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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE
Since the days of Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921), generally regarded as the 
founder of Islamic studies as a field of modern scholarship, the formative 
period in Islamic history has remained a prominent theme for research. In 
Goldziher’s time it was possible for scholars to work with the whole of the 
field and practically all of its available sources, but more recently the in
creasing sophistication of scholarly methodologies, a broad diversification 
in research interests, and a phenomenal burgeoning of the catalogued and 
published source material available for study have combined to generate an 
increasing “compartmentalisation” of research into very specific areas, each 
with its own interests, priorities, agendas, methodologies, and controversies. 
While this has undoubtedly led to a deepening and broadening of our un
derstanding in all of these areas, and hence is to be welcomed, it has also 
tended to isolate scholarship in one subject from research in other areas, and 
even more so from colleagues outside of Arab-Islamic studies, not to mention 
students and others seeking to familiarise themselves with a particular topic 
for the first time.

The Formation of the Classical Islamic World is a reference series that 
seeks to address this problem by making available a critical selection of the 
published research that has served to stimulate and define the way modern 
scholarship has come to understand the formative period of Islamic history, 
for these purposes taken to mean approximately AD 600-950. Each of the 
volumes in the series is edited by an expert on its subject, who has cho
sen a number of studies that taken together serve as a cogent introduction 
to the state of current knowledge on the topic, the issues and problems 
particular to it, and the range of scholarly opinion informing it. Articles 
originally published in languages other than English have been translated, 
and editors have provided critical introductions and select bibliographies for 
further reading.

A variety of criteria, varying by topic and in accordance with the judge
ments of the editors, have determined the contents of these volumes. In some 
cases an article has been included because it represents the best of current 
scholarship, the “cutting edge” work from which future research seems most 
likely to profit. Other articles—certainly no less valuable contributions— 
have been taken up for the skillful way in which they synthesise the state of 
scholarly knowledge. Yet others are older studies th a t—if in some ways now 
superseded—nevertheless merit attention for their illustration of thinking 
or conclusions tha t have long been important, or for the decisive stimulus
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they have provided to scholarly discussion. Some volumes cover themes 
that have emerged fairly recently, and here it has been necessary to include 
articles from outside the period covered by the series, as illustrations of 
paradigms and methodologies that may prove useful as research develops. 
Chapters from single author monographs have been considered only in very 
exceptional cases, and a certain emphasis has been encouraged on important 
studies that are less readily available than others.

In the present state of the field of early Arab-Islamic studies, in which 
it is routine for heated controversy to rage over what scholars a generation 
ago would have regarded as matters of simple fact, it is clearly essential 
for a series such as this to convey some sense of the richness and variety of 
the approaches and perspectives represented in the available literature. An 
effort has thus been made to gain broad international participation in edi
torial capacities, and to secure the collaboration of colleagues representing 
differing points of view. Throughout the series, however, the range of possi
ble options for inclusion has been very large, and it is of course impossible 
to accommodate all of the outstanding research tha t has served to advance 
a particular subject. A representative selection of such work does, however, 
appear in the bibliography compiled by the editor of each volume at the end 
of the introduction.

The interests and priorities of the editors, and indeed, of the General Ed
itor, will doubtless be evident throughout. Hopefully, however, the various 
volumes will be found to achieve well-rounded and representative synthe
ses useful not as the definitive word on their subjects—if, in fact, one can 
speak of such a thing in the present state of research—but as introductions 
comprising well-considered points of departure for more detailed inquiry.

A series pursued on this scale is only feasible with the good will and 
cooperation of colleagues in many areas of expertise. The General Editor 
would like to express his gratitude to the volume editors for the investment 
of their time and talents in an age when work of this kind is grossly underval
ued, to the translators who have taken such care with the articles entrusted 
to them, and to Dr John Smedley and his staff at Ashgate for their support, 
assistance and guidance throughout.

Lawrence I. Conrad



INTRODUCTION 
Byzantine-Arab Relations

M ichael B onner

T h is  v o l u m e  on Arab-Byzantine relations begins and ends with war. The 
early Muslims exchanged with the Byzantines, they learned from them and 
about them, and they respected many of their achievements. Nonetheless, 
their relations with them tended to be colored by war,1 and by a sense 
tha t in the end, there would only be room enough in the world for one 
of the two, or as Andre Miquel has put it: “Where do you come from, 
who put you in my path, which one of the two of us was created for the 
ruination of the other?” .2 This view receives poignant expression in the 
apocalyptic literature (see below). Variations occur in many other places; 
we may begin with the early fourth/tenth-century Iraqi adm inistrator and 
geographer Qudama ibn J a 4far, who opens a long description of the frontiers 
of Islam as follows:

Islam is surrounded on all sides and directions by nations and 
peoples who are hostile to it, some of them near to and others far 
away from the abode [capital] of its Realm (dar mamlakatihi) .
The Kings of the Factions (muluk al-tawa’i f ), over whom Alexan
der once ruled, paid tribute to the Emperor of the Rum (Ro
mans) for 511 years, until ArdashTr the son of Babak united the 
empire after great exertion___Accordingly, it behooves the Mus
lims to be most wary and on their guard against the Rum, from 
amongst all the ranks of their adversaries. This is, indeed, con
firmed by verses [of the Qur’an], to make evident the tru th  of
what I am saying___Now since the Rum are as we have said, we
must begin our discussion with the [Muslim] frontiers that face 
them [the Romans], before we go on to discuss any of the other 
[frontiers]___3

'A s stated persuasively by Marius Canard in “Les relations politiques et sociales entre 
Byzance et les arabes” , DOP 18 (1964), 35-56; =  his Byzance et les musulmans du Proche 
Orient (London, 1973), no. 19.

2Andre Miquel, La geographie humaine du monde musulman (Paris and the Hague, 
1967-88), II, 384: “D’ou viens-tu, qui t ’as mis sur mon chemin, lequel de nous deux fut 
cree pour la mine de Pautre?”

3Qudama ibn Ja ‘far, Kitab al-kharaj wa-8\na‘at al-kitaba, ed. Muhammad Husayn
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Qudama does not say which verses of the Q ur’an support this view of the 
Rum, and as we shall soon see, Qudama here stretches the Q ur’anic evi
dence.4 His main argument is Iranocentric, identifying the Realm of Islam 
as the heir to the Sasanian empire in its perpetual opposition to Rome, and 
the contest of Muslims against Byzantines as the direct continuation of the 
ancient struggle between Persia and Rome. On this point he is in agreement 
with at least some Byzantine intellectuals, as well as with modern scholars, 
like Wellhausen, who lumped all this together as “the centuries-long conflict 
between the great powers of West and East” .5

Looking forward in time, the Arab-Byzantine wars are often treated 
as precursors to the more familiar Crusades.6 However, they lasted longer 
(over three centuries as opposed to the two centuries of Crusader presence 
in Palestine and Syria) and involved more resources, human and monetary, 
in aggregate. The Arab-Byzantine wars also brought the major regional 
powers of the time into direct conflict, unlike the Crusades, which were 
something of a peripheral affair, at least at their beginning. Yet we pay 
more attention to the Crusades than to the Arab-Byzantine wars, which 
often appear to us as ritualized, pointless events involving campaigns and 
raids, much bloodshed, rapine and enslavement, but never bringing much 
advantage to either side.

Until around the middle of the twentieth century, scholarship on A rab- 
Byzantine relations tended to concentrate mainly on the military and diplo
matic aspects, and while this emphasis has since been modified and cor
rected, it was not entirely misplaced.7 This volume, as already stated, begins

al-Zubaydl (Baghdad, 1981), 185; ed. and trans. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1889; repr. 
1967), 252. See also Paul L. Heck, The Construction of Knowledge in Islamic Civilization: 
Qudama b. Ja*far and his Kit&b al-kharaj wa-sina‘at al-kitaba (Leiden, 2002), 101-102.

4 Qudama probably had in mind here the negative references in the Q ur’an to Christians 
in general. The term Rum  was often understood this way. See Nadia M. El Cheikh, art. 
“Rum 1. In Arabic Literature” , E l 2, VIII, 601-602; A.H.M. Shboul, “Arab Attitudes 
towards Byzantium: Official, Learned, Popular” , in J. Chrysostomides, ed., Kathegetria: 
Essays Presented to Joan Hussey (Camberley, Surrey, 1988), 112.

5 See beginning of Chapter 2.
6As in Carole Hillenbrand’s excellent The Crusades: Islamic Perspectives (New York, 

2000), 15-16.
7The “heroic age” of Arab-Byzantine studies produced Julius Wellhausen*s “Die 

Kampfe der Araber mit den Romaem in der Zeit der Umaijiden” , Nachrichten von der 
Koniglichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen, Phil.-Hist. Klasse, 4 (1901), 
1-34, translated as Chapter 2 of this volume; Alexander Vasiliev’s Vizantsiia i araby (St. 
Petersburg, 1900-1902), afterwards translated and expanded by Henri Gregoire, Marius 
Canard and others as Byzance et les arabes (Brussels, 1935-68); and the early work of 
Marius Canard, beginning in 1926 with “Les expeditions des arabes contre Constantinople
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and ends with war, while giving an idea of the most im portant scholarly po
sitions and controversies regarding Arab-Byzantine relations and their role 
in the formation of classical Islam. Its main thematic areas are as follows:

1. War and Diplomacy: How and why did Islamic and Byzantine gov
ernments and individuals devote so much blood and treasure to what 
seems (now) such a futile task? If their relations were dominated by 
war, then what was the nature of this war?

2. Frontiers and Military Organization: How did the two sides seek af
fordable, dependable fighting forces? How did the Muslims organize 
their frontier zone, both physically and conceptually? Did this frontier 
zone constitute a unique cultural zone?

3. Polemics and Images of the “O t h e r How did the two sides view each 
other? W hat were the characteristics of the Byzantines in the eyes of 
early Muslims?

4. Exchange, Influence and Convergence: Where and how did the two 
sides come together? W hat was the nature of their commercial rela
tions? And what became of their shared heritage in the visual arts, 
architecture, philosophy, historiography, and other things?

5. Martyrdom, Jihad, Holy War: Were these also a shared heritage? 
W hat was the place of the Byzantine wars in the development of these 
ideals in Islam?

War and Diplomacy
When Islam first arose in the early seventh century CE, the Arabs already 
had a long history of contacts with the Greco-Roman world. These contacts 
grew in intensity in the later years of the Roman Empire and were not at 
all consistently hostile.8 When we first find mention in an Islamic context
dans l’histoire et dans la legende” , Journal asiatique 208 (1926), 61-121; =  his Byzance 
et les musulmans, no. 1.

8See Robert G. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs from the Bronze Age to the Coming 
of Islam (London, 2001), 102-103, 167-68, and throughout; Glen W. Bowersock, Roman 
Arabia (Cambridge, MA, 1983); and the series of books by Irfan Shahid, Rome and the 
Arabs: a Prolegomenon to the Study of Byzantium and the Arabs (Washington, 1984); 
Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth Century (Washington, 1984); Byzantium and the 
Arabs in the Fifth Century (Washington, 1989); Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth 
Century (Washington, 1995); and the Variorum selection of articles by him, Byzantium  
and the Semitic Orient before the Rise of Islam (London, 1988).
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of al-Rum (the Romans, Byzantines), it is in the sura, or chapter of the 
Q ur’an known as the “Sura of the Rum” , where these are favored over their 
bitter opponents the Sasanians:

The Rum have been overcome, in a nearby land. But after their 
defeat, they shall be victorious, within a few years. God’s is the 
Decision, for what has happened and for what is to come. On 
that day the believers shall rejoice.9

Here and elsewhere in the Q ur’an there is no sense tha t Byzantium con
stitutes a special enemy of the community of believers.10 However, this 
situation soon changed, as Muslim expeditions began to confront imperial 
frontier defences toward the end of Muhammad’s life. Then, after the death 
of Muhammad in 632 and the two-year inter-Arabian war tha t followed, 
Arab fighters attacked the two great empires, for all intents and purposes 
simultaneously and successfully. It appears, however, tha t the first goal of 
the conquests lay in Byzantine Syria and Palestine.11 Byzantium now took 
its place as the first and greatest enemy of Islam for this and other reasons, 
which included its simple survival. For while the Iranian Sasanian empire 
was overrun and conquered by mid-century, a truncated and transformed 
Byzantium held on to fight another day.

On the Byzantine side, the main theater of war, Anatolia, had already 
experienced devastation, especially of its cities, at the hands of Persian in
vaders in the first two decades of the seventh century, before the Islamic 
invasions began (as Clive Foss describes in Chapter 1). When the Arab Mus
lims did arrive in Anatolia, starting in the 640s (see Wellhausen, Chapter 2), 
they generally did not aim at (or at least did not achieve) the destruction 
of cities. Nonetheless, they made reconstruction nearly impossible for some 
time. But unlike the residents of formerly Byzantine provinces such as Syria 
and Egypt, the Byzantine Anatolians continued to resist. The present-day 
visitor to Cappadocia can still see their underground hideaways, testimony 
to the determination of the early medieval villagers, crowded underground in 
what must have been terrible conditions. A severe decline in urban life and

9 Qur’an 30: 2-4. The context is commonly assumed to be the fall of Palestine and 
Jerusalem to the Sasanians in 614-15. For the Byzantine-Persian war of the early seventh 
century, see Chapter 1 of this volume.

10Michael Bonner, art. “Byzantines: Historical Context” , in Encyclopedia of the Qur’an ,
I, 265-66.

11 Fred M. Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton, 1980), esp. 96-97; idem, 
The Arab Conquests, Volume 5 of this series.
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monetary economy accompanied a transformation of the Empire’s admin
istrative and military structures. Cities eventually reemerged in Anatolia, 
but built in a new style. All these long-term processes proved just as impor
tan t as the more spectacular events such as the great expeditions against 
Constantinople, most famously tha t of 717-18, which failed, but just barely, 
to bring the Empire down.

We might think that the confrontation was less vivid on the Muslim 
side: a no man’s land separated them from their Byzantine neighbors, while 
fighting or residing in the war zone was a m atter of choice for most Mus
lims, not necessity. Yet despite the thinness of the literary sources avail
able to us now regarding Umayyad Syria, we can perceive anxieties over 
a Byzantine invasion, visible in the apocalyptic literature, and a preoccu
pation with Christian doctrine and practice—inseparable from the power of 
the Empire—visible in the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and the Umayyad 
mosque in Damascus (see below).

When the ‘Abbasid dynasty supplanted the Umayyadsin 750, the Byzan
tine frontier zone was already acquiring the characteristics it would have for 
the following two centuries. Expeditions went out as before, but no more a t
tem pts were made against Constantinople, which is to say tha t no strategic 
attem pts were made to eliminate or defeat the adversary. The yearly raids, 
by sea and by land, became the main characteristic of the warfare. Mean
while, the Empire had regrouped and reorganized sufficiently to establish 
military parity. For many years, victories and defeats were fairly equally 
distributed between the two sides. Well-publicized expeditions, such as tha t 
of the caliph al-Mu‘tasim against Amorion in 838, did not alter this balance. 
Over time, however, the consolidation and growth of Byzantine power under 
the dynasties of the Amorians (820-67) and even more so, the Macedonians 
(867-959) coincided with the decline and fragmentation of the central power 
of the Caliphate in Iraq. The Muslims found themselves increasingly on the 
defensive.

In the tenth century, on the Muslim side we see a series of improvisations 
in the face of looming disaster. Various actors occupy the stage, including 
politically ambitious local commanders and volunteers arriving from out
side. Despite efforts tha t were often brilliant and valiant, the Byzantine 
forces could not be stopped. The Empire reconquered Malatya (Melitene) 
in 936, MassTsa (Mopsuestia) and Tarsus :n 965, and Antakya (Antioch) 
in 969, and created a new imperial province in northern Syria. Then the 
juggernaut ground to a halt, as the Empire sought to contain its new an
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tagonist, the Fatimid caliphate, through an Arab buffer state  in Aleppo.12 
In 1071, the Saljuq Turks defeated the Byzantines at Manzikert, and drove 
the Empire out of most of the Anatolian peninsula. The Crusaders arrived 
in the following generation, but that is another story.

W hat did these wars cost? A few indications from fourth/tenth-century 
budgets show routine expenditures, apparently for support of the garrisons 
and expeditions.13 The major campaigns, mounted from time to time, cost 
a great deal, as our sources tell us (in numbers that may be exaggerated, but 
often not greatly; see Kennedy in Chapter 6). These expeditions rarely re
sulted in territorial gains or losses. Such territorial gains as occurred tended 
to be isolated outposts, inevitably lost over time.14 The most famous expe
dition of all, that of al-Mu4tasim in 838, resulted in much killing and plunder, 
but then left the devastated countryside and cities in Byzantine hands. Of 
course these expeditions and raids presented economic opportunity in the 
form of plunder, especially slaves. However, the enemy could, and frequently 
did return the compliment. The net result must have been a loss.

Internal quarrels lingered beneath this long-term struggle between two 
great adversaries. For Byzantium, the age following the early Islamic con
quests was a time of slow recovery, culminating in a new assertion of state 
power and military might in the ninth and tenth centuries.15 The Islamic 
world in this period shows nearly the opposite, beginning with the universal 
(if loosely coordinated) empire of the Umayyads, and ending with a group 
of states, most of them ruled by military men, perhaps constituting a “com
monwealth” in m atters of religion and culture, but constantly a t odds in 
politics and war.

12Suhayl Zakkar, The Emirate of Aleppo, 1004-1094 (Beirut, 1971).
l3These most often take the form of provincial revenues and expenditures for the frontier 

provinces. For example, the Kitab al-masalik wa-l-mamdlik of al-MuhallabT, no longer 
extant but quoted by Ibn al-4AdTm, Bughyat al-talab ft ta*rtkh Halab, ed. Suhayl Zakkar 
(Damascus, 1988), I, 178, gives 100,000 dinars as the yearly income from all the frontier 
provinces ( thughur), and 150,000 as the expenditure on them.

14 Thus Tuwana (Tyana), occupied and built up by the Muslims under al-Ma’mun but 
then abandoned by his brother and successor al-Mu‘tasim upon his succession in 833; 
see al-Tabari, TaWtkh al-rusul wa-l-muluk, ed. M.J. de Goeje et al. (Leiden, 1879-1901), 
III, 1111-12. The fortress of Lu’lu’a (Loulon), guarding the western approaches to the 
Cilician Gates, was held for a time by Slavs who had gone over to the Muslim side, but 
then reverted to Imperial control in 877 (Canard, in Byzance et les arabes, II.1, 79-81). 
See also Chapter 6, nn. 158 and 159.

15As described in in older works such as Gustave Schlumberger, L*epopee byzantine 
a la fin du dixieme siecle (Paris, 1925); and in Warren T. Treadgold, The Byzantine 
Revival, 780-842 (Stanford, 1988); Romilly Jenkins, Byzantium: the Imperial Centuries, 
AD 610-1071 (Toronto, 1987); and others listed in the Bibliography below.
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In Islamic conceptions of sovereignty, as these became set down in juridi
cal works beginning as early as the late second/eighth century, the conduct 
of war against the external enemies of Islam is one of the main responsibil
ities of the Imam, who is here identical to the caliph. Military expeditions 
cannot set out without his approval; he has responsibility for planning and 
providing for warfare, both offensive and defensive. But even as the role of 
the Imam/caliph grew in the theory of state  and war, his actual power and 
authority declined. Beginning in the 860s, for over a century the Tulunids 
and then the IkhshTdids, powerful dynasties based in Egypt, operated inter
mittently in the Byzantine frontier district. However, although often a t odds 
with Baghdad, they mostly did not challenge the role of the caliphs in the 
war against Byzantium, and at times contented themselves with sharing the 
contested space.16 The Arab dynasty of the Hamdanids were another m at
ter. Coming to power in northern Syria in the early to mid-tenth century, 
when ‘Abbasid fortunes were at their nadir and the Byzantine juggernaut at 
its strongest, they staked much of their claim to legitimacy on their front
line role in the Byzantine wars.17 The Fatimid dynasty, in Egypt from 969 
onwards, were Isma‘Hl Shris who rejected the ‘Abbasid claim altogether and 
claimed the universal caliphate for themselves. For this reason they had a 
freer hand in the matter. However, the Fatimids tended to avoid military en
tanglement with Byzantium; their diplomatic relations with Constantinople 
were relatively frequent and intense.18

Such internal tensions run throughout the entire period. We see them 
already in the earliest extant works on the jihad , originating in the late 
eighth century (Bonner, in Chapter 14). We see them again at the end of 
the story, in an episode in the frontier city of Tarsus, on the eve of its being 
handed over to the Byzantines under Nicephorus Phocas in 354/965. During 
the last Friday prayer, the time arrived for the khutba, the sermon in which 
it was customary to include a prayer for the ruling caliph. The dignitary 
to whom this task had been assigned refused to be the last preacher on the 
minbar (pulpit) of Tarsus. Thereupon a man named Abu Dharr, a HanafT

16For instance, see Canard in Byzance et les arabes, II.l, 100-101; Michael Bonner, 
Aristocratic Violence and Holy War (New Haven, 1996), 153-54, on the “cohabitation” 
of Tulunid and caliphal representatives in Tarsus.

1?Marius Canard, Histoire de la dynastie des H ’amdanides (Paris, 1953).
18Samuel Stem, uAn Embassy of the Byzantine Emperor to the Fatimid Caliph al- 

Mu‘izz” , Byzantion  20 (1950), 239-58; =  his History and Culture in the Medieval Muslim 
World (London, 1984), no. 9; Marius Canard, MLe ceremonial fatimite et le ceremonial 
byzantin: essai de comparaison” , Byzantion 21 (1951), 355-420; =  his Byzance et les 
musulmans du Proche Orient, no. 16; Abbas Hanidani, “Byzantine-Fatimid Relations 
before the Battle of Manzikert” , Byzantine Studies 1 (1974), 169-79.
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faqth and native of the city, stood up and began to preach, reciting the 
prayer in the name of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mu‘tadid (r. 892-902), who by 
this time had been dead for over six decades but who, in his day, had made 
his power felt in the Byzantine frontier district. He did this, says Canard, 
“as if [Mu‘tadid] were the reigning caliph, or rather as if there had been no 
caliph worthy of the name since his death” .19

Divided sovereignty is at the heart of the m atter also for Qudama ibn 
J a ‘far, who looks back at Iran after Alexander’s conquests as a time of sub
jection and of political fragmentation, summed up in the Q ur’anic phrase 
muluk al-tawd’i f , factional kings, party kings. The disunity lasts until Ar- 
dashlr, a strong king—though not an Islamic one!—unites the empire and 
throws off the Roman tribute. As Parthian history this is inaccurate, but 
as an appreciation of more recent ‘Abbasid history it hits the mark. In his 
description of the frontier regions and elsewhere, Qudama refers not to the 
Islamic caliphate, but rather to the Realm of Islam (mamlakat al-Islam), an 
idealized geographical and political unit that notably lacks a head.20

This crisis of sovereignty provides a partial answer to the question of why 
the Muslims devoted so much blood and treasure to their Byzantine wars. 
The Byzantine onslaught came to a climax at a time when the ‘Abbasid 
caliphate in Baghdad was hopelessly weakened and when the real holders of 
power in Baghdad, the Buyids, showed no interest in the Byzantine wars. 
Now the frontier zone had from the beginning seen a constant flow of immi
grants, volunteers for military service, especially from the Persian-speaking 
East. In this crisis of the mid-tenth century, popular preachers such as 
Ibn Nubata urged the crowds to make their way through mountains and 
deserts, to volunteer for the fight against the Rum.21 At a time when there 
was no Imam (at least among non-Shris) able to fulfill the religious obli
gation of leading the community in its wars against external enemies; and 
moreover, at a time when armies were professionalized and reduced in size, 
and recruited largely from alien nations such as the Turks and Daylamis,

19Marius Canard, “Quelques observations sur Introduction geographique de la Bughyat 
a t’- t ’alab” , AIEO  15 (1957), 41-53, esp. 52. The source is Tarsusl’s Siyar al-thughur, 
quoted by Ibn al-‘AdJm in Bughyat al-talab, I, 196-97, and now published on its own: see 
C.E. Bosworth, “Abu ‘Amr ‘Uthman al-TarsusI’s Siyar al-thughur” , GA 5 (1993), 183-95. 
See also Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 155, 176.

20See above, n. 3. The mamlakat al-Islam is a feature of several tenth-century geo
graphical works. It harkens back to the political conditions of the previous century: see 
Miquel, La geographie humaine> I, 271-75.

21 Dtwan khutab Ibn Nubatay ed. Tahir al-Jaza’irT (Beirut, 1311/1893-94), esp. 202-207; 
Marius Canard, Recueil de textes relatijs a /'em ir Sayf al Daula le Hamddnide (Algiers, 
1934), 167-73.
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volunteering for military duty became more im portant than ever. In this 
way the war against Byzantium remained a central activity.

Communication between the adversaries was necessary and no doubt 
occurred more often than our scattered information regarding diplomatic 
missions might lead us to think. A recent study by Andreas Kaplony 
examines the procedures followed in Umayyad-Byzantine diplomatic rela
tions, which Kaplony considers part of the “unwritten rules of intercultural 
diplomacy” , and “the common law of international affairs” .22 Diplomatic 
relations throughout this period are summarized and discussed by Hugh 
Kennedy in Chapter 4. Byzantium’s diplomatic relations with Islamic states 
differed from those with its other neighbors (Avars, Franks, Khazars, Rus, 
etc.), in their reactive, defensive and ad hoc character. For the Muslim 
side, diplomatic relations with Byzantium mainly involved caliphs, whether 
Umayyad, ‘Abbasid or Fatimid.23 From the point of view of Muslim law, 
diplomatic contacts could aim only at limited goals, such as ransoming pris
oners, and at achieving a truce (hudna) of no more than ten years’ duration. 
We must remember tha t the Islamic law of war itself came into existence 
during this period, largely in response to conditions on the Byzantine front. 
Nonetheless, we need to account for the letter sent by Nicholas Mysticus, pa
triarch in Constantinople in 901-907 and 911-25, to the caliph in Baghdad 
(perhaps al-Muktafi, r. 902-908):

All power and all earthly authority depend, 0  friend, on the 
authority and power of Him who is on high: there is no power 
among men, no sovereign who has obtained sovereignty on earth 
through his own intelligence, unless He who has power in the  
Heavens, who governs and is the sole sovereign, has conceded it
to him___W hat is the significance of these words for us? It is
tha t two empires, that of the Saracens and that of the Romans, 
together hold the entirety of power on earth, have preeminence 
and shine like two great torches in the celestial firmament. For

22 Andreas Kaplony, Konstantinopel und Damaskus: Gesandtschaften und Vertrdge zwi- 
schen Kaisern und Kalifen 639-750. Untersuchungen zum Gewohnheits-Volkerrecht und 
zur interkulturellen Diplomatic (Berlin, 1996). Kaplony’s detailed argument does not 
entirely answer the objection that the procedures described may have been retrojected 
from later times and thus reflect later practice and theory.

23The emperor Romanus Lecapenus (r. 920-44) indicated to the Ikhshld Ibn Tughj, 
the ruler of Egypt, that he was accustomed to corresponding only with caliphs: see al- 
QalqashandT, Subh al-a‘sha (Cairo, 1964), VII, 10-18; Marius Canard, “Une lettre de 
Muhammad ibn Tughj” , AIEO  2 (1936), 189-209; =  his Byzance et les musulmans, no. 
7; Shboul, “Arab Attitudes towards Byzantium” , 118-19.
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this reason alone, it is necessary that we have relations of com
munity and fraternity, and that we absolutely avoid—under the 
pretext that we differ in our way of life, our customs and our 
religion—maintaining hostile dispositions toward one another; 
and that we not deny ourselves the ability to communicate by 
letter, unless we should be able actually to meet.24

Nicholas then goes on to complain about recent events in Cyprus, citing 
the depredations of the renegade Himerius there in 902, and going on to 
express the theory that there is “a law in vigor among all peoples, even 
those who know no laws, [a law that has now] been violated [in Cyprus] 
by the Saracens, who are governed by laws” . Now Cyprus did have an 
unusual status because of the sharing of its revenues and to some extent, 
of sovereignty over it between the rival empires.25 However, this is not the 
way in which the early Muslim jurists understood the m atter of Cyprus: 
for them the basic premise of God’s sovereignty did not lead to any sharing 
of earthly sovereignty.26 We have to conclude that Nicholas’ theory of the 
“two torches” was, at least in the eyes of Muslim statesmen and jurists, 
ultimately unacceptable.

F ro n tie rs  an d  M ilita ry  O rgan iza tio n
For all the importance of the ideologies of jihad and holy war (discussed 
below), none of all this could have happened without constant, grueling ef
fort in recruitment, training, supply, the development of tactics, and other 
mundane areas. Each side depended for its survival and prosperity upon an

24Migne, Patrologia Graeca, CXI, 27-40, repr. by Sakkelion in Deltion tes his tor ikes kai 
ethnologikes hetairias tes Hellados 3 (1889), 108-16; French trans. by Canard in Byzance 
et les arabes, II.1, 399-411 (403-404 for the passage quoted here). See also R.G.H. Jenkins, 
“A Note on the ‘Letter to the Emir* of Nicholas Mysticus” , DOP 17 (1963), 399-401; =  
his Studies on Byzantine History in the 9th and 10th Centuries (London, 1970), no. 17. 
The recipient is the caliph and not the “Amir of Crete” .

25The unusual position of Cyprus goes back to the agreement between Constantine IV 
and ‘Abd al-Malik in 685 and renewed in 688-89 with Justinian II; see Wellhausen in 
Chapter 2 below; Romilly Jenkins, “Cyprus between Byzantium and Islam, A.D. 688
965”, in George E. Mylonas, ed., Studies Presented to David Moore Robinson (St. Louis, 
1953), II, 1006-1014 =  his Studies on Byzantine History in the 9th and 10th Centuries 
(London, 1970), no. 22; Walter E. Kaegi, “Changes in Military Organization and Daily 
Life on the Eastern Frontier” , in Chrysa Maltezou, ed., Daily Life in Byzantium  (Athens, 
1989), 512.

26See the discussion in the early ‘Abbasid period regarding the status of Cyprus and 
the Cypriots in al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1866), 155-58; 
Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam, Kitab al-amwal (Beirut, 1986), 188.
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effective and affordable military organization; how to achieve this was a cen
tral question, to which each tried several solutions. The modern literature 
on this question of military organization is more complete for the Byzantine 
side than for the Arab.27

Generations of Byzantine historians thought that a key to understanding 
this question was in the origins of the imperial military and administrative 
units known as themata or “themes” . Although the themes are best known 
from evidence of the ninth and tenth centuries,28 their origins have often 
been located at or soon after the time of the early Islamic conquests.29 Irfan 
Shahid has identified a direct, causal relation between the peculiar admin
istrative geography of early Islamic Syria (the ajnad) on the one hand, and 
what on the other hand he identifies as a pre-Islamic Byzantine organiza
tion, a direct precursor of the thematic system, which the emperor Heraclius 
would have initiated in Syria during the few years between his reconquest 
of tha t province from the Persians and his loss of it to the Arabs.30 How
ever, others have argued convincingly that to the extent that there actually 
was a thematic system, it came as the result of gradual change; Heraclius 
did institute reforms, but not the ones that eventually prevailed.31 Chapter

27The problem was stated already for Byzantium by F.I. Uspenskii in “Voennoe us- 
troistvo Vizantiiskoi imperii” , lzvestiia Russkogo Archeol. Jnstituta v Konstantinopole 6 
(1900), 154-207. For more recent studies, in addition to Chapters 5 and 6 in this vol
ume, see especially Ralf-Johannes Lilie, Die byzantinische Reaktion auf die Ausbreitung 
der Araber (Munich, 1976); John Haldon, Recruitment and Conscription in the Byzantine 
Arm y c . 550-950: a Study on the Origins of the Stratiotika Ktemata (Vienna, 1979); idem , 
Byzantium in the Seventh Century (Cambridge, 1990); and Warren 'IYeadgold, Byzantium  
and its Arm y  (Stanford, 1995). For early Islamic military organization, see the new syn
thesis by Hugh Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs: Military and Society in the Early 
Islamic State (Cambridge, 2001).

28Especially the De thematibus by the emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, ed. 
and trans. A. Pertusi (Vatican City, 1952); and ed. Gy. Moravcsik, trans. R.J.H. Jenkins 
(Washington, 1967); and Arabic sources such as the ninth-century Ibn Khurradadhbih, 
Kitab al-masalik wa-l-mamalik, ed. and trans. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1889; BGA  6), esp. 
77-81/105-10, as well as the ubiquitous Qudama ibn Ja ‘far.

29Heinrich Gelzer, “Die Genesis der byzantinischen Themenverfassung” , Abhandlungen 
der Kgl. Sachs. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften, Phil.-hist. Kl., 18, Nr. 5 (Leipzig, 1889); 
Charles Diehl, “L’origine du regime des themes dans l’Empire byzantin” , Etudes byzantines 
(Paris, 1905), 276-92; Uspenskii, “Voennoe ustroistvo”; E.W. Brooks, “Arabic Lists of the 
Byzantine Themes” , Journal of Hellenic Studies 21 (1901), 67-77; and Georg Ostrogorsky, 
History of the Byzantine State , trans. Joan Hussey (New Brunswick, 1969), 96-101.

30Irfan Shahid, “Heraclius and the Theme System: New Light from the Arabic” , Byzan
tion 57 (1987), 391-403; “Heraclius and the Theme System: Further Observations” , 
Byzantion 59 (1989), 208-43; “Heraclius and the Unfinished Themes of Oriens: Some 
Final Observations” , Byzantion 64 (1994), 352-76.

31 Ralf-Johannes Lilie, “Die zweihundertjahrige Reform. Zu den Anfangen der The-
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5, by John Haldon, provides a definitive study of the entire situation, and 
shows tha t we cannot accept Shahid’s theory.

The military organization of the Caliphate differed significantly from 
its Byzantine counterpart. On the Byzantine side, the frontier zone seems 
to have been nearly coterminous with Byzantine Anatolia itself, a t least 
throughout much of the first two centuries. The Byzantine society and 
polity tha t emerged in the ninth and tenth centuries as a military and po
litical success was largely the product of a prolonged crisis on its eastern 
frontier (see Haldon in Chapter 6). On the Muslim side, the frontier was 
more truly marginal, in the sense that it constituted a distinct and (at 
least relative to the entire Caliphate) not-too-large area. Broadly speaking, 
the military organization of the Caliphate at first involved largely tribally 
based units, settled in encampments or towns (amsdr), enrolled in a cen
tral register (diwan), and rewarded according to a system based, at least 
in its vocabulary, on gift { ‘ata’) rather than on compensation. From this a 
gradual transition occurred toward a situation involving the use of slave sol
diers, “ethnic” units, and a complex distribution of horizontal and vertical 
loyalties.32 The point here is simply tha t the military organization of the 
Caliphate is a much broader affair than the frontier armies and garrisons. 
Nonetheless, the Arab side of the frontier has its own importance and its 
own fascination.

The Arab-Byzantine frontier, like most pre-modern frontiers, consisted 
of a wide zone rather than a specific boundary line. Also like other fron
tiers, it had a particularly strong imaginaire, evoking images of forbidding 
mountain barriers from poets,33 a range of praises and laments from ge

menorganisation im 7. und 8. Jahrhundert” , Byzantinoslavica 45 (1984), 27-39, 190-201; 
idem , “Araber und Themen. Zum Einflufi der arabischen Expansion auf die byzantinische 
Militarorganisation” , in Averil Cameron, ed., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, 
III: States, Resources and Armies (Princeton, 1995), 425-46.

32 In addition to the synthetic work by Kennedy mentioned above, see Patricia Crone, 
Slaves on Horses (Cambridge, 1980); Daniel Pipes, Slave Soldiers and Islam: Genesis of a 
Military System  (New Haven, 1981); David Ayalon, “Preliminary Remarks on the Mamluk 
Institution in Islam” , in V.J. Parry and M.E. Yapp, eds., War, Technology, and Society in 
the Middle East (Oxford, 1975), 44-58; idem , “The Military Reforms of al-Mu‘tasim” , in 
his Islam and the Abode of War (Aldershot, 1994), 1-39; Matthew Gordon, The Breaking 
of a Thousand Swords: a History of the Turkish Community of Samarra (Albany, 2001).

33 Including the panegyricists of the ‘Abbasids, especially of the caliphs al-Rashid and 
al-Mu‘tasim; the famous MutanabbT; Abu Firas, the Hamdanid prince held captive in 
Constantinople; and others. See Marius Canard in Byzance et les arabes, I, 397-408,
11.2, 299-378; idem , “Mutanabbi et la guerre byzantino-arabe: interet historique de ses 
poesies” , in Al-Mutanabbi: recueil publie a I’occasion de son millenaire (Beirut, 1936), 
99-114; =  Canard’s Byzance et les musulmans, no. VI; Bonner, Aristocratic Violence,
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ographers,34 and endless distinctions from lawyers. At the same time, it 
truly was a forbidding place, presenting countless practical difficulties that 
soldiers and civilians had to overcome as best they could.

Although the frontier zone lay not far from some of the major political 
and cultural centers of the early Islamic world, it was barred from these 
to some extent. Soon after Heraclius’ retreat from Syria in the 630s, a no 
man’s land emerged, known to the Arabs as al-dawahi, “the outer lands” .35 
Beginning around a century afterwards, when the frontier’s center of grav
ity migrated to the Taurus and anti-Taurus ranges, and when the Muslim 
authorities began a policy of settling fighters in the region and building up 
the frontier outposts into towns of some importance,36 the idea of a pro
tective cordon sanitaire remained. Arabic geographers and historians de- 
cribed the frontier zone as divided into a front line called the thughur, wthe 
passageways” , behind which (that is, to the east and south of which) lay 
an intermediate zone of towns and strongholds known as the ‘awdsim , the 
“protectresses” . These same writers further described the front-line thughur 
as divided into regions named after and somehow appended to the great 
provinces behind them: the thughur of Syria and the Jazlra. This division 
of the frontier district corresponded to reality, in the sense that a broad 
frontier zone, now called ‘awdsim instead of dawahi, did extend between 
the front-line strongholds and the main body of the Caliphate. But on the 
other hand, this division into thughur and (awasim did not really make sense 
and did not correspond to the administrative realities of most times.37 Once 
again, we cite Qudama ibn J a ‘far. In his chapter on the frontiers, Qudama 
(like other geographical writers) divides the front-line strongholds of the

101-104, 134; and Shboul in Chapter 9, section 7, below.
34Especially Ibn Hawqal, Surat al-ard, ed. J.H. Kramers (Leiden, 1938; BGA 2), 178-89, 

201-202. Byzance et les arabes, 11.2, 379-428, provides a selection of translated geograph
ical writings.

35Described at the beginning of Chapter 2 (Wellhausen). The term al-dawahi corre
sponds to the Greek ta akra, “the extremities” , according to Kaegi, “The Frontier: Barrier 
or Bridge?” , The 17th International Byzantine Congress: Major Papers (New Rochelle, 
1986), 286. See also Kaegi, “Changes in Military Organization and Daily Life on the East
ern Frontier” , in Chrysa Maltezou, ed., Daily Life in Byzantium  =  E kathemerine zoe sto 
Vyzantio (Athens, 1989), 514-17, discussing the devastated zone, of which Heraclius seems 
to have been the originator.

36Kennedy in Chapter 6, below; Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 43-68; C.E. Bosworth, 
art. “al-Thughur. 1. In the Arab-Byzantine Frontier Region” , E I 2y X, 446-47.

37Michael Bonner, “The Naming of the Frontier: ‘Awasim, Thughur, and the Arab Ge
ographers” , BSO AS  57 (1994), 17-24. Cf. Miquel, Geographie humaine, II, 475: “But the 
concept is more fluid, and the distinction between fawasim and thugur is often unstable, 
in the vicissitudes of the frontier” .
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thughur into two districts, and he even adds a third district in the north, 
aUthughur al-bakrtya. However, this dividing of the frontier zone contra
dicts what Qudama says elsewhere about the administrative divisions of the 
Caliphate.38 Here Qudama is not describing the lands of the Caliphate, nor 
of the ‘Hamdanids nor any other dynasty, but again, an idealized Realm of 
Islam (mamlakat al-Islam).

There are several reasons why the frontier zone should be so special 
and contradictory a part of this ideal entity. One of these is tha t when 
the frontier zone first emerged (in the second half of the second/eighth cen
tury and soon afterwards), a trend was beginning to prevail toward viewing 
the Islamic land and fiscal regimes as products of the early Islamic con
quests. Jurists and historiographers were coming increasingly to view the 
arrangements of their own day regarding landholding, taxation and inter- 
communal relations as direct results of what had happened in those old glory 
days, especially in the 630s and 640s. This applied especially, but not only, 
to provinces that, like the JazTra (upper Mesopotamia), were located near 
the Arab-Byzantine frontier.39 In this context, the frontier district itself, 
still a site of warfare, raiding and conquest, presented a test case and an 
anomaly. When the settling of the frontier towns was underway, the Syr
ian jurist al-Awza‘T (d. 157/774), declared that only the caliph could make 
grants of agricultural lands in these lands. Afterwards, al-Awza‘T’s student 
and follower Abu Ishaq al-Fazarl (d. after 185/802) said tha t because of the 
uncertainty of that district’s previous status, it was best to avoid holding 
landed property there altogether.40 Thus the unitary Caliphate comes into 
question once again, this time through the land regime of the thughur.

This frontier, like others, has been described as a place of mixing and 
fusion, a region where the residents on both sides had more in common with 
one another than with the people of their own hinterlands and capitals.41 
This impression certainly comes across in the popular epic, such as the

38Qudama (ed. Zubaydf), 180-85; (ed. de Goeje), 246-53.
39Chase F. Robinson, Empire and Elites after the Muslim Conquest: the Transformation 

of Northern Mesopotamia (Cambridge, 2000), 1-32; Werner Schmucker, Untersuchungen 
zu einigen wichtigen bodenrechtlichen Konsequenzen der islamischen Eroberungsbewegung 
(Bonn, 1973); Albrecht Noth, The Early Arabic Historical Tradition, 2nd ed. in collab
oration with Lawrence I. Conrad, trans. Michael Bonner (Princeton, 1994); idem , “Zum 
Verhaltnis von kalifaler Zentralgewalt und Provinzen in umayyadischer Zeit. Die Sulh- 
(Anwa Traditionen fur Agypten und den Iraq” , Die Welt des I  slams 14 (1973), 150-62.

40Below, Chapter 14.
41A defining characteristic according to Oscar Martinez, Border People (Tucson, 1994), 

18-20; cf. Linda Darling, “Contested Territory: Ottoman Holy War in Comparative Con
text” , Studia Islamica 91 (2000), 137 n. 13.
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the Digenis Akritas cycle in Greek and the Delhemma (Dhdt al-himma) in 
Arabic. We must keep in mind, however, tha t this literature comes from 
a later time, at least in the form in which we have it. Certain defining 
differences between the two sides of the frontier marked it as a real barrier, at 
least during the three and a half centuries in question here. These differences 
include the emergence on the Byzantine side of a frontier aristocracy, drawn 
from the military leadership and imperial service,42 whereas on the Muslim 
side, as we have seen, the role of the caliphs and their representatives was 
often called into question. If certain elite groups eventually prevailed there, 
their identity is still not clear.43 This is not to say tha t local strongmen, 
“warlords” , and their followings did not exist on the Arab side of the frontier. 
However, our information regarding them is spotty and, significantly, derives 
at least as much from Syriac as from Arabic sources.44 In any case, we should 
take the Arabic sources seriously in their constant portrayal of the frontier 
district as an ideologically charged place where people came, not to mix with 
those different from themselves, but rather to fight them and to stake out 
more securely their own territory of self.

Hard-edged in these ways, the region of the thughur did prove more 
porous in some others. Older populations mixed with newcomers arriving 
not only from Syria and JazTra to the immediate south and east, but also 
from the more remote Islamic East. It may well be that relations with the 
Christian Byzantines just across the barrier, though not well documented, 
were friendly at times and perhaps even intimate, like those described in the

42See Haldon in the first half of Chapter 6. This new aristocracy integrated various eth
nic elements, including Arabs: see Jean-Claude Cheynet, “L’apport arabe a l’aristocratie 
byzantine des Xe-XIe siecles” , Byzantinoslavica 56 (1995), 137-46.

43See Peter Von Sivers, “Taxes and Trade in the ‘Abbasid Thughur” , JESHO  25 (1982), 
71-99, and the critique in Bonner, Aristocratic Violence (New Haven, 1996), 136-37. In 
this way the frontier region was typical of Islamic society as a whole, in that it did 
not provide conditions for, and even blocked the progress, of any elite group seeking 
to establish itself for longer than a few generations. On this question more generally, 
see Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses; and Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social 
Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge, 1994).

44This does not mean that Syriac sources are inherently untrustworthy, but only in
dicates the marginal place of this phenomenon in the Arabic sources. This especially 
applies to the years around the ‘Abbasid revolution. See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 
41-61; Claude Cahen, “Fiscalite, propriete, antagonismes sociaux en Haute-Mesopotamie 
au temps des premiers ‘Abbasides d ’apres Denys de Tell-Mahre” , Arabica 1 (1954), 136
52; J.M. Fiey, “The Syriac Population of the Thughur al-Shamiyya and the ‘Awasim 
and its Relations with the Byzantines and the Muslims” , in Muhammad Adnan Bakhit 
and Robert Schick, eds., Bilad al-Sham in the ‘Abbasid Period: Proceedings of the Fifth 
International Conference on the History of Bilad al-Sham (Amman, 1991), 45-54.
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Spanish Poem of the Cid between Don Rodrigo and the Moor Abengalbon 
(Ibn Ghalbun).

Polemics and Images of the “Other”
The images of Muslims and Islam that emerged in early medieval Byzan
tine polemical writings proved to have enormous lasting power, within and 
beyond the Greek-speaking world. To speak of this polemical literature as 
“Byzantine” is, of course, to use the term loosely, since much of it orig
inated in the Islamic lands among Christians living in the protected sta
tus (dhimma) of “people of the Book” (ahl al-kitab), some of them writing 
in Syriac, others in Greek, and some eventually in Arabic.45 Whatever 
the provenance of these writings, however, they provided a roughly uni
fied heritage for medieval and early modern Christian writers against Islam. 
Translated into Latin, they formed the foundation for a tenacious Western 
European vocabulary of misunderstanding, which included portrayal of the 
Saracens as the Scourge of God, sent to punish Christians for their sins; a 
leading role for the Saracens in a variety of apocalyptic scenarios; the iden
tification of Islam as a Christian heresy and of Muhammad as a heresiarch; 
and wide-ranging accusations of fraud, violence and lust, again leveled at 
both Muhammad and his community as a whole. Polemicists in the me
dieval West expanded this heritage with such elements as the identification 
of Islam as a form of paganism, and the revival of the ancient theme of the 
flighty, inconstant Oriental.46 However, the older “Byzantine” vocabulary 
continued to resurface, well into the modern period.47

45See below, Chapters 8 (Meyendorff) and 12 (Conrad); Daniel Sahas, John of Dam
ascus on Islam, the “Heresy of the Ishmaelitesn (Leiden, 1972); idem , “Eighth-Century 
Byzantine Anti-Islamic Literature” , Byzantinoslavica 57 (1996), 229-38; Andrew Palmer, 
Sebastian Brock and Robert Hoyland, eds. and trans., The Seventh Century in the West- 
Syrian Chronicles (Liverpool, 1993); Robert Hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton, 
1995); and Bibliography, below.

46 For a synthesis, see John V. Tolan, Saracens: Islam in the Medieval European Imag
ination (New York, 2002); and Norman Daniel, Islam and the West: the Making of an 
Image (Edinburgh, 1993). For an even longer view, see Maxime Rodinson, La fascination  
de VIslam (Paris, 1980), trans. as Europe and the Mystique of Islam (Seattle, 1991).

47As in the quarrels between Federalists and Republicans in the early years of the 
American republic, where Muhammad and Islam were taken as paradigms of domestic 
and political tyranny, or else of anarchy, depending on the point of view. See Robert 
J. Allison, The Crescent Obscured: the United States and the Muslim World, 1776-1815 
(Chicago, 1995). Of course Montesquieu enters the argument, but see pp. 37-41 on the 
Americans’ use of Humphrey Prideaux’s The True Nature of Imposture Fully Displayed in 
the Life of Mahomet (London, 1697), a work still largely in the medieval tradition.



INTRODUCTION xxix

Several chapters in this volume (8-11) deal with the question of how the 
Muslims viewed the Byzantines. Medieval Muslim sources at different times 
might use the term Rum  politically (subjects of the Roman/Byzantine em
peror), linguistically (Greek-speakers), geographically (Anatolians), or reli
giously (Christians in general).48 Nonetheless, they took a different view of 
the Christians in the Byzantine empire and those residing in the lands of Is
lam. Within lands that came under Muslim rule, conquerors and conquered 
soon agreed on the need for arrangements that would provide mutual guar
antees, even if these arrangements sometimes involved a degree of mutual 
misunderstanding, as the anecdote at the beginning of Chapter 10 illus
trates. So on the one hand, the juridical roots of dhimma ( “protection” ) 
were inseparable from those of jihad ,49 and those who lived under dhimma 
did not enjoy social and juridical equality with the Muslims; but on the 
other hand, dhimma also lay at the root of what historians of medieval 
Spain sometimes call convivenciay or “getting along together” . Accordingly, 
in early Islam we see the genesis and growth of an internal Other, separate 
from the external Other personified by the Rum/Byzantine. This internal 
Other is the dhimmi, the non-Muslim native of the Abode of Islam, most 
often Christian or Jewish. Because the dhimmi*s juridical characteristics 
included both a long-term contractual relationship with the Muslims and 
the inability to carry arms, he was destined to participate in a never-ending 
negotiation with the Muslims over his own status, obligations and rights. 
Chase Robinson has recently shown the importance of such negotiations 
and discussions between Muslims and dhimmis, not only in Islamic law, but 
also in the early development of Islamic historiographical and biographical 
writing.50

Medieval Muslim legal and literary writers often used stereotypes to rep
resent dhimmis and Byzantines. This is not surprising: after all, representa
tions of “Saracens” in Byzantine and Western European literature were at 
least as stereotypical as these. The point here is simply tha t for the medieval 
Muslims, while the internal Other was a figure of constant negotiation, the 
external Other on the whole was not. We see this in the evidence assembled 
by Nadia El-Cheikh regarding perceptions of Byzantine women in Arabic lit
erature. These women were associated with immorality and often portrayed 
as prostitutes, while Byzantine men were singled out for their supposed lack

48See above, n. 4. On the ROm as “unbelievers” , “idolaters” (mushrikun , kuffdr), and 
the ambiguity of those terms, see Shboul, “Arab Attitudes towards Byzantium” , 124-25.

49Best illustrated by the Kitab al-jizya (not Kitab al-jihad) in al-Shafi4T’s Kitab al-umm 
(Beirut, 1980), IV, 167-222, esp. 170-80.

50Robinson, Empire and Elites, 1-32.
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of jealousy. Although some Arabic writers acknowledged other possibilities, 
these perceptions prevailed, built as they were out of social realities in the 
Islamic world (domestic slavery and concubinage) and above all, out of pro
jected fears of social and sexual disorder.51 Chapter 9 in this volume, by 
Ahmad Shboul, provides a general outline of the image in Arabic literature 
of the Rum/Byzantines, including the view of Byzantium as a great power; 
the identification of its ruler as the paradigmatic tyrant ( tdghiya); the skill 
of the Byzantines in various arts and crafts, as well as in administration 
and warfare; and their alleged lack of generosity. Above all and through
out, the Empire figures as Islam’s main antagonist and rival, its archenemy 
until the end of time. Likewise, when a long chapter of Andre Miquel’s 
Geographie humaine allows us to view Byzantium through the keen eyes of 
the Arab geographers, we find constant repetition of the message th a t in the 
end the world will only be large enough to contain one of the two rivals.52 
Consistently with this idea, the geographical writers greatly exaggerate (at 
least in our eyes) the physical extent of the Empire, on occasion drawing 
Europe as a mere appendage to it. They also tend to be uncharacteristi
cally imprecise regarding such things as the course of the Empire’s rivers. 
They describe its roads, especially those leading to Constantinople, more 
accurately, no doubt because of the accumulation of military intelligence 
over many generations. However, the powerful Byzantine state looms large 
in these descriptions, overwhelming the everyday reality tha t these writers 
elsewhere describe with such acuity and grace. The geographers show little 
interest in Byzantine climate, products and trade; Constantinople for them 
is a city without people, without daily life.53 Rather like the frontier dis
trict of the thughur, just described, the image of Byzantium is of something 
inflexible and unyielding, both at its ideological core and along its hard, 
practical edges. It is, in fact, precisely the image tha t Massignon identified 
over a half century ago, that of the gold coin, the concrete symbol of royal 
sovereignty, power, brilliance and wealth.54

We have seen that in juridical theory and historical writing, the Islamic 
land and fiscal regime as a whole came to be seen as a direct result of the 
early conquests of the 630s and 640s. Even if this view was only theo

51 N.M. El-Cheikh, “Describing the Other to Get at the Self: Byzantine Women in Arabic 
Sources, 8 th - l l th  Centuries” , JESHO  40 (1997), 239-50.

52 Above, n. 2.
53Miquel, Geographie humaine, II, 381-481, esp. 387-88, 408, 462.
54Louis Massignon, “Le mirage byzantin dans le miroir bagdadien d ’il y a mille ans” , 

Annuaire de VInstitut de Philologie et d fHistoire Orientates et Slaves 10 (1950), 429-48, 
esp. 438-40. See also the end of Chapter 10 in this volume (O. Grabar).
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retical, it provided ground for optimism: the community and its resources 
were bound to expand in God’s good time, or at least to remain protected 
and stable. The major challenge to this comforting view came from the con
frontation with Byzantium, with its endless ideological and physical conflict, 
its rugged frontier life, its peculiar maniere de combattrey and the grudging 
respect tha t it evoked for the perpetual enemy, all of this taking place un
comfortably close to the nerve-center of the Islamic world.

In its origins the Arab-Byzantine confrontation was actually not a direct 
result of the early conquests, so much as of the period of the Umayyad dy
nasty (661-750). Medieval Muslims largely understood this, for instance in 
their interest in the (bad) precedents set by the caliphs Mu‘awiya and 4Abd 
al-Malik in paying tribute to Byzantine emperors while they were preoccu
pied with civil strife at home. For us, to understand the Arab-Byzantine 
confrontation, we need to look at the situation under the Umayyads first 
of all (Wellhausen and Gibb in Chapters 2 and 3). However, while the ar
chaeological and artistic record for Umayyad Syria and JazTra (the provinces 
bordering on Byzantium) is quite rich (Grabar in Chapter 10), the situation 
is less favorable for historiography. For as Wellhausen already noted (Chap
ter 2), the extant Arabic historians are mainly interested in Iraq and the 
East, and for the Byzantine frontier region they often give little more than 
bare data of commanders, battles and campaigns.

The Arabic apocalyptic literature helps to fill this gap. It is well known 
tha t the conquest of Constantinople was a transcendent, religious goal for 
the Muslims, especially after their failure in 717-18 to accomplish it.55 Also 
well known is the prophecy that Constantinople would fall to a ruler who 
bore the name of a prophet. This in the event turned out to be true, though 
later than expected (in 1453, under an Ottoman sultan named Muhammad). 
Beyond this, the Muslim apocalyptic literature has often been considered 
marginal and obscure. Recently, however, it has been studied and made 
better known (Suliman Bashear in Chapter 7).56 In this apocalyptic liter

55Canard, “Expeditions des arabes contre Constantinople” , 61-121; =  his Byzance et 
les musulmans, no. 1.

56See also Michael Cook, “The Heraclian Dynasty in Muslim Eschatology” , al-Qantara 
13 (1992), 3-23; idem , “Eschatology and the Dating of Traditions” , Princeton Papers in 
Near Eastern Studies 1 (1992), 23-47; idem, “An Early Islamic Apocalyptic Chronicle” , 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies 52 (1993), 25-29; Lawrence I. Conrad, “The Arabs and 
the Colossus” , J R A S , Third Series, 6 (1996), 165-87, esp. 181-87; David B. Cook, “Muslim 
Apocalyptic and Jihad” , JSA I  20 (1996), 66-104; idem , “The Apocalyptic Year 200/815
16” , in A. Baumgarten, ed., Apocalyptic Time (Leiden, 2000), 41-68; idem , “An Early 
Muslim Daniel Apocalypse” , Arabica 49 (2002), 55-96. Especially important has been the 
publication of the Kitab al-fitan by the third/ninth-century writer Nu‘aym ibn Hammad
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ature, the “portents of the hour” betray anxiety over a Byzantine invasion 
by sea of Muslim Syria. This invasion fits into a series of events, varying 
in the different versions, culminating in the conquest of Constantinople and 
the end of the world as we know it. Now in fact, a Byzantine naval inva
sion on such a scale never took place.57 However, the fear itelf—apparently 
widespread among Syrian Muslims at what we might have thought was a 
moment of great success and confidence—seems to have been real, especially 
in the mid-to-late seventh century, when Umayyad control over the seacoast 
was still insecure (Wellhausen, Chapter 2). The second half of the seventh 
century saw great intensity in apocalyptic speculation, among Middle East
ern Jews and Christians as well as Muslims, much of it connected to the rise 
and expansion of Islam. Then, around 700, this speculation began to cool 
down, especially since the Arabs and Muslims were clearly there to stay.58 
As the Byzantine threat receded, the maldhim and fadd’il literature became 
objects of interest mainly in local Syrian scholarly environments, at least 
until the time of the Crusades, when it acquired new relevance and appeal.

How and why this material was transmitted in the ‘Abbasid period is 
still not entirely clear. In any case, in its literary form, this apocalyptic 
literature is hadxth. Since it refers to real, datable historical events (in 
addition to imaginary ones), it seems to provide scholars of hadxth with an 
opportunity to realize their dream of dating traditions securely. Moreover, 
most of the historical events in question took place before the year 100 
of the Hijra, which Joseph Schacht declared the earliest limit of datable 
traditions. Michael Cook has taken up this challenge.59 More recently, 
David B. Cook has identified “apocalyptic groups” , the presumed audience 
of these productions, as well as a “leadership” . However, the identities of 
all these still need to be made more precise.60
(Mecca, 1991).

5?This undermines confidence in the theory that medieval apocalypses are prophecies 
ex eventu , or “chronicles written in the future tense”: see Paul J. Alexander, “Medieval 
Apocalypses as Historical Sources” , American Historical Review 73 (1968), 1018; idem , 
The Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition, ed. D. de F. Abrahamse (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
1985); further references in Conrad, “The Arabs and the Colossus” , 182 n. 86; see also 
Cook, “The Heraclian Dynasty in Muslim Eschatology” , 3-23. Bashear (in Chapter 7 
below) remains loyal, even though the theory seems to go against some of his own findings.

58Conrad, “The Arabs and the Colossus” , 181-83.
59Cook, “Eschatology and the Dating of Traditions” , 23-47. The most important state

ment of Schacht’s theory is in The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (Oxford, 1950). 
Cook finds that the m atter is “not as unambiguous and straightforward as one might have 
hoped” , but that basic Schachtian principles, including the “common link” , do come into 
question.

60David B. Cook, “Muslim Apocalyptic and Jihad” , JSA I  20 (1996), 66-104.
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Regarding theological disputations, Robert Hoyland remarks elsewhere 
in this series tha t these tended to be more “gentlemanly” when conducted 
within the frontiers of Islam than when they took place across the A rab- 
Byzantine divide.61 Indeed, a characteristic of the “sectarian milieu” that 
John Wansbrough described for early Islam was that each monotheist group 
or sub-group could say its piece, with considerable confidence tha t its op
ponents would understand the basic themes, principles and structure of its 
argument.62 Arab-Byzantine disputations, on the other hand, politicized 
and publicized events, often had a highly performative aspect, providing an 
occasion for rhetorical and poetic display.63
E x ch ang e , In fluence an d  C onv ergen ce
Diplomatic exchanges have already been discussed. These occurred rela
tively infrequently and provided opportunities for theatrical display meant 
to impress domestic audiences as much as visiting delegations. There was 
considerable borrowing from Byzantine ceremonial at the Fatimid court, 
and likely elsewhere.64 In general, the language and practice of diplomacy 
were well understood on both sides.

Trade between the two took place on a large scale. However, we have 
little hard evidence for this trade in Arabic sources, apart from a short 
work on trade falsely attributed to al-Jahiz.65 We have already seen the 
reticence of the Arab geographers on this point; a thorough scouring of adab 
(belles lettres) works of the ‘Abbasid period would yield more references. 
Demand for objects of Byzantine origin was principally for high-prestige 
items, including the marvelous brocades mentioned often in Arabic texts. 
The Empire tried to keep secret the techniques of production for some of 
these expensive goods, which were often made from raw materials originating

61 Hoyland, Introduction to Volume 18 of this series, Muslims and Others.
62 John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Sal

vation History (Oxford, 1978); M.A. Cook, “The Origins of Kalam” , BSO AS  43 (1980), 
32-43.

63G.E. Von Grunebaum, “Eine poetische Polemik zwischen Byzanz und Baghdad im 10. 
Jahrhundert’’, Analecta orientalia 14 (1937), 43-64; =  his Islam and Medieval Hellenism , 
no. 19.

64Marius Canard, “Le ceremonial fatimite et le ceremonial byzantin: Essai de co m p ar
ison” , Byzantion 21 (1951), 355-420; =  his Byzance et les musulmans, no. 14.

65Kitab al-tabassur bi-l-tijara (Cairo, 1994); French trans. by Charles Pellat, Arabica 1 
(1954), 153-65. Walter Kaegi, in “The Frontier: Barrier or Bridge” , 293-95, points to 
Abu Yusuf’s concern in the Kitab al-kharaj (Cairo, 1962), 187-90, that spies can cross 
the frontier acting or disguised as merchants. Over a century later, a similar possibility is 
raised in the work attributed (probably incorrectly) to the Byzantine emperor Nicephorus 
Phocas, De velitatione bellica (Bonn, 1828), 196.



xxxiv INTRODUCTION

in the Islamic world. Byzantium was also a net exporter to the Muslims of 
coined money, especially gold. The Byzantines, for their part, imported a 
wide range of goods, especially high-quality raw materials; their balance of 
trade with the Islamic world was negative. But their role may better be 
described as that of an intermediary within the global trading network of 
Islam, or as Maurice Lombard described it, “encysted in the great currents 
emerging from the Muslim world” .66 Muslim commercial relations with the 
Balkan and Slavic worlds, the Black Sea, the Caspian, the Russian river 
routes, the Baltic, and even with much of the Mediterranean (especially 
with the rise of the Italian merchant republics), often had no choice but to 
pass through Byzantine territory and Byzantine customs officers.

This raises the question of where this trade took place, or in other words, 
of markets. Despite the optimistic statem ents of some modern scholars, the 
frontier towns of the thughur in Asia Minor and northern Syria—inland 
and up against the Taurus mountains—were centers of local trade a t best. 
There is no evidence for long-distance trade going through them; their sup
port came from other sources, including the State treasury and revenues 
from “immobilized” properties back in the Islamic heartlands.67 But in 
cities that did have long-distance trade, we may perceive a difference be
tween Byzantium and the Arabs. In early Byzantium, as in the later Ro
man Empire, the Empire and its fiscal agents had a central and in some 
ways controlling role in the functioning of the markets, which were, on their 
own, rather weak.68 In the Islamic world, after attem pts by the Umayyad 
caliphs (661-750) to create and control markets, at least in Syria, Palestine 
and the Hijaz,69 the market (both in the concrete and the abstract sense) 
suffered fewer restrictions.70 Of course this does not mean tha t Caliphal

66Maurice Lombard, L'Islam dans sa premiere grandeur, VIH e-XIe siecle (Paris, 1971), 
226-33, esp. 232.

67See Chapter 6, n. 107; also Ibn Hawqal, Surat al-ard} 184 (support for Tarsus).
68Haldon discusses this issue regarding Byzantine markets and cities, in the first half 

of Chapter 6. See also Michael F. Hendy, “Economy and State in Late Rome and Early 
Byzantium: an Introduction” , in his Variorum collection The Economy, Fiscal Administra
tion and Coinage of Byzantium  (Northampton, 1989), 1-23. The early Islamic counterpart 
to all this has not yet been written.

69The archeological evidence for Umayyad markets has been assembled in a recent 
Harvard dissertation by Rebecca Foote, which, however, has not been available to me. 
For the literary evidence, see the controversy over the market in Medina in al-SamhudT, 
Wafa* al-waja bi-akhbdr dar al-Mustafa (Cairo, 1373/1953), II, 747-56; M.J. Kister, “The 
Market of the Prophet” , JESHO  8 (1965), 272-76; =  his Studies in Jahiliyya and Early 
Islam (Ashgate, 1980), no. 9.

70See Thierry Bianquis and Pierre Guichard, art. “Suk: 1. In the Traditional Arab 
World” , E l 2, IX, 786-89; Hugh Kennedy, “The Impact of Muslim Rule on the Pattern  of
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and provincial authorities had no role in the Islamic marketplace; but this 
role was substantially different from that of their Byzantine counterparts.

The extent and meaning of this difference remain to be spelled out. The 
difficulty of the task appears in the well-known example of the Islamic office 
of market inspector or muhtasib. It used to be thought that this office 
had its origins in the late Roman Empire, but this is no longer clear. The 
office itself was rather limited in its authority. However, the paucity of 
direct evidence for some such office in the Islamic lands from the seventh 
through the tenth centuries does not necessarily mean tha t it did not then 
exist.71 For now, we may simply point to a general pattern or trend. The 
two sides shared a common Hellenistic and late Roman heritage, and their 
productions and styles in many areas—economic, artistic, intellectual—had 
much in common. Nonetheless, each resolutely went its own way, as in this 
example of the marketplace. Frequent contacts did not bridge the gap.

Commercial and diplomatic contacts required what Islamic law calls the 
aman, or “safe-conduct” . Though we know a great deal about the theory of 
the amdn from Islamic legal sources,72 we have no documentary (archival) 
evidence for it during the period of the Arab-Byzantine encounter. For later 
periods, where we do have such evidence, we find the amdn negotiated be
tween a host (such as the Mamluk sultan) and a group tha t sends visitors 
(such as the Venetian commune). This is unlike the situation in Islamic law, 
where the amdn is always negotiated between individuals.73 Trading com
munities of Muslims resided in Constantinople and other important cities; 
their status, and especially the mosques built for their use, were negotiated 
in treaties.74

The endless campaigns and raids resulted in large numbers of prisoners 
on both sides. One result of this was a fascinating, if small literature of cap
tivity narratives, ranging from apparently sober autobiographical accounts
Rural Settlement in Syria” , in Pierre Canivet and Jean-Paul Rey-Coquais, eds., La Syrie 
de Byzance a I ’Islam, V lle-V IIe  siecles (Damascus, 1992), 291-97.

71Sunayd (al-Husayn ibn Dawud, d. 221/836), a scholar resident in al-Masslsa in the 
thughur, was known as “the muhtasib”. However, the sources do not describe his function, 
and the title is just as likely to derive from his Qur’anic exegesis. See al-Khatlb al- 
Baghdadr, Ta’rikh Baghdad (Cairo, 1931), VIII, 42-44; Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 
164.

72 Willi HefTening, Das islamische Fremdenrecht (Hannover, 1925).
73John Wansbrough, “The Safe-Conduct in Muslim Chancery Practice” , BSO AS  34 

(1971), 20-35; idem , Lingua Franca in the Mediterranean (Richmond, Surrey, 1996), esp. 
133-34.

74S.W. Reinert, “The Muslim Presence in Constantinople, 9th-15th Centuries: Some 
Preliminary Observations” , in Helene Ahrweiler and Angeliki E. Laiou, eds., Studies on 
the Internal Diaspora of the Byzantine Empire (Washington, 1998), 125-50.
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to framing stories worthy of the Thousand and One Nights.75 Redeeming 
and/or exchanging prisoners was a main object of Byzantine-Arab diplo
macy over long periods of time, and received much attention from Arabic 
historical writers.76 The tenth-century historian and geographer al-Mas‘udT 
described in detail the ceremony of redeeming prisoners tha t took place at 
intervals at the river Lamos, near Tarsus. Significantly, the elaborate cer
emony surrounding this event culminated in a market or fair, apparently 
under close supervision.77

Questions of cultural influence are most vivid in the history of art and ar
chitecture. Oleg Grabar in Chapter 10 shows how Byzantine forms and mo
tifs taken over in early Islam received new meanings in the process. Byzan
tine artistic tradition was only one among the many available to the world- 
conquering Muslims, but an especially important one.78 Not surprisingly, 
once Islamic art and architecture had reached maturity, they had consider
able prestige and influence in the court and high aristocracy of Byzantium 
itself.79

Gustave von Grunebaum in Chapter 11 explores the vast reaches of 
Byzantine and Islamic intellectual history. In philosophy, belles lettres, and 
many forms of religious expression, time and again, he finds tha t “it is sim
ilarities rather than influences that we are able to observe” . For all the 
“similarity of atmosphere” between the medieval Greek epic (Digenis Akri- 
tas) and the Arabic stories of Sayyid Battal and ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man, they 
do not grow out of a shared development. Above all, the classical heritage 
had a different fate in the two civilizations. Each had its humanistic and

75For the first type, see the adventures of Harun ibn Yahya, in Ibn Rustah, al-A ‘laq 
al-nafisa, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1891; BGA 7), 119-30; French trans. by Marius 
Canard in Byzance et les arabes, II.2, 382-94; Eng. trans. by A.A. Vasiliev, in Seminarium  
Kondakovianum 5 (1932), 149-63; see also M. Izeddin, “Un prisonnier arabe a Byzance 
au IXe siecle” , Revue des etudes islamiques 15 (1947), 41-67. For the second type, see 
Marius Canard, “Les aventures d ’un prisonnier arabe et d ’un patrice byzantin a l’epoque 
des guerres bulgaro-byzantines” , DOP 19 (1956), 51-72; =  his Byzance et les musulmans, 
no. 16. In general, see Hamid Zayyan Ghaniin Zayyan, al-Asra al-muslimun ft bilad al- 
Rum  (Cairo, 1989).

76See below, Chapter 4 (Kennedy); Canard, “Relations politiques et sociales entre 
Byzance et les arabes” , 35-56; =  his Byzance et les musulmans, no. 19; L. Simeonova, “In 
the Depths of Tenth-Century Byzantine Ceremonial: the Treatment of Arab Prisoners of 
War at Imperial Banquets” , Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 22 (1998), 75-104.

77al-Mas‘udl, al-Tanbth tva-l-ishraf, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1894; BGA  8), 189-96; 
Chapter 6, below (Haldon and Kennedy).

78These themes are developed further in Oleg G rabar’s The Formation of Islamic A r t , 
2nd ed. (New Haven, 1987).

79 Andre Grabar, “Le succes des arts orientaux a la cour byzantine sous les Mace- 
doniens” , Miinchener Jahrbuch der bildenden K unst} Dritte Folge, 2 (1951), 32-60.
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philosophical traditions; each saw a new resurgence of “elements of popular 
feeling and popular modes of thought” around the middle of the eleventh 
century; and each arrived at its own synthesis of all these elements, inde
pendently of the other. Von Grunebaum does not dwell on the intellectual 
contacts tha t occasionally took place at the highest political level, including 
royal gifts of manuscripts and “lending” of scholars. However, such episodes 
did little to change the intellectual and spiritual picture, and are best viewed 
in the same light as the diplomatic missions and the prestige-laden giftgiving 
tha t accompanied them.

By contrast, Lawrence Conrad in Chapter 12 shows tha t a certain amount 
of intercultural transmission can be located in historical writing. One rea
son for this is the presence of an intermediary, Christian Syriac historiogra
phy, with its ties to both the Greek and the (emerging) Arabic traditions, 
together with the peculiar position of Byzantine and early Islamic Syria it
self. Conrad’s conclusions regarding Theophilus of Edessa and Theophanes’ 
“Eastern Source” have been widely accepted. At the same time, all this does 
not prove von Grunebaum wrong: the Arabic and Byzantine historiograph
ical traditions still proceeded in the main without significant recognition or 
even awareness of one another.

The frontier was the site of several dissenting or heretical religious move
ments and trends, notably the Paulicians.80 Among the great religious 
controversies of the age, the Iconoclast crisis in eighth- and ninth-century 
Byzantium is particularly fascinating, as it involves both high authority and 
popular feeling. The edict against images by the Umayyad caliph Yazld II 
(r. 720-24) clearly had some relation to the subsequent iconoclast legislation 
of the emperor Leo III (717-41),81 and there is good reason to think that 
the crisis was triggered in part by the recent military successes of Islam.82 
At the same time, Byzantine iconoclasm had deep Christian roots, predat
ing the rise of Islam.83 Patricia Crone in Chapter 13 argues for the role

80Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine S ta te , 223; Jenkins, Byzantium , 223; Nina G. 
Garsoian, The Paulician Heresy: a Study of the Origins and Development of Paulicianism  
in Armenia and the Eastern Provinces of the Byzantine Empire (The Hague, 1967); Paul 
Lemerle, “L’histoire des Pauliciens d ’Asie Mineure d ’apres les sources grecques” , Travaux 
et memoires 5 (1973), 1-144.

81 A.A. Vasiliev, “The Iconoclastic Edict of Yazld II” , DOP 9-10 (1955-56), 25-47.
82Peter Brown, “A Dark Age Crisis: Aspects of the Iconoclastic Controversy” , English 

Historical Review 88 (1973), 1-34, and in his Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity  
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1982), 251-301.

83Ernst Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm”, DOP 8 (1954), 
83-149; Paul Speck, Understanding Byzantium: Studies in Byzantine Historical Studies 
(Ashgate, 2003), 17-21, 50-83.
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of a Judeo-Christian intermediary. In her view, the Muslims did not show 
that much interest in the question of images overall. More recent contri
butions have concentrated on Muslim-Christian polemics regarding crosses 
and images, both within the Islamic world and across the Muslim-Byzantine 
divide.84 There is fertile ground for the study of the Islamic attitude toward 
figured images in Qur’anic, hadtth and legal studies, as well as in the study 
of the images themselves.85
Martyrdom, Jihad , Holy War
Chapter 14, an old article of mine, identifies a span of Arab-Byzantine fron
tier history, the last decades of the second/eighth century, as critical to the 
development of the ideology and practice of jihad . At issue is the migration, 
or temporary sojourning, of numerous Islamic religious and legal scholars 
and ascetics to the Byzantine frontier district, and their participation— 
whether symbolic or real—in fighting there. This phenomenon had been 
noticed earlier on by Albrecht Noth and has since been discussed by others, 
amidst disagreement over its historicity and meaning.86 Here we may ask 
briefly what is at stake.

The activity of these scholars and ascetics, together with their literary 
production, led me and others to think that the jihad did not exist, in its 
full sense, before this time, the late second/eighth century. This may seem 
innocuous enough. However, most scholarly and popular accounts of the 
m atter assume deep continuity between the early and later history of the 
Muslim community in this regard. This assumed continuity works diachron- 
ically, in the sense that the actions and motivations of Muslim armies, on 
the Byzantine frontier and elsewhere, are portrayed as essentially the same 
(if not always as successful) as those of their predecessors in the early wars 
of Islam in the early first/seventh century. The continuity also works syn- 
chronically, in the sense that jihad in the path of God is portrayed as at 
once spiritual and earthly: even if the spiritual reward (for martyrdom) is 
valued most, earthly rewards (victory, conquest, spoils) are not rejected.

84G.D.R. King, “Islam, Iconoclasm, and the Declaration of Doctrine” , BSO AS  48 
(1985), 267-77; Sidney H. Griffith, “Images, Islam and Christian Icons” , in Canivet and 
Rey-Coquais, eds., La Syrie de Byzance a I’Islam, 121-38.

85For the hadtth, see Daan van Reenen, “The Bilderverbot, a New Survey” , Der Islam 
67 (1990), 27-77. Rudi Paret’s work on images is collected in Schriften zum Islam , ed. 
Josef van Ess (Stuttgart, 1981).

86Albrecht Noth, Heiliger Krieg und heiliger Kampf (Bonn, 1966); idem , “Les ulama’ 
en qualite de guerriers” , in Saber religioso y poder politico en el Islam (Madrid, 1994), 
175-95; Jacqueline Chabbi, art. “R ibat” , E l 2, VIII, 493-506; Houari Touati, Islam et 
voyage (Paris, 2000), 237-58 ( “Le sejour dans les marches”).
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Full continuity is also seen between, on the one hand, the norms of behavior 
regarding warfare, as these were set out in the early decades of Islam and 
embodied especially in the exemplum (sunna) of the Prophet; and on the 
other hand, the practice of the community in history.87 Corollaries of this 
“continuous” jihad include the portrayal of Islam as utterly and essentially 
warlike; or else the opposite, namely the view tha t the “real” jihad does not 
involve war at all, but is rather the spiritual struggle against the self, with 
the result tha t Islam is portrayed as utterly and essentially unwarlike. For 
some historians, all this has resulted in a near-divorce between the study of 
the jihad and religious ideology on the one hand, and the study of “real” 
historical armies and military institutions on the other.

W hat was it that came into existence in the late second/eighth century? 
Or in other words, just what do we mean by “jihad”? The answer given 
in Chapter 14 is incomplete; more recent contributions carry the question 
further, but still do not resolve it. We would do well at this point to look at 
the controversy that has now gone on for a full century, over the origins of the 
Ottoman state and the history of fighting and holy war (ghazd) in thirteenth- 
and early fourteenth-century Anatolia. Participants in tha t controversy have 
tended either to affirm or deny tha t the early Ottoman state, or enterprise, 
was devoted at its very core to warfare in the path of God. Linda Darling has 
recently suggested tha t rather than identify such a “foundational essence” 
for the Ottoman state, we should look for “contestation among groups with 
different agendas and different concepts of the relevance and value of ghazd 
for their own interests and goals” .88 A similar lesson may apply to the 
early Caliphate and its presence on the Arab-Byzantine frontier. We must 
identify the groups in question, bearing in mind that ideological positions 
(regarding holy war, jihad  and so on) are not necessarily the expressions or 
tools of easily identifiable social groups: after all, people engaged in these 
activities for a variety of reasons, often contradictory ones.89

87Alfred Morabia in Le (jihad dans I’Islam medieval (Paris, 1993), proceeds smoothly— 
but not naively—from historical narrative to normative and hortatory literature. More 
problematic in this regard is Reuven Firestone’s Jihad: the Origins of Holy War in Islam 
(Oxford, 1999).

88Darling, “Contested Territory” , 134. The word ghazd, which appears throughout 
the sources for Ottoman origins, is not used in the Arabic texts for the earlier period, 
which do distinguish between ghazw ( “raiding”) and other types of activity. However, the 
underlying issues are at least comparable. More is at stake than the precise meaning of 
words such as jihad , ribdt and ghazw, which sometimes shifted and overlapped.

89Darling, “Contested Territory” , 134-35. Likewise, see Chabbi, “Ribat” , 497, on the 
sociological vagueness of such expressions as “the Muslims” in texts relating to jihad; and 
Touati, Islam et voyage, 247: “The tension between murdbata and mudjdwara cuts across
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The scholar-ascetics of the Arab-Byzantine frontier belonged to the 
group known (at least later) as the ‘ulam d\ so difficult to identify soci
ologically.90 The collected biographies of many of these men91 emphasize 
their participation in scholarly activity, especially transmission of hadtth. 
Their economic activities rarely appear in the biographical sources, although 
some of them must have lived from commerce and trade.92 Some of the best- 
known ones held official positions, notably qadx of Tarsus and al-MassTsa.93 
But what they stand out for is their association with the frontier. Were they 
literally fighters? Perhaps not: they lacked the training and gear, and many 
must have been old or unhealthy. It is later sources—from the fourth/tenth  
century onward—that embellish these biographies with deeds of derring-do; 
earlier sources show more sobriety.94 Their warfare is thus largely sym
bolic.95 On the other hand, their identification with the frontier and with 
fighting in some sense does demonstrably go back to the later second/eighth 
century, and is not the product of later romantic imagining.96

Similar figures and themes appear on the other great frontiers of me
dieval Islam, especially Central Asia, North Africa and Spain.97 The scholar- 
ascetics of the Arab-Byzantine frontier stand out among these in some ways, 
including their general lack of interest in theological controversy. The anti- 
nomian trend of some other Islamic frontier zones has also been found lacking 
among them.98 However, we may locate such a trend in some (later) biogra
phies of the famous Ibrahim ibn Adham (d. 161/777-78), which portray 
him as dwelling in the frontier region and obsessed with ritual purity and

the same groups and the same social environments” .
90See R. Stephen Humphreys, Islamic History: a Framework for Interpretation (Prince

ton, 1991), 187-208.
9C onner, Aristocratic Violence, 156-84.
92However, the thughur were not a place of international, long-range trade, see above.
93Including the famous Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam (d. 223/837); see Yaqut, Irshad 

al-artb, ed. D.S. Margoliouth (Leiden, 1923-31), V, 162; Touati, Islam et voyage, 247.
94In addition to Chapter 14 below, see Chabbi, “Ribat” , 498-99.
95Touati, Islam et voyage, 256-57, says that Noth and I claimed literal tru th  for their 

participation in fighting. I don’t think I actually declared for this; I did comment (Aristo
cratic Violence, 158) that in these hundreds of biographical notices of scholars and ascetics 
of the Byzantine frontier, not a single one of them dies in combat.

96Touati, 247-48, against Chabbi’s maintaining the contrary.
97See Chabbi, “Ribat” . For North Africa/IfrTqiya, see also Heinz Halm, The Empire 

of the Mahdi: the Rise of the Fatimids, trans. Michael Bonner (Leiden, 1996), 221-38; 
and for the eastern frontier, Bemd Radtke, “Theologen und Mystiker in Hurasan und 
Transoxanien” , Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 136 (1986), 536
69.

98Darling, “Contested Territory” , 149-50.



INTRODUCTION xii

radical ascetic practice. All this corresponds to currents clearly identifiable 
in Tarsus and the thughur in the fourth/tenth century."

W hat stands out most regarding the scholar-ascetics is their relation to 
authority, both caliphal and prophetical, as I discuss in Chapter 14. The 
new ideology of jihad presented a challenge to the rulers, some of whom 
responded by projecting the jihad as part of their own identity, just as 
the scholar-ascetics had done before them. In this way the caliph Harun al- 
RashTd (r. 170-93/786-809), a major actor in the Arab-Byzantine wars since 
his adolescence, became the first “ghdzx-caliph” .100 He was followed in this 
by his son al-Mu‘tasim, who led the famous expedition against Amorion in 
838; by Sayf al-Dawla, the tenth-century Hamdanid amir; and others. The 
point here, much emphasized by the panegyricists, is the ruler’s personal 
participation in the jihad , when he is under no constraint to do this. The 
poet Abu Nuwas says to Harun:

You could, if you liked, resort to some pleasant place 
While others endured hardships instead of you.101

Harun takes on this role of fighting volunteer in addition to the role assigned 
to him by the Sacred Law (shain(a)1 that of leader, Imam, of the community 
in its wars.

Volunteering must therefore be at the heart of any working definition of 
the “new” jihad of the late second/eighth century. Volunteers, muttawwi‘a , 
had always been part of the Islamic armies; we see them under the Umay- 
yads, an often despised group serving next to the well-paid regulars (muqd- 
tila). Legal works on the law of war or siyar have a great deal to say 
about their status and their participation or non-participation in the spoils. 
Over the long term there is a reinterpretation of this volunteering, which 
acquires more and more ideological freight. In the hadxth ascribed to the 
Prophet that expresses so much of the ideal of jihad as this was current 
in third /nin th  century, we find constant calls to self-sacrifice. At the same 
time, the jurists, notably the great al-ShaficT (d. 204/819-20), call upon the 
constituted authority to guard the frontiers by keeping them “stuffed with 
men” (sadd atrdf al-muslimxn bi-l-rijal) .102

"B onner, Aristocratic Violence, 125-30.
100Ibid., 99-106.
101 Abu Nuwas, Dtwdn (Beirut, 1962), 641.
102On all this, see Michael Bonner, “J a ‘a ’il and Holy War in Early Islam” , Der Islam 68 

(1991), 45-64; idem, Aristocratic Violence, 11-42, esp. 39-41. On “stuffing the frontiers” , 
compare the panegyric of Harun al-Rashid by Marwan ibn Abl Hafsa, quoted by al-Tabari,
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Chapter 15, a recent article by David Woods, casts new light on a pair 
of important Latin texts describing the martyrdom of the Byzantine garri
son of Gaza (and, according to Woods, of the patriarch Sophronius) during 
the early Islamic conquests.103 The fact tha t this episode does not appear 
in any Islamic texts does not imply tha t it did not happen. We have no 
contemporary Arabic accounts of any of these events; and as Woods says 
here, we simply do not know how Muslim commanders treated their pris
oners of war in the 630s. It should be pointed out tha t commanders on 
both sides, throughout the Arab-Byzantine wars, could and often did ex
ecute their prisoners, just as they could, at discretion, release them, hold 
them for ransom, or include them among the spoils of war. W hat is at issue 
here is the Muslim authorities’ attem pt to convert the prisoners forcibly, 
which goes against Islamic law as known to all schools. However, the law 
of war, together with the jihad itself, were still in embryo in the 630s, as 
I have claimed here. The dating and historicity of the Christian texts is 
another m atter. Delehaye said that the list of names—anything but neat 
and idealized—at the end of the first text argues for authenticity. On the 
other hand, the story has several legendary elements.

This Christian martyrdom narrative shows us once again tha t the ide
ology and practice of holy war constitute a shared heritage among the 
monotheist traditions, even if they have mainly employed this heritage in 
fighting and killing one another. This is especially true of martyrdom: be
ginning with Stoicism and late antique Judaism (these two converging in the 
Fourth Book of Maccabees), then forming a foundation stone of the early 
Christian church, martyrdom went on to constitute a basic element of the 
practice and ideology of jihad in Islam.104 Martyrdom and holy war could 
easily be made the focus of another collection of articles dealing, among other 
things, with resemblances and convergences between the jihad and the var
ious types of holy war practiced by the Crusaders as well as by Byzantium

Ta'rtkh, III, 741: “The thughur are blocked by Harun (wa-suddat bi-Hdruna l-thughuru), 
and through him /  the ropes of the Muslim state are firmly plaited” .

