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Perhaps the most seminal figure in the history of the Islamic tradition writ large,
al-Zuhri was an eminent member of the Zuhrah clan of Quraysh and a prominent
member of the Umayyad court from the caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik until the end
of his life. During the caliphate of Hisham, the court sponsored a massive effort to
record the traditions of al-Zuhri, effecting a sea change in early attitudes to the
codification and distribution of the oral tradition.

Ma‘mar ibn Rashid al-Azdi (born ca. 687 Basrah (Basra, Iraq); died 77o,
San‘a’)

A Persian cloth-merchant and a non-Arab client (mawla) of Azd clan of Basrah
who traveled widely from southern Iraq to Syria (where he studied under al-Zuhri),
the Hijaz, and eventually Yemen, where he settled. In Yemen, he transmitted one
of the earliest surviving accounts of the Prophet Muhammad’s life, The Expeditions
(Kitab al-Maghazi), to his prominent student ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani.

Masa ibn ‘Ugbah (born after 675, Medina; died 758, Medina)

A non-Arab client of the Zubayrid family who wrote one of the earliest accounts
of the Prophet’s life entitled The Book of Expeditions (Kitab al-Maghazi), reputedly
quite short, which only survives in later quotations. A teacher with his own study
circle in the Prophet’s mosque in Medina, he maintained a strong reputation
among the scholars of Medina and their school, especially their doyen, Malik ibn
Anas.

Muhammad ibn Ishaq (born 704, Medina; died 767, Baghdad)
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The greatest architect of the sirah-maghdzi genre and its most influential author,
Ibn Ishaq was a non-Arab client of the household of the Qurashi Qays ibn
Makhramah and lived a tumultuous early life in Medina, although he earned the
admiration and praise of eminent teachers such as al-Zuhri. He found fame after
he abandoned Medina and went to the court of the Abbasid caliph al-Mansar,
under whose patronage he and his work flourished until the end of his days.



Introduction
The Making of the Historical Muhammad

This is a book about the formation and beginnings of the sirah-maghazi literature,
an early genre of Arabic writing about the life of Muhammad, the prophet and
founder of Islam. It is also about how to situate this genre historically in the
thought world of Late Antiquity (approximately 250-750 C.E.), a period that wit-
nessed the ascendance of today’s major monotheistic faiths (Christianity, rabbinic
Judaism, and Islam), as well as others that are no longer so prominent (such as
Manicheanism, Zoroastrianism, and other Iranian religions). In addition to the
burgeoning of these faiths, Late Antiquity also saw the rise of their political for-
tunes, often by means of imperial expansion, and the articulation of their intel-
lectual, literary, and legal traditions, which led to the transformation of a broad
array of civic ideas, such as empire, law, and political community.

Employing the reading strategies of historical and comparative philology, this
study explores what sort of insights situating the sirah-maghazi literature in a late
antique context might provide. Hence, the work has been written with two pri-
mary goals in mind: firstly, to explore how historical and comparative readings of
the earliest Arabic sources on the biography of Muhammad in tandem with the
non-Muslim sources of the sixth to eighth centuries c.E. might revitalize historical
research into the life and times of Muhammad; and, secondly, to shed new light
on the historical circumstances and the intellectual currents that gave rise to the
sirah-maghazi tradition as a discrete genre of Arabic letters from the last decade of
the seventh century c.E. up until the end of the eighth. In a nutshell, this is a book
about what can currently be accomplished by researchers dedicated to investigat-
ing the historical Muhammad using modern historical methods and close readings
of our earliest source-texts. It is not a comprehensive biography of Muhammad
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but rather an attempt to open new paths of research in the near term and to lay
the methodological groundwork for future comprehensive accounts of him as a
historical figure.

Although the sirah-maghazi literature remains an indispensable source for
studying the historical Muhammad, it must be emphasized that the corpus of tra-
ditions that this literature preserves is by no means our only source of data about
his life. Much of this study is concerned, therefore, not just with understanding
the sirah-maghazi literature, but also with how this corpus relates to these other
sources. There are four cardinal sources upon which all research into the historical
Muhammad hinges: (1) the Qur’an; (2) epigraphic, documentary, and archaeolog-
ical evidence; (3) contemporary and near-contemporary non-Muslim accounts,
written primarily in Armenian, Greek, and Syriac;' and (4) Arabic literary sources
that are mostly, but not exclusively, preserved in the sirah-maghdazi literature and
the hadith compilations.?

Ideally, these cardinal sources must be viewed as complementary, rather than
mutually antagonistic, layers of historical evidence.’ In practice, however, this
ideal proves difficult to achieve. Of these four cardinal sources, the first three are
for the most part quite early, inasmuch as they were written, composed, or (in
some cases) disposed of within the first hundred years following Muhammad’s
death in 632 c.E. The last of these sources—comprising the Arabic literary sources
in general and the sirah-maghazi traditions in particular—is often seen as the most
formidable and daunting. Although all historical sources pose challenges of inter-
pretation for historians, the challenges of the sirah-maghazi tradition are particu-
larly acute. This bromide may be a common refrain among historians of the early
Islamic period; however, the challenges of relying on the sirah-maghaz1 literature
are salient and still worth articulating.

For one thing, the sirah-maghdzi corpus is the latest of the four cardinal sources.
No extant books that preserve the sirah-maghazi traditions date from before the
period stretching from the late eighth century c.E. to the early ninth—approximately
150 to 250 years after Muhammad’s death—and the works that do survive are filled,
to varying degrees, with theologically tendentious and even outright legendary
materials. For this reason, a great number of modern historians have come to
hold that the sirah-maghazi literature tells us far more about the formation of the

1. Irefer here only to sources written prior the close of the seventh century c.e. The most important
of these to mention Muhammad are discussed in chapter 2 below. My rationale for excluding the other,
later sources is relatively simple: by the 700s, a strict division between Muslim and non-Muslim sources
becomes a false one, inasmuch as the authors of this era, regardless of confessional identity, begin to
read one another’s writings and respond to their respective, competing visions of the past with increas-
ing regularity (see Hoyland 2011, 26fF; id., 2017, 114-15).

2. Brockopp 2017, uff, offers a similar breakdown of the sources.

3. See the astute comments of Salaymeh 2016, 25-28.
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early cultural memory of Muhammad than it does about the so-called historical
Muhammad. Expressed another way, the sirah-maghazi corpus is a primary source
less about the historical figure of Muhammad than for understanding how early Mus-
lims understood Muhammad and his message, as well as how they chose to depict
God’s disclosure of His providential plan for human salvation through both. From the
sirah-maghazi literature, we learn mostly about how Muslims of the eighth and ninth
centuries C.E. wished Muhammad to be known and how they used their constructed
images of him to forge their own confessional and sectarian identities, but perhaps
not much else.

Secondly, the sirah-maghazi tradition is problematic because it is such a noisy
source—its version of history tends to drown out the other sources or else demand
that they be read within the framework it provides. This applies especially to how
one reads the Qur an, itself a source relatively devoid of historical narrative (which
is not to say that it is uninterested in history, or that it lacks its own historical
vision).* For over a century, modern scholarship has seen early Muslim efforts to
interpret and historicize the Qur an as the very fount of the sirah-maghazi tradi-
tions. In other words, although the traditions may appear to be historical narra-
tive, this current in modern scholarship holds that such traditions are, in fact, fun-
damentally exegetical rather than historical in character.” Whatever the drawbacks
of the sirah-maghazi literature, the versions of history that its representative books
offer is a rather cogent one and a useful heuristic, so its narratives and frameworks
are inevitably the first narratives that one learns as a neophyte. Hence, the arc of
this tradition’s narrative is often difficult (and, for some, impossible) to unlearn.
Even today, modern scholars have scarcely begun to imagine what it would be like
to read the Qur’an without the aid of the exegetical and chronological framework
of the sirah-maghazi tradition.

The late Patricia Crone, our field’s most articulate skeptic, once expressed just
how acute the problem is for modern historians when she characterized the most
important representative of the early sirah-maghazi literature, the Kitab al-Maghazi
(Book of Expeditions) of Ibn Ishaq (d. A.H. 150/767 C.E.), as follows:

The work is late: written not by a grandchild, but by a great-grandchild of the Proph-
et’s generation, it gives us the view for which classical Islam had settled. And written
by a member of the ‘ulama’, the scholars who had by then emerged as the classical
bearers of the Islamic tradition, the picture which it offers is also one-sided: how the

4. Paret 1961; Neuwirth 2010, 223-34.

5. Becker 1913 and Blachére 1952, 10-11. Cf. the countervailing view articulated by Rubin 2003a,
who offers an important riposte to the monomania that clings blindly to the premise that all the tradi-
tions of the sirah-maghazi literature are exegetical in origin; he demonstrates compellingly that many
traditions were, rather, “quranicized” at a secondary stage of their development rather than invented
for exegetical ends.
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Umayyad caliphs [as opposed to the scholar’s Abbasid patrons] remembered the
Prophet we shall never know. That it is unhistorical is only what one would expect,
but it has an extraordinary capacity to resist internal criticism . . . one can take the
picture presented or one can leave it, but one cannot work with it.°

Crone calls Ibn Ishaq practically our only source, which is likely to strike special-
ists nowadays as rather outdated.” Ibn Ishaq’s corpus can no longer be regarded as
the historiographical bottleneck it once was. I myself have published a new Arabic
edition and English translation of the Kitab al-Maghazi by his younger contempo-
rary Ma ‘mar ibn Rashid (d. A.H. 153/770 C.E.), which not only provides an impor-
tant additional source but also helps reconstruct the traditions of a key Medinan
teacher of both Ibn Ishaq and Ma mar: Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. A.H. 124/744 C.E.).
However, the pall that such dreary prognoses cast over the prospect of successful
research into the historical Muhammad persists. At the time she published these
words in 1980, Crone’s intervention was indispensable for the field, a much-needed
revolt against a stubbornly dominant strain of Orientalist positivism that took
these texts as simple records of historical fact—and, indeed, the iconoclastic spirit
of her intervention remains vital to moving the field forward.® But is the problem
truly as intractable as Crone characterized it four decades ago? Can a historian
really not work with the sirah-maghazi literature? This monograph has in large
part been written to counter this pessimism and demonstrate that, yes, one indeed
can work with this corpus. But the question of how remains.

The distinctive élan of Crone’s writing often obscures the fact that her pessimis-
tic attitude to the sirah-maghazi material was not isolated, or even especially new.
Three decades earlier, the German Orientalist Rudi Paret characterized the period
preceding the collapse of the Umayyad caliphate in 750 C.E. as a historiographical
“blank slate” This is not because nothing had been written about it—quite the
contrary, the sheer volume of sources discussing this period is in fact daunting,
and its events and crises serve as the locus classicus for the sectarian and theo-
logical debates over early Muslim history. Rather, Paret was pointing to a gaping
chasm between the earliest sources of the Arabo-Islamic tradition written in the
late eighth and ninth centuries and early Islamic history of the early seventh cen-
tury. No matter how many late sources we have, their sheer number does not miti-
gate the fact that they are late. This chronological source gap, not to mention the
ideological tendentiousness of the later sources that do survive, has been charac-

6. Crone 1980, 4.

7. That Ibn Ishaq was not the only game in town was noted early on by M. Cook 1983, 62, 91.

8. Robinson 20152, 606.

9. Paret 1954, 149-50, “Die Zeit, die dem Ende der Omayyadenherrschaft vorausgeht, ist . .. ein
unbeschreibenes Blatt. . . . Am Anfang der Uberlieferung iiber den Urislam klafft eine Liicke’; cited in
Scholler 1998, 53n14.
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terized by some modern scholars as so dire as to render a historical approach to
Muhammad impossible’—a nihilistic abnegation of the importance of historical
inquiry if there ever was one. After all, conclusions about what may or may not be
knowable about the past itself arises from historical inquiry, not despite it. If this is
where the pursuit of the historical Muhammad takes us—that he is as historically
as unknowable as, say, the King Arthur of the Arthurian legends or the patriarch
Abraham of biblical lore—then so be it. That too, however, would constitute a sort
of progress.

Recent research has mitigated at least one key aspect of our knowledge of the
sirah-maghazi tradition and its utility as a source base. One of the reasons that
our sources are so voluminous is because they compile, redact, and preserve earlier
sources. Like the biblical critic who compares synoptic Gospel accounts to uncover
the underlying source(s) behind them, modern scholars of the Arabic literary tra-
dition have leveraged to their advantage this tradition’s own “synoptic problem”—
namely, the problem of relying upon a voluminous corpus of divergent accounts
that relate the same historical event in slightly different ways—to discover whether
or not older sources lie underneath these accounts and are embedded in the later
texts. How far back one can go remains controversial, but the current consen-
sus holds that, at the very least, we have a robust sense of what one of Ibn Ishaq’s
teachers, the scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. A.H. 124/742 C.E.), transmitted about
Muhammad. As discussed in chapter 5 below, we even know what one of al-Zuhrf’s
teachers, ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, likely said as well." This insight takes us well into
the cultural and intellectual milieu of the late Umayyad period, which ended in 750
C.E. It turns out after all that we have a rather good sense of how the late Umayyads
(not to mention a good number of their contemporaries) viewed Muhammad.

The main methodology that has been used in recent decades to achieve this
narrowing of the source gap is called, somewhat esoterically, isndd-cum-matn
analysis.”” The methodology that these works pioneered exploits a feature of the
hadith and sirah-maghazi literary corpus that makes it ideally suited for source-
critical analysis. This corpus is for the most part made up of small, discrete
accounts, stories, anecdotes, and utterances that constitute easily identifiable tex-
tual units. This applies especially to the hadith literature, which unlike the sirah-
maghdzi literature, usually excludes “extraneous” catalogues and compositions

10. Chabbi 1996.

11. Gorke and Schoeler 2008.

12. Schoeler 1996 and Motzki 1996 gave the term “isnad-cum-matn analysis” wide currency. Al-
though the studies of Schoeler and Motzki laid the groundwork for the methodology, previous scholars
had employed similar methods; see Pavlovitch 2016, 24, and Zaman 1991, with which Pavlovitch and
Powers 2015 engages fruitfully. For helpful reviews of other methods, see Motzki 2005, Sadeghi 2008,
and Haider 2013.
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such as lists of battle participants, tribal genealogies, and poetry.” Each of these
textual units, called a matn, varies in size. They can thus be merely a sentence
long or even stretch for a few pages. Each matn is also accompanied by a chain
of authorities, called an isnad, that recounts who transmitted the account from
whom, from teacher to pupil, and so on across generations. The best isnads list a
series of pupil-teacher relationships that stretch back from author/compiler either
to Muhammad himself or to someone who knew him or witnessed the events
being recounted. Isnads, of course, could be forged and indeed quite often were
forged and improved upon as the ages passed—something long recognized by
Muslim and Western philology alike, albeit while addressing the problem with
different approaches and assumptions.”* But as a source-critical method, what
isndd-cum-matn analysis does is test isndds by comparing the matns to which they
are attached. Scholars who practice this method pair together matns concerned
with the same topic and/or event and then analyze their accompanying isnads in
order to track the evolution of a matn over time and determine the authenticity
of the transmission represented in the isndds. Some traditions are revealed to be
spurious and forgeries, whereas others have been revealed to have been faithfully
transmitted and recorded by later redactors, who, in most cases, did so without
attempting to harmonize the disparate accounts.

Earlier scholars’ pessimism nonetheless remains with us despite these recent
achievements in the source-critical analysis of the Arabic literary sources. Some
scholars still dismiss the vaunted insights of the method, even if they rarely offer
a better interpretation of the evidence.” That said, the method is not a panacea
despite its insights, a fact readily recognized by even its most ardent and experi-
enced practitioners. Besides being exceedingly arduous and time-consuming, it
has very real limitations. Here are some of the most important of these,'® worth
keeping in mind:

1. With regard to episodes from the life of Muhammad, isnad-cum-matn
analysis produces the most reliable results when the number of different
traditions on a given episode is high and when they are transmitted by
numerous authorities. Many, if not most, of the events recounted in the

13. Of course, within the sirah-maghazi compositions themselves, these literary companions of the
“raw” hadith material are anything but “extraneous”; they are, rather, integral to an expansive project to
encompass all of human time within the prophetic frame of early Islamic kerygma.

14. Brown 2009 offers what is by far the best comparative account of Muslim and Western ap-
proaches to the problem of the falsification of hadith.

15. Tilman Nagel 2013, 568, for example, has likened the practitioners of isnad-cum-matn analysis
to treasure-hunters who, having set out to discover gold, rejoice even when they only turn up worms.
Nagel’s characterization grossly misrepresents the methods and results of isndd-cum-matn analysis; see
the riposte of Gorke and Motzki 2014.

16. I rely here on Gorke 2011b, 143
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sirah-maghazi tradition are not attested widely enough and in a sufficient
number of variants to yield significant results.

2. Individual traditions vary widely in terms of wording, often due to the
process of transmission and reception. Such variants resulted, not only from
the vagaries of oral transmission, but also from those of textual transmis-
sion in manuscripts. Even if the existence of an early source text or template
can be proven with a reasonable degree of certainty, some of the “original”
wording of many accounts as transmitted from teacher to pupil has often
been lost.

3. The earliest hadith and sirah-maghazi accounts that can be reconstructed
generally date from no earlier than sixty years after the death of
Muhammad, and, with very few exceptions, they are not eyewitness reports.
Hence, the chasm between source and event is never really eliminated; it is
only narrowed.

4. Although analysis can verify the authenticity of transmission (i.e., that
teacher x transmitted tradition # to pupil y), it cannot verify the historicity
of a given tradition being transmitted. We merely get a sense of its begin-
nings. Moreover, the epistemological problems of all historical projects are
never entirely resolved just because the beginnings of a tradition can be
placed at an early date. An early tradition is neither necessarily a historically
accurate tradition nor even a historical one.”

Overall, the isnad-cum-matn method has given modern scholars a better
understanding of how our earliest sources came to be, and reliable methods for
dating the traditions that fill these sources. However, these new insights have
merely reconfigured the terms of the debate rather than settling the oldest ques-
tions. Chase Robinson (2015b) delineates what he sees as the recent emergence
of two camps of historians of early Islam, and his observations equally apply to
the historical investigations into the biography of Muhammad. The first camp is
populated by those historians who are determined to ascertain the general out-
lines of events that constituted Muhammad’s life and who are confident they can
do so successfully, perhaps even to peel back the layers of pious legend to arrive
at a bedrock of raw historical fact.”® And in the second camp are those historians

17. Gorke and Motzki 2014, 499fF., and Pavlovitch 2016, 22-49.

18. The hard-won Grundschicht (base layer) of Sellheim 1965-66, 73ff. Although dismissed as his-
torically naive by Hoyland 2007, 5, this sort of textual stratigraphy has been invoked as foundational
as recently as Lassner 2000, 45ff., and Azmeh 2014b, 83ff. Hoyland likely echoes the verdict of Crone
1980, 14, “Sellheim published his stratigraphy of the Sira, a work notable . . . for its definition of a Gr-
undschicht so broad that the basic problems of the formation of the Prophet’s biography were evaded.”
Sellheim later singled out the erudite tradition sorting of M.]. Kister as offering the key to approach
early Islamic history; see Sellheim 2005.
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who are content to document how the cultural memory of early Muslim commu-
nities coalesced and the formation of the literary forms that preserved this cultural
memory.” Robinson expresses his sanguinity about the second project, but of the
two camps, the second bears the more pessimistic message in my reckoning. Its
message seems to be that modern historians can sort and sift through the memo-
ries of the past—or, more accurately, the literary representations of the past that
élites used to construct the cultural memory of their societies and, thus, sustain
and shape the identities of subsequent Muslim communities—but they cannot
look beyond them.

Robinsonss attitude is understandable and justified in numerous respects—just
because he is pessimistic does not mean that he is wrong. The habits cultivated by
historians create an aversion to naive and credulous approaches to sources, and a
healthy skepticism is a staunch and indispensable inoculation against such naiveté.’
But even skepticism has its limits.” More important, Robinson’s observations help
us to focus on the salient point: the gap between the events of early Islamic history
and the sources that narrate them cannot be entirely bridged by modern methods.
We must still grapple with the process of how early Arabo-Islamic historiography
in general and the sirah-maghazi tradition in particular used literary narratives to
forge competing communal memories of the past. Even if historians happily under-
take this Sisyphean task, however, is the process of how early Muslim élites con-
structed this cultural memory really all there is for them to ponder?** Certainly not.

As Alan Megill has noted, “far from being a continuation of memory, true his-
tory stands almost in opposition to memory”’* Memory ought not to be confused
with the craft of history. Yet what is really meant by “memory” in such parlance? As
used by contemporary historians, it has become an increasingly slippery term, and
in the eyes of some perhaps even at risk of losing analytical value altogether,” but
in the context of the discourse pervading modern historical scholarship, “memory”

19. Robinson 2015b, 122.

20. Cf. the comments of Aziz al-Azmeh : “the terms of the debate seem to be starkly simple, coun-
terposing confidence in Arabic sources, critical or uncritical, to the use of hyper-criticism as an elixir
against credulity” (Azmeh 2014b, 3).

21. Robinson 2015b, 122, “No historian familiar with the relevant evidence doubts that in the early
seventh century many Arabs acknowledged a man named Muhammad as a law-giving prophet in a line
of monotheistic prophets, that he formed and led a community of some kind in Arabia, and, finally,
that this community-building functioned . .. to trigger conquests that established Islamic rule across
much of the Mediterranean and Middle East in the middle third of the seventh century”

22. Azmeh 2014b, 6, “some scholarship which despairs of historical reconstructing later literary
representations of the Paleo-Muslim period, as a contribution to what might be termed a history of
mentalities” On the relation of the proliferation of memory to a loss of confidence in history, see Dirlik
2002, 83-84.

23. Megill 2007, 18.

24. Algazi 2014.
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must certainly mean the sense-making stories that convey meaning(s) about the
past for societal groups. Such sense-making stories simultaneously play a role in
the constitution of an individual’s selthood and a group’s collective identity and
perform that function independently of any academic discipline or professional-
ized craft called “history”* Certainly, this social function of cultural and histori-
cal memory merits the careful attention of historians; but it is not theirs to wield.
As a “basic anthropological feature” of human communities, Jan Assmann notes,
cultural memory must not be confounded with the task of the historian and its evi-
dentiary demands. “One must simply bear in mind,” he warns, “that memory has
nothing to do with the study of history” Assmann does not mean that professional
historians ought not to be concerned with the process of how cultural memory is
formed—to the contrary, the process is of utmost concern to historians (and, in
particular, to Assmans own work). The distinction is simply this: the human and
societal drive to construct a cultural memory of the past must not be confused with
the actual craft of historical scholarship.?

This is, of course, simply a word of caution and not intended to cast aspersions
on historians of cultural memory or memory studies more broadly—their contri-
butions to our understanding of the construction of the past and the contingency
of our knowledge thereof has been invaluable. Our widespread fondness for using
“memory” as a catch-all analytical category risks leading us astray. By terming
such traditions about the past simply as “memories,” one risks leaving the impres-
sion that these traditions are in fact literal, cognitive memories passed on by peo-
ple who experienced the events in question. More often than not, these accounts
merely don the guise of eyewitness reports rather than actually preserving them.
Even when, in rare instances, historians unearth records of actual memories of the
literal, vernacular sort, one cannot necessarily use them as shelter from historical
scrutiny. “The frailty of human memory should distress all of who quest for the
so-called historical Jesus,” Dale Allison writes,” — and we who study the so-called
historical Muhammad would also do well to keep in mind the deficits of memo-
ry.®® Though history needs memory, memory needs history too. Given the impor-
tance of cultural memory to all historical projects, I doubt that historians will quit
overusing “memory” as a term of art any time soon.? The salient point is that his-
tory as a craft and discipline is not merely about cataloging these sense-making

25. “History turns into myth as soon as it is remembered, narrated, and used, that is, woven into
the fabric of the present” (Assmann 1997, 14).

26. Assmann 2011, 60.

27. Allison 2010, 1; see Ehrman 2016 for the most devastating case.

28. Cf. Schoeler 2011, 113, “even in the case of authentic traditions, we should not expect to have
objective reports on actual events. What we have are ‘memories’ at best, if not actually ‘memories of
memories.”

29. On the staying power of memory studies, see Rosenfeld 2009.
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stories told about the past. History uses memory and its reconstructions of the
past as a source, even an extraordinarily important source, but still just one source
to be read and utilized in light of many others.”® Rather than merely cataloging
memories, the historical craft corrects memory, supplements it, subverts it, and
demonstrates it to be contingent and contested. Focusing too much on memory
poses a certain risk for modern historians of early Islam, who risk confining them-
selves to a mere “affirmative historiography” that values memories for their own
sake and elevates memory and tradition to the most authentic view of the past.
This is, in fact, to evade history.

What this discussion is meant to highlight is that the constructions of the past
purveyed in the sirah-maghazi tradition ought not to be seen simply as “history”
writing; rather, these works rely on historical discourse in order to construct a
sophisticated theological narrative about the past.” Much of what is convention-
ally termed “historical memory” is in fact such “narrativized theology;” and a fail-
ure to recognize it as such leads to gross historical errors. That is, to view memory-
cum-tradition as our main and most important source of history is to recapitulate
and enracinate the theological and political projects of the past in the present.
But then history ceases to be history. It collapses into tradition, aimed at carrying
forward past traditions into the future tradition of specific groups (confessional,
sectarian, tribal, nationalist, or otherwise), or else it collapses into memory, used
to promote the vaunted and valorized memories of parochial groups.” A habit of
speaking of Muslim scholars of the Abbasid period as curating and passing on
early communal memory has occluded an important reality: this “memory” was
no unbroken chain mooring them to an authentic past; rather, it was an imagined
story, not just about the recent Islamic past, but about the deep human past and
the ordering and guidance of creation and historical time by divine providence. It
was, briefly stated, a theological construct that served theological aims. If we his-
torians confine our task merely to cataloguing such “memory;” we risk sublimating
some of the most problematic aspects of the past and the craft of historical writing:
how to avoid historical error, how to refine (or challenge) authoritative accounts
of the past, and how to perceive the contingency of the evidence that survives
about the past and thus measure our knowledge thereof. As Megill notes, “If the
historian enters into the service of memory, the consciously or unconsciously self-

30. “Memory is the raw material of history ... the living source from which historians draw,’
Jacques Le Goff writes (1992, xi). However, the raw materials of history necessarily include not just
memory but also remnants of the pasts, whether remembered or forgotten (see Megill 2007, 25-26).
Indeed, even Le Goff warns: “To privilege memory excessively is to sink into the unconquerable flow of
time” (1992, xii; cf. Ricoeur 2004, 385-86).

31. Robinson 2015b, 129.

32. Megill 2007, 33.
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interested and self-serving memories of individuals and groups become the final
arbiter of historical knowledge*

How, then, can historians escape the cognitive loop of memory’s horizon? The
answer is surprisingly prosaic: broaden the source base and enlarge the archive.
However, the implementation of the solution is also fraught: the boundaries
between history and memory are often elusive, and history can never fully van-
quish memory or its own pluralities (i.e., the perennial existence of “histories”
rather than an all-encompassing, grand narrative of History).* One sees this in the
first such strategy to be adopted in modern times—namely, setting aside the sirah-
maghdzi tradition for the historical Muhammad and turning to the other cardi-
nal sources, especially the Qur’an and early non-Muslim accounts. Since much of
Muhammad and the Empires of Faith in fact argues for the importance of integrat-
ing non-Muslim source material, I shall here briefly single out the challenges the
Qur’an poses vis-a-vis the sirah-maghaz1 literature.

The Qur’an is the earliest and most important artifact of the life of Muhammad
and, therefore, the best witness to the religiosity and sociocultural milieu of his
earliest followers. Moreover, the Qur’an’s documentation and the material evi-
dence for its redaction and transmission are peerless in the Arabic literary corpus.
This assertion reflects, not the naive sentiments of believers or pietistic scriptur-
alists, but rather an emerging consensus based on over a century and a half of
Western scholarship and debate, inaugurated by the publication of the first edition
of Theodor Noldeke’s Geschichte des Qordns in 1860. That the text of the Qur’an
had been established as a written document mere decades after Muhammad’s
death was first demonstrated on the basis of the intrinsic qualities of the Qur’an
itself.”> However, the arguments for the Qur’an’s antiquity have in recent decades
been considerably strengthened by breakthroughs in the paleographical analysis
of the early Arabic script and codicological and radiocarbon analysis of the earliest
surviving fragments of the Qur’an on parchment and papyrus.*® All of this leads
modern historians to an encouraging conclusion: the theological narrative that
renders the sirah-maghazi literature such a problematic historical source has not
touched the Qur’an, the primeval document of Islamic religiosity.

33. Megill 2007, 37. This phenomenon can be seen in recent popularizing works such as Tariq Ra-
madan’s In the Footsteps of the Prophet (2007), Asma Afsarrudin’s The First Muslims (2008), and Omid
Safi’s Memories of Muhammad (2009). That “memory” serves gate-keeping purposes can be readily dis-
cerned in how rarely, if ever, non-Muslim sources are said to reflect the historical memory of Muham-
mad or the early Islamic conquests.

34. Megill 2007, 58-59.

35. First by Donner 1998, 35-63, and then Neuwirth 2010, 235-75 and Sinai 2017b, 40-77.

36. George 2010; Sadeghi and Goudarzi 2012; Déroche 2013; Youssef-Grob 2019; Marx and
Jocham 2019.
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This is not to say that all the historical problems surrounding the Qur’an have
been resolved—they have not, not by a long shot. The earliest manuscripts of the
Qur’an are copied in a “defective” Arabic devoid of vowel markings and often lack-
ing signs to disambiguate similarly written consonants. As result, how the highly
stylized, oral recitations (gira ‘at) of Qur an relate to the archaic text of the earli-
est manuscripts has yet to be fully determined.” Codicology has simultaneously
established the early date of the Qur’an and called into question the circumstances
and motivations behind its compilation as recounted in historical accounts of its
codification dating from the second/eighth century.” Deeply intertwined with the
question of the Qur’an as well is the very history of the Arabic language. Thanks to
new discoveries in epigraphy and historical linguistics, that history is on the brink
of being rewritten, upending old certainties.” The list goes on, but that just means
there is still plenty of work for scholars to do.

So why not just jettison the sirah-maghazi tradition and rely solely on the Qur’an
as our main source about the historical Muhammad? Although historians can, and
indeed must, rely on the Qur’an when writing on the historical Muhammad, it is
“an unusual historical source”*” Embedded in the Qur’an is a great deal of infor-
mation about the worldview and religiosity of its Messenger, his community, and
even their opponents, but the text contains few details about Muhammad that one
could easily organize into a historical narrative. The Qur’an relates no stories of
Muhammad’s life, offers no narratives of his Companions or his enemies, and in
general takes little interest in directly providing the immediate historical context
for its own message. While the Qur’an was divided into chapters called siirahs at
its earliest stage (e.g., see Q. Nuh 24:1), in its current form it does not present these
sitrahs to us in chronological order but, rather, roughly in order of the siirahs’ size,
with the longest siirahs placed closer to the beginning and the shortest towards the
end. The Qur an, not surprisingly, has been preserved with the needs and concerns
of the faithful in mind, not historians.

At first sight, then, the Qur’an contains few concrete historical data despite its
substantial length." It mentions only six historical personages by name, of whom
only two are Muhammad’s contemporaries;* fourteen geographical place-names and

37. For important steps forward, see Nasser 2012; Dutton 2012; Kaplony 2018, 342-43.

38. Anthony and Bronson 2016; Anthony 2019b.

39. E.g., see Al-Jallad 2017a; van Putten and Stokes 2018; van Putten 2017a, 2017b, and 2019.

40. Welch 1983, 15.

41. I have adapted the following list from Robin 2015, 27-28—who himself relies on Paret 1961,
Horovitz 1925, and Horovitz 1926. My tally also differs slightly from Robin’s; even straightforward lists
will reflect idiosyncratic decisions by the compiler. For instance, should “Badr” be counted as an event,
a place, or both?

42. These named persons are Aba Lahab (Q. Masad 111:1), Ahmad (Q. Saff 61:6), Muhammad (Q.
Al ‘Imran 3:144; Muhammad 47:2), and Zayd (Q. Ahzab 33:37). Even this list could be shorter. “Ahmad,”
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monuments;*” eight tribes and peoples, many of whom are from the distant histori-
cal past;** and only explicitly refers to five historical events, only three of which were
contemporary.® This amounts to a mere thirty-three data points with which to situate
the Qur’an within a historical context. All of this is not to say that the Qur’an does
not propound its own view of the human past—indeed, it conveys a cosmic vision
not merely of the primeval and the human past but also of the eschatological future
as illuminated by divine providence and prophetic revelation.” What I do mean to
say is that, even when it addresses “historical” material, the Qur’an does not so much
aim to convey, to clarify, or to record historical facts as to edify and to exhort—it is
emphatically an oratorical and liturgical text, not a historical one.”

To illustrate this problem and its practical effects for historians, consider a
famous example cited by the late Andrew Rippin, a short, early Meccan sirah,
Q. Duha 93:

By the white forenoon

and the brooding light!

Thy Lord has neither forsaken thee nor hates thee
and the Last shall be better for thee than the First.

usually interpreted as the name of the prophet Muhammad as announced by Jesus, may not be a proper
name at all, as I have argued in Anthony 2016b. In addition to these four figures, the Qur’an mentions
by name two quasi-historical figures, Dhi 1-Qarnayn and Tubba’, five “Arabian” prophets (Had, Idris,
Lugman, Salih, and Shu‘ayb), and twenty-four biblical figures.

43. The places and monuments are: al-Ahqaf (Q. Ahqaf 46:21); al-‘Arim (Q. Saba’ 34:16); al-Ard
al-Muqaddasah/the Holy Land (Q. Ma’idah s5:21); Babil/Babylon (Q. Baqarah 2:102); Bakkah (Q. Al
‘Imran 3:96); Egypt/Misr (Q. Yanus 10:87 ); al-Hijr (Q. Hijr 15:80); Iram dhat al-‘Imad (Q. Fajr 89:7);
al-Ka'bah (Q. Ma’idah s5:95, 97); al-Madinah (Q. Tawbah 9:101, 120; Ahzab 33:60; Munafiqan 63:8);
Makkah/Mecca (Q. Fath 48:24); Mt. Sinai (as Tir Sina’ in Q. Mu’ minin 23:20; as Tir Sinin in Tin
95:2; and as al-Tir in Baqarah 2:63, 93; Nisa’ 4:154; and Taha 20:80); the sacred valley of Tawa (Q. Taha
20:12, Nazi‘at 79:16); and Yathrib (Q. Ahzab 33:13).

44. ‘Ad (twenty mentions; Q. A ‘raf 7:65, etc.); Bedouin nomads/A ‘rab (ten mentions; Q. 9 Tawbah
9:90, 97-99, 101, 120, etc.); the Children of Israel/Bana Isra’il (forty-three mentions; Q. Baqarah 2:40,
etc.); Midian/Madyan (ten mentions; Q. 7:85, etc.); Quraysh (Q. Quraysh 106:1); Romans/al-Ram (Q.
Ram 30: 2); Sheba/Saba’ (Q. Naml 27:22; Saba’ 34:15); and Thamud (twenty-six mentions; Q. 7:73, etc.).
This tally excludes qur’anic terms that identify specific religious groups such as believers (mu 'miniin),
Muslims (muslimiin), Jews (yahiid), Christians (nasara), Magians (majiis), Sabeans (sabi ‘un), unbelievers
(kuffar, kafiran), pagans (mushrikiin), apostles (hawariyynn), emigrants (muhdjiriin), and helpers (ansar).

45. These events are the battle of Badr (Q. Al ‘Imran 3:123); the battle of Hunayn (Q. Tawbah
9:25); the Byzantine-Sasanid War (Q. Ram 30:2-3); the massacre of the Christians at Najran (Q. Burgj
85:4-8); and the defeat of Abrahal’s elephant troop (ashab al-fil; Q. Fil 105). As noted by Robin (2014,
27n4), one could also cite further events merely alluded to in the Qur’an, e.g. the battle of the Trench
(Q. Ahzab 33:7-27), the expulsion of the Banu Nadir (Q. Hashr 59:1-8), the massacre of the Bana
Qurayzah (Q. 33:26-27), and the treaty of Hudaybiyah (Q. Fath 48:1-10). However, to affirm that these
passages in fact allude to the events in question, one must assent to the exegesis of the later tradition.

46. Cf. Paret 1951 and Cheddadi 2004, 101ff.

47. Robin 2015, 31.
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Thy Lord shall give thee, and thou shall be satisfied.
Did He not find thee an orphan, and shelter thee?
Did He not find thee erring, and guide thee?

Did He not find thee needy, and suffice thee?

As for the orphan, do not oppress him,

and as for the beggar, scold him not;

and as for the Lord’s blessing, declare it.**

How should the historian read this text as a historical text? The voice of this
sirah throughout addresses a singular “thee” (-ka) rather than a plural “you”
(-kum). So is it addressing the individual to whom the siirah is revealed or any
believer who individually hears the message? The sirah-maghazi tradition used
this siirah to anchor its narratives of the Prophet’s early life in the qur’anic text,
and some modern historicizing readings of the siirah have adopted this strategy
too, thus claiming to find direct references to factual data about Muhammad’s early
life in its verses. For example, the sixth verse queries its addressee, “Did He not
find thee an orphan, and shelter thee [a-lam yajidka yatiman fa-awa)” The sirah-
maghazi literature, the modern argument goes, holds that Muhammad had been
orphaned at an early age by the deaths of his father and mother, and this siirah
confirms it: Muhammad was an orphan.”” That’s simple enough. However, if one
continues with this line of reasoning, the seventh verse is more problematic. “Did
He not find thee erring, and guide thee [wa-wajadaka dallan fa-hadal, it asks.
But could God have allowed His Prophet to have gone astray or been in error?
Now, merely two steps into the analysis, the historian has unwittingly entered the
arena of theological debate. Muslim theology of nearly all sectarian stripes came
to hold that Muhammad was granted divine protection from sin ( ‘ismah) and
could thus never have gone astray or been in error (dall), a term used to describe
infidels, so how could God have found His prophet astray or in error (dall)? A
theologically motivated reading might posit that the verse must be read contrary
to the prima facie meaning of dall (contending, for example, that Muhammad was
“guided” away from his “erring” assumption that he was an ordinary person to
the realization of his prophethood).” The historian might respond that these later
theological concerns are irrelevant and that many early traditions do indeed hold
that Muhammad went from a period of “error” (dalala) to “guidance” (huda),””
but this observation by our hypothetical historian is really beside the point. By
assuming that Muhammad is the “orphan” in this szirah, the historian has already

48. A.]. Arberry’s translation.

49. Paret 1983, 194; W. M. Watt 1988, 48-49.

50. E.g., see al-Sharif al-Murtada, Tanzih, 150-51; Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Ismah, 137; Sabuni,
Muntaqa, 216.

s51. E.g., see Kister 1970; Rubin 1995, 76fF.; and Dirar, Tahrish, 118—20.
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imbibed a theological proposition from the sirah-maghdzi tradition and entered
the fray of its theological debates; the assumption does not rest on the purely
forensic basis that one might otherwise assume.

Rippin’s example is intended to demonstrate just how fraught the prospect of
historicizing the Qur’an can be. He himself seems to have regarded the project as
impossible, since even outwardly banal facts derive their perceived facticity from
one unconsciously imbibed theological supposition or another. These passages from
Q. Duha 93, according to Rippin, “need not be taken to reflect historical ‘reality’ as
such, but, rather, could well be understood as the foundational material of monothe-
istic religious preaching”* Rippin’s ultimate verdict thus seems to have been against
historical readings of the Qur’an altogether. “In no sense can the Qur’an be assumed
to be a primary document in constructing the life of Muhammad,” he wrote, “The
text is far too opaque when it comes to history; its shifting referents leave the text
a historical muddle for historical purposes.”” Rippin’s argument owes a profound a
debt to John Wansbrough’s contention that the very premise “that a chronology of
the revelation is possible” internalizes the dubious axioms of the theological projects
undertaken by Muslim exegetes of the second/eighth century.** Rippin is correct in
saying that this qur’anic verse and other passages like it do not inherently demand
to be read in a manner that distills historical data about Muhammad. But is he right
to assert that any such reading that does so is necessarily contingent on or, at worst,
wholly tendentious in its reliance on the sirah-maghdzi tradition as providing a lens
through which the Qur’an ought to be read?

I contend that the utility and richness of the Qur’an as a historical source has
been undersold.” For one thing, the Qur’an can be read historically even if one
rejects the proposition that it may be mined for prooftexts to confirm the historic-
ity of this or that narrative of the sirah-maghdzi tradition. Increasingly, reading the
Qur’an historically has come to mean enriching our understanding of its histori-
cal context. As our understanding of late antique Arabia has radically changed in
recent years due to new findings in archaeology and epigraphy, so has our under-
standing of the Qur’an. No longer can the Qur’an, its Arabian context, and thus
Muhammad himself, be seen as aloof from the political stakes and imperial machi-
nations in the region of the Eastern Roman Empire and Sasanid Persia.* Like-
wise, comparing qur’anic laws to the contemporary legal cultures of Late Antiq-
uity has cast considerable light on why the Qur’an’ interest in divine law assumed

52. Rippin 2000, 299-300.

53. Ibid., 307.

54. Wansbrough 1977, 38; cf. Pavlovitch 2017, 68.

55. A point also made by Azmeh 2014b, 113ff.

56. Robin 2015 contains three examples. For a good overview of these recent discoveries in English,
see Robin 2012a.
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the shape it did.” Understanding the history of the Qur’an and the historical and
cultural context from which it emerged will inevitably enrich and redound to our
understanding of Muhammad.

Much has been said of the recent “literary turn” in Qur anic Studies,”, which
has also produced considerable historical insight. Literary analysis of the Qur’an
has reminded historians of its textual heterogeneity, and the consequences thereof
for how we read the text as a product of late antique Arabia. Although short on
history, the Qur’an contains a staggering array of textual themes and types, such
as eschatological warnings, descriptions of nature and the cosmos, moral exhor-
tations, narratives of prophetic legends, creation myths, parables, hymns, creeds,
prayers, and even laws. This heterogeneity is framed by siirahs, coherent textual
units whose literary features can be individually analyzed and placed in dialogue
with their broader historical context and the religious currents of Late Antiquity. In
the main, modern scholars of the Qur’an currently hold that from this heterogene-
ity of materials one can also provide the basis for the reconstruction of the chronol-
ogy of the Qur’an’s composition based solely on internal textual criteria.” The lack
of external chronological order in the post-redaction Qur’an does not necessarily
imply the absence of an internal order:* the convergence of internal features within
sirahs—including style (such as verse length and end-rhyme), literary structure,
terminology, and content—and the Qur’an’s own self-referentiality reveal four dis-
tinct classes of sirahs (viz., early Meccan, Middle Meccan, late Meccan, and Medi-
nan), which can be arranged diachronically and, therefore, interpreted historically.”

Although the diachronic approach to the Qur’an is still very much in the
making, recent findings are very promising. Patricia Crone’s work on the pagans
(mushrikiin) of the Qur’an, the last project she completed before her death, has
revealed extraordinary information, not just about their beliefs and cultural world,
butalso about their livelihood.® Fred Donner has quite convincingly demonstrated

57. Zellentin 2013.

58. Zadeh 201s.

59. Pace Reynolds 2011. The contention that the most recent chronological reconstructions
rely on and/or reproduce the chronology of the sirah-maghazi literature is a common canard of its
detractors—a criticism that might be leveled against early pioneers of the method, such as Gustav Weil
and Theodor Noéldeke, but certainly not the more updated approach of, for example, Nicolai Sinai. See
esp. Stefanidis 2008. As Neuwirth notes, the Qur’an’s self-referentiality, not the sirah-maghazi corpus,
is the key, “Once we concede this self-referentiality, we must also concede a historical development:
only a text that grows around a nucleus is able to comment on itself” (Neuwirth 2014, 281).

60. Neuwirth 2014, 280-81.

61. Sinai 2010, 410ff. Cf. Sinai 2009; Schmid 2010; Sadeghi 2011. As Neuwirth argues, this entails
moving beyond examining the Qur’an only “in its post-redaction form, as a unified document made
up of pieces of evidence of equal chronological and hierarchical value, and regardless of the process
of change reflected within the Qur’an’s language, style, and self-referentiality” (Neuwirth 2014, 279).

62. Crone 2016.



INTRODUCTION 17

that the defining characteristics of the early community of believers (mu 'miniin)
can be extensively reconstructed on the basis of the Qur’an alone in terms of their
basic beliefs, piety, and rituals, the status of Muhammad among them, their mili-
tancy, and (albeit far more controversially on this final point) their early openness
to Jews and Christians joining their community’s movement.® Hence, it should
not deter us that early attempts to construct Muhammad’s biography using only
qur’anic data more or less failed to gain traction. These first studies were mostly
prosaic and not at all comparative, and worst of all treated the Qur’an forensically
as an ad hoc apparatus for confirming the broad outlines of the sirah-maghazi
tradition.®

The Qur’an’s lack of interest in narrating contemporary events in any but the
most allusive fashion, and, consequentially, the difficulty of reading it as a historical
text, should not deter modern historians from pursuing the considerable insights it
does contain. Fundamentally, this entails embracing a diachronic approach to read-
ing the Qur’an, while simultaneously rejecting attempts to treat it as a prooftext for
verifying the historicity of the sirah-maghazi tradition, which not only constitutes
an entirely different genre of Arabic literary expression but also came into being via
a fundamentally different historical process. The sirah-maghazi tradition and the
Qur’an are not two panels in a diptych. The sirah-maghazi tradition is a second-
order source to be read in light of the Qur’an; it ought not to provide a framework
for reading the Qur an, because, unlike the Qur’an, it is not an artifact of the earli-
est phase of Islamic religiosity but rather a corpus that attests to the centuries-long
formation of Muslim identities and ideologies. A famous (and somewhat notorious)
legal maxim attributed to the Syrian scholar al-Awza ‘1 (d. 157/773) boldly declares,
“the tradition determines the meaning of scripture; scripture does not determine the
meaning of the tradition”® As a historian, what I advocate is essentially the inver-
sion of Awza'Ts principle—to take the historical and philological insights gained
from reading the Qur’an to reinterpret the sirah-maghazi literature.

63. Donner 20104, 56-89. For a critique of Donner’s “ecumenical” hypothesis, see Sinai 2015-16, 76-80.

64. E.g., as did Régis Blachere’s Le probléme de Mahomet (1952) and W. Montgomery Watt’s
Muhammad’s Mecca: History in the Qur 'an (1988). Nagel 2014 likewise has stated that the Qur’an is the
only reliable source of Muhammad, but his 1,000-page tome Muhammad: Leben und Legende (2008)
makes liberal use of al-Waqidi (d. 207/823) upon whom he lavishes extraordinary praise as a historical
source. See Nagel 2008, go2ff. However, al-Waqidi in particular has been demonstrated time and again
to be a comparatively late and tendentious source. E.g., see Hagen 2009, 104-5; Motzki, Boekhoff-van
der Voort, and Anthony 2010, 4581, 464-65; Lecker 2015b; Motzki 2017, 12-14.

65. My loose translation of al-sunnatu qadiyatun ‘ala kitab Allah wa-laysa I-kitabu bi-qadin ‘ala
I-sunnah (Darimi, Sunan, ed. Darani, 1: 473-75).

66. See Dayeh 2010 and Saleh 2016 for two studies that achieve this. Put another way, it may be
hoped that future historical biographies of Muhammad will bear far more resemblance to Rudi Paret’s
Mohammed und der Koran (1957) and Michael CooKs Muhammad (1983) than they will to the works
of W. Montgomery Watt.
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Both the Qur’an and the sirah-maghdazi tradition must be read historically and
philologically. This process entails subjecting these two sources to the traditional
realms of philological research, such as the comparative study of texts and their
genres and the historical evolution of languages and language families as they
evolve and interact with each other over time. But doing so relies on a conceptu-
ally pluralistic methodology that draws upon methods that are text-critical, codi-
cological, rhetorical, historical, and so on.”” Lastly, this type of philological reading
requires self-reflection on the part of the philologist-cum-historian. No philologi-
cal reading is absolute and immutable. Each reading is contingent, rather, on the
philologist’s access to the particular constellation of source material available to
her as well as her embeddedness in her own time, place, and cultural context—it
is not the product of “a view from nowhere” The scholar and her project are just
as historically bound and contingent as her sources.*® Each scholar must contend
with “the vast domain of historical unknowability”®

Sheldon Pollock terms such an approach “philology in three dimensions,” a
scholarly practice that takes seriously “its factitiousness and historicity as a knowl-
edge form” As conceived by Pollock, three-dimensional philology plots the prac-
tice of reading texts philologically across three planes that presume the intersect-
ing dimensions of time and space through which every reader encounters texts: “1)
the text’s genesis; 2) its earlier readers; and 3) me reading here and now””° Modern
scholarship of the Arabo-Islamic tradition already boasts skilled practitioners who
engage with this second dimension of philological scholarship. Modern research
into the sirah-maghazi tradition that analyzes isndads, compiles and compares
all the accounts of a given event, and establishes criteria for distinguishing reli-
able sources from unreliable ones is deeply embedded in (and frankly unthink-
able without) the tools and methods inherited from the monumental philological
undertakings of the Muslim communities of scholarship, whether of the past or
the present.”” Indeed, recognizing this redounds to the methodological and con-
ceptual pluralism of modern philological practice at its best. Philological practice,
as Pollock has noted, is a knowledge form that appears wherever texts and the
problem of their interpretation appear; it cannot be owned by or exist as the self-
contained scholastic enterprise of a single discursive community. Hence, making
sense of texts inevitably entails learning how others have done so, and often done
so very differently.”

67. Turner 2014, x; Pollock 2016, 14-15.

68. Particularly vivid explorations of these theme can be found in Ali 2014.

69. Megill 2007, 58.

70. Pollock 2014 and 2016, 20.

71. Hoyland 2008, 6-10, has rightly seen this aspect of modern scholarship as a good thing, albeit
not acknowledged frequently enough..

72. Pollock 2016, 15.
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The field has excelled in analyzing these early texts in their vertical dimen-
sion—the manner in which subsequent generations of Muslims glossed, com-
mented upon, critiqued, and debated these texts over centuries—but it has not
yet sufficiently read these texts in the lateral dimensions: in their original histori-
cal context and comparatively across cognate literary traditions. Philologically
informed and historical readings need both a holistic reconstruction of a text’s
reception and a reconstruction of its original context—one reconstruction cannot
be realized without the other. Although there has long been a widespread consen-
sus on the indispensability of close readings of the Qur’an and the sirah-maghazi
tradition in Arabic that draw on the full insights of the philological apparatus
of the Muslim tradition, the emerging consensus that one must also know and
comparatively engage with the languages and literary traditions of Late Antiquity
and modern scholarship thereon, not as a mere desideratum for the field but as a
prerequisite for scholarly analysis, is less well established. In an important article,
Angelika Neuwirth eloquently described the shortcomings our field’s insularity
as a failure to situate the Qur’an in the “thought world” and “epistemic space” of
Late Antiquity—a failure she diagnoses as rooted in a subconscious, but nonethe-
less persistent, tendency of modern scholarship to reproduce the premodern view
of early Islamic history as momentous yet “foreign” and somehow outside and
beyond the forces exerted by Late Antiquity on Western and European history.”
As Garth Fowden has recently noted, the great pioneer of the sirah-maghazi genre,
Ibn Ishaq, placed Muhammad not in a parochial Arabia but rather in a capacious
world of “generous historical contextualization.” The world of the sirah-maghazi
literature is not just one of Arabian tribal pagans and their idolatrous soothsayers;
its scope reaches into the cosmic and primordial past of Genesis, of the Israel-
ites and their patriarchs and matriarchs, and its narratives include characters who
abide in and travel in Egypt, Axum, Syria, and Iran, and who set foot in monaster-
ies, synagogues, Mazdean temples, and even the courts of Roman and Sasanian
rulers. The sirah-maghazi literature is just as much interested in rabbis and monks
and how their exegetical cultures reimagined the cosmos and humanity’s place
therein as it is in the world of Arabian barbarism (Ar. al-jahiliyyah) into which
Muhammad was purportedly born.” To embed the sirah-maghazi within the soci-
etal, literary, and cultural contexts of Late Antiquity is not only to correct meth-
odological dereliction; it is also to shed light on the fundamental human process
at work in these early Islamic texts—namely, the manner in which interconnected
human communities interpret their historical experiences and imbue them with
meaning.”

73. Neuwirth 2017, 167; cf. Hoyland 2012.
74. Fowden 2014, 76-77.
75. Neuwirth 2017, 169.
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The solution, therefore, cannot be to return what Joseph Schacht termed “the
gratuitous assumptions” of earlier generations of scholars’*—namely, that there
exists a pure, original, or authentic core of material, the proverbial “historical ker-
nel” of the life and times of Muhammad. Such a view is not only historiographically
naive, it is epistemologically unsound and a betrayal of the philological method.
There seems to be a persistent misconception that all hopes of future insights
rely on our field’s ability to purloin the methods and tools of biblical studies. Not
so—truth be told, current scholarship shows an unwelcome emergent trend of
neglecting the centuries-long philological tradition of Muslim scholarship or else
traducing what this tradition actually contains. The field will have to develop its
own tools, better suited to the corpora with which we work.

Nor is the solution to resign ourselves to the role of curators and catalogers of
historical memory. Historical research into the founding personalities of religions
(Moses, Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad, or whoever) has often been misconstrued as
a project aimed only at undermining the truths of scripture and demolishing the
claims of a religious tradition once vaunted as self-evident. However, the aims of
such historical research into the founders of religions are far more banal: to derive
new knowledge from ancient sources using the tools and methodologies of histori-
cal inquiry. That such historical inquiry poses no challenges for contemporaries,
whether persons of faith or not, is also a common canard. New knowledge always
entails a new way of looking at the world and at humanity itself. Early modern
humanistic research into the historical Muhammad dismantled hoary European
views of him as a demoniac possessed of the malevolent spirits of the age (such
as heresy and pseudo-prophetic imposture) and rendered untenable the view of
him as the archenemy of Christendom. So too contemporary research into the his-
torical figure of Muhammad might dismantle the paranoiac fear-mongering dis-
courses that cast Muhammad, and by extension Muslims, as possessed by demons
that torment our own time, such as terrorism and religious fanaticism. This is not
a call for the politicization of scholarship on early Islam, but merely to recognize
that not only the findings of historical research but also its very undertaking have
ramifications for our time.”” In the cosmopolitan pursuit of an understanding of
Muhammad’s life as a historical figure, the formation of his image among early
Muslims, and the history-bound contingency of our knowledge about him and the
stories of his life, we find a common humanity. As Guy Stroumsa has persuasively
argued, when Enlightenment thinkers naturalized Muhammad as a mere man
rather than a demonic false prophet, they forged a humanistic intellectual environ-
ment that inexorably led to the naturalization of Moses and Jesus as men of history
and of their times as well. Hence, the three founders of Judaism, Christianity, and

76. Schacht 1949, 146.
77. Cf. the instructive comments in Robinson 2009.
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Islam suddenly came to stand on par with one another in the humanists’ imaginary,
a parity and equilibrium that established the foundations of the very enterprise of
the comparative study of religions.”

The process that Stroumsa describes, albeit considerably transformed by suc-
cessive generations of scholars, still endures. There is no reason to work in the
cloud of pessimism once expressed by Maxime Rodinson, who, now decades ago,
began his book on the historical Muhammad with this concise apologia, “My book
does not propose to bring out new facts about the subject. None have been dis-
covered for a long time, and it is unlikely that any will be””” The somnambulatory
era of Rodinson and his ilk has ended and hopefully will remain far behind us
into the foreseeable future. Studying the founder of any ancient religious tradi-
tion poses formidable challenges, but for all the difficulties posed by our sources,
modern researchers have plenty of justification to be optimistic about what can be
achieved in the field and the importance of that work. “We probably know more
about Mohammed than we do about Jesus (let alone Moses or the Buddha), and
we certainly have the potential to know a great deal more,” the late Patricia Crone
observed.® If this monograph succeeds only convincing its readers that this opti-
mism about the field’s future is indeed justified, I will be quite satisfied with the
fruits of my labor.

78. Stroumsa 2010, 137.

79. Rodinson 1971, ix; cited in Lecker 1995a, X, who rightly quips, “Rodinson’s pessimism is totally
unwarranted.”

80. Crone 2008a, para. 2 (emphasis added).






The Earliest Evidence

Despite the limitations of the Qur’an for reconstructing the events of Muhammad’s
life, it remains our best and earliest witness to the historical existence of a man
named Muhammad who was revered by a faith community of Arabic-speakers as
God’s messenger and prophet, not to mention the message that he preached and
the religiosity that he espoused. Yet do the limitations of the Qur’an as a historical
source per se demand that we inevitably fall back on the hadith corpus and the
sirah-maghazi literature as our only other option for knowledge about the histori-
cal Muhammad? Apart from the Qur’an, is there any knowledge to be gained at all
about the historical figure of Muhammad from sources that predate either the
sirah-maghazi literature or the hadith corpus? One can pose the question in even
simpler terms: apart from the Qur’an, what are the earliest references to
Muhammad as a historical figure, and where are they found? More important,
what do these earliest testimonies say about him, and how do these sorts of testi-
monies differ, if at all, from the depictions of Muhammad in either the early sirah-
maghazi literature or the hadith corpus? Chapters 1 and 2 offer some answers to
these formidable questions. This chapter in particular aims to demonstrate what
historians can learn by examining the earliest documentary testimonies to
Muhammad as a historical person, as well as what can be gleaned from the three
of the earliest non-Muslim sources to mention Muhammad and his activities.
The corpus of material evidence for the historical existence of Muhammad that
survives in the form of artifacts from the seventh century c.e.—be they Arabo-
Islamic papyri, graffiti, or official inscriptions—is surprisingly rich, especially
considering the amount of survey work and documentation that still remains to
be done by archaeologists, papyrologists, epigraphers, and historians. As ongoing

25
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surveys and expeditions continue to discover new finds, particularly in the field of
Arabian epigraphy of late, it is prudent to begin by highlighting this material, as it
provides compelling evidence not only for the existence of Muhammad as a his-
torical figure but also for the salience of his message and persona among Arabic-
speakers in the first century after his death.

Arabo-Islamic documents and inscriptions—that is, material evidence bearing
words that are either written in Arabic, that bear the names of Muslims and/or
their rulers, or that contain touchstone features of Islamic religiosity such as pious
invocations and prayers composed in the religious idiom of the Qur’an—appear
on the historical record within mere decades after Muhammad’s death in C.E. 632.!
The earliest dated documents and inscriptions of this sort hitherto discovered are
recognized as such by modern historians because they either explicitly refer to
contemporary, datable events and/or because they use the newly minted hijri cal-
endar, or anno hegirae (represented in modern Western scholarship by acronym
A.H.). The significance of the hijri calendar, one of the earliest, most visible markers
of Muslim identity, is considerable. As a distinctive means of timekeeping, reckon-
ing years according to a cycle of lunar months, it regulates Islamic ritual and its
observance, and the early Islamic polity also eventually used it for broader admin-
istrative and societal purposes as well.? It is important to point out that, on the one
hand, the use of this calendar, as well as the names of the months it employs, are
unattested in any Arabic or Arabian inscriptions that predate Islamic conquests,’
and, on the other hand, that the calendar putatively begins counting the passing of
years with the year A.H. 1 (622-23 C.E.), the year in which Muhammad purportedly
fled persecution in his native city of Mecca and undertook the Hijrah, or Emi-
gration, to the city of Yathrib (subsequently renamed Medina), where he would
become ruler and inaugurate the Muslim community, or ummah. The ideological
importance of the calendar is, therefore, immense—it represents no less than a
reorientation of human time-keeping around an event deemed so significant that
it was placed at the axis of a community’s historical consciousness.

Though adopted atan early date, the counting of years beginning with Muhammad’s
hijrah to Yathrib was not an innovation of Muhammad himself. If our earliest
sources are to be trusted, the second caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 13-23/634-
44) instituted its use sometime between A.H. 16/638 C.E. and A.H. 18/639 C.E.*

1. The surveys of Hoyland 2016, Imbert 2011, 2013, and Lindstedt forthcoming a and b are espe-
cially useful. Imbert 2013’ catalogue of the citations of the Qur’'an contained in Arabic inscriptions
from the first two centuries of Islam demonstrates just how swiftly the Qur’an was disseminated and
how indispensable the epigraphic record is to its textual history.

2. Hoyland 2006, 396; see now the overview in Shaddel 2018.

3. Robin 2016.

4. Prémare 2002, 272, cited in Imbert 2011, 6. Key features of the calendar, however, date to and/or
precede the lifetime of Muhammad and are partially attested in the Qur’an, such as its cycle of sacred
months and the qur’anic prohibition of intercalation.
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The earliest documents bearing a hijri date—two papyri known as P.Berol 15002 and
PEREF 558, first published by the Austrian scholar Adolf Grohmann in 1932— seem to
confirm this, because they date from the final years of “Umar’s rule. The first papyrus,
a fragmentary tax receipt, is written solely in Arabic, and merely mentions “[the]
year twenty-two.”> The second papyrus, however, is better preserved and bilingual as
well, being written in both Greek and Arabic. It is a receipt for the delivery of sixty-
five sheep by two pagarchs of Herakleopolis to an Arab commander (amir) in Egypt
named ‘Abdallah ibn Jabir. The Arabic portion of the text provides us with details
such as the name of the Arabic-speaking scribe (one Ibn Hadid) and the date of the
transaction: Jumada I A.H. 22/March-April 643 c.E. Significantly, the verso side of
the document also calls the early conquerors to whom the sheep are delivered by an
important name: it refers to them as in Greek as magaritais, a neologism that origi-
nated as a calque of the Arabic muhdjiriin, meaning “emigrants,” or “those who have
undertaken a hijrah [to join the community and/or conquests].” Despite their impor-
tance, both documents leave one question unanswered: twenty-two years into which
epoch exactly? The most compelling answer to this question remains, “twenty years
after the hijrah of Muhammad,” a hijrah that becomes the archetype for the subse-
quent hijrahs of the Arabian tribesmen to the conquered territories.” Indeed, at this
juncture this answer remains the only feasible one—particularly when read in light of
the pivotal, conceptual role of hijrah in the qur anic corpus, which renders this infer-
ence virtually irrefutable.®

The earliest, known Arabo-Islamic inscriptions to utilize the calendar follow
quickly on the heels of the papyri: they are two early inscriptions dated to A.H. 23
(643-44 c.E.) and A.H. 24 (644-45 C.E.), respectively.’ The first, and earliest, is a
laconic graffito discovered west of Medina near Yanbu' that simply reads, “Salamah
wrote [this] in the year three and twenty”" The second inscription, first discovered

5. Grohmann 1932, 44; cf. Diem 1984, 272-73; Ragib 2009; Ragib 2013, 702ff.

6. Grohmann 1932, 40-43; cf. Lindstedt 2015.

7. Crone 1994.

8. Sinai 2015-16, 54-55; cf. Hoyland, 2006, 396, and Saleh 2006, 270. Other epochs do seem to
be attested in the documentary record of this era, such as the enigmatic qada’ al-mu ‘minin. However,
what sort of era the phrase qada’ al-mu 'minin refers to, and even whether or not it refers to an era at
all, still remains unclear. See Shaddel 2018.

9. Imbert 2011, 6-7. Still enigmatic is a claim made by an early-thirteenth-century scholar named
Abu Bakr al-Harawi to have found an epitaph dated to A.H. 29 on the tombstone of a certain ‘Urwah
ibn Thabit on the wall of a church in Cyprus, which was subsequently made into a shrine dedicated to
the early female martyr Umm Haram. His testimony has not been authenticated by modern observ-
ers; however, if authentic, the inscription is not merely extraordinarily early: it is also bears the earliest
written attestation to the 112th sarah of the Qur’an. Cf. Elad 2002, 284-87; Ghabban and Hoyland
2008, 215 n15. Recent surveys in the area have not turned up any trace of the inscription; see Akgam
and Ak¢am 2017.

10. Kawatoko 2005, 51.
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by Ali Ghabban, is particularly famous. Written by a certain Zuhayr, it mentions
not merely the hijri date but also the death of the caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab,
“In the name of God. I, Zuhayr, wrote (this) at the time ‘Umar died, the year four
and twenty”" These early grafiti attest to the use of hijr era, not just in an official,
administrative capacity (as attested in the papyri), but also in nonofficial capacities
as well.

This material evidence for early Islamic religiosity is extraordinarily early. In fact,
itis so early that it even predates the traditional date assigned to the systematic com-
pilation of the Qur’an under the third caliph, ‘Uthman ibn “Affan (r. 23-35/644-56)."
Such attestations to early Muslim religiosity may not mention Muhammad directly,
but one can reasonably argue that his importance in them is nonetheless implicit and
can reasonably be inferred: an inscription that makes no mention of Muhammad yet
records a date employing the hijri calendar likely presupposed both the historicity of
his emigration from Mecca to Yathrib in 622 c.E. and the monumental significance
of that event to the formation of his community. However, insofar as this line of
argumentation relies on inference rather than on direct evidence, it is not completely
watertight. Although evidence for the hijri calendar in the seventh century c.E. is
both early and abundant,” the earliest inscriptions and documents in fact merely
read “in the year x” and make no explicit mention either of Muhammad’s hijrah or of
Muhammad himself, either by name or by title as a messenger (rasiil) or as a prophet
(nabi). In fact, mentions of Muhammad are entirely absent in the earliest chrono-
logical stratum of Arabo-Islamic epigraphy and papyri. In the earliest stratum of the
epigraphic and papyrological record Muhammad’s existence thus remains implicit:
the numeracy displayed in these early inscriptions and papyri prove the existence
of a new calendar to mark a new epoch, but they offer no explicit rationale for its
use. The rest must be inferred from evidence external to the papyri and inscriptions
themselves."

Explicit mentions of Muhammad’s name or qur’anic epithets (e.g., nabi/rasil
Allah) are much harder to find in the earliest strata of the material evidence. Indeed,
Muhammad, whether by name or honorific, does not begin to reliably appear
in the epigraphic record until the A.H. 708/690s C.E. and, even then, only begins

11. Ghabban and Hoyland 2008, 211.

12. On the historicity of this compilation, see Motzki 2001; M. Cook 2004; Anthony and Bronson
2016. The precise year of ‘Uthman’s compilation is difficult to determine; see GdQ, 2: 49.

13. At the last count made by K. M. Younes and J. Bruning, there are ninety-four papyri dating from
the first-century hijri. Adding undated papyri which bear the paleographic features of first-century
documents to this tally more than triples this number. See www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/
assets/geesteswetenschappen/onderzoeksprojecten/foi-arab.-docs..pdf (accessed September 12, 2019).

14. The fact remains, however, that alternative explanations for the existence of the hijri calendar
have fallen flat. See in particularly the case laid out by Shaddel 2018, 301ff.


http://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/geesteswetenschappen/onderzoeksprojecten/foi-arab.-docs..pdf
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to appear in abundance by the second century A.H.” Yet even though the earliest
Arabo-Islamic graffiti and papyri do not mention Muhammad’s name or invoke his
common epithets, they still mobilize the idioms and touchstones of qur anic piety.
They are replete with confessions of faith in God alone, prayers for divine blessing,
petitions for the forgiveness of sins, and petitions to be admitted into Paradise (al-
jannah) and to be spared the Inferno (al-nar).'*

The above statements are accurate as of the time of writing, but my strong intui-
tion is that the accuracy of some of these statements may soon be overturned by
future discoveries. More recently, a couple of near misses have turned up in epi-
graphic surveys. A simple example can serve to illustrate this.” Among the earli-
est, undated inscriptions to mention Muhammad are a series of inscriptions that
Maysa’ al-Ghabban discovered during an epigraphic survey in the Hisma region
near Tabuk.”® Two of these inscriptions bear the name Yazid ibn ‘Umayr al-Ansari
al-Khatmi. From his epithet ‘al-Ansari, one may surmise that he was a descendant
of one of the two tribes of Yathrib who originally welcomed Muhammad and his
early Meccan followers to their city in 622 C.E.; and from the epithet ‘al-KhatmT, one
can discern that he descended from a clan of the Aws tribe of the Ansar, as opposed
to the Khazraj tribe. Although an obscure figure, it appears that he can nonetheless
reasonably be identified in the Arabic literary sources: Yazid ibn ‘Umayr’s father
was regarded as a contemporary of the Prophet, and Yazid’s son was, moreover,
known as a reliable transmitter of prophetic traditions in the second century A.H.”
Of the two inscriptions of Yazid to mention Muhammad’s name, one of Yazid’s
inscription contains the double testimony of faith (al-shahadatan),” and the other
contains a version of the formulaic invocations of blessings upon Muhammad
called the tasliyyah, which derives from qur anic piety (cf. Q. Ahzab 33:56).' Maysa’
al-Ghabban cautiously dates both of Yazid’s inscriptions to the end of the first cen-
tury A.H.” As comprehensive epigraphic surveys of many regions of the Hijaz still

15. One of the most helpful surveys in the regard is the recent publication of Prof. Mohammed
Al-Thenyian at the Department of Archaeology of King Saud University. Al-Thenyian’s extensive
survey of dated graffiti from the first hijri century reveal a bevy of materials that attest to early Islamic
religiosity and even the text of the Qur’an, yet none of the inscriptions of this period (unlike those of
the following century) mention Muhammad either by name or title. See Thenyian 2015, 145-49.

16. Imbert 2013.

17. For a discussion of the challenges to dating these inscriptions, see Anthony 2018.

18. Ghabban 2016-17, 103-4, 386ff.

19. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 379; Mizzi, Tahdhib, ed. Ma'ruf, 22: 391-93

20. Ghabban 2016-17, 212-13, no. 147, testifying “that there is no god but God alone without part-
ners and that Muhammad is the servant of God and His messenger [annahu la ilaha illa ‘llah wahdahu
la sharika lahu wa-anna muhammadan ‘abdu ‘llahi wa-rasiluh]”

21. Ibid., 230-31, no. 170, “May God bless Muhammad the Messenger of God [salla lahu ‘ala
muhammadin rasali ‘llah]”

22. Ibid., 323-24.
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remain to be done, one may reasonably anticipate that future finds like these will
provide even earlier attestations.

Yet such epigraphic attestations to Muhammad are not the earliest Muslim
documentary texts to mention his name—and certainly not the earliest that can
be dated with precision. The earliest datable attestations hitherto discovered come
from numismatic rather than epigraphic evidence. Hence, Muhammad’s name and
epithet “the Messenger of God” (Ar. rasiil allah) are first attested on silver coins
minted in Bishapur in the Fars province of southern Iran. The coins were struck
early in the Second Civil War between the Umayyads and the Zubayrids, which
pitted two families of Quraysh against each other in a political contest for the
leadership of the early Islamic polity. Between 66/685 and 69/688-89, these coins
were put into circulation as a new issue minted on behalf of the would-be caliph
and the leader of the Zubayrid faction, ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, by his brother-
in-law and governor of the east, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Amir. The mar-
gins of these coins bear the simple confession, “In the name of God, Muhammad
is the Messenger of God” (see fig. 2). Although these Zubayrid coins also offer
the earliest-known attestation to the Muslim confession of faith (al-shahadah),
they only feature an affirmation of Muhammad’s prophethood and curiously lack
the otherwise ubiquitous companion phrase ““There is no god but God [la ilaha
illa Allah],” which subsequently achieved prominence in the documentary record
after 70s/690s.? The confession of Muhammad’s messengership conveyed on
these early coins seems to have played an integral role in the Zubayrids™ attempts
to bolster the legitimacy of Ibn al-Zubayr and his claim to the title “Commander
of the Faithful [amir al-mu 'minin]; and thus to the Zubayrids’ efforts to articu-
late a counter-discourse against their rivals, the Umayyads, whom they sought to
displace.* We will encounter the Zubayrids repeatedly in the course of this mono-
graph, but for now it suffices to note the following. While the Zubayrids mounted
a formidable military and ideological challenge to the Umayyads’ leadership over
the early Islamic polity, they ultimately failed to vanquish the Umayyads or to
permanently dislodge them from the caliphate. Yet, however brief the Zubayrid
intermezzo, the influence of their ideological and numismatic innovations left an
indelible imprint on how political legitimacy would be articulated by the early
Islamic polity’s elites ever thereafter.

23. Hoyland 2017, 122.

24. Heidemann 2011, 167. An outlier to this chronology might be a series of undated, “standing cal-
iph” type coppers that seem to bear the names of local governors and commanders, such as Sa id and
‘Abd al-Rahman. One of these bears the name Muhammad but lacks honorifics alongside the name,
suggesting rather that the coin refers to a local of governor rather than the Prophet. See Goodwin 2010
and Goodwin 2012, 95-96. Cf. Theniyian 2015, 81, for an inscription dated to A.H. 83 bears the name
“Muhammad ibn Ibrahim”



THE EARLIEST EVIDENCE 31

FIGURE 2. Zubayrid silver drachm struck ca. 686-87 c.E. in Bishapur (Iran) by ‘Abd
al-Malik ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Amir, bearing the legend in the margins of the obverse
side: In the name of God, Muhammad is the Messenger of God. The arrow points to the
place where the name “Muhammad” appears. This specimen is a “Sasanian style”
example of pre-reform coinage: the crowned figure on the obverse represents the
Persian shah Khusro and the two figures on the reverse represent Zoroastrian priests
flanking a fire altar. http://numismatics.org/collection/1975.238.12 (public domain).
Courtesy of the American Numismatic Society.

Under the leadership of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (r. 65-86/685-705),
the Marwanid branch of the Umayyads spearheaded the efforts to eliminate the
Zubayrid threat to their dominance over the Islamic polity, and by A.H.73/692 C.E.,
‘Abd al-Malik had eliminated the Zubayrids™ political threat and had become the
sole ruler of the early Islamic polity. Throughout the 70s/690s—during his contest
with the Zubayrids and well after—‘Abd al-Malik undertook a series of reforms of
the administrative apparatus of the early Islamic empire. Famous among these meas-
ures is his reform of the coinage, adapting and expanding upon the Zubayrid tactic
of featuring Muhammad’s name and the confession of faith in official inscriptions
(see fig. 3). “Abd al-Malik’s coinage reforms were, however, far more radical than
those of the Zubayrids. Although the Umayyads eventually adopted an aniconic,
creedal aesthetic for their coinage, the earliest coins of the experimental phases
depict representations of the caliph standing in Arabian dress with a sword in its
sheath and a scourge hanging from his right shoulder (see fig. 4).* The “standing
caliph” coinage appears in diverse issues; it was struck not just in gold but also in
silver and (most abundantly) in copper at as many as nineteen separate mints (see
fig. 5).% The striking iconography of the “standing caliph” coins and the prominence
of the declarations of Muhammad’s messengership thereon have even inspired some

25. Treadwell 2009; Heidemann 2011, 170ff.
26. Goodwin 2018.


http://numismatics.org/collection/1975.238.12

FIGURE 3. Umayyad gold solidus struck ca. 691-92 C.E., likely in Damascus. The
reverse side (right) reads along the margins: In the name of God. There is no god but
God alone. Muhammad is the Messenger of God. http://numismatics.org/collec-
tion/1968.225.1 (public domain). Courtesy of the American Numismatic Society.

FIGURE 4. Umayyad gold solidus of the “standing caliph” type struck in A.H. 75/694-95
C.E,, likely in Syria. The legend surrounding the “standing caliph” figure on the obverse
(left) reads: In the name of God. There is no god but God alone. Muhammad is the
Messenger of God. The legend surrounding the pole on steps on the reverse (right) reads:
In the name of God. This dinar was struck in the year five and seventy. http://numismatics.
org/collection/1970.63.1 (public domain). Courtesy of the American Numismatic Society.


http://numismatics.org/collection/1968.225.1
http://numismatics.org/collection/1968.225.1
http://numismatics.org/collection/1970.63.1
http://numismatics.org/collection/1970.63.1
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FIGURE 5. Samples of the diversity of the “standing
caliph” type of Umayyad coins: (a) obverse of a copper
alloy fals from Edessa (ca. 694-97 c.E.) whose legend
reads “Muhammad” (left) and “Messenger of God”
(right); (b) obverse of copper alloy fals from Harran

(ca. 694-97 C.E.), whose legend reads “Muhammad”
(left) and “Harran” (right); (c) obverse of a copper alloy
fals from Jerusalem (ca. 694-97 C.E.), whose legend reads
“Muhammad Mes-” (right) and “-senger of God” (left);
(d) reverse of a silver drachm minted in A.H. 75/ 694-95
C.E., whose legend reads “Commander of the Faithful”
(left) and “Caliph of God” (right). Image (a) from http://
numismatics.org/collection/1998.25.77; image (b) from
http://numismatics.org/collection/1917.215.3376; image (c)
from http://numismatics.org/collection/1971.316.288;
image (d) from http://numismatics.org/collection
/1966.151.1 (all in the public domain). Courtesy of the
American Numismatic Society.

scholars, such as Clive Foss and Robert Hoyland, to speculate that at least some of
the coins bearing the so-called standing caliph figures depict, rather, a “standing
prophet”—in other words, that these coins portray the Prophet Muhammad and not
‘Abd al-Malik. Numismatists, however, have generally rejected this interpretation.”
Indeed, the coins’ iconography seems caliphal rather than prophetic. The standing
figure depicted on the coins often carries both a whip and a sword, corresponding
well to the image in Arabic literary sources of Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik.*

27. 1. Schulze and W. Schulze 2010, 342fF.; Treadwell 2015; Goodwin 2018, 29-30.

28. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 858, “*Abd al-Malik the commander of the Faithful ... his
scourge falls upon any who disobey, his sword upon any who defy him [sawtuhu ‘ald man ‘asa wa- ‘ala
man khalafa sayfuh]”; noted also in Goodwin 2018, 27. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib is also described with similar
imagery by Ibn Saba’ in Sa‘d al-Qummi, Magalat, 21; see Anthony 20124, 155.


http://numismatics.org/collection/1998.25.77
http://numismatics.org/collection/1998.25.77
http://numismatics.org/collection/1917.215.3376
http://numismatics.org/collection/1971.316.288
http://numismatics.org/collection/1966.151.1
http://numismatics.org/collection/1966.151.1
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As Chase Robinson has observed, “the Marwanids seem to have learned a
Zubayrid lesson—that . . . principal articles of belief should be proclaimed and dis-
seminated publicly”? Muhammad’s name and title suddenly became ubiquitous in
official inscriptions—a touchstone of Umayyad coinage and their monuments and
a major milestone in their effort to unify the Islamic polity theologically and politi-
cally around the figure of Muhammad as a prophet. The most prominent, famous
example is the epoch-making Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, ‘Abd al-Malik’s
monument to the supremacy the Muslim faith and the Islamic polity over its mono-
theistic forebears.*® The Dome of the RocK’s inner mosaics, which bear the longest
extant official inscriptions of the first century A.H., date from 72/692 and bespeak
a new Islamic orthodoxy rather than political concerns.” The phrase “Muhammad
the Messenger of God” appears six times in the mosaic inscriptions of the inner
and outer octagonal arcades of the Dome of the Rock. Among the most striking
examples is the inscription on the northeast section of the outer octagonal arcade:

In the name of God the Merciful the Compassionate. There is no god but God alone.
He has no associate. To Him belongs dominion, and to Him belongs praise. He gives
life, He causes death, and He has power over all things. Muhammad is the messenger
of God, may God bless him and accept his intercession on the Day of the Resurrec-
tion on behalf of his community.*

Here, one sees not merely a declaration of belief in the unity of God and the mes-
sengership of Muhammad as the final, supreme prophet of monotheistic faith but
also a full-fledged eschatology that adds a new belief unattested in the prophetol-
ogy of the Qur’an. In this newly espoused orthodoxy, Muhammad is not merely
God’s lawgiver and the messenger of God’s final revelation to humankind; he is the
intercessor on behalf of his community and the focus of all their hopes for salva-
tion on the Day of Judgment.*

The invocation Muhammad’s name and epithets is not the most striking fact
here—a papyrus from Nessana in southern Palestine dating to the late 680s c.E. that
bears the phrase “the pact of God and the pact of His Messenger” (dhimmat Allah
[wa-dhimmat ras]ilih) suggests that such invocations by officialdom may have
not been entirely unprecedented in Syria®*—rather, it is how truly widespread

29. Robinson 2005, 39.

30. Grabar 2006, 118-19.

31. Donner 2010, 205fT,, 233ff.

32. Kessler 1970, 9; Milwright 2016, 67-75.

33. Tillier 2018, 7-9. By the middle of the eighth century, the theme of Muhammad’s intercession
is already fully developed in the hadith literature; see EI, art, “Shafa‘a” (A.]. Wensinck [D. Gimaret]).

34. Hoyland 2015b. See Sharon 2018 for the phrase “the protection of God and the guarantee of
His messenger [dhimmat Allah wa-daman rasalih]” in an inscription on a limestone slab discov-
ered during excavations at the southwestern corner of the Temple Mount in 1968. Sharon dates the
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and quotidian such proclamations had become in the documentary record as
markers of political and religious supremacy, communal belonging, and even
personal hope. The Umayyads permanently inscribed public proclamations of
Muhammad’s messengership and prophethood into the triumphalist imperial ide-
ology of the early Islamic polity and made the theological axioms undergirding
such proclamations among its hallmarks. Thereafter, Muhammad and his prophet-
hood remained an integral facet of the ideological discourses of Umayyad legiti-
mism and a bedrock of their hegemonic claims as rulers over the Islamic polity and
the territories that fell beneath its shadow.

The increased importance of public declarations of Muhammad’s messenger-
ship and his prophethood was, moreover, not merely a phenomenon restricted
to officialdom—at least not for long. It was also simultaneously mirrored in other
parts of the Arabic epigraphic record not directly connected to officialdom, such
as in epitaphs and graffiti left behind by early Muslims who lived farther away
from the centers of imperial power and who did not necessarily participate in
its maintenance and expansion. Muhammad’s name first appears in a non-official
inscription on an epitaph written for a tombstone found in Aswan, Egypt, which
belonged to a woman named ‘Abbasah bint Jurayj. The inscription on the tomb-
stone states that ‘Abbasah died on 14 Dhu 1-Qa‘dah 71/21 April 691 and begins,
“the greatest loss to afflict the people of Islam [ahl al-islam] was their loss of the
Prophet Muhammad, God’s blessing and peace be upon him?” The inscription goes
on to provide us with one of our earliest attestations to the Muslim confession of
faith: “She bears witness that there is no god but God alone, that He has no part-
ner, and that Muhammad is His servant and His messenger, God’s blessing and
peace be upon him.”* Also from this period, we have an inscription with a dual
confession of faith similar in wording discovered in the Hijaz near al-Ta’if, around
seventy-five miles southeast of Mecca (fig. 6). The author of this was one al-Rayyan
ibn “Abdallah, who dates it A.H. 78 (697-98 C.E.), which he specifies was the year
of the “[re]construction of the Sacred Mosque [al-masjid al-haram)”—presum-
ably by the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik after the siege of Mecca and the defeat

inscription to A.H. 32/ 652 C.E.; however, most of the text on the limestone is illegible, particularly the
date of the inscription in the final line, and Sharon’s proposed reading of “the year thirty-two” is, in
my view, paleographically indefensible. As Sharon himself notes (ibid., 100), the stratigraphy of the
excavated mosque where the limestone slab was first found by Benjamin Mazar seems to date to the
eighth-ninth centuries c.E. I see no justification for Sharon’s contention that “the inscription, dated
more than a hundred years earlier, had no connection to it” (ibid.).

35. Bacharach and Anwar 2012; cf. Halevi 2004, 125ff., and Brockopp 2017, 65-67. See also Hoy-
land 1997b, 87n65, where he suggests that the epitaph, based on its content and wording, may in fact
date to A.H. 171 rather than A.H. 71. Brockopp 2015, 137-38, regards Hoyland’s doubts as ideological
rather than evidentiary.
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.

FIGURE 6. Arabic inscription of al-Rayyan ibn
‘Abdallah mentioning the construction of the
Sacred Mosque (A.H. 78/ 697-98 C.E.) in Hima
al-Namaur near al-Ta'if. https://pbs.twimg.com/
media/DYGVKTAXKAESItY.jpg. Courtesy of
Abdallah al-Thoomaly.

of Ibn al-Zubayr in 74/693.% Testifying that there is no god but God, and that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God, al-Rayyan beseeches God for His Mercy, to
be admitted into Paradise, and to find martyrdom in His path.”” By the time such
inscriptions were completed, an irreversible sea change was by then under way—
invocations of Muhammad as the prophet and messenger of God had become
nearly ubiquitous in the public religiosity of Muslim material culture.

THREE EARLY NON-MUSLIM TESTIMONIES
TO MUHAMMAD

Turning to non-Muslim and non-Arabic sources, the textual and material evidence
for Muhammad as a historical figure is not as plentiful, but does appear quite early,
decades earlier, in fact, than the evidence of early Arabo-Islamic epigraphy, papyri,

36. This renovation of the Sacred Mosque in Mecca is likely the same one referred to in The-
ophanes, Chronographia, ed. de Boor, 365 (trans. Mango and Scott 1997, 510, sub anno A.m. 6183 = 690
91 C.E.), where the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik resolves to plunder the pillars of the church of Gethsemane
for the renovation of the temple in Mecca, but is dissuaded from doing so by his Christian treasurer,
Sergius Mansar. For the broader historical context, see Anthony 2015, 613-18, and Guidetti 2009, 9.

37. Harithi 2007, 535. Arabic sources mention a man named al-Rayyan ibn “Abdallah al-Yashkari,
a Harari/Kharijite who died in 101/719-20 fighting against Umayyad forces alongside Bistam al-
Shaybani. His brother composed an elegy in remembrance of him, preserved in Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de
Goeje, 2: 1378. See ‘Abbas 1974, 258 and Robinson 2000, 125.


https://pbs.twimg.com/media/DYGvKTAXkAEfltY.jpg
https://pbs.twimg.com/media/DYGvKTAXkAEfltY.jpg
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Al-Rayyan ibn “Abdallah’s Inscription

Translation Arabic text adapted from Harithi 2007, 535

1. al-Rayyan ibn ‘Abdallah bears witness that Y)Yl se o ol g ()
there is no god but God

2. and bears witness that Muhammad is the 8 sy haana O 25 (Y
Messenger of God

3. Afterwards it suffices any who come to bear e e ol S e O A s S5 (7
witness to

4. that. May God show mercy to al-Rayyan and 5 bl A as Sl (¢

5. forgive him and guide him to the passage to Aall L[] e ) apaginl g4l e (0
Paradise

6. and I ask him to be martyred in His path, A- Tl S 52 [1]edll ALl 5 (3

7. men. He wrote this writing VI 12 S e (Y

8. the year the Sacred Mosque was [re]built loall aaudl i ale (A

9. in the year eight and seventy Cpman s Qi A3 (4

or coins. The earliest testimonies to Muhammad to survive, therefore, are not in
the Arabic language but, rather, in works written in languages such as Greek and
Syriac. One of the earliest and most important historical testimonies to the Prophet
Muhammad can be found embedded in a Byzantine apologetic tract known as the
Doctrina Iacobi nuper baptizati (The Teaching of Jacob, the Recently Baptized). Fre-
quently dated by modern historians to as early as July 634 c.E.—a mere two years
after Muhammad’s death—the tract curiously asserts that a prophet has appeared
“among the Saracens” who claims to possess “the keys to Paradise” (“Saracens” is the
most common contemporary Greek name for the nomads and oasis dwellers of
Arabia).”® The Saracen prophet is not named in the work, but is nevertheless readily
recognizable from its description of his message.” The Doctrina Iacobi has long been
regarded as one of the most important testimonies to the early Islamic conquests.
Indeed, most scholars continue to regard it as one of the precious few contemporary
testimonies, not only to the earliest phases of the Islamic conquest of Palestine, but
also to these conquests’ inspiration by a “Saracen” prophet. Ifits early date is accepted,
the Doctrina lacobi, may thus be said to be the earliest-known piece of writing, aside
from the Qur’an itself, to assert that the teachings of an Arabian prophet provided
the impetus for the conquests. In this regard, the Doctrina Iacobi, analyzed in exten-
sive detail below; has few peers.

38. On the term “Saracen,” see now Ward 2015, chap. 1.

39. A common objection to this interpretation is that even the sirah-maghazi literature names
Arabian prophets other than Muhammad who were active during his lifetime and that the reference
could perhaps be to one of them instead. However, not one of these contemporary claimants to proph-
ecy operated near Palestine, nor did they share Muhammad’s irredentist ambitions within Arabia or
seek to lead conquests outside of it. Cf. Kister 2002; Robin 2012b; Hawting 2017b.
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However, the Doctrina lacobi is not the only source to make mention of the Ara-
bian prophet within a decade of his death in 632 c.E. The earliest extant document
to mention Muhammad tout court by name was written not by one of his early fol-
lowers but by an observer in Palestine. Overlooked for centuries, this mention of
Muhammad appears on the opening flyleaf of a sixth-century Syriac manuscript of
the Gospels of Matthew and Mark currently housed at the British Library in Lon-
don. The Gospel manuscript in question predates the Islamic period, but around 637
C.E. an anonymous Levantine observer noted several recent events, some of which
he may have witnessed himself, on the blank page preceding it.** Written a mere five
years after Muhammad’s death and, therefore, by a contemporary of the Arabian
prophet, the notice is just as intriguing for what it does not say as it is for what it
does. Alas, this opening page of the manuscript—catalogued today as British Library
Add. 14,461—is poorly preserved and can only be deciphered with difficulty (fig. 7).
The translation below reflects a slightly conservative reading of what might be deci-
phered of the text (the dates follow the Seleucid calendar):

.. Muhammald] ...
[p]riest Mar Elijah . . .
.. and they came
..and...and from...
..strong...month...
...... and the Romans fled. . ..
and in January assurances for their lives were received
[by the people of] Emesa and many villages due to the killing by
... Muhammad and many people were killed and captives. . .
.. from Galilee to Bét . . .
.. those Tayyayé camped by . . .
.. and we saw/rejoiced [wwv; O, wxn] everywhe[re] . .
... and the o[liv]e that they . . . them and on the twe[nty]
[51xt]h of May the s[acellarius?] went .
..from...the Romans pursued them e
............ and on the ten[th]
[of August?] ... the Romans fled from Damascus.. . .
many, about ten thousand. The followin([g]
[ye]ar the Romans came. On August twenty in the year n[ine hundred]
[and forty]-seven [636 C.E.] there gathered in Gabitha . . .
.. the Romans and many people were ki[ll]ed, [from]
[the R]Jomans [a]bout fifty-thousand . . .
.. in year nine-hundred and for[ty-eight?] . . .

40. Penn 2009, 240.
41. Brooks 1904, 75; I have adapted my translation from Penn 2015b, 23-24.
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FIGURE 7. BL Add. 14,461, fol. 1r, the earliest
mention of the name “Muhammad”; red
arrows point to where faintly legible traces of
Muhammad’s name occur in the manuscript.
© The British Library Board.

Inhabitants of Palestine in the early seventh century c.E. were long familiar with
the threat of rapine and pillage from Arabia, especially in times of political chaos;*
however, the scale of events recounted here is truly exceptional. Despite its poor
state of preservation and its fragmentary nature, the text offers modern historians
remarkable insights from a contemporary testimony. Firstly, we have before us an
extraordinarily early attestation to Muhammad’s name—written here in Syriac let-
ters as MWHMD (asasa) rather than what was to become the more widespread
Syriac rendering MHMT () »u>)*—and what may be an eyewitness account of
the earliest battles between the “Romans” (i.e., Byzantines) and Arab forces, here

42. Hoyland 2015, 41.

43. It is rare, but not unique, in early Syriac texts to spell Muhammad’s name MWHMD (asasa).
This is how the name Muhammad is rendered in the eighth-century East-Syriac Disputation between a
Muslim and a Monk of Bét Hale; see Taylor 2015. Indeed, it is also comparable to the common Hebrew
rendering of Muhammad as 7amm. This evidence should serve as corrective to the hypotheses on the
early pronunciation of the name Muhammad in Kaplony 2015, 11-12; cf. Al-Jallad 2017b, 433-34n25.
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called “Tayyaye,” the standard Syriac ethnonym for the tribal peoples of Arabia.**
The gathering of forces near Gabitha mentioned in the text likely refers to what
Arabic sources commonly call the battle of Yarmuk: the decisive defeat of the
Romans, which led to their total withdrawal from Syria. The account’s date for the
battle even corresponds to the standard date provided in early Arabic chronicles—
that is, Rajab 15/August 636.* Aside from being an early attestation of Muhammad’s
name, one gets a sense that he is a leader of the “Tayyayé” who assail the native
populace and overwhelm local Roman forces. Absent is any mention of any notion
of prophetic authority undergirding his leadership or, for that matter, any religious
inspiration motivating the conquests and rapine of the “Tayyayé” who follow him.

To this fragmentary account, we may add another brief historical notice
penned in Syriac around 640 C.E., often attributed to “Thomas the Presbyter” The
second Syriac account also recounts a series of incursions by the Tayyayé who fol-
low Muhammad ()>au>s <)) into Palestine and Syria, as well as their victorious
clashes of the Tayyayé with Roman forces:

In the year 954 [634 C.E.] . . . on Friday, February the fourth, at the ninth hour, there
was a battle between the Romans and the Tayyayé of Muhammad in Palestine, twelve
miles east of Gaza. The Romans fled. They abandoned the patrician BRYZDN
(<avio), and the Tayyayé killed him. About four thousand destitute villagers from
Palestine—Christians, Jews, and Samaritans—were killed, and the Tayyayé destroyed
the whole region.*®

As above, in addition to the description of bloodshed and destruction wrought by
the incursions, one finds in this passage an acute awareness of the ethnic origins of
the forces as Arab tribesmen, or Tayyayé, and that these men followed a man
named Muhammad. Unlike the Doctrina, however, these other two, near-contem-
porary sources—albeit cognizant of the leader of the Arab tribesmen named
Muhammad—exhibit not a shadow of cognizance that the conquests were inspired
either by a prophet or, for that matter, any religious message at all. The initial con-
quests of Tayyayé thus appear in these sources as a mere ethnic wave: their preda-
tions may emanate from the lands of Tayyayé, but from the viewpoint of these two
early authors, they are seemingly unmoored to any religious ideology or pietistic
fervor.” Nonetheless, that these authors associate the name Muhammad with
these events and explicitly identify him as a central figure underscores just how

44. Tannous 2018, 525-31.

45. EP, s.v. “Yarmuk” (W. Kaegi).

46. Brooks 1904, 147-48. T have adapted the translation of Penn 2015b, 28. Cf. Hoyland 19974,
116-20; Prémare 2002, 146-48.

47. See now the cogent summary of the data from Syriac writings in Penn 2012, 71ff. The first
Syriac text to refer to Muhammad as a prophet unambiguously, The Gospel of the Twelve Apostles, does
not appear until the 690s C.E.; see Reinink 2008, 77.
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early the movement had been associated with him, even in the eyes of outsiders
with relatively limited knowledge of the beliefs and motives of his followers when
they first encountered them.

REVISITING THE DOCTRINA IACOBI

With these two brief Syriac texts as a point for the comparison, the importance
and distinctiveness of the Doctrina Iacobi can be brought into stark relief. All three
of these sources are exceptional because they single out from the anonymous
“wolves of Arabia” depicted in other early sources an individual whom the early
conquerors revered as a leader.*® However, the Doctrina Iacobi also differs consid-
erably from these two early Syriac accounts not only in content but also in genre
and form.

The Doctrina is itself a Christian apologetic tract written in Greek with lit-
tle obvious direct concern for Islam, the Islamic conquests, or the prophet who
inspired them. Rather, the tract’s principal audience seems to have been Byzantine
Jews caught in the net of an imperial decree of the Byzantine emperor Heraclius
(r. 610-641 c.E.), which mandated the forced baptism of the empire’s Jews into
the Christian Church.* As such, the Doctrina recounts the story of a certain Pal-
estinian Jew named Jacob who, upon arriving in Carthage from Constantinople
to conduct his business there, is captured, imprisoned, and forcibly baptized by
the Byzantine authorities on Pentecost (31 May) 632 along with the other Jewish
denizens of that North African city.”® The forced baptisms were part of a sweeping,
empirewide edict of the emperor Heraclius, who decreed the forcible baptism of
the Jews of the Byzantine empire in the wake of his recent victory over the Sasanids
and his triumphal recapture of Jerusalem and the relic of the True Cross from the
Persians. The Doctrina recounts the response of this Jacob “the recently baptized”
and how he delves into the Holy Scriptures to seek succor and insight into his
plight. As he reads the scriptures, Jacob finds that, rather than resenting his fate as

48. The phrase “wolves of Arabia” derives from the Septuagint (see LXX Zephaniah 3:3 and
Habakkuk 1:8) and seems to have been used by the Maximus the Confessor in a letter written as early as
632 C.E. to refer to the first incursions of the Arabian followers of Muhammad into Palestine; Strickler
2016, 430-34. The biblical phrase likely entered the sirah-maghazi corpus as well as dhu 'ban al- ‘arab;
Ma 'mar, Expeditions, 54-55 (3.3.6).

49. Following the observations of Olster 1994, 158-75, and Cameron 1996, 258-65. The Doctrina
is quite transparently a Christian fantasy, yet, even so, scholars have frequently noted that the tract
demonstrates a remarkably detailed and even‘embedded” familiarity with the Jewish diaspora of By-
zantium. Although set in Carthage, the choice of Greek rather than Latin as its literary medium reflects
the prevalence of Greek as the quotidian language of Byzantine Jewry. See van der Horst 2009 and
Holo 2009, 4ff.

50. The date is confirmed by a letter written about the event by Maximus the Confessor; see Booth
2014, 171N131.
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a man forcibly baptized into the Christian faith, he finds solace. Jacob soon discov-
ers that he need not feign sincere faith out of fear of the authorities. Rather, he real-
izes that he has now happily found himself in the arms of the true faith, that of the
followers of Jesus Christ. It is Jacob’s newfound faith in Jesus of Nazareth as God’s
true Messiah that really moves the narrative forward, and throughout the Doctrina
Iacobi, Jacob is portrayed as an ardent master at producing arguments from Scrip-
ture to convince his fellow recently baptized Jews that, despite their doubts, provi-
dence has led them to the truest faith. In Jacob, the tract would have us believe,
the Christians had gained a sharp and formidable apologist who was more than
capable of convincing forcibly baptized Jews to remain loyal to Christ.

The portion of the Doctrina Iacobi most interesting to Islamicists only comes
towards the end of the second half the tract, which begins with the arrival in
Carthage of Justus, another Palestinian Jew, who has known Jacob since his child-
hood and is dismayed to find Jacob and his fellow Jews now baptized as Chris-
tians. Justus proves to be Jacob’s most intractable opponent in debate—though
Jacob bests even him in the end. It is also this Justus who relates stories of the
recent troubles afflicting his homeland in Palestine. Justus recounts before Jacob
and the other Jews that his own brother, Abraham, has written to him with reports
of a prophet who has appeared among “the Saracens,” and, according to Abraham,
“proclaims the arrival of the Anointed One and Christ” Abraham then relates
how he had to flee by boat from Caesarea after an incursion of the Saracens killed
the local imperial guard (candidatus). After arriving safely to the north in Syka-
mina, Abraham asks a man well-versed in Scripture about this Saracen prophet.
“He is a deceiver [mAdvog],** he is told. “Do prophets come with sword and chariot
[peta Eipoug kai dppatog]?”* Encouraged to investigate this Saracen prophet fur-
ther, Abraham persists. Concluding the letter to his brother Justus, he writes about
what he discovered: “So I, Abraham, inquired and heard from those who had met
him that there was no truth to be found in the so-called prophet, only the shed-
ding of men’s blood. He also says that he has the keys of Paradise [tdg kAgig ToD
napadeioov], which is incredible”**

Through Abraham’s letter, the Doctrina thus assures its readers that no mes-
sianic hopes can be placed in this Saracen prophet who claims to possess the keys
to Paradise. However, the identity of the unnamed prophet is immediately recog-
nizable. He must certainly be Muhammad, and subsequent readers, medieval and
modern, have easily made the connection. Not only is the Doctrina’s anti-Islamic

51. Doctrina Iacobi, ed. and trans. Déroche, 208-9 (v. 16).

52. Cf. 2 John 1:7.

53. The mention of a “chariot” is figurative rather than literal, since the Arab conquerors did not
use chariots either in battle or in daily life. See Crone 2008b.

54. Doctrina Iacobi, ed. and trans. Déroche, 208-10 (v. 16).
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polemic early, it also seems to have been seminal. In the following centuries, Byz-
antine polemicists would continue to mock the idea of Muhammad as a heavenly
“key bearer” (kAetdodyog) who could admit his followers to Paradise.®
Assuming, for the moment, that the conventional dates assigned to the Doctrina
Iacobi by the majoritarian position of modern scholarship are sound, this early tes-
timony to Muhammad perhaps draws on eyewitnesses to the earliest phases of the
Islamic conquests. The late French byzantinologist Gilbert Dagron put the text’s
terminus ante quem at 646/647 C.E. Scholars writing on the Doctrina Iacobi subse-
quently have been even bolder and have placed its composition as early as July 634,
that is, in the immediate aftermath of the events Abraham’s letter describes as hav-
ing transpired in Palestine.” Dagron’s dating of the Doctrina has hitherto only been
seriously challenged by Paul Speck, who contends that it was compiled into a single
text only later in the eighth century.®® However, SpecK’s conclusions, and in particu-
lar the methods and assumptions behind them, have not been widely followed.”
The Doctrina lacobi certainly offers an intriguing depiction of its Saracen
prophet, even if modern historians find it either grossly distorted when set against
the backdrop of the sirah-maghazi and hadith corpus or, at the very least, enig-
matically at odds with said corpus. All the same, the Doctrina does offer us four
touchstone details about the prophet that merit serious consideration: (1) that his
prophecy begins among the Saracens; (2) that he endorses warfare and conquest
as integral to his prophetic mission; (3) that he affirms the eschatological arrival
of the Anointed One and the Christ; and (4) that he claims to possess the keys to
Paradise. Polemicized as they may be in their presentation, at least items 1 through
3 find as much confirmation as one might expect in the Qur’an itself—in other
words, the Doctrina’s depiction of Muhammad, at least on these points, is fun-
damentally accurate.”® The most intractable problem lies in the fourth item: the
prophet’s claim to possess the keys to Paradise. This is a harder nut to crack.

55. The Doctrina was also translated into several languages at least from the twelfth century on,
including Arabic, Ethiopic, and Slavonic; see CPG 3: 466 (no. 7793) and Dagron and Déroche 1991,
51-55. A partial Syriac translation has also been postulated; however, the evidence for this is slim.

56. Montet 1906, 151.14. On the date of the text, see Hoyland 1997a, 517-18, and Rigo 2009.

57. Hoyland 1997a, 58-59; Prémare 2002, 14850, 352 (§13). Cf. Crone and Cook 1977, 3; Cameron
2006, 182; Shoemaker 2011b, 21ff.; Boudignon 2013, 255.

58. Speck 1997, 263-439.

59. See Kiilzer 1998; Holo 2009, 33ff.; Kaegi 2010, 35-36.

60. The Qur’an certainly appears among “the Saracens,” reflected at the very least in its self-des-
ignation as coming in the Arabic tongue (bi-lisan ‘arabi mubin, Q. Shu‘ara’ 26:195), as espousing the
ancestral faith of Abraham and Ishmael’s progeny (millat abikum Ibrahim, Q. Hajj 22:78), and as com-
ing from a messenger of their own people (lagad ja akum rasilun min anfusikum, Q. Tawbah 9:128).
The identification of Saracens with Ishmaelites (and thus as the progeny of Abraham) was already long
established in the ethnographic imagination of Late Antiquity; see Ward 2015, 25ff. On the second
point, the qur’anic sanction of religious warfare and its influence on early Muslim religiosity is well
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The keys to Paradise motif attached to Muhammad by the Doctrina is at the
forefront of the analysis in the remainder of this chapter. It must be read, I argue,
against the backdrop of two literary traditions: that of the Christian literature of
Late Antiquity, especially in the Syriac-speaking tradition of the East, on the one
hand, and that of a hitherto-neglected corner of the early Islamic tradition, in
particular the early hadith corpus, and its utilization of the keys to Paradise motif
(mafatih al-jannah), on the other. As will become clearer below, the end results of
such an analysis are striking and, in my view, have the potential to change mod-
ern scholarship’s evaluation of the relationship between the Doctrina and the early
Islamic tradition.

THE “KEYS TO PARADISE” IN LATE ANTIQUE
RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE

In the context of the Doctrina lacobi and its unabashedly pro-Christian propa-
ganda, the keys to Paradise motif evokes Christian conceptions of apostolic author-
ity In late antique literature, possessing the keys to (the kingdom of) heaven is
attached to the clerical leaders of the church and their stewardship of the authority
conferred by Christ on his disciples.* The fourth-century Syriac-speaking ascetic
Aphrahat refers to Christian bishops as “keepers of the keys,”* since he regarded
them as having inherited the legacy of the apostle Peter, to whom Jesus declared, “I
will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and what you bind on earth will be
bound on heaven, and what you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matt.
16:19)—a view widely espoused in the patristic literature, both East and West.** The

documented and uncontroversial; e.g., see Donner 2010, 82fF.; Sinai 2017b, 188-96; and Lindstedt forth-
coming a. The third point is more difficult than the first two. The Doctrina’s reference to the Saracen
prophet foretelling the coming arrival of “the Anointed One [HAewupévov] and Christ” is ambiguous,
since it is unclear whether he announces the coming of a Jewish messiah or the second coming of Jesus.
Regardless, that many early readers of the Qur’an did read it as affirming the second coming of Jesus
as the Messiah/Christ (Ar. al-masih) is attested in an early reading of Q. Zukhruf 43:61, which makes
Jesus “a sign [ ‘alam] of the Hour” rather than merely “knowledge [ ‘ilm] of the Hour” See Tabari, Jami ',
ed. Turki, 20: 631-33, and Khatib 2002, 8: 392-93. The affirmation of the second coming of Jesus in the
hadith corpus is indubitable (e.g., ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 11:399-402). On this final point, one may
cite a hadith preserved by Ibn Abi Shaybah (d. 235/849). It states that when grief overtook Muhammad’s
followers after the losses sustained in 8/629 at Mu tah—the first northern expedition into the Trans-
jordan—he consoled them saying, “Truly some of you from this community shall see Christ. They are
like you or better . . . God will not allow a community of which I am the first and Christ is the last to be
disgraced” (Musannaf, 13: 419-20).

61. Noted by Speck 1997, 406.

62. Murray 2006, 182—-87, 217-18.

63. Aphrahat, Dem., xix, 612.23, 680.7-8.

64. Demacopoulos 2013, 43, 151 et passim.
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significance of Peter as the “key bearer” who grants humanity access to the king-
dom of heaven is all the more intelligible given that Jesus of Nazareth reproaches
the scribes and Pharisees for locking people out of the kingdom of heaven later on
in Matthew 23:13.% Invoking Jesus’s rebuke of the Pharisees, Aphrahat likewise
mobilizes this gospel passage in his admonition to ecclesiastics: “Let the keepers of
the keys open to those who enter, / that the gate of the kingdom may not be shut in
their face”®

The Petrine metaphor equating apostolic authority with carrying the keys of
the kingdom of heaven is extraordinarily common and well-known in patristic
writings and particularly in Palestine. The revered church father Cyril of Jerusalem
(d. 386 c.E.) refers to Peter in his Catechesis as he who “carries the keys of heaven,”
and calls him the “key bearer” (kAei§obxo0¢).*® The title “key bearer” is also applied
to Muhammad in the counterfactual parodies of his prophecy characteristic of
Byzantine polemics. Cyril's depiction of Peter as the apostle entrusted with the
keys of heaven is even more intriguing for our purposes, inasmuch as fragments of
his Catechesis translated into Christian Palestinian Aramaic survive from the fifth
to seventh centuries C.E., where passages in which Cyril speaks of Peter as one who
“carries the keys of heaven” are rendered as syd mpthwhy d-swm’y’, translating
the Greek xAeic with the Aramaic cognate of the Arabic word for key (miftah), so
central to the motif in the Islamic literature.®

The keys motif in Christian literature does not remain merely a metaphor for
apostolic authority either. Its role as a metaphor for the efficacy of Christian in
granting believers admittance into God’s kingdom is a commonplace in Christian
literature by the seventh century c.E. Thus, one Syriac-speaking divine declares
in a homily that Christ “gave [the apostles] authority over his kingdom [Salet
‘al malkuteh], and by their hands gave the keys of heaven [qlidé da-Smaya] to
humankind””® Throughout his hymns, Ephrem of Syria (d. 373 C.E.) repeatedly
employs keys as a central, animating metaphor in the luscious imagery for which

65. Also Gos. Thom. 39; cf. the Talmudic parallels discussed in Schifer 2009, 166166, and Davies
and Allison 2004, 3: 287.

66. Aphrahat, Dem., xiv, 612.23-25; the English translation, slightly modified, is taken from Mur-
ray 2006, 18s5.

67. Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat., vi.15, ed. Reischl and Rupp, 1: 176.

68. Ibid., xvii.27, ed. Reischl and Rupp, 2: 282; cf. Lampe 1961, 755b.

69. CCPA s5: 61b.19. This version is closer to the regional, Aramaic version of Mt 16:19 where “keys
to the kingdom of heaven” is rendered as <umaes haalms <ishax, as opposed to the Syriac rendering
amea haalma <ila. See Smith and Gibson 1899, 287.19. That this depiction of Peter as the apostle to
whom the “keys of heaven™ had been entrusted was current and widespread in seventh-century Pales-
tine is further confirmed by a memorandum composed by Stephen of Dora, a papal legate and inveter-
ately anti-Monothelite disciple of Sophronius of Jerusalem, for the Lateran council of 649 C.E. See
Ekonomou 2007, 113-14, 131-33; Levy-Rubin 2001, 293.

70. Kmosko 1903, 406.
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his writings are deservedly revered. Ephrem is keen in particular to portray the
cross itself as the key that unlocked the gates of Paradise (pardaysa) for believers,
stating:

He knows the multitude of his treasure-stores

The keys to his treasure-stores He has placed in our hands
He made his cross our treasure-keeper
by which the gates of Paradise are opened to us

as Adam opened the gates of Gehenna”

Ephrem expands these themes even further in a hymn on Paradise, writing:

... and His treasure house is not so paltry

that we should doubt His promise;
He has surrendered His own Son for us

so that we might believe in Him;
His body is with us,

His assurance is with us,
He came and gave us his keys,

since it is for us that His treasures lie in waiting
RESPONSE: Blessed is He who, with his keys,

has opened up the Garden of Life.”

Throughout the texts in which late antique Christian authors mobilize the keys
motif, the emphasis consistently falls either on the role of the apostles and their
successors as the stewards entrusted with the salvific teachings of Jesus of Naza-
reth or on the redeeming sacrifice of the cross that grants humankind access to
the eternal felicity of the righteous. Yet the wording of the Doctrina Iacobi gives
us reason to pause in order to introduce a precise distinction of potential conse-
quence: the Doctrina speaks not of the Saracen prophet claiming to possess the
keys to heaven (Gk. ovpavdg), as is virtually ubiquitous in the Christian tradition,
but rather of the “keys to Paradise” (Gk. map&deioog). True, it is a small difference,
but it also a difference with the potential to make all the difference.

The cosmological notion of humankind being blocked from accessing Paradise
by gates and, thus, the existence of a heavenly gatekeeper is quite an ancient one and
by no means exclusive to Jewish, Christian, or Muslim sacred cosmology.” Indeed,
where “the keys to heaven” as opposed to “the keys of Paradise” motif appears first
in the Islamic tradition is in the Qur’an itself. According the Qur’an, however, it is
God alone who possesses “the keys to the Heavens and Earth [magqalid al-samawat
wa-I-ard]” (Q. Zumar 39:63, Shiira 42:12). In the Qur’an, the keys to the Heavens

71. Ephrem, Epiph., x.16, ed. Beck, 183-84.
72. Ephrem, Parad., vii.1, 3-7, ed. Beck, 25; trans. Brock 1990, 119.
73. TDNT 3: 744-53, s.v. kA&l (Joachim Jeremias).
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and Earth are cosmological and do not assume an explicitly eschatological func-
tion—rather the emphasis falls on God’s unrivaled sovereignty over the cosmos
as its sole Creator. Yet the Qur’an does speak of the doors of heaven in a strik-
ingly eschatological vein.”* Most illustrative of this is the sole verse in which both
Paradise (al-jannah) and heaven (al-sama’ lit., “the sky”) are mentioned together:
“Truly, as for those who disbelieve and spurn our signs, the doors of heaven will
not be opened for them nor will they enter Paradise until the camel passes through
the eye of a needle” (Q, A'raf 7:40). If a distinction is to be drawn between heaven
(al-sama’) and Paradise (al-jannah) in qur’anic cosmology, Paradise appears to be
the felicitous abode that lies beyond the sky canopy of the heavens above the Earth.”
Returning to the Doctrina Iacobi in light of the data examined above, I believe it
is less likely that in referring to the Saracen prophet as claiming to possess “the keys
of Paradise” that the Doctrina offers us some mere Petrine parody of its so-called
false prophet. In referring to the keys to Paradise rather than the keys to heaven,
the emphasis strikes me as being purely eschatological. That is, we are likely dealing
here with real data about early Muslim belief rather than a Petrine parody thereof,
and this despite the deformations introduced through the tract’s polemical lens.”
The premise that the keys to Paradise differ from the keys to the kingdom
of heaven can also be inferred from the Syriac tradition. Ephrem notably also

74. 'Thus, “if we were to open for them a gate in heaven and they continuously ascended through
it” (Q. Hijr 15:16), and “heaven has opened wide and become as gates” (Q. Naba’ 78:19). Cf. Neuwirth
2011, 466-67. These qur’anic keys have been connected to the three keys possessed by God in the rab-
binic literature (cf. b.Ta anit 2a): the key of rain, the key of birthing, and the key of the resurrection of
the dead. Cf. Speyer [1939] 2013, 37.

75. Early Muslim epitaphs mentioning the opening of “the gates of heaven” (abwab al-sama’) to
believers leave a similar impression; see Diem and Schoéller 2004, 1: 151-52; Lange 2012, 9-11. The poetry
attributed to Umayyah ibn Abi I-Salt—an alleged prophetic claimant of the Thaqifah tribe of Ta’if, the
nearest neighbors of Mecca’s Quraysh—also mentions the “gates of heaven” One of Umayyah’s odes
speaks of the keys of heaven as being held by angelic sentinels stationed beneath the Throne of God:
“Beneath Him the guardians of the gates of heaven//standing near Him with the keys ever watchful
(wa-hurrasu "abwabi l-samawati dinahu//qiyamun ladayhi bi-I-maqalid russadin)” ( Ibn Dawad, Za-
hrah, 2: 498.3; cf. Q. Jinn 72:27 and Seidensticker 2011, 47-49). In a tradition attributed to Ibn Shihab
al-Zuhri (d. 124/742), upon hearing the news of the Muhammad’s victory at Badr, Umayyah felt com-
pelled to abandon his wanderings in Syria in order to seek him out in Medina and to join his followers.
When asked by a companion in Syria where he is heading, Umayyah answers, “I shall put my faith in
him and hand him the keys to this matter [u ‘minu bihi wa-ulqi ilayhi maqalid hadha l-amr]” The mean-
ing here of hadha I-amr, “this matter;” is unclear, but the phrase seems to refer to prophecy. In any case,
the tradition relates that Umayyah changes his mind when he learns that kinsmen of his were among the
dead at Badr and Muhammad had thrown them into al-Qalib, a dry well that served as a mass grave for
enemy corpses. Abandoning his plans, Umayyah returns to al-Ta’if, where he meets his death. See Ibn
‘Asakir, Dimashg, 9: 286 (with thanks to May Shaddel for pointing this tradition out to me).

76. Pace Crone and Cook, who write, “the keys of the Doctrina are, so to speak, Christianised
rather than Hagarised” (1997, 203n16).
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mobilizes the “keys to Paradise” (Syr. [a]qlidé d-pardaysa) motif quite frequently,
and in his writings the motif appears not as an apostolic metaphor but rather as an
eschatological one. Hence, in a hymn pondering the fate of the Good Thief cruci-
fied alongside Christ (see Luke 24:43), Ephrem writes:

I beheld a dwelling there
and a tabernacle of light,
a voice proclaiming
“Blessed is the Thief
who has freely received
the keys to Paradise [glidé d-pardaysa]””

In the above passage, the Good Thief’s “keys to Paradise” are clearly Christ’s prom-
ise upon the cross that the penitent thief will be with him in Paradise and not, as
seen above, any promise or conference of apostolic authority.”® The keys theme
appears again in a hymn by Ephrem on the church featuring the biblical figure
Enoch. There he writes:

In Enoch Adam saw
a prefiguring of our Savior

who opened and granted entrance to
a symbol of the Gardener

by whom He concealed Mercy [bearing]
the key to Paradise [aglideh d-pardaysa]”™

Again, the keys to Paradise are spoken of in an eschatological, rather than an apos-
tolic, vein. Hence, the Doctrina, by casting the Saracen prophet as making claims
to the keys of Paradise, attributes to him mutatis mutandis not so much claims to
apostolic authority over the Kingdom of Heaven as, rather, a promise to his follow-
ers of eschatological salvation.

THE “KEYS TO PARADISE” IN
EARLY ISLAMIC PREACHING

Whereas “the keys to the heavens and earth” are the exclusive possession of the
Divinity in the Qur’an, the hadith corpus does frequently claim that Muhammad

77. Ephrem, Parad., viii.2, ed. Beck, 33; trans. Brock 1990, 131-32.

78. The motif is expanded upon further in a Syriac dialogue poem relating the dispute between the
Good Thief crucified beside Jesus and the Cherub who bars humanity from Paradise/Eden; though the
Cherub seeks to bar the Good Thief’s way, by the end of the dialogue the Cherub must acquiesce, since
the Thief produces his cross—his key to enter Eden (w1 <ala)—to gain entrance to Paradise. See
Brock 2002. My thanks to Jack Tannous for this reference.

79. Ephrem, Eccl, 1.6, ed. Beck, 129.
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as a prophet possesses both “the keys to the treasures of the earth [mafatih khaza 'in
al-ard]” and “the keys of Paradise [mafatih/maqalid al-jannah]” In the hadith,
whereas as the former keys represent the Prophet’s mandate for conquest,® the
“keys of Paradise” are conceived of in multifarious terms. In canonical hadith, they
are either said to be ritual prayer (al-salah) or the confession (al-shahadah) that
there is no god but God.* One particularly fascinating tradition, recorded by Ibn
Ishaq (d. 150/768) in his Kitab al-Maghazi, has the semi-legendary Jewish convert
Ka‘b al-Ahbar declare that the Prophet “has been given the keys, that by him God
may make the blind see, deaf ears hear, and stammering tongues speak that they
may testify that there is no god but God.”®

A later adaptation of this hadith trope also appears in a tradition about a Jew-
ish-Muslim polemical exchange during the lifetime of Muhammad. According to
this account, when sent by Muhammad to the Yemeni town of al-Janad in aA.H.
Rajab 9/October 630 C.E., the Prophet’s companion Mu‘adh ibn Jabal successfully
persuades the Jews of Kindah resident there to convert en masse. Mu‘adh only
achieves this feat after the Jews interrogate him about the keys of Paradise. Mu‘adh
answers the Jews as the Prophet had previously instructed him to and according to
the well-known hadith: the keys to Paradise, Mu‘adh proclaims, are “to bear wit-
ness that there is no god but God”®

Since such plain vanilla maxims hardly seem likely to be the teaching inspiring
the sardonic polemic of the Doctrina lacobi, Patricia Crone and Michael Cook
dismiss identification of the keys as the shahadah and ritual prayer, attributing it
to a process whereby the militancy castigated in the Doctrina was “sublimated into
a harmless metaphor”®* This appraisal strikes at the heart of the disjuncture
between this hadith and the polemics one encounters in the Doctrina. In Christian
sources, the polemics against Muhammad’s promises of Paradise have a harder
edge. Thus, when Justus converts at Jacobs hands, he immediately ponders the
possibility that he might face martyrdom at the hands of Jews and Saracens, whom

80. Goldziher 1971, 2: 127, 261. Cf. Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 30: 625-26, where Muham-
mad has a vision of being granted to keys to conquer the Levant, Persia, and Yemen just prior to the
battle of Khandaq. According to another tradition, the Prophet was offered “the keys to the world and
eternal life therein [mafatih al-jannah wa-I-khuld fiha]” but chose instead a mortal life in order to meet
his Lord; see ibid., 25: 376-77.

81. Cf. Wensinck 1936-88, 5: 55a—56b.

82. Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 141-42 (cited in Rubin 1995, 30); Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 1: 155
(citing the same tradition as Ibn Ishaq via the Rayy recension of Salamah al-Abrash). The tradition
echoes Luke 7:23.

83. Janadi, Suliik, 1: 81-82, cited in Lecker 1995b, 638-39; 2012, 177-78. A similar story appears in
Tha'labi, ‘Ara’is, 466-67; however, in this version the caliph ‘Umar is questioned by a group of Jewish
scholars, whose questions he is unable to answer without consulting ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.
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he pledges to defy even if they threaten to cut him into pieces.® In this vein, too,
Theophanes the Confessor (d. 818 c.E.) writes that Muhammad “taught his subjects
that he who kills an enemy or is killed by an enemy goes to Paradise”™*—perhaps a
polemical nod to Q. Tawbah 9:111. Hence, the “keys to Paradise” motif appears in
two further contexts that should also be brought to bear on the Doctrina’s depic-
tion of its Saracen prophet and add nuance to the hitherto Christian-dominated
discussion of the motif. The first is the association of the motif with the Umayyads
and their campaigns of conquest in early Muslim historiography, and the second
is the prominence of the motif in Islamic prophetic eschatology.

In the Doctrina Iacobi, the Saracen prophet is scorned for coming with “sword
and chariot” and shedding blood and for claiming to possess the keys to Paradise,
but these are separate items that should not necessarily be conflated.¥” Still, the
explicit criticism of the Saracens’ prophet for embracing martial means to expand
his authority inevitably colors how one reads the Palestinian Jew Abraham’s dis-
missive mention of the keys to Paradise. Could the Doctrina thus offer early testi-
mony to the doctrine of jihad procuring believers access to Paradise?

The data for Umayyad conquest propaganda lend this interpretation some cre-
dence. In an account preserved by Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi (wr. mid-ninth century
C.E.), the Umayyad prince Marwan ibn Muhammad (later the caliph Marwan
IT ‘al-Himar’; r. 127-32/744-50) spurs on his soldiers while campaigning against
the Khazars by declaring, “Know that the keys of Paradise have come to you, and
yours is the bountiful reward God has promised.”*

Such a coupling of the pietistic militancy animating Umayyad conquest ideol-
ogy with the keys motif occurs again in a dictum attributed to the Umayyad gen-
eral Yazid ibn Shajarah, who famously exhorted his soldiers: “Verily, swords are
the keys to Paradise” An Arab notable of the Raha’ clan who settled first in Kafa
during the early conquests, Yazid ibn Shajarah thereafter established his military
fame as a navy commander renowned for his martial preaching under Mu‘awiyah
ibn Abi Sufyan (r. 661-80).% The indefatigable Yazid spent his winters campaign-
ing on land against the Byzantines, but it was at sea that he met his end in A.H. 58/
679 c.E.” His loyalty to Mu'awiyah was legendary, and he headed a hajj caravan

8s. Doctrina lacobi, ed. and trans. Déroche, 212-13 (v. 17). Note that the Jews and Saracens are here
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that nearly came into open conflict with a rival caravan sent by ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib
from Kafah in 39/660.” Rather than as a sanguine partisan of the Umayyads, how-
ever, the hadith scholars remembered him primarily as a silver-tongued orator
who exhorted his soldiers to fight with unyielding religious conviction. Hence, the
traditionist Mujahid ibn Jabr (d. 104/722-23) recounts:

Mujahid related from Yazid ibn Shajarah, a man whose deeds confirmed the truth of
his words, saying: Yazid would exhort us as follows: “Recall the grace that God has
bestowed upon you [pl.] and how beautiful the mark of his grace is upon you! If only
you could see what I see among the dark- and fair-skinned, and what lies among the
steeds of war [law tarawna ma ara min akhdar wa-asfar wa-fi l-rihal ma fiha]!”*

And he would say,” “When the ranks of men are aligned, whether for battle or in
prayer, the gates of heaven open as do the doors of Paradise and the Inferno [futihat
abwabu l-sama’ wa-abwabu I-jannah wa-abwabu I-nar]. The houris are then adorned
and look to see: if a man charges, they say, ‘O Lord, grant him victory!” But if he flees,
they say, ‘O Lord, pardon him!” So charge the enemy until you exhaust their resolve,
may my father and mother be your ransom! Do not dishonor the houris! The first
drop of a man’s blood grants him atonement with God for all that he has done. Two
houris shall descend to meet him, wipe the dust of the earth from his face, and say,
“Your time has come. “Your time too has come, he shall reply. Then he will be wrapped
in a hundred flowing coats woven not from the fabric of the sons of Adam but from
the plants of Paradise. Even if the cloth were to be placed between two fingers, space
would remain.”

And he also would say, “T have been told that swords are the keys to Paradise.”

Yazid’s dictum that “swords are the keys to Paradise” circulates independently as a
stand-alone pious maxim;* it is even upgraded to a prophetic hadith in some col-
lections, albeit more rarely.”” Strikingly, in Yazid’s sermon, believers’ “swords” sub-
stitute for the cross of Ephrem’s Savior as the key to unlocking the celestial gates to
Paradise.

A dictum similar to Yazid’s appears in Shi‘ite hadith, too; however, in the
Shi'‘ite collections, in keeping with their sectarian scruples, the saying is attributed
directly to the Prophet rather than to an Umayyad general. Thus, the sixth imam,
Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), reports the following on the authority of his ances-
tors: “The Messenger of God said, ‘All that is good lies in the sword and under the
sword’s shadow, for only the sword will set the people aright and swords are the
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keys to Paradise and Hellfire.”*® The imagery in this Shi‘ite hadith resonates quite
well with ‘Alf’s famous dictum, “Verily, jihad is one of the gates to Paradise,”” but
it also seems to fuse the dictum of Yazid ibn Shajarah with the famous canonical
Sunni hadith wherein the Prophet exhorts his followers before battle that, “the
gates of heaven are under the shadow of swords.”*

In a quite different vein, the association of the motif with the Umayyads can be
seen in an early narrative about the caliph “Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 23-35/644-56)
and his gathering together of the Prophet’s companions for counsel when signs
emerge of an impending civil war (fitnah). Defying “Uthman and censuring the
favoritism shown during his caliphate to his clansmen from the Bani Umayyah,
‘Ammar ibn Yasar—who typically acts as a spokesman for pro-‘Alid partisans
in such narrations—addresses those gathered in the caliph’s company, saying, “I
ask you all and abjure you by God: Do you not recognize that the Messenger of
God gave authority to Quraysh above all others, and gave authority to the Bana
Hashim over the rest of Quraysh?” When his audience remains silent, ‘Uthman
defiantly retorts: “Indeed, were the keys to Paradise in my very hand, I would hand
them over to the Banti Umayyah until the last of their number entered; by God I
would give [the keys] to them and appoint them in authority just to spite any who
object!”®

The subtext of the above account strikes me as an anti- 'Uthmani attack on
Umayyad legitimist claims: the Umayyads’ founding caliph neither had the keys
nor are they “Uthman’s to give, and the context signals the ineptitude of “Uthman’s
fraught caliphate. An absence of genuine legitimacy to lead the Muhammad’s
ummah is marked out by the fact that ‘Uthman can only wish to have the type
of eschatological authority that possession of the keys to Paradise confers. The
implications of this account are all the more intriguing given Shi‘ite assertions
that the head of the Umayyads’ rival clan among Quraysh, the Banit Hashim—the
Prophet’s son-in-law “Ali ibn Abi Talib—had received the keys to Paradise from
the Prophet himself (see below).

Whereas the swords-as-keys traditions make a metonymy out of the sword
and thus emphasize the salvation promised by sacred struggle in the path of
God (al-jihad fi sabil Allah), other traditions use the keys motif to highlight
Muhammad’s prophetic authority not only in this life but also in the world to
come. In one such eschatological hadith, Muhammad thus declares:

I will be the first to exit the grave when they are resurrected; I will be their leader
once they arrive; I will address them as they hearken; I will be their mediator when
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they are imprisoned; and I will bring good tidings when they are struck dumb with
fear. On that day the banner of nobility, the keys of Paradise, and the banner of praise
shall be in my hands."

A similar permutation of this proclamation features at the end of a grand heavenly
ascension narrative preserved in the Qur’an-commentary of Abi Ishaq al-Tha 'labi
(d. 427/1035), suggesting that these powers were granted to Muhammad only after
God had translated him to Paradise during his Night Journey."” The theme emerges
prominently in early Shi‘ite literature, too, where in typical Shi‘ite fashion “Ali is
said to aid Muhammad in his prophetic task of carrying the keys to Paradise."”” In
one early Shi‘ite ascension narrative, ‘Ali accompanies Muhammad on his heav-
enly journey, and when Ridwan, the guardian of Paradise, hands the keys to Para-
dise (mafatih al-jannah) to Muhammad and subsequently the angelic guardian of
Hell hands him the keys to the Inferno (magqalid al-nar), the prophet proceeds to
then hand both sets of keys to ‘Al

Eschatological traditions of this sort are often dismissed out of hand as
‘Abbasid-era confections produced in response to the expansion of Muhammad’s
super-human dimensions in later Islamic prophetology. However, the eschatologi-
cal centrality of Muhammad as his community’s prophet enjoys strong attestations
from a remarkably early date. Compelling evidence for such a robust eschatologi-
cal vision of Muhammad may be found in Umayyad-era inscriptions. We have
already encountered the most famous of these: the mosaic inscriptions of the outer
and inner ambulatory of the Dome of the Rock, completed in A.H. 72. Following a
litany of qur’anic inscriptions comes the declaration, “Muhammad is the Messen-
ger of God, may God bless him, and may his intercession be accepted on the Day
of the Resurrection for his community [muhammadun rasialu Llahi salla Llahu
‘alayhi wa-tuqbal shafla] ‘atuhu yawma al-qiy[a]mati fi ummatih]) a declaration
echoed again on the copper-plaque inscription at the east entrance.”

Far less famous are two other Umayyad-era inscriptions of the early seventh
century C.E. that invoke the eschatological role of Muhammad. The first, discov-
ered in 1886 at Khirbat Nitil, is an epitaph composed for a certain ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
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ibn al-Harith ibn al-Hakam. The epitaph asks God’s forgiveness for ‘Abd al-"Aziz
and then proceeds to ask God “to lea[d him to] the Basin of Muhammad [wa-
aw([ridhu] hawd Muhammad]”' The second inscription, discovered in the ‘Asir
region, and recently published by Sa‘d al-Rashid, is even more extensive.”® Writ-
ten by a certain ‘Uthman ibn Qays, the inscription invokes the blessings of God
and the angels upon Muhammad “the gentile prophet, the blessed guide” (al-nabi
al-ummi al-h[a]dy al-mbr’k [sic]) and implores, “Lord, lead us to his Basin,
without disgrace and neither regretful, misguided, nor misguiding®” The basin
(hawd) mentioned in these inscriptions is undoubtedly that of the hadith corpus:
a mammoth eschatological basin from which Muhammad will only allow his true
followers to drink, and thus gain admittance to Paradise."”® Curiously, among the
other rare texts where an eschatological basin features prominently, the keys to
Paradise feature too. In 3 Baruch 11:2, 8, the archangel Michael is not merely the
keeper of the celestial basin (¢i&An), he is the “key bearer” for the kingdom of
heaven.'” Like Muhammad’s famous basin, could the image of him as a celestial
key bearer date from the first century a.H. as well?

THE DOCTRINA TACOBI AND THE
HISTORICAL MUHAMMAD

Returning for the last time to the Doctrina Iacobi and the keys of Paradise that its
Saracen prophet claims to possess, an array of interpretative possibilities are spread
out before us: Are we meant to believe that, by proclaiming that his teachings offer
the keys to Paradise, the Saracen prophet is making a pseudo-Petrine claim to
apostolic authority? Or is the Saracen prophet of the Doctrina merely endorsing
military conquest in the name of his religion and promising that it will earn the
faithful fighters passage into Paradise? Or, finally, does this Saracen prophet lay
claim to the eschatological authority to permit or deny entry to Paradise to any
person he so wills in a manner that does not necessarily entail warfare?

The foregoing analysis has sought to show how reading the hadith corpus
alongside the Doctrina might provide answers to such questions. Here, I would
like to argue that the hadith corpus renders all of these options plausible, or even a
combination thereof. In my view, there is no way to distill the clear waters of his-
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torical certainty from the muddy rivers of these literary tropes. Yet what also tem-
pers my pessimism in this regard is how reading these passages from the Doctrina
in light of the data discussed above presents us with two rather starkly opposing
ways to approach its depiction of the “Saracen prophet”

One view is that, as Crone and Cook argue, “we have in the Doctrina Iacobi
a stratum of belief older than the Islamic tradition itself”"® This position means
that the Doctrina’s portrait of the Saracen prophet must be taken seriously, includ-
ing its assertion that the Saracen prophet claimed to possess the keys to Paradise.
Hence, the Doctrina’s portrait of Muhammad should not be jettisoned as merely
a malicious religious polemic. If one accepts Dagron’s conservative early dating of
the text, the Doctrina offers us a type of “hadith avant la lettre,” thereby confirming
the authenticity of a minor motif in the Muslim tradition that modern historians
would otherwise be inclined to dismiss out of hand as late and tendentious. Conse-
quently, the Doctrina would serve to establish the historicity of the importance of
Muhammad’s prophethood in Islamic eschatology at the very outset and thus offer
an indispensable insight into the eschatological character of early Islamic preach-
ing and its reception outside peninsular Arabia. Without the perspective of the
Doctrina, the appearance of the “keys to Paradise” in the Islamic tradition would
seem merely yet another, albeit fascinating, example of a pre-Islamic, late antique
religious motif that entered the Islamic tradition—albeit historically transformed
by its pious representatives—through the massive assimilation machine we call
the hadith corpus.

The second interpretive possibility, unfortunately for the Doctrina Iacobi’s
value to Islamicists, is that the Muslim preaching and religious discourse of the
Umayyad period—that is, of the late seventh or, less likely, of the early eighth cen-
tury c.E.—influenced the Doctrina’s polemical portrait of the Saracens’prophet. In
which case, the Doctrina must have taken the keys motif either from early jihad
preaching or from a predecessor of one of the sundry hadith in which the motif
features. If this second option is accepted, the Doctrina remains an indispensable
testimony to early Islamic preaching; however, the consensus date assigned to this
Christian apologetic tract, whether in whole or part, is far too early—a conclusion
confirming the doubts about a mid-seventh-century dating first voiced by Paul
Speck, albeit for radically different reasons.

Yet this second observation runs the historian into the sticky problem of revis-
ing the date of the Doctrina Iacobi and overturning a long-held consensus about its
early composition. Once entrenched, such a consensus can be difficult to overturn.
As previous scholars have already noted, the prospect of dating the Doctrina Iacobi
too late is problematic given the internal features of the text. There is much in the
text that is anecdotally rich in historical detail, suggesting that it could not have
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been composed at a truly great historical remove from the events it recounts. The
Doctrina undeniably paints the lives of Jewish traders and merchants in the early
seventh century and their role in the broad reach of the Eastern Mediterranean
economy to the West and North Africa, with rare verisimilitude. Such a world of
unhindered and extensive trade would be hardly conceivable for an author to por-
tray convincingly after the 690s." Still, this type of argument for the text’s antiq-
uity only takes one so far. Hoyland has voiced concerns that to date the Doctrina “a
decade or so after [the forced baptism of the Jews of Carthage] is to render it both
irrelevant and inexplicable,? but surely he overstates the case here.

Do we have enough evidence to suggest a new, later date for the Doctrina Iacobi?
Iwould like to suggest that we do. The Doctrina itself has Jacob declare that the Jews,
abandoned by the Holy Spirit, have been “trampled underfoot by the nations for
640 years. Because our fathers, the Jews, crucified Christ, since then until today we
have been slaves and playthings of all nations”"” This passage seems unintention-
ally to reveal the date of the composition of the treatise, for it provides a number
that, counting the years from the crucifixion, would produce a date sometime in
the 670s." In my view, the 670s make for a far more plausible date for the compo-
sition of the treatise. Given that the Doctrina shows not a shadow of cognizance
that Carthage had been taken by the Muslims, its passage on Muhammad likely
predates the 69os and certainly Hassan ibn al-Nu'man’s conquest of Carthage
for the Umayyads ca. 695-96 C.E. The treatise notably shows no knowledge of
the subsequent total destruction of Carthage by Umayyad forces." Prior to the
690s, moreover, the Jewish communities of Carthage would still have been liv-
ing under Byzantine control and undoubtedly aware of the recent goings-on in
Palestine through their contacts in the region and via refugees, as epitomized by
the Doctrina’s depiction of Jacob’s own plight and by the correspondence between
Justus and his brother Abraham. The contents of the Doctrina seem to imply
that its author feared that the forcibly baptized Jews of Carthage would be dis-
loyal and, hence, inclined to collaborate with, or perhaps even join, the Umayyad
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forces marching westward out of Egypt. Moreover, the tract clearly aims, on the
one hand, to rebut the position expressed passionately by the likes of Maximus the
Confessor that the forced baptism of the Jews was invalid and, on the other hand,
to persuade the baptized Jews of Carthage to remain loyal to the Christian faith
into which they were baptized and thus reject the preaching of a Saracen prophet
proclaiming that the Messial’s arrival was nigh."

It is perhaps rather significant as well that the first non-Muslim text besides the
Doctrina Iacobi to speak of Muhammad as a prophet, albeit a false one, dates from
around 690-700 C.E. This is the Syriac apocalypse known as The Gospel of the
Twelve Apostles, which also speaks of Muhammad as a warrior and (false) prophet.
For this apocalypse’s Syriac-speaking author, Muhammad is merely “a man of war
(hoia o) whom they call a prophet (~.=)."” The apocalyptic tenor of the
Doctrina is especially high-pitched throughout, casting the Roman Empire as
“shriveled, destroyed, and overthrown,” a process seen as having begun with the
overthrow of the emperor Maurice by Phocas in C.E. 602. The Doctrina’s author is
convinced, moreover, that his contemporaries might indeed be witnesses to the
collapse of the Roman Empire—identified with the fourth (and last) kingdom of
the biblical prophet Daniel’s vision of the four kingdoms to precede the eschaton—
and urgently warns his contemporaries that they stand at the climax of the Dan-
ielic scheme of history preceding Christ’s return."® As Justus opines confessing his
trepidation to Jacob: “And if [the End] comes to pass, we [Jews] have erred by not
accepting the Christ who has already come, for it is prior to the destruction and
shriveling of the Fourth Beast, and of the ten horns, that there shall come the
Anointed in the name of the Lord, who comes from the seed of Jesse, the Lord
God"

Although the findings presented here potentially undermine the earliest dating
hitherto proffered for the text—that is, as early as 634—47 c.E.—the Doctrina must
nonetheless be respected as one of the earliest non-Arabic, non-Muslim testimo-
nies to belief in the prophethood of Muhammad and the importance of this belief
to the ongoing conquests on behalf of his message. Whatever the true date of the
text, the anxieties about the Saracen prophet that the Doctrina expresses therefore
remain prescient: The Doctrina aims to rebut all Jewish hopes that Muhammad
might be a type of messianic forerunner, a role he does indeed embody in the
eighth-century Jewish apocalypse The Secrets of Rabbi Shim ‘on bar Yohai and for
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the Jewish messianic movements of the eighth-century Near East.”® The subtext
of the Doctrina’s passage on the Saracens” prophet is clear: only the Christian faith
and its Christ offer humankind the keys to Paradise—surely no upstart Arabian
prophet can lay claim to them—and Christian eschatology will be vindicated
despite all indications to the contrary in the wake of the Byzantine retreat from
Palestine and the seeming imminent collapse of the Roman Empire.”*

Perhaps most important, the contours of this polemic allow for robust con-
clusions about what Muhammad and his earliest followers believed as well. The
Doctrina Iacobi testifies, however obliquely, that for those who embraced the new
faith and its political vision, this new prophet was no mere insurgent political
contender with delusions of imperial grandeur, nor was his people’s expansion a
mere rapacious takeover of the Levant by an ethnic wave of Saracen marauders.
Rather, this prophet’s message bespoke God’s true eschatological empire. In the
words of the Umayyad panegyrist Jarir (d. ca. 110/728), “God has bequeathed to
us [the sons of Ishmael] glory and ageless dominion* And unlike the Roman
Empire, Muhammad’s adherents were persuaded, the new Islamic dominion would
spread invincible and unimpeded, carrying within its bosom the keys to Paradise
for all those who placed their hopes in it. It was this viewpoint that these passages
of the Doctrina aimed to rebut and, in the process, provided one of the most vivid
and compelling portraits of Islamic kerygma in the seventh century c.E. That this
account of Muhammad’s early preaching and community strikes us today as some-
what strange bespeaks its antiquity; but that most of its details resonate to a great
extent with beliefs that one can locate in the Qur’an and the hadith should reassure
us that it is also historically authentic.
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Muhammad the Merchant

Few purported facts about the historical figure of Muhammad have come to be
regarded as axiomatic as the assertion that he earned his living as a merchant prior
to receiving his call to prophecy and embarking on his prophetic mission. In mod-
ern accounts, this claim has become so interwoven into presumptions about who
the historical figure of Muhammad was that it is now rare to see historians even
question whence the assertion derives or, for that matter, whether it is indeed
accurate. For early modern scholarship in the West, the image of Muhammad as a
merchant seems to have first gained a firm foothold in 1650 when the Oxford Ara-
bist Edward Pococke published his influential Latin translation of the Arabic
chronicle of the Syrian Orthodox bishop Bar Hebraeus (1226-86 c.E.). Yet the
image of Muhammad as a merchant has far deeper roots in the past than that,
whether one looks to Europe or the Near East.! This chapter investigates on what
basis modern historians can indeed claim that Muhammad had been a merchant
and also reexamines the evidentiary justifications for the assertion. The answer
turns out to be rather surprising.

1. Bobzin 2000, 32-34. Medieval European accounts refer to Muhammad unambiguously as a
merchant at least as early as Hugh of Fleury’s Historia Ecclesiastica, completed ca.1109-10 C.E.; see Di
Cesare 2012, 3-4, 72. And his occupation as a trader also played a key role in the portrayal of Muham-
mad in the widely popular Legenda aurea, Jacobus de Voragine’s thirteenth-century compilation of
hagiographies. The earliest known Latin life of Muhammad is the Storia de Mahometh, which seems
to date from the mid-eighth/mid-ninth centuries .. The Storia, likely reproducing the polemics of
Byzantine historiography, already claims that the Saracen prophet was an “avaricious usurer” who
“travelled on business and began assiduously to attend assemblies of the Christians”(Wolf 2014, 15; and
see Bianchini 2008).
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The assertion that Muhammad had been a merchant is one of the earliest
attested historical claims about his life; the claim is so early, in fact, that the evi-
dence for it even predates the emergence of either the hadith collections or sirah-
maghazi literature as discrete literary corpora. In other words, the very facticity of
the assertion need not rely upon the Arabo-Islamic historiographical and prophe-
tological traditions at all. Indeed, Muhammad’s occupation as a merchant ranks
among the few claims about his life that can be ascertained by relying merely on
the earliest source materials available and without recourse to the earliest Arabic
sources. Two of our earliest sources to describe Muhammad as a historical figure
at all are also the earliest sources to testify to his having been a merchant. Both can
be dated securely to the seventh century C.E.

THE EARLIEST DEPICTIONS OF MUHAMMAD
AS A MERCHANT

Of these two sources, the earliest is an account of Muhammad and the early “Ish-
maelite” conquests written by the seventh-century Armenian historian known
today as Pseudo-Sebeos.? Writing in the wake of Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan’s vic-
tory over Muhammad’s son-in-law ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib in the First Civil War (656-
61 C.E.), Ps.-Sebeos describes the life and mission of Muhammad in the following
terms, remarkably, a mere three decades after his death in 632 C.E.:

[A] man from among those same sons of Ishmael whose name was Mahmet, a mer-
chant [tangar], as if by God’s command appeared to them as a preacher [and] a path
to truth. He taught them to recognize the God of Abraham, especially because he was
learned and informed in the history of Moses.” Now because the command was
from on high, at a single order they all came together in unity of religion. Abandon-
ing their vain cults, they turned to the living God who had appeared to their father
Abraham. So Mahmet legislated for them: not to eat carrion, not to drink wine, not
to speak falsely, and not to engage in fornication. He said: “With an oath God prom-
ised this land to Abraham and his seed after him forever . . . and God is accomplish-
ing his promise to Abraham and his seed for you. Love sincerely only the God of
Abraham and go and seize your land which God gave to your father Abraham. No
one will be able to resist you in battle, because God is with you*

2. A name that derives from an early misidentification of the author with a certain Sebeos, an
Armenian bishop attested in the account of the Canons of the council of Dvin held in 645 c.E. Although
the identity of the author of this Armenian chronicle is unknown, the evidence for dating the work
to the seventh century is secure. See Thomson and Howard-Johnston 1999, 1: xxxiii-xxxix; Howard-
Johnston 2010, 71-74.

3. Le., the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible.

4. Ps.-Sebeos, chap. 42 (trans. Thomson in Thomson and Howard-Johnston 1999, 1: 95-96).
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Certain aspects of Ps.-Sebeos’s account of the early Islamic conquests have been
highlighted by modern scholars for their alleged “peculiarity” vis-a-vis the narra-
tives of early Arabo-Islamic historiography. The starkness of the alleged disjuncture
between Ps.-Sebeos and early Arabic accounts has also, however, frequently been
exaggerated.” In many aspects, Ps.-Sebeos’s account of Muhammad’s preaching, of
his teachings and lawmaking,® and of the early Islamic conquests (or, “Ishmaelite”
conquests, as our Armenian chronicler would term them) is a marvel for how much
itdoes accord with not just the broad outlines of early Arabo-Islamic historiography,’
but also the finer details of the proclamation of the Qur’an and early Islamic keryg-
ma.® Such debates need not detain us here. For present purposes, it suffices to high-
light and take note of the account’s matter-of-fact assertion that Muhammad earned
his living as a merchant.

The second seventh-century scholar to mention Muhammad’s occupation is
Jacob of Edessa, a churchman whose Syriac chronicle provides not just an early
attestation to Muhammad’s occupation as a merchant but also a surprisingly
detailed description of the geographical ambit of his mercantile journeys. Jacob
of Edessa was a well-informed witness to the Umayyad world as well as the soci-
etal upheavals set in motion by the new hegemony of the early Islamic polity. An
acute observer of his times, Jacob possessed firsthand experience of the momen-
tous social and religious shifts transpiring in the local Christian communities
under his care. His extant writings generally combine the keen pastoral observa-
tions of a bishop facing the challenges of his time and place with a surprisingly
sophisticated familiarity with Muslim ritual and belief. This feature of his writings
can be most readily seen in his surviving letters, most of which date to his time
as bishop of Edessa (684-88 c.E.).” However, Jacob never mentions Muhammad
by name in these letters. For his comments on Muhammad, one must turn to his
chronicle, which he likely completed around 692 c.E. His chronicle directly refers to

5. Cf. Crone and Cook 1977, 7-8; Thomson and Howard-Johnston 1999, 2: 233-40.

6. Ps.-Sebeos’s description of Muhammad’s laws are genuinely qur’anic: the commands to aban-
don vain cults for the faith of their father Abraham and lay to claim to his patrimony appear in Q.
Ibrahim 14:35-41, Baqarah 2:125-29, Nir 24:55; and proscriptions against eating carrion appear in Q.
2:173 and Ma’idah s5:3, against consuming wine in 5:90-91, against speaking falsely in Hajj 22:30 (etc.),
and against fornication in 24:2-3 and Furqan 25:68. Much of what Ps.-Sebeos writes also finds inde-
pendent verification in the writings of the monk John bar Penkayé (wr. ca. c.E. 687), who describes
Muhammad as the conquerors’ “guide [mhaddyana]” and their “teacher [tdar’a]” and speaks of “the
tradition of Muhammad [maslmanita da-mhmd)” and his “laws [namasé].” See Brock 1987, 61; Penn
2015b, 82. These earlier interpretations of Muhammad as a lawgiver even precede Muslim conceptu-
alizations of him as such, inasmuch as the Qur’an does not unambiguously call him a “lawgiver” or
“legislator” See Lowery 2010.

7. Hoyland 1995; Rubin 1999, 49-52; Shoemaker 2018, 154-58.

8. Anthony forthcoming; cf. Saleh 2015 and Shoemaker 2014.

9. Hoyland 1999; Tannous 2018, 439-60.
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Muhammad and names him as the founder of the new dominion of the Arabians.
In his entry for the 349th Olympiad of his chronological table (corresponding to
approximately the years 617-18 C.E.), Jacob writes, “Muhammad [mhmt] traveled
to conduct trade in the provinces of Palestine, of the Arabias [ ‘arabaye],”® of Phoe-
nicia, and of the inhabitants of Tyre” The ambit described by Jacob traces a rather
far-reaching trade circuit, focusing mostly on the names of late-Roman provinces
where the regional networks of Syria and Palestine brought Arabian tribesmen into
their annual trade fairs." Jacob also seems to imply that Muhammad’s trading activ-
ities preceded his rise to power, for he dates the beginning of the dominion of the
Arabians (malkita d-arabaye) and the rise of Muhammad as the first king of the
Arabians to 622 C.E., just four years later. This date, of course, aligns perfectly with
the year of Muhammad’s hijrah from Mecca to Yathrib.> Although this is an event
that Jacob does not mention explicitly, Syriac epigraphy from his era neverthe-
less confirms that among these Christian communities, dating according the hijri
calendar—or, as the earliest Syriac inscription phrases it, “the era of the Emigrants
[Mhagraye]”—had already become prevalent.”

All of this leads us back to a rather striking observation first made by the
French Arabist Alfred-Louise de Prémare: one of the first pieces of concrete his-
torical information about Muhammad as an individual is that he was a merchant."
Hence, Muhammad’s occupation as a merchant, and even a merchant who con-
ducted trade across a broad swathe of geography, seems prima facie to be one of
the most salient facts about him as a historical figure. But where did Ps.-Sebeos
and Jacob of Edessa acquire their information about Muhammad’s occupation?
Only Ps.-Sebeos hints at a possible answer. The Armenian historian (or perhaps
his source) claimed to derive his account of Muhammad and his preaching from

10. Alfred-Louis de Prémare unfortunately confuses the Syriac words ‘arabayé (=i < Apafec)
and ‘arbaya (<) (Prémare 2002, 38-39) ; thus, he mistakes Jacob’s reference to this region as a refer-
ence to ecclesiastical province of Bét ‘Arbaya in Mesopotamia. Rather, this passage merely relates that
Muhammad traded in the provinces of Arabia; contrary to Prémare’s claim, it does not indicate that he
did so either near Nisibis or throughout northern Mesopotamia.

11. See Binggeli 2012.

12. Brooks 1898, 306 (col. a). See Chr. Zuqnin, 2: 149-50 (trans. Harrak, 141-42).

13. Ragib 2007, 192. Cf. Penn 2015b, 188-90, where he prefers to render mhagraye as “Hagarenes”
Mbhagraye is at this early stage, in my view, a Syriac calque of the Arabic muhdajiriin, although it is un-
deniable that, for Syriac writers, the term comes to be associated with bnay Hagar, “sons of Hagar” Cf.
Brock 1982, 15. Two seventh-century Syriac manuscripts of the New Testament bear a hijri date, speak-
ing of the sixty-third year “of the Mhagraye, the sons of Ish[mael], the son of Hagar and Abraham” (c.E.
682) and the eightieth year “of the Tayyayg, in the reign [mlkwt ] of the house of Marwan, in the days of
... [the Ishm]aelites” (c.E. 699), respectively. See Brock 2005, 278, 283; Penn 2015b, 77-78, 144-45. The
practice of dating the beginning of the Islamic era from Muhammad’s hijrah also appears in the Syriac
Chronicle AD 724; see Penn 2010, 290ff.

14. Prémare 2002, 38.
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captives taken by the Ishmaelite conquerors in the course of their campaigns.
“Having been themselves eyewitnesses of these events, they gave this account to
us,” he says.” At least one scholar has postulated that Jacob of Edessa also relied on
an earlier source rather than a contemporary informant, though it is impossible
to be certain.'® What is most important to emphasize is that the two accounts are
early enough to preclude their reliance on either the hadith or the sirah-maghazi
literature, for neither corpus had yet been committed to writing. Hence, the claim
that Muhammad had been a merchant appears to be one of the earliest, best
attested facts about his life as a historical figure.

However, can one attribute the early prevalence of this assertion to something
other than a genuine historical witness? One possibility is that these Christian
writers who described Muhammad as a merchant did so under the influence of
a popular stereotype associated with the inhabitants of Arabia—perhaps drawing
from the depiction of the Ishmaelites/Midianites in Genesis 37:25-36, the biblical
passage in which the brothers of Joseph sell him to a well-stocked caravan of mer-
chants headed for Egypt. Indeed, when one looks to the iconographic evidence
of Late Antiquity, the desert nomads of the era populate depictions of the biblical
scene of Joseph’s captivity, just as the denizens of Arabia are consistently referred
to by the biblicizing ethnonym “Ishmaelites”” Yet one should not be too hasty to
adopt this explanation: late antique authors tend to focus on the Ishmaelites’ role
in Genesis as Joseph’s captors and not their role as merchants. Hence, late antique
hagiographers drew attention to the archetype of Joseph’s captivity as a model for
the fate of martyrs and saints captured by Ishmaelites, whom they portrayed not
as traders but as fierce, barbaric nomads whose nature conformed to that of their
violent forefather, Ishmael, the proverbial “wild ass of the desert” (see fig. 8)."
Moreover, although the Arabians’ trade in luxury goods and their emporia were
known from hoary antiquity,” the denizens of Arabia were equally known for
many other trades and occupations as well, and being a merchant was neither a
stereotypical nor particularly prevalent image of the tribal and nomadic peoples of

15. Ps.-Sebeos, chap. 42 (trans. Thomson, 1: 102; cf. Thomson and Howard-Johnston 1999, 2:
239-40, where a Palestinian source is posited. Howard-Johnston suspects that this very same Palestine
source that Ps.-Sebeos utilizes might be independently attested in the ninth-century Armenian his-
tory of Lewond, but this contention is unlikely due to the fact that Lewond most likely drew upon and
revised Ps.-Sebeos’s account rather than reproducing one of its sources. In any case, Lewond’s account
of Muhammad does not mention that he was a merchant. On the relationship between histories of Ps.-
Sebeos and Lewond, see now Greenwood 2012, 133-38.

