to present this type of self-effacing anecdote. What might at first glance
seem to detract from an autobiographer’s authority as an intellectual or
religious figure may well have aided in establishing the authority of the
autobiographical text. Moreover, as autobiographies were written in either
the first-person or third-person voice, such passages may have played a
critical role in projecting the autobiographical nature of a text.

Ibn Hajar is, moreover, one of many writers who included far more
information about his life in his other works than he did in his formal
autobiography; in fact, very little of what we know about him comes from
this short text.?? He was, for example, also a poet, and his collected poetic
works were disseminated and transmitted along with his scholarly works on
hadith and his famous biographical dictionary covering the eighth Islamic
century, the first of the great all-inclusive centenary biographical collec-
tions.?*

Despite its brevity and impersonal nature, this text set a powerful prec-
edent. Ibn Hajar’s credentials as a scholar were unassailable. That he had
written a biography of himself, however brief, was immediately noted by

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

THE LITERARY PORTRAYAL OF THE SELF 87

his students, who later imitated him. His rival protégés, al-Sakhawi and
al-Suyuti, each wrote autobiographies, and al-Sakhawi’s two students,
Ibn Dayba® and Zarrugq, then each wrote an autobiography. Al-Suyuti’s stu-
dent Ibn Tultn al-Dimashqi wrote an autobiography, and ‘Abd al-Wahhab
al-Sharani wrote his seven-hundred-page autobiography on the basis of al-
Suyuti’s, carefully excluding all mention of the autobiographies of al-
Sakhawi and his students (the rival lineage) when listing autobiographies
by respected predecessors in his introduction. Finally, later writers such as
al-"Aydarus and Ibn “Ajiba were able to cite all of these texts as precedents
for their own.

Ibn Hajar’s sketch of his life is clearly meant to be read against the
backdrop of his other works; no amount of careful reading will turn this
into a detailed portrait of the author’s personality. Yet we have seen that a
close reading grounded in comparison with other Arabic autobiographies
does demonstrate that there is more to this text than first meets the eye. It
is noteworthy that such an expanded reading is possible even with an au-
tobiographical text couched in this sparse format. Applying this approach
to lengthier, more detailed texts is not only more easily accomplished, but
the resulting insights are proportionally greater as well.

Reading for Stylistic Convention
in the Autobiography of al-Suyuti

Another example of the close reading of literary conventions can be found
in a recent analysis of the representation of the author’s emotions in the
autobiography of al-Suyuti.?* In this case, insight is derived not from a
broad-based comparison with other texts but rather close attention to the
details of a single author’s style. At several critical points in the author’s
life, where a modern reader might expect a description of the author’s
innermost emotions, al-Suyuti tells us what he did, rather than how he felt,
deploying a rhetoric of action rather than of emotion. In one incident that
demonstrates this narrative mode, the author prepares to deliver his first
public lecture. We are given information about which teachers are to be
present, his mentor’s approval, setting the date of the lecture, the open
invitation sent out to the public, and even the author’s preparatory notes
for the lecture itself. Rather than describe his nervousness, however, al-
Suyuti reports: “I went to the tomb of the Imam al-Shafi'i—May God be
pleased with him!—and requested him to intercede for me for God’s
help.”® This account of his actions, though devoid of explicit references
to emotions, would have conveyed much to his contemporary readers about
his state of mind before this dramatic moment in his life.

Another device used several times in the same text is the author’s de-
scription of the emotions of those around him rather than his own. In a
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poignant scene describing his father’s final illness, he notes that a female
relative sent for a holy man to come and pray for the father’s recovery—
testament to the state of fear prevailing in the household—and that the
other members of his family were in despair. When he notes his father’s
death, when he himself was but five years and seven months old, he con-
cludes the passage laconically, “And thus I grew up an orphan.”® This last
image occurs immediately after a reference to the Quran and would have
resonated strongly with contemporary readers. The Prophet himself was
raised an orphan, and the Qur’an contains several frequently cited passages
relating to the treatment of orphans. Indeed, the chapter of the Quran
from which al-Suyuti drew the title of his work (Speaking of God’s Bounty)
contains two such passages, including “So as for the orphan, wrong him
not!” (Q 93:6).2” When it comes to the portrayal of his own emotions, al-
Suyuti as autobiographer consistently prefers to report his actions rather
than describe his mental state.

Two different sets of insights emerge from the examples above: (1) by
studying premodern Arabic autobiographies as a series of linked texts, we
have noted a commonly recurring motif, that of childhood failure or em-
barrassment, which seems to occur only in autobiographical writings and
with a regularity that invites further analysis; and (2) a close examination
of those moments that appear to be emotionally charged in a single text
reveals how one autobiographer succeeds in communicating his emotional
state without departing from the event-based mode of his account. Apply-
ing a similar strategy to the corpus of texts assembled here, and seeking
out motifs and devices that seem within the context of this tradition to
indicate some form or representation of inner emotion or private experi-
ence—though they may not coincide precisely with modern western ideas
of that realm of human experience—points to two recurring features as
particularly deserving of further analysis: the narration of dreams and the
use of poetry.

Dreams, Visions, and Unseen Voices

Medieval Arabo-Islamic culture possessed a rich literature on dreams and
their interpretation.?® The early dream manuals of Ibn Sirin (d. 728), Ibn
Abi al-Dunya (d. 8g4), and Ibn Qutayba (d. 88q) circulated widely for
centuries; these were adapted and added to by many later writers. A twelfth-
century biographical dictionary by al-Hasan ibn al-Husayn al-Khallal (d.
1127), The Generations of Dream Interpreters (Tabaqat al-mu‘abbirin), listed
more than six hundred famous practitioners of the craft of dream inter-
pretation.? The Old Testament, the Qur'an,* the hadith of the Prophet
Muhammad,*' as well as the neighboring cultures of Greece, Persia, and
India, all provided extensive material for the development of Arabo-Islamic
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beliefs and practices concerning dreams and their interpretation. One Ar-
abic autobiographer, Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 874 or 87%), translated the
dream manual of Artemidorus (second century C.E.) from Greek into Ar-
abic in about 873. Ibn Sina, another autobiographer, wrote a dream inter-
pretation treatise of his own.?? The surviving thirteen-month fragment of
the diary of Ibn al-Banna’ (d. 10%78) includes some twenty-five narratives of
dreams seen by the author, his family and friends, for which he provides
interpretations. Ibn Khaldun, also an autobiographer, ranked dream in-
terpretation among the sciences of Islamic religious law.?* The erudition
of Arabic writers in the matter of dream interpretation acquired such re-
nown that by the tenth century a Byzantine author seeking to lend his
Greek dream manual additional authority pretended to be an Arab writer,
though his ignorance of Islamic religious practice and his detailed knowl-
edge of orthodox Christian practice combine to reveal his true identity.**

Most early Arabic authorities state that a dream (manam) or vision (ru’ya)
can originate either with God or with the Devil; some held that the Devil
was capable of producing dreams only at night and that therefore dreams
seen during the day were from God. (It should be noted that the language
of these texts does not always allow us to determine whether the “dreams”
or “visions” in question are experienced in the state of sleep or wakeful-
ness.) In addition, a famous hadith of the Prophet Muhammad states: “Who-
ever sees me in a dream has indeed seen me, for the Devil is incapable of
assuming my form [man ra’ani fi -manam fa-gad ra’ant laysa li-lshaytan “‘an
yatamaththala surati].”* Thus visions of the person of the Prophet himself
assumed a character separate from that of other dreams and came to play
a major role in spiritual biography and autobiography.®®

Almost all early sources recognize at least two categories of dreams: lit-
eral dreams, which require no extensive interpretation, and symbolic or
allegorical dreams, which require specialized interpretation. Since the first
category is taken to be self-evident, the majority of oneirocritical works deal
exclusively with the latter category (Ibn Abi al-Dunya being a notable ex-
ception). The most common type of treatise on dreams was the dream
manual or dictionary, which listed instances of dreams and their interpre-
tations or specific symbols and their meanings.*” In accounts of literal
dreams, the entry concerns how and when the event actually took place,
and these dreams are often tied to specific persons; in accounts of allegor-
ical dreams or symbols, the entry includes the interpretation or meaning,
and most often no information is given concerning an actual occurrence
of this dream. One additional category of dreams, sometimes subsumed
under the category of literal dreams, is that of messages, often in the form
of poems, that are delivered to the dreamer by figures such as angels,
prophets, dead relatives, or former teachers. In these dreams the act of
interpretation concerns only the text rather than any form of visual im-
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agery. This category is in turn closely related to the concept of the “unseen
caller” or “unseen voice” [ hatif], which was common already in pre-Islamic
poems and narratives.®® In all of these categories, the most common func-
tions for dreams (as portrayed in dream manuals) are either as portents of
future events, in which case the act of interpretation is an attempt to de-
cipher the event before it actually occurs, or as the affirmation or legiti-
mization of an act or a person’s status.*

The growing body of recent scholarship on Arabo-Islamic dream litera-
ture deals almost exclusively with the areas of dream theory and interpre-
tation. The questions posed by the analysis of Arabic autobiographies, how-
ever, are somewhat different and center on dreams as they appear in a
specific narrative context: How do Arabic autobiographers deploy dreams
in their texts? When and why are they included? What do they represent,
and what function do they serve?

A large number of the texts in the present corpus include dream nar-
ratives; indeed, in two cases (al-Tirmidhi and Abu Shama) dream narra-
tions occupy well over half the body of the text. Modern readers might be
tempted to see the inclusion of dreams as a portrayal of the author’s “inner
experience” and even as a potential reflection of the author’s innermost
personality ripe for psychological interpretation. The textual evidence sug-
gests otherwise. Arabic autobiographers most often do not include dreams
as reflections of their personalities but rather as messages from outside
themselves that act as portents of the future or as authoritative testimony
affirming or legitimizing a particular action or an individual’s status. The
deployment of the dream thus betrays a moment of “anxiety” reflected not
so much in the content and symbolism of the dream itself but rather at the
point of its inclusion in the text. What assertion or action in the account
does the author feel requires this supporting testimony? Interpretive theory
of the period most often understood symbolic dreams to be related not to
the personal life of the dreamer but to that area of life that was indeed
filled with uncertainties—one’s political, social, and financial status. In the
medieval Arabic tradition dreams about sex, for example, were interpreted
as being about political and social life. In modern western cultures one may
have dreams about one’s public life, but these are often interpreted as
betraying anxieties about sex or other private matters, while in the Islamic
Middle Ages if one had dreams about sex, they were thought to reveal
insights about one’s public life. The vast majority of the dreams found in
this corpus of autobiographies, however, are of the literal type that require
little or no symbolic interpretation.

The dream narrative that provides the dramatic high point of the ac-
count (translated in this volume) attributed to Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873
or 87%) of his trials and tribulations is one such literal dream.* Hunayn, a
physician and translator, recounts his experiences in the pattern of the
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biblical/Qur’anic Joseph story. He, like Joseph, is wrongly accused and im-
prisoned. The ruler, in this case the caliph, is ailing and has a dream that
eventually leads to Hunayn’s release, the restoration of his possessions, and
his elevation to a position of power. The dramatic moment comes not in
the interpretation of the dream, as in the scriptural versions, but in the
caliph’s public narration of the dream before the court. In his dream he
sees two figures who are identified as Jesus and Hunayn. Jesus tells the
caliph that he must pardon Hunayn, who has been falsely accused, and
should call him to his side and take whatever medication Hunayn pre-
scribes. Although the dream requires no interpretation, it is critical to the
narrative as a whole, as it provides the only motivation for Hunayn’s release
and restoration to favor.

Al-Simnani (d. 1446) (text translated in this volume) lived a sumptuous
life in his youth as an intimate companion in the court of Sultan Arghun in
northeastern Iran. At the age of twenty-four, just at the moment of charging
into battle, he heard a “rebuking voice” and saw a vision of the Hereafter.
The experience left him gravely ill and eventually led him to abandon the
life of the court and to pursue a life of asceticism and mysticism.

The Jewish scholar Samaw’al al-Maghribi (d. 1174) saw the prophets
Samuel (his namesake) and Muhammad in dreams immediately before his
conversion from Judaism to Islam. However, in his autobiography, which
he appended to a polemic tract against Judaism, stung by criticism that he
might have converted because he had been “deceived by jumbled dreams”
[adghath ahlam; see Q 12:44], he asserts that the dreams were not the cause
for his conversion but rather a warning:

The reader of these pages should now understand that it was not the dream
that had induced me to abandon my first faith. A sensible man will not be
deceived about his affairs by dreams and visions, without proof or demon-
stration. . . . It was those proofs and demonstrations that were the cause of my
conversion and for taking the right path. As to the dream, it served merely to
alert and to prod me out of my procrastination and inertia.*

Despite Samaw’al’s need to clarify that he converted on the basis of rational
arguments and proofs of Islam’s status as the true faith rather than solely
because of his visions, he obviously considered the dreams significant and
persuasive for at least some of his readers, for he would not otherwise have
included them in his text.

Samaw’al al-Maghribr’s dream of the Prophet Muhammad and al-
Simnani’s vision in the midst of battle provide the background to the au-
thors’ religious conversions. Samaw’al converted from Judaism to Islam and
al-Simnani gave up worldly life to devote himself to mysticism. Rosenthal,
as we have seen, deemed Samaw’al’s account of his vision unconvincing.
But the important point is that these authors, and others we shall discuss
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below, reported these experiences with the clear expectation that their
readers (or at least some of them) would find these accounts convincing.
They are reported as acts of suasion and, in these two cases, provide the
sole motivation offered in the text for one of the most important decisions
of the authors’ lives. These reported experiences, in this sense, function
much as an act of personal confession or divulgence functions in a modern
western autobiography: the author reveals a previously hidden and com-
pletely personal motivation for a dramatic act in his past.

A similar dream that motivates the author’s action is that of ‘Imad al-
Din al-Katib al-Isfahani (d.1201) (text translated in this volume). He was
accompanying Saladin’s uncle, Nur al-Din, when they arrived at a mosque
that had recently been damaged in an earthquake. Nur al-Din pledged to
have the mosque restored and to have the prayer niche decorated in gold
and mosaic, but he died before carrying out his plans. Nur al-Din later
appears to Imad al-Din in an admonitory dream saying that the prayer
niche needs his attention. ITmad al-Din replies that he has appointed some-
one to take care of it, but Nur al-Din repeats his message. ‘Imad al-Din
immediately writes to his retainer, who indeed had not yet begun the work,
and tells him to begin the restoration forthwith.

Another function of dreams is not the legitimation of an act or decision
by the author but an affirmation of his spiritual or scholarly status. Al-
Tirmidhi (d. between gop and g10) (text translated in this volume) re-
counts his conversion experience to the mystical life while in Mecca on
pilgrimage. In this case, the conversion itself is not occasioned by a vision;
however, when he is later describing how he immersed himself in fasting
and prayer, secluded himself from society, and took long walks in the wil-
derness, amid the ruins and in cemeteries, he begins recounting a series
of dream narratives. First, he tells us of his own visions of the Prophet
Muhammad. Next he recounts his wife’s dreams (which occur sometimes
in Arabic and sometimes in Persian) in which she encounters angels who
give her messages to pass on to her husband. These dreams were, according
to al-Tirmidhi, “always so clear and so obvious that they needed no inter-
pretation.” Finally, he recounts dreams of acquaintances and friends about
him (“I saw the Prophet—may God bless him and grant him peace!—
surrounded by light and praying with [the author] right behind him, pray-
ing along with him”).

Similarly, the scholar Abu Shama (d. 1268) (text translated in this vol-
ume) recounts his own dreams and then those of his mother, his brother,
and a number of acquaintances, all of which point to Abu Shama’s high
standing as a scholar. In his case, several of the dreams are explained in
the text by various devices, including by figures in the dream itself. For
example, the author’s brother dreamed that he saw Abu Shama dangling
from a rope hanging down from heaven; he asks a figure in the dream the
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meaning of this and is whisked off to the Dome of the Rock where the
figure explains to him that his brother has been given knowledge similar
to that which had been given to Solomon.

The single most common dream motif in this corpus of autobiographies,
however, is a dream seen by one of the author’s parents that is a harbinger
of his birth and that, in addition, sometimes leads to the choice of name
or profession for the child.* Ibn al"Adim (d. 1262) (text translated in this
volume) reports that his father was deeply saddened by the death of his
first son at an early age, but then he had two dreams. In the first the dead
child appears and says, “Father, tell my mother that I want to come to you,”
and in the second he sees a shaft of light emerge from his male organ and
hang over their house. The dream is interpreted to mean the arrival of a
son, and shortly thereafter the mother gives birth to the author. Similarly,
the father of al-Aydarus (d. 1628) had a dream two weeks before the au-
thor’s birth in which he saw gathered a number of Muslim mystics. Because
of this dream, his father was convinced that his son would become an im-
portant man and gave him three names from those of the two saints he saw
in his vision: “Abd al-Qadir and Muhy1 al-Din after Shaykh al-Jilani and Abu
Bakr after Shaykh Abu Bakr al-“Aydarus.

Only a small number of the dreams cited in these texts are complex
enough to be susceptible in any interesting way to psychoanalytic interpre-
tation. Dream accounts are found, however, in a wide variety of sources in
premodern Arabo-Islamic culture, and such interpretation might prove
more useful elsewhere. In this particular body of texts, dreams at times
communicate the author’s justification for earlier actions or affirmation of
his status and occasionally serve as portents of the future. Almost all are
tied, one way or another, to the issue of textual authority. They function
as the displaced authority of the authorial “I”: what the author cannot say
merely on his own authority, he can support with testimony from an outside
source through the narration of a dream or vision. This interpretation does
not address the “reality” of the dreams themselves or even the author’s
sincerity but rather the selection of dream accounts and the occasion for
their inclusion in texts that purport to be a truthful representation of the
author’s life.

Poetry: An Alternative Discourse

The vast majority of Arabic autobiographies contain at least some examples
of the author’s poetry. The inclusion of representative or remarkable sam-
ples of someone’s poetry is standard practice in Arabic biography, the pur-
pose of which is usually to demonstrate the subject’s literary achievement
and cultivation. Autobiographers followed suit by including selections from
their poetry in their texts, but in many cases this poetry marks a significant
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and highly emotional event in the author’s life. Thus, while modern editors
and scholars of medieval and premodern autobiographies for a variety of
reasons have often deleted or ignored these verse passages, in fact poetry
should be understood as a central—not merely “decorative”—element in
the Arabic autobiographical tradition.

The practice of poetry in Arab culture differs significantly from its
practice in western societies. First, poetry emerged as the earliest and
most highly prized literary form in the pre-Islamic era, particularly the
formal “ode” (qasida), and, in general terms, has retained that position
until the present time.*® Second, up until the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, poetry and prose interacted in a close and interesting manner
in Arabic literature. Although poetry was often collected and published
in works containing virtually no prose, there were few genres of prose that
did not contain occasional and sometimes quite substantial amounts of
verse.

In the oral culture of the pre-Islamic Arabian peninsula, poetry was the
mode of authoritative discourse whereas prose was often denigrated as un-
fixed in form and therefore unreliable. Poetry, because of its formal struc-
ture in meter and rhyme, is more impervious to change in oral transmis-
sion; prose, because of its lack of structure, is more susceptible to alteration.
The earliest Arabic prose narratives from oral tradition to find their way
into writing were accompanied by poems. The Battle Days of the Arabs (Ayyam
al-arab) took a bipartite discursive form: each historical narrative was val-
idated and confirmed by its accompanying poem s), while the context for
the composition and original performance of the poem(s) was spelled out
in the prose narrative.** Many of the early genres of Arabic literature (sev-
enth—tenth centuries) directly reflected oral origins in their formal fea-
tures, and the vast majority of medieval Arabic literary genres assimilated
prose and poetry into a single style that moved back and forth between the
two with great ease (see, e.g., the selections from ‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-
Isfahani’s al-Barq al-shami [The Syrian Thunderbolt] translated in this vol-
ume).

Poetry communicated ideas in a “marked” discourse separate from
prose. As mentioned above, it could be used to delineate a formal or au-
thoritative speech act, but it could also be used to express deeply felt emo-
tions: love, grief, loneliness, anger, yearning. All these were themes more
often expressed in poetry than in prose. Because of its durability, its per-
ceived beauty, and the amount of control it demonstrated on the part of
the author, poetry functioned as an acceptable code for expressing things
that, if expressed in plain language or in actions, might be culturally un-
acceptable.* Though it might be unseemly to lose control of one’s emo-
tions, to express those same raging feelings in verse offered a socially sat-
isfactory alternative. In contrast, poetry could also degenerate into a
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language of clichés and mannerisms, with the same motifs and images re-
curring over and over. What functioned very well as emotional release for
a yearning lover or a bereaved parent might later simply not be deemed a
“good poem” from the viewpoint of the literary historian.

An excellent example of the significant role of poetry in public life is
found in the career of ‘Umara al-Yamani, the only one of our medieval
autobiographers to have earned fame primarily as a poet. Born in Yemen,
‘Umara had a tumultuous career as a scholar and a merchant, then as a
diplomat (he was sent to Cairo as ambassador to the Fatimid dynasty), and
finally as a court poet.* He fell in and out of favor with the Fatimid au-
thorities, even to the point of being kept under house arrest in the southern
Egyptian city of Qus for several months. His autobiography recounts that
during his stay among the Fatimids he was often pressured, unsuccessfully,
to profess the Shi‘ite creed of that dynasty. Despite the vicissitudes of his
career under the Fatimids and his refusal to accept their religious doctrine,
he is portrayed by later sources as having maintained a noteworthy fidelity
to that house even after its fall. After Saladin’s ascension to the throne,
which officially reestablished Sunni Islam in Egypt, ‘Umara was viewed as
a Fatimid sympathizer and suspected of being a Shi‘ite himself. He com-
posed a number of formal odes of praise to Saladin and other Ayyubid
princes, but none of these seem to have earned him favor in Saladin’s eyes.
Finally, he addressed an ode of “complaint” (shakwa) to Saladin that quickly
achieved renown. It opened with the lines:

O Ear of the Days, if I speak, pray listen to
the choking of this consumptive, the moaning of this miserable man!
And retain every sound whose call you hear,
for there is no use in asking you to lend an ear if what it hears is not
retained.

But even this formal sixty-four-verse ode did not bring him Saladin’s favor
or attention. At approximately the same time, “‘Umara composed an elegaic
ode for the fallen Fatimid dynasty that achieved even more fame. One critic

wrote of it: “Never has a better poem been written in honor of a dynasty
which has perished.””

O Fate, you have stricken the hand of glory with paralysis,
and its neck, once so beautifully adorned, you have stripped bare.

As if in a premonition of his own end, the poet concluded:

Wretched “‘Umara spoke this ode,
fearful of murder, not fearful of error!

Biographical sources recount two differing, though possibly related, rea-
sons for his dramatic death. In one version, “‘Umara is accused of being
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part of a political conspiracy aimed at reinstating the Fatimid regime and
is sentenced to death along with the other plotters. In the more widely
circulated version, and that subscribed to by his contemporary and fellow
autobiographer Imad al-Din, he provoked the anger of Saladin by com-
posing an ode said to contain a heretical verse:

The origins of this religion spring from a man
who strove so much that they addressed him as ‘Lord of Nations’!

Tmad al-Din notes that the verse is probably spurious and was most likely
falsely attributed to ‘Umara.*® Even so, Saladin had “Umara executed in
1175, either by hanging or crucifixion. Poetry was, at times, a very serious
business. Whether or not the story is true, the fact that “‘Umara’s crucifixion
over a verse of poetry gained enough credence to be accepted conveys some
of the importance assigned to poetry in Arabic literary practices.

Though “Umara was the most renowned poet-autobiographer in the Ar-
abic tradition until Ahmad Shawqi in the late nineteenth century, poetry
played a role in the lives of nearly all of these writers, and even in the texts
of many of their autobiographies. In premodern Arab societies nearly all
educated literary, political, and religious figures composed poetry at least
occasionally. Some composed enough poetry that their verses survived in-
dependently in collected or anthologized works, but for most, the poems
live on embedded in their other writings, including their biographies or
autobiographies. Almost all of the autobiographers represented in this cor-
pus are known to have composed poetry. Some, such as Lisan al-Din Ibn
al-Khatib and “‘Umara al-Yamani, included many pages of their poetry in
their autobiographies; others made only passing reference to theirs. Even
autobiographers who did not include a selection of their poetry as a sepa-
rate section of their texts occasionally resorted to poetry to mark an emo-
tional event or moment in their narratives.

When the ninety-year-old Usama ibn Mungqidh (twelfth century) muses
lyrically on old age, he closes his thought with a poem followed by an
apology to the reader for his digression.

Little did I realize at that time that the disease of senility is universal, infecting
everyone whom death has neglected. But now I have climbed to the summit
of my ninetieth year, worn out by the succession of days and years, I have
become myself like Jawad the fodder dealer, and not like the generous man
[Ar. jawad] who can dissipate his money. Feebleness has bent me over to the
ground, and old age has made one part of my body enter through another,
so much so now that I can now hardly recognize myself. Here is what I have
said in describing my own condition:

When I attained in life a high stage,
for which I had always yearned, I wished for death.
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Longevity has left me no energy
by which I could meet the vicissitudes of time when hostile to me.
My strength has been rendered weakness, and my two confidants,
my sight and my hearing, have betrayed me since I attained this height.
When I rise, I feel as if laden with a mountain;
and when I walk, as though I were bound with chains.
I creep with a cane in my hand which was wont
to carry in warfare a lance and a sword.
My nights I spend in my soft bed, unable to sleep,
wide awake as though I lay on solid rock.
Man is reversed in life: the moment he attains perfection and
completion, he reverts to the condition from which he started.*

When ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (thirteenth century) waits at the death-

bed of his lifelong companion and intellectual alter ego, Shaykh Abu al-
Qasim al-Shari‘, their final exchange (as reported in the autobiography)
occurs in verse.

I stayed with Abu al-Qasim—we were inseparable morning and night—until
he passed away. When his illness grew worse, and his head cold turned to
pneumonia, I advised him to take medication, but he recited the following
verse:

I do not chase away the birds from trees
whose fruit I know from experience is bitter.

Then I asked him about his pain and he said:

More pain cannot be caused
than that of a dying man’s wound.

When al-Ali al“Amili (seventeenth century) is distraught over the loss

of his son, Husayn, who died at the age of twenty-two, he begins to express
his grief in prose but then shifts to poetry.

By God, the sun has neither risen nor set,

but that you have been my heart and my concern,
Never have I sat addressing a group,

but that you were my speech to my companions,
Nor have I sighed, happy or sad,

but that your remembrance was linked with my breaths,
Nor have I been about to drink water out of thirst,

but that I saw your image in the glass.
O star whose life was so short!

thus it is with shooting stars;
Eclipse came to him in haste, before his time,

overwhelming him before it reached the haunt of moons.
The crescent of days past did not fill out,

and did not tarry till the new moon.
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I mourn for him, then say, hoping to console,

“You are fortunate; you have left behind the world and its pain.”
I remain among enemies and he is with his Lord:

how different are our neighbors!
As if no living creature had died but he,

and no mourner wailed for anyone but him.

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq (nineteenth century) likewise finds it appropri-
ate to express his grief at the death of his young son in verse; after describ-
ing the boy’s illness and death, he concludes with a seventy-two-verse elegy
composed in his memory that opens with the lines:

My tears after your passing, at every remembrance of you flow;
my memories of you are a hidden pyre.