103 This article’s welcome appearance spared me from including in this volume the in
fluential but long-outdated article by Hippolyte Delehaye, “Passio sanctorum sexaginta 
martyrum” , Analecta Bollandiana 28 (1904), 289-307.

104A.J. Wensinck, “The Oriental Doctrine of the Martyrs” , Mededeelingen der Konin- 
klijke Akademie van Wetenschappen, Afdeeling Letterkunde, 53: A (Amsterdam, 1922); 
Noth, Heiliger Krieg; Etan Kohlberg, “Medieval Muslim Views on Martyrdom” , Med
edeelingen der Koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen, 60.7 (Amsterdam, 1997), 279
307; idem , art. “Shahid” , E l 2, IX, 203-207; art. “M artyrer” , in Hans Dieter Betz et al., 
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 4th ed., V (Tubingen, 2002), 861-78, esp. 871-72, 
“VII. Islam” (Michael Bonner).
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itself.105 Rather than produce such a volume, however, I conclude by re
peating that in the formation of these Islamic ideas and practices, there was 
no environment more im portant than the Arab-Byzantine frontier and the 
centuries-long, tragic encounter between these two civilizations.

105 A good beginning is still Canard’s “La guerre sainte dans le monde islamique et dans 
le monde chretien” , Revue africaine 79 (1936), 605-23; =  his Byzance et les musulmans, 
no. 8. Byzantine notions have been discussed by Paul Lemerle in “Byzance et la Croisade” , 
Relazioni del X  Congresso Internazionale di Scienze Storiche, 3 (Florence, 1955), 595-620; 
and now, but not critically, by Geoffrey Regan in First Crusader: Byzantium ’s Holy Wars 
(New York, 2001). Crusading ideology, including its possible relation to Islamic jihad  are 
discussed by Noth in Heiliger Krieg und heiliger Kampf; Carl Erdmann, Die Entstehung 
des Kreuzzugsgedankens (S tuttgart, 1935); and Jonathan Riley-Smith, The First Crusade 
and the Idea of Crusading (Philadelphia, 1986).
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THE PERSIANS IN ASIA MINOR AND THE END OF ANTIQUITY
Clive Foss

1

T h e  provinces of Asia Minor flourished for two centuries after the 
establishment of the Augustan peace, and came to rank among the 
richest and most populous of the empire. The plague, invasions and 
civil wars of the late third century struck them a severe blow, but 
they were able to recover after settled conditions were restored by 
Diocletian and his successors. Renewed security encouraged trade 
and industry and supported the survival and growth of the cities -  
centres of local administration, trade and industry -  which had 
provided the framework for the development and expansion of 
classical culture in the region. The Persian and Arab invasions in 
the seventh century then brought an end to the prosperity of late 
antique Asia Minor and introduced an obscure period which lasted 
until the middle of the ninth century. When information again 
becomes available, all had changed. The cities had for the most 
part disappeared, and the country was dotted with castles and small 
towns. This development, when it is recognized at all, is usually 
attributed to the incursions of the Arabs, who ravaged Asia Minor 
for two centuries. The Sassanian Persians, however, had already 
entered the country before them and devastated it for almost twenty 
years. The Persian invasions and their effects have never been 
seriously studied, although they were of capital importance for the 
history of the region. I propose here to investigate their course, and 
to suggest that the severe destruction which they caused was a 
mortal blow from which the classical civilization of Asia Minor 
never recovered. For this purpose, the feeble historical record of 
the age, provided largely by the monk Theophanes writing two 
centuries after the events, is inadequate, and we must consult 
sources of a different nature, notably the evidence provided by 
numismatics and archaeology. The former has been used occasion
ally in studies of the period, but the latter very little.1

i . The present discussion was to a large extent inspired by the provocative work of 
Professor Peter Brown, ‘A  Dark-Age Crisis: aspects of the Iconoclastic controversy’, 
Ante, lxxxviii (1973), i-}4 - He postulated that the morale of the age which turned to 
iconoclasm was conditioned by the Arab invasions, which, he believed, had marked the



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES
7 2 2  T H E  P E R S I A N S  I N  A S I A  M I N O R

The events of the last world war of antiquity, a violent struggle 
between Rome and Persia which lasted for a quarter of a century 
without respite and left both antagonists exhausted on the eve of 
the conquests of Islam, need not be narrated here; they may be 
found, in varying degrees of accuracy, in all standard accounts 
from Gibbon’s to the most recent.1 The accounts in the literary 
sources may be briefly summarized. The war began soon after the 
accession of Focas in 602, when the Roman commander in Meso
potamia revolted and called on the Persians for aid. The Sassanian 
king, Chosroes II, accepted the invitation; Persian armies soon 
crossed the frontier and began the slow conquest of the heavily 
fortified cities of Mesopotamia. By 610 , when Heraclius assumed 
power, Chosroes had reconquered the frontier province which his 
predecessors had lost four centuries earlier. Soon after, Syria was in 
Persian hands and Asia Minor directly threatened from the south. 
Meanwhile, another series of slowly victorious campaigns had 
brought Armenia under Persian rule and made Theodosiopolis, its 
capital, a Persian military base. Satala, an ancient legionary head
quarters and Nicopolis, which controlled the routes westward, 
were taken; the road to Asia Minor lay open.2

In 6 1 1 , the famous general Shahin led a Persian army into the 
interior of Asia Minor for the first time in more than three centuries. 
He and his successors were to find a rich and peaceful country which 
had been relatively free from disturbance since the time of Diocletian. 
Shahin marched to Caesarea in Cappadocia, the most important 
military base of the plateau. When he arrived, the Christians 
abandoned the city, and the Jews threw the gates open to the invader.3

end of the ancient world in Asia Minor (p. 26). Although some of this is certainly 
true -  the Arab attacks continued for a tremendously long time -  the role of the Persian 
invasions should not be underestimated. Disaster had already struck, but without 
bringing iconoclasm in its trail. I am most grateful to Mr Brown for discussions we 
have had on the subject, as well as to Professor Philip Grierson, who has answered my 
numerous questions with exemplary patience, and generously provided references 
from his great store of learning. For city life on the eve of the Persian invasions, see 
D. Claude, Die byzantinische Stadt im 6. Jabrbundert (Munich, 1969).

1. Two modern works narrate the events of this war in some detail; the clear account 
of N. H. Baynes, ‘The Military Operations of the Emperor Heraclius*, United Services 
Magazine, xlvi (1912/15), 526-53, 659-66; xlvii (1913), 30-38, 195-201, 318 -24,40 1-12, 
532-41, 665-79 and the complex and detailed treatment of A. Stratos in Byzantium in 
the Seventh Century (Amsterdam, 1968), pp. 58-66, 103-17, 135-248. Stratos faithfully 
presents the problems arising from the sources without doing much to resolve them; 
he discusses, often with some vehemence, the theories and errors of his predecessors, 
and rarely compounds them with new ones of his own making.

2. Sebeos, Histoire d’Heraclius, trans. F. Macler (Paris, 1904), p. 61 f .; for the importance 
and remains of Satala and Nicopolis, see F. and E. Cumont, Studia Pontica, ii (Brussels, 
1906), 304-12 and 345—51.

3. Sebeos, 63 f. The date of the capture of Caesarea, for which Sebeos gives the 
twentieth year of Chosroes (June 609-June 610) is determined by a contemporary 
saint's life; see the next note. Strictly speaking, a Persian army had already entered the 
country in the reign of Chosroes I. That sovereign in 579 crossed into Anatolia and 
burned Sebastea in Cappadocia, but his expedition was in the nature of a raid, and 
had no permanent consequences for the country.
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The Persians occupied the city for more than a year. In the mean
time, the new government of Heraclius was trying to organize 
resistance after failing in an attempt to negotiate peace. In 6 12 , a 
Roman force surrounded the Persians in Caesarea. The great 
importance attributed to the city was illustrated by the arrival of the 
emperor himself to supervise the operations; he returned to the 
capital, however, soon after the birth of his son Heraclius Con
stantine on 3 May 6 12 . The encircled Persians soon began to suffer 
from lack of food and fodder. But in the summer, when the fields 
were ripe with grain, they forced their way through the besieging 
force, leaving the Byzantines beaten and scattered, and the city in 
flames behind them.1

In 6 13 , the Byzantines suffered such a great defeat that the Persians 
were free to overrun the whole Orient. Early in that year, Heraclius 
set out on the military highway across Asia Minor for Antioch. At 
Syceon, a station on the confines of Bithynia and Galatia, he received 
the blessing of the local stylite Saint Theodore, but it was inadequate 
to avert disaster. The Byzantines were beaten at Antioch and again 
when they attempted to make a stand in the Syrian Gates, near 
which Alexander and the forces of the West had won a resounding 
victory a millennium before. The Persians moved on to occupy 
Tarsus and all Cilicia, leaving their adversaries confined within the 
Taurus. In the meantime, Shahin had taken Melitene, another of the 
great fortresses of the frontier.2 The only obstacle to the swift 
conquest of Asia Minor was the desire of the Persians to absorb the 
richer provinces to the south; within a few years Damascus, 
Jerusalem and Egypt were in the hands of Chosroes.

So far, most of Asia Minor west of Armenia and the Taurus had 
been spared the pains of invasion. Caesarea alone had fallen, and 
that temporarily. As late as 609, Saint Theodore of Syceon could 
predict to the patriarch of Constantinople that great disasters were 
in store for the empire, without any reference to present troubles. 
When the Persians took Caesarea, there was great consternation and 
fear that they might make inroads further west. Theodore, who 
lived on the main military highway between the capital and the 
frontier, could reassure his brethren that no such attack would take 
place during his lifetime. He died on 22 April 6 1 3 ; his prediction 
was, of course, accurate. The narrative of his life, in fact, illustrates 
the peaceful condition of the Anatolian countryside -  at least of 
Bithynia, Galatia and parts of Phrygia. The saint and the peasants 
and villagers of the region, despite their location on the main

1. Sebeos, 65, Nicephorus, Breviarium, ed. C. de Boor (Leipzig, 1880), pp. 5-7, Vita 
Tbeodori Syceotae, ed. Festugi&re, Subsidia Hagiographica xlviii (Brussels, 1970), cap. 15 3-5; 
the three sources provide striking confirmation for each other, as well as a precise 
chronology.

2. Sebeos, pp. 65, 67; Vita Tbeod. Syc. cap. 166.
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highway where an invasion would soon have been felt, went about 
their business normally and in peace.1

This happy situation did not long survive the saint. In 6 15 , 
Shahin and his troops crossed the whole of Asia Minor, invested 
Chalcedon and took it the following year after a long siege. The 
Persians camped at Chalcedon and Chrysopolis in full view of the 
capital, which was protected from their advance by the narrow 
strait of the Bosphorus. Although they were soon forced to withdraw, 
the extent and duration of the campaign suggest that the defences of 
Asia Minor had collapsed.

In 6 17 , attack came from a new direction, when the Persians made 
a landing on Cyprus, threatening the last remaining outpost of the 
Empire in the eastern Mediterranean. This event, which has not 
generally been recognized, deserves some attention. The life of 
John the Almsgiver, the Cypriot patriarch of Alexandria, records 
that the saint abandoned his see when it was about to be taken by 
the Persians and set out for Constantinople. When he arrived 
at Rhodes, however, John decided to return to Cyprus because 
of a premonition of his own death. There he found a general 
named Aspagourios attacking Constantia, the capital of the island; 
Aspagourios had been sent against the city and begun to attack it 
after failing to reach an understanding with its inhabitants. The 
providential arrival of the saint relieved the crisis, for he was able 
to arrange a peaceful settlement. The narrative evidently describes 
a Persian attack on the island: the name of the general is Persian 
and his actions were hostile. It would thus appear that Chosroes, 
like his ancestors, had equipped a fleet in Phoenicia or Cilicia and 
used it in an attempt to establish his control of the sea. The saint’s 
life does not indicate whether the Persians had any success, nor 
does it describe the peaceful settlement which the saint arranged. 
The subsequent narrative of John’s life, which ended soon after, 
does, however, suggest that Persian occupation, if it took place, did 
not extend to his native Amathus, to which he retired.2

1. Prediction to the patriarch: Vita Theod. Syc., capp. 134, 135; prediction to the 
brethren: ibid. cap. 153; invasions at the beginning of the reign of Focas, ibid. cap. 120. 
The raid of the Lazi into Cappadocia mentioned there is not otherwise known, nor is 
the revolt of Sergius which appears in the same chapter and with which George of 
Cappadocia of cap. 125 may have been connected. Prediction to the brethren: cap. 129. 
In view of this contemporary evidence, the statement often found that the Persians 
penetrated to Chalcedon during the reign of Focas is to be discounted. It appears in 
Theophanes Chronograpbia% ed. C. de Boor (1883), p. 296 (Focas, yr. 6 =  xi.6o8-xi. 609) 
and Michael the Syrian, Chronicle, ed. J. B. Chabot (Paris, 1904), ii. 379 (Heraclius, 
yr. 1 =  x .6 i o - x .6i i ), who both report an attack on Armenia, Galatia, Cappadocia and 
Paphlagonia which reached as far as Chalcedon. Since this would have had to pass 
through the area where the saint lived and worked, it is incredible that no mention of 
it should have appeared in his life. The sources have presumably retrojected one of 
the later sieges of Chalcedon, perhaps because of their hostility to Focas and desire to 
glorify his successor.

2. Aspagourios at Constantia: H. Delehaye, *Une vie in£dite de Saint Jean l'aumonier*, 
Anal. boll, xiv (1927), 25 cap. 13. The life contains no other mention of the Persians
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For the events of the following several years, the sources are 
exceptionally poor. Syrian and Armenian writers become consid
erably less informative when their homelands were no longer the 
main theatre of war and the Greek chronicles are particularly 
meagre for the years before the epic expeditions of Heraclius into 
Persia. Consequently, there is little information in the literary 
sources about Asia Minor for the years in which it lay open to 
Persian attack. The next recorded event is the capture of Ancyra in 
620 or 622. It was soon followed by a more remarkable conquest, 
that of the island of Rhodes, which the Persians took in 622 or 623.1 
These two events alone suggest that the invasions continued with 
vigour. Ancyra was an important military base, and its conquest 
would have given the Persians control over the most important 
highway between Constantinople and the east. Rhodes, similarly, 
controlled the passage by sea round southwest Asia Minor. If the 
Persians had a naval force sufficient to capture it, they might be in 
a position to menace the rich Ionian coast, or even the capital. The 
sources do not record how or whence Rhodes was taken. The 
Persians’ nearest naval base would have been in Cilicia; passage from 
there to Rhodes might imply that they had gained control of, or 
ravaged, the rich and fertile plain of Pamphylia.

Only the attack on Ancyra is illuminated by contemporary 
sources. According to the life of Saint Theodore of Syceon, a certain 
holy man named Leontius lived in a village in western Galatia not 
far from the military highway. His piety was so great that he 
received the divine gift of prophecy, by which he could predict the 
invasion and his own death: Leontius was martyred by the Persians 
when he refused to leave his cell. This presumably took place when 
the Persians attacked Ancyra, and may be taken to show that their 
forces penetrated into the countryside. In the same period, a monk 
of the Holy Land named Antiochus, a native of Galatia, wrote a 
book of 130 homilies for his friend Eustathius, abbot of the 
monastery of Attalina in Ancyra. In the prefatory epistle, he
in Cyprus. For John’s departure from Alexandria and arrival at Rhodes, see Leontios* 
von Neapolis Leben des heiligen Johannes des Barmber̂ igent ed. H. Gelzer (1893), 91 cap. 44b. 
On Aspagourios, see Sir G. Hill, A  History of Cyprus, i (1940) 281 f., where the curious 
suggestion is made that he must have been a Byzantine officer because a Persian 
expedition across the sea would have been unprecedented. But the text may be used 
as evidence that the Persians did cross the sea, as they must have done a few years later 
when they captured Rhodes.

1. Theophanes, p. 320 (Ancyra only); Cbronicum miscellaneum ad a.d. 724 pertinens, 
ed. I. B. Chabot, C[orpus\ S[criptorum] C[bristianorum] 0[rientaIium]t S\crip tores] S[yri] iii.
4, Chronica minora ii. 3 (Paris, 1903), p. 1 13 ; Michael the Syrian, ii. 408; Cbronicum 
anonymum ad a.d. 12 )4  pertinens, ed. I. B. Chabot, CSCO, SS iii, 14 (1937), p. 180; Agapius 
of Membidj, Historic universelle, ed. A. Vasiliev (Paris, 1909), p. 198; Bar Hebraeus, 
Cbronograpbia, ed. W. Budge (Oxford, 1932), p. 89. According to Theophanes, Ankara 
was taken in 620, while the oriental sources give 622/3. Agapius records that the 
inhabitants of Ancyra were killed or enslaved, and Cbron. 724 that the Persians captured 
a Byzantine general in Rhodes and deported part of the population.
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explained the circumstances which prompted him to compose the 
work. The abbot of Ancyra was afflicted with much trouble, being 
forced to move from place to place for fear of the ‘Chaldean storm’. 
He suffered hunger and thirst, particularly for the word of God, 
since he could not carry a library with him, nor find books in the 
places where he was taking refuge. Antiochus, therefore, composed 
for him a summary of the doctrines of the Old and New Testaments. 
The work is dated to 620- 8 ; the ‘Chaldean storm* is the Persian 
invasion, and this unique glimpse into the disturbances which it 
caused is of the highest value.1

The next phase of the war was dominated by the remarkable and 
ultimately successful incursions of Heraclius into the heart of the 
Persian empire. These epic campaigns focus the attention of the 
sources and little is heard of Asia Minor. On 5 April 622, the first 
expedition began when the emperor set sail for Pylae in Bithynia 
and proceeded to central Asia Minor, perhaps Caesarea. After 
skirmishes with the Persians, who had taken up winter quarters 
somewhere in the Pontus, Heraclius won a victory, left his army to 
winter in Armenia, and returned to the capital.2 On 15 March 623 , 
he set out on the great series of campaigns which lasted five years 
and brought total victory to the Byzantines. He spent Easter in 
Nicomedia, marched to Caesarea, and then into Persian Armenia, 
which he ravaged during the following year. In 625, a Byzantine 
army appeared in Mesopotamia for the first time since 609; des
cending through Martyropolis and Amida, Heraclius crossed the 
Euphrates at Samosata and moved into Cilicia, where he rested his 
troops and horses at Adana. The Persian general Shahrbaraz, who 
had been following the Byzantine force in its attack on territory 
occupied by the Persians, pitched his camp next to the Sarus river 
when he saw that the bridge across it with its defending towers were 
occupied by the Byzantines. The battle which followed seems to have 
been a draw; Heraclius withdrew to Cappadocia, still followed by 
Shahrbaraz.3 In the following year, Heraclius sailed to Lazica to

1. Leontius: Vita Theod. Syc. cap. 49; note that the martyrdom of Leontius could 
equally well have taken place during the Persian attack on Chalcedon in 615, when 
Shahin presumably passed along the highway through Galatia; the source provides no 
indication of chronology. Antiochus: Migne, Patrologia graeca lxxxix. 1421-8 ; Antiochus 
himself was also forced to move continuously by the same ‘Chaldaean s to r m ibid. 1628.

2. For the first campaign, see Theophanes 302-6, mostly paraphrased from the vapid 
and prolix Expeditio Persica of George of Pisidia. It does not appear in Nicephorus or 
any of the oriental sources. The geographical indications of Theophanes and Pisides 
are so vague that the ingenuity of the modern commentators has been mostly wasted. 
The summary indications here are based on discussions with Professor N. Oikonomides 
of the University of Montreal, who has prepared an analysis of this campaign which 
will appear shortly. I am grateful to Professor Oikonomides for his generous help.

3. Theophanes, p. 3 12-14 ; Sebeos, p. 83. The mention of Adana has given rise to 
much discussion. In the first place, Theophanes relates that Heraclius passed Adana and 
came to the Sarus, while the city is in fact west of the river, and the Byzantines were 
coming from the east. This is merely the carelessness which may be expected from such 
a mediocre compiler. More serious at first sight is the objection that Adana is far from



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES
A N D  T H E  E N D  O F  A N T I Q U I T Y  7 2 7

raise support among the Khazars; he embarked at Trebizond, the 
major port of the Black Sea, a place which seems to have escaped 
Persian attack.1 At the same time, the Persians again crossed all Asia 
Minor for a great onslaught on the capital in alliance with the Avars. 
This attack, which was prosecuted by the Avars alone, since the 
Persians had no means of crossing the Bosphorus, was a complete 
failure; Shahrbaraz and the Persians soon withdrew, though they 
may have spent the winter at Chalcedon.2 At the time of the last 
campaign of the war (627- 628) in which Heraclius advanced within 
a few miles of Ctesiphon and gained complete victory, Shahrbaraz 
and the last Persian forces left Asia Minor, never to return. After 
revolution in Persia, Shahrbaraz came to a meeting with Heraclius 
at Arabissus in the Antitaurus in July 629 and made the final agree
ment for the evacuation of the conquered lands in return for 
Byzantine assistance in his own attempt to seize the Persian throne.3 
The Persians then crossed the Euphrates and withdrew behind the 
frontiers of Maurice and Chosroes after twenty-five years of constant 
warfare.
any route from Germanicea to Cappadocia, which had been the original goal of 
Heraclius. His plan is clear from Theophanes, p. 512, which describes the choice of 
two roads from Lake Van: either through Taranton, a shorter route but with fewer 
supplies, or the Mesopotamian route actually taken. Both of these would lead more or 
less directly to Cappadocia. W. M. Ramsay in The Historical Geography of Asia Minor 
(London, 1890), p. 311, proposed with his usual ingenuity to emend the text by replacing 
the offending Adana with Adata, a place supposedly on the route from Germanicea 
to Arabissus and Caesarea or Sebaste. This suggestion, which has commanded some 
following, is to be rejected. In the first place, Adata had not been definitely located in 
Ramsay’s day, as is apparent from his remarks, pp. 277 f. and 301. The town is in fact 
identical with the al-Hadath of the Arabs, located on the road between Germanicea 
and Melitene, near a pass which gives access to Arabissus: see R. Hartmann, ‘Al-Hadat 
al-Hamra’, Istanbuler Forschungeny xvii (1950), 40-50; cf. S. Ory in Encyclopedia of Islam 
s.v. ‘al-Hadath*. Such a location would be inappropriate for a march between Germanicea 
and Cappadocia, and lies nowhere near the Sarus. In fact mention of the bridge and its 
propyrgia, evidently an important structure, confirms Adana as the site of the battle. 
That city was approached from the east by a famous stone bridge over the Sarus. It 
is therefore necessary to conclude that Heraclius did indeed descend into Cilicia, for 
reasons which the sources will only allow to be imagined. According to Theophanes, 
p. 314, the army wintered in the region of Sebastea; Sebeos maintains that they advanced 
further and took up their winter quarters in what his translator renders as the ‘regions 
des Asiatiques’, whatever that means, while Stephen of Taron, trans. H. Gelzer and A. 
Burckhardt (1907), p. 84, more specifically reveals that Heraclius marched with his 
whole army through Caesarea to Amasia to give his troops rest. If the army were large 
and had to be scattered over a large area of the barren hills of Cappadocia, it might be 
possible to suppose that all the sources are correct.

1. Theophanes, p. 315 f. For Trebizond, see A. A . Vasiliev, ‘Notes on the History 
of Trebizond in the Seventh Century*, Eds Mnemen Spyridonos bamprou (Athens, 1935), 
29-34 and cf Stratos, p. 365, n. xv.

2. For the siege of Constantinople, see Chron. Pasch. 715-27 and the wordy contem
porary account of the monk Theodore in L. Sternbach, Analecta Avarica (Cracow, 
1900) 2-24. According to Theodore, p. 17 f., Shahrbaraz left Chalcedon soon after the 
Avar defeat, a statement directly contradicted by Theophanes, pp. 316, 319 (Chosroes 
summoned Shahrbaraz from Chalcedon when he was attacked by Heraclius), and p. 
323 (a letter of Chosroes to Kardarigas, the colleague of Shahrbaraz at Chalcedon); 
cf. Stratos, pp. 231-3.

3. Sebeos, p. 88, Cbronicum miscellaneum ad a.d. 724 pertinens, p. 114.
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Such is the evidence of the literary sources, which provide a bare 
outline. They show that it took the Persians ten years of hard 
fighting to establish their supremacy on the marches of Asia Minor, 
although they had already broken through into central Anatolia and 
occupied Caesarea for a year. After the defeats of Heraclius near 
Antioch in 6 13 , they were free to overrun Asia Minor, but concen
trated their attacks instead on the richer regions to the south. Only 
in 615 did they cross the peninsula to attack and conquer Chalcedon, 
an achievement which they repeated in 626. The intervening decade, 
which would be of the greatest interest for the present question, is 
the most obscure. During that time, however, it is at least apparent 
that the Persians were able to advance by land to take Ancyra and 
ravage Cappadocia and Galatia, and by sea to attack Cyprus and 
conquer Rhodes. Their forces were in Cappadocia to harass the 
efforts of Heraclius in 622 and 625, and seem to have been in firm 
control of Mesopotamia. There is no indication, however, that they 
planned or accomplished the occupation of the interior or the west 
of Anatolia; only their capture of Ancyra suggests that they may have 
desired to retain control over the main military highway across the 
peninsula.

The incursions into Asia Minor seem to have been raids as much 
as invasions, but raids of a particularly destructive kind. The 
Persians are reported to have massacred and enslaved the local 
populations -  Caesarea, Chalcedon, Ancyra, and Rhodes are specifi
cally mentioned -  and on occasion to have burned the cities.1 The isolated indications of such occurrences accord well with the violent 
and barbaric tone of the war, in which the Persians indulged in 
slaughter and deportation on a large scale.2 Nor did the Byzantines 
behave much differently; when Heraclius entered Persian territory, 
he burned the cities and villages in his path, and took vast numbers 
of prisoners.3 Here, as in the general narrative, the literary sources 
provide a mere outline which invites much speculation, but use of 
other kinds of evidence which have rarely been consulted in this 
context may preclude such an effort of the imagination.

Important supplementary evidence of two kinds is provided by 
numismatics: the location of Byzantine mints during the Persian

1. Caesarea: suprat p. 723; Chalcedon: Michael the Syrian ii. 406 and supra, p. 727, 
n. 2; Ancyra and Rhodes: supra, p. 725f.

2. Persian devastations: Sebeos, pp. 58, 63 (deportations in Armenia); Cbronicum 
anonymum ad a. Cbr. 12)4  pertinens, p. 180 (plundering and enslavement in Mesopotamia); 
Stratos, pp. 109-11 (massacre and pillage in Jerusalem); A . J. Butler, The Arab Conquest 
of Effpt (Oxford, 1902) pp. 71-89 (massacres in Egypt). Naturally, since most of the 
sources were written by natives of the places which were conquered, a considerable 
amount of exaggeration may be expected; but some of the deportations are confirmed 
by the statement of Theophanes, p. 322, that Heraclius found a large multitude of 
captives from Edessa, Alexandria and other cities when he took Dastagerd, the residence 
of Chosroes.

3. Theophanes, pp. 307 f., 322.
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war, and the existence of hoards of coins and other treasure.1 Before 
the war, bronze coinage for use in Asia Minor was struck at three 
mints: Nicomedia and Cyzicus in the northwest and Antioch in the 
southeast. Antioch, occupied by the Persians since 610 , struck no 
coins during the reign of Heraclius. The others functioned only 
briefly: Cyzicus was closed in 616 and Nicomedia in 6 19 ; both of 
them reopened in 625/6.* This phenomenon fits well into the pattern 
of events during the war, and provides some embellishment to the 
narrative. The two Anatolian mints were closed either because the 
respective cities fell to the Persians, or because the situation in Asia 
Minor was so disturbed that the circulation of money was rendered 
impossible. Both alternatives imply that imperial control of Asia 
Minor was seriously impaired during the war, but there is no 
supplementary information to justify a choice between them. The 
cities may have been taken by the Persians, but the fact that 
Nicomedia continued to strike coins as late as 619  shows that 
Shahin’s penetration to Chalcedon in 615 was of limited effect. 
Although he might ostentatiously threaten the capital across a 
narrow stretch of water, he had left the greatest fortified city of the 
region unconquered behind him. Similarly, the reopening of both 
mints in 625/6 shows that imperial control had been re-established 
in northwest Asia Minor if not elsewhere by that time, and suggests 
that the campaign of Shahrbaraz to Chalcedon in 626 was an 
exceptional effort from a distance rather than the natural corollary 
of the occupation of nearby territories. It would seem that the 
expeditions of Heraclius had effectively removed the Persian threat 
from western Asia Minor.

The creation of new mints during the war also casts new light 011 
the war. Coins were struck in Seleucia of Isauria (the modern 
Silifke on the Mediterranean coast, about seventy miles west of 
Tarsus) in 616 and 6 17 , and at Isaura, far inland in the Taurus, in 
618.3 Seleucia had been an important military base in late Antiquity, 
the seat of the count of Isauria who had both civil and military 
jurisdiction over the area. Yes it had never functioned as a provincial 
mint, and the striking of coins here, when other mints had been 
closed, must have been the result of special circumstances. In 6 13 , 
the Persians had occupied Cilicia. The existence of the mint shows 
that they had not penetrated as far west along the coast as Seleucia 
five years later, and suggests that the city had become the centre of 
Byzantine resistance in the area. The most probable explanation for 
the creation of such a mint would be one of military necessity; large

1. Coins found at excavations will be treated below in a discussion of the archaeo
logical evidence.

2. P. Grierson, Catalogue of the Byzantine Coins in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection, 11. x 
(Washington, 1968), p. 231 (henceforth, ‘DO Catalogue').

3. For what follows, see P. Grierson, ‘The Isaurian Coins of Heraclius*, Numismatic 
Chronicle, 1951, 56-57 and DO Catalogue, pp. 39, 327-31.
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numbers of troops were presumably stationed at Seleucia, perhaps 
because it had a large garrison as the main port and army base in 
southeast Anatolia, or perhaps because an expedition against the 
Persians was being prepared there. With its location on the south 
coast, Seleucia could protect the waterways which led westward to 
Pamphylia, Rhodes and the Aegean, and serve as a base for main
taining imperial control in Cyprus. The circumstances which caused 
the mint to close after such a brief operation were probably analogous 
to those which affected the other Anatolian mints. The city was 
seriously threatened or taken by the Persians; by 622 or 623, in any 
case, they were able to take Rhodes, and it is probably not a 
coincidence that their only recorded expedition against Cyprus took 
place in the year in which the mint of Seleucia was closed.

The mint of Isaura, which only functioned for one year, appears 
to have been the successor to that of Seleucia. Its brief activity 
suggests that the Byzantine headquarters had been withdrawn to the 
mountains after the failure of their effort on the coast, and that any 
major enterprise in the area was soon abandoned. This may have 
been the result of Persian conquest, or of more pressing needs 
elsewhere. The last ephemeral mint was in Cyprus, presumably at 
Constantia, the capital. It operated for three years, 626/7- 628/9.1 Its 
existence also suggests that a major military effort was taking place, 
either the reconquest of the island (if it had in fact been taken by the 
Persians), or the strategic use of it as a base against the Persians 
during the last stages of the war. Here, too, new information is forthcoming, and the mint of Cyprus may show that the great effort 
of Heraclius in the 620s was not confined to the spectacular cam
paigns deep into Persia, but also included a naval offensive based 
on Cyprus.

The other numismatic evidence comes from hoards of coins, 
with which other treasures may be included. In antique times, 
valuables were frequently buried for a variety of reasons. In the 
normal course of events, these would be dug up by their owners, 
but during a war the owners might be killed or prevented from 
returning to their land.2 Under those circumstances, a larger number 
of hoards than normal would remain in the ground; the presence, 
therefore, of an exceptional number of hidden treasures may in 
itself be taken to indicate disturbed conditions. Finds of hoards 
from the time of Heraclius thus serve to illustrate the conditions 
which prevailed during the war.

Hoards of coins and other valuables have been found in several 
parts of Asia Minor. A treasure consisting of a silver candlestick, a

1. DO Catalogue, pp. 41, 330 f.
2. P. Grierson, in ‘Two Byzantine Coin Hoards of the Seventh and Eighth Centuries 

at Dumbarton Oaks’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers xix (1965), 216, n. 10, notes that it is more 
correct to speak of ‘failure to recover' than ‘burial’ when dealing with coin hoards.
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lampdish and two bowls was buried at Lampsacus 011 the Dardanelles 
during the reign of Heraclius.1 Two large hoards of gold coins were 
hidden about 615 in the region of Aydin in the Maeander valley, far 
in the west of Asia Minor.2 Hiding of such treasures so far from the 
recorded scenes of fighting suggests that insecurity was widespread 
after the frontier defences had collapsed; the Aydin hoards are 
contemporary with the capture of Chalcedon, which could in itself 
have inspired fear throughout the peninsula. It is also possible that 
the Persians actually ravaged the districts in question.

Other hoards come from areas known to have been involved in 
the fighting.3 A group of solidi datable to c. 613 was found near 
Euchaita, a day west of Amasia on a road which led from the Pontus 
to Gangra and Ancyra.4 Euchaita had been established as a city and 
fortified by Anastasius, and soon rose to become an important 
centre of the region because of its location on a major highway and 
especially because of the famous church it contained in which Saint 
Theodore was buried.5 The location of the city exposed it to the 
onslaughts of the enemy, who could have attacked it any time 
after 6 13 , and may have passed through it in their progress to 
Chalcedon.

A hoard of copper coins found in the hills north of Germanicea 
(Marash) above the road which led from there to Arabissus was 
buried in about 630, at the time of the Persian evacuation of the 
country. It contains 109 coins, of which the thirty-six of Heraclius 
form a continuous sequence through the seventh year of his reign 
(616/7). This is followed by a gap until the latest coin, of 629/30. 
The absence of coins for the intervening period is to be explained by 
Persian occupation of the region after 6 17 , and its removal from the

1. The latest object in the treasure can be dated to the period 6 13-30 , but not more 
precisely, on the basis o f imperial stamps; see E . Dodd, Byzantine Silver Stamps (1961) 
nos. 19, 24, 52, 53.

2. S. Mosser, A  Bibliography of Byzantine Coin Hoards, Numismatic Notes and Monographs, 
lxvii (New York, 1935), 8, and the detailed study of P. Grierson {supra p. 730, n. 2), pp. 
207-19).

3. Two gold encolpia of c. 600 found at Adana and presumably part of a larger 
treasure are perhaps also to be associated with the war, but the lack of detail about the 
find makes accuracy impossible. They were published by J. Strzygowski in Das 
Etscbmiadzin-Evangeiiar (Vienna, 1891) pp. 99-112  and dated on stylistic grounds. In 
this same category may be included a hoard of Byzantine copper coins datable to c. 
617, but of uncertain provenance. It was purchased in Izmir, the centre of the antiquities 
trade in western Asia Minor and is stated only to have come from ‘Anatolia’ ; see R. 
Bridge and P. Whitting, ‘A  Hoard of Early Heraclius Folles’, Numismatic Circulart 
lxxiv(i966), 131-2 , 183.

4. Mosser, p. 53, recorded as being from Medjid Eiisii, Adana Vilayet. The hoard 
was never published, but only noted on the basis of a communication from Regling. 
No place named Mecit Ozii vel sim. exists in the region of Adana; the only place of that 
name is a fairly large town near (Jorum. I have therefore assigned the hoard to the 
latter and supposed that a simple mistake in recording had taken place.

5. On Euchaita, see J. G. C. Anderson, Studia Pontica, i (Brussels, 1903), 7 -11 ,  and 
for its foundation, C. Mango and I. Sevcenko, ‘Three Inscriptions of the Reigns of 
Anastasius and Constantine V ’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, lxv (1972), 379-84.
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zone of circulation of Byzantine coins.1 Such a supposition agrees 
well with the other evidence. When Heraclius passed through 
Germanicea in 625, he was making an expedition through enemy 
territory, and was closely followed by a Persian force. In 629, after 
Heraclius’ victory, Arabissus was chosen as the meeting place 
between the emperor and Shahrbaraz to arrange for the withdrawal 
of Persian troops from the occupied territory. The natural place for 
such a meeting would be a town on the frontier, which may thus be 
set in the Antitaurus.

Finds from the regions immediately adjacent to Asia Minor also 
reflect the troubles associated with the Persian war.2 A treasure of 
gold jewellery, silver plates, spoons and liturgical objects found in 
Lesbos also contained thirty-two solidi, twenty-eight of them issued 
by Heraclius and datable to the time of the war. They were buried 
next to a church, and may either indicate an immediate Persian threat 
to the island, or have been hidden, perhaps, by a refugee from the 
mainland opposite.3 A large hoard of Byzantine copper datable to 
about 617  was uncovered at Paphos in Cyprus.4 The date of its 
burial coincides with that of the attack mentioned in the life of Saint 
John the Almsgiver, while the presence of coins of Seleucia shows 
that contact was maintained between that base and the island, and 
suggests that the establishment of the mint on the mainland may have 
been connected with an effort to retain control over Cyprus. Other 
coin finds from Cyprus seem to show that the island remained within 
the area of circulation of Byzantine coins, and was therefore probably 
not occupied by the Persians.6 The second of the great treasures

1. The hoard, from Sarigiizcl Koy in the district of Suleymanli, vilayet of Maraj, is 
unpublished. My thanks to Bayan Nekriman Ol^ay, of the Istanbul Archaeological 
Museum, for allowing me to inspect the coins. I am indebted to Professor Grierson 
for their interpretation.

2. For coin finds of the time of Heraclius from Greece, Syria and Palestine, see the 
references in D. Metcalf, ‘The Aegean Coastlands under Threat: some Coins and Coin 
Hoards from the Reign of Heraclius’, Annual of the British Sclml at Athens, lvii (1962), 
14-23. To them might be added A. R. Bellinger, Coins from Jerash 1928-1934, Numis
matic Notes and Monographs, lxxxi (New York, 1938), p. 116 -19 ; the coins there form a 
continuous sequence through 612/3, with one of a type struck from 616-23, and no 
others until Constans II. The finds, which included one dirhem of Chosroes II, reflect 
the Persian occupation of the area after 613 by their lack of coins of Heraclius.

3. The treasure is published by Z. Vavritsas, ‘Anaskafe Krategou Mytilenes*, 
Praktika tes en Athenais Arkhaiologikes Hetairias (1954), pp. 317-29. The coins are 
illustrated in Fig. 2, p. 318, but so poorly that it is difficult to distinguish their type, 
and therefore their chronology. Most of the Heraclian solidi seem to belong to Class 1 
(610-13), i i a  (613-r. 616) and 11B (616-25 ?; see DO Catalogue, pp. 221-3 for the classi
fication), which would suggest a date not much later than 616 for the deposit. The 
latest silver objects have stamps of Hcraclius, 613-30: Dodd, nos. 32, 40-43, 48-50. 
The treasure was found at Krategos, eight kilometres south of the town of Mitylene, 
on the coast opposite the Aeolian mainland.

4. P. Donald and P. Whitting, ‘A  Vllth Century Hoard from Cyprus*, N Circ, Ixxv 
(1967), 162-5, 204.

5. The coins found at Curium, for example, though limited in number, show a fairly 
continuous sequence through the reign of Heraclius: D. H. Cox, Coins from the Excava
tions at Curium, 19 32-19 j  Numismatic Notes and Monographs, cxlv (1959), 80 f. Compare
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found near Kyrenia on the north coast of Cyprus is possibly also to 
be associated with the Persian war. It included jewellery, silver 
plates and liturgical objects, and gold medallions and coins. Stamps 
on the plates show that the latest objects are datable to the middle 
of the reign of Heraclius, 6 13 - 30. The treasure was probably buried 
by refugees fleeing from the Persian invasion of Syria or Egypt, or 
perhaps by local Cypriots who feared the Persian advance on their 
island. The latter alternative seems less likely because of the richness 
of the treasure.1

Armenia and Georgia both saw heavy fighting during the war, 
particularly in its early stages when the Persians were establishing 
their control, and towards the end, when Heraclius marched through 
the region. Hoards from the Caucasus bear witness to some of these 
events. Four deposits from the valley of the Araxes, which provides 
the main passageway between Persia and Armenia, are datable to 
the reign of Heraclius, probably to the later campaigns; two of them 
contain Sassanian coins as well.2 A hoard of 800 silver coins, mostly 
of Chosroes II and Heraclius, came from Tiflis, a city besieged by 
Heraclius and the Khazars in 626 and subsequently devastated by 
the Khazars alone.3

Most interesting, perhaps, is the enormous hoard of some 2000 
gold coins buried around 613  at the village of Chibati in western
the large hoard from Kharacha, which, though the earliest coin is of 630, contains 
many pieccs overstruck on earlier issues of Heraclius: A . Dikigoropoulos, ’A  Byzantine 
Hoard from Kharacha, Cyprus*, N C  (1956), 255-65. The coins of Heraclius in a hoard 
from Cyrenia buried in the reign of Constans II begin only in 626 ; A . Megaw, ‘A  
Seventh Century Byzantine Hoard’, Report of the Department of Antiquities, Cyprus, 
1937-1939  (Nicosia, 1951), pp. 210 -11. This is probably to be explained by the limited 
amount of time which coins stayed in circulation, rather than by any supposition of 
Byzantine reoccupation after a Persian conquest.

1. The bibliography on the Cyprus treasures is extensive. See O. Dalton, ‘A  Second 
Silver Treasure from Cyprus*, Arcbaeologia, lx (1906), 1-24 and M. Ross, ‘A  Byzantine 
Gold Medallion at Dumbarton Oaks*, DOP, xi (1957), 247-61 with the bibliography, 
p. 248, n. 10. For discussion of the objects of interest here, see P. Grierson, ‘The 
Kyrenia Girdle of Byzantine Medallions and Solidi*, N C  (1955), 55-70, where the 
suggestion is made that the treasure may have been buried by refugees during the 
Persian wars. This theory receives strong support from the sources, which reveal that 
many people fled with their treasure before the Persian advance. See, for example, ‘Vie 
de saint Jean TAumonier* {snprat p. 724, n. 2) caps. 6, 11, 12 (refugees from Syria and 
Palestine to Alexandria), and Cbronicon Anonymum, ed. I. Guidi, CSCO, Scr. Syr. 111. 
4 C1 903), p. 23 (ships leave Alexandria with the treasures of the church and the leaders 
of the city, but are blown by an ill wind to the Persian camp). The treasure is apparently 
to be dated by the stamps on the plates, of which the latest are of Heraclius, 613-30: 
Dodd, nos. 33, 54, 58-66.

2. V. V . Kropotkin, Klady Vizpntiiskikh Monet na Teritorii SSSK  (Moscow, 1962), 
nos. 365 from Dvin (136 Sassanian silver coins, 84 Byzantine silver, latest of Heraclius), 
366 from Dvin (Byzantine: 31 gold, 115 silver, 18 copper, latest of Heraclius), 370 =  
Mosser 42 from Igdir, now in Turkey (17 silver of Heraclius), 388 =  Mosser 29 (20-30 
silver of Heraclius). Hoards containing silver coins cannot be dated precisely because 
the coins bore the same type from 613 to 638.

3. Kropotkin, no. 454 =  Mosser, p. 88 (700-800 silver of Hormfsdas IV, Chosroes II 
and Heraclius). For Heraclius* activities in the Caucasus, see Stratos, pp. 197-203.
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Georgia.1 The site lies at the southern end of the Colchian plain not 
far from the road which leads from the coast at Vathys (Batum) to 
Tiflis. Burial of the coins suggests that danger was felt in this region. 
In 6 1 3, the most probable threat would have been a Persian invasion; 
the coins do not reveal whether this was a threat or a reality, but 
their presence may provide new information on the obscure history 
of Georgia during the Persian war. Like Armenia, Georgia saw the 
establishment of Roman supremacy under Maurice, when the country 
was divided and the Persians, who had previously been dominant, 
were confined to Tiflis and the country to the east. Stephen, prince 
of Georgia from c. 590 to 627, went over to the Persian side during 
the war for reasons not stated. The hoard from Chibati may suggest 
that his adherence to the cause of Chosroes was not entirely voluntary 
and that the Persians around 613  attacked to the west, towards the 
sea, as they had done in Armenia.2

The evidence of the coins and other treasures may be used to 
illustrate and supplement the literary sources. In Asia Minor, they 
show that Seleucia functioned as a centre of Byzantine resistance 
after the loss of Cilicia, and that when it was itself taken, imperial 
headquarters for the region were removed to Isaura. After 618 , the 
Persians would appear to have gained supremacy in the Taurus region 
and along the south coast. The reality of the Persian danger through
out the peninsula may be deduced from the hoards found as far 
west as the Dardanelles, Lesbos and the Maeander valley, and by the 
closing of the mints of Cyzicus and Nicomedia. The chronology of 
the hoards and mint closings shows that the Persian menace was 
severely felt as early as 615 and that it grew in intensity for the rest 
of the decade. The danger naturally came earlier in the east; 
Euchaita was threatened or taken in 6 13 . The threats or conquests, 
however, were the results of raids. The area north of Marash in the 
Antitaurus, which seems to have formed the limit of Persian conquest, 
was not occupied until 6 17 . It was thereafter held continuously until 
the end of the war. As Heraclius progressed from one victory to 
another in the Caucasus and Persia, the Byzantines regained their 
hold on the western provinces and were able to reopen the mints 
in 625/6.

The finds also provide important information about the surround
ing areas which were involved in the war. Cyprus, in spite of its 
contact with the base at Seleucia, suffered invasion in 6 17 , as

1. Kropotkin, no. 475, from Chibati in the district of Lanchkhuti. Of the original 
hoard, 124 are preserved in the Tiflis museum and catalogued; the date of the hoard 
may be determined from them. See T. Abramshvili, Byzantine Coins in the Georgian 
National Museum (Tiflis, 1965, in Georgian), p. 63 and pi. xii.

2. For the history of Georgia in this period, sec the chronicle of Juansher, translated 
by M. Brosset as Histoire de la Giorgie, i (St. Petersburg, 1849) 214-26, and the detailed 
treatment of C. Toumanoff, Studies in Christian Caucasian History (Washington, 1963), pp. 
383-92. The history of western Georgia at the time seems to be completely unknown.
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confirmed by the Paphos hoard. It may not have fallen to the 
Persians, but have instead functioned as a centre for refugees from 
other provinces who may have deposited the Kyrenia treasure. By 
626, the island was in Byzantine hands and apparently being used as 
an advance post for the reconquest of the lost provinces, as shown 
by the establishment of a mint there. Evidence from the Caucasus 
produces similar results. Several large hoards were buried in areas 
where fighting took place during the campaigns of Heraclius, while 
the Chibati hoard may show that the Persians advanced toward the 
west in Georgia as they had in Armenia.

Even more important than the numismatic evidence is that of the 
archaeological record. Remains of numerous cities which were 
inhabited during the war survive, and have in many cases been 
investigated and even published. It is sometimes possible, usually 
because of coin finds, to establish a fairly accurate chronology of the 
remains, and thus to consider the condition of some of the most 
important cities of Asia Minor during the Persian war. In other cases, 
the chronology is less certain, but probabilities may be established. 
The results of an investigation of the archaeological evidence are 
striking and offer important new information on the extent and 
nature of the war and provide vivid illustration of the effects which 
it had on a rich and previously peaceful region. Individual sites will 
be considered here in approximate order of their importance and the 
accuracy of the chronology which has been established for their 
remains.

Ancyra, the metropolis of Galatia and one of the most strategic 
road centres of the Anatolian plateau, provides the only instance of 
a clear correlation between the archaeological and literary evidence. 
Since the site is covered by a large and flourishing modern city -  
Ankara, the capital of Turkey -  its classical and late antique buildings 
and extent are poorly known. One important structure, however, 
has been excavated and is of immediate interest, a large bath at the 
northern edge of the city. The elaborate bathing establishment 
contained the usual complement of rooms for hot and cold baths 
and faced onto a large colonnaded palaestra. The buildings, which 
may have been erected in the time of Caracalla, were in use through
out late Antiquity; in the late third century, after invasions of the 
Goths and Zenobia, they were included within the circuit of a new 
city wall, which ran immediately to the north.1 They were eventually 
destroyed by fire and left in ruins; layers of ashes and debris were

1. For the excavations and history of the baths, see N. Dolunay, ‘(Jankirikapi 
Hafriyati’, Be/leten, v (1941) 261-6; an excellent series of plans may be found in M. Akok, 
‘Ankara §ehrindeki Roma Hamami’, Turk Arkeoloji Dergisi, xvii (1968), 5-37. The walls 
are known from a series of inscriptions which may be found most conveniently in E. 
Bosch, Quellen %ur Geschichte der Stadt Ankara in Altertum (Ankara, 1967), nos. 289-93. 
For their course near the baths, see M. Akok, ‘Ankara §ehri i£inde rastlanan llkcag 
yerlesme§inden bazi izler ve iig arastirma yeri’, Belleten, xix (1955) 316 f.
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found over the whole site. Significantly, an agate ring-stone of 
Sassanian make was discovered in the debris.1 This provides a hint 
which is confirmed by the coins from the site. The coins, abundant 
through the late fourth century, provide thereafter a small but 
continuous sequence through the second type of follis of Heraclius, 
last struck in 615 /6. Afterwards, the site was abandoned; the follow
ing two and a half centuries are represented by only four coins.2 The 
conclusion is abvious: the destruction of the baths, and presumably 
of other parts of the city within the walls, was the result of the 
Persian capture of Ancyra in about 620.3 The city eventually rose 
from its ashes, but in a different form; medieval Ankara consisted of 
the large and imposing fortress whose walls, made largely from the 
ruins of the ancient city, dominate the Turkish capital. These 
fortifications have been attributed to the time of Cons tans II (641- 68) 
on the grounds of historical probability.4 The new evidence from 
the baths may be taken to confirm this dating. Ancyra thus provides 
the first case of tangible evidence of the destruction wrought by the 
armies of Chosroes.

The most outstanding archaeological evidence comes from Sardis, 
the capital of the province of Lydia in western Asia Minor. In late 
Antiquity, the city was a large and flourishing metropolis, a seat of 
government and industry as well as a military base and the home of 
a philosophical school. The prosperity of the age has been well 
revealed by the recent excavations which have shown that a consider
able amount of rebuilding and new construction took place in the 
fourth and fifth centuries.6 The city stretched for about two kilo-

1. The debris and ring stone are mentioned by R. Arik in ‘Les resultats des fouilles 
faites & Ankara par la society d’histoire turque’, La Turquie kemalistey xxi/xxii (Dec. 
I937)» 5° The stone is not illustrated.

2. It is possible that the abandonment of a settlement on the outskirts of the city 
may have been due to the Persian attack. The excavations of Etiyoku^u, a bronze age 
site five kilometres north of Ankara, revealed a building, or complex of buildings, 
which contained several connected rooms. One of them was evidently a kitchen; others 
contained huge storage vases and cisterns. The whole was possibly a villa in the country
side or a small settlement on a hill; the ruins were illustrated but not described: see 
§. Kansu, Etiyoktqu Hafriyatt (Ankara, 1940) pi. xi, figs. 55-37, p. 28. Thirty coins 
were found in the buildings; of them, two were of the third century and two Ottoman. 
The rest were late antique, in a sequence which ended with the late sixth or early 
seventh century; certainly cannot be attained, since the coins were not published in 
detail: Kansu, pp. 51 f.

5. The coins have not been published, but are on deposit in the Museum of Anatolian 
Civilizations in Ankara, where I was able to examine them through the courtesy of the 
director, Bay Raci Temizer and numismatist Musa Kurum. I shall include a tabulation 
of them in a forthcoming article on ‘Ankara in the Byzantine Age\

4. For the fortifications, see the summary of M. Restle in Reallexikon vysr byzantinischen 
Kunsty s.v. Ankyra, pp. 175 ff, and the detailed treatment of G. de Jerphanion, ‘Melanges 
d’archeologie anatolienne*, Milanges de Vuniversiti Saint Joseph, Beyrouth, xiii (1928), 
144-219.

5. Most of the results of the present excavations, a joint expedition of Harvard and 
Cornell Universities directed by Professor G. M. A. Hanfmann, arc so far available 
only as preliminary reports in the bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, 
annually since 1959. In general, reference will be made not to these detailed reports,
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metres along a highway which led east and west through the valley 
of the Hermus. It also extended southward along the stream of the 
Pactolus to the temple of Artemis, abandoned after the triumph of 
Christianity.

The excavations have mostly concentrated on the western sections 
of the city, near the highway and the Pactolus. Here, among other 
remains, they have uncovered a large Roman gymnasium which 
included a bath, an open exercise ground, and a hall which was 
converted into a synagogue. A row of small shops was added in late 
Antiquity to the side of the building which faced the highway. The 
discovery of an exceptionally large number of copper coins in these 
shops illustrates the commercial activity which took place in them.1 
Inscriptions and architectural remains show that this gymnasium 
complex, like other buildings in the city, was maintained and 
restored from the fourth through the sixth centuries. The sequence 
of the coins is uninterrupted until it comes to a sudden end with the 
issues of 615 /6. After that, there is a gap lasting into the reign of 
Constans II (641- 68).2 The coins do not speak in isolation, but form 
part of an archaeological context. The end of their sequence 
coincides with and provides a date for extensive traces of burning 
and destruction, which ruined both the gymnasium complex and a 
late antique mansion south of the highway. In other parts of the site, 
the sequence of coins stops with equal suddenness, even where the 
traces of destruction are not evident. At the temple, for example, a 
hoard of 216 copper coins, the latest of 6 15 , was hidden in a sack 
under a block of marble and never recovered.3

The evidence is clear and unambiguous: in 616 , parts of the city 
were destroyed by violence and others were abandoned. If this had 
somehow been the result of a natural disaster, such as an earthquake, 
the city could be expected to have recovered and risen from its ruins, 
but such was not the case. In about 660, there was renewed activity 
at Sardis. The highway through the centre of the city was rebuilt, 
paved now with cobblestones instead of marble. It was constructed 
directly over the ruins of the old colonnade and shops, and lime for
but to a forthcoming comprehensive survey, C. Foss, Byzantine and Turkish Sardis, 
Sardis Monograph iv, in press (henceforth, Byz- Sardis). For Sardis in Late Antiquity, 
see that work, caps. 1-4.

1. Gymnasium complex: Byz- Sardis, caps. 5 and 6; synagogue: A. Seager, ‘The 
building History of the Sardis Synagogue*, A J A t lxxvi (1972), 425-55; coins: G. Bates, 
Byâ antine Coins, Sardis Monograph i (Cambridge, Mass., 1971) 149 f. (index of findspots).

2. Sequence of coins: Bates, p. 1 f. and catalogue; Agora: M. Thompson, The
Athenian Agora ii; Coins (Princeton, 1954), p. 70. For the significance of the coin finds at
Sardis and the methodology to be employed in studying them, as well as a more detailed 
treatment of the material presented here, see C. Foss ‘The Destruction of Sardis in 616 
and the Value of Evidence*, Jabrbucb der Oesterreichiscben Byycmtinistik (forthcoming).

5. Evidence of burning and destruction: BASO R  cliv(i959), 16; clxxiv (1964), 29; 
clxxxvii (1967), 57 (gymnasium); clxx (1963), 48; clxxxvii (1967), 14 (synagogue); clvii
(i960), 24 (house); cf Byz- Sardis, cap. 7. Hoard from the temple: H. W. Bell, Sardis 
IX : The Coins (Leyden, 1916), pp. vii f., 78-94.
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its bedding was made in a kiln in one of the abandoned rooms of the 
gymnasium from the marble decoration of the complex. For over 
forty years one of the greatest buildings of the Roman and late 
antique city had lain in ruins, and no attempt was made to restore it.1 
At about the same time and probably as part of the same efforts of 
restoration, a strong fortress was erected on the steep acropolis of 
the city. A village subsequently grew up within it, and other 
settlements flourished over the field of ruins which had been ancient 
Sardis. The city had received a mortal blow in 6 16 , and soon was 
transformed from an open, densely populated and prospering 
metropolis into a town of scattered settlements dominated by a 
high castle.2

The authors of the disaster of 616  are not far to seek. All the 
evidence suggests that the city was destroyed in war; the Persians 
are the obvious culprits. Here is visible illustration of the seriousness 
and savagery of the Persian onslaught. A great city was destroyed, 
never to recover its ancient glory. The later remains and the 
abandonment of most of the site suggest that the population had 
severely declined. Whether this was the result of the massacre and 
deportation of which the Persians stand accused in the sources, or 
of the flight of the population from the threatened areas, cannot be 
determined. The development, however, is clear: the open city of 
late Antiquity was replaced by a smaller fortified town. The initial 
impulse for this change came from the Persians.

The greatest city of Roman Asia Minor was Ephesus, the seat of 
the proconsul of Asia, a thriving port and commercial city. Much of 
the site has been excavated, but very few coins, which might be used 
to establish the chronology of the buildings, have been published. 
Information available, however, suggests that this great city, too, 
suffered severe damage at the time of the Persian attacks.3 The 
centre of late antique Ephesus was a colonnaded street called the 
Embolos which ran in a depression between two ridges from the 
main marketplace, the Agora, in the direction of the civic centre, the 
Upper Agora. The street was lined with monuments and public 
buildings, shops and private houses. In late Antiquity, it was the 
favourite place for the erection of commemorative statuary, honorific 
inscriptions, and decrees. Lavish insulae of private houses rose on 
terraces above the south side of the street. Their interiors were 
decorated with marble, mosaic and frescoes which were continuously

1. Road-building: BASO Rt clxvi (1962), 45; clxxxvi (1967), 28 f .; lime-kiln: BASO R, 
ccxi (1973), 28; cf. Byz- SardiSy cap. 7.

2. Byz• Sardis, caps. 7-9.
3. For the remains of Ephesus, sec J. Keil, Fiihrer durch Ephesos (Vienna, 1964) and 

the long article of W. Alzingcr, ‘Ephesos’, in R E  Supp. xii. 1588-1704; cf. H. Vetters, 
*Zur byzantinischen Ephesos*, Jabrb. der Oesterreichischen byzantinischen Gescllschaft xv 
(1966), 275-87. The material which follows will be treated in more detail in C. Foss, 
Byzantine and Turkish Ephesus (forthcoming, henceforth, Byz- Ephesus).
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maintained and renewed through late Antiquity; restorations can 
be dated from the time of Diocletian through that of Justinian. The 
lavishness of the decor of these houses conforms with the general 
impression from other parts of the site of a vital and flourishing late 
antique metropolis.1 As at Sardis, this part of Ephesus came to a 
sudden and violent end. The houses were burned and completely 
ruined. They were never restored after the disaster, but instead their 
remains were filled with rubble and used as foundations. Finds of 
coins date the event to about 614 .2 Eventually, perhaps in the eighth 
or ninth century, the site was partially occupied by a long building, 
perhaps a storehouse, and scattered small huts. Other excavated 
buildings on the Embolos show no trace of later occupation, and 
the whole area was significantly left outside the new city walls which 
were a product of the Dark Ages. Similarly, buildings on the Upper 
Agora, also outside the late walls, seem to have been abandoned 
about 614.3 A major transformation thus took place in this part of 
the city. Late antique buildings were destroyed and abandoned and 
the whole area given up as Ephesus withdrew to the land near the 
harbour.4 It is only natural to associate the initial destruction of 
c, 614  with the Persian wars, and to consider the developments at 
Ephesus as being closely parallel to those of Sardis.5

A small site in central Asia Minor, closer to the known area of the 
fighting, has yielded similar evidence. The settlement at Alisar 
Hiiyiik had been of little consequence since the time of the Phrygians, 
but it was in a region of some importance for transit. The mound is 
about five kilometres north of the highway from Ancyra to Sebastea 
and not far from Basilica Therma, whence a branch road led north 
to Euchaita and south to Caesarea. Basilica Therma itself, because

1. The houses are described by H. Vetters in ‘Zum Stockwerkbau in Ephesos’, 
Melanges Mansel, i (Ankara, 1974), pp. 69-92. For a survey of late antique Ephesus, 
see Byz• Ephesus, caps. 1-4  (historical), 5 (remains), 6 (summary).

2. Coins: Anzeiger der Oesterreichischen Akademie, cvii (1970), 12; cviii (1971), 16; cf. 
cv (1968), 84. None of the coins has been published, any more than the two hoards of 
copper coins of Heraclius mentioned in Anzeiger, cii (1965), 101.

3. Alzinger, in R E  1634-6. Evidence from the other end of the site may confirm 
the general picture. J. T. Wood, the first excavator of Ephesus, found six bronze coins 
of Heraclius. Five of these were issued no later than 616; the latest was of 630. These 
are followed by a long gap which lasts until the mid-eighth century. Since the find-spots 
were not recorded, it is not possible to draw precise conclusions from the coins. There 
is a strong possibility, however, that most of them come from the site of the Artemision, 
where Wood concentrated his efforts. The coins are summarized in J. G. Milne, *J. T. 
Wood’s Coins from Ephesos*, N C  (1925), 382-91.

4. For the subsequent history of Ephesus, see Byz• Ephesus, cap. 7, and W. Muller- 
Wiener, ‘Mittelalterliche Befestigungen im sudlichen Ionien’, Istanbuler Mitteilungen xi
(1961), 85-112.

5. Note that this interpretation has not found favour with the excavators. Professor
H. Vetters, director of the excavation, firmly maintains that the destruction was caused 
by an earthquake. If that were the case, however, the reasons for the subsequent 
abandonment of the site would be far from dear. The natural association of the de
struction with the known historical circumstances of the time is perhaps therefore to 
be regarded as tentative. Publication of the coins will do much to illumine this question.
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of its hot springs and strategic location, was of some significance 
under the Romans as late as the time of Justinian.1 It greatly over
shadowed the poor settlement of mudbrick houses clustered behind 
the ancient Hittite fortification of Ali§ar. Although it was an 
unimportant site, too poor even to have produced any of the cut 
marble pieces -  column bases, capitals and the like -  which are found 
all over the region, it underwent a certain revival in late Antiquity. 
The settlement became denser, and was able to afford imported 
pottery from the third through the sixth centuries. In the early 
seventh century, apparently around 6 13 - 16 , the site was abandoned 
and not reoccupied until the Seljuk period.2 The excavators quite 
reasonably attributed this abandonment to the Persian invasion, a 
supposition rendered more likely by the location of the site near a 
main highway. In their marches to Ancyra and the west, the 
Persians would have passed through the area, which they may have 
plundered or terrorized so that the inhabitants of a small place like 
Alifar would abandon their homes.3

The evidence from excavations is necessarily scattered, since only 
relatively few sites have been studied, and at those most attention

1. Roads: W. M. Ramsay, Historical Geography, pp. 265, 268; remains: idem, ‘Unedited 
Inscriptions of Asia Minor*, BCH , vii (1885), 303-5 and E. Chantre, Mission en Cappadoce 
(Paris, 1898), pp. 118 f., with illustration of the Roman thermae and of a lead seal 
of the sixth of seventh century (dating suggested by Professor Oikonomides). Chantre 
remarks on the large numbers of coins of Justinian found there and mentions the 
remains of a circuit wall three metres thick and three kilometres long, which may 
conceivably date from his reign. Note that the identification of Basilica Therma with 
Terzili Hamam near Ali§ar is not altogether certain: see K. Bittel, Kleinasiatiscbe Studien, 
Istanbuler Mitteilmgen, v (1942), 21-28. Some uninteresting funerary inscriptions of the 
region were published by G. de Jerphanion: ‘Inscriptions grccques de la region 
d’Alishar*, M USJ, Beyrouth, xix (1935), 69-95; only one of them (no. 5 from Ilisu) is 
as late as the fifth century.

2. For the remains of Ali§ar see H. H. von der Osten, The Alisbar Huyuk, ii (Chicago, 
1937), 335-8, and, for their history, iii, 460-3. The coins are published ibid. iii, 316-22. 
The lastest of the fourteen coins of Justin I-Heraclius was a copper 40-nummus piece 
of the type issued from 613-16. Although the sample is small, it is continuous, and the 
lack of later coins is striking. Only one copper coin of Leo VI represents the whole 
period between the seventh century and the thirteenth.

3. A  similar picture is presented by Arslantepe near Malatya, the site of a rural 
settlement near Melitcne. The site was inhabited under the Romans and in late 
Antiquity, but was then abandoned until the thirteenth century. Analogies between 
the objects found at Arslantepe and those of Ali jar suggested that the site was abandoned 
as a result of the Persian invasions: S. Puglisi, Malatya I  (Rome, 1964), pp. 35-40; 
cf. E. Schneider Equini, Malatya II (Rome, 1970), p. 58 and passim. Since the material 
cannot be precisely dated, however, it is not possible to state with certainty that it was 
abandoned in the first decades of the seventh century. The nearby city of Melitene was 
burned by Chosroes I in 577, and suffered frequently in the wars between the Byzantines 
and the Arabs. Without more precise evidence, abandonment of the site cannot be 
associated with the Persian War. The abandonment seems in any case to have been of 
long duration, for the palace of the ‘VIII-IX* century previously discovered apparently 
cannot be assigned such an early date on the basis of available evidence. It had signi
ficantly been built directly over an Assyrian palace of Sargon II. In the interval, the 
settlement had moved about an hour to the north, where the Roman camp, and later 
the city, of Melitcne grew up. For the history and topography of the site, with the 
Islamic palace, see L. Delaporte, ‘Malatia*, Revue Hittite et Asianique, ii (1932/3), 129-54.
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has been given to remains of the classical age or earlier. Many sites 
in Asia Minor, however, were transformed from open prosperous 
cities with monumental public buildings into smaller settlements 
crowded behind fortification walls. In most cases, no chronology 
has been established, but there is some reason to believe, on admit
tedly limited evidence, that three sites might have been affected by 
the Persian attacks.

The flourishing city of Aphrodisias in Caria, which produced 
some of the finest late antique sculpture known, suffered a drastic 
change in the Dark Ages. The theatre in the centre of the city was 
fortified, a village grew within it, and the rest of the site seems to 
have been abandoned.1 Since the excavations are relatively new, 
this development has not yet been dated, but preliminary investi
gation of the coin finds suggest that there may have been some 
disturbance at the time of the Persian war. Copper coins are 
relatively abundant through the fourth year of Heraclius (613 /4), 
then become insignificant for the next decade. The site has produced 
four small hoards from the reign of Heraclius, the latest of which 
has a gap from 617  to 624. No coins dated between 619  and 624 
were found.2 From the coins, it is possible to conclude that the 
Persian threat was felt at Aphrodisias, and that the city may have 
been temporarily removed from imperial control. There is no 
evidence so far, however, that any part of the site was destroyed; 
for the moment, it is most reasonable to suppose that the Persian 
danger was imminent in the region. Without further evidence, it is 
not possible to determine whether it was instrumental in provoking 
the subsequent decline of the city.
A  further example is provided by the town of Assos at the southern extremity of the 
Troad. Limited excavations there revealed that the classical and late antique city 
contracted to the acropolis, where a small fraction of the former city area was enclosed 
by ‘medieval* walls. These were not dated, nor did the published summary report 
consider the late antique and Byzantine remains in any detail. The sequence of coin 
finds from the site and surrounding area, however, is of some interest: forty-nine 
bronzes of the period Diocletian to Arcadius were discovered, and ten from Justin I 
to Heraclius, the latest struck in 612/3. Subsequently, there were no Byzantine coins 
until the time of Romanus IV  (1067-71): J. T. Clarke, F. Bacon, R. Koldewey, Investiga
tions at Assos (London, 1902-21), xiii. 159 (plans), 310 f. (coins, catalogued by H. W. 
Bell). Here, too, an admittedly small sample may be of significance when seen in a 
broader context. The interruption at Assos is not far removed in time or space from the 
deposit of treasure in Lesbos, and is possibly to be considered together with the silver 
hoard from the Dardanelles and the putative attack on Pergamum. Although the coin 
sequence cannot be used to date the reduced circuit of walls, it provides further evidence 
for the danger which was felt even in northwest Asia Minor (cf. the work of D. Metcalf, 
supra, p. 732, n. 2). Subsequent coin finds at Assos, because of their limited number and 
rather casual reporting, provide no further illumination: J. M. Cook, The Troad (Oxford, 
1973). 247*

1. For the theatre, see K. T. Erim, ‘ 1971 Excavations at Aphrodisias in Caria*, 
Turk A rk . Dergi, xx (1973), 64 f., and for the remains of the site, the preliminary reports 
of the same author in that periodical.

2. Information about the coin finds at Aphrodisias was most kindly supplied by Mr 
Michael Hendy, who is preparing the catalogue.
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Pergamum, a great city under the Hellenistic kings and the Roman 
republic, had already begun to decline in the third century. At that 
time, perhaps as the result of Gothic attack, it had shrunk to a 
fraction of its former size and occupied only the top slopes of its 
acropolis. After some recovery in late Antiquity, the city contracted 
even more severely in the Dark Ages so that it was reduced to a 
fortress on the top of the Acropolis, heavily fortified with a wall 
made from the ruins of the ancient city. The discovery of consider
able numbers of coins of Constans II suggests that the castle was 
built in his day, like that of Sardis, which it closely resembles.1 It is 
possible that this was a response to a blow which the city had suffered 
in the Persian war, but the evidence is not adequate to support a 
precise statement. If Pergamum had been attacked, the reason for 
the burial of the treasure on Lesbos, an island just off the coast from 
Pergamum, would be evident.

Similarly, Magnesia on the Maeander, a city of no great size, was 
reduced to a small fortress which occupied an area not much larger 
than its ancient Agora. The construction of the walls, which like 
those of Sardis and Pergamum are faced with marble reused from 
ancient buildings, has been assigned to the age of Heraclius.2 This 
is a reasonable possibility, especially in view of the two hoards of 
gold coins from Aydin, but no clear grounds for the dating have 
been presented.

Evidence from other sites is even vaguer and could only be 
considered with an undue amount of speculation. The Persian wars 
affected Asia Minor only for a decade or so. They were followed by 
the long series of attacks by the Arabs, which were equally or more 
destructive. The mere fact, therefore, that a city was destroyed or 
transformed into a small fortress is not to be considered a result of 
Persian attack unless some specific chronological evidence is forth
coming. This will usually take the form of coins, or sometimes 
inscriptions, but as the empire sank further into poverty and 
illiteracy in the Dark Ages, both become considerably rarer. Even 
with this caveat, however, there is still a good deal of new material 
from the remains which may be correlated with that of the other 
sources.

The most important new evidence from archaeology is the 
revelation of great destruction. The sources were not merely

1. Coins: A. Conze et al., Pergamon I: Stadt und Landscbaft (Berlin, 1912), p. 359. 
The 124 coins of Constans II are by far the largest body of coins from the late antique 
and Byzantine periods: they may be compared with the six of Anastasius, nine of 
Justinian, ten of Justin II, six of Maurice and seventeen of Heraclius. The large quantity 
suggests considerable activity, which presumably involved construction of the citadel 
walls. A  similar large number of coins of Constans II accompanied the construction 
of the new highway at Sardis: supra, p. 738 n. 1. At Pergamum, the provenance of the 
coins was not recorded, but since most of the excavations had by then taken place on 
the acropolis, it is not unreasonable to associate them with that area.

2. C. Humann, Magnesia am Maander (Berlin, 1904) pp. 2, 19, 33.
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indulging in rhetoric when they wrote of the violence of the attacks. 
Parts of Ancyra were burned and left in ruins, Sardis virtually ceased 
to exist, Ephesus was partly destroyed. The latter were great cities, far 
in the west in regions where the Persian invasion was not even 
securely attested. On a smaller scale, Ali$ar, a settlement which 
probably lived by agriculture alone, was abandoned for centuries. 
Aphrodisias, in a remote valley south of the Maeander, seems also 
to have felt the Persian threat, while Pergamum and Magnesia in 
the Aegean zone may have undergone considerable destruction. 
Finally, the splendid fortifications of Ankara may bear witness both 
to the virulence of the Persian attacks and to the power of the 
militarized Byzantine state which maintained itself through that 
crisis and the devastating inroads of the Arabs which followed.

It is now possible to integrate the evidence and to obtain a clearer 
picture of the Persian invasions in Asia Minor. They began in the 
last years of Focas with the attacks on Satala and Nicopolis in 
western Armenia, a phase which culminated in the Persian capture 
of the important base of Caesarea in Cappadocia in 6 1 1 . The forces 
of Chosroes occupied that city for a year, and burned it when they 
withdrew.

The greatest and most destructive Persian advances took place 
after the defeats which they inflicted on Heraclius at and near 
Antioch in 6 13 . For the next decade, Asia Minor was open to their 
attacks. The Euchaita hoard of that year probably shows that they 
were already advancing along the northern highway towards the 
capital, the route they presumably followed in 6 15 , when the attack 
on Chalcedon was begun. In those years, the ravages inflicted on the 
rich and peaceful provinces, many of which had not seen a hostile 
armed force for three centuries, were most severe.1 The Persian 
forces crossed the peninsula, leaving a trail of destruction behind 
them. All the evidence gives an impression of cities destroyed, 
countryside looted, and populations led into slavery. Chalcedon was 
captured in 616 by an army which had spent the winter somewhere 
in the neighbourhood. It was at this time that the mint of Cyzicus 
was closed. In the same year, Sardis was destroyed. The rich valleys 
of the Aegean region lay open to the invader. The Aydin hoards of 
615 could have been buried as the result of an attack down the 
Maeander valley, which could have caused severe damage at 
Magnesia. That the centre of Ephesus was burned about this time is 
hardly likely to have been a coincidence, any more than the dwindling 
in the coin supply at Aphrodisias.

Byzantine resistance seems to have centred in the southeast, where
1. Except for Isaurian raids in the fourth and fifth centuries which mostly affected 

the south, and an occasional civil war, the interior of Asia Minor had been spared the 
troubles of war since the third century. The armies were concentrated on the frontier; 
few major military bases or garrisons were to be found within it.
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the mint of Seleucia operated in 616 and 6 17 . It was not sufficient, 
however, to prevent an attack on Cyprus with which the Isaurian 
base seems to have been connected. When the mint was closed, 
probably because of enemy activity, the imperial headquarters 
moved into the mountains of Isauria, where they remained only a 
short while. There is no evidence that the Byzantines had any control 
over Asia Minor for the next five years.

In central Anatolia, Ali$ar was abandoned about 6 17 . By that 
year, the region of Germanicea/Mara§ was firmly in Persian hands 
and remained so until the end of the war. The last operating mint 
in Asia Minor, Nicomedia, was closed in 619 , and probably in the 
following year Ancyra was taken and at least partially destroyed, 
and the country arround it ravaged. Within a year or two, the pro
gress of the armies seems to have been matched by that of the fleet. 
Rhodes, which commanded the passage from the eastern Mediter
ranean to Constantinople, was taken and the inhabitants, as else
where, were enslaved. It is to this period of the eclipse of the 
fortunes of the empire that the burial of the treasures of Lesbos 
and Lampsacus may be attributed, as well as the probable attack on 
Pergamum. It is also during these years that the sequence of coins 
at Aphrodisias stops completely.

When Heraclius began his campaigns against Persia in 622, the 
enemy was still able to harass his troops in Cappadocia, but the 
results of the Byzantine victories were soon felt. In 625/6 the two 
provincial mints of Cyzicus and Nicomedia could be reopened, and 
imperial control seems once again to have been established in the 
west. The capture of Chalcedon, with its attendant destruction and 
attempted siege of the capital, was apparently an isolated last 
attempt by the Persians to win a victory. Within two years, Chosroes 
had been defeated in his homeland, the Persian government had 
surrendered, and plans were being made for the evacuation of the 
conquered territories. Persian troops left Chalcedon in 626 or 627 
and returned most of Asia Minor to Byzantine rule. The occupied 
territories seem to have extended as far west as the Antitaurus and 
Cilicia. This is shown by the hoard from Marash and confirmed by 
the narrative of Heraclius* campaign of 625 in which he passed 
through Marash and Adana as if it were alien territory, closely 
followed by the Persian army. When the two great antagonists, 
Heraclius and Shahrbaraz, met at Arabissus, probably the frontier 
town, in 629, final arrangements were made for the evacuation of 
the lands occupied by the Persians. The last Persian troops crossed 
the Euphrates in 630, never to return.

The war therefore not only lasted a long time, but affected every 
part of Asia Minor. Persian attacks penetrated the whole peninsula, 
especially in the decade 6 13 - 23 . Although there seems to have been 
no intention of occupying land west of the Antitaurus, these
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expeditions were not mere raids. Fortified cities were captured and 
in some cases destroyed. The countryside was ravaged and the 
population terrorized, to judge by the hoards of coins and treasures 
and the abandonment of a small site like Alijar, The martyrdom of 
Leontius and the flight of the abbot Eustathius of Ancyra. Some of 
the population was captured and deported to slavery. The damage 
inflicted on a rich and peaceful land was tremendous. The cities in 
particular seem to have suffered. Sardis and Ephesus were two of the 
greatest centres in Asia Minor; Caesarea, which was burned, and 
Ancyra, eventually transformed into a fortress, were the most 
important cities and military bases of the plateau, and in both places 
the sources record that the population was massacred or enslaved. 
This does not mean that the whole country was left a pile of 
smouldering ruins by the Persians. The north coast, for example, 
seems to have been spared their attacks altogether and to have 
flourished in the following age when most of the rest of Asia Minor 
was in decline.1 Elsewhere, some major centres seem to have survived 
without diminution into the Middle Byzantine period; notable 
among them are Nicaea, Smyrna, and Attaleia.2 But these are also 
places from which the evidence is extremely limited. Further 
excavation will fill in the outlines presented here, and perhaps 
modify them to some extent, but the importance of the Persian 
attacks will have to be considered.3

This picture is necessarily incomplete, for the ruins speak the 
language of stones, not of people. They tell of fire, destruction, and 
abandonment, but can give no impression of the human suffering 
which must have accompanied the events. A somewhat earlier text, 
however, provides a relevant parallel. The Life of Saint Eutychius, 
patriarch of Constantinople, gives some impression of the fear and 
confusion which struck Pontus when the troops of Chosroes I 
crossed the Antitaurus and moved on Sebastea in Cappadocia in
5 76.4 The populations of the cities to the north -  Nicopolis,

1. So I am informed by Dr A. A. M. Bryer, whose massive work on the monuments 
of Trebizond (in collaboration with D. Winfield) will soon be published. Dr Bryer 
also noted that the evidence for the period before 1204 is scanty.

2. In all three cases, the same city walls continued in use without any reduction: 
A. M. Schneider and W. Karnapp, Die Stadtmauer von l^nik (Berlin, 1938), p. 4 f .; W. 
Muller-Wiener, ‘Die Stadtbefestigungen von Izmir, Sigacik und <£andarli, *Ist. Mitt, xii
(1962), 63 f.; K. Lanckoronski, Stadte Pamphliens und Pisidiens, i (Vienna, 1890), 9 f. 
Note particularly at Smyrna the inscriptions of Heraclius, in H. Grdgoire, Recueil des 
inscriptions grecques-chritiennes d'Asie mineure (Paris, 1922), nos. 79, 80, from a gate 
near Basmane station, apparently in the line of the late antique city walls, and possibly 
indicating a restoration of them. They are, however, merely acclamations.

3. Evidence from other parts of the Near East which suffered the attacks of the 
Persians presents a similar picture of devastation and destruction. I shall discuss this 
material, which cannot be presented here, in a future work on the Persians in the Near 
East.

4. Vita S. Eutycbii patr. C P ., Migne, Patrologia Graeca lxxxvi, col. 2344 f; I am most 
grateful to Mr Brown for drawing my attention to this passage.
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Neocaesarea, Comana, Zela, and other places -  panicked and fled for 
protection to the heavily-fortified city of Amasia, where they would 
be protected by the prayers of the saint as well as the walls. This 
influx of refugees naturally caused a great shortage of food, and 
famine began to overwhelm the population when enemy attacks as well 
as the presence of the Roman armies hindered the normal course of 
trade and agriculture. Fortunately for Amasia, the problem was 
resolved by a miracle which saint Eutychius performed. This 
narrative deals with one Persian raid which affected a corner of 
Asia Minor. There is no reason to suppose that the people of 
Anatolia were so fortunate during the attacks of Chosroes II, but 
the details can only be seen in the imagination. To suppose that the 
roads were clogged with streams of panic-stricken refugees as well 
as troops, that villages were burned or deserted, that harvests were 
ruined or confiscated, and that every walled town was grossly 
overcrowded would not be unreasonable. From the evidence, it 
would be easy to suspect that the civilian casualties were enormous, 
not only from Persian massacre and enslavement, but from the 
famine caused by twenty years of war which would have disrupted 
trade and agriculture, and from its companion, disease. The in
vasions reached across Asia Minor from east to west and affected 
the coastal zones as much as the interior plateau: They were 
constant and vicious; there was hardly any place left to seek 
refuge. While Asia was being devastated by the Persians, Europe 
was overwhelmed by the hordes of the Avars. Panic and desolation 
struck every province of the empire, and those who feared the end 
of the world were in a sense justified, for the society which they 
and thirty generations of the ancestors had known was never to be 
restored.1

Heraclius, who presided over the disaster, managed to save the 
remnants of his empire, but the Persian invasions were only a first 
stage in a long series of disasters which were to continue to afflict 
Asia Minor. The war had been over for scarcely more than a decade 
when, in 641, the first Arab troops entered the country; by that 
time, Syria, Mesopotamia and parts of Armenia were in their hands. 
Like the Persians, they occupied Cilicia and the lands east of the 
Antitaurus and raided the rest, but instead of two decades, their 
attacks lasted for two centuries.2 The Dark Ages, which for

1. Note the apposite prediction of Theodore of Syceon about barbarian attacks, 
bloodshed, destruction, collapse of the Empire, and the imminent arrival of Antichrist: 
Vita Tbeod. Syc. cap. 134, written by a contemporary of the Persian invasion. For fear 
that the end of the world was at hand in the days of Focas and Heraclius, see the passages 
quoted by A. H. M. Jones in The Later Roman Empire, i (Oxford, 1964) 316 f.

2. Two studies consider the Arab invasions in some detail: E. W. Brooks, ‘The Arabs 
in Asia Minor, from Arabic Sources’, Journal of Hellenic Studies, xviii (1898), 182-208, a 
series of extracts from the sources, and H. Ahrweiler, *L*Asie Mineure et les invasions 
arabes", Revue historique, ccxxvii (1962), 1-32, a considerably more theoretical treat
ment.
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Byzantium may be considered to run from the early seventh to the 
middle of the ninth century, were an age of great change for the 
empire. City life, as it had been known under the Greeks and 
Romans, almost entirely disappeared, and the people of Asia Minor 
came to live instead in small towns and fortresses. The open, and 
often unfortified cities of late Antiquity which had been adorned 
with lavish monumental public buildings and had offered all kinds 
of services for their inhabitants died out almost entirely.1 The nature 
and extent of this phenomenon, which is obvious to anyone who 
examines the remains or the archaeological record, is only beginning 
to be appreciated. Its causes were probably complex, for the reduc
tion in the area of cities implies a great decline of the population 
which is not a necessary consequence of war,2 but there is no doubt 
that a major transformation took place. A vital urban economy was 
replaced by one in which castles and villages were dominant features 
of the landscape. The beginnings of this may be sought in the 
Persian war, when the country was struck a devastating blow from 
which it hardly had a chance to recover before the Arabs appeared 
on the scene to inflict more damage. The Persian war may thus be 
seen as the first stage in the process which marked the end of 
Antiquity in Asia Minor. The Arabs continued the work, and by the 
time their attempts had finally been defeated, a new and quite 
different state emerges from the darkness.

1. I have discussed this phenomenon at some length in my (unpublished) doctoral 
dissertation, ‘Byzantine Cities of Western Asia Minor’ (Harvard University, 1972). 
The work will ultimately be revised and expanded to become a general treatment of 
the cities of Asia Minor in late Antiquity and the Byzantine age. For fortresses of the 
Aegean region, some of them representing larger ancient cities, see Muller-Wiener, 
ubi suprâ  pp. 5-122.

2. I sec no reason to subscribe to the notion sometimes advanced that the sudden 
contraction in the size of cities indicates not a reduction in the population but a change 
of fashion by which only the most important parts of the city would be included within 
the fortification walls. The examples of Sardis, Ephesus and Ancyra are most instructive 
in this respect. In these cases, new walls built in the Dark Ages left outside their circuit 
areas of the ancient city which had been completely abandoned, not densely populated 
residential sections; the remains are unambiguous. Certainly, the new walls or fortresses 
would serve as places of refuge for the local populations which lived not behind them 
but scattered in settlements in the environs. In some cases, as at Sardis, these settlements 
were dotted over an area which had previously been covered with buildings. The 
obvious conclusion from the remains is that the walled area was smaller because it had 
fewer people to protect. It has been alleged that the hand of man alone was not adequate 
to account for extensive depopulation in the Dark Ages: see Rhys Carpenter, Dis
continuity in Greek Civilisation (New York, 1968), pp. 77-80, for some provocative remarks 
on climatic change which merit detailed consideration and need considerable evidence 
for their support.
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ARAB WARS WITH THE BYZANTINES 

IN THE UMAYYAD PERIOD
Julius Wellhausen

[414] 1. U n l i k e  t h e  P e r s i a n  E m p i r e ,  the Byzantine Empire was not 
completely vanquished by the Arabs. Though weakened and driven back, 
it held together in a narrower and more unified area than before. In this 
way, the centuries-old conflict between the great powers of West and East 
continued. The Arabs now took the place of the Persians in their dealings 
with the Byzantines. They were the attackers. To them it was a vexation 
that the Cross maintained its dominion, in competition with Allah; in their 
conception, the war against the Byzantine emperor was preferable to all 
others, and they incessantly devoted themselves to this war. At the same 
time, the Arab rulers in Damascus made themselves popular by directing 
their troops, while the pious men of Medina had a special predilection for 
taking part in these wars, so as to fulfill their duty of religious service.