16. Cf. Harrak 2010, 58, who has postulated that Jacob relied on an earlier source for this assertion
on the grounds that a reign of seven years is also attributed to Muhammad in the East-Syriac Zuqgnin
Chronicle written ca. 775 C.E.

17. Crone 2008b, 2—4.

18. Reinink 1982, 342-44; Fisher and Ward 2015, 290-93; Klein 2015.

19. MacDonald 2009a, V 21- 27 et passim.
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FIGURE 8. Depiction of a man armed with a bow, sword, and whip leading a camel from a
sixth-century c.E. mosaic in the Church of Kaianus in Ain Musa. www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/
dams/pages/view.php?ref=51490&search=%21collection2333&offset=o&order_by=field8&sort=
ASC&archive=o&k=&. Open access: www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/copyright html. © Marlena
Whiting/Manar al-Athar.

Arabia. Some occupations and livelihoods were seen to be particular to their way
of life as inhabitants of the arid lands and oases of Arabia (e.g., bird augurs, brig-
ands, camel and sheep breeders), but others were geographically undetermined
(e.g., barbers, guards, market gardeners, merchants, tax collectors).?’ Depictions
of Arabian nomads and oasis-dwellers by late antique hagiographers and histori-
ans of the Near East mostly (indeed, almost invariably) depict them as barbarous,
idolatrous, superstitious, and violent, but rarely as merchants.” The information
found in the accounts of Ps.-Sebeos and Jacob of Edessa seems likely, therefore, to
be based on the reports of actual informants, and not merely ethnic stereotypes
of Arabians.

MUHAMMAD’S OCCUPATION IN THE HADITH
AND SIRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

Because Muhammad’s reputation as a merchant has attained such widespread sta-
tus as a historical trope in modern depictions of him, scholars have often assumed

20. MacDonald 2009b, 283-8s.
21. Segal 1984, 102ft.


http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/dams/pages/view.php?ref=51490&search=%21collection2333&offset=0&order_by=field8&sort=ASC&archive=0&k=&
http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/copyright.html
http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/dams/pages/view.php?ref=51490&search=%21collection2333&offset=0&order_by=field8&sort=ASC&archive=0&k=&
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that the accounts of Ps.-Sebeos and Jacob of Edessa find clear corollaries in the
hadith and sirah-maghazi literature and that these earlier, non-Muslim testimo-
nies confirm the claims of the hadith and sirah-maghazi literature. However, this
assumption turns out to be a historical canard with little basis in the textual evi-
dence: early hadith reports, as a general rule, do not depict Muhammad as a mer-
chant. Rather, when this literature does explicitly mention how Muhammad
earned his living, it is as a shepherd rather than a merchant.

The hadith and sirah-maghazi literature cultivate this image of Muhammad as a
shepherd carefully, depicting him as recapitulating the model of prior Abrahamic
prophets. The following widely attested hadith report from the Sahih of al-Bukhari
(d. 256/870) exemplifies this tendency:

... Ibn Shihab [al-Zuhri] said: Aba Salamah [ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf]
reported to me, saying: Jabir ibn ‘Abdallah [al-Ansari] said:

We were with the Messenger of God in Marr al-Zahran and picking fruits off the
arak trees, and he said, “Pick the black one, for it’s the tastiest.”

“Did you use to shepherd flocks of sheep and goats?” Jabir asked.

“Yes,” he replied, “has there ever been a prophet who has not?”*

Reports on this theme abound in the hadith literature. According to another
report, also included by al-Bukhari in his Sahih, the Prophet declares to his follow-
ers, “T used to shepherd flocks of sheep and goats for the Meccans in exchange for
payment in coin [ ‘ald qardrit]”* In a report recorded in the Kitdb al-Kasb attrib-
uted to Muhammad al-Shaybani (d. 189/804), the Prophet even names his
employer, stating: “I used to shepherd flocks for “Ugbah ibn Abi Mu‘ayt; for
indeed, God has called no prophet whom he did not make a shepherd”* ‘Ugbah
ibn Abi Mu‘ayt was a wealthy Meccan notable from the Umayyah clan of Quraysh
who was notorious for his early opposition to the Prophet and for having met his
end fighting against Muhammad’s followers at the battle of Badr in 2/624. But
‘Ugbah also reputedly hired the early Companion ‘Abdallah ibn Mas ad to watch
his flocks long before Muhammad received his first revelations. According to most

22. Bukhari, Sahih, k. al-at ‘imah, 3: 138-39 (bab al-kabath); cf. Waki', Zuhd, 1: 347; Ibn Sa‘d
(Beirut), 1: 125 f. and Wensinck 1936-88, 2: 272b.

23. Bukhari, Sahih, k. al-ijarah, 1: 418 (bab ra 'y al-ghanam ‘ala qararit); Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 1: 125.
The meaning of gararit is sometimes glossed by medieval commentators as an otherwise unknown
place name in Mecca, but the word is clearly the plural form of girat, an Arabic calque of the Greek
kerdtion, a type of silver coin. Some early accounts portray coinage as rarely used by the Meccans, who
allegedly used raw ore (Ar. al-tibr) mined from local deposits instead; yet the Qur’an also clearly attests
to dinars and dirhams (Q. Ma’idah 3:75, Yasuf 12:20). Cf. Heck 2010, 105.

24. Ps.-Shaybani, Kasb, 36; cf. Ibn Hanbal, Zuhd, 468. The attribution of the entirety of this text to
Shaybani is out of the question (see Bonner 2001, 412-15), but the section of the work where this quota-
tion appears does likely derive from the section of the text attributable to him.
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early reports, Ibn Mas‘ad first met the Prophet and Abia Bakr and embraced the
Prophet’s message while thus occupied with tending to “Ugbah’s flocks.”

Reports attributed to the Prophet’s Companions add further details about
Muhammad’s time as a shepherd. Such reports come in the form of anecdotes
about his knack for fetching his grandfather’s stray camels,” or in reports that
merely depict him as a shepherd anecdotally. An example of the latter can be
found in the following report attributed to the Companion ‘Ammar ibn Yasir who
relates the anecdote to demonstrate how earnestly the Prophet kept his word:

. al-Haytham ibn ‘Adi, from Abu l-Yaqzan ibn Abi ‘Ubayd bin ‘Abdallah ibn
‘Ammar ibn Yasir, from Lu’lu’ah mawlat ‘Ammar: she said:

‘Ammar ibn Yasir said: During the era of barbarism [al-jahiliyyah], I was a peer
of the Prophet and his friend. I used to shepherd the flocks of my people, and he
shepherded the flocks of his. Once he promised to meet me in a certain place where
we would shepherd our flocks. I went to meet him, and he had arrived there before
me. Still he did not let his flock go out to pasture. “Muhammad!” I said, “What’s
wrong? Why haven’t you let your flock go out to pasture?” “I had made an arrange-
ment with you,” he replied, “so I wouldn't let them go until you arrived.”

The image of Muhammad as a shepherd permeates both the hadith and sirah-
maghazi literature, where his occupation as a shepherd often provides the pre-
sumed background for a number of the stories in the sirah-maghazi literature. This
can be seen in the famous story recorded by Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767) where God
causes the Prophet to lose consciousness in order to prevent him from uninten-
tionally joining a raucous party in Mecca: before recounting how God delivers
Muhammad from the carousing Meccans, the story places him off shepherding
flocks in the highlands of Mecca.® In yet another report, recorded by al-Bukhari,
the Prophet interjects during a dispute between the more affluent herders of cam-
els and the poorer shepherds of sheep and goats on their respective merits.
Muhammad sides with the shepherds who tend after flocks of sheep and goats,
proclaiming: “Moses was called to be a prophet while shepherding a flock, David
was called while shepherding a flock, and I too was called to be a prophet while
shepherding a flock for my people in al-Ajyad”®

This last report is particularly intriguing insofar as it implies that Muhammad
received his call to prophethood not—as the most famous account would have
it—atop Mount Hira’ occupied in prayerful meditation and acts of pious devotion

25. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 3: 150 £; cf. EB, s.v. “Ibn Mas‘ad” (S. W. Anthony).

26. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 255 £; cf. Aba Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 144.

27. Fakihi, Makkah, 4: 11.

28. Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 79; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1126; cf. Rubin 1995, 86-87.

29. Bukhari, Adab, 297. Cf. Ibn Mubarak, Zuhd, 337; al-Mu afi ibn ‘Imran, Zuhd, 267; Tayalisi, Musnad,
2: 645; Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 124; Ibn Sa'd (Beirut), 1: 126; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 18: 409.
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but while shepherding flocks for wealthy Meccans. Hence, this report implies that
just as the Angel of Lord appeared to Moses while tending flocks at Horeb (Exod.
3:1) and just as the prophet Samuel anointed David while tending flocks in Beth-
lehem (1 Sam. 16:11-13), Muhammad received his commission of prophecy while
shepherding flocks in al-Ajyad on the outskirts of Mecca.*

Whereas reports from the hadith literature assert that Muhammad had once
earned his living as a shepherd and even offer anecdotal confirmation of this asser-
tion, no parallel statements affirming that he had earned his living as a merchant
can be found.” Some hadith reports even go so far as to categorically deny that
Muhammad had been a merchant or trader in any way. In a report in the Kitab
al-Zuhd (On Asceticism) of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), the Prophet even
emphatically states: “I have not been granted revelation to gather wealth or to be a
merchant. Rather, I have been granted revelation to ‘glorify your Lord with praise
and prostrate before Him’ (Q. Hijr 15:98)”* Another tradition voices a similar
rejection of the idea that Muhammad was a merchant but with apocalyptic over-
tones: “God sent me as [a messenger of] doom and boon [ba ‘athani malhamatan
wa-rahmatan]. He did not send me to be a merchant or tiller of soil. The most
wicked of people on the Day of the Resurrection shall be merchants and tillers of
soil, except he who embraces penury for his faith.”** Generally, the hadith literature
portrays merchants in negative terms and as immoral and profligate.*

The diversity and prevalence of traditions depicting Muhammad as a shep-
herd in the hadith and sirah-maghazi literature demonstrate how important the
image of Muhammad as a shepherd was, particularly insofar as shepherding flocks
exemplified a prophetic archetype. But a key question of this line of investigation
remains unresolved. Where does the assertion that Muhammad had been an Ara-
bian merchant derive from? Do the hadith or sirah-maghazi literature proffer any
depiction of the mercantile activities of Muhammad at all?

MUHAMMAD AS A TRADER IN ARABIC SOURCES

The most-cited evidence for Muhammad’s mercantile activity relates to his rela-
tionship with his first wife, a noblewoman from the Asad clan of Quraysh named

30. Cf. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 259; Khargushi, Sharaf, 1: 419-20; and Rubin 1993, 219—20. The location
called Ajyad (viz., Jiyad) here refers to a stretch of land near Mecca situated west of the hills of Safa.

31. Cf. al-Qadi ‘Iyad, Shifa’ 2: 942 f., 993, 1004 where he lists several insults against the Prophet
that merit execution without a chance to repent, including those “who belittle him or ridicule him for
having shepherded flocks”; however, he makes no mention of Muhammad as a merchant nor of anyone
impugning him for this.

32. Ibn Hanbal, Zuhd, 468; Ps-Shaybani, Kasb, 38; cf. Bonner 2001, 415.

33. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 14: 302; cf. Aba Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 4: 72; Kister 1991, 280-81.

34. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 10: 387, inna I-tujjar hum al-fujjar and ibid., 11: 458.
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Khadijah bint Khuwaylid, who was herself a wealthy merchant. Muhammad’s
relationship with Khadijah has often been cited as a key indicator of his occupa-
tion, but even when the hadith or sirah-maghazi literature depict him as having
participated in mercantile activities on her behalf, this literature does not explicitly
depict him as a merchant by trade—at least not in the same emphatic manner that
it depicts him as a shepherd.

Long before her marriage to Muhammad, Khadijah and her sister Halah
could allegedly be found selling leather hides in one of Mecca’s markets, called
al-Hazwarah.* Khadijah apparently also had a reputation both for her considerable
fortune and for hiring men to undertake journeys as agents on her behalf. There
are no indications that she undertook such journeys herself.* Prior to their mar-
riage, Muhammad served Khadijah as one such hired agent (musta jar, or ajir). The
sources are not entirely consistent in informing us where he traded on her behalf or
how often, and when tallied, these reports produce a rather meagre haul. Reports
circulated on the authority of the Medinan scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742)
mention merely a single journey south into Tihamah to trade on her behalf at the
market called Hubashah, a report to which we shall return shortly.”” An early report
of the Egyptian scholar al-Layth ibn Sa‘d (d. 175/791) neglects to designate where
Muhammad traveled on her behalf, but provides details on the remuneration he
received for a single journey, stating that Khadijah hired Muhammad to under-
take the journey, along with another hired man of Quraysh named Maysarah, in
exchange for a young male camel. The profits of their journey so exceeded her
expectations that she rewarded Muhammad with two calves instead of one.*® Again,
this report concerns merely a single journey—neither a lifetime nor even a period
of life occupied with trade. Other reports, mostly found in later hadith collections,
likewise reproduce this information but with slight differences in the details. One
such report asserts rather that Muhammad undertook two journeys to trade on her
behalf in Jurash, also in southern Arabia and not too far south from Hubashah, in
exchange for a young female camel for each trip.”* After marrying Khadijah, one
would expect Muhammad to become involved in the same buying and selling that
had occupied Khadijah and that had made her so wealthy, but such transactions

35. Ibn Bakkar, Muntakhab, 28; Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 158.

36. Just how wealthy Khadijah was is more or less beside the point, but legendary reports claim
that she was served by as many as seventy female slaves at her house, who would carry her seated atop
a sedan (sarir) and never permit her feet to touch the ground; cf. Khargushi, Sharaf, 1: 408, 411.

37. Ma‘'mar, Expeditions, 10-11 (1.1.7.)

38. Ibn Bakkar, Muntakhab, 24.

39. Bayhaqi, Sunan, 12: 116; cf. Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 3: 992 and Ibn Hibban, Thigat, 8: 317. Cf. Ibn Sa‘d
(Beirut), 1: 130 and Kharghashi, 1: 407-8. The Arabic toponym o > in this tradition can either be read
as Jurash (located in South Arabia) or as Jarash ( = Gerasa), located in the northern reaches of Arabia in
what is today the modern country of Jordan. I have followed the conventional reading “Jurash” above.
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need not have involved extensive travels. In anecdotal reports of Muhammad’s con-
quest of Mecca in 8/630, Muhammad was reportedly approached by a man of the
Makhzam clan of Quraysh named al-Sa’ib ibn Abi 1-Sa’ib who claimed to have
traded in leather alongside Muhammad. “The Messenger of God was my partner
[shariki],” the man reputedly boasted, “and he was the best sort of partner, for he
would never cajole and never quarrel [ld yudari wa-la yumari]”*® Early historians
of Mecca, such as al-Azraqi (d. ca. 250/864) and al-Fakihi (fl. third/ninth century),"
placed the housing complex owned by al-Sa’ib ibn Abi 1-Sa’ib in the quarter of the
‘A’idh clan of Makhzim near al-Ajyad and testified that the structure still stood
in Mecca during the first half of the third/ninth century. Given the location of his
partner’s house near al-Ajyad, the very location where Muhammad claimed in
other reports to have shepherded flocks for wealthy Meccans, the partnership may
in fact have been more related to Muhammad’s days as a shepherd than those years
in which he was married to Khadijah.

Such reports about Muhammad conducting business matters and undertaking
trading journeys that do exist are scattered and not well attested. These reports
are difficult, therefore, to date with a great deal of precision. However, the reports
transmitted by two scholars, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742) and Ibn Ishaq (d.
150/767), can be rather securely dated and relate to one another in instructive
ways that allow modern historians to gain insight into how the narratives about
Muhammad’s trading journeys evolved over time. Reports transmitted on the
authority of the earlier scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri mention merely two trade jour-
neys undertaken in the course of Muhammadss life. The first Muhammad under-
takes as a youth alongside his uncle and guardian, Aba Talib, who sets off to con-
duct trade in Syria (al-Sha 'm). According to al-ZuhrTs story, however, Muhammad
and his uncle never reached their destination as originally planned. A rabbi met
Abt Talib in the North Arabian oasis of Tayma’ and, after recognizing Muhammad
as a future prophet, warned his uncle that Muhammad would certainly be mur-
dered if they continued on their journey to Syria, urging him to return straightaway
to Mecca with his nephew. Aba Talib heeded the rabbi’s warning and promptly
returned to Mecca.”? The second journey took place, according to al-Zuhri, after
Khadijah hired Muhammad as her agent. This second journey took him and
another hired agent southward to Hubashah, a market in Tihamah, where he met
considerable success while conducting business on her behalf. The profit he earned
and his trustworthiness impressed his mistress, who determined to marry him

40. Ps.-Shaybani, Kasb, 36; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’ut, 24: 258-59, 261, 263-64; Tabarani,
Mu ‘jam, 7:165-66.

41. Azraqi, Makkah, 2: 898-99; Fakihi, Makkah, 3: 326.

42. Ma‘mar, Expeditions, 8-9 (1.1.5); cf. Dhahabi, Tarikh, 1: 505 (where the threat is said to be
from Jews).
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soon thereafter despite his poverty.* Al-Zuhri offers two narratives that are sparse
in detail and laconic in the telling, and as anecdotes they do not convey the sense
that Muhammad was a man who often earned his living by trade, let alone that he
was a prodigious merchant who traveled widely. These early reports also posit that
Muhammad never left the geographical confines of the Arabian Peninsula.

Ibn Ishaq, a prominent student of al-Zuhri, follows the basic scheme of nar-
rating two journeys undertaken by the Prophet prior to his call to prophecy, the
first alongside his uncle Aba Talib and the second in the service of his future wife
Khadijah; however, the events differ entirely in scope and significance. Ibn Ishaq’s
narratives of these two journeys mark a profound generational shift. These two jour-
neys were both imagined and retold as more lavish narratives, which play an increas-
ingly greater role in the articulation of early Islamic prophetology. In this regard, Ibn
Ishaq’s narratives are far more seminal. As in al-ZuhrTs version, the first journey also
transpires during Muhammad’s youth and alongside his uncle Aba Talib, but in Ibn
Ishaq’s version Abt Talib is not accosted by a rabbi in Tayma’ nor is he prevented
from traveling outside the Arabian Peninsula. Rather, he takes his young nephew
Muhammad as far as the trading post of Bostra (Ar. Busra) in Syria, where their
caravan encounters a Christian monk named Bahira. From his monKk’s cell, Bahira
espies Abu Talib’s caravan from afar with his usual indifference until he notices the
young Muhammad in the caravan and catches a glimpse of a wondrous sight: a cloud
follows the young boy and shades him from the heat of the sun wherever he goes.
After the caravan stops at a tree nearby the monK’ cell, the cloud comes to rest above
the tree, and the young boy rests under its shade. Eager to meet the boy, Bahira
makes a feast for the Arabian merchants as a ploy to speak with the boy and see
him up close. Eventually, the monk discovers that he possesses the somatic mark-
ings of a prophet whose description matches the prophecy of a text (kitab) handed
down from elder to elder in the hermitage, and which the monk had studied for
years. Having discerned the young man’s destiny, Bahira warns Aba Talib to return
straightaway to Mecca before the boy is killed by the Jews. Aba Talib heeds the
warning, much as in al-ZuhrTs tale, and returns to Mecca with Muhammad. Of all
the major recensions of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi that survive, that of Yanus ibn Bukayr
(d. 199/815) provides the most complete version, concluding with three poems about
the event attributed to Aba Talib, which the other recensions omit.** Otherwise,
the three principal recensions of the narrative converge on most details of the sto-
ry.* Ibn Ishaq has clearly inserted a biblical archetype into al-ZuhrTs original story,

43. Ma'mar, Expeditions, 10-11 (1.1.7); Ibn Bakkar, Muntakhab, 25; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1:
1129; Bayhagqj, Dalail, 2: 68.

44. Yunus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 76-78.

45. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 1: 180-82; Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 73-78; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1:
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modeling his expanded story of Bahiras annunciation of the prophethood of the
young Muhammad on the biblical story of the prophet Samuel’s anointing of David
as the next king of Israel (1 Sam. 16:15-12).% This development exemplifies Ibn
Ishag’s tendency to expand on the prophetological impetus behind the narratives
of al-Zuhri.

As in al-Zuhri’s narrative of Muhammad’s second trading journey, Ibn Ishaq
also makes the second journey come about at the prompting of his future wife
Khadijah, but key features change that again signal an important generational
shift. Ibn Ishaq adds the name of Muhammad’s traveling companion, Maysarah,
who is no longer yet another man of Quraysh and ostensibly Muhammad’s equal,
as in al-ZuhrTs account, but is now Khadijah's slave (ghulam). The two men do
not travel south to Hubashah but to Syria, and Khadijah now promises to pay
Muhammad a wage, “in excess of what she gave any of the other merchants” in
her employ. Once the two men reach Syria, a similar tale as above unfolds: a monk
sees Muhammad sitting underneath the shade of a tree and informs Maysarah
that, “No man but a prophet has ever alighted beneath this tree” On the caravan’s
return journey, Maysarah has visions of two angels shielding Muhammad from
the intense heat of the sun’s rays. Maysarah’s report of these events to Khadijah
prompts her to propose marriage to Muhammad.

Despite relying in part on al-Zuhris basic scheme, both the narrative of
Muhammad’s journey with Aba Talib and his journey with Maysarah seem at first
blush to be entirely Ibn Ishaq’s invention.”” The narratives lack chains of authorities
(i.e., isnads) in most recensions of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi with one important excep-
tion: the Rayy recension of the Maghazi transmitted by Salamah ibn al-Fadl (d. after
190/805). In Salamah’s recension, Ibn Ishaq does indeed cite a source for at least
one of his narratives of Muhammad’s journeys—namely, his journey as a youth
to Bostra alongside his uncle Aba Talib that sets the stage for the famous Bahira
tale. The authority cited for the Bahira narrative in the Rayy recension is the
Medinan scholar ‘Abdallah ibn Abi Bakr al-Ansari (d. 130/747-48).*® ‘Abdallah
ibn Abi Bakr, as Josef Horovitz noted, was also an important teacher of Ibn Ishaq.
‘Abdallah ibn Abi Bakr provided Ibn Ishaq with a great deal of the material found
in his Maghazi, including many of its chronological schemata, documents, and the

1123-25.

46. Maghen 2008, 100-104.

47. Al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar records a similar tradition about Maysarah with the isnad Hisham ibn
‘Urwah< his father [Urwah ibn al-Zubayr] (Muntakhab, 24); however, the wording of this tradition
matches that of Ibn Ishaq exactly and must, therefore, have been spuriously attributed to Hisham ibn
‘Urwah.

48. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1123.
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poetry recited by leading characters in the stories.”” The Medinan scholar may,
therefore, indeed be Ibn Ishaqs source for the Bahira story.”

Ibn Ishaqg’s story of Muhammad’s encounters with monks during his two jour-
neys in Syria became staples of the sirah-maghazi literature in one iteration or
another; however, by the standards of hadith critics, the probity of the isnads
attached to the reports was sorely lacking. As is typical of his corpus, al-Waqidi
(d. 207/822) later provides more extensive versions of Ibn Ishaq’s two stories, albeit
with somewhat upgraded isnads that occlude his dependence on Ibn Ishaqs earlier
account.” However, only one version of the story came to be regarded as carrying
a sound chain of authorities (isnad) in the eyes of the hadith scholars: a tradi-
tion put into circulation by a certain Abu Nuah ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Ghazwan
(d. 207/822), which recounts the story of the journey of the young Muhammad
alongside Aba Talib to Bostra as well. Quite strangely, however, this version of
the story also portrays the famed Companion Aba Bakr and his slave Bilal as
accompanying Abu Talib and Muhammad to Syria and witnessing the wondrous
events that unfolded. The tradition is clearly derivative of Ibn Ishaqs account and
seems to have been invented in order to shore up arguments in favor of Abt Bakr’s
respective merits vis-a-vis Muhammad’s son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib. Already by
the second half of the second/eighth century, at least three versions of the Bahira
story featuring Aba Bakr enter circulation in early Abbasid Iraq, where they came
to play a prominent role in anti-Shi‘ite polemics. As a prooftext, the argument that
such reports strengthened was rather simple: Aba Bakr had witnessed the annun-
ciation of Muhammad’s prophethood by the monk Bahira and thus had believed
in his prophethood long before ‘Ali had even been born. How, then, could one
possibly assert that “Alf’s merit outstripped that of Aba Bakr as the Shi‘ah claim?*

49. See Horovitz 2002, 44, who notes the Medinan scholar’s fondness for poetry. In Yanus ibn
Bukayr’s recension of the Bahira story (and his alone) three poems attributed to Aba Talib follow im-
mediately after the narrative. Although ‘Abdallah ibn Abi Bakr’s name is not cited in his recension,
it's conceivable that these poems bear the mark of his influence. According to Ibn al-Nadim (Fihrist,
2: 86), his nephew, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr (d. 176/792-93), composed a Kitab
al-Maghazi. However, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d. 463/1071) knows him only as a Medinan notable who
settled in Baghdad and received an appointment as a gadi by the caliph Haran al-Rashid; he reputedly
transmitted few hadith (Khatib, Baghdad, 12: 155).

50. On the tendency of later redactors of Ibn Ishaqs materials to shorten his isnads, see Motzki,
with Boekhoff-van der Voort and Anthony 2010, 261-67 and Motzki 2015, 379.

51. Ibn Sa‘'d (Beirut), 1: 129-31; Baladhuri, Ansab, 1(1): 240-43.

52. Tirmidhi, Sunan, k. al-manaqib, 2: 927-28 (no. 3980); cf. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 3: 4ff. Tirmidhi
(d. 279/892) was the first of the hadith folk to transmit the tradition with a “sound” (sahih) chain;
see Ahmad 1992, 119-22. Akpinar 2016, 19-76, demonstrates how versions of the story of Bahira that
featured Aba Bakr play an integral role in debates over the respective merits of ‘Ali and Aba Bakr.
By placing Abu Bakr at the scene of Bahira’s annunciation (bashsharah) of the young Muhammad,
these traditions assert that Aba Bakr believed in Muhammad’s prophethood long before “Alf’s birth.
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The tradition was, of course, a manifest forgery, shot through with anachronisms,
a fact already noted by some medieval Muslim hadith critics. The renowned
Damascene hadith-scholar al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) rejected this tradition, and
indeed all the Bahira narratives, with his typical flair, on just such a basis, writing:

Where was Abt Bakr [at the time of Muhammad’s alleged journey with Abua Talib]?
He was a mere ten years old! He was younger than God’s Messenger by two and a half
years. And where was Bilal at this time? Aba Bakr only purchased him after the
Prophet’s commission [ba ‘da I-mab ‘ath; i.e., when Muhammad was forty years
old]—Bilal had not even been born yet! Furthermore, were there some cloud casting
its shadow over [the Messenger], how is it conceivable that the tree’s shade would
shift, since the shadow of the cloud would blot out the shade of the tree where he
rested? We also never see the Prophet remind Abu Talib of what the monk said, and
neither do Quraysh mention it to him nor do any of those elders relate the tale
despite how much they eagerly sought and called for a story such as that. If that had
transpired, it would have become extraordinarily famous among them. Also, there
would have remained with the Prophet a sense [hiss] of his prophethood. Hence, he
would not have doubted the first arrival of the revelation to him in the cave of Hira’.
Neither would he have come to Khadijah fearing for his sanity, nor would he have
gone to the mountain peaks to cast himself down. If fear for the Prophet’s safety left
such an impression on Abua Talib that he returned him [to Mecca], how would he
[later] be content to permit him to travel to Syria to trade on Khadijah’s behalf?*

Patricia Crone famously quipped that, with regard to Muhammad’s trade journeys
in sirah-maghazi literature, “What the [Arabic] sources offer are fifteen equally
fictitious versions of an event that never took place””* Even by the standards of
medieval Muslim hadith criticism, she seems to have been in good company.

MUHAMMAD AND THE MONK

To recapitulate our findings so far: although our earliest non-Muslim sources
depict Muhammad as a merchant who traded throughout Arabia and the Levant,
the hadith and sirah-maghazi literature generally do not concur and cast him most
explicitly as a shepherd, whose care for the flocks of Mecca’s élites provided the

The earliest attestations for this tradition come from two late second/eighth-century kalam works, the
Kitab al-Tahrish of Dirar ibn ‘Amr and al-Radd ‘ala al-Rawafid by the Ibadi scholar ‘Abdallah ibn
Yazid al-Fazari (Dirar, Tahrish, 54; Ibn Sallam, Bad’, 72).

53. Dhahabi, Tarikh, 1: 503-4. Yet another version of the tale seems to have been put into circulation
to resolve these problems; cf. Ibn Mandah, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 314, where they travel together as young men.
The isnad appears to be Meccan; however, it was likely forged by an early third/ninth-century mufassir
named Miisa ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-$an‘ani, who notoriously forged a book with many hadith bearing
the chain Ibn ‘Abbas — ‘Ata’ — Ibn Jurayj. See Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2348; Ibn Hajar, Lisan, 8: 210.

54. Crone 1987, 220.
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primary means by which he earned his livelihood prior to becoming a prophet.
Scattered references in the Arabic source material imply that Muhammad con-
ducted some trade locally, but only the sirah-maghdzi literature mentions him
undertaking trading journeys outside of the Arabian Peninsula. Even then, the
earliest stratum of sirah-maghazi reports (i.e., that plausibly attributable to Ibn
Shihab al-Zuhri, d. 124/742) mentions only two relatively short journeys, the first
no farther north than Tayma’ and the second no farther south than Hubashah.
Only with the Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767) does one encounter narratives
that depict Muhammad as traveling to the Levant, outside the Arabian Peninsula.
Returning to the accounts of Ps.-Sebeos and Jacob of Edessa, it was argued that,
because of their early date, their depiction of Muhammad as a merchant could not
have been influenced by either sirah-maghazi or the hadith traditions; indeed,
these seventh-century non-Muslim accounts of Muhammad’s occupation are
more in tension with the sirah-maghazi tradition than they are in accord with it.

By way of comparison, the Greek Chronographia of the Byzantine historian
Theophanes the Confessor (d. 818 c.E.) provides an intriguing counter-example
to the earliest non-Muslim accounts of Muhammad as a merchant written in
Armenian and Syriac. As first noted by Lawrence Conrad, Theophanes’ account
of Muhammad is the first non-Muslim source to bear the unmistakable marks
of having been influenced by the traditions of the earliest sirah-maghazi litera-
ture.”® Here, we concern ourselves only with what Theophanes writes concerning
Muhammad’s occupation:

Being destitute and an orphan, the aforesaid Mouamed decided to enter the service of
a rich woman who was a relative of his, called Chadiga, as a hired worker with a view
to trading by camel in Egypt and Palestine. Little by little he became bolder and ingra-
tiated himself with that woman, who was a widow, took her as a wife, and gained
possession of her camels and her substance. Whenever he came to Palestine he con-
sorted with Jews and Christians and sought from them certain scriptural matters.>

Most of the details provided by Theophanes about Muhammad’s marriage to
Khadijah derive directly from the sirah-maghazi literature in the form as attested
in the Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq. Two extraneous details added by Theophanes, or his
source, are that Muhammad traded as a hired servant in Egypt and Palestine,
rather than Bostra, and that he consorted with the Jews and Christians about their
scriptures.

These subtle differences in Theophanes™ account result from a reworking of the
sirah-maghazi reports and reveal fascinating insights about their reception. The-
ophanes’ account might even offer insight into why the early Muslim accounts of

55. Conrad 1988, 16-26; cf. Conterno 2015, 393-95.
56. Theophanes, Chron., ed. de Boor, 1: 333-34 (trans. Mango and Scott, 464).
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Muhammad remained relatively restrained when it came to portraying him as an
enterprising merchant who traveled as far and wide beyond the confines of the Hijaz
as did other notable Quraysh. Firstly, although Theophanes portrays Muhammad
as occupied with business, rather than referring to him as a merchant he demeans
him as a mere “hired servant” (Gk. wobwtoc), perhaps to render either the Arabic
musta jar or ajir (viz., a “hired agent” or “hireling”).” Hence, unlike most modern
historians, Theophanes, or his source, interpreted the account of Muhammadss rela-
tionship of Khadijah in the sirah-maghazi corpus as proof of Muhammad’s servility
rather than as an indication that he was an enterprising merchant. Relying on The-
ophanes, the tenth-century Armenian historian John Catholicos Drasxanakertc’i
pushed this claim even further, declaring that Muhammad was born and raised in
servitude.®®

Somewhat surprisingly, the view that the story of Khadijah hiring Muhammad
potentially demeaned him finds warrant in a report attested in the sirah-maghazi
literature, too. The Companion ‘Ammar ibn Yasir allegedly grew angry if he heard
someone claim that the Khadijah had hired the Prophet and sent him on errands.
According to ‘Ammar, the beauty of Muhammad’s countenance alone was enough
to inspire Khadijah to marry Muhammad, not any business relationship they had.”
References to Muhammad’s servility or lowly status contravened taboos with long-
standing currency and could have dire consequences.*

Secondly, in the non-Muslim accounts of Muhammad’s career dating from the
early ninth century c.E. and later, Muhammad’s alleged travels outside Arabia
came to serve as a pretext for polemical explanations of how he acquired his reli-
gious knowledge. For example, Theophanes purports that Muhammad acquired
learning in the scriptures from the Jews and Christians during his journeys. A
similar such claim also appears in a parallel account of the Syriac chronicler
Dionysius of Tell-Mahré (d. 845 c.E.), who may have shared a source in common
with Theophanes. Dionysius writes that it was while “in the age and stature of
youth [<homlss <hmasa dhwae=s]” that Muhammad began to depart “from
his city of Yathrib to Palestine for the business of buying and selling [<hion <o
e <] While so engaged in the country, he saw the belief in one God and

57. Similarly in the ninth-century Latin translation of the Chronicle by Anastasius the Librarian, mer-
cennarius ad negotiandum cum camelis apud Aegyptum et Palestinam; see Yolles and Weiss 2018, 18-19, §4.

58. Thomas 1986, 840.

59. Ibn Bakkar, Muntakhab, 28, wa-yaghdabu idha qila ista jarathu wa-arsalathu (citing the au-
thority a Meccan traditionist, Ma‘raf ibn Kharrabudh, a follower of the Shi‘ite Imam Muhammad
al-Baqir); cf. Ya“quabi, Tarikh, ed. Houtsma, 2: 20.

60. E.g., Abu I-Hasan al-Qabisi (d. 403/1041), a Maliki faqih of Qayrawan, ruled that whosoever
refers to Muhammad as “the porter, Aba Talib’s orphan [al-hammal yatim Abi Talib]” should be ex-
ecuted (Qadi ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 938). Indeed, in 457-464/1064-1072, Ibn Hatim of Toledo was put on trial
and crucified for referring to Muhammad as “the orphan” (al-yatim). See ibid., 940 and Fierro 1994.
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it was pleasing to his eyes.”® Such polemics of influence ultimately originate from
the counter-discourse of Muhammad’s enemies as recorded in the Qur’an itself
where his opponents accuse him of having a teacher (cf. Q. Nahl 16:103, Furqan
25:5),% but this particular polemic also becomes an early motif in Christian writ-
ings about Muhammad throughout the period intervening between Pseudo-
Sebeos and Jacob of Edessa on the one hand and Theophanes and Dionysius of
Tell-Mahreé on the other. In Christian writings about Muhammad from the eighth
century C.E., Muhammad is reputed to have received instruction from a monk,
sometimes said to have been an “Arian,” hence, an archetypal barbarian heretic.®®
The Melkite theologian John Damascene (d. after 750 c.E.) speaks of Muhammad
as “having been casually exposed to the Old and New Testament” and as a man
who, having “supposedly encountered an Arian monk, formed a heresy of his
own®* According to the eighth-century c.E. East Syriac text known today as The
Disputation between an Arab (tayydya) and a Monk of Bét Hale, Muhammad
taught his people “to know the one true God, a teaching that he received from
Sergius bhyr’ [<iums w\_iv]”® The Syriac bhyr —meaning “tested,” “elected,” or
“renowned”—is well attested as a title for monks, and its presence here seems to
indicate that Muhammad’s teacher had been a monastic.®® The monk’s name in this
disputation should, therefore, likely be rendered as “Sergius the Elect/Renowned”,
rather than the common rendering “Sergius-Bahira”® Incidentally, the name
“Bahira,” which Ibn Ishaq confers on the monk who announces Muhammad’s
future prophethood, is simply a straightforward transcription into Arabic letters of
this Syriac monastic epithet bhird (<wss |bhyr’ > 1eu|bhyr’), albeit treated as a
personal name rather than an epithet.

61. Cited in Chron. 1234, 1: 227. Michael the Syrians redaction of Dionyius’s text has, rather,
“While engaged with the Jews, he learned from them the belief in one God, and seeing that his tribes-
men worshipped stones and wood and every created thing, he adhered to the belief of the Jews, which
pleased him”; see Hoyland 2011, 89n161. Hoyland has attempted to connect this specific passage ac-
count to the so-called Eastern source, which he identifies with the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdts court
astrologer Theophilus of Edessa (d. 785 c.E.); see Hoyland 2000, 281, and 2011, 86-92n49. However, if
such an Eastern source, perhaps authored by Theophilus, lies beneath this account, it is quite sparse in
detail; much of the detail seems, rather, to derive from Dionysius. See Brandes 2009, 339.

62. I owe the idea of the Qur’an’s counter-discourse to Azaiez 201s.

63. On Arianism as an “archetypal heresy;” see Wiles 1996.

64. Sahas 1972, 132-33. Writing a generation later, the Christian scholar Theodore Aba Qurrah also
writes, “it is only because [the Saracens’] false prophet was the disciple of an Arian that he gave them
this godless and impious teaching” (Opusculum 25, ed. Glei and Khoury, 118; in Theodore Abii Qurrah,
ed. and trans. J. C. Lamoureaux (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 225.

65. Taylor 2015, 224 (§34).

66. Rogemma 2009, 57n71.

67. In my view, Szilagyi’s dismissal (2008, 200n155) of this passage as a possible interpolation is
tendentious and lacks sufficient evidentiary justification in the manuscript tradition.
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By the middle of the ninth century, such polemical intimations of Christian
authors appear in a polemical history of the origins of Islam and an apocalyptic
account of its future known as the Legend of Sergius-Bahira. The earliest recension
dates to the period shortly after the end of al-Ma’mun’s caliphate in 833 c.E.,*® but
the earliest stratum of this text likely dates to a period spanning 810-19 c.E.”” The
putative narrator of this early section of the text, one Mar Yahb Alaha the Wan-
derer, relates a story of his encounter with a monk named Sergius who settled in
the desert of the “Ishmaelites” near Yathrib after receiving an apocalyptic vision
atop Mount Sinai that foretold the Ishmaelites’ future conquests and the fate of
their dominion. There in the desert of Yathrib, Sergius informs Mar Yahb that he
“had prophesied to [the Ishmaelites] something they had liked and had written
and handed down to them this book which they call ‘Qur’an’””

Christian legends of an impressionable young Muhammad falling under the
influence of a monk or outsider predate the Legend of Sergius Bahira by at least a
century;”" however, in the current state of the evidence, one cannot assert with con-
fidence that Ibn Ishaq composed his account of the monk Bahira’s annunciation to
counter claims that Muhammad had fallen under the sway of the teachings of a
monk.”” What is more certain is that when Ibn Ishaq’s Bahira-narrative and the
early apocalyptic tale of the monk Sergius intersect, this intersection produces one
of the most seminal polemical accounts of the origins of Muhammad’s propheth-
ood and his scripture. While Ibn Ishaq’s knowledge of these early Christian polem-
ics against Muhammad may be in doubt, later Muslim authors certainly were not so
clueless. “The name of Bahira is Sergius in the books of the Christians,” the histo-
rian al-Mas‘adi (d. 345/956) states unequivocally,” and in his esoteric work on
prophecy and prophets Sara 'ir al-nutaqa’, Ja‘far ibn Mangur al-Yaman, the Isma ‘1li-
Shi‘ite author and Fatimid da 7 (d. shortly after 341/953), even accepts as a casual
historical fact that Bahira had indeed been the young Muhammad’s teacher.” In the
Kamal al-Din of the Twelver Shi‘ite scholar Ibn Babawayh al-Sadtq (d. 381/991),
one encounters a version of the Bahira story where the monk whom Muhammad
encounters is named instead Aba I-Muwayhib the Monk (al-rahib)—a clear cor-
ruption of the very name of the narrator of the Legend of Sergius Bahird, where
the name “Muwayhib” (<¢25) has resulted from a misreading of the ra” as a waw
when transcribing either the Syriac “Mar Yahb’ (se. ,i») or its equivalent

68. Rogemma 2009, chap. 3.

69. Szilagyi 2008, 171-74, 186-87.

70. Roggema 2009, 266-67 (7.2-3).

71. Ibid., 151-66.

72. Szilagyi 2008, 192-99, shows rather that the earliest sirah-maghazi accounts influenced the
Legend, not the other way around.

73. Mas‘adi, Murij, ed. Pellat, 1: 83 (§150).

74. Sara’ir, 229ft; Hollenberg 2016, 94-95, 97-98.
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in the Arabic recensions of the Legend (s ,»). According to Ibn Babawayh’s account,
“the monk spent an hour alone with [the Prophet], confiding in him and speaking
with him,” and when the young Muhammad departed, the monk, “kissed him
between the eyes and took something out from his sleeve. We do not know what it
was, and Gods Messenger refused to accept it”” This small detail seems
to offer a subtle rejection of the claim that Muhammad received any teaching what-
soever from the monk who, rather, merely confirmed the truth of his prophetic
destiny.

THE MERCHANTS OF MECCA

Although the sirah-maghazi literature does not explicitly portray Muhammad as a
merchant, the same cannot be said of his people, Mecca’s Quraysh. That the Mec-
can Quraysh were a trading people and widely known as such is a staple of early
Arabic historiography. One might speculate that those seventh-century historians
who first described Muhammad as a merchant merely imputed to him the reputa-
tion of his tribe, who, after all, constituted the highest echelon of the hegemonic
élite of the conquest polity. Writing in the mid second/eighth century, Ibn Ishaq
still found it worthwhile aver that “Quraysh were a trading people [kanat qurays-
hun qawman tujjaran]”” The importance of Quraysh’s mercantile activities for
the Arabian Heilsgeschichte that Ibn Ishaq interweaves into his narrative through-
out his Maghazi might be seen by some historians as yet another kerygmatic topos.
What, for example, are historians to make of a passage wherein Ibn Ishaq cites an
inscription written in the ancient South Arabian script that foretells the future rul-
ers over a territory called “Dhamar”? The inscription was purportedly composed
in the rhymed, rhythmic speech of Arabian seers (kuhhan):

To whom belongs dominion [mulk] over Dhamar? / To Himyar the righteous / To
whom belongs dominion over Dhamar? / To Axum the villainous / To whom belongs
dominion over Dhamar? / To Persia the free / To whom belongs dominion over
Dhamar? / To Quraysh the merchants!”

Ibn Ishaq glosses “Dhamar” as referring to either Yemen or the city of San‘a’;
hence, the inscription foretells a series of rulers over the Yemen, a series that cul-
minates in Quraysh and their dominion, a tribe identified first and foremost as a
trading people. The report is clearly tendentious—the Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq is
replete with such pagan prophecies of the future dominion of Quraysh, a domin-

75. Kamal al-din, 175-76.

76. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 1: 188; Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 81; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1127.

77. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 1: 70; cited in Prémare 2002, 66-67. Cf. Ibn Durayd, Jamharah, 2: 695a,
where the text is found written on a slab of stone discovered inside the Ka‘bah.
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ion bequeathed to them by the Prophet Muhammad.” Yet even if we reject the
historicity of the inscription, must we also reject its depiction of Quraysh as mer-
chants?

Early Arabic historiography likewise depicts the ambit of the trading activities
of Quraysh prior to the advent of Islam as geographically vast. Qurashi merchants
reputedly traveled north to trade in regions such as Palestine, the Transjordan,
Iraq, and Egypt, as well as to regions such as the Yemen and Ethiopia to the south.
Abbasid-era scholars compiled lists of the ancestors of Quraysh and the respective
trades of their tribal notables (sana ‘at al-ashraf). Such lists claim, for instance,
that Muhammad’s uncle and guardian Abu Talib traded in perfume and wheat;
Abu Bakr al-Siddiq was a cloth merchant, as were ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, Talhah ibn
‘Ubaydallah, and ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf; and Aba Sufyan ibn Harb sold olive
oil and leather.” Such claims seem plausible when viewed in aggregate, as a brico-
lage of realia; however, the actual stories of the journeys undertaken by the nota-
bles of Mecca’s Quraysh strain credulity. For example, are we really to believe that
Muhammad’s ancestor Hashim impressed the Roman emperor by teaching him
about the Arabian dish called tharid, or that Aba Sufyan debated Muhammad’s
prophethood with the emperor Heraclius on his way back to Mecca from a trading
journey to Syria?® However, not all the information in the literary sources can be
dismissed as dross.® For example, the depictions of Qurashi caravans traveling in
and out of the Hijaz heavily laden with silver—“which was the bulk of their trade
[wa-hiyya ‘uzm tijaratihim],” Ibn Ishaq notes in his Kitab al-Maghazi**—place us
on firmer ground. This claim finds some support in the archaeological evidence
for mining and the geological richness of gold deposits in the Hijaz.® Likewise,
the Qur’an speaks of trustworthiness of some of “people of Book” whom one can
entrust “a hundredweight of gold [gintar]” (Ma’idah 3:85).%

In this regard especially, the qur anic evidence is indispensable. The journeys
of Quraysh feature in one of the very earliest Meccan sitrahs—the siirah that bears
the tribe’s name in the Qur’an (Q. Quraysh 106):

78. Schmid 2016.

79. Ibn Qutaybah, Ma ‘arif, 575-76. Cf. Ibn al-Kalbi, Mathalib, 87-90; Tawhidi, Basa i, 5: 42-43;
Bayhaqi, Mahasin, 98; Ps.-Jahiz, Mahasin, 93.

80. Crone 1987 chap. 5; Crone 2007, 78-86; Prémare 2002, 48ft., 68-81.

81. Azmeh 2014a, 158.

82. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 2:50; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1374; Bayhagqi, Dala ’il, 3: 170.

83. TAVO A.IL2 provides a useful overview of the gold deposits, mined perhaps as early as Late
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20144, 154—63; Munt 2015, 215-25; and Morony 2019, 174-77, 184-85, for useful syntheses of the material
and literary evidence.
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[In the name of God the Merciful the Compassionate)

1. For the protection [ilaf] of Quraysh,

2. their protection [ildf] in the summer and winter journeys!
3. Let them serve the Lord of this House,

4. Who staves oft their hunger and secures them from fear!

[bismi ‘Llahi ‘I-rahmani ‘l-rahim)

1. li-"ilafi quraysh

2. ‘ilafihim rihlata ‘I-shita’i wa-l-sayf

3. fa-I-ya ‘budii rabba hadha ‘I-bayt

4. alladhi "at ‘amahum min jii in wa- amanahum min khawf

While the interpretation of this stirah, in particular the meaning of the word laf
(translated “protection” above) poses notoriously intractable challenges,® the
motif of the mercantile journey (rihlah) of Quraysh in winter and summer remains
of intrinsic interest for our purposes. Certainly, the sirah raises other questions,
too: Why a journey in the summer and another in winter? Is it because the harvest
in Yemen to the south comes in autumn after the summer rains and the harvest in
Syria to the north comes at the end of spring after the winter rains? We can defer
such questions for now.*® What remains important to emphasize is that the under-
taking of these journeys is the distinguishing feature of Quraysh.

Other Meccan siirahs of the Qur’an add further data and provide an even fuller
picture. The early sirahs repeatedly enjoin the unbelievers to consider the mercy
of their Lord who provides them with livestock that “carry your heavy loads to a
land you would not have reached without great hardship” (Q. Nahl 16:7) and pro-
vide “houses of cattle hides that you find light the day you journey and the day you
alight” (16:80). Likewise, the Qur’an appeals to the wide travels of the unbelievers
whom it addresses: “Have you not traveled throughout the earth?” (Q. Ram 30:9),
exhorting them to ponder the woeful fate of the wrongdoers and wicked nations
of the past whose ruins populate the routes on which they journey® When the
disbelievers who deny the veracity of Muhammad’s revelation mock his claims to
be a messenger (rasil) sent by God Himself, the revelation consoles the Messen-
ger, “All messengers whom We sent before you also ate food and walked about the
markets” (Q. Furqan 25:20).%

The Qur’an utilizes the geographic landscape traversed by Arabian cara-
vans, admonishes its audience to ponder stark and formidable sights that popu-
late the lands they traverse, and repeatedly appeals to the moral mind-set of the

85. See Crone 1987, 204-14, and Rubin 2011. Van Putten 2018, 110-11, provides a compelling expla-
nation for the discrepancy in how 7laf is spelled in 106:1,2.

86. However, see Robin 2017, 303-4.

87. Crone 2005, 395-96.

88. Crone 2011, 320.
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commercial ethos of these merchant travelers. This is an observation long made
by scholars,® but what is especially surprising, however, is that those disbeliev-
ers whom the Qur’an addresses, as Crone observed, “rode not just on cattle, but
also on ships” (cf. Q. Mu'mintn 23:22; Ghafir 40:80; Zukhruf 43:12) and “were
guided by the stars in darkness on both land and sea” (cf. An‘am 6:97; Yanus
10:22).” Indeed, the Qur’an reveals a striking familiarity with the sea and seafar-
ing, depicting the sea and its billowing storms with such vividness and clarity that
some scholars have inferred that these depictions must draw from a direct experi-
ence of seafaring” —an observation made all the stranger by the scant narratives
of seafaring in the sirah-maghazi literature. One might have expected early schol-
ars and exegetes of the Qur’an to extrapolate from this material that Muhammad
must have himself, therefore, been a merchant and/or traveled by sea; however,
they do not. When viewed in the light of such qur’anic verses, Jacob of Edessa’s
claim that Muhammad traded in the emporia of seafarers such as Phoenicia and
Tyre does not seem so farfetched. Indeed, insofar as his claim resonates with these
qur’anic data, Jacob’s depiction of Muhammad’s journeys should be accepted as
more plausible, and likely more historical, than the depiction of Muhammad as a
man scarcely acquainted with trade or travel found in the sirah-maghazi literature.
This conclusion should even be seen as resonating with Stephen Shoemaker’s bold
contention that some of the claims of early non-Muslim accounts of Muhammad’s
life reveal that the tradition can be “seriously misleading on important aspects of
the life of Muhammad.”*?

This interrogating of one of the most common historical tropes about
Muhammad—namely, that he was a merchant—does not seek to establish the
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90. Crone 2005, 395-96.
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surprised by how thoroughly Muhammad knows their lands and customs, and the Prophet declares,
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... Istopped at the well of al-Zarah at the rock where the water flows out.” Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 298; Ibn
Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’ut, 24: 327-31 and 29: 362-69. Cf. Hamidullah 1977, 225-28; Lecker 2002,
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of the tafsir work attributed to the Shi‘ite imam al-Hasan al-‘Askari (d. 260/873), see Bar-Asher 2000.
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veracity or verifiability of a banal factoid. Rather, it is directed at a more funda-
mental question: What does it mean to look at Muhammad as a historical figure?
Essential to the answers that historians have given to this broader question is the
axiom that one must first deduce the barest factual data that, no matter how sparse
or spare, form the skeletal rudiments of any historical analysis. These rudiments
serve, in turn, as the basic certainties upon which one builds subsequent infer-
ences to be rationally argued as plausible and/or likely to ever varying degrees. The
more robust and numerous these basic certainties are, the better, since they create
greater possibilities for subsequent inferences and potential discoveries.

Often such data is admittedly banal: dates of birth and death, geographic origin,
native language, social status, occupation, and so on. Yet although such banalities
are simplistic, they can be surprisingly elusive. The danger for historians, how-
ever, lies in the potential to forget or neglect the contingency of our knowledge
as persons ourselves bound up in our history. Too often the path from “datum” to
“fact” has been forgotten, ignored, or obscured by the sleepy consensus of histo-
rians. In this chapter, I have sought to interrogate the facticity of modern claims
that Muhammad was a merchant. This interrogation has not led to a denial of the
assertion that Muhammad was a merchant, but rather to what I believe is a rather
counterintuitive insight: if modern historians wish to assert that Muhammad was a
merchant by trade as one of the many bare facts of his life, they must be cognizant
that this “fact” does not originate as such from the sirah-maghazi literature, which
portrays him as a shepherd; rather, our modern view of Muhammad as a mer-
chant-turned-prophet ultimately rests on non-Muslim seventh-century accounts
of Muhammad’s life that precede both Arabo-Islamic historiography and even the
very historical memory of the early Muslim community.



The Beginnings of the Corpus

The beginnings of the sirah-maghazi literature are inextricably intertwined with
the story of how a diffuse, orally transmitted corpus of learning distinct from the
Qur’an came to be committed to writing and revered as an authoritative source of
knowledge that complemented revealed scripture. At the earliest stages, this body
of knowledge was collectively referred to as “learning” (al- ilm), and it mostly
comprised anecdotal stories and sayings (hadith, akhbar, and athar) that conveyed
the words of the Prophet Muhammad and his Companions, the manner in which
they performed rituals central to early Islamic religiosity, and the exemplary deeds
and conduct of the community’s forebearers (sunan). The corpus was diffuse, since
it was dispersed among numerous individuals whose participation in the con-
quests scattered them across the expansive, and (then) still expanding, territorial
reach of the Islamic polity and its settlements; but it was also topically varied, com-
prising knowledge about an array of issues germane to early faith, such as ritual
piety, legal norms, eschatology, past events, and much else besides.

The strand of this learned tradition that most concerns us here is the one that
conveyed knowledge about the sacred past. Ilm comprised a corpus of knowl-
edge, but it did not form a literary genre. Rather, the process of codifying ‘ilm and
its structural organization into writing gave rise to various early genres of Ara-
bic literature that put ‘ilm to different usages: collections of hadith arranged into
musannaf and musnad form, organizing the corpus according to the topics of each
individual tradition or the authorities who transmitted them, respectively; works
of qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), which attached such traditions to specific qur’anic
verses; works detailing the proper conduct (siyar) for waging war and the division
of the spoils of conquest; and narratives of significant events from the life of the

85
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Prophet and Companions, usually called maghdzi (“expeditions”). Although the
raw materials of 7m did not set the parameters of these genres, such materials
did provide their basic building blocks and determined their shape insofar as the
primary medium of ‘ilm’s conveyance was “the report” (al-khabar), with its two
constituent features: the text (matn) and its accompanying chain of authoritative
transmitters (isnad).' In the early period, ‘ilm served as the ore from which the
scholars derived the malleable metals used in forging these genres. Because the
genres drew from this shared mine of knowledge (whether learned, performed,
or embodied), they necessarily interpenetrated one another from an early date, as
they continue to do so today.

THE UMAYYADS AND THE BEGINNINGS OF THE
SIRAH-MAGHAZI TRADITION

The Abbasid-era historian al-Zubayr ibn Bakkar (d. 256/870) records a fascinating
story of what is ostensibly the first recorded attempt to gather sirah-maghazi tradi-
tions into a literary work and to disseminate them thereby beyond the domain of
scholarly circles. The narrative offers the closest thing to an account of the begin-
nings of this literary genre that one might find. His story begins with the winter
Hajj of the Umayyad crown prince Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Malik to Mecca in A.H.
82/ 702 c.E. That the story not only relates the birth of a genre but also the earliest
known instance in which a Muslim ruler and/or member of a caliphal house
showed interest in committing the stories of the Prophet and his Companions to
writing holds a larger significance, to which we shall return below. For now, it suf-
fices to emphasize that the story inaugurates the opening chapter of how the sirah-
maghazi tradition transformed from an oral to a written literary tradition.?
According to the story, prior to reaching Mecca to lead the Hajj, the Umayyad
prince followed the usual custom of pilgrims traveling south from Syria and alighted
in Medina,’ the Prophet’s capital city from his hijrah there in 622 c.E. until his
death in 632. Although Mecca housed Islam’s most sacred sanctuary and the
Ka 'bah—the centerpiece of the Muslim pilgrimage rites and its founding myths—
the city of Medina remained the cultural epicenter of the Arab élite of the early
Islamic polity. Medina, and not Mecca, was the empire’s cultural and intellectual

1. On the literary uses of the khabar, see Leder 1992.

2. Muwaffaqiyyat, 332-33. No collection of maghdzi traditions precedes it, pace Sezgin who saw
in the early citations of traditions attributed to Abu Bakr al-Qasim ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr (37-
108/657-725), “die Spuren [traces] eine magazi-Buches” (GAS 1: 279; followed by Donner 1998, 194).
However, no traces of a maghazi book by him remain, merely the detritus of traditions transmitted on
his authority by later tradents. Al-Qasim’s book is a mere figment of Sezgin’s historical speculation. Cf.
Elad 2002, 269.

3. On this custom, see Munt 2014, 1371T.
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powerhouse. The Medinans welcomed the arrival of the crown prince and watched
as he rode past the sites of the Prophet’s renowned deeds and famous battles.
Accompanying Prince Sulayman throughout his tour were Medinas governor at
the time, Aban ibn ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, as well as the governor’s brother, ‘Amr,
and Aba Bakr ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Abi Ahmad. These three esteemed denizens of the
holy city guided the prince to Islam’s oldest mosque, in the village of Quba’, to the
mosque of al-Fadikh, and the mosque at a site known as Mashrabat Umm Ibrahim,*
to the site of the Battle of Uhud, and then to any other site Sulayman desired to
see.” Passing from site to site, the prince asked his companions to relate him the
stories that imbued each place with significance as they wound their way through
a Medinan landscape now sanctified in the few generations that had passed since
the Prophets lifetime. All of this impressive display of knowledge from the Medin-
ans prompted Sulayman to order his kinsman Aban ibn ‘Uthman—a fellow mem-
ber of the Umayyad House and a man revered as one of “the seven learned men
[fuqaha’] of Medina”—“to write down how the Prophet conducted himself in war
and his military expeditions [siyar al-nabi wa-maghdazihi]? Aban replied that he
had already compiled such a work for his own private use, “I took the stories that
could be verified from those whose testimony I trusted,” he told Sulayman,
Sulayman immediately commanded that Aban’s work be copied on parchment
(rigq) by ten scribes—a detail meant to indicate that the crown prince’s enterprise
had been undertaken at a considerable expense and with an aim grander than his
own personal enrichment. However, when at last the final product was brought to
him, Sulayman was dismayed at its contents: the stories therein spoke little of his
Umayyad kinsmen but told, rather, of the glories of Medina’s Ansar—the tribes
of Aws and Khazraj who had originally inhabited the city before the advent of
Islam and who had welcomed Muhammad and his persecuted Meccan followers to
Medina after their hijrah there in 622 C.E. As for Sulayman, he knew that the Ansar
of Medina and their descendants were infamous for their antipathy towards the
Umayyad clan of Meccan Quraysh. Bemused, Sulayman opined “I never thought
that these people could have possessed such merit; either the people of my House
[ahl bayti] found fault with them or else they were not as they said” Aban knew
that Sulayman’s anxieties harkened back to the feud between the Umayyads and

4. The site was named after Muhammad’s Egyptian concubine Mariyah, known as ‘Umm
Ibrahim’ (mother of Ibrahim) after she bore him a son named Ibrahim, who died in infancy and
through whom she procured her manumission after the Prophet’s death. The site had purportedly been
a plot of land bequeathed to Muhammad by an early Jewish convert to his message, a Medinan man
named Mukhayriq, who died at the battle of Uhud. See Ibn Shabbah, Madinah, 1:173-74, who notes that
the wooden board Mariyah purportedly grasped on while giving birth to Ibrahim was revered there
even in the ninth century c.E.

5. This itinerary reflects the expansion of Medina’s sacred topography in this period as described
in Munt 2014, 111ff.
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the Ansar: although the Umayyads held some members of the Ansar in extremely
high regard—such as Zayd ibn Thabit, the scribe of the Qur’an collected during
the caliphate of Aban’s father, ‘Uthman ibn “Affan (r. 23-35/644-56)—many of the
Ansar had opposed the policies of ‘Uthman and had supported the rival claims of
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib to the leadership of the community, even after ‘Uthman’s assas-
sination by dissidents from Egypt and Iraq in 35/656.° But Aban assured Sulayman
that, despite their betrayal of ‘Uthman, the words he read in his book were true. The
Angar, he affirmed, “were just as we portrayed them for you in this book of ours.”

Sulayman remained reluctant to pursue the project further and even consid-
ered consigning the books to flames, though first he resolved to consult his father,
the Commander of the Faithful ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (r. 65-86/685-705).
When Sulayman had returned from his pilgrimage, he presented his father with
the books and related all that Aban had told him. The caliph ‘Abd al-Malik was
irate. Upon hearing Sulayman’s proposal, he quipped, “What’s the use of you
disseminating a book of no benefit to us? You'll teach the soldiers of Syria [ahl
al-Sham|] about matters about which we have no desire for them to learn!” His
trepidation thus confirmed, Sulayman burned the copies of Aban’s book.”

This story of Aban ibn ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s ill-fated Maghdzi may or may
not be true—Aban’s reputation for transmitting maghdazi traditions survives, but
hardly any of it in the form of an actual corpus of traditions ascribed to him.
Assuming the story is not a mere rhetorical topos, Sulayman must indeed have
burned the book he had commissioned from Aban.® A similar story is also told of
the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik and the fate of a work entitled Mathalib al- ‘arab (Vices
of the Arabs), which was allegedly composed by the Umayyad governor of Iraq
Ziyad ibn Abihi (d. 53/673). Ziyad was the illegitimate brother of the first Umayyad
caliph, Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan (r. 40-60/661-80), and gained notoriety for the
brutality of his governorship in the notoriously intractable province. Although
Ziyad was the son of Mu ‘awiyah’s father, Aba Sufyan, the Iraqis refused to recog-

6. Cf. Madelung 1997, 146ff.

7. Ibn Bakkar, Muwaffaqiyyat, 333; cf. Baladhuri, Ansab, 4 (2): 490. Such learning is, however,
depicted as more commonplace among the Medinans. “We were taught the expeditions of Prophet and
his raids [maghazi al-nabi wa-sarayahu], just as we were taught a sirah from the Qur’an,” ‘Ali Zayn
al-*Abidin, revered as the fourth Imam by the Shi‘ah, purportedly claimed; see Khatib, Jami |, 2: 288.

8. Traditions modern scholars have ascribed to Umayyad scholar Aban ibn ‘Uthman are in fact
attributable to Aban ibn ‘Uthman al-Ahmar, a later figure and the earliest Shi ite scholar to compose of
book of maghazi. His work is now lost, but parts of it seem to survive in fragmentary quotations by later
authors. See Jarrar 2000 and Modarressi 2003, 129-30. Ibn ‘Asakir (Dimashg, 60: 72) quotes Ibn Sa‘d as
claiming that the Qurashi notable al-Mughirah ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Makhztami (d. between 101/724
and 125/742) possessed a written copy (khatt maktiib) of the Maghazi of Aban ibn “Uthman ibn “Affan;
also in Mizzi, Tahdhib, 9: 77. However, see Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 5: 210, where the mention of the written
copy of Aban’s Maghazi does not appear. Noted first in Elad 2003, 127. For the staunchest argument for
the historicity of the work, see Bakri 2016, 429-41.
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nize Ziyad as Mu‘awiyah’s legitimate brother because he was born of an adulter-
ous affair. Their refusal was also reputedly rooted in their deference to prophetic
precedent.’ Thus scorned and his claim to Umayyad and Qurashi nobility denied,
Ziyad purportedly composed his Mathalib to exact his revenge for the slight and
to equip his descendants with a fitting riposte to anyone who would dare defame
their lineage. When the work was subsequently read aloud to ‘Abd al-Malik, the
caliph found its contents so objectionable that he ordered it burned.”

What is significant in the above story of the Maghdzi of Aban ibn “Uthman
ibn “Affan, however, is what it tells us about the early codification and recording
of traditions about the sacred past in general and stories about the recent Islamic
past in particular. Firstly, we see the role of the wealthy courtly élite and politically
enfranchised scholars in overseeing and providing the impulse for the compila-
tion of the Prophet’s biography—broadly called in Arabic al-siyar wa-I-maghazi
(war-conduct and expeditions)—for the sake of its broader dissemination. This
theme of court initiatives recurs throughout accounts of subsequent, more suc-
cessful attempts to compile traditions about Muhammad’s life into books. What
is also notable is that Aban ibn ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan had already compiled a book
for his own private use prior to Sulayman’s commission. This copy was for Aban’s
private benefit, however, and what Sulayman did was seek to disseminate Aban’s
book among the imperial élite—in effect, to “publish” it.

Another key feature of the account should also be highlighted: although the role
of the courtly élite in the story above is certainly decisive, it is also ambivalent. The
courtly élite neither controlled nor themselves produced this corpus; they merely
intervened in its dissemination at a crucial time in order to oversee its being com-
mitted to writing and its dissemination. Hence, while interest in the stories of the
Prophet and his Companions thrived, as did instruction therein, independently of
the caliphal court, the court played a decisive role in what traditions survived in
a written, rather than oral, form and how that writing came to be redacted in the
shadow of its patronage and sponsorship.

Lastly, one should also note how the prospect of disseminating the knowledge
contained in the books aroused considerable anxiety. Exceptionally in this account,
the anxiety is that of the courtly élite. Other accounts tend to invert this. As we

9. This was in accord with the dictum attributed to the Prophet: al-walad li-I-firash wa-li-I- ‘ahir
al-hajar, “the child belongs to the [marriage] bed and the adulterer gets the stone” In order words, a
child born of an adulterous affair is to be regarded as a legitimate member of the household in which
he or she was born and not as a bastard; the guilty adulterer is however, stoned to death as prescribed.
Recognizing Abu Sufyan as Ziyad’s father, although a well-known fact, was therefore interpreted as
an act of gross impiety on the part of the caliph Mu‘awiyah. See Rubin 1993a, 13-17; Landau-Tasseron
2003, 173-74, 1781f.

10. Elad 2002, 269-70 (citing Aba 1-Faraj, Aghani, ed. Ibrahim, 20: 78); Ibn Qutaybah, Excellence,
8-9 (1.4.2). Cf. Schoeler 2002, 58; 2006, 85-86.
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shall see below, usually it is the scholars who are portrayed as most reluctant to see
their oral tradition transformed into a written, literary tradition.

The account of Abans book may also invoke another narrative archetype. Ibn
Bakkar’s story somewhat resembles another famous story—the story of how the
Umayyad caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 23-34/644-656) first codified and col-
lected the Qur’an, a project he commissioned from the Medinan scholar and
Companion Zayd ibn Thabit al-Ansari and a council of early converts from among
the Meccan Quraysh. At the completion of the project, many copies of the newly
standardized Qur’an codex (mughaf) were copied onto parchment in Medina and
then subsequently distributed to the major garrison cities across the conquered
territories." Sulayman conceived his project for the Maghazi compiled by Aban
along somewhat similar lines, but his project was stillborn and ultimately aban-
doned. The subtext of the story is that the book of maghdzi compiled by Aban was
no equal to the scriptural authority of the Qur’an.

Prior to the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik’s death in 705 C.E., his son Sulayman alleg-
edly recounted the story of Aban’s Maghazi and its sorry fate to his father’s famous
imperial secretary, Qabisah ibn Dhu’ayb al-Khuza ‘i (d. 86/705), who was a well-
regarded Medinan faqih and transmitter of hadith in his own right.”* Qabisah
bemoaned the caliph’s decision to encourage his son to destroy Aban’s book as a
lost opportunity—a view that would in time come to prevail. Qabisah reasoned
that it would have been better if Sulayman himself had learned these traditions
and then arranged for his sons and their progeny to be instructed in them as well.
He counseled the crown prince:

[These traditions] contain much that redounds to the favor of the Commander of the
Faithful [inna hazza amir al-mu’minin fiha la-wafir]. For more men of the Com-
mander of the Faithful’s House [i.e., his clan of Quraysh] witnessed the battle of Badr
than any other house: sixteen men from their own ranks, their allies, and their freed-
men, for the ally [halif] of the tribe counts as one of them, as does their freedman
[mawla]. When the Messenger of God passed away, four of his governors were from
the sons of Umayyah: ‘Attab ibn Asid over Mecca, Aban ibn Sa‘id over Bahrayn,
Khalid ibn Sa‘id over the Yemen, and Aba Sufyan ibn Harb over Najran!®?

Qabisah appealed to the considerable benefit contained in such traditions for the
Umayyads themselves—often mistakenly portrayed as a clan of Quraysh whose
ranks were filled with latecomers to the faith and intractable opponents to the

1. Cf. Motzki 2001.

12. On the importance of Qabisah and his son Ishaq to Umayyad administration, see CIAP 2:
207-14. The tradition remembers him as a key transmitter of the teachings and rulings of Zayd ibn
Thabit; see, e.g., Ibn al-Madini, Tlal, 45ff. According to one report, he was a schoolteacher; see Ibn Abi
Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 145.

13. Ibn Bakkar, Muwaffaqiyyat, 333-34.
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Prophet until he conquered Mecca in 10/630—and thus inveighed against the cal-
iph’s neglect of such learning merely because of an intergenerational antipathy to
the Ansar of Medina." When Sulayman and Qabisah subsequently sought to pre-
vail with this view of the matter against ‘Abd al-Malik’s opposition, the caliph
remained adamant in his opposition to the project.

However, to view Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik as an oafish dolt hostile to the dissemi-
nation of knowledge or who held learning in disregard would be a gross error—
early accounts of the caliph’s life paint just the opposite of such a picture. ‘Abd
al-Malik was born in Medina ca. 24/646-47, early enough, according to his own
testimony, to recall witnessing the assassination of the caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan
in 35/656, his fellow Umayyad clansman and a man from whose mouth he claimed
to have learned the Qur’an. ‘Abd al-Malik was also said to be a man educated
from his youth by luminaries among the Prophets Companions such as Aba
Hurayrah, Aba Sa‘id al-Khudri, and Jabir ibn ‘Abdallah al-Ansari. Nafi‘, the
freedman of Ibn ‘Umar, purportedly once effusively declared concerning ‘Abd
al-Malik, “Never in Medina did I see a young man more diligent or more persist-
ent in the pursuit of learning than him” Early Muslim scholars regularly rank
‘Abd al-Malik—uniquely among the Umayyad caliphs—among the most learned
Medinans of his generation, mentioning him in the same breath as such luminar-
ies as Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab."® Hagiographic excess aside, ‘Abd al-Malik belonged
to the upper echelons of Medina’s Qurashi élite and was a man deeply encultur-
ated in their milieu, who thus held the Medinans’ learning in the highest regard.
Something else is at play in his staunch opposition to the dissemination of Aban’s
Maghazi.

‘Abd al-Malik esteemed the Medinans and their authority on religious mat-
ters, and like the Medinans he was wary of committing sacred knowledge ( ilm)
apart from the Qur’an to writing. In the Tabagqat of Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845), we find
a speech attributed to ‘Abd al-Malk where this wariness is expressed in terms of a
fear that the tradition might diminish the authority of the Qur’an compiled by his
Umayyad ancestor Caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan:

People of Medina! Of all people you most deserve to claim to practice the original
faith [al-amr al-awwal].” Many traditions from the denizens of the Eastern lands

14. Indeed, Qabisah’s points are meant to be somewhat shocking, since the sons of the Meccans
who emigrated to Medina with Muhammad in 622 c.E. infamously looked down on the Marwanids
in particular. In the famous majlis al-qiladah of Medina, Misa ibn Talhah denigrated the Marwanids
saying, “They are nothing but [the Emigrants’] slaves, manumitted [ ‘abiduhum a ‘taqithum ‘ataqatan]
after they were surrounded and bested [at the conquest of Mecca]!” See Ibn Habib, Munammag, 359;
cited in A. Ahmed 2011, 96.

15. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 5: 234.

16. Ibn Zanjawayh, Tabaqat, 92-93.

17. Le., Islam as first practiced by the Prophet and his Companions.
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have come our way [salat ‘alayna ahadith min qibal ahl al-mashriq], but we do not
recognize them [ld na ‘rifuha]. We recognize none of it except the recitation of the
Qur’an. So hold fast to what’s contained in your Qur’an [mushaf] —that same Qur’an
whereby [‘Uthman] the unjustly slain Imam bound you together as a people. And
adhere to the statutes whereby the unjustly slain Imam united you. Indeed, for that
task he consulted Zayd ibn Thabit, and what an excellent counsellor he was for the
sake Islam [wa-ni ‘ma I-mushir kana li-lI-islam]! Thus did [ Uthman and Zayd] render
their judgment, and thus did they dispense of their disagreements [fa-ahkama ma
ahkama wa-asqata ma shadhdha ‘anhumal.®

This wariness of non-qur anic traditions, whether as hadith attributed to the
Prophet on legal and ritual matters or as maghazi accounts of the deeds and battles
of the Prophet and his Companions, reflects an early attitude to the transmission
of religious knowledge that, at first at least, impeded the recording of the earliest
traditions about Muhammad’s life. In this sense, courtly opposition to recording
hadith and maghazi was a reality rooted in attitudes to religious knowledge held in
common with a broader swathe of scholarly élites whose attitudes first needed to
be overturned before a “court impulse” made its influence felt. ‘Abd al-Malik’s
hostility to the dissemination of Aban’s Maghazi, therefore, reflects the perspective
of a man who, for much of his life, lived in Medina as a privileged scion of the
Quraysh, and who had been educated by its learned men. His father, Marwan ibn
al-Hakam, ruled as Medina’s governor for two terms (41-48/661-68; 54-57/674-
77). ‘Abd al-Malik thus seems to have shared the deeply ingrained assumptions
about the tradition of Medina’s scholars.

Although he resided in distant Syria while caliph, ‘Abd al-Malik did not relocate
there from Medina until he was a man of mature age, just shy of forty. Even then
he only abandoned Medina under duress. Like most of his Umayyad kinsmen and
their partisans, ‘Abd al-Malik was compelled to abandon Medina because of the
rebellion launched from Medina ca. 61/682 against the Umayyad caliph, Yazid [I]
ibn Mu‘awiyah (r. 60-64/679-83). The rebellion would come to a head in the infa-
mous battle of al-Harrah in Dha I-Hijjah 63/August 683 and thus open the flood-
gates of conflict that gave rise to the Second Civil War between the Umayyads and
the Zubayrids.” When Yazid I's branch of the Umayyads, the Sufyanids, lost their
hold on the leadership of the ummah soon thereafter, the burden fell to another
branch of the Umayyads, the so-called Marwanids, named after ‘Abd al-MaliK’s
father, to keep the reins of the caliphate securely in the hands of the Umayyad clan
of Quraysh. In the Second Civil War, the Marwanids’ initially tenuous control

18. Ibn Sa‘'d (Beirut), 5: 232; cf. Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 42-43. Among the first generations
of the Medinans, the rulings of the Ansari Companion Zayd ibn Thabit held the most sway, and the
Marwanids seemed to have deferred to this tradition; see Ibn al-Madini, Tlal, 44-45.

19. On these events, see now Shaddel 2017, 5ff.
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over the Umayyad base of power in Syria was eventually consolidated first under
Marwan ibn al-Hakam, and subsequently by ‘Abd al-Malik himself.