O departed one, you have abandoned a soul
which burns with grief in the fiercest fire.>

‘Ali Mubarak (nineteenth century) recounts that when he was a teen-
ager, as he lay on what he thought was his deathbed, locked in a school
infirmary in Cairo, he heard that his father was conspiring to sneak him
out by bribing the guards. Despite his joy at the possibility of freedom, he
felt he must refuse because the government punished severely not only
those students who ran away from the schools but also their entire families.
At this moment he cites a single verse of poetry to signal his emotion:

Could perhaps the sorrows which now beset me
conceal behind them approaching release?

Similarly, when Mubarak is forced out of his powerful political posts by an
envious rival during the reign of the khedive Sa‘id, he bitterly cites an
aphoristic line of verse to sum up the situation:

Like the secondary wives of a beautiful first wife, they say of her face,
out of envy and spite, that it is unlovely.

But perhaps the role of poetry as a discourse of emotion is most poign-
antly captured in a simple phrase by Tmad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani
(twelfth century) in his autobiography: “I missed my family dreadfully and
expressed my feelings in verse at every stop on the road.™!

In the Arabic literary tradition poetry has also been used for other pur-
poses—as artistic embellishment, as formal speech, as authoritative speech,
as a means of persuasion—but its role as a rhetoric of emotion is most
significant here. It acts both as an alternative discourse that expresses per-
sonal feelings and as a means of lending emotional weight to the recount-
ing of an event in a biographical or autobiographical narrative.

In addition, the capacity to be moved to compose poetry by beauty, grief,
joy, pride, or spiritual experience was taken as a measure of a person’s
inner feelings and sensitivity. Rather than see the raw expression of one’s
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emotional reactions as a significant act that revealed the heart or soul, it
was the reflection of these feelings in “art,” in the composition of poetry,
that was deemed meaningful. In this sense the Arabic aesthetic of poetry
might far more fruitfully be compared to that found in tenth-century Heian
Japan than to that of modern western societies.

Poetry is found both alongside autobiographical texts (thatis, appended
in a separate chapter or section) and embedded in autobiographical ac-
counts. These passages or sections would often have been understood by
premodern readers to reflect the author’s emotional, inner life. Poetic pas-
sages might include courtly praise poems or occasional poems that reveal
little of the author’s personality; others, however, reflect poignant moments
of love, loss, or great joy. Medieval and modern readers had, and continue
to have, the choice of evaluating such passages for their artistic merit or
for their impact in the context of the author’s life; that is, in terms of their
formal features or as a moment in which to identify directly with the au-
thor’s feelings. If such moments at are times clichéd, the power to impress
with poetic excellence may be impaired, but not necessarily the potential
to move the reader emotionally.

The study of premodern Arabic autobiographical texts is hampered by
a historical shift in Arabic literary discourse. Beginning in the late nine-
teenth century, Arab cultures began to adapt a view parallel to that preva-
lent in the West—that poetry and prose are separate discourses that should
not intermingle.?* Before that, a very large percentage of Arabic literature
of all kinds, including autobiographies and biographies, were part poetry
and part prose. The interaction between the two was a significant feature
of the text. In the late nineteenth century, some of the first Arab attempts
at writing novels maintained this dual dimension and the prose narrative
was often interrupted by lengthy sections of verse.”* By the turn of the
twentieth century, however, poetry and prose had separated irrevocably
and prosimetric forms all but disappeared from high literature, although
they continue to exist in folk genres.*® As a result, modern editions of pre-
modern Arabic autobiographies at times do not include the poetry that was
part of the original text. We have already noted that the autobiographies
of Ibn Sina and Ibn Buluggin, for example, now circulate in editions with-
out the poetry that accompanied them in medieval times. This is a devel-
opment that deprives the modern scholar of an important insight into the
personal, emotional side of premodern authors.
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The Autobiography of
Hunayn 1bn Ishaq

(809-873 or 877)

Introduction

Hunayn ibn Ishaq was a Nestorian Christian from the Iraqi town of al-Hira.
He traveled to Baghdad to seek a career in medicine but quarreled with
his teacher and left the city. Several years later he returned, having learned
classical Greek so well that even his former teacher came to rely on him
for translations of Greek medical texts. Hunayn may have learned his Greek
in Alexandria or Constantinople; he was also proficient in Arabic, Syriac,
and possibly Persian. Muslim as well as Christian scholars sought his services
as a translator, and he reportedly enjoyed the patronage of the ‘Abbasid
caliphs. Working from older Syriac translations of the classical texts or (as
he preferred) the original Greek, Hunayn rendered into Arabic works by
Plato, Aristotle, Hippocrates, and Galen, in addition to composing more
than seventy scientific treatises of his own. As a translator, he broke with
the older practice of word-by-word rendition, and his translations are re-
markable even today for their clarity and precision. He and his successors
created a new scientific vocabulary for Arabic and made possible the suc-
cessful appropriation and naturalization of Greek thought into the intel-
lectual life of the Islamic world.

As the autobiography ascribed to him explains, however, his fame pro-
voked his rivals to plot against him. The text of the autobiography appears
in a biographical entry on Hunayn compiled by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 1270),
a historian of medicine. After bemoaning the treachery of his fellow Chris-
tians and describing their envy of his superior abilities, Hunayn tells the
tale of how his coreligionist and fellow physician Jibril ibn Bakhtisha
tricked him into spitting on an icon in the presence of the caliph al-
Mutawakkil. Such an offense made Hunayn an iconoclast, and the head of
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the Nestorian church recommended that the caliph punish him. Hunayn
was accordingly flogged and imprisoned. His rivals then pressed the caliph
to execute him. The sovereign was reportedly on the verge of doing so
when a miraculous intervention persuaded him to relent.

Hunayn’s epistle on his trials and tribulations resembles, to some degree,
the Greek genre of apologetic autobiography, but it is also highly reminis-
cent of the biblical/Qur’anic story of Joseph. Both Hunayn and Joseph are
betrayed by their “brothers” (coreligionists in the case of Hunayn), falsely
accused and imprisoned, and finally released, absolved, and rewarded as a
result of a ruler’s dream. The epistle thus presents a fascinating amalgam
of Greek and biblical elements in an Arabic literary form. The conspicu-
ously literary character of the text—as manifested, for example, in the nar-
ration of conversations Hunayn cannot possibly have overheard—has led
some scholars to doubt its authenticity. Gotthard Strohmaier, for example,
concludes that one of Hunayn’s disciples composed it to defend his teacher
against charges of iconoclasm. Indeed, Hunayn’s iconoclastic opinions are
attested in several other sources, although none of these is entirely trust-
worthy either. In any event, the epistle remains one of the earliest prose
works in Arabic in the autobiographical mode. If it was in fact composed
by another hand, it is remarkable that this later author should have chosen
such an innovative and, at the time, virtually unknown form of Arabic writ-
ing when seeking to clear Hunayn of the accusations brought against him
by the Church.

Bibliography

Cooperson, Michael. “The Purported Autobiography of Hunayn ibn Ishaq.” Edebiyat:
Special Issue— Arabic Autobiography, N.S. 7, no. 2 (1997): 235—49.

Gutas, Dimitri. Greek Thought and Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Move-
ment in Baghdad and Early “Abbasid Society (2nd—4th/8th—10th Centuries). London:
Routledge, 1998.

Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a. ‘Uyun al-anba’ fi tabagat al-atibba’. Ed. Nizar Rida. 2 vols. Beirut:
Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 1965. 257-74.

Rosenthal, Franz. “Die arabische Autobiographie.” Studia Arabica 1 (1987): 15-19.

Salama-Carr, Myriam. La traduction a l'’époque abbaside: L’école de Hunayn ibn Ishaq et
son importance pour la traduction. Paris: Didier, 19go.

Strohmaier, Gotthard. “Hunayn ibn Ishaq und die Bilder.” Klio 43—45 (1965): 525—
33

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

TRANSLATIONS 109

Epistle on the Trials and Tribulations
Which Befell Hunayn ibn Ishaq
[‘Uyun, pp. 257-74]

Hunayn ibn Ishaq writes:

My enemies so tormented me that I was no longer able to sleep. I would
lie awake at night, and during the day I was too distracted to work. My
persecutors felt neither remorse for their cruelty nor gratitude for all the
favors I had bestowed upon them in the past. They attacked me and
wronged me because they envied my learning and resented the preemi-
nence that God Almighty had granted me over my contemporaries. Most
of my tormentors were members of my own family; in fact, it is with them
that my trials and sufferings began. Those I favored over other members
of the profession came next. I trained them, directed their studies, ad-
vanced their careers, treated them well, and introduced them to [the works
of] Galen, but they repaid my kindness with a malice compelled by their
natures.

They slandered me in the ugliest possible ways, spreading the most sor-
did kind of rumors about me and keeping important confidences from me,
until suspicions were aroused and opinion turned against me. Everywhere
I found prying eyes. I was observed so closely that my very words were
cataloged and used against me. On the basis of malicious insinuations,
meanings I had not intended were painstakingly extracted from my words
and accusations against me multiplied. My enemies stirred up hatred for
me among peoples of all sects, not just the members of my own denomi-
nation. Councils were convened on my account where people offered in-
vidious interpretations of my behavior. Every time I learned of such things,
I praised God anew, and bore with fortitude what I could not change.

The situation eventually reached the point where I found myself utterly
ruined and heartbroken, in prison, and reduced to the narrowest of cir-
cumstances. During that time I was unable to obtain even the smallest
amount of gold or silver, a book, or even a single sheet of paper to peruse.

Then God Almighty cast His glance of mercy upon me and restored His
favor to me, restoring His bounty, which I had once known so well. The
restoration of my wealth was due to a certain person who had been espe-
cially zealous in his hatred. This aptly illustrates Galen’s remark that “the
best people are those who can turn the animosity of evil men to advan-
tage.” This person turned out to be the best enemy I ever had!

Now I shall recount what happened to me in the incidents I have just
described:

How could it have been otherwise? How could I not have provoked such
animosity, stirred up so much envy, and set the councils of the great abuzz
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with slander and abuse? Money was paid to have me killed, those who
insulted me were honored, and those who treated me generously were
humiliated. And yet all this happened, not because I had offended or ill-
treated a single one of them, but because I had risen above them and
surpassed them in learning and in labor, and transmitted to them precious
knowledge from languages that they knew poorly, that they would not have
been led to on their own, or of which they knew nothing. All this I did with
the greatest possible eloquence and felicity of expression, without fault or
flaw, without sectarian tendentiousness, and without obscurantism or vul-
garity. This is attested by the Arab rhetoricians, specialists in syntax and
rare expressions. My readers never stumbled over a solecism, a wrongly
voweled word, or a poorly expressed thought. I used the most elegant and
yet the easiest phrases. A lay reader who knew nothing of philosophical
methods and belonged to no Christian sect would still appreciate my work
and realize its importance. In fact, such people spend a great deal of money
on works I have translated, preferring them to works translated by all others
before me. Furthermore, let me say without fear of contradiction that all
men of culture—regardless of religious affiliation—befriend me and take
my part, treat me with honor, receive what I teach them with gratitude, and
reward me with many favors. But as for those Christian physicians, most of
whom themselves learned from me, and whom I watched grow up, it is they
who cry for my blood, even though they could never manage without me.

Sometimes they would say: “Who is Hunayn, after all? Just a man who
translates books for a fee—no more than a tradesman; at least, we can’t
see any difference. A knight can pay a smith a dinar to forge a replica of
his sword, and the smith might make one hundred dinars a month. Hunayn
only services our tools, but he does not work with them himself, just as a
swordsmith is no good at handling swords, no matter how skilled he may
be in making them. Imagine a swordsmith trying to take the field with
knights! That’s Hunayn for you. What does he know about medicine,
having never diagnosed a disease in his life? All he wants is to be like us,
so people will call him ‘Hunayn the physician’ instead of ‘Hunayn the
translator.” The best thing would have been for him to stick to his own
profession and keep his nose out of ours. He would get more money out
of us, and we would treat him better, if only he would stop holding con-
sultations, peering at bottles, and prescribing drugs.” Or they would say:
“Hunayn cannot enter anyone’s house, high or low, without them mocking
him and tittering to one another as he leaves the room.”

Every time I heard things like this I would feel a tightness in my chest,
and I would contemplate killing myself out of anger and frustration. There
was nothing I, a lone man standing against a horde of enemies, could do
to stop them. Yet I knew in my own mind that it was their envy that drove
them to do what they were doing, although even they realized how ugly it
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appeared. Malicious envy is a perennial human failing. As anyone with any
idea of religion knows, the first act of envy was Cain’s murder of his brother
Abel after God refused Cain’s sacrifice and accepted Abel’s. Since envy has
always existed, it is hardly surprising that I too should have been one of its
victims. As they say: “Envy is punishment enough for him who feels it,” and,
“T’he envious one punishes himself more than he punishes his rival.” Arabic
poetry has much to say about malicious envy, for example:

They may envy me, but I do not reproach them.
Many virtuous men before me have been envied.

I shall remain as I am—they shall continue to feel as they feel;
Indignant and resentful are most of us buried.

I am the one they resent, but I shall not change.
I lie heavy on their hearts while my own is unworried.

What this and other poets have said on this subject would take a long time
to relate without adding much to the point.

Ironically, many of the same people, when baffled by a difficult case,
would make their way to me and ask me to confirm their own diagnoses or
have me prescribe medicines and treatments. The soundness of my rec-
ommendations was confirmed again and again. But the ones who came to
seek my opinion were at the same time my most vituperative enemies; I
shall do nothing more for them until the time comes when I have God to
judge between them and me. I said nothing at the time, however, for I was
not dealing with one or two rivals, but with fifty-six, all Nestorians like
myself, and all in much greater need of me than I of them. Furthermore,
as so many of them were in the service of the caliph, their influence was
great. They were virtually in charge of the kingdom. My position was weaker
than theirs in two respects: first, I was alone, and second, those people who
had my interests at heart depended on my rivals’ patron, the caliph.

The whole time, I complained to no one of my sufferings, great as they
were. Instead, I would express my gratitude toward my persecutors on every
public occasion and in the presence of high-ranking persons. When it was
pointed out to me that they were deriding me and slandering me in their
assemblies, I dismissed the notion. Affecting disbelief, I would say that we—
my rivals and I—were as one, bound by the ties of faith, birthplace, and
profession, and that I could not imagine that such people could speak ill
of anyone, much less of me. When my remarks reached them, they would
say: “He’s trying to allay his fears by pretending not to hear.” The more
they slandered me, the more I praised them.

I shall now tell of the final trap they set for me (not counting what
happened before with the Banu Musa, the Galenites, and the Hippocratics
regarding the matter of the first accusation).? Here then, is the story of my
last tribulation:
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Bakhtishu® the physician® succeeded in setting in motion a plot against
me by which he was able to place me in his power. This he did by means
of an icon depicting the Madonna holding Our Lord in her lap and sur-
rounded by angels. It was beautifully worked and most accurately painted,
and had cost Bakhtishu® a great deal of money. He had it carried to the
court of the caliph al-Mutawakkil,* where he positioned himself to receive
the icon as it was brought in, and to present it personally to the caliph,
who was extremely impressed with it. Bakhtisht', still in the caliph’s pres-
ence, began kissing the icon repeatedly.

“Why are you kissing it?” asked Mutawakkil.

“If I do not kiss the image of the Mistress of Heaven and Earth, your
Majesty, then whose image should I kiss?”

“Do all the Christians do this?” asked MutawakKkil.

“Yes, your Majesty,” replied Bakhtishu’, “and more properly than I do
now, because I am restraining myself in your presence. But in spite of the
preferential treatment granted the Christians, I know of one Christian in
your service who enjoys your bounty and your favors, but who has no regard
for this image and spits on it. He is a heretic and an atheist who believes
neither in the oneness of God nor in the Afterlife. He hides behind a mask
of Christianity, but in fact denies God’s attributes and repudiates the proph-
ets.”

“Who is this person you are describing?”

“Hunayn the translator,” said Bakhtishu".

“I’ll have him sent for,” said Mutawakkil, “and if what you say turns out
to be true, I'll make an example of him. I'll drop him in a dungeon and
throw away the key; but not before I've made his life miserable and ordered
him tortured over and over until he repents.”

Bakhtishu® said, “With your Majesty’s permission, might his summons be
delayed until such time as I return?” Mutawakkil assented to his request.

Bakhtishu® left the palace and came to see me.

“My dear Hunayn,” he said, “you should know that someone has pre-
sented the caliph with an icon. He’s quite taken with it and thinks it’s of
Syrian origin. He keeps saying how marvelous it is. If we let him keep it,
and praise it in his presence, he’ll never stop dangling it in front of us and
saying, ‘Look! It’s a picture of your god and his mother!” He has already
said to me, ‘Look at this wonderful image! What do you think of it?’ I told
him, ‘It’s a picture like the ones they paint on the walls of bathhouses and
churches or use in decorations; it is not the kind of thing we are concerned
about or pay any attention to at all.” He said, ‘So it means nothing to you?’
‘That’s right,” I said. ‘Spit on it, then, and we shall see if you are telling the
truth,’ he said. So I spat on it and left him there laughing up a storm. Of
course I did this just so he would get rid of it and stop provoking us with
it and making us feel different from everyone else. If someone gives him
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the idea of using it against us, the situation can only get worse. So, if he
calls for you and asks you questions like the ones he asked me, the best
thing to do is to do what I did. I have spread the word among the rest of
our friends who might see him, and told them to do the same.”

I fell for this stupid trick and agreed to follow his advice. Barely an hour
after he left, the caliph’s messenger arrived to summon me. When I entered
the caliph’s presence, I saw the icon before him.

“Isn’t this a wonderful picture, Hunayn?”

“Just as you say, your Majesty.”

“What do you think of it? Isn’t it the image of your god and his mother?”

“God forbid, your Majesty! Is God Almighty an image, can He be de-
picted? This is a picture like any other.”

“So this image has no power at all, either to help or to harm?”

“That’s right, your Majesty.”

“If it’s as you say, spit on it.”

I spat on it, and he immediately ordered me thrown in prison.

Then he sent for Theodosius, the head of the Nestorian church.” The
moment he saw the icon, he fell upon it without even saluting the caliph
and held it close, kissing it and weeping at length. A retainer moved to stop
him, but the caliph ordered him away. Finally, Theodosius—after much
weeping—took the icon in his hand, stood up, and pronounced a long
benediction on the caliph. The caliph answered the greeting and ordered
him to take his seat. Theodosius sat down holding the icon in his lap.

Mutawakkil said, “What do you think you are doing taking something
from in front of me and putting it in your lap without permission?”

“Your Majesty,” said Theodosius, “I have more right to it. Of course the
caliph—may God grant him long life!—has precedence over us all, but my
faith does not allow me to leave an image of the Holy Family lying on the
ground, in a place where its sanctity is unrecognized, or even in a place
where its sanctity might not be recognized. It deserves to be placed where
it will be treated as it deserves, with the finest of oils and most fragrant
incense burning before it continually.”

The caliph said, “Then you may leave it in your lap for now.”

“I ask your Majesty to bestow it as a gift to me, and to deem it equivalent
to an annual income of a hundred thousand dinars, until I can discharge
the debt I owe your Majesty. Your Majesty will find me ready to grant any
request he may make of me in the future.”

“I give you the image,” said the caliph. “But I want you to tell me how
you deal with someone who spits on it.”

Theodosius replied, “If he is a Muslim, then there is no punishment,
since he does not recognize its sanctity. Nevertheless, he should be made
aware of it, reprimanded, and reproached—in accordance with the severity
of the offense—so that he never does it again. If he is a Christian and
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ignorant, people are to reproach and rebuke him, and threaten him with
awful punishments, and condemn him, until he repents. At any rate, only
someone totally ignorant of religion would commit such an act. But should
someone in full command of his own mind spit on this image, he spits on
Mary the Mother of God and on Our Lord Jesus Christ.”

“And how must you deal with such a person?”

“I, your Majesty, can do nothing, having no authority to punish with
whip or rod, nor do I have a deep dungeon to imprison him in. But I can
excommunicate him and forbid him to enter the church and to partake in
Communion, and I can prohibit Christians from intercourse or conversa-
tion with him, and I can make life a severe trial for him. He would remain
an outcast among us until he repents and recants. Then he must move
through the community and disburse a part of his wealth in alms to the
poor and the downtrodden, and observe all the prayers and fasts. At that
point we invoke our Scripture—*If ye forgive not the sinners, your own sins
will not be forgiven you’—and lift the ban of excommunication on the
offender, and all would be as it was before.”

Then the caliph ordered Theodosius to take the icon, and told him to
do as he liked with it, and gave him a hundred dirhams, telling him to
spend it on his icon. After he had left, the caliph sat a while marveling at
him and his love and adoration for his god.

“This is a truly amazing thing,” said the caliph, and then ordered me
brought in. He called for the ropes and the whip, and ordered me stripped
and spread before him. I was struck a hundred lashes. Then the caliph
ordered that I be confined and tortured, and that all my furnishings, riding
animals, books, and the like be carried off. My houses were destroyed and
the wreckage was dumped in the river. I remained confined in the palace
for six months under conditions so appalling that I was transformed into
an object of pity for those who saw me. The beatings and the tortures were
repeated every few days.

I remained thus until the fifth day of the fourth month of my impris-
onment, when the caliph fell ill. He became so ill that he was unable to
move or stand: everyone, including him, gave up any hope of his recovery.
Nevertheless, my enemies the physicians were at his bedside day and night
to attend to him and administer his medicines. All the while, they would
continue to bring up my case to him: “If your Majesty would only rid us of
that heretical atheist, he would be ridding the world of a great menace to
religion.”

They continued pressing him to do something about me, accusing me
of all sorts of vile things in his presence, until finally he said, “So what
would you have me do with him?” “Get rid of him once and for all,” they
replied. In the meantime, whenever one of my friends came to ask about
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me or tried to intercede for me, Bakhtishu® would say, “That, your Majesty,
is one of Hunayn’s disciples; he holds the same opinions as his master.”
Thus, the number of people who could help me diminished whereas the
number of people plotting against me increased, and I despaired of my
life. At last, in the face of their persistent demands, the caliph said, “I'll kill
him first thing tomorrow morning and spare you any more trouble on his
account.” The whole lot of them were greatly relieved and returned cheer-
fully to their own affairs.

A palace functionary informed me that I had been condemned. With
distraught mind and aching heart, in terror of what was to befall me on
the morrow, innocent, having done nothing to deserve such a punishment,
nor committed any offense other than falling victim to a plot and playing
into the hands of my enemies, I beseeched God Almighty to vouchsafe me
such providence as He had shown me in the past. I prayed: “Dear God, You
know I am innocent, and You are the one to save me.” At last my anxiety
gave way to sleep.

Then I felt someone shaking me, and heard a voice say, “Rise and praise
God, for He has delivered you from the power of your enemies. He will
cure the caliph at your hands so put your heart at rest.”

I awoke terrified. “Since I invoked Him while awake,” I thought, “why
deny having seen Him in my sleep?” And so I prayed continuously until
the break of day.

When the eunuch arrived and opened my door earlier than usual, I
thought, “The time is all wrong—they are going ahead with it after all. My
enemies’ triumph is at hand.” I begged God for His help.

The eunuch had been sitting only a moment when his page arrived
accompanied by a barber. “Come, fortunate one,” said the eunuch, “and
have your hair cut.” After the haircut, he took me to the bath and had me
washed and cleaned and perfumed on the caliph’s orders. When I emerged
from the bath the eunuch put splendid clothes on me and left me in his
booth, where I waited until the rest of the physicians arrived. Each took his
appointed place. The caliph called out, “Bring in Hunayn!”

Those assembled had no doubt that he was calling me in to have me
executed. Seeing me, he had me approach closer and closer until I at last
sat directly before him. He said, “I have gratified a well-wisher of yours and
forgiven you your crimes. Give thanks to God for your life, then treat me
as you see fit, for I have been ill too long.”

I took his pulse and prescribed cassia pods, handpicked off the stalk,
and manna, which were the obvious things to prescribe for his constipa-
tion.®

“God help you, your Majesty, if you take his medicine,” clamored my
rivals, “it can only make your condition much worse.”
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“Do not try and argue with me—I have been commanded to take what-
ever he prescribes,” said the caliph. He ordered the drug prepared and
took it at once.

Then he said, “Hunayn, acquit me of all I have done to you. The one
who interceded for you is powerful indeed.”

“His Majesty is blameless in his power over me. But how is it that he
spared my life?”

The caliph spoke up: “Everyone must hear what I am about to say.” They
gave him their full attention and he said:

“As all of you know, you left last night under the impression that I was
going to execute Hunayn this morning, as I had promised. Last night, I
was in too much pain to fall asleep. About midnight, I dropped off, and
dreamed that I was trapped in a narrow place, and you my physicians, along
with my entire retinue, were far off in the distance. I kept saying, ‘Damn
you, why are you staring at me? Where am I? Is this a place fit for mer!’
But you sat silent, ignoring my cries. Suddenly a great light shone upon me
as I lay there, a light that terrified me. And there stood before me a man
with a radiant face, and behind him another man dressed in sumptuous
clothes. The man before me said, ‘Peace be with you,” and I answered his
greeting. ‘Do you recognize me?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said.

‘I am Jesus Christ,” he said.

I trembled and shuddered in terror and asked, ‘Who is that with you?’

‘Hunayn ibn Ishaq.’

I said, ‘Forgive me—I cannot rise to greet you.’

He said, ‘Pardon Hunayn, and absolve him of his crime, for God has
forgiven him. Take what he prescribes for you and you will recover.’

“I awoke unable to stop thinking about what Hunayn had suffered at my
hands, and marveling at the power of his intercessor. Now it is my duty to
restore to him what was rightfully his. You are all dismissed; it is he who
shall attend me. Every one of you who asked me to take his life shall bring
me ten thousand dirhams as blood-price. Those who were not present need
pay nothing. Whoever fails to bring this amount will lose his head.”

Then he spoke to me: “You may take your appointed seat.”

The group dispersed and each member returned with the ten thousand
dirhams. When all they had brought had been collected, the caliph ordered
that a like amount be added from his own treasury, for a total of more than
two hundred thousand dirhams, and ordered it handed over to me.

By the end of the day, the medicine had moved his bowels three times,
and he felt the onset of recovery. “All you wish, Hunayn, is yours,” he said,
“for your standing is much enhanced in my eyes, and you are far more
important to me than ever before. I shall restore your losses many times
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over, reduce your rivals to abject dependence upon you, and elevate you
above all of your colleagues.”

Then he commanded that three houses belonging to him personally be
renovated. They were houses the likes of which I had never occupied in all
my days, nor known any of my fellow physicians to own. Everything I
needed—furniture, bedding, utensils, books, and the like—was delivered
as soon as the houses were made over to me. This was confirmed in the
presence of notaries in view of the substantial value of the houses—a figure
in the thousands of dinars. In this way, the caliph, out of concern and
affection for me, wanted to ensure that the houses would belong to me and
my children without anyone being able to contest our right to them.

When all his instructions regarding the transport of the property to the
houses had been carried out, including the installation of curtains and
hangings, and there remained only the matter of actually moving in, the
caliph ordered the money due me, multiplied many times over, brought
before me. He then had me conveyed in a train of five of his best mules,
with all their trappings. He also gave me three Greek retainers, and granted
me a monthly stipend of fifteen thousand dirhams, which, in addition to
my accumulated back pay from my time in prison, added up to a substantial
sum. Furthermore, his servants, the women of the harem, and the rest of
his family and retainers, contributed countless moneys, robes of honor,
and parcels of land. In addition, the services I used to perform outside the
caliphal residence were transferred, in my case, to the interior of the resi-
dence. I became the leading representative of the physicians—my allies as
well as the others. This crowned my good fortune; this is what the enmity
of evildoers wrought. As Galen said, “The best of people are those who can
turn the animosity of evil men to advantage.”