Fighting was in itself sufficient for the Muslims in this case: they were 
not so intent on conquest. When the opportunity arose, they did indeed 
hurl themselves into the fray with astonishing zeal, as in their attempt to 
take Constantinople by storm, in the manner of Gog and Magog. On the 
whole, however, they allowed the status quo of “Romania” 1 to prevail in 
actual fact, wherever this had become established after the conquests that 
had taken place under the caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 13-23/634-44)— 
or at any rate in the principal theater of war, that of Asia Minor. They did 
not attempt to extend their own territory step by step and to reduce the 
territory of the Byzantines; they did not consider it important to establish 
themselves in the fortified cities that they subdued. As a rule they made 
only one raid each summer through the Amanus or Taurus ranges; this 
raid would extend more [415] or less widely and sometimes would also last 
through the winter.

As a result of this endless series of raids, a rather wide strip of land 
was laid bare between the two empires, the so-called “outer land” ,2 which

1 [I.e. the territory of the old Roman Empire.]
2Arabic al-dawaht: al-Taban, Ta’rtkh al-rusul wa-l-muluk, ed. M.J. de Goeje et at. 

(Leiden, 1879-1901), II, 1317; Ibn AthTr, al-K5mil ft l-ta*rikh, ed. C.J. Tomberg (Leiden, 
1851-76), IV, 250:23.
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amounted to an abandoned border region. Theophanes (under AM 6178) 
says that all the cities that in the time of the ‘Abbasids were located on the 
border and were then in the possession of the Arabs, from Mopsuestia to 
Armenia IV, had previously been unfortified and uninhabited in the days of 
the Umayyads. The Arabic writers speak only of a deserted zone between 
Antioch and Mopsuestia, or else between Alexandretta (on the Gulf of Issus) 
and Tarsus. According to al-Tabari3 and al-Baladhurl,4 when the emperor 
Heraclius abandoned Syria he destroyed and depopulated the cities of this 
border region in order to make it more difficult for the Muslims to pass 
through, since they would be unable to find any agricultural produce. Ac
cording to Theophanes ( a m  6278), the Mardaites5 took charge, as military 
frontier troops in Byzantine service, of maintaining this protective desert 
zone. According to other sources, however, the devastation of this region 
was initiated by the Arabs, who did not want to have fortified cities at their 
back when they undertook their raids. They destroyed the cities and ex
pelled the inhabitants, to make sure that they themselves got home. This 
took place above all under Mu‘awiya ibn Abl Sufyan (r. 41-60/661-80), but 
also afterwards: for instance, Tyana was razed and evacuated under al-Walld
(I) ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 86-96/705-15). The former population of the fron
tier zone gave way to a colorful hodgepodge of groups that had just arrived 
or been deported from elsewhere: Mardaites, Christian Arab tribes, gypsies 
(zutt), Indonesians (saydbija), Persians and Slavs all lived there. Because 
of the increasing numbers of lions in the devastated marshlands, the caliph 
al-Walld I introduced Indian water buffaloes, herded by gypsies.6

The Arabic writers who have come down to us are concerned mainly 
with Iraq and the East. They deal only in passing with the wars against 
the Byzantines that originated in the Syro-Mesopotamian frontier.7 The 
principal authority for these wars is al-Waqidl (d. 207/822), who bases his

3 al-Tabari", TaYtfc/i, I, 2396.
4al-Bal5dhun, Futiih al-buldan, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1866), 163.
5[On these see below, 16-17.]
6al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 162, [166-67]. The Christian Arabs are mentioned as 

musta'riba at al-Tabari, Ta'rikh, II, 1185, 1194. [The usd in al-Baladhun’s text may have 
been mountain lions or lynxes. Wellhausen describes the water buffalos as a “counter
measure”, presumably because they would have disturbed the thickets where the “lions” 
rested.]

7The wars against the Byzantines must have received their due in the historical liter
ature of the Syrian Arabs. However, this literature is relatively unknown to us, although 
al-BaladhurT does use it—he cites a book on “the maghdzt of Mu‘awiya”. [“Mesopotamia” 
here refers to the early Islamic province of al-JazTra, “the Island”, corresponding to much 
of present-day northern Iraq, eastern Syria and southeastern Turkey.]
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accounts mainly on Abu Ma‘shar (d. 170/787); in the abridged form in which 
we have them, it may be that al-Waqidl’s statements have become even 
shorter than they were [416] originally. In dry annalistic style, al-Waqidl 
reports who led each year’s raid, how far and with what success. It is taken 
for granted that a raid into Byzantine territory occurs every year, even 
if a temporary truce leads to a pause every now and then. The Byzantine 
historians do not deal with these campaigns—the greater part of which were 
insignificant—in such thorough fashion, year by year; however, they do speak 
about the more important campaigns in a much more complete and accurate 
way than do the Arabic reporters. Here I shall not enter into a fundamental 
evaluation of these wars from the political and military points of view, since 
my talent and perhaps also the available source materials are not sufficient. 
My basic intention is rather to bring the data of the Byzantine and Arab 
authors into harmony, paying special attention to chronology regarding both 
sides.

A difficulty arises here. Theophanes takes the various dates that have 
been transmitted to him and reduces them to years of the world ( a m ) .  These 
dates fluctuate and do not stand in a fixed relation to the years of the hijra 
(a h ) ,  which the Arabs use for their reckoning.8 Here I do not collate the 
years of the world directly with the years of the hijra; however, I also do 
not use the Christian era ( a d ) as the middle term, but rather the Seleucid 
era (a s ) .  For this era was alive and in use in every time and every region, 
whereas the Christian era was not. Moreover, the Seleucid year overlaps 
better with the year of the world, since it also begins in autumn, though in 
October rather than September. Finally, the Seleucid era is suitable for our 
purpose because it is systematically compared with the corresponding year 
of the hijra in Elias of Nisibis,9 whose work on chronology is confirmed by 
its complete agreement with Wiistenfeld’s tables. 10 Fortunately, the relation

8 Only the (so to speak, subjective) years of the world in Theophanes can be moved 
about in groups. This does not apply to years of the hijra , any more than to the Seleucid 
or Christian calendars. A single date according to the Muslim era can be false, but its 
relation to the Seleucid or Christian era within a series of years does not change and 
cannot be altered.

9Chabot’s edition of Michael the Syrian has not yet proceeded far enough for my 
purpose. [Wellhausen here refers to Michael the Syrian, Chronique de Michel le Syrien , 
ed. and trans. J.-B. Chabot in four volumes (Paris, 1899-1924). The chronological history 
and tables of Elias bar Shlnaya, bishop of Nisibis, were available to him in F. Baethgen, 
ed. and trans., Fragmente syrischer und arabischer Historiker (Leipzig, 1884).]

10[F. Wiistenfeld, Vergleichungs-Tabellen der muhammedanischen und christlichen 
Zeitrechnung (Leipzig, 1854); 2nd ed. E. Mahler (Leipzig, 1926); 3rd ed. B. Spuler (Wies
baden, 1961).]
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of the world era in Theophanes to the Seleucid and Muslim eras does not 
change from year to year, but only periodically, remaining constant over long 
series of years. Indeed, during the Umayyad period it fluctuates, for the most 
part, between only two numbers, separated only by one unit: namely, year 
1 of the Seleucid era corresponds to either A M  5181 or 5182. This applies 
[417] at least to questions of synchronizing with the Arabic calendar; if it 
applies to other problems beyond that, it is of no concern to us here.

For Mu‘awiya’s reign, with which we begin, A M  5181 is equivalent to 
a s  l ;11 the difference between the two is therefore 5180. This is clear from 
the following dates. According to Theophanes, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 23
35/644-56) acceded to the caliphate in A M  6137, at the beginning of AH  

25, that is, late October A S  957. The battle of Siffin took place, accord
ing to Theophanes, in A M  6148, and according to the Syriac inscription of 
Hanash, 12 in A S  968. The earthquake in Syria, which according to Theo
phanes fell in June A M  6150, took place in June A S  970, according to both 
Noldeke’s Syriac writer13 and Elias. The death of ‘AH ibn AbT Talib (r. 35
40/656-61) took place in a m  6151 according to Theophanes, and in a s  971 
according to Elias. The great comet appeared in A M  6167 according to Theo
phanes, and in A S  987 according to Elias. The earthquake that destroyed 
the church of Edessa took place in a m  6170 according to Theophanes, and 
in A S  990 according to Assemani.14 Mu‘awiya’s death is dated to A M  6171 
by Theophanes, and to A S  991 by Elias. 15

Mu‘awiya succeeded his brother Yazld ibn AbT Sufyan as governor in 
Damascus in a h  18. In AH  19 he also acquired Palestine, once ‘Amr ibn al- 
‘As had given up his governorship of that province so as to conquer Egypt 
for himself. In 25 or soon afterwards the caliph ‘Uthman also established 
Mu‘awiya over northern Syria and Mesopotamia, in place of the Ansar! 
‘Umayr ibn Sa‘d; Mu‘awiya is also said to have previously been in control 
of the coastal region as far north as Antioch. Both as governor of Syria and

11 [Wellhausen refers to how the Seleucid era and the Year of the World correspond for 
this time, and of course does not mean to say that Mu‘5wiya’s reign began in AM 5181/A S
H]l2Published by J.-B. Chabot in Journal Asiatique, 9e Serie, 16 (1900), 285ff.

13Th. Noldeke, “Zur Geschichte der Araber im 1. Jahrhundert d.H. aus syrischen 
Quellen”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 29 (1875), 83.

14J.S. Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis (Rome, 1719-28), I, 426.
15The eclipse of the sun on FViday 5 November AM 6136 in Theophanes is not mentioned 

by the Syrians; it must have been in AS 956 and AD 644. A purported eclipse of the sun 
is to be found in al-Taban, Ta'rxkh, II, 92, and Eutychius (Sa'ld ibn al-Bitnq, Patriarch 
of Alexandria), Contextia gemmarum sive Eutychii Patriarchae Alexandrini annales, ed. 
and trans. J. Selden and E. Pockocke (Oxford, 1658-59), II, 360.
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later as caliph, Mu‘awiya carried on the war against the Byzantines with 
great zeal. He appears to have been the one who intiated the attacks through 
the Amanus range in Cilicia. Meanwhile, earlier on during his governorship 
he had busied himself above all with the cities of the Phoenician coast. 
These cities—including Antioch—were especially difficult to tear away from 
the Byzantines, they continued to stay in contact with the Byzantines by 
sea, and they remained a dangerous possession for the Arabs through the 
entire Umayyad period. Mu‘awiya conquered these cities in the last days of 
the caliphate of ‘Umar I, and then for a second time under ‘Uthman. He 
established garrisons in them, at first only for the summer, since during the 
winter they became inaccessible by sea [418] and the Byzantines posed no 
threat. Afterwards he let the troops stay there permanently and gave them 
houses and lands.

Many of the inhabitants of the coastal cities had abandoned their home
land and property, whether by choice or by force. To replace them, foreign 
elements streamed in from every corner of the world. Mu‘awiya favored this 
process, as he generally approved of the transfer and mixing of peoples; he 
settled many Jews in Tripoli, then the most important of the Phoenician 
cities after Acre. All these efforts, however, were in vain: these cities could 
not be effectively secured so long as the Byzantines ruled the sea. Mu‘awiya 
understood this and saw to it that the Arabs ventured out to sea, so as 
to confront the Byzantines there. In doing this, he had to contend with 
resistance from the caliphs. ‘Umar’s reservations could not be overcome, 
but ‘Uthman finally gave in. Ships and sailors were provided above all by 
Alexandria; the governor of Egypt, also an Umayyad, made common cause 
with Mu‘awiya. Only afterwards did Mu‘awiya, in person, establish naval 
stations on the Palestinian coast. 16 The Arabs were sea-soldiers rather than 
sailors. A comic poem shows how unfamiliar the water was to them by 
nature .17 Despite all this, they made the transition from desert and camel 
to sea and ship with astonishing speed; and most importantly, bold sea 
captains were soon found among them. You may remember the [Prussian] 
saying regarding the Junker of the marches, that if all else fails, he will 
not hesitate to abandon the command of a squadron in exchange for the 
command of a frigate.

Mu‘awiya made the first naval expedition against the island of Cyprus, 
which lay right against the Syrian coast and provided a dangerous base for 
Byzantine power. He did this in the summer of a m  6140, A S  960, a h  28 =  AD

16al-BaladhurI, Futuh al-buldan, 117. However, other sources contradict this.
17Th. Noldeke, Delectus veterum carminum arabicorum (Berlin, 1890), 62.
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649. This is confirmed by Theophanes, 18 al-Waqidl,19 al-BaladhurT,20 and 
Elias of Nisibis. The date given by Abu Ma‘shar relates to a later repetition 
of the campaign,21 as according to al-BaladhurT.22 According to al-Tabari, 
the Egyptian fleet under the command of Ibn AbT Sarh took Mu‘awiya on 
board at the harbor of Acre.23 The account of the Eastern sources, to the 
effect that the archon of the Cypriots paid 7200 dinars to the Arabs and 
the same amount to the Byzantines every year from then on, is not to be 
found in Theophanes; according to him, it was not until 38 years later, in 
the peace concluded in a m  [419] 6178 between Emperor and Caliph, that 
the two sides agreed to share the Cypriot tribute equally between them.

On the journey home, Mu‘awiya made a vain attempt to seize Aradus, 
according to Theophanes. He succeeded in this the following year, A M  6141. 
The Arabic authors are silent regarding this, as they are also regarding the 
conquest of Rhodes and the sale of the Colossus to an Edessan Jew in A M  

6145. According to al-Taban and al-BaladhurT, Rhodes was conquered for 
the first time in a h  52 (a m  6163).24

In A M  6146, according to Theophanes, Mu‘awiya mustered a great fleet in 
Phoenician Tripoli for an assault against Constantinople. He gave command 
over this fleet to Abu 1-A‘war, while he himself proceeded by land against 
Caesarea in Cappadocia. A great sea battle then took place on the Lycian 
coast near a place called Phoenix. The Byzantines under Constans suffered 
a defeat and the sea became colored with their blood. Constans changed 
clothing and ship, so as to evade the enemy’s attacks, and was fortunate 
enough to reach Constantinople, thereby leaving the others in the lurch. The 
Continuatio Isidori hispana says: “Constans Augustus, proceeding against 
[Mu‘awiya], gathered together over a thousand boats, but was unlucky in 
the fight and barely managed to escape with a handful of men” .25

In this way the Arabs annihilated the entire Imperial fleet at the very first 
chance they had. Theophanes places the “utter destruction of the Byzan
tine army and fleet” (panteles tou Romaikou stratou te kai stolou apoleia) at

18 Chronographia, ed. C. de Boor (Leipzig, 1883), 343.
19al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, I, 2819, 2826.
20Futuh al-buldan, 152.
21 al-Taban, Ta'rtkh, I, 2820.
22 Futuh al-buldan, 153.
23 Ta’rTkh, I, 2826.
24al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, II, 157; al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 236.
25Ed. Th. Mommsen in the Monumenta germaniae historica , Auctores antiquissim i, 

XI.1 (Berlin, 1895), par. 24: adversus quem (Moabiam) Constans Augustus mille et am- 
plius adgregans rates infeliciter decertavit, vix cum paucis per fugam evasit.
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Phoenix at the same rank as the catastrophe at the Yarmuk.26 The Arabic 
authors make nothing out of this enormous event, since the Iraqis had no 
share in it; and the later compilers of Muslim history follow their example. 
However, an account of it is preserved in a report of al-Waqidl.27 Here too 
the Byzantine fleet, with 500 ships, is under Constans’ command; however, 
the Arab fleet is not commanded by Abu 1-A‘war, but rather by [the gov
ernor of Egypt] Ibn AbT Sarh, because it is Egyptian.28 The place where 
the encounter took place is called Dhat al-Sawarl. The ships are bound to
gether in pairs, one Byzantine to one Arab .29 In the night before the fight, 
the prayers of Christians and Muslims ring out loud. Next morning, a ter
rifying [420] hand-to-hand conflict takes place. The Byzantines hold firm 
until Constans, gravely wounded, gives up the fight. Only the personal par
ticipation of Constans proves that al-Waqidl is speaking of the same naval 
battle as Theophanes. Nothing stands in the way of the identification of the 
place name. Dhdt al-sawdrt means “the place with the masts.” Al-Waqidl 
explains this by saying that the ships were bound to one another for the 
purposes of the fight. This is probably nonsense, made up for the sake of et
ymology. From Theophanes and Nicephorus it appears that the place known 
as Phoenix had a stand of cypress trees and that the Arabs brought wood 
from there to build their ships.30 From this we may surmise that Dhat al- 
SawarTmeans nothing more than “the place where masts grow” . Since there 
was no sizeable town in the vicinity, the battle was named in this way, quite 
common among the ancient Arabs. According to Theophanes the place lay 
not far from Rhodes.31

Theophanes gives the date as am  6146. This corresponds to AS 966 and 
to AH 34, which ended on 10 July (= AD 655). Abu Ma‘shar, al-Waqidl’s

26 Chronographia, 332.
27al-TabarI, Ta’rtkh, I, 2867-68.
28Also according to the Continuatio, ‘Abd Allah ibn AbT Sarh held the command in the 

battle, which hung in the balance for a long time.
29[Wellhausen describes this arrangement as “by mutual agreement”, as if the two sides 

had agreed to lash their ships together. This does not appear in Theophanes or the 
Continuatio. At al-Tabari, Ta’rtkh, I, 2867-68, al-Waqidl has the Byzantines yoke the 
adversaries* spars together, for some reason not stated. Then in another account imme
diately following, the two sides parley over where to fight; the Byzantines opt for the 
sea, and so “we drew up to them and bound the ships fast to one another”. See R.S. 
Humphreys, The History of al-Tabari, XV (Albany, 1990), 74-75.]

30Theophanes, Chronographia, 385; Nicephorus, Opuscula historica, ed. C. de Boor 
(Leipzig, 1880), 50.

31 Chronographia, 385. G. Weil, Geschichte der Chalifen (Mannheim, 1846-62), I, 162, 
erroneously places the battle on the Egyptian coast, and others have followed him. The 
error originates in the fact that the Arab fleet was mainly Egyptian.
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predecessor, dates the naval battle of Dhat al-§awarl to AH 34.32 Al-Waqidl 
himself dates it to AH 31. In so doing, however, he maintains that the 
two Muhammads from Egypt,33 after arriving from Egypt with the Arab 
fleet, went off on their own with their ships, saying that the true holy war 
was to be conducted against other enemies altogether. In doing this, they 
began their rebellion against the caliph ‘Uthman; and since this rebellion 
first broke out in a h  35, these preliminary events may be assigned to AH 34 
and not to 31.

Arabic historical tradition informs us that Mu‘awiya did not take part in 
the sea battle in person, while Theophanes—and only Theophanes—reports 
that Mu‘awiya proceeded at the same time against Caesarea in Cappadocia. 
It seems that he accomplished nothing there, and this may be connected with 
the fact that the Arabs, despite their splendid victory at sea, did not realize 
the plan, ascribed to them by Theophanes,34 of attacking Constantinople.

[421] Soon afterwards Mu‘awiya was forced to withdraw, because of the 
inner turmoil that broke out in Islam in AH 35. He must have been glad when 
the Byzantines left him alone. In the end Mu‘awiya had no choice but to buy 
a humiliating peace agreement from Constans II, so that he could proceed 
against ‘All with a free hand .35 According to this agreement, Mu‘awiya had 
to pay 1000 dinars every day, though according to al-Baladhurl, only every 
week. Mu‘awiya kept this peace until he was rid of ‘All and had subdued 
Iraq, in AH 41, AS 972.36 Once he had won supreme authority over all the 
empire of Islam, Mu‘awiya resumed the expeditions against the Byzantines 
with great force. From this point on, these expeditions are regularly noted 
for each year, with the first of them occurring in the year 4237 against the 
Alans and the Byzantines.38 Theophanes first mentions an Arab attack in 
Romania under AM 6154; this year ( a s  974) overlaps in the summer with

32al-Taban, Ta’rikh, I, 2865, 2927.
33[These men were Muhammad ibn AbT Hudhayfa and Muhammad ibn AbT Sarh.]34Cf. ibid., I, 2888. • • • •
35Cf. Theophanes, Chronographia, 347; al-BaladhurT, Futuh al-buldan, 159, 160; al- 

Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 211; al-Mas4udr, Muruj al-dhahab wa-ma'adin al-jawhar, ed. and trans. 
C. Barbier de Meynard and P. de Courteille (Paris, 1861-77), II, 335; al-Dmawan, al- 
Akhbar al-tiwal, ed. V. Guirgass (Leiden, 1888), 168. Theophanes gives the date as a m  
6150; this would be AS 970 and 38-39 AH [659 ad]). According to Theophanes, AM 6142 
(AS 31/A H  32), Constans requested a truce from Mu‘awiya and observed it for two years; 
but the truce was broken as early as the following year in Cyprus and Armenia.

36Noldeke, “Zur Geschichte der Araber”, 96.
37Elias of Nisibis mistakenly sets the beginning, and not the end of the truce, in the 

year 42.
38al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 16.
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AH 43 ( a d  663). According to al-Waqidl,39 al-Ya^qubl40 and Elias, Busr ibn 
AbT Artat led the Arab expedition in a h  43.

Then follows the great campaign of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Khalid ibn 
al-Walld, who lived in Hims in a quite independent situation, on account 
of his famous father.41 According to Theophanes, in a m  6156 ‘Abd al- 
Rahman pressed into Romania, stayed there throughout the winter, and 
devastated many areas. According to al-Tabari,42 he entered in a h  44, 
spent the winter of AH 45 in enemy territory, and returned to Hims in 
AH 46.43 There he was poisoned by the Christian physician Ibn Uthal, 
on Mu‘awiya’s instigation, because ‘Abd al-Rahman seemed to be enjoying 
too much respect and independence. It is difficult to make this into two 
separate expeditions.44 If ‘Abd al-Rahman spent the winter of AH 45 in 
Byzantine territory, then he entered it in the preceding summer, that is 
in 45 and not 44, since AH 45 began in the spring (24 March AD 655);
[422] a return journey in AH 46 can only be connected with an expedition 
in 45. Theophanes is therefore correct in his dating. The summer of AH 
45 overlaps with a m  6156, a s  676; the winter, during which the campaign 
proceeded without interruption, as also according to Theophanes, falls in 
AM 6157. The return home followed in early 46 AH, in the spring of AD 
666 . Several more precise reports are to be found in the Syriac source of 
Noldeke.45

In AM 6159, according to Theophanes, Saborius, the strategos in Byzan
tine Armenia who had rebelled against the emperor Constans II, entered 
negotiations with Mu‘awiya and made sure of his support. However, when 
Arab auxiliary troops commanded by Fadala (ibn ‘Ubayd) arrived in the 
Hexapolis,46 Saborius was already dead and the revolt had been put down 
by the patricius Nicephorus, sent by Constantine IV. Left to his own devices, 
Fadala asked Mu‘awiya for reinforcements, and Mu‘awiya sent his son Yazld 
with a large army. Yazld and Fadala marched as far as Chalcedon and took

39 Ibid., II, 27.
40al-Ya‘qubT, Ta’rikh, ed. M.Th. Houtsma (Leiden, 1883), II, 285.
41 We find him there already in AH 33 (al-Taban, Ta’rikh, I, 2921). Khalid had taken 

up residence in Hims after the death of Abu ‘Ubayda ( a h  18); he also died there (ibid., I, 
2645, 2671). Sayf (ibid., I, 2523, 2525) gives false information.

42 Ibid., II, 67.
43Ibid., II, 82.
44 Elias repeats the assertion that ‘Abd al-Rahman spent the winters of both AH 44 and 

46. He plays it safe by including the two outer limits of possibility.
45 Noldeke, “Zur Geschichte der Araber”, 97.
46 In Melitene, cf. Eustathius at Dionys. Perieg., 694, in Karl Muller, Geographi graeci 

minores (Paris, 1882), II, 342 (Noldeke).
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many prisoners of war. They also took Amorium in Phrygia, left 5000 men 
there, and returned home to Syria. In the following winter, however, the 
cubicularius Andreas made a night attack on Amorium and massacred the 
Arab garrison.

Theophanes seems to regard Chalcedon as the last objective that the 
Arabs reached. However, they went beyond Chalcedon, crossed over to 
Thrace, and besieged Constantinople. The Continuatio says, between two 
accounts of the coming to power of Constans and Constantine IV:

Mohabia (= Mu‘awiya), the king of the Saracens, sent 100,000 
men to subdue Constantinople, ordering them to obey his son 
Yzit (= Yazld) like slaves (he had also resolved to make Yazld 
the heir to his kingdom). When they had carried on the siege 
throughout the spring season and could no longer bear the hard
ships of hunger and pestilence, they abandoned the city. They 
seized many towns and, laden with booty, they returned after 
two years and in good health, once again seeing Damascus and 
the king who had sent them out.47

Noldeke’s Syriac source48 similarly tells of Constantinople besieged by 
Yazld. However, he gives only a single scene, in which “the agreeable mixture 
of absolutism and popular rule” in the imperial city comes forth in lively 
fashion. Noldeke fixes the date at A S  974 (= A M  6154).

According to al-TabarT, Yazld set forth in the year 49 and reached as 
far as [423] Constantinople; with him were Ibn ‘Abbas, Ibn ‘Umar, Ibn al- 
Zubayr and Abu Ayyub al-Ansarl.49 According to Ibn al-Athlr, however, 
Yazld does not participate in the campaign from the beginning. It is only 
when he composes verses expressing his satisfaction at not having to suffer 
hunger and illness in the Muslim camp near Chalcedon, while staying at 
home with his lovely wife, that his father sends him forward together with 
an army accompanied by the cream of the Medinan nobility.50

These verses may have been ascribed to Yazld only to make a tendentious 
point. In any case, they allow us to ascertain that an Arab army was already

47 Continuatio, par. 26: Mohabia Sarracenorum rex centum milia virorum, quae Yzitfilio  
suo cui et regnum decreverat famularentur obsequio, direxit ad Constantinopolim debellan- 
dum. Quam dum per omne vernum tempus obsidione cingerent et famis ac pestilentiae 
laborem non tolerarent, relicta urbe plurima oppida capientes onusti praeda Damascum et 
regem, a quo directi fuerunt, post biennium salutifere reviserunt.

48Noldeke, “Zur Geschichte der Araber”, 96.
49al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 86.
50Ibn al-Athlr, Kamil, III, 381.
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in Chalcedon, before Yazld himself arrived there and proceeded to besiege 
Constantinople. Regarding who held the command before him, the tradition 
is divided. The one option does not exclude the other; however, Fadala 
ibn ‘Ubayd al-Ansarl seems to have been the one in charge. Theophanes 
maintains, mistakenly, that Yazld had already come to Melitene with the 
army and had then marched to Chalcedon together with Fadala. It is quite 
strange that he says nothing about the siege of Constantinople. On the 
other hand, Theophanes reports that the enemy took Amorium on the way 
home, if only for a short time. The Spanish continuator absolutely revels in 
the Muslims’ success on their return journey to Syria, as if he wished in this 
way to veil their mishap before Constantinople. Strikingly, there is no talk 
anywhere of an Arab fleet, although there had to be one present to allow 
them to cross the Bosporus.

It is firmly established from Theophanes and the Continuatio that the 
expedition took place between the reigns of Constans II and Constantine IV 
Pogonatus. Constantine succeeded to the rule in autumn of A M  6160 ( a s  

980, AD  668), and before a h  49, which began in February AD  669. In the last 
summer of Constans’ reign ( a m  6159) [424] Fadala had already marched out; 
it was after Constans’ death that he arrived at Chalcedon.51 Fadala camped 
there in the winter of 6160 and had to contend with enormous hardship. 
After the winter, at the beginning of 49 AH  ( a d  669), Yazld joined him at 
Chalcedon and proceeded to the attack on Constantinople. According to the 
Continuatio, the city was besieged “for the entire spring season” (per omne 
vernum tempus). The journey home through Asia Minor to Syria must have 
taken place in the summer of the same year, if it allowed opportunities for so 
many deeds of martial valor. “After two years” (post biennium) , according to 
the same source, the Arabs were happily at home again; we may understand 
this to mean that they had been in the field for two summers and one winter. 
The main action, Yazld’s siege of Constantinople, fell in the year AH  49, as 
al-Tabari and Ibn al-Athlr report.52 Theophanes, as so often, places the 
entire sequence of events together under the year in which the drama began, 
namely the revolt of Saborius against Constans II, regarding which the Arab 
writers know nothing.

The Byzantine naval diversion against the Syrian coastal cities in AH 49 
was a return visit.53

51Theophanes, Chronographia, 350:18.
52The various dates given, namely a h  43 (Noldeke’s Syriac source), 45 (al-Mas‘udT, 

Muruj al-dhahab, V, 62), 56 (al-Ya‘qubl, Ta’rikh, II, 285), and 57 (EUas) are worthless 
and built on errors. Elias and al-Ya‘qubl assign Fadala’s campaign to the year 49.

53al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 117.
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Toward the end of his life, Mu‘awiya made another powerful attack 
against the Byzantines, which also failed to accomplish its goal. According 
to Theophanes, in a m  6166, in the fifth year of Constantine Pogonatus, the 
Saracens undertook a large expedition against Byzantium with a fleet that 
had already been deployed the previous year; its amir was named Khalid.54 
They laid anchor at the Hebdomon near Constantinople. Pogonatus had 
mustered a fleet of his own; battles took place at sea every day, from spring 
through autumn. In winter the enemy returned with their ships to the island 
of Cyzicus;55 in the spring they again appeared before the capital and be
gan the game anew. The Arabs went on in this way for seven years without 
success, suffering heavy losses. “Grecian fire” , which had been invented by 
the Syrian Callinicus, was used against them. Then [425] they retreated. 
On their journey home their fleet was destroyed near the promontory of 
Syllaeus. According to Nicephorus, as a consequence of this catastrophe 
Mu‘awiya entered into negotiations with Pogonatus and bought peace from 
him.56 Theophanes gives, as he often likes to do, a Mardaite revolt as the 
reason for the Arabs’ willingness to accept peace. Mu‘awiya engaged to 
provide 3000 dinars, 50 prisoners of war and 50 noble horses every year; 
according to Nicephorus, the peace was meant to last 30 years.

According to al-Waqidl67 and al-Baladhurl,58 the admiral Junada ibn 
AbT Umayya al-Azdl, who had taken Rhodes in a h  52, took possession of 
the island of Arwad (Cyzicus) near Constantinople. The Muslims stayed 
there for a long time, reportedly seven years. Tubay‘, a stepson of the 
future-telling rabbi Ka‘b, told them: “Do you see this step? When it is torn 
away, it will be time for us to go home.” Then a storm arose and tore the 
step down, and news arrived of Mu‘awiya’s death and of YazTd’s order to

54Theophanes, Chronographia, 353; Nicephorus, Opuscula historica, 32. Reiske changes 
Khale ton Ameraion into Khaled ton Anzeraion (i.e. al-Ansarl), so as to make him identical 
with Abu Ayyub, whose name was indeed Khalid. This emendation is unfortunate, for 
Abu AyyUb had already died before Constantinople in AH 49, and his name, Khalid, was 
unknown even to those who knew him (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, I, 3059). How then could 
the Byzantines have known it? Khalid ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Khalid is a more likely 
candidate.

55 [In this paragraph and the following Wellhausen confuses the island of Arwad, which 
lies off the coast of Syria, with the town of Cyzicus, on the southern shore of the Sea 
of Marmara. This problem has been resolved in Lawrence I. Conrad, “The Conquest of 
Arwad: a Source-Critical Study in the Historiography of the Early Medieval Near East”, 
in A. Cameron and L.I. Conrad, eds., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near E ast, I: 
Problems in the Literary Source Material (Princeton, 1992), 317-401.]

56 Opuscula historica, 32.
57al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 163.
58Futuh al-buldan, 236.
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return home. The island was no longer garrisoned, its fortifications fell into 
ruin, and the Byzantines were safe.

The year a h  54 in al-Waqidl overlaps with a m  6165 in Theophanes, since 
it began on 16 December a s  985. In the spring of 54/6165 ( a d  674) ,  ac
cordingly, the Arab fleet appeared before Constantinople for the first time. 
Theophanes and Nicephorus are also in agreement with al-Waqidl, that the 
war lasted seven years. In further agreement, al-Waqidl places the con
clusion of peace at AH  60/ a s  991 =  a m  6171 ( a d  679- 80) .  Theophanes, 
however, dates the peace to A M  6169, which assumes that the seven-year 
period began two years earlier; the Arab fleet was already in action against 
the Byzantines in AH  5259 and 53,60 if not already before Constantinople 
itself. In any case, Theophanes and Nicephorus are correct in saying that 
it was Mu‘awiya who opened and concluded the negotiations, and not his 
successor Yazld I. Their view is confirmed by al-Mas‘udT, who mentions a 
peace with Pogonatus at the end of Mu‘awiya’s reign, together with the 
truce that Mu‘awiya concluded in 38- 39.61

In addition to Romania, the Arab war against the Empire had another 
theater of war, namely North Africa. The Arabs’ point of departure was 
Egypt, which had earlier been independent of Mu‘awiya but then, beginning 
in 38 ( a d  658- 59) , had come under his rule.

‘Amr ibn al-‘As had already conquered the Pentapolis and had at least 
attacked Tripoli. [426 ] However, the caliph ‘Umar prevented him from 
pressing forward. In a h  27, the caliph ‘Uthman replaced ‘Amr with ‘Abd 
Allah ibn AbT Sarh as governor of Egypt and gave him permission to attack 
Africa (Ifrlqiya) ,62 where at that time the patricius Gregorius maintained 
himself as independent ruler. According to Theophanes, in A M  6139 the 
Saracens put Gregorius to flight and drove him out of Africa; however, they 
withdrew from the country once the Africans had committed themselves to 
paying tribute. The year of the world 6139 ( a s  959) was year 27 of the hijra, 
which began in October AD  647; al-Baladhurl gives a choice of AH  27, 28 
or 29.63 The Arabs’ leader was, in any case, ‘Abd Allah ibn AbT Sarh; it is 
not at all improbable that he would have undertaken this campaign during 
his very first year as governor of Egypt. From the detailed report of the

59al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 157; al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 236.
60Theophanes, Chronographia, a m  6164.
61al-Mas‘udT, Muruj al-dhahab, II, 335.
62 “Africa” here means the old, Roman province of Africa, the capital of which was 

Carthage. [This is the early Islamic province of Ifnqiya, corresponding to modern-day 
Tunisia and parts of coastal Algeria and Libya.]

63 Futuh al-buldan, 226.



44 -  ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

14 Julius Wellhausen

Continuatio, which is set in the wrong place, it becomes clear that he first 
took Tripoli and then attacked Africa/Ifrlqiya:

Many fortunate things were accomplished by the commander 
Habedella (= ‘Abd Allah) in the West. He came to Tripoli, 
entered Cida and Helemtia64 by fighting and then, having in
flicted great damage, and after conquering and devastating the 
provinces, he agreed on terms with them. From there he imme
diately went on to Africa, thirsting for blood. When battle was 
offered,65 the battle line of the Moors was overthrown, and all 
the flower of the African nobility, together with Count Gregory, 
was utterly destroyed. Laden with rich spoils, Habedella then 
returned and arrived in Egypt with all his companions.66

According to al-Waqidl, the patricius, whose rule extended from Tripoli to 
Tangiers, was defeated at ‘Aquba and killed by Ibn al-Zubayr; thereupon 
the nobles of Ifrlqiya took upon themselves the payment of 300 talents of 
gold, on condition that he leave, and he agreed.67

We have already spoken about the participation of Ibn AbT Sarh and 
the Egyptian fleet in Mu‘awiya’s wars against the Byzantines. [427] Ibn 
AbT Sarh remained governor of Egypt until ‘Uthman was murdered and 
conflict broke out between ‘AlT and his rivals. Under Mu‘awiya’s rule Egypt 
again became the province of the old ‘Amr ibn al-‘As; after his death (in 
AH  43) it was inherited by his son. After a while, however, the caliph put 
Mu‘awiya ibn Hudayj in his place, reportedly in AH  47.68 Ibn Hudayj, after

641 cannot identify these two toponyms. Helemptie may derive from Leptis.
85praeparata igitur certamina, accusative in place of ablative absolute.
66 Continuatio, par. 24. The following indication of dates belongs to the beginning of 

par. 25, rather than the end of par. 24. [The Latin text, cited by Wellhausen without 
translation, is: Per ducem Habedella in Occidentem prospera multa acta sunt. Tripolim 
venit, Cidam quoque et Helemtien be I lan do adgressus est et post multas desolationes ef- 
fectas victas vastatasque provincias in fidem accepit. Et mox Africam adhuc sanguinem 
sitiens adventavit. Praeparata igitur certamina illico in fugam Maurorum acies versa est 
et omnis decoritas AJricae cum Gregorio comite usque ad internicionem deleta est. Habe
della quoque, honestus beneficio largo, cum omnibus suis cohortibus remeando Aegyptum 
pervenit.]

67In al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 227. Another, different report of al-Waqidl regarding 
the patricius Gregorius is in al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, I, 2818. There is little to be gained, 
historically speaking, from Ibn al-Athlr, K am il, III, 68, or from Abu 1-Faraj al-Isfahanl, 
Kitab al-aghdni (Bulaq, AH 1285), VI, 58.

68al-Taban, II, 28, 84, 93; al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 228. W. Roth, Nafi ibn Uqba 
(Gottingen, 1859), 29, remarks: “Mu‘awiya ibn Hudayj was never governor of Egypt. 
After ‘Amr’s death in AH 43, after a short transitional administration led by his son, he
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a long pause, undertook yet another westward expedition that brought him 
as far as Sicily. “Idols” taken there as spoils were forwarded to the caliph 
Mu‘awiya, who then sold them to India.69 Theophanes dates this first Arab 
incursion in Sicily, where the emperor Constans was then residing, to A M  

6155 ( a s  975); this would correspond to the summer of AH  44 ( a d  664). For 
Ibn Hudayj was not yet governor when he campaigned in Sicily.70 During 
his governorship, it was not Ibn Hudayj who won fame in IfrTqiya, but rather 
‘Uqba ibn Nafi‘ al-Fihrl. ‘Uqba was a nephew of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As and had 
conquered Barqa and Zawlla under his rule (in AH  38-43), and ever since 
then had been in charge of this country. From there, on orders of the caliph 
Mu‘awiya and with his support, ‘Uqba made his famous campaign against 
IfrTqiya. With help from the Berbers, he led the first serious strike against 
the rule of Christianity in that region and gave Islam a strong central point 
in the fortified camp town of al-Qayrawan, which he founded and which 
had the same import for IfrTqiya that al-Kufa and al-Basra had for Iraq. 
In A M  6161, Theophanes says, the Saracens overran Africa and led away 
80,000 people as prisoners. The old Arabic tradition gives the same year, 
namely AH 50 ( a s  981, AD 670), for ‘Uqba’s expedition.71 This agreement 
is completely decisive. Soon afterwards ‘Uqba was recalled and replaced 
by Abu 1-Muhajir, a freeman of Maslama ibn Mukhallad al-AnsarT. In AH  

50, Maslama had indeed [428] come to Egypt as governor, replacing Ibn 
Hudayj. He remained in office until Mu‘awiya’s death, as did Abu 1-Muhajir 
under his command.72

2 . After the death of Mu‘awiya the Muslims, as a consequence of their 
inner conflict, made a long pause in their wars against the Byzantines. Yazld
I is said to have withdrawn the Arab garrison from Rhodes and even from 
Cyprus.73 Nonetheless, YazTd does not seem to have been so completely
was succeeded by ‘Uqba ibn ‘Amir, who was then replaced in the year 47 by Maslama 
ibn Mukhallad.” ‘Utba did not die in AH 44 and was never governor of Egypt. Instead, 
he held responsibility, in alternation with his brother ‘Anbasa, for leading the hajj from 
Damascus in those years. Regarding ‘Uqba ibn ‘Amir al-Juhanl (not Jumahl), see al- 
Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 217-18. Maslama ibn Mukhallad became governor in AH 50. 
Here we see the limited value of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, whom Roth follows as his source.

69al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 235.
70The report in al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 84, that he arrived as governor in AH 47, con

tradicts the report (ibid., II, 28) according to which only two years elapsed between his 
accession and the death of ‘Amr in AH 43.

71 al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 227; al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 93.
72al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 94, 185; al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 228. The reports that 

Ibn al-Athlr (Kam il, III, 387) ascribes to al-W5qidr are completely wrong and cannot be 
attributed to him.

73al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 157 (II, 196:6 is an error); al-BaladliurT, Futuh al-buldan, 153.
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unwarlike as he has been portrayed. Mar‘ash (Germanicia) was not given 
up until after his death .74

In A M  6176 (a s  996) =  AH  65 ( a d  684-85) the peace was renewed. The 
Arabs’ tribute was now raised from the paltry sum that had been agreed 
upon with Mu‘awiya in a m  6169 to a higher amount, the same to which 
he had had to consent in A M  6150, namely, 360,000 dinars, 360 slaves and 
360 noble horses every year.75 According to Theophanes it was ‘Abd al- 
Malik ibn Marwan (r. 65-86/685-705) who contracted the arrangement with 
Pogonatus, while according to the Continuatio it was Marwan ibn al-Hakam 
(r. 64-65/684-85).76 The year 65 AH  allows for either possibility. However, 
the date that Elias of Nisibis gives, based on Syriac sources, decides the 
question in favor of ‘Abd al-Malik: the peace with the Emperor, who had 
advanced against Mopsuestia, was concluded on 78 July 996 A S , that is, in 
Dhu 1-Qa‘da 65 (a d  685). At that time the caliph Marwan had already 
died and ‘Abd al-Malik had succeeded him to the throne. The truce was 
meant to last three years according to Brooks’ Syriac source,77 for nine 
years according to the Continuatio, and ten according to Michael the Syrian. 
These diverging dates seem to have been reckoned after the event, in different 
ways, most strikingly in the case of the Continuatio.

Constantine IV Pogonatus died at the beginning of A M  6177, September 
AD 684, and was succeeded by his 16-year-old son Justinian II Rhinotmetus. 
‘Abd al-Malik renewed the peace with him. According to the Arabs, this 
took place in AH  69-70 =  AD  688-89.78 Theophanes discusses the same thing 
under two years, A M  6178 and 6179; the summer of the latter corresponds 
to AH  69. In addition to the old conditions it was now stipulated that the 
contracting parties would share in the tribute of Cyprus, Armenia and Iberia. 
Under the circumstances, since this meant necessarily that the Arabs had 
to pay out additional revenues, it must be the case that until this time they 
alone had received the tribute of Armenia and Cyprus, [429] or else had 
merely laid claim to it. For this reason, the statement that Yazld I gave up 
Cyprus is untenable. Regarding Armenia, we hear that the general Leontius 
advanced in a m  6178 on Justinian’s orders, and killed the Saracens there.79

74al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 188.
75According to the Continuatio, 1000 dinars, one slave, one horse and one silk garment 

(villosa serica) for every day.
76 Continuatio, par. 29.
77E.W. Brooks, “A Syriac Chronicle of the Year 846”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Mor- 

genlandischen Gesellschaft 51 (1897), 580.
78al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 796; al-BaladhurT, Futuh al-buldany 160.
79Theophanes, Chronographia, 363.
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According to al-BaladhurT, during the schism between ‘Abd al-Malik and Ibn 
al-Zubayr the Armenians themselves revolted against the Arabs. At first the 
Byzantines supported this revolt, but then they found it more advantageous 
to come to an understanding with the Arabs over the country and its spoils.80 
It is striking that ‘Abd al-Malik did not then remove his hand entirely from 
Armenia, even though Mesopotamia and Mosul were not yet in his power.

The pressing reason why ‘Abd al-Malik had to keep the Byzantines at 
bay at any cost was that during his great struggle with Iraq in the year 
69-70, he found himself threatened simultaneously in Syria itself by the 
Mardaites. Who were they?

Reports about the Mardaites are to be found in al-BaladhurT, Theo
phanes and Nicephorus; the others81 are either dependent on these three, 
or else unreliable. The Mardaites lived in the Amanus on the Black Moun
tain ,82 which is called Ukama in Aramaic and, slightly changed, al-Lukam 
in Arabic.83 There they had a city, al-Jurjuma, near the sulfur pits be
tween Bayyas and Buqa; from this the Arabs knew them as the Jarajima. 
The notion that they lived in the Lebanon, deriving from Theophanes and 
Nicephorus84 and now commonly accepted, is wrong.85 It was only through 
military invasion that they advanced to the Lebanon and gradually settled 
there. Their origins are unknown; they were different from the old inhab
itants of the country. They were Christians and acted in the Byzantine 
service as guards of the Cilician border zone, which ever since Heraclius’ 
reign had divided the domains of the Emperor from those of the Caliph.86 
According to al-BaladhurT, they entered into the same relationship with the 
Arabs as early as the reign of ‘Umar I.87 However, this is not correct in light 
of what came next. It was not until the reign of al-WalTd I, in AH  89, that 
the Mardaites [430] were taken into Arab service as frontier guardsmen, 
after their town of al-Jurjuma had been captured and destroyed. They were

80al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 205.
81 Ibn al-Athlr, K am il, II, 386; IV, 250-51; Yaqut, M u‘jam  al-buldan, ed. F. Wiistenfeld 

(Leipzig, 1866-73), II, 55-56; Aghant, XVI, 76; Assemani, Bibliotheca orientalis, I, 501ff.; 
Bar Hebraeus, Chronicon syriacum, ed. P. Bedjan (Leipzig, 1890), 109.

82Theophanes, Chronographia, 355.
83al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 159. There is mention of a White Mountain next to it 

(ibid., 161).
84Theophanes, Chronographia, 364; Nicephorus, Opuscula historica , 36.
85This misunderstanding has led to their being confused with the Maronites, with whom 

they have nothing to do. Cf. J.K.L. Gieseler, Lehrbuch der Kirchengeschichte, 2nd ed. 
(Bonn, 1827-57), 1.2, 483-84. Anquetil du Perron (cited by Gieseler) connects them with 
martens [the weasel-like mammal!].

86Theophanes, Chronographia, 363.
87al-BaladhurT, Futuh al-buldan, 159.
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allowed to remain Christian and did not have to pay any subject tax. How
ever, they had to remain under arms, in return for which they received, in 
addition to their pay and support for their families, the spoils of their de
feated enemies. Things remained this way into the ‘Abbasid period. Similar 
relationships are to be found elsewhere among non-Muslim military frontier 
populations in Muslim service.

At the time of the earliest Arab attacks in Cilicia, the Mardaites receive 
no mention. However, we may suppose that they did their part in making 
the passage so dangerous for Mu‘awiya and his amirs, especially on the 
return journey. They are first mentioned by Theophanes for AM  6169, and 
then again in 6176, with regard to the agreements between Mu‘awiya and 
‘Abd al-Malik and Pogonatus. On the other hand, they are not mentioned 
by the Arabs any earlier than the time of ‘Abd al-Malik’s agreement with 
Justinian II in A M  6179, for which they provided the occasion. On the other 
two occasions they were no more than part of the picture; Theophanes, 
however, can often bring them mechanically back and forth.

At the time of Ibn al-Zubayr, as we are told by al-BaladhurT,88 while ‘Abd 
al-Malik was engaged in war with the Iraqis a Byzantine officer pushed into 
the Lebanon with the Jarajima and their followers, who consisted of Ara
maean peasants and runaway slaves. As a result of this, and of the uprising 
of ‘Amr ibn Sa‘Td, which took place at the same time in Damascus, ‘Abd al- 
Malik saw no choice but to make peace with the Emperor, under conditions 
similar to those made earlier on by Mu‘awiya, while he was constrained to 
fight with the Iraqis. He then sent Suhaym ibn al-Muhajir to the Greek offi
cer. Suhaym made his way secretly to his presence and killed him, together 
with all the Byzantines who were with him. He promised clemency to the 
rest. Now the Jarajima scattered, some to the villages of Hims and Dam
ascus, most of them returning to their town on the mountain of al-Lukam. 
The peasants went back to their villages and the slaves to their masters.

According to Theophanes, the Mardaites pushed down from the Black 
Mountain into the Lebanon, forced the towns there to submit, and ventured 
as far as Jerusalem .89 The Arabs now asked the Emperor to see to it that the 
Mardaites ceased their raids from the Lebanon. Justinian, complying with 
this request, brought 12,000 Mardaites away and settled them elsewhere. As 
a result, the Cilician borderland [431] became depopulated. The beginning 
of this report agrees with al-Baladhun’s, its end does not. It is certain

88 Ibid., 160.
89Here we may understand the accounts reported for AM 6169 and 6176 as applying to 

AM 6179.



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES - 49

Arab Wars with the Byzantines in the Umayyad Period 19

that the Mardaites were still living on the Amanus in the reign of al-Walld
I, and that it was only then that the Muslims subdued and tamed them. 
There is, in fact, no reason to cast doubt on the account transmitted by 
Theophanes. However, the resettling of the Mardaites can only have been 
partial, and the question remains whether it has been placed in the right 
temporal and causal context.90 If the Emperor called the Mardaites back 
from the Lebanon, he also did something more: according to al-Baladhurl, 
all that he did was to allow the caliph a free hand in proceeding against 
them. It can hardly be believed that Justinian would have rid the border 
area of the Mardaites for the sake of the Arabs. According to Nicephorus,91 
he took this measure much more in his own interest, as again afterwards, so 
as to add the Mardaites as reinforcements to his own army—not when he 
was making peace with the Arabs, but rather when he was breaking it.

Justinian was formally the breaker of the peace on this later occasion, 
and Theophanes brands him as such. However, it cannot be concealed that 
the Arabs’ bragging about their faithful observance of the agreement was 
hypocrisy and that in reality they welcomed war.92 It was only the Arabs, 
and not the Byzantines, who found the peace oppressive and humiliating, 
since they had to pay for it. So long as they were tearing one another 
limb from limb, they maintained the peace out of necessity. But with the 
restoration of the unity of the empire and the defeat of Ibn al-Zubayr (ah  
72, 73), the time came, after a long hiatus, when they could again take up 
arms against external foes.

Justinian suffered a decisive defeat at Sebastopolis or Sebaste93 in Cilicia. 
Al-Waqidl places the renewal of hostilities in the year 73 of the hijra,94 the 
summer of which fell in a s 1003 (692 a d ). Elias also dates the battle of 
Sebaste to the same year. According to Theophanes it took place in AM 
6184. According to the rule observed thus far, this should have been AS 
1004. [432] However, at this point the relation between the two calendars 
changes for a time. For the following year as well, the difference between AM

90 Comparison of Theophanes, Chronographia, 367, with Nicephorus, Opuscula historica , 
37, shows how Theophanes occasionally rearranges the material that he has received.

91 Opuscula historica, 36.
92Theophanes, Chronographia, 365: “Justinian believed that the Arabs’ request (that 

he not break the peace agreement) was caused by fear. He did not consider that their 
intention was only to put an end to the inroads of the Mardaites, and then to break the 
peace with a plausible pretext”. The subject of the verbs naOoai and XOoai is the Arabs, 
not Just ini am, as Anastasius maintains.

93Elias of Nisibis; cf. the note to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1236.
94In al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 853.
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and a s  is not, as previously, 5180, but rather 5181.95 The Arab commander 
at Sebaste was Muhammad ibn Marwan, who in the previous autumn had 
triumphed over Mus‘ab ibn al-Zubayr at Maskin. His brother, the caliph 
‘Abd al-Malik, entrusted him with Mesopotamia and Armenia together with 
the Mesopotamian and Syrian mountain passes, and together with the latter, 
the conduct of the war against the Byzantines.

Theophanes places the revolt of the Armenians against the Arabs in 
A M  6185, following the Emperor’s defeat at Sebaste in A M  6184; he gives 
the name Sabbatius to their leader Sumbat. According to al-Baladhurl, 
Muhammad ibn Muhammad lured them into a trap .96

In AM  6186, according to Theophanes, Muhammad ibn Marwan made 
war against the Byzantines, again successfully. For this Elias gives A S  1005; 
the relation between A M  and A S  is the same as for the battle of Sebaste. 
According to the Muslim sources, fights took place in AH  75 at Mar‘ash 
(Germanicia) ;97 the summer of 75 fell in a s  1005 ( a d  694). An eclipse of 
the sun, which according to Theophanes occurred on 5 October a m  6186, 
is important for fixing the chronology. Elias sets this eclipse both in AH  74 
and in a h  75. However, he gives the day of the month as 29 Jumada I. In 
AH 74, 27 Jumada I fell on 5 October, and since in the Arabic script it is 
easy to confuse 9 with 7, this is Theophanes’ date. In this way the eclipse of 
the sun (5 October AD  693) is established, and with it the correspondence 
between a m  6186, a s  105, a h  74-75, and A D  693-94.

In A M  6187, the year in which Justinian II was forced to yield the throne 
to Leontius, Muhammad ibn Marwan made an assault on Armenia IV, ac
cording to Theophanes. This is identical to the attack on Melitene in AH  76 
attributed to him by Ibn al-AthTr;98 the summer of 76 ( a d  695) fell in a s  

1006, a m  6187.
In the year a m  6188, according to Theophanes, Leontius had  some time 

to breathe. Elias and al-Tabari99 assign an expedition of al-Walld (I) ibn 
‘Abd al-Malik to a h  77. In order to fulfill a duty of conscience, a raid 
was conducted every year and, whenever possible, placed under the nominal 
command of a son of the reigning caliph (like the leadership of the hajj).

95On this point, it makes no difference if we arrive at a decision regarding the question 
of when ‘Abd al-Malik began to mint gold coins with Muslim inscriptions. It is stated 
that one of the reasons for the breaking of the peace was Justinian’s refusal to accept the 
newly minted gold coins.

96Futuh al-buldan, 205.
97al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 188; al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 863; al-Ya‘qubT, Ta’rikh, II, 

336.
98Kamil, IV, 338.
" T a ’rikh, II, 1032.
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In a m  6189, according to Theophanes, Alidos (al-Walld?) overran [433] 
Romania and returned home with many prisoners. At the same time, Sergius 
rebelled in Lazica and handed the country over to the Arabs. In al-Tabari 
an expedition is led by Yahya ibn al-Hakam in AH 78;100 al-Ya‘qubI places 
it in a h  76.101

In A M  6190 Leontius was deposed and Apsimarus, that is, Tiberius III, 
took his place. His brother Heraclius assumed command of the army in the 
eastern frontier region. In this year, according to Theophanes, the plague 
raged in Constantinople. From this it can be established that a m  6190 =  
A S  1009, AH 79 (which began at the end of March AD  698). For according 
to Elias, the plague raged in Syria in a h  79, and according to al-Tabari in 
AH  79 the Arabs did not perform any raid at all, because of the plague. 102 
On the other hand, in this year the Byzantines attacked Antioch from the 
sea;103 Theophanes is silent about this.

For a h  80, al-Tabari mentions a raid by al-Walld ibn ‘Abd al-Malik,104 
and for AH  81 a raid by ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Malik,105 to Qallqala.106

According to Theophanes, in a m  6192 the Byzantines took advantage of 
the absence of Muhammad ibn Marwan, who was on campaign against ‘Abd 
al-Rahman ibn Muhammad ibn al-Ash‘ath, to press forward to Samosata. 
Muhammad’s campaign against ‘Abd al-Rahman fell in the first half of AH  

82, which began on 15 February of the Seleucid year 1 0 1 2  ( a d  701). The ear
lier relationship between A M  and A S  is thus reestablished, with the difference 
between them fixed at 5180. It remains this way for a while longer.

In AM  6193, according to Theophanes, ‘Abd Allah invaded Romania. 
However, after an unsuccessful siege of Turanda, he turned back and be
sieged Mopsuestia. According to al-Baladhurl,107 ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al- 
Malik appeared before Turanda (in Melitene) and forced it to yield in AH  

83 (= A S 1013, AD  702). Al-Ya‘qubl also places the siege of Mopsuestia in 
the same year,108 while al-Waqidl109 and Elias place it in the following. In

100Ibid., II, 1035.
101 Ta’rikh, II, 337.
102al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1035.
103Elias; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1036.
104al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1047.
105[The name should be ‘Ubayd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Malik. See the Ibrahim ed. of al- 

Taban, Ta’rikh, VI, 331 (Cairo, 1971).]
106Also at II, 1047.
107Futuh al-buldan, 185.
106 Ta’rikh, II, 337.
109al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1127.
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any case, the Turanda campaign and the building of a citadel in Mopsuestia 
have no relation to one another.

In AM 6194, Baanes handed over Armenia IV to the Arabs. In a m  
6195, a revolt in Armenia itself was put down by Muhammad ibn Marwan. 
There is nothing in the Arabic writers corresponding to these two reports 
of Theophanes.110

In a m  6196, A0&o<; 6  t o O  Xouvei [“Yazid, the son of Khounei] invaded 
Cilicia and besieged Sis. Heraclius, the Emperor’s brother, then arrived and 
inflicted [434] a severe defeat on the Arabs. 1 1 1  This “Azidos” must refer 
to Yazid ibn Jubayr, of whom it is related that he clashed with a large 
Byzantine army at Susana, near Mopsuestia.112 However, al-Tabari does 
not place the affair in the last year of ‘Abd al-Malik ( a h  86 =  AS 1016, AM 
6196), but rather in the first year of al-Walld ( a h  87).

The expeditions into Romania under ‘Abd al-Malik are not at all compa
rable to those of Mu‘awiya’s reign. They never went far beyond the frontier 
and barely lasted through the summer. Far more important things were 
done in Ifrlqiya under ‘Abd al-Malik’s rule.

Yazid I put ‘Uqba ibn Nafi‘ in charge there once again. He pushed 
forward to the farthest west, but is said to have perished while fighting 
against the Berbers (under Kusayla) . 113  At the beginning the Berbers had 
established friendly relations with the Arabs, but upon closer acquaintance 
they changed their minds. ‘Uqba’s successor, Qays ibn Zuhayr al-BalawI, 
was appointed by ‘Abd al-‘Az!z ibn Marwan, brother of the caliph ‘Abd al- 
Malik, who had ruled over Egypt since the end of AH 65. Qays took Tunis, 
after which he led the Muslims out of Ifrlqiya, back to Barqa. There he was 
killed while rushing with a small group of horsemen against a large force 
of Byzantines who had disembarked from their ships to campaign along the 
coast. For many years afterwards, his grave was pointed out and visited. 
This is what is related by al-Baladhurl, by far the most reliable among those 
who have reported on these events. The result of all these enormous efforts 
w a s  that the Arabs had to abandon al-Qayrawan and Ifrlqiya around AH 
65, and even found themselves threatened in Barqa. Throughout the entire 
time of the Civil War, they gave no thought to regaining what they had 
lost. Therefore, when we find reports about expeditions to Ifrlqiya during

110See, however, Ibn al-AthTr, Kam il, IV, 399, 411.
111 Theophanes relates the fact twice, at the end of AM 6195 and at the beginning of 6196. 

The second version, unclear in its construction, needs to be understood according to the 
first. The first version has A£otp instead of A£i&, which explains the repetition.

ll2al-Taban, Ta'rHcht II, 1185.
113al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 229, says nothing about this version of ‘Uqba’s death.
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this time,114 these are based on false chronology. These expeditions cannot 
have commenced before the defeat of Ibn al-Zubayr.

After Ibn al-Zubayr’s fall, according to Ibn al-Athlr,115  ‘Abd al-Malik 
sent a large army to IfrTqiya, under Hassan ibn al-Nu‘man al-Ghassanl. He 
marched from al-Qayrawan to Carthage, which until then had never been 
assailed. The garrison fled [435] by ship to Sicily and Spain, and Hassan 
forced his way in and devastated the city. Once again he besieged the united 
Byzantines and Berbers at Satfura116 and Bizerta; the Byzantines fled to 
Vaga, the Berbers to Bona. Then, after pausing for a while in al-Qayrawan, 
to let the wounded recover, he marched against the Kahina (“the Seeress”). 
Since the defeat of the Kusayla she had held supreme power among the 
Berbers. She lived on the Awras mountains. The two sides met at the 
river NTnT. Hassan suffered a severe defeat and was forced to withdraw 
from IfrTqiya. He went to Barqa, where the Fortresses of Hassan are named 
for him, and stayed there for five years.1 17  After this time, he renewed the 
attack against IfrTqiya, at the command of ‘Abd al-Malik. When the Kahina 
heard of his intention, she had the cities and fortresses laid waste with their 
treasures, since the Arabs’ only goal was to take booty of this kind, whereas 
the Berbers could make do with fields and pastures. In doing this, however, 
she aroused the displeasure of the Byzantines, and could no longer rely on 
those around her. She was defeated by Hassan in a fierce battle and fled, 
only to be taken prisoner and executed. At that point the Berbers came 
to an understanding with the Arabs and contributed a contingent to their 
army, which was commanded by the Kahina’s sons.118 Hassan was able to 
go on to al-Qayrawan, where he remained as governor until the reign of 
al-WalTd I.

Ibn al-AthTr gives only general indications of chronology, and we have 
to look elsewhere for precise dates. Success can be achieved most securely 
in the case of the conquest of Carthage. According to Theophanes and 
Nicephorus,119 the Arabs took Carthage during the summer. They did not 
hold on throughout the winter, but in the following summer they drove 
the Greeks out once again: the latter event took place in a m  6190 and led

114For instance, the report attributed to al-Waqidl in Ibn al-AthTr, K am il, IV, 302.
115 Ibid.t IV, 300.
116Y5qut, M u‘jam  al-buldan, III, 387.
117al-Baladhun also relates that HassSn, defeated by the KSLhina, settled down in Barqa 

and lived in a complex of fortresses, the construction of which is described.
118The union of the Berbers with the Arabs is an important moment for understanding 

the astonishingly swift disappearence of Latin-Christian civilization from North Africa.
119Theophanes, Chronographia, 370; Nicephorus, Opuscula historica , 39.
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to the deposition of the emperor Leontius and the accession of Apsimarus 
in the same year, a m  6189 overlaps in the summer with AH  78 (a d  697) 
and 6190 overlaps with AH 79. If Hassan was able to proceed to conquer 
Carthage in AH  78, he must already have had possession of al-Qayrawan. 
He may therefore [436] have gone to Ifrlqiya in AH  77, as al-Ya‘qub! says;120 
before that he would have needed a considerable amount of time in order 
to reestablish Arab rule in Barqa and Tripolis. His defeat at the hands of 
the Kahina cannot have taken place as early as AH  78, as Elias maintains, 
but rather only after the repeated conquest of Carthage, thus a h  79 at 
the earliest. Then he had to abandon Ifrlqiya and return to Barqa. He 
stayed there for five years, thus until 84.121 In fact, Elias has him repeat 
his campaign to Ifrlqiya in AH  84 ( a d  703), when he defeats the Kahina and 
puts her to death. Hassan remained governor in al-Qayrawan until the reign 
of al-WalTd I. According to Ibn Athlr,122 his successor arrived in A H  89 ( a d  

708); on this Elias is in agreement.123
3. Under al-WalTd I the Muslims’ military undertakings took on a new 

character. He acceded on 14 Shawwal 86 (9 October 705), that is, the be
ginning of a m  6197 ( a s  1017), as Theophanes claims. Not much later in 
Byzantium, Justinian II Rhinotmetus arrived again on the throne, after ten 
years of banishment. As chief commander against the Byzantines under 
al-WalTd I, his brother Maslama ibn ‘Abd al-Malik appears from the begin
ning. However, Muhammad ibn Marwan remained for a while as governor 
of Mespotamia, until being replaced in that office by Maslama in A H  91.124

The great event in the Byzantine theater of war under al-WalTd is the 
conquest of Tyana by Maslama and ‘Abbas ibn al-WalTd. According to 
Nicephorus and Theophanes, the Arabs seized Tyana to avenge the destruc
tion of an Arab army commanded by Maiuma [“Maymun”] at the hands of 
Marianus. They also spent the winter in the siege of the city. After the 
winter, Justinian sent an army of reinforcements, quickly thrown together, 
poorly armed and led: this army was cut down with great losses in dead

120 Ta 11,337.
121 The one known coin of his with an Arabic legend from the year AH 80 must have 

been struck in Barqa, not Ifrlqiya. This is also likely for non-chronological reasons; cf. G. 
Stickel, “Lavoix’s Catalogue des monnaies musulmanes (review article)”, Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 43 (1889), 685.

122 Kamil, IV, 302, 427.
123 A. Muller, Der Islam im Morgen- und Abendland (Berlin, 1885-87), I, 419ff., gives 

the correct chronology overall, probably following the precedent of H.J. Foumel, whose 
book on the Berbers [Les Berbers: etude sur le conquete de I'Afrique par les arabes] (Paris, 
1875-81) is not available to me.

124 Ibn al-AthTr, K am il, IV, 439; Brooks, “Syriac Chronicle,” 582, under AS 1021, 1022.
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and prisoners. Enormous provisions fell into the Arabs’ hands, making it 
possible for them to continue the siege, which they would otherwise have 
given up for lack of food. The city had to surrender and was evacuated; 
it remained wasted and empty. According to Theophanes this happened in 
A M  6201.

[437] Tyana was conquered in AH  89 by Maslama and ‘Abbas according 
to al-Waqidl125 and Elias. The month is given by al-Tabari as Jumada
II,126 corresponding to May; the report that the siege lasted throughout the 
winter is also to be found here. The matter thus extends over two years; 
this explains why it is also placed under the year a h  88.127 According to 
Theophanes, the defeat of Maimuma (= Maymun for the Arabs), which also 
happened at Tyana, took place previously; accordingly, this event is moved 
ahead into AH  87 by al-Waqidl. 128

A M  6201 here corresponds to AH  89 ( a d  708), A S  1019. The difference 
between the Seleucid and the world eras thus increases to 5182. This in
crease is exceptional, but seems to carry through the two following years. 
According to Theophanes: “Abbas made a campaign into Romania in 6202” ; 
according to al-Waqidl: “ ‘Abbas made a raid into Isauria in AH  90” .129 Ac
cording to Theophanes, ‘Uthman made a raid into Cilicia and Commagene 
in A M  6203; according to Elias, ‘Uthman made a raid into Romania in AH  

91.
At A M  6204 the difference is reduced again to 5181, where it remains 

henceforth. According to Theophanes, the renowned fortress of Amasia was 
captured by Maslama. According to al-Tabari and al-Ya‘qubI this happened 
in a h  93, A S  1023 ( a d  712) . 130 At the beginning of this year in December 
711/ a s  1023, Justianian was murdered; this was followed by a swift series 
of changes in rulers, until Leo the Isaurian ascended the throne.

In AM  6205, according to Theophanes, Pisidian Antioch was conquered 
by ‘Abbas. According to al-Tabari131 and Elias, this took place in AH  94/ a s

125In al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1197.
126Ibid., II, 1191.
127In ibid., II, 1191-92.
128In ibid., II, 1185. Al-Waqidl presents matters as if “Maymun the JurjumT” were a 

partisan of the Emperor. This is false. Theophanes* statement that he fought and fell 
on the Arab side is confirmed by al-Bal5dhurT, Futuh al-buldan, 160-61. Maymun was a 
Mardaite and had already entered into Arab service before the year AH 89, in which the 
Mardaites collectively capitulated.

129al-TabaiT, Ta’rikh, II, 1200.
130Ibid., II, 1236; al-Ya‘qubl, Ta’rikh, II, 350.
131 Ta’rikh, II, 1255.
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1024 ( a d  713). In February of the same year, a great earthquake took place 
in Syria, according to Theophanes, Elias and the Syriac source of Brooks.132

According to Theophanes, in a m  6206 Maslama reached Galatia. Elias 
mentions for AH 95 ( a s  1025) a campaign of Maslama [438] to Armenia: 
Maslama may have pressed through Armenia IV into Galatia. In al-Tabari 
all that is mentioned for this year is a raid of ‘Abbas ibn al-WalTd.133 Per
haps, however, Maslama actually held the leadership. 134

The North African-Spanish wars under al-WalTd do not actually belong 
here any longer, since the Byzantines no longer took part in them. In order 
to come to a conclusion, however, I shall put briefly put together all the 
ancient reports.

Musa ibn Nusayr came to IfrTqiya in AH  89 as Hassan ibn al-Nu‘man’s 
successor, as we have already seen. Under his command, Tariq ibn Ziyad 
crossed over into Spain with 12,000 men. King Lodrigo fell in a great battle 
in AH  92 ( a d  711), as al-Waqidl reports.135 According to the Continuation 
the battle took place at the Transductine foothills, which are mentioned 
again subsequently.136 Musa, jealous of Tariq, came to Spain himself in the 
following year.137 In the year AH 95 he was forced to withdraw ,138 after 
fifteen months;139 his son ‘Abd al-‘Az!z, whom he had left behind in Spain, 
was killed in AH 97.140

Another statement of al-Waqidl belongs together with these reports. 141 
According to this, the first to undertake a campaign to Spain was Tariq ibn 
Ziyad, 142 in the year 92. The ships were provided to him by the Spanish

132Brooks, “Syriac Chronicle,” 582-83. According to al-Tabari, Ta’rtkh, II, 1256, the 
raid of al-WalTd ibn Hish&m al-Mu‘ayt (=  ibn ‘Uqba ibn Abl Mu‘ayt) also took place in 
the year 94. According to Elias, this took place previously, in 93; Marj al-Shahm is a 
scribal error for Burj al-Hammam, or else the other way around. Cf. al-Ya‘qubi, Ta ’rikh} 
II, 337, where, however, the reading is not certain.

133al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1266-67.
134 As in ibid., II, 1217.
135In ibid., II, 1235.
136 Continuation par. 68, 110. This is the only trustworthy indication of the place, which, 

however, has not been brought to consideration before this. In the new map by H. Kiepert, 
Formae urbis Romae antiquae (Berlin, 1896), the name Traducta is located near Calpe 
(Gibraltar).

137al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, II, 1254.
138 Ibid., II, 1267.
139 Coninuatio, par. 73.
140al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, II, 1306.
141 In al-Baladhurf, Futuh al-buldan, 230-31.
142 According to al-Taban, Ta'rikh, II, 1217, Tarif Abu Zur‘a is supposed to have under

taken a raid against Spain before Tariq, in AH 91. However, according to the Continuatio, 
par. 68, Tariq himself was Abu Zara. To me it does not seem settled that this is an
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official who held authority over the straits (in Sebta), named Ulyan; Tariq 
had concluded peace with him on these conditions.

This testimony of al-Waqidl, which has been overlooked by the modern 
historians and also by Dozy, is important, because it confirms the existence 
of Ulyan, even if the later Arabic and Spanish reports about Count Julian 
have no historical value. The Continuatio speaks of a noble African named 
Urban, raised in the Catholic religion, who accompanied Musa ibn Nusayr 
throughout all the Spanish lands and then went with him, when Nusayr 
was dismissed from his post, [439] to al-Walld I.143 Dozy corrects Urban 
to Julian and makes him the Greek exarch in Sebta at the same time, by 
changing exorti in the Latin text into exarchi. Naturally, this cannot be 
allowed.144 On the other hand, Ulyan could be transformed into Ulban (= 
Urban) very easily; the letters y /l and b are distinguished in the Arabic 
script only by one diacritical point, which did not originally belong; 1 and r 
are often switched in foreign proper names.145 At any event, the statements 
about Urbanus in the Continuatio and about Ulyan (Ulban) in al-Waqidl 
coincide only in so far as both of them have to do with a noble Christian 
from North Africa, gone over to the service of Islam. However, this similarity 
does point to the simple possibility that the two names may be reduced to 
one.

4. According to Theophanes, al-Walld I was already planning a great 
attack against Constantinople at the end of his reign. However, he died 
in A M  6207, on 14 Jumada II 96, end of February A S  1026 ( a d  715). His 
brother and successor Sulayman (r. 96-99/715-17) took up the task that 
he had left unfinished; it was overhauling the navy that required the most 
preparation. In spring or summer of AH  6207 the emperor Anastasius II sent 
a fleet to Rhodes to prevent the Arabs from felling trees for ship’s timber 
at Phoenix on the Lycian coast. However, the army mutinied in Rhodes,
error, especially since al-Waqidl knows nothing of Tarif. The authority of al-WSLqidT and 
the Continuatio is far greater than that of the later Spanish-North African tradition, the 
origin of which remains obscure.

143 Continuatio, par. 76. Musa agreed to pay the enormous amount of gold that al-Walrd 
had imposed on him: accepto consilio nobilissimi viri Urbani Africanae regionis sub dogma 
catholicae fidei exorti, qut cum eo cunctas Spaniae adventaverat patrias.

144 Dozy handles the Continuator very freely and even sees rhymed prose coming from a 
barbarian who can only speak mangled Latin with difficulty. His interpretations can also 
be ingenious on occasion, as for instance, for in tomi indice (Recherches sur I’histoire et 
la litterature de I'Espagne pendant le moyen age [Paris, 1881], II, 93 n. 3). It must have 
looked Spanish to have the Goths use the thumb—that is the meaning of tomus according 
to Dozy—as a forefinger.

145For instance, Lodrigo for Rodrigo, Radmilo for Radmiro, and the other way around, 
Nakoria (al-TabarT, Ta’rtkh, III, 504) for Nakolia (Theophanes, Chronographia, 456).
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went back, and compelled a tax official in Adramytion named Theodosius 
to allow himself to be made Emperor.

Regarding the siege of Constantinople in the reign of Sulayman, and 
the preceding course of events in Asia Minor, Theophanes provides full and 
lively detail but does not put it into an entirely clear context. Nicephorus 
tells the story better. In the Continuatio there is hardly anything that is 
not to be found in the two of them .146 The Arabic tradition is to be used 
only for names and numbers, as usual. The length of the entire campaign is 
commonly agreed to be two years; the Continuatio erroneously [440] assigns 
this time to the siege of Constantinople itself, which actually took up only 
a year. The siege began in late summer. Previously the Arabs besieged 
Pergamus and captured it. They had already spent the previous winter in 
Asia Minor, and had forced their way in even before the winter. Events are 
to be set within this general framework.

A M  6208/ a s  1027/ a h  97 was the first year of the war. In this year, ac
cording to al-Waqidl147 and Elias, Maslama went into Romania. According 
to al-Waqidl, ‘Umar ibn Hubayra al-Fazarl set out simultaneously with the 
fleet and made an incursion into Roman territory. The year 97 began on
5 September 715; perhaps Maslama and ‘Umar set out somewhat earlier, 
in any case before winter.148 According to Theophanes, the first important 
event of A M  6208 was the Arab siege of Amorium. The city was rescued 
from them through the guile of the Anatolian commander Leo. The amir 
besieging Amorium is named by Theophanes as a certain Sulayman, by 
al-WaqidT149 as ‘Umar ibn Hubayra, who first appears later on in Theo
phanes. 150 According to al-Waqidl, 151 ‘Umar spent the winter in Asia Mi
nor, while according to Theophanes152 Maslama did so as well. Action 
resumed in early summer, as Maslama conquered Pergamus and Sardes.153 
Meanwhile Leo, deceiving the Arabs, went to Constantinople as Emperor 
and prepared the city for the imminent siege.

a m  6209/ a s  1028/ a h  98 (which began on 25 August 716) was taken up 
by the siege of Constantinople. This began somewhat before the beginning

146 Continuatio, par. 36.
147al-Taban, Ta'rtkh, II, 1306.
148 The change of year splits the summer. The action of AH 97 is closely connected with 

the preparation of the fleet, which was undertaken in the same summer, but in the previous 
solar year ( a m  6207).

149al-Taban, Ta’rtkh, II, 1315.
150 Chronographia, 390.
151al-TabaiT, Ta’rtkh, II, 1301.
152 Chronographia, 390.
153Brooks, “Syriac Chronicle," 583, under AS 1027.
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of the year. According to Theophanes, Maslama appeared before the city 
on 15 August 6208; Sulayman followed with the fleet fourteen days later, on
1  September 6209. Sulayman died, according to Theophanes, on 8 October, 
and ‘Umar ibn Hubayra took his place.154 The winter was severe and the 
Arabs suffered much from it. In spring they received reinforcements with an 
Egyptian fleet under Sufyan, and then again with [441] another fleet under 
Yazld. They also got support by land through an army that appeared on the 
Peratic coast, commanded by Merdasan (that is, Mardanshah) . 155 However, 
all this was to no avail. The Arabs could not provision themselves, and 
hunger raged among them. Their Christian sailors deserted, thus enabling 
their enemies to deal a harsh blow against their fleet. Merdasan’s corps fell 
into an ambush and was wiped out. Another army was beaten back by the 
Bulgars, with heavy loss. 156

In AM  6210, according to Theophanes, A S  1029, on 24 December ac
cording to Brook’s Syriac source,157 a h  99 on 15 Jumada I,158 according to 
Elias, an earthquake struck Mesopotamia. In the second month of the year 
99, which began on 14 August of a d  717, the caliph Sulayman died. At 
around the same time, the siege of Constantinople was raised. According to 
Nicephorus,159 it had lasted foi* thirteen months. According to Theophanes, 
it lasted precisely a year, from 15 August 6208 to 15 August 6209. After
wards Theophanes says that Maslama was recalled during the reign of the 
caliph ‘Umar II in A M  6210, and that the Arab fleet was annihilated by a 
storm on its return journey. 160 In giving these dates he is in overall agree
ment with the Arabic tradition. However, it need not be supposed that

154 J.B. Bury, History of the Later Roman Empire (London and New York, 1889), II, 
402, is right regarding this statement of Theophanes ( Chronographia, 396). Theophanes 
cannot have entered the change in caliphs almost a year too early, by placing it at the 
beginning rather than at the end of the siege. The day and month also do not fit. Besides, 
at 399 he knows the true state of affairs.

155 All these names are to be sought in vain in the Arabic tradition, which only knows 
about Maslama and ‘Umar.

156Theophanes, Chronographia, 397. However, the Bulgars did not come to the Em
peror’s aid, but instead attacked the Arabs in their own country (where they had gone 
seeking forage?). According to Brooks, “Syriac Chronicle”, 583, under AS 1028, ‘Ubayda 
(‘Umar ibn Hubayra is meant, as Brooks correctly recognized) pressed into the land of 
the Bulgars and suffered a severe defeat at their hands.

l57Brooks, “Syriac Chronicle”, 583.
15815 Jumada I fell on 24 December, and not 15 Jumada II, as is erroneously stated in 

the manuscript and in Baethgen’s edition [of Elias].
159 Opuscula historica , 53.
16°Theophanes, Chronographia, 399.
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the change of caliphs was the occasion for the abandonment of the futile 
enterprise.

If one compares the Byzantine and the Arab chronicles, the contents 
of a m  6207 (death of al-WalTd I and military preparations of Sulayman) 
coincide with those of A S  1026. AH  96 and A M  6208 (campaign in Asia 
Minor) coincide with A S  1027. AH  97, A M  6209 (siege of Constantinople) 
coincide with A S  1028; a h  98 and A M  6210 (raising of the siege, accession 
of ‘Umar 11, plague in Syria) coincide with A S  1029. The years 714-15 to 
717-18 of the Christian era correspond to the years a s  1026-29 and a h  96

99. [442] The accession of the emperor Leo in the beginning of A M  6208/ a s  

1027/ a h  97 would accordingly have fallen in a d  716. It is therefore usually 
placed under AD  717.

Proceeding from this starting point, modern historians believe that the 
other synchronisms between the Arabic and Syriac annalists are also a year 
too early, as the events that they assign to A S  1026-29 and AH  96-99 actually 
fall, in reality, in A S  1027- 30, AH  97-100 =  a d  715-16 to 718- 19. If so, then 
the change of reign between al-WalTd and Sulayman would have occurred 
in a h  97 rather than in 96, and the change between Sulayman and ‘Umar
(II) ibn ‘Abd al-cAzTz (r. 99- 101/ 717- 20) would have happened in AH  100 
rather than in 99. Ranke indeed has al-WalTd die in February 716,161 that 
is, in the month of Jumada II, AH 97; Weil and Muller are less uninhibited 
and evade the consequences at which they have nonetheless been forced to 
arrive.

In fact, we ought not to call into question the entirely reliable and pre
cisely transmitted dates for the years of the deaths of the caliphs. For the 
same reason, it is impossible to displace the other events that are firmly 
fixed among these dates. The statements regarding Leo’s year of accession 
are contradictory. This event is nowhere near so well attested as those re
garding Sulayman and ‘Umar; it is truly not attested, but rather merely 
conjectured.162 In sum, the siege of Constantinople began in 716 and ended 
in 717; the riddle of the contradiction between the Byzantine and the East
ern chronology, as discussed by Weil163 and, following him, Miiller,164 does 
not exist in reality. The relationship A M  5182 = A S  1 continues further, as 
it has already done since A M  6204.

161 Leopold von Ranke, Weltgeschichte (Leipzig, 1881-88), I, 234.
162 Ibid., I, 239-40.
163 Geschichte der Chalifen, II, 569.
164 Islam , I, 417.
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‘Umar II appointed ‘Umar ibn Hubayra in Maslama’s place over Meso
potamia.165 He withdrew the garrison that ‘Abd al-Malik had stationed at 
Turanda ,166 without giving up the raids into Byzantine territory .167 During 
his caliphate the Byzantines made a surprise attack on Laodicea.168 ‘Umar
II died in a m  6212, a s  1031, a h  101 on 25 Rajab =  9 February 720, and 
was succeeded by Yazid (II) ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 101-105/720-24).

In AH 102 Ibn Hubayra attacked the Byzantines in Armenia, with suc
cessful results.169 In AH 103 ‘Abbas [443] ibn al-WalTd made a raid into 
Romania and took the town of Rasala (? ) .170

In AM 6216, AS 1035, a h  105 on 24 Sha‘ban (26 January 724), YazTd
II died and was succeeded by his brother Hisham (r. 105-25/724-43). The 
disastrous campaign into Romania during Hisham’s reign171 is that of Sa‘Td 
ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, assigned to both AH 105 and 106.172 Indeed, the summer 
of AD 724 falls in AH 105 until 28 May, and then continues into 106.

In AM 6218, according to Theophanes,173 the plague raged in Syria. 
According to al-Taban174 and Elias, this occurred in the year 107 of the 
hijra, which begins on 19 May 725 AD and extends into the autumn of AM 
6218 and a s  1037. The simultaneous campaigns of Maslama and Mu‘awiya 
ibn Hisham, mentioned by Theophanes under AM 6218, are divided into 
two years of the hijra, 107 and 108, in al-Tabari, 175 and again at Elias; 
the two campaigns became united in the summer of 726. Maslama went 
by land and seized Caesarea in Cappadocia, while Mu‘awiya went by sea 
by way of Cyprus. Ibrahim ibn Hisham (the well-known Makhzuml) in al- 
Tabari176 is a simple misidentification for Mu‘awiya ibn Hisham, as shown 
by Theophanes,177 Elias178 and al-Tabari. 179

165al-TabarI, Ta’rikh, II, 1349. YazTd ibn ‘Aqli, mentioned by Elias for AH 100, does not 
exist; this must be a case of mistaken identity, Abu ‘Aqll being the ancestor of the family 
of al-Hajjaj.

166al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 186.
167al-TabarI, Ta’rikh, II, 1349.
168al-BaladhurT, Futuh al-buldan, 133.
169al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1434.
170Ibid., II, 1437.
17th eo p h an es , Chronographia, 403.
172In al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1462, 1472.
173 Chronographia, 404.
174 Ta’rikh, II, 1488.
175Ibid., II, 1487-88, 1491.
176Ibid., II, 1491.
177 Chronographia, 404.
178Baethgen, Fragmente, AH 108.
179 Ta’rikh, II, 1487.
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In AM 6219, Mu‘awiyaibn Hisham seized x6 xaoxpov Axeou; [“the fortress 
of Ateous”]. According to al-Tabari, 180 in AH 109 (which begins on 28 April 
727 and joins with a m  6219 on 1  September) he took the castle Tayba (?). 
He went by land, while ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Uqba ibn Nafi‘ traveled nearby by 
sea. According to al-Tabari, 181 however, this took place in the year 110, 
which overlaps in the summer better with a m  6219. Instead of ‘Abd Allah 
ibn ‘Uqba, al-Waqidl mentions ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Mu‘awiya ibn Hudayj.

In AH 111 (which begins on 6 April 729), Mu‘awiya ibn Hisham made 
the “left” summer expedition and his brother Sa‘Id made the “right” expe
dition, reaching as far as Caesarea. According to al-Waqidl, the fleet was 
commanded by ‘Abd Allah ibn AbT Maryam . 182

In AM 6222, AH 112 (which begins on 26 March 730, AS 1041 =  AM 
6222), xb Xapotav&v xaoxpov [“the fortress of Charsianon”] in Cappadocia 
was taken, by Maslama according to Theophanes, and by Mu‘awiya ibn 
Hisham according to al-Tabari.183 In the same year, according to Elias and 
al-Tabari,184 al-Jarrah fell in combat against the (western) Turks; according 
to Theophanes, this had already occurred in a m  6220 ( a h  110).

In AM 6223, AH 113 (which begins on 15 March 731, AS 1042), Maslama 
fought against the Turks and reached as far as the [444] Caucasian Gate, 
which he restored. In AH 114 he returned .185 There is mention in al-Tabari 
of an incursion into Byzantine territory by al-Battal in AH 113.186

In AM 6224 Mu‘awiya ibn Hisham pressed forward as far as Paphlagonia. 
According to al-Tabari, in AH 114 (which begins on 3 March 731) he made 
the left campaign, which brought him as far as Akroinos,187 and his brother 
Sulayman performed the right campaign, in the course of which he reached 
Caesarea; al-Battal distinguished himself.188

In AM 6225, AH 115 (which begins on 21 February 732, a s  1044), the 
plague raged in Syria.189 According to al-Tabari, Mu‘awiya commanded 
that year’s expedition.190

180Ibid., II, 1495.
181 Ibid., II, 1506-1507.
182Ibid., II, 1526.
u z Ibid., II, 1530.
184 Ibid., II, 1530-31.
185Theophanes, Elias, and al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1560, 1562.
186al-TabaiT, Ta’rikh, II, 1559-60.
187E.W. Brooks, “The Arabs in Asia Minor (641-750) from Arabic Sources” , Journal of 

Hellenic Studies 18 (1898), 200.
188al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1561.
189Theophanes, and al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1563.
190 Ta’rikh, II, 1562. ‘
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In AM 6226, a h  116 (which begins on 10 February 733, a s  1045), Mu‘a- 
wiya performed the expedition.191

In a m  6227, a h  117 (which began on 31 January 735, a s  1046), Sulayman 
ibn Hisham conducted a campaign against Armenia. 192

In a m  6228, during a campaign in Romania, Mu‘awiya ibn Hisham fell 
from his horse and died. Acccording to Elias, this took place in AH 119. Al- 
Tabari mentions a campaign by Mu‘awiya in AH 118, but not his death .193 
However, Mu‘awiya no longer appears in the theater of war. He was the 
ancestor of the Umayyads of Spain. His place as commander against the 
Byzantines was assumed by his brother Sulayman ibn Hisham, an impas
sioned soldier. The military formation of the Waddahlya was in his service; 
they took their name from their captain al-Waddah, who had created the 
unit.