Throughout the Second Civil War, a rival household of Quraysh, the Zubayrids
of the Asad clan, spearheaded the opposition to Umayyad leadership. Under the
leadership of ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, the Zubayrid camp adopted Mecca as their
capital, proclaimed Ibn al-Zubayr as the one, true Commander of the Faithful, and
sought to remove the Umayyads from power altogether. The Zubayrids had taken
full advantage of their control over Mecca and the Hijaz throughout their challenge
to Umayyad legitimacy by weaponizing the Hajj and by circulating traditions attrib-
uted to the Prophet against the Umayyads in an all-out propaganda campaign. The
Umayyads, however, matched their ferocity on the battlefield.® A key goal of the
Zubayrids was to undermine the Umayyads’ hold on their Syrian power base by
recruiting the Arabian tribes who had once filled the stalwart ranks of the Umayyad
forces and who offered them their most reliable source of military strength. Ibn
al-Zubayr’s proxy, al-Dahhak ibn Qays al-Fihri, had nearly succeeded in doing
so when he marched out against Marwan ibn al-Hakam at the battle of Marj Rahit
on 1 Muharram 65/18 August 684, but the Umayyads prevailed against consider-
able odds. When ‘Abd al-Malik assumed the leadership of the Umayyads after his
father’s assassination in 65/685, Umayyad control over Syria had been regained,
but their ability to extend their power to their former domains remained precari-
ous. The Abbasid-era historian al-Waqidi (d. 207/822) characterized the situation
as follows:

[*Abdallah] ibn al-Zubayr had taken control of Mecca and, during the Hajj, he used
to enumerate the vices [mathalib] of the Marwanid family, and to summon [the peo-
ple] to pay homage to him [as Commander of the Faithful]. He was eloquent, so the
people inclined towards him. ‘Abd al-Malik therefore prevented the people from
performing the Hajj.”

Another historian of the same era, Ibn al-Kalbi (d. 204/ 819 or 206/821), describes
the Zubayrid propaganda efforts in similar terms:

Ibn al-Zubayr used to deliver a sermon on the days of Mina and ‘Arafah and when
the people were at Mecca [viz., during the Hajj season].”? He detested ‘Abd al-Malik
and listed the vices [masawi’] of the Umayyads saying, “The Messenger of God
cursed al-Hakam [‘Abd al-MaliK’s paternal grandfather] and his descendants! He
was exiled by the Messenger of God and was cursed by him.” And most of the Ara-
bian tribesmen of Syria [ahl al-sham] inclined towards him [i.e., Ibn al-Zubayr], and

20. Cf. Madelung 1981; Madelung 1995; Hawting 2017a; Shaddel 2017, 16-19.

21. Adapted from Elad 1993, 34 (Eng.), 53 (Ar.); see Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’ah, 9: 39-40, and
Ya'qubi, Tarikh, ed. Houtsma, 2: 311.

22. Cf. Hawting 1993.
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became his intimate and familiar associates. This became known to ‘Abd al-Malik,
and he therefore prevented the people from performing the Hajj.”

Ibn al-Zubayrs stranglehold on Mecca and the Hajj, which he led for as many as nine
consecutive years (A.H. 64-72),** exacerbated the precariousness of ‘Abd al-MaliK’s
position in Syria for years to come. For as long as Ibn Zubayr remained in power, this
meant that, as Chase Robinson notes, “many Muslims outside of Syria never regarded
‘Abd al-Malik as anything other than a usurper and tyrant”* ‘Abd al-Malik’s alleged
fear that even after Ibn al-Zubayr’s defeat, the tales of the Prophet and his Compan-
ions in Aban’s Maghazi would introduce unwelcome volatility into the mix of the
Syrian armies and might even undermine the Umayyads’ claim to the caliphate
seems well-grounded, given the political struggles of the recent past.

Beyond the relentlessness with which ‘Abd al-Malik pursued the defeat of the
Zubayrids—culminating in the shocking siege of Mecca by his general al-Hajj3j
ibn Yasuf al-Thaqafi in 73/692—he responded to the Zubayrid challenge with ever
more ambitious projects and reforms to bolster his legitimacy, which he continued
to pursue even long after Ibn al-Zubayr’s defeat, such as building the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem,” reforming and Islamicizing the empire’s coinage,” reform-
ing its script and recompiling the Qur’an,” and Arabicizing the administrative
bureaucracy.” These initiatives redounded to Umayyad legitimacy and profoundly
shaped the trajectory of early Islam, bequeathing to the religion not merely the
first icons of its imperial power but also the earliest symbols of Islamic identity
itself.*

Such was the political context of ‘Abd al-Malik’s opposition to the dissemi-
nation of Aban ibn ‘Uthman’s book of maghdzi, so no wonder he found the
project troublesome. However, despite the caliph’s apparent opposition to the
public dissemination of maghazi traditions, he himself was not aloof to the topic
of Muhammad’s campaigns or details about his life. Indeed, the earliest written
corpus of maghdzi materials to survive to our day may actually date from ‘Abd
al-MaliK’s era, albeit not in the form of a publicly disseminated book. Rather,
this early corpus survives somewhat surprisingly in the form of a series of letters
between the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik and the brother of his rival for the caliphate,
‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr (d. ca. 93-94/711-13).

23. Elad 1993, 34 (Eng.), 53 (Ar.).

24. Elad 2008, 191.

25. Robinson 2005, 35.

26. Elad 2008; Levy-Rubin 2017.

27. Treadwell 2009; Heidemann 2011; Treadwell 2017.
28. Hamdan 2006; Sinai 2014.

29. Qadi 2010.

30. TG, 1: off.
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‘ABD AL-MALIK IBN MARWAN AND
‘URWAH IBN AL-ZUBAYR

The pairing of ‘Abd al-Malik and ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr—scions of two rival
houses of Quraysh with a history of enmity and violence—might seem improba-
ble, given the antipathies between them throughout the conflict of the Second
Civil War, but both men were equally products of the Medinan Qurashi élite, a
milieu that bound them together at an early age just as much as its rivalries would
later divide them in adulthood. Although the Umayyads and Zubayrids would
eventually face each other in a titanic struggle for the leadership of the early
Islamic polity, ‘Abd al-Malik once knew the Zubayrid brothers as merely his fel-
low Medinans and had even been on intimate terms with them during his youth in
Medina. ‘Abd al-Malik studied alongside ‘Urwah as a peer. Qabisah ibn Dhu’ayb
used to recount how he, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, and
others gathered each night in Medinas mosque in a study circle (halgah) com-
prised of the city’s youthful élite. Qabisah allegedly distinguished himself with the
knowledge he had gained from the Prophet’s scribe, Zayd ibn Thabit al- Ansari, but
Qabisah admitted that ‘Urwah outstripped them all in his knowledge, because he,
as a nephew of the Prophet’s widow, ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr, could freely visit and
learn from her.”

The following pious legend about a meeting between ‘Abd al-Malik and the
Zubayrid brothers presciently captures the irony of their future conflict in light of
their amicable youth:

The Sacred Mosque [in Mecca] had brought together ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan,
‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, and his two brothers, in the days that they held each other
in mutual affection during the reign of Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan. One of them said,
“Come now, let’s say what we desire in the future!”

‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr said, “My desire is to one day rule the two sanctuaries
[al-haramayn] and to attain the caliphate!”

Mus‘ab said, “My desire is to one day rule over the two Iraqgs [i.e., Basra and Kufa]
and marry the two noblest women of Quraysh, Sukaynah bint al-Hakam and
‘A’ishah bint Talhah.”

‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan said, “My desire is to succeed Mu‘awiyah as caliph
and rule over the whole earth”

‘Urwah said, “I'm not after any of those things that you are. I desire renunciation
[zuhd] in this life and success in the Hereafter and to be ranked among those who
pass on knowledge [ ilm]”

31. Ibn “Asakir, Dimashgq, 40: 248-49 (citing a recension of Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat that seems no long-
er extant). ‘Urwah was the only one of the men who could approach ‘A’ishah because, after Muham-
mad’s death, his wives were cloistered and could only be approached by males who were of their kin
(Q. Ahzab 33: 32, 55).
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Fortune portioned out its favor until each one of them obtained his hope. On that
‘Abd al-Malik used to opine, “Whosoever wishes to find delight by casting his gaze
on a man from among the denizens of Paradise, let him look upon ‘Urwah ibn
al-Zubayr™*

Fate may have granted each young man his wish, but ‘Abd al-Malik’s ambitions
enjoyed the most longevity and would ultimately come at the expense of ‘Abdallah
ibn al-Zubayr and his brothers. In 692 c.E. the Umayyads” general al-Hajjaj ibn
Yusuf al-Thaqafi successfully besieged Mecca, and when ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr
fell on the battlefield, al-Hajjaj crucified his corpse to signal the ignoble end of the
Zubayrids’ ambitions. The Umayyads’ general pursued his brother "‘Urwah, too, for
he had joined his brother in Mecca from the outset of his bid for the caliphate. But
‘Urwah fled Mecca to save his life and absconded with the Zubayrids’ wealth, which
he hastened to deposit in Medina for safekeeping. From Medina, ‘Urwah then
repaired to the court of “Abd al-Malik in Damascus, where the caliph granted him
the clemency that the Umayyads and their supporters had denied his brothers.”
According to a narrative recorded by the historian al-Mada'ini (d. ca. 228/842):

‘Urwah rode out on a camel whose speed could not be matched. He arrived in Syria
even before the messengers of al-Hajjaj could deliver word of the execution of
‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr to ‘Abd al-Malik. ‘Urwah arrived at ‘Abd al-Malik’s door-
step and sought permission to enter. When ‘Urwah entered, he bade him the greet-
ings due a caliph, and ‘Abd al-Malik returned his greetings. He welcomed and
embraced ‘Urwah and seated him upon his throne [sarir]. ... ‘Urwah then spoke
until he came to mention [his brother] ‘Abdallah, then he said, “Abu Bakr
[ = “Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr] has reached his end” “What happened?” ‘Abd al-Malik
asked. “He’s been killed, may God show him mercy;” he replied.

‘Abd al-Malik then prostrated himself to God in worship. ‘Urwah continued,
“al-Hajjaj has crucified him. Give his corpse to his mother” “Yes,” he said and wrote
to al-Hajjaj decrying what he heard about the crucifixion of Ibn al-Zubayr. He wrote
him, “Leave ‘Urwah be, for I've granted him safety”

‘Urwah’s return journey to Mecca took thirty days. Al-Hajjaj took ‘Abdallah’s
corpse down from its cross and sent it to his mother [Asma’ bint Abi Bakr]. She
washed it [to prepare it for burial], but when the water touched the body, it fell apart.
She said, “In my sleep a voice once said to me, ‘O mother of the man dismembered!’
and I thought it was al-Mundhir, because he was cut to pieces with swords.** I didn’t

32. Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 3: 258. As noted by L.I. Conrad (Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 18n58), a
similar story is told in which ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab replaces ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan;
cf. Aba Nu'aym, Hilyah, 2: 176; Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashq, 40: 267; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 3: 29.

33. Fakihi, Akhbar Makkah, 2: 377; Baladhuri, Ansab, 4 (2): 387 and s: 52.

34. Her son al-Mundhir ibn al-Zubayr had previously fallen either in battle or in a contest of arms
during the first Umayyad siege of Mecca; cf. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 2: 426; Mus ‘ab al-Zubayri,
Nasab, 245.
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think that it was my son. But I washed his body piece by piece, and he stayed whole
until I buried him, and ‘Urwah prayed over him™>

Understandably weary of politics, ‘Urwah withdrew to Medina to devote the
remainder of his life to scholarly pursuits. His only other major journey outside
Medina in the years that followed was to pledge his oath of allegiance (Ar. bay ‘ah)
to ‘Abd al-Malik’s son and successor, al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 86-96/705-15),
with whom he also exchanged letters on maghazi traditions. That trip cost “Urwah
dearly. On the way to Syria, his foot became gangrenous, and after he reached the
court, one of the caliph’s physicians had to amputate it with a saw. Shortly thereafter,
the son who accompanied him on the long journey fell off the roof of the caliphal
stables, and the horses inside trampled the young man to death.*

‘Urwah’s rapprochement with ‘Abd al-Malik and the House of Umayyah is
momentous for our concerns because it purportedly resulted in a series of letters
exchanged between him and the caliph and his son al-Walid. These letters become
an “accidental” corpus of early materials for the biography of Muhammad. The
corpus is accidental insofar as the letters were written for private consumption
by the caliphs in response to their queries and not for public dissemination and
instruction.” In this way, they differ markedly from Aban ibn “Uthman’s book that
the caliph ordered to be destroyed. While these letters are not the only maghazi
traditions of ‘Urwah to survive—like most scholars of his epoch, his learning was
transmitted orally to his students—they are the only such traditions to survive in
document-like form.

These letters, the manner of their preservation, and their authenticity are dis-
cussed more fully in the following chapter, but here it is worthwhile to note what
they contain and reveal about the state of early Arabic traditions on the life of
Muhammad at the time. Andreas Gorke and Gregor Schoeler have meticulously
argued that narrative traditions of the following events from the life of Muhammad
can be ascribed to “Urwah with a reasonably high degree of certainty:

1. Muhammad’s vision of the angel Gabriel atop Mount Hira" and the onset of
the revelation of the Qur’an

2. The Meccans’ reactions to Muhammad’s preaching, the emigration (hijrah)
of some Meccan believers to Axum, the meetings of Muhammad with the
Aws and Khazraj tribe of Yathrib at al-*Aqabah, and Muhammad’s emigra-
tion (hijrah) to Yathrib alongside Abua Bakr

3. 'The battle of Badr
The battle of Uhud

35. Baladhuri, Ansab, 4 (2): 387-88; cf. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 553-54, and Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 18fF.
36. Ibn Bakkar, Jamharah, 283-84; Baladhuri, Ansab, s: 52-53.
37. Cf. M. Cook 1997, 480-81.
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The battle of the Trench (al-khandaq) and the affair of the Qurayzah tribe

6. 'The truce signed between Muhammad and the pagan Quraysh of Mecca at
al-Hudaybiyah

7. The charges of adultery against Muhammad’s wife ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr,
and the revelation sent to prove her innocence.

8. Muhammad’s conquest [fath] of Mecca and the subsequent battle at

Hunayn™®

v

The most important observation to make here is how this corpus of maghazi tradi-
tions attributed to ‘Urwah already provides us with a coherent, albeit still inchoate,
outline of Muhammad’s prophetic career from his emigration from Mecca to Medina
until his conquest of Mecca some eight years later. Unsurprisingly, the period of
Muhammad’s early life and the Meccan period of his preaching is almost a total terra
incognita—only the story of Muhammad’s first revelation, its initial reception among
the Meccans, and the persecution and emigration of his first followers appears. We
shall return to “Urwah’s account of Muhammad’s first revelation in chapter 7.

Allin all, despite the considerable corpus of traditions attributable to “Urwah ibn
al-Zubayr, whether in the form of his letters or of his orally transmitted reports (i.e.,
hadith and akhbar), ‘Urwah never seems to have compiled a Kitab al-Maghazi. As
Gregor Schoeler first noted, much of “Urwah’s reputation as a compiler of a work
called al-Maghazi relies on later figures who compiled works of maghazi traditions
in his name. No evidence suggests that ‘Urwah ever compiled a book of maghazi tra-
ditions that he himself taught or arranged.”” Rather, ‘Urwah likely confined his trans-
mission of hadith to the oral methods commonplace during his lifetime—transmit-
ting hadith arranged into a literary composition or as a written form meant for broad
dissemination seems to have been virtually unthinkable in his generation.*” Only the
contents of his teachings can be reconstructed with relative certainty, thanks in large
part to the source analyses of traditions transmitted on his authority and to a lesser
extent because of the survival of the letters attributed to him.

Materials spuriously attributed to ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr abound. Hence, a
substantial corpus of maghazi traditions attributed to “Urwah has also been pre-
served on the authority of an orphan ward he allegedly raised in Egypt, named
Abu 1-Aswad Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 131/748 or later), who purport-
edly collected Urwah’s traditions in a Kitab al-Maghazi."' The work is invariably
transmitted by Egyptian scholars, such as the notoriously unreliable Ibn Lahi‘ah

38. Gorke and Schoeler 2005, 213; cf. Goérke and Schoeler 2008, 284-8s.

39. Schoeler 2011, 22.

40. ‘Urwah reputedly burned his writings before the battle of al-Harrah; however, as Michael
Cook notes (2007, 462-63), they were for his private use only and were burned only to prevent them
from falling into the hands of others in the event of death.

41. Dhahabi, Siyar, 6:15.
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(d. 174/790) and is also of dubious authenticity. Medieval scholarship already
voiced doubts about these traditions, and more recent scholarship has only cast
further doubt on the authenticity of these materials by demonstrating that they
plagiarize traditions from the Kitab al-Maghazi compiled by a later Medinan
scholar, Mtsa ibn “Ugbah (d. 141/758). Their contents, moreover, are often consid-
erably at odds with other materials attributable with greater certainty to “Urwah.*
In any case, if the Egyptian recension of ‘Urwah’s Maghazi is a forgery, it is still an
early one: M. ]. Kister has shown that a ninth-century papyrus fragment first edited
by Nabia Abbott (see fig. 9) preserves an excerpt from the spurious Maghazi attrib-
uted to ‘Urwah, or at least a text upon which the forgery relied.* The Egyptian
recension of ‘Urwah’s Maghazi thus likely originates no later than the latter half
of the eighth century. It also was not an exceptional case: a scholar from Baghdad
named Abu Hassan al-Ziyadi (d. 156-243/773-857) also reputedly compiled and
redacted his own Maghazi ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, but it too has not survived, and
much of the contents of Abii 1-Hasan al-Ziyadi’s compilation seem likely to have

42. E.g., Gorke and Schoeler 2008, 18-19; Motzki, Boekhoff-van der Voort, and Anthony 2010,
411-15. The skepticism often expressed over whether not ‘Urwah did indeed live in Egypt is, in my
estimation, overblown. Our best information for ‘Urwah’s time in Egypt comes from a statement at-
tributed to him recorded by al-Baladhuri (Futiih, 217-218): “I settled in Egypt for seven years and
married there. I found its inhabitants to be exhausted [majahid], for yoke beyond what they could
bear had been placed upon them, even though ‘Amr [ibn al-‘As] had conquered the land by a treaty
and covenant [bi-sulh wa- ‘ahd] with certain imposed burdens” This seems to come from Ibn Sa‘d
(who cites al-Waqidi), but it does not appear in the printed versions of his Tabaqat. According to
another tradition (Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 40: 271-72; Dhahabi, Siyar, 4:323), ‘Urwah left Medina for
Basra to obtain a salary from Ibn ‘Abbas when his brother ‘Abdallah refused to distribute his younger
brothers their salaries until they paid off the collective debt their house had accrued in the wake of
their father’s assassination after he fled the battlefield in the midst of the battle of the Camel (36/656).
If true, ‘Urwah could hardly have been older than fourteen at the time, for ‘Urwah was said to have
been born in the last year of ‘Umar’s caliphate (a.H. 23) and Ibn ‘Abbas was only governor of Basra
shortly after Rajab 36/January 657; see Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 3390 and EP, s.v. “*Abdallah
ibn ‘Abbas” (CL. Gilliot). The Egyptian historian Ibn Yanus (d. 347/958) also mentions ‘Urwah’s time
in Egypt in his Kitab al-Ghuraba’, a work dedicated to foreign scholars who had come to Egypt. Ac-
cording to Ibn Yanus, ‘Urwah spent seven years in Egypt, where he allegedly also married a Yemeni
princess whose family had migrated there during the Islamic conquests (Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 40:
242). Although Ibn Yanus only mentions her lineage, elsewhere Ibn Yanus mentions her brother ‘Abd
al-Rahman ibn Ismayfa‘ ibn Wa‘lah al-Saba’1 by name and notes that he subsequently became a noble
(sharif) of Egypt and a transmitter of hadith of some repute (Mizzi, Tahdhib, 17: 478-79). Ibn Sallam
al-Jumahi (d. 221/845) writes in passing that when his brother Ibn al-Zubayr announced his intention
to depose Yazid ibn Mu‘awiyah, ‘Urwah was in Egypt, whence he traveled to join his brother in the
Hijaz (Jumahi, Tabagat, 1: 153).

43. Kister 1964. For the date of the papyrus fragment, see Abbott 1957, 65ff., which misidentifies
the fragment as belonging to the Maghazi of Ma'mar ibn Rashid. Cf. Bayhaqji, Dala il, 3: 180-81 (Musa
ibn ‘Ugbah), and Aba Nu‘aym, Dala 'il, 490 (‘Urwah).



FIGURE 9. Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago no. 17653, a late second/eighth-
century Egyptian papyrus fragment of a Kitab al-Maghazi, likely based on the Maghazi of the
Medinan scholar Miisa ibn ‘Ugbah (d. A.H. 141/ 758 c.E.). Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago.
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been spuriously attributed to “‘Urwah as well.** Such dubious books spuriously
attributed to early scholars proliferated in the ninth century c.E. For instance, a
Maghazibook attributed to Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. ca. 110/728), a Yemeni scholar
of ‘Urwah’s generation, also survives in part.* However, as Michael Pregill has
shown, the Maghazi attributed to Wahb was also likely forged by the main trans-
mitter of the work, ‘Abd al-Mun ‘im ibn Idris (d. 228/842), a man sniffed out as a
forger by hadith scholars such as Ibn Hibban al-Busti (d. 354/965).*¢ In the case of
‘Urwah, our best window into the early character of his transmission of maghazi
traditions seems to be the letters that he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan. And
it is to these that we now turn.

44. Tbn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 1: 339; Aba Hassan al-Ziyadi also appears a transmitter of Ibn al-Kalbr’s
work (Ya‘quabi, Tarikh, ed. Houtsma, 2: 4) and was an important source for Ibn Abi Tahir’s Kitab
Baghdad (see GAS, 1: 316).

45. See Khoury 1972; cf. Kister 1974 and 1977.

46. Pregill 2008, 250-53; cf. Gorke and Schoeler 2008, 269.



The Letters of "Urwah ibn al-Zubayr

Nine letters attributed to ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, one of the famed “seven jurists
[fugaha’] of Medina,” (d. ca. A.H. 93-94/711-13 C.E.), may constitute the earliest extant
written sources about the life of Muhammad. The letters are potentially extraordinary
not just for how early they are but also for who wrote them (assuming they are authen-
tic). “Urwah ibn al-Zubayr was the son of one the more prominent Companions of
the Prophet, al-Zubayr ibn ‘Awwam (d. 36/656), and, through his mother Asma’, a
grandson of the first caliph, Aba Bakr al-Siddiq (r. 11-13/632-34). He belonged to the
Asad clan of the tribe of Quraysh, and, hence, to the upper echelons of the conquest
élite of early Islamic and Umayyad society, and lived most of his life in the Hijaz, the
region of Islam’s original seat of power and its cultural epicenter. He was thus ideally
placed to know the earliest traditions about Muhammadss life.

Although addressed to two Umayyad caliphs, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan
(r. 65-86/685-705) and his son and successor, al-Walid I (r. 86-96/705-715), the
letters attributed to ‘Urwah presumably reflect what he taught his students in
his public majlis, or “sitting session.” If authentic, ‘Urwah’s correspondence with
these caliphs certainly postdates 73/692, the year of his political reconciliation with
the Umayyads in the wake ‘Abd al-MaliK’s crushing defeat of his elder brother,
‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, whose failed bid to become the leader the early Islamic
polity ‘Urwah had supported.

That victory was a watershed event for the Umayyads. It put a decisive end to
the Zubayrids’ efforts to seize the caliphate from their grasp and inaugurated a
new stage in the ideological orientation of the early Islamic polity under Umayyad
leadership. Henceforth the Umayyads placed confessions of God’s oneness and of
Muhammad’s messengership front and center in an array of state-commissioned

102
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public manifestations of their far-reaching, imperial power. ‘Urwah himself aban-
doned Mecca and returned to Medina, the city of his birth, where he spent the
remainder of his life as a scholar and teacher. The historicity of ‘Urwah’s residence
in Medina during this time seems beyond reasonable doubt. Maysa’ al-Ghabban
has recently discovered an inscription on the Hisma plateau dated A.H. 80—which
is to say during ‘Urwal’s lifetime—that mentions him by name.'

The original copies of ‘Urwah’s letters do not survive, and neither likely does
their exact wording, given the vagaries of their transmission. All that remains of
them are citations and excerpts embedded in later works, most completely in the
works of Abu Ja‘'far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923). The authenticity of
most (although not all) of these letters was endorsed by Aloys Sprenger (1813-1893)
and Josef Horovitiz (1874-1931),? and it has more recently been vigorously defended
by Andreas Gorke and Gregor Schoeler,’ but ‘Urwah’s authorship of the letters is
also ardently contested, most prominently in recent years by Stephen Shoemaker.*

My intent here is not to settle this debate over the letters’ authenticity but, rather,
to make them more accessible to a broad readership, since, to my knowledge, no
attempt has hitherto been made both to collate this corpus and to translate it in
its entirety into English.” However, I must confess that the very process of trans-
lating and gathering these texts has mitigated much of my own skepticism about
the authenticity of this corpus—or, rather, what remains thereof. A number of
the letters’ internal features argue in favor of their authenticity, or at least that
of most of them. As Gorke has observed, in terms of sheer content the letters
are quite “matter-of-fact . . . [and] contain almost no miracle stories and very few
embellishments”—hence, they strike a reader of the broader sirah-maghazi corpus
as an early, even relatively primitive, sampling of the historical memory of the

1. Ghabban 2016-17, 206-7 (no. 139). My thanks to M.S.M. Saifullah for drawing my attention
to this inscription. This graffito, by Habib ibn Abi Habib, a non-Arab client (mawla) of ‘Urwal’s, begs
God’s forgiveness and asks that Habib be granted the honor of being martyred while fighting in the
Path of God. On the theme of martyrdom and religious warfare in early Islamic graffiti, see Lindstedt
forthcoming a.

2. See Sprenger 1850, 108; Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 26.

3. Gorke and Schoeler 2008.

4. Shoemaker 2011; cf. the riposte in Gorke, Motzki, and Schoeler 2012. See also the doubts ex-
pressed by Prémare 2002, 14-16, and the confidence expressed in Azmeh 2004b, 34, 87ff.

5. Translations of some of the letters into Italian appeared in Leone Caetani’s monumental An-
nali dell’Islam; see Caetani 1905-26, 1: 267-68 (§269), 307-8 (§ 324), 471 (§ 30) and 2 (1): 105-7 (§39),
151-52 (§ 113), and 166-67 ($139). A German translation of the letters appeared in the first substantial
Western study of the traditions attributed to ‘Urwah, Stiilpnagel 1957, 61-83, but Stiilpnagel’s study and
his translation have long been neglected, especially in anglophone scholarship. The sections of the let-
ters that appear scattered throughout the Tarikh of Tabari have also been translated into English. I note
where this is the case below.
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FIGURE 10. Chains of transmission for the letters attributed to the Medinan scholar ‘Urwah
ibn al-Zubayr.

Medinan elites.® ‘Urwal’s correspondence thus offers a glimpse not so much into
the earliest biography of Muhammad as of the early “biographical prose™ that lay
at the basis of the fuller accounts of later generations. Also, the letters primarily
focus on the narrative exegesis of specific verses from the Qur’an rather than the
transmission of prophetic traditions (hadith) for their own sake.

Moreover, much of the letters’ contents evoke themes and stories potentially
conducive to a Zubayrid—-Umayyad reconciliation, or at least reflecting their
shared interests, as discussed in chapter 3, which would seem somewhat out of
place in later generations who lived under the shadow of Abbasid, rather than
Umayyad, rule. Other than the Prophet, himself a Qurashi of the Hashim clan,
the most prominent figures featured in the stories recounted in this correspond-
ence are either from the Umayyad clan of Quraysh, the Asad clan of the Quraysh
(to which the Zubayrids belonged), or ‘Urwah’s maternal relations, such as Aba
Bakr al-Siddiq (his maternal grandfather) and his daughters, Asma’ and ‘A’ishah
(‘Urwahl’s mother and aunt, respectively). In these letters, therefore, one finds a
self-conscious topical focus in keeping with “Urwah’s purported eagerness to effect
a reconciliation between the Umayyads and those Zubayrids who survived the
protracted civil war. That the letters were written in response to the caliph’s queries

6. Gorke 2011b, 146. However, this observation should not be taken to suggest that the traditions
transmitted on ‘Urwah’s authority were devoid of any miracles or that offer raw historical material. See
the comments on the Hudaybiyah tradition in Gorke 2000, 260-61.

7. The phrase is from Robinson 2015b, 133.
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and exhibit a deference for ‘Urwah’s erudition on historical and juridical arcana
also fits well with the image of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik found in other sources.

Absences in a corpus can speak volumes as well. Notably excluded from
‘Urwalis letters is any mention of the Prophet’s son-in-law “Ali ibn Abi Talib and
the Hashim clan of Quraysh. This absence is all the more conspicuous when one
considers the prominence accorded to “Ali in other accounts of the events narrated
by the letters, such as Muhammad’s hijrah to Yathrib/Medina and the conquest of
Mecca.? Given the hostility to “Ali not only of the Zubayrids and Umayyads but
also of ‘Urwah’s maternal relations, all this argues strongly in favor of the letters’
authenticity. These issues all merit further investigation.’

THE CHAINS OF TRANSMISSION
OF ‘“URWAH’S LETTERS

The letters of “Urwah ibn al-Zubayr survive in their most complete form in the
works of a premier scholar of the Abbasid-era, Abt Ja‘far al-Tabari (d. 310/923)—
more specifically in his universal history, Tarikh al-rusul wa-I-muliik and his semi-
nal Qur’an commentary, Jami ‘ al-bayan. However, al-TabarT’s corpus is neither the
only nor the earliest attestation to ‘Urwal’s letters. Explicit, albeit fragmentary,
citations of letters attributed to ‘Urwah appear in the recensions of the Kitab
al-Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767), the Kitab al-Maghazi of al-Waqidi (d. 207/822),
the Kitab al-Tabagat al-kubra of Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/844-45), the Musnad of Ahmad
ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), two historical works of the Basran historian ‘Umar ibn
Shabbah (d. ca. 262/875), and the Tafsir of Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. 277/890) as trans-
mitted by his son, Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi (d. 327/890). This list comprises at least
six scholars of diverse geographical provenance who claim to have transmitted the
letters of “Urwah—or at least excerpts thereof—and some of whose lives and schol-
arly careers precede that of al-Tabari by decades at least, and, in some cases, by
over a century.

That these letters survived in any form whatsoever is noteworthy. Hadith scholars
did not share modern historians’ fetish for documents as the supreme arbiters of
historical authenticity; hence, it is quite rare to find traditions transmitted in the let-
ter form, since it potentially detracted from, rather than added to, a tradition’s claim
to authenticity in the eyes of the early tradents of the Islamic tradition. The sine
qua non of scholarly knowledge in the second/eighth century was, rather, the oral
transmission and aural reception of traditions via a teacher-pupil relationship that
required the mastery of texts through memorization. Indeed, attitudes to the use of

8. Kister 1974, 569—70.
9. The effects of partisan and political attitudes on the ‘Urwah corpus and on al-Zubayr’s de-
scendents more broadly are explored in Hedayatpanah 2013.
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letters for the preservation of the tradition could be downright hostile—as Michael
Cook has noted, the accumulated private letters of scholars were often burned to
prevent them from falling into the hands of anyone other than the scholar and the
original recipient(s)."” In ‘Urwah’s day, written records of traditions served private,
rather than public, purposes, and early scholars of his generation often were at pains
to prevent the dissemination of letters they had written, or writings that they per-
sonally owned, even instructing that they be destroyed after they died." When texts
owned by scholars did survive their deaths, it was often as family heirlooms. Both
Nabia Abbot and Michael Cook have noted the frequent overlap between family
lines of transmission and the transmission of written materials,”? a pattern that one
also sees in the transmission of the bulk of “Urwah’s letters by his son Hisham.

The letters ascribed to ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr survive in three chains of trans-
mission, although the first is far more broadly attested. They are as follows:

Chain 1. The Basran Transmission

‘Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-Warith <« Aban al-‘Attar « Hisham ibn ‘Urwah «
‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr

The Bagran line of transmission, the principle source for ‘Urwah’s letters in TabarT’s
Tafsir and Tarikh, is most fully attested. This chain of authorities, or isnad, depicts
the letters as written in response to inquiries the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik
ibn Marwan sent to ‘Urwah. The Basran hadith scholar ‘Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abd
al-Warith ibn Sa‘id al-Tamimi (d. 207/822-23, Basrah) is the common link for this
line. Tabari cites his authority via his son, ‘Abd al-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad
(d. 252/866, Basrah) in his Tafsir, but *Abd al-Warith also transmitted the letters to
another Basran scholar, ‘Ali ibn Nasr al-Jahdami (d. 250/864, Basrah), whose
authority Tabari cites in his Tarikh as well. That “Ali ibn Nasr’s transmission of the
letters truly constituted an independent transmission is confirmed by its citation
in the Qur’an commentary of Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi (d. 327/890).

It might seem as somewhat odd that the letters survive in a Bagran transmission,
given that ‘Urwah and his son Hisham were scions of a distinguished Medinan
family of Quraysh. Hisham’s scholarly biography sheds some light on this. In the
wake of Abbasid revolution, Hisham undertook several journeys to Iraq. His depar-
ture seems to have transpired sometime after the Hajj season of 140/758, but he may
have returned to Medina, where he allegedly supported the revolt of Muhammad al-
Nafs al-Zakiyyah in 145/762. However, claims that Hisham supported Muhammad

10. M. Cook 1997, 481.

11. Melchert 2014, 219-20.

12. Abbot 1967, 36-37, cited in M. Cook 1997, 478-79. Even the so-called Constitution of Medina
itself survived as an heirloom of descendants of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab; see Lecker 2004, 7.
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al-Nafs al-Zakiyyah'’s rebellion seem questionable in light of the honors paid him by
the Abbasid caliph Abti Ja far al-Mangtr after his death in Baghdad.”

Hisham ibn ‘Urwah gathered a considerable following in Kafah and Basrah
and eventually even joined the coterie of scholars patronized in Baghdad by the
city’s founder, al-Manstr. Hisham’s activities in Iraq tarnished his reputation in
the eyes of Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/795) and the Medinans, who accused him of
being lax in transmitting among the Iragis not only traditions learned directly
from his father but also the reports of others.” According to Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/844),
Hisham first met the caliph in Kafah,' likely in nearby al-Hashimiyyah where al-
Mansur resided prior to the construction of Baghdad.” It was during a subsequent
visit with the caliph in Baghdad that Hisham died in the city ca. 146/763-64 while
at al-Mangur’s residence. The caliph honored Hisham with an elaborate funeral,
presided over by al-Manstr himself."® Basrans ranked Hisham along with Ibn Sirin
and al-Hasan al-Basri as one of their most revered authorities.”

Assuming for the moment that the line of transmission from Hisham is authen-
tic, then the Basran traditionist Aban ibn Yazid al-‘Attar presumably acquired a
copy of the letters by some means. Yet it seems unlikely that Aban did so via audi-
tion (sama ), since he does not otherwise transmit traditions on Hisham’s authority
aside from the letters. As a traditionist of the second/eighth century, Aban al-‘Attar
is a frustratingly obscure figure. Although hadith authorities usually vouch for
Aban’s trustworthiness, no information survives regarding the nature of the rela-
tionship between Hisham and Aban. The best that even the prodigious hadith critic
Ibn ‘Adi al-Jurjani (d. 365/975-76) can muster concerning Aban is to say, “I surmise
that he ranks among the trustworthy [arjit annahu min ahl al-sidg]”*'

Chain 2. The Medinan Transmission

This line of transmission is attested only for letters 5 and 9. In this Medinan chain,
‘Urwah addresses his letters, not to ‘Abd al-Malik, as in the Basran version, but
rather to the caliph’s son, al-Walid I (r. 86-96/705-15). Two lines are attested for

13. Elad 2016, 367-69.

14. Ibn Bakkar, Jamharah, 303-4.

15. Khatib, Baghdad, 16: 61; Balkhi, Qubul, 253-54. According to one report, Malik went so far as
to denounce Hisham as a liar; see Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 20.

16. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 7: 321.

17. Elad 2016, 369.

18. Khatib, Baghdad, 16: 62

19. Khatib, Baghdad, 16: 58.

20. Aban al-‘Attar appears as trusted authority in the hadith collections of al-Bukhari and Mus-
lim (Dhahabi, Siyar, 7: 431-33), although some early hadith scholars objected that he was accused of
espousing Qadarite beliefs. See Balkhi, Qubiil, 404, 407, and Magqalat, 193, citing the K. al-Amsar of
al-Jahiz (d. 255/869), on which see Pellat 1984, 134, no. 55.

21. Kamil, 2: 382.
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this transmission that both converge at the Medinan traditionist ‘Abd al-Rahman
ibn Abi I-Zinad.

2a. ‘Abdallah ibn Wahb « ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi I-Zinad « Abu I-Zinad «
“Urwah ibn al-Zubayr

This is the line of transmission for letter 5. TabarTs source for this version is the
Egyptian Ytnus ibn ‘Abd al-A‘la (d. 264/877 Egypt), who transmits it from the
prolific and influential student of the Medinan school, ‘Abdallah ibn Wahb al-Misri
(d. 197/813, Egypt). Given that Tabari only cites the isnad for this version in his
Tafsir, some scholars have justifiably regarded its independent existence with skep-
ticism. However, the third/eighth-century historian Ibn Shabbah also cites excerpts
from this letter in his histories of Mecca and Medina a generation before Tabarl.
Ibn Shabbabh’s citations also demonstrate that the text of the Medinan version of the
letter largely aligned with that of the Basran tradition. Ibn Shabbah’s source for the
letter is a Medinan, Ibrahim ibn al-Mundhir al-Hizami (d. 236/850, Medina).?? The
hadith scholar Yahya ibn Ma‘in (d. 233/848) records an interesting anecdote about
him: Ibn Ma‘in claimed to have copied a book of Ibn Wahb’s maghazi traditions
from Ibrahim ibn al-Mundhir.” Although this book is no longer extant, many other
works of Ibn Wahb’s are partially extant and have been edited by Miklos Muranyi.
It is possible, therefore, that Ibn Wahb’s Maghazi also drew from ‘Urwalis letters.
Ibn Wahb himself cites the authority of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi 1-Zinad
(d. 174/790-91, Baghdad) and his father Aba 1-Zinad ‘Abdallah ibn Dhakwan
(d. 130/748, Medina), a freedman (mawla) of the caliph ‘Uthman’s family and a
renowned scholar of the city. Aba I-Zinad is a figure who deserves further scru-
tiny. One presumes that ‘Urwal’s son Hisham inherited the letters of his father
and then transmitted them, but how did Abti 1-Zinad acquire a copy? As a scholar,
Abu 1-Zinad was known as “skilled in writing and arithmetic [sahib kitabin
wa-hisabin]” and served in Medina as a scribe for Khalid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik ibn
al-Harith ibn al-Hakam and ‘Abd al-Hamid ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Zayd ibn
al-Khattab. He was, in other words, a professional scribe and had access to archival
documents and correspondence. Indeed, when requested to do so by the Umayyad
caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, Aba I-Zinad knew how to access and bring to
the caliph “the accounts of the Medinan bureau [hisab diwan al-madinah],” and
when the caliph once tested his knowledge, Abu 1-Zinad knew, unlike the learned
Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri, that “Uthman used to pay the Medinans their salary in the

22. Ibrahim ibn Mundhir’s Qur’an commentary is partially extant. It is probable that Ibn Shabbah
cited the tradition from the section on Sarat al-Tawbah, which unfortunately does not survive in the
extant fragment.

23. Khatib, Baghdad, 6: 181; Mizzi, Tahdhib, 2: 209. ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Habib al-Andalusi cites
al-Hizami in his Kitab al-Tarikh; however, in this work al-Hizami relies on the corpus of al-Waqidi
rather than on Ibn Wahb. See Ibn Habib, Tarikh, 77-8, 82-85, 93, 96. 98, 102, 117, 149.
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month of Muharram (i.e., the first month of the year in the hijri calendar).* For
lack of a better characterization, Aba 1-Zinad was effectively a bureaucrat-scholar
well acquainted with the official documents of Medina.

2b. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi 1-Zinad « Hisham ibn ‘Urwah < ‘Urwah ibn al-
Zubayr

This is the line of transmission for letter 9. The historian al-Waqidi (d. 207/822) is
the only scholar who cites the authority of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi 1-Zinad
directly, and all the sources that cite this letter—the Tabagqat of Ibn Sa'd, the Ansab
of al-Baladhuri, and the Tarikh of al-Tabari—cite al-Waqidf’s authority. Notewor-
thy here is the absence of Aba 1-Zinad from the isnad, given his presence in 2a. In
this line of transmission, ‘Abd al-Rahman cites the authority of Hisham ibn
‘Urwah rather than his father Abt 1-Zinad.

Chain 3. The Zuhri Transmission

Letter 4 is attested only in the transmission of "‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr’s prominent
student, the Medinan scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742). This letter survives
in two versions transmitted by the most seminal authors of the sirah-maghazi tra-
dition: a shorter one, quoted in the corpus of al-Zuhrf’s pupil Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767),
and a long version quoted by al-Waqidi (d. 207/822) on the authority of al-Zuhrf’s
nephew Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah. Gorke and Schoeler are disinclined to accept
the authenticity of this line of transmission.”

A TRANSLATION OF THE LETTERS ATTRIBUTED
TO ‘“URWAH IBN AL-ZUBAYR

The translations below are mine and made directly from the Arabic texts indicated
in the citations. I have, however, consulted the English translations of Tabarf’s
Tarikh and Alfred Guillaume’s translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Sirah in the process, as
well as the German translations by Joachim von Stiilpnagel. Full references and
citations of these Arabic source texts as well as the English translations consulted
are given at the heading of each letter. The corpus provided here does not represent
the sum total of traditions and reports attributed to ‘“Urwabh, historical or other-
wise. Indeed, most reports on his authority are not transmitted in letter form but
appear in the preferred form of orally transmitted reports (akhbar; sg. khabar). For
further documentation and analysis of the "‘Urwah corpus beyond the letters, the
reader is pointed to the work of Andreas Gérke and Gregor Schoeler.

24. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 265; Baladhuri, Ansab, s: 120.
25. Gorke and Schoeler 2008, 255-57, 285-86.
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LETTER 1. FROM THE PERSECUTIONS IN MECCA
TO THE HIJRAH TO YATHRIB

SOURCES: Tabarl, Jami |, ed. al-Turki, 11: 180-82 + id., Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1234
37 [ed. Tbrahim, 2: 375-77| trans. Watt and McDonald 1998, 145-47]; cf. Tabari,
Tarikh, 1: 1180-81, 1224~25 [ed. Ibrahim, 2: 328-29, 366/ trans. Watt and McDonald
1998, 98-99, 136-37] and Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 42: s10.

§1.1 “Abd 1-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad related to me, saying: my father related
to me, saying: Aban al-"Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah related
to us from his father that: ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan wrote to [ Urwah ibn al-
Zubayr] asking him about several things, so “Urwah wrote to him:

2 Peace be upon you. I praise God to you—there is no god but He. Now to the
heart of the matter. You have written me asking about the departure [makhraj] of
the Messenger of God [s] from Mecca, so I will inform you about it. There is no
power, no strength except from Him.

Early Persecutions

§2. 1 Related to the Messenger of God’s departure from Mecca was the fact that
God had given him prophecy. And what a fine prophet! What a fine lord! What
fine kin! May God reward him well and allow us to see his face in Paradise! May
God preserve us in His community of faith [millah] from the day He gives us life
until the day He causes us to die and the day He resurrects us from the dead!

2 When he summoned his tribe to the guidance and light with which God had
sent him and which He had revealed to him, at first they did not distance them-
selves from him when he began to summon them. They nearly even listened to
him until he mentioned their false deities [tawaghitahum]. Some people arrived
from al-Ta’if, wealthy men from Quraysh, and rebuked him for that. They treated
him harshly and despised what he said [to them]. Whoever would heed them, they
instigated to harass him so that most people kept away from him and abandoned
him, except for those whom God preserved, and even they were few.

3 Things remained this way as long as God ordained it to be so, but then their
leaders conspired together to compel those who had followed him from their chil-
dren, brethren, and clans to leave God’s religion. It was a persecution [fitnah] that
sent shockwaves throughout the people of Islam who followed the Messenger of
God.” Those who were lured away were lured away, but God shielded those whom
He willed.

26. The phrase, ‘the people of Islam [ahl al-islam] who followed the Messenger of God;, has been
added from Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1181 [ed. Ibrahim, 2: 328]. The locution ahl al-islam is first
attested in 71/691 in an epitaph from Aswan belonging to ‘Abbasah bint Jurayj. See chapter 1 above.
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4 When that befell the Muslims, the Messenger of God commanded them to
depart for the land of Abyssinia. In Abyssinia there was a righteous king called
the Negus. None were oppressed in his land, and because of that, word of his
righteousness spread. The land of Abyssinia was a destination for trade where
the Quraysh would conduct business and where they had found a lucrative liveli-
hood, safety, and a fair market, so the Messenger of God commanded them to
go there. Most of them went there when they found themselves beleaguered in
Mecca. He feared what the trials of persecution [al-fitan] would do to them, but
he himself remained and did not leave. That remained the case for several years
as the Quraysh continued to deal harshly with those who became Muslim. Islam
still spread in Mecca after that, and even men from their nobles and indomitable
warriors [min ashrafthim wa-mana ‘atihim] joined the religion.

5 When the Quraysh saw that, they relented and let the Messenger of God and
his companions be for a time. Such was the first persecution [al-fitnah al-iila]
that led to the departure of those companions of God’s Messenger who set out for
Abyssinia out of fear, fleeing the trials and tremors it brought.

The ‘Aqabah Meeting

§3. 1 Once they were let alone and those of their ranks who joined Islam had
joined it, word spread that they were now being let alone. When word reached
the Messenger of God’s companions in Abyssinia that their fellow believers in
Mecca were being let alone and that they were no longer being persecuted, some
of those who had emigrated to the land of Abyssinia returned to Mecca, and they
nearly even found security there.” Those who embraced Islam® began to increase
and multiply. Many people from the Ansar of Medina became Muslim, and Islam
spread throughout Medina. The Medinans began visiting the Messenger of God [s]
in Mecca, and when the Quraysh saw that, they spurred each other on to compel
them to abandon their faith and to deal harshly with them. They seized them and
were eager lure them away [from their religion], and it was the final persecution
[al-fitnah al-akhirah]. A massive effort struck them, but these were the final perse-
cutions, of which there were two: a persecution that led to the departure of those
who went to the land of Abyssinia when he commanded them to go and to whom

27. 'This long account—narrated continuously in Tabarf’s tafsir—is broken up in the Tarikh. From
here onwards, the second excerpt begins in TabarT’s Tarikh, but the sentence before differs from the
text found in his tafsir, reading: “When those who had emigrated to Abyssinia prior to the Emigration
[hijrah] of the Prophet to Medina returned . . (Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1224 [ed. Ibrahim, 2:
366]). This sentence is likely the result of an editorial intervention by Tabari, inserted to render the
truncated text more intelligible.

28. “Those who embraced Islam ... from Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1225 [ed. Ibrahim, 2:
366]; omitted in Tabari, Jami |, 11: 182.
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he granted his permission to depart there, and another persecution once they
returned and [the Quraysh] saw the number of Medinans who came to them.

2 Afterwards the seventy delegates [nuqaba’] from Medina—the leaders of
those who had become Muslims—came to the Messenger of God. They caught
up with him during the Hajj and gave him their allegiance at al-*Aqabah. They
concluded their pact with him on these terms, “We are of you, and you are of us.
Any of your companions who come to us, or even you yourself, we shall protect
just as we protect our own.”

3 From that moment on the Quraysh dealt harshly with them, so the Messenger
of God commanded his companions to depart for Medina. It was during the final
persecution that the Messenger of God made his followers leave and during which
he himself left, and it was concerning this that God revealed, “Battle them until
persecution [fitnah] is no more and all religion is for God” (Q. Anfal 8:39).

The Prophet’s Hijrah with Abii Bakr

§4.1 When the companions of the Messenger of God had departed for Medina
and before he—that is, the Messenger of God—had departed and before God had
revealed this verse in which He issued the command to fight, Aba Bakr sought his
permission [to leave Mecca]. He had not set out with those companions who had
already departed. The Messenger of God held him back and told him, “Wait for
me. Perhaps I too shall receive God’s permission to leave.”

2 Now Abu Bakr had already purchased two riding camels to ready them to set
out for Medina along with the companions of the Messenger of God. When the
Messenger of God asked him to wait and informed him that he hoped to hear from
his Lord that He permitted him to depart, he kept the camels with him and fed
them until they grew fat, expecting to accompany the Messenger of God. When the
Prophet’s departure was delayed, Aba Bakr said, “Do you still hope that He will give
you permission?” “Yes,” he replied, so he waited on him and remained steadfast.

3 ‘A’ishah informed me that while they were in their house one afternoon—
just Aba Bakr and his two daughters, ‘A’ishah and Asma’—the Messenger of God
suddenly showed up just when the midday heat had reached its peak. Not a day
would pass that he would not come to Aba Bakr’s house at the beginning and the
end of the day, but when Aba Bakr saw that the Prophet had come at midday, he
said to him, “Prophet of God, something must have happened to have brought you
here!” When the Prophet entered their home, he told Aba Bakr,

“Tell whoever is in your house to leave”

“No one is watching us,” he replied, “there are only my two daughters”
“God has granted me permission to set out for Medina,” he said.
“Messenger of God!” Abu Bakr said, “I shall accompany you!”

“Yes, you shall accompany me,” he said.
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“Take one of my two riding camels,” Abi Bakr said, and these were the riding
camels that Aba Bakr had been feeding to make ready for the journey once God
had granted the Messenger of God permission. Thus, he gave him one of the two
riding camels, saying, “Take her, Messenger of God, and ride her” “T'll accept her;’
the Prophet said, “but only in exchange for her fair price”

4 ‘Amir ibn Fuhayrah was a man from the Azd tribe born of a slave. He was
owned by al-Tufayl ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Sakhbarah, who was Abu l-Harith ibn
al-Tufayl. He was the half-brother of ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr and ‘Abd al-Rahman
ibn Abi Bakr through their mother. ‘Amir ibn Fuhayrah had become a Muslim
while he was still their slave, but Abu Bakr purchased him and had him set free.
He followed Islam well. When the Prophet and Abu Bakr set out, Aba Bakr still
had rights to milk a flock of sheep that passed by his family in the evening, so
he sent ‘Amir with the flock to Thawr. ‘Amir ibn Fuhayrah had been taking the
sheep each evening to the cave in Thawr, the same cave that God mentioned in the
Qur’an.” He also sent ahead of them a man from the ‘Abd ibn ‘Adi clan, a confed-
erate of the Quraysh from the Sahm clan, then the house of al-*As ibn Wa’il. That
man from the ‘Adi clan was a pagan at the time, but they hired him and he served
as their guide along the path [leading out of Mecca].

5 During those nights that the two remained in the cave, Aba Bakr’s son
‘Abdallah used to visit them when evening came around to bring news from
Mecca. He would then return to Mecca by morning. Each night ‘Amir would lead
the sheep out, and they would take their milk. He would then lead the sheep out
to pasture early the next day and pass the morning with other people’s shepherds.
No one suspected him of anything, until eventually no one spoke any more of the
two of them and word came to them that the people no longer spoke about them.

6 Their guide brought them their two camels, and they left. He brought ‘Amir
ibn Fuhayrah along with them to serve them and to aid them. Aba Bakr had him
sit behind him and allowed him to sit on his saddle in turns. No one accompanied
them except ‘Amir ibn Fuhayrah and the brother of the ‘Adi clan who guided
them along the path. He led them through the lowlands of Mecca, and they jour-
neyed on, trekking below ‘Usfan parallel with the coast. Then he sought to take
them to rejoin the main route after they traversed Qudayd. Then he followed the
Kharrar path and trekked across the pass of al-Marah. He then took the route
called al-Mudlijah, which lies between the ‘Amq and al-Rawha’ routes, until they
reached the route of al-‘Arj. They arrived at the spring called al-Ghabir to the
right of Rakabah and then scaled Batn Ri’m. At last they had approached Medina
just before noon from the quarter of the ‘Amr ibn ‘Awf clan. It is reported that
they only remained there for two days, though the “Amr ibn ‘Awf clan claims that
they resided there longer than that. He then led his riding camel onwards, and she

29. See Q. Tawbah 9:40
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followed him until he entered the quarter of the Najjar clan. The Messenger of
God showed them an unused patch of earth [mirbad: used for drying dates or for
confining animals] that was in the midst of their homes.

COMMENTARY: While much of the narrative in this letter on Muhammad’s hijrah
accords with later tradition (and indeed forms its basis),* the claim made at §2.2 that
Meccas Quraysh were initially receptive to the public preaching of Muhammad’s mes-
sage until the arrival of certain wealthy Qurashi interlopers from al-Ta’if is unique to
the ‘Urwah tradition. The usual scheme portrays Muhammads initial preaching as
having taken place in secret and mostly gaining him followers among his kin and the
downtrodden; the ardent opposition from the Meccans and Quraysh arises only after
he begins to proclaim his message publicly and denounce the Meccans’ ancestral gods.
Those wealthy Quraysh who first opposed Muhammad are not named in the letter.
Hichem Djait has speculated that ‘Urwah suppressed the names of other wealthy Mec-
cans who owned lands in al-T3’if because many of them came from the caliph ‘Abd
al-Malik’s ancestral clan of Quraysh, ‘Abd Shams;* however, an Egyptian tradition
attributed to “‘Urwah does identify these opponents, naming not individuals from the
clans of ‘Abd Shams but, rather, two individuals from the Makhzim clan of Quraysh,
“Aba Jahl” (‘Amr ibn Hisham) and al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah. Both are well known
opponents of Muhammad’s early preaching in the broader corpus of the sirah-maghazi
tradition.* Notably missing from this account of the Meccan phase of Muhammad’s
preaching is any mention of the “satanic verses” affair, which plays a prominent role the
sirah-maghazi traditions of the subsequent generation of scholars.”

LETTER 2. KHADIJAH’S DEATH AND THE PROPHET’S
MARRIAGE TO ‘A’ISHAH

SOURCE: Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1770 [ed. Ibrahim, 3: 163-64| trans. Poona-
wala 1990, 131].

§1. ‘Ali ibn Nagr related to us, saying: ‘Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-Warith related
to us, and ‘Abd al-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad also related to me, saying: my father

30. Gorke and Schoeler 2005; Gorke and Schoeler 2008, chap. 3.

31. Djait 2014, 2: 366-68

32. Ibn Abi ‘Asim, Ahdd, 1: 442—43; Tabarani, Mu jam, 20: 5; and Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashgq, 57: 153-54.
A similarly worded tradition—ostensibly cited from the Kitab al-Maghazi of Misa ibn ‘Ugbah and
transmitted on the authority of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri—appears in Taymi, Dala ’il, 864-71 (citing the
Dala’il al-nubuwwah of al-Tabarani); cf. Bayhaqi, Dala i, 2: 28sff.

33. A version of the satanic verses story is indeed attributed to ‘Urwah, but the authenticity of its
ascription to him is dubious. Cf. S. Ahmed 2017, 105ff.; Anthony 2019a, 241-45.
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related to me, saying: Aban al-Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah
related to us from ‘Urwah that he wrote to “Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan:

§2. You have written to me regarding Khadijah bint Khuwaylid and you ask,
“When did she pass away?” She passed away before the departure of God’s Messenger
from Mecca by three years, or thereabouts. He married ‘A’ishah once Khadijah had
passed away. The Messenger of God saw ‘A’ishah twice [before that] and was told,
“She will be your wife”* On that day ‘A’ishah was six years old. Then the Messenger
of God consummated his marriage with ‘A’ishah after he had gone to Medina, and
the day he consummated his marriage with her she was nine years old.

COMMENTARY. ‘A’ishal’s age at the consummation of her marriage has been the
source of much modern controversy, but the assertion that she was six years old
when betrothed and nine years old when the marriage was consummated is unan-
imously attested in traditions attributed to her nephew "‘Urwah and the Medinan
scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri.* Although pre-pubertal marriage was not the norm
in either Roman or Late Antiquity, it is attested in some populations of the era,
especially those outside urban centers. Roman and, subsequently, Byzantine law
forbade the marriage of pre-pubertal girls (defined as girls under the age of twelve
or thirteen, respectively),”® but this in no way eliminated pre-pubertal marriages
entirely.”” Jewish and Islamic law were, by contrast, far more permissive of men
contracting and consummating marriages to pre-pubertal females.*® Based on the
available data, it appears that'A’ishah’s age at her first marriage was not an extreme
outlier in the seventh-century Hijaz.*

34. Likely in a numinous vision; see Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 2: 64-65, where Gabriel assumes ‘A’ishah’s
form and appears to Muhammad in his sleep to announce the marriage. Only in Baladhuri, Ansab, 1
(2): 1031, citing a tradition from Malik ibn Anas, does one find a “naturalistic” account: Muhammad
sees ‘A’ishah playing on a swing and then approaches her mother, adamantly demanding that she be
betrothed to him.

35. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 6: 162; Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 321 > Bayhaqi, Dala’il, 7: 284; and al-
Zubayr ibn Bakkar, Muntakhab, 35 > Tabarani, Mu jam, 23: 28-29.

36. See the discussion of a sixth-century marriage contract drawn up in Nessana in Katzoff and
Lewis 1990, 212. As early as the eighth century c.E., Byzantine law fixed the minimum age of consent for
a girl to marry at thirteen and assigned a harsh punishment for the seduction of a girl under thirteen:
slitting the man’s nose and granting the girl one-half of his property (i.e., both exemplary punishment
and civil damages). Laiou 1993, 122-23. Where such data have been surveyed, Christian girls’ age at
marriage was relatively high compared to the rest of population, but attributing this to Christianity as
such seems dubious. Shaw 1987, 41-42.

37. Cf. Shaw 1987; Scheidel 2007.

38. Baugh 2017; Krakowski 2018, 113ff.

39. E.g., another of the Prophet’s wives, Hafsah bint ‘Umar, had already married her first husband
when, at ten years of age, she fled the persecutions of the Meccans alongside him to Axum. See An-
thony and Bronson 2016, 96-97.
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LETTER 3. THE BATTLE OF BADR

SOURCES: Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje 1: 1284-88 [ed. Ibrahim, 2:421-24| trans.
Watt and McDonald 1987, 28—32]; cf. id., Jami | 11: 41, 84.

§1. “Ali ibn Nasr ibn ‘Ali [al-Jahdami] and ‘Abd al-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad
ibn ‘Abd al-Warith related to us—Ali said: ‘Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-Warith
related to us; and ‘Abd al-Warith said: my father related to us—saying: ‘Aban
al-“Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah related to us from “Urwah that
he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan:

§2. 1 Now to the heart of the matter. You wrote me concerning Aba Sufyan*
and his expedition to ask me about how it transpired. What happened to him is
that Aba Sufyan was on a return journey from Syria with riders from the clans of
Quraysh, about seventy in all. They had been trading in Syria and were heading
back together with wealth and traded goods.

2 They mentioned this to the Messenger of God and his companions, for there
had been a battle between them before that. Several warriors had been killed. Ibn
al-Hadrami was killed in a raiding party at Nakhlah, and several captives were
taken from Quraysh, including a man from the Mughirah clan and their client
Ibn Kaysan. ‘Abdallah ibn Jahsh and Wagqid, a confederate of ‘Adi ibn Ka ‘b, were
the ones who attacked them, with a party of the companions of God’s Messenger,
whom he had sent out along with ‘Abdallah ibn Jahsh. It was this event that pro-
voked the war between the Messenger of God and Quraysh, and the first conflict
in which they inflicted casualties on one another. That all happened before the
trading expedition of Abt Sufyan and his cohort to Syria.

3 Later, after that, Abt Sufyan and the riders from Quraysh began to head back.
Returning from Syria, they followed the coastal route. When the Messenger of God
heard about them, he readied his companions and told them how much wealth they
carried and how few they were in number. They set out only intending to go after
Abu Sufyan and the riders that accompanied him. Seeing it as nothing more than
a chance to plunder, they did not imagine that there might be a full-fledged battle
when they met them. This is as God Almighty revealed concerning the incident,
“your desire was for the party without weapons to be yours” (Q. Anfal 8:7).

§3. 1 When Abt Sufyan heard that the companions of God’s Messenger were
heading his way, he dispatched a message to the Quraysh [in Mecca], “Muhammad
and his companions are heading for you, so protect your goods!” When the report

40. An Umayyad Qurashi and the leader of Meccan opposition to Muhammad, Abu Sufyan was
the father of the Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan.
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reached them, the Meccans rushed to their aid, for all of the clans of Ka‘b ibn
Lu’ayy had someone in Aba Sufyan’s caravan.” The Ka‘b ibn Lu ayy clan pro-
vided the men, but no one from the ‘Amir clan joined them except for those from
the sub-clan of Malik ibn Hisl. The Messenger of God and his companions heard
no word of the reinforcements of Quraysh until the Prophet had arrived at Badr,
which lay along the route taken by the riders of Quraysh who had followed the
coastal route to Syria. Abu Sufyan, however, steered clear of Badr and stuck to the
coastal route, for he feared an ambush at Badr.

2 The Prophet marched until they made camp at nightfall not far off from Badr.
The Prophet dispatched al-Zubayr ibn al-‘Awwam with a troop of his compan-
ions to Badr’s water source, not suspecting that the Quraysh had set out against
them, but while the Prophet stood praying, several water-carriers of the Quraysh
suddenly came to draw water. Among those who had come to draw water was a
black serving boy of the Hajjaj clan. The men whom the Messenger of God had
dispatched to Badr’s well with al-Zubayr seized the boy, and one of the slave’s com-
panions absconded towards the Quraysh. They headed back with the slave in order
to bring him to the Messenger of God at the place where he had alighted for the
evening. They questioned him about Abu Sufyan and his cohort since they were
certain he was with them, but the slave began to tell them how the Quraysh had
set out from Mecca and who their leaders were. He gave them an accurate account,
but what he said was the most miserable news imaginable to them. At the time,
they only sought to send their riders in pursuit of Aba Sufyan and his cohort.

3 All the while the Prophet was praying, completing the bows and prostrations,
but he could see and hear how they were treating the slave. Whenever the slave
mentioned to them that the Quraysh were coming their way, they beat him and
called him a liar, saying, “Youre just trying to hide the location of Aba Sufyan
and his cohort!” Whenever they struck the slave a blow and asked him about Aba
Sufyan and his cohort, he said, “Yes, this man is Aba Sufyan,” but he actually knew
nothing about them since he was just one of the water carriers for the Quraysh.
The riders at the time were in fact just below them, as God Almighty declared,
“Recall when you were on the near side of the valley and they were on the far side
and the riders were below you” until “a matter already preordained” (Q. 8:42).
Eventually they started to beat the slave if he told them, “The Quraysh have come
to your location!” And if he told them, “This is Aba Sufyan,” they would leave
him be.

4 When the Prophet saw what they were doing, he withdrew from his prayer,
for he had heard what the slave had told them. They claim the Messenger of God

41. Le., nearly all the main clans of Quraysh.
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said, “By Him in whose hand my soul resides! You surely beat him when he’s told
the truth and leave him be when he’s lied!”

“But he’s telling us that the Quraysh [from Mecca] have come here,” they said.

“And he’s told the truth,” the Prophet said. “Quraysh have set out to protect
their riders” He then summoned the serving boy and questioned him, and he
informed him about the Quraysh, saying, “I have no knowledge of Abu Sufyan.”

“How many of them are there?” he asked him.

“I don’t know;” he answered, “but by God there’s a great number of them.”

They claim that the Prophet asked, “Who provided them with food the day
before yesterday?” The slave named a man who fed them, and he asked, “And how
many animals were butchered for them?” “Nine animals,” he said. “Who provided
them with food yesterday?” the Prophet asked, and again the slave named a man.
“How many were butchered for them?” he asked. “Ten animals,” he said.

They claim that the Prophet then said, “They number somewhere between
seven hundred and a thousand men,” and the forces of Quraysh that day num-
bered nine hundred and fifty men.

5 The Prophet then left and went down to the water source and filled the cis-
terns [with sand]. His camp arrayed themselves for battle until the enemy force
arrived. When the Messenger of God arrived at Badr, he said, “This is where they
will meet their end” They discovered that the Prophet had already beaten them to
Badr and had taken up his position there. Once the Quraysh caught sight of him,
they claim that the Prophet said, “These Quraysh have arrived with their rambling
boasts to challenge You and to make a liar out of Your Messenger! O God, I ask of
You what You promised me!”

6 When the Quraysh advanced, he turned to face them and cast the dust of the
earth in their direction. God defeated them. Before they had even encountered
the Prophet, a rider from Aba Sufyan and his traveling party reached them to tell
them, “Go back!”—and the traveling party was ordering the Quraysh to return to
al-Juhfah—but they said, “By God we won’t turn around until we go down to Badr
and camp there for three nights so that the people of the Hijaz can see us. No Arab
who sees us and the host we've gathered will dare battle us!” They were the ones
about whom God Almighty revealed “those who in arrogance left their homes to
be seen by the people” (Q. 8:47).

7 They met each other in battle, the Meccans and the Prophet, and God granted
His Messenger victory. He disgraced the leaders of the infidels and granted the
believers’ hearts the vengeance they craved.

COMMENTARY. It is noteworthy that “Urwah’s letter is written in response to an
inquiry concerning role of the Umayyads’ progenitor, Abti Sufyan, in the first major
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thematic battle of Muhammad’s prophetic career, the battle of Badr fought in
Ramadan 2/March 624.*> Abt Sufyan remains unvanquished in the story in stark
contrast to the heedless Abii Jahl, whose overconfidence proves his undoing. Indeed,
according the sirah-maghazi literature, Aba1 Sufyan was never vanquished outright
by Muhammad and his followers in pitched battle.” ‘Urwali’s letter likewise depicts
Abu Sufyan, in contrast to his allies from Quraysh, as canny enough to save his cara-
van and shrewdly averse to direct engagement with Muhammad at Badr.

LETTER 4. ON AL-HUDAYBIYAH, A GLOSS ON
Q. MUMTAHANAH 60:10-12

SOURCES: version 1—Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 2: 326-27 (Ziyad al-Bakka’1) [trans. Guil-
laume, 509]; cf. Tabari, Jami ', 22: 579 (Salamah ibn al-Fadl); Bayhaqi, Sunan, 19:
149 (Yanus ibn Bukayr); Aba Bakr al-Hazimi, I tibar, 222 (Ibrahim ibn Sa‘'d).*

§1. Ibn Ishaq said: al-Zuhri related to me from ‘Urwah, saying:

§2. I went to see [ Urwah] while he was writing a letter to Ibn Abi Hunaydah, a
companion of al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, for he had written to [ Urwah] asking
about the word of God Most High (Q. Mumtahanah 60:10):

Believers! When the believing women come to you as migrants, subject them to a
test. God knows of their faith. If you apprehend that they truly believe, do not return
them to the infidels. The women are not lawful to the men, nor are the men lawful to
the women. Send back the bride-price the men paid. No harm will come to you if you
marry them as long as you pay their bride-price [ujiirahunnal. And you also must
not hold on to your ties with infidel women. Ask repayment for what bride-prices
you had paid and let them ask the same. This is God’s judgment: He judges between
you, for God is knowing and wise.

§3. He continued: ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr wrote to him: The Messenger of God
had made a treaty with the Quraysh [of Mecca] on the day of al-Hudaybiyah on
the condition that he would send back to them anyone who came [to Medina]
without the permission of their guardian [wali]. When the women migrated to the
Messenger of God and to Islam, God refused to permit them to be sent back to the
pagans if they underwent the test of Islam. They knew that the women came out of

42. See ED, s.v. “Badr” (Khalil Athamina).

43. Cf. the tradition of Misa ibn ‘Ugbah, which portrays Aba Sufyan as the (self-proclaimed)
victor of Uhud (3/625) and al-Khandagq (5/627) in Bayhagqi, Dala il, 4: 386.

44. A slightly longer version appears in al-Waqidi, Maghazi, 2: 631-33 > Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 8: 12-13
> Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 70: 220.
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desire for Islam. He also ordered for the women’s dowers [saduqat] to be returned
to the Quraysh if the women were withheld from them, as long as the Quraysh
returned the dower of any wife they withheld from the Muslims. “This is God’s
judgment: He judges between you, for God is knowing and wise”

§4. So the Messenger of God held onto the women but sent the men back,
and he demanded what God commanded him to demand concerning the dowers
of the wives of those men whose wives were withheld from them, and that they
should return to them the like of which they returned to them, if they did indeed
do so. Were it not for the judgment God had given, the Messenger of God would
have sent the women back just as he did with the men; and were it not for the armi-
stice and the pact made between him and the Quraysh at al-Hudaybiyah, he would
have kept the women without returning any of the women’s dowers, for such was
what he used do when Muslim women came to him prior to the pact.

COMMENTARY. Traditions transmitted on the authority of ‘Urwah provide the
most detailed outline of the historical events surrounding the pact concluded
between Muhammad and the Meccan Quraysh at al-Hudaybiyah in 6/628 in the
sirah-maghazi corpus.” The pact at al-Hudaybiyah set the terms of an armistice
between Medina and Mecca, thus giving the Meccans a free hand to recuperate
from the ongoing war with Medina and giving the Medinans, under Muhammad’s
direction, a free hand to focus their attention on the expansion of their authority
to north without the intervention of Quraysh to the south. The pact of al-Huday-
biyah effectively allowed Muhammad to create the political conditions that would
enable him subsequently to conquer Mecca with minimal resistance. ‘Urwahs let-
ter here addresses an exegetical issue that bore on a discrepancy in Medina’s policy
towards those Meccans who sought to abandon Mecca and to join Muhammad’s
community. The men who abandoned the Meccan Quraysh were turned away—
though in reality many of these men did not return home but instead formed a
type of guerrilla movement—but the women were not turned away and forced to
return to Mecca. ‘Urwalis letter offers an exegesis of Q. 60:10 that places the divine
revelation within the context of al-Hudaybiyah and elaborates on the pragmatic
rationale behind Muhammad’s policy towards the women.

LETTER 5. THE CONQUEST OF MECCA AND AL-TA’IF

SOURCES: Tabari, Tarikh, 1: 1634-36, 1654-55, 1669—70 [ed. Ibrahim, 3: 5456, 70,
82-83| trans. Fishbein 1997, 174-76; trans. Poonawala 1990, 1-3, 20-21]; cf. Ibn

45. Gorke 2000; Gorke and Schoeler 2008, chap. 8.
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Hajar, Fath, 8: 27 (citing Kitab Makkah of ‘Umar ibn Shabbah); Tabari, Jami ', 11:
386 and Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi, Tafsir, 6: 1773; and Ibn Shabbah, Madinah, 2: 507.

§1. “Abd al-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad ibn “Abd al-Warith related to me, saying:
my father related to me, saying: Aban al-"Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn
‘Urwah related to us from ‘Urwah that he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan:*¢

§2. 1 Now to the heart of the matter. You wrote to me asking about Khalid ibn
al-Walid:¥ Did he conduct a raid on the day of Mecca’s conquest? Under whose
command did he fight? The fact of the matter is that, on the day of Mecca’s con-
quest, Khalid ibn al-Walid was with the Prophet. When the Prophet rode into
the Marr basin headed for Mecca, Quraysh had sent Abt Sufyan and Hakim ibn
Hizam,* although when they sent the two men they knew not where the Prophet
was headed, whether to them or to al-Ta’if. Such were the days of the conquest.

2 Aba Sufyan and Hakim ibn Hizam followed behind Budayl ibn Warqa’, and
they were happy to accompany him, for it was just Aba Sufyan, Hakim ibn Hizam,
and Budayl. When Quraysh sent them to the Messenger of God, they said to them,
“We won't be approached from the rear, since we don't know whether Muhammad
is heading for us, Hawazin, or Thaqif!”

3 At the time, the armistice and the pact made at al-Hudaybiyah was in effect
between the Prophet and Quraysh for the agreed upon period. The Bakr clan
was also party to that armistice with Quraysh, but a group of the Ka'b clan and
another from the Bakr clan battled. One of the stipulations of the armistice drawn
up between the Messenger of God and Quraysh was, “No traps laid, and no swords
drawn [la islal wa-1a ighlal],” but Quraysh aided the Bakr with weapons. The Ka'b
clan made accusations against Quraysh, and on that basis the Messenger of God
led an expedition against the Meccans.

4 It was during this expedition that he met with Aba Sufyan, Hakim, and
Budayl at Marr al-Zahran. They did not realize that the Messenger of God had
gone down to Marr until suddenly they happened upon him. When they saw him
at Marr, Abt Sufyan, Budayl, and Hakim went to see him in his dwelling at Marr
al-Zahran and pledged their allegiance to him. Once they pledged him their alle-
giance, he sent them ahead of him to the Quraysh, calling on them to embrace
Islam. It has been reported to me that he said, “Whoever enters the home of Abu
Sufyan is safe’—and his house was in the upper part of Mecca—“and whoever

46. According to the Medinan recension, the letter is written rather to ‘Abd al-Malik’s son,
al-Walid I. See Ibn Shabbah, Madinah, 2: 507; Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi, Tafsir, 6:1773; Ibn Hajar, Fath, 8: 2.

47. Khalid ibn al-Walid al-Makhztmi: the famed Qurashi commander of the early Islamic con-
quests called “the Sword of God” (sayf Allah).

48. Hakim ibn Hizam ibn Khuwaylid al-Asadi al-Qurashi, the nephew of Muhammad’s first wife
Khadijah and a member of ‘Urwalv’s clan of Quraysh, the Banua Asad.
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enters the home of Hakim”—which was in the lower part of Mecca— “he is safe.
And whoever locks his door and withholds his hand, he is safe”

5 When Abu Sufyan and Hakim exited the Prophet’s encampment to head
for Mecca, the Prophet sent al-Zubayr in their tracks. He gave him his banner
and made him the commander of a troop of migrants and Ansar on horseback,
ordering him to plant his banner on al-Hajan at the highest point in Mecca. He
said to al-Zubayr, “Don’t abandon the place where I've commanded you to plant
my banner until I come to you” After that the Messenger of God entered and
ordered Khalid ibn al-Walid—who was among those from Quda‘ah, the Sulaym
clan, and others who only had just become Muslims shortly before that—to
enter from the lower part of Mecca where the Quraysh had called the Bakr clan
to prepare for war along with the Harith ibn ‘Abd Manat clan and the mixed
clans [al-ahabish]. Khalid ibn al-Walid thus engaged them from the lower part of
Mecca.

6 I was told that the Prophet told Khalid and al-Zubayr when he sent them,
“Attack no one unless they attack you” When Khalid came upon the Bakr clan and
the mixed clans, he fought them, and God Almighty routed them. This was the
only killing that transpired in Mecca. The one exception was that Kurz ibn Jabir, a
tribesman of the Muharib ibn Fihr, and Ibn al-Ash‘ar, a man from the Ka‘b clan,
were both with the horses of al-Zubayr, but they went in the direction of Kada’ and
did not follow the route taken by al-Zubayr and that he had given orders to fol-
low. The two men came across a small force of Quraysh at the slope of Kada’ and
were killed. There was no fighting in the upper part of Mecca in the direction of
al-Zubayr. After that the Prophet came, [and] the people rose to pledge him their
allegiance. Thus did the Meccans embrace Islam.

§2. 1 After the victory, the Prophet stayed in Mecca for half a month. Not a
moment longer was it before Hawazin and Thaqif came and made camp at
Hunayn, which is a valley next to Dhii I-Majaz. That day they were on their way
hoping to face the Prophet in battle. They had joined forces before that when they
had heard about the Messenger of God’s sortie from Medina, for they thought
that he was heading for them when he left Medina. Once they heard that he had
encamped at Mecca, Hawazin turned to head for the Prophet, and they had taken
their possessions, their women, and their children along with them. The leader
of Hawazin that day was Malik ibn ‘Awf, a man from the Nasr clan. Thaqif also
headed that way and eventually went down to Hunayn with the intent to do battle
with the Prophet.

2 When the Prophet was told that Hawazin and Thaqif had encamped at
Hunayn and that Malik ibn “Awf of the Nasr clan led them as their commander
that day, he was in Mecca. The Prophet set out until he reached them and con-
fronted them at Hunayn. God Almighty routed them. This is the battle that God
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Almighty mentions in the Scripture.” God Almighty granted His Messenger the
women, children, and flocks that they brought with them as plunder, so he dis-
tributed their wealth among those Quraysh with him who had recently become
Muslim.

§3.1 On the day of Hunayn, the Messenger of God immediately withdrew right
away and marched until he came to al-Ta’if. For half a month the Messenger of
God and his companions waged war against them because Thaqif fought from
behind the fort and would not fight in open battle. All those who lived in their
environs became Muslim and sent their delegations to the Messenger of God.

2 Then the Prophet returned, for he besieged them no longer than half a month
until he went down to al-Ji‘'ranah where the women and children captives whom the
Messenger of God had captured at Hunayn were. They claim that the captives seized
from Hawazin that day numbered six thousand women and children. So when the
Prophet returned to al-Ji‘ranah, the delegates of Hawazin came to him as Muslims,
so he manumitted all their women and children and resolved to undertake a non-
seasonal pilgrimage from al-Ji‘ranah. That was in the month of Dhi1 1-Qa‘dah.

3 The Messenger of God then returned to Medina and appointed Aba Bakr™ to
govern the Meccans in his place. He commanded him to lead the people in the
Hajj and to instruct the people in Islam. He also ordered him to ensure the safety
of the pilgrims who made the Hajj.

4 He returned to Medina, and when he arrived there, delegates from Thaqif
came before him. They secured from him the concessions which were mentioned™
and gave him their allegiance. That is the written accord that they have in their
possession and on which they brokered their allegiance to him.