It is certainly true that Galen suffered great tribulations, but they were
never as bad as mine.”

I can indeed tell you that, time and again, the first people to scurry to
my door and to ask me to intercede for them with the caliph, or to consult
me on an illness that had baffled them, were the same rivals who had
inflicted upon me the miseries I have already described to you. And I swear
by the God I worship, the First Cause, that I would show them goodwill,
and hasten to do favors for them. I bore no grudges against them, nor did
I ever avenge myself on them for what they did to me. Everyone marveled
at the goodwill with which I performed services for my rivals, especially
when people heard what my rivals were saying about me behind my back,
and in the presence of my master, the caliph. I would also translate books
for them on request, without profit or reward, whereas in the old days I
used to earn the weight of the translated work in gold dirhams.?

I have recounted all this for no other reason than to remind the wise
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man that trials may befall the wise and the foolish, the strong and the weak,
the great and the small. Those trials, although they respect no differences
of degree, must never give him cause to despair of that Divine Providence
which shall deliver him from his affliction. Rather, he must trust, and trust
well, in his Creator, praising and glorifying Him all the more. Praise the
Lord, then, Who granted me a new life, and victory over my oppressors,
and Who raised me above them in rank and prosperity. Praise Him ever
anew and always.
This is Hunayn’s entire statement as given in his own words.

Notes

1. The title of a treatise by Galen.

2. The Banu Musa—Ahmad, al-Hasan, and Muhammad—were the sons of Musa
ibn Shakir, astronomer at the court of the caliph al-Ma’mun (r. 813-33). They wrote
on the sciences, particularly geometry, and patronized translators, including Hu-
nayn. The incidents in question remain unidentified.

3. Bakhtishu' ibn Jibrail, like Hunayn, was a Nestorian Christian court physician.
He was known for his enormous wealth and his “erudition, loyalty, integrity, charity
and perfect adherence to manly conduct” (Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyun al-anba’, 201—
9). Ironically, he is said to have had his own difficulties with the caliphs: both al-
Wathiq and al-Mutawakkil dismissed him and confiscated his property, in both cases
because of plots hatched by jealous or suspicious rivals.

4. The tenth “Abbasid caliph, reigned 847-61.

5. The head of the Nestorian ecclesiastical heirarchy was called the catholicos.
Theodosius held this office from 859 to 858 C.E.

6. Cassia pods (Ar. khiyar shanbar) are produced by the “Pudding Pipe tree”
(Cassia fistula) and pulped for medicinal use; “manna” (Ar. taranjubin) is the sugary
exudate of the flowering ash (Fraxinus ornis), collected from cuts in the bark. Cassia
and manna were used as purgatives or laxatives.

7. Galen is said to have lost his library in a fire.

8. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 1270) notes: “I have come across many of these books,
and acquired a good number of them for myself. They are written in Muwallad Kufi
script, in the hand of al-Azraq, Hunayn’s scribe. They are written in a broad hand,
with a thick stroke, and in widely separated lines, on sheets twice and three times
as thick as today’s paper, and cut to a size one-third of standard Baghdadi paper.
Hunayn produced his books in this way to increase the size and weight of the vol-
umes because he was paid their weight in gold dirhams. Since the paper he used
was so thick, it is little wonder that his works have survived all these many years.”
Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyun, 270-71.
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The Autobiography of
al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi

(b. before 8g0, d. between gop and g10)

Introduction

The account of ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, known as al-Hakim al-
Tirmidhi (“the Sage of Tirmidh”) is one of the earliest surviving spiritual
autobiographies in the Arabic tradition. The author was born between 820
and 8go0 in Tirmidh, in what is today southern Uzbekistan. He studied the
religious sciences of his day but became aware of his mystical calling only
while performing the pilgrimage rites in Mecca. Thereafter, he embarked
on a rigorous program of prayer, austerity, and meditation, culminating in
a vividly described experience of closeness to God. Unfortunately, his ex-
pressions of devotion provoked accusations of heresy similar to those lev-
eled against his mystical contemporaries. Eventually, however, al-Tirmidhi’s
charisma won him a devoted following. He died sometime between gop
and g10, leaving behind a number of works that offer mystical interpreta-
tions of hadith and religious law.

One of al-Tirmidhi’s works, Khatm al-awliya’ (The Seal of the Saints),
helps to clarify some of the unusual features of his autobiography. In the
Khatm, he explains that the soul or the self must begin by suppressing its
desires and concentrating on the fulfillment of religious duties. Neither
good deeds nor a reputation for piety will succeed in bringing one closer
to God. Rather, the sincere seeker must attain an exemplary degree of self-
control and resist all engagement with the transient world. Eventually, the
seeker will find himself in a “wasteland of perplexity” and cry out to God
in despair. Should He respond by carrying off the seeker’s heart to a place
near Him in heaven, the seeker will become a wali Allah, an “ally” or a
“friend” of God.

In keeping with al-Tirmidhi’s emphasis on spiritual development rather

I19
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than scholarly work or worldly rank, his autobiography passes quickly over
his youth and religious training, as well as his travails at the hands of his
rivals and detractors, and focuses instead on a series of dreams and visions
that he construes as indicators of his spiritual status. Although he evidently
believed himself to be a walt Allah, he was reluctant to say so explicitly,
preferring to let the dream-visions speak for him.! Indeed, he attributes
the most powerful of these visions to others, including several male com-
panions as well as his wife. The visions are narrated in the text exactly as
they were related to al-Tirmidhi, necessitating abrupt shifts from the au-
tobiographical “I” to the first-person “I's” of the other dreamers. The in-
creasing importance of dreams in the text leads ultimately to al-Tirmidhi’s
surrender of the narrative to other voices.

The most important of these voices is that of his wife, who is given no
other name. Many of her dream-visions affirm her husband’s high standing;
others, however, deal exclusively with her own spiritual journey. In one
vision, a visiting angel hands her a branch of myrtle and tells her that her
husband is not yet ready to receive such a gift. In another, she is granted
knowledge of the names of God. These dreams are narrated in a mixture
of Arabic and Persian, the latter being the couple’s native language and
probably the only one al-Timidhi’s wife could speak. Although al-Tirmidhi
does not say so, his wife’s ascent to the highest spiritual state affirms the
contention that formal education is not a prerequisite for attaining mystical
knowledge. It is she who reports to him that a mysterious figure called “the
prince” has identified him as the leading wali of his time. And it is she who
has the last word: in a series of waking visions, she learns the meaning of
the sacred names of God. At this point, having given her the floor, al-
Tirmidhi the narrator—if not al-Tirmidhi the man—is overshadowed by
his wife and her mystical experiences.?
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The Beginning of the Career of

Ab1 ‘Abd Allah [the Sage of Tirmidh]
[ Khatm al-awliya’, pp. 14-32]

My career began because God favored me with a father®*—God rest his
soul—who pressed me to take up the pursuit of knowledge. When I was
eight years old, he began to instruct me and to encourage me to study.
This he did with unvarying vigor both when I was disposed to heed him
and when I was not, until study became a habit for me and took the place
of the games and play of childhood. He thus acquainted me, still a youth,
with the sciences of hadith and legal reasoning.

When I reached the age of twenty-seven, or thereabouts, I suddenly felt
the need to make the pilgrimage. Fortunately, the means to do so became
available to me, and I set off, stopping for a time in Iraq to collect had:th.
I then traveled to Basra and from there I left for Mecca in the month of
Rajab, arriving toward the end of Sha’ban. God provided me with the means
to remain in Mecca until pilgrimage time. I came, by God’s grace, to pray
at the multazam [the area near the door of the Ka'ba where all prayers are
said to be answered], every morning at the first light of dawn. There I was
truly converted in my heart, and made to see past the clash of questions
great and small. I performed the pilgrimage and returned, having effected
in myself a change of heart.

At those times when I prayed at the multazam, I would ask God to make
me righteous, inspire me with an aversion for the things of the world, and
grant me the ability to know His Book by heart. At that time, this was all I
felt the need to ask for.

I set off for home, God having instilled in me the desire to memorize
the Qur’an while on the road. I learned a good portion of it while traveling,
and, after I had returned home, God by His grace eased my task, and I
succeeded in memorizing all of it. I would stay up late reading, but I never
wearied of the Qur’an, even when I had been up all night, and I discovered
the sweetness of it.

I began reading books of the praises of God—blessed be His name—
and collecting phrases with which to admonish myself and to inspire
thoughts of the Hereafter. Meanwhile, I was searching the nearby towns,
but could find no one to guide me along the path, or preach to me and
strengthen my resolve. I was confused; I did not know what God wished for
me. Nevertheless, I pursued my fasting and my prayer, until at last the words
of a man of [mystical] knowledge reached my ears. I came across the book
of al-Antaki and examined it, and was thus guided to some knowledge of
the discipline of the soul. I took up this practice and God helped me.
Inspired to deny myself my desires, I found that I could train myself to do
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one thing after another, even to the point of denying myself cool water. I
would refrain from drinking from the river, thinking, “Perhaps this water
had flowed here wrongfully.” So I would drink from a well or from a big
watercourse.

I became enamored of solitude at home and of walking in the wilderness.
I took to wandering amid the ruins and the cemeteries on the outskirts of
town. I sought for trustworthy friends to support me, but could find none,
and so I withdrew to those ruins and lonely places.

While in this state, I dreamt that the Prophet—God bless him and grant
him peace—entered the Friday mosque in our town. I followed him inside.
He continued walking until he reached the enclosed area with me close
behind him, almost touching his back, and placing my feet exactly where
he had placed his, until I too reached the enclosed area. The Prophet
ascended the pulpit, and I followed behind him, step for step. He reached
the top step and sat down, and I sat on the next step down. To my right
was the Prophet, in front of me were the doors that open onto the market,
and to my left was the congregation. I then woke up while I was still in that
state.

One night, a little time later, I was praying and felt sleepy, so I put my
head down on the prayer rug next to my bed. I saw an enormous stretch
of desert, in some place I did not know, and I saw an enormous court, with
a place prepared at the head, and a tent or booth set up there, made of
cloths and curtains I cannot describe. Then I seemed to hear someone
saying, “You are being taken to your Lord.” I entered the tent. I could see
no one at all, no shape or figure, but I was terrified as I passed behind the
curtains. I was certain, even as I slept, that I was standing in His presence.
Soon after, I saw myself emerging from the tent, standing near the outer-
most curtain, and saying, “He has forgiven me” [or: “May He forgive me!”].
I found that I had stopped breathing, I was so terrified.

I continued in my practice of self-denial, pushing aside my desires, stay-
ing at home to be away from people, and constantly addressing myself to
God in supplication. In this way, one thing after another was opened up to
me. I discovered strength and awareness in myself, and I sought out those
who could help me. We would meet at night, practicing the remembrance
of God, praying, and abasing ourselves in supplication at the first light of
dawn.

At this time I fell into trouble on account of slander and baseless rumors
about me. Certain persons, of the sort who pretend to knowledge, made
themselves heard at my expense. They slandered and persecuted me, ac-
cusing me of freethinking and heresy. Rumors spread, but I was indifferent.
I remained on my own course, day and night, never changing, always the
same. But matters took a turn for the worse: I was denounced to the gov-
ernor at Balkh, who sent someone to investigate. “Here,” it was reported
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to the governor, “is someone who talks of Love [al-hubb], corrupts the peo-
ple, preaches heresy, and claims to be a prophet,” and other things that I
had never even thought, much less said. Finally, I went to Balkh, where I
was forbidden by the governor to speak of Love.

Sorrow purifies the heart, and thus did God—blessed be His name—
provide me with the means to purify myself. I recalled the saying of David—
God bless him and grant him peace: “O Lord, Thou hast commanded me
to purify my body by fasting and prayer, but how do I purify my heart?”
God said: “With trouble and sorrow, David!” [cf. II Samuel 16]. Troubles
came upon me from all sides, but I finally found in them the path to the
mortification of my soul. In the past, I had tried to mortify my soul in
various ways: I had ridden a donkey through the marketplace, walked bare-
foot through the streets, worn shabby clothes, and carried burdens like a
poor man or a slave; but my soul would recoil and refuse to submit. This
was upsetting to me, but when these slanders came to afflict me, the per-
versity of my soul disappeared. My soul bore all these things and was hum-
bled, and obeyed me; and at last, I experienced in my heart the sweetness
of humility.

One night during this time, a group of us gathered for the remembrance
of God, on the occasion of a visit by one of our brethren. After some part
of the night had passed, I left to return home. On the road, my heart
opened up in a manner I cannot describe: as if something had touched my
heart, something which cheered and delighted my soul. I was so happy
that, as I walked, I feared nothing in my path: the dogs barked at me and
I treasured their barking, because of some delight I felt in my heart. It even
seemed to me that the sky with its moon and all its stars had drawn near
the earth. All the while, I was invoking God, and I felt as if something had
been set firmly within my heart. As I experienced this sweetness, my stom-
ach wriggled and twisted and turned over on itself, and contracted, so pow-
erful was this delight. The sweetness spread down my spine and through
my veins. It seemed to me as if I were as close to God as His throne.

Every night I would stay awake until morning, unable to sleep, and I
grew to bear this easily. I was still perplexed, however; I did not know what
this experience was, but I grew stronger and more assiduous in my activities.

At that time an insurrection occurred in the area and civil strife ensued.
All those who were persecuting and defaming me in the nearby towns fled.
They suffered in the conflict and were forced into exile, and the country
was rid of them.

It was during this period that my wife said to me:

I dreamt I saw someone walking in the air, coming out of our house and
walking above the path. He looked like a young man with curly hair, dressed
in white, wearing sandals. He was calling to me from the air, and I was opposite
him on the bench. He said, “Where is your husband?” “He has gone out,” I

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

I24 PART II

replied. He said, “T'ell him the Prince commands him to act justly.” Then he
was gone.

A short while later, a large number of people, including the elders of the
town, gathered at my doorstep. I did not realize they were there until they
started banging on the door. I went out and found them asking me to teach
and hold assemblies for them on a regular basis. These people were the
very same ones who had been spreading nasty rumors about me among the
population, rumors so malicious that I had come to think of these people—
or most of them in any case—as a sort of infectious disease. They had cast
aspersions on my way of life and accused me of heretical beliefs that I had
never held or even imagined holding.

Now here they were asking me to do this for them. Eventually, I gave in.
When I spoke to them, it was as if the words came to me like ladlefuls of
water from the sea and captivated their hearts. More and more people
gathered round me. They filled the house and formed crowds in the street
and the mosque. Finally, they carried me off to the mosque and it was as
if all those lies and falsehoods about me had never been. Then the con-
versions began and disciples appeared and leadership, with all of its trials,
fell to me as a Divine tribulation.

When the aforementioned slanderers returned from exile, they found
that I had become a powerful man with many students and followers. In
the past, they had turned the government and the people against me so
effectively that I did not dare show my face in public, but God saw to it that
their plots came to nothing. Now it was clear that they had acted out of
malice and envy, and that no one was listening to them any more, so they
gave up hope of harming me further.

In the meantime, my wife continued to have visions. They always came
before dawn, and they came one after the other, like a Divine message.
They were always so clear and so obvious in their meaning that they need
no interpretation. One of these visions went like this:

I saw a big pool, in a place I had never been before. The water in the pool
was as clear as spring water. Where the water was flowing into the pool, we
saw bunches of grapes, all white. My two sisters and I were sitting at the head
of the pool eating the grapes, with our legs in the water, but floating without
sinking or disappearing from sight. I said to my little sister, “Here we are
eating grapes, but who do you think is sending them to us?”

Suddenly a man appeared, curly haired, dressed in white, with a white
turban on his head and his hair hanging loose behind him. He asked me,
“Who would have a pool like this or grapes like these?”

Then he took my hand and helped me to my feet, and, leading me away
from my sisters, said: “T'ell [your husband] Muhammad ibn ‘Ali [al-Tirmidhi]
to stop reading the verse, “‘We have placed the balanced scales for the Day of
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Resurrection . . .”” [Q 21:47] and so on to the end of the verse. “Those scales
are not for flour nor for bread; they weigh the speech that comes from
here”—pointing to his tongue—“and the deeds that come from here and
here”—pointing to his hands and feet. “You do not know that an excess of
words, like the drinking of wine, produces a kind of intoxication.”

I asked him: “Who are you?”

He replied: “I am an angel. We roam the earth, and we reside in the Holy
Temple at Jerusalem.” In his right hand, I saw a sprig of fresh green myrtle,
and in his other hand, sweet basil. He was holding these as he spoke to me.

“We walk the earth,” he said, “and seek out the servants of God. We place
this basil on the hearts of the servants of God, that they arise to serve and
worship Him. And we place the myrtle on the hearts of the True and Certain
Ones, that they may know sincerity. Sweet basil is green even in summer, and
the myrtle never changes, no matter what the season. So ask [your husband ]
Muhammad ibn “Ali, ‘Would you not be happy to have these?’—pointing to
the myrtle and the basil. “God can increase the piety of the God-fearing to
the point that they need fear no longer, but He places these on their hearts
to teach them piety first.”

Then he continued, “Tell him to purify his home.”

I replied, “I have small children and it is hard to keep the house clean.”

He answered, “I don’t mean free of urine. I mean this”—pointing to his
tongue.

“Why don’t you tell him all this yourself?” I asked him.

“I will not tell him myself,” he said, “because the matter is not important
enough for that, at least, not for other people. When he transgresses, though,
itis important. Why does he trangress, then? Because this”—he gestured with
the myrtle—*is still a long way off for him.”

Then he pulled off some of the myrtle from the bunch in his hand and
gave it to me.

“Should I keep this for myself, or give it to him?” I asked.

He laughed and his teeth sparkled like pearls. “Take it,” he said, “and I’ll
bring the rest to him myself. What you have is for both of you—the two of
you are of equal rank. And tell him, ‘Let this be my last exhortation to you.’
Peace be with you.” But then he added, “God will give you, you and your
sisters, a garden, but not because of your fasting and prayer; rather, because
of the goodness of your hearts, and because you love good and shun evil”—
or, in Persian, “You do not accept evil and you love the good.”

“Why didn’t you say this in front of my sisters?” I asked him.

“Because neither of them measures up to you.” Then he said, “Peace be
with you,” and was gone, and I woke up.

Another time she dreamt that she was in the big room of our house:
In the room were couches upholstered with silk. One of these big couches

was next to the prayer room. I looked and behind the couch I saw a tree
growing out of the gibla end of the prayer room [the wall facing Mecca]. The

Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.
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tree grew as high as the height of a man, and then stopped. It was dry and
shriveled up, with branches like a palm tree, looking like tent-pegs or shavings.
Then fresh green branches, about five in number, sprouted from the trunk.
When the new branches started growing about halfway up the trunk, the tree
suddenly shot up into the air, about three times as high as a man, carrying
the new sprouts up with it. Then bunches of fresh dates appeared on the
branches.

I said to myself in my sleep, “This tree is mine. No one in the world, even
in Mecca, has a tree like this.” I stepped closer to it, and I heard a voice coming
out of the trunk of the tree. I could see no one, so I looked at the trunk of
the tree, and I noticed that it was growing out of a rock. It was a big rock and
it filled half the room, with the tree growing out of the center of it. Next to
this rock was another one, hollowed out like a basin. Water was flowing from
the trunk of the tree into the hollow rock. This water was utterly clear and
pure, like sap.

Then I heard a voice calling to me from somewhere near the tree: “Do
you promise to watch over this tree and to make sure that no one touches it?
For this tree is yours. Once it grew in sandy soil, and so many hands touched
it that its fruit drooped and withered, but we placed a rock around it and sent
a bird to watch over its fruit. Look!”

I' looked and I saw a green bird the size of a dove on one of the branches
of the tree, not on one of the fresh shoots that had sprouted from the trunk,
but on one of the withered limbs just above. The bird flew from branch to
branch, working its way upward. Whenever it landed on one of the dry
branches that looked like pegs, the branch would turn green and fresh, and
sprout bunches of dates.

The voice said, “Guard this tree until the bird reaches the top and makes
the whole tree green or else it will have to stop there in the middle.”

“I will guard it,” I said, not seeing who I was speaking to. The bird went
up the tree branch by branch, and each one turned green. When the bird
reached the top of the tree, I said in wonder, “There is no god but God!
Where is everybody? Don’t they see this tree? Don’t they know where it is?”

From the top of the tree the bird cried, “There is no god but God!”

I wanted to pull a date from the tree, but the voice said, “Not yet! Wait
until they ripen.” Then I woke up.

Then another time she dreamt she was sleeping next to me on the roof:

I heard voices from the garden. I cried aloud in dismay, “We’ve neglected
our guests! I'd better go and give them something to eat.” I walked over to
the edge of the roof to find my way down, and then the whole side of the
house simply lowered itself and left me standing upright on the ground.
Two men were sitting there, awe-inspiring in their dignity. I approached
them and apologized, but they smiled back. One of them said, “Ask your
husband why he is so preoccupied with this furuzd, meaning ’grass.”* Your
duty is to succor the weak, and be a support to them. And tell him, “You are
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one of the pegs [that hold up] the earth, and a large segment of mankind is
in your care.””

“Who are you?” I asked.

‘I am the Prophet Muhammad Ahmad,® and this is Jesus.” Then he said,
“Tell him: ‘When you say—O King! O Holiness! Have mercy on us!—you
bring holiness upon yourself. Every land you bless will grow strong and
mighty, and every land you do not bless will grow weak and feeble.” And tell
him: “‘We have given you a dwelling place and the frequented house [Q 52:4—
a reference to the Ka'ba in Mecca], so treat them well.”” Then I woke up.

Then, on the twenty-fourth night of the month of Ramadan, she dreamt
that she heard my voice from afar . ..

... but sounding like no voice I had ever heard. I followed the sound and
came to the door of a palace full of light. I went in. The prayer room was
raised up, higher than the congregation and higher than the building around
it. There you were, in something that resembled a prayer niche, standing and
facing Mecca. You were praying, with the light shining all around you. I
thought, “His voice is enough to save the people, but he keeps himself from
them.”

Abu Dawud the tailor dreamt he saw people gathering around a stairway,
or ladder, set in a wall that rose to the skies:

I approached and found a crowd of people at the base of the ladder. I wanted
to climb up, but a voice said, “You shall not ascend until you obtain permis-
sion.” I looked up and there was a man standing in my way.

I thought to myself, “How am I supposed to obtain permission?” Then I
noticed a piece of paper in my hand. I showed it to the man, and he stepped
aside. I climbed the high wall. At the top, I saw only a few other people.
Beyond the wall was a sea, and beyond the sea was an enormous, dizzying
expanse of emptiness. I said to the others at the top of the wall, “Who are
you? What are you doing here?”

“On the other side of the sea,” they said, “in that great space, is Muhammad
ibn ‘Ali [al-Tirmidhi].” I stared as if staring at the crescent moon, until at last
I saw you a great distance away. Again and again I rubbed my eyes and stared.
I noticed the people with me were keeping away from the sea. I threw myself
into it and almost immediately found myself on the other side. I walked until
I found you, and there you were, sitting in that emptiness with your hood
wrapped around your head. I wondered how I had come to find you in this
place. Then I woke up.

Then Ahmad ibn Jibril the whole-cloth dealer told me that he had dreamt
of me as well:

Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.
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your circumambulations on this shelf, with the top of the wall just higher than
your waist. Then you rose up into the air until you were higher than the roof,
and you kept on walking around the Ka‘ba, up in the air like that. Then,
astonished, I woke up.

And Muhammad ibn Najm the lumber dealer had a dream:

I saw the Prophet—may God bless and grant him peace—surrounded by light
and praying with Muhammad ibn “Ali [al-Tirmidhi] right behind him, praying
along with him.

At one point during those years, I became much occupied with computing
the declinations and learning to calculate using the zodiac and the astro-
labe, and had become immersed in these matters. Then Muhammad ibn
Najm told me of a dream he had had:

I heard a voice say, “Tell Muhammad ibn ‘Ali [al-Tirmidhi], ‘“These things
you are doing are not part of your calling or your way, so avoid them!”” I was
terror-stricken by the awful splendor of the man who spoke these words. He
appeared to me as an old man with white hair and beard, sweet smelling,
handsome, and I imagined somehow that he was an angel.

Then he said, “Tell Muhammad ibn “Ali to cast those things aside, for I
suspect they will become a veil between him and the Lord of Majesty. Re-
member to fear God in this world—you are not a base wretch, you are merely
distracted [?]. Tell him this and do not neglect to pass on God’s counsel to
His creatures.”

Then my wife dreamt that the two of us were sleeping in one bed and the
Prophet of God—may God bless him and grant him peace—entered and
lay down in our bed with us. Another time she dreamt that he came to our
house. She said:

I was overjoyed and bent to kiss his feet, but he stopped me. He gave me his
hand and I kissed it. I was trying to think of what to ask him for. I used to
suffer from an inflammation in one of my eyes, so I said, “O Prophet of God,
sometimes my eye becomes inflamed.” He replied, “Whenever that happens,
put your hand over your eye and say, ‘There is no god but God, alone, without
partner; His is the power and His is the praise. He brings life and death.
Goodness is in His hands, for He is All-Powerful.”” Then I woke up. After
that, whenever my eye became inflamed, I would say these words and the
inflammation would subside.

Then my wife dreamt that she was on Sakiba Street, looking at the cemetery,
a long way off:

Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.
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crowded with people, even clinging to walls and treetops, like birds. I thought,
“What is all this?”

A voice said, “The prince has invaded without warning. No one knew he
was coming. For twelve days his armies were advancing upon us, and we sensed
nothing, and now they have covered the earth.”

I'looked at all the people. They were pale-faced and speechless with terror.
Then I saw you coming into the room. You undressed, asked for water, and
then washed yourself with water from the brass ewer. You put on a waist-
wrapper and a cloak. You were wearing sandals. I asked you, “What are you
doing?” You replied, “What a marvel! Do you know what this prince wants?”

The people had fallen into a stunned and terror-stricken silence. It was as
if they no longer knew one another—as if, in their fear, they had all become
strangers. But you were calm and fearless. You were saying to me, “What a
marvel! The prince will choose, from all the people on the earth, forty souls
to speak to.”

I said, “Why aren’t you going?”

“God’s will be done,” you replied.

The whole world was watching you (this she said in Persian). The people
were saying, “Unless Muhammad ibn “Ali comes to our rescue we shall all
perish. He must find these forty people, wherever they are, and if he does not
take his place among them, then all these people will be destroyed.”

She said that forty people were to be found, from all over the world, and
if I was not among them, then all these people would go to ruin. But how
would the prince know me and when would he find me? At any rate, it
seemed I was needed to complete the forty myself, for there was still one
missing. The story was that the prince had come with Turkish troops to
search out these people. She said that I put on a white shirt and cowl, and
sandals, and went out:

It seemed to me in my dream—she said—that when you reached the prince,
you found the people jostling to get away from the Turks, but the Turks were
not beating anyone, and the people’s fear seemed to have disappeared. I
called out, as I stood at the end of the street, “Are you one of the forty?”

Someone said, “By those forty we shall be saved.”