In AM 6229, according to Theophanes, Sulayman brought back with 
him a captive from Pergamon, who gave himself out to be Tiberius the 
son of Justinian. He was shown in the cities of Syria, with imperial trap
pings. Is it possible to combine with this al-Tabari’s report, with different 
dating, according to which al-Battal took Constantine (Kopronymos) pris
oner? 194 In al-Tabari Sulayman does not appear as leader of the raid of AH 

119.195 ’
In AM 6230, AH 120 (which begins on 29 December 737, AS 1049), Su

layman laid waste t6 Xey<Vcvov EifcrjpoOv xaaxpov [uthe fortress called Sider- 
oun”]. In al-Tabari, “Sandara” is written mistakenly for “Sldara” ;196 else
where in al-Tabari it is called, in translation, Hisn al-Hadld, “the iron 
fortress” .197

In May of AM 6231 the Arabs invaded with a powerful force consisting of 
an army under Ghamr198 in Asiatis, another army under Malik and al-Battal 
in the region of Akroinos, and a third under Sulayman himself, the supreme 
commander, in Cappadocia. [445] Malik and al-Battal were annihilated 
by Leo and Constantine in Akroinos. According to al-Tabari, al-Battal’s

191 Theophanes, and al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1564.
192Theophanes, Chronographia, 410; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1573. [This is correct re

garding Theophanes’ account, but not regarding al-Taban’s account, where Sulayman ibn 
Hisham conducts the “right expedition” into Roman territory from al-JazTra.]

193al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1588.
194Ibid., II, 1561.
195Ibid., II, 1593.
196Ibid., II, 1635.
197Ibid., II, 1236.
l98Son of YazTd II; compare Theophanes, Chronographia, 416, with al-Taban, Ta’rikh, 

II, 1769. *
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catastrophe fell in AH 122 (begins on 7 December 739, a s  1051).199 Here it 
is no longer a s  1050, but rather 1051, which corresponds to AM 6231. This 
is confirmed by the fact that Kulthum’s defeat in IfrTqiya is similarly placed 
by Theophanes in AM 6231, and by al-TabarT (2: 1716) in AH 122.200 This 
relationship then continues afterwards.

In AM 6232, several urban quarters of Damascus were burned down by 
Iraqis. The matter is mentioned in al-TabarT, but without any dating .201

In AM 6233, AH 124 (which begins on 15 November 741, a s  1053), Su
layman led the campaign, according to al-TabarT against Leo,202 according 
to Theophanes and Elias against Leo’s son Constantine, who had come to 
the throne a year previously.

In AM 6234, AH 125, the caliph Hisham died on 6 Rab? II =  6 February 
743, AS 1054. He was succeeded by al-WalTd (II) ibn YazTd (r. 125-26/743
44). The summer campaign fell in the reign of al-WalTd and was led by his 
brother Ghamr.203 At the same time, al-WalTd deported the Cypriots to 
Syria.204

In AH 126, the year of al-WalTd’s death, another campaign by Ghamr in 
Byzantine territory, and a campaign of Marwan ibn Muhammad in Armenia, 
are mentioned.205 Then the externally directed attacks cease during the time 
of the Civil War,206 to be resumed only once the ‘Abbasids have established 
themselves securely in their rule.207

199 Ta’rtkh, II, 1716.
200Ibid., II, 1716.
201 Ibid., II, 1814-15.
202Ibid., II, 1727.
203Theophanes, and al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1769.
204Theophanes; al-Taban, Ta’rikh, II, 1769; al-Baladhun, Futuh al-buldan, 154.
205al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1870, 1876.
206Theophanes, Chronographia, AM 6237; Nicephorus, Opuscula historica, 62.
207 [The last part of the article, pp. 445-47, omitted here, consists of philological remarks 

on the transcriptions of Arabic names in the Greek chronicler Theophanes.]
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ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS UNDER 
THE UMAYYAD CALIPHATE

H.AR. Gibb

The wars between Islam and Byzantium occupy so promi
nent, indeed almost exclusive, a place in our history books and in 
the chronicles on which they draw, that the student of medieval 
history may be excused for taking the rubric “Arab-Byzantine 
Relations” as a record of little more than continual warfare. The 
record is not untrue, for in fact frontier warfare lasted almost 
unbrokenly for a period of centuries. It is not, however, the whole 
truth. The proof of this statement is not easy, for direct references 
to relations of any other kind in the medieval sources, if we ex
clude those that arise out of warfare, such as truces and embassies, 
can almost be counted on the fingers. Fortunately, however, there 
are, to supplement these scanty materials, a few other facts or 
details that can be exploited.

. In dealing with any subject of this kind there are two general 
considerations to be borne in mind. Medieval chronicles, whatever 
their merits (and they are many), suffer from one almost universal 
defect. They present a narrowly focused view of events. Those, the 
majority, written around the activities of some ruling institution, 
caliphs, emperors, or sultans, concentrate on the political affairs 
undertaken by or relevant to the history of that particular institu
tion, and rarely note things that happened or activities that were 
going on elsewhere. Their standard of reference is what may be 
called the “official level,” the level of matters that interested official 
circles or affected their working, even if they might be the most 
trivial news items from the capital. The affairs of the provinces are 
seldom mentioned except insofar as they were reflected in events 
at the capital, such as the calling to account of some too enterpris
ing provincial taxmaster.

To compensate for this in part there survive a few local 
chronicles, histories of provinces or cities, such as Egypt or Bokh-
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ara, which take the political history of the caliphate or empire 
for granted and concentrate on their own local affairs. But these 
are even more narrowly focused, and in a certain degree even 
more concentrated at the official or scholastic level. It is a local 
history of Egypt, for example, that furnishes almost all our early 
information about the Andalusian adventurers who captured 
Crete in 827. But this information is incidental only to the trouble 
which they gave to the governors of Egypt during their occupation 
of Alexandria, and the local chronicler is interested neither in how 
they came to be in Alexandria nor, after their departure to Crete, 
in what happened to them there. Any attempt, then, to present an 
over-all picture must proceed by fitting together odd bits and 
pieces, and filling in the gaps by reasonable deduction.

The second general consideration links up with this. In a 
society as loosely articulated as were all medieval societies, and not 
least in the East, it is completely unrealistic to assume that the 
interests and activities of all sections of any one society were the 
same as those of the official class, or were even controlled in more 
than a general fashion by the governing institution. The complex 
of society was made up of a mosaic of small communities that lived 
their own lives, carried on their own affairs and fended for them
selves, often in isolation from the other communities, and almost 
always without much notice being taken of what they were doing 
or whether it was in agreement with official policy.

The major problem therefore remains—to find the data 
which may serve as clues to Byzantine-Arab relations, other than 
warfare, during one century of Islamic history, the century of the 
Umayyad Caliphate of Damascus, 661-750.

The pre-Islamic relations of the Arabs with the Byzantine 
Empire are sufficiently well known, if not yet explored in full 
detail.1 Under Islam regular or official relations, if they may be so 
termed, begin with the establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate. 
Before then, the Greeks, the R um , are simply the enemy whom the 
Arab generals drove out of Syria and Egypt, finally began to harry 
at sea, in Cyprus and Rhodes, and even succeeded in defeating in 
the first naval battle of an Arab fleet. With the establishment of 
the Umayyads, the situation begins to alter subtly. To be sure, the 
Greeks are still the enemy, and Arab armies and fleets push their
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way through to the gates of Constantinople once, twice, and yet a 
third time; and in between these massive culminating enterprises, 
and after the failure of. the last, maintain a program of annual 
incursions in winter and spring. All this is the formal and indis
pensable public duty of the caliphs, the commanders of the faith
ful who are bound by the conditions of their office to pursue the 
Holy War against the unbelievers, and who must justify their 
claim to be the successors of the Prophet in the eyes of their 
Muslim subjects by visibly striving for the extension of Islam. 
At the same time, it serves to maintain the discipline and fighting 
qualities of their Syrian troops, for on this depends their ability to 
control the open or suppressed insubordination of the Arab tribes
men in the other provinces.

The public policy of the Umayyads, then, remains the same 
as that of their predecessors. Byzantium is the enemy, and that is 
all there is to it. In reality, however, the Umayyad relations with 
Byzantium were by no means confined to simple national or re
ligious hostility, but were governed by more ambivalent attitudes 
of both attraction and opposition.

Since the Syrian troops were of crucial importance for the 
maintenance of the Umayyads, the origins and distribution of the 
Syrian army are of some significance. It was grouped in five divi
sions, two in the south, two in the center, and one in the north. 
The southern divisions were composed mainly of southern and 
western Arabian tribes, some of whom were established there well 
before the Islamic conquest and in relations with the Byzantine 
governors, and some of whom had come in with the Islamic armies. 
The central divisions were formed almost solidly of old, established 
tribes, who had in pre-Islamic days been enrolled as auxiliaries of 
the Greeks in the wars with Persia, and whose chiefs had held 
Byzantine titles and had long been familiar with Constantinople 
and its government. The northern division, on the other hand, 
was composed chiefly of north Arabian tribes who had come in at 
the time of the conquests and had known no relations with Byzan
tium except in warfare.

It was the central divisions and tribesmen, those of Damascus 
and Emesa, with which the Umayyad Caliphs were most closely 
associated, both by geography and by marriage relations, and who
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were their most devoted supporters. There can be little doubt that 
this connection played some part in familiarizing the caliphs with 
the former Byzantine institutions, but it must obviously not be 
exaggerated. Nor must even the influence of the ex-Byzantine offi
cials who continued largely to staff the administrative services in 
Syria be overstressed. Nevertheless, the increasing tendency of the 
Umayyads to adopt Byzantine usages and to emulate the Greek 
emperors is a patent fact. The remarkable care shown by the 
caliphs for the upkeep of roads, even to the extent of imitating the 
Roman milestones, was certainly not inspired by Arabian custom 
or tradition; and the further facts that the Latin veredus and 
millia were transposed into Arabic as barid and m il show where 
the idea came from. The earliest gold coinage of the Caliph Abd 
al-Malik was Byzantine in design, even to the extent of bearing an 
effigy of the caliph, until it was withdrawn and replaced by a more 
orthodox Muslim design in deference to the religious feeling of his 
subjects. In ceremonial also, although it continued on the whole 
to be governed by Arab and Islamic usage (again in deference to 
the traditions of the subjects), there was a slow process of small 
adjustments to Byzantine practice; and, as is well known, the ex- 
Byzantine provinces retained their Byzantine systems of revenue 
administration.

In addition to these adaptations or adoptions of the outward 
usages of Byzantium, recent research has revealed a more subtle 
way in which the caliphs were imitating Byzantine usage, by the 
practice of defining legal norms by administrative rescript. Islamic 
law was in its first century still fluid or inchoate in detail, and left 
open a wide field for regulation on specific points. Although few 
of the Umayyad rescripts have survived in their original form, the 
traces of them have been discovered both positively, in a number 
of rulings of the later law schools, and negatively, in the declared 
opposition of these schools to some of the Umayyad rulings and 
to the principle of definition of law by rescript in general.2

The most striking legacy of the imperial heritage, however, is 
furnished by the Umayyad policy of erecting imperial religious 
monuments. The Byzantine inspiration of this policy is beyond 
doubt, and is made more unmistakable by the fact that this policy 
was not followed by the Abbasid Caliphs of Baghdad in their
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capital provinces, although they did enlarge the mosques of Mecca 
and Medina. Certain Muslim historians, of much later date, and 
not generally sympathetic to the Umayyads (besides being based 
on Iraqi traditions, and therefore ignorant of the Byzantine ex
ample), surmise that the object of the Umayyad Caliphs was to 
replace Mecca and Medina as religious shrines by Jerusalem and 
Damascus. This is a fantastic idea, even though it is still echoed by 
western historians, and obviously belied by the fact that the 
mosque of Medina was one of the three imperial monuments built 
or rebuilt by the Umayyads.3 An echo—belated, but nevertheless 
authentic—of the native Syrian tradition has survived in the work 
of the tenth-century geographer al-Maqdisi, a native of Jerusalem. 
He cites a local tradition that the Umayyad Caliphs Abd al-Malik 
and al-Walid were moved to build the Dome of the Rock and the 
Great Mosque at Damascus by fear lest the Muslims be tempted 
away from their faith by the magnificence of the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre and other Christian edifices in Syria.4 The tradi
tion may possibly reflect rather too narrowly the outlook of Jeru
salem, but it very probably preserves a trace of the true motives of 
the Umayyads: not simply to rival the Christian edifices in Syria, 
but also (as the reconstruction of the Prophet's Mosque at Medina 
shows even more clearly) to emulate the imperial example. That 
this was a leading motive is made still more certain by a particular 
circumstance relating to the construction of at least two of the 
three mosques, to which most of this paper will be devoted.

The Dome of the Rock was built by Abd al-Malik about 690; 
the mosques of Damascus and Medina (as well as the Aqsa Mosque 
at Jerusalem) by his son al-Walid I, between 705 and 712. The 
circumstance in question is the tradition current in later Muslim 
sources that the caliph requested and obtained the aid of the 
Greek emperor for the decoration of the Prophet's Mosque at 
Medina and the Great Mosque at Damascus. The discussion of 
this tradition involves entering into somewhat complicated detail, 
since a fresh study of the sources has led the present writer to dis
agree with some of the arguments put forward by the most recent 
and authoritative writers on these three monuments, Professor K. 
A. C. Creswell, Mile. Marguerite van Berchem, and the late French 
historian, Jean Sauvaget.
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The tradition on which all discussion has hitherto centered 
is one contained in the great chronicle of al-Tabari (d. a .d . 923):

Muhammad says: Musa b. Abu Bakr told me that Salih b. Kaisan 
said: “We began to pull down the mosque of the Prophet in Safar 88 (i.e. 
January 707). Al-Walid had sent to inform the lord of the Greeks (Sahib 
al-Rum) that he had ordered the demolition of the Mosque of the 
Prophet, and that he should aid him in this work. The latter sent him 
100,000 mithqals of gold, and sent also 100 workmen, and sent him 40 
loads of mosaic cubes; he gave orders also to search for mosaic cubes in 
ruined cities and sent them to al-Walid, who sent them to [his governor 
in Medina] Omar b. Abd al-Aziz.”5

Further, in regard to the mosque of Damascus, the geographer al- 
Maqdisi, already cited for the Syrian tradition, says: “The imple
ments and mosaics for the mosque were sent by the king of the 
Greeks.”6 The developments of this tradition in the later Arabic 
works, progressively elaborating the story with imaginative detail, 
such as al-Walid's threat to the emperor to devastate his eastern 
provinces if he refused the request, need not be taken into con
sideration. So far as is known at present, no similar statement is 
found in regard to the construction of the Dome of the Rock at 
Jerusalem. This omission may itself be significant, as an indication 
that the two traditions quoted are specific and independent, and 
do not rest upon what may be called a “general hypothesis/*

In Creswell’s great survey of Umayyad architecture, Mile, 
van Berchem attempts to discredit the tradition cited by al- 
Tabari.7 She points out first that it is not included in the earlier 
historical chronicle of al-Baladhuri, and proceeds to question al- 
Tabari’s complete veracity, adding: “Moreover, Tabari was a 
Persian and he lived (in Persia or in Iraq) at an epoch when 
legends concerning the first great Khalifs had already blossomed 
in a very luxuriant fashion." Now this, with all due respect, is a 
preposterous assertion. To begin with, al-Tabari has no respon
sibility for the tradition beyond reporting it. Here, as in the whole 
of his history, he simply quotes what he regards as the most reli
able sources, and there has never been any question of his veracity 
in quoting these sources. Any criticism must therefore be directed 
to the report itself and its sources.

“Muhammad says." As many other passages make clear, this
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is Muhammad b. Omar al-Waqidi, who died in 823—a truly prodi
gious figure in Arabic historiography, the first systematic collector 
of the materials for the early history of Islam. That this report was 
really transmitted from him is certain from brief allusions to it in 
other surviving works prior to al-Tabari,8 even though al-Balad- 
huri (who also based his chronicles largely on al-Waqidi) omits it 
in his summary chronicle; but in this, it should be noted, he 
devotes only five lines or so to this reconstruction. Now, as Sauva- 
get points out, al-Tabari, in selecting from the mass of documents 
at his disposal relating to this event, chose four which were “d'une 
qualite exceptionelle” What is remarkable is that all four are 
taken from materials collected from al-Waqidi, that all four relate 
the statements of eyewitnesses on the evidence of one intermediate 
link (a different one in each narrative), and that two of them (of 
which this particular report is one) are statements of Salih b. 
Kaisan, who was the officer actually in charge of the work of 
demolition and reconstruction of the mosque. We should need t,o 
discover extraordinarily strong arguments to disprove the authen
ticity of this narrative; it is indeed difficult to see any way of doing 
so except by demolishing the entire foundations on which early 
Islamic history rests. Sauvaget himself, as will be seen presently, 
makes no attempt to deny or disprove the statement, but tries only 
to change its interpretation.

To return to Mile, van Berchem. After a long and methodi
cally rather confused analysis of this and other texts, she is finally 
compelled, in face of the formal statement quoted above from 
al-Maqdisi—that the emperor sent implements and mosaics for 
the work on the mosque of Damascus—to concede that the texts 
are “not absolutely conclusive" on the subject of Byzantine as
sistance. And so she falls back on the final argument, that “political 
conditions under the reigns of Abd al-Malik and al-Walid were 
scarcely favourable to friendly exchanges between the court of 
Byzantium and that of Damascus/' adding as a final fling: “Would 
not so patriotic a monarch as al-Walid have experienced some 
reluctance in asking a favour from Constantinople?" (pp. 163-164).

These final arguments may be set aside for the moment with 
the remark that the attitude of mind that they presuppose is too 
much a modem one to be applied without a good deal of shading
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to any period of medieval history. To sum up, Mile, van Berchem’s 
arguments on historical grounds are entirely unconvincing. When, 
on the other hand, she comes to the archaeological evidence from 
the monuments themselves, it is impossible for the layman to 
question her conclusions that the mosaic decorations are almost 
wholly Syrian in workmanship, although she explicitly adds: 
“without denying the possibility of one or even several master- 
mosaicists having come from Constantinople.”

It is much more surprising, however, to find such a careful 
historian as was Jean Sauvaget practically accepting the whole of 
Mile, van Berchem's conclusions. Indeed, he goes even further, to 
deny as a “tradition of legendary character” the participation of 
workmen from Byzantium.9 To be sure, he cannot wave aside as 
airily as she does the tradition reported by al-Tabari through al- 
Waqidi from Salih b. Kaisan, which he has already described as a 
tradition “of exceptional quality.” This would seem to involve 
him in a dilemma, but the dilemma is ingeniously resolved by a 
reinterpretation of the tradition. The fact that the mosaics of 
Damascus and Jerusalem are “more probably” (plutdt) the work 
of Syrian Christians gives the clue, he says, to the origin of the 
tradition which represents the Byzantine emperor as taking a hand 
in the construction of the Umayyad monuments: “the Arabic word 
Rum  (properly “Romans”) having been used indifferently to 
denote the Byzantines and the Christians of the Melkite [i.e., 
Orthodox] Greek rite who lived in Muslim territory, there has 
been a misunderstanding of the meaning to be given to it in 
historical narratives relating to the construction of these monu
ments.” Sahib al-Rum, he explains in a footnote, may mean either 
the Byzantine emperor or “the head (spiritual or lay) of the Greek 
Melkites.” The misunderstanding in the original tradition re
lating to the Mosque of Medina, he adds, “was no doubt perfectly 
innocent, and it is permissible to see in it a more or less conscious 
alteration of the true meaning under the influence of political 
afterthoughts.” These, he explains, were due to the attempt, in 
pious or anti-Umayyad circles, to cast discredit on the Umayyads 
by representing al-Walid's purpose in reconstructing the mosque, 
“laudable in itself, as a blameworthy initiative, because it led to 
having the Prophet's own mosque rebuilt by infidel subjects of a 
monarch who was the enemy of Islam.”
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This last argument is even more surprising, coming from the 
pen of such an authority; in fact he produces little evidence to 
support it beyond quoting certain pietistic traditions against the 
decoration of mosques in general. If there had really been any 
widespread, or even factitious, resentment of al-Walid’s initiative, 
one would expect to find it expressed in much more open terms, 
without having to guess at an anti-Umayyad implication. In the 
later elaboration, at least, the tone is clearly one rather of exulta
tion that the emperor was in some sense contrained to do this 
service on behalf of the rival faith. And finally, although Sahib 
al-Rum  may possibly, in certain contexts, mean “the chief of the 
Orthodox Melkite community,” it would be desirable to find 
other instances of its use in this sense and in such a context. On all 
grounds, therefore, it is evident that the efforts to discredit or 
reinterpret the tradition transmitted by al-Waqidi carry no con
viction. The most that might be admitted (but that readily) would 
be that the figures may be suspected of having grown a little even 
in the course of one transmission.

But the most surprising feature in all this discussion is that 
the most massive testimony of all has been entirely overlooked. 
A certain scholar of Medina, Ibn Zabala, composed in 814 a 
History of M edina, which is known so far to have survived only in 
extracts cited in later works. What Sauvaget has to say of Ibn 
Zabala’s H istory is highly relevant here. “This work is for us of 
capital importance. Its interest lies (1) in the personality of the
author, a disciple of the great M edinian  doctor Malik b. Anas----
Ibn Zabala was in a position to assemble on the spot, in the best 
conditions for both transmission and criticism, the local tradition 
relating to the ancient history of the mosque; (2) in his date. This 
gives us the assurance that the evidence of contemporaries could 
have been noted down without an excessive number of interme
diaries, the composition of the work being just one century later 
than the execution of the operations of al-Walid. To the extent 
that it is known to us, Ibn Zabala’s work remains the best authority 
on which to support an attempt to reconstitute the Umayyad 
mosque."10

In the extracts preserved from Ibn Zabala’s History in the 
historical work of al-Samhudi (d. 1506)—itself a work of extra
ordinary erudition11—there is the following statement, supported
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not by a single tradition, but by an imposing list of excellent 
authorities:

They report: 12A1-Walid b. Abd al-Malik wrote to the king [Ar.5.] 
of the Greeks: “We purpose to restore the greatest mosque of our 
Prophet; aid us therefore to do so by workers and mosaic cubes.” And he 
sent him loads of mosaic cubes and some twenty-odd workmen—but some 
say ten workmen, adding “I have sent to you ten who are equal to a 
hundred”—and (sent also) 80,000 dinars as a subvention for them.”13

In view of this statement, supplementing the statements already 
cited, there seems to remain no possible doubt that the Greek 
emperor did ip fact supply some workmen in mosaics, along with 
mosaic cubes, for both the mosques of Medina and Damascus, and 
sent also money or gold for the work on the mosque of Medina at 
least.14

Nevertheless, this participation of the emperor does raise 
certain questions, both in itself and in its implications. How did 
it come about that the Umayyads, officially engaged in almost con
tinuous warfare with the Greeks (indeed the very next item in 
al-Tabari’s chronicle after the tradition discussed above is the 
report of a series of successes by Arab armies in Anatolia), were 
yet able to make this request, on at least two occasions, and that 
it was granted on each occasion? How, to begin with, were the 
requests transmitted? It is precisely here that the deficiencies of 
the chronicles—with their laconic “he wrote”—become most ap
parent. The chronicles were composed in Iraq, largely on the basis 
of Iraqi materials, more than a century later. Apart from the offi
cial public actions of the caliphs, they supply absolutely no in
formation about Syria in the Umayyad period. For the century 
during which Damascus was the capital of an empire extending 
from Central Asia to Spain, we remain almost ignorant of its own 
history, except for such scraps and crumbs as can be gathered from 
archaeology and by fragmentary materials from other sources.

As a result of this absence of data relative to the internal 
conditions in Syria, it is very commonly supposed that its conquest 
by the Arabs brought about the complete suspension of its former 
commercial relations with the Greek territories. Certainly, they 
were severely curtailed; but it would be an anachronistic proceed
ing to read back into medieval life the common phenomena of
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modem political relations. A state of official war did not neces
sarily involve the suspension of all commercial or courtesy rela
tions. We have the indisputable evidence of the flourishing com
mercial intercourse between the Muslim cities of Syria and the 
crusaders’ ports of Tyre and Acre during the crusades,15 which was 
almost completely unaffected by the military operations between 
the opposing princes and their armies.

By lucky chance, however, we are not reduced entirely to 
conjecture in regard to the continuance of a certain amount of 
commercial intercourse between Byzantium and Syria—and (or) 
Egypt—in the Umayyad period. Several fragmentary references 
survive in the Arabic sources:

1. A certain Abu Ubaid al-Qasim b. Sallam compiled, about 
840, an extensive and valuable corpus of traditions relating to the 
fiscal institutions of the Muslim state, which, unlike the better- 
known Iraqi works on the subject, preserves a number of Syrian 
traditions. On the subject of the tolls to be exacted from merchants 
at the frontier, he cites a regulation ascribed to Omar I (634-644) 
—whether accurately may be doubted, inasmuch as it was a com
monplace of Muslim tradition to represent rules established after 
the time of Muhammad as ordinances of Omar—which lays down 
the rates as 2Vi per cent on the merchandise of Muslim traders, 
5 per cent on that of non-Muslims resident in Muslim territory 
(i.e., Dhim mis), and 10 per cent on the merchandise of foreign 
traders. As justification for the last rate it is added: “because they 
were taking the same percentage from the Muslim merchants when 
these entered their territory.” A few lines later, the identity of 
these foreign traders is defined unambiguously: “the Rum —they 
used to come to Syria.”16

2. In a rescript of Omar II (717-720), the caliph prohibits 
the placing of obstacles in the way of those who trade by sea. This 
is puzzling, since there seems to be no record of obstacles placed 
by Arab governors to trading by sea in the first Islamic century, 
and in fact Basra was already developing by that time a flourishing 
overseas trade through the Persian Gulf. The most probable ex
planation, although admittedly inferential, is that this too must 
refer to Syria, and to trade between the Syrian ports and the 
Byzantine territories. From the very little and mostly indirect
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evidence we have about such places as Antioch and Latakia, they 
seem to have continued to flourish after the Arab conquest, and 
they can hardly have done so except by commerce.17

3. In the Arabic traditions relating to the striking of gold 
dinars by Abd al-Malik, it is stated that “Papyrus used to be 
exported to the land of the Rum  from the land of the Arabs, and 
dinars to !'e received from their side.”18

4. The fourth passage is still more decisive, and throws wide 
open a window into the subject of this discussion. It is found in a 
local history of Egypt, by the ninth-century Ibn Abd al-Hakam 
(the same writer who transcribed, in another work, the rescript 
of Omar II quoted above). In dealing with the settlements of the 
Arabs in Fustat (Old Cairo), he relates at some length a dispute 
in regard to the possession of an establishment called "the Pepper 
House” (Dar al-Fulful).19 This dispute is, of course, his main 
interest, but in a note he adds: “Why it was called the Pepper 
House was because, when Usama b. Zaid al-Tanukhi was director 
of taxes in Egypt, he purchased from Musa b. Wardan pepper to 
the value of 20,000 dinars, on instructions from [the Caliph] al- 
Walid, who purposed to send that as a gift to the Sahib al-Rum, 
and he stored that pepper in this house.”

There can be no doubt that the Sahib al-Rum  here has its 
normal significance of the emperor of Byzantium. And this little 
note seems to supply a clue to the whole transaction. There is no 
question at all of al-Walid either threatening the emperor with 
dire destruction, or sacrificing his patriotic feelings (whatever that 
may mean) to beg a favor. If such a present was made once, there 
is no reason to regard it as an isolated instance; it just happens 
that this one record has survived, and it is enough to show that, 
even while the two empires were at war, the continuance of com
mercial relations permitted the exchange of courtesies between the 
two courts.

To return finally to the public sphere, it has sometimes been 
remarked that the government of the Umayyad Caliphs was in 
several respects that of a “succession state" to the East Roman 
Empire, notwithstanding the ideological oppositions involved in 
the sphere of religion. At the Byzantine court, one may suspect, a 
formal pretence was maintained that the caliphs were just another
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group of barbarian invaders who had seized some of the provinces 
of the empire, and were disregarding their proper status as vassal 
princes. Hence the indignation of Justinian II when Abd al-Malik 
infringed the imperial privilege of striking gold coinage. The 
Umayyad Caliphate, however, in its attitude to the empire, was 
much more than a provincial succession-state. The two facets of 
its policy, the military assault and the administrative adaptation, 
point clearly to the real ambition of the first-century caliphs, 
which was nothing less than to establish their own imperial 
dynasty at Constantinople. Seen in this light, their administrative 
imitations and adaptations take on a different character; they are 
not merely the tribute paid by raw and parvenu princes to the 
achievements of their predecessors, but an almost deliberate effort 
to learn the ropes and fit themselves to assume the imperial destiny.

But after the catastrophe (or victory) of 718, there follows a 
sudden and complete reversal. The whole policy of the Umayyad 
caliphs swings decisively away from the Byzantine tradition and 
becomes oriented in the true sense, i.e., towards the East. This 
change, which has not as yet been fully appreciated by students of 
Arab history, is clearly marked in the reign of the Caliph Hisham 
(725-743), a brother of the Caliphs al-Walid and Sulaiman who 

mounted the last, and fatal, assault on Constantinople, but the 
first signs can be seen immediately after its failure, in the reform
ing Islamizing policies of their cousin, the pious Caliph Omar II.

It is tempting to bring this reversal into relation with the 
crushing disappointment of the hopes and dreams of the Umayyad 
Caliphs, and to see in it a kind of Freudian compensation—a 
deliberate rejection of the Byzantine tradition, motivated by re
sentment, and the search for some more compliant and attractive 
substitute. But it was almost certainly much more than that. After 
a century of Arab empire in Western Asia, the over-all structure 
of the empire was beginning to solidify, and the relative weight of 
its constituent provinces to tell. In the balance of forces, Syria still 
held a military preponderance, but one which became increasingly 
precarious, as first Iraq and then one province after another had 
to be held to obedience by Syrian garrisons. Ideologically, however 
(as we should say now), the center of Muslim culture and thought 
was already located in Iraq, and the imperial background and
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determinants of the Arabs of Iraq were not Byzantine, but Persian 
and hostile to Byzantium. It was the Caliph Hisham who first 
grasped the implications of the growing weight of Iraq and the 
East, and who deliberately broke away from the ambitions of his 
predecessors to organize the Arab empire as the future heir of 
Byzantium. So far as we can reconstruct, on direct or indirect 
evidence, the fiscal and administrative policies of Hisham, they 
appear consistently directed to establishing the Arab empire as the 
heir of the oriental tradition and the successor of the Persian 
Sasanid empire. It was he, too, who began the process by which the 
administrative center was gradually moved eastwards, a process 
which was continued by the last Umayyad Caliph Marwan 11, and 
finally consolidated by the foundation of Baghdad under the suc
ceeding Abbasid Caliphate.
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don, 1952), 313.

MAbu Ubaid ibn Sallam, Kitab al-Amwal (Cairo, n .d .), nos. 1651 and
1655.

17 See H. A. R. Gibb, “The Fiscal Rescript of Umar IIM in Arabica, II, 
fasc. 1 (Leiden, 1955), 6, 11.

18 Ibn Qutaiba, Uyun al-Akhbar, I (Cairo, 1925), 198. Cf. J. Walker, 
Catalogue of the Muhammadan Coins in the British Museum. Arab-Byxantine 
and Post-Reform Umaiyad Coins (London, 1956) , liv: “An exchange of letters 
between the emperor and caliph led to a breach of diplomatic and trade rela
tions.”

" Ibn Abd al-Hakam, Futuh. Misr, ed. C. C. Torrey (New Haven, 1922),
98-99.
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BYZANTINE-ARAB DIPLOMACY IN 
THE NEAR EAST FROM THE 

ISLAMIC CONQUESTS TO THE 
MID ELEVENTH CENTURY1

Hugh Kennedy

The Moslem caliphates and successor states of the Near East were in 
many ways the most dangerous foes the Byzantine empire faced, since 
they had both an ideology of conquest in the jihad and the technology 
and organization requisite for mounting naval expeditions and con
ducting sieges. At the same time the Moslems, alone among the neigh
bours of the Byzantines, had a developed bureaucratic government, run 
by trained professionals, and accustomed to conducting government by 
written order and correspondence. It would seem that this was the ideal 
field for the Byzantines to develop those diplomatic skills for which 
they are, rightly or wrongly, famous. And yet Byzantine diplomatic 
links with the Moslem world were irregular and unsophisticated and 
the diplomacy essentially 'reactive' and 'prophylactic'. It was reactive in 
the sense that it responded to changing events rather than attempting to 
initiate them, and prophylactic in the sense that it was designed to ward 
off the immediate threat of attack rather than to create the conditions 
for longer term security or the expansion between Byzantine interests.

Despite the state of permanent confrontation between Byzantine and 
Moslem worlds, changes did occur and four distinct phases can be 
observed. The first begins shortly after the Moslem conquest of Syria 
and continues until the last great Moslem attack on Constantinople in 
717 and is a period of irregular contacts whose timing was largely 
dictated by internal crises on one side or another. In the second phase, 
from 717 onwards, diplomatic contacts were virtually non-existent, so

1 This paper depends very heavily on the Arabic sources for the period. For the non- 
Arabist, these are conveniently translated as follows: E.W. Brooks, 'Byzantines and Arabs in 
the time of the Early Abbasids', English Historical Review 15 (1900), 728-47. From 820 A.D. to 
959 the Arabic materials in French translation are collected in A.A. Vasiliev, Byzance et les 
Arabes l-II (Brussels, 1935-6). Byzantinists should also be aware of the new, complete 
English translation of al-Tabari's History of the Prophets and Kings edited by E. Yar-Shater (38 
vols, Albany, 1985-). This is still in course of publication but where it is available, I shall 
give references to volume and page numbers.
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far as we can tell. The third phase begins in the 780s when direct links 
were developed between the Byzantine court and the Abbasid caliphs. 
The third phase continues through the ninth century and into the tenth 
with increasingly formal contacts between the two courts, the main 
issue now being not prevention of invasion but exchange of prisoners. 
The Byzantine advances into Syria in the mid-tenth century and the 
establishment of a permanent Byzantine presence there after the fall of 
Antioch in 969 led to a new phase of what might be called 'province of 
Syria diplomacy' when the emphasis was not so much on relations 
between the Byzantine and Moslem world as a whole but on securing 
the frontiers of this exposed part of the Byzantine empire and this 
remained the main concern down to the middle of the eleventh century.

It was not long after the fall of Syria to the Moslems that the Byzan
tines attempted to make contact with the new rulers. We know little 
about the first contacts from Moslem sources; the Arab chroniclers and 
poets in this period portray a world of unremitting jihad. We are better 
informed by the eastern Christian tradition, generally located in Edessa 
or elsewhere in northern Mesopotamia which comes down to us in 
Greek through Theophanes,2 in Arabic through Agapius of Manbij3 and 
in Syriac in the chronicles of 12344 and Michael the Syrian.5

TTie first direct contact seems to have occurred in 650-1 when 
Constans II, faced by trouble in the Balkans and by Arab naval attacks 
sent the st rat egos Procopius to Damascus to request peace from 
Mu'awiyah, later to be the first Umayyad caliph but at this stage only 
governor of Syria. Presumably money was paid and the Byzantines left 
a hostage, Gregory, the emperor's cousin. Apparently Gregory died the 
next year and the truce was annulled but, no doubt as a gesture of 
good-will, his embalmed body was sent back to Constantinople.6

This set the pattern for subsequent contacts: a state of war was con
sidered to be the normal relationship between the two powers, peace 
very much the exception but from time to time a truce was granted. In 
the next recorded diplomatic exchange, the Moslems were the suppli
ants. In 658-9 Mu'awiyah had rebuffed the forces of 'Ali b. Ali Talib at

2 Theophanes, Chronographia, ed. C. de Boor I (Leipzig, 1883); tr. H. Turtledove 
(Philadelphia, 1982).

3 Kitab al-'Unwan, ed. with French tr. A.A. Vasiliev, PO 8 (1911).
* Anonymi auctoris chmnictm ad annum Christi 1234 pertinens, ed. with Latin tr. J.-B. Chabot 

(Paris, 1920). I have used the new translation of the seventh<entury material by A. Palmer, 
In the Shadow of the Moon: the Seventh Century in Syriac Chronicles (forthcoming).

5 Chronique, ed. with French tr. J.-B. Chabot I-III (Paris, 1899-1906).
6 A.N. Stratos, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, tr. H.T. Hionides III (Amsterdam, 1975), 

42-3.
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Siffin but 'Ali still enjoyed extensive support in Iraq. In order to avoid a 
war on two fronts, Mu'awiyah sent an emissary to Constantinople, one 
Fanaq (Phanakis) al-Rumi, his surname denoting his Greek origin. This 
time it was the turn of the Moslems to offer a financial payment in ex
change for a truce.7 It was not until 663 that Mu'awiyah was in a strong 
enough position to begin raiding again.

The balance of diplomatic power continued to swing. In 667-8 both 
Saborius, a rebel commander, and Constantine IV, acting for his father 
Constans II who was then in Sicily, sent diplomats to try to engage 
Mu'awiyah's support. Mu'awiyah came down on the side of Saborius 
who seems to have offered more substantial concessions but the rebel 
died before this support was of any use to him.8 From 677 to 687 diplo
matic activity was concerned with attempts by both Mu'awiyah (died 
680) and 'Abd al-Malik (685-705) to secure the removal of the Christian 
Mardaites from the mountains of Lebanon and after several diplomatic 
missions and substantial payments Justinian II was finally persuaded to 
relocate these troublesome warriors elsewhere in the empire.9

There is also a tradition of cultural diplomacy in this period. Arab 
sources say that mosaic workers and materials were sent by the Byzan
tine emperors to help in the decoration of mosques in Medina and 
Damascus, where the surviving eighth-century mosaics may be the tan
gible proof of this cultural interchange. Van Berchem studied these texts 
and concluded that they were late and unreliable10 but more recently 
Gibb has suggested that there are good reasons for accepting the 
genuineness of the evidence.11 Further support is lent by the much 
better documented despatch of Byzantine mosaicists to help in the 
decoration of the great mosque at Cordova during a time of diplomatic 
rapprochement and, once again, the results of this ancient diplomacy 
are still visible today.12

The last mission in this period of diplomatic activity seems to have 
been in 714-15 when the short-lived emperor Anastasius II sent Daniel 
of Sinope to ask al-Walid (705-15) for peace but also, it is said, to spy on 
preparations for war.13 In the end his mission was unsuccessful and the

7 Stratos, Byzantium III, 188-9.
8 Stratos, Byzantium III, 236-8 and n-xviii.
9 Stratos, Byzantium IV, 40-50.
10 In K.A.C. Creswell, Early Moslem Architecture II (Oxford, 1932), 154-65.
11 H.A.R. Gibb, 'Arab-Byzantine relations under the Umayyad Caliphate', DOP 12 (1958), 

219-33.
12 For the history of Byzantine diplomatic relations with Cordova see E. Levi-Provencal, 

Histoire de I'Espagne musulmane II (Paris, 1950), 143-53; III (Paris, 1967), 393.
13 Theoph. I, pp. 383-4, tr. Turtledove, 79-450.
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great Arab invasion of 717 put an end to contacts.
The period from 717 to the late eighth century saw contacts reduced 

to a minimum, though there are occasional missions to ask for truces. 
The reason for this does not seem to be a higher level of hostility 
between the two powers: not much seems to have changed there. The 
upheavals in the Islamic world at the time of the Abbasid revolution in 
747-50 and the transfer of power to Iraq were tin important factor. It is 
possible that the ending of the use of Greek as an administrative 
language in the caliphate after the administrative reform of 'Abd al- 
Malik (685-705) made contacts more difficult. It is noticeable too, that 
caliphs did not participate in the jihad during these years; it may be 
therefore that there were exchanges of envoys between local leaders in 
the frontier zone which are simply not reported because they did not 
involve the caliph or his entourage. It is interesting to note that we start 
hearing about diplomatic exchanges again only when Harun al-Rashid 
becomes personally involved in the jihad.

The campaign of 781-2 seems to have led to the resumption of direct 
contacts. In this year Harun, sent by his father the Caliph al-Mahdi, led 
a major expedition to the sea of Marmara. The raid nearly ended in 
disaster for the Moslems but Harun negotiated an agreement with Irene 
which included the payment of tribute by the Byzantines, a three year 
truce and the setting up of markets so that the Moslems could buy food 
during their retreat.14 The Byzantines made further attempts to dis
suade Harun from launching damaging raids. In 798 Irene sent 
Euthymius, bishop of Sardis, to try and buy off Harun's forthcoming 
attack, and diplomacy was also conducted by letter; the earliest sur
viving text seems to be the letter of Nicephorus I to Harun in 803 when 
he wrote to break off the treaty which Irene, 'by the weakness of 
women and their foolishness' had negotiated. Harun's reply was short 
and rude,15 invasion followed and in 806 we find Nicephorus not only 
agreeing to pay tribute but also accepting that both he and his son 
should pay a personal poll-tax to the caliph.16

Harun's death in 809 led to a prolonged civil war in the caliphate 
which again interrupted both the jihad and the diplomacy which 
accompanied it; no doubt local treaties and arrangements were made, 
indeed the frontier zone seems to have been one of the few peaceful 
areas of the Moslem world at this time, but these are not recorded. The

14 Al-Tabari, Muhammad b. Jarir, Ta'rikh al-Rusul wa'I-Muluk, ed. M.J. de Goeje et at. Ill 
(Leiden, 1879-1901), 503-05; tr. Yar-Shater XIX, 220-1; tr. Brooks, 'Byzantines and Arabs', 
736-9.

15 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh III, 695-6.
™ Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh III, 710.



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES - 85

BYZANTINE-ARAB DIPLOMACY 137

early ninth century saw rebels on both sides seeking cross-frontier sup
port for their causes. Thomas the Slav (active 821-5) was patronized by 
the Caliph al-Ma'mun who permitted him to be crowned in Antioch by 
the patriarch of that city.17 From 812 to 824-5 the area of northern Syria 
around the great bend of the Euphrates was taken over by a chief of the 
'Uqayl tribe, Nasr b. Shabath.18 When al-Ma'mun's forces approached, 
he contemplated seeking Byzantine support but his followers made it 
quite clear that they felt this was unacceptable and he was obliged to 
make his peace with the caliph's forces. Religious solidarity was still a 
very powerful force on the Moslem side.

The ninth century saw the development of a new form of diplomatic 
activity. Until this time negotiations had been basically concerned with 
issues of war and peace. By the ninth century, however, the balance of 
power between Christian and Moslems was fairly even and it seems 
that the Byzantine forces were taking as many Moslem captives as the 
Moslems were Christians. Against this background, exchanges and ran
soming of prisoners became the main focus of diplomatic activity.

There are a number of incidental references to such ransomings in 
the Arabic sources but an extensive list is given by al-Mas'udi in his 
Tanbih wa'l-IshrafA9 He lists twelve meetings between 805 and 946. 
Numbers of those ransomed varied between 2,000 and 6,000 on each 
occasion. It seems likely that the Moslems paid cash for the return of 
prisoners, although this is only specified in the accounts of the first and 
last meeting. There is no mention of the return of Byzantine prisoners in 
Moslem hands, either because none were returned or because they did 
not concern the writer.

Though the meetings were irregular, they followed a very similar 
format. They mostly took place in September or October, although two 
of the early ones happened in the spring. The venue was always the 
same, the plain where the river Lamis flowed into the Mediterranean, 
the Moslems being on the east bank, the Byzantines on the west. Al- 
Mas'udi is careful to specify how long the meeting took in each case: 
usually the two sides met for between seven and ten days but the first 
meeting in 805 lasted forty days. Hie whole performance became a 
show of strength on each side. In the account of the first (805) meeting, 
al-Mas'udi claims that 500,000 or more people from the frontier

17 For the diplomacy surrounding the rebellion of Thomas the Slav, see W. Treadgold, 
The Byzantine Revival (Stanford, 1988), 229-48.

18 On Nasr b. Shabath, see H. Kennedy, The Early Abbasid Caliphate (London, 1981), 168-9.
19 Al-Mas'udi, 'Ali b. al-Husayn, Al-Tanbih wa'l-Ishraf (Beirut, 1961), 176-82. No complete 

translation of this text exists but sections are included in Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes I, 
336-7.
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provinces came and there was not enough room for them all on the 
plain between the sea and the mountains. The Byzantines arrived by 
sea: 'the Byzantine warships came looking magnificent bringing with 
them the Moslem prisoners'.

The account also introduces us to some of the characters on the 
Moslem side. In most cases the operation was led by the local governor 
of the thughur (frontier province) though sometimes outsiders came as 
well. In the third meeting in 845, the chief qadi (judge), Ahmad b. Adi 
Du'ad, sent an agent called Abu Ramlah. This was at a stage when the 
government of the Caliph al-Wathiq was attempting to impose its own 
religious orthodoxy on the Moslem community by insisting that all offi
cials accepted the doctrine of the createdness of the Qur'an. Any 
prisoners who refused to do so were returned to the Byzantines.

In addition to these officials, we also hear of a number of individuals 
who seem to have acted as intermediaries of one sort or smother 
between the two sides. For example in 845 one Muslim b. Abi Muslim 
al-Jurami from Zibatra was released: 'he was possessed of great skill in 
frontier matters and knowledge about the people of Rum. He wrote 
works on the affairs of the Byzantines, their kings and people of rank, 
their towns and their roads and their routes, the best times for raids and 
attacks on them and about the neighbouring states, the Burjan, the 
Avars, the Bulgars, the Slavs, the Khazars and others'. As well as the 
governor of the Syrian frontier, 'Ali b. Yahya al-Armani (the Armenian), 
there was an ambassador (murasil) from the Caliph al-Mutawwakil, 
Nasr b. Azhar al-Ta'i. In 921 there is mention of an intermediary 
between Moslems and Byzantines, Abu 'Umayr 'Adi b. Ahmad b. 'Abd 
al-Baqi al-Tamimi from Adana.

In 946 Abu 'Umayr figures again in a more complicated diplomatic 
exchange. By this time the caliphs in Baghdad had lost all real control 
over the frontier region so when the same Abu 'Umayr, described as 
shaykh and supervisor (manzur) of the frontier wanted to arrange 
another ransoming, he approached the leading figure of the day on the 
Moslem side, Muhammad b. Tughj, known as the Ikhshid, in Damas
cus. Abu 'Umayr is here said to have been 'full of understanding about 
the affairs of the Greek kings [al-Mas'udi uses the term Yunani here, 
which specifically means Greek rather than the more usual Rumi 
meaning Byzantine] and the Byzantine (Rumi) empire and their 
philosophers and knowledgeable about their thought'. He brought with 
him the emissary (rasul) of the Byzantine ambassador who is called 
Yuannis al-Ansibtus al-Batriqius (patrikios) al-Musdaqus (mystikos) al- 
Mutarahhib (monk). The Ikhshid died before the business could be 
finished and it was left to his successor Kafur to arrange the payment.
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He handed over 30,000 dinars to pay for the ransoming of 2,482 men 
and women. Abu 'Umayr and Yuannis then took a ship from Tyre to 
Tarsus with the money and the transaction was completed.

According to al-Mas'udi, who says he was in Damascus at the time, 
this was the last of the old-style ransomings to take place and, as we 
shall see, the focus of diplomatic activity soon changed. While they 
continued, these meetings were probably the closest Byzantines and 
Moslems came to regular diplomatic activity and we can perhaps see in 
such figures as Muslim b. Abi Muslim and Abu 'Umayr the nearest 
thing to a professional diplomat in that age.

The ninth century also saw an increased number of direct communi
cations between emperors said caliphs. In 829 John the Grammarian 
was sent to try to persuade the renegade Manuel the Armenian to 
return to Byzantine service, which he did the next year.20 According to 
al-Ya'qubi, Theophilus wrote to al-Ma'mun in 831 offering to return
7.000 prisoners (there had been no ransoming since 808) and pay
100.000 dinars in exchange for fortresses captured the previous year.21 
In 832 Theophilus fearing, quite rightly, that al-Ma'mun was about to 
launch an attack on him, again sent John to the caliph, who was at that 
time in Damascus, with a letter, quoted in full by al-Tabari; he urges 
peace with the benefits of increased trade and the release of prisoners.22 
Neither letter nor ambassador dissuaded the caliph from undertaking a 
major expedition.

This flurry of diplomatic activity was followed by a pause until 860 
or 861 when al-Mutawwakil sent an emissary, Nasr b. al-Azhar, directly 
to Constantinople to arrange an exchange of prisoners (the fifth ran
soming in al-Mas'udi's catalogue). Nasr has left us an interesting if all 
too brief account of the negotiations for the exchange. He makes it clear 
that in this case it was a real exchange, the Byzantines releasing 2,000 
Arabs while the Arabs released a thousand Byzantines; the actual swap 
took place on the River Lamis as usual. Some problems arose: for 
example, what was to be done with those Moslems who had converted 
to Christianity? It was agreed that they should be given the option of 
returning or remaining on Byzantine territory. Apart from the gifts of 
musk, silk, saffron and other unspecified things, there is no mention of 
any money changing hands. The account also makes it clear that Nasr

20 J. Rosser, 'John the Grammarian's embassy to Baghdad and the recall of Manuel', BSl 
37 (1976), 168-71.

21 Al-Ya'qubi, Ahmad b. Abi Ya'qub, Ta'rikh, ed. M. Houtsma II (Leiden, 1883), 568; tr. 
Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes II, 272.

22 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh III, 1109; tr. Yar-Shater XXXII, 195-7; Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes I, 
289.
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spoke no Greek and acted through interpreters, two of whom had been 
slaves to high ranking Moslem court officials (and had perhaps been 
ransomed) while the third was an old man called Sarhun (or Sergius).23

Further embassies to discuss exchanges of prisoners occurred in the 
first years of the tenth century. In 903 the two Byzantine emissaries, 
'one of them a eunuch and the other not' came to al-Muktafi in Bagh
dad apparently sent by the emperor because he had Moslem captives to 
be ransomed. The caliph agreed and this was probably the high-level 
diplomatic prelude to the seventh ransoming mentioned by al-Mas'udi 
as taking place on the river Lamis in September/October 905.24 In 907 
two more emissaries were sent by Leo VI, a relative of his and the 
eunuch Basil. This time there was a mutual exchange of captives; al- 
Muktafi was to send a messenger to collect the Moslems in Byzantine 
hands while Basil was to remain in Tarsus, still in Moslem hands at that 
stage, to collect Byzantine prisoners.25 This is probably al-Mas'udi's 
eighth ransoming of July 907, on the Lamis as usual.

The accounts of these embassies give little idea of the sort of recep
tion the Byzantines received but in 917 there was another embassy of 
which we have a remarkably full record.26 Two envoys from Byzantium 
arrived on 25 June 917, escorted by Abu 'Umayr b. 'Abd al-Baqi who 
also acted as their interpreter throughout the proceedings, since they 
spoke no Arabic. They were housed in a vacant palace and approached 
the vizier Ibn al-Furat for an audience with the Caliph al-Muqtadir. The 
vizier made sure that they were well provided for and stressed that 
arranging the audience would be difficult; but if they came to see him 
on a certain day, he would see what he could do. The whole proceed
ings were elaborately stage-managed: after being led through halls and 
passage-ways lined with troops, the vizier received them in great 
splendour and promised that he would secure an audience for them.

When the great day came they were led through streets lined with 
troops and through a maze of corridors and chambers in the palace it
self until they reached the caliph who graciously gave his assent to the 
deal. The envoys were given presents and, interestingly, the caliph 
arranged for the purchase of those Byzantine prisoners who were slaves 
so that they could be released. Then, accompanied by the army

23 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh III, 1449-50; tr. Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes 1,320-2.
24 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh in, 2236; tr. Yar-Shater XXXVIII, 133.
25 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh III, 2277; tr. Yar-Shater XXXVIII, 181; tr. Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes

n.1,20-1.
26 Miskawaihi, The Eclipse of the Abbasid Caliphate, tr. D.S. Margoliouth I (Oxford, 1921), 

56-60 gives a full account. Other accounts are translated in Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes 
n.l, 61 (Arib); 73 (Ibn al-Khatib).
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commander Mu'nis and their dragoman, Abu 'Umayr, they returned. 
This mission does not seem to relate directly to any of the ransomings 
listed by al-Mas'udi but in 921 Mu'nis was in charge of an exchange at 
which Abu 'Umayr is said to have been the intermediary and this may 
have been a delayed result.

This account has an interest which goes beyond the description of the 
reception. It clearly emanates from a now lost court chronicle and is 
widely reported by Arab authors including 'Arib b. Sa'id of Cordova, 
Ibn Miskawayh, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi and Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi. Not only, 
therefore, did the Abbasid administration put on a magnificent show, it 
also made sure that it was well reported. The incident came against a 
background of political collapse. The administration of the feckless 
Caliph al-Muqtadir was in complete disarray and the vizier who ar
ranged the whole performance was sacked the next year. Clearly the 
display was designed to impress the comparatively unimportant en
voys, but even more the reception, and the full account of it which was 
circulated were designed for home consumption, to convince the Mos
lems that the Abbasid caliphate was still a great power. The soldiers 
may not have been able to defeat many of their enemies, and indeed 
their only displays of militarism were in demanding their salaries, but 
they looked fearsome lining the streets. Diplomatic display, whether in 
Constantinople or Baghdad, was not aimed solely at foreigners.

There are brief records of other embassies in 924,927-8,937-8 and fi
nally in 942-3. Diplomatic contacts cease thereafter, not, presumably, 
because the Byzantines did not take any more prisoners but because the 
caliphs were now completely powerless and not worth doing business 
with. After 945 power in Baghdad and southern Iraq was effectively in 
the hands of a family of Persian military adventurers, the Buyids, who 
regarded the Byzantine frontier as an irrelevance and were embarrassed 
rather than inflamed by the occasioned outbreaks of popular enthusiasm 
for the jihad.

A new feature of the last embassy was that the emperor demanded 
not just money from the hapless Caliph al-Muttaqi but also the mandil 
of Edessa, the famous cloth carrying the imprint of Christ's face, which 
was brought to Constantinople.27 Apart from this, purely Christian con
cerns seem to have played little part in Byzantine diplomacy. The 
Moslem conquests had caused a break in the succession to all the east
ern Melkite patriarchates and, it must be presumed, to most if not all 
bishoprics.28 In addition, Heraclius's Monothelitism had been vigor-

27 Yahya b. Sa'id al-Antaki, tr. Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes U.1,91-3.
28 For the survival of the Melkite church, H. Kennedy, 'The Melkite church from the
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ously rejected by the communities who came under Moslem rule and 
this intensified the breach with Constantinople. This meant that the 
Byzantines did not constitute themselves as the protectors of Melkite 
churches under Christian rule in any systematic way and communica
tion of any sort was rare. When Leo VI wanted to legitimize his fourth 
marriage in 906 he contacted not only the pope in Rome but also the 
patriarchs of Antioch, Jerusalem and Alexandria to seek their support, 
but this was a move forced upon him by domestic pressures rather than 
foreign policy considerations. Links were reestablished in 937-8 when 
the patriarch of Constantinople sent gifts to the patriarchs of Alexandria 
and Antioch so that they would mention him in their prayers, a practice 
which had been in abeyance since Umayyad times.29 In the mid
eleventh century, Constantine X showed his concern for the holy places 
of Jerusalem, the first time a Byzantine emperor had done so since the 
reign of Heraclius: he sent subsidies for the rebuilding of the church of 
the Holy Sepulchre.30 In these sporadic contacts, there is no evidence 
that the Byzantines were using links with the eastern Christians for 
diplomatic purposes.

The fourth phase of Byzantine diplomacy shows a marked change. 
This was a result of the Byzantine conquests of the mid tenth century, 
above all the conquest of Antioch in 969 and the establishment of a 
Byzantine province of Syria. The objectives of Byzantine diplomacy 
were now more specific and continuous -  to protect the newly won 
lands. This diplomatic effort was also aimed in different directions. In 
the same year that the Byzantines took Antioch, the Fatimids occupied 
Egypt and it was to Egypt that Byzantine missions were most 
frequently sent.

Byzantine diplomatic strategy was essentially defensive. The main 
purpose was to keep Aleppo, ruled by the Hamdanids and from the 
early eleventh century, the Mirdasids, an Arab dynasty of Bedouin 
origin, as an independent, tribute-paying, buffer state.31 The main 
threat to this was the intermittent attempts of the Fatimids, who ruled 
Palestine more or less effectively, to take over the city and incorporate it

Islamic conquest to the Crusades', in The 17th International Byzantine Congress: Major Papers 
(New York, 1986), 325-43.

29 See the passages of Eutychius translated in Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes II.1,25.
30 C. Couasnon, The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, The Schweich Lectures of 

the British Academy, 1972, (London, 1975).
31 For the Middle Eastern background see H. Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the 

Caliphates (London, 1986), 302-06. An important study of Arab-Byzantine relations in this 
period can be found in J.H. Forsyth, The Arab-Byzantine Chronicle of Yahya b. Sa'id al-Antaki 
(Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Michigan, 1977).
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in their own dominions. These attempts reached their climax with the 
campaigns of Manjutakin in 993-5 which were thwarted by the arrival 
of the Emperor Basil II in person. In 1000 the Caliph al-Hakim sent the 
patriarch of Jerusalem, Orestes, to Constantinople to negotiate a truce. 
Despite the caliph's occasional anti-Christian outbursts, peace was 
effectively maintained for the next fifty years and continuing embassies 
were sent to keep up contacts. For example, in 1024, after al-Hakim's 
death, his sister sent Nicephorus of Jerusalem to negotiate about 
arrangements for the reconstruction of the church of the Holy Sepulchre 
which her brother had destroyed.

The diplomatic relations were not confined to questions of war and 
peace. Ibn al-Adim, the historian of Aleppo, gives the full text of a 
treaty drawn up between Peter Phocas and Qarghawaih, a commander 
who represented the Hamdanid party in Aleppo.32 Among its provi
sions are stipulations that Qarghawaih should offer to pay a poll-tax, 
give military support to the Byzantines, send back fugitives from 
justice, allow the rebuilding of churches and facilitate the passage of 
trading caravans. After 1023 similarly close relations were developed 
with the Mirdasids. In 1031, for example, Mirdasids and Byzantines 
conducted a joint campaign against rebels in the Jabal Summaq and in 
1041 their combined armies fought against the Fatimid general Anush- 
tagin Dizbari. Relations with the Mirdasids were also marked by the 
bestowal of Byzantine titles on members of the dynasty, a diplomatic 
practice common in other areas but not used on Moslems before: in 
1041 Thimal b. Salih was made a magistros and other members of his 
family, including his redoutable wife 'Alawiyya were given the titles of 
strategos or patrikios.33

This 'province of Syria diplomacy' marks the last stage of Byzantine- 
Arab diplomatic activity before the coming of the Seljuk Turks. It was 
also the only period in which the Byzantines seem to have developed a 
fully fledged foreign policy, taking advantage of the rivalries and 
weaknesses on the Moslem side and exploiting them by sustained 
diplomacy. Before this time, Byzantine diplomacy seems to have been 
limited to isolated missions to sue for peace or arrange for the release of 
prisoners. Subtle diplomacy may have saved the Byzantines many 
times from attacks from the north and west, but there is little evidence 
that they were able or determined to use the same methods with their 
Moslem neighbours.

32 The truce is translated and discussed in W. Farag, The Truce ofSafar A.H. 359 December- 
January 969-970 (Birmingham, 1977).

33 Kennedy, Age of the Caliphates, 304-06.
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SEVENTH-CENTURY CONTINUITIES: 
THE AJN AD  AND THE ‘THEMATIC MYTH”

John Haldon

THE EFFECTS of sudden changes in the political control of an area are 
often difficult to clarify even with the advantage of plentiful and reliable 
sources. How much more difficult it is, then, for historians of the late 
Roman and early Islamic states to understand the processes which followed 
the Arab Islamic conquests in Syria, Palestine and Iraq, is well-known, in 
view of the limited and fragmentary source materials from the Greek, 
Syriac and Arabic traditions. This affects not only our understanding of 
the actual course of events, but in particular of the structural 
transformations which resulted, or were exacerbated, as a consequence of 
these political changes. Administrative and fiscal institutional arrangements 
are particularly difficult to perceive through the partiality and the rhetoric 
of the literary sources; and even with the help of material remains -  
archaeological and epigraphic data, for example -  our knowledge of what 
went on in these respects is extremely vague.

It is clear that the earliest Arab-Islamic administration of Syria, 
Palestine and Iraq, as well as of Egypt, relied initially on pre-existing 
institutional patterns and arrangements, both in respect of fiscal practices 
(methods of assessing and collecting “tribute” i.e. tax, for example) as well 
as civil administrative structures. In particular, it has usually been accepted 
that the early Arab ajnad or army-districts of Filastln, al-Urdunn, Dimashq 
and Hims reflect pre-Muslim structures. But it has been recently argued
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that these are not the late Roman provinces as they are known from sixth- 
century sources. On the contrary, they reflect the results of a major reform 
of the late Roman civil and military administration of Syria and Palestine, a 
reform which is supposed to have involved the establishment in the period 
629-34 of military districts or themata (normally associated with the later 
seventh century and after in Byzantine Asia Minor) by the emperor 
Heraclius, primarily with the function of countering a future threat from 
the Sasanid Persian empire in the East.

In this contribution I will accept that some changes in the military 
and possibly also the civil administrative arrangements of the region were 
probably introduced at about this time, particularly with respect to the 
districts later incorporated into the jund al-Urdunn; I will also accept that 
the ajnad do not represent late Roman civil provincial boundaries. On the 
other hand, I will argue that there is no connection with any imagined 
Heraclian theme system, and that the ajnad actually represent nothing more 
than the regions across which several of the duces operating in Palestine I, 
II and ffl and Phoenice I and II commanded their troops, together with the 
associated hadirs or encampments which served as the bases for the 
numerous Arab federate and allied forces of the late Roman military 
establishment in the region. Furthermore, it will be argued that it is the 
ajnad and the network of camps and garrisons associated with them which 
can best explain the absence of substantial new am$ar or military bases, and 
consequently of major new urban foundations, during the post-conquest 
period in Syria, in contrast in particular to Iraq and Egypt.

Given the difficulties of interpretation presented by the often 
intractable literary sources, and the problems facing the historian of the 
period of the early Arab-Islamic conquests and Islamic state formation, the 
questions raised by this otherwise relatively parochial issue are significant 
from both a historical methodological and an interpretational -  i.e. 
theoretical -  point of view. Assumptions about what is held to have been 
the nature of preceding late Roman structures, about the very nature of the 
Islamic conquests and early post-conquest military-fiscal organisation, as 
well as about what the written sources can supposedly tell us about these 
matters, all play a crucial role, and must be critically assessed. As will 
become clear in the following, some traditional assumptions in these 
respects can be substantially challenged.
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I

For those who have argued that major reforms and a major break with the 
past in respect of the organisation of the imperial armies took place during 
the reign of Heraclius, important evidence from Arabic sources has been 
presented in the last few years which appears to throw valuable light on the 
period immediately before and during the first phase of Islamic expansion 
and the conquest of the East Roman districts of Syria and Palestine. This 
material has been used to argue that it is indeed to Heraclius that the origins 
of the so-called “theme system” should be attributed, thus re-opening the 
whole question of the beginnings of the structures of military recruitment, 
payment and provisioning typical of the period from the later seventh into 
the later tenth century. 1 In the present article I should like to suggest an 
alternative solution to the questions reused by this Arabic material, while 
emphasising that it is primarily due to the efforts of Arabists that this 
alternative explanation has been made possible.

The argument that has been made is as follows: first, according to 
the most reliable traditions incorporated into the Muslim sources, Syria 
appears to have been divided into four districts in the period immediately 
preceding the Arab conquests.2 Second, immediately after the Arab 
conquest, the Arab armies of the region appear organised into four districts

1 For recent surveys of the previous debate on the origins of the theme system see R.-J. 
Lillie, ‘“Die zweihundertjahrige Reform, zu den AnfSngen der Themenorganisation im 7. 
und 8 Jahrhundert”, Byzantinoslavica 45 (1984), 27-39, 190-201, and in this volume; and 
J.F. Haldon, ‘‘Military Service, Military Lands and the Status of Soldiers: Current 
Problems and Interpretations”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 47 (1993), 1-67. There are 
essentially two points of view, (a) that the themes (Gr. themata) were the result of a 
deliberate administrative reform undertaken by the emperor Heraclius or ’one of his 
immediate successors; (b) that they are the result of a longer-term development by which 
military units were distributed across several civil districts for both logistical and strategic 
reasons after the withdrawal of armies from Syria and Armenia in the 630s. For the 
argument on the ajnad, see I. Shahid, “Heraclius and the Theme-System: New Light from 
the Arabic”, Byzantion 57 (1987), 391-406; “Heraclius and the Theme System: Further 
Observations”, ibid. 59 (1989), 208-43; and “Heraclius and the Unfinished Themes of 
Oriens: Some Final Observations”, Byzantion 64 (1994), 352-76 (henceforth Shahid I, II 
and III). Shahid believes that Heraclius created the first themata. I am indebted to Larry 
Conrad, J0rgen Nielsen, Michael Ursinus and Chris Wickham for their constructive 
criticism and helpful suggestions during the process of producing this article.
2 Shahid I, 394; al-Tabari, Ta'rikh al-rusul wa-l-muluk, ed. M. IbrShlm (Cairo, 1961), II, 
651; L. Caetani, Annali dell’Islam , 10 vols. (Milan, 1905-26), II. 2, 1120-69, with the 
relevant traditions and an attempt to extract a consistent account from the different 
narratives.
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or ajnad (sing, jund), a term which can be rendered as troops or “districts 
of soldiers” or “armies”. The traditions which record some of these details 
go back to early post-conquest times, and list as well the names of the 
commanders, the capitals of each district and many other details, and there 
is no reason to doubt the reliability of the tradition, the argument runs, at 
least as regards its most general outlines in this respect.3 Third, it is further 
argued that the geographical location of these districts, which are said to 
run from east to west from the Syrian desert to the coast, each with a 
coastline and ports, suggests a defence against attack from the North, and -  
given the existence of the desert on the eastern flank -  can be specifically 
related to the dangers presented to these late Roman regions from the 
Sasanid Persian state.4 Fourth, it is argued that while these ajnad are 
clearly pre-Muslim in inspiration, the region in question before the Arab 
conquests had been divided into eleven civil provinces protected by a 
number of military commands under duces. It is therefore concluded that, 
sometime in the years immediately preceding the conquest, a reform of the 
administration of these regions took place; and that reform, it is finally 
argued, must have involved the creation of four themata, upon which the 
post-conquest ajnad were based.

The justification for this conclusion is straightforward: the ajnad 
were clearly based on a pre-conquest system, but a system which was 
different from the late Roman administration for the area. For the thematic 
system of the Byzantine empire, it is assumed, involved the amalgamation 
of a number of pre-existing civil regions under military commanders in 
Asia Minor after the loss of the East, and this system itself, it is then 
concluded, must have followed an earlier model: namely, a defensive 
system of “proto-themes” (or “unfinished” themes) established by Heraclius

3 Shahid I, 392, 394f.; II, 210f. Cf. El2 II, 600-601. Al-Tabari, II, 651 notes that his 
information derives ultimately from “one of the ancient Syrian authorities”. There remain a 
number of difficult problems associated with the early source tradition, as is clear from the 
analysis of the conquest of Syria in Fred. M. Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests 
(Princeton, 1981), especially 111; G. Strohmaier, “Arabische Quellen”, in W. Bran des, F. 
Winkelmann, eds., Quellen zur Geschichte des friihen Byzanz, Berliner Byzantinistische 
Arbeiten 55 (Berlin, 1990), 234-44, see 240; and in general A. Noth, Quellenkritische 
Studien zu Themen, Formen und Tendenzen fruhislamischer Geschichtstiberlieferung 
(Bonn, 1973) (second revised edition and translation in collaboration with Lawrence I. 
Conrad = The Early Arabic Historical Tradition: A Source-Critical Study, trans. Michael 
Bonner, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 2, Princeton, 1994). While there are 
considerable differences of opinion between these three, the highly problematic nature of 
the Arabic sources becomes very clear in their expositions.
4 Shahid I, 395-96; HI, 355, 363. In support of this point Shahid also adduces the names 
of the four ajnad -  IJim$ (Emesa), Dimashq (Damascus), Filas.tln (Palestine) and al- 
Urdunn (Jordan) -  as pre-Islamic and therefore of Byzantine/late Roman origin.
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after his victory over the Persians, that is, between the years 627 and 632
33, the date of the first Arab raids of significance.^ Debate on the origins 
of the thematic system are complex, but there does exist a tenth-century 
Byzantine tradition that it was under the successors of Heraclius that the 
larger late Roman provinces were cut up into smaller units. On the 
strength of this tradition, amongst other arguments, the first themata are 
thus postulated in Oriens, under Heraclius himself, short-lived structures 
which were quickly absorbed into the administrative structures of the 
conquerors.6

The argument has two key elements. On the one hand, the clear and 
unequivocal existence from the earliest Islamic times of ajnad evidently 
based on some pre-conquest arrangements of the late Roman state. On the 
other hand, the proposal that these divisions represent something 
territorially and qualitatively different from the pre-existing late Roman 
structure of provinces and military commands under duces; and that these 
are to be identified as army-districts or themata (whether or not this was 
the term actually used, they were militarised provincial groupings). Let us 
examine these points more closely.

II

Now there is no reason to cast doubt on the bare fact of the existence of the 
ajnad from the earliest days of the conquest, even though there are many 
problems connected with the Arabic sources and their tradition (for 
example, they are not always clear on points of detail, so that some mention 
four and some five original ajnad) J  And it is very unclear as to how

5 Shahid I, 397-400; and at greater length, II, 213ff. Shahid argues that his experience in 
the exarchate of Carthage and its militarised administration, together with his experience in 
the Persian war and his “crusading" attitude, were the crucial factors in his: ideas for the 
themata as militarised provinces, II, 229-35. In respect of the Exarchates, this revives a 
much older view, as expressed, for example, by G. Ostrogorsky, “L’Exarchat de Ravenne 
et l’origine des thfcmes byzantins”, I Corso di Cultura sulVArte Ravennate e Bizantina 
(1960), 99-110.
6 The tradition is found in Constantine VII’s De Thematibus (A. Pertusi, ed. and trans., 
Constantino Porfirogenito De Thematibus, Studi e Testi 160 [Citt& del Vaticano, 1952]), 
12f., 16. In fact, the text is fairly explicit that it was not Heraclius who started the themata; 
rather it was from his time that his successors were forced to change the military structures 
of the state.
7 Al-Bal5dhuri, Kitdb futuh al-buldan, trans. P.K. Hitti, The Origins o f the Islamic State 
(New York, 1916,1968), 166, 167, 178, 202; al-Tabari, T a 'rikh , II, 651; III, 391; 
Caetani, Annali dell'Islam, n. 2, 1123ff; 1133ff. For a detailed account of the conquest of 
these regions -  wjhich emphasizes the frequent lack of consenses among the different 
traditions -  see Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, esp. 111-55.
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reliable any of the details that are offered in association with the ajnad 
actually are. In the first place, some details may be the result of later 
accretions and elaborations handed on by story-tellers and transmitters 
interested in a particular view -  stories connected with a given clan, family 
or tribe, for example, or a particular area. Other details may result from 
the rationalising and tidying up which the older traditions appear to have 
suffered in later Umayyad and ‘AbbSsid times. In the second place, the later 
geographers, upon whose works much of the detail for the extent or limits 
of the ajnad is dependent, themselves derived their material for the most 
part from the same traditions as historical writers like al-Bal5dhuri and al- 
Tabari are therefore subject to the same suspicions. Indeed, for the 
geographers what mattered most was the establishment of a more-or-less 
coherent description relevant to their own time and concerns, thus of the 
ninth century and after. Does the simple fact that the ajnad appear to be 
different from the foregoing administrative divisions of the region justify 
such a wide-ranging theory as that presented by Shahid?

Traditionally, it has been assumed that they merely represent groups 
of pre-existing civil provinces, although, as we shall see, this is probably 
not strictly correct, either.8 But the very use of the term “theme” (thema) 
in this context clouds the issue. We need to ask what exactly is understood 
by this word, which could bear several meanings, all related, and might 
mean little more than “army” .9 Is the term useful or even relevant to an 
examination of the problems facing the late Roman administration in the 
period in question? For the rest, the assumption that these notional 
Heraclian themata were enlarged, militarized districts with a de facto 
military administration remains hypothetical, and is inferred only from the 
administration of the ajnad themselves (about which virtually nothing 
concrete is actually known from the early period), and from certain 
assumptions about the administration of the Byzantine themata. But even 
here there is very little evidence for the themes being military 
administrative districts in the strict sense until the later eighth century 
(although this does not preclude a de facto militarization of provincial 
administrative activity and priorities). As I will suggest, therefore, a 
number of the suggestions made in support of the idea of pre-conquest 
themata in Syria are not really very sound.

8 See, for example, G. Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems. A Description o f Syria 
and the Holy Land from A.D. 650 to 1500, Translated from the Works o f the Medieval 
Arab Geographers (London, 1890), 26.
9 Shahid I, 398; II, 236, 239.
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In addition, it needs to be emphasized that, apart from these 
references in the later Arabic tradition, there is in fact no evidence at all 
from the Greek or Syriac sources to say what happened to the provinces 
occupied by the Persians between about 614 and 626. We know hardly 
anything at all about their military or civil administration under the 
Sasanian regime, nor whether or not the older establishment was merely 
taken over by the conquerors, or whether a Persian administrative 
structure was established. The contemporary collection of the life and 
miracles of Anastasius the Persian refers to a Persian military command at 
Caesarea in Palestine, marked by the presence, for instance, of a marzbdn 
and soldiers and a commissariat; but this tells us little about the 
administration of civil matters. We do not know what happened to the 
military units stationed in the regions which were overrun -  the limitanei, 
for example -  and this has obvious consequences for any deductions we 
might make about the situation in which the Romans re-established imperial 
rule after 628-29. It is always to be borne in mind, therefore, that the 
ajnad may reflect some Sasanian institutional arrangement of which we 
know nothing. In spite of the sketchy evidence from the Greek and other 
sources for the conquests, my own view is that this is unlikely, as I will 
point out below in respect of what happened in Egypt. But it cannot be 
positively discounted, and must remain at least a possibility. The silence of 
the Syriac sources may be particularly significant, in view of the interest 
they tend to show in respect of institutional and administrative affairs. 10

The interpretation offered here is intended not so much to solve 
definitively the problem of the origins of the ajnad (although I hope that 
the solution proposed will at the least be found plausible, within the

10 For the development of the Anatolian themata and the continued existence of the civil 
administrative apparatus throughout the seventh and into the eighth century, see J.F. 
Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century: the Transformation o f a Culture (Cambridge, 
1990), 195*207; 208ff. For the Syriac historical tradition and the dependence of later 
Byzantine historians upon it, see L.I. Conrad, “Theophanes and the Arabic Historical 
Tradition: Some Indications of Intercultural Transmission”, Byzantinische Forschungen 15 
(1990), 1-44; idem, “The Conquest of ArwSd: a Source-Critical Study in the 
Historiography of the Early Medieval Near East”, in Averil Cameron and Lawrence I. 
Conrad, eds., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, I: Problems in the Literary 
Source Material (Princeton, 1992), 317-401, esp. 322-24, 386-88. For the Persians at 
Caesarea: Acta M. Anastasii Persae, ed. H. Usener (Bonn, 1894) pp. 5-6 (BHG 84; cf.
H.G. Beck, Kirche und theologische Literatur im byzantinischen Reich [Handbuch der 
Altertumswissenschaft xii, 2.1 = Byzantinisches Handbuch 2.1, Munich 1959], 461). 
W.E. Kaegi,Jr., Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests (Cambridge, 1992), 272, 
notes a later Arab tradition that former Byzantine soldiers joined the Muslim forces in the 
conquest of Egypt. Although the tradition is uncorroborated, it is in itself not unlikely that 
some soldiers did change sides; possibly there were similar occurrences during the Persian 
occupation of Palestine and Syria.
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constraints imposed by the evidence), but rather to suggest that the answer 
certainly does not lie in some mythical thematic reform of the Emperor 
Heraclius. In the following, therefore, it is suggested that while the 
traditionai view (that the ajnad in some way reflect a degree of continuity 
from late Roman institutional arrangements) is not entirely to be dismissed, 
there may nevertheless have taken place some changes in the late Roman 
provincial civil and military establishment for the areas in question which 
the ajnad also reflect. The context, purpose and form of those changes 
remain to be clarified.

I shall begin by looking more closely at the geographical identity of 
these districts. The Arabic sources name the ajnad, from south to north, as 
Filastln, al-Urdunn, Dimashq and Hims. These are the targets against which 
Abu Bakr is reported to have sent four different armies in the attack on 
Syria. The fact that al-Baladhurl refers to only three districts and three 
commanders may reflect merely the priority given to the initial attacks on 
the southernmost districts, as Shahid argues. 1 1  These districts represent, in 
order, Palestine, Jordan, Damascus and Emesa; and Shahid points out that 
these do not appear to coincide with the late Roman provinces into which 
the region was divided, or the commands of the duces assigned to them. If 
we accept the tradition that four commanders were supposedly despatched 
by Abu Bakr, this may well suggest that “Syria” was already divided into 
four major regions. But whether these were four military districts or the 
regions assigned to four duces, or (as seems most likely) four strategically 
separate and extremely loosely defined zones from the point of view of the 
Arab forces, remains quite uncertain. As we have seen, however, the Arab 
traditions are not entirely to be taken at face value, being often mutually 
contradictory in this respect, as well as representing the interests and 
rationalisations of a much later generation of compilers. Thus the four

11 For the four commanders, their districts and their armies, see al-Tabari, Ta'rikh , HI, 
390-392. On al-BalSdhuit and his three districts (he excluded IJim$), see Futuh al-buldan, 
165, 167 (Hitti); and Shahid I, 394 n. 6. An alternative tradition originating in the eighth 
century attributes these four commanders with more wide-ranging objectives, adding a 
certain legendary element (Palestine, Egypt, Persia and the non-Muslim Arabs), Agapius, 
Kitdb al-‘Unvan, ed. and trans. A.A. Vasiliev, PO VII.4 (Paris, 1911), 468, ultimately 
from Theophilus of Edessa; followed by the “Anonymous Chronicle to 1234” (Anonymi 
auctoris Chronicon ad annum Domini 1234 pertinens, trans. J.B. Chabot [pt. 1], CSCO 
Scriptores Syri 56), 241 (Eng. trans. A. Palmer, The Seventh Century in the West Syrian 
Chronicles [Liverpool 1993]), 146 (cap. 48). But this tradition should not be dismissed too 
lightly, since it pre-dates the composition of (if not necessarily the reports included in) the 
ninth-century Arab historiography. Shahid III, 357, correctly notes that the duces did not 
have administrative authority over a province as such, although at II, 213 he refers to the 
civil and the military governors (duces) who had run the eleven provinces in question.
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regions and the four attacking armies very probably reflect simply a 
tidying-up of earlier and less compatible oral and written accounts. Indeed, 
the very idea that Abu Bakr sent armies out according to some strategically 
coherent plan has increasingly been questioned. In the first place, it seems 
much more likely that small, Muslim-led parties set out on raids and, in the 
process of their march, collected increasing numbers of adherents 
according to the prospects for success, the amount of booty expected, 
supposed weakness or strength of the opposing forces, and so on. In the 
second place, the later Umayyad and ‘Abbasid desire to embed the early 
heroes and martyrs of the faith by name firmly in specific events -  whether 
battles, marches, sieges or disputations -  make these reports extremely 
suspect. In the last analysis, therefore, such arguments can neither prove 
nor disprove the notion that Syria was already divided territorially into 
four regions at the time of the conquest. 12

What areas were included within the four ajnad? Shahid presents a 
map showing “four provinces parallel to one another running from East to 
West, from the desert to the Mediterranean.../’^According to this scheme,

12 See Shahid I, 394, following al-Tabari, loc. cit.\ cf. the.44Anonymous Chronicle to 
1234”, 239-240 (Palmer,West-Syrian Chronicles, 144 [cap. 46]).On the reliability of the 
relevant historiographical traditions, and the question of the form of the first raids and the 
problem of “central strategic planning”, see the remarks of Donner, The Early Islamic 
Conquests, 111; idem, “The Problem of Early Arabic Historiography in Syria”, in 
Proceedings o f the Second Symposium on the History ofBildd al-Shdm I (Amman, 1985), 
1-27. Caetani, Annali dell’Islam, II. 2, 1168-69, thought the armies sent represented four 
strategic zones. It is worth noting, incidentally, that the ninth-century account of Ibn 
A4tham differs from the majority tradition, insofar as AbG ‘Ubayda is described as waiting 
near the Roman frontier region for his numbers to increase (presumably as word spread 
among local tribesmen of his planned raid), Ibn A4tham al-KOfi, Kitdb al-futuh, ed. 
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mu4Id Khan (Hyderabad, 1968-75/1388-95), 1 ,142-43. According to 
Ibn A‘tham, it was Khalid ibn al-Walid (and not Abd Bakr) who despatched six (rather 
than four) amirs from his camp near Damascus (not Medina) to (the districts of) al-Balq5‘ 
(i.e. the eastern parts of al-Urdunn), Palestine, Bostra, Baalbek, Emesa and the Hawr5n. I 
am grateful to Lawrence Conrad for this reference; and on Ibn A4tham, see Conrad,“The 
Conquest of Arwad”, 348-50. A similar account of the initial campaign against Iraq under 
Khalid ibn al-Walid occurs in the late eighth-century Kitdb al-kharaj of Abu Yusuf 
Y a‘qub: see E. Fagnan, trans. and comm., Abou Yousouf Ya'koub, le livre de Vimpot 
fonder (Kitdb al-Kharaj) (Paris, 1921), 219; the English translation in A. Ben Shemesh, 
Taxation in Islam III: Abu Yusufs Kitab al-Kharaj (Leiden-London, 1969), concentrates 
on the fiscal material and excludes much of the historical material. Noth, The Early Arabic 
Historical Tradition, 196-97, emphasizes the process of systematization which resulted in 
many of these accounts: the division of territories not yet conquered into a number of 
“provinces” and the allocation to them of their commanders/conquerors in advance (which 
occurs in the case of Syria as well as that of the eastern Sasanian provinces, for example), 
is characteristic. To assume that the regions in question were already so divided before their 
conquest is in consequence highly questionable.
13 Shahid I, 395 and map HI; II, 226 and map in  (following that of P.K. Hitti, History o f 
Syria [London, 1957], 413); III, 355, 363 and map II.
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the ajnad are all bounded in the East by the Syrian desert and when 
comparison is made with Shahid’s maps of the Roman provinces (map I in 
all three articles), it would indeed appear quite clear that there is no 
relationship between the two. The approximate boundaries and districts 
covered by the various military commands of the area under their duces 
are not included, however; and having accepted that the ajnad  are 
themselves a reflection of a pre-conquest and Roman arrangement, the 
conclusion that this new structure reflects a radical departure from 
previous provincial boundaries is unavoidable. But I would like to suggest 
that, if we review the Arab evidence for the geography of the ajnad -  
problematic though it is -  we will come to somewhat different conclusions.

Map II (p. xiii above) shows the approximate boundaries of the ajnad 
primarily according to the reports of the Arab chroniclers and geographers 
of the period from the ninth to the twelfth century. The reliability of this 
information for the early period -  from the conquests until well into the 
eighth century -  is very difficult to assess in respect of details since, as I 
have pointed out already, the geographers of the ninth century and after 
were interested in describing the situation, as far as they knew it and as far 
as they possessed the relevant information, of their own day. Material 
relevant to the earliest period of Arab-Islamic rule had to be fitted into this 
tradition; and this meant in turn that they showed little concern for the 
evolution of districts or institutions unless they constituted a particular 
issue for them. It also meant that a good deal of tidying-up went on in 
order to make conflicting information somehow more coherent (in the 
views of the writers in question, at any rate). On the other hand, there is 
some corroboration for the broad outlines of the information incorporated 
into the ninth-century tradition and later, chiefly of a numismatic nature, 
which would suggest that the approximate shape of the ajnad as given in the 
traditions of both historians and geographers can be accepted. But I must 
emphasise that this information is the only information on these regions, so 
that any conclusions we may draw from it must rely to a large extent on 
whether or not they make sense in the light of what is known about the 
general situation prevailing during the period in question.

As can be seen, and in agreement with Shahid’s Map III, the jund of 
Him? is the most northerly, having a border with that of Dimashq to the 
South running inland from the coast just north of Tripoli in a more-or-less 
easterly direction. As I have mentioned, there are some problems 
associated with the original extent of this district, which will be dealt with
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below. The jund of Dimashq has a littoral reaching down as far as Tyre, at 
which point it meets the boundary of al-Urdunn. But it is important to 
note that, according to the sources, it actually encloses the area of the jund 
al-Urdunn on the desert side, including, for example, the cities of Bostra 
and ‘Amman, before stretching down to meet the border of Filastln, which 
covers the districts to the South, stretching into the Negev, and west as far 
as the coast. Even with the tidying-up carried out by the later geographers, 
these descriptions may reasonably be presumed to reflect the approximate 
extent of the ajnad in the seventh century, since the evidence of the early 
Umayyad mints for the region fits in with these areas, with a few minor 
exceptions (discussed below) .14 But all this evidence is in flat contradiction 
with Shahid’s map, and hardly supports the notion of a radical 
restructuring of the strategic defences of the area. But it does suggest the 
possibility of a somewhat different conclusion in respect of the origins and 
function of the putative late Roman districts purportedly underlying the 
later ajnad.