COMMENTARY. Although prompted by a query about the famous Qurashi general
Khalid ibn al-Walid, the letter provides an extended narrative of the capitulation of
the Meccans, and soon thereafter the Muslim victory at Hunayn (8/630) over
Hawazin and Thagqif that presaged the fall of Thaqif’s stronghold, the neighboring
city of al-T2’if. The battle of Hunayn is one of the few battles explicitly named in the
Qur’an (see Q. Tawbah 9:25); however, although the letter notes Hunayn’s qur’anic
mention, it is not exegetical. It is interesting that ‘Urwahs letter, as preserved at least,
provides so much additional detail about the capitulation of Hawazin and Thaqif yet

49. Q. Tawbah 9: 25-26.

50. Most other accounts state that it was “Attab ibn Asid, a Qurashi man from the Umayyad clan;
cf. Khalifah, Tarikh, 88, and Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 25. ‘Urwah here claims, instead, that it was
his maternal grandfather, Aba Bakr, whom Muhammad appointed.

51. Kister 1979, 1-11, discusses these concessions.



124 THE BEGINNINGS OF THE STRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

makes no explicit mention of Khalid ibn al-Walid’s expedition south from Mecca
against the Jadhimah clan, a subtribe of ‘Abd Manat ibn Kinanah. The expedition
was notorious. A tradition transmitted by Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri relates how ‘Abd
Allah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (d. 73/692) testified about how Muhammad sent
Khalid to the tribe to invite them to accept Islam, but when they approached him the
tribesmen declared, “We have abandoned our religion [saba na saba nal; rather
than “We have become Muslims [aslamna aslamna]” Khalid, apparently finding
their declaration confusing, slaughtered them and took captives, and then he subse-
quently ordered the captives to be slain as well. When informed of what Khalid had
done, Muhammad lifted his hands and denounced Khalid’s actions.* In his Maghazi,
Ibn Ishagq cites a tradition attributed to the Shi‘i imam Muhammad al-Bagqir (d. ca.
117/735), who claims that the motivation behind Khalid’s actions was a desire to exact
revenge from the tribe for killing his uncle, al-Fakih ibn al-Mughirah.”

LETTER 6. ON THE HUMS

SOURCE: Tabari, Jami |, 3: 525-26.

§1. “Abd al-Warith ibn ‘Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-Warith said: my father
reported to me, saying: Aban reported to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah reported
to us on the authority of “Urwah that he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan:

§2. You wrote me a letter concerning what the Prophet said to a man from the
Angar, “T am one of the Hums” I do not know whether the Prophet said it or not,
but I heard it in a tradition reported from him. The Hums was the cultic com-
munity [millah] of Quraysh while they were pagans and of those whom men of
Quraysh sired from Khuza‘ah and the Kinanah tribe. They used to leave from
al-Muzdalifah—which is the Inviolable Ritual Site [al-mash ‘ar al-haram]**—and
not from ‘Arafah. The ‘Amir tribe were also hums. That is because the Quraysh
sired them. To them it was said, “Then depart from where the people depart”
(Q. Baqarah 2:199), for the all the Arabs used to depart from “Arafah except for the
Hums, who would leave when they set out in the morning from al-Muzdalifah.

52. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 10: 174; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 5: 544-45 (no. 6382). Ibn
‘Umar, who accompanied Khalid on this expedition, testifies that he refused to kill his captive, as did
his companions (ashab). The incident parallels a later one during the riddah wars under Aba Bakr, in
which Khalid took captive Malik ibn Nuwayrah al-Yarbu 1, a self-confessed Muslim, killed him and his
fellow tribesmen, and then married Maik’s wife. Cf. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 10: 174-75 and EP, s.v.
“Malik b. Nuwayra” (E. Landau-Tasseron).

53. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 2: 431; Bayhaqi, Dala il, 5: 114.

54. Cf. Q Baqarah 2:198.
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COMMENTARY. The tradition about the Ansarl man alludes to a well-known gloss
on Q. 2:189, “Piety is not that you enter houses from the back, rather piety belongs
to whosoever fears God. So enter houses from their doors” The verse denounces
the act of entering houses by means other than their doors as false piety and then
exhorts those who would be truly pious to enter houses by the normal means.
What is obscure in this qur’anic verse is why anyone would even imagine that
entering a home by a means other than its door would be an act of piety in the first
place. The exegetes answered that the prohibition on entering houses through
their doors was a taboo enforced by the Hums (sg. ahmas, ahmasi) of Mecca, a
group of cultic élites who observed pre-Islamic religious taboos subsequently
abolished by Muhammad. The story behind this interpretation is relatively wide-
spread among the exegetes, even if ‘Urwah refuses to confirm its veracity. In the
story, Muhammad’s interlocutor is an Angsarl man observing the ahmasi taboo
against using doors. Muhammad clarifies that, although he too is an ahmasi and a
prophet besides, he no longer observes the ritual taboos of the Hums. Muhammad’s
words thus cause the man to abandon his observance of the taboo as well.”

LETTER 7. "‘A’ISHAH’S ACCUSERS

SOURCE: Tabari, Jami |, 17: 190.

§1. “Abd al-Warith ibn “Abd al-Samad related to us, saying: my father related to
us, saying: Aban al-"Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah related to us
from ‘Urwah that he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan:

§2. You wrote to me asking about those who concocted the lie, being those
about whom God said, “Those who concocted the lie were a group of your
own” (Q. Nar 24:11). None of them were named except for Hassan ibn Thabit,
Mistah ibn Uthathah, and Hamnah bint Jahsh. Others are said to have been
involved, but I have no knowledge of them, except that they were a group as God
declared.

COMMENTARY. “The lie” (al-ifk) referenced here is the spreading of a charge of
adultery against ‘Urwal’s aunt and Muhammad’s wife, ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr,
whose innocence was later regarded as proven by the abovementioned qur’anic
revelation. The caliph seems keen to prod ‘Urwah for the names of all those

55. Cf. Tabari, Jami ', 3: 283-88, for several versions of the story. An English version of Muham-
mad’s exchange with the Ansari can be found in Peters 1994, 37-38. On the Hums more generally, see
Kister 1965; Simon 1970; and EP, s.v. “Hums” (H. Munt).
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persons directly involved with the charges against ‘A’ishah, but ‘Urwah only
names three: Muhammad’s bard Hassan ibn Thabit; Aba Bakr’s nephew (and
‘A’ishah’s cousin) Mistah; and Muhammad’s sister-in-law Hamnah (the sister of
his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh). The caliph may be fishing to implicate “Ali ibn Abi
Talib in the affair, a charge against ‘Ali famously perpetuated by the Umayyads. In
a story of an exchange between Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri and the Umayyad caliph
al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, the caliph attempts to force al-Zuhri to admit that ‘Ali
was not only among those who spread the accusation against ‘A’ishah but that he
also acted as the main instigator in spreading the story. Al-Zuhri rejects the cal-
iph’s suggestion and cites the authority of ‘Urwah among others in order to excul-
pate “Ali from any wrongdoing.*®

LETTER 8. ON KHUWAYLAH, THE WIFE OF AWS IBN
AL-SAMIT, A GLOSS ON Q. MUJADALAH 58:1-4

SOURCE: Tabari, Jami |, 22: 453.

§1. “‘Abd al-Warith ibn “Abd al-Samad related to using, saying: my father related
to us saying: Aban al-‘Attar related to us, saying: Hisham ibn ‘Urwah related to us
on the authority of “Urwah that he wrote to ‘Abd al-Malik:

§2. You wrote to me to ask me about Khuwaylah, the daughter of Aws ibn
al-Samit, but she actually was not the daughter of Aws ibn al-Samit. Rather, she
was the wife of Aws. Aws was a man who suffered dementia. It used to be that,
when his dementia worsened, he would divorce her using the zihar oath, but when
his dementia left him, he would say nothing about that. So she went to the Messen-
ger of God to seek his redress and to voice her complaint to God. Then a revelation
concerning her came down, as you heard. Such was their affair.

COMMENTARY. This letter provides a gloss on the qur’anic prohibition against
using the pre-Islamic zihdr oath when divorcing one’s wife. The zihar oath is so
called because the divorcing husband declares, “To me you are like my mother’s
back [anti ‘alayya ka-zahri ummi]; thus declaring conjugal relations with his wife
as sexually taboo as such relations would be with his mother.” The revelation
stipulates that expiation (kaffarah) must be made by any man who invokes the

56. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Tafsir, 2: 51-52, where one also finds ‘A’ishah’s criticism of ‘Alj, saying, “He
acted wrongly in my affair [kana musi’an fi amri]” See Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 57-58; Schoeler 2011,
103—4.

57. Cf. GAQ, 1: 212 (trans. Behn, 172); van Gelder 2005, 118-19.
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oath, either by freeing a slave, by fasting for two consecutive months, or by feeding
sixty poor persons. He must also refrain from sexual relations until the expiation
is complete.”® Khuwaylah’s story is quite famous, and in some versions, she nar-
rates the story of her own ordeal.”

LETTER 9. ON THE PROPHET’S MARRIAGE TO THE
SISTER OF AL-ASH'ATH IBN QAYS

SOURCES: Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, 8: 155; cf. Baladhuri, Ansab, 1.2: 1128-29, and Tabari,
Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 3: 2458 [trans. Landau-Tasseron (1998), 190].

§1. Muhammad ibn ‘Umar [al-Waqidi] informed us: ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi
1-Zinad related to us from Hisham ibn ‘Urwabh, from his father that al-Walid ibn
‘Abd al-Malik wrote to him asking him, “Did the Messenger of God marry Qutay-
lah, the sister of al-Ash ‘ath ibn Qays? He said [var. lect., wrote to him]:

§2. The Messenger of God never married her, nor did he marry any woman
of the Kindah tribe except the woman of the clan of al-Jawn. He married her
[malakaha], but when she was brought to him and had arrived in Medina,
he examined her and then divorced her. He did not consummate the marriage
with her.

COMMENTARY: In this seemingly obscure question about the sister of a famed tribal
leader of the Kindah tribe, al-Ash‘ath ibn Qays, the caliph al-Walid asks ‘Urwah to
settle a matter of some controversy. Although formerly wedded to Muhammad after
the conversion of Kindah in A.H. 10, Qutaylah bint Qays subsequently marries
another man, ‘Tkrimah ibn Abi Jahl, after the Prophet’s death, an act that leads to
considerable controversy. The controversy arises from the fact that Muhammad’s
wives were forbidden to remarry after his death, since revelation deemed them to be
“the mothers of the believers” (cf. Q. Ahzab 33:6) and thereby rendered any subse-
quent marriage to them equivalent to incest. By way of contrast, the same sirah
famously declares, “Muhammad was not the father of any of your men” (Q. 33:40).
When Aba Bakr hears reports of Qutaylah’s subsequent marriage, he initially threat-
ens to burn down the couple’s house with them inside it, but he is persuaded other-
wise after being informed that the Prophet had granted her permission to remarry
given that their marriage was not consummated. In another version of the story,
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab convinces Aba Bakr that Qutaylah’s marriage to Muhammad

58. See EP, s.v. “Expiation” (Christian Lange).
59. See Sayeed 2013, 20-21.
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was dissolved by her apostasy. The children she later bears her husband ‘Tkrimah
were purportedly all born deformed (mukhabbal).® In his letter, ‘Urwah quells the
controversy by denying that Muhammad ever married Qutaylah. He thus denies her
status as a true wife of Muhammad. He subsequently also denies that the Prophet
even consummated a marriage with another woman of Kindah from the clan of al-
Jawn. Here the woman is unnamed, but she is often named Asma’ bint al-Nu‘man
al-Jawniyyah. Other accounts assert that Muhammad rejected the woman of al-Jawn
due to her high-handed attitude towards him and that he divorced her before the
marriage was consummated.®

60. Abu ‘Ubaydah, Tasmiyah, 72-73; cf. Kulayni, Kafi, 5: 421, where this story applied to Bint Abi
1-Jawn from the Kindah tribe.
61. See Lecker 1994, 351-53.



The Court Impulse

At the heart of the early history of the sirah-maghazi literature is a puzzle: this vast
written corpus first emerged as a tradition of oral learning, whose scholars initially
refused, and even actively thwarted, efforts to disseminate knowledge of it in writ-
ten form. The mere survival of the vast corpora of hadith compilations and sirah-
maghdzi literature suffices to demonstrate that early trepidation about the public
dissemination of these traditions waned. But if attitudes to the writing down of
tradition ( ilm) did shift, when and under what historical circumstances did they
do so? Our evidence for when this shift transpired is uneven, but enough evidence
nonetheless does survive to indicate that the change occurred rather swiftly during
the first half of the eighth century c.E.

In an important study of the Umayyads’ patronage of scholars and their efforts
to commit sirah-maghazi traditions to writing, Husayn ‘Atwan placed the water-
shed moment during the brief, but celebrated, tenure of the Umayyad caliph
‘Umar (II) ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (r. A.H. 99-101/717-20 C.E.).! ‘Umar II reputedly
undertook numerous initiatives to commit knowledge of the tradition to writing
and to sponsor its dissemination. A descendant of the second caliph, ‘Umar ibn
al-Khattab (r. 13-23/634-44), through his maternal line, “‘Umar II cut an impos-
ing figure among the Umayyad caliphs and attained a stature nearly equal to that
of his namesake. Early Islamic historiography marked off “Umar II from his fel-
low Umayyads as a caliph of unparalleled rectitude, a paragon of faith whose
very exceptionalism proved the rule of Umayyad impiety.? His accession to the

1. ‘Atwan 1986, 27-28.
2. Cf. Borrut 2011, 283ff. and Khalek 2014.
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caliphate was itself anomalous—brief and unexpected, his caliphal tenure sits in
the middle of the caliphates of four of the sons of “Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan. Yet,
although he was ‘Abd al-Malik’s nephew not his son, in many ways ‘Umar II had
far more in common with his uncle ‘Abd al-Malik than the latter’s sons did. Much
like “Abd al-Malik before him, ‘Umar II had been profoundly shaped by figures
outside the élite circles of the Umayyad court in Syria. Unlike his brothers, who
spent much of their youth in Egypt, where their father, ‘Abd al-*Aziz ibn Marwan
(d. 86/705), ruled as the all-powerful governor, ‘Umar II spent much of his youth
in Medina, where he was educated by Medinan scholars and nurtured close ties
with them.? He even ruled over the Medinans as their governor for some six years
(87-93/706-12), a post he was forced to abandon not due to the Medinans’ dissatis-
faction but because of the machinations of a powerful interloper who resented his
al-Thaqafi. Many Medinans, therefore, regarded ‘Umar II fondly and trusted him
as one of their own.

Such close ties between “Umar II and the scholars of early Medina can be seen,
for instance, in the decision of the Ansari scholar ‘Asim ibn ‘Umar ibn Qatadah
(d. 120/737), to leave Medina and to set off for Syria in order to seek the aid of
the newly installed caliph ‘Umar II in relieving his debts . The historian Ibn Sa‘d
recounts how generously ‘Umar II treated the learned Medinan:

[‘Umar II] paid off his debts and thereafter assigned him a regular stipend. He also
commanded [‘Asim] to hold regular sessions in the Friday mosque of Damascus to
teach the people the stories of the expeditions [maghdazi] of the Messenger of God
and the virtues of his Companions. ‘Umar said, “The sons of Marwan used to despise
this and forbid it. But now hold your sessions and teach that to the people [fa-haddith
al-nas bi-dhalika]” And so he did and afterwards returned to Medina, where he
remained until he passed away in [A.H.] 120.*

This anecdote resonates with a common chord struck throughout historical depic-
tions of “Umar II, especially his relationship with the scholars of Medina. Key to
the literary image of the pious ‘Umar II are a bevy of anecdotes that attribute to
him initiatives to commit the oral traditions and knowledge ( ‘ilm) of the Medin-
ans to writing and to disseminate them for the sake of enacting a reformed
policy (or, in their view, of restoring a policy rooted in the normative practices of
Muhammad and his early followers, the sunnah, which had lapsed under the
neglectful oversight of his Umayyad predecessors).

‘Umar II allegedly also requested Salim ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
(d. 106/724-25) to compile together into a single work the judgments, letters, and

3. At least so claims his earliest biographer, Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (d. 215/829); for reasons to be
skeptical, see Barthold 1971, 71-73.
4. Ibn Sa‘'d (ed. Mansur), 128; Lecker 2003, 65-69.
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policies of their caliphal ancestor, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab.” Similar such requests
were purportedly sent by “‘Umar II to the revered Medinan scholar Sa‘id ibn al-
Musayyab.® Other accounts purport that “Umar II commissioned his governor of
Medina, Aba Bakr ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Amr ibn Hazm (d. 120/738), to undertake
a parallel project to copy documents of the Prophet Muhammad in his family’s
possession” and to record the knowledge of a learned woman of Medina named
‘Amrah bint ‘Abd al-Rahman, a precious source of traditions from her aunt, the
Prophet’s wife ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr.® Another report claims that ‘Umar Il wrote
to Aba Bakr Ibn Hazm at least one other time with an order to “investigate the
names of the servants [khadam] of the Messenger of God, both men and women,
and his clients [mawali]”; the letter that Abu Bakr Ibn Hazm subsequently sent
him in reply gives a full accounting of their names and closely resembles the
format of similar such letters attributed to ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr.® Yet another
account claims that ‘Umar II even went as far as to order Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri
(d. 124/742) and other Medinan luminaries “to compile the traditions [bi-jam " al-
sunan]” along lines similar to how ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (and, subsequently, ‘Abd
al-Malik ibn Marwan) had codified the official codices of the Qur’an. “We wrote
them down booklet by booklet [daftaran daftaran]; al-Zuhri states in this account,
“and [“Umar II] dispatched a booklet to every land over which he had authority™
Historians have justifiably regarded the historicity of these accounts with a
high degree of skepticism, as they seem to exploit the hagiographic aura that came
to surround ‘Umar II after his death." However, this corpus of traditions about
‘Umar II is diverse and detailed; thus, the corpus does not merely rely on a hagi-
ographical leitmotif—the specifics still merit further historical investigation."

5. ‘Atwan 1986, 28-30. Some accounts of ‘Umar II's correspondence with Salim portray Salim’s
letter as setting much of the agenda for his caliphate; see, e.g., Ajurri, Akhbar, 71-73. A letter on the
alms tax (al-sadaqah) attributed to the Prophet seems to survive in later sources in traditions from
al-Zuhriand others; see, e.g., Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’ut, 8: 253-58, and Aba ‘Ubayd, Amwal, 497ff.

6. Ibn Rushd, Bayan, 17: 24.

7. Lecker 1996a, 60-61.

8. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 271-72. Cf. Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 42; M. Cook 1997, 436;
Sayeed 2013, 66fF.; Hassan 2015, 332-33 et passim.

9. Hammad ibn Ishaq, Tarikat al-nabi, 109-11; Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 1: 497-98 > Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg,
4:278-79.

10. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Jami ', 1: 331; see also Kister 1998, 156; Zahrani 2005, 76-77; Schoeler 2006,
124. Abt Zur ‘ah al-Dimashqi records a similar comment attributed to the gadi who worked alongside
al-Zuhri, Sulayman ibn Habib al-Muharibi, who stated that ‘Umar II attempted to unify legal rulings
affecting the Umayyad armies and the inhabitants of the garrison cities. See Abu Zur ‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 202.

11. Goldziher 1971, 2: 195-96; Borrut 2011, 307ff.

12. Cf. the tradition purporting that while governor of Egypt under his brother ‘Abd al-Malik,
‘Abd al-“Aziz ibn Marwan heard that a scholar of Hims named Kathir ibn Murrah al-Hadrami had met
there seventy men who had fought alongside the Prophet in the battle of Badr called “the vanguard”
(al-jund al-muqaddam). This news prompted ‘Abd al-*Aziz to write to Kathir, ordering him to write
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IBN SHIHAB AL-ZUHRI AND THE UMAYYADS

In strictly evidentiary terms, we are on much firmer ground with the signs of a
cultural shift in attitudes to recording tradition in the reign of the Umayyad caliph
Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 105-25/724-43). Most accounts assert that Caliph
Hisham approached the Medinan scholar Muhammad ibn Muslim ibn “Ubaydallah
ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Shihab of the Zuhrah clan of Quraysh, widely known as Ibn
Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742), and had him record his learning and knowledge of
the tradition ( ‘ilm) in writing at the court’s behest.” That Hisham chose al-Zuhri
for the task comes as little surprise: al-Zuhri cultivated intimate ties with the
Umayyad court for almost his entire adult life, ties that would have major ramifica-
tions for him personally and, more broadly speaking, for the history of commit-
ting the Medinans’ oral tradition to writing.

Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845) records an extraordinary autobiographical account of
al-Zuhri in which he relates how his relationship with the Umayyad court came to
be and how it influenced his pursuit of knowledge throughout the course of his life.
Since such autobiographical accounts are virtually unprecedented for this period,
so it merits quotation in full, lengthy though it is."* Al-Zuhri begins the story with
his youth in Medina during the Second Civil War between the Zubayrids and
Umayyads:

When I grew up, I was a young man without any wealth and cut off from the diwan
[i.e., the registry of Arab notables who received a stipend due either to their ances-
tor’s participation in the Islamic conquests or their own]. I used to learn the geneal-
ogy of my tribe from ‘Abdallah ibn Tha‘labah ibn Su‘ayr al-*Adawi; he was knowl-
edgeable in the lineage of my people and was their ally and related to them by his
matrilineal line [ibn ukhtihim wa-halifuhum]. Once a man approached him to ask
him a question about divorce, but he couldn’t answer him, so he pointed him to Sa‘id
ibn al-Musayyab.” I said to myself, “Ha! It’s clear to me that although this old man

down for him all the reports (ahadith) he had heard from them “except for the reports of Aba Hurayrah,
which we already have” Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 7: 448 > Ibn "Asakir, Dimashg, 50: 58; cf. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah,
2: 303, and Dinawari, Akhbar, 180. M. Cook 1997, 474, has suggested that this tradition may have served
as a prototype for the traditions about his son, ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-'Aziz; however, as noted above, the
traditions strike me as too dispersed and variegated for such a monocausal explanation. On the corpus
of letters attributed to ‘Umar II, see now Tillier 2014, 165fF.

13. The two most comprehensive treatments of his biography are to be found in Lecker 1996b
and Judd 2014.

14. Ibn Sa‘'d (ed. Mansur), 157-62; cf. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 55: 322—25, and Dhahabi, Siyar, 5:
330-31

15. Sa'id ibn al-Musayyab is widely regarded as the most learned Medinan scholar of his generation
in the sunan of the prophet and judgments rendered by the caliphs ‘Umar and ‘Uthman. See Fasawi,
Ma ‘rifah, 1: 346; Ibn Zanjawayh, Tabagat, 93. According to Ma ‘mar ibn Rashid, al-Zuhri studied with
Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab for eight years (Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 631), but another student said it was six (Ibn
Zanjawayh, Tabagat, 101).
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knows that the Messenger of God anointed his head, he doesn't know what this
[other] man does!” So I set out alongside the questioner to Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab,
and when he asked him the question, he answered him. Thus did I begin sitting with
Sa‘id and abandon ‘Abdallah ibn Tha‘labah. I also sat in on the sessions of ‘Urwah
ibn al-Zubayr, ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Utbah, and Aba Bakr ibn ‘Abd al-
Rahman ibn al-Harith ibn Hisham until I gained some knowledge.

I then journeyed to Syria and went inside the Mosque of Damascus around dawn
and betook myself to a circle with throngs of students around the spot where the
imam leads the prayers and took a seat there. The group asked me my lineage, and I
said [I was], “A man of Quraysh from the inhabitants of Medina.” They said, “Do you
know any tradition [ ilm] concerning the ruling on slave women who bear their
master children [fi ummahat al-awlad]?™ 1 told them what ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
said concerning such slave women, and the group said to me, “This is the gathering
of Qabisah ibn Dhu’ayb. He’s on his way to see you, for ‘Abd al-Malik had asked him
about this, and us as well, but he found that none of us knew of a tradition about
that”

Qabisah came, and they told him the story. He asked my lineage, which I gave,
and he asked me about Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab and his peers. I informed him of what
I knew. Then he said, “I'm going to take you to meet the Commander of the Faithful”
He prayed the morning prayer and then departed, while I followed close behind. He
went in to see ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, but I sat at the doorway for about an hour
until the sun rose. Later he came out and said, “Where’s that Qurashi from Medina?”
“Right here!” I said. I stood up to [...]"

T entered the presence of the Commander of the Faithful at [Qabisah’s] side. I saw
before him a copy of the Qur’an that he had just closed and commanded to be taken
away. No one else besides Qabisah sat in his presence. I offered him the salutations
owed the caliph, and he said, “Who are you?” I said, “I am Muhammad ibn Muslim
ibn ‘Ubaydallah ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Shihab ibn ‘Abdallah ibn al-Harith ibn Zuhrah”
“Aha!” he said, “a tribe that clamored for civil strife among the Muslims!”**—for [my
father] Muslim ibn ‘Ubaydallah was on the side of [Ibn] al-Zubayr. Then he said,
“What [tradition] do you have concerning a slave woman who bears her master a
child?” I informed him and said, “Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab related to me [...]” And he
asked, “How is Sa‘id, and how is he doing?” I informed him, and then I said, “[. . .]
and Abua Bakr ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn al-Harith ibn Hisham also related to me
[...]” So he asked about him, too. I'said, “[...] and "‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr related to
me [...], and he asked about him. I said, “[. . .] and ‘Ubdaydallah ibn ‘Abdallah ibn
‘Utbah related to me [...],” and he even asked about him. At last I related him the
hadith concerning slave women who bear their masters children from “Umar ibn

16. Another account attributed to al-Zuhri specifies that the dispute was over ‘Urwah ibn
al-Zubayr’s attempt to deny an umm walad her share in the inheritance of her deceased son. Fasawi,
Ma ‘rifah, 1: 626-29; Abit Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 3: 367-69; Lecker 1996b, 45-48.

17. Lacuna in the text.

18. Reading il & (s, o 5 for Gdll (A 05Dl a8
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al-Khattab. He then turned to Qabisah ibn Dhu’ayb and said, “This is to be written
down and sent to all the provinces”

Then I said [to myself], “Right now I find that he’s alone, and perhaps I'll never
again see him after this instance,” so I said, “If the Commander of the Faithful sees fit
to recognize my bonds of kinship and to restore to me the salary due to the people of
my house—for I am a man cut off without a stipend from the diwan—then may he
do so” But he said, “Silent now! Be on your way

I swear by God that I left completely despondent—at the time when I set out
[from Medina] to meet him I was totally impoverished. I sat down [at the doorway]
until Qabisah exited and turned to me with an accusing tone and said, “What pos-
sessed you to say such a thing without my permission? Could you not have at least

”

consulted me?”

I replied, “T thought that I would never again see him after that meeting! I swear
to God!”

“Why did you suppose that?” Qabisah said, “You will see him again and join his
court. Come now to my house”

I walked behind Qabisah’s mount while the people addressed him until he entered
his house. Hardly had he remained inside until a eunuch brought out to me a docu-
ment [ruq ‘ah], which read, “This is for a hundred dinars ordered to be handed over to
you along with a female mule for you to ride, a young slave [ghulam] to accompany
and serve you, and ten robes for attire” Then I asked the messenger, “From whom do
I get this?” And he replied, “Don’t you see on the document the name of the one who
you've been ordered to see?” I looked at the bottom of the document and there it was
written to go to so-and-so and to receive those things from him. I asked after that
man, and someone said, “That’s him there. He’s the overseer [qahramanah]” I brought
him the document, and he said, “Yes,” and ordered these things to be brought to me
right away. I left, and he had looked after and taken care of all my needs.

The next morning I headed out early to [Qabisah] who sat in the saddle atop his
mule as I walked alongside him. Then he said, “Go to doorway of the Commander of
the Faithful so that I can bring you to him.” I came at the time he had specified for me
and he brought me to him and said, “Take care not to speak to him of anything until
he mentions it to you first. I will help you deal with him?” I bade him the salutations
due to the caliph, and he gestured for me to take a seat. When I had sat down, ‘Abd
al-Malik began to speak and started to question me about the genealogies of Quraysh,
though he was more knowledgeable of them than I. I started to wish for him to desist
because his knowledge of genealogy so surpassed mine. Then he said to me, “I have
restored to you the stipend due to the people of your house,” and he turned to
Qabisah and ordered him record that in the diwan. Then he said, “Where do you
wish to be registered in the diwan? Here with the Commander of the Faithful, or do
wish to receive it in your land?” I said, “Commander of the Faithful, I am here with
you. Wherever you and your house receive the diwan payment so shall I” Thus he
issued the command for me to be registered and for a copy of my registration [nush-
kat kitabi] to be deposited in Medina, for whenever the diwdn payments for the peo-
ple of Medina were disbursed, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan and his house took their
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diwan payments in Syria.” So I did likewise, though perhaps I received it in Medina
as well and did not refuse it.

After that Qabisah came and said, “The Commander of the Faithful has issued the
command for you to be registered among his companions [fi sahabatih] and for you
to be given the commensurate salary [rizq al-sahdbah] and to increase the level of
your stipend. So make sure to be present at the door of the Commander of the Faith-
ful” Now, the man charged with overseeing the courtiers was a boorish, uncouth man
who was quite a severe taskmaster. One day, or maybe two, I did not show up, and we
had a terrible row. I never failed to show up again, and I was loath to mention any-
thing about that to Qabisah. I accompanied ‘Abd al-MaliK’s military encampment and
frequently visited him. ‘Abd al-Malik began asking me, “Whom have you met?” And
I would name them to him and tell him about whomever I had met from Quraysh
without passing over a single one of them. ‘Abd al-Malik said, “Where are you with
regard to the Ansar? You'll find they have much knowledge in their midst. Where are
you with regard to their elder, Kharijah ibn Zayd ibn Thabit? And what about ‘Abd
al-Rahman ibn Yazid ibn Jariyah?” He continued to name several of their men. Later
I went to Medina, asked the Ansar many questions, and heard [traditions] from
them—that is, the Ansar—and discovered a great deal of knowledge in their midst.

‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan passed away. Then I attended to al-Walid ibn ‘Abd
al-Malik until he died, Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, and
Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik. (Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik appointed both al-Zuhri and
Sulayman ibn Habib al-Muharibi to the judgeship.) Later I attended to Hisham ibn
‘Abd al-Malik.

Hisham went on Hajj in the year A.H. 106 and al-Zuhri undertook the Hajj along-
side him, then Hisham made him reside with his son to teach and educate them and
to relate hadith to them. He also went on Hajj with them. He never separated from
them until he died in Medina.

The date of Ibn Shihab al-ZuhrTs fateful arrival in Damascus is difficult to
determine precisely. The most reliable date appears to be that given by the Syr-
ian historian Abt Zur ah al-Dimashqi (d. 282/895), who dates al-Zuhr{’s arrival
in Damascus just prior to ‘Abd al-MaliK’s expedition to Iraq to defeat Mus ab
ibn al-Zubayr in Jumada I 72/October 691.” Other accounts date his arrival in
Damascus as much as a decade later, to the year of the revolt of Ibn al-Ash‘ath in
82/701; however, these reports are difficult to reconcile with reports that al-Zuhri

19. In other words, ‘Abd al-Malik and his clan were registered in the imperial bureaucracy as
Medinans; however, his stipend was paid to him in Syria, obviating the need for a journey to Medina.

20. Abu Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 2: 583-84. According to Abu Zur‘ahs source, a student of al-ZuhrTs
named Ahmad ibn Salih al-Misri, al-Zuhri was just old enough to have taken part in the battle of
al-Harrah in 63/683 and remembered it; see Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhid, 10: 8, cited in Lecker 1996b,
44. The report cited by Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, however, misdates al-Harrah to A.H. 61, the year of the early
uprising of the Medinans that precipitated the battle, which in fact occurred three years later. See Shad-
del 2017, 5-13.



136 THE BEGINNINGS OF THE STRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

witnessed ‘Abd al-Malik deliver a sermon in Jerusalem before the arrival of the
plague in 79/698 or 80/699, which caused the caliph to leave for the palace in
al-Muwaqqar on the outskirts of Damascus.”

In addition to being a favored scholar of the court, al-Zuhri also served the
Umayyads in a variety of official capacities throughout his life, including as a
judge,* a tax collector,” and the head of the caliphal élite troop (al-shurtah).** The
Meccan scholar Sufyan ibn ‘Uyaynah (d. 196/811) said of al-Zuhri, “He was sur-
rounded by an entourage of servants, a man of eminence who dressed as soldiers
do, and he enjoyed a high rank during the reign of the Umayyads.”* These words
might sound like praise to some modern ears, but these qualities were not of the
sort that his fellow scholars admired. For one, most scholars regarded the ruth-
lessness required of a competent agent working on behalf of the caliphal govern-
ment as unbecoming of a scholar’s vocation and its requisite piety. Indeed, there
are glimpses of al-ZuhrTs cruelty to individuals of lower social status concomitant
with his employment within Umayyad officialdom. While discharging his duties
as a tax collector, al-Zuhri flogged a man so severely that he died.* His student
Ma‘mar ibn Rashid recalled discovering that al-Zuhri kept a Nubian (barbari)
slave chained up in his home in al-Rusafah, where Ma‘mar had studied under him
during the caliphate of Hisham.”

Anxieties abounded too that, as a recipient of the rulers’ largesse, al-Zuhri
risked compromising his scholarly independence and thus becoming a “scholar
for hire” There are famous examples of al-Zuhrf’s refusal to bow to Umayyad pres-
sures to manipulate the traditions that he taught, anecdotes often wheeled out in

21. Aba Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 409 > Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 37: 139; cf. Lecker 1996b, 43-47, and Elad
1999, 155-56. Some versions of the report place the caliphs sermon on yawm al-fitr—that is, during
the festival marking the conclusion of the Ramadan fast—but do not mention its location (Ibn ‘Abd
al-Barr, Jami |, 1: 493), and others do not attribute the words of the sermon to ‘Abd al-Malik at all (Ibn
Mubarak, Zuhd, 248; Aba Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 3: 369).

22. Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 56; Lecker 1996a, 37-38.

23. Lecker 1996b, 38.

24. Ibid., 39-40.

25. Dhahabi, Siyar, 5: 337; cited in Lecker 1996b, 40.

26. Lecker 1996b, 38-39. The event seems to have transpired prior to the caliphate of ‘Umar ibn
‘Abd al-‘Aziz, who purportedly considered appointing al-Zuhri either as his own tax-collector or as
governor of Kifah, but decided against it because of his past misdeeds. Baladhuri, Jumal, 8: 127, 184.
Twelver Shi‘ite sources include the story and attribute a prominent role to their fourth imam, ‘Ali Zayn
al-*Abidin, in facilitating al-Zuhri’s penance; see Vahidnia, Nagizadih, and Raisian 2014, 17n39.

27. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Amali, 112. On barbari, from Greek bdrbaros, used to mean “Nubian,” see EF,
s.v. “Barabra” (P. Sijpesteijn). Sufyan al-Thawri once asked Ja‘far al-Sadiq, the sixth imam of the Shi‘ah,
what he thought about chaining up a slave prone to escape (al- ‘abd al-abiq); Ja'far replied that there
was no harm in it and likened it to preventing a bird from flying away (‘Abd al-Razzaq, Amali, 112, la
ba sa bihi innama huwa ka-I-ta’ir).
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his defense;*® but they did not banish all suspicions of him.*” The Damascene
scholar Makhual (d. ca. 113/731) bemoaned how al-Zuhri had ruined himself by
associating with kings.*® A scholar from Wasit, Hushaym ibn Bashir al-Sulami,
recalled how his fellow scholar Shu ‘bah ibn al-Hajjaj (d. 160/776) snatched a scroll
of traditions that he had learned from al-Zuhri out of his hand in a fit of anger and
tossed it into the Tigris. Shu ‘bah justified his actions by saying that al-Zuhri was
a soldier (shurti) of the Umayyads.” The famed renunciant of Medina Aba Hazim
al-A‘raj famously rebuked al-Zuhri to his face in front of the caliph Sulayman ibn
‘Abd al-Malik (r. 96-99/715-17) as the two men passed through Medina headed
for Mecca. “The best of rulers are those who love scholars,” Aba Hazim reputedly
declared, “but the worst of scholars are those who love rulers”* The renunciant
later wrote a letter to al-Zuhr in which he rebuked the scholar again for his ties
to the Umayyads, saying, “They have made you the axle upon which their mill
of falsehood turns, a bridge to cross over into their ruin, and a ladder down into
their perdition!”” Such examples could be multiplied.** However, that al-Zuhrf’s
influence and stature remained unmitigated by such accusations reveals just how
profoundly important his influence proved to be and how deeply subsequent gen-
erations of scholars revered his role in transmitting the tradition.

When ‘Abd al-Malik welcomed Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri into his court and resolved
to become the scholar’s benefactor, he created a relationship with profound con-
sequences. However, as noted above, the seismic shift in early Muslim attitudes
to the tradition ( ilm) came not from ‘Abd al-Malik but rather from his son, the
caliph Hisham (r. 105-25/724-43). Hisham set wheels in motion that triggered a
monumental shift in how knowledge of the tradition would be both transmitted

28. E.g., he refused to blame ‘Ali for spreading the slander against ‘A’ishah (Horovitz [1927-28]
2002, 57-58) or to say that the scribe for the agreement at Hudaybiyah had been ‘Uthman, not ‘Ali
(Ma'mar, Expeditions, 42-43, 2.5).

29. The Shi‘ite historian Ibn Wadih al-Ya‘qubi (Tarikh, ed. Houtsma, 2: 311) famously accused
al-Zuhrl of inventing a hadith that gave sanction for Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca and Jerusalem to
aid ‘Abd al-Malik in his conflict with Ibn al-Zubayr; however, the accusation seems to be unfounded.
The tradition in question exists in many versions in addition to that from al-Zuhri; see, e.g., ‘Abd
al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 5: 132-35, and Kister 1969. However, al-ZuhrTs deep hatred of Walid II did in-
deed lead him to forge a hadith denouncing him as the pharaoh of Muhammad’s ummah. See ‘Abd
al-Razzaq, Amali, 108, and TG, 1: 84-8s.

30. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 642.

31. Dhahabi, Siyar, 7: 226 and 8: 291-92. Even as late as the third/ninth century, Yahya ibn Ma‘in
expressed reservations about al-Zuhri’s traditions because “he served the ruling authority [kana
sultaniyyan]” (Ibn Junayd, Su alat, 355).

32. Aba Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 3: 244. This famous incident has been retold in numerous versions; cf.
Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 22: 27ff.

33. Aba Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 3: 247.

34. A similarly themed letter addressed to al-Zuhri from ‘Ali Zayn al-*Abidin appears in Shi‘ite
literature. See Ibn Shu‘bah, Tuhaf, 274-78, cited in Vahidnia, Naqizadih, and Raisian 2014, 8ff.
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and recorded, and he singled out al-Zuhri as the preeminent scholar for the task. In
a famous statement, al-Zuhri himself characterized the shift as transpiring mostly
against his will, declaring: “We were unwilling to commit knowledge [of the tradi-
tion] to writing until these rulers forced us to do it. Now our view is that we ought
not forbid any Muslim from doing it”*

In another version, al-Zuhri said, “The kings had me commit [knowledge of the
tradition] to writing, and I had them write it down. Since I wrote it down for kings
I would be ashamed before God not to write it down for others”** Compelled by
the caliphal court, al-ZuhrTs ideological shift thus overturned long-held prohibi-
tions against committing the tradition—more specifically the hadith and sunan
that provided so much of the raw material for the sirah-maghazi literature—to
writing for broad dissemination.

Yet it is important to re-emphasize the following: writing as such was not for-
bidden—recording the Qur’an in codices and penning letters on sundry issues
contravened no scholarly taboos. Recording tradition, or al- ilm, was what was
interdicted. This attitude is clearly expressed in a saying attributed to the Prophet’s
cousin Ibn ‘Abbas, “We write nothing on pages except for letters and the Qur’an¥”
The rationale for the prohibition of writing assumed diverse forms in the early
period, but the most salient concerns expressed are that the differences between
the Qur’an and the tradition might become confounded, or that the recording of
this tradition might distract the pious from learning the Qur’an, or even that writ-
ten records of the tradition might fall into unworthy hands and thus be abused for
nefarious ends.*

Secondly, the acquiescence of al-Zuhri to Hisham did not cause such a radical
break with the past that scholars of the tradition subsequently devalued oral trans-
mission and aural reception altogether. A prodigious memory that allowed one to
memorize vast stores of hadith still remained the sine qua non of scholarly acumen
for generations of hadith scholars thereafter. Rather, what emerged was a com-
promise position, with al-Zuhri and Hisham’s court at its epicenter, that accom-
modated oral transmission of the tradition alongside its written codification in
books.* All the same, the impact of this on the written record of the tradition in
future generations is difficult to underestimate.

Precisely when Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri acquiesced to the court’s wish and let his
knowledge of the tradition be committed to writing has been memorialized in

35. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 2: 389; see Schoeler 2006, 122ff.

36. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Jami |, 1: 334; cited in Schoeler 2006, 124.

37. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 1: 312.

38. Schoeler 2006, 117-18.

39. M. Cook 1997, 476-81; cf. the astute comments of Ahmed El-Shamsy 2013, 37, regarding the
Muwatta’ of Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/795), “aurality . .. was still the standard in transmission, but the
Muwatta’ itself represented a decisive step toward writing as mode of expression.”
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several different accounts in addition to that of al-Zuhri himself. A Medinan stu-
dent of al-Zuhri, Ibrahim ibn Sa‘'d al-Zuhri (d. 183/799), recounts the story in
al-Zuhri’s words as follows:

Salim [Abu I-°Ala’] the imperial secretary of Hisham met me and said to me, “The
Commander of the Faithful commands you to commit your hadith to writing for his
sons.”

I said, “Even if he were to ask about two hadith, one following right after the
other, I could not do so. Rather, send me a scribe or two, for there is rarely a day that
people do not come to me asking about something that I had not been asked about
the day before” He then sent me two scribes, and they spent a year with me.*

According to the Damascene traditionist al-Walid ibn Muslim (d. 195/810), he
himself witnessed al-Zuhri enter the central mosque in Damascus, after meeting
with Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, and announce to those gathered there that
the tradition could be committed to writing. After leaving the caliphal palace,
al-Khadra’, Makhal claims, al-Zuhri sat with the caliph next to a pillar in the
mosque and declared to all those present: “We used to withhold from you some-
thing [of the tradition], but now we offer it freely for the sake of these [rulers].
Come so that I can relate hadith to you”"

Another Damascene scholar of the same generation, Marziiq ibn Abi Hudhayl

al-Thaqafi, recounts what is ostensibly the same event:

Al-Zuhri would not allow anyone to write [down traditions] in front of him, but
Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik forced him to allow it. Thus he would dictate [traditions]
to the caliph’s sons. When al-Zuhri left Hisham’s palace, he entered the mosque,
leaned against one of its pillars, and cried out, “Seekers of hadith!” When they gath-
ered around him, he said, “I've withheld a matter from you, but I permit it for the
Commander of the Faithful’s sake despite myself. Come now and write” People then
wrote down [the tradition] from that day on.*

Al-Zuhrf’s nephew likewise recounts the manner in which he heard hadith from
his uncle:

40. Abu Nu‘aym, Hilyah, 3: 361; Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 20: 8o. Cf. Fasawl, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 632, where
there is no mention of Salim Aba 1-‘Ala’, Hisham’s famous imperial secretary.

41. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 55: 333 > Dhahabi, Siyar, 5: 334. Reading in both texts <llall s [ alia] 2ic (1
for ¢llall 2 xie e, Lecker 1996b, 25, takes the printed text to be the correct reading; however, this version
of the report is not widely attested and seems to be corrupt in the manuscript of Ibn ‘Asakir’s text, on
which Dhahabi himself depends. Moreover, it would be impossible for al-Walid ibn Muslim—who died
over a century after ‘Abd al-Malik's death—to credibly claim to be an eyewitness of events from the
caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan. Additionally, that the event transpired during the caliphate of
Hisham finds corroboration in the other accounts.

42. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 55: 333. Marzuq himself was known to write down his hadith; see Mizzi,
Tahdhib, 27: 373.
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I was with [my uncle] when Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik ordered him to write down
his hadith for him. He seated several scribes around him, to whom al-Zuhri dictated
while they wrote. I attended that session, and if perhaps need arose, I would leave to
relieve myself. My uncle would then cease to dictate until I had returned to my
place.®

The mandate that al-Zuhri received from the caliph had two key aspects: firstly,
the education of the caliph’s children and, secondly, the dictation of the tradition to
scribes to create a written corpus for the sake of the Umayyad court. The tutelage
of Hisham’s children overseen by al-Zuhri met with rather poor results; as Steven
Judd has wryly observed, none of Hisham’s sons ever amounted to much, and some
were downright dastardly.** However, the second project had far-reaching results
and irrevocably transformed the landscape of early Muslim scholarship by creating
an extensive written corpus of the early tradition. Although begun in Damascus,
much of the scholarly activity behind this enterprise transpired at Hisham’s court in
Rusafah some four hundred kilometers northeast of Damascus. According to one
of his students there, Rusafah remained al-ZuhrTs primary residence for almost
twenty years, that is, nearly the entirety of Hisham’s caliphate.*®

THE CORPUS OF IBN SHIHAB AL-ZUHRI

Although no trace of the “official” corpus of the Umayyads’ record of al-Zuhri’s
teaching in Hisham’s court at Rusafah survives, the writing of al-ZuhrTs students
and records kept by the scribes who attended his sessions in Rusafah do survive in
part, albeit not as original copies. These fragmentary writings offer us the most
insight into the importance of these decades at Hisham’s court for the long-term
preservation of this early stage of the tradition as it passed from a primarily oral to
a primarily literary stage. Such writings also reveal the content of these traditions
and give us our best insights into the larger corpus of material held by the Umayyad
court. Among those who studied at al-Zuhrfs feet in Rusafah, the following
figures*® ought to be highlighted:

1. Ma‘mar ibn Rashid (d. 153/770), a non-Arab client of the Huddan clan of Azd
originally from Basra, ranks among the most important transmitters of al-Zuhri’s
traditions. A substantial corpus of the traditions that he heard from al-Zuhri sur-
vive in Ma‘mar’s two extant works, al-Maghazi and al-Jami’, which are both pre-

43. Ibn Sa‘d (ed. Mansur), 453.

44. Judd 2014, 55.

45. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 636.

46. This list expands upon ‘Atwan 1986, 153-78.
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served in the al-Musannaf of Ma'mar’s most important student, the Yemeni
scholar ‘Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam al-San‘ani (d. 211/877)." I have recently
re-edited the Arabic text of Ma‘mar’s Maghazi as preserved in the Musannaf of
‘Abd al-Razzaq and translated it into English. In the introduction to this transla-
tion, I argue that Ma mar’s Maghazi offers our best insight into the shape of the
early sirah-maghazi tradition before the compilation and dissemination of Ibn
Ishaqs far larger and far more ambitious Kitab al-Maghazi, which expanded and
transformed the genre considerably.*® Although Ma mar transmitted traditions
from many teachers, most of the material in Ma'mar’s Maghazi draws directly
from al-Zuhri and reveals al-ZuhrTs interest not only in hadith and figh as such but
also in broader historical issues such as chronology and literary narrative; how-
ever, if Ma‘mar’s Maghazi is indeed an accurate window into the state of al-Zuhrf’s
maghazi compositions, one must conclude that the literary armature of al-ZuhrTs
corpus, even in terms of sheer chronological order, fell far short of that which we
find in the Kitab al-Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq. Ma mar became al-ZuhrTs student when
he came to the court of Marwanids as a trader to sell wares on behalf of his Azdi
masters. After completing the sale, he also asked the court to be allowed to learn
traditions from al-Zuhri as part of his remuneration.*” When Ma‘mar joined
al-Zuhri in Rusafah, therefore, he did not reside there in an official capacity.
Ma‘mar claims that during his time with al-Zuhri in Rusafah he was the only one
who asked him about hadith.*® He may, therefore, have been al-ZuhrTs last stu-
dent. Ma'mar testifies to having remained in Syria at least until the assassination
of al-Walid ibn Yazid (r. 125-26/743-44), two years after al-Zuhri’s death in 124/742.
By the time of Abbasid revolution in 132/750, Ma ‘mar seems to have made his way
to the Hijaz, where he reputably spent time in Medina learning a scroll (sahifah)
full of traditions attributed to the Companion Aba Hurayrah from the aged
Hammam ibn Munabbih.” Ma‘'mar subsequently traveled to Yemen, where
he took up residence in San‘a’ and would spend the remainder of his days—
reportedly some twenty years.*

2. Shu‘ayb ibn Abi Hamzah al-Himsi (d. 162/779), was a client (mawla) of the
Umayyads who recorded the dictations of al-Zuhri’s traditions for the caliph

47. Much of ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s Tafsir also seems largely to be a redaction of an early work by
Ma‘mar, as L.I. Conrad notes (Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 74n57).

48. Ma'mar, Expeditions, Xv—Xxix.

49. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 58: 393.

s50. Ibn Sa‘d (ed. Mansur), 171; Fasawi, Ma rifah, 1: 639. Cf. Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 72-73, and
Ma‘mar, Expeditions, Xxiii—xxiv.

51. Dhahabi, Siyar, 5: 312.

52. Ishaq ibn Yahya, San ‘@', 182-83; EP, s.v. “Ma‘mar b. Rashid” (S. Anthony).
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Hisham in Rugsafah. Shu‘ayb also served the caliphal house as one of the imperial
scribes who oversaw the caliph’s fiscal expenditures.” According to one account,
his records of al-ZuhrTs sessions in Rusafah numbered as many as 1,700 hadith
reports.®* Shu‘ayb kept personal records of al-Zuhris traditions in addition to
those he copied on behalf of the caliphal house. Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855)
claimed to have seen Shu‘ayb’s books with his own eyes and noted how carefully
they were transcribed with markings to disambiguate the letters.”® Likewise, ‘Ali
ibn al-Madini (d. 234/849) remarked that Shu‘ayb’s books bore the signs of having
been written by an imperial scribe, observing how they resembled the official
records of government bureaus.”®* As Shu‘ayb prepared to die in Hims, he
bequeathed his corrected books containing his traditions from al-Zuhri to his
pupil Abu I-Yaman al-Hakam ibn Nafi al-Bahrani (d. 222/837), among others.”” A
single quire of this record of al-Zuhri’s hadith as transmitted by Aba l-Yaman
indeed survives in a manuscript from the sixth/twelfth century housed in the
Zahiriyyah Library in Damascus.”® A large swathe of Abi I-Yaman’s transmission
of Shu‘ayb’s Zuhri-material also survives in the Musnad al-Shamiyyin of the hadith
scholar Abu 1-Qasim al-Tabarani (d. 360/971), as transmitted to him on the author-
ity of Abti Zur ‘ah al-Dimashqi (d. 282/895).” Shu‘ayb’s transmissions of al-Zuhri’s
traditions appear in many additional hadith compilations as well. They are, indeed,
a mainstay in the hadith literature and were extensively used by the likes of
al-Bukhari (d. 256/870).%°

3. Aba Mani‘ ‘Ubaydallah ibn Abi Ziyad al-Rusafi (d. ca. 158/775), a mawla of
Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik and a milk brother of the caliph’s wife ‘Abdah bint
‘Abdallah ibn Yazid ibn Mu‘awiyah, he accompanied al-Zuhri throughout his stay

grandfather’s record of al-Zuhri’s dictations, which he learned from him at the end
of the caliphate of the Abbasid al-Manstr (r. 136-59/754—75).5 This work seems to

53. Abu Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 433, kana min kuttab Hisham ‘ala nafaqatih; cf. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg,
23: 94, kataba ‘an al-Zuhri imla an li-I-sultan kana katiban.

54. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 23: 96.

55. Abu Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 433 > Tabarani, Musnad, 4: 134, ra aytu kutuban madbutatan muqayya-
dah; cf. Tbn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 2 (1): 345, and Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 23: 96.

56. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 23: 97, kutub Shu ‘ayb ibn Abi Hamzah tushabbihu kutub al-diwan.

57. Abu Zur‘ah, Tarikh, 1: 434; Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 23: 100.

58. An edition appears in A ‘zami 1978, 137-64 (Ar.).

59. Tabarani, Musnad, 4:150-266.

60. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 15: 75.

61. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 7: 474.

62. Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 7: 474; cf. Qushayri, Ragqah, 162; Mizzi, Tahdhib, 5: 459-61; and Ibn ‘Adim,
Bughyah, 5: 2100-4.
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have begun with an account of the Medinan period of Muhammad’s life.*® Large
sections of this corpus survive in the Kitab al-Ma ‘rifah wa-I-tarikh of Hajjaj’s stu-
dent, Ya‘qab ibn Sufyan al-Fasawi (d. 277/890).¢* Al-Fasawl most notably preserves
large sections from al-Zuhri’s traditions that treat the female members of the
Prophet’s household, such as his female ancestors,” his wives,* and his daughters.®”

4. Yanus ibn Yazid al-Ayli (d. 152/769 or later), a mawla of the Umayyads and an
imperial scribe to the caliph Hisham, he was a close companion of al-Zuhri who
accompanied him in Syria for either twelve or fourteen years.® Whenever al-Zuhri
traveled through Eilat/Aylah in southern Palestine heading for the Hijaz, Yanus
would purportedly host al-Zuhri at his home and then accompany him on his jour-
ney to and from Medina. Unlike Ma‘mar, who preferred to rely on his memory,
Yinus relied on his books.® Yiinus’s written record of his traditions from al-Zuhri fell
into the possession of his nephew, ‘Anbasah ibn Khalid ibn Yazid al-Ayli (d. 198/814),
who transmitted traditions of al-Zuhri from Ytinus’s originals, as well as copies there-
of”® “Anbasalv’s later reputation for depravity and cruelty as the head of the land-tax
bureau of Egypt, in particular for torturing women, cast a pall on his transmission of
his uncle’s traditions from al-Zuhri in the eyes of many hadith scholars.”

5. ‘Ugayl ibn Khalid ibn ‘Aqil al-Ayli (d. 144/761-62) was a mawla bound by client-
age to the family of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, and much like Yanus, he was a frequent
companion of al-Zuhri during the reign of Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik. He was first
sent from Damascus by the Umayyad prince ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Sulayman ibn ‘Abd
al-Malik to al-Zuhri in Rusafah in order to copy down his knowledge ( ‘ilm) into a
book over a period of months. Once ‘Uqayl returned, the prince purportedly had

63. Cited in Ibn al-*Adim, Bughyah, 5: 2101, Jsl (e e il Lae (58 3 alua (0 dena L S5 Le IS 13a
ez A

64. Fasawi, Ma rifah, 1: 249-51, 366-68, 371-72, 373, 379-80, 384, 391-93, 394-95, 402-3, 406,
408-9, 433-34, 453, 485, 510; ibid., 2: 321, 748; ibid., 3: 159, 164, 167, 268, 271, 283, 407-8, 412. On Fasawi
and this work more generally, see Melchert 1999, 331ff.

65. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 317-18.

66. Ibid., 3: 319-24; cf. Ajurri, Shari ‘ah, 3: 331-32.

67. Ibid., 331-32.

68. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashgq, 74: 302.

69. Ibid., 74: 306-7. Cf. Ibn Hanbal, Tlal, 1: 172, where he is contrasted (unfavorably) to Ma mar
ibn Rashid, who transmitted hadith from memory.

70. Mizzi, Tahdhib, 22: 405, ba ‘duha usilun wa-ba ‘duha nuskhah.

71. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (1): 402, “he used to hang women by their breasts [kana yu ‘alliqu I-nisa’
bi-I-thady]”
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copies made and later returned the originals to ‘“Uqayl at his request.”” “Uqayl seems
subsequently to have returned to Rusafah, perhaps on his own accord, for he reput-
edly spent four years with Hisham and al-Zuhri.” Moreover, ‘Uqayl did not merely
learn traditions from al-Zuhri in al-Rusafah: he often accompanied al-Zuhri on his
journeys between Syria and the Hijaz as well. According to Abu Hatim al-Razi
(d. 277/890), ‘Uqayl also wrote down traditions from al-Zuhri when the scholar
traveled to “Uqayl’s native Eilat in order to visit his estate in southern Palestine.”
‘Uqayl not only served the Umayyads as a scribe but, like al-Zuhrf, also as a keeper
of the peace in Medina (jilwaz or shurti).” Towards the end of his life, “Uqayl traveled
to Egypt, where his book (kitab) containing the traditions of al-Zuhri survived.
Among the transmitters of the book was his nephew Salamah ibn Rawh ibn Khalid,
who, however, never directly met his uncle but merely transmitted the traditions
from the physical copy of his book.” Perhaps the most famous transmitter of the
so-called Kitab ‘Ugayl, however, is the renowned and affluent Egyptian scholar al-
Layth ibn Sa‘d (d. 175/791). In 1967, Nabia Abbott published an extraordinary Egyp-
tian papyrus (see fig. 11), currently housed at the Oriental Institute in Chicago, con-
taining a fragment of the so-called Kitab ‘Ugayl as transmitted by al-Layth ibn Sa‘d
to his close companion and student Yahya ibn Bukayr (d. 231/845).”” The papyrus,
dating from the early third/ninth century, is the earliest extant material artifact hith-
erto discovered that testifies to the transmission of al-ZuhrTs traditions.

Antoine Borrut has characterized Ibn Shihab al-Zuhrt’s time at Hisham’s court
as marking “the period of a vast effort to codify and set in place a Marwanid his-
toriographical filter””® With al-Zuhri serving as a conduit, the interests of the
Marwanids and the learned élite of Medina converged in that filter, as can be seen

72. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 41: 37.

73. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 28.

74. ‘Atwan 1986, 154-55. The quotation comes from Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 43.

75. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 41: 46, 47-48 and n. 3 thereto, citing the Medinan scholar al-Majishan
(d. 164/780); cf. Lecker 1996b, 26-27. The comment of al-Majishan about ‘Uqayl’s profession was prob-
ably not intended a compliment: a jilwaz is usually associated specifically with courts, being something
like a court “bouncer,” and they had a reputation for severity and violence. See Lange 2009, 163, 175n54.

76. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 2 (1): 301; cited in ‘Atwan 1986, 156.

77. Abbott 1967, 166-84. Yahya ibn Bukayr is also one of the most important transmitters of the
Muwatta’ of Malik ibn Anas; however, his recension of the Muwatta’, though attested in a number of
manuscripts, remains unpublished as of the time of writing. See GAS, 1: 460.

78. Borrut 2011, 74, “la période d’un vaste effort de codification et la mise en place d’un filter
historiographique marwanide.” For a more skeptical view of the Umayyad contribution, see El-Hibri
2000, 22-23, 345-36. Tayeb El-Hibri writes, “in fact Waqidi rather than al-Zuhri ... gave the main
shape to early Islamic history, and . . . Hartin al-Rashid rather than ‘Abd al-Malik . . . patronized this
enterprise”” However, what El-Hibri characterizes as transpiring “in fact” is, rather, blithely dismissive
of large swathes of the historical evidence of scholarly activity in the seventh century and the role of the
Umayyads in sponsoring this activity in particular. Cf. Donner 2010b.
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FIGURE 11. Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago no. 17627, an early third/ninth-
century Egyptian papyrus fragment containing traditions of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. A.H.
124/742 C.E.) as transmitted from “Ugayl ibn Khalid to al-Layth ibn Sa‘d. Courtesy of the Orien-
tal Institute of the University of Chicago.

in the relative uniformity of sirah-maghazi tradition as it took shape under the
next generation of scholars. For example, while the strah-maghazi tradition can
often diverge quite markedly with regards to chronology, its treatment of the actual
events being ordered is rather uniform.” The codification seems to have primarily

79. On chronological inconsistencies in the sirah-maghazi literature, see in general Jones 1957. De-
spite their disagreements in chronology, however, the major Medinan compilers of maghdzi in the
early Abbasid period, such as Ibn Ishag, Masa ibn ‘Ugbah, and Aba Ma‘shar al-Sindj, all concur, for
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taken the form of al-Zuhri dictating stores of his knowledge to scribes who made
official records for use by the Umayyads and their court and to students who sub-
sequently passed on this material and organized it as they saw fit without direct
intervention by the authorities. The intervention of the authorities to affect the
recording of this knowledge in writing seems to have been the most important
contribution of the court. Al-ZuhrTs vast knowledge of the Medinan traditions and
their learning—in the form of hadith, maghazi, qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), or juris-
prudence (figh)—and his own élite stature among them guaranteed the lasting and
indelible influence of the enterprise.

As for Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri himself, he allegedly owned no books containing
traditions and never copied one out himself for public distribution. Ibrahim ibn
Sa‘d al-Zuhri recounts how al-Zuhri, in cases where a hadith was lengthy, would
allegedly borrow a sheet of writing material (waraqah) from his fellow Medinan
scholar al-A‘raj (d. 117/735), who used to make a living copying the Qur’an, and
then write down the tradition, only to memorize it and then erase what he had
written once he had learned it by heart.*® For al-Zuhri, and many other schol-
ars of his age, the act of recording a tradition thus served as a memory aid, but
it was no substitute for the ultimate goal of memorization. Once that goal was
achieved, such records no longer had any purpose. One of al-ZuhrTs closest pupils,
Yanus ibn Yazid al-Ayli, told of how he once asked al-Zuhri for his writings, where-
upon the aged scholar ordered a female slave to bring them out. However, Yanus
recounted his shock when the slave girl brought out merely “scrolls containing
poetry”® or, according to another version of the story, “letters written to him by
his brothers”® Yet another account claimed that al-Zuhri owned not a single piece
of writing except for a record of his tribe’s lineage.® All of these personal writings
of the scholar paled in comparison to the vast record of al-Zuhri’s traditions kept
by the Umayyad court. Ma‘mar ibn Rashid claims to have witnessed the fate of
these records of al-ZuhrTs traditions: “We used to think that we had learned a
great deal from al-Zuhri until al-Walid [II] was assassinated and, lo, notebooks full
of al-ZuhrTs knowledge were carried out by beasts of burden from [the caliph’s]
storehouses”® The official library of traditions recorded by the Umayyads™ court

example, that Muhammad personally led twenty-five expeditions and fought on the battlefield in at
least nine: Badr, Uhud, al-Khandagq, the Banit Qurayzah, the Bant Mustaliq, Khaybar, the conquest of
Mecca, Hunayn, and al-Ta’if. See Mizzi, Tahdhib, 1: 195; Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 2: 5-6.

80. Fasawl, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 633; on al-A ‘raj as a copyist of the Qur’an codices, see ibid., 1: 233.

81. Ibn Abi Khaythamabh, 3: 265, suhufan fiha shi ‘r; Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Jami |, 1: 334.

82. Ibn Hanbal, Tlal, 3: 486.

83. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 641

84. Ibn Sa‘d (ed. Mansar), 170, kunna nara an qad aktharna ‘an al-Zuhri hatta qutila al-Walid
fa-idha dafatir qad humilat ‘ala I-dawabb min khaza 'inihi ya ‘ni min ‘ilm al-Zuhri.
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scribes, it seems, even far outstripped the number of traditions learned by his stu-
dent Ma ‘mar.

Yet reports on al-ZuhrTs own writings can be “eloquently contradictory,” as
Michael Cook has noted.* Another Medinan scholar, Abu I-Zinad (d. 130/748),
claims that whenever he and his fellows went with al-Zuhri to obtain knowledge
from their teachers they would laugh at how he would surround himself with
tablets and scrolls for writing down all that he heard.*® A work named Asnan
al-khulafa’ (Ages of the Caliphs), which seems to have been a regnal list of the early
caliphs and thus not a collection of traditions per se, is quoted by the historian Aba
Ja‘far al-Tabari (d. 310/923) and seems to be securely attributable to al-Zuhri.*” The
work, or an early Arabic work dependent on it, may even have exerted its influ-
ence on the Syriac historiography of the late Umayyad period as well.*® In a report
transmitted by the Abbasid-era historian al-Mada'ini (d. ca. 228/842), al-Zuhri
says that the Umayyad governor of Iraq Khalid ibn ‘Abdallah al-Qasri ordered
him to write down the lineages of all the Arabian tribesmen. He began with Mud
ar, but Khalid interrupted him before he could finish and told him to write the
sirah for him instead. What sirah means in this specific context is somewhat vague,
but the reference to sirah here seems to be more of a book containing examples of
exemplary political policies rather than a biography of the Prophet, as suggested in
the following excerpt from the passage. Narrating the episode in the first person,
al-Zuhri relates,

Then I said to [Khalid], “And when something related to the deeds [siyar] of ‘Ali ibn
Abi Talib comes up, shall I mention that as well?”
“No!” he said, “Not unless you find him in the pit of Hell!”*

Al-Mada’inT’s story strikes me as tendentious and not too credible—its point being
more about Khalid al-QasrT’s famous antipathy to the ‘Alids and the Shi‘ah than it
is about al-Zuhri’s writings. Hence, when al-Madaini’s account portrays Khalid as
aghast at the idea that al-Zuhri would offer to compile a book of “Alf’s political
policies (siyar) to aid the governor in administering Iraq, it likely does so in order
to poke fun at the governor’s trenchant hatred of “Al1.*

85. M. Cook 1997, 459.

86. Ibn Hanbal, Tlal, 1: 486; cf. Dhababi, Siyar, 5: 329. Abu 1-Zinad’s comments may have applied
to the period during Hisham’s caliphate; see, e.g., Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 58-59.

87. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 2: 428, 1269; cf. Donner 1998, 293-94, and Horovitz [1927-28]
2002, 64-65n162.

88. See Borrut 2014, 47-51, who astutely notes the absence of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib from Syriac regnal
lists based on Umayyad-era sources.

89. Abu l-Faraj, Aghani, ed. Ibrahim, 22:15.

90. Hinds 1983, 58-59. The use of sirah in the sense of “life story” seems to be anachronistic for
this time period, during which a sirah referred rather to a treatise expressing a scholar’s doctrinal
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The overall impression from accounts of al-ZuhrT's writings remains, however,
that his monumental corpus was recorded by officials at the Umayyad court, on
the one hand, and by his students, on the other, who subsequently redacted their
records. The task of preserving al-ZuhrTs traditions was not undertaken by the
scholar himself. As any survey of the early Arabic literature will bear out, the cor-
pus of al-Zuhri’s tradition survives in a bevy of sources, which seem to rely on both
oral and written transmissions of these materials. Undoubtedly, however, what-
ever insights the earliest written records of al-Zuhrf’s corpus might have revealed
is partially lost. The Medinan scholar Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/795) purportedly
once opined:

We used to crowd around Ibn Shihab [al-Zuhri]’s doorstep until each of us would fall
on top of one another. I once had several chests full of writings [sanddiq min kutub],
but they are lost. Were they to have survived, they would have been dearer to me than
my family and possessions combined!*

Later attempts were made to reassemble and reconstitute this corpus, the most
famous example being the Kitab al-Zuhriyyat, compiled by the famed hadith
scholar of Nishapur Muhammad ibn Yahya al-Dhuhli (d. 258/873), which, alas,
seems not to have survived.”

All of these reports regarding al-ZuhrTs corpus must be understood as speak-
ing about sundry sorts of writing, recorded or compiled for different reasons and
for different audiences. These different types of writings have been conveniently
enumerated by Gregor Schoeler:

1. writings recorded in the form of unsystematic notes recorded by a scholar
for purely private purposes;

position and/or political ideology; cf. Hinds 1983, 62—63, and Crone and Zimmerman 2001, 23-24. The
assertion of Jarrar 1989, 37, that the title Maghazi acted as a sort of pars pro toto for larger, multi-part
works such as that composed by Ibn Ishaq strikes me as essentially correct. Less convincing, however,
is Maher Jarrar’s view that the word sirah could, and indeed did, refer to works of prophetic biography
prior to Ibn Hisham’s epitome (tahdhib) of Ziyad al-Bakka'T’s recension of Ibn Ishaq’s Kitab al-Maghazi
(Jarrar 1989, 32ff.). Sources that refer to Ibn Ishaq’s work as his Sirah do so, in my view, anachronisti-
cally. T am in agreement with the view of Abdesselam Cheddadi 2004, 175-86, that all the earliest works
of prophetic biography and their genre were simply referred to as [ ‘ilm] al-maghazi. The nasab work
by al-Zuhri mentioned in the khabar above seems not to have survived, if it ever existed. Lawrence
Conrad has speculated (Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 65 n164) that Mus ‘ab al-Zubayri cites the very nasab
text commissioned from al-Zuhri by Khalid al-Qasri for the genealogy of Ma‘add in his Nasab Quraysh
(ed. Lévi-Provengal, 3); however, that this single line from Mus ab al-ZubayrTs treatise derives from a
written text by al-Zuhri strikes me as hardly substantiated.

91. Qadi ‘Iyad, Tartib, 1: 137. Other reports claim that these writings from al-Zuhri survived and
were found in MaliK's home after he died; however, they seem to be quite legendary in character. Cf.
Qadi ‘Iyad, Tartib, 1: 186-87 and Wymann-Landgraf 2013, 41n36.

92. See Abbot 1967, 182fF; cf. GAS, 1: 134 f. and ‘Asiri 1999.
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2. writings in the form of elaborate and systematically organized lectures note,
usually recited by a scholar-teacher to his student and, more rarely, handed
over to students and colleagues for copying or as a bequest; and

3. writings penned for a smaller circle of readers, produced for official collec-
tions, and/or by the order of the caliphal court for their exclusive use.”

The last category produced what counts as the first appearance of “real books”—what
Sebastian Giinther has termed a “literary composition”*—and the emergence of such
compositions in the realm of “the tradition,” al- ilm, marks the watershed moment
when writerly culture becomes an integral component in the transmission of hadith
and sirah-maghazi traditions. The surviving corpus of al-ZuhrTs students in Rusafah
in particular testifies to the transmission of his material in a manner consistent with
the second category, but one must keep in mind that these writings were written
down by his students in the context of the official codification of his traditions for the
consumption and benefit of the Umayyad court. Schoeler continues, “[al]-ZuhrTs tol-
eration of the emergence and even production and commission of writings of the
third type . . . marked an important step towards a genuinely written literature””
The fate of the Umayyad court’s official record of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri’s tradi-
tion is something of a mystery. The aforementioned testimony of al-Zuhris stu-
dent Ma‘mar ibn Rashid concerning the fate of this official corpus answers this
question only partially. Ma'mar testifies to witnessing the removal of the courts
official record of al-ZuhrTs traditions from the caliphal storehouses and how those
entrusted with the task needed several beasts of burden for the task. According to
his own testimony, Ma mar was surprised to see that the voluminous corpus so
outstripped what even he himself had learned from his teacher. Where were these
writings taken? We shall likely never know. They are unlikely to have survived the
collapse of the Umayyad caliphate. The context of Ma ‘mar’s testimony is important:
he says that he witnessed the event after the assassination of the Umayyad caliph
al-Walid II in 744 c.E. The assassination of al-Walid II was an inflexion point, an
event that plunged the Umayyad caliphate into political chaos. The piety-minded
Yazid III, who led the putsch to oust the infamously debauched al-Walid II, reigned
only four months after seizing the caliphate, and the ensuing power struggle after
Yazid’s untimely demise created a dynastic crisis from which the Umayyads never
recovered. The Hashimid revolution, led by a cabal in Kafah and strengthened by
an army recruited on the eastern frontiers of the empire, manipulated the chaos
to its advantage and succeeded in eliminating the Umayyads and installing a new
caliphal dynasty, the Abbasids, by 132/750. The rise of the Abbasid caliphate and the

93. This list reproduces Schoeler 2011, 24.
94. Giinther 1994.
95. Schoeler 2011, 24.
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end of the Umayyad dynasty brought a new dynamism that set in motion transfor-
mations of the political, societal, and religious landscape of the early Islamic polity,
but much was lost with the decimation of the Umayyads’ leadership as well. Cer-
tainly, among those loses was the Umayyad court’s official record of al-Zuhrf’s cor-
pus of traditions, of which the caliphal library had stored at most a few copies for the
exclusive use of the court. For the most part written records of al-Zuhris learning
would survive only through the private copies of his students. This had important
consequences for the early Abbasids. After they seized the caliphate and began to
consolidate their power, the Abbasids, unlike the Umayyads, could boast no court
history, no official record of the past onto which they could project their ideology.
To match this Umayyad achievement, the Abbasids “had to start again from scratch,”
Schoeler notes.” They needed another al-Zuhri. The Abbasids found one of his stu-
dents, a scholar from Medina named Muhammad ibn Ishagq, for the task.

IBN ISHAQ AND THE ABBASIDS

Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Yasar ibn Kathan was, like most transmitters of the sirah-
maghazi tradition, an inhabitant of Medina, but unlike Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri or his
predecessors ‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, Ibn Ishaq was not of Arab descent and could
boast no tribal genealogy. Ibn Ishaq descended from a Jewish man named Yasar ibn
Kathan, whom Arabian tribesmen had taken captive in 12/633-34 from a synagogue
in ‘Ayn al-Tamr in southern Iraq along with forty other boys. His grandfather Yasar
was reputed to be the first captive (sabi) of the early Islamic conquests brought to
the city of Medina, where he lived out the remainder of his life bound by clientage
to a notable family of Quraysh. Like his grandfather and father before him, Ibn
Ishaq was thus a non-Arab mawld, a man bound by clientage to an Arab tribe. The
Medinan household to which Ibn Ishaq and his family were bound was a rather
prominent one, that of the Qurashi notable Qays ibn Makhramah ibn al-Muttalib
ibn ‘Abd Manaf, who himself was born of a Jewish mother.”

As a non-Arab client, Ibn Ishaq lacked the high social status granted to his
famous teachers by accident of birth. A widely reported anecdote from Ibn Ishaq’s
youth grants us a glimpse into the societal gulf that separated him from his prede-
cessors. It seems that when Ibn Ishaq first began to show up at Ibn Shihab al-ZuhrT’s
teaching sessions in Medina to learn traditions from him, he would often arrive
late. Seeking the reason for this, al-Zuhri discovered that his doorkeeper had been
treating the callow youth as riffraff and shooing him away. Only after al-Zuhri
intervened was Ibn Ishaq able to join his circle and learn traditions from him.*

96. Schoeler 2011, 31.
97. Ibn al-Kalbi, Mathalib, 234; Lecker 2015a, 35-36.
98. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 191-92; Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 327.
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Despite his lowly status, Ibn Ishaq also belonged to a new generation of schol-
ars who rose to prominence despite being from non-Arab lineage and the sub-
servient class of the Arabs’ clients (mawali). The increasing prominence of the
scholarly influence and accomplishments of non-Arab scholars over Arab scholars
at this time has been exaggerated in past scholarship,” but it is no exaggeration
to note how the generation whose lives spanned the late-Umayyad and early-
Abbasid period witnessed an important, demographic shift in the composition
of its learned elite and the eminent bearers of its cultural ideals. Ibn Ishaq’s gen-
eration of mawali-scholars were upwardly mobile, ambitious assimilators to the
new hegemonic culture and, with their zealous embrace of its religion (Islam) and
language (Arabic), they swiftly rose to prominence in the second/eighth century.'
Ibn Ishaqs rise to prominence as a scholar of maghazi and, in particular, of the
traditions of al-Zuhri in Medina was not an isolated achievement, even if his was
the most spectacular. His rise occurred alongside that of other prominent mawali
of Medina, who also wrote their own books of Maghdzi, which are now lost and
survive only in scattered quotations in later works, such as the Maghazi of Musa
ibn “Uqgbah (d. 141/758)"" and the Maghazi of Abti Ma ‘shar al-Sindi (d. 170/786).1

Misa ibn ‘Ugbah is a fascinating understudied case. Like Ibn Ishag, Misa was
also a mawla of an eminent branch of the Medinan Quraysh, the Zubayrids of
the Asad clan. Masa had relatively little contact with the Umayyads, although he
recalled joining Salim ibn “Abdallah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab on military expedi-
tions against the Byzantines during the reign of al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik."® The
impetus behind the compilation of his Maghazi was allegedly to put to rest the
Medinans’ disputes over who had, and had not, actually participated in the battle of
Badr and his efforts to preserve the knowledge of the Medinan Shurahbil ibn Sa‘1d."*
Al-Dhahabi characterizes Musa’s Maghazi as being quite a short work and notes that

99. See the corrective in Motzki 1999.

100. This demographic transformation is noted in numerous accounts of an exchange between
al-Zuhri and the caliphs ‘Abd al-Malik and Hisham, where within a single generation nearly all the
most prominent Arab scholars were replaced and outstripped by mawali; see, e.g., Tawhidi, Basa 'ir; 8:
85, and Mizzi, Tahdhib, 20: 81-82.

101. Mas@s Kitab al-Maghdzi, although favored by Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/795) over that of Ibn
Ishaq (Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 371), is now lost except for fragments of an abridgment by one Yasuf ibn
Muhammad ibn ‘Umar ibn Qadi Shuhbah (d. 789/1387) (GAS 1: 286-87, 300). Joseph Schacht’s doubts
about the authenticity of the traditions attributed to Musa in the second text have been addressed by
Gregor Schoeler; cf. Schacht 1953 and Schoeler 2000.

102. Abu Ma 'shar’s Maghazi was transmitted by his son Muhammad (148-247/762-861) and his
grandson Dawud (d. 275/888); see Khatib, Baghdad, 4: 52, 9: 350; Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 290-91. Those
portions of it that survive can only be found in quotations thereof in later works, such as al-TabarTs
Tarikh al-rusul wa-l-muliik; see GAS 1: 292, 300, and Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 91-95.

103. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 60: 458.

104. Mizzi, Tahdhib, 29: 116; GAS 1: 279.
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large quotations therefrom appear in the monumental Dala’il al-nubuwwah of
Abu Bakr al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1066)./ Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/795), the doyen of the
Medinan scholars, famously favored Musa’s Maghazi over that of Ibn Ishaq.'

Medina and its scholars made the deepest impact on Ibn Ishaqs education,
but he did not only study under that city’s scholars. In 115/733, he reputedly jour-
neyed to Alexandria, where he studied with prominent Egyptian scholars such as
the Nubian convert to Islam Yazid ibn Abi Habib (d. 128/745).” When Ibn Ishaq
left Egypt and returned to Medina is impossible to say precisely, but his return
certainly preceded the year that al-Zuhri made his final visit to Medina before
returning to Syria,'” a visit dated by his contemporary Sufyan ibn ‘Uyaynah to
123/740-41." The sources are surprisingly unanimous in their claim that al-Zuhri
declared to the Medinans that knowledge in abundance (‘ilm jamm) would never
depart from their city as long as Ibn Ishaq remained there."® According to the
hadith scholar Zakariyya al-Saji (d. 307/919-20), the students of al-Zuhri would
subsequently consult Ibn Ishaq regarding any tradition from al-Zuhri about which
they had doubts because of their high regard for the accuracy and thoroughness
of his memory." Indeed, al-Zuhri was not the only well-established scholar of his
generation to lavish praise on Ibn Ishaq. The revered Ansari ‘Asim ibn ‘Umar ibn
Qatadah (d. 120/737) reputedly also declared, “Knowledge shall remain with the
people as long as Muhammad ibn Ishaq lives?

Ultimately, however, Ibn Ishaq’s future fame would be found outside of Medina
and its scholarly circles, even despite the public praise and high regard for him
voiced by the likes of ‘Asim ibn ‘Umar and al-Zuhri. He achieved lasting promi-
nence only after traveling to Iraq to join the court of the Abbasids not long after
their victory over the Umayyad dynasty in 132/750. Indeed, Muhammad ibn Ishaq’s
considerable success in the élite circles of the Abbasids contrasts sharply to what
ultimately proved to be his tarnished legacy among the Medinans.

Although a native son of Medina and effusively praised by many of its emi-
nent elder scholars, most of the scholars of Medina from Ibn Ishaqs own genera-
tion rejected his authority outright, refused to transmit his works, and vigorously

105. Siyar, 6: 115-16.

106. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 371; Khatib, Jami', 2: 233. “In the maghdzi there exists no work more
sound [asahh] than the book of Masa ibn ‘Ugabah, despite it being short and bereft of most of what is
mentioned in other books,” al-Shafi‘1 reputedly said (Dhahabi, Siyar, 6: 115). (;).

107. GAS 1:341-42; Motzki 1999, 311. Sellheim 1965-66, 44, speculates that one of the motives for
Ibn Ishaq’s journey to Egypt was to acquire papyrus.

108. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 2: 27.

109. Bukhari, al-Tarikh al-awsat, 2: 283.

no. Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 14; cf. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 191, and Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2119.

11. Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 4: 276.

112. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 325.
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impugned his reputation. For instance, stories abound of his sexual and moral
impropriety during his youth, although it is difficult, if not impossible, to judge their
credibility. According to one such story, when Ibn Ishaq lived in Medina as a youth,
his handsome face and his long, well-groomed hair tempted the ladies of the city
whenever they saw him praying in Medina’s central mosque. This made their hus-
bands and male kin so irate that they complained to the city’s governor. According to
one version of the story, the governor seized the young Ibn Ishaq and, after strapping
him to a wooden plank, shaved his head and scourged him." In another, equally odd
anecdote, the Basran hadith scholar Bandar recounts nasty rumors from two of his
Medinan teachers about Ibn Ishaq’s youthful days in Medina. The first story recounts
how Ibn Ishaq was once seen walking about dressed in a loincloth so thin and worn
that that his testicles dangled out."* Bandar’s other source of Medinan gossip claimed
that Ibn Ishaq used to dabble in cockfighting, viewed by hadith scholars as an act of
gross impiety."®> Most notoriously—and perhaps most credibly—Ibn Ishaq brazenly
transmitted traditions directly from a noble Qurashi woman, Fatimah bint Mundhir,
without the permission of her husband, the Medinan scholar Hisham ibn “Urwah
ibn al-Zubayr. When informed of this, Hisham became incensed and denounced
Ibn Ishaq as a liar to preserve the honor of his wife."®

But this last controversy seems to have been a mere tempest in a teapot. Sufyan
ibn ‘Uyaynah testified to the veracity of the claim that Ibn Ishaq met with Fatima
bint Mundhir in person."” Centuries later, the hadith scholar al-Dhahabi dismissed
the scandal as a pernicious canard:

Fatimah [bint Mundhir| did not enter Hisham [ibn ‘Urwah]’s household until she
was a girl of some twenty plus years old. She was older than he by about nine years.
She had heard traditions from Asma’ bint al-Siddiq, and Hisham had not heard tradi-
tions from Asma’ even though she was his grandmother. Moreover, when Ibn Ishaq
heard reports from her, she had grown old and become an elderly woman, whereas he
was a mere lad [ghulam]—or else a man speaking from behind the partition."®

What seems really to have accounted for the longevity of the Medinans’ hostil-
ity to Ibn Ishaq is his feud with Malik ibn Anas, the revered doyen of the Medinan

113. Abu 1-‘Arab, Mihan, 301. A version of this story transmitted by al-Waqidi also appears in
Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 328 and Yaqut, Irshad, 6: 2419; however, al-Waqidr’s version places
the events during the governorship of Hisham ibn Isma ‘il al-Makhzami and therefore at an implau-
sibly early date. Hisham’s post as Medina’s governor ended in Rabi' I 87/February—-March 706, when
al-Walid I appointed his cousin ‘Umar ibn al-'Abd ‘Aziz to the post. The latter remained Medina’s
governor until Sha ‘ban 93/May-June 712.

114. Dhahabi, Siyar, 7: 54.

115. Ibid.; Rosenthal 1975, 57-58.

116. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 324-25.

117. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 192; Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2117.

18. Tarikh, 4:196-97.
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school and the author of the Muwatta’. The feud between Ibn Ishaq and Malik
arose when Ibn Ishaq exposed the falsity of Malik’s claim to be of Arab descent.
Malik laid claim to Arab lineage from the Dhai Asbah of Taym ibn Murrah, but
Ibn Ishaq rebutted this. He asserted that Malik—as well as his father, grandfather,
and uncles—descended rather from non-Arab clients of Taym ibn Murrah." Ibn
Ishaq was not the only scholar to make such accusations, nor was he the only
learned Medinan to suffer MaliK’s wrath as a result.”” Indeed, every indication
suggests that Ibn Ishaqs charge against Malik was true.” In subsequent years,
Malik ibn Anas boasted about how the Medinans had expelled Ibn Ishaq from
Medina.'?

Perhaps the most serious accusation leveled against Muhammad ibn Ishaq
by the Medinan traditionalists, however, was that he denied God’s predetermi-
nation of human affairs (qadar), and was thus a qadari, a man who believed in
humankind’s innate free will. Such views had dire political consequences in the
late-Umayyad period, especially under the caliphate of Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik,
when the group espousing them—the so-called Qadariyyah—came to be viewed,
not without justification, as a hive of sedition. In truth, Ibn Ishaqgs interest in
qadar was not eccentric: the ideas espoused by the Qadariyyah had been current
in Medina for some time—even the despised heresiarch of the Qadariyyah, the
Umayyad imperial scribe Ghaylan al-Dimashqi whose followers would eventually
stage a coup détat to install Yazid IIT as caliph in 744, had some sort of following
there. This following likely dated from the famous public debate that Ghaylan held
in the city with Rabi‘at al-Ra’y when he accompanied the caliph Hisham on his
pilgrimage in 106/725."> Even those scholars sympathetic to Ibn Ishaq lent cre-
dence to this accusation: Sufyan ibn ‘Uyaynah explicitly states that he was hated
for his views on gadar."* Yahya al-Qattan even counted him among the followers
of Ghaylan al-Dimashqi, and thus squarely among the most politically radical cur-
rents of the Qadariyyah.'

More certain is the claim that Ibn Ishaq was arrested and flogged for his qadari
views in Medina. This likely transpired in the wake of Caliph Hisham’s crucifixion

19. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Intiqa’, 40; cf. Balkhi, Qubiil, 20s.

120. Jarrar 2011, 203—4, and Qad1 ‘Iyad, Tartib, 1: 110.

121. Ibn Ishaq likely derived this information from al-Zuhri, a teacher of both scholars who him-
self refers to Malik’s uncle, Aba Suhayl Nafi‘ ibn Malik, as a mawla of Taym ibn Murrah; see Bukhari,
Sahih, 1: 355 (k. al-sawm, no. 1933). Cf. Kister 1986, 77-79.

122. Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 3 (2): 192-93. Yahya ibn Sa‘id al-Qattan is implicated in his exile as well;
see ‘Uqayli, Du ‘afd’, 4: 1196.

123. TG, 2: 668-69.

124. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 2: 27; Balkhi, Magqalat, 174; Abt Zur ‘ah al-Razi, Su ‘alat, 304.

125. Abu Zur‘ah al-Razi, Sualat, 301. This statement, however, has the tinge of polemical censure
and might be a mere aspersion.
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of Ghaylan al-Dimashqi for heresy and the subsequent persecution of his follow-
ers and sympathizers soon thereafter. According to the most famous story, during
one of his teaching sessions in Medina, Ibn Ishaq lost consciousness, and when he
awoke, he recounted a vision of a man with a rope entering the mosque to remove
a donkey. A man then suddenly appeared at the threshold of the mosque, placed
a noose around his neck, and dragged him away to be scourged by the gover-
nor of Medina, Ibrahim ibn Hisham al-Makhztmi, for his views on gadar.** In
Iraq, the traditionists were in the main more open to ideas such as those espoused
by the Qadariyyah, they having been embraced by the likes of the revered pietist
al-Hasan al-Basri, as well as theological rationalism more generally. However, the
Medinan opposition to such ideas remained inveterate.” This alone may account
for Ibn Ishaq’s departure from the city. The accusations leveled against him con-
tinued to follow him outside of Medina, and he seems never to have abandoned
his early views. Makki ibn Ibrahim, who encountered Ibn Ishaq in al-Rayy, said, “I
attended Muhammad ibn Ishaq’s teaching session and, lo, he was narrating tradi-
tions about the divine attributes [ahadith fi sifat Allah] that my heart could not
bear hearing, so [ never again returned.”?® The traditions that Makki censures here
likely refer to the lengthy discourses of Ibn Ishaq on the creation of the cosmos,
which are suffused with theological discourse on the nature of God as Creator.””
Despite the scope of the controversy surrounding Muhammad ibn Ishaq’s days
in Medina and the sustained enmity of Malik and his acolytes, his influence in
maghazi could not be escaped. No less an authority than al-Shafi‘i (d. 204/820)
acknowledged, “Whosoever desires to plunge the depths of the maghazi is utterly
reliant on Muhammad ibn Ishaq”?° Critics of MaliK’s attitude to Ibn Ishaq charac-
terized Malik as largely ignorant of maghdzi and given to making errors therein,
since he was mostly concerned with legal and ritual matters ( ‘ilm al-haram wa-
I-halal).”" The personal achievements and erudition of Ibn Ishaq account for his

126. Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 2: 2120. Cf. Abu 1-*Arab, Mihan, 300, where one should likely read 2wl (e for
Ul e, Regarding the problems with the account, see Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 76164, and TG, 2: 675.
The story is notably narrated by Humayd ibn Habib al-Lakhmi, who rebelled against Caliph Walid IT and
was a partisan of Caliph Yazid III. Cf. Crone 1980, 157 $13, and Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashgq, 15: 276, 18: 145.

127. TG, 2: 51ff. On those early scholars who deemed gadaris to be unbelievers (kuffar; sing. kafir)
whose blood it was licit to shed, see now Judd 2015.

128. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 137, 3: 366; Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 23-24.

129. See, e.g., Abt1-Shaykh, ‘Azamah, 2: 468-76, 3: 1055-57; note that all of Aba 1-Shaykh’s authori-
ties hail from Rayy.

130. Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 15, man arada an yatabahhira fi I-maghazi fa-huwa ‘iyalun ‘ala Muham-
mad ibn Ishaq.

131. Balkhi, Qubiil, 207. In a famous exchange between the two, Aba Yasuf al-Qadi threatens to
expose Aba Hanifah’s ignorance of whether or not Badr preceded Uhud after Aba Hanifah chides him
for being too interested in studying Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi. See Khatib, Jami ', 2: 288-89; Goldziher 1971,
2:193.
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success in no small measure; however, the role of the Abbasid court should also
not be underestimated. Ibn Ishaq’s life in Medina had become unbearable by the
750s. Invitations from Iraq offered hope of escape. Once Ibn Ishaq had resolved to
leave Medina, Dawud ibn Khalid objected that his journey would further diminish
him. “By God I think not,” Ibn Ishaq replied, “our virtue is undiminished—though
fortune can make a miser even out of generous man.*?

The Abbasids’ patronage of Ibn Ishaq may have thus saved him from historical
obscurity. Our best account of how the Abbasids came to patronize Ibn Ishaq is

that of the historian Ibn Sa‘d, who writes:

Muhammad ibn Ishaq was the first who compiled [jama ‘a] the maghazi of the Mes-
senger of God and arranged them [allafaha] [into a book]. He used to transmit tradi-
tions from ‘Asim ibn ‘Umar ibn Qatadah, Yazid ibn Riman, Muhammad ibn
Ibrahim, and others as well. . . . He left Medina early on [gadiman], and none of the
Medinans relate traditions from him except for Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d.

Muhammad ibn Ishaq was with al-*Abbas ibn Muhammad in al-Jazirah, and he
had [previously] approached Abt Ja‘far [al-Mansir] in al-Hirah and wrote down for
him the Maghazi."*® For that reason the inhabitants of al-Kafah learned traditions
[sami ‘a] from him, as did the inhabitants of al-Jazirah when he was with al-‘Abbas
ibn Muhammad. He went to al-Rayy, and the inhabitants of al-Rayy learned tradi-
tions from him. Those whose transmit his book from these lands outnumber those
who transmit from him from the inhabitants of Medina. Then he went to Baghdad.
Muhammad ibn Ishaq’s son informed me that he died in Baghdad in the year 150 and
was buried in the cemetery of al-Khayzuran.”*

Judging from Ibn Sa‘d’s account, Ibn Ishaq seems to have first joined the court of
the Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (r. 136-58/754-75) in al-Hirah prior to the founding
of Baghdad. How many years he resided with al-Mansiir remains uncertain, but
Ibn Ishaq must have undertaken his subsequent journey from al-Hirah to Harran
in northern Mesopotamian after 142/759, the year in which al-Mansuar appointed
his younger brother, al-°Abbas ibn Muhammad, as the governor of the province of

132. Ibn Abil-Dunya, Ishraf, 162-63, la wa’llahi ma akhlaquna bi-khasisatin wa-la-rubbama qassara
I-dahru ba ‘a I-karim; Ibn *Adi, Kamil, 6: 2118; Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 16; Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhid, 23: 178

133. This reading corrects that of numerous previous scholars—e.g., Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 79,
and Schoeler 2011, 28—who misread the text as indicating that Ibn Ishaq alighted in the Jazirah first
and only then went to al-Hirah. However, the verbal construction kana ata indicates that his journey
to Kafah took place prior to his journey to the Jazirah. This reading is also confirmed by Ibn Sa‘d’s
shorter biography of Muhammad ibn Ishaq where the order of his travels is more clearly stated. See
Ibn Sa‘d (Beirut), 7: 322, fa-ata I-Kiifah wa-I-Jazirah wa-1-Rayy wa-Baghdad fa-aqama fiha hatta mat. A
statement attributed to Yahya ibn Ma‘in also corroborates this. “The Kafans heard [the Maghazi], then
the Harranians, and then Salamah in al-Rayy;” he says; see Ibn Junayd, Su alat, 48s. In a forthcoming
article, Michael Lecker also corrects this long-standing misreading of Ibn Sa‘'d’s account.

134. Ibn Sa‘'d (ed. Mansur), 401-2.
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al-Jazirah."”™ After his tenure in Harran, Ibn Ishaq traveled to al-Rayy where he
joined the court of the caliph’s son, the future Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi. His time
in al-Rayy coincided with the period when the prince ruled the city and its prov-
ince as its governor—that is, from 141/758 until 152/768.7¢

Ibn Ishaq eventually returned to al-Manstr’s court from al-Rayy, a return that
likely coincided with the construction of Baghdad, which began in earnest by the
middle of 145/762. The earliest possible date that the scholar would have traveled to
the city seems to be a year after the initial construction began at the site, since the
caliphal palace was only built and occupied by al-Mansur in 146/763. The caliph’s
famed Round City was completed in 149/766, justa year prior to the scholar’s death.”’
It is certainly significant that the city’s great historian, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d.
463/1071), singles out Ibn Ishaq as the first scholar to pass away within its walls.
His grave, the site of which is still visible in the neighborhood of al-A‘zamiyyah
in Baghdad today,”® was located in the cemetery of al-Khayzuran on the eastern
side.” The original alabaster door that sealed his tomb bore the epitaph: “This is
the grave of Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Yasar, author of The Expeditions of the
Messenger of God.”™°

Ibn Ishaqs Kitab al-Maghdazi was a truly massive undertaking—thitherto
unprecedented in the history of Arabic literature—and the programmatic efforts
to record and disseminate it were exceeded only by the efforts dedicated to record
the Qur’an. Rudolf Sellheim has depicted the work as intended to rival the world
chronicles and epics of the non-Arabs, especially the Persians,"! but the rivals and
competitors that the work encountered at the caliphal court far exceeded even
that. The caliph al-Mansur also patronized a vast effort to translate into Arabic not
merely histories and epics, but also works of wisdom, logic, medicine, mathemat-
ics, engineering, and astrology from Greek, Sanskrit, and Middle Persian."** What

135. He remained governor of the Jazirah until his dismissal in 155/772 (Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de
Goeje, 2: 141); cf. EP, s.v. “al-*Abbas b. Muhammad b. ‘Ali” (Th. Bernheimer).

136. The motive for Ibn Ishaq’s travels from court to court remains uncertain. In al-Mahdfs case,
perhaps it was didactic in nature. As a young prince, al-MahdT’s Arabic was notoriously poor, so per-
haps Ibn Ishaq was sent to al-Rayy to instruct him. See Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 3: 152, where al-
Mahdr’s speech is depicted as full of mispronunciations (lahn) like “the babbling of a slave-girl [ ‘afak
al-amah]” As noted by Antoine Borrut 2011, 75, al-Mansar invoked the example of al-Zuhri when ar-
ranging for the education of his son, the future caliph al-Mahdj; see Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 3: 404.

137. On the city’s construction, see EP, s.v. “Baghdad” (‘A.-"A. al-Dari).

138. According to Bashshar ‘Awwad Ma ‘raf; see his comments in the footnotes in Mizzi, Tahdhib,
241 429.

139. Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 8; Yaqut, Irshad, 6: 2418.

140. Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2116, hadha qabru Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Yasar sahib maghazi rasiil
Allah.

141. Sellheim 1965-66, 37-38.

142. Gutas 1998, 29fF.; cf. van Bladel 2012 and 2014.
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was unprecedented about the Kitab al-Maghdzi, however, was its ambition to cap-
ture the entire arc of God’s providential ordering of human history, from Adam
to the advent of the prophecy of Muhammad and the victory of the last proph-
et’s ummah.'® An account cited by the historian al-Mas adi (d. 345/956) lists the
Maghazi as one of the most famous accomplishments of the caliphate of Aba Ja‘far
al-Mansur:

In the days [of al-Manstr], Muhammad ibn Ishaq put into writing the book of the
expeditions of the Prophet and his policies, as well as the stories of the beginning of
Creation [wada ‘a kutub al-maghazi wa-I-siyar wa-akhbar al-mubtada’]. Before that,
they were neither gathered together [majmii ‘ah], well known [ma ‘rifah], nor well
organized [musannafah].**

Ibn Ishaq’s patronage by the Abbasids and his nearness to the court “put him at the
heart of a revolutionary regime” for whom the entire sweep of human time—
whether pre-Islamic, prophetic, or the recent past—had taken on new meanings.
Theirs was no mere political triumph over the Umayyads; it was also an ideological
one with deep political and religious undertones."> For the Abbasids and their
revolution (dawlah), theirs was a victory of the Prophet’s clan, the Bana Hashim,
and of the descendants of his uncle, al-'Abbas, over an Umayyad clan that had
wrested away the rights of Muhamamd’s legacy from his household and had sul-
lied his ummah with blood spilled at the hands of tyranny. It is hard to imagine
that Ibn Ishaq’s codification and revision of the Maghdzi in such a context left the
work scarcely untouched.

THE CORPUS OF IBN ISHAQ

All these statements must, however, be accompanied with a word of caution: the
entirety of Ibn Ishaqs Kitab al-Maghazi does not survive, only recensions and
selections of a vast work whose contents are familiar, but whose true parameters
remain ultimately unknown. However, one does gain a profound sense of its mon-
umental scope from the substantial portions of the work that do survive—whether
in later (partial) recensions, epitomes, or quotations—and the very disparate
nature of how the work survives enables scholars to peek around the interventions,
omissions, and bowdlerization by any one of its redactors. Following the early
precedent of Johann Fiick (1894-1974), most modern scholars have accepted the
hypothesis that the Ibn Ishaq’s work was originally divided into three sections: “the
Genesis” (al-Mubtada’), relating humanity’s primordial history and the history of

143. The observation of Chase Robinson 2015b, 137 that the work likely approximated the coverage,
though not the content, of the chronicle of Ibn Wadih al-Ya“qabi is quite astute.

144. Mas ' udi, Muriij, ed. Pellat, 5: 211.

145. Robinson 2015b, 135.
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FIGURE 12. Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago no.
17636, a late second/eighth-century Egyptian papyrus fragment
from the Kitab al-Khulafa’ (Book of the Caliphs) of Ibn Ishaq
(d. A.H. 150/767) c.E. Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago.

the prophets and their nations up to the rise of Islam; “the Commission”
(al-Mab ‘ath), relating the early life of Muhammad in Mecca up until the Hijrah to
Yathrib; and “The Expeditions” (al-Maghazi), covering Muhammad’s Medinan
decade and concluding with his death.*¢ As Nabia Abbott has shown in detail,
FiicK’s scheme, albeit useful, imposes a neat division on the rather messy, incon-
sistent way in which sources go about describing the contents and various con-
stituent parts of the Kitab al-Maghazi.*¥" This division also neglects to account for
Ibn Ishagq’s so-called History of the Caliphs (Tarikh al-Khulafa’), even though an
early fragment thereof survives on a papyrus fragment dated by Abbott to the late
second/eighth century (see fig. 12), effectively making it the earliest extant material
witness to Ibn Ishaq’s corpus.*® As a result, the Tarikh al-Khulafa’ has wrongly
been designated as a sort of “addendum” to the Kitab al-Maghazi;"*® rather, it seems
likely to have been the concluding section of the Kitab al-Maghazi as a whole.
More recently, Muta' al-Tarabishi has suggested a different tripartite division of

146. Fiick 1925, 341T.

147. Abbott 1957, 87-88.

148. Abbott 1957, 95-95, 97-98. The fragment relates the story of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s assassina-
tion by a Persian slave.

149. E.g., Sellheim 1965-66, 43.



160 THE BEGINNINGS OF THE STRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

the Kitab al-Maghazi into (1) al-Mubtada’, (2) al-Maghazi [wa-I-siyar], and (3)
Tarikh al-khulafa’. This newer hypothetical division strikes me as more plausible
than FiicK’s;® however, a definitive answer to the question is likely unattainable
given the current state of the evidence.

The transmitters of Ibn Ishaq’s Kitab al-Maghazi attested in the literary sources
are legion, and for this reason modern scholars tend, rather lazily, to overly rely
on a single redaction. This is an unfortunate habit. Each student’s transmission,
even when authentically learned from Ibn Ishaq, represents a different version of
the Kitab al-Maghazi inasmuch as Ibn Ishaq continually edited, expanded, and
revised his work throughout his life. This process began at an early date: Ibn Ishaq
had likely composed some version of his Maghazi in Medina, but he continued
to revise it. Michael Lecker has noted that Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d, the only Medinan
scholar to transmit Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi, explicitly claimed that “Muhammad
ibn Ishaq undid [the binding of] the Maghdzi three times, and I observed and
witnessed this””'—meaning that Ibrahim himself learned at least three unbound
and, thus, revised and rearranged versions of Ibn Ishaqs Maghdzi. Transmitters
of Ibn Ishaqgs works, moreover, often abbreviated, omitted, and supplemented his
accounts as they saw fit. Any attempt to reconstruct a pure, unadulterated original
is, therefore, a fool’s errand—there is no putative “original” to be reconstructed,
only multiple versions of accounts transmitted multiple times over."*

Scholars are justified in finding the prospect of comparing these versions
somewhat daunting. Nearly a century ago, Fiick singled out fifteen transmit-
ters of the Maghazi,” which seems like a long list but is humble compared to
Muta“ al-Tarabisht's more recent list, which exceeds sixty.** However, of these
many transmitters of the Kitab al-Maghazi, only a select few seem actually to have
transmitted the entire work (or, at least, their version thereof) rather than merely
parts of it. Six transmitters stand out as truly exceptional redactors of Ibn Ishaq’s
Maghazi in this regard. These transmitters are as follows.

I. The Medina-Baghdad Recension

a. Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d ibn Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf al-Zuhri
(d. 183/800, or slightly later)™* is the only Medinan scholar to have transmitted Ibn

150. Tarabishi 1994, 35-36.

151. Ibn Hanbal, Tlal, 3: 436. Cf. Marwadhi, Tlal, 61, “I heard the Maghazi from him three times
as he undid and changed it [sami ‘tu l-maghazi minhu thalath marrat yanquduha wa-yughayyiruha)?”
Both are cited and discussed at length in Lecker forthcoming. I would like to express my gratitude to
Prof. Lecker for kindly sharing with me a draft of this paper.

152. As eloquently argued by Jarrar 1992, 288, and Conrad 1993, 260-61.

153. Fick 1925, 87.

154. Tarabishi1994.

155. Ibid., 66fT.
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Ishaq’s Maghaz1, which he claims to have learned from Ibn Ishaq at least three sepa-
rate times.”” The eminent hadith scholar “Ali Ibn al-Madini regarded the reliability
of his copy of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi as equal only to the copy of Ibn Ishaq’s personal
scribe, Hariin ibn Abi ‘Tsa al-Shami.® Ibrahim was the great-grandson of the famed
Companion of Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf and deeply ensconced in the
circles of elite Quraysh who lived during the early Abbasid period. Ibrahim himself
maintained good relations with the Abbasid caliph Hartn al-Rashid (r. 170-93/786-
809), who appointed him gadi of Medina.™ Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d’s recension of the
Maghazi represents the earliest transmission of Ibn Ishag’s work and, thus, stands as
an important testimony to the fact that Ibn Ishaq had compiled his Maghazi, at least
in part, prior to his journey to Iraq to join the court of the Abbasid caliph al-Mangar.'*®
Accordingto Ibnal-Nadim, Ibrahim ibn Sa‘ds recension also included the Mubtada '
so even this early recension was quite considerable in scope. This “Medinan” recen-
sion, however, survives only through the transmission of scholars from Baghdad,
who cite Ibrahiny’s sons, Ya“qiib and Sa‘d, as well as a scribe named Ahmad ibn Ayyib
al-Warraq who served the Barmakid vizier al-Fadl ibn Yahya ibn Khalid (d. 193/808).
The transmission of Ahmad al-Warraq was, however, controversial because he lacked
the bona fides of a hadith scholar and because many claimed that he merely copied
Ibrahim’s recension without learning the text from him personally through audition
(sama ).'> What seems to be more certain is the claim of the scholar’s son Ya‘qab ibn
Ibrahim that his father made a copy of his recension of Ibn Ishaqs Maghazi for the
Barmakid vizier Yahya ibn Khald ibn Barmak (d. 190/805), though the vizier was not
personally able to learn the text from Ibrahim via audition (sama ‘).!** According to
al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, only in the last year of his life did Ibrahim travel from Medina
to Baghdad, where he joined the court of Hartin al-Rashid and oversaw the caliphal
treasury."** Portions of Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d’s recension of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi survive in
al-Tarikh al-kabir of Abt Bakr Ibn Abi Khaythamah (d. 279/892) and in the Musnad
of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855).

II. The Kufan Recensions

a. Ziyad ibn ‘Abdallah al-Bakka’1 (d. 183/799) transmits the most famous recen-
sion as it is preserved in the widely read revision (tahdhib) of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn

156. Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2125.

157. Lecker forthcoming.

158. Tarabishi 1994, 232.

159. Cf. A. Ahmed 2011, 70-72, who maps out his familial connections in detail.
160. Cf. Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 79-80. and Abbot 1957, 89.

161. Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 1:290.

162. Khatib, Baghdad, 6: 63-64; cf. Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 1: 178-79.

163. Khatib, Baghdad, 6: 64; cf. ED, s.v. “Barmakids” (K. van Bladel).

164. Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 1: 174; Baladhuri, Ansab, 5: 115; Khatib, Baghdad, 6: 603, 606.
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Hisham al-Himyari (d. 218/834), which is commonly called al-Sirah al-nabawiyyah
or Sirat Muhammad Rasiil Allah.' Ibn Hisham’s editorial hand reshaped Ziyad’s
recension considerably.®® His interventions, truncations, and omissions from
Ziyad’s recension become all the more visible even when comparing other cita-
tions of Ziyad’s recension that do not rely on Ibn Hisham’s Sirah, such as one can
find extensively throughout the Akhbar Makkah of al-Fakihi (d. ca. 272-79/885-
93) and the Tarikh Madinat Dimashq of Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176). Ziyad ranks
among the earliest students of Ibn Ishaq in Iraq. He made the journey to nearby
al-Hirah, the city where Ibn Ishaq first settled after leaving Medina, when a sum-
mons went out from the Abbasid court for a scribe to copy down Ibn Ishags
Maghazi. According to one report, upon Ibn Ishags arrival in Iraq, Ziyad sold
part of his own house so that he could afford the expenses required to accompany
Ibn Ishaq and learn the entirety of his Maghazi.'” Ibn Ishaq purportedly dictated
his entire Maghazi to Ziyad twice.'® The famed hadith scholar Yahya ibn Ma‘in
(d. 233/847) reports hearing Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d criticizing Ziyad al-Bakka T's recen-
sion of the Maghazi, saying, “These peasants are relating stories about the shame-
ful acts of the Prophet’s companions [yuhaddithu ha’iala’i I-nabat bi-ma ‘ayib
ashab al-nabi]!” In his defense, Yahya commented that Ziyad would read the work
before the people but leave nothing out.'®

b. Yanus ibn Bukayr al-Shaybani (d. 199/815)"° transmits a recension of Ibn
Ishaq’s Maghazi that survives in a unique eleventh-century manuscript housed at
the library of the Qarawiyyin Mosque in Fez; however, the manuscript is incom-
plete. The manuscript has been edited and published in two separate editions, the
first by Muhammad Hamid Allah in 1976 and a second by Suhayl Zakkar in 1978.
The extant manuscript of this recension begins with Muhammad’s birth and child-
hood, but other citations of Yanus ibn Bukayr’s recension indicate that it once
included the Mubtada™ as well.”" At the opening of the Fez manuscript, Yanus
makes a statement that sheds considerable light on how the work was transmitted
to him. He notes that all the hadith from Ibn Ishaq are “supported with a chain of
authorities [musnad], for either he himself dictated them to me, read them aloud

165. GAS, 1: 297-99. The historian al-Mas ‘adi refers to Ibn Hisham’s recension as Kitab al-Maghazi
wa-I-siyar; see Mas ‘udi, Murzj, ed. Pellat, 3: 5.

166. See Guillaume 1960 and Lecker 2014.

167. Khatib, Baghdad, 9: 502. This is perhaps an overstatement, since other accounts state that he
only sold a portion of his house; cf. Ibn Junayd, Su alat, 405, “ba ‘a shigsan min darihi wa-katabaha . . .
‘an Muhammad ibn Ishaq.”

168. Khatib, Baghdad, 9: 500, fa-amla ‘alayhi marratayn.

169. Ibn Junayd, Su ‘alat, 484. The word nabat, translated as “peasants” above, technically refers to
the native Aramaic-speaking populations of Iraq.

170. Tarabishi 1994, 1041ff.

171. Jarrar 1989, 34-35.
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to me, or related them to me from memory.” Intriguingly, he adds that whatever
hadith appearing in the volume not thus supported were garnered from “a reading
read aloud to Ibn Ishaq””* His recension of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi includes numer-
ous additional traditions, which Yuanus received from other authorities (his so-
called ziyadat, or “addenda”). The presence of such additions in his recension led
to it being called Ziyadat al-Maghazi."? Yanus was an affluent man, and he gained
some notoriety in the eyes of hadith scholars for his close ties to the powerful
Barmakid vizier Ja'far ibn Yahya (d. 187/803), whose court of redress (mazalim)
he oversaw.”* Yanus’s recension survives predominately in the transmission of his
student Ahmad ibn “Abd al-Jabbar al-"Utaridi (d. 272/886)," although there exists
some controversy as to whether he actually learned the work from Yanus himself
or merely transmitted the Maghazi from the copy of his father, ‘Abd al-Jabbar,
who had been a better-known student of Yanus.”® Ahmad al-‘Utaridi, as Shahab
Ahmed has noted, was “markedly unpopular” among hadith scholars.”” Much of
the opprobrium voiced against Ahmad al- Utaridi seems to have been due to his
love of raising and racing pigeons, a pastime frowned upon by the piety-minded
hadith scholars.” One report has a scholar aghast at finding Ahmad al- "Utaridi in
a pigeon tower, and another claims that he had allowed the satchels containing his
copy of the Maghazi to be covered with the excrement of pigeons.”” Nonetheless,
Yanus's Maghdzi as transmitted by Ahmad al-Utaridi is extensively cited in later
works that preserve portions of his recension not appearing in the incomplete
manuscripts thereof, such as the Dala il al-nubuwwah of Abu Bakr al-Bayhaqi
(d. 458/1066) and the Tarikh madinat Dimashgq of Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176).

III. The Harranian Recension

a. Muhammad ibn Salamah al-Harrani (d. 192/807) transmitted Ibn Ishag’s
Maghazi from his time in the Jazirah at the court the Abbasid governor of the
province, al-*Abbas ibn Muhammad (d. 186/802). A short fragment of this recen-
sion transmitted on the authority of his student Abu Ja‘far al-Nufayli al-Harrani

172. Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 23, kullu shay'in min hadith Ibn Ishaq musnadun fa-huwa amlahu
‘alayya aw qara’ahu ‘alayya aw-haddathani bihi wa-ma lam-yakun musnadan fa-huwa qira atan
quri’a ‘ald Ibn Ishaq. Cf. Schoeler 2011, 28

173. Cf. Muranyi 1991, 220ff.

174. Mizzi, Tahdhib, 32: 496. Cf. EP, s.v. “Barmakids” (K. van Bladel) and Tillier 2009.

175. On whom see GAS, 1: 146 and Tarabishi 1994, 110. The historian al-Tabari cites the recension of
Yanus from two additional students of his from Kafah, Aba Kurayb (d. 248/862) and Hannad ibn Sari
(d. 243/857); see Muranyi 1991, 215-16.

176. Khatib, Baghdad, s5: 436.

177. S. Ahmed 2017, 99-100.

178. Goldziher 1971, 2: 74-75. Cf. Grotzfeld 1979 cited in S. Ahmed 2017, 100n148.

179. Khatib, Baghdad, 5: 436-37.
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(d. 234/848-49)" survives in the Zahiriyyah Library in Damascus and was edited
and published as an appendix to the editions of the recension of Yunus ibn Bukayr
published by Hamid Allah and Zakkar. Large numbers of citations from this
recension can also be found in the works of Abti 1-Qasim al-Tabarani (d. 360/971),
such as his al-Mu ‘jam al-kabir.

IV. The Rayy Recension

a. Salamah ibn al-Fadl al-Abrash (d. after 190/805)" transmitted Ibn Ishaqs
Maghazi from his time at the court of the Abbasid crown prince al-Mahdi in al-
Rayy, where Salamah was a schoolteacher and also the city’s judge.* The famed
hadith scholar Yahya ibn Ma'In (d. 233/847) praised his copy of the Maghaz7 as the
most complete recension.” Indeed, Salamah claimed to have heard the entirety of
Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi twice and reputedly acquired the original sheets of papyrus
(qaratis)™®* on which Ibn Ishaqs Maghazi had been copied at al-MahdT’s court in al-
Rayy."® Ibn Sa'd explicitly notes that Salamah transmitted both Ibn Ishaq’s Mubtada’
and his Maghdzi, an observation confirmed by other sources.® Salamah’s recension
is most extensively preserved in the works of Abi Ja‘far al-Tabari, which he trans-
mits on the authority of Muhammad ibn Humayd (d. 248/862). Important citations
the Rayy-recension of Ibn Ishaqs Mubtada’ also appear in the Kitab al- ‘Azamah of
Abu [-Shaykh al-Isfahani (d. 369/979) and in al-Mubtada’ wa-I-qisas al-anbiya’ of
Wathimah ibn Masa (d. 237/851),"” half of which survives in the recension of his son
published by Raif Khoury in 1978.8

180. Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, 1: 290; Dhahabi, Siyar, 10: 634.

181. Tarabishi 1994, 1471f.

182. Mizzi, Tahdhib, 11: 305, 307.

183. Ibid., 307.

184. Qaratis is the plural of girtas (<xaptn), which could also mean parchment, i.e. writing mate-
rial made from animal hides (EI, s.v. “Kirtas” [R. Sellheim]); however, the extraordinary size of the
work and the costliness of parchment makes this interpretation less likely.

185. Dhahabi, Mizan, 2: 192; Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 16-17.

186. Ibn Sa‘'d (Beirut), 7: 381.

187. Muranyi 1991, 215; Khoury 1978, 114-16. Wathimah seems not always to have directly trans-
mitted his material from Ibn Ishaq but, rather, to have relied on Salamah as an intermediary. See Ibn
Hajar, Lisan, 8: 374-75.

188. See Khoury 1978 and EP, s.v. “Wathima b. Masa” (R. G. Khoury). Ibn Ishaq also appears as a
source for the Mubtada’ of Aba Hudhayfah Ishaq ibn Bishr (d. 206/821), a scholar from Bukhara who
enjoyed the patronage of Haran al-Rashid in Baghdad. Authorities generally impugn his reputation
for transmitting materials from figures under whom he had not studied (Khatib, Baghdad, 7: 336-
38). Ishaq ibn Bishr’s Mubtada’ is extant but remains unedited. The most complete manuscript of the
work is MS. Oxford Bodleiana, Huntingdon 388 (GAS, 1: 293-94). I suspect that Ishaq ibn Bishr in
fact relied Salamah’s recension rather than Ibn Ishaq directly; however, this issue requires further
investigation.
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V. The Baghdad Recension

a. Aba Ayyub Yahya ibn Sa‘id al-Umawi (d. 194/809) was a native of Kafah who
settled in Baghdad and who claimed to have learned Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi alongside
the Abbasids’ famed “Judge of Judges” Abu Yusuf al-Qadi (113-82/731-98)."® Yahya
ibn Sa‘id’s recension does not survive independently; however, numerous quota-
tions from it survive in later sources, in particular via the recension of his son
Sa‘id ibn Yahya al-Umawi (d. 249/863).”° Ella Landau-Tasseron has adduced evi-
dence that, like many other students of Ibn Ishaq, Yahya may have supplemented
Ibn Ishaq’s original work with additional traditions.” A renowned hadith scholar
from Baghdad named Abu [-Qasim al-Baghawi (d. 317/929) relates a fascinating
story of how, after having been introduced to him by his grandfather, Sa‘id ibn
Yahya lent him his copy of the first quire (al-juz’ al-awwal) of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi
so that he could make his own copy. Al-Baghawi then made the rounds of the local
scholars informing him that he intended to learn the book from Sa‘id ibn Yahya,
and they agreed to pay him anywhere between ten and twenty dindrs to prepare
a copy of the book for them as well, which he would transmit to them in turn.
By the day’s end, al-Baghawi claims that he had earned over two hundred dinars,
spending just a small amount thereof on the writing materials he needed for the
copies.”” The anecdote gives one a sense of how costly a complete copy of the work
would be—just the revision (tahdhib) of Ibn Hisham alone was likely divided into
thirty quires.””

That Ibn Ishaq had composed and taught portions of his Kitab al-Maghazi before
leaving Medina seems relatively well established. The version of the text which
Ibn Ishaq taught to Ibrahim ibn Sa‘'d al-Zuhri dates from the period prior to
his departure from Medina and likely offers us a glimpse into the work at its
earliest stage. Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi indubitably continued to evolve thereafter. Less
certain, however, is how Abbasid patronage exactly shaped the scope of his work.
Our most direct account of the Abbasid court exerting its influence on the con-
tents of the Kitab al-Maghazi comes from an account cited by al-Khatib
al-Baghdadr:

189. Khatib, Baghdad, 16: 200. Ibn al-Nadim lists him as the transmitter of Ibn Ishaq’s Kitab al-
Khulafa’ but erroneously calls him ‘Abdallah ibn Sa‘id al-Umawi.

190. Cf. Tarabishi 1994, 218 et passim.

191. Landau-Tasseron 2004, 74-75, analyzing the citations thereof in Kitab al-Ghazawat of Ibn
Hubaysh (d. 583/1187).

192. Khatib, Baghdad, 11: 328-29.

193. Samarra’i1995, 1: 77.
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Al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Mu’addib [d. 393/1003],”* said: I heard ‘Ammar say:
Muhammad ibn Ishaq entered al-Mahdf’s presence and standing before him was
his son. “Ibn Ishaq,” al-Mahdi asked, “do you know who this is?” “Yes,” he replied,
“he’s the Commander of the Faithful’s son” “Go now,” commanded al-Mahdji, “and
compose a book for him containing all that has happened since God’s creation of
Adam until this day” Thus, he departed and composed this book, but al-Mahdi said,
“You've made it too long, Ibn Ishaq! Go now and abridge it!” He departed and made
an abridgement, and this became the abridged version of the book, and the large

book was deposited in the Commander of the Faithful’s library [khizanah].

Al-Hasan added: I heard Abu I-Haytham say: Muhammad ibn Ishaq composed this
book on sheets of papyri, and later he passed the sheets of papyri on to Salamah ibn
al-Fadl, so the transmission of Salamah was favored above others because of those
sheets of papyri.'*”

The above account depicts the court of having had a direct influence on the scope
and subject matter of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghdazi, especially the court of the Abbasid
prince al-Mahdi in al-Rayy. Tantalizing though as the account is, it is also quite
odd and riddled with problems.”® Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi’s source for the account,
al-Hasan al-Mu’addib, is rather late, and even al-Khatib expresses reservations
about its reliability. Al-Khatib suspects that the caliph mentioned in the account
must have actually been al-Mansur (r. 136-58/754-75) rather than al-Mahdj, since
Ibn Ishaq addresses ‘al-Mahdt by the full regnal title “Commander of the Faithful”
This is indeed a stark anachronism: Ibn Ishaq did not outlive al-Mansar, and
al-Mahdi did not merit the designation “Commander of the Faithful” at the time
that Ibn Ishaq was a member of al-MahdT’s court and entourage in al-Rayy."”” The
small revision suggested by al-Khatib seems to resolve the basic problem; however,
the mention of Ibn Ishaq’s student Salamah al- Abrash in the second part of al-Hasan
al-Mu’addib’s account makes it seem likely that the events transpired in al-MahdT’s
court in al-Rayy and not with al-Manstr in Iraq. In truth, however, al-Hasan
al-Mu’addib merges two reports that are inherently contradictory. The first one,
attributed to a certain ‘Ammar,”® claims that al-Mahdi introduced Ibn Ishaq to his
son, requested him to write a universal chronicle and then to abridge it, and finally
stored a copy of the scholar’s lengthy book in the caliphal library (khizanat amir
al-mu'minin); whereas the second account, attributed to one Abu l-Haytham,
claims the main copy of the work became the possession of Ibn Ishaqgs student

194. On al-Hasan al-Mu’addib, see Khatib, Baghdad, 8: 450-51.

195. Ibid., 2:16.

196. Cf. the comments of Abbott 1957, 89-90.

197. Khatib, Baghdad, 2:17.

198. Probably ‘Ammar ibn Muhammad ibn Makhlad (d. 387/997); cf. Khatib, Baghdad, 14: 183-84,
and Abbott 1957, 89 né6.
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Salamah ibn al-Fadl. If we are to lend any credence to the account of al-Hasan
al-Mu’addib at all, then we should perhaps read the accounts as referring to two
separate events: (1) the initial composition of the work for al-Mansar (anachronis-
tically referred to as al-Mahdi) narrated by ‘Ammar, and (2) the fate of the copy of
Ibn Ishaqgs Rayy recension of the Maghdzi narrated by Abu 1-Haytham.

Rather than relying on an account of dubious historical accuracy, a wiser course
is to consider how the wider context of Abbasid court patronage came to bear on
Ibn Ishaq’s Kitab al-Maghazi. The innovation of Ibn Ishaq lies in how he shaped
the maghazi corpus into a literary genre. The nature of the novel approaches that
he adopted can be inferred in part from the anxieties expressed about his methods
in compiling the book and the types of criticisms leveled against him. Firstly, there
is Ibn Ishaq’s willingness to rely upon Jewish and Christian authorities, whom he
cites as “the scholars of the people of the first Scripture [ahl al- ‘ilm min ahl al-kitab
al-awwal]”® The Medinan hadith scholar Ibn Abi Fudayk (d. 199/814-15) recalled
with opprobrium how he witnessed Ibn Ishaq writing down knowledge from a
man from “the People of the Scripture [ahl al-kitab] > Likewise, the Basran hadith
scholar Abt Dawtd al-Tayalisi (d. ca. 203-4/819-20) recounts a rumor of how Ibn
Ishag, when asked to reveal his source for a certain account, answered “a trustwor-
thy man [thiqah]” Pressed again to further specify his source, he called him “Jacob
the Jew;” causing a scandal.? It is true that Ibn Ishaq relied extensively on the works
and knowledge of Jews and Christians who were his contemporaries; thus, it is no
accident that he also provides us with the earliest extant Arabic translation of a
passage from the New Testament.? This practice was well established by the time
Ibn Ishaq arrived in Iraq, however, and dated from his time in Medina—as the
transmission of Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d suggests, his work on the section of his Maghazi
call al-Mubtada’ was already under way before he left the Hijaz to enter Abbasid
patronage. Likewise, among the practices for which Malik allegedly censured Ibn
Ishaq in Medina was his willingness to preserve and transmit stories from the con-
verted descendants of the Jews against whom the Prophet had led expeditions.*”

199. E.g., Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 139-40 (on the sons of Adam and Eve), cited by Rubin
2003, 80; Abu 1-Shaykh, ‘Azamah, 2: 475, where Ibn Ishaq cites the authority of ahl al-tawrah min ahl
al-kitab al-awwal for the claim that the four angels bearing God’s throne are in the shape of a man, an
0x, a lion, and an eagle, as in Ezekiel 10. The phrase is also used by Ishaq ibn Bishr (d. 206/821); see, e.g.,
Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 24: 445.

200. ‘Uqayli, Du ‘afa’, 4: 1200, ra aytu Ibn Ishaq yaktubu ‘an rajulin min ahl al-kitab.

201. Abu Zur‘ah al-Razi, Su ‘alat, 302; Ibn ‘Adi, Kamil, 6: 2118.

202. Anthony 2016; cf. Khatib, Jami , 2: 157-58.

203. Ibn Hibban, Thiqat, 7: 382. Lecker has recently suggested that Ibn Ishaq relied on and trans-
mitted the books of his father, Ishaq ibn Yasar, in his Maghazi, for information about the Jews of the
Hijaz. See EP, s.v. “Ibn Ishaq” (M. Lecker). While Ibn Ishaq does indeed cite his father’s authority for
information about Jews of the Hijaz, Lecker has unfortunately misread a passage from al-Dhahabf’s
Siyar which he takes as mentioning the books of Ibn Ishaqs father. The passage form al-Dhahabr’s Siyar
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The second practice for which hadith scholars criticized Ibn Ishaq was his
willingness to insert into his Maghdzi written documents sent to him***—that is,
without hearing such testimony being taught directly by an authority. The histo-
rian Mus‘ab al-Zubayri (d. 236/851) makes the explicit claim that, when notables
of Quraysh would stumble upon a piece of writing/document (kitab), they sent
it to Ibn Ishaq so that he could include it in his Maghazi, and that he obliged
them.” Such documents are referred to rather nondescriptly as “writings” (kutub;
sg. kitab), but they may have included documents deemed of lasting historical
value, such as the document called variously by modern scholars “the Constitu-
tion of Medina” and (more accurately) “the Ummah Document,” which contained
the first legal and administrative principles underlying the duties and rights gov-
erning the relations between Muhammad’s community of believers and the inhab-
itants of Yathrib.?¢

Lastly, poetry appears in an enormous quantity throughout Ibn Ishaqgs
Maghazi. Much of the poetry seems to have been added after his arrival in Iraq,
although the use of poetry in maghazi narratives was already a well-established
Medinan practice.””” Poetry features in the surviving excerpts from the Maghazi of
his contemporary Musa ibn ‘Ugbah as well.?*® However, the extent of Ibn Ishaq’s
interest seems to be without parallel. He allegedly gave poets stories (al-ahadith)
about which they would compose poems.?” The belletrist Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(d. 414/1023), for instance, claims that when Ibn Ishaq traveled to Basra, “the city’s
youths forged elegies for the daughters of “Abd al-Muttalib for him, and he inserted
them into the Sirah and the Ghazawat.”*° The Basran philogist and literary critic
Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi (d. 232/846-47) fiercely criticized Ibn Ishaq for his liberal
use of poetry dubiously attributed to figures who never uttered a word of poet-
ry! These criticisms notwithstanding, Ibn Ishaq transformed the maghazi from

cites the Medinan scholar Ibrahim ibn Mundhir, who states: “[Isma ‘il ibn Abi Uways] brought me the
books of Ibn Ishaq transmitted on the authority of his father on the expeditions [of the Prophet] and
other topics, and I excerpted many traditions from them [akhraja ilayya kutuba Ibn Ishaq ‘an abihi fi
I-maghazi wa-ghayriha fa-intakhabtu minha kathiran]” (Dhahabi, Siyar, 7: 39). Pace Lecker, the phrase
“transmitted on the authority of his father [ ‘an abihi]” refers not to Ibn Ishaq’s father but, rather, to the
father of Isma‘1l, Aba Uways al-Madani (d. 169/785-86), who studied Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi in Medina.
Cf. Tarabishi 1994, 260-61.

204. Khatib, Baghdad, 2: 28.

205. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 2: 329.

206. On which see Lecker 2004 and Donner 2010a, 721, 2271F.

207. Horovitz 1926b; ‘Arafat 1958.

208. Bakri 2016, 2: 877.

209. Khatib, Jami |, 2: 223.

210. Tawhidi, Basa ir; 6: 224.

211. Jumahi, Tabaqat, 7-8; cf. *Arafat 1958, 458ff.
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a mere collection of narrative anecdotes into an literary medium shot through
with poetry—a veritable “prosimetric” genre.”* Rudolf Sellheim calculated that as
much as one-fifth of Ibn Hisham’s Sirah is poetry; certainly, therefore, the fuller,
unredacted version of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghdzi contained more.”” Poetry may have not
been the only sort of additions that Ibn Ishaq made to his Maghazi after arriving
in Iraq. Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) leveled the criticism that, “Muhammad
ibn Ishaq went to Baghdad and paid no mind from whom he narrated,” and thus
began to narrate from historians and genealogists, such as Muhammad ibn Sa’ib
al-Kalbi (d. 146/763), whose probity and reliability where impugned by the hadith
folk.?

What all these testimonies point to are facets of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghdzi that, in
my view, constitute the indelible legacy that he bequeathed to the sirah-maghazi
tradition, a legacy made possible by Abbasid patronage. He expands the ‘maghazi’
beyond a corpus of tradition that includes primarily narrative elements and
reports—be they relevant to the legendary, the prophetic, or the recent past
(qissah, hadith, or khabar). With Ibn Ishaqs Maghazi, the corpus transformed
into a genre that encompassed a bricolage of prose and poetry of sundry origins,
some of which was authentic and some of which was contrived merely to serve
as a narrative device. The prose elements assumed many forms, too—not just the
form of traditional narratives, but also Jewish and Christian scriptural prooftexts,
tribal and ethnic genealogies, registers of battle participants and leaders, as well as
treaties, pacts, letters, bequests, and so on.?* This new aesthetic for the maghazi
corpus was certainly presaged by al-Zuhri, who knew the expectations of the
courtly milieu just as well as Ibn Ishaq; however, he seems not to have realized or
established the aesthetics of the genre as fully as did his pupil under the Abbasids.
Insofar as these scholars were often compilers, redactors, and arrangers of materi-
als, one must be rather cautious when relying on appeals to authorial agency when
explaining the features of these scholars’ corpora. The conceit of the isnad is that
the compiler acts as a mere conduit of material, not its fashioner. As Chase Robin-
son has noted, “The Prophet’s life was written, it might be said, before there were
authors”*® However, an unmistakable authorial intent can, and probably should,
be located in the redactionary project itself.

Hence, for the hadith scholar Ibn ‘Adi al-Jurjani (d. 365/975-76) the achieve-
ments of Ibn Ishaq were readily perceptible through his elevation of the genre into

212. On “prosimetrum” in Arabic literature, see Heinrichs 1997.

213. Sellheim 1965-66, 47.

214. Marwadhi, Tlal, 62. Noted in Lecker forthcoming. Cf. Khatib, Jami , 2:231-32 for Ibn Hanbal’s
harsh denunciation of al-Kalbf’s tafsir.

215. Cf. Cheddadi 2004, 232—44; Kudelin 2006, 39, and 2010, 6-7.

216. Robinson 2015b, 133.
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a form that could compete with other literary works favored by the courtly élites.
He writes:

If Ibn Ishaqg’s only merit was that he turned rulers away from frivolous books and
turned their energies towards the expeditions [maghazi] of the Messenger of God
and the genesis of creation [mubtada’ al-khalq] and the commission [mab ‘ath] of
the Prophet, then this would be a deed meritorious enough to earn Ibn Ishaq the
renown that he first achieved. After him others compiled such books, but they did
not attain the level of Ibn Ishaq.?”

For Ibn "Adi, Ibn Ishaq was a pathbreaker whose achievements were not even
surpassed by his successors and who placed the maghazi narratives on par with
other courtly literature. “Knowledge of the maghdazi,” al-Zuhri purportedly opined,
“grants knowledge of this world and the Hereafter’?®*—that is, it offers a model
fusion of the worldly canny and pious enlightenment. Yet Ibn ‘Adf’s estimation
starkly contrasts to the more recent evaluation of Nabia Abbott, who expressed
profound doubts about Ibn Ishaq’s originality. The real innovator, she surmised,
was his teacher, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri: “Ibn Ishaqs Maghazi was not superior, in
content or method, to those of his fellow pupils and contemporaries . . . the guid-
ing genius . . . was none other than their common master, Muhammad ibn Muslim
al-Zuhri”®

I disagree with Abbott’s contention, but her insight that al-Zuhri and Ibn Ishaq
must be seen in continuity is, in my view, beyond reproach. The fourth/tenth-
century hadith scholar Ibn Hibban al-Busti aptly praised Ibn Ishaq as “one of the
best scholars at composing fluid narratives”;** the only other scholar whom he
describes with such accolades is Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri.* Without al-Zuhri, one
could not conceive of Ibn Ishaq. Together these two scholars made the sirah-
maghazi tradition and honed the seminal narrative set pieces that ensured the
genre’s enduring legacy. However, it is Ibn Ishaq alone who should be regarded
as the scholar who first elevated the sirah-maghazi tradition from a corpus to a
literary genre of historical writing that went beyond a depiction of Muhammad’s
life story through a series of choice anecdotal narratives attributed to the authori-
ties of the past. Ibn Ishaq went several steps further. He emplotted Muhammad’s
prophethood and his community within a thick description of the Arabian past
that entangled them in a historical tapestry of fateful interactions with a cast of
imperial players and a host of spiritual seekers—be they Arabs, Romans, Egyp-
tians, Abyssinians, Syrians, and Persians or pagans, Jews, and Christians. The

217. Kamil, 6: 2125.

218. Khatib, Jami', 2: 287, fi ‘ilm al-maghazi ‘ilm al-akhirah wa-I-dunya.

219. Abbott 1957, 79.
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221. Ibid,, 5: 349, kana min ahfaz ahl zamanihi wa-ahsanahum siyaqan li-mutiin al-akhbar.
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work’s unifying ambition was thus to place Muhammad and his ummah at the
vanguard of God’s plan for human affairs and the zenith of human civilization. To
do so, Ibn Ishaq created a far-reaching vision of the human past that saw the tra-
jectory of human history not merely ordered by divine providence but also illumi-
nated by revelatory irruptions of prophecy, which culminated in the final message
of God as revealed through Muhammad, the last and best of his prophets.






Prophecy and Empires of Faith

A key thesis of this work is that a court impulse lay behind the earliest efforts to
record the sirah-maghazi tradition and to commit it to writing as a discrete
corpus—a process that reached its culmination in the middle of the second/eighth
century with the compilation of the Kitab al-Maghdazi of Muhammad ibn Ishaq
(d. A.H.150/767 c.E.) under the patronage of the Abbasid caliph Abi Ja far al-Manstr
(r. 136-59/754-75). Materials from the formative period of the sirah-maghazi tradi-
tion are nearly all lost except in redactions by later generations, but this formative
period nonetheless produced a written corpus that effectively became a vulgate his-
toriographique to employ Antoine Borrut’s useful term.! Works produced in this
period shaped all subsequent historical knowledge and provided the historiographi-
cal bedrock for subsequent debates about the early period. Hence, the formative
period of the sirah-maghazi tradition determined the shape of all subsequent Arabo-
Islamic historiography thereafter at a deeply structural level. Understanding this his-
torical vulgate and examining how its framework came into being, therefore, remains
to alarge extent the mandate and aim of contemporary historical-critical scholarship
on this historical corpus. Put another way, our aim is not to arrive at a truer or more
original (and, therefore, more authentic) history of this corpus, but rather to take
stock of the contingency of the historical knowledge it proffers and the ideological
forces that fashioned it.

As argued in previous chapters, the court impulse began, not with the Abbasid
caliphs, but rather with the late Umayyad caliphs. The surviving evidence strongly
suggests that this process may have begun even as early as the caliphates of ‘Abd

1. Borrut 2011, 79 et passim.
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al-Malik ibn Marwan (r. 65-86/685—705) and ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz (r. 99—101/717—
20). Yet even if the evidence for such a court impulse is less certain for these early
examples, by the caliphate of Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 105-25/724-43) the evi-
dence for the court impulse behind the writing down of sirah-maghazi traditions
transmitted by Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742) is, in my view, decisive.

The caliphal court did not create the corpus of traditions that served as the
raw materials for the emergence of this literature; the court impulse was contigu-
ous with the tradition, but it did not encompass its totality. Only a portion of the
early Muslim corpus of orally transmitted religious knowledge ( ‘ilm) contributed
to the raw material of the sirah-maghazi literature. The impulse emanating from
the caliphal court to write down ‘ilm in general and the sirah-maghazi traditions
seized upon and harnessed a vibrant, but still relatively amorphous, tradition that
flourished without direct intervention from the courtly elite. Yet even if the court
did not create the corpus, the legacy of the court’s intervention proved decisive for
the formation of the sirah-maghazi literature and its emergence as a literary genre
of Arabic letters. Hence, although reports about Muhammad’s life circulated on
their own without the need for direct intervention and/or prompting by the ruling
class of the conquest elite, only a mustering of the considerable resources of the
court and the prestige of its patronage accounts for the genre’s survival in the shape
of its most seminal works, such as Muhammad ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi.

PROPHECY AND THE RHETORIC OF EMPIRE

If one accepts that the court shaped the sirah-maghazi literature, it is essential to
ask how the court impulse also influenced the content of the maghazi traditions as
well. In other words, how did the ideologies undergirding the conquests of the
early Islamic polity and the expansion of the hegemony of its elites shape and
impact the narratives of the sirah-maghazi? I contend that the rhetoric of empire
in Late Antiquity profoundly shaped this corpus in hitherto underappreciated
ways. The early purveyors of the sirah-maghazi tradition adopted a preexisting
language of political legitimacy rooted in the traditions of the Byzantine or Sasa-
nid empires on the one hand, while on the other, they also sought to forge a new
imperial discourse that, albeit in dialog with the imperial ideologies espoused by
the Islamic polity’s predecessors, mobilized the distinctive theological idiom of the
Qur’an and the religiosity it inspired.”

This phenomenon can perhaps most easily be seen in the chasm between how
Arabic and non-Arabic sources speak about the political fortunes of Muhammad

2. This phenomenon has also been observed and analyzed in Umayyad approaches to Muslim
cult and ritual and in the important corpus of epistles penned by ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib, the Umayy-
ads” imperial secretary; cf. Donner 2010b, 193ff.; Qadi 1993 and 2019.
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and his successors. Although early non-Muslim accounts frequently refer to
Muhammad as a “king” (Syr. malka) and characterize the rule of his followers
as a kingdom (malkuta),” early Muslim biographical accounts of Muhammad’s
life reject royal imagery when depicting Muhammad and his prophetic office.
The early sirah-maghazi literature eschews any portrayal of Muhammad “holding
court” in the manner of a king or royal.* Such early Muslim accounts did recognize
that Muhammad was, however, a ruler who bequeathed a burgeoning regional
power to his community. But Muhammad was a nonpareil—no subsequent ruler
of the community could occupy his prophetic office or further disclose divinely
instituted laws; his successors could only hope to rule his community “accord-
ing to the model of his prophetic office [ ‘ala minhaj nubuwwatih]” and serve
as its lodestar and caretaker.’ Hence, one should not be surprised to find that,
although Muhammad is rarely called a “king” (Ar. malik), the hadith and sirah-
maghazi literature do speak frequently and freely of the dominion (Ar. mulk) of
the prophet and his community (ummah) and do so in overwhelmingly positive
terms. Indeed, that this literature came to propound a distinctively triumphalist
view of the emergence of the early Islamic community of believers should not be
surprising, for it was rooted in a robust prophetology that served to sustain and
legitimize that community’s hegemony, the supremacy of its new conquest elite,
and the expansionist policy of the burgeoning polity.

Hence, the political ideology that permeates the sirah-maghazi literature is most
evident when it provides answers to the following question: How does the prophecy
of Muhammad undergird the claims of the early Islamic polity to hegemonic rule?
That question is usually answered not by an appeal to the kingship of Muhammad
and his successors but, rather, in terms of the prophetic mulk that he bequeaths to
his community (ummah). In the sirah-maghazi literature, prophetic mulk is inter-
woven into the overarching framework of the Islamic salvation history whose nar-
ratives of Muhammad’s early life anticipate not merely his political triumph but also
that of his people as well. Muhammad’s birth thus portends the future glory and
triumph of his people and his community from the very moment of his conception.
Even before his conception, the Prophet’s father bears a holy light between his eyes
that passes on to the Prophet’s mother, Aminah, when she bears him in her womb;
and at the hour of his birth Aminah witnesses the palaces of Syria fill with that
same light, an omen of future conquests.® Likewise, as the Prophet travels about as a
boy, he is recognized as a future king (malik), or as carrying dominion (mulk), by

3. Penn 20153, 105-7.

4. M. Cook 2011.

5. Thus stated in the letter of the Umayyad caliph al-Walid ibn Yazid; see Crone and Hinds 1986,
120; Rubin 2003, 90.

6. Ma 'mar, Expeditions, 6-7 (1.1.4); cf. Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 44-45, 50-51.
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Christian monks, Jewish rabbis, and pagan diviners alike.” These narratives frame
mulk, not in terms of a political office, but rather within a panoramic view of human
history as laid out by divine providence. God gives dominion to whomever He
wills, and now God’s will is to bequeath dominion to Muhammad and his people.
Viewed through this lens, mulk and its vicissitudes appear as a preordained destiny
brought by Muhammad to his people, a destiny anticipated and foreshadowed in
the narratives that recount the Islamic praeparatio coranica and that disclose the
architectonics of divine providence on the grandest scale.

Ibn Ishaq provides us with one of the clearest visions of the Prophet’s mulk as
signaling a manifest destiny conferred upon the Prophet’s community in a story of
the pre-Islamic Lakhmid king of Yemen, Rabi‘ah ibn Nasr. Ostensibly, Ibn Ishaq’s
tale is about how Rabi‘ah ibn Nasr came to abandon his kingdom in Yemen and
to make a pact with the Sasanid shah of Persia in order to establish the rule of his
dynasty, the Nasrids, at al-Hirah in southern Iraq.* However, Ibn Ishaq also inter-
weaves this story with vivid portents of Muhammad’s prophetic destiny and his
people’s future glory. The story begins with the Yemeni king Rabi‘ah being awak-
ened by a dream whose meaning eludes and terrifies him. He summons masters of
divination, magic, astrology, and auguries to his court, but these sages are at a loss
to discern the hidden meaning of the dream. Enter the famed pagan diviners Satih
and Shiqq, each a renowned soothsayer far more capable in the interpretations of
dreams than the king’s courtiers. By the end of Ibn Ishaq’s account, the two diviners
successfully interpret the dream of Rabi‘ah ibn Nasr and provide a dire prophecy
of the fate of his dynasty in Yemen. They even foretell future events beyond the end
of the king’s rule in Yemen and prophesy the coming of Axumite rule from across
the Red Sea, then the Himyarites’ expulsion of Axumite rule under the leadership
of the Dhu Yazan, and (finally) the coming of the prophet Muhammad.

Each diviner delivers his message to Rabi‘ah ibn Nasr individually without the
aid of the other in order to prevent collusion between them. The wording of each
diviner’s prophecy as it appears in Ibn Ishaq’s account is significant in both form
and content. Their utterances are couched in the rhymed, cadenced prose of the
Arabian diviners,’ but they are also clearly infused with the kerygmatic expecta-
tions of the coming of Islam. When asked who will end the dominion (mulk) of the
Dha Yazan in Yemen, Satih declares:

A prophet pure | to him will come revelation | from on high

nabiyyun zakiyy | ya tihi I-wahiyy | min gibali I- ‘aliyy"

7. Ma‘mar, Expeditions, 8-9 (1.1.5); Bayhaqi, Dala i, 1: 88; Aba Nu‘aym, Dala i, 1: 131. Cf. Rubin
1975, 64-65; 2015, 305-6.

8. Toral-Niehoff 2013.

9. Stewart 2011, 337-38.

10. Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 1: 17; Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 912.
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Rabi ‘ah asks Satih who this man will be, and the diviner answers, “a man from the
progeny of Ghalib ibn Fihr [viz., Quraysh] . .. dominion will reside with his tribe
until the end of time” The theme of the dominion (mulk) of the prophet’s tribe
(qawm) appears yet again in the second diviner’s utterances. After Satih has been
dismissed, Rabi‘ah ibn Nasr summons Shiqq, the second diviner. Shiqq’s prophecy
confirms that of Satih, and when asked when the kingdom of the Dha Yazan will
end, he declares

It will end by a prophet sent | with truth and justice he comes | from a people of reli-
gion and virtue | with his tribe dominion shall remain until the Day of Judgment

yanqati ‘u bi-rasalin mursali | ya'ti bi-l-haqqi wa-1-‘adli | bayna ahli I-dini wa-I-
fadli | yakinu I-mulku fi gawmihi ila yawmi I-fasli

Both of the prophecies uttered by the diviners foretell the transferal of dominion,
or mulk, from one people to another as the wheel of fate turns, yet they prophesy
that the mulk of the coming prophet will be of an entirely different sort. His mulk
will remain with his tribe (qawm) until the Day of Judgment.

That dominion fell to the prophet’s kindred, Mecca’s Quraysh, in these accounts
and that theirs would be the last dominion given by God to any people was no
accident. The story inscribes Muhammad’s tribe, the Quraysh of Mecca, into
eschatological dramas, which in contemporary Late Antique thought had come to
be seen as a contest of empires of faith."

Moreover, the ideology behind the story was an extrapolation of qur’anic
themes that were often mobilized in this period to articulate a discourse to under-
gird the legitimacy of caliphal rule by the Quraysh, who positioned themselves as
the vanguard and fount of Muhammad’s ummah after his death. In the Qur’an’s
revelatory discourse, God had given “a mighty dominion [mulk ‘azim]” to Abra-
ham’s descendants (Q. Nisa’ 4:54). God chose the Messenger’s community of
believers to follow the religion (millah) of their father Abraham (Q. Hajj 22:78).
They were a community (ummah) raised from Abraham’s true progeny (dhuri-
yyah) and charged with the custodianship of Mecca as a place of prayer and a sign
of God’s covenant. God raised up the Messenger from their midst in answer to
the prayers of Abraham and Ishmael (Q. Bagarah 2:125-30). The Abrahamic mulk
promised them is, in part, eschatological and otherworldly (Q. Insan 20:20), but it
also manifests in realities that are imminent and this-worldly. In the past, the Isra-
elites had conquered and inherited the lands of their enemies, whom God hum-
bled, such as Egypt’s tyrannical Pharaoh (Q. Shu‘ara’ 26:57-59; cf. Isra’ 17:101-4
and Qasas 28:4-6), and the qur’anic Moses promises his people, “Perhaps your
Lord shall destroy your enemies and cause you to inherit the land [yastakhlifakum

11. Shoemaker 2014.
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fil-ard], so take care how you act” (Q. A‘raf 7:128-29).” But cursed by God because
of their disobedience, the Israelites and Jews no longer had a share (nasib) in the
dominion God had granted them (Q. 4:52-53). God had warned them of such a fate
before in the Psalms of David, “We decreed in the Book of Psalms—after admoni-
tion [min ba ‘di I-dhikri]—that my righteous servants shall inherit the earth” (Q.
Anbiya’ 21:105, citing Ps. 37:29).” That is, the promise of God to the Israelites was
contingent on their righteousness. Without righteousness the promise was void,
for God’s covenant (‘ahd) excluded the unrighteous (Q. 2:124). Yet that promise
did still await the righteous believers who followed the Messenger, the progeny
of Abraham most deserving to lay claim to the biblical patriarch’s legacy (Q. Al
‘Imran 3:68). For the Messenger’s community of righteous believers, Abraham’s
dominion was their inheritance to claim (Q. Nur 24:55):

God has promised those of you who believe and act righteously that He will bequeath
to them the earth just as He bequeathed it to those before them. He will make their
religion firmly established [la-yastakhlifannahum fi I-ard kama ‘stakhlafa lladhina
min qablihim wa-la-yumakkinanna lahum dinahum)]

Victories over Jewish opponents mentioned in Qur’an provided a foretaste of this
promise, “and He caused you to inherit their land, their homes, and their wealth
and a land you had never stepped foot on before” (Q. Ahzab 33:27). Yet the promise
of Q. 24:55 was far grander than these earliest gains. Abti Ja‘far al-Tabari (d. 310/923)
interprets the ramifications of Q. 24:55 in an unambiguously triumphalist vein, as a
promise that:

God will cause [the believers] to inherit the lands of pagan Arabs and non-Arabs and
make [the believers] kings and managers of those lands [mulitkaha wa-sasatahal . . .
just as He did with the Israelites before them when they destroyed the tyrants in Syria
and when He made them the kings and inhabitants of those lands [mulitkaha
wa-sukkanaha] .*

This interpretation of the above verse dates at least as early as the late Umayyad
period: it also appears in a letter attributed to the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz (r. 99-101/717-20)."

Citations of this qur’anic theme of the righteous followers of Muhammad
inheriting the dominion of Abraham and, therefore, the lands and wealth of
sinful nations do not only appear in the sirah-maghazi literature; they are nearly
ubiquitous in the narratives of the early conquests as well.!® Indeed, one of the

12. Sinai 2017.

13. Saleh 2014, 282.

14. Tabari, Jami ', ed. Turki, 17: 346.

15. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Sirat ‘Umar, 69.
16. Sayyid 1997, 82-83.
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major themes of the sirah-maghazi literature is to make explicit the triumphalist
claims of Quraysh to political hegemony rooted in qur’anic discourse and nar-
ratives of the sacred, prophetic recent past.” The triumphalist adaptation of this
qur’anic theme even made its impact on early Syriac disputational literature in
the eighth century.”® “This is the sign that God loves us and is pleased with our
religion [tawditan], declares a Muslim emir in an eighth-century Syriac text,
“that He has given us authority over all faiths [dehlan] and peoples. And behold,
they are our slaves and subjects!”™” In other words, the hegemony of the Prophet’s
community was a sign of their favor in God’s eyes and explained why the spread
of their dominion was unstoppable. The early conquest elite of the Islamic pol-
ity were, hence, a community of Abraham’s progeny made righteous by follow-
ing God’s chosen prophet from their midst, a prophet who brought with him the
mandate to spread God’s religion and His dominion. The Umayyad-era poet Jarir
ibn “Atiyyah draws on the qur anic idiom of this claim explicitly in the following
verses:

Our father is God’s friend® and God is our Lord
We are pleased with what the King” gave and ordained

abiana khalilu ‘llah wa'llahu rabbuna
radina bi-ma a ‘ta I-maliku wa-qaddara

He built God’s giblah by which men are guided
and He bequeathed to us glory and timeless dominion

bana giblata ‘llahi ‘llati yuhtada biha
fa-awrathana ‘izzan wa-mulkan mu ‘ammara®

Jarir’s versified boast of God’s promise of a timeless dominion offers a striking Abra-
hamic riposte—intended or not—to the promise of Jupiter to the Romans memori-
alized by Virgil as imperium sine fine, “empire without end” (Aeneid 1.278-79).

THE VISION OF HERACLIUS

Perhaps no narrative of the sirah-maghazi literature captures the spirit of how
early Islamic kerygma framed the monumental political transformations that
swept over the Near East in the seventh century more vividly than a remarkable
legend about the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (r. 610-41 C.E.). The story essentially

17. Landau-Tasseron 2000, 204ff.

18. Saleh 2014, 281-8s.

19. Taylor 2015, 209 (§9).

20. Abraham is called the “friend” (khalil) of God in Q. Nisa’ 4:125.
21. Cf. Q. Qamar 54:55.

22. Abu ‘Ubaydah, Naga 'id, ed. Bevan, 2: 994
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FIGURE 13. Chains of transmission for the story of the vision of the Byzantine emperor
Heraclius.

sets the stage for the delivery of a letter from the prophet Muhammad to the
emperor, but the theme of a preordained rise of a new dominion of the Arabs plays
a prominent role as well. There are many versions of the story in the Islamic
tradition,” but the earliest version can be traced back to Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri
(d. 124/742). In the preliminary discussion to follow, I rely on the version pre-
served in the Kitab al-Maghazi of his pupil Ma 'mar ibn Rashid (d. 153/770),*
although other important versions of al-ZuhrTs narrative will have a prominent
role to play in the analysis further below (see fig. 13).

The story begins as the Byzantine-Sasanian War of 602-28 c.E. concludes. Hav-
ing defeated and expelled the armies of the Persian shah Khosro II from the Byz-
antine Levant and recovered the relic of the True Cross,” Heraclius arrives with his
army in Syria, whence he begins to ponder what fate awaits him beyond victory
and gazes at the stars to find what omens they might auger. He perceives a trou-
bling sign. The heavens portend that “the dominion/king of the circumcised [mulk/

23. Leder 2001 and 2005.

24. Ma‘mar, Expeditions, 42—49.

25. This historical context is absent from Ma ‘mar’s version of the account from al-Zuhri, but it is
explicit in the versions of Ibn Ishag, who places the events as simultaneous with Heraclius’s journey to
Jerusalem, demonstrating that early Muslim scholars such as al-Zuhri were not unfamiliar with these
events. See Tabarl, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1561-62, and the recent discussion of the historiography of
these events in Zuckerman 2013.
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malik al-khitan]”* has appeared. The emperor consults his advisors, who proclaim
that surely the Jews must be the circumcised people whose dominion the stars por-
tend. Kill the Jews, they advise him, and the emperor will secure his dominion.
However, their advice soon proves to be misguided. Heraclius writes to a fellow
adept in astrology, who confirms that the emperor has indeed correctly discerned
the astral omen, and soon the governor of Bostra sends him a man from the Arabs
to inform him of a prophet who has appeared in their midst. When the Romans
examine the Arab man, they discover that he too is circumcised, for the Arabs
also circumcise their progeny just like their Abrahamic brethren the Jews.?” This
prophet from the Arabs, the emperor surmised, is the one destined to inaugurate
the dominion of the circumcised heralded by the stars.