“Muhammad ibn Al will save us,” said someone else. I started to weep.
“What are you weeping about? He’s the one who is going to save us,” they
said. “Not because something bad is going to happen to him,” I said, “but
because of his kind heart. How can he bear to look at the sword?” I was
thinking that the forty would be executed, so I wept.

Then I'went back to the house. I felt that somehow a whole day had passed.
When I reached the front door, I turned and I saw you there. “Thank God!”
I said. “How were you spared?”

You gestured as if to say, “If only I had been!” Then, “Just wait until you
hear the whole story.”

You seemed to be covered in white, and you seemed twice your normal
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height. Your cheeks were flushed and shining, and your forehead and eye-
brows were covered with something that looked like dust. I looked more
closely and saw that there was no dust, only the traces of your terror. “How
were you spared?” I asked again.

“Don’t you realize? I am the first of the forty. It was me he recognized and
me he chose. He touched me here”—you pointed to your chest—“and he
shook me so hard I thought my whole body was going to be torn apart. Then
he said to me in Persian, ‘You are a great lord. . . . You are at the head of the
world.””

“You saw the prince? You actually saw him?!”

“No. I gotas far as the pavilion, where there was an enclosure set up before
his door, and the prince put his hand out—or so it seemed—and he touched
me, and shook me, and spoke to me. Then we went out into the courtyard,
which looked like the festival enclosure they set up in the cemetery. The
prince said, “Take these forty souls out to the courtyard, and hold them there.
Keep them standing, do not let them sit.’

“So I went out with the others into the courtyard. The prince said to the
others, ‘Send this one’—meaning me—°‘out to pray.” So I entered with them
and then I was sent out to pray. It was as if we had been chosen from all the
souls on earth. I walked on past the prince’s troops and past the Turks, and
no one laid a hand on me. I realized then that the prince thought well of me,
and that he had assembled all those people for my sake. He had sought out
those forty souls only because I would be among them.”

“Now you can rest,” I said.

“I am saved from myself,” you said, and went up to the mosque. I watched
you move away, borne above the heads of the people. Then I woke up.

Later she had another dream, this time in Persian.® At the end she said,
“Then I woke up.” Then she was seized by an ardent desire to listen to
sermons and to exact obedience from her soul. The first validation of her
visions came on the twenty-seventh of the month of Dhu al-Qa‘da, five or
six days after her last vision. While sitting in the garden, she heard in her
heart the words, “O Light and Guidance to all things! O You Whose light
cleaves the darkness!”

She said:

I felt as if something had entered my breast and wrapped itself about my
heart. My chest and throat were full, so full that I felt near to choking, full of
something hot that scorched my heart. All things seemed beautiful to me.
Everything I looked at—the earth, the sky, the creatures—had taken on a new
and different shape, a shape lovely, glorious and sweet. There came to me
then words in Persian: “We have given you a seal-ring.” I was filled with joy,
contentment and cheer.

She told me of this experience and the next day she told me of another:

I heard the words, “We have given you three things”—in Persian—"My glory,
My greatness, and My majesty.“ A light appeared above me, and remained
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there above my head, as I had seen once before in a dream. And in the light
appeared the mark of glory, the mark of greatness, and the light of majesty.
Of this glory, I saw a house that moved [in Persian] with something in it, with
all of mankind moving along in it, and the greatness of the kingdom and of
all things, and the majesty of all things, and their grandeur, were in it. I saw
clearly a flame spreading through the heavens . .. and then downwards.

Then on the third day she heard in her heart: “I have bestowed upon you
the knowledge of those who have gone before and those who are to come.”
And in this state, she spoke the knowledge of the [gg] Names of God. Every
day, names were revealed to her. A light would shine upon her heart and
reveal the hidden meaning of the Names to her. This continued until, on
Friday, the tenth of the month, she attended our gathering and told us
that God’s Beneficent [100th] Name had been revealed to her.

Notes

1. See Leah Kinberg’s series of articles on this topic: “The Legitimization of
Madhahib through Dreams,” Arabica 32 (1985): 47-79; “The Standardization of
Qur’an Readings: The Testimonial Value of Dreams,” The Arabist: Budapest Studies
in Arabic 3—4 (1991):223-38; and “Literal Dreams and Prophetic Hadithin Classical
Islam—A Comparison of Two Ways of Legitimization,” Der Islam 70 (1993): 279—
300.

2. The present translation was completed before the appearance of another,
more fully annotated English translation in Bernd Radtke and John O’Kane, The
Concept of Sainthood in Early Islamic Mysticism: Two Works by al-Hakim al-Tirmidhs (Rich-
mond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996), to which the reader is referred for a detailed
study of al-Tirmidhi. The authors would like to thank Professor Radtke for making
his German translation available to them at an early stage of their work. Unlike
Radtke’s, however, the present translation follows “‘Uthman Yahya’s reconstruction
(in the Khatm) of the Persian passages in the text.

3. Shaykhi: possibly “my teacher” or “my master,” but the possessive form without
a name suggests that he means his father; see Radtke and O’Kane, Concept of Saint-
hood, 15,

4. Furuzd is a Persian word; eating grass appears to have been a practice of as-
cetics (Radtke and O’Kane, Concept of Sainthood, 140—41).

5. The names Muhammad and Ahmad both refer to the Prophet.

6. The Persian text was apparently omitted by the copyist.
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The Autobiography of al-Mu’ayyad fi
al-Din Hibat Allah al-Shirazi

(ca. 1000-1077)

Introduction

Al-Mu’ayyad fi al-Din Hibat Allah al-Shirazi was born in the city of Shiraz
in southern Iran. During his lifetime the rivalry between various Sunni and
Shi‘ite sects of Islam took the form of competing political states as well as
competing religious doctrines. He, like his father before him, became a
“missionary” [da%] for a sect of Shi‘ite Islam known as Isma‘lism, most
notably championed by the Fatimid dynasty of Egypt from the tenth
through the twelfth century. As a da%, al-Mu’ayyad acted equally as a local
religious leader and as an agent provocateur for the Fatimids in their strug-
gles with rival states in Syria and Iran. Al-Mu’ayyad held many different
posts during his career: religious teacher, political agitator, missionary, se-
nior court official, and military commander. The language of his writing
reveals him to be a highly educated and accomplished rhetorician, and
certainly bilingual in Arabic and Persian. He was also a poet. Al-Mu’ayyad’s
autobiography is a gripping story of high-stakes political intrigue, military
adventure, and espionage.

Al-Mu’ayyad’s account of his life proceeds chronologically, with occa-
sional flashbacks and foreshadowing, and focuses on three main periods
of his career. The first section details his activities in Shiraz, his attempts
to win the sultan Abu Kalijar over to Isma‘ilism, and the enmity he provoked
among the local clergy who on one occasion forced him to flee for his life
in disguise in a dramatic escape from the city. Later sections of the auto-
biography recount al-Mu’ayyad’s tenure at the Fatimid court in Cairo, pro-
viding a valuable depiction of the functioning of the court during the reign
of al-Mustansir (r. 1036—94), and offer a detailed account of his military
expedition against the Seljuq Turks and the brief capture of Baghdad by a
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fragile coalition he had forged among Arab tribes and Turkic mercenaries
in 1058.

In the excerpts translated here, taken from the first section of the text,
al-Mu’ayyad is in residence in the city of Shiraz, then governed by the Buyid
sultan Abu Kalijar (d. 1048).! When we enter the story, he has already
converted many soldiers from the region of Daylam in north-central Iran
(who constituted a major part of the sultan’s army) to Ismatlism. Al-
Mu’ayyad is thus engaged in activities just short of outright sedition but has
sufficient popular support to make him both dangerous and difficult to
eliminate openly. The story opens at the end of Ramadan, 1037, as al-
Mu’ayyad and his converted followers are about to break the monthlong
fast two days earlier than the Sunni majority because of their different
method of calculating the lunar month, an incident that leads to civil un-
rest. In the first excerpt, al-Mu’ayyad manages to avoid both being assassi-
nated and being exiled through his astute political instincts and powerful
eloquence. His dramatic escape from Shiraz in the second excerpt is but
the first of many such adventures recounted in the remainder of the
text.

Al-Mu’ayyad’s prose style is ornate, rhymed, and filled with parallelisms,
a common embellishment in Arabic and Persian prose: “. .. their deter-
mination and resolve to oppose and prohibit my activities . . .” or “People
in the marketplaces began to whisper, and in their gatherings and house-
holds they began to talk.” Although such doubled phrases can be awkward
in English, many of them have been retained in the current translation to
communicate something of the feel of the original. Another important
element of his style lies in the rhetorical dimension, particularly the way in
which he attributes to himself lengthy and flowery argumentation whenever
he is speaking publicly, while his opponents are either left anonymous and
silent or depicted as giving only terse, simple responses. Despite the brash
rhetoric of his speeches, al-Mu’ayyad often confides to the reader his deep
fear and even terror during his adventures, typically at moments when he
is alone, such as at home at night or cowering in hiding.
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Mu’ayyad-fid-din Al-Shirazi. Karachi: Ismailia Association of West Pakistan, 1950
[contains long paraphrased passages from the Sira].
Poonawalla, Ismail. “Al-Mu’aiyad fi ’l-din al-Shirazi.” EI? 5:270.

The End of Ramadan
[Sirat al-Mu’ayyad, pp. 5—11]

On the day before the feast at the end of Ramadan 428 A.H. [1087 C.E.],
I was preparing for the holiday by obtaining carpets, furnishings, and the
rugs necessary for the worshipers to pray on. News spread that I was gath-
ering a great crowd the following day for the prayer and sermon and was
setting up tents and pavilions in the courtyard of my house in an overt
display of defiance and provocation. An extremely dim view was taken of
this [by the authorities], which led to their determination and resolve to
oppose and prohibit my activities. Talk of this spread quickly through town.
People in the marketplaces began to whisper, and in their gatherings and
households they began to talk. This soon reached the ears of Shi‘ites even
in the farthest reaches of the city. Every so often, one of them would rush
over to my house to reassure himself about my safety and to inquire whether
anything had happened to me, only to find me safe and sound and still in
one piece.

The next day, which was the holiday, a great mass of people from Daylam
gathered together to pray and I led them in prayer. When I had finished,
I 'addressed them vigorously in my sermon with admonitions and warnings,
saying: “As must be clear to you, times are tense, and our enemies are
showing themselves openly and in great numbers. They aim to besmirch
our good works and attribute great sins to us, even though we are the ones
who are diligent in bearing the charge of worship and the performance of
prescribed religious duties and time-worn rites! You must rein yourselves
in, make an effort to see the good in their deeds, and fear God as is His
due! Take care that not one of you is linked to any form of transgression—
let no loose tongue find room to fault you. Patience! Prayer! God is with
the steadfast!”

In the evening of that same day, the Sunnis sought the crescent moon
in accordance with their custom [i.e., by visual sighting], but it was hidden
from them for a while.? So they rejoiced thinking that having fasted for
twenty-nine days they would complete the fast on the next day, the thirtieth.
They lashed out at us with words and deeds for breaking the fast two days
before them, so that this might be more damning and more effective in
venting their anger on us. But shortly thereafter the moon appeared and
their tongues dried up in their mouths and their hearts died in their bodies
from the intensity of their rage and wrath. The next day they went to their
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place of worship, prayed, and returned. They were filled with talk against
us and schemes to ensnare us, but nothing happened that day.

The following day, however, I was summoned by the minister of state,
Bahram ibn Mafina ibn Shahl, who had been given the title “the Just”™—
may God have mercy upon him—to his court. A man of great intelligence,
of noteworthy erudition, conciliatory in all situations, and refined in words
and deeds, he bade me approach and draw near, and then he welcomed
me. He disliked having to address me with such harshness, knowing that it
was not proper to do so, nor even the necessary place to do so, but he was
acting under orders from a master whose commands could not be dis-
obeyed and whose decrees could not be opposed [i.e., the sultan].

“You know,” he began, “of my deep regard and fondness for you, and
that I would not ask you to do something were it not in your own best
interest, but I am of the view that your activities have crossed over the
boundary of wrongdoing and reached their limit. Yesterday, the sultan, on
his way riding through the street from his palace to the mosque and back
again, spoke of you the whole time, filled with wrath against you. He said,
in short, that if you do not take your leave of this country and depart, he
will order someone to do such-and-such to you, indicating that you would
be killed, though he avoided saying so outright. So consider whether there
is any point or sense in remaining here after that. Moreover, this morning,
the chief judge was here and said that the religious storytellers and other
mosque officials had come to him to say that they were losing patience with
what that person—meaning you—was doing to spread heresy and the re-
jection of the Prophet’s sunna [and saying]: “We should gather en masse
and head for the sultan’s gate to seek assistance with this situation, and
demand some sort of permission so that we can attack his house, tear it
down, burn it, kill him, and cause whatever other damage we can.”

The minister continued, “I responded by telling him that this would be
no simple matter, since it would confirm the suspicions of the Daylami
soldiers [Mu’ayyad’s staunchest supporters] and should anything rouse
them from their current peaceful state, it would surely lead to sedition,
bloodshed, rape, and terrible deeds. The judge answered me,” said the
minister, “that if al-Mu’ayyad turns to them for help—meaning the Day-
lamis—then their enemies will turn to others—meaning the Turks.”

Then the minister said to me, “Setting aside for the moment the sultan’s
enmity, which is in any case neither settled nor fixed, if there were nothing
to this talk but the talk of the masses and their unrest, then our assumption
about you, with your understanding, would be that you do not choose to
be a source of sedition and unrest. But it is better that you seek guidance
from Almighty God and leave the country immediately. I can send a num-
ber of riders with you to protect you as far as whichever lands you choose
as your destination.”
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I answered, “This is yours to command for it is your kingdom. To every
statement there is a reply except to him who in his own house says, ‘Leave
my house!” To him there is no reply. But as I think about your telling me,
‘Leave our lands!’ I do not know whether you should be saying this or I,
whether it is your right or mine. For I do not see that I am any toil or
trouble as far as you are concerned: I receive no share of your generosity,
no mention of me appears in your register of royal gifts, nor have I received
any kindnesses from you under any circumstances. And yet I see that all
who creep and crawl—judges and jurists and scholars and scribes, people
from every walk of life—gain entry into your hall and your council meet-
ings, and are well rewarded by you either with what they receive directly as
presents or indirectly as a living allowance or some other favor by means
of your signature. My page is bare of such things. Moreover, you know
better than anybody how your judges and notaries and the religious schol-
ars of your mosques are marked by deficiencies and marred by shortcom-
ings and objectionable faults; and you know that I am not marked with the
characteristics of their deficiencies, nor am I marred by any of their short-
comings or defects. On the contrary, I remain a paragon of propriety and
thoughtful integrity, and am the foremost of those known for their piety
and their fear of God. Were it not for my open display of Shi‘ism, the masses
would take the dust from my sandals as medicine for their eyes and the
water from my ablutions as a cure for their ailments!

“Furthermore, your officials seek nothing but to acquire property, to
procure income, and to add dirham to dirham; but the person has yet to
meet me whom I have troubled for anything or to whom I have begrudged
a day of my life. Indeed, worldly goods have always been insignificant in
my eyes—my desire for them ceased long ago. So, is your expulsion of
someone whose conduct is such, without having proven that any fault blem-
ishes him or that the trouble of supporting him burdens you, what I deserve
(when I am blameless of either of these faults) or what you deserve? Nay,
you do not merit my presence here! It is well known that, because I require
no such support, every destination would welcome me and every land tol-
erate me. I only reside among you out of my passion for the religion with
which I worship God and in order to protect it from an infirmity which
afflicts it. If not for that, then the one agitating most for departure from
among you would be myself, and the voice calling loudest for leaving you
would be that of my own heart, so thatI could have a rest from this constant
humiliation. Especially since, as is known, I have my own master [i.e., the
Fatimid caliph of Egypt]. Whenever a messenger seeks him out with a few
lines of my composition or dictation, [the caliph] lavishes him with hand-
some accommodations and relieves him of worldly cares. If I sought him
out myself, would he do less for me or make my share less than that of
those who seek him out with my missives?
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“Departure does not frighten me. Indeed, nothing save what I have men-
tioned [about my religious devotion] keeps me from leaving. I shall, God
willing, do everything in my power to relieve you of the burden of my
presence and turn my back on those favors due me in your lands, so that
your hearts are not weighed down.

As for the chief judge and his resolve to wage war on us, would that I
were speaking to him and to the masses with whom he tries to frighten us.
Then he would see a wonder or two. But the sultan’s intervention weakens
his power, and his intention undermines the pillars of stability and soli-
darity. And the chief judge, if he does not fear for his ample property, his
fabulous estates, and his own combativeness, though his religion be to him
a blindness>—why do none of those who own not a handful of this world,
and have only miserable scraps and tatters actually support him while he is
in full view of his Lord?* Would that you had left us at each other so that
each of us could try his luck. Peace be upon you!”

With that I stood up, left the meeting, and returned to my house, intent
on rectifying this state of affairs. I searched high and low for a possible
destination, but the escape routes were all laden with enemies—especially
should the fact that I was fleeing as a result of the sultan’s hatred and
scheme become known. I spent a sleepless night trying to think of how to
further my cause and whither to take my affairs, but no reliable course of
action occurred to me, nor any good ideas upon which I could act.

The next day I returned for an audience at the ministry, knowing neither
why I had returned to him nor what I would say. Thus it was through God’s
inspiration—praise be unto Him—that when I met the minister I said, “I
have returned to tell you of something that suggested itself to me after I
left yesterday. Namely, you enjoined me to leave the country once and for
all and I replied that I would try. Then I thought about the consequences
of my leaving, and concluded that it would propel me toward something
worse and even more injurious than what I am fleeing and would put me
into a vile situation from which I fear an ignominious end. I am, after all,
fleeing from the sultan’s threat against me—he exalted and in a position
of great power—and from nothing else. Yet I am not safe from the occur-
rence of that same thing at the hands of the most humble and obscure of
persons. Accordingly, if I stay in place and hold my ground against the
inevitable, that is better; I will at least know my killer. People will say, ‘So-
and-so has been killed unjustly,” and ‘So-and-so has killed him wrongly,’
and each of us will gain, respectively for better and for worse, a lasting
reputation. Thus, I shall stay where I am, neither departing nor leaving the
known for the unknown. But if expelled I must be, then you are certainly
able to put me in fetters, bind me with chains, set me upon a riding beast
and let it carry me away so that I will be blameless in my own eyes. As for
leaving on my own two feet, I will not, unless, by God, you grant me a
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postponement of several days to return home and put my affairs in order,
sell my home, gain some small sum for the journey, and then depart, se-
cretly, safe from any situation that might confront me, until I leave your
lands and cross your borders.”

The minister lowered his head in thought, stared at the ground for a
while, then replied, “I grant you approval to leave in this manner. So return
and organize your affairs as you see fit, but you may stay no more than one
week.” I replied, “I hear and obey. I will do as has been described and strive
to make ready to depart. Still, there is one issue that I cannot fail to men-
tion, and which I must raise.” He asked, “What is that?” I said, “The good
relations and close ties between the Daylamis and myself are well known.
If one of them has an argument with his wife in the evening, he comes to
me with the problem in the morning, laying out the whole matter in all of
its details. There is no doubt that, if they knew the truth of this affair, they
would clamor and shout, and become greatly agitated. Let that not be
attributed to me, nor be reckoned against me as my crime.” “You must
prevent them from seeing you for the period of your stay,” he said, “and
you must interpose between them and yourself the excuse that you have
been prescribed medical treatment for a week.” I said, “They have never
known me to conceal myself from them for an hour of the day, nor even
to cut myself off from them for a shorter period of time, but I shall do as
you decree, God willing.”

I left to do as he had described and to prepare to depart. I locked the
door behind me, forbade the people from seeing me, and spared myself
in neither supplication nor prayer to God to remove this calamity. But talk
of the situation I faced erupted and spread, and the hearts of the Daylamis
grew heavy. They could not meet for any funeral or festivity without whis-
pering among themselves about annoyance after annoyance that came
their way. Things reached a point where they were constrained in the ex-
ercise of their religion and forbidden from holding fast to their creed, even
though the Christians and the Jews were kept neither from practicing their
religion nor from their churches and synagogues. They determined to
gather because of their miserable state. A great number of them congre-
gated in the livestock market in Shiraz—that being where they usually went
when agitated—and selected delegates to carry their messages and lodge
their grievances. The delegates went to one of the minister’s deputies and
delivered their message. They painted a grim picture, mixing sweet words
with bitter, gentle words with forceful. They claimed that if things contin-
ued thus, all hope would be lost and they would be forced to protect them-
selves from having to suffer being abased and stigmatized due to their
weakness and their small number. News of this spread everywhere and it
became known that uncontrollable evil would result and sparks would fly.
So the sultan decreed that the minister should settle the matter and extin-
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guish the flames. It was due to the minister’s good grace, excellent admin-
istration, and fine patience that he sought to remedy the situation and set
things right.

On the day of the large gathering in the square, the minister arrived
before the Daylamis and spoke of rectifying the situation. He ordered that
the judges, the religious storytellers, and the Sufi mystics be brought to
him, every last one of them. They arrived, cutting through the ranks of the
Daylamis right and left. The Daylamis’ tongues lashed out at them, uttering
all manner of foul speech and revilement right to their faces, until they
had entered the building, frightened to death by what they had just suffered
at the hands of the Daylamis and by what had caused them to be summoned
to the sultan’s palace.

When they stood before the minister’s court, they were set upon with
every kind of reproach, chiding and reprimand [by the minister]: “You
have squandered our grace, and our gifts have made you ungrateful for the
protective shade of security and justice that has been extended over you.
You have become bent on stirring up sedition, and your talk has become
an incitement to riot between the Shi‘ites and the Sunnis. If it reaches me
that any of you entertains mention of this or that it even crosses the tongues
in your mouths, you will have brought death and destruction upon your-
selves. And whoever survives thereafter will have his property confiscated
and be dragged off in chains. So be heedful and watch where you tread.
Peace be upon you!” Thus they [the judges, storytellers, and Sufis] departed
heavyhearted after having entered lighthearted.’

Then the Daylamis were asked what had gathered them, young and old,
in the square. He ordered that they select a number of them to enter and
to represent the rest. They were chosen, they entered, and the minister
then asked them the reason for their gathering. They responded that the
Daylamis held to a faith whose truth had settled firmly in their souls and
that the religious obligations of this faith were incumbent upon them due
to the oaths and convenants they had accepted. Morever, they had adopted
that man [= al-Mu’ayyad] to be in charge of this faith, as a father unto
them, and as a brother and a friend, a repository for every secret, a refuge
in good times and bad.

[They said:] “Yet for days he has been locked in! It is rumored that he
is to be exiled from the country, mistreated, and is being plotted against!
That is what has brought us together and moved us to action!” “No mention
of exile in any form has occurred—God forbid!” replied the minister. “He
is too greatly esteemed and too modest and decent for such a thing to
befall him. Rather I have asked him to stay in his house and to prohibit
people from meeting with him for a few days because of the unrest which
has occurred among the masses on his account, until I can untangle the
knot and douse the flames. This very hour I have summoned the chief

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

140 PART II

instigators and agitators responsible for this misguidedness and given them
a taste of their own medicine. I warned them of a terrible punishment if
they begin once again to do as has been forbidden them, namely to speak
of [the schism between] Shi‘ism and Sunnism and to foment sedition. So
you should now return to your dwellings and breathe a sigh of relief. You
need no longer worry about your friend.”

They left pleased and thankful. A day or two later the minister wrote me
a letter in which he granted me permission to open my door and to return
to things as they had been before, and hold my sessions as usual. So I
opened it, rejoicing in God’s benevolence—may He be exalted!—for what
He had saved me from in the short term and fearful of the doubled wrath
toward which He was propelling me in the long term. I said:

God has been generous in all that has passed,
May He continue to be generous in that which comes.

Fleeing Shiraz [pp. 68-72] sometime between 1042 and 1044/45:

The king [= Sultan Abu Kalijar] was on the point of traveling to Ahwaz
with his troops. I concluded that if I remained in Shiraz, I would not be
safe from whatever trickery or subterfuge might be used to fulfill the desires
of [my enemies]. Accordingly, I told myself that it would be most prudent
to remain with the group and not to separate from the collective.® Thus, I
sought permission to travel with them but was refused. This refusal only
increased my forebodings. I continued to send written requests for per-
mission, but I met with no approval, and in spite of more urgent requests,
I met with nothing but more obstinate refusal. I therefore undertook the
difficult course of clandestine flight. It had not occurred to me, and cer-
tainly not to anyone else, that I was capable of such a thing. I gave my
followers and companions in Shiraz to understand that I had received ap-
proval for my request to join the troops but would be traveling in the en-
tourage incognito, while I gave those traveling in the entourage to under-
stand that I would be remaining in Shiraz, in hiding, but that I would be
sending along with them some of my baggage, riding beasts, and servants.
I then donned a disguise and assumed an unfamiliar demeanor, wearing
old and ragged clothes. I acquired two new servants, unknown to anyone,
and set off on back roads, hiring at each way station an ass to ride, or a
camel, or a steer, as circumstances dictated.

The travails of journeying that I endured during that time—descending
into ravines and mires, bearing the freezing cold, alighting in filthy
places—was something for which, had it been a disease, death would have
seemed a cure! The most difficult thing I had to bear was that every time
I hired an ass to ride, I wanted to go down the road alone so no one would
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see me. Its owner, however, would want to accompany us to keep an eye
on his animals, squarely defeating the entire purpose. He would ask what
caused me to prefer traveling alone when the custom among travelers was
to prefer the opposite, namely, that they would ask to be accompanied. I
was tongue-tied, unable to give a reasonable excuse for this. Along the way
I would alight with people from the countryside and backcountry. I listened
as they mentioned me in very unflattering terms and I realized that if they
recognized me, they would have performed ritual ablutions in my blood
and gone to prayer! May you never have to go down such roads and hear
with your own ears such horrible things about yourself!

Among the places in which I wished neither to be, nor to be appre-
hended, and in which my safety was preserved only through the subtle
graces of Almighty God, was a place called Jannaba. [ ... ] I felt this way
because I arrived there on a rainy day, and my search for some shelter from
the rain led me to the congregational mosque. The town market was next
to it, and someone came in to pray who knew my name, ancestry, and
everything else about me. When his gaze fell upon me, he came closer,
approaching as you would approach someone who enjoys an elevated sta-
tion in life. Then he saw my demeanor, my state, my clothes and what I
was doing, and he realized right away that I was fleeing. He offered himself
and his money to me, saying, “If there is anything you need, I can help you,
or, if you need a little extra money to take with you, I have some and cannot
think of a better use for it than you.” “God bless you and your money,” I
replied. “I have no need more pressing than that you have not seen me,
nor I you.”