We may now usefully compare these four regions with the known late 
Roman pattern of provincial administration and the area covered by the

14 For the cities and the extent of the jund  of al-Urdunn, see al-BalSdhurl, Futuh al- 
buldan, 178-180. As well as the major towns of Tiberias, Scythopolis, Hippos (SGsiya), 
the district of Gaulanitis, Diocaesarea (Sepphoris/Saffuriya), and Pella (Fifel), it included 
also the coast from Tyre down to Carmel, with the city of Acre; and the city of Gerasa 
(Jarash) (al-Baladhurf, Futuh al-buldan, 179). To the north, east and south-east lay the 
jund  of Dimashq, with both Bostra and ‘Amman (see al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 173, 
193) and to the south and south-west that of Filastln (although the Arab sources do not 
always agree on the boundary between Dimashq and Filasfln -  see below and n. 56). See 
EIl , IV, 1030. For a detailed account from the Arab geographers of the extent of each jund, 
see the texts translated in Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems, 28-30 (al-Ui'dunn); 32
35 (Dimashq); 35-37 (Him$ and Qinnasrin); also Caetani, Annali dellzIslam , II. 2, 1126 
and n. 1. The most recent modem historical map, the Tiibinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients 
(Wiesbaden) (hereafter TAVO) map B VII 2 (Das islamische Reich unter den vier ersten 
Kalifen 632-66 n. ChrJU-40h.]) gives no detailed account. I have not been able to consult 
Alan Walmsley, The Islamic Cities o f Palestine and Jordan: an Historical Geography, A.H. 
20-375/A.D. 640-985 (Irbid, Yarmouk University, forthcoming).The extent of al-Urdunn 
and its borders with both FilasjQn and Dimashq are correctly noted in N.G. Goussous and 
Kh.F. Tarawneh, Coinage o f the Ancient and Islamic World (Amman, 1991), maps at pp. 
55 and 56, based on the evidence for early Umayyad mints in the various ajnad during the 
later seventh century. See J. Walker, A Catalogue o f the Arab-Byzantine and Post-Reform 
Umaiyad Coins (London, 1956), lxx ff. and the discussion in nn. 27 and 45 below. For 
the purposes, politics and sources of the Arab geographers, see A. Miquel, La geographie 
humaine du monde musulmane jusqu’au milieu du XJe siecle, 2 vols. (Paris, 1967, 1975), 
intro, to vol. 2.
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various military commanders or duces under the supervision of the 
magister militum per Orientem.

It seems clear enough that the pattern of provincial civil districts is 
not reflected directly in the ajnad -  one of the fundamental points upon 
which the argument of Shahid is based. But if we look at the districts across 
which the local duces exercised their military and policing authority, 
regions representing a grouping together of a number of civil provinces, 
some significant points emerge (Map III, p. xiv). First, it is important to 
stress that the duces of the region had no civil authority over an 
administrative district as such; 15 but they, and officials connected with the 
calculation and distribution of the supplies levied in kind or in cash from 
the population for the maintenance of the soldiers, did have some limited 
administrative authority. Moreover, it is known that military officers often 
bullied provincial and diocesan officials, a state of affairs that is reflected 
from time to time in imperial legislation. 16 The sphere of influence of the 
various duces extended over a territory loosely defined by the outer 
boundaries of the several provinces which they were to protect and police, 
so that the military circumscriptions under the duces seem to have

15 If this is what is meant by “the eleven provinces had been run by both civil and military 
governors”, or “the duces...were in charge of provinces lying along the limes 
Orientalis...”, Shahid II, 213; the notion that the eleven provinces had been “run by civil 
and military governors” is repeated at m.359, as is the assumption that the command of a 
dux was a “province”. Yet in III, 357-58, in contrast, Shahid is at pains to stress that (a) 
ducatus was a technical term for the office of dux, rather than the region over which his 
military authority was exercised; and that (b) the terms appears in the footnote in question 
(Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 215, n.27) to refer to a civil administrative 
region. In fact, while the term is used rather loosely in that note, there is no implication 
either that duces were military governors, as Shahid seems to think, or that they exercised 
anything other than a military command and the associated jurisdictional authority. The 
exception in the later fourth-early fifth century was Arabia, when the dux et praeses was 
one and the same officer; see A.H.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 284-602. A Social, 
Economic and Administrative Survey (Oxford, 1964), 101. In Justinian's time the civil 
governor was a moderator (Jones, LRE, 281 with n. 28; 282; also A. von Domaszewski, 
R.E. Brunnow, Die Provincia Arabia in  [Strasburg, 1909], 283-84). While nominally in 
charge of the civil administration alone, however, such officials (in Palestine I and in 
Phoenice also) were in addition given authority over one military unit in their provinces by 
Justinian, who also awarded them supreme authority over both civil and military affairs 
under certain extraordinary conditions (to be confirmed by the emperor himself as the 
situation arose). See Jones, LRE , 282; P. Mayerson, “Justinian’s Novel 103 and the 
Reorganisation of Palestine”, BASOR 269 (1988), 65-71. The evidence cited by Kaegi, 
Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 167f. and “Changes in Military Organization 
and Daily Life on the Eastern Frontier”, in 'H fcwj axo flvfavno (Athens,
1989), 507-21, see 511-13 for emergency civil and military powers in the hands of a 
military commander proves at best that Heraclius was attempting to maintain some 
semblance of military and administrative cohesion using perfectly traditional means.
16 See Jones, LRE, 376; and E. Patlagean, “L’impdt pay6 par les soldats au Vie sifccle”, in 
Armies etfiscalite dans le monde antique, Colloques nationaux CNRS, Paris, 1977), 303
309.
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corresponded very roughly with those civil provincial boundaries which 
marked their outer limits. Thus the dux Arabiae appears to have lost 
responsibility for the region from the Wadi Mu jib down to the Wadi 1- 
Hasa after this had ceased in the later fifth century to be the boundary 
between the civil provinces of Palestine III and Arabia. The soldiers at the 
legionary fortress of Baetarus/Betthoro, at Areopolis (Rabbath Moab), 
“Naarsafari” (in the W5dl Zifire), in posts along the Wadi 1-HafTr, at 
“Ainauatha” and Mu’ta (“Motha”), settlements which now all fell within the 
civil province of Palestine HI, were from this time under the command of 
the dux Palaestinae.n Of course, some of these posts and forts were no 
longer garrisoned, but the dux was still nominally responsible for the 
defence of the region. There must have been some overlap of authority 
along this fluid and open “frontier” region, however, and there is some 
indirect evidence to suggest that this was the case. But the main point is that 
the duces were in no way governors, merely regional commanders of field 
troops and units, under the general supervision and authority of the 
magister militum per Orientem. That they often operated together, and 
outside the group of provinces over which their soldiers were based, is of 
course quite clear. The titles they held, with their clearly territorial 
associations, nevertheless demonstrate the connection between military 
authority and the areas over which it was exercised. 18

17 See Not.Dig., Or. XXXVII, 14.17.22.23 (O. Seeck, ed.f Notitia Dignitatum Utriusque 
Imperii [Orientalis] [Leipzig, 1876]); and A.H.M. Jones, The Cities o f the Eastern Roman 
Provinces (Oxford, 1937, rev. 1971) (hereafter CERP), Appendix IV, tables XXXIX and 
XLI. For Baetarus/Betthoro/al-LajjGn, see Domaszewski, Brilnnow, Die Provincia Arabia
I , 470. On the other sites see also Abel, Geographie de la Palestine II, 177, 187, 190-191. 
For the civil provincial boundary changes, see especially A.Alt, “Die letzte 
Grenzverschiebung zwischen den rftmischen Provinzen Arabia und Palaestina”, Zeitschrift 
des deutschen Paldstina-Vereins 65 (1942), 68-76; L. Casson, “The Administration of 
Byzantine and Early Arab Palestine”, Aegyptus 32 (1952), 54-60; M. Sartre, Trois etudes 
sur rArabie romaine et byzantine (Brussels, 1982), map 4; Y. Tsafrir, “The Transfer of the 
Negev, Sinai and Southern Transjordan from Arabia to Palaestina”, IEJ 36 (1386), 77-86. 
Note that sixth-century documents confirm that the region around Karak'(Characmoba) and 
southwards through Petra and down to Ayla/Aqaba fell within the authority of the dux 
Palaestinae, see the five fragments of the Beersheba inscriptions (ranging in date from the 
first half of the fourth to the early sixth century) published together by A. Alt, Die 
griechischen Inschriften der Palaestina Tertia westlich derAraba (Berlin-Leipzig, 1921), 4
13 (inscr. 1-4), especially inscr. 2. 1-7; and F.-M. Abel, RB 29 (1920), 260-66 (inscr. no. 
5); and the mid-sixth-century papyrus document from Nessana in, H. Dunscombe-Holt, 
ed., Excavations at Nessana III, Non-Literary Papyri, by C.J. Kraemer (Princeton, 1958), 
no. 39, 124-25 and commentary, 119ff. It is most likely that Petra was the official capital 
of the province, although it is unclear how this affected the military arrangements for the 
area, see Y. Dan, “Palaestina Salutaris (Tertia) and its Capital”, IEJ 32 (1982), 134-37.
18 On the “frontier” in the later sixth and seventh century, see below and nn. 38-40. For 
duces under the authority of the magistri militum see C.Th. VII. 17.1 (412); Nov. Theod.
II,4 (438); 24 (443). While it cannot be proved, the vicarius who met and defeated the
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The regions in which the soldiers they commanded were based are 
thus relatively clear from the sources: the dux Palaestinae commanded 
troops based in the civil provinces of Palestine I, II, and III; the dux 
Arabiae commanded troops in the province of the same name and in the 
border areas of neighbouring civil provinces; the dux Phoenicis was in 
command of those units based in Phoenice and Phoenice Libanensis.19 To 
the north, based at Chalkis and Antioch, the dux Syriae et Euphratensis 
controlled units based across these regions. But the military command of 
Phoenice actually had at least two duces (like certain other military 
command areas), one based at Emesa (but operating also from Palmyra for 
a while in the first half of the sixth century), one at Damascus -  Malalas 
refers to them, significantly, as the dux of Damascus and the dux of 
Emesa . 20 These regions, and the civil provinces they covered, are 
illustrated in Map III.

If we compare the two maps, it will be seen that the districts covered 
by three of the four ajnad (Him§, Dimashq and Filastln) correspond very 
closely with those previously protected by the troops of certain of the older 
duces. The jund of Dimashq is coterminous with the southern portion of 
the command of Phoenice (based around Damascus), but with the addition 
of the territory of the dux Arabiae; that of Him$ with the northern portion, 
based around Emesa (and perhaps also including the ducate of Syria with 
Euphratensis). Each of these commands had had its own dux. The jund of 
Filastln corresponds to the command of Palestine, but without Palestine II; 
only that of al-Urdunn is anomalous, corresponding in effect with the civil 
province of Palestine II, but including in addition the coastal cities of Tyre

Islamic troops at Mu’ta may well have belonged to the establishment of the dux Arabiae, 
rather than that of the dux Palaestinae; when Islamic forces moved on the Gaza region in 
634, the nearest forces were under the dux Palaestinae, who had to march down from 
Caesarea Maritima to meet them (see below, n. 35). A military commander with troops 
fought the Muslim forces outside Bostra -  perhaps the dux, perhaps a lesser officer. See al- 
Baladhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 173. The later seventh-century Armenian historian Sebfcos 
may well reflect the accuracy of his sources when, in recounting the defeat of the Roman 
forces at Areopolis/Rabbath Moab in 633-34, a district which came nominally under the 
dux Palaestinae, he states that the Byzantine army “was in Arabia”. While not a 
particularly strong piece of evidence in itself, this may suggest the fluidity of the military 
administrative arrangements at the time.
19 See Not.Dig., Or. xxxii (Phoenice); xxxiv (Palestina); xxxvii (Arabia). Thus Shahid, 
in , 358-59, is quite wrong to suggest that the duces were based only “in provinces close to 
the oriental limes”. Their command covered all the provinces they were assigned to defend, 
as is obvious from the example cited in n. 18 above.
20 See Procopius, Wars 1.13.5; II.8.2; 16.17; 19.33, and for the duces at Damascus and 
Emesa and the responsibility of the dux at Emesa for the Palmyra base, Malalas, 426 Bonn, 
Eng. trans. E. Jeffreys, M. Jeffreys, R. Scott et al., The Chronicle o f John Malalas 
(Melbourne, 1986), 245, 246.
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and Acre belonging to Phoenice; together with the western portion of the 
old civil province of Arabia and a part of Palestine 1.21 And while the 
origins of the jund al-Urdunn remain unclear, some of the districts under 
the protection of the duces of Palestine and Arabia seem already to have 
been referred to in part during the early seventh century as “Jordan”, 
according to the early ninth-century Chronographia of Theophanes (who in 
this respect was certainly following the Syriac chronicle of Theophilus of 
E d e s s a ).22 Thus the names of three ducal commands which were later to 
correspond in extent more or less with three of the four post-conquest 
ajnad and their names can probably be taken back to the mid-sixth century 
at least, if not earlier, whether this was in popular or local usage (as in 
Malalas’ reference to the duces of Emesa and Damascus), or in official 
language (Palestine). As for the district of Jordan, it seems possible, 
although it cannot be proven, that parts of Arabia and Palestine II were 
thus called in popular usage in the early seventh century. To what extent it

21 For the extent of the jund  of al-Urdunn, as well as of the remaining ajnad, see n. 14 
above. For the provincial cities in the period up to the fifth century, see M. Avi-Yonah, 
“Map of Roman Palestine”, Quarterly o f the Department o f Antiquities in Palestine 5 
(1935), 139-93 (repr. Oxford, 1940) for a detailed gazetteer of each province. See 143-46 
(Phoenice Maritima); 145-67 (Palaestina I); 167-176 (Palaestina II); 176ff. (Palaestina HI); 
and see F.-M. Abel, Giographie de la Palestine, 3 vols. (Paris, 1938). On Palaestina III 
see K.C. Gutwein, Third Palestine: a Regional Study in Byzantine Urbanization 
(Washington D.C., 1981). For the sixth century see Jones, CERP, Appendix IV, tables 
XXXI-XLI, with map IV.
22 Theophanes, Chron., ed. C. de Boor, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1883, 1885), 300.30-31. The 
reference to the Jordan region occurs also in the chronicle of Michael the Syrian (13th- 
century); and both clearly depend upon an earlier source, see La Chronique de Michel le 
Syrien, Patriarche Jacobite d ’Antioche, ed. et trad. J.B. Chabot, II (Paris, 1901), 400 (the 
Persians take “Galilee and the region of the Jordan”); and cf. P. Speck, Das geteilte 
Dossier. Beobachtungen zu den Nachrichten iiber die Regierungen des Kaisers Herakleios 
und seiner Sohne bei Theophanes und Nikephoros, Poikila Byzantina 9 (Bonn, 1988), 
66f. Note that in his account of the Arab conquest of the region Theophanes refers to it by 
its institutional name, Arabia, whereas the Syriac sources also use the term Jordan, as well 
as referring to the regions of Damascus and Emesa; see the Anonymous Chronicle to A.D. 
1234, following the earlier History of Dionysius of Tell-Mahre (Anonymi Chronicon ad 
annum Domini 1234 pertinens [pt. 1], tr. J.B. Chabot [CSCO Scriptores Syri 56, Paris, 
1912], 248-49, Eng. tr. Palmer, West-Syrian Chronicles, 155 [cap. 64]). Underlying all 
these is the history of Theophilus of Edessa, compiled during the eighth century, and 
transmitted directly to Agapius of Manbij and indirectly to Theophanes, on the one hand, 
and the Anonymous Chronicle to 1234 and Michael the Syrian, on the other (via Dionysius 
of Tel-Mahr6); see Conrad, “The Conquest of Arwad” (n. 10). To what extent Theophilus 
of Edessa used earlier seventh-century sources and, therefore, to what extent the 
appellation “district of Jordan” might reflect pre-Muslim usage as opposed to a translation 
of the post-conquest jund al-Urdunn is impossible to say. Caetani, Annali dell’Islam, 131.2, 
810 argues that the term al-Urdunn was used of the region later identified with the jund of 
the same name before the conquest, but adduces only the later geographers’ accounts in 
support of his contention.
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is possible to argue that this correspondence reflects an Arab adoption of 
late Roman organisational structures remains to be seen.

Ill

There are three problems which must be resolved if any argument for such 
a continuity is to be made: the fact that the dux of Arabia is no longer 
represented; the fact that the district of al-Urdunn has appeared; and the 
exact extent and origins of the jund of Him? shall deal with the last point 
first.

The original extent of the jund of Him? is important because Shahid 
has argued that it was, during the earliest period of the conquest, a very 
large region, and that this reflects some pre-conquest military- 
administrative restructuring and the creation of a large “theme” of Emesa. 
Al-Tabari and al-Baladhuri distinguish the four ajnad, which al-Tabari 
groups together as the ajnad of Suriya from the region to the north, which 
he calls Sha’m and which appears also to include territory beyond this.23 
The Arabic sources seem to agree that for a time after the initial conquest 
Him? was administered jointly with the district later known as the jund of 
Qinnasrin, that is to say, the former Roman provinces of Syria I and II and 
Euphratensis, corresponding in fact to the regions covered by the dux 
Syriae et Euphratensis (see Map III), with headquarters at Chalkis. But 
there is also a tradition that this unification was the work of the first 
conquerors themselves, with the implication that in the late Roman period 
Emesa and Chalkis (with Antioch) were separately administered.24 
Qinnasrin was established as an independent entity once more shortly after

23 Al-TabarT, Ta'rikh, II, 651.1 do not think the passage is necessarily corrupt, as Shahid
I, 394, n. 5 suggests (although it may well reflect a confused tradition). Al-Tabari makes a 
clear distinction between Sariya, where the ajnad were established, and the region to the 
north. From a Syrian standpoint (and his source seems to be such) this would make sense 
-  Sha'm means “north”, which from Syria suggests North Syria and the Anatolian regions 
beyond it. See E/l IV, 292ff.
24 See Futuh al-buldan, 202, where it is noted that after Abu ‘Ubayda had conquered the 
towns on the route from Him? (including Epiphaneia, Larissa and Apamea) “thus was the 
question of Him? brought to an end, and Him? and Qinnasrin became parts of one whole”; 
see also 211 and 229, where the “land” (or “province”) of “Qinnasrin and Antioch” is 
referred to as a single entity. But for the clearly separate identities of Him? and Qinnasrin, 
see Caetani, Annali dell’Islam, m .2, 803-804 (Him? and Qinnasrin were placed under a 
single governor during the Caliphate of ‘Umar, i.e. they had been distinct), where all the 
relevant authorities are collected; IV, 29.
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the conquest, some authorities attributing its creation to Mu‘5wiya in 643; 
others to his son Yazid. In later times its northern regions formed the 
‘Awa$im or district of fortresses.25

But Shahid suggests that the northernmost jund , Him§, is to be 
understood as including all the regions to its north and east, thus not only 
the late Roman civil provinces of Syria I and II with Euphratensis, but also 
Osrhoene and Mesopotamia, an enormous region (see Map III). Shahid’s 
explanation and justification for this supposed strategic unification is the 
potential threat which Heraclius recognised from the Persians, in view of 
the progress of the Persian occupation of Syria and Palestine at the 
beginning of his reign.26 Yet for the period of the conquest itself al- 
Baladhurl and the other traditions clearly take Qinnasrin and its capital, 
Antioch, as a separate province under the Roman administration; while 
there is no solid evidence that the provinces of Osrhoene and Mesopotamia, 
known to the Arabs as al-JazIra, formed a part of this ju n d  from the 
beginning. Even if there were, would this necessarily imply that the late 
Roman provinces had been similarly unified under a single authority?27

25 See E fi II, 600-601 with sources for both the ‘AwS$im and Qinnasrin as an original 
part of IJim$; and VI, 124-25 for Qinnasrin and its history in particular. For the tradition 
that Yazid created the jund  of Qinnasiin, see al-Bal£dhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 202; and for 
the ‘Awa$im, ibid., 202-203. See Caetani, Annali dell'Islam, III.2, 803-805. For the pre
eminence of the jund  of IJim$ (facing the Byzantines) see al-Azdl, Futuh al-Shdm, ed. 
W.N. Lees (Calcutta, 1854) 94; 218f. (new edn. A. ‘Amir, Al-Azdl, Ta'rikh futuh al- 
Shdm [Cairo, 1970], but on this see L.I.Conrad “Al-Azdfs History of the Arab Conquests 
in Bil5d al-Sh2m: Some Historiographical Observations”, in M. Bakhit, ed., Proceedings 
o f the Second Symposium on the History o f Bilad al-Shdm During the Early Islamic 
Period up to 40 A.H./640 A.D., [Amman, 1987], 28-62, at 29-31).
26 Shahid n, 215; HI, 356-57, 368-69.
27 See al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-bulddn, esp. 211, 213, 214 and 223ff. (and the references in 
n. 24 above) for “the provinces of Qinnasiin” during the period of conquest as a clearly 
separate entity from that of Emesa or Damascus. Once more, however, caution in the 
interpretation of these later traditions is in order, and there is no way of knowing to what 
extent al-BalSdhuri’s accounts have unified and rationalised earlier, liss  coherent 
descriptions of these events. It is possible that some of the confusion about the association 
of al-JazIra (Mesopotamia and Osrhoene) with Qinnasrin may have derived from the fact 
that one of the chief military commanders in the Mesopotamia conquest was ‘Iy5<J ibn 
Ghanm, who was made governor of Him$, Qinnasrin and Mesopotamia upon Aba 
‘Ubayda’s death (al-BalSdhurl, Futuh al-bulddn, 270), unifying the resources and 
command of the western assault in the hands of one man. T ht conquest was completed in 
638-40 (see n. 29 below). This appears to have been a temporary expedient, however, and 
thereafter al-JazIra had its own governor, the first of whom was appointed by ‘Umar (d. 
644) (al-Baladhurl, Futuh al-bulddn, 276 -  various traditions; and Caetani, Annali 
dell’Islam Ul.2, 803-804; IV, 176). This confusion may likewise have been exacerbated 
because of the fact that the Mesopotamian troops were to begin with (until the time of ‘Abd 
al-Malik, according to al-BalSdhuri, Futuh al-bulddn, 202) paid from the kharaj of 
Qinnasrin (just as, for example, the kharaj of several districts in Azerbaijan belonged for a
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In fact, it is quite clear from the accounts in both al-Tabari and al- 
Baladhurl that Syria I and II, with Euphratensis, on the one hand, as well as 
each of Osrhoene and Mesopotamia, on the other, were separately 
administered, both from each other, and from Phoenice Libanensis, in 
immediately pre-conquest times. Not only this, but as we have seen al- 
Baladhuri , implies clearly that it was only immediately after the conquest 
of Qinnasrin that its region was amalgamated within a single Muslim 
administration with Him?. Indeed, in the same passage in which al- 
Baladhurl notes that “Qinnasrin and its districts” were included in the 
province of Him? up until the time of Yazld he also notes that each of 
Palestine, Damascus, Jordan, Him? and Qinnasrin were originally separate 
ajnad.28 There is no pre-conquest evidence to suggest that a reformed late 
Roman administration, whether military or civil, had included all these 
regions together. If they were institutionally and territorially linked, it will 
have been only in the loosest sense, which we should expect since, for 
military purposes, the respective duces who held command in the area all 
fell within the remit of the magister militum per Orientem, On the 
contrary, it is evident from the accounts of Eutychius, of Michael the 
Syrian and Theophanes (based on Theophilus of Edessa), as well as from 
the Arab tradition, that Mesopotamia and Osrhoene retained their older

short while to the district of al-Maw?il in Iraq, since it was from the latter region that they 
were first conquered, see M.G. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest [Princeton,
1984], 134f.). This in its turn may be reflected also in the later evidence of the earliest 
Islamic coins (of the 680s and after), which may suggest a purely fiscal connection 
between Qinnasrin and parts of al-JazIra, since on stylistic grounds the coins from the 
several mints in these two areas have a number of elements in common. But there are no 
similar associations with coins from the various mints in the jund  of Him?, to the south; 
and this is in any case by no means a conclusive connection. See J. Walker, A Catalogue 
o f the Arab-Byzantine and Post-reform Umaiyad Coins (London, 1956) xciii-xciv (the 
mints of Qinnasrin and al-JazIra in question being: Qurus/Cyrrhus, Halab/Beroea, Ma'arrat 
Misrin, Qinnasrin/Chalkis, Sarmln, Manbij/Hierapolis [all in the jund  Qinnasrin, see, e.g., 
al-Bal5dhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 202], al-RuhS/Urfa/Edessa, HarrSn/Carrhae [in al-JazIra]). 
Note that Walker’s conclusion about the date of the earliest issues of “Arab-Byzantine” coin 
types (from the 640s) has now been radically revised (to the 690s) by M. Bates, “History, 
Geography and Numismatics in the First Century of Islamic Coinage”, Revue suisse de la 
numismatique 65 (1986), 231-61; followed by A. Oddy, “Arab Imagery on Early 
Umayyad Coins in Syria and Palestine: Evidence for Falconry”, The Numismatic Chronicle 
151 (1991), 59-66 (to the 680s); see further discussion and literature in n. 45 below. 
Finally, it is worth noting that al-JazIra traditionally was held to include also a strip of 
territory along the west bank of the Euphrates, see E fi 13, 523. It is not impossible that this 
also reflects the shape of the late Roman civil province of Euphratensis, see TA VO B VI 5, 
Ostlicher Mittelmeerraum. Das friihbyzantinische Reich (527-565 n. Chr.).
28 Futuh al-buldan, 202. A variant on the same tradition is repeated quite independently in 
the treatise on taxation by Abu Yusuf Ya‘qtib, trans. Fagnan, 62, which makes it clear that 
the region of Him? was distinct, both as a strategic target and as an organizational entity, 
from that of Qinnasrin to the north, which was in turn distinct from Mesopotamia.
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civil administration at this point, and that they still had each a military 
establishment separate from that of Syria with Euphratensis. There is no 
suggestion in any source that they were in any way independent of the 
armies of the two magistri militum operating in Syria at this time, nor that 
they were grouped together institutionally with Syria I and II and 
Euphratensis. Indeed, the Arab commanders in north and central Syria, 
‘Iya<J ibn Ghanm and Abu ‘Ubayda, are reported to have come to terms 
both with the Byzantine commander at Chalkis, possibly the dux of Syria 
and Euphratensis, on the one hand, and shortly after with the civil 
governor of Osrhoene, in either 637 or 638. The latter arrangement was 
abrogated by Heraclius, who replaced the official in question, a certain 
John Kateas, with a military officer, an act which led immediately to the 
Arabs crossing the Euphrates and occupying both Osrhoene and 
Mesopotamia. But in both cases we have clear evidence for independent and 
separate administrations fully in accordance with the traditional pattern. 
By the same token, Khalid ibn al-Walld’s approach (according to one of the 
conflicting traditions) to Circesium was blocked by the “chief’ of that city 
“with a large host”, which may suggest the dux based there, or a similar 
officer, with the troops at his disposal. It is also worth pointing out that 
the conquest of greater Syria up to the Amanus mountains was more or less 
completed, and the ajnad already formed, by the time of the al-Jabiya 
meeting of 638, at which ‘Umar decided the key issues of fiscal and 
military administration of the new lands. Only then was Mesopotamia 
attacked from the west and east simultaneously, from Him§ and Mosul. 
Finally, we may note that ‘Umar appointed governors to administer not 
only Hims and Qinnasrin together, but also Dimashq and al-Urdunn; yet 
there is no argument here that the last-named districts were ever part of a 
single, pre-existing late Roman administrative or military region, even 
though the Islamic sources are no clearer on their origins than they are for 
Him§, Qinnasrin and al-JazIra.29

29 For the campaign against Mesopotamia, see R.-J. Lilie, Die byzantinische Reaktion auf 
die Ausbreitung der Araber , Miscellanea Byzantina Monacensia 22 (Munich, 1976), 45
47; Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 147-49. For the arrangements with 
the patricius at Chalkis and with the curator/epitropos of Mesopotamia, and the magister 
militum (stratelates) who replaced him in 638-39, see Eutychius (M. Breydy, ed. and 
trans., Das Annalenwerk des Eutychios von Alexandrien, CSCO Script. Arab. t. 44-45, 
Louvain, 1985), 120f. (trans.); Michael S yr., ed. Chabot, II (Paris, 1901), 426; Agapius, 
ed. A.A.Vasiliev II, PO VIII.3 (Paris, 1912), 476f.; Theophanes, C h r o n 340 de Boor. 
See the detailed discussion of Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 159-61; 
Lilie, Die byzantinische Reaktion auf die Ausbreitung der Araber, 42-43 and notes. For 
Khalid ibn al-Walid and Circesium, see al-Baiadhuri, Futuh al-bulddn, 171; and Donner,
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It must also be doubted whether the proposition that the large jund of 
Him$ based on an expanded command of Emesa together with Syria I and
II, Euphratensis, Osrhoene and Mesopotamia, in order to serve as a defence 
against Persian attack, actually accords with the strategic history of the 
region. Of course, major (and successful) Sasanian attacks on Syria and 
Palestine had followed this route: in 359 the Great King Shapur invaded the 
province of Mesopotamia, capturing Amida but failing to take Edessa; in 
441 a similar strategy was again defeated; in 502-503 Persian forces again 
attacked Mesopotamia and Osrhoene, taking Theodosiopolis in Armenia, 
along with Martyropolis and Amida. Yet again, a firm Roman response put 
a stop to this progress, and resulted in 503 in the construction of the 
fortress at Dara. In 540, Khusro I invaded Mesopotamia where, due to 
Justinian’s weakening of the eastern forces for his western wars, he was 
able to take, or exact tribute from, Sura, Hierapolis, Beroea, Chalkis, 
Edessa, Apamea and Antioch. The Persians moved to the Armenian front 
in 541; to Mesopotamia again in 542 and in 543. In 573 Persian troops 
invaded Syria by way of Mesopotamia, taking both Dara and A p a m e a . 3 0

The Early Islamic Conquests, 119-21, with P. Crone in E l2 IV, 928-29 on the conflicting 
stories of Kh&lid’s route. In respect of Mesopotamia it is perhaps worth noting that the 
treaty arrangements supposedly involved the Byzantines paying a yearly tribute of 100,OCX) 
nomismata. This is a very considerable sum indeed. Not only did the dux Mesopotamiae 
draw his pay and expenses from the local commercium , however, to which he thus had 
regular access (see H. Antoniadis-Bibicou, Recherches sur les douanes d. Byzance, 
l ‘”octava”, le “kommerkion"“et les commerciaires [Paris, 1963], 87 and 159; M. Sartre, 
Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie XIII, 1. Bostra: des origines a TIslam [Paris,
1985], no. 9046, an edict of Anastasius, see the commentary at 115); the post of imperial 
curator, which might also be held together with that of commerciarius, had on occasion in 
this region been combined with that of military commander. See the case of Magnus in the 
late sixth century discussed by M. Kaplan, “Quelques aspects des maisons divines du Vie 
sifccle”, Aphieroma ston Niko Svorono (Rethymno, 1986), 70-96, at 88-91. Even the 
combination of military with either fiscal and/or civil authority is therefore quite 
unremarkable at this time. Again, there is no evidence here for anything other than the 
traditional arrangements. And it is highly likely that, if the epitropos/curator in question, 
John Kateas, was responsible also for military affairs in the region, then his replacement by 
a stratelates did not involve the appointment of a military officer at the expense of a civilian 
administration at all, a point which would substantially weaken Kaegi’s argument that 
Heraclius introduced a series of “emergency measures” at this time. He merely appointed 
the people he thought the most trustworthy and capable in his own eyes. It is in this light 
that we should interpret statements such as that quoted by Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early 
Islamic Conquests, 77, of al-Azdl that Heraclius appointed commanders from his army 
“over the cities of Syria” -  a statement which probably means little more than that new 
appointments to the various ducates were made. See also Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early 
Islamic Conquests, 167f. For the joint governorships of Dimashq and al-Urdunn, see 
Caetani, Annali dell’Islam, IV, 29, and cf. IH2, 307; a similar tradition is repeated in Aba 
Yusuf Ya'qub, trans. Fagnan, 62-63.
30 For a succinct account of these wars, see Jones, LRE, 117, 123-24, 193, 231-32, 288 
and 305-306.
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Over a period of some 240 years, therefore, Persian attacks on Roman 
Syria had been directed through Mesopotamia and Osrhoene. Some were 
more successful than others, but none of them called forth any more than 
minor adjustments in the system of defence -  the distribution of troops and 
the command structure. Only Justinian intervened on a larger scale, 
creating a separate magister militum for Armenia, further ducates beyond 
the Euphrates and an extra dux based at Circesium (although some of the 
troops at his disposition appear to have been transferred elsewhere by the 
580s. Whether or not they are simply replaced -  perhaps by Arab troops -  
and whether or not he was still there remains unclear).3 1 Of course, the 
Persian occupation of Syria, Palestine and Egypt was quite unprecedented, 
but its causes were exceptional, as Heraclius himself must also have known. 
Under such conditions, a re-organisation on a “thematic” basis would have 
been of no more assistance than the traditional system, especially in view of 
the fact that the Persian kingdom was in no state to pose any threat to the 
empire in the then foreseeable future. And so I would argue that it is 
difficult to postulate the Persian war as the reason for such a supposed 
major institutional reform. Indeed, the four “inner lines of defence” to 
which Shahid makes reference already existed in the form of the ducal 
commands of the late Roman military administration. As I will suggest in a 
moment, the re-organisation of provincial boundaries and ducal 
responsibilities which may actually have occurred fits better the notion of 
internal security requirements rather than external threat.

IV

So far, then, I have argued that, while it is clear that the four ajnad in 
Syria may have followed pre-existing late Roman structure^, at least as they 
operated and could be observed to operate at the time of the conquest, there 
is no reason to think that this reflected anything other than the groupings of 
civil provinces across which the various duces operated. This impression is 
reinforced when we recall that until the conquest itself all the evidence, 
archaeological as well as literary and epigraphic, points to the maintenance 
of the traditional establishment: magistri militum, duces, vicarii, limitanei,

31 Ibid., 271, 656, 661.
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and comitatenses.32 Three inscriptions at Diyarbakir (Amida), in the 
Roman province of Mesopotamia, dating almost certainly to 628, 
commemorate the refurbishing of the walls of the city by Theodore, 
stratelates, possibly the brother of the emperor Heraclius, entrusted with 
the repossession of cities previously held by the Persians. If the date is 
correct, this is yet a further confirmation of the continuing use of the 
traditional military titulature.33 The Arab sources mention Heraclius’ 
appointment of military commanders for Palestine and at Damascus, Emesa 
and Antioch, and there is no reason to assume that these were other than 
duces of the traditional establishment (i.e. for Palestine, based at Caesarea 
Maritima, for Phoenice, based at Damascus and Emesa, and for 
Syria/Euphratensis, based at Antioch [with Chalkis]). The Arab sources 
regularly mention Byzantine commanders and their soldiers just where we 
should expect to find officers of the traditional establishment, at Antioch, 
Chalkis, Emesa, Circesium, Bostra and Caesarea Maritima. Possibly -  as 
Kaegi has suggested -  they were endowed with extended authority for the 
duration of the Arab threat. This would be entirely in keeping with known 
Roman practice in such situations; but either way, there is no specific 
evidence that this was the case. As we have seen, they remained under the 
authority of the magister militum per OrientemM At the battle of Mu’ta,

32 This hardly needs to be demonstrated here, although it is dismissed by Shahid (in, 371) 
as merely “matters of detail which do not affect the significance” of the changes in the reign 
of Heraclius. See the contribution by Michael Whitby in this volume, with J.F. Haldon, 
“Some Remarks on the Background to the Iconoclast Controversy”, Byzantinoslavica 38 
(1977), 161-84, at 166-68; idem, Recruitment and Conscription in the Byzantine Army c. 
550-950: a Study on the Origins o f the Stratiotika Ktemata, Sitzungsber. d. Osterr. Akad. 
d. Wiss., phil.-hist. Kl. Band 357 (Vienna, 1979) 31-35; and “Administrative Continuities 
and Structural Transformations in East Roman Military Organisation ca. 580-640”, in F. 
Vallet, M. Kazanski, eds., L'Armee romaine et les barbares du IHe au Vile siecle, 
Association frangaise d’arch^ologie mgrovingienne (Paris, 1993), 45-53, with 465-66; 
W.E. Kaegi, “Notes on Hagiographic Sources for Some Institutional Changes and 
Continuities in the Early Seventh Century”, Byzantina 1 (1975) 58-70; Lilie, Die 
byzantinische Reaktion auf die Ausbreitung der Araber, 292-93; M. Speidel, ‘The Roman 
Army in Arabia”, in idem, Roman Army Studies I (Amsterdam, 1984), 229-72, see esp. 
269-70 (orig. publ. in ANRW  II.8 [1977] 687-730). Note that the epitropos of Osrhoene, 
John Kateas (whether or not he held military as well as civil authority -  see n. 29 above) 
was replaced by a stratelates, Ptolemaios (Theophanes, Chron., 340), and there is no 
reason to think that this was not an ad hoc magister militum\ similarly Nicephorus’ account 
mentions Heraclius’ appointment of the strategos Anatoles (i.e. magister militum per 
Orientem) Theodore Trithurios in 636 (ed. C. de Boor [Leipzig, 1880], 20; ed. and trans. 
C. Mango, Nicephorus, Patriarch o f Constantinople. Short History [Washington D.C.,
1990], 68-69). .
33 See C. and M. M. Mango, “Inscriptions de la M6sopotamie du Nord”, Travaux et 
Memoires 11 (1991), 465-71, see nos. 5-7 (470); and Theophanes, Chron., 327.
34 For the commanders and their troops, see e.g. al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-bulddn, 168 (the 
“patrician” of Gaza); 171 (the “chief’ of Circesium “with a large host”); 173 (the “patrician”
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won by the Romans, and that of Dathin, won by the Arabs, officers of the 
traditional establishment commanded the Roman and allied soldiers.35 
Most importantly, the armies which withdrew from the east and were 
quartered in Anatolia retained their original divisional names: if Heraclius 
had converted the army of the magister militum per Orientem into four 
themata (or theme-like divisions), how is it that elements of this army not 
only fight at the Yarmuk but survive to be withdrawn in 637 and after and 
quartered in a region which took its name from their original formation -  
Anatolikos/Orientalis?36 On the contrary, the older divisions clearly fight 
through the war and continue to exist, with their new Hellenized names, 
thereafter. Similar considerations apply to other aspects of Roman 
administration. Although there is little direct evidence from Syria for the 
continuity of civil and fiscal administrative structures, that from Egypt -  
which was also under direct Persian administrative authority for a number 
of years (619-29) before its recovery -  demonstrates that the traditional 
Roman arrangements were re-established in their entirety after 626. The 
Persians themselves seem to have been most concerned with the economic 
exploitation of the conquered territories, and it seems most likely that they 
left much of the pre-existing machinery of government in place. Whatever

of Bostra “with his armed men”); 226 (Byzantine troops from Qinnasrin [Chalkis] garrison 
Antioch). For Kaegi’s suggestion, see Byzantium and the Early Arab Conquests, 99; 104
105 with nn. 52 and 53, based on al-Azdl. For the magistri militum see n. 32 above.
35 Mu’ta, Theophanes, Chron., 335 (the vicarius Theodore); DSthin (in 634), ibid., 335
336; Nicephorus, 20 (ed. Mango, 68ff.); Doctrina Iacobi nuper baptizati, ed. N. 
Bonwetsch (Abh. d. kOnigl. Gesellschaft d. Wiss. zu Gfcttingen, phil.-hist. Kl. xii, 3 
[Berlin, 1910]), see 86.12-15 (new edn., G. Dagron, V. D6roche, “Juifs et chr6tiens dans 
TOrient du Vile sifccle”, Travaux et Memoires 11 (1991), 17-273 [edn. at 70-71, 218-19; 
index pp. 220-29; comm. 230-73]), see IV, 16.4-6 (209), Sergios, the doux and 
kandidatos (it must be said, however, that the fact there was no change of titulature does 
not necessarily mean that there was no change in administrative functions or territorial 
boundaries. On the other hand, those who argue for a Heraclian reform, such as 
Ostrogorsky, have tried to prove it precisely by drawing attention to one or two isolated 
cases of “new” titles which “must” reflect a new institutional arrangement. On-their own 
grounds, this argument cannot work for the late Roman Near- and Middle-East at this time. 
In fact, the so-called “new“ titles [such as logothete or drouggarios] are not new at all, see 
Haldon, Byzantine Praetorians, 111 and n. 103; idem, Recruitment and Conscription, 
3 If.). For the sources concerning the battle of Mu’ta, see Conrad, “Theophanes and the 
Arabic Historical Tradition”, 21-26.
36 Their names are merely Greek translations of the Latin titles of the different divisional 
armies of the magistri militum (per Orientem, per Armeniam, per Thracias, 
praesentalis/obsequii = Anatolikon, Armeniakon, Thrakesion, Opsikion). See Ch. Diehl, 
“L’origine du regime des thfcmes dans Tempire byzantin” , in idem, Etudes byzantines 
(Paris 1905), 276-92, see 290-92; Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 212ff. for a 
summary of the debate and further literature; and most recently, J. Koder, “Zur 
Bedeutungsentwicklung des byzantinischen Terminus Thema”, Jahrb.d. osterr. 
Byzantinistik 40 (1990), 55-165, and esp. 162 n. 33, where the fallacies in Shahid’s 
assumptions about the themata are noted.



-  ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

402 John Haldon

the changes they did introduce to the military and fiscal organisation they 
found, they appear to have been more or less entirely eradicated when the 
Romans recovered the territories in question. There seems no good reason 
for assuming that Syria was any different.37

The continued separate identity of the various ducal commands in 
Syria and Palestine which the sources, Greek, Arabic and Syriac thus 
suggest, seems to me to argue against any simple take-over by the Muslim 
administration of the late Roman arrangements unchanged. Instead, I would 
argue for a more patchy inheritance, adopted and adapted according to the 
needs of specific military or administrative moments. But I would in no 
sense query the notion that, where they were adopted, those arrangements 
had a considerable influence on those of the conquerors. The complexity of 
the process can be seen, I suggest, particularly in the case of the jund of 
Qinnasrin: initially separate, then administered following its conquest 
jointly with the jund of Him§, it appears quite soon after the conquest was 
consolidated to have been given a separate geographical identity again, an 
identity which corresponds more-or-less exactly with the former command 
of the dux of Syria and Euphratensis, which had been based at either 
Antioch or Chalkis/Qinnasrin itself.

But there is still the problem of the disappearance of the ducate of 
Arabia and the appearance of a district of “the Jordan”. For the latter 
seems genuinely to reflect a break with the traditional structures, being 
imposed on the province of Palestine II with parts of Arabia and Palestine 
I, along with the coastal cities of Tyre and Acre from Phoenice. If we 
accept, as I would agree with Shahid, that the Arabs were heavily

37 For the Persian occupation see the discussion, with literature and sources, in F. 
Winkelmann, “Agypten und Byzanz vor der arabischen Eroberung”, Byzantinoslavica 40
(1970), 161-82, esp. 169-70 (repr. in W. Brandes, J.F. Haldon, eds., Friedhelm  
Winkelmann. Studien zu Konstantin dem Grossen und zur byzantinischen 
Kirchengeschichte. Ausgewahlte Aufsdtze [Birmingham, 1993], IV). The evidence for the 
post-conquest fiscal administration of Egypt provides a striking example of the ways in 
which late Roman administrative structures were adapted to a new political environment, 
for it is clear, at least until the reforms of the last decade of the seventh century, that both 
the forms, the technical vocabulary and the fundamental mode of assessment, collection 
and distribution of tax revenues continued to be operated virtually unchanged. See in 
particular H.I. Bell, ed., Greek Papyri in the British Museum Catalogue, with Texts 
IV.The Aphrodito Papyri (London 1910), xxv-xxxii, esp. xxvi, xxix; G. Rouillard, 
L ’administration civile de I ’Egypte byzantine (Paris, 1928), 79-81; and J.F. Haldon, 
“S yn o n e , Re-Considering a Problematic Term of Middle Byzantine Fiscal 
Administration”, Byzantine and Modem Greek Studies 18 (1994), 116-53 at 131-32.
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influenced by, or adopted, some aspects of late Roman administrative 
arrangements to the extent that identifiable military organizational regions 
re-appear under Islamic rule, however confused and rationalised the ninth- 
to twelfth-century Arab historical and geographical sources may be, and 
however tenuous the demonstrable link between the seventh-century 
situation and these later representations of it might be, then the creation of 
a district of the Jordan very probably also reflects some sort of pre
conquest administrative change. This becomes the more likely when we 
recall that, whereas the physical shape of the other ajnad would appear to 
correspond closely with regions known in the pre-conquest period to have 
been under specific ducal commands, that of al-Urdunn is really quite 
anomalous.

In order to offer a solution to this problem, I should like at this point 
to look at the general context of the regions in question, by drawing 
attention to the known changes in frontier strategy in the later sixth and 
seventh century; and to suggest that a reorganisation of the ducates 
themselves provides the most likely explanation for the anomalies we have 
noted.

V

The changes in question concerned in particular the increased importance 
of Arab federates during the first half of the sixth century, and especially 
the Ghassanids, who came during Justinian’s reign to exercise an 
imperially-backed hegemony over a substantial number of other clans in 
the area. While the archaeological and literary record cannot prove that 
there was a marked decline in imperial involvement in the frontier regions 
adjacent to the Syrian desert southwards before the middle of the sixth 
century, approximately, it does suggest a considerable decrease in such 
involvement over the sixth century, as the Ghassanids or other allied clans 
took over responsibility for both defence and, in some cases, fortress- 
maintenance. A parallel reduction in imperial administrative involvement 
throughout the frontier regions also took place; and, as several scholars 
have pointed out, these shifts are connected with longer-term demographic
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changes in the area.38 The Ghassanid confederacy dominated the steppe 
bordering the Syrian desert, but were also employed to control other

38 See in particular H. Kennedy, “The Last Century of Byzantine Syria: a 
Reinterpretation”, Byzantinische Forschungen 10 (1985), 141-83 for an excellent survey of 
the process of change, and the brief summary of Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic 
Conquests, 52ff. For a general survey, see S.T. Parker, Roman and Saracens. A History 
o f the Arabian Frontier, American Schools of Oriental Research, dissertation series 6. 
(Winona Lake, 1986), esp. 149-55; note also idem , “The Limes Arabicus Project: The 
1987 Campaign”, Annual o f the Department o f Antiquities o f Jordan 32 (1988), 171-87 
(with earlier and later reports in the appropriate volumes); idem, “The Roman Limes in 
Jordan”, in A. Hadidi, ed., Studies in the History and Archaeology o f Jordan III 
(Amman/London, 1987), 151-64 with extensive literature; and “El-LejjQn et le Limes 
Arabicus”, RB 93 (1986), 256-61, see 260-61 for the beginning of a supposed orderly 
withdrawal from the frontier-region forts from ca. 530 A.D. with the comment of D. 
Kennedy, “The Roman Frontier in Arabia (Jordanian Section)” , Journal o f Roman 
Archaeology 5 (1992), 473-89. Note also the evidence from the Nessana documents (H. 
Dunscombe-Holt, ed., Excavations at Nessana III, Non-Literary Papyri, by C.J. Kraemer 
[Princeton, 1958]), which might suggest the withdrawal of the unit based there some time 
before the Arab conquest: see Kraemer, op. cit, 5-6, 24; followed by Gutwein, Third 
Palestine, 93-95, both of whom argue for a withdrawal by 590, although I do not think the 
documents necessarily support such a definite conclusion. For an approach arguing for 
much greater fluidity of movement and integration of social and economic life between 
desert and settled regions than is often assumed, see P. Mayerson, “Saracens and Romans: 
Micro-Macro Relationships”, Bulletin o f the American Schools o f Oriental Research 21A
(1989), 71-79 with reference to the preceding debate on this theme (and more recently his 
comments in ‘Towards a Comparative Study of a Frontier”, Israel Exploration Journal 40
[1990], 267-79); and note also Mayerson’s discussion, “The First Muslim Attacks on 
Southern Palestine (A.D. 633-634)”, Transactions and Proceedings o f the American 
Philological Society 95 (1964), 155-99, see 188-90. According to a pilgrim who travelled 
via Nessana to Sinai in the 570s, the fort had no military character at all, having been 
turned to use as a hospice for travellers: P. Geyer, ed., Itineraria Hierosolymitana saeculi 
IIII-VIII, CSEL 39 (Vienna, 1898), 181-82; and P. Mayerson, “The Desert of Southern 
Palestine According to Byzantine Sources”, Proceedings o f the American Philosophical 
Society 107 (1963), 170-71.

In general on the history of both the Palestinian and the Arabian frontier regions, 
see Parker, Romans and Saracens', G.W. Bowersock, “Limes Arabicus”, Harvard Studies 
in Classical Philology 80 (1976), 219-29 (with his revisions in his Roman Arabia 
[Cambridge, Mass., 1983], 104 and n. 41); idem, “A Report on Arabia Provincia”, JRS 61
(1971), 219-42; D. Graf, “The Saracens and the Defense of the Arabian Frontier”, Bulletin 
o f the American Schools o f Oriental Research 229 (1978), 1-26; P. Mayerson, “The 
Saracens and the Limes”, ibid. 262 (1986), 35-47; idem, ‘The Meaning of the Word Limes 
(limiton) in the Papyri”, ZPE11  (1989), 287-91; and esp. Sartre, Trois etudes, 121-203 
for a good survey of Roman-Arab frontier relations in the period from the fifth to seventh 
centuries. It seems generally accepted now that limes in both the Greek and Latin sources 
of the fifth and sixth centuries refers to a border region, rather than a system of linear 
defence. Mayerson has argued that the term “inner” limes refers to the regions further from 
clearly defined Roman territory, and should be associated with a notion of depth -  the 
further away from Roman territory one travelled, the further “into” the liminal zone one 
went. See P. Mayerson, “A Note on the Roman Limes, ‘Inner’ versus ‘Outer’”, IEJ 38 
(1988), 181-83. On Palestine, see esp. M. Gichon, “The Origins of the Limes Palaestinae 
and the Major Phases of its Development”, in Studien zu den Militargrenzen Roms.
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nomad groups who inhabited these eastern provinces. Relations with their 
leaders were always tricky, and failures of diplomacy on the Roman side 
could have direct consequences. After the rupture between the emperors 
and the GhassSnid leader in the 580s, which must be understood in the 
context of GhassSnid support for Monophysite Christianity, especially in 
the HawrSn region, their hegemony appears to have been weakened or 
broken; but they and other allied group remained crucial to the Roman 
government in the East, both for frontier and internal security.39 Shahid 
has noted that Ghassanid troops are reported to have been based in the 
immediately pre-conquest years in the area of the Jordan itself according to 
a ninth-century tradition; and it was the Ghassanids who helped crush the 
Samaritan revolt of 529. A GhassSnid “phylarch” may have had on at least 
one occasion a general military authority in Palestine II and Arabia; while 
the importance of the Arab allies and federates as support for the duces was 
clearly indispensable. During the period of the Persian war imperial 
reliance upon beduin allies seems to have increased, although the role of 
the Ghassanids in this respect remains uncertain. A later tradition notes that 
other allied or federated troops were established in the region to the west 
of the Jordan and the Dead Sea in the 630s; and although the evidence is 
ambiguous, Arabic sources give the impression that, by the time of the 
Byzantine victory over the Muslims at Mu’ta, which lies to the east of the 
Wadi ‘Araba (running in a northerly direction to the Dead Sea), midway 
between Arindela and Zoara, in 629, the Ghassanids and a range of other 
tribal groups were once more close supporters of the Roman establishment

Vortrdge des 6. Intemationalen Limeskongresses in Siiddeutschland (K81n/Graz, 1967), 
175-93; Gutwein, Third Palestine, 309-314; P. Mayerson, “ ‘Palestina’ vs. ‘Arabia* in the 
Byzantine Sources”, ZPE 56 (1984), 223-30; “The Saracens and the Limes”, Bulletin o f 
the American Schools o f Oriental Research 262 (1986), 44-45; and B. Isaac, “The Meaning 
of the Terms Limes and Limitanei”, JRS 78 (1988), 215-47; idem , The Limits o f 
Empire. The Roman Army in the East (Oxford, 1990), 208-10. . '
39 See Iohannis Ephesini Historiae Ecclesiasticae pars tertia, ed. and trans. E.W. Brooks, 
in CSCO Script. Syri 54 (Louvain, 1952), 132, for example, for the Ghassanid “revolt” 
and the conflict between their leader al-Mundhir and the dux Arabiae at Bostra in 581, a 
result of the imperial withdrawal of subsidies and allowances. On the Ghassanids in 
connection with their Monophysitism, see I. Shahid, s.v. “Ghassanids”, in E ft, II; 
Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 43f.; and especially Sartre, Trois etudes, 189ff. In 
general on Roman-Arab relations, see I. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth 
Century (Washington D.C., 1984) and Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fifth Century 
(Washington D.C., 1988); Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century (1995) had not 
appeared at the time this article went to press.
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in these regions.40 Members of other clans fought on the Byzantine side 
during that battle; and it is well-known that early Muslim strategy was 
aimed specifically at detaching such groups from their Byzantine 
allegiance, by diplomacy, conversion or coercion.4!

Shahid and others have noted that the Sasanian occupation of Syria 
and Palestine over the period from 613-14 to 628 must have affected the 
late Roman tradition of administration. As I have suggested, there is no 
way of knowing to what extent this was actually the case; and if the 
example of Egypt is anything to go by, the effects in this sphere were 
probably minimal. On the other hand, the continuity of Roman occupation 
and the loyalties and political-cultural identities of the population of the 
areas concerned must have been affected. Mayerson and Donner have 
stressed that, by the time of the Roman re-occupation, there will have 
existed a whole generation who will have had no experience or only the 
dimmest memory of Roman authority. The Ghassanid phylarchate itself 
may have ceased to exist; and real Byzantine GhassSnid authority seems to 
have reached only to the most north-easterly regions of Palestine III, 
although representatives of Roman political and ecclesiastical organisation 
were established in towns such as Ayla (Eilat), and Ma‘an, near Petra. In

40 Shahid II, 217 n. 27 (the late ninth- or early tenth-century historian al-Ya‘qubI refers 
also to the district of al-Urdunn before the conquest as being the base for GhassSnid 
federate troops); 218-19; Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 53-54 with 
literature. On the phylarchs and their role and on the “over-phylarchate” established by 
Justinian, see I. Shahid, ‘The Patriciate of Arethas”, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 52 (1959), 
321-43, esp. 339ff.; idem , “Arethas, son of Jabalah”, Journal o f the American Oriental 
Society 75 (1955), 205-16; Gutwein, Third Palestine, 314ff. Cf. Procopius, BP 1.19.8-13; 
II.3.41, ed. Haury/Wirth, Leipzig 1962-64]); and Malalas, 446 (Eng. trans., eds. Jeffreys, 
Jeffreys and Scott, 261) for the “phylarch of Palestine” in the suppression of the revolt of 
529. Mayerson, “The First Muslim Attacks”, 189, n. 109, does not believe that the 
phylarchs had any authority over territory within the empire itself. But neither the sources 
nor Shahid suggest this -  merely that, as military commanders of allied troops, they were 
employed within the empire. Like the duces, and whether or not they also occupied bases 
or camps on Byzantine territory (according to al-BalSdhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 223, 224, 
there existed such camps near Qinnasrin and Aleppo in the pre-conquest period; see 
Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth Century, 40Iff., followed by Kaegi, 
Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 55,91-92 for similar encampments near other 
towns, for example), they were responsible only for military or policing affairs, and had no 
civil administrative jurisdiction. On the other hand Shahid argues that the title phylarch was 
an officially recognised, formal appellation, which Mayerson rejects, proposing rather that 
it was an unofficial, descriptive term. See P. Mayerson, ‘The Use of the Term Phylarchos 
in the Roman-Byzantine East”, ZPE 88 (1991), 291-95. For other groups in the area west 
of the Jordan, see Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 105; and for the battle of Mu’ta, 
ibid. 101, 103, 105 (and Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 7 Iff.); on the 
Ghassanids, ibid. 107f. See the literature cited in n. 52 below.
41 See, for example, Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age o f the Caliphs (London, 
1986), 60; N. Hasan, The Role o f the Arab Tribes in the East During the Period o f the 
Umayyads, 40/660-132/749 (Baghdad, 1978), 59-62.
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these conditions, a re-organization of the military commands and possibly 
of some civil districts may well have occurred, and this may well be that 
reflected through the Arab ajnad. The passage of Theophanes in which a 
vicarius named Theodore together with Arab allies defeated the Muslim 
raid at Mu’ta shows that Roman military authority continued to be 
exercised in this region and northwards; but all the evidence points to the 
fact that no defensive arrangements for Palestine III were restored -  
reliance on subsidies and peaceful co-existence, together with the threat of 
military reprisals from the dux at Caesarea, some distance away (or 
possibly Petra), and allied beduin troops, were assumed to be adequate. 
For, as Mayerson has pointed out, the Romans assumed that they would 
have the continued support of the population of towns such as Ayla, which 
guarded the entrance to the “back door” of Palestine and the routes to Gaza 
from the Arabian peninsula; when such towns accepted Muslim 
overlordship, of course, as occurred in 630, this strategy was fatally 
compromised. And this seems to have been the principle on which the 
security of this region had been based since the 570s or 580s 42

The pattern of administration reflected through the later Arab ajnad 
must also reflect these developments. The fact that the jund  of Dimashq 
came to include most of the older province of Arabia, including its capital 
at Bostra, as al-Baladhuri’s description makes clear, as well as the area to 
the south including ‘A m m a n ,43 suggests the close relationship of the two 
military commands of Damascus (as Malalas refers to it, i.e. the southern 
section of the command of the dux Phoenicis) and Arabia in strategic terms
-  between them, they covered the whole central and south-eastern 
quadrants of the frontier. Perhaps the command of the dux of Arabia was 
amalgamated with, or placed under the authority of, that of Damascus 
before or even in the opening phases of the Muslim conquests.44 Bostra

42 For the “Roman” presence at Ayla, see Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 109 with 
nn. 90, 91; Mayerson, “The First Islamic Attacks”, 175-76; and al-Bal5dhurt, Futuh al- 
buldan, 92-93. See also Gutwein, Third Palestine, 137-40, 339; A. Alt, “Aila und Adroa 
im spatr&mischen Grenzschiitzsystem”, Zeitschrift des deutschen Palastina-Vereins 59 
(1936), 92-111. For the effects of the Sasanid occupation, and the re-establishment of 
Byzantine authority, Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 99-101; Mayerson, ‘The First 
Muslim Attacks”, 174-75; and for Ayla and the Gaza route, ibid. 162-164; 169-77; and 
192-94, 197-99 for Heraclius* possible strategy after 628, with Kaegi’s critical remarks, 
Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 93 and n. 21.
43 But see also n. 56 below.
44 Al-Baladhurl, Futuh al-buldan, 173, preserves a tradition that Bostra “lay within the 
district of Damascus”. This seems to refer to the post-conquest situation and, therefore, the 
territory of the jund of Dimashq; but it might just refer to the situation the Arabs found, and
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appears to have remained the seat of a military leader at the time of its 
conquest, and so it may be that the ducatus of Arabia still existed at that 
time. And it may well be the case that the later Arab arrangement, just as 
in the case of H im§ where parts of two separate ducates were, at least 
initially, united in a single post-conquest entity, reflects both the actual 
process of the conquest as well as Arab strategic and administrative 
priorities. Whether the later establishment of a large number of mints 
(albeit often at sites where older, pre-fifth-century mints had existed) from 
the 680s illustrates their new fiscal priorities and the fact that they did not 
simply follow the pre-existing arrangements without modifying them to 
suit their own requirements must remain uncertain.45

imply that Bostra and its military commander had been placed under the command of the 
dux at Damascus.
45 An inscription at Zizia in Arabia dating to 580 refers to the dux, see P.-L. Gatier, IGLS 
21.ii. Inscriptions de la Jordanie, t.2, region centrale, (Paris, 1986), no. 155. For the 
Roman (military) leader at Bostra see al-Bal£dhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 173 (a “patricius”, 
the usual Arab term for the Roman commanders -  whether he was a dux is not known, of 
course, but it must remain a possibility). For the mints, see Walker, Catalogue, xxiii- 
xxxiii, xciii. Apart from Antioch (which was anyway closed during the Heraclian 
rearrangement of mint administration in 628-29), none of the sites in question had had a 
mint for well over a century, see M.F. Hendy, Studies in the Byzantine Monetary 
Economy c. 300-1450 (Cambridge, 1985), 417f. with literature. That the stabilisation of 
administrative and fiscal relations was a priority for the new administration is suggested by 
a number of factors. The new mints at Emesa and Antaradus, for example, began very 
soon after their official recognition by the Islamic authorities (in the late 670s at the earliest, 
see the discussions of Bates, “History, Geography and Numismatics” and Oddy, “Arab 
Imagery on Early Umayyad Coins”, cited in n. 27 above) to issue coins based on 
Byzantine types, but with the additional inscription in Greek and sometimes Arabic also of 
the word kalon/tayyib (Emesa) or kaldn (sic) (Tartus/Antaradus), i.e. “good”; or, as at 
Dimashq, ya'iz, i.e. “correct”, a valuable pointer to the degree of importance attached by the 
conquerors to maintaining a stable small- and middle-denomination coinage, and which 
highlights the fiscal needs of the new state particularly with regard to its military 
operations. See Walker, Catalogue, xcvi, and nos. 27-34, 55-72. The very fact that so 
many mints were brought into operation must also reflect this need, since the maintenance 
of exchange-relationships based on the use of coin was essential to the efficient extraction 
of surplus wealth required to maintain the armies and the continuation of the traditional 
economic life of the conquered districts. The importance of producing an acceptable 
coinage is emphasised by a statement in the anonymous Maronite Chronicle, which 
reported that, upon his election as Caliph, Mu‘3wiya minted a gold and silver coinage, “but 
it was not accepted, because it had no cross on it”, Chronicon Maroniticum , ed. E.W. 
Brooks, tr. J.B. Chabot, CSCO Script. Syri, ser. 3, t.4, Chronica minora pars ii, 3, 43
74, see 71 (Eng. trans. Palmer, West-Syrian Chronicles, 32); Walker, Catalogue, xxiv- 
xxv. The evidence of the coins themselves shows that metropolitan copper from 
Constantinople continued to reach Syria in large quantities until the 18th year of Constans
II (i.e. 657-58), when production for the empire as a whole was drastically curtailed (see 
Hendy, Studies, 640-41; and especially C. Morrisson, “La monnaie en Syrie byzantine”, in 
J.-M. Dentzer, C. Orthmann, eds., Archeologie et histoire de la Syrie II [Saarbruck, 
1989], 191-200; S. Album, A Checklist o f Popular Islamic Coins [Santa Rosa, 1993], 9), 
although there is some evidence that the supply continued until ca. 660: see M. Mackensen, 
in Resafa I (Mainz, 1983), 29-30, n. 98. The local populations and the Islamic authorities 
appear to have continued to use this Byzantine coinage until it became necessary, perhaps
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The jund  of Jordan represented an expanded province of Palestine II, 
with the anomalous stretch of Phoenice extending in a narrow strip along 
the coast south of the river Laitah (Leontes), and with the westernmost 
section of Arabia and part of north-east Palestine I. If we assume that its 
territory reflects some Heraclian administrative re-arrangement, then the 
precise reasons for this change, if it does not reflect a Sasanid 
administrative innovation, remain shrouded in mystery. The sources are 
silent on the subject. But such adjustments of boundaries are not in the least 
unusual in the history of Roman provincial administration.46 Internal 
security together with the efficacy -  which appears to have been take for 
granted -  of the Ghassanids or their equivalent along the frontier steppe 
may well have played a role: the “new” district of the Jordan included 
north Samaria and Galilee both areas of strong anti-Roman sentiment. 
Their populations clearly supported and welcomed the Persians for a while 
during the wars of the reign of Heraclius; and it is notable that the area 
offered virtually no resistance to the Arabs -  the capital, Tiberias, 
capitulated (the first time, at least) without a struggle 47

One political moment does suggest itself as a possible context. In the 
period between 629 and 634, and in spite of Heraclius’ initially conciliatory 
approach to the problem, suspicion of and hostility to the Jews in Palestine 
in particular appears to have increased dramatically as a consequence of 
their supposed role in the Persian wars, a role which was emphasised and 
condemned in the strongest terms by the monks and clergy of the Holy 
Land. This culminated in 632 in a general order compelling all Jews to be 
baptized .48 It is not impossible that a ducatus of Jordan, for that is, in

in the later 660s or 670s, to produce increasing numbers of imitations (mostly of coins of 
Heraclius and Constans II up to his 18th year), which have been found only in Syria, and 
in very considerable numbers, especially in the north, probably from privately-controlled 
mints. Only in the 680s does it seem that the authorities stepped in to regulate and control 
the production of coin, a move which resulted in the earliest so-called Arab-Byzantine 
coinage. For the imitative series, see W.A. Oddy, “The ‘Constans II’ Bust Type of Arab- 
Byzantine Coins of Hims”, Revue numismatique 6e s6r. 29 (1987), 192-97; A. Goodwin, 
“Imitations of the Folles of Constans II”, Oxford Numismatic Society, Occasional Paper 28 
(1993). I am indebted to Stephen Album and Marcus Phillips for much helpful advice on 
this numismatic material.
46 As reference to Jones, LRE will quickly demonstrate.
47 Al-BalSdhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 179; Shahid H, 217-219.
48 See the remarks of C. Laga, “Judaism and Jews in Maximus Confessor’s Works: 
Theoretical Controversy and Practical Attitude”, Byzantinoslavica 51 (1990), 177-88, who 
comments in particular on the increasingly virulent anti-Jewish sentiment of the early 630s, 
as illustrated in the writing and preaching of leading Churchmen such as Maximus 
Confessor and Sophronius -  see esp. 183ff. -  and concludes that the repression and forced 
baptism of 632 were connected closely with internal political anxieties. See Robert Schick, 
The Christian Communities o f Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic Rule. An Historical and
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effect, what may have underlain the later jund al-Urdunn, was brought into 
being as a means of coercing and controlling a potentially dangerous and 
hostile population. The fact that the later tradition already referred to 
mentions that Jordan was occupied by GhassSnid federates in the years 
before the Arab conquest is not insignificant in this respect.

It is very clear that the constant threat posed by Jewish and 
Samaritan hostility to Roman rule had not been resolved by the traditional 
civil and military arrangements. The Samaritan revolt of 578, the Jewish 
revolt in Syria and Mesopotamia in 610, Jewish military support for the 
Persians in the period 612-615, all underlined the problematic nature of 
this r e g i o n .4 9  It is notable that the Persians may have encouraged the 
Jewish troops to attack Acre and Tyre either just before or after the 
capture of Jerusalem in 614; and since both these ports were later 
incorporated into the jund  al-Urdunn, this may also reflect an awareness of 
the strategic requirements of an internally-orientated, security-conscious 
reorganisation of these districts, heightened perhaps by the possibility that, 
at some point after the Persians had taken Jerusalem, the Jews of the region 
may have been permitted to make preparations for the re-establishment of 
the Temple and all that such a move entailed.50 And it is certain that the 
later Jewish tradition remembers Heraclius:persecution of Jews as the great 
persecutor of the Jews of Palestine: even synagogue services were 
controlled by imperial officials and soldiers in order to ensure that no 
prayer or recitation which might imply an anti-imperial view or set of 
beliefs could be declaimed. It is difficult to see how this harassment and 
surveillance could have been carried out under the traditional civil 
administrative arrangements. There were certainly regular units in 
Palestine II in the late 620s and early 630s, for a contemporary collection 
of the miracles of S. Anastasius the Persian includes the story of an optio

Archaeological Study, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 2 (Princeton, 1995), 50
52, with 2Q-48 on the Sasanian conquest and occupation of Palestine.
49 For Jewish and Samaritan revolts and their later support for the Persians, see P. 
Schafer, Geschichte der Juden in der Antike (Stuttgart, 1983), 206-209; S.W. Baron, A 
Social and Religious History o f the Jews (New York, 1957), 3, 18-20; and for the Arabs, 
Stefan Leder, ‘The Attitudes of the Population, especially the Jews, towards the Arab- 
Islamic Conquest of Bilad al-Sham and the Question of their Role therein”, Die Welt des 
Orients 18 (1987), 64-71. Shahid II, 217-19 is clear that the security aspect of the putative 
late Roman district of the Jordan must have been significant, and also offers this as a main 
ground for the creation of what he wishes to see as the “theme” of Jordan. For Heraclius* 
order of 632, see n. 51 below and Schick, The Christian Communities, 26-31.
50 See the discussion of G. Dagron, “Introduction historique: entre histoire et apocalypse”, 
Travaux et Memoires 11 (1991), at 26-28 (G. Dagron, V. D6roche, “Juifs et chr6tiens dans 
l’Orient du Vile si&cle”, ibid., 17-273); Schick, The Christian Communities, 26-31.
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(paymaster) of a unit in Samaria, billeted on a local household and 
purportedly poisoned by his host, illustrative both of the military presence 
and the hostility of the local populace to Roman soldiers, as well as of 
references to field army units (cavalry) based at or near Caesarea in 
Palestine.51

Important corroboration for this point of view comes from the 
archaeological and historical evidence for the distribution and pattern of 
Jewish settlement. By the sixth century, Jewish rural settlement appears to 
have been limited almost entirely to Galilee, except for the Jewish 
population of the various cities in Palestine, where the majority of town 
were inhabited by mixed populations of Christians, Samaritans and Jews. 
Substantial Samaritan communities existed in southern Galilee and Samaria 
also. But in both cases, the main zones of Jewish and Samaritan habitation 
were clearly delimited and, excluding a few dispersed groups, were 
confined precisely to those areas of Palestine represented in the later jund 
of al-Urdunn: Palestine II, the north-eastern quadrant of Palestine I, with 
the westernmost strip of Arabia and the coastal strip of Tyre and Acre.52

51 On the Jews, see especially Dagron, “Introduction historique”, 18-28; J. Starr, 
“Byzantine Jewry on the Eve of the Arab Conquest (565-638)”, Journal o f the Palestine 
Oriental Society 15 (1935), 280-93; A. Sharf, “Byzantine Jewry in the Seventh Century”, 
Byz. Zeitschrift 48 (1955), 103-115. See further M. Avi-Yonah, The Jews o f Palestine. 
A Political History from the Bar-Kokhba War to the Arab Conquest (Oxford, 1976), 242
73; Schafer, Geschichte der Juden in der Antike , 206ff.; A. Sharf, Byzantine Jewry from  
Justinian to the Fourth Crusade (London, 1971), esp. 5 Iff. For Heraclius* order of 632 
for the forced baptism of all Jews in the empire, see F. DOlger, Regesten der 
Kaiserurkunden des ostromischen Reiches von 565-1025 (Munich/Berlin, 1924, 1925, 
1932), I, 206 (wrongly placed in the year 634) and Dagron, “Introduction historique”, 30
32, with literature. For the poisoned optio in Samaria, see Acta Anastasii Persae, p.25. 
Kaegi notes in this connection that Samaritan soldiers are supposed to have fought 
alongside the Byzantines at the Yarmuk (Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 63 n. 
41); but this does not contradict the actuality of real conflict and suspicion between the 
oppressed Jewish and Samaritan populations and the Roman authorities and their 
representatives. On the soldiers at Caesarea, see W.E. Kaegi, “Notes on Hagiographic 
Sources for some Institutional Changes and Continuities in the Early Seventh Century”, 
Byzantina 1 (1975) 59-70, see 65-66.
52 For Acre (Ptolemais/Akka) and the Jewish suburbs nearby, and Tiberias (a traditional
and important centre of Judaism), see Abel, Geographie de la Palestine, 235-37; 483; Avi-
Yonah, The Jews o f Palestine, 237. For the density and distribution of Jewish and
Samaritan settlement, see esp. M. Avi-Yonah, The Holy Land: from the Persian to the Arab 
Conquests (Grand Rapids, 1966), esp. 215-18; S. Safrai, in A History o f the Jewish
People, ed. H.H. Ben-Sasson (London, 1976), 333-36; Baron, A Social and Religious
History o f the Jews, 20-21; Jones, Later Roman Empire, 944; Zvi U. M a‘oz, “Comments
on Jewish and Christian Communities in Byzantine Palestine”, Palestine Exploration 
Quarterly 117 (1985), 59-68; and Y. Ben-Zvi, Sefer Hashbmeronim (Jerusalem, 1976) 57
59 on Samaritan settlement regions, centred on Neapolis/Nablus. For a cartographic 
summary, see TAVO B VI 17, Israel, Synagogen, Lehrhauser und Gerichtshofe (1.-7. 
Jahrhundert).
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It can hardly be a coincidence that the area in which Jewish 
settlement was most dense, in which the great Samaritan revolt of 529 had 
begun, in which lay the heart of the hostility to Roman rule, which 
represented the core of Jewish support for the Persians in 614 and after, 
and from which the Jewish forces which attacked Tyre and Acre in 613-14 
were drawn, overlaps more or less exactly with the jund  of al-Urdunn and, 
in consequence, with a hypothetical military command for Jordan. And it 
is worth adding that both Tyre and Acre had substantial Jewish populations. 
In addition, we may note that the ju n d  included also the district of 
Gaulanitis which, as has been several times pointed out, had a substantial 
beduin -  Ghassanid -  population and included the major GhassSnid 
encampment at al-Jabiya. In view of the previous history of relations 
between these two groups, again noted by Shahid, the establishment by 
Heraclius of an additional dux (or some similar appointment), which did 
not affect the pre-existing civil provincial boundaries, with the specific 
intention of controlling and policing the Jewish and Samaritan populations 
of the region, hypothetical though it must remain, is also very logical.53 

This might appear the more likely in view of the fact that the traditional 
measures had not worked: Justinian, for example, had given the civil 
governors of Phoenice Libanensis, Arabia and Palestine I authority over 
certain military units, in the latter case primarily out of concern for 
internal security.54 Yet, as we have seen, this did not prevent major 
disturbances thereafter; and he was careful in his legislation to retain the 
clear demarcation between the civil and military spheres.

In all these respects, of course, Shahid’s arguments remain important 
and valid; and he makes a number of observations on the ideological and 
symbolic import of the term “Jordan” .55 But none of this need have

53 For the geographical extent of al-Urdunn, see n. 14 above; for the Ghassanid presence 
(and their role in the suppression of the Samaritan revolt of 529) see Shahid II, 217f.; and 
idem, “Arethas, Son of Jabala”, JAOS 75 (1955), 205-16. Note especially Sartre, Trois 
etudes, 177-88; also E.A. Knauf, “Umm al-Jimal, an Arab Town in Late Antiquity”, RB
91 (1984), 578-86, see 579. On the GhassSnid camp on the Golan at al-Jabiya, see Sartre, 
Trois etudes, 189ff.; H.I. Macadam, “Some Notes on the Umayyad Occupation of North 
East Jordan”, in P. Freeman, D. Kennedy, eds., The Defence o f the Roman and Byzantine 
East I, BAR Int. Ser. 29.1 (Oxford, 1986), 531-47, at 532-33; and the later tradition 
reported by al-Mas'udi (Masoudi, Les prairies d ’or, ed. and trans. Barbier de Maynard, 
Pavet de Courteille [Paris, 1864], HI, 220).
54 For Justinian’s changes in Palestine, Arabia and Phoenice, see Jones, Later Roman 
Empire, 281-82, 661 with n. 124; Speidel, “The Roman Army in Arabia”, 270.
55 Shahid n, 222ff. On the symbolic significance of the river, see also Oxford Dictionary 
o f Byzantium II (New York-Oxford, 1991), 1071-72. It is impossible to say whether these 
points were taken into account at the time; but either way they do not affect Shahid’s point,
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anything to do with th e m a ta , which, as I have argued elsewhere, 
represented the temporally and geographically specific institutional 
response to circumstances quite different from those which the Persian 
wars produced.

Territorially, it is important to emphasise the fact that Jordan/al- 
Urdunn was entirely enclosed by other districts, the territories included 
within the ju n d  of Dimashq (or under the protection of the duces of 
Damascus and Bostra) extending down to the border with Palestine III. 
Thus there can be no way in which these districts can be seen simply as 
lines of defence against Persian attack from the north. Much more likely is 
it that they represent the cumulative results of increased imperial reliance 
on Arab allies and increased hostility to, and need to control, the Jewish 
and Samaritan populations of Samaria and Galilee.

Finally, it is equally clear that the Arab tradition itself was uncertain 
about the exact line of the boundaries between the various ajnad . Thus 
Tyre, which lay on the border between al-Urdunn and Dimashq, possessed 
a mosque which belonged to the latter, although its kharaj was paid to the 
former; while it is reported to belong to either jund  according to different 
geographers. The town of Adhri‘5t (classical Adrea, mod. Dera‘a), the 
chief settlement of the Bathanlya, district between Bostra and the Jordan 
itself is described as belonging to either al-Urdunn or Dimashq; the district 
of al-Shara (the mountain of Moab), the southernmost part of the old 
province of Arabia, and belonging presumably to Dimashq, is likewise 
attributed by some writers to Filastln, as is ‘Amman/Philadelphia from the 
point of view of its mint.56

Now this uncertainty is very suggestive. In the first place, whereas 
the provincial boundaries of the late Roman civil provinces were fairly 
clearly demarcated (based upon the territoria  known to belong to each 
community or polis),57 those of the ducates, as we have seen (and by reason

accepted here, regarding the problem which the Byzantines faced in dealing with the Jewish 
population of the region.
56 See the sources cited by Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems, 28, 29, 30-32; 40 
(al-Ya‘qubI, Ibn IJawqal, Ibn al-Faqlh, al-I$takhn, YSqut); only YSqGt (thirteenth century) 
places ‘Amman in Palestine -  it is otherwise generally attributed to Dimashq. See Caetani, 
Annali delV Islam,, EL 2, 1121 and n. 2. In al-Baladhurf s account of the conquest of the 
‘Amman region, however, it is implied that it lay in Palestine (Futuh al-bulddn, 193). See 
also El* IV, 1030; El2 II, 911, where it is assumed that these inconsistencies reflect 
deliberate administrative changes of the tenth century, although there is no clear evidence 
for this. For the mint at ‘Amman, which has been attributed to the jund  of Filastln, see 
Walker, Catalogue, lxxii; lxxiv; xciv, V.
57 See, for example, H.E. Mierow, The Roman Provincial Governor as He Appears in the 
Digest and Code o f Justinian (Colorado, 1926) ; Jones, CERP, introduction.
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of military necessity), were fairly fluid and vague. In the second place, 
this vagueness is reflected in a similar vagueness in the Arabic sources, and 
I would suggest that this is precisely because the ajnad were based on the 
erstwhile ducal commands, broad military circumscriptions with which the 
conquerors would first have come into contact (rather than with the civil 
provinces themselves). This is made the more likely when it is recalled 
that the total number of Arabs in the conquering armies was relatively 
small, and a convenient pattern of military commands, the extent of whose 
defence and policing responsibilities were each roughly co-terminous with 
the territorial coverage of a number of civil provinces, would most readily 
have suited their initial requirements in respect of security as well as the 
collection and distribution of tribute or tax. The vagueness of the Arabic 
tradition in all probability thus reflects the vagueness of the “boundaries” 
between the authority of the different duces.

VI

There remains the question of why the term jund was applied to territorial 
entities, which brings us to another element in the discussion which has, on 
the whole, been overlooked. Shahid prefers to see in the word a translation 
of a Roman/Byzantine term such as exercitus, stratos, strateuma or thema. 
An alternative has been suggested by Haase and preferred by Lilie, namely 
that the term jund  refers simply to the fact that it was in the Syrian regions 
that the great expeditionary camps were established, from which the war 
against Byzantium could be prosecuted; and hence that the term jund , for 
military corps, came to be applied to the areas in which the corps were 
based. Shahid rejects this, on the grounds that similar camps were 
established in Iraq and Egypt, but the districts around them were not called 
ajnad. This appears to be a reasonable enough objection, but in fact there is 
some evidence that the term jund  was used in Iraq, albeit very briefly: a 
ninth-century tradition records that al-JazIra was regarded as a ju n d , and 
that the district of Ar<J al-Maw§il, equivalent to the older Sasanian regions 
of Nodh-Ardashlrakan and Garmekan and stretching from the area north of 
the Greater Zab southwards along the Tigris to the Diyala, was regarded 
during the time of ‘Umar as a jund , in contrast to the am$ar at al-Kufa, al- 
Basra and I§takhr. From ‘Uthman (644-56) it was detached from the 
administration of Iraq and placed under direct Caliphal authority. It
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remains unclear what exactly the significance of this report -  assuming it 
can be trusted -  might be, except that it appears to suggest an 
administrative contrast between concentrations of Muslim tribal troops, in 
am$ar, and their distribution or cantonment over a wider area, a jund . If 
this is the case, then it does not conflict with the interpretation offered 
here, except to emphasise the fact that the Arabs clearly often adopted the 
military-administrative structures of other states where they found them 
u s e f u l .58 I will return to the possible significance of this tradition below.

It has often been remarked that, in contrast to other regions of the 
conquered lands, Syria saw virtually no new urban foundations by the 
Arabs in the early post-conquest period. It is true that elsewhere, urban 
regions were selected for military settlement, so that the great am?dr or 
garrison camps were established near, and to a degree often replaced, pre
existing centres, as at al-Kufa and al-Basra in Iraq or al-Fustat on the Nile 
delta. New urban developments seem, therefore, always to have been in 
origin military garrison camps which, by virtue of the presence of the 
soldiers’ families, and their attractiveness to merchants and traders, rapidly 
developed an important non-military aspect. Al-Jabiya, the old centre of 
Ghass<inid power, served as such a centre until it was eclipsed, first during 
the reign of Mu‘awiya, then in the early eighth century by Dabiq, north of 
Aleppo, reflecting the needs of the war with Byzantium. Al-Ramla in 
Palestine, which also served as a military centre, was founded some time 
after the period of conquest.