At this point, citing the authority of the prophet Muhammad’s cousin Ibn
‘Abbas, al-Zuhri segues into telling how none other than Muhammad’s archen-
emy from among the pagan Meccans of Quraysh, Aba Sufyan ibn Harb of the
Umayyad clan, himself met Heraclius on this occasion. The implication is that
Abu Sufyan was in Syria to trade, a venture he could only have undertaken thanks
to the truce signed by the Meccan Quraysh with Muhammad at Hudaybiyah in
Dhii I-Qa‘dah 6/March 628. The emperor’s servants quickly conveyed these Arab
merchants to the emperor’s court, where they announced that Aba Sufyan and his
caravan were of this prophet’s people. There at the court, Abu Sufyan speaks with
the keen-witted emperor face to face. Aided by a translator, Heraclius begins to
interrogate him about this man claiming to be a prophet who has appeared among
the Arabs. At the time, Aba Sufyan, a pagan unbeliever, was one of Muhammad’s
most implacable enemies, but from what he says, the shrewd emperor perceives
that the Arab prophet in question is no fraud, but has really been chosen by God.
“His dominion [mulkuhu] will stretch to the very earth beneath my feet,” Hera-
clius proclaims.”

Just before Heraclius dismisses Abii Sufyan, a letter from Muhammad addressed
to the emperor himself reaches the court, which reads:

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. From Muhammad the Mes-
senger of God to Heraclius the emperor of the Romans [ ‘azim al-Rim]. Peace be
upon those who follow guidance. Now to the heart of the matter: I summon you with
the summons of Islam. Submit and be saved. Submit, and God will reward you twice
over. But if you turn away, you will fall into the sin of the tenants [ ‘alayka ithm

26. The ductus of the Arabic, ¢l ¢lle, js ambiguous and accommodates reading either as “king”
(malik) or “dominion” (mulk).

27. The notion that the inhabitants of Arabia practiced circumcision because they, like the Jews,
descended from Abraham is an ancient one that preceded the rise of Islam by centuries; cf. Kister 1994,
10-12; Schadler 2015, 3671f.; Ward 2015, 79.

28. Ma'mar, Expeditions, 48-49 (2.7.2).



184 LOCATING THE SIRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

al-arisiyyin]. “O People of the Book! Come to common terms with us: that we wor-
ship none but God, that we ascribe no partner to Him, and that we take none other
as lord besides God. If they turn away, say: So bear witness that we submit to God
[ashhadi annand muslimin]” (Q. Al ‘Imran 3:64)%

On hearing this, Heraclius tests his courtiers” loyalty by feigning conversion to the
new prophet’s faith, but the emperor then reveals the ruse and ultimately refuses to
heed the summons of the letter.

Al-Zuhrf’s story assumes that readers and/or hearers of the account will realize
that subsequent historical events vindicate the letter. The Islamic tradition dates
the letter’s composition to 628, the same year as Heraclius’s triumph over the Per-
sians, and a mere eight years before Arab armies routed Byzantine forces at the
battle of Yarmuk in 636 c.E., thus opening up the Levant to Arab conquest and
forever depriving the Roman Empire of territories that it had ruled for seven cen-
turies. The story of Heraclius’s vision and the Prophet’s letter foreshadow future
events, but this aspect is not the story’s most intriguing feature. The importance of
the letter, as well as the account framing it, derives from its compelling articulation
of early Islamic triumphalism, especially the form of Islamic triumphalism that
flourished under the late Umayyad caliphate. This account of Heraclius’s vision of
the “kingdom of the circumcised” and the Prophet’s letter to him embody many
of the most enigmatic aspects of the lead-up to the Islamic conquests during the
century following Muhammad’s death in 10/632.

By the standards of hadith, al-ZuhrTs Heraclius narrative is quite sweeping in
scope. In its fullest versions, the tradition has a tripartite structure, with each sub-
division of the narrative emphasizing distinct themes and, as I argue below, draw-
ing upon discrete sources. These three divisions can be summarized as follows:

1. Heraclius’s observation of astral portents foretelling the rise of the
“king[dom] of the circumcised [malik/mulk al-khitan],” a people whom he
first mistakes for Jews but later discovers are the Arabs (al- ‘arab);

2. Heraclius’s interrogation of the leader of the caravan of Quraysh trading in
Syria, Aba Sufyan ibn Harb, about Muhammad’s prophetic claims; and

3. the delivery of Muhammad’s letter summoning Heraclius to embrace Islam
and the emperor’s feigned conversion to Islam to test his courtiers’ loyalty.

I argue that the first and third section ultimately derive from and rework a non-
Muslim, Christian source, likely composed in Umayyad Syria in the mid-to-late

29. Ibid. (2.7.3). Reference is to the Parable of the Tenants, Mark 12:1-12; Matt. 21:33-46; Luke
20:9-19; see below at n. 73. Heraclius’s positive reception of Muhammad’s letter is famous in Arab his-
toriography, where it not only plays into its usual portrayal of him as an ideal ruler but serves to explain
the longevity of the Byzantine Empire; see El Cheikh 2004, 47-48.



PROPHECY AND EMPIRES OF FAITH 185

seventh century. This is perhaps a rather extraordinary claim, but the evidence
merits extraordinary consideration.

As a long, extended tradition, the Heraclius legend tends to break up into
smaller pieces in the hadith corpus and to accrue additional details as well. Even
the order of the elements giving rise to the tradition’s tripartite structure is sub-
ject to rearrangement. In two indispensable studies, Stefan Leder has meticulously
tracked down the most salient narrative components of this Muslim Heraclius leg-
end scattered about the hadith literature and elsewhere.*® Below, however, I rest my
case on the versions of the text transmitted by three of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri’s most
prominent students: Ma ‘mar ibn Rashid (d. 153/770), summarized above, and the
surviving versions of Shu‘ayb ibn Abi Hamzah (d. 162/779) and Muhammad ibn
Ishaq (d. 150/767). These three stand out not only as the longest redactions of the
story but also as the earliest and best attested.

Of the three, the importance of Shu‘ayb ibn Abi Hazmal’s version lies in the
fact that he was a scribe commissioned by the caliph Hisham to record al-Zuhrf’s
traditions in Rusafah. Shu‘ayb’s version of the legend thus reflects to a greater
extent the corpus commissioned and recorded by the caliphal court (see chapter
4 above).” Ma'mar and Ibn Ishaq share the distinction of having each composed
his own Kitab al-Maghazi, albeit in versions surviving only in the recensions of
their students, roughly at the same time and in two different geographical loca-
tions (Yemen and Iraq respectively). In Ma‘mar’s case, his Maghdzi survives as
an integral text in the Musannaf of his student, ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d.
211/827). The transmission of Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi was far more diverse and wide-
spread; thus, it survives in far more recensions. Interestingly enough, however, the
Heraclius story does not appear in the most renowned recension of Ibn Ishaqgs
Maghazi—that is, Ibn Hisham’s revision (tahdhib) of Ziyad al-Bakka'rs Kiafan
recension. The story does appear, though, in the recensions of Ibn Ishaqs other
prominent students, including Muhammad ibn Salamah al-Harrani,* Yanus ibn
Bukayr,” and Salamah ibn al-Fadl.** Of the two versions, Ma‘mar’s text repro-
duces the most basic text of al-ZuhrT’s narrative. Whereas Shu ‘ayb’s version is only

30. Leder 2001, 31-39. However, Leder misses some of the most important redactions, preserved
in whole only by Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 16-27 (nos. 7269-72) and Musnad, 4: 216—20 (no. 3132).

31. Shu‘ayb’s version (Tabarani, Musnad, 4: 216-20; Ibn Mandah, Iman, 288-92) specifies that
it was the governor of Bostra (‘azim Busra) who conveyed Muhammad’s letter to Heraclius, that the
messenger who delivered the letter was Dihyah al-Kalbi, that Heraclius was in Aelia/Jerusalem when
he saw the omen in the stars, and that he feigned conversion at an estate of his near Homs (fi daskaratin
lahu bi-Hims). Shu‘ayb’s version of the account is notably extremely close to that of another scribe of
Hisham’s court, Yanus ibn Yazid al-Ayli (d. 152/769 or later); see Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 19—-23.

32. Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 23-24.

33. Bayhaqi, Dala’il, 4: 381-84.

34. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1561-68.
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moderately more detailed than Ma‘mar’s account, Ibn Ishaq recasts and enlarges
al-Zuhri’s narrative and, as Leder has demonstrated, alters its structure as a result.®

Excavating the origins of the first and third sections of the narrative is the
primary goal of the remainder of this chapter. A close philological and historical
reading of the story of Heraclius’s vision and Muhammad’s letter reveal, I con-
tend, that al-Zuhri composed his account by appropriating an earlier Christian
source of Palestinian provenance. The key evidence of this appropriation can be
found in the two bookends of the narrative: the story of how Heraclius foresees the
king[dom] of the circumcised and the story of Muhammad’s letter to Heraclius.
We begin with the story of Heraclius’s vision.

Heraclius Foresees the Kingdom of the Circumcised

The Zuhri-account from Ma‘mar begins by stating that “Heraclius was a seer who
peered into the stars [kana hirqal hazza an yanzuru fi l-nujiim],” and says also that
“he wrote to a fellow seer who also looked into the stars [kataba ila nazirin lahu
hazza'in aydan yanzuru fi I-nujiim] ”*¢ This characterization of Heraclius features in
most of the other versions of al-ZuhrT’s account as well. An Arabist’s eye is drawn to
the peculiar term hazza’ used by the account to describe Heraclius and his fellow
stargazer. Though a small detail, this word also provides us with the first clue that a
non-Muslim account perhaps lies underneath the story. The word hazza ' is an Ara-
bic hapax that occurs only in the cluster of traditions that transmit this account.
Although obscure and difficult words are no rarity in the hadith corpus, the word
hazza’ in particular appears to be an Aramaicism, related to hazzaya, a word mean-
ing “seer” or, more broadly, “one who receives visions” and “one who contemplates”
(e.g., a sight, such as the stars).” The word hazza’ thus provides us with an impor-
tant clue and raises the question: Why would the account portray Heraclius as an
astronomer at all? The short answer is that al-ZuhrTs claim that the emperor Hera-
clius was a practitioner of astrology reflects, at least to some extent, real historical
knowledge about the emperor—knowledge conveyed to him by a well-informed
source—but to appreciate the significance of this point requires further elaboration.
As noted above, the legend is set during Heraclius’s stay in Syria in the wake of his
victory in the Persian-Roman War and his retrieval of the relic of the True Cross. In
his version of the story, Ibn Ishaq even makes this context explicit, and this setting
is critical to the narrative idiom of both accounts: it simultaneously presents Hera-
clius at the height of his powers and on the brink of his greatest loss.

35. Leder 2005, 136-37.

36. Ma'mar, Expeditions, 43-44 (2.6).

37. Payne Smith 1879-1901, 1: 1235-36; Margoliouth 1927, 123. The word might also have originat-
ed from the Palestinian dialect of Aramaic; see Sokoloff 2002, 194a, and 2014, 124b, and the discussion
of the Arabic phrase ithm al-arisiyyin below.
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With Heraclius’s decisive victory over the Persians in 628 C.E., the emperor
exploited the victory as a chance to reinvigorate his empire’s triumphalist ideol-
ogy. Heraclius began to promote the idea that with Christian Byzantium’s defeat
of Sasanid Persia, a new Golden Age had dawned, an age of tranquil prosperity
that would prepare humankind for the Day of Judgment under the aegis of the
Rome. The universalizing drive behind the Heraclian triumphalism manifested
itself in many spheres of imperial propaganda. Kevin van Bladel has, for example,
provided a compelling account of how pro-Heraclian propaganda portrayed the
emperor as a new Alexander in the Syriac Alexander Legend and how the far reach
of this propaganda even left its impact, not just on early Islamic kerygma, but also
on the very text of the Qur’an.*®® However, al-ZuhrTs depiction of Heraclius as a
stargazer draws on another strand of Heraclian propaganda. As part of his impe-
rial renewal, Heraclius also oversaw a reordering of the calendrical observance of
Christian ritual and, concomitantly, the very tabulation of historical time. These
calendrical reforms involved the reordering of the time scale of human history
that revealed the workings of divine providence but, in practical terms, required
a new, up-to-date means of accurately calculating the dates for events such as the
Creation, the Flood, and crucial episodes in the life of Jesus Christ. The yearly
paschal cycle, which fixed the annual dates of Easter, posed a particularly formi-
dable challenge, and its standardization would constitute a formidable achieve-
ment for Heraclius. To provide the best and most accurate means of its determina-
tion would, in theory, employ timekeeping sophisticated enough to transcend the
ecclesiastical divisions within Christianity itself. Embedded in Heraclius’s push to
achieve universally accepted calculations for the calendrical cycle was an ambition
to mend ecclesiastical schisms through a unified accounting of historical time.”

It is no accident that the most important Greek astrological treatise to survive
from this era, a commentary on Ptolemy’s Handy Tables composed in first half of
the seventh-century c.E., is attributed in some manuscripts to the emperor Hera-
clius himself.* The attribution is most likely wrong, but it is also not too far off. The
astrological treatise was most likely written by an Alexandrian astrologer named
Stephanos, if its author can be identified at all; however, Heraclius may indeed
have written, or at least revised or commented on, the final chapter, on calculating
Easter in 623 C.E.* Analyses of the commentary’s calculations, as noted decades ago
by Otto Neugebauer, reveal that its author was indeed working in Constantino-
ple.** Heraclius’s interest in astronomy is, therefore, not the invention of al-Zuhrf’s

38. Van Bladel 2007; cf. now the further insights of Tesei 2014.
39. Whitby and Whitby 1989, xii-xiii.

40. Lempire 2011, 244-48; 2016, 3-6.

41. Whitby and Whitby 1989, xiii-xiv; Lempire 2011, 256.

42. Neugebauer 1975, 1046.
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fanciful imagination. The portrait of the emperor as an astronomer occurs in Byz-
antine historiography too. In the words of the Byzantine historian Michael Psellus
(d. 1096 c.E.), “Heraclius occupied himself intensively with astronomy and used to
say that those who had no use for astrology refused to read God’s letters”*

All that said, calculating the date of Easter on the calendar is one thing, but
finding signs or portents of future events in the stars is quite another. Hence,
although Heraclius’s interest in astronomy and astrology are historical, the astro-
logical prognostications attributed to the emperor and the scholars of his era
subsequently take on quite legendary dimensions. Numerous Greek accounts
even claim that Stephanos of Alexandria, the putative author of the commentary
on Ptolemy’s Handy Tables, cast a horoscope predicting the rise of Muhammad
and the coming of “the Saracens” that accurately corresponded to the year of
Muhammad’s Hijrah from Mecca to Medina in 622 c.e.** The earliest and most
important author to make this claim and to cite this horoscope is the emperor
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (r. 945-59 C.E.), who writes the following notice
in his De administrando imperio:

From the kanon that Stephanos the astrologer (0 padnuatikog) cast from the stars
concerning the exodus of the Saracens. . . . The Exodus of the Saracens took place on
the third day of the month of September of the tenth Indiction, in the twelfth year of
Heraclius, in the year from the creation of the world 6130. And the horoscope of
these same Saracens was cast in the month of September, on the third day of the
month, the fifth day of the week.*

What Constantine VII refers to as the kanon is a Greek astrological treatise that
survives under the title Apotelesmatiké Pragmateia, known more widely as the
Horoscope of Islam because it contains a horoscope predicting the advent of Islam,
the rise and fall of its political fortunes, and then the eventual triumph of the
Romans. According to the treatise, Stephanos recorded the horoscope for his pupil
Timotheos, who was at his school in Alexandria when an “Arab merchant” named
Epiphanius arrived on their doorstep from Arabia Felix, bearing the news that

A certain man had appeared in the desert of Ethriboi [Yathrib], a descendent of Ish-
mael from the tribe of the so-called Korasianoi [Quraysh]. He had the name of

43. Cited by Roueché 2011, 29 n118.

44. He was also known for his commentary on Aristotle’s De Interpretatione and works on al-
chemy and astrology. Roueché 2016 argues that only the commentary on Aristotle is genuinely his.
Arabic sources know of Stephanos of Alexandria as well. Ibn al-Nadim calls him “Stephanos the Elder”
(’stfn al-qadim) and purports that his books were transmitted to the Umayyad prince Khalid ibn Yazid
(Fihrist, 2: 144). See Lempire 2011, 259-61, 262-64. Khalid purportedly acquired the works of Stephanos
from a Melkite monk of Dayr Murran outside Damascus named Morienus (Ar. Maryanus al-Rami);
see al-Hassan 2004, 218-19.

45. Cited in Roueché 2011, 21.
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Moamed [Muhammad] and claimed to be prophet. . .. He held forth on some radi-
cal new religious teaching that was utterly altered, promising those who accepted his
teaching that they would win in war, prevail over enemies, and enjoy the pleasure of
Paradise.*

Startled by the merchant’s report, Stephanos prompts his student Sophronios (the
later Patriarch of Jerusalem)* to hoist the astrolabe in order to cast a horoscope
of the impending events.

The lengthy “horoscope of Islam” was ostensibly cast for 1 September 621, and
hence within the same solar year that the first lunar year of the hijri calendar
began,* but the text is a manifest forgery. The horoscope exhibits detailed knowl-
edge of Muslim rulers up until 775 c.e.—that is, the caliphate of the Abbasid dynast
al-Mahdi (r. 158-69/775-85)—and modern scholarship has demonstrated that the
treatise relied on horoscopes and astronomical tables composed in eighth-century
Abbasid Iraq.* The true author of the text is unknown, given that it is pseude-
pigraphal; however, it seems either to have been directly influenced by or to have
emerged from the circle of the caliph al-Mahdrs Christian court astrologer, The-
ophilus of Edessa.”® Although the story the treatise tells of Stephanos of Alexandria,
and its ascription to him is spurious, the Horoscope of Islam is one of the earliest
Greek accounts of early Islamic history to survive. Subsequent Byzantine historians
certainly took the account to be true and employed the horoscope attributed to
Stephanos in their accounts of Islamic conquests from at least themid-ninth cen-
tury C.E. on.” The main elements of the al-Zuhri account predate the Apotelesmatike
Pragmateia of Pseudo-Stephanos by a century or more—whether in the version
preserved by Ma‘mar, Shu‘ayb, or Ibn Ishaq. Al-Zuhri could not, therefore, have
derived his account from the story of the horoscope of Pseudo-Stephanos.

Al-Zuhri’s legend of Heraclius’s vision depends, rather, on an earlier legend that
predates the Apotelesmatiké Pragmateia considerably, a legend that also portrays
Heraclius as having some foreknowledge of the early Islamic conquests. This leg-
end, in fact, appears in an extraordinarily broad range of non-Muslim sources.
The story of how Heraclius discerned the coming conquests of “the kingdom of

46. Usener 1965, 3: 272. I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my colleague Anthony
Kaldellis for translating the passage from Greek for me.

47. Papathanissiou 2006, 196-98; Booth 2014, 63-64; Roueché 2016, 548-49.

48. Neugebauer and van Hoesen 1987, 158-60.

49. Roueché 2011, 20-21.

50. Neugebauer and van Hoesen 1987, 190, postulated that the author was, rather, a later scholar
known as Stephanos the Philosopher. This hypothesis was adopted by David Pingree 1989, 238-39, and
2001, 12-13, who argues that this younger Stephanos was a pupil of Caliph al-Mahdr’s Christian court
astrologer Theophilus of Edessa, from whom Stephanos transmitted numerous astrological treatises
from Abbasid Baghdad to Byzantine Constantinople in the 790s.

51. Cf. Roueché 2011, 19-24.
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the circumcised,” whether from astral portents or a dream, appears in chronicles
and histories composed in Latin,”® Georgian,” Christian Arabic (translated from
Coptic and Syriac),’ and even Ethiopic.” These sources span a wide geographical
and chronological range, but of all of them the Latin accounts stand out as the ear-
liest by far. These Latin sources are not merely the earliest sources to attest to this
legend; intriguingly, they are also those sources that lay at the farthest geographi-
cal remove from these events.

Hence, the earliest, extant version of Heracliuss vision survives in a Latin
Merovingian chronicle of uncertain authorship known as Fredegarii chronicon
(hereafter Ps.-Fredegar) written around 660 c.E. This seventh-century account of
the legend reads as follows:

LXV. The emperor Heraclius . .. [b]eing well-read . . . practised astrology, by which
art he discovered, God helping him, that his empire would be laid waste by circum-
cised races. So he sent to the Frankish King Dagobert [I, r. 623-39 C.E.] to request
him to have all the Jews of his kingdom baptized—which Dagobert promptly carried
out. Heraclius ordered the same should be done throughout all the imperial prov-
inces; for he had no idea whence this scourge would come upon his empire.

LXVI. The race of Hagar, who are also called Saracens as the book of Orosius
attests®*—a circumcised people who of old had lived beneath the Caucasus on the
shore of the Caspian in a country known as Ercolia®’—this race had grown so numer-
ous that at last they threw themselves upon the provinces of the Emperor Heraclius,
who dispatched an army to hold them. In the ensuing battle the Saracens were the
victors and cut the vanquished to pieces. . . . The Saracens proceeded—as was their
habit—to lay waste to the provinces of the empire that had fallen to them. They were
already approaching Jerusalem. Heraclius felt himself impotent to resist their assault

52. Chr. Fredegarii, ed. and trans. Wallace-Hadrill, IV, 53-55 (§$ 65-66); Chr. 754, §5 (trans. Wolf,
92); Byzantine-Arab Chronicle of 741, $12 in Hoyland 19974, 615.

53. Ps.-Juansher Juansheriani in Thomson 1996, 238, where a monk prophesies the victory of
the Saracens and “the astrologers and expert soothsayers” merely convey his words to Heraclius; cf.
Stephen H. Rapp, “Georgian Historical Writing,” in Hoyland 1997a, 684 n1g.

54. Chr. Si‘irt I1.2, ed. and trans. Scher and Griveau 1918, chap. CI, 206 [600], “When word of
[Muhammad’s appearance] reached the king of the Romans, he gave it no heed and relied on what
the astrologers who were with him said.” Cf. Ps.-Severus ibn Muqaffa’, ed. and trans. Evetts 1901, XIV,
492-93 [228-29] and Basset 1915, 562 (8 Tubah), where Heraclius foresees the rise of a circumcised
nation (ummah makhtiinah) in a vision in his sleep rather than by consulting the stars or astrologers.

55. Van Donzel 1986, 206—7, where Heraclius has a vision of an angel who tells him of a circum-
cised people who will rule over him.

56. Paulus Orosius (d. after 418), a student of Augustine of Hippo and the author of the first
Christian universal history, the Historiae adversum paganos, partially translated into Arabic in the
tenth century C.E. as Kitab al-Hurishiyiish; see Sahner 2013.

57. Fredegar’s odd characterization of the Arab/Saracens as a people from “Ercolia” in the Cau-
casus reflects geographical ignorance of the East; on his attempts to connect them with the apocalyptic
hordes of Gog and Magog, see Esders 2009, 28sft.
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and in his desolation was a prey to inconsolable grief. The unhappy king abandoned
the Christian faith for the heresy of Eutyches® and married his sister’s daughter.”” He
finished his days in agony, tormented with fever.®®

The mid-seventh century provenance of this Merovingian chronicle places the
genesis of the Heraclius legend at an extraordinarily early date—slightly more than
two decades after the emperor’s death. One must push the provenance of the leg-
end even further back chronologically inasmuch as the Latin chronicler draws
upon an earlier, eastern source. Ps.-Fredegar frequently mentions Byzantine
affairs, but his accounts tend to be of a legendary quality and bear the marks, and
mistakes, of a chronicler working exclusively from second-hand information and/
or a source he does not fully comprehend.® The identification of the sources Ps.-
Fredegar used for Heraclius’s reign—or for that matter most of his material on
events from the Byzantine realm—continues to elude modern scholars. What is
certain, however, is that neither al-Zuhri nor any other Arabic source can possibly
lie behind the chronicle’s account of how Heraclius used astrology to foresee that
his empire would be laid waste by a circumcised people. The earliest extant manu-
script of Ps.-Fredegar’s chronicle, which dates from circa 715-16 C.E., includes the
story, so the legend cannot be a later interpolation.* The story thus precedes by
decades the patronage of al-Zuhri by the Umayyad caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-
Malik (r. 724-43 c.E.) that proved so instrumental to the preservation of the schol-
ar’s traditions.®® The narratives of Ps.-Fredegar and al-Zuhri must rely, therefore,
on a common account that no longer survives.

This Latin version of the story from Ps.-Fredegar also offers us the clearest
parallels to the first section of al-ZuhrTs story of Heraclius’s vision of the coming

58. The interpretation of the Islamic conquests as divine punishment for Heracliuss role in the
monothelete position is also attributed to Heraclius’s grandson, Constantine IV (r. 668-85), in The-
ophanes, Chronographia, ed. de Boor, 359-60 (trans. Mango and Scott, 499—-500). From the other side
of the theological divide, the Syriac Life of Maximus the Confessor lays the blame for the Arab con-
quests at the feet of the dyothelete teachings of Maximus; see Brock 1973.

59. Martina, daughter of his sister Mary; cf. Kaegi 2003, 106-5.

60. Chr. Fredegarii, ed. and trans. Wallace-Hadrill, IV, 53-55 (§$ 65-66).

61. Esders 2009, 282-83. On Ps.-Fredegar’s Byzantine material more generally, see Collins 2007,
52 et passim. As much can be surmised from Ps.-Fredegar’s characterizations of the Arabs in the pas-
sage quoted above. His familiarity with Arabs, or “Saracens,” exclusively derives from patristic works.
Ps.-Fredegar cites Orosius by name, but as Wallace-Hadrill notes, the chronicler has likely confused
Orosius with Saint Jerome (d. ca. 419-20), whose descriptions of Saracens were seminal for authors of
the Latin West. See Tolan 2012.

62. See Collins 2007, 56, on the dating of this manuscript, Bibliothéque nationale de France, lat.
10910, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btvibios11002k (accessed August 24, 2019); see fols. 152v-153v for
the Heraclius story. The speculations of Dagron and Déroche 1991, 33n79, that the account of Heraclius
is a later insertion, dating from the late eighth century, are thus groundless.

63. Lecker 1996b, 25ff.
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A Comparison of the Accounts of the Vision of Heraclius of Ma‘mar and Ps.-Fredegar

Ma ‘mar ibn Rashid al-Azdi (d. A.H.
153/770 c.k.), Kitab al-Maghazi [= The
Expeditions], 42-43 ($2.6)

Ps.-Fredegar, Fredegarii chronicon (ca. 660 C.E.),
IV, §§ 65-66

‘Abd al-Razzaq, on the authority Ma‘mar, on the
authority of al-Zuhri who said:

Heraclius was a seer who would peer into the
stars. One day when he awoke, the people of
his court found his countenance to be
strange. So they asked him, “What troubles

The emperor Heraclius . . . being well-read, he
practiced astrology, by which art he discovered,
God helping him, that his empire would be laid
waste by circumcised races, so he sent to the
Frankish King Dagobert to request him to have

all the Jews of his kingdom baptized—which
Dagobert promptly carried out. Heraclius ordered
that the same should be done throughout all the
imperial provinces; for he had no idea whence this

you?”

“I peered into the stars last night,” he said,
“and I saw that the king[dom] of the
circumcised has appeared”

“Do not let this trouble you,” they said, “for
only the Jews are circumcised. Dispatch
an order to your cities to have every Jew
killed”

al-Zuhri said: Heraclius wrote to one of his

scourge would come upon his empire.

The race of Hagar, who are also called Saracens as

fellow seers who also peered into the stars,
and [the other seer] wrote to him the like of
what he had said [to his court]. The ruler of
Bostra sent to him a man from among the
Arabs to inform him about the Prophet. So

the book of Orosius attests—a circumcised people
who of old had lived beneath the Caucasus on the
shores of the Caspian in a country known as

Ercolia—this race had grown so numerous that at
last they took up arms and threw themselves upon

Heraclius said, “Look! Is he circumcised?”
They said, “They looked to see, and lo, he is
circumcised” “This,” they said, “is the
king[dom] of the circumcised who has

the provinces of the Emperor Heraclius, who
dispatched an army to hold them. In the ensuing
battle the Saracens were the victors and cut the
vanquished to pieces.

appeared.”

“king[dom] of the circumcised” of all the extant non-Muslim versions. Such paral-
lels are easiest to see when read side by side, so I have placed Ps.-Fredegar’s account
next to Ma‘mar’s version of al-Zuhrft’s story shown here.

In my view, the most plausible hypothesis for explaining this extraordinary
amount of overlap between the respective accounts of Ps.-Fredegar and al-Zuhri
is that they share a common source. Yet even without the benefit of Ps.-Fredegar’s
chronicle, al-ZuhrTs legend of Heraclius’s vision of the “king[dom] of the circum-
cised” exhibits peculiarities, intrinsic to his account, suggesting that al-Zuhri based
it on an earlier, non-Muslim source. Several themes that are common in early non-
Muslim sources but far less so in sources from the Arabo-Islamic tradition feature
prominently in al-Zuhrf’s account. For instance, al-Zuhri portrays the ascendance
of Muhammad’s followers: (1) as led by a new king (malik), or else as ushering in
an era of new kingship/dominion (mulk); and (2) as primarily an ethnic dominion,
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being a rule not of a community of faithful believers (al-mu ‘minin) but rather of
“the circumcised people [al-khitan]” While this is not incompatible per se with
early Islamic historiography, these themes deeply resonate with early Christian
accounts of the rise of Islam, particularly in the Levant, which most often speak of
the new Arab/Saracen rulers in terms a new dominion (Syr. malkiita), not a new
religion and hence just as often depict Muhammad and other early Muslim rulers
as merely “kings” (Syr. malké) and nothing more.** The account of Ps.-Fredegar
fits this pattern perfectly, inasmuch as it describes the “circumcised” conquerors in
purely ethnic terms, designating them as either Hagarenes (Agarrini) or Saracens
(Saracini), but displays no knowledge of Muhammad, his religion, or the religious
convictions and motivations of the “Saracen” conquerors.*®

A second feature of al-ZuhrTs account that points to a Levantine, Christian
provenance is its pessimistic regard for Heracliuss reign and perhaps even the
impending End of the World. Levantine chroniclers viewed Heraclius’s victory
over the Persians with an ambivalence colored by their mistrust of Roman impe-
rial power. This was not restricted to non-Chalcedonian Christians’ resentment of
their oppression by Constantinople. Even Chalcedonian Christians, particularly
in the churches and monasteries of Jerusalem and Palestine, could swiftly find
themselves alienated from Roman rule, as when they entered into open opposi-
tion to Heraclius’s doctrinal intervention in the monenergist crisis.*®® There is little
indication that Heraclius’s political ascent inspired any increased optimism for the
future of the empire in the Levant.”

Indeed, the pessimism of Christian chroniclers writing in the East stands in
stark contrast to propagandistic pro-Heraclian sources such as the Syriac Alexan-
der Legend (ca. 630 C.E.)® and the cantos of the emperor’s panegyrist George of Pis-
idia, which exult in Heraclius’s victory over the Persians. The Syriac Alexander Leg-
end exudes a triumphalist confidence in the wake of Heraclius’s victories, recasting
its mythic retellings of Alexander of Macedon’s conquest of Persia as an arche-
type for and foretaste of the victories of Heraclius and the defeat of the Sasanid
shah Khosro II Parvéz. The Legend has Alexander prophesy that “there shall not
be found any among the nations and tongues who dwell in the Creation that shall
withstand the kingdom of the Romans” Indeed, in the Syriac Alexander Legend,
it is the Persians and their king, Tubarlaq, who receive the astrologers’ prophecy
of their kingdom’s destruction at the hands of the Romans. When presented

64. Van Ginkel 2007, 175; Penn 2015a, 105-7.

65. Esders 2009, 280-81.

66. Booth 2014, 186fT.

67. Watt 2002, 76.

68. Whether 630 C.E. is the date of the Alexander Legend’s “composition” or its “revision” remains
debated. Shoemaker 2018, 80-83, provides the most convincing interpretation of the evidence.
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with the astrologers” prediction, Alexander orders for it to be codified into a writ-
ten record. The key passage reads:

And Alexander took with himself in writing the king’s and his nobles” prophecy of
what should befall Persia: that Persia would be laid waste, but that that [the kingdom
of the Romans] would last and rule to the end of times and that [the kingdom of the
Romans] would deliver the kingdom of the earth to Christ, who is to come.®®

It is striking to compare the doom awaiting the Romans in al-Zuhri’s and Ps.-Fre-
degar’s accounts, on the one hand, and the eschatological glory awaiting them in
the Syriac Alexander Legend, on the other. Both are mediated through astral por-
tents interpreted by astrologers. A key difference is that the Syriac Alexander Legend
has Roman dominion enduring, undiminished and immutable in its mighty grasp,
until the eschaton. As Gerrit Reinink has argued, however, it seems that the base-
line sentiment of the era was one of imperial pessimism with regard to the fate of
the Roman Empire. The positive eschatology exhibited in the Alexander Legend and
the cantos of George of Pisidia were the exception rather than the rule, seeking to
counter fears of “the empire’s imminent end.””® Such sentiments find intriguing ech-
oes in the third section of al-Zuhri’s Heraclius legend: the story of Muhammad’s
letter to Heraclius.

Muhammad’s Letter to Heraclius

Though fatalist in its analysis of Roman survival in Syria, al-ZuhrTs account is not
pessimistic in the least. Al-Zuhrl embraces and appropriates the anti-Heraclian
sentiment of his source material and uses it to construct a legitimizing narrative
that accommodates, not only the Umayyads—namely, by introducing Aba Sufyan,
one of their progenitors, as the most important interlocutor with the emperor in
the middle section of the legend”—but also the new dominion (mulk) of
Muhammad’s people, “the circumcised people”’? This sentiment is most explicitly
stated in the letter Muhammad sends Heraclius.

The most curious passage in the letter is its exhortation to the emperor to
embrace Islam, warning that if he does not, he “will fall into the sin of the arisiyyin
[ ‘alayka ithm al-arisiyyin]” The Arabic of this phrase is enigmatic. Who, or what,
are the so-called arisiyyin? This word perplexed scholars until Lawrence Conrad
showed in an important study that “the sin of the arisiyyin” is an allusion to Jesus’s
parable of the Tenants in the synoptic Gospels (Mark 12:1-12; Matt. 21:33-46; Luke
20:9-19).” As with hazza’ above, the word employed here for tenants in Arabic,

69. Budge 1888, 158 (Eng.), 275 (Syr.); cited in Reinink 2002, 85-86.
70. Reinink 2002, 92; cf. Shoemaker 2018, 85.

71. Leder 2001, 15-16.

72. Conrad 2002, 115-16.

73. Ibid., 127-30.
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arisiyyin, is an Arabic hapax. It derives from Christian Palestinian Aramaic (here-
after CPA) translations of the New Testament, whose term for “tenant,” aris (pl.
arisin), appears only in the extant Gospel lectionaries from the churches of the
region of Palestine and the Sinai. The word is unique to the CPA versions of the
Gospels and does not appear in any of the Syriac translations of the New Testa-
ment, which use the term pallaheé for tenants.” This borrowing from a CPA trans-
lation of the Gospels is definitive evidence that al-Zuhri incorporated West Syrian
source material into his account of Heraclius’s vision.”

Read in light of the gospel parable, the message conveyed here is that the
Romans will be dispossessed of the lands over which God has made them stewards
if they repudiate Muhammad, the Messenger, as the wicked tenants in the parable
do in killing the landowner’s servants and son. Though traditionally interpreted
christologically, here the letter interprets the gospel parable prophetologically.
Muhammad addresses the emperor to warn him of the coming victory of his com-
munity of faithful over the wicked and unjust rulers of the age.

Although the language of the letter in al-ZuhrTs account bears the traces of
its CPA source, this does not imply that the letter quoted therein is necessarily
authentic. As seen in the above comparison of Ps.-Fredegar and al-ZuhrT’s account
of Heraclius’s vision of the circumcised races, one might be able to infer a com-
mon textual source, but this inference does not give one access to the original
text. Hence, the imprint of al-Zuhri’s source text has been left on the language of
the letter ascribed to Muhammad; but the source text is unlikely to have included
Muhammad’s actual letter, if such a letter ever existed. The rationale for its preser-
vation in the account is inextricable from its utility as a narrative device.”

Another early source to mention a letter to Heraclius is the account of the
Islamic conquests written in the 660s C.E. by the Armenian historian Ps.-Sebeos.
However, according Ps.-Sebeos, it is not Muhammad but rather the Ishmaelites
collectively who send messages to Heraclius. Their message resonates strongly
with the message conveyed by Muhammad’s letter in al-ZuhrT’s account. Ps.-Sebe-
os’s text of their letter reads:

74. CCPA 1998, 2224, s.v. d.r.y.s. The Sinaiticus, Curetonianus, Peshitta, and Harklean versions of
the Syriac New Testment all read pallahé; see Kiraz 1996, 1: 322-23, 2: 173, 3: 404-5. For other instances
of Gospel parables appearing in hadith, see Spies 1975 and Déclais 1995. On Gospel citations in hadith
more generally, see D. Cook 2006. It has yet to be investigated how many, if any, of these discrete cita-
tions of the NT in the hadith corpus show traces of CPA; however, the other clear example is Ibn Ishaq’s
famous citation of John 15:23-16:1. See Anthony 2016.

75. This suggests, in my view, that the Heraclius letter served as the model for other traditions that
expanded the prophetic letter topos to include other rulers, such as Khosro, who loses his kingdom due
to ithm al-majiis; see Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1071-72; Abat Nu‘aym, Dald il, 2: 349. Cf. Savant
2013, 183fT.

76. Noth and Conrad 1994, 76-77.
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God gave that land to our father Abraham as a hereditary possession and to his seed
after him. We are the sons of Abraham. You have occupied our lands long enough.
Abandon it peacefully and we shall not come into your territory. Otherwise, we shall
demand that possession from you with interest.”

The sentences placed into the mouths of the Ishmaelites in Ps.-Sebeos’s account
also cite a gospel parable—this time the parable of the talents (Matt. 25:27; Luke
19:23) rather than the parable of the wicked tenants—so it reflects a similar narra-
tive aesthetic and technique as that encountered above. According to Ps.-Sebeos,
Heraclius defied the Ishmaelites’ threat, saying, “This land is mine,” and, citing the
inheritance of their father Ishmael, “Your lot is the desert” (cf. Gen. 20:20-21).7
What makes this parallel account all the more intriguing is that the Armenian
historian Ps.-Sebeos himself explicitly claims to have drawn it from a Palestinian
source.”

IBN SHIHAB AL-ZUHRI’S CHRISTIAN SOURCE

Most of the evidence hitherto mustered to support this chapter’s thesis comes to us
obliquely and thus from subtle cues and insights only made possible by close and
comparative philological readings of al-Zuhrf’s account. However, one of the most
convincing pieces of evidence that al-Zuhri drew on a non-Muslim source for this
story in fact comes directly from al-Zuhri himself, or at least in many of the ver-
sions of the story transmitted by his students (see fig. 13). These students include
Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767)* and two scribes who recorded the dictations of al-Zuhri
for Caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, Shu‘ayb ibn Abi Hamzah of Hims
(d. 162/778-79)* and Yanus ibn Yazid al-Ayli (d. 159-60/775-77).% In all of the
accounts for which he is cited, al-Zuhri attributes the story of Abt Sufyan’s encoun-

77. Thomson and Howard-Johnston 1999, Ps.-Sebeos, chap. 42 (trans. Thomson, 97). The refer-
ence is to Matt. 25:27, Luke 19:23.

78. Ibid.

79. Shoemaker 2012, 33318, cites a later account by Thomas Artsruni in which Muhammad himself
sends the letter to Heraclius’s brother Theodore. Ps.-Sebeos’s apparent use of the later futih literature’s
“summons to Islam” topos is noted by Noth and Conrad 1994, 16365, who caution, however, against
viewing it as historical.

80. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1565 (usquf li-I-nasara); Abu 1-Faraj, Aghani, 6: 349 (usquf al-
nasara); Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 23.ult (usquf al-nasara); Bayhaqi, Dalail, 4: 383 (usquf min al-nasara).

81. Bukhari, Sahih, k. bad’ al-wahy, 1: 6 (sahib Iliya’ wa-Hirqal suqufan ‘ala nasara I-Sha’m);
Tabarani, Musnad, 4: 219 (sahib Iliya wa-Hirqal saqqafahu ‘ala I-nasara)>Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 2: 93;
Ibn Mandah, Iman, 1: 287-92.

82. Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 22 (sahib Iliya wa-Hirqal saqqafahu (?) ‘ald al-nasara). On Yanus, see
00-000 above.
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ter with Heraclius and Muhammad’s letter to his teacher ‘Ubaydallah ibn “Abdallah
ibn “Utbah ibn Mas‘ad (d. ca. 98/716-17),® but he says he heard the story of Hera-
clius’s vision from one Ibn Natara (viz., Ibn al-Natar).

Who was the mysterious Ibn Natara? In Ibn Ishaqgs version of the legend,
al-Zuhri informs his pupil:

A bishop of the Christians [usquf li-l-nasara], whom I had met in the time of ‘Abd
al-Malik ibn Marwan, told me this story, and he himself witnessed what transpired
concerning the Messenger of God’s letter as well as the affair of Heraclius and his
intelligence. The bishop said, “When the letter from the Messenger of God came to
Heraclius with Dihyah ibn Khalifah, Heraclius took it and held it over his lap, and
then he wrote to a man in the city of Rome [bi-rimiyah] who used to read what they
read from Aramaic [kana yaqra’u min al- ‘ibraniyyah ma yaqra inahu]® to inform
him of its intent, to describe its subject, and to inform him of its contents. The poten-
tate of Rome [sahib ritmiyah]® then wrote him, “He is the prophet whom we have
awaited. There is no doubt about it. Follow him and believe his message!”*®

The citation of non-Muslim authorities is rare among tradents of hadith—indeed,
the practice eventually becomes quite controversial.¥’ One need not affirm the

- =

historicity of Ibn Nattira’s purported relationship with Heraclius or even the accu-
racy of his name. Al-Zuhri was not the only scholar of Umayyad Syria who pur-
ported to have personally met someone who witnessed Heraclius’s reaction to
Muhammad’s letter.® What is important is al-Zuhri’s recognition that he received

83. On whom, see Horovitz [1927-28] 2002, 11-12.

84. Thus, Salamah ibn al-Fadl’s recension; in the recension of Yanus ibn Bukayr (Bayhaqi, Dala il,
4:384.8) and Muhammad ibn Salamah (Tabarani, Mu jam, 8: 24.4), the passage reads, “he used to read
some Aramaic [kana yaqra’'u min al- ‘ibraniyyah ma yaqra u].” That al- ‘ibraniyyah here means “Ara-
maic” rather than “Hebrew” can be discerned from the fact that a Christian source is being described.
Likewise, Waraqah ibn Nawfal, the cousin of Muhammad’s wife Khadijah, allegedly wrote the Gospels
in al- ‘ibraniyyah (Bukhari, Sahih, k. bad’ al-wahy, 1: 3), which certainly means Aramaic in the context.
On how Aramaic came to be commonly called “Hebrew;” see Beattie and Davies 2011.

85. The use of the sahib here is intriguing, since it denotes the authority over the city of Rome;
hence, this might also be the earliest reference to the pope in Arabic literature.

86. Cf. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1565 (recension of Salamah ibn al-Fadl); Tabarani, Mu jam,
8: 23-24 (recension of Muhammad ibn Salamah); Bayhaqi, Dala il, 4: 384 (recension of Yanus ibn Bu-
kayr). Ibn Hajar (Fath al-bari, 1: 40) cites a report from Aba Nu‘aym al-Isfahant’s Dala ‘il al-nubuwwa
where Zuhri specifies that he met Ibn Natara in Damascus; however, it does not appear in the printed
editions of the work.

87. Ibn Hajar (Fath al-bari, 1:40) justifies al-Zuhrs citation of the authority of a non-Muslim by
noting that he was a bishop and thus “informed of [the Christians’] secrets and knowledgeable of the
reality behind their stories [kana muttali ‘an ‘ald asrarihim wa- ‘aliman bi-haqa’iq akhbarhim]”

88. Cf. the story of Sa‘id ibn Abi Rashid, a mawla of Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan, who claimed
that his elderly neighbor in Homs (Emesa/Hims), a man from the Christian Tantkh tribe, had
witnessed the events and related his story to him. See Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 24: 416-19
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his story from a Christian source whom he describes as the bishop of the Chris-
tians and, according to some sources, the potentate (sahib) of Aelia/Jerusalem dur-
ing the caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik.*

It is tempting to dismiss Ibn Natara’s role in this account as a mere attempt
to achieve verisimilitude in the historical narrative, as if al-Zuhri conjures up a
Christian-sounding name in order to bolster the veracity of a dubious account.
However, when one takes into account the evidence from Ps.-Fredegar’s chronicle
for a shared account between the two, al-ZuhrTs personal testimony becomes too
important to dismiss. Can the identity of Ibn Natura, therefore, be discovered?

Three possibilities suggest themselves merely from the name attributed to the
source. The first possibility is to read the name Tbn Natiird rather literally. In this
case, the name of al-Zuhrf’s source means “Son of the Notarius/Guard/Keeper””
Natiira is an Aramaic word, the Arabic being a direct calque of ~ia\p. Yet, even
the Syriac natiira can convey multiple meanings. While it usually means “guard,”
natira can also be a calque of the Greek vwtdplog, meaning a notary or scribe.”
Hence, one might imagine our Ibn Natiira as someone along the lines of a Greek-
speaking scribe working for the Umayyad administration. Greek-speaking scribes
filled the administrative apparatus of the Umayyads, particularly in Syria. While
their influence began to wane with the onset of Arabicisation under ‘Abd al-Malik,
even his caliphate is replete with examples of Greek-speaking, Christian scribes
who served at the highest echelons of administration, as most famously exempli-
fied by the powerful Mansur family from which the famous Byzantine theologian
John Damascene hailed.” However, this reading also contravenes the fact that all
of al-ZuhrTs accounts consistently call Ibn Natara a bishop (Ar. usquf, from Gk.
episkopos via Syr. episqopa) rather than a scribe.

This brings us to a second interpretation of Ibn Natairds name. Al-Zuhrs
source may have indeed been a guard (Syr. natiira) rather than a notary while also
being associated with a bishop’s see. An attendant guard to a bishop is sometimes
called in Syriac episqopyand (<uacman< ¢miokomevog).” Yet this interpretation
fails in another respect: it cannot account for why Ibn Natara sometimes appears
as the potentate (sahib) of Aelia (Jerusalem)—certainly a bishop’s sentry would not

and 27: 242-45; Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 21: 57-59. This account seems to be rather late, but it is significant
that the man describes his neighbor as being from the Christian Arabic-speakers of the Tantkh tribe
near Hims. According to the Syriac chronicler Dionysius of Tell-Mahré, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s governor
of Hims, ‘Umayr ibn Sa‘d al-Ansari, was the first Muslim ruler to command the Bible to be translated
into Arabic by members of the Tantkh tribe. See Penn 2008, 78-79.

89. Bukhari, Sahih, k. bad’ al-wahy, 1: 6; Tabarani, Musnad, 4: 219; idem, Mu jam, 8: 22.

90. Sokoloff 2009, 9112

91. Anthony 2015.

92. John of Ephesus, Hist. Eccl. 111, 30.9, 16.
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be described in such lofty terms. This second reading, therefore, should be dis-
carded in favor of a third.

The third possible reading of the name ‘Ibn Natara provides, in my view, the
most convincing explanation. In this reading, the Arabic Ibn Nattra (var. Ibn
al-Natar) is a corruption of the Syriac term for either the custodian of the bishop’s
seat (natar kirsyd, or natira d-kursya)® or the bishop’s deputy (natar dukkta)®*—
that is, the church official who acts as an archbishop’s locum tenens in lieu of a new
bishop having been appointed. To fully appreciate why this interpretation provides
the most convincing reading one must turn to al-Zuhrf’s claim to have met Ibn
Natara during the caliphate of *Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705).

The period of ‘Abd al-MaliK’s caliphate is critical because it coincides with the
conclusion of an important power struggle within the Jerusalem Patriarchate with
its roots in the monoenergist and monothelete controversies of the 630s. After
restoring Egypt and the Levant to Byzantine imperial control, Heraclius sponsored
the efforts of Sergius, the patriarch of Constantinople, to forge a new religious
unity in the empire. Sergius aimed to restore ecclesiastical unity with those com-
munities who rejected the Christological doctrines promulgated at the Council
of Chalcedon (451 c.E.) by aligning the imperial church with a compromise posi-
tion that came to be known as the monoenergist doctrine. Initially, the policy met
with success. Under the auspices of Heraclius, Sergius engineered a union with the
Armenian church in 630 c.E. and, most spectacularly, with the Egyptian Church
under the leadership of the patriarch of Alexandria, Cyrus, who promulgated the
Pact of Union in 633 c.E. However, despite these initial successes, an intractable
opposition to the reconciliation swiftly appeared. Palestine and the patriarchate
of Jerusalem—a position held by Sophronius from 634 until ca. 638 c.e.—served
as the epicenter of the opposition to the new imperial compromise. As patriarch
of Jerusalem, Sophronius spearheaded the opposition to Heraclius and soon
rallied to his cause the Roman church, under the papal leadership of Honorius
(625-38 c.E.) and later Martin (638 c.E.), and the dauntless theologian Maximus
the Confessor. Efforts put in motion by the patriarch Sophronius a decade earlier
culminated in the convention of the Lateran Synod of 649 c.E., which forcefully
articulated the dyothelete position of Rome and Jerusalem against that imperial
compromise promulgated by Constantinople.”

The impact of monoenergist and monothelete controversies are not readily per-
ceptible in Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri’s account of Heraclius’s vision, but they are rather
explicitly stated in Ps.-Fredegar’s account. Recall that Ps.-Fredegar concludes his

93. Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2: 2356; Margoliouth 1927, 210a.

94. Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2: 2354; Sokoloff 2009, 913b. I owe thanks to Thomas Carlson and Jack
Tannous for pointing me in this direction.

95. Ekonomous 2007, 113-14.
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account of Heraclius’s response to the Arab conquest on this rather somber note:
“Heraclius felt himself impotent to resist their assault and in his desolation was a
prey to inconsolable grief. The unhappy king abandoned the Christian faith for the
heresy of Eutyches and married his sister’s daughter. He finished his days in agony,
tormented with fever”*®

The “heresy of Eutyches” referenced here refers to non-Chalcedonian, mia-
physite Christology, which the opponents of Constantinople accused Heraclius
of embracing while sponsoring the monoenergist and monothelete compromise.
Non-Muslim sources frequently explain the Byzantines’ defeat in the course of the
Islamic conquests by appealing to such imperial policies regarding christological
doctrine: imperial espousal of diophysite christology, imperial persecution of mia-
physites, and so on.” Yet inasmuch as these explanations are ex parte, they often
tell us more about an author’s loyalties than the causal forces behind the startling
turn of events. The ghost of Eutyches also appears in Palestinian monastic polemics
against the compromise from the 630s—that is, from the very outset monoener-
gist crisis®—and the idea that Heraclius’s support for monoenergist and mono-
thelete compromise positions accounts for his losses against the Arab armies runs
throughout the work of Maximus the Confessor.” In other words, the very mention
of the “heresy of Eutyches” in Ps.-Fredegar’s chronicle strongly suggests, again, that
the Eastern source from which the Latin chronicle drew originated in Palestine
and/or aligned with Christian Palestinian resistance to the empire’s attempts to
reach ecclesiastical unity through a new christological compromise.

This detour through the ecclesiastical politics of seventh-century Palestine
grants us insight into the likely community to which al-ZuhrTs ‘Ibn Natarad
belonged. The monothelete controversy had prevented the Jerusalem Patriarchate
from producing a consensus candidate after the death of Sophronius in 638 c.E.,
and the Arab conquests forced many Sabaite monks to flee Palestine and Syria for
North Africa and eventually even the city of Rome." The Jerusalem Patriarchate
remained in this state of crisis during much of *Abd al-MaliK’s caliphate. Monoen-
ergism and monotheletism eventually lost its imperial backing by the Byzantines,
and by the Sixth Ecumenical Council, 680-81 C.E., the Sabaite monastics of the
dyothelete faction in Palestine had won the day. Yet even then, no patriarch rep-
resented the See of Jerusalem at the ecumenical council. The representative of the
Jerusalem See was an apocrisarius, or envoy, for the locum tenens (Gk. topotérétés;
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Syr. natar ditkkta) of the See of Jerusalem named Theodore." No clear candidate
for the patriarchate of Jerusalem appears until 691 c.k. at the Council of Trullo,
where Anastasius, patriarch of Jerusalem, appears in the list of participants.'”? In
other words, throughout much of the caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik, the patriarchate
of Jerusalem had to make do without a patriarch. Of course, this did not lead the
dissolution of the patriarchate and its institutions; rather, a locum tenens served
in the capacity of a patriarch. The title for this custodian of the patriarchate in
Syriac would, of course, be natira d-kiirsya. This individual may indeed have been
al-ZuhrTs source for the legend of Heraclius.

This portrait of the Palestinian milieu of al-Zuhr’s Tbn Natara brings us back
at last to the question of language. As noted above, al-Zuhri’s Heraclius legend
bears the mark of having relied on a source written in Christian Palestinian Ara-
maic (CPA) rather than the Syriac dialect of Aramaic. CPA gradually emerged
in Eastern Palestine and the Transjordan from the sixth to eighth centuries c.E.
Although also an Aramaic dialect, the distinctive vernacular and unique script
of CPA provided a viable, and perhaps purposefully elevated, alternative to the
increasingly dominant Syriac lexicon employed by miaphysite theology. Although
Syriac remained medium of expression for both non-Chalcedonian and Chal-
cedonian Christian communities, CPA emerged in this period as a vernacular
favored by the Jerusalem Patriarchate and powerful Sabaite monasteries of the
Judean desert."”® Hence, in all likelihood, Ps.-Fredegar’s account, if read in tandem
with al-ZuhrTs, reveals that not only do they both derive from a Syrian source,
they actually harken back to a Palestinian source staunchly opposed to Heraclius’s
imperial policies during the monoenergist crisis.

TRANSLATIO IMPERII IN THE EARLY
SIRAH-MAGHAZI LITERATURE

My intention in this chapter has been twofold: (1) to argue for the possibility of
utilizing such non-Muslim traditions to gauge Muslim tradents’ influence upon
their sectarian milieu and to gain a vision of late Umayyad ideology; and (2) to
highlight the untapped richness of the corpus that begins to emerge when such
comparative work is undertaken. The sirah-maghazi corpus, I contend, still con-
tains surprises for historians, which have the potential to upset the axioms and
historical shorthand we use to measure what is historically plausible. These types

101. Inasmuch as this same Theodore often appears as patriarch in hagiographic vitae from the
same period, it has been suggested that, although a mere locum tenens during the Sixth Council, he
assumed the full office soon thereafter. However, this remains uncertain. See Trombley 1986, 632-36.
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103. Wood 2010, 208; cf. Desreumaux 1987, 95-107.
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of traditions will only come to light, however, if we continue to set the early Islamic
tradition in dialogue with the resources of Late Antiquity and finally eschew once
and for all insular readings of the early Islamic tradition.

Al-Zuhris legend of Heraclius’s vision must certainly be tied to the Umayyads’
efforts to root their political legitimacy in the mandate of Muhammad’s prophetic
mission. This is an effort that becomes all the more conspicuous in the historical
record after the conclusion of the Second Civil War, when, despite initial reserva-
tions, a discernible “court impulse” for the collection of sirah-maghdzi materials
arose. In the legend of Heraclius’s vision, al-Zuhri, a major scholar with signifi-
cant ties to the caliphal elite and the Umayyad court, refashioned his West Syrian
Christian source’s pessimistic view of the Byzantine imperium into an affirmation
of the new, divinely mandated Arab imperium (mulk al- ‘arab/khitan) that, in his
view, drew its legitimacy from the prophetic mission of Muhammad.

In particular, by interlacing the narrative of Aba Sufyan’s testimony before the
emperor Heraclius with an Islamic re-reading of the gospel parable of the Ten-
ants, al-Zuhri successfully weaves a tale of God’s abandonment of one empire for
another that simultaneously shores up ‘Arabo-Islamic’ triumphalism. His account
is pleasing, therefore, not just to his Umayyad patrons but also to the conquest
elite who embraced the expansionist ambitions of the early Islamic polity more
broadly. This last feat he achieves by making the progenitor of this new empire’s
vanguard, the Umayyad dynasty, the story’s principal protagonists.” The story thus
creates what one might deem a Muslim version of the doctrine of translatio imperii
(“transfer of rule”), intended to legitimize the transfer of the Romans’ imperial
capital to Constantinople as the “new” or “second” Rome."® This political doc-
trine had a modicum of success in amplifying the legitimacy of Constantinople as
the new epicenter of Roman imperial power, but only at the expense of discreetly
relinquishing the status of Rome as the eternal empire. As Garth Fowden notes,
“The [Roman] capital’s transfer from the Tiber to the Bosporus already demon-
strated that Romes might be multiplied, according (among other factors) to the
shifting geography of faith.”"* The geography of faith had begun to shift profoundly
with Islam—a religion that brought with it a renewed, robust vision of an empire
of faith. The irony, of course, is that the emergence of a “New Rome” on the shores
of the Bosphorous laid the foundations for such a newly imagined empire, even

104. Cf. the version of the dialogue between Heraclius and Aba Sufyan transmitted by Musa ibn
‘Ugbah in Bayhaqi, Dald’il, 4: 386 > Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 2: 11. Perhaps because he was a partisan
of the Zubayrids, Musa depicts Abu Sufyan as far more conceited and vicious. When asked whether
Muhammad always defeated him in battle, Aba Sufyan replies, “He only defeated us in battle when I
was absent. After that I twice sent expeditions against them [i.e., Uhud and Khandaq] while they were
in their homes, and we split open their bellies, sliced off their noses, and cut off their dicks.”

105. Nicol 1988, 58-60.

106. Fowden 1994, 125.
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empires. As Alexei Siverstev has recently noted, “the commonwealth potentially
contained within itself a number of alternative holy empires and alternative Romes
ready to spring forth and assert themselves in the face of the imperial center’s per-
ceived inadequacy”'”

Although Christian Rome imagined itself destined to march up to the preci-
pice of the eschaton, a destiny vividly portrayed in apocalypses such as the Tibur-
tine Sibyl and the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius,"® many of the Romans’ rivals
were less convinced and dared to imagine themselves to be the empire’s divinely
appointed successors. Even the Jews, in their renewed apocalyptic enthusiasm
throughout the seventh and eighth centuries C.E., saw their imperial star on the
rise as they witnessed the successive humiliations suffered by the Roman empire at
the hands first of the Persians and then of the Arabs.'”” Yet it would be the Umayy-
ads who in the ensuing decades acted as the vanguards of the mightiest and most
ambitious of the burgeoning alternative Romes. Damascus, not Rome, would be
the seat of God’s eschatological empire in their view. It would also then fall to
al-Zuhri to be the new empire’s most eloquent and skillful articulator of its Islamic
vision of the translatio imperii with the prophetic authority of Muhammad and
his community at its center—reaffirming that with new faith came new dominion.

107. Siverstev 2011, 2-3.
108. Shoemaker 2014, 541ff.
109. Siverstev 2011; Boustan 2013.



Muhammad and Cadmon

According to a historian writing in the eighth century c.E., there lived in the cen-
tury prior an upright man whose life was irrevocably changed by an extraordinary
vision. Even though this man was of meager means and lived far from civiliza-
tional centers of his day, he was ultimately destined for eternal fame. The powerful
urban and military centers of the late antique Roman Empire scarcely touched the
people of his barbarian land. For the greater part of the mans life, days passed by
unexceptionally. He was well regarded among his people, and they were accus-
tomed to entrusting him with the care of their animals; yet being meek and
unlearned, he was by no means a prominent leader among them. However, one
night his life irrevocably changed. Having withdrawn into solitude away from the
noise and bustle of the village, he entered quiet contemplation and eventually fell
asleep. This was no ordinary slumber, nor was this an ordinary evening. That night
there appeared to the man an angelic visitor of formidable countenance who
demanded that he proclaim to his people the glory of God and the majesty of His
creation. Since he lacked learning and spoke a barbarian tongue, he at first refused
to heed the angelic visitor’s demands. How could he? But the heavenly visitor
insisted even more forcefully, and when at last the man acquiesced to the heavenly
charge, he awoke from his somnambulant state transformed. As though by some
miracle, he now possessed the ability to fulfill his otherworldly visitor’s charge. He
spoke forth the wonders of God and His creation in the native tongue of his peo-
ple. Indeed, he was the first to do so with such astounding beauty. Blessed with a
divine gift, the eloquence of his words was peerless. When his people heard him
utter the divinely gifted words in their native tongue, they stood in awe at what
they heard, certain that it could only be explained as a wonder of God.

204
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This may sound like Muhammads story, but it is not. It is the story of another
man from the seventh century, who did not live in the Hijaz. This man’s name was
Caedmon; he was a cattle herder in the Northumbrian marshes of the British Isles and
among the first poets to compose divine hymns in the tongue of the Anglo-Saxons.

Cadmonss story is recounted in the Venerable Bede’s Historia gentis Anglorum
ecclesiastica (Ecclesiastical History of the English People), completed in 731 C.E. At
the monastery of Streonzeshalch, during the abbacy of Saint Hilda (657-80 C.E.),
Bede writes, there was a brother

who was specially marked by the grace of God, so that he used to compose godly and
religious songs; thus, whatever he learned from the holy Scriptures by means of
interpreters, he quickly turned into extremely delightful and moving poetry, in Eng-
lish, which was his own tongue. . .. It is true that other Englishmen attempted to
compose religious poems, but none could compare with him. For he did not learn
the art of poetry from men nor through a man but he received the gift of song freely
by the grace of God. . . . He had lived in the secular habit until he was well advanced
in years and had never learned any songs. Hence sometimes at a feast, when for the
sake of providing entertainment, it had been decided that they should all sing in
turn, when he saw the harp approaching him, he would rise up in the middle of the
feasting, go out, and return home.

On one such occasion, Caedmon left the place of feasting and went to the cattle
byre, as it was his turn to take care of them that night. In due time he stretched him-
self out and went to sleep, whereupon he dreamt that someone stood by him, saluted
him, and called him by name: “Caedmon,” he said, “sing me something” Caedmon
answered, “I cannot sing; that is why I left the feast and came here because I could
not sing” Once again the speaker said, “Nevertheless you must sing to me” “What
must I sing?” said Caedmon. “Sing,” he said, “about the beginning of created things.”
Thereupon Ceedmon began to sing verses which he had never heard before in praise
of God the Creator. . .. When he awoke, he remembered all that he had sung while
asleep and soon added more verse in the same manner, praising God in fitting style.

In the morning he went to the reeve who was his master, telling him of the gift he
had received, and the reeve took him to the abbess. He was bidden to describe his
dream in the presence of . . . the more learned men and also to recite his song.. . . and
it seemed clear to all of them that the Lord had granted him heavenly grace. . . (Bede,
Hist. eccl., ed. and trans. Colgrave and Mynors, iv. 23)

The story of Caedmon’s call, of course, is remarkably similar to the story of
Muhammad’s call to prophethood and the onset of the revelation of the Qur’an,
especially as narrated in its most famous version in the Kitab al-Maghazi of
Muhammad ibn Ishaq (d. 150/768). The similarities between the two stories are
not mere curiosities. As I hope to demonstrate in this chapter, a comparison
between the two narratives illuminates an important aspect of the early sirah-
maghdzi tradition at its earliest, most formative stages: much like the story
of Ceedmon, the story of Muhammad’s prophetic call owes a great deal to the
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literary conventions, theological outlooks, and cultural aesthetics of late antique
hagiography.

To say any more on the matter first requires a close reading of the opening
sections of the actual account from Ibn Ishaq’s Maghdzi as found in Salamah ibn
al-Fadl’'s “Rayy recension™:

Ibn Ishaq said: Wahb ibn Kaysan, a servant [mawla] of the House of al-Zubayr,
said:

I heard ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr say to “Ubayd ibn ‘Umayr ibn Qatadah al-Laythi,
“Tell us, “Ubayd, the story of how it was in the beginning, at the outset of the Mes-
senger of God’s prophethood, when [the angel] Gabriel came to him” “Ubayd then
spoke and began to recount the story to ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr and all those at his
court—and I [Wahb] also was in attendance.

[‘Ubayd said:] Each year the Messenger of God used to retreat [yujawiru] for a
month to Mount Hira’. Such were the acts of pious devotion practiced by Quraysh in
the Era of Barbarism [kana dhalika mimma tahannatha bihi Quraysh fil-jahiliyyahl]. . . .
Each year during that month the Messenger of God would thus retreat and feed the
destitute and needy who came to him. Whenever the Messenger of God finished his
retreat that month of his, the first thing he would do—after he had withdrawn from
his retreat—was to set out for the Ka‘bah before going home and to circle around it
seven times, or however many times God willed. After that he returned to his home.

When the month came that God had willed to ennoble him in the year that He
raised him to prophethood—and that was the month of Ramadan—the Messenger
of God set out for Hira’ just as he used to set out for his retreat accompanied by his
wife [wa-ma ‘ahu ahluh].

When the night came that God ennobled him by calling him to be His Messenger
and showed mercy to His servants, Gabriel came to him with God’s command. The
Messenger of God himself recounted:

He came to me while I was asleep with a sheet of silk brocade with writing thereon and said,
“Read [igra’]!” I said, “I cannot read [ma "aqra’'u]!” but he pressed against me until I thought I
would die. He then released me and said, “Read!” So I said, “What shall I read [madha "aqra 'u]?”
but I only said this to be delivered, lest he once again do to me what he did before. He said “Read
in the name of your Lord, Who did create| Did create Humanity from coagulate| Read for your
Lord is Magnanimous| Who, through the use of the calamus| Has taught Humanity that of
which it was oblivious” [Q. ‘Alaq 96: 1-5].' I read it, and then he ceased and withdrew from
me. I awoke from my sleep, and it was as if he had inscribed a scripture upon my heart
[ka-annama kataba fi qalbi kitaban].

1. Thave used the Qur’an translation of Shawkat Toorawa (2006, 145) with slight modifications.

2. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1149-50. The narrative also survives in, e.g., the Medinan recen-
sion of Ibrahim ibn Sa‘d (Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 1: 192); the Kafan recension of Ziyad al-Bakka’i
(Ibn Hisham, Sirah, 1: 235-37; Fakihi, Makkah, 4: 86-88; Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 63: 12-14); and the
Kafan recension of Yanus ibn Bukayr (Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 121 > Bayhaqi, Dala i, 2: 147-48). It is
worth noting, however, that Yinus’s version has been corrupted in the process of transmission and has
lost its isnad (Schoeler 2011, 61-62).
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This story of Muhammad’s call to prophethood—hereafter called “the igra’
narrative’—hits many of the same narrative beats as Bede’s story of Ceedmon’s
call. Indeed, on a formal level, the narratives even share much of the same skeletal
structure. In Ibn Ishaqgs story, Muhammad is a humble, unlearned righteous man
who withdraws from his village (Mecca) for his evening retreat (atop Mt. Hira’),
where in his sleep he receives a startling vision of an angel bearing a silk scroll.
“Read [igra’]!” the angel commands. Muhammad resists at first but eventually
acquiesces. When he awakes, he finds that he has been gifted with the miraculous
ability to recite a revealed scripture in his Arabic vernacular, a gift whose divine
origin is subsequently affirmed by his wife Khadijah and her learned Christian
cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfal. The resemblance between the stories is certainly
remarkable, and even uncanny, not merely because of their chronological prox-
imity (both accounts were recorded in the mid-eighth century c.E.), but because
of the vast distance that separates them—more than 3,728 miles (6,000 km). The
number of parallels between the stories seemingly defy mere coincidence. How,
then, are they possibly related, if at all?

CADMON’S CALL AND THE IQRA° NARRATIVE

The late Klaus von See, a scholar of Scandinavian and Germanic languages, first
put forward a forceful argument for a direct relationship between Ibn Ishaqs story
of Muhammad’s call and Bede’s story of the Anglo-Saxon poet Caedmon in 1983.
Von See noted how Bede’s Ceedmon, much like the prophet Muhammad in Ibn
Ishaq’s igra’ narrative, receives an angelic visitor in his sleep who compels him to
sing. Bede’s narrative also culminates in Caedmon acquiring the miraculous ability
to sing of the glories of God’s creation in his own vernacular (English) in much the
same manner that, in Ibn Ishaq’s story, Muhammad acquired the miraculous abil-
ity to “read/recite” the Qur’an in Arabic. Noting these striking correspondences
between the two stories, von See boldly postulated that Bede’s telling of Caedmon’s
call relied heavily on an earlier version of the Arabic story preserved in Ibn Ishaq’s
Maghazi. Hence, although Bede had recorded his account of Ceedmon in his His-
toria decades before Ibn Ishaq recorded his account of Muhammad’s call in his
Maghazi, von See regarded the Arabic account as chronologically prior.”

In truth, von See’s study was not the first to point out the parallels between
the story of Muhammad and Ceedmon;* however, his study was certainly the first
to gain traction with Arabists and historians of early Islam. His was also the first
study to frame the similarities between the two stories as a historiographical puz-
zle. Rudolf Sellheim was the first Arabist to bring von See’s insight to the attention

3. [Klaus von] See 1983, 225-33; for more context, see Scarfe Beckett 2003, 53-54.
4. E.g., see Lester 1974.
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of historians of early Islam but only made a passing note of von See’s hypothesis.®
Thereafter, von See’s insight went largely neglected among historians of early Islam
until his work was once again brought to the fore by Gregor Schoeler in a seminal
1996 monograph on the early sirah-maghazi literature.® The importance of von
See’s argument to Schoeler’s central thesis is unmistakable. In the monograph,
Schoeler sought to provide a definitive account of the origin and early evolution of
the story of Muhammad’s call to prophecy—the “igra " narrative”—from its earli-
est, orally transmitted version(s) until the redactions that survive in our earliest
written testimonies in Arabic. Schoeler’s method for doing so was largely source-
critical and relied on the isndd-cum-matn analysis jointly pioneered by Schoeler
himself, Harald Motzki, and Andreas Gorke. Locating the provenance of Bede’s
tale of Ceedmon’s dream in the igra’ narrative seemed to provide independent
confirmation of the accuracy of the philological tools Schoeler had developed to
precisely trace the dissemination of the historical traditions about Muhammad’s
call.

Relying on von See’s hypothesis, Schoeler believed he could demonstrate defin-
itively that Ibn Ishaq had not himself invented the story of Muhammad’s call in
the mid-eighth century c.E, but merely transmitted an earlier account not of his
own making. In other words, the igra’ narrative must have circulated far earlier
than Ibn Ishaq’s Kitab al-Maghazi and in a form highly similar to the one recorded
under Abbasid patronage. Indeed, in order for von See’s thesis that Bede relied
upon the story of Muhammad’s call to be true, Schoeler’s thesis must also be
correct: Bede could not have possibly relied upon Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi, for Bede
had finished his chronicle decades before Ibn Ishaq finished compiling his Kitab
al-Maghazi during the caliphate of Aba Ja‘far al-Mangtr (r. 136-59/754—-75). Ibn
Ishaq must have been drawing on the same first/seventh-century source that also
lay behind Bede’s story of Caedmonss call, or so the argument goes.

Regardless of one’s evaluation of Schoeler’s thesis—one that has its detractors,
as we shall see—Schoeler raised a fundamental question unaddressed by previ-
ous studies that posited a connection between Bede’s Ceedmon and Ibn Ishaq’s
Muhammad, a question that also lies at the heart of this chapter’s reevaluation of
von See’s thesis. Namely, which version of the story of Muhammad’s call influenced
Bede’s account, if any at all? The Arabic tradition contains myriad accounts of
Muhammad’s call, so why single out Ibn Ishaq’s for special attention? Although
Schoeler decided in favor of the antiquity of Ibn Ishaq’s account and, thus, in favor
of von See’s thesis that the version Ibn Ishaq included in his Kitab al-Maghazi
faithfully represents the same version that influenced the Ceedmon story, Schoeler
did not derive his rationale for this judgment from von See’s precedent. Schoeler’s

5. Sellheim 1987, 13-16.
6. Schoeler 1996, 61; Eng. trans. Schoeler 2011, 62-63.
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arguments thus merit further attention before addressing subsequent criticisms of
his thesis.

Long before Schoeler’s study, scholars of the sirah-maghazi literature had rec-
ognized that the basic story of Muhammad’s call—the iqra " narrative—survives in
two main versions, which in turn survive in numerous redactions in the hadith,
tafsir, and sirah-maghazi literature. Minor alternative versions of the story of how
Muhammad was called to prophethood survive in addition to the better-known
versions of the igra’ narrative and have been extensively documented by prior stud-
ies.” However, the igra’ narrative in its two main surviving versions is indisputably
the most dominant, preponderant story in the early Arabic literary tradition.

The “original” version underlying the igra’ narrative is ultimately lost, but the
story’s redactions are sufficiently attested in early textual testimonies to allow
modern historians to credit two scholars with putting the respective versions into
circulation with a high degree of confidence. The first version is the one found in
the Kitab al-Maghazi of Ibn Ishaq (d. 767) and has been preserved in the numerous
surviving recensions of this work; the second is the version of Ibn Ishaq’s teacher,
Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 742). Although al-Zuhrf’s version enjoys a broad attesta-
tion throughout the hadith literature, the earliest redaction of al-Zuhri’s version
survives in the Kitab al-Maghazi of his student Ma ‘mar ibn Rashid (d. 770), which
is in turn preserved in the recension of his student ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani
(d. 826).% Both accounts overlap to a great extent and agree on all the significant
details. Overall, al-ZuhrTs account is soberer and more pared-down, whereas Ibn
Ishag’s contains more embellishments. As seen in the prior chapters, this observa-
tion is common when comparing the respective accounts of al-Zuhri and his stu-
dent Ibn Ishaq. Furthermore, the account of al-Zuhri boasts a greater pedigree—
inasmuch as the chain of authorities (isnad) for his account is more authoritative
and claims to derive from ‘“Urwah ibn al-Zubayr’s transmission of the story from
his aunt, the Prophet’s wife ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr.” Ibn Ishaq’s account, however,
exhibits more literary élan. These two versions are distinct, therefore, but are they
entirely independent accounts?

As long ago as the early 1860s, Aloys Sprenger had already suggested that the
accounts of al-Zuhriand Ibn Ishaq resembled one another so closely that they must
be interdependent, but it took over a century for another scholar, G. H. A. Juyn-
boll, to provide a plausible account of how they were interrelated. Both accounts
clearly had the same narrative structure, not only purporting to recount how

7. Rubin 1993b.

8. Ma‘mar, Expeditions, 12-17 (§ 1.2); cf. Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’at, 43: 112.

9. As noted by Schoeler 2011, 70-71, an important version of the igra’ narrative from al-Zuhri is
preserved in Bayhaqi, Dala il 2: 139, in which al-Zuhri cites for the first portion of the tradition, not
‘A’ishah via ‘Urwah, but Muhammad ibn al-Nu‘man ibn Bashir al-Ansari al-Khazraji, a scholar who
had settled in Medina (on whom, see Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 56: 124-28).
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Muhammad’s revelations began but making specific claims about where, when,
and (most important) what verses of the Qur’an were the first to be revealed. Juyn-
boll’s analysis ultimately postulated that Ibn Ishaq’s narrative represented the earli-
est version of the story, leading him to assert that al-Zuhri essentially reworked the
source preserved by Ibn Ishaq,”” a conclusion that Schoeler largely followed and
subsequently expanded upon.

Among the features of Ibn Ishaq’s version of the igra’ narrative that stood out
to Juynboll, and subsequently to Schoeler as well, is its frame narrative, which
attributes the telling of the story of Muhammad’s initial call to prophecy to a sto-
ryteller/preacher (gdss) named ‘Ubayd ibn “Umayr al-Laythi at the Meccan court
of the so-called counter-caliph ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr, the brother of ‘Urwah ibn
al-Zubayr (who is al-ZuhrTs putative source). The frame story is one of the most
remarkable features of Ibn Ishaq’s version of the igra’ narrative, and it has played a
large role in the rationale articulated by modern historians for favoring its chrono-
logical priority to the tradition of al-Zuhri, which lacks this frame.

Ibn Ishaq’s source for the narrative is ostensibly a freedman (mawla) of the
Zubayrid family named Wahb ibn Kaysan," who relates how he heard the tale
recounted in Mecca at the court of *Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr. The importance of this
context is difficult to understate: the mise en scéne described by Wahb means that
he heard the story during the Second Civil War (60-73/680-92) and, thus, amid
the conflict in which Ibn al-Zubayr and the Zubayrids were vying with the Umayy-
ads to lay claim to the title of Commander of the Faithful (amir al-mu 'minin)
and, consequently, the leadership of the early Islamic polity. The Zubayrids
orchestrated their movement from within the Sacred Precincts of Mecca, and the
propaganda that ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr and his supporters circulated in favor
of his caliphal claims emphasized the religious character of his ambition to unite
the Muslims under his rule and denounced the putative impiety of his Umayyad
rivals. Zubayrid propaganda promoted Ibn al-Zubayr as the son of the Prophet’s
Companion al-Zubayr ibn ‘Awwam and vaunted his familial connection to the
Prophet’s household through his matrilineal line. Ibn al-Zubayr was a grandson
of the first caliph Aba Bakr through his daughter Asma’, and Ibn al-Zubayr could
thus likewise boast that he was a nephew of ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr, the Prophet’s
wife. As noted in chapter 1, coins minted by the Zubayrids are, significantly, the
first to bear official legends that declare Muhammad to be the Messenger of God
and, thus, to appeal explicitly to the prophethood of Muhammad to legitimate
their claims to succeed Muhammad as the community’s leaders.”