Then a second person came over to me, an “Alid [i.e., a Shi‘ite], and
asked one of my servants about me. My servant replied that I was a sharif
[i.e., a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad through °‘Ali and the
Prophet’s daughter, Fatima] traveling from Kirman to Baghdad. He said
that this was not what people were saying about me. He approached and
greeted me, and I greeted him politely and welcomed him. He said, “It
seems as if I know you, sir—may God protect you.” “Perhaps that is the
case,” I said. He said, “I met you in Ahwaz.” I replied, “I have indeed been
there.” “In the place known as the Palace of al-Ma’mun, I remember that
you were building a building there,” and in saying this alluded to the shrine
that was the cause of the current misery afflicting me.” “I do not know that
place; I have only gone to Ahwaz when passing through. Anyway, where
would I get the means to build something? I am too busy looking out for
myself to pay attention to such a thing.” “Well, what have I been doing
trying to cover for you then? They said you were so-and-so and spoke of
you with terms of great honor and respect.” “I have on occasion heard of
that man,” I said. “He is a man of important affairs, the leader of the Day-
lamis, a powerful position. Still I have never seen him, but some people
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resemble others and perhaps someone would liken me to him.” He contin-
ued, “Some people said to the local governor, ‘You should take him into
custody, perhaps he is fleeing the sultan. If you capture him you may gain
favor with the court.” He was about to detain you until I pointed out to him
that he should really ignore that sort of talk completely. I said to him, ‘You
are neither commanded nor required to do so. He may be the man they
mean and he may not. If he is the one they mean, exposing yourself to his
enmity together with the enmity of all of the Daylamis would outweigh
whatever reward you might earn by seizing him. And if he is someone else,
then you have frightened a stranger, detained him on his way to some place
or another, and earned yourself the embarrassment of it.” “You are right,’
replied the governor, and he accepted my counsel regarding you. But now
I would like for you to take as much money from me as you want and let
it help you along your way. You would both honor me and favor me by
doing so.” I thanked him profusely.

Then a third person approached me carrying himself differently than
had the other two. He greeted me, came up to me, and said, “There has
been much talk of you in this town. Some say that you are Zahir al-Din,
lord of Basra, escaped from prison and making your way back to Basra.
Another says you are so-and-so,” and he called me by a name which only a
passionate and ardent devotee would use, showing himself to be a fervent
adherent of Shi‘ism and its doctrines. I said, “Sir, I am neither the one nor
the other of these two men, but rather merely an “Alid passing through.”
The man replied, “Then I would ask something of you.” “What is it?” 1
asked. “That you write for me, in your own hand, a prayer from which I
might receive some blessing.” “As for writing the prayer,” I replied, “there
is nothing which could keep me from doing that, but as for your taking it
as a blessing because it is written in the hand of the man to whom you
referred, I am not he, and there is no blessing in my hand or in his, in my
opinion and according to my creed.” “That would be fine,” he said, “please
write it.” I said to him, “Then I have a favor to ask of you, too, so please do
it, one favor for another.” “What is that?” he inquired. “I would like you to
rent a riding ass for me, so that I can leave this place.” “I hear and obey,”
he replied.

So the man left in search of a riding ass to rent, and I busied myself with
writing what he had asked for. He returned after a while with the muleteer,
having agreed with him on a price, and so he was paid. I said, “Where is
the ass for me to ride so that we can travel?” “I will bring it to you shortly,”
he said, “it is in an outlying village.” He then left me while it was still
morning. The time came for the first afternoon prayer and he had not yet
returned. Dusk approached and he had still not returned. I had no doubt
that I had been delayed by the local governor and that he would arrest me,
having forbidden the muleteer from returning and sent spies to follow me
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if I left the place. I was in no position to run and escape my pursuers had
I wished to flee. This gave me a fright of apocalyptic proportions, so I sent
for the man who had brought the muleteer and said to him, “That man
has left me high and dry, for he has not returned, despite the fact that it
was settled that he would do so within a short time. So, if you please, could
you track him down and bring him back with the riding ass? If you would,
it would be most kind and I would not be able to thank you enough.” “I
hear and obey,” he said. He set off at once, and suddenly there he was
approaching with the muleteer and the ass, shortly before sunset. So we set
off, I not believing that I had escaped from that predicament, and looking
back to see if anyone was following us. We traveled and stopped overnight
in a ruined palace on the riverside. It was in fact haunted by demons, but
when I entered it, I felt as though I had been plucked out of Hellfire and
dropped into Heaven.

When we awoke, we traveled wherever God in His munificence led us.
Such was my wont for an entire month, experiencing all of life’s hardships,
wrapped in the garments of terror, undergoing every genus and type of
torment and travail, until I entered my home in Ahwaz one evening, prior
to the sultan’s return. For he had remained en route between Shiraz and
Ahwaz for some time, engaged in diversions and pastimes, until he en-
camped for a month in a town called Sabur, three days’ march from Shiraz.
During his stay there, a letter from the intelligence network reached him
informing him that I had disappeared, and that, since the time his entou-
rage had departed, no trace of me had been seen, but that there was a
rumor that I was traveling in his company in disguise. He was shaken by
these rumors and I heard that he placed spies and agents in the tents of
the Daylamis and in their camps to ascertain my whereabouts. He stepped
up his efforts to narrow the search, examining the cavalry and the infantry
man by man, and in a number of cases laid bare the faces of some who had
disguised themselves. But all that was lost effort, for I was tucked away in
my hiding place and not among them, kept safe by God in His mercy.

Notes

1. The Buyids were Shi‘ites of a different sect; the region they ruled, large parts
of present-day Iraq and Iran, was populated by both Shi‘ites and Sunnis.

2. The Sunnis, failing to see the moon, assumed that the month had not yet
ended (the new moon marking the beginning of the next lunar month), and they
would therefore break the fast after the thirtieth day. The new moon was only
temporarily obscured, however, and when it was sighted, this proved that Ramadan
had in fact ended. The Ismailis fast a set number of days and had ended their fast
accordingly, without having to wait for a sighting of the new moon.

3. See Qurian 41:44: “To the believers it [the Qur'an] is a guidance and a heal-
ing; but to those who believe not . . . to them it is a blindness” (trans. Arberry).
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4. See Quran 84:15: “Nay, but lo! His Lord is ever looking on him” (trans.
Arberry).

5. See Quran g:41: “Go forth light and heavy!” (trans. Arberry).

6. Al-Mu’ayyad adds a touch of humor and irony here by using a phrase at the
end of this sentence that is a slogan of Sunni Islam. The Prophet Muhammad is
reported to have said, “Do not separate from the collective,” commonly understood
by Sunni Muslims as a condemnation of all non-Sunni sectarianism. But al-Mu’ayyad,
who is fleeing Sunni enemies and seeking safety by hiding among a group of Sunnis,
wryly quips that he is doing so according to the Sunni teaching not to separate from
the collective!

7. Al-Mu’ayyad had restored a mosque, an act that caused him difficulties with
the sultan Abu Kalijar.

Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.
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The Autobiography of al-Tmad al-Din
al-Katib al-Isfahani

(1125-1201)

Introduction

‘Imad al-Din’s memoirs of his life with Saladin are titled The Syrian Thun-
derbolt (al-Barq al-shami), which refers to the brief but glorious reigns of
Nur al-Din and $alah al-Din [ = Saladin] that saw the unification of Syria,
Palestine, and Egypt into a single kingdom and the recapture of Jerusalem
from the hands of the Crusaders who had held it for eighty-eight years
(1099-1187%). After Saladin’s death, the kingdom was divided among his
three sons and one of his brothers, who soon began to vie with one another
for control of the region, leading rapidly to a period of political instability.

Although ‘Tmad al-Din’s work is framed as a life of Saladin, the narrative
focus slips away again and again to highlight the role of ‘ITmad al-Din him-
self, so much so that later Arab autobiographers such as al-Suyuti and al-
Sha‘rani regarded the work as autobiographical, one in which the author
had “portrayed himself” ({arjama nafsah). Reading ‘Imad al-Din’s work, one
might well wonder whether a single work can portray two lives and
therefore function simultaneously as both biography and autobiography.
The text could in any case easily be titled “My Life with Saladin.” We view
Saladin’s reign and his deeds through the eyes and opinions of his faithful,
though none too modest, personal secretary and assistant, ‘Imad al-Din.
One of the constant motifs within the narrative is the contrast between “the
pen” and "the sword” and the interdependence of the men who wield them.
This is a relationship that is depicted as being complementary and neces-
sary to both groups.

Imad al-Din gives us a wonderfully detailed account of the day-to-day
activities of a high-ranking administrative secretary: drafting reports, writ-
ing elaborately euphuistic proclamations, composing verses to be used as
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embellishments in the ruler’s personal correspondence, buying books, at-
tending public readings of poetry and lectures on religious topics, and even
helping the ruler to organize public disputations over religious law in cel-
ebration of the holy month of Ramadan. The following selected passages
demonstrate two of the author’s favorite themes: his personal role during
the reign of Saladin and his own social commentaries regarding the “men
of the pen” and the “men of the sword.” The final passage translated here
constitutes one of ‘Imad al-Din’s true moments of personal glory, when he
is selected by Saladin to draft the official proclamations sent out to all the
cities of the realm announcing the reconquest of Jerusalem from the Cru-
saders. Only two volumes of ‘Imad al-Din’s original work have survived, but
an abridgment by al-Bundari, Sana al-barq al-shami, gives a sense of the
whole. The following passages are translated from al-Bundari (as marked).
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The Pen and the Sword

Prologue [Sana al-barg, pp. 13-14]

Thoughtful is the person who recognizes the value, and acknowledges the
generosity, of the one who fostered and promoted him. If he is appointed
to the service of a master, he should return this benevolence by praising
him even after his death. As for me, the one who provided me with my
livelihood and selected me as his secretary during his lifetime, then left me
to write his praises after his death, was the Victorious King Salah al-Dunya
wa-l-Din Abu Muzaffar Yusuf ibn Ayyub [= Saladin]—may God’s mercy be
bestowed upon him. I worked alongside him and found him to be the best
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of company. Now that his epoch and his life have ended, I fear lest his
memory fade, so I am writing this book and endowing it with the finest of
rhyming prose. After pondering and considering the completed work, I
decided to call it The Syrian Thunderbolt [al-Barq al-shami], because I arrived
in Damascus in the month of Sha’ban 562 [1166 c.E.], during the reign of
the Just King Nur al-Din Mahmud ibn Zanki—may God bless his era with
the best of mercy—and I found the state well structured and stable, its
reputation strong, and its leadership benevolent under his rule and likewise
during the reign of Saladin up until the twenty-seventh of the month of
Safar in 589 [March g, 1193—the date of Saladin’s death]. I then saw that
regime vanish as if in a sudden flash or the blink of an eye. All was over.
Gone were the days, the nights, the months, and the years as if they had
all been nothing but a dream.

In this book I present some recollections of my days with Sultan Saladin.
I start by reporting how and when I first met him and by describing my
service to him. I describe the beginning of his rule and the circumstances
of his arrival in Syria where I joined his administration. Then I chronicle
every year of his reign and list all of his good deeds.

My pen accompanied his sword and helped his dominion: the former
providing endorsement, the latter causing death; the former sustaining
security, the latter inducing fear. The sultan depended upon my penman-
ship and used to say, “Thank God, for He did not cause me to be disap-
pointed by al-Imad and He coupled my success with his.” Then, after his
passing, I showed my loyalty’s endurance and sang his praise in my writing.
I revived his memory with my accounts and immortalized his deeds in my
books. I have in truth offered him a second life after his death. After the
Almighty chose to call him to His side, and his kingdom was divided be-
tween his sons, I told myself they would follow their father’s example and
acknowledge my value and elevate my rank further and grant me my due.
But instead, they withheld my salary and caused me such distress that I had
to write a lengthy letter to the master al-Qadi al-Fadil to complain.

How I arrived in Damascus [pp. 17-21]

I left Baghdad and came to Damascus not because I aspired to join the
service of any of its nobility, but because I felt alienated in Baghdad after
the death of my patron the vizier ‘Awn al-Din Yahya b. Muhammad b. Ha-
bira. He had favored me, selected me for his service, and appointed me his
deputy in Basra and Wasit many times, so that I became known as his client.
After his death in 560 [1164], I stayed in Baghdad where all those who
were associated with him were oppressed. I was not directly targeted and
was left to go about on my own. I started frequenting the circles of scholars
and jurists, learning from them and debating with them. One of these
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scholars was from Damascus and always extolled his city’s excellence and
described the beauty of its orchards, the purity of its air, and the scarcity
of its illnesses. I enjoyed his company and was enticed by his description of
his city, so I decided to go to Damascus as a distraction from my malaise.
He escorted me until we got close to Damascus. Then suddenly he changed
his friendly attitude and left me there. Alone, disappointed, and frustrated,
I told my companions, “Pitch my tent here and let us wait, maybe someone
will help us.” By that time, one of the Sufis who recognized me had gone
to the judge of Damascus, Kamal al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-
Qasim al-Shahrazuri, and informed him of my presence in the vicinity of
the city.

Soon afterward, still wallowing in incertitude, we were surprised by the
arrival of a group of the judge’s pages, deputies, and servants who offered
me his apologies for not being able to come personally and extended his
invitation to lodge anywhere I chose. I opted for the madrasa [college of
law] of which I am now the rector. I started to visit the judge regularly and
to attend his sessions and lessons. I distinguished myself by participating
in the discussions and by quoting from original sources in my debates in
both basic and advanced fields of learning. At that time, news of my arrival
reached Prince Najm al-Din who was curious to meet me because of his
prior acquaintance with my uncle. He came personally to my home to show
me his respect and to satisfy my expectations. I welcomed him and hurried
to offer him reverence. At the end of the month of Shawwal 562 [1167],
I composed a poem in his honor in which I extolled his virtues and pre-
dicted the conquest of Egypt at the hands of his brother Asad al-Din and
his son, Saladin, who had gone there on campaign for the second time.

When Asad al-Din came back to Damascus, he was informed of my pres-
ence. He used to sit every night with the notables, so I went to him to pay
him homage. He received me with all the signs of respect and friendship.
He spent a long time with me remembering my uncle al-Aziz and praising
his memory, and showered me with generous offers and gifts. I, in return,
presented him with a panegyric poem on the night of Friday, the twenty-
seventh of the month of Dhu al-Qa‘da 562 [Sept. 14, 1167]. I also met
Saladin and we soon became close friends. He often asked me to offer him
some of my poetry or my prose.

How I entered the service of Nur al-Din and
changed the secretariat [pp. 22-23]

The judge Kamal al-Din al-Shahrazuri told me, “It would be in your interest
to write a poem praising Nur al-Din; we hope you will attain a good position
in his administration.” So I composed a poem which was delivered to Nur
al-Din by the judge, of which these are the opening verses:
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If she had kept her oaths on the day of departure,
her promises of meeting would not have delayed our meeting.
What [wrongs] have my heart committed that it,
in burning fire, must ever yearn for you?
I have not forgotten how her tears were scattered
o’er her cheeks, like the pearls of her necklace unstrung.
As she drew near to bid me farewell,
in her closeness her distance grew clear.
As when the archer pulls his arrow tight,
drawing near was but the first step of her flight.

Then Nur al-Din appointed me to his secretariat as a scribe in the be-
ginning of the year 564 [1167]. Soon afterward he left for the city of Hims
where he stayed for a few days to review a number of matters and solve a
few problems. I went after him and then followed him to the city of Hamah
where I was lodged by Asad al-Din Shirkuh in a tent next to his own tent.
Early every day, I used to go to work engrossed in my worries about my
performance in a job to which I was unaccustomed. I thought that the other
secretaries and scribes looked down on me and considered my talents lack-
ing. I also thought a career in the secretariat a difficult one, especially with
regard to the redaction of reports, until I read the notes and letters which
came in from different regions and provinces and found them very weak
in language and style.

I felt strong enough to undertake the task of changing the mediocre
state of affairs and introduced a new style of writing that was unknown to
my colleagues. In it I fulfilled the requirements of high prose and elimi-
nated the distortion of language that dominated the old style. I wrote in
this new style to the provinces while the other scribes mocked and slan-
dered me. I ignored them and all the while I tried to show them the right
way and did my best to advise them. Soon afterward, my pen spoke for the
excellence of my style and my knowledge elevated my status. My colleagues
gathered around me and acknowledged my skills. My prestige rose con-
stantly and Nur al-Din endowed me with further honor by appointing me
to a position closer to him. I, in return, improved the quality of his state-
ments by my prose. Nur al-Din liked me all the more and rewarded me
correspondingly.

When Nur al-Din decided to go to Aleppo, Asad al-Din was sent a few
days ahead of him. Before leaving, he entrusted me to his nephew, Saladin,
and left me the tent that he had ordered pitched for me with all its accou-
trements. I stayed behind and spent the time in the company of Saladin
day and night until Nur al-Din ordered us to proceed to Aleppo. There he
resided in the citadel throughout the winter and I stayed in the madrasa of
Ibn al-Ajami. That winter was very cold and gray and I used to visit Saladin
frequently in his home. He asked me to compose a few verses for him on
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yearning so that he could insert them in his letters to those he missed and
was longing to see.

[ ...] On Monday the fourth of the month of Ramadan [569/1174],
Nur al-Din went on horseback for his tour as usual. We [the scribes]| were
left in his office to do our work. Someone came and informed me that Nur
al-Din had visited the madrasa of which I was in charge, spread his carpet,
and prayed in its gibla. I immediately went there and met Nur al-Din in its
vestibule when he was leaving. He stopped when he saw me and I said, “You
have honored this place with your presence, but have you noticed how it
was affected by the last earthquake?” [June 29, 1170] “We shall restore it
to its original form,” he replied. I then sent him sweet confections, an item
of clothing, some incense, and some camphor, and to accompany them
composed three verses:

For Solomon with all his might

a present from an ant sufficed.
Kings are no greater than a small nuisance

for you, and they always hope for your goodness.
I am a slave to our master, all I own is his,

my heart is filled with gratitude toward him.

He noticed that the prayer niche of the madrasa was not covered with
gold mosaics, so he sent for gilded tesserae and gold, but he died before
the mosaic could be applied. I then traveled to Mosul, where he appeared
to me in my sleep. In the dream he said to me, “The madrasa needs what
belongs to it.” I explained to him, “I have appointed someone to take care
of it for me.” He retorted, “The prayer [niche]!” And when I woke up, I
understood his reference to the prayer niche and that it was now
in a ruinous state. So I wrote to the jurist who had taken my place
and who had the gold in storage with him, and told him to use it imme-
diately for the finishing of the prayer niche. When I came back to Da-
mascus in the days of Saladin, I entered the city on the day of the com-
pletion of the prayer niche’s gilding and thus fulfilled the wish of my late
patron.

How I departed from Damascus and returned to Cairo
[pp. 114-18]

Saladin decided to leave Damascus and go back to Cairo. He left in the
morning of Friday the fourth of the month of Rabi® al-Awwal. I waited until
I performed the Friday prayer and then headed toward the royal encamp-
ment, reaching it after nightfall. I missed my family dreadfully and ex-
pressed my feelings in verse at every stop on the road.

After we arrived in Cairo, I was assigned the editing of the letters sent
to Syria, which did not take up all of my time, so I was able to take the
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opportunity to spend my free time attending poetry readings in Giza and
al-Jazira [Rawda island], participating in sessions in the madrasas and study
circles, and investigating literary and legal topics. At night, I used to go to
the sultan [Saladin] for consultation and for study, for literary discussions
and ascetic readings. The sultan used to spend some time with me after
evening prayers whenever he needed to send some communications or to
consult me on some state secret. He would dictate what he wanted to me.
I would then go back home to compose the letters and come back to him
early in the morning to show him the final drafts and add whatever cor-
rections he deemed necessary.

[ ...] Book sales used to be held in the Fatimid palace twice weekly.
Books were sold for very low prices. I did like everyone else and took
advantage of the situation by buying a number of precious books. When
I informed the sultan of what I had bought, he granted me their price as
a gift and added to it by giving me more books from the palace’s shelves
than I had selected. I once entered into his presence and found him
examining a large number of folios from the palace’s collection. He asked
me, “Aren’t some of these among the books you have selected?” “All of
them,” I replied, “and I would not let go of a single one.” So he ordered
a porter to carry them all to my house. This was but one example of his
generosity; it was his custom to give without making one ask for what one
needed.

[ ...] We suggested to the judge Diya’ al-Din al-Shahrazuri that he take
us to the pyramids and his face lit up in appreciation. He owned the island
of al-Dhahab on the the way to the pyramids, so we crossed over to it and
spent the night there in the best of company with all the pleasant things
necessary for a party.

The next day, we crossed to Giza and passed by a number of people
seated in circles and dressed in mantles like those of our Syrian or Iraqi
jurists. When we approached them, they fled the place in a hurry. I thought
they were students, but I was told that they were drinkers of ale. I said, “Why
are they wrapped in mantles?” I was told, “T'his is the habit in this country.
You cannot expect people to be alike everywhere.”

When we finally got to the pyramids, we were greeted by our slaves, who
had preceded us and prepared the tents for us. We circled around the
pyramids a few times. The scene left us in utter awe. We were intensely
dazzled by the Sphinx, and we were at a loss for words to describe our
impressions. We spent the evening in conversation about the monumen-
tality of these pyramids and their builders and how they eclipse everything
else in their grandeur.
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How I was saved from the Battle of Ramla [p. 128]

On the evening of Friday the third of the month of Jumada al-Ula [573/
1177], Saladin left Cairo with the intention of going on campaign against
Gaza, Asqalan, and Ramla. I accompanied the army and it was announced
that people should procure provisions for at least ten days. I was feeling
uneasy about this campaign and told my servant, “I think I should go back
to Cairo. I am a man of the pen, not of the sword, and I have an ominous
feeling about this campaign. The road is long, the dangers are many, and
the route is all in sandy desert. My beasts cannot endure such an ordeal.
This is a task for fighters, not for writers, and everyone should focus on his
work without infringing on the other’s duties. Besides, all the other scribes
and secretaries have requested the sultan’s permission to go back.” I in-
formed al-Qadi al-Fadil of my worries and my desire, but he kept them
secret to protect me.

The sultan, though, was willing to let me do what I chose. He asked me,
“Are you coming along or would you rather go back?” I said, “T'he choice
is my lord’s, whatever you decide for me shall be.” He replied, “You had
better go back and pray for us so that God may grant us victory.” I had
already written a few verses to the master al-Fadil as a joke:

I was asked to go on campaign

Tell me, what would my efforts at jihad achieve?
I do not feel audacious amidst men of the army,

My bow is not tight enough to loose arrows.

This was the only time I failed to accompany the sultan on his campaigns,
and God thus saved me from being present at the defeat [at the Battle of
Ramla, November 25, 1177].

How I avoided wielding the Sword [pp. 155-56]

A group of Frankish Crusaders and their wolfish infidel allies [eastern
Christians] had been raiding the environs of the city of Hamah for some
time. Prince Nasir al-Din Mankurus, the governor of the city, attacked them
with a hundred of his warriors and defeated them. He captured great num-
bers of infidels and brought them to the camp of the sultan.

On the morning of the eleventh of the month of Rabi® al-Akhir [ 574/
1178], the sultan was mounted on his horse with all the army around him
when Prince Mankurus approached him, came down from his horse, kissed
the ground, greeted the sultan, and kissed his right hand after having
pressed his forehead to his foot. He had the captives—“who looked drunk
without having drunk anything” [Q 22:2]—brought before the sultan who
ordered that they be beheaded by men of religion. Al-Diya’ al-Tabar1 was
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the first to execute a captive, followed by Shaykh Sulayman al-Dir1 al-
Maghribi, and then many others. Prince Aqtafan b. Yaruq was present and
he also executed an enemy of God.

At this moment I was summoned into the presence of Saladin, and I
thought I was needed for something important that could not be carried
out by anyone else. Instead, when I presented myself, the sultan asked me
to draw my sword and to kill one of the infidels. I told him, “I am a man
of the pen and do not compete with swords. I announce victories but do
not cause deaths. Please grant me this boy as a slave and let some warrior
kill the captive you have designated for me.” The sultan laughed and re-
leased me from the task and said, “We will use this boy in exchange for one
of the Muslim captives held by the Franks. Instead, we will give you a slave
from among the prisoners brought in by the Egyptian fleet.”

I instantly took advantage of the sultan’s offer and brought my pen and
inkwell and asked the prince “Adud al-Din Murhaf b. Mu’ayyad al-Dawla
Usama b. Mungqidh [son of the autobiographer Usama ibn Munqidh] to
write me a decree. He then asked the sultan for his signature on it. Later
I drafted a letter to the master al-Fadil asking him for what the sultan had
granted me. I described the slave I wanted and exaggerated somewhat the
qualities I was seeking. Al-Fadil sent me a hundred dinars instead of a slave
and wrote, “I realized that what you are requesting is impossible to find,
and the slaves brought in by the fleet are of inferior quality. The best among
them is not worth more than thirty dinars. Therefore, I decided to send
you these hundred dinars as compensation. I have taken from the state
purse fifty dinars instead of the slave, added to it thirty from the privy purse
of al“Adil [Saladin’s brother], and twenty from my own.”

My heart was delighted by this turn of events. After my sword had turned
against killing, I did not lose anything by my decision not to spill blood. I
turned from that deed for fear the company would laugh at me as they had
at the others.

A successful debate and how I came to have a residence
in Damascus [pp. 286-88]

The sultan decided to distribute turbans and robes to the preachers and
Qur’an-reciters during the month of Ramadan [582/1186]. He spent the
first two weeks of the month listening to preachers in the citadel and giving
away turbans. When he had done enough, I told him, “We have satisfied
the reciters, preachers, and poets. There remain only the jurists to invite
for disputations and to reward, for they are the bearers of law and the
interpreters of rules.” He replied, “I fear their polemics and the results of
their debates, which usually end in quarrels.” I said, “I personally shall
guarantee their behavior and shall invite only those known for their
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patience and good manners.” He said, “You promote them because of your
respect for them; if you bring them, do not allow them to indulge in fights.”

So it happened, and the first day of disputation a number of the most
famous jurists were present. A brilliant discourse and a beneficial argument
took place. Then the sultan asked Burhan al-Din Mas‘ud, the Hanaf1 law
professor of the Madrasa al-Nuriyya, to argue a case and deduce the con-
clusion. He hesitated and was about to refuse for fear of abusive reactions.
I told him to begin without fear for he was the most persuasive of the
discussants. He said, “If you are going to object, I will acquiesce to your
judgment.” I appeased him and assured him of my support. He started his
presentation, furnished his argument, and satisfied the questions of all
those present.

The sultan next chose me to develop the counterargument. I started by
presenting my view and refuting the argument, correcting the mistakes and
misinterpretations, providing the evidence, and solving the problem. I
pressed Burhan al-Din to carry the debate further and he responded well
and provided a good argument. The session ended up being very beneficial
for all present. The same was repeated the next day, and the day after, until
the holidays. The sultan sat through all the sessions and before the Feast
he ordered the preparation of robes of honor to be distributed to the
jurists. There were more than two hundred jurists, and the sultan offered
them all robes and turbans. I accompanied the jurists in my robe of honor
when they all entered the hall on the first day of the Feast.

In that year, 582 [1186-87], I also built my house in Damascus across
from the citadel. The sultan was usually on the move to check on his do-
minions, wage war against the enemy, or force the client kings to do his
bidding. So when he decided to spend most of this year in Damascus resid-
ing in the citadel, I decided to build my house near his residence so that I
could attend him whenever he needed me and return home whenever I
left him. This house is now my dwelling and my resting place. In it my
children reside and in it I compose my poetry and prose.

How I wrote the proclamations of the reconquest of Jerusalem

[pp. 305, 313]

I had left the sultan when the army was besieging Beirut because of an
illness that could not be cured there and for which I needed to go back to
Damascus. When the sultan wanted to write a pledge of safe passage for
the besieged, he asked for me, but I asked to be excused from this task
because of my illness. The sultan brought all the other scribes and asked
each of them to draft the document. He was dissatisfied with all of them
and realized my talents and my superiority in composition. An envoy came
to me and saw me in pain. He said, “Write this pledge of safe passage, for
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you are the best of scribes.” I replied, “I do not feel well and I doubt I will
be able to comply.” Then I asked that God guide me to write the appro-
priate text and I did. I left for Damascus afterward and rejoined the sultan
after the conquest of Jerusalem.