In Syria, the original intention of the conquerors had been that the 
land should be divided up among the invading tribesmen. But this would 
certainly have led to conflicts among those whose immediate origins lay 
outside Syria, and those Arabs from Syria who had converted to Islam, or 
had at least sided with the invaders, before or during the conquest. For 
what makes Syria so different from either Egypt or Iraq is precisely the

58 See Shahid II, 239; R.-J. Lilie, cited by Shahid II, 239 (personal communication), and 
C.-P. Haase, Untersuchungen zur Landschaftsgeschichte Nordsyriens in der 
Umayyadenzeit (Hamburg, 1972). On the military camps (s. misrlp\.am$ar) outside Syria, 
see for a traditional view Ira M. Lapidus, ‘The Evolution of Muslim Urban Society”, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 15 (1973), 21-50; C.E. Bosworth, art. Misry 
in E /^V II, 146; and the chapters by A. Northedge, “Archaeology and New Urban 
Settlement in early Islamic Syria and Iraq”, and D. Whitcomb, “The Mi$r of Ayla: 
Setdement at Aqaba in the Early Islamic Period”, in G.R.D. King and Averil Cameron, 
eds., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East II. Land Use and Settlement Patterns 
(Princeton, 1994), 231-66, 155-70. For al-Maw$il, see the discussion, with n. 62, below. 
Morony, Iraq After the Muslim Conquest, 136-38, notes that the Arabs appear on the 
whole to have taken over the administrative circumscriptions they found for district and 
sub-district boundaries, but not for provinces, or at least not as frequently.
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fact that substantial Arab settlements already existed near a number of 
cities; and that prior to the conquest, very considerable numbers of Arabs, 
Christian and non-Christian, were based at these sites, serving the Romans 
as federate or allied troops. By the third decade of the seventh century 
they were, as we have seen, by far the most important element in the forces 
at the disposal of the duces based in Palestine, Arabia, Phoenice and Syria. 
Indeed, Syria already possessed a considerable population of seasonal Arab 
pastoralists and transhumants, closely related by dint of both language and 
tribal connections, real or imagined, to both the beduin and the settled 
populations of the Arabian peninsula. Their regular presence in their 
summer camps meant that they were well-integrated into the rural and 
urban economic networks of Syria through trading and other forms of 
exchange relationships. In many inland regions this Arab element was as 
numerous as the native Aramaean population. There is good evidence of 
both a considerable influx of Arabs into “Roman” regions of southern 
Syria and Transjordan in the later sixth and early seventh century, 
accompanied also by a process of sedentarization. And large numbers of 
these “Syrian” Arabs adopted Islam or were assimilated into the military 
effort of the new Arab Islamic power in the opening phases of the 
conquests.59

The tradition has it that, in consequence of this, it was decided that 
the native Arabs who converted to Islam would also be included in the 
arrangement and, strengthened by an influx of tribesmen from the Arabian 
peninsula (since some of the former left rather than stay and accept Islam, 
including the leader of the Ghassanids and many of his followers), were

59 M.A. Shaban, Islamic History A.D . 600-750 (A.H. 132): a New Interpretation 
(Cambridge, 1971), 41; Hassan, The Role o f the Arab Tribes in the East, 61-62; and 
especially the discussion of Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 94-96; Caetani, Annali 
deli Islam, n. 2, 1180. On the tribal pattern of settlement and the various tribal affiliations 
represented in the Roman provinces of Syria, Phoenice and Palestine: P. Crone, Slaves on 
Horses. The Evolution o f the Islamic Polity (Cambridge, 1980), 30; Shaban, Islamic 
History, 40-42; Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 101-10; on specific tribal groups, 
see also E l\  IV, 113-114 (§alil>); 623-624 (Tayy); 436 (‘Amila); 938 (Bat>r5); II, 
573 (JudhSm); 1020-1021 (GhassSn); IV, 289 (‘Iy5<J); 492 (Banu Kalb); 819-20 (Banfl 1- 
Qayn); V, 118-120 (Kinda); 632 (Lakhm); Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth 
Century, 383-85,455-57 (Tanukh, Banu §<Qil), Ball). See also R. Dussaud, La penetration 
des Arabes en Syrie avant VIslam (Paris, 1955); H. Gaube, “Arabs in Sixth-Century Syria: 
Some Archaeological Observations”, Bulletin o f the British Society for Middle Eastern 
Studies 8/2 (1981), 93-98; and, covering the southern part only of our area, TAVO B VII 
1, Das islamische Arabien bis zum Tode des Propheten (632/1lh.). For the influx of Arab 
populations and their sedentarisation, see esp. Sartre, Bostra , 132-34; T. Fahd, “Le 
Hawran & la veille de la conqudte Islamique”, in La Siria araba da Roma a Bisanzio, XXXV 
Corso di Cultura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina (Ravenna, 1988), 35-43.
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distributed in pre-existing settlements, both within and next to towns as 
well as in smaller rural communities and locations -  organised, as we have 
seen, into the four or five ajnad which form the subject of this paper.60

It is presumably no accident that there were such camps near each of 
the headquarters of the Roman commanders. For the existence of these 
bases or encampments -  in Palestine II at al-Jabiya, some 80 km. south of 
Damascus; in Palestine I near Gaza; in Phoenice near Emesa and Damascus, 
in Syria near Qinnasrin, Anasartha and Aleppo, and at other sites -  
reflected not only the gravitation of these nomads and pastoralists to 
centres of urban production and exchange, but in addition the military 
requirements of the duces under whose military authority they would have 
come.6! Indeed, the pre-existing distribution of tribal groups inherited by 
the Muslim conquerors, although modified as new groups arrived in Syria 
and old groups were either strengthened or weakened, was suited 
extremely well both to the maintenance of the Islamic armies and to the 
preservation of internal security, the latter having been precisely one of the 
functions of those who had served the Roman military establishment in pre
conquest times. The established pattern of permanent or semi-permanent

60 For late Roman Syria and its cities, see H. Kennedy, “The Last Century of Byzantine 
Syria: a Reinterpretation”, Byzantinische Forschungen 10 (1985) (= Perspectives in 
Byzantine History and Culture, eds. J.F. Haldon, J.T.A. Koumoulides), 141-83; with the 
discussion of Roger Paret, “Les villes de Syrie du Sud et les routes commerciales d’Arabie
& la fin du Vie sifccle”, in Akten des XI. Internat. Byzantinisten-Kongresses (Munich, 
1960), 438-44, who notes (on the basis of the archaeological material) the apparently 
flourishing economic situation of towns such as Bostra, for example, which lay on trade 
routes between the Arabian peninsula and the North, and which acted as centres of 
exchange for the substantial and growing Arab population of the region. On Islamic cities 
and Syria, see, for example, Cambridge History o f Islam II, 512; with E. Pauty, “Villes 
spontan^es et villes crudes en Islam”, Annales de VInstitut d ’£tudes Orientales 9(1951), 52
75; H. Djait, Al-Kufa: naissance de la ville islamique (Paris, 1986); for al-JSbiya, see al- 
BalSdhurt, Futuh al-bulddn, 220-21; Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, 245. For 
Jabala ibn al-Ayham, the GhassSnid leader, see al-BalSdhurl, Futuh al-bulddn, 208-10; and 
Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 248-49, 171-72 for'this and the 
question of the movement of Arab population groups into Byzantine-territory away from 
Muslim power. For the distribution of the newcomers across Syria, see Donner, The Early 
Islamic Conquests, 247.
61 For the evidence for and identification of the sites of these camps, see especially 
Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth Century, 402-407, 469; note also that there 
was a Ghassanid camp at Maij Rahij, near Damascus, where Khalid ibn al-Walid attacked 
the non-Muslim Arab forces on Easter day in 634, see al-Baladhuri, Futuh cd-buldan, 172; 
and 223, 224 for camps associated with other tribal groups near Qinnasrin and Aleppo; for 
the camp near Gaza, see Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 90. An 
encampment for Christian Saracens was established near Jerusalem in the early fifth 
century by Euthymius (Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita Euthymii, ed. E. Schwartz, TU 49. 2 
[1939], 15.25). See also Hitti, History o f Syria, 424 for known post-conquest camps 
(near Lydda, Emesa, Tiberias and Emmaus, for example). It is highly likely that these pre
dated the conquest.
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settlements and camps of the Arab tribes scattered along the border regions 
and deeper inland, in what was more clearly “Roman” territory, across 
Syria, reflected already a marked segregation of the nomadic or 
transhumant beduin from the more permanently established population, 
whether or not some elements thereof were thought of or regarded 
themselves as Arab.

The very fact of this situation both pre-figured and pre-empted the 
main purpose of the garrison settlements in Iraq and Egypt already 
mentioned, whose foundation was intended precisely to maintain and 
promote both military security and a distinction between the Arab 
conquerors and the non-Arab subject population. In pre-conquest Iraq, for 
example, the population was predominantly Aramaean, with a small 
Persian element. Except in the north-west (see below), the Arab population 
was both physically and culturally marginalised by Sasanian policy, which 
confined sedentary groups to the desert fringe, excluding them from the 
rich alluvial regions. The nomadic tribes were kept at arm’s length through 
the maintenance (until the early seventh century only, however) of the 
client-kingdom of the Lakhmids, partly by virtue of providing a Persian 
garrison at al-Hlra to shore up Lakhmid authority. After the conquest, the 
conquerors were established in the new garrison cities or other urban 
administrative centres, thus promoting a clear divide between the Arab- 
Islamic cities and the non-Arab countryside.

In Syria, in contrast, precisely because of the very different situation 
described above, I would suggest that there was no need for new garrison 
settlements, and no need to establish de novo a pattern of segregation of 
Arab from non-Arab; for the Arab camps attached to the military forces of 
each dux perfectly fulfilled both functions. Apart from the supposed 
20 ,0 0 0  or so newcomers, based for the most part in the district of Hims, 
the Arabs of Syria had long been in regular contact with Syrian rural and 
urban culture and were quite intimate with the previous, late Roman, 
military arrangements.62

62 In addition, we should note that the distribution of resources appropriated as tax or 
levies from the indigenous non-Muslim population in Syria to the troops based at such 
camps, evenly spread as they were across the territory, was particularly suited to the 
conquerors* military requirements, especially since they appear to have taken over the pre
existing Roman fiscal administrative structures for the non-Muslim populations more-or- 
less wholesale (compare the situation in this respect in Egypt -  see n. 37 above). The 
pattern of early Islamic mint production must similarly be tied in with these arrangements -  
see n. 45 above, and Shaban, Islamic History, 43f. For Sasanid policy towards the Arabs, 
see Morony, Iraq After the Muslim Conquests, 215-22; Donner, The Early Islamic 
Conquests, 167-72, with 45-48 on the Lakhmid kingdom, and M.J. Kister, “Al-IJIra:
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The relationship between ajnad and the existence in pre-conquest 
times of a substantial Arab population settled in both camps and in urban 
centres on the one hand, and between am sar and the sharp distinction 
between Arab conquerors and non-Arab subjects, on the other hand, 
becomes more compelling when we look at the two areas outside Syria in 
which ajnad  were also, according to tradition, initially established by 
‘Umar, namely al-JazIra and Ard al-Maw$il. The former also possessed a 
substantial population of Arab pastoralists (and their encampments, or 
hadirs), in the period before the Islamic conquest, both on the Roman and 
the Persian sides of the “frontier”, the Iranian element of that region which 
had been within the Sasanian kingdom being confined to soldiers and 
administrators. An} al-Maw§il covered the former Sasanid districts 
between the Diyala and the area north of the Greater Z5b, and again there 
appears to have been a substantial Arab population, both sedentary and 
nomadic, along the northern and western margins of this region.63

What was more natural, then, than that this pre-existing military- 
administrative infrastructure in Syria and Palestine, with its well- 
established and well-known territorial divisions and associated garrison 
camps, on the one hand, in the context of a long-established pattern of 
permanent encampments and of separation between Arab and non-Arab 
population groups on the other, should have been adapted to the purposes

Some Notes on its Relations with Arabia”, Arabica 15 (1968), 143-69 (repr. in idem., 
Studies in Jahiliyya and Early Islam [London, 1980], IE); Cambridge History o f Iran IV,
2-4. For the policy of separation of Arab troops and their families from the indigenous 
population in Iraq, see ibid. 227-29; Morony, Iraq After the Muslim Conquest, 236-38, 
251-53 (with 239-50 on al-Kafa and al-Ba$ra); Shaban, Islamic History, 51-53; 
Cambridge History o f Islam I, 65-66; and for the exceptional situation in Syria, see Crone, 
Slaves on Horses, 29-31.
63 ‘Umar was traditionally credited with the creation of the seven original am$ar and the 
first ajnad (Filas.tln, al-JazIra, al-Maw$il, Qinnasrin): the latter are all areas in which 
substantial hafirs and Arab populations already existed. See Caetani, Annali dell*Islam IV. 
176. For the Arab population of al-JazIra before the conquest, see Morony, Iraq After the 
Muslim Conquest, 215-18. The information on al-Maw§il is not easily built into this 
picture, however, partly because there is clearly not the substantial Arab population of other 
regions which became ajnad; while the former provincial capital, Nineveh, was abandoned 
for the new foundation of al-Maw$il on the western side of the Tigris, a foundation which 
supposedly took place in 641 and was referred to as a mi>r, see Morony, Iraq After the 
Muslim Conquest, 131-37; for its jund , see al-Ya‘qflbI, Ta'rikh, ed. M. Houtsma [Leiden, 
1883]), II, 176, with Morony, ibid., 135 and n. 48, also al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-buldan, 
277. Note the presence in the late 620s or early 630s of Arab encampments and an Arab 
phylarchos, friendly to the Byzantines, active in the Syrian desert (around Palmyra) and 
western Iraq as far as the Diyala river, and thus as far as the Persian regions of Nodh- 
Ardashlrakan and GarmSkan, the (reportedly) later jund  of Ar<J al-Maw$il: Acta Anastasii 
Persae, 31-33 and Kaegi’s comment, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 55f.
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of the new Islamic p o l i t y ? 6 4  I would suggest that both the relative absence 
of am§ar in Syria in the immediately post-conquest period and the 
existence of the ajnad can, at least to a certain extent,65 be explained by the 
fact that the already-existing system was simply taken over and adapted to 
the new circumstances. The word ju n d  was used thus to refer to the 
territories covered by the military commands of the various duces as they 
had existed when the Muslim Arabs conquered them, along with the Arab 
federate and allied forces which had been so closely associated with them. 
It is itself a perfectly reasonable translation, as Shahid has pointed out, for 
any one of several Greek or Latin terms for “troops” or “army”, which is 
just what each dux commanded.66

It seems to me, therefore, that there are no compelling grounds for 
postulating a Heraclian theme system in the Orient upon which the ajnad  
were based, indeed, quite the reverse. What evidence there is shows that the 
traditional arrangement of provinces and ducal commands survives into the 
early period of the conquests. And the pre-existing pattern of military 
commands under the various duces provides a perfectly adequate model for 
the early ajnad. While adjustments of boundaries and competences which 
affected Palestine II and the old province of Arabia especially remain

64 That these camps -  hadirs -  continued to be occupied is clear from al-Baladhuri, Futuh 
al-buldan, 223-24, referring to the regions of Aleppo and Qinnasrin.
65 That this suggestion can go only part of the way to providing an answer to the question 
is apparent from the fact that the Nabatean and Roman site of Ayla, for example, clearly 
situated in an entirely “Arab” milieu, appears to have been abandoned in the 650s for the 
misr constructed just to its south-east (see Whitcomb, art.cit., n. 59). But immigration 
from the Arabian peninsula probably stimulated the construction of this new site, which 
eventually replaced its more ancient neighbour. See E. Reitmeyer, Die St&dtegriindungen 
der Araber im Islam nach den arabischen Historikem und Geographen (Munich, 1912). 
Insofar as the existence of pre-existing camps there, and the departure of many of the 
indigenous inhabitants of the larger towns (such as Damascus, for example) after or during 
the period of conquest, made the construction of new sites less necessary, however, this 
does fit with the pattern for Syria.
66 The word may be Aramaic (Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 135) or Iranian in 
origin (Shahid I, 392; II, 239-240). At the time of the Islamic conquests, Sasanid military 
units were referred to by this term, and were commanded by officers entitled jundsaldrs -  
see A. Christensen, L ’Iran sous les Sassanides (Copenhagen, 1936), 210f. But it would 
appear that Sassanid military administration knew no such commands as the ducates of the 
Roman world. From the time of Khusro, for example, Iraq and the related western regions 
of the empire were under the authority of a single spabadh, who held supreme civil and 
military authority. Frontier regions were placed under a marzban, subdivided into local 
districts with their garrisons. Defence was based on a linear principle. See Morony, Iraq 
After the Muslim Conquest, 28f.; Christensen, L'lran sous les Sassanides, 130-32, 136-40 
and esp. 370.
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hypothetical, they fit an already evolving pattern of military administration 
in this region quite well.

Furthermore, the argument from themata is somewhat circular. It 
assumes that themes had from the start a geographical identity, when in fact 
it is clear that they were simply the armies of the magistri militum. The 
result of their being quartered permanently across Asia Minor led to the 
name of each corps being then applied to the group of provinces in which it 
was present. The traditional administration of civil and, to a lesser degree, 
fiscal affairs continued to operate at the provincial level, well into the 
eighth century and in some respects into the ninth. Indeed, I would suggest 
that there never was a “theme system” in anything but the minds of modem 
historians -  and it is worth stressing yet again that Constantine VII does not 
credit Heraclius with their creation: he merely notes that it was from his 
time, and in the time of his successors, that the empire was cut up into 
smaller administrative divisions.67 The model of the exarchates may be 
relevant; but the exarchates were themselves little more than praetorian 
prefectures in which the prefect was subordinated to a military officer, 
specifically in order to cope with the logistical and strategic problems 
presented by the fragmentation of imperial authority by the Lombards in 
Italy, and by the constant guerilla raids of the Berber peoples in North 
Africa. And this model has proved of little or no help in understanding the 
origins of the Anatolian themes. It seems quite inappropriate for Syria. Had 
there already existed themata in Oriens before the Arab conquest, however 
“unfinished”, there would have been no need to “evolve” a thematic 
structure in Asia Minor, and later the Balkans, over the following 150 
years: we should remember that it took at least this long for the pattern of 
administration familiar from the tenth century finally to emerge in the first 
half of the ninth century.68

The weaknesses of the defences in the East are certainly, revealed in 
the history of first the Persian and then the Arab attacks during the first 
half of the seventh century. Heraclius’ supposed thematic reorganisation

67 See n. 6 above. The Byzantines certainly never had the concept of a “theme system”, 
pace Shahid’s implication, II 236, n. 64. His ruminations on the role of “military lands” in 
HI, 365-66, for which there is not a shred of evidence earlier than the ninth century, merely 
confuse the issue, while the eccentric notion that there is evidence in al-Baladhuri for the 
Armeniak thema as early as the 620s is simply not borne out either by the three references 
in the text {Futuh al-bulddn, 305, 309, 310), or by Kaegi’s more plausible and cautious 
suggestion which is cited in support: see W.E. Kaegi Jr., “Al-Baladhuri and the Armeniac 
Theme”, Byzantion 38 (1968), 273-77; and see his Byzantium and the Early Islamic 
Conquests, 201.
68 See Haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 201-204.
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had no obvious results. Shahid is aware of this, and points out that the 
themes supposedly established by Heraclius had no chance before the Arab 
conquest to develop beyond their “primitive” stage. But this is not very 
plausible: either the soldiers were there, and the command structure 
revised, to enable the better integration of civil and military structures, or 
they were not. Further, although the Arab attacks happened very quickly 
(once they were properly under way), the Byzantines did actually have a 
good five years in which to set up the “new” system. The whole hypothesis 
begs far too many questions. It seems to me more plausible, because 
simpler and more in keeping with the available, albeit scanty, evidence, to 
suggest as I have done here that while the ajnad of Syria might represent 
late Roman structures, and that these in their turn may signal certain 
changes in the pattern of military, and possibly also civil (in the case of 
“Jordan”) administration, these structures are in essence those familiar 
from the pre-existing order, and need have no connection with any putative 
themata.

It remains the case that the evidence for these developments is, for 
the most part, of a somewhat equivocal nature. The scarcity of 
documentary material from the later years of Byzantine administration in 
Syria, and the patchy nature of the non-Greek sources thereafter, is 
problematic. The doubtful authenticity or accuracy of many of the accounts 
found in the Arabic tradition -  reflecting as they do the interests and 
priorities, both political and cultural, of the ninth century and after -  
makes it very difficult to say with any certainty whether or not the details 
handed down can be trusted. As I have noted, the Arab geographers were 
more interested in establishing and justifying the administrative and fiscal 
circumscriptions of their own time to do justice to details which may have 
seemed to them either irrelevant or awkward. Similar considerations apply 
to the historical traditions, particularly where named commanders involved 
in specific campaigns or expeditions to particular districts of the East 
Roman state were concerned. Even the existence of four regions in Syria 
before the conquest is open to doubt. These ambiguities and contradictions 
are well-known, and have been stressed by several scholars,69 but the point 
needs to be re-iterated here. Just as importantly, many Arabs who joined 
the armies of the Muslims in the opening phases of the conquest probably 
had quite a good general knowledge of the Roman military arrangements

69 Most recently by Lawrence.I. Conrad, “Historical Evidence and the Archaeology of 
Early Islam”, in S. Seikaly, R. Baalbaki, P. Dodd, eds.. Quest for Understanding. Arabic 
and Islamic Studies in Memory o f Malcolm H. Kerr (Beirut 1991) 263-82.
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for defence and security. But it is most unlikely that anyone knew or cared 
about the exact extent and limits of the authority of the different duces, at 
least during the period of conquest and perhaps not until the 660s, when the 
administrative establishment of Umayyad rule might have made a more 
careful cataloguing of lands, titles and boundaries necessary. But this is also 
the context in which conflicting claims and traditions would have come to 
the fore.

In spite of these problems, I have attempted to survey this material as 
fairly as possible. If we are prepared to place some reliance upon it, then 
the evidence seems to me to point, however vaguely, both to the re
establishment of the traditional late Roman strategical and command 
structures after the victory over the Persians in the late 620s (however 
weak their form, and however flimsy Roman authority may in reality have 
been),70 and their existence well into the period of the Islamic conquests in 
Syria, and beyond this in the rest of the Byzantine empire. It is these 
structures which are reflected in the ajnad. While the vagueness of most of 
the sources with regard to technical words,t titles and geographical 
boundaries makes definite answers to specific questions impossible, there 
are enough references to make this much fairly clear. But in perpetuating 
the myth of a “theme system” introduced by Heraclius, Shahid has, I 
believe, directed attention away from his most important point.

70 See also Schick, The Christian Communities, 54-55.
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THE ARAB-BYZANTINE FRONTIER IN 
THE EIGHTH AND NINTH CENTURIES: 

MILITARY ORGANISATION AND 
SOCIETY IN THE BORDERLANDS*

J.F. Haldon and H. Kennedy

The nature of the conflict and the contacts which developed between 
the Muslim Caliphate and the Christian Byzantine empire after the middle 
of the seventh century has been the subject of many studies. The following 
paper will examine one aspect of these contacts which has hitherto received 
only scanty attention, that of the Byzantine-Arab borderlands, the society 
which they produced on both sides of the “frontier”, and the military orga
nisation which developed to defend their respective hinterlands.

In the first section, we will look at the Byzantine frontier districts; the 
following section will examine some of the chief aspects of the Muslim frontier 
regions in north Syria and Mesopotamia, and the course of their develop
ment during the first one hundred years of Abbasid rule.

I
A great deal has been written about the general effects of Arab raiding 

on the Byzantine military organisation and the Byzantine economy from the 
650s to the beginning of the ninth century; and so rather than repeat what 
has already been said, we propose here to look at some more specific features 
of the period c. 700—950 A. D: which areas were most radically affected by 
the Muslim raiding; and how these were affected — in terms of economic 
and social life and the effects of a constant military presence among the popu
lation. Just as the Byzantine frontier played an important part in the life of 
the Abbasid state, so did the constant presence — whether warlike or peaceful
— of a powerful Muslim state bordering Asia Minor play a key role in the 
life both of the Byzantine state and of those who dwelt in proximity to this 
Myslim world.1

It will be convenient to deal first of all with the general background, 
the military situation of the empire at the end of the seventh century. The

* The following is based broadly upon two papers delivered by the authors at the 
eleventh Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies in Birmingham, March 1977.

1 For a general review of cross-cultural influences between Byzantium and the Ca
liphate, see especially the collected papers of G. von Grunebaum, Islam and Medieval 
Hellenism: Social and Cultural Perspectives (London, Variorum Reprints, 1976); M. Canard,
*Les relations politiques et sociales entre Byzance et les Arabes*, Dumbarton Oaks Papers
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second half of this century was without doubt the most crucial period of 
readjustment for the imperial armies. The regular, large-scale attacks of 
a highly-motivated enemy, together with the innumerable smaller raiding- 
and booty-collecting expeditions, the disrupted communications and the 
difficulties of supply, contributed to a progressive worsening of a military 
situation in which a system of defence organised along quite unsuitable lines 
was forced to adapt itself to a totally new environment.

When well-organised and co-ordinated, large armies were certainly 
mustered and successful campaigns were undertaken.2 But on the whole, 
the divisions which had once formed the armies of the magistri militum per 
Armeniam and per Orientem had been withdrawn to a line along the Taurus
— Anti-Taurus ranges — a result of the loss of Syria and Mesopotamia and 
the strategic outflanking which followed from the Arab conquest of the 
Sassanid state — and were subsequently scattered among local strongpoints 
and walled towns or cities, able only slowly to unit and confront invaders 
as they entered imperial territory. This reflected in part a deliberate policy 
of avoidance, combined with a guerilla strategy aimed at preventing wide
spread pillaging of districts through which the enemy might pass. 3 But such 
a policy was to a large extent forced upon the imperial forces, which must 
have been considerably affected by the decline in population and by the bad 
communications promoted by the nature of the Arab attacks referred to 
already, which took the form of a more or less constant harassment of the 
defensive forces of the empire and the civil population. Such widely dispersed 
but frequent attacks overloaded by far the defensive capacity of the available 
forces: when cities and fortresses had been adequately garrisoned there were 
few troops left over for offensive operations.4 A dispersal of the forces over

18 (1964), 35—36; idem, in Cambridge Medieval History iv, 1 (Cambridge, 1966), pp. 696—7, 
735—5; H. Ahrweiler, L’Asie Mineurc et les invasions arabes’, Revue Historique 227 (1962), 
1—32, esp. 13—19. More generally, D. Obolensky, ’Byzantine Frontier Zones and Cultural 
Exchanges*, XIV* Congres Int. d'Etudes Byzantines, Actes i, Bucharest 303—313, see 308 f. 
For a comment on the concept of frontier and its application in historical studies, see Th. 
Papadopoulos, The Byzantine Model in Frontier History: a Comparative Approach*, 
in XIV* Congres International d'ttudes Byzantines, Actes ii (Bucharest 1975), 415—419; 
H. Ahrweiler, *La fronti6re et les frontteres de Byzance en Orient,* ibid. i, 209—211, 225—6.

2 Cf. the campaigns of Constantine IV in 679/80 (Theophanes, 358,16) and that of 
Justinian II in 686/7 (Theoph., 364, 7~9; Nicephorus, Opuscula Historica [De Boor], 36, 
l7sq.).

3 For the dispersal of the Byzantine force, see the De Velitatione Bellica (in Leonis 
Diaconi... Historiae, ed. Hase [CSHB1 215, 1_6, 229, 22 sq. For the policy of avoidance 
see R.-J. Lilie, Die byzantinische Reaktion auf die Ausbreitung der Araber (Miscellanea Byzan
tine Monacensia22, Munchen 1976), p. 92f. and my comments in Byzantinoslavica 39 (1978) 
230f. (review of Lilie).

4 For population decline, see P. Charanis *The Transfer of Population as a Policy
in the Byzantine Empire*, Comparative Studies in Society and History 3/2 (The Hague,
1961), 143f; P. Lemerle, *Esquisse pour un histoire agraire de Byzance*, i, Revue Historique
219 (1958), 32—74, 254—84; ii, ibid., 220 (1958), 42—94, see i, 63f. Certainly by the early 
eighth century the troops from each provincial army were scattered over the whole province,
and assembled only to carry out ambushes or to harrass enemy troops on the march. Cf.
Theoph. [De Boor], 397, i s - i^  where Byzantine troops and Mardaites ambush and rout 
an Arab force in 717. The troops of the strategos Leo, before he became emperor, were 
scattered in garrisons, and in 716 were in no condition to effectively oppose the enemy. 
See Theoph., 388f. In 726 an Arab force reached Nicaea, which was garrisoned. They failed 
to take the city, but suffered no opposition from the countryside. Theoph., 405, 25sq. See 
J. F. Haldon, ’Some Remarks on the Background to the Iconoclast Controversy*, Byzan
tinoslavica 38 (1977), 161—184, esp. 171f.
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wide areas and a reliance upon local recruitment were in the circumstances 
the only practical answer. Thus regular but scattered units could be main
tained at little direct expense to the provincial administration, forces which 
were reasonably effective in their purely defensive capacity, but which needed 
considerable advance planning before they were ready to go over to the offen
sive.5 The establishment of a military or militarised form of provincial govern
ment developed regionally for local ends, reflects the course of the changes 
which occurred.6

The picture which emerges of Byzantine military activity before the 
730s is thus one of an intensely localised response to the Arab strategy. Yet 
it was precisely this form of localised military action which was required by 
the situation, and it is indeed hard to see how the older system — with its 
consolidated, regular forces — could possibly have registered any success 
against the rapid, hard-hitting and punishing raids of the Arabs.7

From the 660s to the end of the second siege of Constantinople in 
717/8 — except for a short period between 680 and 693, when the Caliphate 
was hindered by internal troubles — Byzantine forces were stretched to the 
point of collapse, or so it would seem from the accounts of both Muslim and 
Byzantine historians.8

Within this period we should also note a change in the Arab attacking 
strategy after 693. The large, longdistance expeditions of Muawiya’s day, 
which cut deep into Byzantine territory, were no longer the norm. Instead, 
Arab forces now concentrated very heavily on the border regions, Cilicia 
and Armenia IV. Lilie has recently shown that Arab strategy was based essen
tially on one principal at this time — to systematically weaken and destroy 
Byzantine border defences and open the way to the capture of Constantinople, 
or at least, the permanent incorporation cf much of the devastated region 
into the Caliphate.9 During much of the eighth century, in contrast, and 
partly a result of the defeat of the great siege of 717/8, military activity was 
marked by the establishment of a balance along the border, and the begin
nings of a Byzantine counter-offensive, although of a limited nature.10 This 
sets in already in the 720s, and whereas in the years before 717 Arab defeats 
were a rarity, they became considerably less unusual afterwards. Between 
720 and 740 Arab forces suffered six defeats, one of them a major set-back. 
It would seem that the Byzantine defences in western Anatolia and at sea 
had stiffened considerably, although in the latter case this has to do with

5 For a more detailed discussion of these developments and of the nature of the 
Arab attacks, see Haldon, Some Remarks, 166f.

6 See the comments of Lilie, op. cit., pp. 306—308.
7 The general bibliography on these developments is considerable. See W. E. Kaegi, 

jr., ’Some Reconsiderations on the Themes (Seventh-Ninth Centuries), Jahrbuch der Oster- 
reichischen Byzantinistik 16 (1967), 39—53; H. Ahrweiler, PAsie Mineure (art. cit., note 1 
above), 1—32; and also Lilie, loc. cit.; Haldon, Some Remarks, loc. cit., and idem, Recruit
ment and Conscription in the Byzantine Army c. 550—950: a study on the origins of the stra
ti otika ktemata, forthcoming in the Sitzungsberichte der Osterreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 1979.

8 See Haldon, Some Remarks, 169.
9 Lilie, op. cit., pp. 133, 137—9.
10 Ibid., p. 162.
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increased Arab naval activity in the western Mediterranean, at the expense 
of the eastern regions. In addition, it is clear that raiding was directed almost 
entirely at the border districts of the empire and their hinterland — Cappa- 
docia, the Byzantine part of Armenia and Isauria/Cilicia. Between 720 and 
750, for example, Arab forces raided the Armeniak theme at the very least 
eleven times, but seem to have reached the northern, Pontic region only 
twice. The Opsikion district suffered only one invasion, in 727, when Nicaea 
was for a short time besieged. There were of course many expeditions whose 
target we do not know, and which may alter this picture; although later 
developments bear out the trend. Byzantine activity was meanwhile quite 
clearly directed at forming a buffer zone of almost uninhabited land, destroying 
captured strong-points rather than garrisoning them; while the Arab forces 
now began to concentrate on establishing a defensive border and protecting 
the territory which lay behind. 11 As Lilie remarks, Constantine V’s policy 
of population transfer away from this area can be viewed not only as a means 
of strengthening the population of Thrace, but of deliberately depopulating 
the south-eastern border zones, tending to create a no-man’s land behind 
which Byzantine Asia Minor was relatively safe.12

While large Muslim forces did strike deep into Byzantine territory
— witness the raid of Harun al-Rashid as far as Chrysoupolis in 782 — such 
attacks were aimed chiefly at the collection of booty and at damaging Byzantine 
morale, rather than forming part of any grand general strategy, as had been 
the case up to 718.13 Thus the situation reached by the middle of the eighth 
century was not substantially altered until the tenth, when the great recon
quests under Kourkouas, the Phokades and Tzimiskes took place; and while 
both Arabs and Byzantines engaged in major campaigns during this “middle 
period” of stability, the real conflict was fought out at a much more local 
level, between the border lords and their forces on both sides.14

But before looking in greater detail at these frontier regions and their 
organisation, a short word on the organisation of frontier defences after 
Heraclius.

Already in the 640s the forces of the various magistri militum who had 
been operating in Syria and Armenia had to be withdrawn into Anatolia 
proper. 15 It appears indeed that Heraclius attempted to forestall further 
withdrawals by turning Cilicia into a sort of no-man’s land after his final 
departure from Syria; and establishing in the mountains to the north a defensive

11 For Arab concentration on the border regions, Lilie, pp. 138—9, and cf. his list 
of raids, pp. 112—122. For raids between 720 and 750 A. D., ibid., pp. 143—155; and for 
Byzantine activities in the border regions, ibid., p. 140f. See Honigmann, Die Ostgrenze 
des byzantinischen Reiches (Bruxelles, 1935), pp. 40—43.

12 Op. cit., p. 16J; such a policy had already been initiated by the Byzantines during 
Heraclius* withdrawal from Cilicia. Cf. La Chronique de Michel le Syrien, Patriarche Jacobite 
d*Antioch, ed. et trad. J. B. Chabot (Paris, 1899—1905), ii, 424; al-Baladhuri, Kitdb Futu(t 
al-Buldan (The Origins of the Islamic State), trans. P. K. Hitti (London 1916/Beirut 1966), 
252; text ed. S. Munajjid, al-Baladhuri; Futuh al-Buldan (Cairo, 1957), 194.

13 See the second part of this article. For Harun’s raid, see Lilie, pp. 173—4.
14 For Byzantine-Arab military activity in the ninth century, see A. A. Vasiliev, 

Byzance et les Arabes, i (Bruxelles, 1935), esp. pp. 89f.
15 Haldon, Some Remarks, 166; W. E. Kaegi, jr., ’Al-Baladhuri and the Armeniak 

Theme’, Byzantion 38 (1968), 273—7; idem, ’The First Arab Expedition against Amorion*, 
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 3 (1977), 19—22.



-  ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

84 J. F. Haldon — H. Kennedy

region or Cilician Kleisoura — so the reports of Michael the Syrian and Balad- 
huri would suggest. ̂  Such a re-orientation of the fundamental defensive 
strategy of the empire in this region may well be partly responsible for later 
Byzantine beliefs that it was Heraclius who was responsible for setting up 
the original themes; but it is quite clear that this attempt to establish a firm 
frontier was a total failure. Throughout the 650s, but especially during the 
660s and 670s, Arab armies, large and small, had little direct opposition in 
this area and were able to march almost at will through the Taurus and north
wards into Asia Minor. The regular field armies proved quite incapable of 
effectively meeting the numerous raids which faced them from all sides, and 
the result appears to have been, in the first place, the fortifying and holding 
of strategically situated strong-points, both on the frontier and deeper inland. 
What has been referred to as a militarisation of the towns and cities of Asia 
Minor took place, evident in the building or re-building of defences, and in 
the reduction in the area occupied by individual settlements, thus facilitating 
defence. Towns such as Miletos, Akroinon, Pergamon, Sardis, Ankara, 
Kotyaion, Seleukia, Sision, Mopsuestia and many more, took on a new 
aspect, more like the closed and defended towns familiar from the contem
porary West than the spacious hellenistic cities of the East. 17 Accompanying 
this change, and a result both of the inability of the old, regular field forces 
to adequately defend the hinterland, and of the need, already referred to, to 
defend towns and conserve manpower, occurred a change in overall strategy. 
Defense came to be based not upon the principle of meeting and turning 
back enemy forces — a strategy which was fundamental to the old organi
sation — but rather upon that of an early-warning system. Troops could 
no longer be easily concentrated, but were scattered widely over a province, 
in fortlets, villages, towns, frontier-posts and so on; and so their first duty 
became now to warn the population of impending attack, which could then 
secure itself with its livestock and other valuables in safe refuges, in hill or 
mountain terrain, for example.18 Both Arab and Byzantine accounts of the 
first phase of attacks up to the 680s suggest that despite their frequency and

16 al-Baladhurl, trans. Hitti, 252 (text, Munajjid, 194); Michael Syr.% ii, 422—3. 
See also Honigmann, Ostgrenze, p. 40.

17 See E. Kirsten, ’Die byzantinische Stadt*, Berichte zum XI. Internationalen By- 
zantinisten-Kongress (Munchen, 1958), 20, 28f. Also C. Foss, ’The Fall of Sardis in 616 
and the Value of Evidence*, Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen Byzantinistik 24 (1975), 11—22; 
idem, Byzantine and Turkish Sardis (Cambridge, Mass. /London, 1976) p. 257f; and most 
recently, idem, *Late Antique and Byzantine Ankara’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 31 (1977), 
29—87, esp. 74—5.

18 This is apparent from Muslim rather than Byzantine accounts: cf. Balddhurit 
252 (Munajjid, 194); “So, when the Moslems made their raids, they found them (the forts 
which Heraclius dismantled in Syria) vacant. In certain cases the Greeks would make an 
ambush by these forts and take by surprise those of the army who were held back or cut 
off. Thus the leaders of the summer and winter campaigns, on entering the Greek land, 
would leave heavy troops in these forts until their return**. Cf. Theoph., 363, also 452. The 
strategy followed is admirably described in the treatise De Velitatione Bellica ascribed to 
Nicephorus II Phocas (see note 3 above) in which all these aspects are very clearly depiced. 
While conceived and compiled in the tenth century, when the situation was rather different, 
the treatise nevertheless accurately reflects the traditional defensive strategy of the Taurus 
frontier districts, a strategy which was first developed during the second half of the seventh 
century. See Haldon, Some Remarks, 171f., and especially De Vei. Bell., 215, 7-13, 244, 8sq.» 
245, 14sq. etc.



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -

The Arab — Byzantine Frontier 85

size, and the damage they did to the countryside, Muslim raiding-forces only 
rarely succeeded in capturing cities;19 and that the Byzantine defences came 
increasingly to rest upon the removal of the threatened population from the 
path of the invaders and the employment of the famous guerilla tactics exempli
fied in the tenth-century treatise ascribed to the emperor Nicephorus Phocas. 
This policy remained the basis of Byzantine defensive strategy until well 
into the tenth century, and only with the rapid expansion of the empire into 
formerly Muslim areas was it slowly replaced by a more aggressive approach.20

The foregoing, we hope, will have given the reader a general idea of the 
military conditions prevailing in the Byzantine border territories during the 
later seventh and eighth centuries, and of the nature of the local conditions 
which lent to those areas their particular character.

Precisely because these regions were for a period of two hundred years 
or more “frontier” regions, they developed specific traits, culturally, socially 
and economically, which are worth more detailed attention than that which 
has hitherto been devoted to them. It was in these areas rather than elsewhere 
in the militarised society of the Byzantine empire that the beginnings of the 
powerful military families are to be found. The border areas gave rise to a 
particular local feeling, expressed most vocally in the great akritic epics, 
which demonstrate so clearly the differences felt between the border provinces 
and the distant capital. In addition, the border regions show a more radical 
dislocation of economic and social life, a result, of course, of the intensive 
militarisation of these districts and the Muslim military threat. The hellenistic 
and Roman city and the whole socio-economic structure which it represented 
were drastically affected; and it will be the aim of this paper to demonstrate 
some facets of this complex of changes.

We will begin by defining more closely the area under consideration, 
the tourma, later kleisourarchia, of Mikre Kappadokia, the kleisourarchia 
of Seleukeia, and the district of Charsianon.21 Together, these districts stretch
ed from the Cilician coast along behind the Taurus range to the borders

19 See Lilie’s remarks, p. 88, and the first list, upon which they are based, pp. 60—83.
20 Honigmann, Ostgrenze, p. 93.
21 See Honigmann, Ostgrenze, pp. 43—51 for a detailed regional topography; and 

more recently, A. Pertusi, De Thematibus, commentary, p. 120f. On the geography see in 
addition A. Philippson, Das byzantinische Reich als geographische Erscheinung (Leiden, 
1939), esp. pp. 150—158; also G. de Jerphanion, Une nouvelle province de I'art byzantin: 
les eglises rupestres de Cappadoce, i (Paris, 1925), p. If; and for the ecclesiastical geography 
of the region, ibid., p. Ii—lxiii. For the communications and roads in Cappadocia, as well 
as an excellent topographical survey, see now F. Hild, Das byzantinische Strassensystem 
in Kappadokien (Wien, 1977) (Verdffentlichungen der Kommission fur die Tabula Imperii 
Byzantii, 2 [Denkschriften der Osterr. Akademie der Wissenschaften, Phil.-Hist. Klasse, 
131]). Grdgoire’s account of travels in Cappadocia is still useful, cf. Bulletin de Correspon- 
dance Hellenique 33 (1909), 3—169.

The kleisoura of lesser Kappadokia, formerly a tourma of the Anatolikon theme 
(until the early years of the ninth century) had become a theme by 863 at the latest, possibly 
as early as the 830s, although it was later very considerably reduced in size. See Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando Imperiot ed. Gy. Moravcsik, trans. R. J. H. Jenkins
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of Armenia. In Cilicia, the river Lamos constituted an approximate borderline 
with the lands of the Caliphate until the later ninth century, while the region 
between the Halys and the Taurus itself marked the original extent of lesser 
Cappadocia.22 The Taurus marked also the (approximate) dividing line 
between Christian and Muslim territory. The ecclesiastical districts of Cap
padocia I, II and III did not, of course, correspond with the boundaries of 
the kleisourarchia of lesser Cappadocia, whose extent we can define fairly 
accurately from the description of Constantine VII in the De Thematibus;23 
and from the accounts of Ibn Khurdadhbih and Ibn ai-Fakih, dating from 
the 840s (but revised slightly in the 880s) and the year 903 respectively. Thus 
Ibn Khurdadhbih refers to the border with the Arabs as being “the mountains 
of Tarsus, of Adhana and of al-Massisa (Mopsouestia), and he refers to 
nineteeen fortresses (husun), naming thirteen of them. Since the topography 
of the region has already been intensively researched by scholars such as 
Bury, Gregoire, Honigmann, Pertusi and most recently Hild, I will for the 
purposes of this paper rely on their findings in this context.24

The military headquarters of Cappadocia was Koron, to the north of 
Tyana; and we can assume also that this fortress was the administrative capital 
of the district, for, as a later source confirms, provincial commanders worked

4
(Washington D. C., 1967), cap. 50, 92sq. and the commentary, p. 189. See also N. Oikono
mides, Les listes de preseance byzantines des IX* et Xe siecles (Paris, 1972), p. 348 and note 
343; and J. Ferluga, ’Nile vojno-administrativne jedinice tematskog uredenja*, Zbornik 
Radova Viz. Inst. 2 (1953), 61. 94, Eng. summary 95—98; see 82—3; Ahrweiler, La fronti&re 
(art, cit., note 1 above) 217—8.

Seleukeia was a kleisoura from the early ninth century, and became a theme during 
the reign of Romanus Lecapenus, cf. Honigmann, Ostgrenze, pp. 42—3; Pertusi, comm, 
to De Thematibus, pp. 147—8; Oikonomides, Preseance, p. 350; and Ferluga, art. cit., 80.

Charsianon, originally a tourma of the Armeniakon theme, may have become a 
kleisoura as early as 793/4. By 873 it was a theme. See Honigmann, pp. 49—51; DAI, cap. 
50, 90 and the commentary, pp. 188—9; Ferluga, art. cit., 79—80. The map demonstrates 
the extent of these areas. Possibly Grdgoire (cited above) was correct to suggest that the 
districts surrounding the fortresses of Loulon, Podandos and Rodendon originally formed 
separate kleisourai (122). But there is little hard evidence to support this. Cf. Hild, op. cit., 
pp. 55— 6, 124—5.

22 Honigmann, Ostgrenze, pp. 44—6.
23 De Thematibus, ed. Pertusi, ii, 39—40; Ibn Khurdadhbih, Kitab al-Masalik wa'l 

Mamalik, in Bibliotheca Geographorum Araborum, ed. J.-M. De Goeje (8 vols., Leyden, 
1885—1927), vi, 77f; text, 105f, Ibn a-Fakih, Description o f the Land o f the Byzantines, 
trans. E. W. Brooks, ’Arabic Lists of Byzantine Themes’, Journal o f Hellenic Studies 21 
(1901), 75. On the dates of the Arab geographers, see A. Miquel, La geographie humaine 
du monde musulmane jusqua'au milieu du XI* siicle, i (Paris, 1967), p. xxi; and ii (Paris, 1975), 
p. 397. For the ecclesiastical districts, see Jerphanion’s summary (cited note 21 above) p. 
liii (after Parthey and Gelzer).

24 In addition to the work of Honigmann and Pertusi and, more recently, Hild, see 
also J. B. Bury, ’Matusim’s March through Cappadocia in A. D. 838*, Journal o f Hellenic 
Studies 29 (1909), 120f., and, of course, W. M. Ramsay, The Historical Geography o f Asia 
Minor (Royal Geographical Society, Supplementary Papers, iv, London, 1890), pp. 28Iff., 
and esp. pp. 349—356 for the Taurus passes (note Honigmann, Ostgrenze, p. 80f., for cor
rections to Ramsay, loc. cit.). See also N. Oikonomides, ’L’Organisation de la frontiere orien- 
tale de Byzance aux Xe—XIe siecles et le taktikon de l’Escorial’, XIV* Congres Int. des Etudes 
Byzantines, Actes i, 285—302, see 287f. for the identity of some of these sites.
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closely with the civil officials attached to their staff and placed under their 
partial suppervision.25

Two important points arise from this: first, one might expect Caesarea, 
the old capital and metropolis of Cappadocia I, to fulfil the role of admini
strative centre; or if not Caesarea, then perhaps Tyana, the second city of 
Cappadocia from hellenistic times down to the seventh century, and metro
polis of Cappadocia II.26 Second, Koron is listed not only by Constantine
VII but also by both Ibn Khurdahbih and Ibn al-Fakih as a fortress (hisn), 
along with the other named places in that region. The two points can effec
tively be treated as one — why were the older metropoleis not selected as 
military/administrative centres? Alternatively, what was the fate of the cities 
of this region.

The problem of the Byzantine city, which is to say, that of the nature 
of the Byzantine economy as a whole, has produced a good deal of literature. 
Two basic positions have developed, amounting essentially to a denial of the 
continued existence of an “urban economy” in Byzantium after the middle 
of the seventh century; and on the other hand to an assertion that this “urban 
economy” continued, although on a reduced basis, during the period from the 
seventh to the tenth century, followed by an economic recovery.27

Before expressing any opinion, one point should immediately be stres
sed: the continued physical existence and occupation of urban sites tells us 
little about the changes in economic and social relations which developed 
during the seventh century and after. The bulding of city fortifications, the 
disappearance of extra-mural suburbs and the reduction in size of urban 
settlements is only to be expected in the conditions prevailing in the seventh 
century.28 That these urban settlements continued to exist in a physical 
form shows only that (1 ) part of the local population continued to regard a 
defended area as safer than the open countryside; (2) fortified settlements 
continued to act as administrative and ecclesiastical centres — which we 
should expect.

The hellenistic and Roman city had never been a centre of production. 
Commerical and industrial centres certainly existed, but they were compa
ratively few in number and were even then entirely dependent upon their 
hinterlands for their basic needs. Very few cities could exist on a non-agri- 
cultural basis, since the transport of foodstuffs overland was prohibitively

25 For Koron, see Ibn al-Fakih, 75: “and the seat of the £fcisliyug (kleisourarch) 
is the fortress of Kura” ; and De Them, ii, 58—67. See also Honigmann, Ostgrenze, p. 45, 
note 8. For military-civil co-operation, see De Vel. Bell., 250, 8~23.

26 Cf. Strabo, Geographica, xii, 2.7.
27 The former view has been most forcibly propounded by A. Kazhdan, ’Vizantiiskie 

Goroda v VII—XIv.V Sovietskaya Arkheologiya (Moscow, I960), esp. p. 261f. Opposition 
was expressed by G. Ostrogorsky, ’Byzantine Cities’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 13 (1959), 
47—66; R. S. Lopez, ’The Role of Trade in the Economic Re-adjustment of Byzantium in 
the Seventh Century’, ibid., 69—85 ;E. Lipshitz, ’K Voprosu o Gorode v Vizantii v VII— 
IX v.’, Vizantiiskii Vremennik 6 (1953), 113—i31- See E. Frances, ’La ville byzantine et la 
monnaie aux VIIe—VIIIe siecles’, Byzantinobulgarica 2 (1966), 3—14, p. 3 and note 2 for a 
summary of the arguments and for a further bibliography; and most recently Kazhdan’s 
review of Foss, Byzantine and Turkish Sardis (see note 17 above) in Bu^ocvrivd 9 (1977), 
478—484.

28 See D. Abrahamse, Hagiographic Sources for Byzantine Cities (University Micro
films, Ann Arbor, Michigan 1967), pp. 94—5, 100f., 136—7 and 331—346; and especially 
E. Kirsten, Die byzantinische Stadt (see note 17 above), 20f.
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expensive.29 Only state intervention could suffice in such cases — as with 
Constantinople, for example. Jones has very plausibly estimated that 90—95% 
of the tax-income of the later Roman empire was drawn from the land; 30 
while of the wealthy merchants, the vast majority were to begin with landow
ners who could affort to invest in “risky” trading ventures.31 Commerce 
was primarily for a wealthy elite, since peasants aimed essentially at self
sufficiency. The empire was in essence an agglomeration of subsistance eco
nomies. The peasant was generally forced to rely on his own resources; and 
for articles he could not himself produce, upon locally-produced wares which 
he could obtain on an exchange basis. The wealthier landowners could afford 
to use the surplus produced on their estates to purchase luxuries, but they 
were of course limited in numbers. Problems of long-distance transport alone 
thus meant that the provinces of the empire were for the most part economi
cally selfsupporting. 32

What is important in this respect is the separation of the “commercial” 
world from the complex circulatory economy of the state, and the transpor- 
tational activity which accompanied the latter. This was itself restricted 
more or less to the cities, where it was related to the administrative apparatus 
and its bureaucratic superstructure — the civil and military officials, the army
— and their needs. The transport of foodstuffs cn a massive scale served their 
needs, was carried out by state-controlled transport and was supported by 
taxes extracted ultimately from the subsistance economy of the peasants.33 
Polanyi’s concept of a “redistributive economy”, based on a subsistance 
peasant agriculture of the type described by Chayanov (in which the aim of 
each producing group is to satisfy needs, and in which there obtains a balance 
between subsistance requirements and the minimisation of physical labour) 
describes most accurately the real nature of the late Roman and Byzantine

29 A. H. M. Jones, The Greek City from Alexander to Justinian (Oxford, 1940), pp. 
259—260, 262; idem. The Later Roman Empire (Oxford, 1964), pp. 841—2, 844—7; Kirsten, 
Die byz. Stadt, lOf; D. Claude, Die Byzantinische Stadt im 6. Jahrhundert (Byz. Archiv, 13, 
Miinchen, 1969), 176f. Cf. also R. Latouche, The Birth o f Western Economy (Eng. trans., 
London, J961), p. 5.

30 For the constantinopolitan supply problem, see Jones, LRE  p. 695f., p. 734—5; 
for taxation, ibid., pp. 465, 770.

31 LRE, pp. 770, 771—2; Jones, The Greek City, p. 265.
32 LRE, pp. 712 ff., 847, 855; The Greek City, pp. 260—261; cf. also Kirsten, Die 

byz. Stadt 10 f. For the subsistance nature of the Byzantine/Roman agricultural economy, 
see LRE, pp. 840—841,855,810 f., 774 f., and Jones, The economic life of the Roman Empire, 
in P. A. Brunt, ed., The Roman Economy. Studies in Ancient Economic and Administrative 
History (Oxford 1974), pp. 35—60); also The Greek City, p. 266; and M. Crawford, Money 
and Exchange in the Roman World, Journal o f Roman Studies 60 (1970), 40—48, see 44. 
For a definition of “peasant** and “peasant economy** as employed here, see Pesants and 
Peasant Societies, ed. T. Shanin (Penguin Modern Sociology Readings, 1971), pp. 14 f. 
For the market-role of the towns in which the landowners lived, and to which the surplus 
extracted from the land consenquently flowed, see Jones, The Economic Life in the Roman 
Towns, Recueuils de la SociitiJean Bodin 7 (1955) 161—162; repr. in P. A. Brunt, ed., The 
Roman Economy. Studies in Ancient Economic and Administrative History (Oxford 1974), 
pp. 35—60, esp. p. 37 f f , and idem, The Cities of the Roman Empire, Receuils de la Societe 
Jean Bodin 6 (1964), 135—173, repr. in Brunt, ed. op. cit., 1—34, sec 30—31; also The Greek 
City, pp. 259—260,263, 268—269; LRE, p. 714; Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, loc. cit., and Claude, 
Die byz. Stadt im 6. Jhdt., 176 f.

33 Jones LRE, pp. 827 f., 839—841.
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economic base, given that it was founded upon the predominance of the 
colonate, or of communities of peasant small-holders, as opposed to slave
-worked estates. 34

Significant also is the role of the gold coinage in the machinery of the 
state. Coin was issued entirely to serve the purposes of this administrative 
state structure, to oil its own internal activities. Coins naturally gravitated 
towards commercial centres, but this was not the aim of their issue. They 
entered commerce because that already existed; but they were primarily 
intended to fulfill a monetary, economic role. They were a tool and a symbol 
of the state: transactions were to be concluded in the state’s coin, but any 
further employment was accidental. The gold issued by the state for these 
purposes it also expected to receive back in the form of taxes.35 Thus, while 
the coins issued were attracted to commercial centres, i. e. towns, the issue 
had no relation to the commercial demand, but rather to the needs of the 
administrative machinery of the state — centred, of course, in cities. The 
smaller denominations in copper and occasionally silver served the needs 
of local trade, the gold served the needs of the state, and in the process was 
drawn into the trade in luxury or highly-priced goods. In this respect Ostro- 
gorsky’s argument in relation to the Byzantine city must be re-examined, 
for he admits that the bronze coinage shows a dramatic falling off after the 
650s and recovered only in the ninth century, whereas issues of gold show

34 K. Polanyi, The Economy as Instituted Process, in Trade and Market in the Eearly 
Empires, edd. K. Polanyi, C. M. Arensburg, H. W. Pearson (Glencoe, 111, 1957), 243—270, 
esp. 253—4, 256; A. V. Chayanov, The Theory o f  Peasant Economy, ed. D. Thorner, B. 
Kerblay, R. E. F. Smith (Homewood, 111., 1966). See on this B. Kerblay, ‘Chayanov and 
the Theory of Peasantry as a Specific Type of Economy*, in Peasants and Peasant Economies 
(op. cit., note 32 above), 150—160; E. Patlagean, “ Economic paysanne’* et “f£odalit6 
byzantine** *, Annales E. S. C. 30 (1975), 1371—1396, esp. 1372 f. For a methodological 
critique of Polanyi, see M. Godelier, Horizon, Trajets Marxistes en Anthopologie (Paris, 
1973), p. 17 f; and S. C. Humphreys, 'History, Economics and Anthropology: the Work 
of Karl Polanyi*, History and Theory 8 (1969), 165—212, esp. 183.

35 Cf. E. FranCes, art. cit. (note 27 above) 12—13. Note the comment of H. Hunger, 
Reich der neuen Mitte (Graz /Wien, 1965), p. 45. See also on the role of the gold coinage 
M. Hendy Coinage and Money in the Byzantine Empire 1081—1261 (Dumbarton Oaks 
Studies 12, Washington, 1969), pp. 311—2; idem, ‘Aspects of Coin Production and Fiscal 
Administration in the Late Roman and Early Byzantine Period*, Numismatic Chronicle 7. 
ser., 12 (1972), 117—139, esp. 135—7; C. M. Cipolla, Money, Prices and Civilisation in the 
Mediterranean World (Princeton, N. J., 1956), p. 26; M. Bloch, *Le problfcme de l*or au 
moyen age*, Annales d'Histoire lZcon. et Social 5 (1933), 1—34. These aspects of the use 
of a gold coinage were maintained in the successor kingdoms of western Europe, see G. 
Duby, Guerriers et Pay sans, VIP—XII9 SiicJe: premier essor de Veconomie europeenne (Paris, 
1973), p. 79 f.

The fact that the agricultural producers were expected to pay their taxes in gold 
implies, of course, the existence of a market sphere where agricultural produce could be 
exchanged for gold. But this market was itself drawn into the net of state transactions, for 
it was predominantly the army and the administration who bought up peasant surpluses 
(frequently at artificially low prices), and they in turn received their gold direct from the 
state. Only small amounts of gold, and that confined to 61ite trade, eluded this redistributive 
relationship. In general on this aspect, see M. Crawford, art. cit. (note 32), 45—6; and for 
the importance of taxation-policy, G. Ostrogorsky, Agrarian Conditions in the Byzantine 
Empire in the Middle Ages, Cambridge Economic History o f Europe, I, (Cambridge, 1952), 
205—234.
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no such marked fluctuations.36 In the light of the foregoing this surely argues 
against his thesis, which does not take into account the central role of the 
state and its needs in relation to the gold. The issue and use of a copper coinage 
apparently did decline between c. 650 and 800 A. D., which may reflect either 
a considerable reduction in the demand for these denominations or the failure 
of the government to issue enough copper to cover needs — in either case, 
a reduction in the number of transactions using this as a medium of exchange 
takes place.37 Since it is precisely this coinage which reflects the fluctuations 
in small-scale, daily commercial activity, its absence reflects an absence of such 
money transactions. On the other hand, the fact that issues of gold were 
maintained, demonstrates the role of the state in regulating the distribution 
of surplus wealth according to its own requirements. It certainly does not 
reflect the “preponderant role of a money-economy” and a “developed urban 
economy” . 38

The question of “money” and “natural” economies is important, but 
cannot be adequately explored here. As Marc Bloch long ago suggested, the 
opposition between “natural” and “money”, as well as that between “open” 
and “closed” economies is to a large extent a misunderstanding of the nature 
of the problem. The opposition “natural — money” is meaningless for the 
Byzantine case, for here money — coin as a medium of exchange — functioned 
at two quite different levels. “Money” in coined form was clearly always 
present where the state was concerned. But local exchange activities could 
be carried on quite effectively without this medium. 39 By the same token,

36 For the role of the copper/bronze demoninations, see Jones, LRE pp. 443; also 
idem, Inflation under the Roman Empire, Economic History Review 5 (1933), 293—318, 
repr. in Brunt, ed., op. cit. (note 32 above), 187—227; Hendy, Coinage and Money, p. 5; 
Cipolia, Money, Prices an Civilisation, pp. 26 ff. A. Piganiol, L’Empire Chrdtien (325—395) 
(Paris, 1947), p. 294 f. The comment of S. Vryonis, The Decline o f Medieval Hellenism in 
Asia Minor and the Process o f Islamisation from the Eleventh through the Fifteenth Century 
(Berkeley-Los Sngeles-London, 1971), p. 7, to the effect that Byzantium would probably 
not have survived without a “money-economy’* and towns where “money-economy” is 
to be taken in the broadest sense, seems to me uncorrect. For Ostrgorsky’s position, see 
Byzantine Cities (art. cit., note 27) 50 f.

37 Cipolia, op. cit., pp. 10—11; K. Marx, Capital, I (London, 1974), pp. 118—215, 
See R. S. Lopez, Role of Trade in the Economic Readjustment of Byzantium, 75 and note 1. 
The lack of bronze coins, if not simply a reflection of their lack of intrinsic value and the 
choise of collectors, is certainly to be ascribed to a cut-back in the number of coins struck, 
as Ostrogorsky, Byzantine Cities, 50, suggests. But this cut-back in itself may reflect a lack 
of demand. See also Ph. Grierson, Catalogue o f the Byzantine Coins in the Dumbarton Oaks 
Collection and the Whittemore Collection, II j 1 (Washington 1968), pp. 6—7.

38 Byzantine Cities, 65. Cf. also S. Vryonis, An Attic Hoard of Byzantine Gold Coins 
(668—741) from the Thomas Whittemore Collection and Numismatic Evidence for the 
Urban History of Byzantium, Zbornik Radova Vizant. Inst. 8/1 (1963), 291—300, p. 299, 
who follows Ostrogorsky’s position. There was no marked increase in the amount of gold 
coined, however, as Ostrogorsky (52) thought — see Ph. Grierson, Coinage and Money 
in the Byzantine Empire 498 — c. 1090, in Moneta e Scambi nelVAlto Medioevo (Settimane 
di Studi del Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo VIII, Spoleto, I960).

39 See M. Bloch, Economie-nature ou economie-argent: un pseudo-dilemme, Annales 
d'Histoire Sociale 5 (1933), 7—16 (reproduced in idem, Melanges Historiques (2 vols., Paris, 
1963), II, p. 868—877; sc. also the earlier work of H. Van Werwerke, Economie-nature et 
6conomie-argent une discussion, Annales d’Histoire Economique et Sociale 3 (J 931), 428—435 
(a review of A. Dopsch, Naturalwirtschaft und Geledwirtschaft in der Weltgeschichte (Wien 
i930), q. v. Dopsch had also raised this problem in a critique of Max Weber’s theories on 
the medieval “Natural economy’’. See A. Dopsch, “FriihmittelaJterliche und spatantike
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an essentially subsistence peasant economy — which is how we must define 
that of Byzantium — cannot be wholly “closed”. Local exchange takes place 
between limited groups, although limited access to extra-local economic 
activities also exists, usually indirectly in terms of the transfer to the state 
(or to the landlord) of surplus produce. At the same time, landowners provide 
some stimulus towards the maintenance of a trade in luxury goods, but since 
production for sale and profit was also severely limited, neither does this 
signify and “open economy” in the absolute sense.40

Wirtschaft’, in Verfassungs- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte des Mittelalters. Gesammelte Aufsdtze 
von Alfons Dopsch (Wien, 1928/Aachen, 1966), 219—234, see 220, 228); more recently, 
G. Luzzato, ‘Economia monetaria e economia naturale in Occidente nell’alto medioevo', 
in Moneta e scambi, 15—32; E. Patlagean, Pauvrete economique et pauvrete sociale d Byzance 
(Paris, 1977), pp. 341—6; and especially C. Wickham, Economy and Society in eighth-century 
northern Tuscany (Oxford D. Phil, thesis, 1975). This problem will be examined by the same 
author in an article to be published in the near future. See also Polanyi, The Economy as 
Instituted Process, 262, and Duby, Guerriers et Pay sans, pp. 62 f., and esp. 68—9, who re
marks on the importance of the gift as one form of non-commercial (but nevertheless eco
nomic) socially determined exchange. See also Piganiol, V Empire Chretien, pp. 294—300, 
and Latouche, Birth of Western Economy, pp. 15—16. Further Polanyi, art. cit., 256—7.

The presence of gold coins in provincial cities does not evidence a vital market eco
nomy, but rather the activities of the state — the administrative bureaucracy and the army. 
The fact that fines in the Farmer's Law and the Ecloga are reckoned in nomismata or frac
tions thereof does not necessarily reflect the actual use of the coins, pace Ostrogorsky, By
zantine Cities, 64. A stable gold coinage serves equally as a measure of value in which goods 
of different sorts can be compared and through which exchange values can be ascertained. 
See the general comments of Marx, Capital, i, pp. 97 f., 100; and Grundrisse, Eng. transl. 
M. Nicolaus (Pelican, 1973), p. 190 f. Money-values were applied in a similar way to Wergeld 
fines in the Germanic legal codes. See Joachim Werner, ‘Femhandel und Naturalwirtschaft 
im dstlichen Merowingerreich nach archaologischen und numismatischen Zeugnissen*, 
Moneta e Scambi (see note 38) 557; also K. Polanyi, ‘The Semantics of Money-Uses*, in 
G. Dalton, ed., Primitive, Archaic and Modern Economies: the Esays o f Karl Polanyi (New 
York, 1968), 175—203; and Bloch, £conomie-nature, 1J f.

It is important to stress the distinction between the gold and bronze coinages. The 
latter was a nominal money of account (cf. Hendy, Coinage and Money, p. 5; Jones, LRE, 
p. 444) used at a low level of transaction as a means of exchange, and depending upon the 
stability of the gold currency for its public acceptability. If the gold currency were debased, 
this would directly affect the exchange-value of the bronze or copper currency; if, on the 
other hand, an inflation of the nominal, bronze issues took place, caused, for example, 
by continued over-issuing, this would not correspondingly reduce the exchange-value of 
the gold coins, but would rather confuse the rates at which the bronze could be exchanged 
for the gold, which would in turn affect very greatly the confidence vested in the nominal 
coinage. See Grierson, Coinage and Money, 436—9. Lopez* assumption that the stability 
of the gold nomisma was based on the regular use of the copper coinage in internal trade 
is not borne out by the evidence (cf. Grierson, loc. cit.)', while it also omits the important 
functional difference between the two coinages, which makes analogies between the role of 
coinage within modern industrial /commercial economic systems and medieval economies 
somewhat difficult.

4(> See especially Grierson, ‘Commerce in the Dark Ages: a Critique of the Evidence*, 
Transactions o f the Royal Historical Society, 5 ser., 9 (1959), 123—140; also Duby, Guerriers 
et Pay sans, pp. 58—9; Jones, The Greek City, p. 267 f., and LRE, p. 763. Apart from the 
fact that the hellenistic/Roman concept of “profit” was different from that of today (as 
is clear from what was considered to be a successful farm, cf. Jones, LRE, p. 773 f.), conspi
cuous profit-making in a local social context was difficult. Only a merchant not related to 
the community he exploits, and therefore free from social sanction, or a landlord in times 
of dearth, could make a profit by re-selling at inflated prices. See Godelier, op. cit. (note 34 
above) p. 290 f ; also E. Partlagean, Pauvrete economique {op. cit., note 39 above), pp. 343—4.
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For the moment, then, it will be sufficient to stress the original role 
of the city or town in the east Roman world. Cities existed before the Roman 
state, which came, however, to depend upon them as administrative centres. 
As long as the city continued to be the focus of local society and especially 
to attract the attention of the wealthy, it continued to have local importance 
and to be a focus of local exchange.41 In this respect — because cities provided 
physical protection and facilities for an administrative apparatus — Byzantine 
society after the middle of the seventh century and before the tenth century 
may be qualified in an extremely limited sense, as urbanocentric. But the 
Byzantine economy was definitely not urban-based. The cities “survived” 
because of local social tradition and administrative needs. Their role as local 
centres of market-exchange, except insofar as many were pre-existing and 
convenient points of assembly, was probably much more limited than previo
usly, for as we shall see, the local wealthy were no longer attracted to their 
towns to the same degree as previously.

The decline in the use of copper denominations points to a decline in 
their use as an exchange medium; but this should not be taken to mean a 
decline in exchange as such.42 As mentioned already, few peasant households 
can be entirely self-supporting; but while money facilitates exchange between 
socially unrelated persons (and is therefore necessary at large markets or 
where luxury goods are exchanged),43 it is not necessary within a context 
of localised social relationships, where exchange is regulated by immediate 
needs and by the interaction of mutually dependent social groups.44 That 
this exchange could take place in towns does not affect the fact that the latter 
continued to be entirely dependent upon their hinterland, and that the majority 
of local citizens not working within the imperial administrative framework 
were either owners of or workers upon the land. The surplus which wealthy 
landowners and curiales of the Principate had invested in their cities because 
they were socially central were now diverted to obtaining titles and influence 
at Constantinople.

A fundamental change in the relationship between city and state had 
occurred, however. The cities were no longer centres of self-governing admi
nistrative regions responsible for providing both their own and imperial 
revenues.45 This has long been recognised, but it is important to stress this, 
since much of the civic pride typical of the earlier epoch came from just this 
role, attracting as a consequence much of the wealth which was evident in 
classical and hellenistic cities, both from local commercial and industrial 
activities. By the seventh century, cities were becoming merely the seats of

41 For the city as the basic administrative unit, see Jones, LRE, pp. 712—3; Greek 
City, pp. 147—8 f. For the city as a social focus, see Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 10 f., and Claude, 
Die byz. Stadt im 6. Jhdt., 181, 186—7.

42 See note 37 above. A difference between "economic” in terms of man’s relation 
to his environment and the provision of his needs; and in terms of commercial/moneysale 
relationships, should be carefully drawn. Cf. Polanyi, Economy as Instituted Process, 243—4.

43 See Marx, Capital, i, pp. 110, 113 f., 116 f.
44 Duby, Guerriers et Paysans, p. 77; Polanyi, art. cit., 258; note also Jones, The 

Greek City, p. 260, and Patlagean, Pauvrete economique, loc. cit.
45 Jones, The Greek City, pp. 148 f., 267 f; LRE, 758—760; E. FranSes, art. cit., 

5—10; Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 23.
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administrative establishments which regulated the surrounding regions and 
which served to transfer revenue extracted from the local population direct 
to the state or to its military and administrative organs.4̂  Cities played no 
economic role in this relationship. City buildings important to the state were 
now maintained by the latter, defences being often first on the list.4? For the 
cities as corporate bodies lost their lands and henceforth had no claim on the 
surplus wealth produced, which was appropriated as far as possible by the 
state or by private landowners. The state simply by-passed them.48 Thus the 
administrative/economic ties which had bound the city formally to its hin
terland were broken, a process which was itself encouraged by the inability 
of the curiales — under increasing pressure from the state — to adequately 
provide for the imperial revenues.49 The city as a corporate institution lost 
its historic role as the foundation of the imperial provincial administrative 
organisation, being replaced first by a salaried bureaucracy and then by a 
system of centrally-maintained cadasters or tax-lists. 50 It was to be expected 
under such circumstances that the wealthier local landowners no longer had 
an interest in their cities as institutions, for these urban agglomerations were 
no longer the focal point of social and economic power. True, they were 
often the seat of local administrative officials, but these were appointed by 
the central government, or at least by higher officials of that government 
based locally, and received both their income and their status from this sour
ce.51 The city had thus lost not only its economic and corporative personality, 
but also much of its social attraction. In the eighth and ninth centuries and 
after, the local wealthy sent their sons to Constantinople to be educated, 
strove for titles and honours endowed by the central government, and culti
vated patrons within the ruling bureaucracy in order to obtain posts, sinecures 
and influence. Of course, the presence of an imperial administrative apparatus 
in a city provided a certain social stimulant, possibly drawing some of the 
local wealthy, since status and honours were gained through this bureaucracy 
as a whole. This factor may well have aided many towns, if not economically, 
in the uncertain climate of the period under consideration, at least in terms 
of their continued physical existence. But the presence of a few wealthy land
owners in a city, while it may have attracted a small degree of luxury trade, 
remained on the whole a marginal phenomenon that did not effect the regional 
economy. 52

46 Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 26; and especially G. L. Kurbatov, Osnovnye problemy 
vnutrenncgo razvitiya vizantiiskogo goroda v IV—VII vv. (Leningrad, 1971), pp. 154f.

47 Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 20.
48 Cf. Abrahamse, op. cit., pp. 142—3 f.
49 Jones, The Greek City, pp. 148—151; LRE, pp. 758—9. Cf. also W. Liebenam, 

Stadt ever wait ung im romischen Kaiserreiche (Leipzig, 1900/Amsterdam, 1967), pp. 476 f. 
fot the beginnings of this process; also H. Aubin, 4Vom Absterben antiken Lebens im Friih- 
mittelalter', in Kulturbruch oder Kulturkontinuitdt von der Antike zum Mittelalter, ed. P. E. 
Hubinger (Darmstadt, 1968), 203—258, see 213—5 (the article appeared originally in Antike 
und Abendland 3 (1948), 88—119).

50 Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 26; Z. V. Udal’cova, K. A. Osipova, ‘OtlitditePnie 5erti 
feodal'nikh otnoshenii v Vizantii*, Viz. Vrem., 36 (1974), 3—31, 3sp. 20 f.

51 Cf. Abrahamse, op. cit., p. 145 f., and Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 26.
52 For the attraction exercised by Constantinople on the provinces and especially 

the local wealthy, see Hunger, Reich der neuen Mitte, p. 42 f., and F. Winkelmann, in Byzanz 
im 7. Jahrhundert: Untersuchungen zur Herausbildung des Feudalismus (Berlin, 1978), pp. 
182—3. Note also Abrahamse, op. cit., p. 193 f., and Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 23.
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If cities survived physically during the period from c. 650—900 it was 
because they offered some shelter to both people and their possessions, and 
provided in addition useful bases for administrative officials. 53 Any economic 
role they may have played — in terms of a local market, for example — was 
peripheral to and derived from the economic and social life of the region 
as a whole, and reflected the degree of exchange activity in the countryside, 
not vice versa.

This picture is, of course, rather generalised, and leaves out the larger 
emporia and administrative centres of the empire — Ephesos, Trebizond* 
Constantinople itself, and so on. Here, the trade in luxury goods overland 
and maritime commerce (when not placed in a strait-jacket by the state) 
could flourish, for here were centres where either the administrative bureau
cracy was based, or which were less exposed to attack and at the same time 
situated on international trade-routes. 54 In such centres, local industry had 
a good market and a limited extension of petty commodity production could 
take place. But even such centres as these were dependent for foodstuffs 
either on their agricultural hinterlands, or on state-subsidised imports which 
the majority of the city population could not otherwise have afforded. Con
stantinople itself had its local landowning class whose estates were vital to the 
city’s supplies. It must also be borne in mind that the uncertain situation in 
the countryside, especially in the more exposed frontier regions, probably 
meant a decline in agricultural production, which would in turn have made 
the existence of a large, non-productive population in the majority of “cities” 
very difficult. 55

The “city” of the eighth and ninth centuries, while it survived physically* 
cannot be compared with its already declining forbear of the sixth century 
and earlier. It had become simply an administrative centre and local refuge, 
which had no legal or economic pesonality in practice. Only in the tenth century, 
when the situation in the frontier districts became more stable, were the towns 
granted the possibility of a revival.56

For the limited effects of elite trade upon provincial city economies, see Jones, The 
Greek City, pp. 260, 262. Kazhdan, in his review of Foss (see note 27 above), rightly stresses 
that the decline of Byzantine cities is to be seen in the light of internal social and economic 
changes, in which external attack acted as a stimulant rather than a cause, see 483—4, and
G. L. Kurbatov (op. cit., note 46 above) pp. 154— 170 for the loss of municipal functions 
and property during the sixth and seventh centuries.

53 Kirsten, Die byz. Stadt, 26, 28—9; Abrahamse, op. cit., pp. 100—107; Ahrweiler, 
L'Asie Mineure et les invasions arabes (art. cit., note 1 above), 28—9, is overoptimistic in 
claiming that the reinforcement of town populations through refugees led to a real upswing 
in the fortunes of the towns involved.

54 Cf. Ahrweiler, L'Asie Mineure et les invasions arabes, 29—30, who postulates a 
transfer of the focus of trade to the Black Sea coast and to the west coast of Asia Minor 
as a result of the disruption caused by the Arab attacks. International luxury trade and 
commerce became as a result much more centralised, passing through only those cities 
where a sure market could be found and where a degree of physical security was certain. 
Cf. also Kirsten’s remarks, Die byz. Stadt, 31.

55 Ibn aUFakth, trans. Brooks, 72—3. Cf. J. L. Teal I, ‘The Grain Supply of the By
zantine Empire*, Dumbarton Oaks Papers (13 (1959), 87—139, see 124. For depopulation, 
see note 71 below.

56 The retention of the word polis to describe cities — as opposed to phrourion/kastron
— pointed out by Abrahamse (op. cit., pp. 92—4), means only that the (Greek-speaking) 
subjects of the empire were aware of the tradition behind the city, and continued to use the
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In view of these developments and the nature of the military situation 
in the seventh-ninth centuries, it is not surprising that cities which had pre
viously been of importance often fell into insignificance. Both Caesarea and 
Tyana were taken on various occasions by Muslim forces — Tyana was held 
and garrisoned by the Arabs during al-Ma’mun’s reign, having lain deserted 
since the early eighth century — and indeed attracted enough attention to 
make them undesirable as military and administrative headquarters. 57 it is 
interesting that Koron was not the only theme/kleisourarchy headquarters 
situated in a well-fortified position and not on the site of any flourishing city 
settlement. Charsianon kastron and the capital of the Anatolikon theme, 
Marj as-Sam (Amorion was abandoned as theme HQ for many years after 
its destruction in 838) are good examples. The conditions which encouraged 
this tendency to move administrative centres away from conspicuous or 
easily-reached sites have already been mentioned — constant raiding and 
insecurity — and were, of course, even more effective in the border regions.58 
The insecurity which prevailed during the first period of invasions is clearly

traditional term for such settlements. That fortresses and “cities*' cannot be so readily distin
guished one from the other physically is clear from the Arab writers. Cf. Ibn Kurdahdbih, 
who describes Cappadocia, for example, as having numerous fortresses (hu$un). Ibn al-Fafeih 
likewise mentions the many “strong fortresses". Undoubtedly, we should include many 
“poleis" under this definition, but the point is that to an outsider towns or cities such as 
Tyana or Caesarea were reduced to the status of fortresses. It is unfortunately this very 
use of the word “city”, adopted by modern historians from Greek sources, which has con
fused the issue. See note 60 below. For the tenth-century recovery, see the remarks of Ahr
weiler, La frontiire en Orient {art. cit., note 1 above) 219.

57 See Lilie, op. cit., pp. 63—178, for a catalogue of raids. Caesarea was taken at 
least twice (646 and 726) and was the named subject of several other attacks, eg. in 655, 
729, 732; its hinterland will almost certainly have been raided far more often than is expli
citly mentioned. The same can be said of Tyana, which was attacked on several occasions, 
having its whole population enslaved and deported to the Caliphate in 707 /8. Cf. Theoph., 
377, io-i2# it, or rather the district around it, was once again raided in 739/40 when a vast 
booty fell into the hands of the raiders. See Theoph411,18sq. and Lilie, p. 152. For Tya na 
fortified by Ma'mun, see Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, i, p. 121.

The value of the lists of signatories at the various ecumenical councils for deter
mining which cities were still held by the Byzantines in 680, 692 and 787 is dubious. In the 
first place, a bishop may not have attended for a variety of reasons, even though his seat 
was still safe (although it is often the case that a space was left if he were expected); in the 
second place, bishops were still appointed to dioceses which were no longer part of By
zantine-controlled territory — for example, the representative of the bishop of Tyana was 
among the signatories of the seventh council at Nicaea in 787, although Tyana lay deserted 
and abandoned at that time. See Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum nova et amplissima Collectio 
(Florence, 1759—98) xiii 136 365. The same probably applies to the bishops of Kiskisos 
in Cappadocia I, which lay further east in the “no-man's land" between Byzantine and 
Arab territory. See Mansi xiii 141, 368, 385. Kiskisos is to the north-east of Rodendon, 
which was reinforced foi a short time under Leo IV and Constantine VI, but seems afterwards 
to have lain in Arab-controlled territory. Cf. H. Gregoire, ‘Rapport sur un voyage d'explo- 
ration dans le Pont et en Cappadoce’, Bulletin de Correspondance Hellenique 33 (1909),
3—169, see 120 f., and note the comment of G. Dagron, ‘Le Christianisme dans la ville 
byzantine*, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 31 (1977), 3—25, see 21 and note 99. The various Notitiae 
Episcopatuum are even less valuable, since they generally included all suffragan seats which 
the Church still considered within its jurisdiction, regardless of wheather they were actually 
still inside the empire.

58 For Marj a3-Sam, see Ibn al-Fakih, 74; and Brooks, The Campaign of 716—718 
from Arabic Sources', Journal o f Hellenic Studies 19 (1899), 19—33, see 31 and note. For 
the nature of the warfare which was waged constantly over frontier fortresses and outposts, 
see Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, i, p. 98 f.
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reflected in the Acta of the Quinisext Council of 692, which refers to clerics 
abandoning their cities, the difficulty of convening diocesan synods, and 
similar problems;58a while the evidence of chronicles and other accounts 
of the warfare waged between Byzantine and Arab forces in these districts 
paints a clear picture of devastation and the abandonment of the more exposed 
urban settlements in favour of less accessible sites. The remnants of the popu
lation of Tyana probably moved permanently to the better-fortified Magida 
(Nigde); that of Faustinoupolis to the small stronghold of Loulon; while 
other “cities” in lesser Cappadocia survived only if they were easily defended 
or infrequently visited by raiding troops. Podandos and Rodendon survived 
as small, fortress-settlements, as did Kyzistra. Kiskisos was also a small, 
fortified settlement, but owed its survival more to its out-of-the-way situation 
(assuming that it remained in Byzantine hands during this period). Nyssa 
was reduced to a small military establishment only, it would seem, at least 
by the time its fortifications were razed by a passing Arab force in 838. The 
list could be continued.581*

The comments of the Arab geographers should not be ignored in this 
connection. Even after the empire had recovered from the worst effects of 
these raids, a tenth century Persian writer could say of the empire: “In the 
days of old, cities were numerous in Rum, but now they have become few. 
Most of the districts are prosperous and pleasant, and have (each) an extremely 
strong fortress, on account of the frequency of the raids which the fighters 
for the faith direct upon them. To each village apertains a castle, where in 
time of flight (they may take shelter)” .59 Whatever the citizens of the empire 
thought about their poleis, it is clear that an outsider did not regard most 
of them as cities like Baghdad or Damascus, or even Constantinople and 
Trebizond, which were centres of commerce and industry. The author in 
question is only too willing to admit the existence of “numerous towns, villa
ges, castles, fortresses, mountains, running water and amenities” .60 But the 
“towns” are clearly not cities in the writer’s view, merely small defended

58a See Mansi, xi, canon viii, 945; can. xviii, 952: tou<; itptxpdtaei (SotpPapodj*; 
tmSpo(jL7)£, ^ &XXg>€ ttcdc bc Trepicrraaecoc (xcTavaaxoĉ  Ycvopiivou*; xX7)pixous, Tjvlxa &v 6 
Tp67tos ocutoTs dfot07cauaT)Tat, ^ al t&v papf&puv iirtSpojiaC, 8i* -rfjv dvax^p^ariv 
&7t0î cravT0, au(H<; rcuq olxelai^ txxXiqcjtaic Trpoardcooofiev &7rav£pxeo6ai, xal jjl7) &7?l 
7roXi) Taorac dbupo<paoCaTCi>$ xaTaXi(A7taveiv.

ssb For Tyana see Hild, Das byzantinische Strassensystem in Kappadokien (cited 
note 21 above), p. 46; Faustinopolis, ibid., p. 52; Podandos, Rodandos, Kyzistra, pp. 55—6, 
121, 124—5. For Kiskisos, see note 57 above; and Hild, op. cit., p. 127; and for Nyssa, see 
Michael Syr. (cited note 21 above), iii, 95 and Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, J, p. 152. The 
small town of Anemourion appears to have been abandoned by c. 660—670. See C. Williams, 
A Byzantine Well-Deposit from Anemurium (Rough Cilicia), Anatolian Studies 27 (1977), 
175—190, esp. 175 and note 3.

59 Hudud al-Alam, The Regions o f the World, tr. V. Minorsky (Oxford, 1937), 156—7. 
Teall, Grain Supply, 127 has, I think mistakenly, tried to minimise the importance of this 
passage.

Ibid. On the diffenrence between “town”, “city”, and “village” in Muslim ter
minology, see G. von Grunebaum, ‘The Structure of the Muslim Town*, in Islam: Essays 
in the Nature and Growth o f a Cultural Tradition (London, 1961), 141—158, esp. 141—2 
(repr. in idem, Islam and Medieval History (cited note 1 above). It is important to note the 
distinctions. Arab writers are careful to differentiate between “towns** and “fortresses'* in 
Muslim territory. The fact that they refer to Byzantine “cities'* as fortresses or castles (husun, 
qila) deserves to be emphasized, and is indicative of the real nature of these “poleis”.
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settlements, the word generally used to describe them being hi§n (fortress) 
as opposed to madinah (city). The impression is one of a completely rural 
society with many fortresses and villages, few real cities. This view is rein
forced when we read what the geographer Ibn Hawqal has to say: “Rich 
cities are few in their (ie. the Byzantines’) kingdom and country, despite its 
situation, size and the length of their rule. This is because most of it consists 
of; mountains, castles (qila*), fortresses (bu§un), cave dwellings and villages 
dug out of the rock or buried under the earth”. Ibn Hawgal has a good deal 
more to say about the poor state of the Byzantine empire. The picture he 
draws here does not give one the impression of a state full of thriving cities 
and a “money economy”. Here is rather a land of isolated fortresses and 
villages. Whether this is to be applied to the whole empire or not is difficult 
to say — but it must certainly be a realistic picture of the borderlands. Ibn 
Hawqal’s reference to the troglodyte villages seems to refer to such settle
ments in Cappadocia. The comments of Tabarl referring to Ankara and 
Amorion in 838 — “there was nothing in the land of the Byzantines greater 
than these two cities” — illustrates the real situation, for archaeological surveys 
show that Ankara was at this time little more than a heavily-defended fortress, 
hardly a city in the classical (political/economic) sense. Referring to a cam
paign of 831 in Cappadocia, the same chronicler notes that abu Ishaq, Ma’- 
mun’s son, took thirty fortresses and matmura or underground grainstores. 
Hild’s recent survey of the Cappadocian road-system describes many such 
fortresses, small watch-towers or fortresses dotted along the chief routes into 
imperial territory. But Tabari refers to no cities.61

The well-known treatise De Velitatione Bellica, dating probably to 
shortly after the reign of Nicephorus II Phocas, but describing conditions as 
they were during and before his reign, confirms the picture drawn by Muslim 
writers. The Byzantine border districts are a land of fortresses and villages, 
not of cities; and these borderlands are to be seen not simply as a narrow 
strip behind a theoretical frontier. They comprised a vast area stretching 
from the real border back north and west into Anatolia.62 If the situation 
described were true of the tenth century, after the re-population of considerable 
stretches of “no-man’s land” by Armenian mercenaries and settlers, it can 
scarcely have been less true of the previous two hundred years; and it will 
hardly be an exaggeration to claim that a considerable part of Asia Minor 
was the same, a land of villages and fortresses, with the once-flourishing 
cities of the previous era reduced for the most part to the status of defended 
villages and refuges for the administration and local populace in times of 
danger, or completely abandoned in favour of a safer location.63 Only those

61 Ibn JJawqal, Kitab Surat al-Ard, Configuration de la terre9 tr. J. H. Kramer, G. 
Wiet (Beyrouth/Paris, !964), 194 (text, ed. J. H. Kramer (Leiden, 1938), 200). The treatise 
was compiled c. 977 A. D. For Tabari and the archaeological evidence which puts his state
ment into its proper context, see Foss, Late Antique and Byzantine Ankara (art. cit. note 17 
above), 78; and for Abu Ishaq, see Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, i, p. 289. For Hild’s 
survey, see note 21 above.

62 The treatise gives a vivid picture of warfare in these regions, and the terrain in 
which it was waged. See 1 9 7 ,^ .,  215, 7“13, 244, *sq. etc.

63 See Ahrweiler, L'Asie Mineure et les invasions arabes, 32. For the effects of constant 
warfare on the cities, see the acts of the Quinisex, Mansi, xi, can. xxxvii, 960. For the Arme
nians, see N. Oikonomides, Organisation de la frontfere orientale (art. cit., note 24 above) 
295 f. and bibliography.
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cities situated on major trade routes in the north and west were excepted, 
and they were not numerous.

Life in these regions — and indeed in all those districts which were 
frequently the subject of Muslim raids — was difficult and uncertain. The 
constant presence of imperial officials, both civil and military, was a reminder 
that they were still part of a greater empire. But the akritic cycle demonstrates 
only too clearly the real isolation which existed and the consequent feeling 
of local self-sufficiency and self-reliance which developed.64 Likewise the 
so-called Strategikon of Kekaumenos, dating to the last third of the eleventh 
century, demonstrates a well-developed local self-reliance which was typical 
of the frontier and especially of the military officers who were at home there.65

It was these military commanders who formed an important section 
of the new Byzantine aristocracy which came into being after the second 
half of the seventh century, in a situation which gave to local officials with 
delegated authority a great deal more power and influence than in the prece
ding period, and made possible the rise of a whole new group of officers to 
social wealth through imperial service.66 The reliance of the threatened local 
populace, both urban and rural, on the military, increased proportionally 
as the hostile military threat increased and intensified. Military officers cont
rolled fortresses and refuges, the agricultural population had to rely upon 
them for defence and security, and the soldiers themselves were recruited from 
this very population. While there is no positive evidence for it, it seems not 
unlikely that an entrenched system of patronage developed, and it is precisely 
this — together with the great military expansion of the tenth century, which 
offered them unprecedented opportunities to increase their property in the 
conquered zones — which made possible the rise of the later military aristo-

64 Cf. H.-G. Beck, Das byzantinische Jahrtausend (Miinchen, 1978), p. 85; and see 
the general introduction to J. Mavrogordato, Digenes Akritas (Oxford, 1956), esp. pp. 
lxi f. Most recently see H. F. Graham, Digenis Akritas as a Source for Frontier History, 
Actes de XIV* Congris International des Etudes Byzantines II, 321—9; and A. Pertusi, Tra 
storia e leggenda: Akiitai e Ghazi sulla frontiera orientale di Bisanzio, ibid., I, 237—283, 
esp. 250 ff.