10. Juynboll 1994, 160fF; cf. Sprenger 1850, 110ff.
11. On whom, see Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhid, 23: off.
12. Heidemann 2010, 166-69.
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The ultimate narrator of the story at the Zubayrid court in Ibn Ishaqgs version
of the igra’ narrative also plays an important role for the Zubayrids: ‘Ubayd ibn
‘Umayr was Meccas first and most famous preacher and storyteller—Mecca’s
revered gdss (pl. qussas)—whom ‘Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr continued to employ as
Mecca’s official storyteller throughout the conflict until ‘Ubayd’s death in 68/68;.
‘Ubayd ibn ‘Umayr’s status and role as Mecca’s main preacher and storyteller
meant that his influence was vast and potentially widespread, inasmuch as he was
situated at the nexus of Muslim pilgrimage rituals such as hajj and ‘umrah.” Ibn
Ishaq’s Maghazi claims, therefore, to preserve the pious exhortation of a highly
esteemed Meccan scholar who himself had been patronized by the Zubayrids, and
whom they employed as the Meccan sanctuary’s official preacher during the Sec-
ond Civil War. Although al-Zuhri claimed to have heard his version from ‘Urwah
ibn al-Zubayr—himself a member of the Zubayrid house who resided in Mecca at
the time—which is not inherently implausible, the notion that the two versions of
the igra narrative are not genealogically related is, therefore, difficult to maintain.

If we posit that some version of the igra’ narrative did indeed influence Bede’s
account of Caedmon’s call, which version reached him—that of “Ubayd al-Laythi
preserved by Ibn Ishaq or that of “Urwah ibn al-Zubayr transmitted by al-Zuhri?
In Schoeler’s view, it must have been the former. Ibn Ishaq’s version, rather than
having expanded and embellished the pared-down narrative of the hadith folk
exemplified by the transmissions of al-Zuhri’s versions, ostensibly originates from
the circles of professional “preachers” (qussas) of the conquest era and, for this rea-
son, exhibits the considerable embellishments for which they are known. Hence,
Ibn Ishaq preserves a “gissah” version of the story—that is, a storyteller’s pious
tale—which the hadith folk apparently adopted for their own purposes, and that,
perhaps, ‘Urwah transmitted to al-Zuhri as a “family story” of sorts."* Schoeler
considers this “gissah” version of the story more likely to have traveled far and
wide, because he regarded a preacher’s pious tale, which benefited from the pub-
licity of preachers, as all the more likely to have traveled outside the sphere of
Muslim confessional boundaries than a tradition cultivated in the smaller, more
inward-facing circles of the hadith scholars. He also purports that only Ibn Ishag’s
narrative has Muhammad receive his vision of Gabriel in a dream, just as Ceed-
mon receives his vision in a dream. In the end, Schoeler’s conclusion falls rather
neatly into alignment with Patricia Crone’s thesis that the storytellers and popular
preachers of early Islamic society were just as much responsible for the earliest
and most seminal articulations of early Islamic prophetology as scholars from the
ranks of the hadith folk.”

13. Ibn Abi Khaythamah, Tarikh, 1: 194; cf. Armstrong 2017, 291.
14. Schoeler 2011, 57-59, 67-70.
15. Crone 1987, 203ff.
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Despite his thorough and meticulous sifting of the evidence, Schoeler’s analysis
does have flaws. Firstly, his assertion relies on the contention that al-ZuhrTs ver-
sion of the igra’ narrative did not place Muhammad’s vision of the angel—called
“the true vision [al-ruya al-sadiqah]” in his account—within a dream, whereas
Ibn Ishaq’s account did. This assertion is not entirely accurate: an early and impor-
tant version of Ma ‘mar’s account from al-Zuhri, for instance, explicitly states that
Muhammad’s vision transpired “in sleep [fi [-nawm]”'® Secondly, Schoeler’s view
of the role of the qussas and their status among hadith scholars can be improved.
Many hadith scholars were themselves qussas, and a narrative (qasas or gissah)
related by such a gass was not necessarily qualitatively different from a hadith or
khabar, especially at such an early stage, when categories such as these were neces-
sarily still inchoate. Strictly speaking, an exhortation delivered by a gdss was not
always even an oral composition. Historical reports attest to their being recorded
in writing for broad dissemination as well.” Although these objections are rela-
tively minor, the implications are straightforward: we have no way of knowing for
certain which version of the igra’ narrative (al-ZuhrTs or Ibn Ishaq’s) better attests
to the prototype narrative underlying the Ceedmon story in Bede.

All the same, these observations are not fatal to Schoeler’s fundamental thesis.
Though bold, Schoeler’s interpretation of the data went substantially unchallenged
for over a decade, until Stephen Shoemaker questioned the evidentiary basis of
Schoeler’s claim that the igra’ narrative preserved by Ibn Ishaq influenced Bede’s
account of Caedmon’s call. Shoemaker directly challenged Schoeler’s dependence
on von See’s thesis as an unwarranted, even farfetched, interpretation of the evi-
dence.® Although Shoemaker conceded that the Caedmon narrative “offers some
interesting parallels to Muhammad’s igra’ narrative,” he categorically rejected
Schoeler’s contention that the two texts were directly interrelated, let alone that
Bede relied on the narrative recorded by Ibn Ishaq, arguing that (1) most paral-
lels between the two stories could be attributed to “the Bible’s clear impact on the
shaping of [the narrative of] Muhammad’s prophetic call ... [and] presumably

16. Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, ed. Arna’ut, 43: 112; Ajurri, Shariah, 2:1436, both with the isnad ‘Abd
al-Razzaq«—Ma ‘mar«—al-Zuhri— Urwah and, thus, citing the Maghazi of Ma‘'mar via ‘Abd al-Razzaq.
The phrase fi I-nawm (“while asleep”) does not appear in the unicum for this section of ‘Abd al-Razzaq
al-San‘ani’s Musannaf, which alone preserves Ma‘mar’s Maghazi. However, even though the reading
of the manuscript is correct, this portion of ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s Musannaf survives only in the recension
of Abu Ya'quab Ishaq ibn Ibrahim al-Dabari (d. ca. 285-86/898-99)—a recension Ibn Hanbal, the most
important and prominent student of ‘Abd al-Razzaq, harshly criticized as full of errors because ‘Abd
al-Razzaq, who had gone blind in his old age, could not personally review Ishaq al-DabarTs copy. See
my comments in Ma‘mar, Expeditions, xxxii.

17. Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 2: 881-82, citing the example of the Kharijite preacher Salih ibn
Musarrih al-Tamimi (d. 76/695); noted in Armstrong 2017, 65-66.

18. Shoemaker 2011, 309-27.
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also ... Bede’s narrative,” and (2) that “the interval for transmission . . . [was] much
too short for Schoeler’s conclusions to be credible” These two objections are
addressed below.

FROM MUHAMMAD’S CALL TO CEDMON’S CALL

Shoemaker’s criticisms of Schoeler’s thesis must be taken seriously, especially given
the two flaws in von See’s original thesis that Shoemaker brings into stark relief.
Neither of the two problems are sufficiently addressed by von See’s initial study, nor
were they resolved by Schoeler’s considerable refinement of his thesis. Firstly, as
noted above, von See and Schoeler held that Bede’s narrative most closely resembles
the narrative of Ibn Ishaq, but given that Bede’s history was completed in 731 C.E.,
and Bede himself died in 735, his account cannot derive from Ibn Ishaq. In the early
730s, Ibn Ishaq had just embarked on his scholarly career, going to study in Alexan-
dria under the Egyptian scholar Yazid ibn Abi Habib in A.H. 115/733-34 C.E. Ibn
Ishaq’s reputation as a formidable scholar does not seem to have been established
until around 123/740, most notably after his prominence among his peers in Medina
had been publicly heralded by al-Zuhri himself.** Even if one accepts that Ibn
Ishaq’s transmission of maghdzi materials predated the final, written form they
assumed in the redactions of his Maghazi compiled in Iraq under the patronage of
the Abbasid caliph al-Mansar, the chronologies of the respective texts and their
authors’ biographies render any direct interdependence between Bede and Ibn Ishaq
impossible. Schoeler’s solution to this problem was to cast Ibn Ishaq, not as the
author, but as a redactor of an earlier account that had reached and influenced
Bede. Although Schoeler’s solution is made all the more plausible by his painstak-
ing source-critical analysis of the igra’ narrative, the mechanism for this textual
cross-pollination remained vague.”

Schoeler’s initial study also neglected the conspicuous influence of biblical
tropes and archetypes (especially Isa. 29:10-12 and 40:6, but also 1 Kings 19:9-18
and Jeremiah 1:6) on the igra’ narrative and Caedmon’s call, which certainly had a
role to play in the composition of both narratives. The importance of Shoemaker’s
challenge, therefore, was that he introduced a plausible, alternative mechanism to

19. Ibid., 320. Shoemaker was not the first to question the idea that Muhammad’s call lay behind
Cadmonss, but certainly the first to systematically attempt to refute it. His predecessors hopelessly
floundered about when discussing the Arabic source material. For example, O’Donnell 2007, 22, care-
lessly speaks of “Mohammed’s Call as told in the Qur’an and associated Islamic tradition,” thus failing
to distinguish between the story of Muhammad’s (nonexistent) call in the Qurian and the stories of Ibn
Ishaq and al-Zuhri, let alone realizing that more than one such account exists.

20. See 000-00 above.

21. Schoeler attempts to address this shortcoming in Goérke, Motzki, and Schoeler 2012, 32-33,
although not entirely satisfactorily in my view.
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account for the similarities between the two stories that did not require the Arabic
story to vault such extraordinary geographical, linguistic, and confessional bound-
aries within an exceedingly narrow timespan. The most striking mechanism that
Shoemaker highlighted was a biblical archetype behind Ibn Ishaq’s igra " narrative
that had long been recognized by scholars.?? This underlying biblical archetype can
be perceived in the textual substrate underlying the dialogue between Muhammad
and the archangel Gabriel in Ibn Ishaq’s igra’ narrative. When Gabriel appears to
Muhammad in his sleep and, holding a silk scroll, he famously declares, “Read
[igra’]!” to which the Prophet replies, “I cannot read [ma aqra’]!” This exchange
is likely modeled on a biblical archetype. Isaiah 29:10-12 likewise speaks of sleep-
ing prophets who cannot read a sealed scroll when commanded to do so; and
Isaiah 40:6 even has a similar structure and wording to the passage, even in the
original Hebrew: “A voice says, ‘Proclaim [géra]” And I said, “‘What shall I pro-
claim [mah ‘eqra]?”” Could not Isaiah 29:10-12 and 40:6—or less directly even
Isaiah 6:6-8 and Jeremiah 1:6—9—also have served as a model for Ceedmon’s call
as well? Details unique and specific to Ceedmon’s call and the igra’ narrative can
be ascribed to the local contexts in which the respective stories were composed.
Shoemaker is certainly correct that Bede’s account of Caedmon and the igra’
narrative have in common discrete elements that clearly draw upon biblical arche-
types, but these shared biblical archetypes are not actually the most striking com-
monality between the two stories. Rather, it is their shared narrative frame, the
actual scaffolding of the igra’ narrative and Ceedmon’s dream, that provides the
most compelling evidence of their interdependence. This common biblical mate-
rial has the potential to account for some of the two narratives’ common motifs,
but it cannot account for all of them.” Schoeler’s response to Shoemaker’s critique
makes a similar point: both texts may utilize Isaiah 12:10-12 and 40:6, but this
sheer fact is not sufficient to explain the full extent of their parallels.* The narra-
tive scaffolding shared by the two stories is most prominently on display where
both narratives emplot the call of their respective heroes within a “dreaming-
vision” This “dreaming-vision” is a minor hagiographical topos in Caedmon’s
narrative;” but it is absolutely essential to the prophetological force of the igra’
narrative, for Muhammad’s experience is, as both redactions term it, “the true
dream” (al-ru’ya al-sadiqah) inaugurating Muhammad’s prophetic mission. As a
“true dream,” the igra’ narrative thus posits Muhammad’s vision of Gabriel as the

22. The impact of biblical materials on the narrative had been noted well over a century ago by
Hirschfield 1886 and Noldeke et al., GdQ, 1: 81 (trans. Behn, 68).

23. Even Sellheim 1987, 16, otherwise reluctant to draw conclusions from Klaus von See’s hypoth-
esis, recognized not just the importance of the Isaiah passages to both accounts but also the fact that
this commonality was insufficient to account for all the parallels between the two texts.

24. Gorke, Motzki, and Schoeler 2012, 31-32.

25. On this topos, see Pratsch 2005, 109, 112-13.
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Ibn Ishaq’s Narrative of Muhammad’s Call and Bede’s Narrative of Caedmon’s Call

Tabari, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1150

Bede, Eccl. Hist., ed. and trans. Colgrave and
Mynors iv.24

In due time [Caedmon] stretched himself out and
went to sleep, whereupon he dreamt that someone
stood by him, saluted him, and called him by

name: “Caedmon,” he said, “sing to me something

He came to me while I was asleep with a sheet
of silk brocade with writing thereon and said,
“Read [igra’]!” I said, “I cannot read [ma
‘aqra 'u]!” but he pressed against me until I

thought I would die. He then released me and
said, “Read!” So I said, “What shall I read
[madha aqra’u]?” but I only said this to be
delivered, lest he once again do to me what he
did before. He said “Read in the name of your
Lord, Who did create| Did create Humanity
from coagulate| Read for your Lord is
Magnanimous| Who, through the use of the
calamus| Has taught Humanity that of which it
was oblivious” [Q. ‘Alaq 96:1-5]. I read it, and
then he ceased and withdrew from me. I awoke

[canta mihi aliquid]!” Ceedmon answered, “I
cannot sing [nescio cantere]! . . ” Once again the
speaker said, “Nevertheless you must sing to me
[attamen mihi cantare habes]!” ‘What must I sing
[quid debeo cantere]?” said Ceedmon. “Sing;” he
said, “of the beginning of the creation!” At which
answer he began to sing in praise of God the
Creator verses he had not heard before. . .. When
he awoke he remembered all that he had sung
while asleep and soon added more verses in the
same manner, praising God in fitting style.

from my sleep, and it was as if he had inscribed
a scripture upon my heart [ka-annama kataba
fi qalbi kitaban].

polar opposite of the Meccans’ derision of Muhammad’s revelations as “jumbled
dreams [adghathu ahlam]” in the Qur’an (Anbiya’ 21:5).* Von See and subse-
quently Schoeler emphasized this point in their analysis too,” but it is unfortu-
nately elided in Shoemaker’s critique. The imprint of biblical models on both texts
is strong,*® but they cannot solely account for the structural similarities between
the two accounts.

Just how striking the structural similarities between the two narratives can be
seen most clearly when they are juxtaposed to one another. This table shows Bede’s
narrative alongside the Rayy redaction of Ibn Ishaqgs account.

The structure shared by the narratives is all the more conspicuous when the
two texts are read side by side. Firstly, there is the basic outline of the narratives:
they both rely on a dream-cum-vision to frame the narrative and conclude with
Cadmon’s/Muhammad’s extraordinary ability to perfectly recall the contents of the
dream and the divine gifts the dream confers on them after waking. Within this
frame of the dream-cum-vision, the order of the interaction between the dreamer

26. Cf. Djait 2014, 1: 26.
27. Schoeler 2011, 62-63.
28. Cf. Anthony 2016, 272.
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and his preternatural visitor is readily recognizable in both stories as well, insofar
as they proceed in accord with the same command-response sequence: three com-
mands are given, followed by three responses. Not only do the narratives both share
this tripartite symmetry, the two narratives also correspond in the ensuing per-
mutations of the command-response pattern that push the narrative forward: the
first permutation being the response of ignorance/inability (I cannot/do not), the
second being the response querying what should be read/sung, and the third being
the miraculous ability to read/sing of God’s creation as commanded by the visitor.

The similarities between the structural architecture of the two narratives are
compelling enough on their own. However, overlooked even by von See and Schoe-
ler is yet a further parallel between the stories of Ceedmonss call and the igra’ narra-
tive. In both al-Zuhrf’s and Ibn Ishaq’s accounts, Muhammad’s wife Khadijah swiftly
brings her husband to her cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfal, a Christian man reputed
to be knowledgeable in the Scriptures, whom she asks to confirm the veracity of
Muhammad’s vision. Waragah obliges and subsequently informs Muhammad that
the visitor whom he saw was indeed an angelic messenger from God, the same mes-
senger sent to Moses.” According to Bede, Ceedmon likewise finds confirmation
from a woman; she is not his wife but rather the abbess, St. Hilda. After Ceedmon
“was bidden to describe his dream in the presence of a number of the more learned
men and also to recite his song so that they might all examine him and decide upon
the origin of the gift of which he spoke. . . it seemed clear to them that the Lord had
granted him a heavenly grace” This parallel between the stories is, again, striking
and cannot be explained by a mere reliance on biblical archetypes.

Yet even if biblical archetypes can be proven to be insufficient to explain these
commonalities between the two narratives, are we, therefore, forced to conclude
that the two narratives are directly interrelated? Perhaps not—by focusing too
closely on the Bible, scholars have overlooked other important literary genres, not
to mention the broader literary production of Late Antiquity. It is prima facie just
as possible that the story of Ceedmon’s call and the igra’ narrative, rely on a hith-
erto unidentified common source, rather than being directly related. Visitations
by otherworldly figures are, after all, not rare occurrences in world literature, no
less so in stories of holy persons of Late Antiquity. Can one not cite other stories
that are similarly structured to those of the call of Ceedmon and the call of
Muhammad?

Certainly one can. A few examples illustrate this point. According to the
geographer Pausanias (fl. second century c.E.), for instance, the Greek dramatist
Aeschylus likewise acquired his ability to compose tragedies after the god Dionysus

29. Ma'mar, Expeditions, 14-15 (1.2.2-3); Tabarl, Tarikh, ed. de Goeje, 1: 1151-52; Ibn Hisham,
Sirah, 1: 238; Yuanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 122.
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appeared to him in a dream as he slept in a vineyard.*® The Shepherd of Hermas, a
second-century Christian treatise, also recounts a series of revelatory visions expe-
rienced by its protagonist, Hermas, who saw apparitions of supernatural visitors in
his sleep—one of these visitors even brings him a book he cannot decipher until
granted divine aid.” Even Abu I-Faraj al-Isfahani (d. 356/967), the great anthologist
of Arabic verse, recounts a story that follows this model, in which the famed pre-
Islamic Arabian poet ‘Abid ibn al-Abras (fl. sixth century c.E.) purportedly only
began to compose Arabic verse after a preternatural figure appeared to him in a
dream and granted him the gift of poetry in answer to his prayers.”

Such observations lead us to an important question and one not yet raised in the
scholarship on the relationship between these two texts. Setting aside the question
of the historical relationship between Caedmonss call and the igra’ narrative for the
moment, the commonalities between the narratives demonstrate at very least that
the two draw a common well of narrative tropes, motifs, and archetypes that go far
beyond biblical material. Some of the components that fill out the narratives lead
them to differ from each other considerably, such as how the story of Ceedmon’s call
reflects the Sitz im Leben of seventh-century Northumbria and the igra " narrative
that of Mecca in the seventh-century Hijaz. However, a common substrate unites
the narratives, producing their striking commonalities. Identifying this substrate is
perhaps the challenge here. I contend that it was most likely late antique hagiogra-
phy’s tales of holy men and women, whose the narrative conventions shaped both
biblical and parabiblical motifs and local folkloric archetypes.

30. “Aeschylus himself said that when a youth he slept while watching grapes in a field, and that
Dionysus appeared and bade him write tragedy. When the day came, in obedience to the vision, he
made an attempt and hereafter found composing quite easy.” Pausanius 1.21.2 (trans. Jones and Ormer-
od 1918, 1: 103).

31. Osiek 1999, 16 and Miller 1994, 131f; cf. Vision 1.2.2 and 2.1.4 where Hermas is presented with
a scroll (BtBAiov), which initially he cannot decipher until aided by God.

32. Aghani, 22: 81-82. In this tale, “Abid is a poor shepherd who, caught napping next to his sister
Mawiyyah in the shade of some trees, is unjustly mocked for having sex with her by a man from the
tribe of Malik ibn Thalabah. The mockery comes recited in the following rajaz-verse (cf. van Gelder
2005, 13): “There’s ‘Abid—he banged Mayya! * Hopefully he’s knocked her up with a boy! * She’ll carry
and give birth to a runt! [dhaka ‘Abidun qad asaba Mayya * ya laytahu alqahaha sabiyya * fa-hamalat
fa-wada ‘at dawiyya” When ‘Abid hears these lines, he lifts his hands to heaven and implores God to
grant him revenge on the man. The story continues:

He laid down his head and slept, and he had never spoken a word of poetry [al-shi r] before that.
It’s said that there came to him a spectral visitor in his sleep with ball of hair [atahu atin fi l-manam
bi-kubbatin min sha rin] that he cast it into [ Abid’s] mouth [cf. Isa. 6:5-8]. Then he said, “Rise!”
He then awoke reciting poetry in the rajaz-meter [yartajazii] against the Malik tribe.

This strikes me as being a somewhat profane parody of the igra’ narrative. Similar parodies of sirah
narratives, such as the opening of Muhammad’s breast, can be found in the reports about Umayyah ibn
Abi 1-Salt, the poet and would-be prophet of Bant Thaqif; see Rubin 1995, 72-75.
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The influence of biblical archetypes on sirah-maghazi narratives has been dem-
onstrated by Arabists and historians of early Islam in recent years,” but that of late
antique hagiography has been neglected, with a few notable exceptions.*. Hagi-
ography remains a béte noire among historians. Stephanos Efthymiadis laments
that historians have too hastily dismissed it as “the genre of perpetual recycling,
recreating itself by reproducing clichés which earned it a reputation for timeless-
ness, anachronism, triviality and feeble credibility; an attitude that led to the
neglect of the genre and, unfortunately, the data it conveys about the societies and
populations portrayed therein.

Hagiography’s propensity for recycling and recreating itself in ever-new, fungi-
ble forms is, however, precisely why it served as such a fecund source of narrative
tropes in the sirah-maghaziliterature throughout the transition from Late Antiquity
to early Islam. Moreover, the hagiographical genre was no mere ore to be mined
for narrative gems. The success of hagiography resulted in a paradigmatic shift
in how the sacred and holy people were imagined as existing in and interacting
with the world. Hagiography created a constellation of expectations and images

33. E.g., see Horovitz 1922; Maghen 2007 and 2008; Powers 2014, 241t., 41ff.

34. Comparative readings of the sirah literature in light of Coptic hagiography has yielded some
interesting results. See Newby 1972 (on the figure of Faymiytn in the Sirah and its reliance on a story
preserved in the Coptic Apothegmata Patrum) and, more recently, Sizgorich 2004, 29, and Bursi 2016,
2018. The story of the “opening of Muhammad’s breast” is often thought to merely be the exegetical
expansion of Q. Sharh 94 in the sirah literature (see Rubin 1995, 59-75 for an overview of the many,
and often widely divergent, versions of the story), but Horovitz 1919, 170, already noted how the Coptic
Life of Onnophrius by Paphnutius (fl. 370) recounts a very similar tale about a vision of a desert hermit
named Timothy who speaks of how God removed the burden of sin laid upon him. Timothy recounts
the experience (Vivian 1993, 149-50, § 8):

Now I looked and saw a man radiant with glory standing beside me. . .. He stretched out his
hand over me, with his fingers joined together, and he cut open my side with a knife. He brought
out my liver and showed me the wounds in it. He healed them and bound them up and put my
liver back in its place again, and he smoothed over the spot with his hands and rejoined the
place which he had cut apart. He said to me, “See, you are healed. Do not sin again so that no
worse evil will happen to you?”

Horovitz 1919, 170, also cites a similar episode from the life of Zoroaster in the Wizidagha of the
late-ninth-century Zoroastrian priest Zadspram; however, this account is post-Islamic and, therefore,
perhaps influenced by the sirah account. Likewise, Muhammad’s willingness to ponder suicide after
his initial experience of revelation, until Gabriel consoles him (cf. Rubin 1995, 113fF.), closely mirrors
the story of the protagonist of the Nag Hammadi apocalypse Zostrianos, who similarly ponders suicide
until consoled by an angel; see Burns 2013, 30-32. Lastly, the famous story of how a camel selected the
location of the Prophet’s home in Medina (Ma'mar, Expeditions, 126-27, § 12.9.3; cf. Halm 2008, 263ft.)
likewise mirrors Coptic accounts of how a camel chose the spot for the grave and martyrium of St.
Menas (285-309 C.E.); see Davis 2001, 122. This handful of examples, I imagine, could be expanded by
an intrepid researcher.

35. Efthymiadis 2011a, 1.
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associated with holy figures that profoundly shaped the contours of the sirah-
maghazi literature of the early Islamic period, especially insofar as the sirah-
maghazi literature vied and competed with Christian hagiography.*®

In a basic sense, one can locate the imprint of hagiography in the most essential
assumptions undergirding the igra’ narrative: the sheer possibility of holy per-
sons seeing visions of angels in their dreams that provide them with authoritative
and/or inspired texts. To overlook how such rudimentary assumptions are deeply
rooted in late antique hagiography is to overlook an essential feature of the early
narratives of the sirah-maghazi literature. For example, consider the following
story about a fourth-century Egyptian monk named Pachomius, recorded in the
Lausiac History of Palladius of Gallatia (d. before 431 c.E.):

One time when [Pachomius] was sitting in his cave an angel appeared to him and
told him: “So far as you are concerned, you conduct your life perfectly. It is in vain
for you to continue sitting in your cave! Come now, leave this place, and go out, and
call the young monks together with them. Rule them by the model that I am now
giving you” And the angel gave him a bronze tablet on which [the following rule]
was engraved . . .7

The rule the angel disclosed to Pachomius from the bronze tablet laid the ground-
work for the foundation of a new monastic community. Hagiographically speak-
ing, the bronze tablet presented to Pachomius is the functional equivalent of the
silk scroll Gabriel presents to Muhammad in the cave atop Mount Hira’: both texts
are received through preternatural visions and convey a revealed, divine discourse
around which a new community of faith coalesces.

Late antique hagiography, therefore, must be regarded as having set a baseline
of expectations that shaped how early Muslims conceived of how God’s plan for
humanity unfolded itself in history and the role of holy persons in the providential
plan for humankind. In their seminal narratives, the early purveyors of the sirah-
maghazi tradition thus strove to depict Muhammad as the ultimate holy person
and the very pinnacle of monotheistic prophecy. All the same, the question of the
interrelationship between the igra’ narrative and Caedmon’ call is quite another
thing altogether. Did late antique hagiography provide a fixed model, or an iden-
tifiable narrative template, shared by both the igra’ narrative and Ceedmon’s call
that might account for their profound commonalities?

A compelling example of how hagiography might have provided the narrative
substrate for both the igra ' narrative and Caedmon’s call appears in the hagiographi-
cal vita of Romanos the Melodist (490-556 C.E.), a Syrian monk born in Homs

36. Cf. Stroumsa 2015, 189ff., and Cameron 2015 on how scholars of early Islam and scholars of
Patristics might benefit from one another’s expertise.
37. Cited in Muehlberger 2015, 129.
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(formerly Emessa; Ar. Hims) who invented and composed the renowned hymns of
the Greek hymnographical tradition called the kontakia, named for the rod (k6vtaf)
around which a scroll of hymns was wound. Tilman Nagel notes the potential value
of comparative analyses of the kontakia of Romanos and the Qur’an,” but even more
intriguing for our purposes is the story of how Romanos became “the Melodist” and
acquired his gift for composing these Greeks hymns. The hagiographical accounts of
Romanos offers some extraordinary parallels with Caedmon’s call and the igra’ nar-
rative. One of the earliest versions of the story reads as follows:

The venerable Romanos was from [Homs in] Syria and became a deacon of the holy
church of Beirut. Arriving in Constantinople in the reign of the emperor Anastasius
[r. 491-518 C.E.], Romanos went and settled in the Church of the Most Holy Theotokos
[Virgin Mary] in the Kyrou district, where he received the gift [chdrisma] of the konta-
kia. In piety he would celebrate and pass the night, praying during the vigil at the
[Church of the Theotokos] of Blachernae, before returning to Kyrou. Then one of these
nights, the most holy Theotokos appeared to him while he was asleep and gave him a
paper scroll and said, “Take this scroll [chdrtén] and eat it” [cf. Ezekiel 3:1-6]. It seems
that the saint opened his mouth and swallowed the paper. Now it was the festival of
Christ’s Nativity [Christmas Eve]. And immediately awakening from his sleep, Romanos
was astonished and glorified God. Thereupon he mounted the ambo [pulpit] and began
to chant, “Today the Virgin gives birth to him who is above all being!” He also com-
posed nearly one thousand kontakia for other festivals before departing for the Lord.”

The above account comes from the Menologion (church service book) of the Byz-
antine emperor Basil II, compiled around 1000 C.E.; the account thus considerably
postdates Bede’s Historia and Ibn Ishaq’s Maghazi. There is no extant hagiography
of Romanos from earlier than the tenth century c.E. All we have are abridged
accounts—each a metaphrasis, or “rewriting”—that date from an age in which
hagiographical and matyrological corpora were redacted and incorporated into
authoritative large compendia; hence, the story’s actual provenance harkens back
to an account composed centuries earlier.*’

The fact that the story of how Romanos the Melodist came to compose the
kontakia might be considerably earlier makes it tantalizing to speculate that per-
haps the story of Romanos’s call lies behind the accounts of Caedmonss call as well
as Muhammad’s. On the one hand, it is certainly easier to imagine Bede’s motiva-
tions for relying on a story of how the famed hymnographer Romanos came to
compose his Greek kontakia as a model for his story about how Ceedmon came to
compose English hymns than it is to divine why Bede, who otherwise knew little

38. Nagel 2008, 15254, 195.

39. Translation adapted from Krueger 2004, 189; supplemented with information from the texts
collected and collated in Matons 1977, 161-63. Cf. Arenzten 2017, 1ff.

40. Efthymiadis 2011b, 129.
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or nothing of Islam, would appropriate a “Saracen™ tale for that purpose. Further-
more, the story of Romanos has some details in common with the igra " narrative
that do not appear in the story of Ceedmon’s call. Romanos’s vision takes place
during an all-night vigil (mavvvyic), a common ritual practice in the Christian East
that was often keyed to the liturgical calendar (Romanos’s vision notably occurs
on Christmas Eve, Muhammad’s during Ramadan, on a night later determined to
be “the night of power [laylat al-qadr]”); and subsequently, Romanos’s kontakia
formed an integral part of this nocturnal worship in late antique ecclesiastical ritu-
al. Romanos’s night vigil closely mirrors Muhammad’s practice on Mount Hira’
of al-tahannuth—glossed by both Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri and Ibn Ishaq as worshipful
night vigils (al-ta ‘abbudu al-layaliya dhawat al- ‘adad)—which occasions Gabri-
el’s appearance to him in his dream. Moreover, that Muhammad, like Romanos,
receives his dream-cum-vision in his sleep, finds echoes in the hagiographic depic-
tions of the visions received by late antique monastics during their nightly vigils.
Cadmon also receives his vision at night in his sleep, but the context for the expe-
rience is prosaic rather than ascetic like the visions of Romanos and Muhammad.
Hagiographers were keen to distinguish the “true visions” of these holy men from
the demonic phantasia believed to afflict vulnerable sleepers.*? Khadijah performs
this task in al-Zuhrf’s and Ibn Ishag’s narratives when she assures Muhammad that
he has not been duped by a malevolent spirit.

Key features shared by the story of Ceedmon’s call and the igra’ narrative are,
however, absent in the story of Romanos, making it less likely—at least given the
present state of the evidence—that this lies behind them. For instance, the biblical
archetype that features in the story of Romanos is Ezekiel 3:1-6; whereas in Ceed-
monss call and the igra’ narrative the biblical archetype is Isaiah 29:10-12 and 40: 6.
Also absent in the surviving version of Romanos’s dream is the tripartite structure
of the dream-cum-vision shared by Ceedmon’s call and the igra " narrative. Hence,
while it is true that all these tropes and motifs are common enough in biblical, par-
ascriptural, and hagiographical sources, the peculiar constellation of these motifs
and tropes and their precise alignment in both accounts point to a direct relation
between the stories of Ceedmon and Muhammad, however conceived. Even if the
dynamic environment of late antique hagiographic storytelling facilitates these
correspondences, it cannot explain them entirely.*

41. Frank 2006, 61-63. On the importance of the night vigil to monastics of the Palestinian and
Syrian deserts that abut Arabia, see Patrich 1995, 233ff.

42. Kronung 2014, 45-46; cf. examples from Syriac hagiography in Fiey 2004, 55-56 (§ 88), 132
(§ 285), and of Shenoute of Atripe discussed in Emmel 2004, 160-61 and n. 25 thereto.

43. Cf. Klaus von See 1983, 231: “Keine der vielen Parallelen, die man bisher zu Cedmons Vision
glaubte vorbringen zu kénnen, zeigt auch nur im entfernesten ein solche Ahnlichkeit wie Muhammeds
Vision?”
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MECHANISMS OF NARRATIVE INFLUENCE

Shoemaker’s second objection to Schoeler’s thesis poses the most daunting diffi-
culty: How could the igra’ narrative have travelled so far and so quickly as to
influence Bede’s story of Ceedmon’s call? In order to have influenced the story of
Ceedmon’s call, the igra’ narrative must have crossed not merely a formidable dis-
tance but confessional and linguistic barriers as well. This seems inherently
implausible, but other, near-contemporary examples suggest otherwise.

Stories have an incredible capacity for leaping over linguistic barriers and
traveling across imposing swathes of geography—and even doing so swiftly. Per-
haps our best documented example from Late Antiquity is the remarkable spread
of the so-called Sleepers of Ephesus legend about Christian youths who hide and
fall asleep in a cave while fleeing Roman persecution only to awake a century later
to find that the Christian message has spread and their pagan persecutors have
long since perished. Our earliest testimonies to the legend are written in Syriac—
the story is recounted in the metrical homilies of Jacob of Serug (ca. 451-521 C.E.)
and the ecclesiastical histories of Ps.-Zacharias of Mytilene (d. after 569) and John
of Ephesus (ca. 507-88)*'—but one finds the tale in a Latin version circulating
in western Europe and even in a Sogdian version that spread in Central Asia as
far East as Turfan before the close of the sixth century. By the early seventh cen-
tury, the story enters the Qur’an (Kahf 18:9-22), taking on new life and perennial
importance in the Arabo-Islamic tradition.* Of all these aforementioned sources,
only the early Latin version—the Passio sanctorum martyrum septum dormen-
tium by the Gallo-Roman historian and bishop Gregory of Tours (538-94 C.E.)—
directly mentions the source of story. At the end of one of his versions of it, Gre-
gory notes that he rendered the tale into Latin aided by “the interpretation of John
the Syrian*¢ Gregory clearly heard the story from a man from the East.

That the Sleepers of Ephesus traversed such distances so quickly certainly owes
much to the vast, interconnected networks of Christian communities in Late
Antiquity. What Shoemaker really found implausible and resisted, in my view, was
the proposition that the igra’ narrative could come into contact with Bede and
thus influence his account of Caedmon’s call in the absence of these confessional
networks—when compounded by geographical distance, the confessional bound-

44. Witakowski 2011. An English translation of Jacob of Serug’s hymn can be found in Brock 2007.
If the thesis of van Esbroeck 1994 is correct, the earliest attestation of the legend is found in a fifth-
century Syriac manuscript held in Saint Petersburg, Russia.

45. On the Christian background to the versions of the tale found in the Qur’an and hadith lit-
erature, see Griffith 2008.

46. McDermott 1975, 206; cf. van Dam 2004, 88. The Sogdian version, too, relied on a Syriac Vor-
lage, as noted in Sims-Williams 1985, 154-57.



MUHAMMAD AND CEDMON 223

aries would seem too high after the Islamic conquests. However, the confessional
boundaries were likely not as impenetrable as one might imagine.

An important witness to this fact comes from the writings of the Christian theo-
logian John Damascene (d. ca. 750 C.E.), the last of the so-called church fathers
and a man who famously descended from a powerful family of Christian impe-
rial scribes who served in the upper echelons of administrative bureaucracy of the
Umayyad caliphs until its Arabicization beginning in the early eighth century. In
John Damascene’s discussions of the “Heresy of the Ishmaelites” in his De Heresi-
bus, John reports questioning Muslims, “How did the scripture come down to your
prophet?” Their alleged response to John is intriguing. His Muslim interlocutors
claimed that the scripture had been revealed to Muhammad, “while he was asleep
[kowdtan]” Ever the polemicist, John Damascene mocks this assertion, claiming
that Muhammad therefore “did not have a full sense of this event taking place”
John’s is a rather ironic polemic for him to voice—subsequent hagiographic tradi-
tions about his life claim that he himself received a mandate to write treatises and
hymns from a dream of the Virgin Mary."” Polemics aside, the important point is
that John Damascene incidentally reveals that his knowledge of Islam goes beyond
his much-vaunted knowledge of the Qur’an and early Muslim religiosity. That John
knows that Muhammad received the Qur’an while asleep demonstrates that he had
knowledge—however slightly—of the sirah-maghazi tradition itself, for the idea
that Muhammad received a revelation in his sleep does not feature in the Qur’an.*
That John, writing in late Umayyad Syria, already knows of this tradition adds fur-
ther proof that the story of Muhammad’s “true vision” (al-ru’ya al-sadiqah) cir-
culated outside the Hijaz and was not the concoction of Ibn Ishaq. Moreover, to
make such an exchange possible, one must surmise that the articulation of Muslim
prophetology and its foundational narratives flourished in Umayyad Syria quite

47. Sahas 1972, 134-35. On the hagiographical traditions about John Damascene’s vision, see
Louth 2002, 17ff.; Rochow 2007; Anthony 2015, 623-24.

48. However, in Q. Anbiya’ 21: 5 (cf. Yasuf 12:44), Muhammad’s enemies dismiss the revelation as
“muddled dreams” (aghdath ahlam). Cf. the discussion of John’s knowledge of Muhammad’s marriage
to Zaynab bint Jahsh in Gorke 2018, 50-51. A Melkite theologian of the following generation, Theodore
Abu Qurrah (d. after 829 C.E.), cites “the account . . . entitled The Forgiveness of ‘A’ishah [ovyyvaun
Tiig Atooa]” to show that Muhammad had been a demoniac:

She was Muhammad’s wife. Once, when there were suspicions that she had committed adultery, he
banished her to her parents’ house. A few days later, when he was sitting with them, he fell to the
ground in a demonic trance and began to writhe about in such a way that those passing by said that
a weighty oracle had been revealed to him. After a bit, he regained his senses and was asked what
he had seen. He answered, “The forgiveness of Aisha was revealed to me” On the grounds that he
had been assured by an angel that she was innocent of what was suspected, he received her back
again. (Theodore, Opusculum 20, ed. Glei and Khoury 1995, 100; trans. Lamoureaux 2005, 225)

A version of the story of al-ZuhrTs hadith al-ifk (The Story of the Slander) is readily recognizable here.
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early in the eighth century, and perhaps even as early as the late seventh century
c.E.” Furthermore, one must hold that the efflorescence of this tradition at the time
was so robust and vibrant that it literally overflowed the carefully circumscribed
boundaries of communal identity. In other words, the sirah-maghazi traditions did
not merely assimilate the “sectarian milieu” of early Islamic Syria, they also stirred
the sectarian pot by contributing their own narratives and introducing ingredients
from early Islamic kerygma.

John Damascene’s comments about Muhammad’s dream emerge from inter-
religious polemics, however, whereas Bede’s story of Ceedmonss call shows no trace
of polemic. Indeed, while Bede certainly knows a great deal about the presence
of Muslim armies in Europe and the success of their conquests in the seventh
and eighth centuries, he does not actually write about these armies as “Muslim”
at all. Islam plays little, if any, role at all in his accounts of the conquests achieved
by the peoples he refers to as “Saracens” and “Ishmaelites,” and he never men-
tions Muhammad or the Qur’an. He views these conquering peoples through
the lens of the ethnic stereotypes and biblical archetypes that he had learned and
acquired from patristic authorities.” These observations make the apparent rela-
tionship between the igra narrative and Ceedmons calls all the more remarkable.
From whom could Bede have heard the story and in what form? How is it that he
regarded the tale as worthy of emulation or indeed anything other than a menda-
cious fiction to be scorned? Given the scant knowledge of Islam displayed in Bede’s
works, one cannot even go so far as to suppose that he knew the story was that of
a “Saracen” prophet when he first heard it, nor can one presume that he offered
Ceedmon’s story as an irenic gesture towards Islam. Hence, Bede's case is in no way
comparable to that of the Syriac-speaking monk of Bét Halé who, in audience with
an Umayyad emir, pronounced Muhammad to be “a wise, god-fearing man who
delivered you from the worship of demons and brought you knowledge of the One
True God" All the same, that Bede did not dismiss the tale as the ravings of a
demoniac or heresiarch is also significant. If truly modeled on the igra " narrative,
then the story of Ceedmon’s call is certainly a far cry, for example, from the mor-
dant reception of the story of Muhammad’s call found in the Istoria de Mahomet
that Eulogius of Cérdoba unearthed from the tomes owned by the monastery of
Leyre (Navarra) in 850 c.E. In Eulogius’s version, the igra’ narrative is transmogri-
fied into the tale of a false Gabriel who comes to deceive an accursed Saracen in
the form of a diabolical golden-beaked vulture.”

49. Cf. the tradition of al-Zuhri in Bayhaqi, Dala il, 2: 139, where he transmits the iqra narrative
on the authority of a scholar he met in Damascus.

50. Scarfe Beckett 2003, 123-39.

51. Taylor 2015, 223 (§ 32).

52. Wolf 1990, 90, 98.
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FIGURE 14. Gold imitation dinar of
Offa, kingdom of Mercia, England,
773-96 C.E. Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)
license. © Trustees of the British Museum.

If imitation did take place, under what conditions could it have taken place? A
fruitful corollary to the hypothetical fate of the igra ' narrative in Anglo-Saxon Eng-
land might be found in the famous “pseudo-Kufic” mancus of King Offa minted
for the kingdom of Mercia around 773-96 c.E. (fig. 14). Though a step removed
from the original archetype—namely, dinars minted by the Abbasid caliph Aba
Ja‘far al-Mansir—the Offa dinar nonetheless serves as indelible testimony to the
broader economic exchange between Anglo-Saxon England and the Islamic polity,
and, furthermore, of the reach of the latter’s rising cultural prestige. Islamic coins
had entered Europe in substantial numbers and even reached as far as the British
Isles as early as the reign of the Umayyad caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, dinars
of whose dating from as early as 724-43 C.E. have turned up on the Sussex shore.*
As Sherif Anwar and Jere Bacharach argue, the Offa dinar provides a striking
example of “prestigious imitation”—by imitating the self-representational forms
of the Islamic polity, Offa sought to produce a gold mancus that could share in
the cultural prestige of the ascendant Islamic polity.> Bede’s use of the scaffolding
of Ibn Ishaq’s igra’ narrative for relating the call of Ceedmon might be conceived
of as yet another example of such Anglo-Saxon “prestigious imitation” of cultural
artifacts from the East, even if the exact form of the narrative available to Bede
remains essentially unknown to us.

Von See himself reckoned the transmission of the igra " narrative to have taken
place between 726 and 730 C.E. when there was a brief lull in the fighting between
Christian forces and the Muslims based in Iberia.” Schoeler postulates that the
“qissah version” of the iqra’ narrative, on which Bede’s Ceedmon seems to have
been modeled, reached Northumbria by way of pious storytellers who crossed the
Straits of Gibraltar with the Muslim armies,*® which strikes me as farfetched given
that Bede himself speaks of obtaining knowledge of “the East” and the affairs of
the Saracen armies. The possible means of transmission, about which one can only

53. McCormick 2002, 344-51, 822 (A 16).

54. Anwar and Bachararch 2010-11.

55. [Klaus von] See 1983, 232.

56. Schoeler 2011, 63, 78; cf. his expansion thereon in Gorke, Motzki, and Schoeler 2012, 32.
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speculate, are manifold rather than singular.”” The transmission of “soft” materials
such as the igra " narrative is less difficult to imagine given the “hard” material evi-
dence for the transmission of physical objects. Bede himself speaks of owning and
requesting such Eastern luxuries as pepper and incense—the Eastern Mediterra-
nean, though incredibly distant, was not unimaginably so.”® Although the means
postulated by von See and Schoeler are unconvincing, their periodization is still
plausible enough. The assumption that such a transmission of the igra’ narrative
to Anglo-Saxon England had to have transpired in a time of peace is superflu-
ous, as attested by pilgrimage traffic from the West to Palestine that continued
throughout the Islamic period. The Anglo-Saxon nun Hugeburc’s Vita Willibaldi
provides an excellent example of this, recounting in compelling detail the experi-
ences in Syria around 723-27 c.E of the Anglo-Saxon pilgrim St. Willibald and his
party—precious testimony to both Anglo-Saxon pilgrims in late Umayyad Syria
and the vicissitudes of Mediterranean travel in the early eighth century.”

After Willibald completed his journey to the East, he and his fellow pilgrims
stayed a long while in Umayyad Syria, where they alighted at numerous shrines,
churches, monasteries, and pilgrimage sites and even traded and smuggled contra-
band from Jerusalem, such as precious balsam. Some of the most interesting details
come in the narratives of what happened to Willibald’s band of pilgrims after they
had entered Syria via the port of Tartus (Latin Antarados; Ar. Antartas/Tartus)
and proceeded to travel on foot to Homs. There, according to Hugeburc, the “hea-
then Saracens” suspected them to be spies and arrested them. They were first taken
before an elderly gentleman for interrogation:

So the old gentleman asked them from where they came and what kind of business
they [had] been sent to do. They replied by telling him the exact reason for their
whole journey. . .. Then the old gentleman answered as follows, “I have often seen
men coming from those parts of the world, fellow-countrymen of theirs; they cause
no mischief and are merely anxious to fulfil their law.”*

What is striking about this passage is that, while clearly these Anglo-Saxon pil-
grims were a curiosity, they were not totally alien; the elder recognizes their pres-
ence in the land as benign, even entirely conventional. Yet despite the elder’s reas-
surances and his testimony that he had “often seen men from those parts of the
world,” the pilgrims remained under suspicion by the local authorities, who
returned them to the local prison, where, according to Hugeburc’s account, they
were nonetheless treated kindly thanks to the generosity of a local merchant. The

57. See, e.g., the extensive documentation of Mediterranean communications in the period in
McCormick 2002, 852ft.

58. Scarfe Beckett 2003, 61.

59. McCormick 2002, 129-36.

60. Wilkinson 2001, 236.



MUHAMMAD AND CEDMON 227

pilgrims languished for some time in prison but finally obtained their freedom
thanks to the intervention of another Westerner—this time their advocate is a
Spaniard who has heard of their plight. The Spaniard intervenes with the Saracen
king himself (named “Myrmumni” in Hugeburc’s account, a name obviously
derived from the Arabic amir al-mu’minin, Commander of the Faithful) by
appealing to his brother, a eunuch who served at the court. With the testimony of
both the Spaniard and the captain of their ship from Cyprus, the pilgrims at last
obtained their freedom to move freely about and to complete their pilgrimage.*

Yet, how typical is the story of Willibald? Michael McCormick has documented
that travel and communications across the Mediterranean—whether by Western-
ers headed east or even Easterners headed west—remained far more robust dur-
ing the transition from Late Antiquity to the early Islamic period than previously
imagined. Though incomplete and partial, the historical record offers us impres-
sive numbers. Relying merely on the evidence of epitaphs, Mark Handley has
adduced hundreds of long-distance travelers who dared to traverse the Mediterra-
nean as pilgrims, traders, envoys, and the like to foreign shores.** Albeit frequently
arduous and full of its share of dangers, travel between Europe and the Eastern
Mediterranean continued despite the disruptions of Islamic conquests. As McCor-
mick has noted, a careful audit of the evidence for long-distance communications
“yields a rich harvest of people on the move . .. around the Mediterranean in an
era when movements there are thought to be few and far between

Hence, the arguments against the plausibility of the igra’ narrative traveling (in
whatever form) as far as Bede’s Northumbria are not as fatal as Shoemaker pre-
sumes. Though Willibald himself chose not to return to England after his journey
to Syria and Palestine, deciding rather to serve the bishopric of Eichstitt from 741
to 787 C.E., many of his fellow pilgrims who made the journey at this and other
times during the Umayyad period certainly did return—the mere movements
of Willibald and his fellow pilgrims related in Hugeburc’s account and the infra-
structure and conveyances they relied upon and assumed to be present and read-
ily exploitable by travelers, traders, and pilgrims at large indicate the existence of
reliable, functioning networks of commerce and exchange, not ad hoc accom-
modations.** Bede himself knew of many of the adventures and tribulations of
Anglo-Saxon pilgrims; although he seems not to have had knowledge of Willibald’s

61. Ibid., 237-39.

62. Handley 2011, 63-97. Handley notes that judging on the data from epitaphs alone, it seems
that the seventh century saw the sharpest decline in travel after a high point in the fifth; however, he
also cautions that this corresponds with a decline in Christian epigraphy itself and, hence, might not
be indicative of an absolute decline in travel and commerce, inasmuch as the quantity of evidence from
the seventh century closely mirrors that of the fourth (ibid., 103-5).

63. McCormick 2002, 270.

64. Ibid., 272.
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pilgrimage, he directly relied on the account of the pilgrim Arculf’s journey to
Umayyad Jerusalem from Gaul in 679-82 C.E. in a work by Adomnadn, abbot of
Iona, titled De locis sanctis (“On Holy Places”).® Certainly, Bede’s account of Ceed-
mon’s call suggests that a number of these pilgrims, or travelers of sundry types
on similar routes, could have brought back with them stories from their travels
considered by them to be strange curiosities, but which have now become quite
familiar to us.

THE IQRA’ NARRATIVE—EARLY,
BUT NOT HISTORICAL

For all the impressive evidence for its early date and its extraordinary dissemina-
tion, the igra’ narrative is not likely to be an accurate historical account of
Muhammad’s earliest experiences of revelation. Certain details of the igra’ narra-
tive do find historical warrant from the Qur’an itself, inasmuch as the Arabic
scripture testifies that revelation came to Muhammad during the month Ramadan
(Q. Baqarah 2:18s, fi shahri ramadana ‘lladhi unzila fihi ‘I-qur an),*® and at night
(Q. Dukhan 44:3, laylah mubarakah; Qadr 97:1, laylat al-qadr), and that numinous
visions accompanied the prophetic revelation (Q. Najm 53:1-18; Takwir 81:19-
26).% But historians should resist such scriptural proof-texting. Our reading of
the commonalities between Cadmon’s call and the igra’ narrative against the
backdrop of the intellectual and religious world of late antiquity strongly suggest
that other dynamics are at play. Rather than functioning as a record of Muhammad’s
first prophetic experiences, or even a historically accurate attestation to the
authentic past, the igra’ narrative first and foremost must be read as a literary
artifact of its age, which conveys how early Muslims wished to imagine Muhammad
and how they relied on their image of him to articulate the meaning of prophecy
and divine guidance for human affairs, a cultural memory synthesized and con-
structed from an array of literary forms current in the historical landscape of Late
Antiquity.

All the same, insofar as the Qur’an features in the story, the igra’ narrative also
posits an exegetical historicization of the Qur’an by making explicit claims about

65. Scarfe Bekett 2003, 44. The historicity of Adomnan’s account of the pilgrimage of Arculf has
encountered vigorous challenges in recent scholarship. For a recent attempt to answer the skeptics, see
Hoyland and Waidler 2014. Nees 2016, 43-47, has sought to reinstate the skeptical view of the historicity
of Arculf’s pilgrimage, while simultaneously affirming that Adomnan’s information on Jerusalem must
actually derive from pilgrims and travelers of the seventh century.

66. Note, however, the traditions that state that Muhammad received his commission to prophet-
hood in the month of Rajab in Kister 1971, 197.

67. Paret 1957, 48-50; cf. Sinai 2011b and 2012.
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which verses of the Qur’an were the first to be revealed.®® According to the
igra’ narrative, the opening verses of Q. ‘Alaq 96 were the first to be revealed to
Muhammad and, therefore, offer the earliest historical window into the qur’anic
corpus. How should we evaluate the historical claims of the narrative with respect
to the chronology of the qur anic revelation? The preceding analysis suggests that
the claims of the igra " narrative should not be trusted. Indeed, modern scholars of
qur’anic studies—beginning with Harris Birkeland and culminating most recently
(and systematically) in the analyses of Angelika Neuwirth®—have rejected in no
uncertain terms the claim of the igra’ narrative that Q. ‘Alaq 96 represents the
qur’anic revelation at its earliest, most primordial form. A formal and structural
analysis of al-‘Alaq reveals that the sirah, “with its hymnical introduction (vv.
1-5), its polemical middle section (vv. 6-18), and its concluding consolation of the
messenger (V. 19) . .. seems to anticipate the multipartite structure . .. so charac-
teristic of middle and late Meccan texts””® Hence, although Meccan and thus early,
the stirah does not exhibit the simpler structure and thematic elements of the earli-
est Meccan siirahs; it must belong, therefore, to a later stage of the Meccan Qur an.
The ‘deep Qur’an’—the oldest textual stratum of the text—lies elsewhere, not in
the opening verses of al-"Alaq.

The igra’ narrative provides modern historians with a window into how early
the sirah-maghazi traditions began to coalesce under the Zubayrids and Umayy-
ads, but it is also a textbook example of how even the earliest traditions can have
few and/or dubious claims of historical reliability. What insights historians might
gain into Muhammad’s earliest prophetic experiences must be drawn from the
early Meccan stirahs, whose chronological priority must be ascertained, as Neu-
wirth and Nicolai Sinai have demonstrated, on the basis of internal textual criteria,
and hence through a formal and structural analysis of qur’anic sirahs, rather than
their historicization as found in the early sirah-maghazi literature.

This observation leads us to the final, salient point: the sirah-maghazi literature
should neither be understood as merely arising from historicizing exegesis of the

68. Bobzin 1999, 26-36. The possibility that versions of the igra’ narrative without such exegetical
tendencies may have indeed existed must still be entertained. Uri Rubin raised the possibility of such
a “non-exegetical” tradition in his review of Schoeler’s monograph by citing a tradition of Hisham
ibn ‘Urwah that does not seem to draw on Q. ‘Alaq 96. Rubin’s comments led Schoeler in the English
translation of his German monograph to refine some of his conclusions about the igra narrative in
its pre-Zuhri phase and its relationship with ‘Alaq saying that “we have to admit that we (still) cannot
prove that Hisam [ibn ‘Urwah and his narrative of Muhammad’s call] regarded sirah 96:1-15 as the
initial revelation” (Schoeler 2011, 118).

69. Birkeland 1956; Neuwirth 2010, 407ff., and 2011, 275-76. Hichem Djait 2014, 1:31-49, has
arrived at a similar conclusion and rejected the historicity of the igra’ narrative, albeit on different
grounds; cf. Sinai 2011a.

70. Sinai 2008, 152.
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Qur’an nor as arising sui generis as a closed, self-sustaining textual universe that
curates the earliest memories of Muhammad’s followers. Rather, a panorama of
factors is at play in its conception. Scriptural, parascriptural, and hagiographic
discourses as well as the Qur’an and its exegesis all had an indispensable role to
play in the cauldron of early Islamic historical narrative and were key ingredients
in the distinctive brew of kerygmatic discourse that shaped how subsequent gen-
erations came to imagine and construe their images of the Prophet Muhammad.
Tracing these ingredients, ascertaining their points of convergence with other tra-
ditions, and recovering their broader transmission and reception remains in large
part a major task and mandate of historical research into early traditions about
Muhammad.

EXCURSUS: ALTERNATIVE ACCOUNTS OF
MUHAMMAD’S FIRST REVELATION

The iqra’ narrative remains the most widespread account of Muhammad’s first
revelation; however, it is not by any means the only account of Muhammad’s first
revelatory experience. Had al-Zuhri (or perhaps ‘Urwah) not co-opted the famous
story by Mecca’s renowned gass ‘Ubayd ibn ‘Umayr al-Laythi, this particular story
might have been yet another obscure hadith scarcely known outside the Islamic
tradition. Numerous additional accounts posit a more gradual experience and
realization of prophethood for Muhammad that does not initially come with an
abrupt delivery of the divine revelation by the angel Gabriel. Gradualist accounts
of Muhammad’s experience of prophecy often entail anecdotes that were sup-
pressed for theological reasons: anecdotes in which the archangels Gabriel and
Michael chastise Muhammad for touching an idol or sacrificing an animal to idols
during his youth.” According to an Iraqi tradition, before receiving his first rev-
elations from Gabriel, “[the archangel] Michael was entrusted with looking after
the Messenger of God when he was forty-years-old, for three years he learned the
ways of prophecy [asbab al-nubuwwah]”’* Notable as well is how many of these
gradualist accounts place Muhammad’s first revelatory experience at al-Ajyad
while he is busy tending flocks as a shepherd. These accounts are not more his-
torical than the iqra’ narrative; they are simply different. They seem, rather, to

71. Rubin 1995, 81-83.

72. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 3: 599 (citing al-Sha‘bi); cf. Kulayni, Kafi, 1:176. In another ver-
sion, the name of the angel to precede Gabriel is Israfil rather than Michael. See Bayhaqi, Dala il, 2:
132, “Israfil was bound to his prophethood for three years and would teach [Muhammad] the Word
and anything [?] while the Qur’an has not yet been revealed” Cf. Ya‘qabi, Tarikh, ed. Houtsma, 2: 22.
Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Waqidi (d. 207/823) denies the story as an Iraqi invention rejected by the
Medinan scholars and their specialists in the sirah ( ‘ulama uhum wa-ahl al-sirah minhum); see Ibn
Sa‘d (Beirut), 1: 191.
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model Muhammad’s first prophetic experiences on biblical accounts of Moses’s
encounter with the burning bush while tending Jethro’s sheep in Exodus 3.

1. A version attributed to Musa ibn ‘Uqgbah, ostensibly from his Kitab al-Maghazi
(from Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 260):

Masa ibn ‘Ugbah said: Ibn Shihab [al-Zuhri] said:

According to what has reached us, the first vision [the Prophet] saw [awwal ma
ra’a] was as follows: God gave him a vision while asleep [arahu ruya fi I-manam].
That greatly troubled him, so the Messenger of God related [the vision] to his wife
Khadijah bint Khuwaylid. Now God had protected her from disbelief and opened
her heart to faith, so she said, “Rejoice, for God has something good in store for
you!”

He then parted company from her only to return later, whereupon he told her
that he had a vision of his abdomen split open, then purified and washed clean,
and then returned to its prior state. She said, “By God, this is a good thing, so
rejoice!”

Then while he was at the heights of Mecca Gabriel made himself known to
him and sat him upon a noble and wondrous sitting place [majlis karim mu fib].
The Prophet would say, “He sat me on a carpet shaped like a tapestry of ruby and
pearl” He gave him good tidings that God had chosen him to be His messenger
so that the Prophet was put at ease. Gabriel then said to him, “Read [igra']!” And
he said, “How shall I read [kayfa aqra 'u]?” He said, “Read in the name of your
Lord, Who did create| Did create Humanity from coagulate| Recite for your Lord
is Magnanimous| Who through the use of the calamus | Has taught Humanity that
of which it was ignorant!””

2. A Kafan tradition of Abti Ishaq al-Sabi'1 (d. 127/145)™ attributed to AbG Maysarah
‘Amr ibn Shurahbil al-Hamdani (d. ca. 63/682) (Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 132-33):

73. Cf. two versions that attribute the tradition to al-Zuhri but do not mention Masa ibn ‘Ugbah:
Kafi, Managqib, 29ff., and Bayhaqj, Dala il, 2: 142ff. (related on the authority of Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab).
Abu Bishr al-Dalabi (d. 310/922) also records two very similar stories; however, the first is attributed to
‘Abdallah ibn Abi Bakr ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Amr ibn Hazm (Dalabi, Dhuriyyah, 32) and the second
to Ibn ‘Abbas (ibid., 33). Cf. Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 63: 7-9, 181F.

74. Samuk incorrectly adduced this tradition as having been transmitted on the authority of Ibn
Ishag; however, the intermediary authority is, rather, Aba Ishaq al-Sabi‘l. See Samuk 1978, 56-60,
where he consistently misread [ s2d)] 3lasl ol as Glaw) o). Yanus ibn Bukayr, Maghazi, 132-33>Bayhaq,
Dala’il, 2:158-59> Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashg, 63: 7. The text in Bayhaqi's Dala il is a better attestation to the
text of Yanus’s recension than the printed edition based on the Fez manuscript. Cf. also the versions in
Ibn Abi Shaybah, Musannaf, 13: 205-6; Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 259; Baladhuri, Ansab, 1 (1): 260-62.
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Ytinus [ibn Bukayr] related to us from Yainus ibn ‘Amr, [from his father,]” from
‘Amr ibn Shurahbil:

The Messenger of God said to Khadijah, “Whenever I am alone by myself I hear
a voice call out [asma ‘u nida an], and I fear that this could be a bad sign””

“God forbid!” Khadijah replied, “God would not do such a thing to you, for you
are a faithful steward of all that is entrusted to you. You honor the bonds of kin-
ship, and you speak only what is true”

When Abt Bakr came to visit—and Muhammad was not yet the Messenger
of God—Khadijah related to him his story and said, “"Atiq [ = Aba Bakr], go
with Muhammad to Waraqah [ibn Nawfal, for he’s a man who reads the scriptures
(yagra'u l-kutub) so he can tell him what he heard]!””” When the Messenger of
God entered, Abu Bakr took him by the hand and said, “Let’s go to see Waraqah?”
“Who told you what happened?” [the Prophet] asked. “Khadijah,” he answered,
and the two men went to [Waraqah], and they told him the story.

[The Prophet] said, “When I was alone by myself I heard a voice call out from
behind me: ‘Muhammad! Muhammad!” [cf. Exod. 3:4]. Then I left fleeing across
the earth” [Waraqah] said to him, “Do not do that when he comes to you. Rather,
stay in place so that you can hear what he will say. Then come back to me and tell
me what happens”

When [the Prophet] was alone, a voice cried out to him, “Muhammad! Say ‘In
the name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate | Praise be to God, Lord of the
Worlds’” until he reached “nor those who are astray” [i.e., Q. Fatihah 1]. Say: “There
is no god but God’ [cf. Q. Muhammad 47:19]”

He went to Waraqah and relayed that to him. Waraqah then said to him,
“Rejoice! Rejoice! I bear witness that you are the one announced by the Son of
Mary [ = Jesus], that you have been given the like of the Law of Moses [ndamiis
miisal, that you are a prophet sent [by God], and that you shall receive the com-
mand to wage the sacred struggle [al-jihad] after this day. Were God to permit me
to live to see that, I would surely undertake the sacred struggle alongside you!”

When Waraqah died, the Messenger of God said, “I had a vision of the priest
[ra aytu [-giss]”® in Paradise clothed in silk because he had faith and believed in me”

3. An Egyptian tradition attributed to “‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, ostensibly from the
Maghazi compiled by his orphan ward, Aba 1-Aswad (Fasawi, Ma ‘rifah, 3: 259):

75. From Bayhaqi, Dala’il, 2: 158.4 and Ibn ‘Asakir, Dimashgq, 63: 7.2; “his father” is Aba Ishaq
al-Sabi'1.

76. Following the recensions of Bayhaqi, Dala il, 2:158.6: an yakiina hadha amran, rather than the
reading in Yanus ibn Bukayr, Siyar, 132.-6: an yakiina hadha l-amr.

77. The text between brackets is from Baladhuri, Ansab, 1(1): 261.

78. Here Waraqah is not merely a Christian but also “a priest” (Ar. giss; from Syr. gassa).
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Ibn Lahi‘ah related to us from [Abu l-Aswad] Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-
Rahman, from ‘Urwah, from ‘A’ishah, who said:

The Prophet of God’s [s] first experience was to have visions in his sleep [yara
fi manamih]. The first vision was of Gabriel in Ajyad.” He set out to attend to his
work, and a voice cried out to him, “Muhammad! Muhammad!” He looked left
and right but saw nothing. He looked [again] and saw nothing. Then he lifted his
eyes and, behold, he saw him a second time, one of his feet atop the other on the
horizon of the sky. He said, “Muhammad, I am Gabriel! I am Gabriel!” soothing
him. Muhammad fled until he rejoined the company of people. He looked but
saw nothing. Then he left the company of people and saw him [again]. That is [the
meaning] of God’s word “By the star when it sets | your companion strays not; he
errs not” (Q. Najm 53:1-2)%

4. An Imami-Shi‘i tradition transmitted from ‘Ali ibn Ibrahim al-Qummi (alive in
307/ 919), likely from his lost Kitab al-Maghazi (Tabarsi, I lam al-ward, 103-4)

Once he had become thirty-seven years old, the Prophet would have visions in
sleep, as though a visitor [ka-anna atiyan] came to him and said, “Messenger of
God!” He paid that no mind. That happened to him for a long time, but while he
was shepherding a flock of Aba Talib between the mountains, he saw the form of
a person saying to him, “Messenger of God!”

He said to him, “Who are you?”

“Gabriel,” he said. “God has sent me to make you a messenger.”

The Messenger of God told Khadijah about that, since she had already heard
the story of the Jew, the story of Bahira,” and what his mother Aminah had related
about him. “Muhammad,” she said, “I hope that you are indeed as he said!”

The Messenger of God used to hide that. Then Gabriel descended upon him.
He caused water to descend from heaven upon him and said, “Muhammad, rise
and purify yourself for prayer” Gabriel taught him how to do ablutions for the
face, the hands up to the elbow, the wiping of the head, and feet up to the ankles
[cf. Q. Ma’idah 5:6]. He also taught him how to bow and to prostrate [i.e., the
genuflections of Muslim ritual prayer, the salah].

When [the Messenger of God] was fully forty years old, he gave him the com-
mand to pray and taught him its requirements [hudidahal, but their times were

79. Le., the location on the outskirts of Mecca where Muhammad used to herd sheep. See chap.
2 above.

80. Cf. Tabari, Jami , ed. Turki, 22: 17-18; Bayhaqi, Dala il, 2: 368

81. Le., the stories that recounted how various figures had foretold Muhammad’s future greatness
when they encountered him as a youth.
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not yet revealed to him. The Messenger of God used to pray two sets of two prayer-
cycles consecutively each time.

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib was so fond of him that he would be at his side at all his
comings and goings and never leave him. He came to see the Messenger of God
while he was praying, and when he saw him praying, he said, “Aba 1-Qasim, what
is this?”

“This is the prayer that God has commanded me to perform,” he said.

He then called him to Islam, and he became a Muslim and prayed with him.
Khadijah became a Muslim, too, and no one except for the Messenger of God with
‘Ali and Khadijah behind him performed the prayers.



Epilogue

The Future of the Historical Muhammad

Can the modern historian really work with the sirah-maghazi literature—or is this
corpus hopelessly mired in legend, an impenetrable veil that that must be cast
aside because it obscures our view of the historical past? In the Introduction, I
referred to the sirah-maghazi literature as a “second-order source” for the life of
Muhammad and his world and, hence, of lesser reliability as a source of historical
evidence than our “first-order sources’—that is, the Qur’an, material and docu-
mentary evidence from the sixth to seventh centuries c.E., and non-Muslim
sources from the seventh century. However, I also proposed that, despite it being a
second-order source, historians can indeed work with the sirah-maghazi litera-
ture, not just as a source for tracing how Muslim communities constructed a cul-
tural memory of Muhammad and, in the process, forged their identities and
beliefs—a process to which it surely attests to a considerable degree—but also as a
source for understanding the life of Muhammad himself, as a mere person of his-
tory. Scholars must always approach this material with “skeptical caution rather
than optimistic trust,” but throughout this work, I have sought to put forward a
number of strategies to help conceptualize how historians might indeed approach
the sirah-maghazi literature and even “work with it” to this end.

One strategy was to take renewed stock of the historical beginnings of this sirah-
maghazi corpus, and especially through the lens of prosopography, with the aim
of recovering the social context of its most seminal and earliest compilers, and
to examine how the works of these pioneering scholars were impacted by the
societal, political, and cultural contexts of their moment in history, and how their

1. Goldziher 1971, 19.
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works were preserved and transmitted, whether during or subsequent to their
lifetimes. Among the findings put forward was that the systematic recording and
writing of the sirah-maghazi corpus initially emerged out of a court impulse,
which harnessed, rather than created, a preexisting oral tradition about the life
of Muhammad and his companions. In nearly every case, Umayyad and Abbasid
caliphs as well as key figures in their courts patronized and funded the most
important large-scale projects to compile sirah-maghazi traditions into systematic
literary works. However, although the eighth-century court culture of the caliphs
deserves the credit for this initial impulse, these works did not survive solely due
to this court culture and the sponsorship afforded by its largesse. The lion’s share
of the credit for the long-term survival of this corpus and its traditions—whether
in whole or in part—belongs to informal scholarly networks that transmitted it
via a series of teacher-pupil exchanges. Such exchanges account, in large part, for
why this corpus survives (to the extent that it does survive) in the form that it does
today: redacted, truncated, and scattered across sundry later works that reorgan-
ized and reframed much of the material of the earliest purveyors of the narratives
about Muhammad’s life, such as Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri, Misa ibn ‘Ugbah, and Ibn
Ishaq. These observations help us to see that our extant sources preserve sources
that are not necessarily as late as they seem; furthermore, these observations facili-
tate the task of locating earlier sources embedded within later compilations, on
the one hand, and, on the other, the process of surmising the limitations on recon-
structing said sources—a “vertical” reading strategy for tracing the history of the
textual corpus and genre within in its own tradition and discerning its strata.

A second strategy employed in this work was to read the sirah-maghazi lit-
erature as emerging from the epistemic fabric of the Late Antique world—what
one might called a “lateral” reading strategy across traditions as opposed to the
strategy of reading “vertically” within a tradition. Such a reading strategy reveals
the shortcomings in any approach to reading this literature as emerging sui generis
from the epistemic silo of the Arabo-Islamic tradition (however conceived) or
solely from the venerated guardians of early Muslim communal memory (how-
ever demarcated). This reading strategy also casts considerable light on how this
literary corpus absorbed and refashioned the literary currents and cultural con-
texts from it emerged. As a corpus, the sirah-maghazi literature was not insulated
from the political and imperial visions of the court or the triumphalist visions of
the early Islamic polity’s élites. Indeed, it actively participated in them. As a genre
competing in the sectarian milieu of the late antique Near East, the genre was
deeply enmeshed in the hagiographic and scriptural worlds of the exegetical cul-
tures of the religious communities of the era. More important to this reading strat-
egy than the nomenclature of “Late Antiquity” itself is the heuristic value of view-
ing the purveyors of the sirah-maghdzi tradition as engaging with the religious and
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cultural trends that preceded the emergence of their genre and that were shared by
multiple communities—be they Jewish, Christian, Muslim, or other. What should
not be lost, in other words, is how the sirah-maghdzi literature responded to this
sectarian milieu and the literary genres of Late Antiquity to create a uniquely auto-
chthonous genre of Arabic literature. Although fashioned to serve the particular
aims of Arabo-Islamic discourse and identity, the genre nevertheless promulgated
a universalistic vision of human history and God’s cosmic, providential shaping of
the course of human events through a series of monotheistic prophets, culminat-
ing in Muhammad.

Moreover, this work has also argued that working with the sirah-maghazi lit-
erature as a historical source requires first establishing a plausible, well-evidenced
historical baseline through recourse to the other cardinal sources for the life and
context of the historical Muhammad: early non-Muslim sources written (mostly)
in Armenian, Greek, and Syriac; archaeological, material, and documentary evi-
dence from the sixth to seventh centuries c.E.; and historical-critical readings of
the Qur’an. When viewed as overlapping layers of evidence, rather than mutually
exclusive antagonists, these three “first-order” sources offer what one might call a
“low-resolution view” of the historical Muhammad to guide us in approaching the
sirah-maghazi literature, and against which its narratives can be measured. Based
on these early cardinal sources, it seems beyond doubt that in the first half of the
seventh century there emerged a law-giving claimant to prophecy from Arabia, a
Saracen/Ishmaelite merchant from an Arabic-speaking tribe named Muhammad,
who claimed to culminate a long line of monotheistic Abrahamic prophets gifted
with divine revelation. Furthermore, we can deduce on a well-sourced evidentiary
basis that this prophetic claimant, whose earliest followers regarded themselves
as descendants of the biblical patriarch Abraham, formed a community in West-
ern Arabia and became a ruler in Yathrib. This community coalesced around the
prophet’s teachings, instantiated in a revelation called the Qur’an. Inspired by this
prophet’s teachings, the new community embarked on wide-reaching campaigns
of conquest, which from the mid-seventh century on swiftly engulfed much of
Near East, including Sasanid Persia and much of the Eastern Roman Empire.? All
of these details appear, in one way or another, in seventh-century sources that were
either recorded by insiders or written by outsiders who nonetheless witnessed the
conquests, experienced their immediate effects, and interacted with these Arabian
conquerors firsthand.

Although none of the seventh-century non-Muslim sources yet know of the
Qur’an—they refer rather to Muhammad’s teachings, his traditions, or his laws

2. This expands upon Robinson 2015b, 122.
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rather than a scriptural corpus’—the material evidence for the scripture’s early cod-
ification, its centrality in seventh-century material remains of the earliest Muslims
(such as coinage, papyri, graffiti, epitaphs, official inscriptions, etc.), and the explo-
sive emergence of literary and non-literary writings in this scripture’s Arabic ver-
nacular precede outsiders’ awareness of its existence and thus confirm definitively
that this Arabic scripture represents the earliest artifact of both Muhammad’s life
and the vaunted religiosity of the community that regarded him as the messenger of
God. Even if interpreting the Qur’an historically is a formidable task, the qur’anic
text fills out the outlines of a “mere Muhammad” that is much in accord with what
one can infer from the earliest non-Muslim accounts of his life. As Fred Donner
has masterfully shown, the Qur’an conveys a great deal to us about the funda-
mental beliefs espoused by Muhammad and his early community: his espousal of
prophetic monotheism and rejection of Arabian syncretism (shirk); his embrace
and reinterpretation of the prophetic and scriptural legacy of the Christians and
Jews; his belief in eschatological punishments for the wicked and rewards for the
righteous; the imminent arrival of the Day of Judgment; his structuring of his com-
munity around monotheistic laws and rituals, which are simultaneously familiar
to late antique religiosity yet also particular to this community (liturgical prayers,
alms, fasting, observance of a sacred calendar, pilgrimage and ritual sacrifice, etc.);
his militancy and the sacred struggle (jihad) of his community in pursuit of God’s
path to expand their (and God’s) dominion, to establish justice, and to conquer sites
they hold sacred; and Muhammad’s own status in the revelation as God’s prophet,
messenger, and lawgiver.* Although this amounts to what I call a “low-resolution”
view of Muhammad, it turns out to offer us quite a lot of information.

If we wish to move on from such a low-resolution view of the historical
Muhammad to a higher-resolution one, the sirah-maghdzi literature has an indis-
pensable role to play. This literature conveys too much in the way of raw data for it
to be either ignored or categorically rejected. Even if one decided to be so radical
as to reject the historicity of all the narratives of this corpus, the data that it conveys
about the geography of Arabia, both human and topographical, remain indispen-
sable. But source minimalism is unwarranted. Larger questions about Muhammad
and his historical context will only come into sharper focus as we scour this corpus.
And the corpus is vast—much of it still unexplored in a sufficiently systematic

3. For example, the East Syriac John bar Penkayé writes ca. 687 C.E., “as a result of this man’s guid-
ance [mahaddyaniita], they held to the worship of the One God, in accordance with the customs of an
ancient law [namiisa ‘atiqa). At their beginnings, they kept to the tradition [maslmanuta] of Muham-
mad, who was their instructor [tar’a]” (Ri$ Melle, ed. Mingana, XV, 147; trans. Brock 1987, 61). On the
importance of maslmaniita as “religion,” or even “Islam” as such, see Penn 2015a, 216 n104. The earliest
non-Muslim sources to make an explicit mention of the Qur’an, such as John Damascene’s De Heeresi-
bus and the Syriac Disputation of Bét Hale, appear in the eighth century ck.

4. Donner 20104, chap. 2; cf. Paret 1951.
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way in Western scholarship. As the data are sorted and the literary forms and
tropes in which they are couched analyzed, all the insights gained will necessar-
ily have to be weighed against the testimonies of our “first-order” sources from
the seventh century c.E. However, if the picture formed is coherent, and reliably
so, historians will have scant basis, I believe, for rejecting the data provided by
the sirah-maghazi literature as baseless and unmoored in the historical realities of
Muhammad’s lifetime.
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