I arrived in Jerusalem on Saturday, the second day after the conquest
[October g, 1187]. The sultan’s companions were pressuring him to order
letters of proclamation to be carried to all the regions to announce the
conquest. The sultan was reluctant to do so and told them, “For this task
there is but one person; if only he could join us now that we need his writing
talents.” His scribes had gathered together to compose a letter, and were
busy drafting it when I arrived. They all greeted me enthusiastically, espe-
cially the sultan, who said, “Your arrival today is another proof of the good
omen of this conquest. This is your day! Prepare your pens and paper and
draft me all the letters of proclamation, for all the provinces and regions
are awaiting this great news!” In the course of that day I penned seventy
letters, each more intricate and ornate than the last. Then I followed them
that night with a number of letters in which I included all the details of
the conquest, and I prefaced each with great praise for the conquest and
the conqueror.
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The Autobiography of
“Abd al-Lagf al-Baghdadi

(1162-1231)

Introduction

Muwaffaq al-Din Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Latif ibn Yusuf al-Baghdadi was
a man of great learning who became well known for his expertise in many
fields: grammar, lexicography, law, natural sciences, alchemy, philosophy,
and, most notably, medicine. He was born in Baghdad in 1162 and died
there in 1291 after an absence of forty-five years during which he traveled
widely in the Islamic world. He had a succession of patrons and came into
contact with a number of prominent military leaders, scholars, philoso-
phers, and physicians, including Saladin, Maimonides, ‘Imad al-Din al-Katib
al-Isfahani (Saladin’s personal secretary and a fellow autobiographer), and
Ibn Sana’ al-Mulk.!

The sira, or life narrative, of ‘Abd al-Latif seems to have formed part of
a larger work, no longer extant, entitled simply (arikh (history or diary),
which he wrote for his son.? Although it does not seem to have survived in
toto, the sira was used by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 1270) in compiling his bio-
graphical dictionary of physicians. Similar to the autobiography of Ibn al-
‘Adim as recorded by Yaqut, the autobiography of “Abd al-Latif survives as
a composite of first-person extracts from his original text, interwoven with
paraphrases and additional firsthand knowledge supplied by Ibn Abi
Usaybi‘a, for “Abd al-Latif was a close friend of his grandfather and a teacher
of both his father and paternal uncle. In spite of conforming somewhat to
the standard curriculum vitae model, it is clear from these fragments and
those preserved in other works that ‘Abd al-Latif’s sira was replete with
insights and judgments about the places he lived and visited, the people
he encountered, and the intellectual currents of his day. He notes, for
example, that many of the best scholars of his era, including himself, were
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unduly preoccupied with alchemy (which he finally denounces toward the
end of his autobiography); that were it not for the ineptitude of the at-
tending physician, Saladin’s death might have been averted; and that Mai-
monides, though extremely knowledgeable, was misguided and overly con-
cerned about currying favor with his “worldly lords.”

‘Abd al-Latif is a towering figure in the intellectual and scientific history
of the Islamic Middle Ages. His autobiography, besides providing glimpses
into the ingredients that make a scholar, is a record of the triumph of
knowledge and learning even in times of turmoil, upheaval, and shifting
alliances. The translation below contains most of the first-person passages
preserved in the entry on ‘Abd al-Latif in Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a’s compendium.
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Selections from the Autograph Notes
of “Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi
[‘Uyun, pp. 683-96]

[Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a writes]:

The learned master Muwaffaq al-Din Abu Muhammad “Abd al-Latif ibn
Yasuf ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Ab1 Sa’d, known as Ibn Labbad. Town
of family origin: Mosul. Birthplace: Baghdad.

Renowned for his polymathy and blessed with moral excellence, he was
eloquent and prolific. He was distinguished in grammar and lexicography,
and very knowledgeable in speculative theology and medicine. He devoted
a great deal of attention to the craft of medicine when he was in Damascus
and became famous as a result of this. A group of students and student
physicians used to visit him frequently in order to study medical texts under
his direction.

[Here follows a passage by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a on ‘Abd al-Latif’s father and
paternal uncle, their education, and their writings. ]
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He was a friend of my grandfather’s: a strong friendship had developed
between them when we lived in Egypt. My father and my uncle both studied
the literary arts under his direction. My uncle also studied the books of
Aristotle with him. ‘Abd al-Latif himself was much interested in the works
of Aristotle and their import. He came to Damascus from Egypt and stayed
there for some time; his students learned a great deal from him. I saw him
when he was living in Damascus the last time he was there: a thin, elderly
man, of medium height, sweet voiced and expressive, whose writing was
more eloquent than his tongue. Perhaps it was because he thought so
highly of himself that he said inappropriate things—may God show him
mercy! He found the men of learning of his time, and those of earlier times
too, deficient in their scholarship, and he greatly disparaged many of the
Persian scholars and their works, especially the Master, Avicenna, and oth-
ers of his caliber.

I have copied the following verbatim from a manuscript, in his own
hand, of the autobiography [sira] he composed.

I was born in 557 [1162 C.E.] in a house that belonged to my grandfather
on Faludhaj Lane, and was raised and instructed under the care of Shaykh
Abu al-Najib. I knew neither pleasure nor leisure, and spent most of my
time learning hadith. Certificates of hadith audition were obtained for me
from professors in Baghdad, Khurasan, Syria, and Egypt. One day my father
[proudly] declared: “I have given you the opportunity to learn hadith di-
rectly from the top scholars of Baghdad and I have even had you included
in the chains of transmission of the older Masters.” I was learning calli-
graphic writing at that time and also memorizing the Qur’an, the Fasih [a
treatise on Arabic linguistics by Tha'lab, d. go4], the Magamat [picaresque
tales by al-Hariri, d. 1122], the collected poems of al-Mutanabbi, an epit-
ome on jurisprudence, another on grammar, and other works of this kind.

When I was old enough, my father took me to Kamal al-Din “Abd al-
Rahman al-Anbari, who was, in those days, the Master of Masters in Bagh-
dad. He was an old classmate of my father’s from their days at the Nizamiyya
law college, where they had studied law together. It was under his direction
that I was to study the introduction to the Fasih, but I couldn’t understand
one bit of his continuous and considerable jabbering, even though his
students seem pleased enough with it. So he said, “I avoid teaching younger
boys and instead pass them on to my protégé al-Wajih al-Wasiti to study
under his direction. If and when their situation improves, I then allow them
to study with me.”

Al-Wajih, a blind man from a wealthy and virtuous family, was employed
by some of the children of the Chief Master.? He welcomed me with open
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arms and taught me all day long, showing me kindness in many ways. I
attended his study circle at the Zafariyya mosque, and he would teach me
the commentaries and discuss them with me. Then he would read my lesson
and favor me with his own comments. We would then leave the mosque
and he would even help me memorize on the road home. When we reached
his house, he would take out the books he himself was studying and I would
memorize with him and help him memorize as well. We would then go to
Kamal al-Din, to whom he would recite and who would then comment on
the lesson, while I listened. I trained in this way until I surpassed al-Wajith
in both memorization and comprehension, for I used to spend most of the
night memorizing and reviewing. We continued in this way for a long time,
with me affiliated to both the Master and the Master’s Master. My memo-
rizing got better, my recall improved, my understanding grew, my insights
became more acute, and my mind became keener and more reliable.

The first thing I memorized was the Luma® [a grammar by Ibn Jinni, d.
1002], which I completed in eight months. I listened to a commentary on
most of it, read by another, every day, and returned home to peruse the
commentaries of al-Thamanini, al-Sharif “Umar ibn Hamza, Ibn Barhan,
and any others I could find. I explained the Luma‘ to those pupils who
preferred my instruction till I reached the point where I began to use up
a whole notebook on each chapter without even completing a fraction of
what I had to say.

[Here follows a description of ‘Abd al-Latif’s studies including references
to more than twenty specific works, the time it took to memorize each, and
the teacher with whom he studied that work, as well as more general ref-
erences to various authors and disciplines. ]

In the year 585 [1189], when there no longer remained in Baghdad
anyone to win my heart or to satisfy my desires, or to help me resolve what
was perplexing me, I went on to Mosul. I was disappointed there, but I did
chance upon al-Kamal Ibn Yunus, who was an expert in mathematics and
law, but only partially learned in the remaining fields of science. His love
of alchemy and its practice had so drowned his intellect and his time that
he dismissed and disdained everything else.

Large numbers of students flocked to me, and a number of teaching
posts were offered to me. I chose the second-story law college of Ibn
Muhajir and the Dar al-F-adith located beneath it. I remained in Mosul
for a year in continuous and uninterrupted independent study, day and
night. The people of Mosul claimed they had never seen anyone before
with such an expansive and rapid memory and possessed of such grave
demeanor. [ ... ]

When I got to Damascus I came upon a large group of scholars, gathered
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together through the generous patronage of Saladin, consisting of notables
of Baghdad and the whole region. Among them were Jamal al-Din ‘Abd al-
Latif, son of my former teacher Abu al-Najib; a group from the Chief Mas-
ter’s family; Ibn Talha, the secretary; members of the house of Ibn Juhayr;
Ibn al-Attar, the vizier who was later executed; and Ibn Hubayra, the vizier.
I also met al-Kind1 al-Baghdadi, the grammarian, with whom I had many de-
bates. He was an intelligent, sharp-witted, and wealthy professor, with a cer-
tain amount of influence, but who was quite taken with himself and offen-
sive to his company. We had many debates and God—may He be exalted—
permitted me to surpass him on many topics. I soon left his side, and my ne-
glect offended him, even more so than people were offended by him!

In Damascus I produced a number of works. [Here follows an annotated
list of six works with brief descriptions.]

In Damacus I again came across Professor “Abd Allah Ibn Na’ili who had
taken up residence at the western minaret. Gathered round him was a
group of followers obsessed with him. People were divided into two camps,
one for him and one against. Al-Khatib al-DawlaT, a notable of standing
and principle, was against him. It was not long, however, before Ibn Na’ili
had himself in quite a mess, at which time his enemies prevailed. He would
lecture defending alchemy and philosophy, and talk against him soon in-
creased. I used to get together with him and he would ask me to describe
certain procedures so that he could record them, procedures I thought
contemptible and trivial, but to which he attached great importance and
to which he gave himself over completely. I saw through him, though. He
was not at all what I had expected. I was thoroughly unimpressed by him
and his methods. When I debated science with him, I found that he only
had scraps of knowledge. One day I said to him, “If you had devoted the
time you have wasted in the pursuit of the Craft to some of the Islamic or
rational sciences, you would today be without equal, waited on hand and
foot. This alchemy nonsense simply does not have the answers you seek.”

I'learned from his example and kept my distance from the evils of what
befell him: “Contented is he who learns from others.” So I pulled myself
away, but not entirely. He set off to see Saladin on the outskirts of Acre to
complain about al-Dawla. He returned sick and was taken to hospital,
where he then died. Al-Mu‘tamid, [Saladin’s] marshal of Damascus, who
was himself infatuated with alchemy, confiscated his books.

Then I myself set off on a journey, first to Jerusalem and then to the
outskirts of Acre to see Saladin. I also met Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad, [Sal-
adin’s] military judge at the time. My fame had reached him in Mosul, so
he was most pleased to meet me and was quite attentive. “Let’s go and meet
Tmad al-Din al-Katib,” he suggested, so we did. His tent was near Baha’ al-
Din’s.

‘Imad al-Din was writing a letter to the chancery of al-"Aziz in [the ornate]
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thuluth script, without so much as a rough draft! “This is a letter to your
hometown,” he said, and then proceeded to test me on some matters of
speculative theology. Then he said: “Come with us to see al-Qadi al-Fadil,”
so we entered his presence. What I saw was a slight man, all skin and bones,
simultaneously writing and dictating, the various shapes of the words play-
ing upon his face and lips, mouthed from the force of his effort to produce
them, as if he were writing with his whole body. Al-Qadi al-Fadil interro-
gated me about some of the Almighty’s words: “Where is the apodosis of
the particle ‘when/if’ in the Quranic verse—‘Until, when they arrive there,
its gates will be opened and its keepers will say . .. " [Q 39:71]? And where
is the apodosis of ‘if’ in the verse—‘If there were a Qur’an with which
mountains were moved . .. [Q 19:91]?"” He asked me about many other
matters and yet, in spite of this, never once interrupted the flow of his
writing or of his dictation. “Return to Damascus,” he said, “and you will be
provided for.” I said that I preferred Egypt, upon which he replied: “The
sultan is anxious about the Franks’ capture of Acre and the slaying of Mus-
lims there . ..” “But it simply must be Egypt,” I insisted, so he wrote me a
short note to his agent there.

When I entered Cairo, I was met by his agent, Ibn Sana’ al-Mulk. He was
a most honorable man, of lofty status, powerful, whose commands were
obeyed. He secured a renovated house for me, the defects all repaired, and
supplied me with money and with a grain allowance. He then called in
some government officials and introduced me as the guest of al-Qadi al-
Fadil. I received gifts and kindnesses from people in every quarter. Every
ten days or so a memorandum would come to the Egyptian chancery from
al-Qad1 al-Fadil outlining the requirements of state. In it would be a para-
graph certifying the stipend earmarked for me. I taught and was resident
at the mosque of the Chamberlain Lulu’—may he rest in peace.

My purpose in going to Egypt was to seek out three people: Yasin ‘the
Magician,” Maimonides the Jew, and Abu al-Qasim al-Shari‘1. As it turned
out, all three came to me. Yasin I found to be absurd, a liar, and a conjuring
cheat. He swore to al-Shaqani’s expertise in alchemy just as al-Shagani
would swear to his. It was said of him that he could do things even the
Prophet Moses was unable to do, that he could produce minted gold when-
ever he wished, of any quantity he wished, and of any minting he wished,
and that he could turn the waters of the Nile into a tent in which he would
then sit with his friends. He was most churlish.

When Maimonides came to see me, I found him to be tremendously
learned, but overcome with the love of leadership and of service to worldly
lords. One of his works was on medicine, based on the sixteen books of
Galen and on five books by others. He took it upon himself not to alter a
single word unless it was an “and” or a “so,” and, in point of fact, copied
sections in their entirety. He also wrote a work for the Jews titled Kitab al-
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Dalala [Guide for the Perplexed] and cursed anyone who transcribed it
into anything but Hebrew script.* I looked through it and found it to be
an evil book that corrupted the articles of Law and Faith with elements he
thought would reform them.

One day, when I was in the mosque with a number of people gathered
around me, a master in ragged clothing entered. His face shone and his
appearance was pleasing. The people in the gathering were in awe of him
and showed him reverence. I finished what I had to say, and when the
lecture was over, the imam of the mosque came up to me and said, “Do
you know this master? This is Abu al-Qasim al-Shari‘1.” I embraced him and
said, “It is you I seek!” I took him to my house where we had food and
spoke at length. I found him to be as excellent as one could wish and a
sight to behold. His conduct was that of the wise and learned, his bearing
likewise. He took little pleasure from the world, not involving himself with
anything that would distract him from moral excellence. He became my
constant companion and I found him to be learned in the books of the
Ancients and of Abu Nasr al-Farabi. I did not trust any of those authors
because I used to think that Avicenna had gained access to all philosophy
and stuffed it all into his own books! When we engaged in debate, I would
surpass him in disputation and the use of language, and he would surpass
me in producing proofs and in the strength of his arguments. I was inflex-
ible in not submitting to his enticements and did not abandon my stubborn
and passionate resistance to his theorizing. But he began to present me
with work after work by al-Farabi and by Alexander Themistius to tame my
aversions and to soften the tenor of my intransigence, until I began to
incline toward him, hesitant, unsure which step to take next.

News spread that Saladin had concluded a treaty with the Franks and
had returned to Jerusalem. I was driven by a need to see him, so I took
what I could carry of the books of the Ancients and headed for Jerusalem.
There I saw a great sovereign, generous, affectionate, and awesome to be-
hold, who filled the hearts of those near and far with love. The members
of his entourage emulated him, competing for acknowledgment. As the
Almighty says: “And we shall remove from their hearts any lurking sense of
injury” [Q 7:48]. The first night I entered his presence I found an assembly
filled with men of learning, discussing numerous fields of knowledge. He
listened attentively, contributed his opinion, and discussed how to build
walls and dig trenches. He was well versed in this, and suggested innovations
for every scheme. He was concerned about the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s
walls and about the digging of its trenches. He took this upon himself and
personally carried stones on his shoulders. The majority of the populace,
rich and poor, strong and weak alike, even ‘Imad al-Katib and al-Qadi al-
Fadil, followed his example. He devoted himself to this from before sunrise
to noon, then he returned to his tent, had his meal and rested. He would
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carry stones all afternoon and return in the evening, then spend most of
the night planning what he would do the next day. Saladin granted me a
stipend of thirty dinars a month from the Friday mosque treasury and his
sons gave me stipends, as well, so that my monthly income amounted to
one hundred dinars.

I returned to Damascus and devoted myself eagerly to my studies and
my lecturing in the Friday mosque. The more assiduously I studied the
books of the Ancients the more my desire for them increased, whereas my
desire for the books of Avicenna waned. I came to realize the falsity of
alchemy and to know the truth of the matter with regard to its concoctions,
its lying inventors, the falsehoods they spread, and their deluding motiva-
tions. I was thus saved from two great, terribly ruinous and humiliating
errors. My thanks to the Almighty for this redoubled, for many have been
destroyed by the books of Avicenna and by alchemy!

Saladin entered Damascus, accompanied the pilgrimage caravan out of
the city to bid it farewell, returned, and contracted a fever. He was bled by
a man without any skill, so his strength gave out and he died before the
fourteenth. Upon his body people found such signs as are found on proph-
ets. I have never seen a ruler whose death so saddened the people. This
was because he was loved by pious and profligate alike, by Muslim and non-
Muslim.

His sons and associates scattered to the four winds and tore the realm
to bits. Most of them left for Egypt, because of its great fertility and the
sheer extent of its dominion. I stayed in Damascus, which was then under
the rule of al-Malik al-Afdal, Saladin’s oldest son, until al-Malik al-Aziz be-
seiged him with the help of the Egyptian army. But al-Aziz was unable to
get what he wanted from his brother, al-Afdal. He was late leaving for Marj
al-Safar because of a colic that had overcome him. I went to see him after
he had gotten over it and he allowed me to travel with him, providing for
my needs, and more besides, from the treasury.

I stayed with Abu Qasim [al-ShariT]; we were inseparable morning till
night, until he passed away. When his illness grew worse, and his head cold
turned to pneumonia, I advised him to take medication, but he recited the
following:

I do not chase away the birds from trees
whose fruit I know from experience is bitter.

Then I asked him about his pain and he said:

More pain cannot be caused
than that of the wound of a dying man.

My daily routine at that time was as follows: I taught Islamic sciences in the
al-Azhar mosque from the break of day until the fourth hour. Midday, those
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who wished to study medicine and other subjects would come to me. And
then at the end of the day, I would return to the al-Azhar mosque and teach
other students. At night I would do my own studying. I did this until the
death of al-Malik al-Aziz. He was a generous young man, valorous, modest,
and unable to say no. And he was, in spite of the tenderness of his years
and being in the prime of his youth, wholly abstinent from worldly posses-
sions and women.

[Ibn Abi Usaybia completes his entry on ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi in his
own voice with the exception of one short passage that gives the precise
dates for some of ‘Abd al-Latif’s travels. He notes that throughout these
remaining years ‘Abd al-Latif stayed in contact with Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, send-
ing him copies of each of his new books.

According to Ibn Abi “Usaybi‘, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi remained in
Egypt until it was struck by a plague the likes of which he had never seen
and about which he then wrote a book. In the political turmoil that ensued
after Saladin’s death, he left for Jerusalem, where he resided, taught, and
wrote a number of books. He later traveled to Damascus, where he prac-
ticed as a physician and wrote his most famous books on medicine. Previous
to this, Ibn Abi Usaybia informs us, he had been known primarily as a
grammarian. He then traveled to Aleppo and to Turkey, where he enjoyed
the patronage of King °Ala’ al-Din Dawud ibn Bahram of Erzinjan for a
number of years. He traveled for several months in central Turkey, re-
turned one last time to Aleppo, and finally died in Baghdad after an ab-
sence of forty-five years and was buried in his father’s grave.]

Notes

1. Author of Dar al-tiraz, the most important medieval treatise on the muwashshah
poetry of Islamic Spain.

2. Ibn Abi ‘Usaybi‘a’s work has been edited numerous times. The most recent
complete edition is ‘Uyun al-anba’ fi tabagat al-atibba’, ed. Muhammad Basil ‘Uyun al-
Sud (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1998). ‘Abd al-Latif’s autobiography is found
at pp. 634—48. Another version of the autobiography is currently being edited and
translated by Dimitri Gutas and corresponds in part to the entry on ‘Abd al-Latif in
‘Uyun al-anba’. Pers. comm. April 5, 1998, and February 13, 2000.

3. Ra’s al-ru’asa’; on the nuances of the term, see Roy Mottahedeh, Loyalty and
Leadership in an Early Islamic Society (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980),
130—-35; and Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 130—-31.

4. Maimonides, A Guide for the Perplexed, trans. E. F. Schumacher (New York:
Harper and Row, 1977).
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The Autobiography of Ibn al-Adim

(1192/93-1262)

Introduction

When Yaqut—the most prolific compiler of biographies of his age—set out
to write the biographical notice for his close friend Ibn al“Adim, he first
asked Ibn al“Adim to write out a history of his family and of himself. Ibn
al-"Adim assented to his friend’s request and in the space of a week wrote
a book of ten fascicles; it is probable that he drew on other previously
written texts as sources for this work. The final section of this family history
was an account of his own life. Yaqut read the book written for him by Ibn
al"Adim and questioned him further on several points in person. He also
gathered supplementary material from various members of the family and
other persons in Aleppo. After drafting his “biography” of Ibn al“Adim—
using many verbatim passages from Ibn al-"Adim’s autobiography—he had
Ibn al“Adim review the text personally and give his explicit approval of the
final product.

The text as it has come down to us is thus an autobiography by Ibn al-
‘Adim as told to Yaqut, with a mixture of many different voices, the result
of an active collaboration between autobiographer and biographer. It is a
complex text but one that is fascinating not only for the life that is por-
trayed therein but also for the light it sheds on the processes of biography
and autobiography at the eve of the Mongol invasions. Both Yaqut the
biographer and Ibn al“Adim the autobiographer demonstrate clear con-
cern with establishing the historical facts and documenting the authority
by which those facts have been transmitted. Although Ibn al“"Adim’s own
writing forms the foundation of the text, Yaqut seeks out and quotes ex-
ternal sources for critical points, such as the statement that every male in
Ibn al“Adim’s family for many generations had memorized the entire
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Qur’an. Ibn al“Adim reports this on the authority of his paternal uncle,
who reported it from his father (Ibn al-"Adim’s grandfather), who reported
it from his own father (Ibn al-Adim’s great-grandfather); Yaqut then veri-
fies this claim by checking various reputable sources in Aleppo, one of
whom he then quotes. Ibn al"Adim shows equal concern with historical
accuracy and authority when, for example, he carefully cites two slightly
different accounts of how the family originally came to move from Basra
to Aleppo.

Yaqut also seeks out sources for material that Ibn al“Adim was not in a
position to report. Thus we are presented with portions of an oral interview
conducted with the tutor of Ibn al“Adim’s children who had also been a
close companion of Ibn al“Adim’s deceased father. It is through his voice
that we hear of the tragic early death of Ibn al-Adim’s brother, of the
dramatic cemetery scene in which the father—driven nearly mad with
grief—digs up the grave of his son with his bare hands in an attempt to
hold the boy’s body in his arms one final time, and, finally, of the vision
that foretells the birth of Ibn al-Adim and his future success.

Reflections of the uncertain fate of young children are found at several
points in the text: the early death of Ibn al-Adim’s brother, the father’s
statement that at first he was not attached to Ibn al"Adim because he was
so skinny (i.e., not likely to survive), and the teacher’s conditional predic-
tion about Ibn al“Adim on his first day at school (“If this child lives, no one
will be able to compete with his [calligraphic] writing”).

Ibn al-Adim eventually achieved the success foretold in his father’s
vision. He became a well-known historian and wrote not only a history of
Aleppo but also a forty-volume biographical dictionary of people associ-
ated with Aleppo. (Both Ibn al“Adim and Yaqut were historians, biogra-
phers, and autobiographers, though Yaqut’s autobiography has not sur-
vived.) Ibn al"Adim also rose to become a ranking diplomat and served
as an emissary to the ‘Abbasid court in Baghdad in 1257, one year before
it was sacked by the Mongols, and then to the Mamluk court in Cairo to
seek help in fending off the Mongol invasion that then threatened
Aleppo. Following the Mamluk defeat of the Mongol forces at “Ayn Jalut
in 1260, he visited Aleppo one last time and composed a long poem de-
scribing its devastation. Unable to bear living among the wasted ruins of
his hometown, he moved to Egypt, where he died a year later, in 1262.
These intellectual and diplomatic achievements, however, are not found
in Yaqut’s text, for it was written when Ibn al“Adim was only thirty-one
years old and Yaqut died before Ibn al“Adim achieved his most promi-
nent accomplishments. Ibn al-"Adim is therefore portrayed here primarily
as a promising young scholar from a prestigious family, a prolific author,
and an accomplished calligrapher.!
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Several points of personal detail in the autobiographical passages com-
municate a more intimate tone than most of the biographical entries in
Yaqut’s compendium; the childhood memories of school, the story of how
Ibn al-Adim’s father offered him money to memorize more books, the
portrayal of his close relationship with his father, and the reference to his
failed first marriage all would probably not have been included in a purely
biographical entry. Otherwise, however, the account of his youth reflects
standard educational practices of the day, a childhood devoted to memo-
rizing works and reciting them back to reputable teachers, an adolescence
spent furthering his education and his skill in calligraphic writing [khatt],
and a young adulthood spent producing his first publications. At the close
of the entry, Yaqut shifts to his own voice to recount Ibn al"Adim’s appoint-
ment to the Shadhbakht academy at a surprisingly young age, to list Ibn al-
‘Adim’s writings, and finally to cite a poem by Ibn al-Adim followed by a
responding poem by himself praising his friend. It is this final poem that
indicates that Ibn al-Adim was thirty-one years old at the time this entry
was being compiled.

Along with intimate details of Ibn al-Adim’s life, Yaqut includes a num-
ber of poems composed by Ibn al“Adim that shed additional light on his
life and personality. These poems, the contents of which evolve over the
course of the text from externalized referents to ones of a more personal
and emotional nature, imbue the auto/biography with additional psycho-
logical impact. The interplay between the two roots N--M (blessings,
bounty) and “D-M (destitution, deprivation) is a motif that recurs in both
the poetry and the prose of the text, demonstrating that the poetry is in-
tegral to the text as a whole. It is also closely tied to Yaqut’s curious opening
question regarding the family’s name, the Banu “Adim (Sons of the Desti-
tute). Ibn al“"Adim’s denial that the name was ancestral makes clear that
the issue carried immediate and personal import; indeed, it seems clear
that there was no Banu ‘Adim family, as modern scholars have assumed,
but rather a single Ibn al"Adim (Son of the Destitute). The text lingers
over Ibn al-"Adim’s father and in many ways is devoted to the psychological
portrayal of a son determined to rise above the tribulations and trials
suffered by his father (the losses of the judgeship of Aleppo and of his
firstborn son) and to continue the older, more august strain of the family’s
history.