65 See Kekaumenos (ed., trans. and comm, G. G. Litavrin, Sovieti i rasskazi Kekav- 
mena: Socinenie vizantiiskogo polkovodtsa X I veka (Moscow, 1972) 166, 7 sq., 168, 21 sq. 
(Cecaumeni Strategicon, edd. V. Wassiliewsky, V. Jemstadt, St. Petersburg 1896, Amsterdam 
1965, 24, 22 sq., 26,10 sq.). See also H. G. Beck, Vademecum des byzantinischen Aristokraten:
— das sog. Strategikon vom Kekaumenos (Graz, 1956), p. 5 f.

66 To what extent comparisons can be drawn between these Byzantine aristocrats 
and their western counterparts is difficult to say. Unlike the westerners, the Byzantine repre
sentatives of this class often lived in cities; but that does not mean that they could not fulfil 
the same social role as western magnates, for in the East the towns were the centres of the 
administrative and military authority upon which their landed wealth was ultimately founded. 
These “towns” and “fortresses” could equally occupy the position of estate or manorial 
centres; although there is evidence of non-administrative centres too: the estates of Eustathios 
Maleionos in Cappadocia seem not to have been centred around a city (cf. Cedrenus, Bonn,
ii, 448, 9- 16); while even in the fourth century certain senatorial families in Cappadocia pos
sessed fortified villas on their estates. Cf. B. Treucker, Politische und sozialgeschichtliche 
Studien zu den Basilius-Briefen (Frankfurt/Miinchen, 1961), p. 15. The rise of the new military 
aristocracy was also facilitated by the drastic weakening of the older, senatorial and muni
cipal aristocracy, which suffered both politically and economically during the various 
upheavals of the seventh century, and again economically at the hands of Arab raiders. See 
Winkelmann, in Byzanz im 7. Jhdt. (see note 52 above), pp. 180 f. and Kopstein, ibid., p. 64 f.
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cratic families of the later ninth century and after, and which is to some extent 
reflected in the legislation of the tenth-century emperors.67

But there may have been other factors at work, more directly connected 
with the effects of the Arab raiding, which facilitated the increase of large 
estates in the hands of these military families. Constant insecurity affects 
arable farming communities much more drastically than those which rely 
upon a chiefly pastoral economy. Fields which were regularly burned, crops 
which were harvested or destroyed by a marauding enemy, cannot have 
offered a secure income to those living in these regions. Indeed, the example 
of the population of the town of Sision, who decided to abandon their town 
for safer districts in 711, while it may not have been generally followed, de
monstrates the effects such raiding had on local morale and on the local 
economy.68 Even farther inland, the lot of the population of Euchaita was 
hardly better. Plagued by yearly raids, their city was so badly handled that 
they decided to abandon it for safer territory. Only the presence of the cult 
of St. Theodora Tiro (and a timely miracle) dissuaded them.69 The account 
of these miracles, which appear to describe events of the later seventh and 
eighth centuries, provides a vivid account of what life in regularly plundered 
areas was really like — yearly raids, constant insecurity, and of course the 
mention of the citadel or fortress attached to the original settlement to which 
the inhabitants fled when the enemy approached.70

The frontier regions, as Ahrweiler has already suggested, were very 
probably progressively depopulated as life on a reasonably secure basis became 
more and more difficult.71 We may assume that considerable areas were thus

67 Cf. I. Djuric, ‘La famille des Phocas*, Zbornik Radova Viz. Inst. 17 (1976), 195—291 
(French resume 293—6), who points out that it was precisely in these regions — especially 
Cappadocia and Charsianon — that the military families had their roots. See also S. Vryonis, 
‘Byzantium: the Social Basis of Decline’, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 2 (1959), 
161. On other families, cf. Jean-F. Vannier, Families Byzantines: les Argyroi (IX9—XII• 
siicles (Paris, 1975), pp. 16, 19 f., and W. Seibt, Die Skleroi: eine prosopographisch-sigillo- 
graphische Studie (Wien, 1976), p. 20 f.

From a general reading of Kekaumenos one suspects a considerable degree of patro
nage on the part of the local magnates in the provinces. The well-known novel of Constantine 
VII on the military lands (JGR (Zeposl, i, p. 222 f.) refers to the possibility and the practice 
of soldiers being illegally exempted from millitary service and serving their officers in another 
capacity. See Lemerle, Esquisse, ii, 48 f.

68 Cf. Baladhuri, 262 (text, Munajjid, 201); and Lilie’s comment, op. cit., p. 119, 
note 50.

69 See Vita et Miracula Theodori, in H. Delehaye, Les legendes grecques des saints 
militaires (Paris, 1909), 198, 28— 31: tcoXXoI youv x£>v tvxocuOa (xera ttjv 2£o8ov tw v

t£>v 6xu P°>(AaT<ov £X&6vtes t t jv  t e  S u a o S e ta v  x a t  Sp7)[itav t 7 r 6 X e o i K  
&ecop7)<javTe<; jjLETavaaTou tcov ISCwv &XXat<; 7t6Xecji yevia&ou Y)Po\iXovro. . .

70 See ibid., 199, 23-4, 200, 5. See on this also Abrahamse, op. cit., pp. 347—354.
71 Ahrweiler, L'Asie Mineure et les invasion arabes, 28 f. See also P. Charanis, ‘The 

Linguistic Frontier in Asia Minor towards the End of the Ninth Century’, Actes du X IV  
Congris Int. des £tudes Byz., ii, 315—319, see 316, note 6. The reference to a movement 
away from the threatened regions in the canons of the Quinisext council already referred 
to are unmistakeable. See above, notes 58a, 63; and cf. Mansi, xi, can. xxxix, 961. For the 
effects of constant raiding on a comparable region, see G. Gomolka, ‘Bemerkungen zur 
Situation der spatantiken Stadte und Siedlungen in Nordbulgarien und ihrem Weiterleben 
am Ende des 6. Jahrhunderts’, in Studien zum 1. Jahrhundert in Byzanz: Probleme der Heraus- 
bildung des Feudalismus, ed. Helga Kopstein, Friedhelm Winicelmann (Berlin, 1976), pp. 
35—42, see esp. 41—42. For the later re-population in the tenth century, see note 63 above.
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affected; and while attempts were made, often on a huge scale, to re-inforce 
the population of Asia Minor, it is doubtful that these marginal regions were 
affected-72 The local military establishment, more specifically the leading 
officers, was probably the only group which could assert itself and maintain 
its interests under such conditions, at least once they had established them
selves in the districts concerned. They disposed not only of the necessary 
resources, but in addition the armed force required to protect the areas con
cerned. Abandoned land fell theoretically to the imperial government, either 
to the general logothesion or to the emperor’s private estate, once the com
munity involved was no longer able to pay its taxes collectively (before the 
end of the ninth century). But it might equally have come under the protection 
of military officials before its final abandonment, or before the agents of 
the fisc could register it as deserted. Cheap land in exposed districts can hardly 
have been scarce, and there would have been no lack of opportunity for 
officials to buy it up — regardless of the theoretical prohibitions on such 
activities.73 This is, of course, hypothetical, but local officials, especially 
military commanders, certainly possessed the resources to impose their will 
on less fortunate or powerful members of their communities. Possibly they 
concentrated upon a less risky form of economic activity, cattle- and sheep- 
raising, which requires less expenditure in terms of manpower, and consti
tuted a more secure exploitation of resources — because herds and flocks

72 For re-settlement in parts of Asia Minor, see P. Charanis, ‘Ethnic Changes in the 
Seventh Century in Byzantium*, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 13 (1959), 23—44; and idem. 
The Transfer o f Population as a Policy (see note 4 above). For a more recent comment, see
H. Ditten in Byzanz im 7. Jhdt, pp. 151—155.

Compare the Apokalypse des Ps.-Methodius, ed. A. Lolos (Koln/Meisenheim, 1976) 
{=  Beitrage zur klass. Philologie 83) which was written c. 655 and then revised some twenty 
years later. It gives a no doubt exaggerated and standardised “apocalyptic**, but nevertheless 
useful picture of the impact of the Muslim raids, which is in part supported by the references 
from the canons of the council of 692. See xi, 9: K<x7nca$oxta cl<; (p$op&v xal cl<; 
6p7)(£G>aiv, xal ol 0lx7)T0pe<; £v alxixaXcaatqt xal atpayfj xaTa7ro&T)<jovrai. Cf. also
xi, 17: Xoijico^ouat xal 6XiYw07joovrai ol iv$pc«>7roi, [- - -] xal ipTj^co^ffovrat xal 7t6Xeu; 
xal £aovrai al X^P*1 £?aTOt 8u* iXtYca&fjvat tJjv dtv&pcoTOS'njra.

Whatever the economic position of the Anatolian towns may have been in the tenth 
century and after (See Vryonis, Decline o f  Medieval Hellenism, pp. 17—22) — when they 
were once more safe from raiding and when local trade could be carried on without inter
ruption — this was hardly the case during late seventh and eighth centuries. The extensive 
•evidence amassed by Vryonis for the effects of Turkish raiding during the last forty years 
of the eleventh century might be usefully employed for comparative purposes, at least to 
demonstrate the effects of this sort of hostile military activity on agriculture. See Decline 
o f Medieval Hellenism, p. 144 f.

7* For the procedure followed in such cases, see Lemerle, Esquisse, i, 60—61, 263. 
See in addition Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur l’administration de Pempire byzantin au IXe—XIC 
sifccles*, Bulletin de Correspondance Hellenique 84 (1960), 1—109, esp. 13 f. For the ways 
in which military patronage operated in Syria, for example, during the fourth and fifth 
centuries, see R. M. Price, The Role o f Military Men in Syria and Egypt from Constantine 
to Theodosius II  (Oxford D. Phil., 1974), esp. pp. 104 f. See also D. Angelov, ‘Zur Frage 
des Agrargesetzes und der Herausbildung der Feudalverh&ltnisse in Byzanz*, in Studien zum 
7. Jhdt. (see note 71 above), pp. 3—6, esp. 7—8; and most recently, H. Kopstein in Byzanz 
im . 7. Jhdt. (cited note 52 above), p. 40 f., and esp. 50—53, for the development of social 
subordination reflected in the “Farmers* Law**. Even in the tenth century, barbarian raids 
were regarded officially as a cause of the abandonment of lands. See M. Loos, ‘Quelques 
remarques sur les communaut6s rurales et la grande propriete terrienne a Byzance (VIIC—XI* 
si&cles)’, Byzantinoslavica 39 (1978), 13.
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are more easily brought into safety. There is some very slight evidence that 
this may have been the case in Cappadocia, for example, and Charsianon. 
The monk Michael Maleinos distributed his movable possessions to the poor, 
who appear to be livestock farmers of one sort or another, since this consisted 
chiefly of flocks of sheep and herds of cattle.74 These areas were already 
centres of a pastoral or herding economy, of course, and Cappadocia is well- 
known from Roman times to have produced horses from the imperial stud- 
farms there.75 But it is not impossible that the Arab raids encouraged an 
extension of this pastoral economy, while at the same time giving the local 
military officials the opportunity to build up their own landed possessions. 
As we shall see, much of the conflict along the border may have been focussed 
around a competition for the best pasture and grazing land, as villagers from 
both sides drove their flocks up to the summer pastures, and in which the 
local military will again have been able to play a significant role.76

The fairly extensive border regions, then, were characterised above all 
by a concentration of settlement around refuge-points and fortresses, and. 
by the ruralisation of urban life.77 The description of Ya’qtibI of the Arab 
fortress-town in the lowlands surrounded by the Byzantine villages and fortlets 
in the hills, sums up the whole situation as it had developed during the seventh 
and eighth centuries.78 The evidence of the De Velitatione Bellica provides 
a glimpse of these frontier districts from the Byzantine side, and the picture 
agrees in general with that painted by Muslim writers.

Local defence was organised around the basic territorial and military 
unit, the bandon (referred to in its administrative capacity as a topoteresia) 
under a komes.7̂  A number of banda were in turn grouped together to form 
a tourma, likewise both a military and administrative division. Depending 
on the region, a tourma could be composed of anything from two to eight 
banda. Since the military strength of a bandon also varied considerably (accor
ding to earlier texts 300—400 men, according to later texts 50—400 for cavalry 
units, 200—400 for infantry) a tourma might number as many as two thousand 
men or more.80 In fact, armies seem on the whole to have been fairly small, 
and banda of 50—100 men were probably usual in the smaller themes. The

74 Vie de S. Michel Maleinos, ed. L. Petit, Revue de VOrient Chretien 7 (1902), 557,
3lsq.

75 Strabo, Geographica, xii, 2. 7—9, describes the areas around Tyana as reasonably 
fertile, in contrast to the arid, stony plains about Caesarea. He adds, however, that the latter 
area is good for pasturing. On this see Kirsten, Reallexikon fur Antike und Christentum, ii 
(1954), art. “Cappadocia”, col. 869 f., and for the stud-farms, Jones, LRE, pp. 767—9.

76 See part II below. Note that the Banu Habib, a clan of semi-nomadic pasto
ral is ts, were absorbed without difficulty into these districts in the tenth century, suggesting 
the already pastoral nature of the regional economy. See Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes 
ii/I, 271—3; 2, 419-421 (Ibn Hawqal).

77 For evidence of an increase in the population of areas which were relatively safe 
from casual raids, see for example Kirsten, art. cit. “Cappadocia”, col. 869 f. For the fort
resses and kataphygia of the villagers, see De Vel. Bell., 244, 8sq., 245, l4sq. Note also 246,
9- 11.

78 See part II below, note 120; and cf. Mutanabbi quoted by Pertusi, Akritai e Ghdzi 
(note 64 above) 253 f.

79 See the note in DAI, commentary, p. 189.
80 Cf. Mauritius, Arta MHi tar a, ed. H. Mih£e§cu (Bucuresti, 1970), i, 4.2 for the later 

sixth century; and for the tenth century, Leo, Tactica (in Migne, PG, 107), iv, 41; 45; 48; 
Sylloge Tacticorum quae olim "in edit a Leonis tactica* dicebatur, ed. A. Dain (Paris, 1938)„
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De Velitatione Bellica refers to a whole theme force as consisting of three 
thousand men, and indeed regards this as quite large: while larger offensive 
divisions of between six and twelve thousand, made up of several theme armies, 
are also mentioned.81 Another treatise of the later tenth century discusses 
imperial armies made up of the tagmata and “all the themata” numbering 
eleven thousand men.82 Historians should therefore be wary of accepting the 
usually inflated figures quoted by Theophanes, for example, and even those 
of Leo VI in his Tactica, where individual thematic armies number as many 
as 24,000 or more. The same applies to many of the Arab writers — Ibn 
Khurdadhbih, for example, gives a total of 120,000 men for the whole By
zantine army, with an average of 10,000 men per theme.83 It must, of course, 
be remembered that the themata of the tenth century, especially those along 
the borders, were much smaller than the older military provinces. A figure 
of about 10,000 altogether for the original Armeniakon or Anatolikon districts 
is acceptable. But the figures given by Ya’qubi for the middle of the ninth 
century, appear on the whole much more reasonable. He mentions a total 
of 40,000 cavalry soldiers altogether: “A/nrshana doit foumir 500 cavaliers; 
S&eucie 500 cavaliers; la Thrace, 5.000 cavaliers; et la Macedoine, 5.000 
cavaliers. Le total de l’armee byzantine, ainsi constituee conformement aux 
prescriptions militaires imposes aux cantons et aux villages, est de 40.000 
cavaliers” .84 If Ya'qubfs figures are to be accepted, the army of Charsianon 
in the ninth century was relatively small; that of Cappadocia will not have 
been very much larger.85

35. 3—5. This anon, treatise actually gives figures for the banda or allagia of Thrakesion 
and Charsianon — 320 men for the former, 300—400 for Charsianon (which was, of course, 
a much larger province at this period — c. 960 — than in the early ninth century, having 
had extensive areas of the former district of Cappadocia transferred to it. See the references 
in note 21 above). The Praecepta Militaria ascribed to Nicephorus II also refer to cavalry 
banda of 50 men: see Nicephori Praecepta Militaria e codice Mosquensi, ed. J. Kulakovskij, 
in Zapiski Imperatorskoj Akademii Naukt viii ser., 7 (1908), no. 9, 12, 24_8, 13, 6~9, 27-34.

De Vel. Bell., 721, 21~2, 229, 3sq., and 220, 12 and 22, i. — although it should be 
borne in mind that the newly-created themes of the tenth century were smaller than the 
older “rhomaika themata.”

82 Incerti Scriptoris Byzantini Saeculi X. Liber De Re Militari, ed. R. Vari (Leipzig, 
1901), 1, to-15. That “all the themata** is to be taken literally seems unlikely. The author 
probably means all those that are present.

83 Leo, Tact, iv, 41—44; 67—8; Ibn Khurdadhbih, 84 (text 111). Leo’s figures are 
simply copied from the Strategikon of Maurice (eg. Strata i, 4.2—3) which deals specifi
cally with the praesental forces of the later sixth century. These did number perhaps 
24,000 at times. Note that the figures given by Theophanes depend normally upon his sources. 
Where this is reliable — in the case of Procopius, for example — they may be accepted. 
See I. CiSurov, ‘Feofan Ispovednik — Kompilyator Prokopiya’, Viz. Vrem. 37 (1976), 62—73, 
esp. 62..4.

84 Al-Ya*qubi, Kitab al-Buldan, Le Livre des Pays, trad. G. Wiet (Le Caire, 1937),
168 (text in BGA, vii, 232), a work compiled c. 889 A. D. Note Hudud al-Alam, 157: “In 
each of these provinces lives a commander-in-chief on behalf of the King of Rum, with 
numerous troops numbering from 3,000 men to 6,000 horse (sic) and destined to guard the 
province”.

85 In 911, for example, the theme of Sebasteia consisted of 5 tourmarchs, 10 drouggarioi,
8 kometes and 965 soldiers. Taking drouggarioi and kometes as more or less equal in rank 
(see below, note 91) we may assume banda of between 50 and 80 men approximately. Cf. 
De Caerimoniis (Bonn), 656,13“16. This may not have been the total of troops from Sebasteia, 
of course, but even if as much as fifty per cent, had remained in their province (which actually 
seems most unlikely) this hardly speaks for the huge numbers which appear in most con
temporary histories and chronicles.
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As mentioned, the basic military and administrative unit was the bandon 
or topoteresia headed by a komes. Several banda made up a tourma, but at 
the purely military level there existed also drouggoi commanded by drouggarioi. 
These consisted of several banda, and represented the middle level of the 
military command structure.86 No administrative drouggoi existed — there 
was no territorial drouggos — although the drouggarioi were attached to the 
permanent staff of the strategos. They are often referred to as chiliarchai 
in the classical manner, and they belonged to the distinctively military elite 
which grew up in the provinces of the empire. The drouggarios Nikephoros 
and his son Baanes provide a good example, the former based in Thrace 
during the middle years of the ninth century. The son followed in his father’s 
footsteps and became likewise a drouggarios,87 The officers who were sent 
out to call up the theme troops for inspection (the adnoumion) seem also to 
have been headed by a drouggarios,88 Apart from their purely military 
activities, however, such officeis had little to do with administrative matters. 
During the tenth century, and perhaps connected with the reduction in the 
number of men making up a bandon, we meet drouggarokometes, who seem 
to be the equivalent of ordinary kometes, perhaps of a slightly higher rank.89 
Indeed, the tenth century appears to have seen a considerable reshuffling 
of ranks within some of the provincial forces. The thema Charpezikion, for 
example, apart from its strategos, the komes tes kortes and the higher-ranking 
tourmarchai (numbering twenty-five altogether), had a further 47 lesser 
turmarchs, 205 drouggarioi and 428 soldiers!90 The titles as they are here 
applied demonstrates in fact a specialised organisation and reflect the appli
cation of Greek titles to an already existing (Armenian) establishment, which 
was internally very different from the traditional Byzantine structure. The 
new “Armenian” themata which were probably all very similar structurally 
to the Charpezikion, as Oikonomides surmises, may in fact reflect the more 
“feudalised” structure of Armenian society. The older military districts refer
red to in the same list for 949 retain the traditional structure.91

86 Such officers were originally titled moirarchai, since they commanded a moira, 
but these terms fell out of use — if they were ever used in everyday speech — during the 
early seventh century. Cf. Maurice, Strat., i, 4.3; Leo, Tact., iv, 9; 42; 43 etc.

87 See De S. Maria Iun. (Acta Sanctorum, Nov. iv, 692—705), 692 E-F, 694 E, 703 F. 
For another example of a drouggarios, ordered by the strategos to assemble his troops at 
Malagina, see La Vita retractata et les miracles postumes de saint Pierre d'Atroa, ed., trad. 
V. Laurent (Subsid. Hag. 31, Bruxelles, 1958), 109, xsq.

88 See ‘La vie de saint Philarfcte’, edd. M.-H. Fourmy, M. Leroy, in Byzantion 9 
(1934), 125.

89 De Caerimoniis, 663, 6 (for 949).
90 De Caer., 667, See also V. V. Kudma, ‘Komandniyi Sostav i Ryadovye Stra- 

tioty v Femnon Voiske Vizantii v Konde IX—XV’, Vizantiiskie Ocerki (Moscow, 1971), 
esp. 95—6.

91 See Oikonomides, Les listes de preseance (see note 21 above), pp. 345—6, who 
notes also a similar arrangement in south Italy for the same period, where Armenian units 
were also stationed. Cf. Vera von Falkenhausen, Untersuchungen iiber die byzantinische 
Herrschaft in Siiditalien vom 9. bis ins 11. Jhdt. (Wiesbaden, 1967), pp. 109—111, who, ho
wever, considers that the reduction in the status of tourmarchs was generalised. While certain 
titles were certainly reduced in status — that of drouggarios to the level of komes, for example
— the figures for Charpezikion demonstrate rather a different internal organisation. The 
theme of Sebasteia had 5 tourmarchs, 10 drouggarioi but only 8 kometes during the Cretan 
expedition of 911, which suggests that the latter two were regarded as more less equivalent.
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The turmarch was a key figure in the administration of the theme or 
the kleisoura. Like the strategos, he was granted legal authority in all military' 
matters — ie. in all affairs in which his soldiers were directly involved — 
within his tourma or kleisourarchia. To what extent this authority was preserved 
into the tenth century is unclear, but the theme krites came increasingly to 
the fore in legal and fiscal affairs, as the author of the De Velitatione Bellica 
complains.92 We may assume that a kleisourarch had the same powers as 
a turmarch, since most kleisourarchiai were tx-tourmai separated from the 
authority of the strategos to whose theme they had originally belonged;93 
although kleisourarchs could also have their own turmarchs. In the De Veli
tatione Bellica, the turmarch is an important figure on the staff of the klei
sourarch or strategos. He is responsible for ensuring the safety of the local 
populace by warning them of the approaching enemy.94 He is also responsible 
for shadowing enemy raiders with his own detachment until the commander 
can assemble his troops, and for finding out which routes the enemy forces 
intend to follow.95

The frontier regions were organised alcng the same lines as the rest 
of the empire, into military districts in which civil and military authority were 
(to begin with) united. That these districts were administratively self-contained 
is clear from a passage of the De Administrando Imperio, where a series of 
transfers of tourmai from one theme to another, and banda from one tourma 
or theme to another are mentioned. 96

To what extent these districts were also co-terminous with the fiscal 
administrative circumscriptions is difficult to say. The complexities of the 
latter, with its transfers of properties from one owner to another, the par- 
cellisation of estates and the transfer of liabilities from one fiscal dioikesis

The tourmarchs, however, although in charge of very small units (three or four banda of 
about 50 men each) retain their status relative to the drouggarioi and kometes. Sebaste.a 
had been a kleisoura before 908, and belonged therefore to the older establishment. See 
De C a e r 656,13sq. and Oikonomides, Prds6ance, p. 349. Note that the De Velitatione 
Bellica, compiled in the 960 s, refers to tourmarchs as (leydcXoi xal xpVjainoi <£pxovre<; 197,1. 
Oikonomides, Organisation de la frontiere orient ale {art cit., note 24) has discussed the origins 
of the small armeniaka themata, see 295—300; although it is doubtful that the high number 
of officers in these units has anything directly to do with discipline, as he supposes (298).

92 De Vel. Bell., 240, 8-23; for the usurpation of this authority by the krites, 240, 4~8. 
Cf. Ahrweiler, Recherches sur Vadministration {art. cit., note 73 above), 69 f., and von Fal- 
kenhausen, op. cit., p. 115.

93 Cappadocia, for example, had been a tourma of the Anatolikon theme until the 
early ninth century. See DAI, commentary, p. 188, and text, cap. 50, 167_8. On kleisourarchai, 
see Ahrweiler, Recherches sur Padministration, 81—2; and Ferluga, art. cit., (note 21 above),
76 f.

94 De Vel. Bell, 214, 9sq. We have not dealt here with the system of warning beacons 
which was operated by the Byzantines during the first half of the ninth century, stretching 
from Loulon to Constantinople, since this was not an essential part of local defences. See 
De Caer., 492, ®sq., Theophanes continuatus (Bonn), 197, n sq, and Symeon magister {ibid), 
681,21sq.

95 De Vel. Bell., 196,22, 200,10sq., 227,2. For further details of tactics and strategy 
in border warfare, see the account of Pertusi, Akritai e Ghdzi, 248 f., 251—2.

96 DAI, cap. 50, 92sq. Note also Mas*udl, Kitdb al-Tanbih wa'l-Ishraf, le livre de l'a- 
vertissement et de la revision, trad. B. Carra de Vaux (Paris, 1897), 239, who reports that 
the Byzantine provinces are called bend, ie. banda.
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to another, will have prevented any neat correspondence between political/mi
litary administrative regions on the one hand, and fiscal districts on the other.97

Recruitment of soldiers, in contrast, was apparently organised within 
each bandon. Excluding the permanent military staff of the strategos or klei- 
sourarch — his turmarchs, drouggarioi and kometes, the homes of the tent, 
and their various staff (domestikoi and topoteretai) — the majority of the 
soldiers were called out only for particular campaigns or when an enemy 
force approached.98 They were often widely dispersed in their own com
munities, and as the De Velitatione Bellica makes clear, took some time to 
assemble.99 Indeed, the strategy followed was designed explicitly to permit 
the scattered units to assemble and join the commander and his detach
ment.100 Recruitment itself was based on the traditional military service 
supported by a private property, a system which had developed during the 
later seventh century.101 Most of the Arab geographers who make reference 
to the Byzantine empire mention this system, which was applied only excep
tionally in their own land.102

Viewed as a whole, the system of frontier defences as it appears in its 
perfected form in the De Velitatione Bellica — after 250 years or more of 
gradual development — functioned effectively and well. At the cost of the 
disappearance of the traditional urban society in those regions, and a cor
responding extensive “ruralisation”, it made the Byzantine borderlands a 
formidable barrier behind which any attempt to establish a hostile military 
presence was doomed to fail. The existence of this deep band of frontier lands 
also stimulated a general militarisation of Byzantine society and the develop
ment of a new aristocracy, most clearly in the frontier regions under review, 
and with this went a corresponding shift in values and outlook. The attitudes 
of the leading figures of “Digenis Akritas” and of the writer Kekaumenos 
are typical of this frontier society; and while there never developed within 
the Byzantine empire, constantly under pressure from all sides, a comparable

97 See, for example, N. Svoronos, ‘Recherches sur le cadastre byzantin et la fiscalit6 
aux XI® et XIIe siecles: le cadastre de Thebes*, Bulletin de Correspondence Hellinique 83 
(1959), 55—6.

98 For these staff officers see De Caer., 663,2sq., 15sq., 667, <sq. The number of 
regular, full-time soldiers serving all year round, seems to have been very small, cf. De Caer., 
663, <-ii, where the total of soldiers attached to the general of the Thrakesion forces and his 
officers amounts to 235, referred to as rcpoeXeuaî Louoi. The permanent scouts established 
along the borders and above the roads leading back into Byzantine territory also belonged 
to the regular establishment, receiving regular (monthly) pay and supplies. See De Vel. 
Bell., 188 , 16-20.

99 £}e Vel. Bell., 215, i~6: El 86 ye r<ov 7toXejxto>v c!;6Xcoaic oW>p6a xal <j\Svto(xo<; 
Y^vrjrai, ota 7roXXdcxt̂  7rap’ auraiv etu&e Ŷvca^at» twv paaiXix&v arpaTeufzaTwv 
huaopeu^ivTwv aXXot (x6vou tou opaT7)Y<>u. MirjSi aOxou 8uvt)$6vtos ouvtojjlov trjc 
aOxwv ĉ eXcuaccoc; tov iXlyov Xa&v tou IS tou fcmcjuvaYaYeiv aXX* 6Xlyov &X7) 
xal euapU^Tjrov .. .

100 The general was to shadow the enemy but not to attack until the latter was on 
the return march, thus catching him when tired and laden with booty, and also with a stronger 
force under the Byzantine’s command. See De Vel. Bell., 192 19—193, 3.

101 See Ahrweiler, Recherches sur Vadministration, 5 f., and Lemerle, Esquisse, i, 
70—73; ii, 43 f. See also Haldon, Recruitment (art. cit., note 7 above).

i°2 See for example, Ya*qubl, Les Pays, 168 (text, BGA, vii, 323); Ibn Khurc&dhblh,
85 (text, 111—2).
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outlook with regard to its foes and the warfare it waged against them to that 
which the Arabs possessed, this frontier warfare radically affected the society 
of the borderlands, promoting tendencies within Byzantine society as a whole 
which were to play a crucial role during the tenth and eleventh centuries.

II

The Byzantine frontier played a very special part in the life of the Abbasid 
state. There were practical reasons for this. The Byzantine outposts were 
often dangerously close to the plains of Cilicia, northern Syria and al-Jazirah 
and frontier towns were often taken by the enemy. If the defences were wea
kened, the enemy could strike into the heart of the empire. On the positive 
side, Byzantine territory provided a fertile field for raiding, for acquiring 
booty and ransoms. But the Byzantine frontier had an ideological importance 
which is at least as significant as the practical. The Byzantines were the here
ditary enemies of the Islamic state. The Byzantine empire was the only power 
bordering on the Islamic world which could be considered an equal. It offered 
a rival ideology and a rival political system. This meant that campaigns against 
the Byzantines had an importance which campaigns against such unlettered 
barbarians as the Turks and Berbers never did. These frontier wars were the 
only military expeditions the Abbasid Caliphs ever joined in personally, and 
Caliphs like Harun and al-Mu’ta îm seem to have used the campaigns very 
consciously as a way of enhancing their status as leaders of the Muslim com
munity.

Nowhere else along the frontiers of the empire did the Muslims develop 
such an organised and sophisticated military system. This largely came into 
being during the first half century of Abbasid rule from 132 (750) on. By the 
end of the reign of the Caliph Harun al-Rashld (193/809) it was complete 
in all essentials and remained in existence until the Byzantine reconquests 
of the second half of the fourth/tenth century. The purpose of this paper is to 
examine as far as possible, how the system was built up and operated.

The frontier areas (al-thughur) were divided by the Muslim authorities 
into two zones, 103 the Syrian frontier to the west in the Cilician plain and the 
frontier of al-Jazirah in the more mountainous country to the east. Further 
to the north-east lay the Armenian principalities which formed a barrier 
preventing direct confrontation between the armies of Byzantium and the 
Caliphate.

The Cilician plain forms a distinct geographical unit, separated from 
the Byzantine lands to the north by the Taurus mountains and from the 
Muslim areas of northern Syria by the lower but still formidable Amanus 
range. Potentially it was rich and fertile and had supported considerable 
cities in antiquity but the Persian and Arab invasions of the seventh century 
had put an end to this. The early Islamic rulers preferred to keep it as a no-

103 For the divisions of the frontier zones, see Ibn Kurdadhblh, 99, and Qudamah 
b. Ja'far, Kitab al-Kharaj (BGA, vi), 253—4; and the comments of Pertusi, Akritai e Ghazi, 
249—50. For the historical geography of the area, see Ramsay, Historical Geography (cited 
note 24 above) and the indispensable work of Honigmann, Ostgrenze (see note 11 above). 
For the most recent detailed survey, see E. Wirth, Syrien: eine geographische Landeskunde 
(Darmstadt, 1971).
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man’s land104 and it was not until the time of the later Umayyads and early 
Abbasids that vigorous efforts were made to incorporate the area within the 
Islamic state. So successful were these efforts that during the prolonged 
disturbances which followed the death of Harun al-Rashid in 193/809 it was 
described as a haven of peace and quiet. 105

The Muslims settled in three large towns in the plains, al-Ma§§iah 
(Mopsouestia), Adhanah (Adana) and Tarsus, and a small number of satellite 
communities. Because of its geographical situation, al-Ma§§I$ah106 was the 
first of these cities to be colonised. As early as 84/703 a mosque had been 
built and the old walls refortified and by the end of the Umayyad period 
there was also a rabai or suburb outside the fortress which implies that the 
settlement was more than just an isolated garrison. In 139/756 there was one 
of the periodic earthquakes which afflicated the area and the Caliph al-Man§ur 
ordered that the whole town be rebuilt and repopulated. The town continued 
to prosper, a new community grew up across the river Jayhan and the mention 
of khans there during the reign of al-Ma’mun demonstrates that it had become 
a commercial centre107 as well as a military one.

The same process can be observed in the case of Adhanah.108 It seems 
to have been less important or populous than the other two and the first 
recorded settlement did not come until 141—2/758—60 when a garrison of 
Khurasanis was settled there (Khurasanis, from north eastern Iran, formed

104 al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-Bulddn (ed. Munajjid, op. cit., note 12 above), 194—5; 
Honigmann, Ostgrenze, 39—40. For the general decline of urban life in seventh-century 
Anatolia, see C. Foss, ‘The Persians in Asia Minor and the End of Antiquity*, English Histo
rical Review 90 (1975), 721—747, and part one above.

105 Michael Syr.t iii, 26.
106 fo r the development of al-Ma$$Isah, al-Baladhuri, 1945—7; and Yaqut, Muc'jam 

al-Buldan, ed. F. Wustenfeld (Leipzig, 1886), iv, 579.
107 The sources frequently mention markets in connection with frontier towns, but 

it is not clear how far these served “international” trade and how far they were simply local 
markets. The whole question of Byzantine trade with the Islamic countries in this period 
is very obscure. Contemporary sources hardly mention it, although al-Jahiz says that the 
Muslims imported “gold and silver utensils, dinars of pure gold, herbs, brocades, fiery 
horses, female slaves, rare brass utensils, unpickable locks, lyres, water-engineers, agricul
tural experts, marble workers and eunuchs” (Kitdb al-Taba$sur. See French transl. by C. 
Pellat in Arabica 1 (1954), 159). It is not clear from this list how large this trade was and 
whether any of it passed through the frontier towns. Michael the Syrian (iii, 16) describes 
how Muslims and Byzantine soldiers met and did trade during Harun*s campaigns. In the 
fourth/tenth century Tarsus is said to have imported hunting dogs and falcons from Byzan
tium (M. Canard, ‘Quelques observations sur Tintroduction geographique de la Bughyat 
at’t’alab de Kamal ad-Din d’Alep’, Annales de VInstitut des iZtudes Orientates 15 (1957). 
The best modern discussion of this trade is still that of W. Heyd, Histoire du Commerce du 
Levant au Moyen Age (Leipzig, 1885—6), i, pp. 43—5. M. Lombard considers the trade to 
have been considerable, but since neither dates nor references are given, it is difficult to 
assess this opinion {VIslam dans sa premiere grandeur (VIII—XI siecles) (Paris, 1971), pp. 
226—8). M. A. Shaban assigns a major importance to this trade {Islamic History: A New 
Interpretation, ii, A. D. 750—1055 {A. H. 132—44) (Cambridge, 1976), pp. 28—9, but the 
references cited hardly bear this out; while E. Ashtor is much more cautious {A Social and 
Economic History o f the Near East in the Middle Ages (London, 1976), p. 100). There is no 
firm evidence of large-scale trade through the frontier cities in this period and until such 
evidence emerges, it must be assumed that the markets of these cities dealt most in local 
products.

108 For Adhanah: al-Baladhuri, 199; Yaqut, i, 179.
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the bulk of the troops in the early Abbasid armies). In 165/781—2 Harun 
al-Rashid brought in more colonists from Damascus and al-Urdunn (north
ern Palestine and Jordan) and the town was strengthened again in 193— 
—808—10.

Although it was the last to be founded, Tarsus10** became the largest 
of the cities of the Cilician plain. In 162/779, al-Hasan b. Qabtaba came to 
the deserted site while returning from a campaign in Anatolia and established 
a settlement of sorts. However, it was not until 171 (787—8) that Hariin, 
fearing that the Byzantines would occupy the site, ordered that a garrison 
be settled there. Some 4—5,000 soldiers were drafted in but the outpost remai
ned very vulnerable. In 189/804—5 they were all captured by the Byzan
tines110 and not released until Harun conquered Herakleia the next year. 
Despite these inauspicious beginnings, the town flourished because it was 
the nearest settlement to the Taurus passes and by the fourth/tenth century 
it was the commercial and military metropolis of the region.

There were other, smaller outposts in the plain, notably *Ain Zarbah, 
Haruniyah and al-Kanisat al-Sawda, 1 1 1  all dating from the reign of Harun, 
but these seem to have been little more than fortresses and none of them large 
centres of population.

To the east of the Cilician plain the border area becomes much more 
mountainous and the Muslim outposts in the river valleys more isolated and 
vulnerable. The most westerly of these outposts was M a r 'a T 112 at the southern 
end of an important route over the mountains. The fertile grazing afforded 
by the surrounding plains made the area a good base for launching summer 
expeditions but the various attempts of Umayyad rulers to establish a per
manent community there were thwarted by the Byzantines, who took the 
city during the disturbed times of the Abbasid Revolution. Sometime bet
ween 137/754 and 152/769 a garrison was established and this was able to 
resist a major Byzantine attack in 161/778.113 Under Harun the population 
seems to have increased and a rabad, called Haruniyah, was built outside 
Marwan b. Muhammad’s original fortress. As with many other settlements, 
the geographers mention the markets, showing that this was a commerical 
centre as well as a military outpost. 114

al-Hadath, further up the valley was less directly exposed to Byzantine 
raids. Like Mar’ash it was fortified and settled in the early Abbasid period. 
al-Hasan b. Qahtaba began the work in 161/778—9115 and it was continued 
until 169/785—6 when repairs were necessary as the walls had been washed

109 For Tarsus: al-Baladhuri, 200—J ; for descriptions of the city in the tenth century, 
see Ibn ffawqal(cited note 61 above), 183—4 and Canard, art. cit., (note 107), 46—52.

110 Michael Syr., iii, 16.
111 al-Baldadhuri, 202—3; ibn Hawqal, 182.
112 For Mar’aS: al-Baladhuri, 224—5; Yaqut, iv, 498. Michael Syr., ii, 526, says 

that all the original inhabitants were deported in 769 and settled in Syria.
113 al-Tabari, Ta'rikh al-rusul wa'l-muluk, edd. M.-J. De Goeje et al. (Leiden, 1879— 

1901), iii, 486.
114 al-Idrisi, ed. J. Gildemeister (1885), 27.
115 al-Tabari, iii, 493; al-Baladhuri, 226; Michael Syr., iii, 2; 8.
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away during the winter. A garrison of 6,000 soldiers established.116 Malatyah, 
further to the north-east, guarding the valley of the Nahr Qubaqib, was ori
ginally colonised in late Umayyard times but here again the fall of the dynasty 
allowed the Byzantines to retake it. The inhabitants were forced to leave 
and the city entirely destroyed117  but, typically, the victors did not establish 
2l garrison to hold it and the place was still in ruins when al-Hasan b. Qahtaba 
was sent to rebuild it in 140/757—8. Volunteers arrived from all over northern 
Syria and al-Jazirah to help with the work and a garrison of 4,000 settled 
in the city.118 The geographers speak of the fertility of the site119 but there 
is no mention of commercial activity. In a very interesting comment, al- 
-Ya’qubi describes the city as lying on level ground surrounded by mountains 
inhabited by the Byzantines (item) .120

Malatyah was the last large scale settlement towards the north-east 
but there were also a number of small fortresses, called h^n rather than ma~ 
dinah (city). Among these were Hi§n Man§ur on the road between the Euph
rates crossing at Sumaysat and Malatyah, 121 Hisn Zibatrah on the road from 
Malatyah to al-Hadath, 122 Hi§n Qalawdhiyah guarding the approaches to 
Malatyah from the east123 and finally the remote Hi§n Kamkh in the upper 
Euphrates valley.124 All these fortresses were built or rebuilt under the early 
Abbasids and must have had garrisons to hold them but we have too little 
information to say with confidence how this was arranged.

A few general points can be made in connection with these settlements. 
The first is that they were all in the plains, on fertile sites beside rivers, and 
the Arab geographers are lyrical about the richness and fertility of many 
of them, especially in Cilicia. 125 Equally, the Muslims seem to have made 
very little effort to control the heights and the mountains. It is also worth 
noting that the Muslim presence was essentially urban in character. The main 
unit of defense was not the isolated castle but the fortified city. These cities 
were artificially created to serve a military purpose but they soon came to have 
an economic role, both as local market towns and as entrepots for trade 
with the Byzantines. Finally, it was in the half-century from 132/750 onwards, 
the first half-century of Abbasid rule, that the frontier was organised and 
the scorchedearth policy of the early days replaced by one of advancing 
settlement.

These newly founded or refounded cities needed to be peopled. All the 
settlements had a number of salaried troops, usually about 4,000, attached 
to them. About half of these came from Khurasan in north-east Iran, where 
the bulk of the Abbasid army was recruited, while the other half came from 
the provinces nearest the frontier regions, Syria and al-Jazirah. In 141— 
—2/758—60 Adhanah was colonised by a mixed force of Khurasanis and

n* al-Baladhun, 226—7.
117 Ibid., 222.
us Ibid., 223.
H9 Ibn flawqal, 181; al-Iffakhri (BGA, i), 62.
120 al-Ya'qtibi, Buldan (BGA, vii), 362.
121 al-Baladhurl, 228—9; ibn flawqal, 181.
122 al-Baladkurl, 228; Michael Syr., iii, 13.
123 al-Baladhuri, 222, 223.
124 ibid., 219—220.
123 For example, al-Iffakhri, 62, 63; al-Idrisi, 25; Yaqut, iv, 558.
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Syrians126 while the colonists of Tarsus came from Khurasan, al-Ma§sisah 
and Antioch. 127 Further east in al-Hadath the garrison consisted of men 
from Syria, al-Jazirah and Khurasan128 and 4,000 men from al-Jazirah were 
settled in Malatyah129. In Umayyad times there were sometimes rotating 
garrisons like the guards who were sent from Antioch to al-Ma§§isah for the 
winter and returned home in the spring, 130 but this practice seems to have 
been discontinued under the Abbasids and the troops were intended to be 
permanent settlers.

In addition to the regular troops there were a number of muttawi'ah or 
volunteers from various parts of the Muslim world who came to the frontier 
regions to serve the cause of Islam. By the fourth/tenth century this had 
become a highly organised system. The volunteers, who do not seem to have 
been paid by the government were, put up at houses in Tarsus owned by 
their province of origin and maintained by waqfs specially endowed for the 
purpose. 131 There were volunteers in the early period but we know very 
little about their numbers and organization. In al-Ma§§i§ah they formed a 
considerable proportion of the garrison132 and they are also recorded among 
the settlers of Haruniyah133 but no numbers are given. They also took part 
in the summer campaigns, when they were fed at government expense.

In addition to these volunteers, both Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphs 
settled numbers of the mysterious people known as Zu{t. This sort of wholesale 
transfer of minority groups, though fairly common in the Byzantine empire, 
was very rare in Islam. The Zutf, of Indian origin, inhabited the marshes of 
southern Iraq. In Umayyad times some of them, with their buffaloes, had 
been moved to Antioch. 134 Later, after the Zutt rebellion of the time of al- 
Ma’mun, al-Mu'ta§im moved more of them to the frontier area and settled 
them in 'Ain Zarbah, were they were subsequently captured by the Byzan
tines.135

Finally there were those of the local inhabitants who remained. In 
many cases the Muslims removed the people from the areas they conquered, 
like the fortress of §amalu and settled them in the interior of the empire, 
in this case at Baghdad. 136 Only in the case of al-Ma§§i§ah do we find the 
local people being given a place in the rebuilt town. Here the furs (Persians), 
?aqalibah (Slavs) and nabat (Nabatean, that is non-Arab, Christians) who 
had lived in a suburb outside the walls since Umayyad times, were trans
ferred to the city by al-Mansur and given plots of land and help building 
their houses.137

126 al-Baladhuri, 199.
™ Ibid., 201.
12* Ibid., 226.
129 [bid., 223.
no ibid., 196.
131 Ibn Hawqal, 184; Canard, art. cit., 46—7.
132 al-Baladhuri, 197, 203.
133 Ibid., 202.
134 Ibid., 198; Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, i, pp. 223—4.
135 al-Tabari, iii, 1168—9.
136 al-Baladhuri, 202. Cf. F. Hild, M. Restle, ‘Semaluos Kastron’, Jahrbuch der 

Osterreichischen Byzantinistik 23 (1974), 263—270.
137 al-Baladhuri, 196—7.
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Throughout the period of Muslim occupation, these towns seem to 
have remained very military in atmosphere. We have full descriptions of 
Tarsus in the fourth/tenth century which show that, despite the presence of 
merchants and a certain amount of local industry, warfare was still the main 
occupation of the inhabitants. Significantly, two-thirds of the people of the 
city were single men, engaged in military activities and probably transient, 
while only one-third were heads of families.138 The picture must have been 
similar in the smaller and less prosperous towns further to the east; the cities 
owed their survival to their position on the frontier, and when the Muslim 
world was too disturbed by internal rivalries to give them military and financial 
support and the supply of volunteers dried up, they soon fell victim to the 
agressive Byzantines.

The leaders of Muslim activity on the frontiers included some of the 
most eminent men in the Caliphate. All the Caliphs between al-Man§ur and 
al-Ma’mun, with the exception of the short-lived al-Hadi and al-Amin took 
an interest in the affairs of the frontier provinces. This was especially true 
of Harun al-Rashid who devoted a great deal of energy and attention to the 
strengthening of the Muslim position. Then there were other members of 
the Abbasid family of whom the most important branch by far were the 
family of §alib b. 'All, especially §alib himself and his son 'Abd al-Malik. 
They had taken over much of the Umayyad property in Syria where they 
had settled139 and they had become, in some ways, leaders of the Syrian 
interest in the Caliphate. Salih played an important role in the rebuilding 
of Malatyah, Mar'ash, al-Mas§I§ah and Adhanah, recruiting Syrians to 
people the cities, 140 and both he and his son appointed local governors in 
the area. 141

Apart from members of the ruling family, the most prominent figure 
on the frontier was the Khurasan! general al-Hasan b. Qabtaba, son of that 
Qabtaba who had led the Abbasid armies east from Khurasan against the 
Umayyads. He played an active part in the rebuilding of Malatyah, where 
he fed the workmen at his own expense and encouraged them by carrying 
stones himself, al-Hadath and Tarsus and he was so feared as a raider by the 
Byzantines that they put his picture in their churches. 142 However, his interest 
seems to have been due to personal piety and enthusiasm and his example 
was not followed by other Khurasani leaders. An important part was played 
by local Syrian families, some of whom had been important under the later 
Umayyads and continued to flourish under their Abbasid successors. Typical 
of these was the family of Zufar b. 'A§im al-Hilali, powerful in the region of 
Aleppo, whose members appear both as governors and leaders of raids. 
Other examples could be adduced to show that the defence of the frontier

138 Canard, art. cit., 46—52.
139 See for Example, al-Baladhuri, 156, 159, 170; and Ibn al-*Adim, Zubdat al-halab 

min ta-'rikh Halab, ed. S. Dahhan (Damascus, 1951), 59, 60, 62, 63.
140 al-Tabari, iii, 121—2; al-Baladhuri, 197, 199, 223, 225.
141 For example Jibril b. Yahya al-Bajali in aI-Ma§§isah (al-Baladhuri, 197), Masla- 

mah b. Yahya al-Bajali and Malik b. Adham al-Bahill in Adhanah (ibid., 199), all appointed 
by $alih. His son ‘Abd al-Malik is known to have appointed Yazid b. Makhlad al-Fazari 
and Abu’l-Fawaris in Tarsus (al-Baladhuri, 201), and Muhammad b. *Abd Allah al-An$&ri 
in SimSat.

142 al-Tabari, iii, 353, 493, 495; al-Baladhuri, 200, 203.
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and the raids on the Byzantines were largely conducted by local leaders from 
Syria and al-Jazirah except when the Caliph himself decided to take an interest, 
and outside troops were drafted in in large numbers. 143

The payment of the troops in these areas was handled in two ways, 
by paying them salaries and giving them plots of land. Normally during this 
period, soldiers in the Abbasid armies were paid salaries by the central treasury 
and this practice was continued in the frontier settlements. Although we are 
given figures for the amounts paid in some settlements, it is difficult to interpret 
them satisfactorily. It can definitely be said, however, that the rates of pay 
were substantially higher than the 80 dirhams per month which was usual 
elsewhere, which suggests that conditions were arduous and there was a need 
to offer men extra inducements to serve in the area.144

In addition to their salaries, these men were often given qafa'i' (sing. 
qafVah). This term is often misleadingly translated as “fief”. In reality it was 
neither a fief in the western sense of the word nor an iqta as it later developed 
in Islam but a plot of land given in absolute ownership (milk)M5 These lands 
were not kharaj lands either which meant that the owners only paid the lower 
rate of tax, the 'ushr or tithe. It seems that in most cases these grants were 
small. In 'Ain Zarbah and al-Hadath they were simply dwelling places, 146 
while in Tarsds they only measured 20 x 20 cubitts (approx. 10 x 10 metres) ,147 
which would only be enough for a house. In Malatyah the houses built for 
troops are described; there were two rooms up, two rooms down and a stable 
for a *arafah of 10—15 men, hardly palatial.148 On the other hand the houses 
in al-Ma§§I$ah were described as being like inns (khanat) and this may mean 
that the sites had commercial possibilities.149 Apart from this the only case 
where the qata'i* could have been a means of subsistance was in Malatyah 
where in 140/757—8 the garrison were given mazarV (tenant farms) as well 
as their salaries.150 In short, the frontier garrisons were paid by the govern
ment, like other parts of the army, though at more generous rates, and were 
not dependent on their small property holdings as a source of income.

This large salary burden coupled with the low yields of taxation in the 
frontier areas meant that the government had to give the frontier areas finan
cial support. Almost all the land there was *ushr land, paying the lower level 
of tax, and many areas were ighdr, which meant that tax-collectors could 
not enter them. In 243/857—8, the Caliph al-Mutawwakil attempted to reduce

For Zufar b. *A$im al-Hilall see al-Tabari, iii, 373, 378; al-Ya'qubi, Ta'rikh (ed. 
M. Houtsma, Leiden, 1883), ii, 404, 430. For another example of a local leader who played 
a prominent part in expeditions, see Ma'yuf b. Yabya al-Kindi (al-Tabari, iii, 371, 385, 
568), who also led naval expeditions (ibid., iii, 711).

144 For details of payment see al-Baladhurl, 197, 199, 201, 223, 225, 226.
143 For the legal status of qati'ah in this period, see A. Ben Shemesh, Taxation in 

Islam (Leiden, 1967—9), ii, pp. 23, 36, 124; and iii, pp. 73—5. al-Balddhuri makes it clear 
(203) that lands in the thughur paid cushr and not kharaj up to the reign of al-Mutawwakil. 
According to Ibn al-'Adim, the 'ushr collected in Tarsus was, from the time of al-Ma’mQn 
on, paid to deserving members of the local population, so none of it can have reached the 
government (Canard, art. cit., 48).

i*  al-Balddhun, 202, 226.
w  Ibid., 201.
*4« Ibid., 223.
w  Ibid., 197.
150 ibid., 223.
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the deficit by cancelling all these fiscal privileges151 but this does not seem to 
have solved the problem; Qudamah, writing at the beginning of the fourth/tenth 
century explains how the revenues of the Syrian and Jazirah frontier areas 
amounted to barely half the cost of defence and salaries. 152

The frontier cities had more than a defensive role. They also served 
as bases for raids into Byzantine territory. Unlike their Umayyad prede
cessors, the Abbasids made no effort to capture Constantinople or to annexe 
Byzantine iands. Nonetheless raids, great and small, remained an almost 
annual feature of frontier life. 153

There were two sets of raids, the summer ($d*ifah) and the winter (satiyah). 
Of these the summer was much the most common and I have only found 
two examples of winter raids recorded during the century which followed the 
Abbasid Revolution (750—850).154 It was not only the intense cold of the 
Anatolian winter which made raiding difficult but the problem of finding 
fodder which meant that the raiders had to carry supplies both for themselves 
and for their mounts. 155 Summer raids were launched almost every year 
except when disturbances in the Muslim world made this impossible; there 
were none between 125/743 and 137/754—5, during the civil wars of Marwan 
b. Mufcammad’s reign and the period when the Abbasids were establishing 
their control in the west, and there was another break between the death 
of Harun in 193/809 and the latter years of his son al-Ma’mun (215/830 
onwards). There were other periods when raids itensified and the size of the 
forces involved increased. Such periods can be seen during the reign of al- 
Mahdi (158/785), the last years of Harun’s reign and the end of al-Ma’mun’s. 
The reigns of al-Mueta§im and al-Wathiq were compartively quiet except 
for the great attack on Amorion in 223/838. Small scale activity was resumed 
in the reign of al-Mutawwakil (232/847—247/861) but the Muslims seem to 
have been more on the defensive.

The raids were launched from the Muslim bases through the Taurus 
passes. In the early days of the Abbasids, the Darb al-Hadath north of Mar'ash 
seems to have been the most popular but later when the bases in Cilicia, 
especially Tarsus, were developed, the Cilician Gates became more popular. 
There was one recorded raid along the Darb Malatyah156 and one from Qali- 
qala. 157 The Muslims made very little attempt to establish bases beyond 
the Taurus. Towns like Herakleia in 190/806158 and forts like Lu'lu'ah might 
be captured and destroyed but they were not settled and held. The only impor-

151 Ibid.., 203.
152 Qudamah b. Ja'far, 254—5. These figures are discussed in Vasiliev, Byzance et 

les Arabes, i, 96—7.
153 The Muslim raids on Byzantine territory have been more fully discussed than 

other aspects of frontier activity. See E. W. Brooks, ‘Byzantines and Arabes in the Time of 
the Early Abbasids*, English Historical Review 15 (1900) and for the period from al-Ma’mun 
on, Vasiliev, Byzance et les Arabes, i. For the best and most recent account, see R.-J. Lilie, 
Die byzantinische Reaktion (op. cit., note 3 above).

154 In 178/794—5 and 2311845—6 (al-Tabari, iii, 637,1365—7). There may, of course, 
have been others not considered worth recording.

155 Qudamah b. Ja'far, 256.
156 al-Tabari, iii, 125. This was in 139/756—7.
157 Ibid., iii, 493. This was in 162/779.
158 ibid., iii, 709—710.
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tant exception seems to have been al-Ma’mun’s attempt to fortify Tuwanah 
(Tyana), when large fortifications were constructed, but when al-Mu'tasim 
came to the throne the next year, he ordered the project to be abandoned 
and all the works destroyed.159 In most cases we have no information about 
the direction of the raids, and it must be assumed that most of them confined 
their activities to the frontier regions. However, from 159/776 until the end 
of the reign of Harun, there were periods of larger scale incursions; in this 
year the raiders reached Ankara160 and later in the reign of al-Mahdi, Dory
laion161 and, under the leadership of the young Harun, as far as the sea of 
Marmara itself.162 Then there was another gap until large scale raids began 
again in 181/797, when there were expeditions to Ankara and the next year 
to Ephesus.163 Thereafter the emphasis was again on local incursions, and the 
Muslims seem to have made a particular effort to reduce the towns and forts 
immediately to the north of the Cilician Gates, culminating in the sack of 
Herakleia by the Caliph himself in 190/806. al-Ma’mun’s campaigns in 215— 
—8/830—3 had the same objective and with the single exception of al-Mu'- 
tasim’s attack on Amorion, expeditions deep into enemy territory ceased. 
It should be emphasised that deep penetration did not necessarily mean 
massive destruction. The accounts of the raids to Dorylaion and Ephesus, 
for example, make no mention of forts or prisoners captured and one must 
conclude that the invaders avoided centres of population and encounters 
with enemy forces.

Only rarely do we have any information about the numbers involved 
in raids and this is usually because they were exceptional. Since the men invol
ved were paid by the government, it is reasonable to suppose that records 
were kept and we might expect the figures to be fairly accurate. There is nothing 
improbable about the 30,000 who raided Dorylaion164 but the 95,793 who 
are said to have gone as far as the sea of Marmara in 165/781—2165 seems 
extravagant while the 135,000 of 190/806166 is vastly greater than any other 
army recorded in the Abbasid period. Probably much more typical were two 
less successful raids we have records of: the 10,000 who left Tarsus in 191 
(807)167 and the 6,000 who joined the winter raid of 231/845—6. It is hard 
to imagine that numbers normally exceeded 10,000 mounted men and they 
must often have been much smaller. Only when the Caliph or some other 
dignitary was involved and outside troops and volunteers drafted in, did 
numbers reach these very high totals.

A final point needs to be considered in relation to these raids: what 
was their purpose? The obvious answers do not seem adequate. Conquest 
was hardly the object since, as we have seen, almost no attempt was made to 
occupy captured territory. Nor does it seem likely that the desire for booty

159 Ibid., iii, 1111—2; Michael Syr., iii, 84.
160 al-Tabari, iii, 459.
161 Ibid, iii, 493.
162 Ibid., iii, 503—5.
163 Ibid., iii, 646—7.
164 ibid., iii, 493.
165 ibid., iii, 503—5.
166 Ibid., iii, 709.
167 Ibid., iii, 712.
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was an important motive. The expeditions were expensive to organise and 
the remote and war-ravaged frontier provinces of the Byzantine empire could 
not have provided much compensation. True, there were captives and in some 
cases these could be ransomed or sold as slaves but Muslims too were often 
taken prisoner and a considerable proportion of the captives were simply 
exchanged.168

The security of the Muslims living in and near the frontier areas was 
certainly an important concern as Byzantine raids could be destructive of 
both Muslim property and prestige. Much of the campaigning around the 
Cilician Gates should probably be seen as attempts to destroy the raiders' 
bases and establish a new no-man’s land. Purely practical considerations of 
this sort, however, would hardly justify the effort involved in mounting large 
scale expeditions or the attention paid to the warfare by Muslim historians. 
Historians, like al-Tabari, for example, often list the leaders of the summer 
expedition each year along side the leader of the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mak* 
kah, and this may provide a clue. To an extent, the raids had a ritual function 
and were important for internal propaganda. The Byzantines were the tradi
tional foes of Islam. Anyone wishing to establish his position as leader of the 
Muslim community should lead the people into battle against them, either 
in person or providing a commander who would. al-Man§ur does not seem 
to have been greatly concerned with this but his son al-Mahdl personally 
supervised the organization of expeditions and twice sent his own son Harun 
against the enemy. Harun himself was the most active of all the Caliphs in 
this respect, supervising frontier defence and leading massive campaigns 
against the enemy. He in turn set his ill-fated son al-Qasim on one such raid. 
When al-Ma’mun felt his position to be secure, he led expeditions and sent 
his son al-’Abbas on them as well. The clearest example of the propaganda 
function of these wars is al-Mu’ta§im’s celebrated campaign against Amorion, 
a campaign which yielded little in the way of territory conquered or booty 
taken.

The smaller raids present a rather different problem. Usually the sources 
simply say, “In this year So-and-so led the $ a 'ifa h No information is given 
as to the destination of the raid and in most cases the leaders are local figures. 
Much of this activity was probably no more than stock rustling and there is 
also a possibility that they were part of a pattern of militarised transhumance. 
The Arabs, as has been explained, settled mostly in the plains while the Byzan
tines held the uplands. In many areas in Anatolia, the local people, be they 
Byzantine or Turkish, have tended to move flocks and herds up from the plains 
to find the upland, yayla, pastures where grazing can still be had when the 
plains are torrid and desiccated. 16$ Even when the people of the plains and 
mountains are of the same race and religion, tensions inevitably result; when 
they are as divided as Muslims and Byzantines, conflict was inevitable. Some

168 On one occasion the Byzantines are said to have paid quite high tribute (al-Tabari\
iii, 504) but this expedition of !65 was exceptional.

169 For transhumance in the mediterranean area in general, see F. Braudel, The 
Mediterranean, trans. S. Reynolds (London, 1972), i, pp. 85—102. For Anatolia, see Xavier 
de Planhol, De la plaine pamphylienne aux lacs pisidiens (Paris, !958), pp. 186—222. See 
also idem, ‘Geography, Politics and Nomadism in Anatolia*, International Social Science 
Journal 11/4 (1959), 525—531.
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support for this can be found in the writings of Qudamah who explains how 
the Muslims, having fattened their beasts in their own lands in the early 
summer, then moved up to the lands of the Byzantines where there was still 
pasture and they could enjoy a second spring.170 These beasts would have 
to be protected by armed guards and the whole could be dignified by the title 
of an expedition against the infidel.

The picture of the Islamic frontier which appears from the patchy 
source material is of a number of urban settlements in the plains and valleys 
of south-east Anatolia. These cities, mostly founded or re-founded in the 
first half-century of Abbasis rule, were garrisoned by salaried troops from 
Syria, al-Jazirah and distant Khurasan. Although the total number of troops 
settled can hardly have exceeded thirty thousand, they were supplemented 
by an unknown number of volunteers who played an active role in frontier 
warfare, especially in the fourth/tenth century. These cities also provided 
bases for offensive action against Byzantine outposts in the mountainous 
country to the north. Sometimes this action took the form of massive expedi
tions organised and led by the Caliphs or the great men of the state. More 
often, they were led by local men in the pursuit of local objectives. This at 
least is the picture which emerges from the literary sources.

The most important conclusion to be drawn from this brief survey of 
Arab and Byzantine frontier regions is that, while it need not be doubted that 
they were different in character from the better-protected central territories 
lying behind them, we still know remarkably little about them. The foregoing 
does not pretend to be an exhaustive survey of all the literary evidence, still 
less of the archaeological material which might be applied in this context. 
But it is clear that what is required above all is a detailed archaeological 
survey of the area, for only this can give us a clearer impression of the front 
line of both Islamic and Byzantine worlds. No doubt this will remain a desi
deratum for many years to come,171 but accurate knowledge of the sites of 
fortresses and settlements and the ways in which the frontier — however 
broadly it may be defined in practice — moved to and fro will be indispensable 
for any serious attempt to analyse the character of these regions.

170 Qudamah b. Ja'far, 259.
171 The first steps have already been taken in the form of the Tabula Imperii Byzantii. 

For our area, the recent survey by F. Hild of the Cappadocian road system and the topo
graphy of the region is the most significant advance of recent years. See note 21 above; 
and J. Koder, ‘Oberlegungen zu Konzept und Methode des ‘Tabula Imperii Byzantii’*’, 
Osterreichische Osthefte 20 (1978), 254—262. See also the comments of Ahrweiler, La fron- 
tiire en Orient (cited in 1 above) 222 f.
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APOCALYPTIC AND OTHER MATERIALS 
ON EARLY MUSLIM-BYZANTINE WARS: 

A REVIEW OF ARABIC SOURCES
Suliman Bashear

Introduction

The standard criteria for using apocalypses as historical sources were established by the late 
Byzantinist, Paul J. Alexander. Examining the process of literary embellishment and 
adjustment of a few Syriac and Greek apocalypses, he arrived at the conclusion that 
historical apocalypses are in fact “ prophecies ex-eventu'\ i.e. having actually already 
materialised around the time of their circulation. The amount of such material, he argued, 
may serve as a kind of barometer for measuring the eschatological pressure at a given time 
in history since apocalypses are written to provide comfort in times of tribulation, 
particularly during grave military crises.1

In the field of Islamic studies some attention has been given to the spread in the late 
seventh and early eighth centuries of Muslim eschatological speculations concerning the 
occupation of Constantinople.1 But all in all, exploring the possible use of apocalyptic 
traditions for the study of early Muslim history is still a novelty, bid*a, though certainly 
a blessed one.8 For only recently W. Madelung, L. Conrad and M. Cook have set out to 
study the rich apocalyptic material in the compilation Kitdb al-Fitan by Nu‘aym b. 
HammSd (d. 227 H.).4

Though note has been taken of a few cases where such use proved futile,5 it has been 
established that, on the whole, this material is earlier than the Schachtian method of isntid 
criticism could place it, and reflects historical situations which belong to the early 
Umayyad period.* On the level of content, a few aspects of early Byzantine-Muslim

1 Paul J . Alexander, “ Medieval apocalypses as historical sources” , A H R  73 (1968), pp. 998-9, 1002, 1008.
* E.g. A . A. Vasiliev, “ Medieval ideas o f the end o f the world: east and west” , Byzantion 16 (1942-3), pp. 

4 7 1-6  and the works dted therein; cf. also S. P. Brock, “ Syriac views o f emergent Islam” ; in G. A. H. Juynboll 
ed., Studies ... (Carbondale, 1982), p. 19.

* L. Conrad notes how Steinschneider, Goldziher, Casanova and Abbott, though they used and discussed 
“ historical”  apocalypses in their writings, “ seem to have found litde o f historical merit in them” . "Portents o f 
the hour: hadith and history in the first century a.h. ” , typescript, p. 11 and nn. 48 -51 (forthcoming in Der Islam).

4 W . Madelung, “ Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr and the Mahdi ” ,J N E S  40 (1981), pp. 29 1-30 6; idem “ The Sufyani 
between tradition and history” , S I  63 (198 6), pp. 4 -4 8 ; idem, “ Apocalyptic prophecies in Hims in the Umayyad 
age” , J S S  31 (1986), pp. 14 1-8 6 ; M. Cook, “  Eschatology, history and the dating o f traditions” , typescript; L. 
Conrad, art. cit. and letter to me on 9 May 1989.

5 As demonstrated by both L. Conrad, p. 22 and M . Cook, pp. 10 -25, concerning the belief that the Byzantine 
final malhama would be led by Tiberius, son o f Justinian II.

* W . Madelung, “ Apocalyptic prophecies...” , art. cit., 180; L. Conrad’s letter; and even the usually highly
sceptical M . Cook in a concluding note, art. cit., pp. 33-4 , concerning the applicability o f Schacht’s method for
dating traditions in this field.
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relations have been dealt with as they were reflected in this material.7 But to my 
knowledge no thorough attempt has been made so far to examine the issue of continuous 
military campaigns to recapture Syria: an issue which is extensively covered by this kind 
of material.8 This is a task which the present paper aims to accomplish. In doing so I shall 
try to compare the picture arrived at from this material with the sporadic information 
provided by a few historiographical sources on the military situation of the coastal towns 
of Palestine, Lebanon and Syria in early Islam and throughout the Umayyad period. The 
emergence of traditions promoting the merits (fad&’il) of these towns, considering them as 
watch-posts (ribdfdt) and urging Muslims to defend and setde them, will also be 
commented upon as these traditions may reflect the seriousness with which early Islam 
viewed the menace of a Byzantine re-conquest.

Some limitations, however, must be stated at the outset. The primary aim of the present 
enquiry is to bring to light the overall picture of early Muslim apocalyptic speculations on 
the impending conflicts with the Byzantines as expressed in the Arabic sources, and not to 
study the Syriac and Greek materials on this issue or to conduct a thorough cross
examination of Arab and non-Arab sources. Though crucial, this latter task cannot be fully 
accomplished before the basic work of amassing the Muslim material is done in a way that 
is equivalent to the work done on its Syriac and Greek counterparts. Hence, only the main 
outlines of the problems raised by students of this latter field will be addressed in the course 
of the present enquiry, leaving the detailed comparative investigation for such future 
studies as it may stimulate.

Truce and treachery

Apocalyptic reference to some future truce (hudna) between the Muslims and the 
Byzantines (often referred to as Banu al-Asfar) is made in a complex of traditional sayings 
which were attributed to the Prophet through several companions and which come in 
divergent textual formulations. One of them is the tradition of “ the six portents of the 
hour** which, as noted by Conrad, occurs in a few sources as heavily associated with the 
name of the companion ‘Awf b. MSlik through a clear Hims! line of isndd, the commonest 
link of which is §afwan b. ‘Amr (d. 155 H.).* The main idea convcyed by this tradition 
is that the Prophet named six portents (ashrft) which can be identified as actual historical 
events from early Islam and which would occur before the approaching end of the world 
(al-sd*a =  the hour). With minor variations these portents were mentioned in the 
following order : the death of the Prophet, the conquest of Jerusalem, the spread of 
mortality (mut&n, mawt&n) possibly as a result of a plague, the proliferation of wealth, a 
general civil war (fitna) and, finally, a truce with and betrayal by the Byzantines who

7 E.g. Conrad and Cook on the issue o f the final Byzantine malhama, noted above ; Conrad on a certain 
Byzantine—Muslim truce referred to in the tradition on the "six  portents o f the hour” ; and a few other related 
issues brought up in Madelung*s review o f Him?! apocalyptic traditions.

8 Noted only briefly by M . Cook, art. cit., nn. 63, 93, 116.
•  L. Conrad, art. cit., 11 nn. 53HS referring to: Nu'aym  b. Hammid, K. al-Fitan, Ms. British Museum, Or. 

9449, fols, 7(b)-8(a), n (a -b ); BukhSrT, $ahih (Beirut, 1981), 4/68; Ibn Hanbal (d. 241 H.), Musnad (Cairo, 1313
H.), 2/174 , 5/228, 6/22, 25, 27 ; Ibn ‘AsSkir, Tirikh (Damascus, 1951), 1/22 2-4 .
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would assemble for the final general war.10 In what follows, a brief review of the variant 
contents of this tradition, corresponding to the names of its transmitters from ‘Awf, will 
be made. Likewise I shall discuss similar notions attributed to the Prophet by companions 
such as Mu‘2dh, Dhu Mikhmar, ‘AbdullJh b. ‘Amr, Abu Hurayra, Hudhayfa and possibly 
others too.

As transmitted by 4Abd al-Rahman b. Jubayr b. Nufayr (HimsI, d. 118  H.) from his 
father, the ‘Awf tradition ends with the statement that at the time of the treacherous 
Byzantine campaign the Muslims/var. their tent of command (fustat) would be in a town 
called Damascus in the Ghuta area.11 From Abu Idris al-Khawlanl (Syrian, d. 80 H), ‘Abd 
al-Hamld b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Zayd b. al-Khattab (Medinese? Kufan? or Jazari?, d. c. 
120 H.), Damra b. Habib (HimsI, d. 130 H.), ‘AbdullSh b. al-Daylam (Jerusalemite, d. c. 
100 H.), ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abd al-RahmSn al-‘UqaylI, Zayd b. Rufay‘, Hisham b. Yusuf 
(HimsI successor who moved to Wasit) Sha‘bl (Kufan, d. 103 H.) and Muhammad b. Abi 
Muhammad, we learn that the Byzantine campaign would be massive and composed of 
eighty banners (ghdya, ghdba, r3ya) under each of which would be 12,000 men.1* The 
versions of Sha‘bl, ‘Abd al-HamTd and MakhGl (the last one being reported either from 
Khalid b. Ma‘dan (HimsI d. 103 H . ) J u b a y r  b. Nufayr (d. 75-80  H.) or else directly from 
* Awf) say that the Byzantines will prepare for the length of a woman’s pregnancy, i.e. nine 
months.18 From the versions o f ‘Abd al-Hamld, Ibn al-Daylam, Abu Idris and Sha‘bl we 
learn that the Prophet made this statement to ‘Awf while in Tabfik.14

An interesting variant occurring only in two early sources was transmitted by Hisham
b. Yflsuf and an unnamed figure on the authority of §afw3n b. Sulaym (Medinese d. 
124-30  H.). It includes the element of conquering “ the city of unbelief’* (madinat al-kufr), 
possibly Constantinople, among the six portents tradition of ‘Awf.16 But most unique is 
a variant reported through the Egyptian line: ‘Abdullah b. Wahb (Egyptian, d. 197 H.) 
<- ‘Abd al-Rahm2n b. Shurayh (Alexandrian, d. 167 H.) «- Rabfa b. Sayf (Alexandrian, d.

1# Compare also with N u ‘aym, 138(b); Ibn A bi Shayba (d. 235 H.), Mu$annaft (Bombay, 1983), 15 /10 4 -5 ;  
AbQ ‘Ubayd (d. 224 H.), Gharlb al-Hadfth (Haydarabad, 1967), 2 / 8 5 -7 ; Ibn M 5ja (d. 275 H.), Sunan (Cairo, 
*953). i / i 34- 2. I37>; TabarSnl (d. 360 H.), al-Mu*jam al-Kabfr (Baghdad, 1984), 18/40 -2 , 54-5, 64, 66, 7 9 -8 1 ; 
idem, al-Mu'jam al-Awsaf (Riyad, 1985), 1 / 6 7 -8 ; Ibn Manda (d. 395), Kitib al-Jmin (Beirut, 1985), 2 / 9 14 -16 ; al- 
HSkim (d. 405 H.), Mustadrak, (Beirut, 1986), 4/419, 4 22-3 , 5 5 1 - 2 ;  BayhaqT (d. 458 H.), al-Sunan al-KubrS, 
(Haydarabad, 1356 H.), 9 /223, 10/248; WlsitT, Fafa’il al-Bayt al-Muqaddas, (Jerusalem, 1979), 5 2 -3 ; Ibn al- 
Murajji, FajS’il Bayt al-Maqdis, Ms. Tubingen 27, fol. 17 (a-b); p iy 3’ al-Dlh (d. 643 H.), FadS’il Bayt al-Maqdis 
(Beirut, 1985), 70; al-MuttaqT al-Hindf, Kanz al-'Ummill, in the margin o f Ibn Hanbal, 6 / 1 1 ;  Ibn Kathlr (d. 774
H.), al-Nihiya (Cairo, 1980), 1/8 1 -4 , 86-9; QurjubT (d. 671 H.), Tadhkira (Cairo, 1986), 2 / 3 12 -14 , quoting Marj 
al-Bahrayn by Abd al-Kha{t2b b. Duhya (d. 633 H .); SuyClfl (d. 9 11  H.), al-Durr al-ManthUr, (Cairo, 13 14  H.), 
6/ 59 ; QastalknT, Irshid al-Sdrf (Cairo, 1293), 5/286 -7, Ibn BadrSn, Tahdhib Tarikh Ibn ‘ Asikir (Damascus, 1329
H.), 1/4 9 -50 ; Ibn ‘Abd al-H5dT (d. 744 H.), Fafa’il al-Sham (Cairo, 1988), 2 7 -8 ; al-Alblnl, Takhrtj AhSdtth al- 
Raba'T (Beirut, 1403 H.), 6 1 - 3 ;  BarazanjT (d. 1103 H.), al-Ish3*a li-Ashraf al-Sa4a (Cairo, 1393 HL), 48.

11 Nu'aym , 7(b)-8(a); J a  bar ini, M . K. 18 /4 2 ; Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1 / 2 2 2 -4 ; Ibn Hanbal, 6 /2 5 ; WasitT, 5 2 -3 ; Ibn al- 
MurajjS, I7(a-b); Ibn Kathlr, 1/83. See also Suyfl$I, 6 /59 ; Qur?ubT, 2 / 3 2 1 ;  Ibn ‘Abd al-H2dI, 2 7 -8 ; Ibn BadrSn, 
1/4 9 ; AlbJnT, 6 1 - 3 ;  and compare with Ibn Manda, 2 / 9 15 -16 .

11 Nu'aym , n (a -b ); JabarJnl, 18 /4 0 -1, 54 -5 , 64, 66, 79—8 1; Ibn ‘Asikir, 1/2 2 4 ; Ibn Hanbal, 6/22, 27; 
BukhlrT, 4/68; Abfl ‘Ubayd, 2 / 8 5 -7 ; Ibn A b i Shayba, 15/10 4  ; Ibn M lja, 2 / 13 4 1 -2 , 1 3 7 1 ;  al-Hlkim, 4 / 4 19 ,4*2
3 ; BayhaqT, 9/223 (but compare with 10/248); p i y i ’ al-Dln, 70, al-MuttaqT, 6 / 1 1 ;  Ibn Kathlr, 1/82, QastalinT. 
5 /2 8 6 -7; Ibn Manda, 2 /9 14 ; Ibn al-jawzl (d. 597 H.), Gharlb al-Hadfth, Beirut 1985, 2 / 17 1 .

11 Nu'aym , 8(a); T^barSnl, 18 /4 1-2 , 5 4 -5 ; al-HJkim, 4 /4 22; but compare with Ibn Manda, 2 / 9 14 -15 .
14 Jabarinl, 18 /54 -5 , 66; Ibn M ija, 2 / 13 4 1 -2 , al-HSkim, 4/419, 4 2 2 -3 ; BayhaqT, 9 /2 2 3 ; Ibn Kathlr, 1/82.
w Nu'aym , 8(a); Ibn AbT Shayba, 15/104.
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c. 120 H.) <- Ishaq b. ‘Abdullah. We also notice that the same was attributed to the Prophet 
by the chain: Makhul <- Hudhayfa, i.e. not through ‘Awf. The main idea in both cases is 
that ‘Awf/Hudhayfa came to the Prophet after the latter had achieved a conquest {ft fathin 
lahu), congratulated him and expressed his hope that war had ended. To this the Prophet 
said that war would not end until six things had happened and proceeded actually to name 
the same elements usually occurring in the six portents tradition. The fifth of these, we are 
told, would commence when a Byzantine prince was born whose daily growth would be 
like the yearly growth of an ordinary boy. When he reached the age of twelve the 
Byzantines would crown him king. Then he would incite them to a war of re-conquest, 
order the manufacture of warships in the islands and on the mainland and transport in 
these warriors who would land between Antioch and al-‘Ar!sh (...fa-ba*atha Jt al-jaza'ir 
wa-l-barriyya bi-san’at al-sufun thumma hamala jthd al-muqatila hattd yanzil bayna antdkya 
wa-l-arish).16 At this stage ‘Awfs tradition brings the following addition by Ibn Shurayh: 
“ I heard somebody saying that there would be 12 banners under each of which would be
12,000 men. The Muslims would assemble under their leader in Jerusalem and consent to 
his opinion to move to the city of the Prophet (S) ( =  Medina) so that their garrisons 
(masdlihuhum) would be at the Sarh and Khaybar. Said Ibn Ablja‘far: the Prophet (§) said: 
They would drive my community to the birth places of wormwood (mandbit al-shth) ” . 
We are also told that one third of the Muslims would be killed and another third would 
flee while the remainder would be victorious. They would drive the Byzantines as far as 
Constantinople and even conquer it when hearing that the false messiah (al-dajjal) had 
appeared, and that would be the sixth portent. From Hudhayfa’s tradition we also learn 
that the Byzantines would have 300 ships besides the 80 banners. After the Muslims had 
re g ro u p e d  in Medina and received re in fo r c e m e n t fr o m  the Arabs, Yemen and the  

Bedouins (var. also from Syria), they would set out to meet the Byzantines. The latter 
would request the return of the non-Arabs, but the mawalT would refuse to join them and, 
finally, the war would be fought and won by the Muslims.

Two sources which preserve ‘Awfs tradition point to the fact that a similar one was 
transmitted from Abu Hurayra by a Medinese line the main link in the chain of which was 
Sa‘Id al-Miqban (d. 117 —26 H.). The only apparent difference between the two traditions 
is that the Abu Hurayra one speaks about “ the construction of Jerusalem”, being the 
second portent, instead of its conquest.17

Another similar tradition was reported through Mu‘adh b. Jabal with the isndd: Wakf 
(d. 197 H.) <- Nahhas b. Qahm (Basran, d. ?) Shaddad Abu ‘Ammar (Damascene mawld 
of Mu‘awiya, d. ?). Without speaking about a truce with the Byzantines, it nevertheless 
reiterates the same six portents o f ‘Awf and mentions the Byzantines’ treachery/invasion 
(ghadr/ghazw) under 12 or 80 banners (using the term band instead of ghdya).1*

The elements of truce with and treacherous preparations by the Byzantines for nine 
months are stated in a tradition o f‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr b. al-‘As as the fifth portent, the sixth

14 Compare: Nu'aym , 117(a) -  118(a); al-H2kim, 4 / 5 5 1 - 2 ;  QurtubT, 2 /318  quoting al-Irshdd by Ibn BurjSn.
17 Al-H 5kim, 4/4 19 ; BayhaqT, 9/223.
18 Ibn AbT Shayba, 15 / 10 4 -5 ; Ibn Hanbal, 5/228; TabarinI, 20/122, 17 3 ; DaylamT (d. 509 H.), al-Firdaws 

(Beirut, 1986), 2 /2 37 ; P iy J ’ al-Dln, 7 0 -1 ;  Ibn KathTr, 1/8 4 -7 , HaythamT (d. 807 H.), Majma* al-Zawd’id (Cairo 
and Beirut, 1987), SuyQtl, al Durr, op. cit., 6 /59 ; idem, al-Jdmi' al-Kabfr (Cairo, 1978), 1/542.
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being the conquest of Constantinople. It was transmitted by Abu Jannab al-KalbT (d. 150
H.) <- his father, Abu Hayya «- Ibn ‘Amr <- the Prophet.19 According to another tradition 
transmitted by Abu Firas, mawld o f  Ibn‘Amr, on the authority of Abu Qabll (Huyayy b. 
Hani\ Egyptian d. 128 H.), Ibn‘Amr is quoted as saying: “ you will invade Constantinople 
three times. In the first one you will face affliction and hardship (bald* wa-shidda). In the 
second there will be a peace pact {sulk) between you and them so that the Muslims will 
build mosques in it, join them in a raid beyond Constantinople and return to it; and in 
the third invasion God will open it for you ...**20

Another group of traditions brings the notion of truce, co-operation, and then treachery 
by the Byzantines, but outside the context of the six portents. Abu Qabll is said to have 
transmitted a tradition from several companions (*an ghayr wahid mitt ashab al-rasiil...) 
according to which the Prophet said: “ there will be a truce between the Muslims and the 
Byzantines. The Muslims will send an army to Constantinople to help them. An enemy 
will attack from behind and both Muslims and Byzantines will fight him together. God 
will give victory and they will defeat and kill the enemy. Then a Byzantine will say ‘the 
cross has won* while a Muslim will say ‘God has won*. ** The tradition goes on to describe 
how in the heat of debate the Muslim will kill the Byzantine. Returning to Constantinople, 
the Byzantines will violate the pact and commit a treacherous killing of Muslims there. 
But knowing that the latter will seek revenge, they will set out for an invasion under 80 
banners, etc.21

With minor variations, the same tradition was attributed to the Prophet through the 
companion Dhu Mikhmar (sometimes stated as Dhu Mikhbar), nephew of al-Najashl. 
According to one variant, transmitted from him by KhSlid b. Ma‘dan «- Jubayr b. Nufayr, 
the struggle over the role of the cross and its breaking by a Muslim would occur after the 
joint campaigners had encamped in “ a plain with ruins** (marj dhu tuliil). Then, we are 
told, the Byzantines would treacherously kill the Muslim group and prepare for the 
malhama.22 Note, however, that the place of the joint campaign is not always specified and 
sometimes is even said to be from behind the Muslims (min ward'ikum) rather than the 
Byzantines (min waraihim). Note also that the statement “ 80 banners, under each banner
12,000 men” is dropped from a few sources.

Another variant of this tradition was transmitted by Yahya b. Abf Amr al-Sayban! (a 
HimsT who took part in the campaign against Constantinople under Maslama, d. 148 H.). 
It says that the pact would initially be meant to last ten years. The Byzantines, however, 
would soon breach it and prepare the malhama for nine months.23 TabarSnl mentions other 
successors who transmitted this tradition from Dhu Mikhmar but no variant details are

19 Ibn Hanbal, 2/17 4 , Ibn Kathlr, 1 / 8 1 - 2 ;  SuyiitT, Durr 6/59 and J .  K. 1 / 5 4 2 ; HaythamT, 7 / 3 2 1-2 .
*° N u‘aym, 120(a) ; 131(a), I34(a-b); cf. also al-MuttaqT, 6 /21.
u  Nu'aym , i3o(a-b).
28 Compare: Nu'aym , 120(a); Ibn A bi Shayba, 5/325—6; Ibn Hanbal, 4 /9 1, 5 / 3 7 1 -2 , 409; Abfl DawQd (d. 

275 H.)t Sunan (Beirut, n.d.)t 4/10 9 -10 ; Ibn MSja, 2 /136 9 ; T abarinl, 4 /2 3 5 -6 ; al-H5kim, 4 /4 2 1; BayhaqT, 
9 /2 2 3 -4 ; SuyGtT, Durr 6/60 and J .  K. 1/543 quoting also Ibn HibbSn, BaghawT, BSrfldT, Ibn QJni* and a l-p iy l’ ; 
QurtubT, 2 / 3 1 3 - 1 4  ; Ibn KathTr, 1/8 6 ; al-MuttaqT, 6 / 1 1 ;  HaythamT, Mawirid al-Zam'3n (Medina n.d.), 463. See 
also BarazanjT, 99, where a similar notion was introduced without being attributed to Dhfl Mikhmar.