In this translation, all passages reported in Ibn al“Adim’s voice appear
in boldface. The text opens with a list of the generations of Ibn al“Adim’s
family back to “Adnan, legendary progenitor of the northern Arabs. The
following chart shows the fourteen most recent generations of Ibn al-
‘Adim’s family.
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Abu Jarada
[Eponymous ancestor of the clan and companion
to the fourth caliph, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib]
I
Muhammad
I
‘Abd Allah
I
“Isa
I
Musa
[ancestor who first moves from Basra to Aleppo]
I
Muhammad—Harun—'Abd Allah
I
Zuhayr
I
Yahya
I
Ahmad
I
Hibat Allah
I
Muhammad
I
Hibat Allah
I
Ahmad
I
Kamal al-Din Abu al-Qasim ‘Umar, known as Ibn al-Adim
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“Umar ibn Ahmad ibn Abi Jarada,

known as Ibn al“Adim
[Irshad, pp. 18—46]

From the “Uqayli tribe. His agnomen is Abu al-Qasim and his surname is
Kamal al-Din. He is one of the notables and elite of Aleppo. His full name
is ‘Umar, son of Ahmad, son of Hibat Allah, son of Muhammad, son of
Hibat Allah, son of Ahmad, son of Yahya, son of Zuhayr, son of Harun, son
of Musa, son of ‘Isa, son of ‘Abu Allah, son of Muhammad, son of Abu
Jarada, one of the companions of the caliph “Ali ibn Abi Talib—may God’s
blessings be upon him. Abii Jarada’s full name was “Amir, son of Rabi‘a,
son of Khuwaylid, son of ‘Awf, son of “Amir, son of “Uqayl (father of the
tribe of the Ibn Kab), son of ‘Amir, son of Sa‘sa‘a, son of Mu‘awiya, son of
Bakr, son of Hawazin, son of Mansur, son of ‘Ikrima, son of Hafsa, son of
Qays, son of ‘Aylan Mudar, son of Nizar, son of Ma‘add, son of ‘Adnan.

The Banu Jarada house is a famous Aleppan family of literati, poets,
jurists, pious worshipers, and judges who inherit nobility and virtue from
earlier generations and pass them on to later ones. Before I begin my ac-
count of Ibn al-“Adim, I will first report on the history of his family and
some of its most famous members, after which I will give an account of
him, copying the information from a book Ibn al-Adim composed—may
God extend his life—that he titled al-Akhbar al-mustafada fi dhikr Bani Jarada
[A Useful History of the Bani Jarada Family]. I have read this [account of
his life] back to him and he has approved it.

First I asked him: Why is your family called the Banu al-Adim [lit. “Sons
of the Destitute”]?

Ibn al“Adim replied: I have inquired among my family about that and
they do not know. It is a recent name, not an ancestral one. My best guess
is that my great-grandfather, the judge Abu al-Fadl Hibat Allah, son of
Ahmad, son of Yahya, son of Zuhayr, son of Abu Jarada, though he had
great wealth and lived in complete contentment [nima shamila], often
spoke of destitution [Ar. “‘adam] and complained of the tribulations of time
in his poetry, and so was named accordingly. I can think of no reason other
than this.?

Ibn al-Adim said to me: My uncle Jamal al-Din Abii Ghanim Muhammad,
son of Hibat Allah, told me, “When I had memorized the Qur’an, my fa-
ther—may he rest in peace—kissed me between the eyes, wept, and said,
‘Thanks be to God, my son. This is exactly what I had hoped for and ex-
pected from you. Your grandfather told me that among our forefathers,
going all the way back to the Prophet—upon whom be peace—there was
no one among us who did not memorize the entire Qur’an.””

The author [Yaqut] says: This is an honorable trait the like of which I
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do not know of among other men. I inquired about its veracity among the
people of Aleppo and they assured me that it is true. Zayn al-Din Muham-
mad, son of “Abd al-Qahir al-Nissibi, told me: “Forget about the past and
look to the present for proof. For I can count for you each living member
of the Banu Jarada family, and there is not one among them who has not
completely memorized the Qur’an.” He started listing them one by one,
and not a single one among them broke this rule.

Ibn al-Adim—may God extend his life—told me: The descendants of
the Banu Abi Jarada used to live in Basra, in the Banu “‘Uqayl quarter there.
The first [of our family] to move away from Basra was Miusa, son of Isa,
son of ‘Abd Allah, son of Muhammad son of ‘Amir, who, after the year 200
[815], came to Aleppo for trade.

Ibn al-“Adim told me: My uncle Abii Ghanim Muhammad, son of Hibat
Allah, son of Muhammad, descendant of Abu Jarada, also told me, “I heard
my father mention, based on information he received from his forefathers,
that our ancestor had come from Basra to Syria on business and settled in
Aleppo.” [My uncle also] said, “I heard my father say that he heard that
when Basra was visited by the plague, a group of the Banu “‘Uqayl left it and
went to Syria, and our ancestor settled in Aleppo.” [My uncle also] said,
“The sons of Muisa® were Muhammad, Harun and ‘Abd Allah. Muhammad
had a son named ‘Abd Allah, and I do not know whether or not this ‘Abd
Allah had any progeny. Those who are alive today are the descendants of
Harun, our own ancestor, and of ‘Abd Allah, and these latter are our un-
cles.”

[Here follow several pages on the individual descendants of both “Abd Allah
and Harun, all extracted from Ibn al“Adim’s Useful History. Yaqut closes the
account of the family with a notice on the life of Ibn al-Adim’s father and
then turns his attention to Ibn al“Adim himself.]*

This is what I [Yaqut] copied in summary form from the book I men-
tioned earlier, and these are but a sampling of this family’s many virtues.
Now I will mention my subject, Kamal al-Din Abu al-Qasim “Umar, son of
the Judge Abu al-Hasan Ahmad, son of the Judge Abu al-Fadl Hibat Allah,
son of the Judge Abu Ghanim Muhammad, son of the Judge Abu Said
Hibat Allah, son of the Judge Abu al-Ilasan Ahmad descendant of Abu
Jarada. All of these ancestors of his were judges of the Hanafi school of law
in Aleppo and its dependencies, and he is our current subject.

[Passage in rhymed prose praising Ibn al"Adim]°

I asked Ibn al-Adim—may God preserve his exalted state—about his
birth and he told me: I was born in the month of Dhu al-Hijja in the year
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588 [ = December 1192]. When I was seven years old I was taken to
[Qurian] school and seated in front of the teacher who began instructing
me as one would instruct a little child, drawing a line and placing three
[letter] $’s upon it. I took the pen from him and, having seen him write the
word bism and extend it, I did the same so that my writing resembled his
own.’ Surprised, the teacher turned to those around him and said, “If this
child lives, no one will be able to compete with his writing.”

[Yaqut notes]: By my life, the teacher’s prophecy has come true, for his
writing is certainly better than that of all those who came before him as far
back as Ibn al-Bawwab.”

Ibn al-Adim said: I finished memorizing the Quran when I was nine
years old, and could recite the Qur’an in all ten variant readings when I was
ten. Penmanship and calligraphy [kZatt] appealed to me and my father
encouraged me to pursue this.

The teacher of Ibn al-"Adim’s son, Shaykh Yusuf, son of “Ali, son of Zayd
al-Zuhri al-Maghribi al-Adib, told me in Ibn al-Adim’s presence: This man’s
father (and he pointed to Ibn al“Adim) told me, “A number of girls had
been born to me, but I had only one son. This son was extremely good-
looking, handsome, intelligent, and bright, and he had memorized a good
portion of the Qur’an by the time he was five. One day I happened to be
sitting in a room of ours that overlooked the street when a funeral proces-
sion passed by. That child watched the procession, then turned to me and
said: ‘Father, if I were to die, what would you cover my coffin with?’ I
scolded him, but felt extremely worried about him at that moment.

“No more than a few days passed before he fell ill and passed on to
God’s mercy and joined his Lord. I was stricken with grief over his death
as no father has ever been stricken for the death of a child. I stopped eating
and drinking, and sat in a darkened room enjoining myself to be steadfast,
but I could not endure his loss. In my extreme grief, I went to his grave
and dug it up myself, and I intended to take him out and console myself
by seeing him again. It was due to God’s will and His kindness, to either
the child or to me—Ilest I see what I would not like—that I encountered a
large rock that I could not remove no matter how hard I tried despite the
strength for which I was well known. When I noted that moving the rock
was beyond me, I realized that this was from God’s pity on the child or on
me. So I chided myself and, after returning his grave to its previous state,
I went home filled with feelings of loss and longing.

“Afterward I saw the child in a dream, and he was saying, ‘Father, let my
mother know that I want to come to you.” I awoke startled and informed
his mother of what I had seen. We cried and invoked God’s mercy and
said, ‘We are God’s and to Him we shall return.” Then, in my sleep, I had
avision of a [shaft of] light that appeared to come out of my male member
and hang above our houses and the entire quarter, rising up to a great

Brustad, Kristen. Interpreting the Self : Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, edited by Dwight F. Reynolds, University

of California Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=223255.

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-11-15 14:35:32.



Copyright © 2001. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

172 PART II

height. When I woke up, I had the vision interpreted and I was told, ‘Re-
joice, for this is news of a newborn who will be of prodigious worth and
great importance, whose renown will be as great among people as the great-
ness of the light that appeared to you.” So I rejoiced in God, Almighty and
Exalted, and I invoked and thanked Him. I fortified myself after my despair,
for I had exceeded the age of forty.

“A short time later, the mother of this boy—my son (and he pointed to
Ibn al“Adim—may God always support him)—completed her term and
gave birth to him on the aforementioned date. But he was at first not as
sweet to my heart as my first son had been, for he was very skinny. As he
grew older, however, he grew in stature and worth, and I invoked God many
times regarding him. I asked God for many things for him, and—thanks
be to God—I have seen most of these requests realized in him.”

[The teacher added]: One day in my presence a man said to [Ibn al-
‘Adim’s father], as people are wont to say, “May God give you the pleasure
of seeing him a judge like his forefathers before him!” He said, “I do not
want that for him. My desire is that he should become a teacher.” [Yaqut
notes]: God fulfilled that wish after his [i.e., Ibn al-Adim’s father’s] death.

[Yaqut, summarizing from the Useful History, writes:] He heard hadith
from a number of people in Aleppo, some who are settled there and others
who were passing through. He also heard much from al-Shaykh al-Sharif
Iftikhar al-Din ‘Abd al-Muttalib al-Hashimi. Twice, in 60g [1206/7] and
608 [1211/12], his father took him to Jerusalem, where he met a number
of shaykhs, and he also met shaykhs in Damascus. On both trips he read
much of what one now hears from him with Taj al-Din Ab1 al-Yumn.

Ibn al“Adim—may God preserve his high worth—told me: My father
told me, “If you memorize the Luma’, I will give you such and such.” I
memorized it and read it to the Aleppan shaykh of the day who was al-Diya’
ibn Duhn al-Hasa. Then he told me, “If you memorize al-Quduri, I will give
you a good amount of money as well.” I memorized it quickly.®

During that time I used to practice calligraphic writing. My father—may
he rest in peace—used to encourage me in that, polishing the paper for me
himself. I remember one time when we were out at a village of ours and he
ordered me to write, whereby I said, “There is no good paper here.” So he
took some low-quality paper that we had and some ceruse mixture we had
with us, and polished the paper with it himself, saying to me, “Write!” His
own handwriting was not particularly good, but he knew the principles of
calligraphy and used to tell me, “This is good, and this is bad.”

He had samples in the hand of Ibn Bawwab in his possession and used
to point out its principles and rules to me until I perfected it to my satis-
faction. I did not study calligraphic writing with any renowned teacher, but
Taj al-Din Muhammad, son of Ahmad, son of al-Birfatt al-Baghdadi, came
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to visit us in Aleppo and I wrote under his direction for a few days, but got
no additional benefit from him.

Later on, my father—may he rest in peace—got me engaged and mar-
ried me to a woman from the elite of Aleppo, and he took the family the
gifts customary on such occasions. But things happened between us [i.e.,
the woman and Ibn al“Adim] that caused constraint to my heart. So my
father let them keep those gifts and I got divorced. After that, he got me
married to the daughter of the great shaykh Baha’ al-Din Abiui al-Qasim “Abd
al-Majid, son of al-Hasan, son of “Abd Allah, known as al-Ajami [“the Per-
sian”], who is the head of the Shafi‘ite community and among the wealth-
iest, most prestigious, and highest-ranking people in Aleppo. My father sent
them the bridal gift and was exceedingly generous and kind.

My father—may he rest in peace—was extremely kind and generous to
me. He enjoyed nothing more in the world than seeing to my affairs, and
he used to say, “My wish is [to live long enough] to see you with a son and
to see him [old enough to] walk.” My son Ahmad was born and my father
saw him. My father lived to a ripe old age and then fell ill with his final
illness. The day he died, the child walked [for the first time] and fell upon
his breast, and then my father died, on the aforementioned date.

Al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi, son of Saladin, ruler of Aleppo—may he rest in
peace—used to show me great honor. Whenever I was at his court, he never
treated anyone better than he treated me, despite my youth.

In the year 618 [1220/21], I happened to fall ill, and people despaired
for my life. But during that illness it occurred to me that God Almighty
would no doubt restore my health, for I had confidence in the vision my
father had seen; I would say, “I have not yet achieved a position that would
fulfill that vision.” When God—thanks be to Him—generously restored my
health, I forgot all about those imaginings, and I no longer think about
them, for God’s blessings enfold me and His hand continuously supports
my rights.

[At this point there appears to be a conflation between Yaqut’s voice and
that of Ibn al“Adim, perhaps as a result of summarizing from the autobi-
ographical section of the Useful History; the passage starts in the first-person
voice but soon shifts to the third person, possibly so that Yaqut could add
the passages of praise that could not, for modesty’s sake, be included in
Ibn al-Adim’s own voice.]

I say: Some time after my father died, the Shadhbakht academy’s pro-
fessor of law passed away as well, the Shadhbakht being the most esteemed
and important of Aleppo’s academies. He [i.e., Ibn al-Adim] was then ap-
pointed professor there in the month of Dhu al-Hijja 615 [1219], at the
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age of twenty-eight. Even though Aleppo was teeming with jurists, scholars,
shaykhs, and other learned persons, he alone was considered capable
enough and deserving enough of that position. He achieved prominence
and lectured with a strong heart and sharp tongue, and he mesmerized the
audience and pleased them.

Despite his youth, he has written many books, among which is the Kitab
al-Darart fv dhikr al-dharart [The Book of Pearls on the Mentioning of Off-
spring] that he compiled for [the above-mentioned ruler] al-Malik al-Zahir
and which he presented to him on the day his son, al-Malik al-Aziz,
Aleppo’s current sultan, was born. He had also compiled the Kitab Daw’ al-
sabah fi al-hathth ‘ala al-samah [The Book of Morning Light on Provoking
Generosity] for al-Malik al-Ashraf who had sent for him from Harran; after
he saw a sample of Ibn al-Adim’s writing, he desired to meet him. Ibn al-
‘Adim went to him and al-Malik al-Ashraf treated him well and honored
him, and bestowed a robe of honor upon him.

He also compiled the al-Akhbar al-mustafada fi dhikr Bani Jarada [Useful
History of the Abi Jarada Family]. I asked him to do this, and in the space
of a week he did so. It is ten fascicles in length. He also has a book on
calligraphy concerning its principles, requirements, rules, pens and papers,
as well as the hadith and bons mots that have been said about it. It is still
incomplete at this time.

[Also] Kitab Tarikh Halab [History of Aleppol], a history of Aleppo’s kings
and rulers, its founding, and an account of the scholars who lived in it and
those scholars of hadith and religious knowledge who came to it, as well as
its kings, princes, and authors.

[Here follows a passage in rhymed prose by Yaqut in praise of Ibn al“Adim
and his writing, followed by his account of the monetary worth of the lat-
ter. ]

He became renowned throughout the land, and his calligraphy was
famed among those near and far. It became a gift among kings, like pre-
cious pearls strung on strings. In his own lifetime he is considered an ex-
emplar, an ideal for all his contemporaries.

One reason people seek samples of his calligraphic writing is that one
day he bought a single sheet of Ibn al-Bawwab’s writing for forty dirhams.
He copied it on a piece of antique paper and gave it as a gift to [the
bookseller] Haydar al-Kutubi, who claimed that it was in the hand of Ibn
al-Bawwab himself and later sold it for sixty dirhams, twenty dirhams more
than the price of the authentic sample of Ibn al-Bawwab!

Ibn al-“Adim wrote this text for me in his own hand, and contemporary
scribes have offered me an Egyptian dinar for it, knowing that it is in his
hand, but I cannot bring myself to sell it. He also wrote a piece in thirteen
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columns for me that he had copied from a sample by Ibn al-Bawwab. I was
offered forty Nasir1 dirhams for it—the equivalent of four gold dinars—
but I did not sell it. I know for a fact that Ibn al-Bawwab’s writing was never
so highly valued during his own lifetime, nor did anyone pay such prices
for it.

[Here follows another section concerning Ibn al-Adim’s calligraphic writ-
ing, followed by several samples of his poetry translated below.]

[Yaqut writes]: [Ibn al-Adim]—may God cause his high status to endure—
recited for me a love poem in which he used a curious motif:

Slender and honey-lipped, I imagined that
in his cheeks was a press [ ‘asir] for wine,
That causes the most delicious of wines to flow to his mouth,
a nectar that over years [a‘asir] has been aged.
From this his figure grows drunk and unsteady,
he sways haughtily, with languid eyes,
As if the prince of sleep were lowering his eyelids,
when he attempts to raise them, his eyes decline.
I was alone with him after all his people had retired,
the stars of Gemini slipped away and the night protected us.
My palm was his pillow and he slept in my embrace,
until the morning’s pure light first appeared.
Then he arose, casting off the night’s chill, untouched,
and I rose as well, having given no cause for rebuke.
This is the sweetest form of love, for its ending was
blameless, a tryst unsullied by guilt.

[Ibn al“Adim] himself recited for me in his home in Aleppo [these verses]
in the month of Dhu al-Hijja, 619 [1222], and he dictated [them to me]:

She of bewitching eyes and honeyed deep-red lips,
Her mouth bestows a cure for every thirst.
She arched her brows at me and loosed
arrows from her eyes into my soul.
A wonder is her [sweet] saliva, so pure
and permitted, yet now it is forbidden to me.
If it were wine, what wine could possess its color
and its flavor? Though I have never tasted either.
She has a residence in the district of my heart, its place
is well-guarded there, ever since she made it her own.
Her love’s course is the flow of my life, intermixed
is her love with my soul, my flesh, and my blood.
“How long will you live so unhappy,” she says to me,
“content in not becoming whole, resigned?
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Go seek your fortune in God’s [wide] lands,
perchance you will find a rescuer if you wish, or, if you wish, an accuser.”
I said to her, “He who created Mankind
has graciously blessed and secured for me sustenance.
It does me no harm to be lord only of virtues
and knowledge, strong-willed, free and respected.
If I am made destitute [ ‘udimat kifaya] of wealth and fortune,
my soul is safeguarded from humiliation and deprivation.
I have not dedicated my life to serving knowledge
in order to serve those I meet, but in order to be served.”

[Yaqut comments:] Whoever reads these lines should not be deluded into
thinking that the author of these verses is of poor or modest means; quite
the reverse, for he—may God protect him!—is the owner of extensive vil-
lages and many estates; he possesses great wealth, many slaves and serving
women, horses and livestock, fine clothes and robes. Take for example the
fact that following his father’s death he paid thirty thousand dirhams for a
house that had once belonged to his family. But he is expansive of spirit
and a man with high ambitions; verily, the desires of this world are in
proportion to those who crave them, and the yearnings for them are in
proportion to those who seek them. [Ibn al-Adim] also recited for me at
his home on the same date [the following verses]:

Beware your paternal cousin, for he is [as two-faced] as a book [musahhaf]
and your close relative, for he is as crooked [ahraf] as letters [uhruf].
The letter gafis for the grave [qabr] he digs for you,
the letter ra’is the death [rada] he plots for you.
The letter ya’is your perpetual despair [ya’s] that any good might come of
him,
the letter ba’is the ever-present hatred [baghd] you get from him.
Accept this advice as a gift from me,
for when it comes to cousins, I know best!?

[Ibn al-Adim] also recited for me in his home, emulating others of his
relatives in their family pride:

I shall force myself to pardon all wrongs committed against me
and shall forgive them as an act of nobility and generosity.
I shall use my wealth, as well as my honor, as a protective safeguard,
even if this does not leave me with a single dirham.
I shall follow the paths of the most righteous, those who earned their high
rank
and attained it from whomsoever approached through their good deeds.
These are my people, great benefactors, men of power,
the Banii ‘Amir—so ask about them so that you may learn [of them].
Whenever they are called during times of trouble, when the situation is grim,
with their speech they cast light upon what was in darkness.
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Whenever they sit in the gathering to make judgment they are like
full moons in the darkness and the others around them like stars.
Whenever they ascend the pulpit to deliver a sermon,
they are more eloquent than any who ever in preaching spoke.
Whenever they pick up their pens to write,
they are better than any who ever ornamented a page.
Their words clarify their excellence
and their judgments have made the religious law secure.
Their invocations [to God] remove tribulations when they occur,
and bring down drops of water from the heavens’ horizons.
A woman [wife?] says to me: “O Ibn al-“Adim [Son of the Destitute] how long
shall you be so generous with all you possess? You'll be destitute [mu‘dam]!”
So I said to her: “Leave me be!
for I believe that the best of people are the generous [mun‘im].
I reject meanness, [for] I am of noble origin, from a family
of the ‘Uqayla tribe, who radiate with generosity and munificence.

Ibn al-Adim recited to me the following verses that he had composed when
he noted his first gray hairs, at the age of thirty-one:

Dawn on the horizon is but a sign or mark
of the passage of night and its period of dark,

So also does youthful growth come close to dryness
when in its [dark] field there first appears brightness.

One day I went to [Ibn al-Adim] and he said to me, “Do you not see, I am
now but thirty-one years old, and I have just found some white hairs in my
beard.” So I said of him:

Congratulations, [Ibn al"Adim], for a virtue that you like
and a blessing of which no one before you has received the like,
Your forehead is busy its youth to assure
while the attainment of noble goals remains your cynosure,
At this decade of your life you have become complete
in glory with which your elders cannot compete,
When with wisdom and understanding you matured
your beneficence was perfected with white hair, premature.'

Notes

1. The terms kataba and kitaba (“to write” and “writing”), often used with ref-
erence to the quality of Ibn al“Adim’s handwriting, also emphasize the fact that he
was a prolific author, another possible interpretation of his teacher’s statement: “If
this child lives, no one will be able to compete with his writing” (la yakun fi al-"alam
aktab minhu). Other terms used in the text in reference to his writing are khatt
(tracing, inscribing) and tajwid (perfecting, beautifying).

2. In fact, no other member of the family is known by this name, whether in
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Yaqut’s biographical compendium or elsewhere. This suggests that the name was
even more recent than Ibn al"Adim implies and that it was attached primarily to
him because of his father who had suffered great losses in his life and career. This
explains why Ibn al-Adim could not find any explanation for it. It also explains why
the issue was considered important enough to be raised and included in the ac-
count. From the outset, Yaqut allows his subject to rationalize a name that is the
antithesis of ni‘ma, the blessings that autobiographers often cite as a reason for
writing accounts of their lives.

3. Ibn al"Adim’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather.

4. Yaqut al-Rumi, Irshad al-arib ila ma’rifat al-adib (Mu‘jam al-udaba’, ed. D. S.
Margoliouth (Cairo: Hindiyya Press, 1907—-26), 6:20-35.

5. Ibid., 35-96.

6. Bism means “in the name of” and is the first word of the basmalah [ bism Allah
al-rahman al-rahim], “In the name of God the All-Merciful, the All-Compassionate,”
a favorite subject for calligraphic art and commonly placed at the top of the opening
page of any piece of writing.

7. Ibn Bawwab (d. 1022) is the copyist of the first known cursive-script Qur'an
manuscript (Chester Beatty Library, 1431, dated A.H. §91/1000-1 C.E.). His
achievement, according to the medieval commentators, was to refine the methods
invented by Ibn Mugq]la, investing the script with “elegance and splendor.” Ibn Mugqla
(d. 940), who also appears in Yaqut’s entry on Ibn al-Adim, is the “Abbasid minister
who reformed Qur’anic scripts through the invention of the “six pens,” or types of
writing. This reform replaced the older Qur’anic scripts with new ones whose pri-
mary qualities were clarity and precision. An important study of these reforms, which
places them within the context of ‘Abbasid-Fatimid polemics, is Yasser Tabbaa, “The
Transformation of Arabic Writing: Part I, Qurianic Calligraphy,” Ars Orientalis 21
(1991): 119—48. Nuha N. N. Khoury is currently preparing a study on the impli-
cations of the text for the aesthetics and meaning of Ibn al“Adim’s writing.

8. Al-Quduri (d. 1097) is the author of al-Mukhtasar, one of two foundational
texts on Hanafi jurisprudence (the other being the Mabsut of Sarakhsi, d. 1090).
The Luma’, the author of which is not mentioned, is probably Ibn Jinni’s work on
Arabic language and grammar or another short treatise on law. This “curriculum”
implies that Ibn al’Adim was being groomed by his father for a career in law.

9. The letters cited in the poem (¢r-b) spell out the Arabic word “relative,”
qgarib.

10. The early appearance of gray hair plays a similarly prominent role in the
autobiography of Ibn al-Adim’s contemporary, Aba Shama (translated in this vol-
ume).
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The Autobiography of Abu Shama

(1203-1268)

Introduction

Abu Shama was born in 1204 in Damascus to a family of religious scholars.
He is best known today as the author of The Book of the Two Gardens on the
History of the Two Reigns (Kitab al-Rawdatayn fi akhbar al-dawlatayn), a
chronologically arranged history of the reigns of Nur al-Din Zangi (d.
1174) and Saladin (d. 1193), regarded as one of the most important Arabic
sources for the period of the Crusades.! Abu Shama’s autobiography is
found listed under the year of his birth in his continuation of the original
work, the Sequel to the Book of the Two Gardens (Dhayl kitab al-rawdatayn),
which covers the years from Saladin’s death to Abu Shama’s. The Sequel is
also arranged chronologically and includes biographical notices of prom-
inent figures listed under the years of their deaths. The final scene of the
Sequel, in fact, describes how the author was beaten up by thugs, an incident
that apparently led to his death soon afterward.

Although Abu Shama is today remembered primarily as a historian, his
self-portrayal in his autobiography, translated here in full, shows that he
considered himself first and foremost a scholar of Islamic religious sciences,
particularly of Islamic law. His account of his life begins with a list of his
forebears—all men distinguished by their religious learning—and then
sketches the broad outlines of his education. The turning point in Abu
Shama'’s life is depicted as the year 624 (1227), when he traveled to Jeru-
salem with his most important teacher and his hair suddenly turned gray
though he was only twenty-five years old. He interprets this event, in con-
junction with the trip to Jerusalem and some dreams from that same year,
to mean that he had “arrived” as a mature religious scholar. As he puts it
in the short poem that appears in his autobiography—a poem he conven-
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tionally attributes to “some good person or other” but which he himself
wrote—God marked him with the outward signs of intellectual maturity to
reflect his inner intellectual growth.

Abu Shama’s autobiography poses some intriguing problems concern-
ing the nature and function of the self-tarjama in the Arabic tradition.
Throughout the larger historical text, the Sequel, Abu Shama refers to him-
self exclusively in the first person, which communicates to the reader a
clear sense of the author as a person beyond the text. In addition, in the
larger text, he provides information of a rather personal nature (at least,
in the modern sense), noting, for example, his reactions to the tragic
deaths of several of his children (e.g., Dhayl, 1776), expressing his love and
affection for his wife in a lengthy poem (Dhayl, 196—98), and giving other
intimate details of his life. He intermingles many of these with the major
historical occurrences of the realm, thus placing the events of his own life
on par with those of the kingdoms and reigns he chronicled:

In this year Ibn Abi Firas led the people from Iraq on the pilgrimage, and
Sharaf al-Din, the ruler of Sarkas, those from Syria.

Also in this year, my mother passed away—May God have mercy on her! I
buried her in the foothills on the road near al-Imaj and al-Maghar, next to
the wadi. I hope to be buried next to her. Her death occurred on Saturday,
the sixth of the month of Rajab. She was pious and virtuous—May God be
pleased with her!

Also in this year, the Amir Mubariz al-Din Sunqur of Aleppo died, one of
Saladin’s contingent. (Dhayl, 154)

Because of the many references to Abu Shama’s own life that are woven
into the larger historical flow, some scholars have suggested that the overall
work should be considered a memoir.? In any case, in his work of history,
Abu Shama inserts the kind of information a modern reader might expect
to find in an autobiography.

In the autobiography itself, however, Abu Shama curiously shifts to the
third person and changes the tone of his self-representation drastically.
Here, little of Abu Shama’s “personal” life (again, in modern terms) is
portrayed, while materials such as dreams and visions occupy a prominent
place alongside details of Abu Shama’s education and career. Although the
critical historical facts of Abu Shama'’s life are presented here, the sense of
“person” that is communicated interstitially in his historical writing is re-
placed with an entirely different self-representation.

By Abu Shama’s time there were a substantial number of first-person
autobiographical texts in wide circulation, several of them written by fa-
mous figures of the period of Saladin’s reign and therefore almost certainly
known to him. Yet Abu Shama chose to present information about his life
in the standard third-person format of scholarly biography; he probably
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composed it specifically as a “camera-ready” text to be quoted by later his-
torians and biographers. Arabic autobiographers clearly had a choice be-
tween first-person and third-person portrayal; Abu Shama, however, is the
only Arabic autobiographer to have couched a third-person autobiography
in a larger framing text in the first person (cf. the texts by Imad al-Din al-
Katib al-Isfahani, “Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, and Ibn al-"Adim, all translated
in this volume, as well as the famous autobiographies of “‘Umara al-Hakami
al-Yamani and Usama ibn Munqidh, available in French and English trans-
lations respectively). In some sense, a complete reading of Abu Shama’s
text can only be accomplished alongside the numerous passages of the
Sequel to the Two Gardens that provide other autobiographical glimpses of
the author.

Abu Shama does not fully subordinate his account to the scholarly tar-
jama genre, however; he includes dimensions not commonly found in those
texts, such as a large number of dream narratives (cf. al-Tirmidhi, trans-
lated in this volume), and his account of his hair turning gray (cf. Ibn al-
‘Adim, translated in this volume), marking this event even further with the
inclusion of a poem (the only one in the text). His text is also lacking many
of the standard components of the scholarly tarjama, such as a detailed list
of his teachers and writings and extracts from his poetry. Abu Shama’s text
shares much with other Arabic autobiographies and differs significantly
from standard scholarly biographies. In fact, a later hand, probably that of
one of his students, has attempted to rectify this situation by adding a list
of teachers, some information about his writings, and a collection of ex-
tracts from his poetry.

If Abu Shama wrote this text to be cited by later writers, his strategy
failed. None of his main biographers quote it, although Ibn Kathir (d.
1379) at least mentions its existence. On the other hand, al-Sakhaw1 (d.
1497) notes Abu Shama’s sharp tongue and makes reference to his high
opinion of himself,® despite the approbative tone of other biographies of
Abu Shama; this may in fact be a veiled reference to Abu Shama’s autobi-
ography, for Abu Shama’s text was cited as a respectable precedent for
writing an autobiography by al-Sakhawi’s chief rival, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti
(d. 1505).
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The Life of Abu Shama
[al-Dhayl, pp. 37-59]

Also in the year 599 [1204 C.E.], the compiler of this book was born, God’s
supplicant, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Isma‘l ibn Ibrahim ibn “‘Uthman ibn Abi
Bakr ibn Ibrahim ibn Muhammad of Jerusalem, of the Shafi‘ite school of
law, on the evening of Friday, the twenty-third of the month of Rabi® II—
may God pardon him. He was known as Abu Shama, “possessor of the
mole,” due to a large mole over his right eyebrow; he was also named Abu
al-Qasim Muhammad. He was born in this year at the head of al-Fawakhir
Street in Damascus, just inside the city’s East Gate.

His distant ancestor Abu Bakr was originally from Jerusalem and Abu
Bakr’s father, Ibrahim, was a notable there. Perhaps Muhammad, which is
as far back as the family tree goes, was Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Ahmad
ibn Abi al-Qasim °Ali of the city of Tus, a Qur’an reciter and Sufi, as well as
Imam of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. This Muhammad is men-
tioned by the scholar Abu al-Qasim in his History of Damascus.* Ibn al-Akfani®
relates as follows: “The Franks—may God forsake them—Kkilled Muham-
mad when they entered Jerusalem in the month of Sha’ban, 492 [1099].
He is one of the martyrs whose heads are in the cave people visit in the
cemetery of Mamella in Noble Jerusalem.”

His descendant Abu Bakr later moved to Damascus and resided there
where there were born to him two sons, ‘Uthman and ‘Abd al-Rahman; the
latter was a teacher near the Damascus Mosque Gate—his story will be told
below.” God increased their progeny in Damascus, and their dwellings in
the districts around the East Gate, and, by and by, “‘Uthman fathered Ibra-
him, the author’s grandfather, who passed away in the month of Sha’ban
in 575 [1180], and was buried in the cemetery at Paradise Gate.® Ibrahim
sired two sons, Abu al-Qasim, who passed away on Friday, the ninth of
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Ramadan, in 604 [1208] and was buried in a cemetery between the East
Gate and the Gate of Thomas, and Isma‘l, who passed away on the thir-
teenth of the month of Rabi® I in 638 [1240]. Isma‘l also had two sons,
Ibrahim, whose birthday was on the night of Monday, the twenty-fifth of
the month of Muharram 591 [1194], and the compiler of this book, “Abd
al-Rahman.’

God—may He be exalted—instilled in him even in his youth a love for
memorizing the Precious Scripture and for the pursuit of knowledge, mak-
ing that his ambition. He did not let his father know of this until he said
to him, “I have finished memorizing the Quran!” Then he took up the
study of the seven variant readings of the Qur’an, law, Arabic grammar, the
hadith of the Prophet, history, the biographies of the transmitters of the
Prophet’s hadith and other fields, and he wrote many works on these sub-
jects that will be mentioned below [ = later in the book, not in the auto-
biography]. He made the pilgrimage to Mecca with his father in the year
621 [1224—25], and then again in the following year. He visited Jerusalem
in 624 [1226-27] and Egypt in 628 [1250-91], studying in various places
in Egypt, then in Cairo, Damietta, and Alexandria. Thereafter, he contin-
ued to reside in Damascus, engaged in the task at hand, namely, his pursuit
of knowledge. He assembled it in his writings and in the legal opinions he
issued on the the rules of law and other such matters.

In his youth he used to recite the Quran in the Damascus mosque
while observing the learned professors such as Fakhr al-Din Abu Mansur
Ibn ‘Asakir.’” He noted how the latter related his legal methodology and
conclusions when giving legal opinions for Muslims, how people sought
him out and studied the Prophet’s hadith with him all while he made his
way from the magsura [the enclosed area in a mosque] named after the
Prophet’s Companions beneath the Eagle Dome, where he taught had:ith,
to the Taqwiyya law school where he gave lectures in jurisprudence. He
noted how people turned to him and resorted to him time and again, as
well as his good reputation and his moderation in dress. He found that
he liked these ways of Ibn “Asakir, and therefore desired to attain the same
rank in learning, to be equally well known, and to have people derive
benefit from his own legal opinions. God granted him this beyond his
most fervent hopes. Gray appeared in his beard and in his hair when he
was but twenty-five years old. God—may He be exalted—brought old age
to him prematurely, both in outward appearance and in inward de-
meanor. About this, some good person or other has composed the fol-
lowing:

If he grew gray upon reaching his twenty-fifth year,

still, the grayness in him was not uncouth.

People knew not the full maturity of his learning,

though his lights shone bright even in his youth.
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God illuminated the very heart of him;
truly he embodied guidance for those unsure of truth.

A shaykh in the true meaning; grayness came early to him,
dignifying him above his fellow youths.

He comprised excellence as a boy and old man;
a station near to God and a fair resting place are his both."

People had auspicious visions in their sleep which foretold of the good
fortune in learning that was to come his way, and of the good things for
which he had hoped. For example, while he was still quite young, going to
and from grammar school, and his father was marveling at his enthusiasm
for school and his ardor in reading, contrary to the fashion of most young
boys, his mother—may God rest her soul—told his father: “You shouldn’t
be surprised! For when I was pregnant, I dreamt that I was at the very
highest spot on a minaret, at the crescent moon on its top, and I was giving
the call to prayer. I later recounted this to a dream-interpreter who said,
“You will give birth to a boy whose fame in learning and goodness will spread
throughout the earth.””

He himself [ = Abu Shama], in the month of Safar 624 [1227], dreamt
that “‘Umar ibn al-Khattab [the second caliph, renowned for his piety and
righteousness]—may God rest his soul—had come to Syria to aid its people
against the Franks—may God abandon them. He had a special relationship
with ‘Umar such that ‘Umar would delegate things to him and talk with
him concerning the affairs of Muslims while he walked at “Umar’s side,
touching his shoulder. This continued until people began to ask him about
“‘Umar and what “‘Umar intended to do. He would inform them and it was
as though he were the medium between “Umar and the people.

In this year, he also dreamt that he and the legal scholar ‘Abd al-"Aziz
ibn ‘Abd al-Salam'>—may God grant him peace—were inside the Gate of
Mercy in Jerusalem. He wanted to open it, but there was someone pre-
venting him from doing so, pushing on it so that it stayed closed. The two
of them, however, continued to apply themselves to the matter until they
opened its two halves completely, such that each half of the door ended
up leaning against the wall behind it.

He also dreamt in the month of Jumada II of that year that some Muslims
were performing their Friday prayers in severe heat. He grew afraid that
they might become dehydrated since there was no water there, so far as
anyone knew. Then he saw an ancient well near him and a trough, and it
occurred to him to draw water from the well and to pour it into the trough
so people could drink from it when they finished their prayers. Someone
in front of him whom he did not know drew a bucket or two, then he took
the bucket from him and drew a great number of buckets, so many he
could not count them all, pouring them into the basin.
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Then al-Muhtar Hilal ibn Mazin ibn al-Harrabi dreamt that he saw Abu
Shama bearing the weight of a great edifice and al-Muhtar exclaimed: “See
how so-and-so assumes the burden of the Word of God!”

An old woman dreamt that a group of the pious had gathered in the
mosque of the village of Bayt Sawa, one of the villages in Ghuta, outside
Damascus. They were asked what they were doing and replied, “We are
waiting for the Prophet—may God bless him and grant him peace—to pray
with us.” She said that he—that is, the author of this book—arrived and
prayed with them.

Also, there was once a man who had come seeking a legal opinion while
he was in the great lecture area reserved for books, in the uppermost part
of the lecture hall in the “Adiliyya law college—this is the place where he
sits most of the time giving out legal opinions and so on—and at that point
[Abu Shama] passed by on his way to pray in the law college. The man was
astonished and was asked, “What do you find so astonishing?” “I have never
seen this place before,” he said, “but I dreamt in my sleep that I was in this,
the “Adiliyya law college, and there was a huge group of people in it. Some-
one said to the people, ‘Stand aside, for the Prophet—may God bless him
and grant him peace—is passing by.” So I looked up and he came out to
us from the great lecture area reserved for books and passed by, exactly as
[Abu Shamal] just did, on his way to the prayer niche.”

Also, al-Salah the Sufi dreamt, on the first night of the month of Jumada
IT in 665 [1267], that the compiler of this book was setting out on the
pilgrimage so well outfitted that he had provisions for everything that he
could possibly need, such that the one dreaming was astonished.

Hasan al-Hijazi, in the month of Ramadan 657 [1259], dreamt that
someone from the occult world, unseen by him, but whose voice he could
hear, said, “Shaykh Abu Shama is the Prophet of this era,” or something to
that effect. He also said that he saw him another time on a lofty bridge and
under the bridge was abundant wheat.

Among these auspicious dreams were those of his brother, Shaykh Bur-
han al-Din Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn Ismafl, older than him by about nine
years and one of the pious. He dreamt that their father—may God rest his
soul—was saying to him, “Occupy yourself with learning; look at the station
of your brother.” So he looked up and suddenly his brother was on top of
a mountain and his father and the one dreaming were walking at its base.
He also dreamt in the month of Safar in 657 [1258] that the author was
holding fast to a rope that was hanging down from the heavens, leading
up to them. So he asked someone in the dream about that and suddenly
there appeared to the two of them the Dome of the Rock and the Agsa
mosque [of Jerusalem], whereupon that person asked, “Who built that
mosque?”
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“Solomon, son of David,” he replied.

“Your brother has been given the like of that which Solomon was given,”
he said.

“How is that?”

“Was not Solomon brought so many things that he had no need of any-
one thereafter? Was he not given this and that and brought a great number
of different types of things?”

“Indeed, yes he was.”

“And so too your brother has been brought many different kinds of
knowledge,” or something to that effect.

Also, al-Sharaf al-Sarkhadi dreamt that the author was above the roof of
an isolated house giving the call to prayer, and that he then recited from
the Qur'an: “And listen for the Day when the Caller will call out from a
place quite near...”"* He also dreamt that the Day of Resurrection had
come and that the author of this book was riding a donkey, making great
haste. He was asked about this and replied, “I am seeking out the Prophet—
may God bless him and grant him peace—for the sake of the pool from
which his people will be given to drink.”**

And finally, al-Sharaf ibn Rals also dreamt that he saw the Day of Res-
urrection and described some of it terrors. He said, “I saw so-and-so—that
is, the compiler of this book—and so I asked how he was, saying to him,
‘How were you met?’ ‘I was well met,” he replied.”

But these dreams and other things have only been recorded here to
testify to the grace of God—may He be exalted—just as He commended
in His words—may He be exalted: “And as for the bounty of your Lord,
speak!” [Q 9g:11]. Moreover, the Prophet said—may God bless him and
grant him peace—“All that will remain of the glad tidings is a true vision
which the faithful person will view, or which will be shown to him.”

O God, give us thanks that we might thank You for these blessings, seal
them with goodness, protect us in this life and in the next, help us to have
faith in Your well-conceived plan, and let us not forget Your mention.'?
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4. That is, Ibn “Asakir (d. 1176), author of Tarikh madinat dimashg .

5. A Damascene historian (d. 1129); the quote may be from his now lost Jami°
al-wafayat.

6. Cf. “Jerusalem was taken from the north on the morning of Friday, July 15,
1099. The population was put to the sword by the Franks, who pillaged the area for
aweek. ... In the al-Aqsa Mosque, the Franks slaughtered more than 70,000 people,
among them a large number of Imams and Muslim scholars, devout ascetic men
who had left behind their homelands to live lives of pious seclusion in the Holy
Place.” Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233), quoted in Gabrieli, Arab Historians of the Crusades, 10—
11.

7. The biographical notice of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr, Aba Shama’s grand-
father’s uncle, appears later in the Dhayl.

8. Reading fa-awlada “Uthman Ibrahim ibn ‘Uthman (the Arabic edition contains
an extra ibn that does not accord with Abu Shama'’s full name given at the beginning
of the text).

9. Only first names have been used in this passage; the original Arabic includes
two or more generations for each individual cited.

10. Nephew of the above-mentioned and far better known historian of the same
last name.

11. A reference to Quran g8:40, where this phrase is said of Solomon.

12. Abu Shama’s most important teacher with whom he twice made the journey
to Jerusalem.

13. Quran 5o:41; trans. Yusuf Ali.

14. Reference to the pool [hawd] from which the faithful will be given to drink
on the Day of Resurrection.

15. Two editions contain additional text after this point that has not been trans-
lated here. They appear to be additions made by one of Abu Shama’s students. This
is the opinion of the Egyptian editor and appears reasonable on internal grounds
as well; at this point, for example, all references to the author shift from “the com-
piler of this book” [musannif al-kitab] to “the aforementioned one” [al-madhkur].
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The Autobiography of
‘Ala’ al-Dawla al-Simnani
(1261-1336)

Introduction

Abu al-Makarim Rukn al-Din Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Ahmad ‘Ala’ al-
Dawla al-Biyabanaki al-Simnani was an important Sufi master and writer
under the Mongol Ilkhanid dynasty that ruled Iran from 1256 to 1335.
Born into a family of wealthy landlords in Simnan, in north central Iran,
al-Simnani joined his father in the service of the Ilkhanid prince Arghun.
Arghun, like others of his dynasty, displayed great tolerance toward Chris-
tianity but is himself said to have a been a follower of Buddhism; Buddhist
priests were in any case among his closest advisers. Al-Simnani was raised
for a life at court: both his mother’s and his father’s lineages included
courtiers of the Khwarazmshahs, the dynasty that had come to an end with
the arrival of the Ilkhanids; his maternal uncle served as chief judge under
the Tlkhanids until his execution in 1801; his paternal uncle rose to the
rank of chief minister of Iran before falling from favor and being executed
in 1299; and his father served intermittently as master of the guards, master
of the treasury of Iraq, and governor of Baghdad until his execution in
1295/96. Al-Simnani served as a companion of Prince Arghun, who was
six to ten years older, from the time they were both children.

Al-Simnani appears to have been increasingly dissatisfied with court life
as he entered young adulthood and began to be drawn to a mystical career,
but he was strongly dissuaded by his family from giving up royal service.
Following a dramatic mystical experience on the battlefield, however, al-
Simnani abruptly left the court in 1286 and thereafter devoted himself to
a life of seclusion in his hometown, Biyabanak. He devoted himself entirely
to mystical endeavors and experienced a great deal of success; by the time
of his death in 1496, he had become one of the most respected religious
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scholars of the Ilkhanid empire. He used his considerable wealth to con-
struct a large Sufi complex called Sufiyabad-i Khudadad, where he in-
structed a large group of disciples including several Ilkhanid princes and
courtiers.

Al-Simnani had a keen sense of the narratability of his life and wrote
several autobiographical tracts, some of which constitute complete trea-
tises; others take the form of subsections in larger works. The bulk of his
autobiographical writings are in Persian, but a number of Arabic texts exist
that range from highly structured apologiae pro vita sua to detailed anecdotes
of his life at court and the process by which he secured permission to retire
to Simnan and devote himself to Sufism. The selection translated here is
taken from one of his two most important works, al-"Urwa li-ahl al-khalwa
wa-l-jalwa (The Bond for the People of Reclusion and Unveiling), written
in 1320-21, which contains the longest of his Arabic autobiographical writ-
ings. This selection describes al-Simnani’s conversion experience, his es-
tablishment of a large endowment to support Sufi teaching establish-
ments—khangahs—and a confrontation with Satan in which al-Simnanti is
almost tempted to abandon his ascetic life and return to the pursuit of
wealth and position.

There are several references in the text to the creation and preservation
of charitable endowments (sing. wagqf, pl. awgaf). This singular develop-
ment of Islamic culture allowed a benefactor to endow an institution, such
as a school or a hospital, with the income from a specific source, such as a
parcel of land or the rent from a building, in perpetuity. Such endowments
often included provisions for the salary of one or more employees: the
endowment’s executor, teachers, bookkeeper, cleaning staff, and the like.
In al-Simnani’s time, these salaries were often transformed into sinecures
from which family members or descendants of the benefactor could derive
a tax-free income, and were even bought and sold, though this was a clear
abuse of their original purpose. The detailed account al-Simnani gives of
the care with which he set up his religious endowments, prohibiting rela-
tives, descendants, and political figures from being involved and preventing
the executorship of the endowment from passing down within one family,
contrasts sharply with the young al-Simnani he describes earlier whose only
concern was the accumulation of wealth and power. His chagrin at the
hereditary executorship of religious endowments in his day perhaps echoes
his wealthy landowning roots and an alienation from his family.

By his own account, al-Simnani’s many short autobiographical pieces are
intended to serve the didactic function of illustrating his teachings through
examples from his personal experience and demonstrating the way to the
True Path: “for it [is] impossible for anyone to understand [how I came to
know the True Path] without hearing the account of my life from beginning
to end.”
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Finding the Straight Path
[al-"Urwa, pp. §96—400]

On how I came to know the Straight Path from among the various
paths, and the group deserving of salvation from among the various
schismatic sects, it being impossible for anyone to understand this
without hearing the account of my life from beginning to end

O eager student and traveler on the right path! If you have acquired a new
awareness and possess a receptive heart and if you seek hidden knowledge
and guidance to the Righteous Path, then know that from childhood to
adulthood I sought privileges, thinking little of other matters, loving only
noble things and despising the trivial, such that I could not content myself
with being the companion of anyone other than the sultan of my time [i.e.,
Arghun], and I was not satisfied until I had displaced all of my contem-
poraries in the role of his servant and companion. I served him for ten
years after leaving the madrasa when I was a boy of fifteen, trained in the
arts and letters, but completely ignorant of the rational and religious sci-
ences. I surpassed all other youths of my kind in my service to him, and he
favored me and kept me by his side to the point that I became the object
of envy for the highest princes and ministers in his state because I served
him in love and companionship. He was proverbial in his generosity and
unanimously acclaimed for it everywhere. My purpose in serving him was
only companionship and the desire to please him, not wealth and property.
I ignored offering my prayers and was so engrossed in his company and
occupied in his service that I did not have time for study or the subtleties
of what I had read and memorized until I entered my twenty-fourth year.

Then a rebuking Voice summoned me during the combat that tran-
spired between Arghun and the army of his uncle, Sultan Ahmad, just below
Qazvin in the year 683 [1284]. The moment I uttered the phrase “God is
Most Great!” and attacked the enemy, the veils were lifted by the strength
of this Rebuker and I saw the Afterlife and all that is in it, just as it is
mentioned in the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet. This powerful
condition stayed with me all that night until the next morning. When I sat
down to eat, the condition subsided, but its effect remained in my soul. In
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my heart there arose a beckoning to withdraw from humanity and, at the
same time, a command to make up for all of my forfeited prayers. However,
I ' was unable to leave the sultan’s service. I did not seek any companionship
after that experience, and I forced myself to offer ten days’ worth of prayers
every night and to memorize five verses of the Praiseworthy Qur’an, for
until then I did not know any of it by heart save the five short chapters, the
four which begin with the command “Recite!” [ al-galaqil], and the Opening
Chapter.

Matters remained thus until the middle of the month of Sha’ban in the
year 685 [October 1286], when I was struck by a malady so grave that the
sultan’s physicians proved incapable of finding a cure. I therefore asked
his permission to return to Simnan for treatment. I departed Tabriz on the
sixteenth of Sha’ban 685 [October 7, 1286] heading toward Simnan. When
I reached Ujan in the region of Arran, I realized that I had been restored
to perfect health without any medication, and I understood that this was
because of the blessing of abandoning the court’s company, turning away
from wrongdoers and their wrongful deeds, and moving toward truth and
its devotees. My desire to abandon the world, to strive in obedience to God,
and to eliminate any pretext for falling short in the service of my Lord and
Creator, all increased while I sought forgiveness for having spent time in
the service of one who worshiped idols.2

When I reached Simnan, in the month of Ramadan, I occupied myself
with learning what I had to of religious obligations, for I knew nothing at
all of them, nor, in fact, anything of the legal sciences. I worked hard and
succeeded in learning what I had to that winter. I established my spiritual
practice on the basis of what is written in the book Food for Hearts [Qut al-
qulub] of Abu Talib al-Makki—may God sanctify his secret. I yearned to
dissociate myself from the world, so I distributed my wealth, freed my slaves,
provided my wife with her due, and gave my son more than my father had
given me. Then I began to live at the khangah [Sufi lodge] named after the
great master al-Hasan al-Sakkaki al-Simnani, who was an associate of Shaykh
Abu Sa‘id ibn Abi al-Khayr and Shaykh al-Hasan al-Kharaqani and the
Shaykh of Shaykhs Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Dastani from whom many chains of
authoritative transmission derive. He was a disciple of Shaykh Abu al-Hasan
al-Busti who was his master, and Shaykh Muhammad al-FHlamawi al-Juwayni,
and had studied with and benefited from the great Shaykh Abu al-Abbas
al-Qassab al-Amuli—may God sanctify their spirits. Shaykh al-I-asan
al-Sakkaki was honorable and diligent, devoted to and accepted by the
saints of his age, standing firmly in body, words, and deeds upon the path
of the Prophet, his heart illuminated by the light of mysteries of the pure
path attributed to the Sufis.

I constructed other khangahs and conferred upon them wagf endow-
ments of my remaining property, double what I had given to my son and
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his mother. I stipulated that my descendants not serve as executors, em-
ployees, or supervisors of the endowments I created. I composed a regis-
tered endowment document and forbade the sultan’s judges, scholars, and
courtiers from being appointed to manage the endowments, audit their
expenses, record them into the registers, or enter them for the purpose of
residing, seeking temporary lodging, or eating at the table of our disciples.
May God destroy them, for they are the vilest of men in character, lowest
in resolve, most loathsome in beliefs, most repulsive in character, most
disgusting as companions, and most vulgar in speech.

I entrusted the position of executor after me to one of my disciples who
had traveled the Sufi path to the point of becoming a mystical guide, ex-
pansive by nature, generous, mindful of being neither prodigal nor miserly,
possessing patience, fortitude, and benificence, pure of heart and body, of
complete reliance on God, sincerely repentant and just in word and deed
in all matters. And I entrusted the position after him to one like him from
among the disciples, not to one of his children. I forbade executorship,
supervision, and employment to the children of any executor, supervisor,
or employee, even if they be ascetic, worshiping mystics, lest they confuse
it with their inheritance. For we have seen in this age the making of
hereditary charitable endowments and the appointment of heirs as exec-
utors, supervisors, and employees, thereby mixing up property. God will
repay these people for coveting these properties—great is His power!
Strangest of all is that the owners of charities like to buy them, despite
being fully cognizant of the fact that they are charitable endowments! May
God guide them away from this heedless behavior!

Satan came whispering in my breast and tempted my soul, saying: “You
have chosen a momentous thing arbitrarily, without being certain. A sen-
sible person cannot just abandon the delights of the world—the highest of
which is being close to the sultan and the clearest of which is the fulfillment
of the soul’s desire and heart’s delight in keeping to one’s goal from the
days of his youth—without giving it any serious consideration. There is
nothing more delightful than being alive and the best part of a person’s
life is passing one’s youth without a care in whatever one’s soul desires. You
are ruining the joy in your life by wearing coarse cloth, eating chaff, keeping
constant night vigils, eating too little, and fasting all the time. If perchance
after a while you realize the futility of your behavior, and wish to return to
what you once had, then even if it were easy for you to reacquire all the
money and property you have gi