** Nu'aym , 136(b); TabarlnT, 4/236.
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given. They are ‘Abdullah b. Muhaynz (a Meccan who settled in Jerusalem, d. 96-9 H.), 
Rashid b. Sa‘d (HimsT d. 108 H.) and YazTd b. Sulayh (HimsT d. ?).24

A similar tradition was reported by Khalid b. Ma‘dan from the companion ‘Abdulllh 
b. Busr (HimsT, d. 88 H.) without attributing it to the Prophet. It does not provide 
sufficient details and was introduced only in the context of KhSlid’s enquiry about the 
conquest of Constantinople.*6

New elements can be found in a tradition attributed to the Prophet by the chain: Abu 
al-Z5hiriyya (Hudayr b. Kurayb, HimsT d. 129 H.) <- Hudhayfa b. al-Yam5n. According 
to this the Byzantines would treacherously break the truce within nine months. They 
would attack the Muslims under 80 banners on sea and land, camp between JafTa and Acre 
and bum their ships allowing no retreat. We also learn that the Muslims would have 
reinforcements from as far as Hadramawt of the Yemen.28

In another tradition of Hudhayfa as well as one of Abu Umama al-Bahill, truce and war 
with the Byzantines are introduced in the context of other pre-messianic events and the 
identities of both the MahdT and the one who would lead the Byzantines in their malhama. 
One clearly feels the moulding of elements from different currents; e.g. the number of 
truces, characteristics of the MahdT, his being a descendant of the Prophet, etc. We also 
notice that each of the two traditions occurs in only one source and does not enjoy a wide 
circulation.17 However, the tradition of Hudhayfa in particular contains a few of the 
elements already known from those of the other companions, reviewed above: the 
Muslim breaking of the cross, the treacherous Byzantine violation of peace, their secret 
preparation for war and the invasion of Antioch with 12 banners under each of which 
would be 12,000 men. We also learn that the Muslims of the east would fail to give support 
to Damascus which would be overrun by the Byzantines for forty days. Four Arab tribes 
would apostatise, join the Byzantines and profess Christianity; but, eventually, the 
Muslims under the MahdT would be victorious just before hearing that the dajjSl had 
appeared.

A number of traditions brought by Nu‘aym were mostly associated with the name of 
Ka‘b or even early to mid-second-century figures. They are interesting because they 
contain most of the elements known from the prophetical traditions reviewed so far. Two 
traditions of ArtSt b. al-Mundhir (HimsT, d. 162-3 H.), from Abfl ‘Amir al-llh2nl 
(Damascene, d. 118—21 H.) and Abu al-Z5hiriyya, speak about the besieging of Hims, the 
Byzantine attack on Antarsus (Tortosa), their landing between Jaffa and al-Aqra‘ river, 
their defeat by the Muslims, the latter’s advancing to besiege Constantinople and the 
Byzantines’ request for peace. At this stage Artat brings a tradition of Ka‘b which speaks 
about a pact of truce and co-operation between the two parties for ten years during which 
they conduct two joint operations ; one beyond Constantinople and the other against Kufa 
which would be “ flattened like a leather skin” (tu'rak ‘ark al-adTm). The split over the

u  TabarinI, 4/23 5-7.
M Nu'aym, 140(b).
M Nu'aym, 141(a).
17 TabarinI, 8/120 and cf. HaythamT, 7 / 3 1 8 -1 9  for Abfl UmSma’s tradition. The Hudhayfa one is recorded 

by Qurfubl, 2 / 3 15 -17 .
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statement “ the cross had won” and the Muslims* breaking of the pact would occur 
following a third campaign, against the east, when the Muslims would refuse to give the 
Byzantines their booty share of women and children. The Byzantines’ first malhama would 
then commence with Hims as one of their main targets. Its inhabitants would flee to 
Damascus with thousands of women, old people and children being killed between Hims 
and Thanyat al-‘Iq5b. A few Arab tribes would join the Byzantines en bloc but the maw&lx 
would refuse to do that. Eventually the Muslims would win and Constantinople would 
be conquered just before the news arrived that the dajjal had appeared.28

Another tradition of Ka‘b was circulated by al-Hakam b. Nafi4 (HimsT, d. 221 H.) but 
without specifying the latter*s source (‘amman haddathahu). It says that “ the Byzantines 
would bring into Jerusalem seventy crosses (sab*Una saliban, the number of banners possibly 
denoting military units, S.B.) and would destroy i t”. We also learn that they would rule 
Syria for forty days from the coastline as far as the river Jordan and BaysSn. The first 
coastlands upon which God’s rage would descend would be al-§5rifiyya, Qlsarya and 
Beirut which would be swallowed up. The tradition ends by prophesying the eventual 
triumph of the Muslims and the conclusion of peace with the Byzantines. The reason given 
for the latters* malhama is again a joint campaign against Kufa. The Byzantines would 
provide 10,000 men who would fight on the side of the people of Syria (ahl al-sham) on 
the Euphrates. The reason for this campaign is a rebellion by the people of Iraq and the 
killing of their Syrian governor (yakhla4 ahl al-iraq al-ta*a wa-yaqtuluna amirahum min ahl 
al-sham fa-yaghzuhum ahl al-sham wa-yastamiddQna 'alayhim al-riim...). Then come the 
elements of refusal to grant a share of the booty: the saying: 44 you have defeated them by 
the cross*’ (innama ghalabtumuhum bi-l-salib), the Muslims* breaking of the pact, the 
Byzantines* killing of Muslims in Constantinople, their attack on Hims, etc.2*

Art2t circulated a similar tradition attributed to Ka4b*s step-son, Tubay4 (HimsT, d. in 
Alexandria, 101 H.) through Hakim b. 4Umayr (HimsI d. ?). It says that during the peace 
between the Byzantines and the Muslims, Caesarea Cappadocia would be built and 44 Kufa 
would be flattened like a leather skin”. After the battle, both parties would encamp in 44a 
plain with ruins”. A spokesman of the Christians would say 44you have won by our 
cross”, the Muslims would refuse to grant a share of the booty and the Byzantines would 
prepare for the malhama.30

The destruction of Kfifa is indeed mentioned in another tradition of Ka4b as part of a 
sequence of pre-messianic events but outside the context of peace and co-operation with 
the Byzantines. Its isnad is: $afw5n b. ‘Amr <- 4Abd al-Rahm2n b. Jubayr b. Nufayr 
Ka4b. It says 44... the malhama would not commence until Kufa is destroyed; the city of kufr 
(i.e. Constantinople, S.B.) would not be conquered until the malhama has commenced; the 
dajjal would not come out until the city of kufr is conquered” .*1

There is a tradition by an early second-century HimsT successor, Yilnus b. Sayf

18 Nu'aym , I27(a-b).
** N u ‘aym, I22(b)-I23(a).
*8 Nu'aym , 119 (b )- 120(a). Note, however, that in fol. 135(b) part o f this tradition was attributed through 

Tubay* to Ka‘b.
11 Al-HJkim , 4/463.
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al-Khawl5nT (d. 120 H.) which also speaks about a sulh and a joint campaign. However, the 
target here is not Kufa but the Turks and KirmJn. Still, the two parties would split and 
fight in “ a plain with ruins” because of the Byzantines’ saying: “ the cross had won” .32

One also learns about a joint campaign against “ the Persians” in a tradition attributed 
to the Prophet by the companion ‘Abdullah b. Mas'ud. It has the elements of refusal to 
share the booty of Muslim women and children, a massive invasion originating from 
Rome under 80 banners etc., the landing on the coasts of Syria and the burning of ships, 
the occupation of the whole country except Damascus and a mountain on the river 
Orontes near Hims called al-Mu‘attaq, the destruction of Jerusalem and the joining of the 
king of Constantinople by sending 600,000 men to Qinnasrin. We also learn that the 
mawSlt and freedmen of the Arabs ('ataqatukum) would come as reinforcements from 
Persia. Another source of support would be 80 thousand from Yemen (maddat al-yaman) 
including 40 thousand from Himyar. They would drive the Byzantines from Jerusalem all 
the way to the ‘Amq (possibly of Antioch). However, one-third of the Muslims would 
join the Byzantines and another third would return to bedouin life. Seeing that only one- 
third remained, the Byzantines would claim that “ the cross had w on”. But, eventually, 
the Muslims would triumph, driving them to Constantinople, just before receiving news 
that the dajjSl had appeared, etc.33

Finally, a tradition which bears no authority beyond Artlt speaks about a Byzantine 
naval attack between Tyre and Acre as part of the pre-messianic events. After the MahdT 
had killed the SufyanT and plundered BanO Kalb, he would make peace with “ the tyrant 
of the Byzantines” . His successor would be killed shortly before the Byzantines landed 
between Tyre and Acre; and that would be the beginning of maldhim,34

The malahim over Syria: courses and consequences

Arabic lexicographies define “ malhama” as a term denoting a general, fierce war with 
much killing and many atrocities.85 In Muslim eschatology the malahim are presented as 
the final wars of trial, being part of the pre-messianic events towards the end of the 
world.84 As such, the mal&him were mostly connected with the wars against Byzantium. 
This connection is so exclusive that “ maldhim” became in hadtth compilations almost 
synonymous with these wars. In what follows an elaboration of this point will be made. 
We shall also review more traditions which describe the nature and course of these wars 
in different parts of Syria. Though such description is given outside the context of the 
Muslim-Byzantine truce, we shall see how it often includes the basic elements noted in the 
previous section.

”  N u ‘aym, 136(b).
** Nu'aym , 1 1 5(b)—1 17(a). See also al-H5’irT, Ilzdm al-Ndfib (Beirut, 1984), 282. More on the malhama o f  the 

‘Amq, below. For its identification as “ a district near DSbiq, between Halab and A n tlkya”  see Y Jqut (d. 626
H.)t Mu1 jam al-Bulddn (Beirut, 1955), 1/222.

u  Nu'aym, I4i(b)-i42(a).
M Al-KhaHl b. Ahmad al-FarShTdT (d. 175 H.), Kitdb al-A yn  (Baghdad, 1981), 3 / 2 4 J ; Ibn Durayd (d. 321 H.), 

Jamfrara (Haydarabad, 1345 H.), 2/19 0 ; AzharT(d. 370 H.)t Tahdhib (Cairo, 1964-7), 5/10 4 ; Ibn FJris (d. 395 H.j, 
Mu*jam, (Cairo, 1369 H.), 5/2 38 ; Ibn STda (d. 458 H.), al-Muhkam (Cairo, 1958), 3 / 2 8 3 ; Jawharf, Tdj (Cairo, 
1282 H.), 2 /33 2 ; FayrOzabSdT, al-QdmQs al-Muhit (Cairo, 1935), 4 /174.
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A tradition of Ibn Mas'ud describes how he insisted that the final wars with the 
Byzantines over Syria would be the one major occurrence preceding “ the hour”. This w.as 
transmitted from him by the chain Abu Qatada«- Yusayr b. J2bir (Kufan, d. 85 H.) on 
the authority of Humayd b. Hilal (Basran, d. c. 120 H.). It says that Ibn Mas'ud, while in 
Kufa, witnessed a red storm which was believed to have been a sign that the hour had 
come. To such speculation he reacted angrily, assuring his listener that the hour would not 
commence until the Byzantines mounted a campaign against the Muslims from the 
direction of Syria. Fighting would be fierce, killing widespread and a sharp ridda (apostasy) 
would then prevail ; but the Muslims would eventually conquer Constantinople just before 
hearing that the dajjal had appeared in their rear, etc.37

Another tradition was attributed to the Prophet by the chain: Jabir b. Samura (Kufan,
d. 74-6  H.) Nafi* b. ‘Utba. It puts the conquest of Byzantium as the last in a chain of 
Muslim victories prior to the appearance of dajjal (the others being in the Arabian 
peninsula and over the Persians).38 In another prophetical tradition whose isn&d leads to 
Mu‘adh, the occurrence of malhama and the conquest of Constantinople were specified as 
the last major events preceding the appearance of dajjal; the other ones being the 
construction of Jerusalem and the decay of Medina.39 To Mu'Jdh was attributed also the 
tradition which says: “ the great malhama, the conquest of Constantinople and the 
appearance of the dajjal (will be) in seven months ” .40 However, through ‘AbdullSh b. Busr 
a different agenda was attributed to the Prophet; namely, that six years would elapse 
between the malhama and the conquest of Constantinople and, in the seventh, the dajj&l 
would appear.41

To the Muslim belief in the eventual conquest of Constantinople as the consummation 
of maldhim against the Byzantines I shall return later. However, it should be noted at this 
stage that although Byzantium figures as the main enemy of Islam, our apocalyptic

J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (Oxford, 1977), pp. 4 -5  and compare with I. Goldziher, Muslim Studies 
(Eng. tr., London, 1971), p. 77, n. 2 ; E. new ed., s.v. "D ja fr "  and Supply s.v. "M alham a” .

37 TaySlisT (d. 204 H.), Musnad (Beirut, 1406 H.), 5 1 - 2 ;  ‘Abd al-RazzSq (d. 2 11  H.), Mufannaf (Beirut, 1983), 
1 1 / 3 8 5 -7 ; Ibn AbT Shayba, 15 /13 9 —9; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad 1 /3 8 4 -5 , 4 35 ; idem, 7 /a/ (Beirut and Riyad, 1988), 
1/38 2 ; Muslim, $ahlh (Beirut, n.d.), 8 / 17 7 -8 ; Abu Ya'lS (d. 307 H.), Musnad, (Damascus, 1987), 9 /16 3-5 , 
259-60; al-HSkim, 4 /4 7 6 -7 ; QurtubT 2 / 3 14 - 15 , quoting Marj al-Bahrayn by Abd al-KhaftSb b. Duhya; Ibn 
Kathlr, 1/8 7 -8 ; Ibn Hajar (d. 852 H.), a\ WuqQf (Cairo, 1988), p. 87.

sa Al-FazSrT (d. 186 H.), K. al-Siyar (Beirut, 1987), p. 303; Ibn A bi Shayba, 1 5 / 14 6 -7 ; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad 
1/17 8 , 4 /3 3 7 -8 ; Muslim, 8 / 17 8 ; Ibn MSja, 2 / 1 3 7 0 ;TahSwT(d. 321 H.), Mushkilal-Athdr (Haydarabad, 1333 H.), 
1 / 2 1 6 - 1 7 ;  al-HSkim, 4/426; Abfl Nu'aym  (d. 430), Hilya (Cairo, 1938), 8/256 ; DaylamT, 2 /32 3 ; Ibn KathTr, 
1 / 9 1 ;  Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib (Haydarabad, 1327 H.), 10/408. Compare also with SakhSwI, al-Qanfa (Cairo, 1987), 

p. 83.
*• Ibn AbT Shayba, 15 /4 0 -1, 1 3 5 -6 ; Ibn Hanbal, 5/232 , 245; Abfl DawOd, 4 / 1 10 ; BukhSri, al-Tdrfkh al-Kabfr 

(Haydarabad, 1954), 5 / 19 3 ; Ta^SwT, 1 / 2 1 7 ;  TabarSnl, 20 /108; al-HSkim, 4 /4 2 0 -1 ; DhahabT, TalkhTf in the 
margin o f al-HSkim, ibid.; WisitI, 54; Ibn al-MurajjS, 76(b); DaylamT, 3/50 ; al-Khatib al-BaghdSdl (d. 463 H.), 
Tirikh Baghdad (Beirut, n.d.), 10 /2 23 ; D iy l’ al-Dln, 7 1 ;  QurfubT, 2 / 3 1 2 ;  Ibn KathTr, 1 / 9 3 -4 ; SuyflfT, Dun  6/60; 
SakhSwI, 83.

40 Compare Nu'aym , 139(a); Ibn AbT Shayba, 15/40 ; AbQ DawQd, 4 / 1 10 ; Ibn MSja, 2 / 13 7 0 ; TirmidhT, $ahflt 
(Cairo, 1934), 9/90; TabarJnl, 2 0 /9 1; al-HSkim, 4/426; DaylamT, 4 /2 3 1, QurtubT, 2 / 3 14 ; Ibn KathTr, 1/9 6 ; 
SuyQtl, Durr, 6/60; al-MuttaqT, 6 / 12 ; BarazanjT, 105; Ibn T aw^s (d* 664 H.), al-Malahim wa-l-Fitan, (Najaf, 
1963), 124, quoting K. al-Fitan by AbQ §2lih al-Sulayll (written in 307 H.). I am indebted to M. J. Kister for this 
last source.

41 AbQ Dawfld, 4 / 1 1 1 ;  Ibn MSja, 2 / 13 7 0 ; QurtubT, 2 / 13 4 ; Ihn Kathlr, 1/9 7 ; SakhSwT, p. 83; SuyfljT, Durr, 
6/59. Compare also with Nu'aym , 130(a).
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material leaves no doubt that the struggle over Syria would be an all-out one with the 
whole Christian world.

This general nature of the maldhim, at least in their initial stages, is strongly conveyed 
by a series of traditions. According to one, the Prophet is reported as warning Thawban, 
his mawld, that peoples were about to flock together against the Muslims like hungry eaters 
converging on a bowl. From ThawbJn, this tradition was transmitted by ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd, 
Abfl AsmS’ al-Rahabl, Abfl Hurayra and Abd ‘Abd al-Salam (possibly §5lih b. Rustum).42

Another prophetical tradition, circulated with an isn&d leading to Ka‘b, says that 12 

kings will take part in the malhama, the Byzantine king being only the smallest.4* In the 
words of Yahya b. AbT ‘Amr al-Sayb2nT: “ 12 kings will gather under the sycamore trees 
of Jaffa, the smallest of them being the Byzantine one” .44 Another tradition of Ka‘b, 
circulated by the same YahyJ from Jubayr b. Nufayr, describes how “ a queen/woman 
from the west” (malika/ama bi-l-maghrib) would convert to Christianity and, without 
getting any Byzantine support, would come with 350 warships and land at Acre.46

There is of course the possibility of some confusion between Constantinople and Rome 
whenever the term “ rumya ” occurs. However, in two of our traditions, by Damra b. 
Habib and Abfl al-Z5hiriyya, Rome is probably what is meant. For they speak about
10.000 boats from RQmya and RQmlnya which will land between Jaffa and Acre.4* 
Moreover, a tradition of Ka‘b, circulated by al-Hakam b. Nafi* from an unnamed source 
(‘amman haddathahu), says that the Byzantines would ask for reinforcements from the 
peoples of Rome, Constantinople and Armenia, and hence ten kings would come with
180.000 men.47

Another tradition of Ka‘b was transmitted by ‘Amir b. ‘ AbdullJh, AbQ al-Yaman al- 
HawzT. It speaks about “ a king from the west called Haml al-Da*n” who would land with
1.000 boats between Acre and the flow of the Orontes, river of Hims.48 From a tradition 
o f ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr we learn that this king would land either between Acre and Tyre 
or in a district called al-‘AmTq.4* ArtSt transmitted a tradition of Abu ‘Amir al-IlhanT 
which speaks about “ the head of camel/lamb” (ra's al-jamal/al haml) who would bring 
from al-Andalus 1,000 boats which would land between Jaffa and al-Aqra‘ river.60 In 
another tradition of ArtSt it is explicitly said that the Byzantines would receive support 
from people behind them, namely from al-Andalus.61

Though Acre and Tyre figure as the principal targets for naval invasions, there are a few 
traditions which mention other coastal towns. Two other traditions (one ending with the 
name of Artat and another by Abu Salama (b. ‘Abd al-Rahman ?)«- Ibn ‘Amr) speak about 
the coastal area between al-‘ArIsh and Acre or even specify the conquest of ten miles of 
the Jaffa coast and warn that the people of this city would take refuge in the inland 
mountains.52

4* T b ilisi, *33; N>n Hanbal, 5/278 ; AbQ Dawftd, 4 / 1 1 1 ;  TabaranT, 2 / 10 2 -3 ; AbQ Nu'aym , 1 / 18 2 ; DaylamT, 
5/52 7; Ibn T*wQs, 129, 16 6 -7 ; QurtubT, 2 / 315  ; HaythamT, 7 /2 8 7 ; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib 8/75.

u  Nu'aym , 133(b). 44 Nu'aym , 126(b).
4* Compare: Nu'aym , 125(b)-126(a), i4o(a-b); H l’irT, 292. 44 Nu'aym , I36(a-b).
47 Nu'aym . 123(b)-!24(a). 48 Nu'aym , 130(a).

Compare: HaythamT, Kashf al-Astir (Beirut, 1979). 4/*34  and al-MuttaqT, 6/26 with 'Abd al-RazzJq, 
! 1 / 388- M Nu'aym , 126(b)-127(a).

81 Nu'aym , 122(b). ** Nu'aym , i22(a-b), I32(a-b).
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Other coastal towns and posts are occasionally mentioned by a few traditions. YazTd b. 
Khumayr (HimsT, d. during Mu'awiya’s reign?) transmitted a tradition of Ka‘b which 
describes the closure by the Christians of Hims of the gates of that city when the Muslims 
were called upon (yustanfarun) to meet a naval landing on the coast nearby.58 §afw5n b. 
‘Amr circulated a tradition from unnamed sources (‘an ba'd mashd'ikhihi) specifying a 
coastal location called Susya where the Byzantines would land and bum their ships. This, 
the tradition says, would occur simultaneously with a mainland invasion on Qinnasrin 
while the Muslims* stronghold would be Damascus.54 Abu QabTl transmitted from the 
companion YazTd b. Ziyad al-AslamT a tradition which says that Ibn Mfinq (Maurice?) 
“ King of the Byzantines” would command 300 ships landing in SirSsya.55 Khalid b. 
Ma‘d5n prophesised that the Byzantines would enter Antarsfls (Tortosa) and there kill 300 

Muslims.58

Though a threat to Egypt was expected to emanate from both North Africa and the 
sea,57 I shall limit myself here to prophecies which connect such a threat with the one 
feared for Syria. Especially noteworthy are two traditions, by Ibn ‘Amr and Abu Dharr 
<- the Prophet. They warn that an Umayyad/var. from the sons of tyrants, governor of 
Egypt, after being dismissed, would flee to the Byzantines and bring them to the people 
of Islam.58 Another tradition of Ibn ‘Amr says that the sign of Alexandria’s battle (waq'at 
al-iskandariyya) would be the flight of two Arab dihqdns to the Byzantines.59

A clear connection is sometimes made between the maldhim of Egypt and the general 
picture drawn for the main arena in Syria. Noteworthy is a tradition of Artat which says 
that the first naval attack by the Byzantines would be aimed at Alexandria. The Egyptians 
would ask for help from the Syrians and the latter would come, expel the Byzantines and 
rule Egypt. Then, the tradition goes on, the Byzantines would organise naval attacks 
against Jaffa, Acre and finally the ‘Amq of Antioch.80

There is of course some divergence concerning the number of maldhim in Syria, their 
duration and the time which elapses between them. MakhOl considered the ma.lS.him to be 
ten in number, the first being that of QTsSrya in Palestine and the last being that of the 
‘Amq of Antioch.81 Tubay* says that three years after the entry of the Byzantines into 
Antarsfls “ the head of the camel” (ra's al-jamal) would come out between Jaffa and al- 
Aqra* river.88

All in all, the picture drawn by this material for Syria is gloomy and one of major 
disarray. Uthman b. ‘Ata’ transmitted from ‘Abd al-W5hid b. Qays al-DimashqT the 
saying that during the maldhim, the Byzantines would camp on every water spring on the 
coast.83 According to a tradition of Ka‘b, the coastal areas of Syria would be destroyed and 
towns and villages would weep because of that destruction.84

Without doubt, the balance of power would be favourable to the Byzantines during the
M Nu'aym , I4i(a-b). Nu'aym , 125(b).
55 Nu'aym , 139(a). M Nu'aym , 140(b).
57 Compare Nu'aym’s 1 3 i(a—b), 143(b) and I44(a)-I45(a).
58 Nu'aym , I32(b)-i33(a), 134 (b )-!3 5(a), 137(a); HaythamT, 7 /3 18  quoting JabarSnfs Awsaf.
*• Nu'aym , I44(a-b).
#0 Compare: Nu‘aym, I22(a-b), 139(b), 144(a).
81 Nu'aym , i39(a-b). •* Nu'aym , 125(a).
#s Nu'aym, 1 3 9 (a). 64 Nu'aym, 139(b).
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initial stages of the maldhim. Especially difficult would be the situation created by the 
invasion, or rather invasions, landing in Acre. The picture repeated in almost all of the 
relevant traditions is that the Byzantines would bum their ships there as a sign of no 
retreat.65 In the words of Abu Hurayra, transmitted by Abu SSlih al-GhifarT: “ the necks 
of camels in Hisma (in the land of) Judham, would shine at night because of their fire” .68

Several traditions say explicitly that the Byzantines would initially oust the Muslims 
from many parts of Syria. Awza‘T (d. 157 H.) quotes Hassan b. ‘Atiyya as saying: “ during 
the smaller malhama (al-sughra) the Byzantines will dominate the Jordan plain and 
Jerusalem ” .67 In another tradition bearing the same isnad, it is said that the Byzantines 
would camp at the plain of Acre and conquer Palestine, inner Jordan (batn al-urdunn) and 
Jerusalem, but would not cross the mountain pass of AfTq (*aqabat ajiq). Eventually, 
however, the Muslims would meet and defeat them on the plain of Acre. Only a small 
group would move to Mount Lebanon and from there to the land of the Byzantines 
(1ard al-rum).98

A tradition transmitted from Ka‘b by Jubayr b. Nufayr agrees with that of Awza*I, 
adding that the imam of the Muslims would then be in Jerusalem and, failing to rally the 
support of Egypt and Iraq, he would fight the battle on his own, drive the Byzantines to 
Lebanon, etc.69 However, another tradition of Ka‘b, transmitted this time on the 
authority of Yahya b. AbT ‘Amr al-Saybanl, says explicitly that the Muslims would initially 
be defeated on the hill of Acre (tall ‘akkd’) and the one-third of them who survived would 
retreat to Jerusalem. But the Byzantines would follow and drive them from there to the 
al-Mujib river in the land of Balqa’. It is only at a later stage that the Muslims would force 
them back to the cleft (al-ghawr), defeat them and pursue them to Mount Lebanon and 
from there to Constantinople, etc.70

This picture is confirmed by other traditions. One of Ka‘b, though circulated in a maqtu‘ 
form by al-Hakam b. N5fi‘, says that the Byzantines would get 70 crosses into Jerusalem. 
The first coastal areas upon which God’s rage would descend would be al-Sarifiyya, 
QTsarya and Beirut which would be swallowed up. The Byzantines would rule al-Sham 
from the coast to Jordan and BaysSn, then the Muslims would gain victory, achieve peace, 
etc.71 Yahya b. AbT ‘Amr al-Saybanl says: “ the Byzantines shall ring church bells (la- 
tadribanna al-rum al-nawdqfs) in Jerusalem for forty days until the men of Muslims and 
Byzantines meet on the Mount of Olives. The Muslims will triumph and drive the 
Byzantines from the Gate of Jericho and then from the Gate of David. They will pursue 
their killing until they drive them to the sea... ” 72 A tradition o f ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr warns 
that “ the quivers of the Byzantines shall beat in the alleys of Jerusalem... ” (la-takhjiqanna 
ji'db al-rum Jt aziqqati 'Tlya' ...)?*

Other traditions even speak of a temporary control by the Byzantines of western and

66 ‘Abd al-Razz3q, 1 1/38 8 ; Nu'aym , 120(b), 125(b), 132(a); al-MuttaqT, 6/26.
M Nu'aym , 120(b). *7 Nu'aym , 139(b).
• •  Nu'aym , 119(b).
** Nu'aym , 125(b)-! 26(b). Compare also with 119(b) where the same was transmitted from Ka'b by Awza'T

himself in a clearly maqtu' form. 70 Nu'aym , Ho(a-b).
71 Nu'aym , 122(b). 7* Nu'aym , 130(a).
7* Nu'aym , 135(3—b).
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northern Syria. Sa‘Td b. ‘Abd al-‘AzTz transmitted from Makhul the saying: “ the 
Byzantines will move about Syria (la-tamkhuranna al-rum al-sham) for forty days, failing 
to conquer, only (la tamtanV minha ilia) Damascus and the heights of BalqS*.” 74 ‘Abdullah 
b. al-‘Ala’ b. Zabr reported from Abfl al-A‘bas and ‘Abd al-Rahman b. SalmSn the saying: 
“ the king of the Byzantines shall overcome the whole of Syria except for Damascus and 
‘Amm5n, then he will be defeated. . . 1,75 Zuhrl (d. 124 H.) is quoted as saying: “ the blue 
men (azariq) of Rumya are about to oust the community of Muhammad (S) from (the 
country) where wheat is sought” (...m in maria al-qamh)76 About ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr we 
learn that towards the end of his life (wa-ra’suhu wa-lihyatuha yawma'-idhin ka-l-thughama) 
he stood on Mount Sal' and said: “ the Byzantines shall drive you out of your Sham and 
horsemen shall stand on this mountain. . . ” 77

That Islam would in these circumstances retreat and fall back to the Syrian hinterland 
south of Damascus, east of the river Jordan, and into the area bordering the desert, is 
confirmed by another group of traditions. The one of ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr transmitted by 
Abu Salama b. ‘Abd al-Rahm5n on the naval attack between al-‘ArTsh and Acre, noted 
above, says: “ then the people of Egypt would get out of Egypt and the people of Syria 
would get out of Syria till they reach the Arab peninsula. And that would be the day about 
which Abu Hurayra used to say: ‘woe to the Arabs from an evil which has drawn close*. 
The robe and saddle would then be more beloved to a man than his relatives and property. 
Then the Arabs would request support from their a'rab and they will all move to the 
A‘maq of Antioch...” where the Byzantines would be defeated and driven back to 
Constantinople, etc.78

‘Awf al-A‘rabT reported from Khalid b. AbT al-Salt the saying: “ it will not be long (la 
yadhab al-layl wa-l-nahar) before the Byzantines expel the people of Syria from Syria so 
that many dependants die in the desert” .79 A tradition with the isrtad: Safwan b. 
‘A m r«- Abu al-Darda* warns: “ the Byzantines will get you out of Syria village by village 
until they drive you into al-Balqa*. That is how life perishes and the aftermath remains ” .80 

SafwSn transmitted also a tradition of Ibn ‘Amr through H2tim b. Hurayth/Harb, which 
says: “ the Byzantines will drive you out village by village until they bring you into HismS 
of JudhSm and put you in a land like tent robes (ft tunub min al-ard) ” .81 Through Abfl 
Asm2’ al-Rahabl we hear of a tradition of Abu Hurayra which says: “ Oh people of Syria, 
the Byzantines shall drive you from it until you reach a land like a rough edge (ft sunbuk 
min al-ard). It was asked: which edge is that? He said: Hisma ofJudhSm... ”8a There is one 
tradition in which Abu Musa al-Ash‘arT was even reported to have requested his people 
to refrain from living in farms and buildings, because these would soon not suit them. 
Instead, he advised them to acquire blond goats, horses and long spears.88

74 N u‘aym, 119(b). 76 Ibid.
74 Nu'aym , 120(b). 77 Ibid.
78 N u‘aym, I32(a-b). 7* Ibn ‘Asakir, 1/60 2-3.
80 Ibn ‘AsJkir, 1/603 and N u ‘aym, 139(a). Compare also with the latter’s 136(b) where a similar tradition was 

reported from KhJlid b. Ma'dSn.
81 Ibn 'AsSkir, ibid; Nu'aym , 129(b).
82 Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/6 0 3-4 ; AbO ‘Ubayd, 4 / 19 0 -1 ;  ZamakhsharT, al-Fd'iq, 1/^20. For the location of HismS in 

the south o f Palestine and modem Jordan, see: M . Gil, Palestine During the First Muslim Period (Tel Aviv, 1983), 
1 / 15  (in Hebrew). 83 Nu'aym , 120(b).
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With this picture in the background the numerous traditions which exalt Damascus as 
the stronghold of the Muslims and the river Jordan as their front line become clear; a point 
with which I shall deal later. Suffice it to mention at this stage a unique tradition of al- 
WalTd b. Muslim on a saying current among “ the learned authorities” of his Syrian 
source, Sa'id b. ‘Abd al-‘Az!z. The Byzantines, we are told, would get the people of Egypt 
out of their country, the peoples of Palestine and Jordan into the heights (imasharij) of 
Balqa" and Damascus and the peoples of JazTra, Qinnasrin and Hims into Damascus. To 
this al-WalTd adds: “ that is why Sa‘Td told us from Makhul about the Prophet’s saying:
‘ the Justdt of the Muslims on the day of the greater malhama will be in the Ghuta in a town 
called Damascus*” .84

Another tradition circulated in a mursal form by HassSn b. ‘Atiyya says that the Prophet 
described how the enemy would drive his community from one country to another. 
“ Then”, we are told, “ (somebody) said: Oh messenger of God, is there anything (to be 
done then)? He said: yes, the Ghuta, a town called Damascus, which is their fustat and 
stronghold in the maldhim and to which no enemy can get except from within” .86

Loss of control over the areas to the north and west of Damascus was expressed by a 
few traditions in an even clearer form. In one of Ka‘b’s circulated by al-Hakam b. Nafi* 
without specifying his source (*amman haddathahu), we are told that, before the greater 
malhama, the Byzantines and their allies from the Christian world would camp between 
Hims, with Antioch and the land of Qinnasrin behind them. The Arabs, on the other hand, 
would camp between Damascus, Busra “ and whatever (was) behind them” (wa-md 
ward’ahumd).6* In the traditions on the malhama of Hims there are instances describing the 
flight of Muslims to Damascus during the general scare (al-jajla). Some tried to raise 
morale by assuring the Muslims that their retreat was only temporary and that they would 
eventually win. From AbQ al-Z5hiriyya we learn that the Byzantines would reach only 
Dayr Bahra’ .87 Another tradition, by Abu Bahriyya (‘AbdullSh b. Qays, HimsT d. during 
the reign of al-Walid I) says that the Byzantines would camp in Dayr Bahrl' and their king 
would raise his cross and banners on Tall Fahmaya.88 The learned authorities of Ibn 
‘AyySsh (IsmI*!!, HimsT d. 181 H.) urged the people of Hims to remain in their houses {fa- 
thbutu jt mandzilikum), assuring them that the Byzantines would perish in Tall Fahmaya 
and would not reach them. They also warned that “ whoever remains will survive and 
whoever flees to Damascus will perish out of thirst” .89

Still, fleeing to Damascus was expected to be the general reaction. From Shurayh b. 
‘Ubayd we leam that Ka‘b told Mu‘awiya that 70,000 of the fleeing HimsTs would die 
between Thanyat al-‘Iqab and Damascus from thirst.90 Another tradition of Ka‘b with the 
isnad: SafwSn (b. ‘Amr) <- al-Azhar b. Rashid al-Kind! (Syrian d. ?)«- Sulaym b. ‘Amir 
al-Khaba’ir! (HimsI, d. 130 H.) confirms this and adds a few directions to those who would 
witness such events. The route recommended is “ the eastern way, from Hims to Sirbil and 
from Sirbil to al-Humayra and from al-Humayra to al-Dukhayra and from al-Dukhayra

M Ibn ‘AsJkir, 1/22 6-7 . 85 Ibn ‘AsJkir, 1/228-9.
86 Nu'aym , I23(b)-I24(a). 87 Nu'aym , 128(a).
88 Ibid. 89 Nu'aym , 124(b)-! 25(a).
80 Nu'aym , 128(a).
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to al-Nabak and from al-Nabak to al-QatTfa and from al-QatTfa to Damascus. Whoever 
takes this road (fa-man akhadha hadhihi al-tariq) remains in continuous waters (lam yazal 
bi-miyahin muttasila) ” .91

I have come across several instances of praise for the role of the mawdlt as a whole in the 
maldhim. To this may be added one tradition which praises the mawdll of Damascus in 
particular. It is a relatively widely circulated statement attributed to the Prophet through 
the isnad: al-WalTd b. Muslim (Damascene, d. 194--6 H.) «- ‘Uthman b. AbT al-‘Atika 
(Damascene, d. c. 155 H.) <- Sulayman b. Habib (Damascene, d. 115 -2 6  H.) 4-  AbG 
Hurayra. It says: “ when the malahim occur, a (military) contingent of mawdlt will come 
out of Damascus. They are among the Arabs best equipped with horses and weapons and 
with them God will support the religion”. With minor variations this tradition was 
attributed to the Prophet also in a mursal form by the chain: Abu Bakr b. AbT Maryam

‘Atiyya b. Qays (Damascene or HimsT successor, d. n o - 2 1  H .).92

The other main direction from which besieged and retreating Islam was expected to 
seek support was the south, the Yemen and Hij2z, already cited on several occasions as the 
main military and religious reservoir. Actually, almost every traditional account of the 
malhama ends with the assurance that in its critical stage, support for the Muslims would 
come from the peoples of the Yemen, ‘Adan Abyan, Hadramawt or the Hijaz (sometimes 
called ahl qaraz).

A few more traditions are worth noting here. One with the isnad: Ibn STrTn (d. n o  H.) 
«- ‘Uqba b. Aws al-Thaqafi <- ‘AbdullJh b. ‘Amr says that reinforcement for the believers 
would be people who would come from ‘Adan Abyan on their young she-camels (*ala 
qalasdtihim).93 Hassin b. ‘Atiyya (Damascene, d. 120-30  H.) attributed to Ka‘b the saying: 
“ God has two treasures in the Yemen. One he brought during the Yarmuk (battle) when 
the Azd were one-third of the people; and the other he will bring on the day of the great 
malhama, seventy thousand whose sword belts are ropes of palm fibre ” (hamd*il suyufihim 
al-masad).94 Through ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Salman (al-A‘bas, Damascene successor, d. ?) we 
hear that ‘AbdullSh b. ‘Amr said: “ when the idol Dhu al-Khalasa is worshipped, the 
Byzantines will overcome Syria. On that day, they (the Muslims) will send for the people 
of Qaraz asking for reinforcements. They will come on their young she-camels (qalasat). 
Qaraz means the Hijaz. Al-WalTd (b. Muslim) said: (it meant) the Yemen. Nu‘aym said:
I doubt it. ” 95

This picture goes well with the traditions which say that in such circumstances of retreat, 
Islam or belief would fold back and take refuge in the HijSz in general and in Medina in 
particular. In a tradition of the family of ‘Amr b. ‘Awf al-MuzanT, a statement is said to 
have been made by the Prophet to ‘All on the different stages of the Muslim malhama 
against the Byzantines. It warns that the hour would not come until the closest garrisons 
(rabita, masalih) of the Muslims are located in Bulan (var. Tulan, Bula’). Successive wars

#1 Ibid.
** Compare Nu'aym , 131(b), 139(a); Ibn Maja, 2 /13 6 9 -7 0 ; al-BasawT, (d. 277 H.), al-Ma'rifa wa-l-Tdrfkh 

(BaghdSd, 1975), 2 /2 9 1 ; al-HSkim, 4/548; Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/258 -6 0 ; al-AlbSnl, Takhrfj Ahidlth a I-Rabat, 59.
•* Nu'aym , 114(b).
M Nu'aym , 120(b). Compare also with I29(b)-i30(a).
*5 Ibid., 120(b).
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would be fought against them until the pure element of Islam, people of the Hijaz (ruqat 
al-islam, ahl al-hijdz) fought them and conquered Constantinople. Then the news would 
arrive that the dajjal had come out, etc.*6

Another prophetical tradition by Abu Hurayra on the authority of Qablsa b. Dhu’ayb 
(Medinese d. 86-96 H.) and Abu Salama b. ‘Abd al-Rahmln (Medinese, d. 94-104  H.) 
says: “ the furthest of the Muslims* garrisons are about to be in Salah and Salah is in 
Khaybar**.97 In a second tradition of Abu Hurayra the Prophet says: “ people are about 
to return to Medina so that their garrisons will be stationed in Salah**.98 A third one, on 
the authority of Haf§ b. ‘Asim (Medinese successor, d. ?) quotes him as saying: “ belief shall 
fold back (la-ya’razanna al-Tman) to Medina like a snake folds back to its hole**.99

From Nafi* (Medinese, d. 117 -2 0  H.) we learn of a tradition of Ibn ‘Umar which says: 
“ the Muslims are about to be forced (back) into Medina so that the farthest of their 
garrisons would be SalSh” . AbQ DawQd who brings this tradition adds a comment by 
Zuhrl which puts Salah near Khaybar.100 Muhammad al-‘Umari (Abu ‘Asim) transmitted 
from Ibn ‘Umar a prophetical tradition which says: “ Islam has started as a foreigner and 
will again become a foreigner folding back between the two mosques (Mecca and Medina) 
like a snake folds into its hole**.101

This last tradition was attributed to the Prophet by the son of Sa‘d b. AbT WaqqSs 
through his father.102 There is also a similar prophetical tradition with an isnad leading to 
a certain 4Abd al-Rahman b. Sana (var. Shayba, Munabbih) on the authority of Ishaq b. 
‘Abdullah b. AbT Farwa (Medinese, Umayyad mawld, d. 136-44  H.). It has the element of 
Islam folding back to the area between Mecca and Medina like a snake does into its hole. 
Moreover, it says: “ ... while they are in that state, the Arabs will ask their bedouins (a'rdb) 
for help. And, like the righteous ones from among their predecessors and the best of the 
remainder (of believers), they shall meet the Byzantines and engage in fighting. **103 Only 
Nu‘aym carries this tradition beyond this point describing how the Byzantines are defeated 
and driven back to the ‘Amq of Antioch. One-third of the Muslims would be killed, 
another would return with doubt and, hence, be swallowed up, but the rest would persist. 
The Byzantines would ask to be left alone with those who originally came from them (man 
asluhu kdna minhum)t but the non-Arabs (*ajam) would refuse to revert back to infidelity. 
Hence, fighting would resume until the Muslims occupied Constantinople, etc.104

A final and decisive stage of maldhim is ascribed to a place called al-‘Amq, which was 
often located near Antioch or associated with it. A prophetical tradition bearing the isnad: 
Suhayl b. Abu §Slih Dhakwan (Medinese, d. 138 H.) 4-  his father, Abu §alih (d. 101 H.)

M Compare Ibn Maja, 2 / 13 7 0 - 1 ;  Tabarani, 1 7 / 2 1 -2 , al-H5kim, 4/483 ; DaylamT, s/8 2 ; QurtubT, 2 / 35 2 ; Ibn 
KathTr, 1/9 0 -1, 93*. HaythamT, 6 /2 19 -2 0 ; SuyfltT, J .  K., 1/904; idem, Durr, 6/60; al-MuttaqT, 6/10.

*7 Tabarinl, al-Mujam al-Saghfr, 1/2 3 1.
M HaythamT, 4 /15 .
M BukhJrT. 2 /222 ; Muslim, 1/9 0 -1. Compare also with the variant isnad from Ibn ‘Umar given by Ibn 

HibbSn in HaythamT, MawJrid, 255.
l0* AbQ Dawud, 4/97, 1 1 1 .  See also JabarJnl, M . S. 2/40, where he says that Salah is the border between 

Medina and Khaybar.
101 Muslim, 1/90.
101 Ibn Hanbal, 1/18 4 ; Abfl Y a ‘11, 2/99; HaythamT, 7 /277  quoting Buzzir too.
10S Compare HaythamT, 7/278, 3 18 ; SuyfltT, J .  K., 1/675.
1,4 Nu'aym , I37(a-b).
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<- AbH Hurayra says: “ the hour shall not come until the Byzantines have camped in the 
A‘maq or Dabiq”. The tradition goes on to describe how, then, “ an army from the best 
on earth” goes out to meet them. The Byzantines would ask to be left alone with those 
who have been captured from among them (i.e. the mawdlt) but the Muslims would refuse 
and fighting would be resumed. One-third would flee, another third would be killed and 
the remainder would triumph. Driving the Byzantines to Constantinople, the Muslims 
would conquer it just before hearing that the dajjal has emerged in their rear, etc.105

The malhama of al-A‘maq is mentioned by other traditions which Nu'aym brings in 
different contexts. ‘AbdullSh b. ‘Amr is reported to have said: “ the maldhim are five; two 
have elapsed and there remain three: the malhama of the Turks in the JazTra, the malhama 
of the A‘maq and the maldhim of al-dajjal to be followed by no other malhama. ” 108 Ka‘b 
said: “ God has three slaughters (dhabayih) among the Byzantines: the first is Yarmuk, the 
second is FlnTqis, meaning 'the date* (al-tamra), which is Hims and the third is al- 
A'maq. ” 107 Tubay' said: “ the one who will defeat the Byzantines on the Day of al-A‘m5q 
is the caliph of the mawdli”.108 From the fifth ShT’ite Imam, Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 
1 14 -18  H.) a family tradition was reported attributing to the Prophet the saying: “ people 
have three strongholds (ma*dqil). Their stronghold in the greater malhama which will be 
in the ‘Amq of Antioch is Damascus. . . ” .109 Through Ibn ‘Abbas another tradition was 
attributed to the Prophet, saying: “ from ‘Adan will come out twelve thousand who will 
support God and His Messenger. They are the best among those who are between me and 
them” . To this, al-Mu‘tamir b. Sulayman (d. 187 H.), who apparently circulated this 
tradition, added that he thought he heard the man he reported it from saying: “ in the 
A'maq” (qdla al-Muftamir, azunnuhuqdl: j t  al-a‘mdq).110 There is also the tradition of 
‘AbdullSh b. ‘Amr which counts the martyrs of the maldhim of A‘m2q Antioch among the 
best ones in the eyes of God.111

The malhama of al-A*m5q is mentioned also in the context of the belief concerning 
Tiberius son of Justinian or Ibn Haml al-Da’n (the son of a sheep’s pregnancy) as leaders 
of the Byzantines.11* Here it was said that the Byzantines would be helped by the 
Christians of Syria and the JazTra while support for the Muslims would come “ from 
farthest Yemen” (min aqd$\ al-yaman)/v*T. “ from ‘Adan Abyan”. This would be a time 
of severe apostasy (ridda shadxda), whole tribes would join the Byzantines, others would 
retreat to bedouin life, one-third of the Muslims would die, but the remainder would 
eventually triumph and conquer Constantinople just before the news that the dajjdl had 
appeared.113

105 Muslim, 8 / 17 5 -6 ; al-HSkim, 4 /4 8 2; QurtubT, a /35 2 ; NawawT, 10 /4 18 -19 ; Ibn Kathlr, 1/89-90 ; SuyOjT, 
Durr, 6 /59 ; al-MuttaqT, 6/9. See also Ibn ‘ArabT (d. 543 H.), Shark in the margin o f TimidhI, 9/831  SakhSwT, 
84; BarazanjT, pp. 100-1.

1W N u ‘aym, 132(a).
107 Nu'aym , 138(a).
108 Nu'aym , 135(b).
108 Ibn 'AsJkir, 1/2 2 8 ; Ibn BadrSn, Tahdhlb (Damascus, 1329 H.), 1 / 5 1 ;  al-MuttaqT, 6/25.
110 HaythamT, 10/55 quoting AbQ Ya'lS and TabarSnT.
111 Nu'aym , 137(b).
111 Nu'aym , 130(b).
118 Nu'aym , U5(a-b), 117(a), I2i(a-b), 131(b), I33(b )-I34(a)- See also HaythamT, 7/ 3 *9. quoting BazzSr.
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Muslim belief throughout the first century that the eventual conquest of Constantinople 
would be the last major eschatological event before the end of the world seems indeed to 
have been so strong that almost every tradition which spoke about the Byzantine malhama 
ended with the prophecy that the city would be conquered. Besides, there are numerous 
traditions which state that such conquest would be the sign of “ the hour” or even gave 
detailed descriptions of its circumstances.

A tradition of Anas attributes to the Prophet simply the saying that the conquest of 
Constantinople would occur with the arrival of the hour.114 To Abfl Hurayra was 
attributed the saying that the hour would not commence before the city of hiraql/qay$ar 
was conquered ; then the news that the dajjal had appeared would arrive, etc.116 Another 
tradition of Abfl Hurayra points indirectly to Constantinople when speaking about a city 
with one side to the sea and another to the mainland, which would be invaded by seventy 
thousand from among the sons of IshSq.116 ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr, when asked which one of 
the two cities, Constantinople or Rome, would be conquered first, confirmed hearing 
from the Prophet that it would be the former.117

Nu'aym brings several traditions which specify the order of conquering Constantinople, 
other Byzantine cities and Rome.118 Others state that it would be the MahdT or else give 
the messianic titles and exalt the merits of the Muslim commander who would occupy 
Constantinople.119

This last issue deserves special attention because of a few other traditions which refer to 
people who were actually involved in the historical campaigns against Constantinople. In 
one, the Prophet is quoted by Umm Haram, wife of ‘Ubada b. al-S5mit, as saying that 
the sins of those who would invade the city of qaysar would be forgiven. To her question 
whether she would be one of them, the Prophet’s answer was negative although he assured 
her that she would take part in the first Muslim naval raid.120

One tradition o f ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr attributes to the Prophet the saying that the malahim 
would occur in the time of two *attqs, one over the Arabs (a title usually given to Abu 
Bakr) and one over the Byzantines.121 However, the prophecy on the conquest of 
Constantinople was indirectly connected with the name of Mu‘awiya, who indeed 
conducted a campaign against it. According to one tradition, Abu Tha‘laba al-KhushanT 
said in the presence of Mu‘5wiya: “ when you see that Syria has become a table of one man

114 TirmidhT, 9 /9 0 -1; Qurtubi, 2 / 3 5 3 ; Ibn KachTr, 1/9 7 ; SuyiitT, Durr, 6/95.
118 Ibn AbT Shayba, 1 5/ 1 S7 ; cf. also al-MuttaqT, 6 / 2 0 -1 ;  and compare with TabarSnT, al-Awsat, 1/3 6 5 -6 ;  

DaylamT, 2/62.
116 Muslim, 8 /188 ; NawawT, Shark Muslim, in the margin o f QastalSnT. Irshdd, (Cairo, 1293 H.), 10/444; 

SakhSwT, p. 82; Suyflti, Dwrr, 6 /59 ; al-HSkim, 4/476; Ibn KathTr, 1/9 0; Qurtubi, 2 / 35 2 -3  ; al-HS’irT, 2/287. 
Compare, however, with the tradition o f Ka‘b brought by Nu'aym , 129(b), 138(b), according to which 
Constantinople would be conquered by the sons o f Saba* and QSdhar.

117 Ibn AblShayba, 5 /32 9 -30 ; Nu'aym , 133(a); Ibn Hanbal, 2 / 17 6 ; DSrimT (d. 255 H.), Sunan (Cairo, n.d.), 
1/ 12 6 ; al-HSkim, 4 /555 ; Ibn KathTr, 1 /7 9 -8 0 ; HaythamT, 6 /2 19 ; al-MuttaqT, 6 /15  ; SuyGtT, Durr, 6/60.

llt Nu'aym , I33U H 35(»). 138(a).
ll* Nu'aym , 131(a), 133(a), 138(a). Compare also with DaylamT, 5/8 2 ; al-MuttaqT, 6/20 quoting Ibn 'AsSkir; 

HalTmT (d. 403 H.), al-Minhdj Ft Shu'ab al-Tm&n (Beirut, 1979), 1/430 ; Mar*T b. Yflsuf al-MaqdisT al-Hanbatl, 
Bahjat al-NdzirTn (MS. KhSlidiyya, Jerusalem, 334), fol. 77(b). I am indebted to L. Conrad for putting this last 
source at my disposal.

1,0 BukhSiT, 3/2 32 ; al-HSkim, 4 /556-7.
m  Nu'aym , 130(b), 134(b), 135(b), 141(b); HaythamT, 7 /318 .



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -  199

Early Muslim apocalyptic materials 191

and his house, then (know that) the conquest of Constantinople will be accomplished ” .122 

From another, by Bishr al-GhanawT, we learn that the Prophet said: “ Constantinople shall 
be conquered; praised be its commander and praised be that army”. Bishr, we are told, 
narrated this tradition to Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik and the latter decided to attack the 
city.123

The continued failure to conquer Constantinople must have caused some concern to 
Muslim scholars. This can be gauged from a tradition attributed by Nu*aym to an 
unnamed figure who participated in one of the abortive attempts.124 In another tradition 
al-Mustawrid b. Shaddad is quoted as telling ‘Amr b. al-‘As that he heard the Prophet 
saying: “ the hour will come with the Byzantines (being) more numerous than others” 
(taqum al-sd'a wa-l-riim akthar al-nds).125 ‘Amr’s reaction may create the impression that this 
tradition aims to praise the Byzantines. However, what seems initially to have been meant 
is that they would continue to be Islam’s main enemy until the end of time; a possibility 
betrayed by a unique variant recounted by Ibn Hanbal. Here the Prophet is quoted as 
saying: “ the Byzantines are severest of all peoples on you, but their perishing will be with 
(the coming of) the hour”. Indeed this notion was more explicitly conveyed in another 
tradition attributed to the Prophet by Ibn MuhayrTz (‘Abdullah, of Meccan origin who 
lived in Jerusalem and was considered a Syrian authority, d. 86-99 H.). It says: “ Persia is 
(only a matter of) one or two thrusts and no Persia will ever be after that. But the 
Byzantines with the horns are people of sea and rock, whenever a hom/generation goes, 
another replaces it. Alas, they are your associates to the end of tim e...” {faris natha aw 
nathatan thumma la faris ba'daha abadan, wa-l-rum that al-qurun ashdb bahr wa-$akhrt kullamd 
dhahaba qarrt khalafahu qarn makdttah, hayhdta ild dkhir al-dahr hum a$hdbukum ...).l2e

Defensive fada’il traditions

On various occasions we have come across instances in which peoples and places loyal to 
Islam in the fateful maldhim were exalted. In what follows more of such fadd'il traditions 
will be reviewed.

A group of traditions specifies Damascus as a stronghold of the Muslims during the 
maldhim, a location of their tent of command ifustdt) and related virtues. Jubayr b. Nufayr 
transmitted from Abu al-Darda* a prophetical tradition which said that the fustdt of 
Muslims on the day of the greater malhama (would be) in the Ghflta near a city called

1,1 Compare Ibn Hanbal, 4/19 3 ; TabarSnT, 2 2 / 2 14 ; al-HSkim, 4/462 ; HaythamT, 6 /2 19 ; Suyfljl, Durr, 6 /59 ; 
Nu'aym , 133(b)! See also the variants in this last source, 138(b) and 141(a), where “  dl-jJufm ”  was substituted for 
the phrase: "between al-Darb and al-*ArTsh”  or “ al-‘ArTsh and al-FurJt” , respectively.

1.3 Ibn Hanbal, 4 /3 3 5 ; TabarSnT, M . K ., 2 /38 ; al-HSkim, 4 / 4 2 1 -2 ; DaylamT, 5 /4 8 1; HaythamT, Majma', 
6 /2 18 -19  quoting BazzSr; idem, Kashf, 2 /358 ; Suyfl^T, al-Jimi‘ al-Saghfr (Cairo, 1954), 2 / 12 2 ; idem, Durr, 6/60; 
idem, J .  K., 1/635 quoting also Ibn Khuzayma, BaghawT, BarudT, Ibn al-Sakan, Ibn QSni* and al-DiyS’ al- 
MaqdisT; al-MuttaqT, 6 / 12 ; al-Alb5nT, al-Ahidrth al-Datfa (Beirut, 1399 H.), 2/268-9.

114 Nu'aym , 140(b).
1.4 Nu'aym , I33(a-b); Ibn Hanbal, 4 /230 ; Muslim, 8/17 6 ^ 7 ; T^harSnT, M . K., 2 0 /319 -20 ; DaylamT, 2/6 5 ; 

Ibn Hajar, al-Wuquf, 8 6 -7 ; al-MuttaqT, 6 / 1 1 ;  Ibn KathTr, 1 / 9 1 - 2 ;  SakhSwT, 85-6.
1.4 Ibn AbT Shayba, 5/298; Ibn Hajar, al-Ma(3lib al-Aliya Ft Zauri'id al-Masimd al-Thaminiya (Beirut, 1987), 

4/26 quoting the Musnad o f al-HSrith b. AbT UsSma.
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Damascus, (which is) one of the best towns in Syria.127 From an unnamed companion (‘an 
rajul min ashab al-rasul), Jubayr b. Nufayr transmitted another prophetical tradition which 
informed the Muslims that Syria would be conquered and recommended them to settle 
in Damascus, adding that it would be their stronghold (ma'qit) during the maldhim and that 
their fustat would be in a land called Ghuta.128 Almost the same notion was put forward 
by a third prophetical tradition, this time through Mu‘Sdh as transmitted by both Abu 
M5lik al-Ash‘arT and, in a maqtu‘ form, by Makhfll too.129 There is also a tradition carried 
by a family line of isndd from the ShfT Imams al-Sadiq and al-Baqir. Here, however, a new 
element was added identifying Jerusalem as a refuge from the dajjdl and al-Tur as one from 
Ya’juj and Ma juj.130

The idea that Damascus would be one of the three main strongholds towards the end 
of time appears in a few other traditions with different chains of isndd. It was reported as 
a prophetical one, though in a mursal form, by Yahya b. Jabir al-T2’I (Him$T, d. 126 H.) 
and Abu al-Z5hiriyya.131 With a minor variation, Abu al-Zahiriyya reported it also as a 
tradition of Ka‘b.182 And from Shurayh b. ‘Ubayd we learn that Ka‘b, when enquired of 
by Mu'awiya, assured him that Damascus was the stronghold of the Muslims against the 
Byzantines and that it was much more exalted than Hims.133

Another group of traditions attribute to the Prophet mention of the persistence of a 
group of his community in its fight for religion against their enemies in spite of all 
hardships “ until’''the matter of God comes to them”/var. “ till the day of res
urrection ” /var. "*till the hour comes” (hattd ya'tThim amr allah/ila yawm al-qiydma/ild an 
taqum al-sd'a). One tradition by Abfl Hurayra specifies that they would do this at the gates 
of Damascus, Jerusalem and their vicinities (akndj) and that they would not be harmed 
because of being let down by anyone who does that (la yadurruhum khudhlan man 
khadhalahum). It was transmitted by the chain: ‘Amir al-Ahwal <- Abu Salih al- 
KhawlanT.134 In another, by Kurayb al-SahulI<- the Prophet, it was stated that, being in 
the surroundings of Jerusalem, this group would be “ like a pot among eaters” (ka-l-ind' 
bayn al-akala).lZb And almost the same was transmitted in a third prophetical tradition

127 Compare Ibn Hanbal, 5 /19 7 ; Abu DawQd, 4 / 1 1 1 ;  BasawT, 2/290; Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/219 -20 , 222; al- 
MundhirT (d. 656 H.), al-Targhib wa-l-Tarhtb (Cairo, n.d.), 4 /6 3; Ibn KathTr, 1/83, 89; SuyGfT, Durr, 6/59 ; al- 
Hakim, 4/486; ManlnT (d. 1172  H.), al-riim  (Jaffa, n.d.), 56; AlbSnl, Takhtfj, 35-6.

128 Ibn ‘Abd al-SalSm (d. 660 H.), Targhtit Ahl al-Isldm (Jerusalem, 1940), 13 ; Ibn ‘Abd al-HSdl (d. 774 H.), 
Fada'il al-Sham (Cairo, 1988), 28; HaythamT, Majma*, 7/289, 10 /5 7; Manrnl, 62; Compare also with Ibn ‘Asikir, 
1/22 5-6 , where a variant o f this tradition was reported in mursal forms by MakhQl and Jubayr himself.

128 Ibn ‘Asikir, 1/227.
130 Ibn al-MurajjS, 78(b); Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/2 2 8 ; Ibn BadrSn, 1 / 5 1 .  Compare also with SakhSwT, p. 85, where 

he quotes al-Raba‘T (d. 444 H.) for the same tradition but attributes it to Ka‘b.
131 Ibn AbT Shayba, 5 /324 -5 . 1 2 / 1 9 1 ;  Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/2 2 9 ; al-MuttaqT, 6 /15 , 25.
132 Compare Nu'aym, 66(b); Ibn al-Faqih, Mukhtasar Kitab al-Bulddn (Leiden, 1885), 104; Ibn BadrSn, 

1/ 5 1 -2 .
133 Nu'aym, 66(b): “  wa-marbid thawr Jihd afdal min ddr a^ima bi-himf ”  (and a resting place of an ox in it is far 

better than a great house in Hims).
134 Abu Y a ‘lS, 1 1/3 0 2 ; Ibn al-MurajjS, 58(b)-59(a); HaythamT, Majma', 7/288, 10 /6 0 -1 ;  TabarSnT, al-Awsaf 

1 / 6 1 ;  ManTnT, p. 59; AlbSnl, Takhrtj, 6 0 -1 ; Ibn Hajar, al-Matilib 4/164, 336. Compare, however, with the 
variant transmitted from Abii §Slih by al-Qa‘q i‘ b. Hakim (Medinese, d. 7), where neither Jerusalem nor 
Damascus are specified. HaythamT, Kashf al-Astir, 4 / 1 1 1.

135 Ibn al-MurajjS, 59(a-b); BasawT, 2/298; HaythamT, Majma‘ 7 /2 8 8 -9 ; TabarSnT, M. K., 2 0 / 3 17 -18 .
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through Abu Umama al-Bahill; the only difference being the statement that this group 
would exclusively be “ in Jerusalem and its surroundings’ *.136

Two other traditions of this group contain the element of Mu‘awiya’s inference that the 
group meant by the Prophet’s statement were the people of Syria (ahl al-sham). In one he 
is said to have referred to Zayd b. Arqam’s transmission of this tradition from the Prophet 
adding: “ and I think it is you, Oh people of Syria” (wa-innt ardkumuhum/la- azunnukum 
hum yd ahl al-sham).137 Another says that while Mu‘awiya narrated this tradition from the 
Prophet, Malik b. Yukhamir stood and said that he heard Mu‘adh adding that the people 
of Syria were the ones meant. Then Mu*awiya announced Malik’s testimony to his 
listeners loudly.138

A group of traditions consider the coastal area from al-‘ArIsh to upper Syria, the 
Euphrates and Mesopotamia as watch posts (ribdtdt) where fighting, guard duty and even 
settling were considered a holy obligation until the end of time. One such tradition is by 
Abu Hurayra with the isnad: Muqatil b. Hayyan (d. c. 150 H) 4-  Shahr b. Hawshab 
(Syrian, d. m - 1 2  H.). It attributes to the Prophet the saying: “ My umma will conquer 
Syria shortly after me. If God opens it and the Muslims settle in it then they and its people 
to the end of al-JazIra together with their men, women, youth, maids and slaves are 
(to be considered) murabitiin until the day of resurrection. Whoever settles on one of the 
coasts must consider himself in a state of jihad, and whoever settles in Jerusalem and its 
surrounds must consider himself in a ribdt. ” 139

A similar tradition has the chain: ‘Abdullah b. Ghanam «- Mu‘adh. According to it the 
Prophet said to Mu‘adh: “ after me (=  my death, S.B.) God will open Syria for you from 
al-‘ArTsh to the Euphrates. Their (=  the conquerors’) men, women and maids are (to be 
considered) murabitiin until the day of resurrection. Whoever occupies one of the coasts of 
Syria or Jerusalem is in a state of jihad until the day of resurrection**.140

A third, similar tradition bears the name of Abu al-Darda* and seems to have enjoyed 
wider circulation. It was transmitted from Abu al-Dard5* by Hudayr (Abu al-Zahiriyya) 
and Shahr b. Hawshab. We notice that Abu al-Zahiriyya*s version, which was circulated 
by Artat, often without mentioning his source (*amman haddathahu), drops the element of 
the Jerusalem coasts.141

Some reference to fighting the Byzantines (sons of Esau, as they were called) towards 
the end of time in the coastal area of Jerusalem, was made in a unique tradition bearing 
the isnad: Adam b. AbT Iy2s (al-‘AsqalanI, d. 220 -1 H.) 4-  Abu ‘Amr (more probably 
‘Umar) al-San‘anT (Syrian, d. 181 H.) 4-  Jabir.142 From two early sources we learn that the

13‘  Ibn Hanbal, 5/269; WasitT, p. 26; Ibn al-JawzT (d. 597 H.), Fafa’il al-Quds, (Beirut, 1980), pp. 9 3-4 ; 
HaythamT, Majma1, 7/288 ; ManTnl, p. 59; Mujlr al-DTn (d. 928 H.) al-Uns al-jalTt ('Am m Jn, 1973), 1/22 7-8 .

137 TayJlisI, p. 94; Ibn Humayd (d. 249 H.), al-Muntakhab Min al-Musnad (Cairo, 1988), p. 1 1 5 ;  Ibn Hanbal, 
4/369; TabarSnT, M. K., 5 / 16 5 ; HaythamT, Kashf, 4 / 1 1 1 .

138 BasawT, 2/29 7 ; Ibn 'Abd al-SalSm, p. 12 ; ManTnT, p. 60; Bukhari, 4/187. Compare, however, with 
Muslim, 6/53, where Malik’s testimony was dropped.

139 Ibn al-Murajja, 8 5 (a-b).
140 Ibn al-MurajjS, 85(b); MujTr al-DTn, 1/228.
141 Compare Ibn al-MurajjS, 85(b); Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/26 9 -70 ; HaythamT, Majma1, 10/60; Shams al-DTn, Ithdfal- 

AkhiffS (Cairo, 1984), 2 /14 0 ; ManTnT, p. 62; AlbanT, TakhrTj 2 1 ;  al-Mundhin, 4/63.
143 Ibn al-MurajjS, 59(a-b).
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companion Abu RayhSna used to live in Jerusalem and guard “ a coastal post’* (maslaha bi- 
l-sdhil).M# One of them, Sa'id b. Mansur (d. 227 H.), mentions how ‘Ata’ al-Khur2s2nT 
(settled in Syria, d. 135 H.), upon hearing a prophetical tradition on the merits of those 
buried in ‘Asqalan, adopted the habit of guarding that town (an yurdbit) for forty days 
every year until he died.144

To the merits of'Asqalan, among other coastal locations specified by some traditions,
I shall return shortly. Guarding the coasts in general, making takbir, or even just sitting or 
moving about there and watching the sea was considered a holy duty by a wide range of 
traditions. Some of them bear the name of Abu Hurayra who, on one occasion, was also 
said to have taken actual part in coastal murabata. In a tradition of MujJhid (d. 102-3 H.) 
we are told that Abu Hurayra was enlisted in such murabata. One day they were alerted 
and went out to the coastal area. Though this proved to be a false alarm and people 
returned, Abu Hurayra remained standing there. When he was asked why he did that, he 
recalled the Prophet’s saying: "standing (imawqij) for one hour in the way of God {ft sabtl 
allah) is better than standing (in prayer) (qiyam) near the Black Stone on the night of 
al-Qadr” .148

A similar tradition by Abd Hurayra was transmitted by ‘At5* al-Khuras2nT. Though it 
does not have the introductory note on the false coastal alarm, it says: “ a ribdt of one day 
in the way of God is beloved to me more than spending the night of al-Qadr in one of 
the two mosques, Mecca and Medina” . It also states a sum of three days for a minimal ribaf 
and forty days for a full one (wa-man rdbata thalathat ayydm Jt sabtl allah fa-qad rdbata, wa- 
man rdbata arbaxna yawm fa-qad istakmal al-ribat).149

The notion of coastal ribdt for forty days as a standard duty in the first century of Islam 
is put forward by other traditions of Abu Hurayra as well as other companions. As in the 
previous case, however, one often notices that the phrase sdhil al-bahr** is sometimes 
replaced by “j t  sabTl allah ”, i.e. without specifying the coastal areas as a location of ribaf. 
A few examples may illustrate this point. From ‘Abd al-RazzSq we learn of a tradition of 
Abu Hurayra transmitted by YahyJ b. Abi SufySn al-AkhnasT (Medinese, d. early second 
century) which says: “ a ribdt of one night near the sea from behind an exposed point 
(*au/ra) of the Muslims is better for me than spending the night in one of the two mosques, 
the Ka'ba and Medina”. Again it was stated that the minimum annual ribaf (*adl al-sana) 
is for three days, while a full one (tamdm al-ribat) is for forty days.147

Ibn Abi Shayba records two traditions; one by ‘ At5’ al-Khur5s5nI «- Abu Hurayra and 
the other by Makhul«- Salman al-FarisT <- the Prophet. Both say that a ribdf of one day 
is better than fasting and praying (qiyam) for a whole month, etc. However, while the 
former specifies such a ribdt as one on the sea coast ('aid sdhil al-bahr), the latter generally 
calls it “ ribdt in the way of God” .148 From another source, TabarSnT, we learn that Makhul

u * This was reported in a tradition o f Damra b. Habib, mawlS o f AbQ Rayhina, (a HimsT, d. 130 H.) on the 
authority o f AbQ Bakr b. A b i Maryam (d. 156 H.). Compare: Sa*Td b. Man;Qr (d. 227 H.), Sunan (Beirut, 1985), 
2 / 19 2 -3 ; Ibn al-Mub2rak (d. 181), aUZuhd, 305.

144 Sa*Td b. Mansur, 2/16 0 ; cf. also Shams al-Dlh, 2 / 17 1 .
145 MundhirT, 2 / 15 2 ; HaythamT, Mawirid, 3 8 1 ; Suyflfr Durr, 2 / 115 ,  quoting Ibn HibbSn and BayhaqT.
14* Sa*Td b. Man$Qr, 2 / 15 9 ; al>MuttaqT (ed. Haydarabad), 2/263.
147 ‘Abd al-RazzIq, 5/2 8 0 -1.
14i Ibn AbT Shayba, 5/327.
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transmitted the tradition of Salman not directly from him but through a HimsT figure,
ShurahbTl b. al-Samt al-KindT. Probably more interesting is the introductory note which
say that ShurahbTl met Salmon while the latter was murabit on the coast of Hims and it was
there that he heard from him about the Prophet’s statement.149

In a tradition of al-Qasim b. ‘Abd al-Rahman (Damascene, d. 1 1 2 - 1 8  H.) it is said that
Salmon came to Damascus looking for Abu al-DardS*. He was told that the latter was
murabit, asked about the location of the watching post of the Damascenes (wa-ayna
marabitukum yd ahl dimashq?), was told that it was Beirut and hence moved there.150 From
another tradition we learn that Ism5*Tl b. ‘UbaydullJh (Damascene, d. 1 3 1 - 2  H.) moved
to Beirut as a murabit during the time of Marwan II.161

Makhfll transmitted another prophetical tradition through Abfl Hurayra which says:
“ whoever fears hell-fire for himself should do ribat on the coast for forty days” (man khdfa
‘aid nafsihi al-ndr fa-l-yurdbit *ald al-sdhil arbalTna yawman). However, this tradition occurs
only in muwdu'dt compilations since its circulator, IbrShTm b. HammSm, nephew of ‘Abd
al-Razz2q, was considered a liar (kadhdhab).152 From Abfl Zur‘a we learn about another
Abfl Hurayra ♦- the Prophet tradition which says: “ whoever comes for looking at the sea
coast will have one good deed for every drop of it” (kdna lahu bi-kulli qafratin hasana). But
this tradition was deemed fabricated because its transmitter, Muhammad b. SSlim (Abfl
Sahl al-Kflfi) was considered matriik,153

Guarding the sea coast was singled out in another prophetical tradition, this time bearing
the name of Anas on the authority of Sa‘Td b. Khalid b. AbT al-TawIl (a Syrian from
Sidon). Such guarding for one night is better than worshipping among one’s people [ft

ahlihi) for one thousand years.154 This tradition was also deemed fabricated because of its
association with Sa‘Td b. Khalid. We also notice that it occurs in Ibn Maja with the same
isndd, though the phrase “ on the sea coast” was again altered to “ in the way of God” .156

A prophetical tradition similar to this latter variant bears the name of ‘Uthman b.
‘Affan. “ Guarding one night in the way of God”, we are told, “ is better than one
thousand days of prayer and fasting. ” 158 But the element of specifying the sea coast is
present in traditions bearing the names of numerous other companions. To Umm al-
Darda* or her husband was attributed the transmission of a prophetical tradition which
equates the ribdt on a sea coast with a ribdt anywhere else for a whole year.157 ‘All was

1 0  JabarSnT, M . K., 6/26'j. Sec abo HaythamT, Majma*, j/290, where SalmSn was said to have been on that 
occasion **murdbif on a coast”  without specifying Hims, and compare with Ibn al-MubSrak, Kit3b al-JihSd 
(Beirut, 1971), 140, where **fi hifn"  (in a fortress) was read instead o f **Jt him 

150 AbG Zur‘a (d. 281 H.)f Tartkh (Damascus, 1980), 1/222. 
m  Ibid., 1/254.
1 ,1 Ibn HibbSn (d. 354 H.), al-MajruhTn (Cairo, 1402), 1 / 1 1 8  ; Ibn al-QaysarSnl (d. 507 H.) Kitib Ma'rifat al-  

Tadhkira (Beirut, 1985), p. 2 12 ; Ibn al-JawzT (d. 597 H.), Mawdu*at (Medina, 1966), 2 /2 2 7 ; DhahabT (d. 748 H.), 
MizSn, 1 / 2 1 ;  SuyfltT, al-La'Ht (Beirut, 1975), 2 / 13 6 ; al-KinSnl (d. 963 H.), Tanzih al-Sharfa (Beirut, 1979), 
2 / 17 8 ; ShawkinT (d. 1250 H.), al-Fawi'id al-Majmd*a, (Cairo, i960), p. 208.

m  Ibn al-JawzT, 2/2 2 7 ; SuyfltT, 2 / 13 6 ; al>KinSnI, 2/178 . Compare also with HaythamT, Majma*, 5/288, 
where a similar tradition was reported through Abu al-DardS’.

1M Abu Y a ‘l5, 7 /26 7 ; ‘UqaylT (d. 322 H.), al-Du*afi* al-Kabtr (Beirut, 1984), 2 / 10 2 -3 ; Ibn HibbSn, 1 / 3 1 3 ;  
DaylamT, 2/146 , 3/4 78 ; Ibn al-Qaysar2nT, 2 1 1 ;  DhahabT, 1/3 7 8 ; HaythamT, 5/289. 

m  Ibn MSja, 2/925. See abo MundhirT, 2/154 .
1M Ibn Hanbal. 1/6 1, 65; al-HSkim, 2/81.
187 Compare SuyfltT, Durr 2 / 1 1 4 ;  HaythamT, Majma*, 5/289; JabarSriT, M . K., 24/254; Ibn Hanbal, 6/36 2; 

MundhirT, 2/150 .
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quoted as saying that he preferred even to get ill on the sea coast to being healthy, freeing 
one hundred slaves and providing them and their riding beasts in the way of God.158 

According to a tradition of N5fi‘ «- Ibn ‘Umar, the Prophet asserted that God would put 
a great rock in the scales of anybody who merely makes a takbira on the sea coast.16* In 
a tradition of Iyas b. Mu‘Swiya b. Qurra (Basran, d. 122 H.), such lakbfra, if done loudly 
on the sea coast at sunset, earns its doer one hundred good deeds...etc., for every sea 
drop.160

Fada’il traditions on different cities in Syria as well as on other parts of the Muslim world 
are a huge branch of literary activity. As noted by a few scholars, part of this literature 
originated during the Umayyad period in order “ to attract volunteers for the perpetual 
wars against the unbelievers on the Syrian front” .161 In what follows, a review of some 
of it will be made.

One tradition by al-Qasim Abu ‘Abd al-Rahm5n « -Abu UmJma says: “ while we 
were sitting with the Prophet, Syria was mentioned with the Byzantines who were in it. 
The Prophet said: you will conquer Syria and hold on its sea a fortress named Anafa. On 
the day of resurrection, God will set alive twelve thousand martyrs from it” .162

As for the river Jordan, a tradition of Abu Idris al-Khawlani «- Nuhayk b. $uraym 
attributes to the Prophet the saying: “ you will continue to fight the unbelievers/var. 
polytheists until the rest of you/var. my umma fights the army of dajjal on the river Jordan, 
yourselves on the east side and themselves on the west side of i t” .163 Through Ibn ‘Abbas 
and Ibn ‘Umar another prophetical tradition says: “ if belief is gone from the earth, it will 
(still) be found in inner (lit. batn =  the belly of) Jordan” .164

The merits of Acre are centred around its well, ‘Ayn al-Baqar, which is praised by one 
tradition as one of four holy springs from which the Muslims were recommended to 
drink.166 Other merits were put forward by less well known sources, the authenticity of 
their traditional bases being even more questioned. According to one, the Prophet said: 
“ a town hanging under the (divine) seat (al-arsh)t named ‘Akk5*; whoever spends the night

158 DaylamT, 5 /17 5 —6.
158 DaylamT, 3 / 5 2 1 ;  Ibn al-JawzT, MawdQ'dt, 2 /229 ; SuyfltT, La'ilT, 2 / 13 7 ; KinSnT, 2/178. The authenticity o f 

this tradition was questioned because the authority on it, Zayd b. Jubayra, was considered “ nothing”  (laysa bi
shay’).

1,0 TabarSnT, M. K., 19/29; ‘Uqayll, 2 / 2 1 -2 ;  Abfl Nu'aym  (d. 430 H.), Hilya (Cairo, 1933), 3 / 1 2 5 ;  al-HSkim 
3/58 7 ; AlbSnT, S i l s i l a t 1/399-400; DhahabT, MizSn, 1 / 3 1 2 ;  Ibn Hajar, Lisin (Haydarabad, 1330 H.), 2/40 7-8 ; 
KinSnT, 2/178 , quoting Ibn QSni* for it.

181 S. D. Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institutions (Leiden, 1968), p. 146. See also A. Noth, Heiliger 
Kriege und heiliger Kampf... (Bonn, 1966), p. 84 n. 400; M . Gil, 1/8 3-4 , 88-9; M . Sharon "T h e  cities o f the Holy 
Lan d ...”  Cathedra (40), 1986, p. 90 (Hebrew); A. El'ad, "T h e  coastal cities o f Eretz-Israel...” , Cathedra 8 (1978), 
pp. 162-3 (Hebrew).

161 TabarSnT, M. K., S/n g -, HaythamT, Majma*, 10/62; DhahabT, Mizaln, i / i j j " ,  Ibn Hajar, Lisin, 4 /12 8 ; 
KinSnT, 2/58. On the location o f Anafa see YSqut, 1/2 7 1.

1.3 This was also reported in a mursal form by YazTd b. Rabfa. Compare DaylamT, 5 /10 3 ; Shams al-DTn,
2/16 9 ; MujTr al-DTn, 1/2 34 ; Muhammad b. Ahmad al-SuyCltT (wrote in 875 H.), Fadi'il al-Shim (MS. 
Princeton, Yehuda 1/264), fol. 124(a).

1.4 DhahabT, 1 / 6 1 ;  KinSnT, 2/57.
1.5 The other three are the well o f Zamzam in Mecca, the spring o f SilwSn in Jerusalem and the spring o f al- 

FulCis in BaysSn. This tradition was either attributed to the Prophet through AbQ Hurayra or else reported by 
MuqStil b. SulaymSn (d. 150 H.) in a mursal form. See Ibn al-MurajjS, 95(a); Ibn al-FirkSh, Bi'ith al-Nujtis,JPOS
*5 (*935)* PP- 70, 81. On the sanctity o f ‘Ayn al-Baqar in YSqflt’s time see his 4/176.
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in it as a murabit and a reckoner (muhtasib), God will write for him the wage of a 
martyr... ” . In another he was quoted as saying: “ the best of coasts is the coast o f ‘Asqalan.; 
and (still) better than it is the coast of ‘Akka*... ” . From a tradition of ‘A’isha we learn that 
the Prophet also said “ whoever spends two nights of ribdt in ‘ Akk2’ will be like one who 
strikes with my sword, and whoever spends three nights of ribat (there), will be given the 
wage of a martyr”. An anonymous tradition attributes to him the saying: “ whoever fasts 
the Ramadan month in ‘Akka* intending to do murdbata (‘aid niyyat al-murdbata) and 
mujahada, God will write for him the wage of one thousand martyrs”. Besides drinking 
from ‘Ayn al-Baqar, other traditions recommend washing for ablution in the nearby river, 
al-Na‘amayn, walking to a certain location in its vicinity called al-Ramla al-Bayda’, 
praying there, etc.166

The traditions upholding the merits of ‘Asqalan and urging ribdt and settlement there 
are by far the most numerous, occurring in a wide variety of sources and hence often noted 
by scholars.1*7 In a tradition by Anas, the Prophet is quoted as referring to it as “ one of 
the two brides” (ihda al-arusayn)t the other one implied being Gaza. We also learn from 
this tradition that on the day of resurrection God would bring to life seventy thousand of 
its people free from accounting for their deeds. Another fifty thousand martyrs would also 
be brought to life from it, ordered by God to be washed in the river Bayda, so that they 
would come out completely white and then be allowed to enter Paradise. We also notice 
that this tradition was sometimes used as a commentary on Quran 3 /200 which urges the 
believers to do ribat. But although it was widely circulated, its authenticity was questioned 
on the ground that AbG ‘IqJl, Hil2l b. Zayd al-‘AdawT (an early second century resident 
o f ‘Asqalan), who transmitted it from Anas, was considered “ weak” .148

In few other traditions Gaza was explicitly stated as the other “ bride” . One, a mursal 
by Mus‘ab b. Thabit (d. 157 H .)«- his grandfather, ‘Abdull2h b. al-Zubayr «- the Prophet, 
says: “ blessedness to anybody who lives in one of the two brides/var. towns (<al-qaryatayn), 
‘Asqalan and Gaza” .189 In another, anonymous tradition, the Prophet is quoted as 
announcing (ubashshirukum) the two brides for the Muslims, Gaza and ‘Asqalan.170

A special notification of the merits of the graveyard (maqbara) of ‘Asqalan and 
the martyrs buried there was made by a group of prophetical traditions through 
Ibn ‘U m ar/‘Umar, ‘A’isha and ‘Abdullah b. Buhayna. With minor variations we are 
usually told that the Prophet prayed once for the people buried in a certain graveyard, 
admonished it or said that God was praying over it. When his wife or some unnamed 
person enquired about it, he said that it was the graveyard o f ‘Asqal2n/var., one in the land

1M Anon., Faj! F f Fa^d'il 'Akka' (MS. Princcton, Yehuda, 4183), fols. 38(b)~4i(b). The tradition l,(Qbd li-man 
ra'd ‘akkd’ ”  was noted also by YSqflt, 4/41. On other sources which bring such traditions see a tract by AzharT 
(wrote in 1172  H.) entitled al-Raqtm, which aimed at refuting them. M S. Princeton, Yehuda ($923), 92(3)^94(3).

147 El'ad, pp. 16 2 -3 ; Gil, 1 / 8 3 -4 ; O. Livne-Kafri, "O n  Jerusalem in early Islam ” , Cathedra 51 (1989), pp. 
43-4, (Hebrew).

1M Compare SuyfltT, Durr, 2 / 1 1 2  quoting Ibn AbT HSdm ; idem, La'dlT, 1 /4 6 1 ; al-ThinT Min al-Fawd'id, M S. 
Zahiriyya, Majmu\ 18 /16 8 ; Muhammad b. Ahmad al-SuyfltT, 124(a); Ibn Hanbal, 3 /2 2 $ ; DaylamT, 3/49; 
Shams al-DTn, 2/170 , quoting ShihSb al-Dln’s MuthTr; Kin ini, 2/49 ; al-Q2rT (d. 1014 H.), al-Astir al-MarfH'a, 
(Beirut, 1985), 159; Ibn al-JawzT, Mawdu'St 2 /52 4 ; ShawkanT, p. 429; HaythamT, Majma*, 10/62; Ibn Hajar, al- 
Nukat ‘Aid Ibn al-$aldh (Medina, 1988), 1 / 4 5 1 n. 2.

1,9 DaylamT, 2/450 ; M . b. A . al-SuyfltT, 124(a); Shams al-DTn, 2/16 9 ; MujTr al-DTn, 2/74.
170 Ibn al-Faqlh, p. 103; Y 5qflt, 4/122.
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of the enemies, named ‘ AsqalJn, from where God will resurrect seventy thousand to enter 
paradise, etc. In one or two variants the Prophet preferred it even to the al-Baqf graveyard 
in Medina, calling it a ribdt for the Muslims, from where God would rcsurrect seventy 
thousand martyrs, etc.171

These traditions were usually questioned on the ground that the authorities on them, 
Bishr b. Maymfin, Nlfi* b. Hurmuz and al-Musawwar b. Khalid were considered “ weak ’*. 
However, the main theme behind them is clearly to stress the town’s importance as a ribdf. 
Recall that Sa‘Td b. Mansur mentions how ‘At5\ upon hearing such a tradition, decided 
to make an annual ribdt of forty days in it.172

In fact there are numerous other traditions which put forward the importance of ribdf 
and settling down in 'AsqalSn. One by Abii Hurayra is attributed to the Prophet, listing 
it as one of four important border posts/ports (thughur), the other three being Alexandria, 
QazwTn and ‘AbadSn.172 Another, by Ibn ‘AbbJs, says that a man came to the Prophet and 
told him that he wanted to go for ghazw . The Prophet, we are told, advised him to go 
to al-shamt for God had guaranteed it for him, and to stick (wa-l-zam) to ‘AsqalJn in 
particular. . . 174

In another, less circulated tradition through Ibn ‘Abbas, the Prophet says: “ take jihad 
upon you (‘alaykum bi-l-jihdd). The best of your jihad is ribaf and the best of your ribdt is 
‘Asqalln’*.175 From one through Anas we learn about a prophetical saying that even if a 
murdbit in ‘Asqalan sleeps all his life (i.e. never prays, S.B.), God will assign angels to pray 
instead of him so that he will be assembled (yuhshar) with the praying people on the day 
of resurrection.176 Another, by Abu UmSma, attributes to the Prophet the saying that if 
someone does a ribdt in 'Asqalan for only one day and one night and then he dies, he would 
be considered as a martyr for as long as sixty years after that, even if he dies in the land of 
polytheism.177 Finally, a tradition of Ibn ‘Umar says: “ everything has a summit (dhurwa) 
and the summit of Syria is ‘AsqalJn**.178

The historiographical information

Though scanty and sporadic, the information provided by historiographic sources reveals 
a remarkable resemblance to certain substantial cross-sections of material from apocalyptic 
traditions; a picture which, on the whole is corroborated by fada'il traditions too. There

171 Compare ‘Abd al-RazzSq, 5/2 8 7; BasawT, 2/300; Abfl Y a ‘lS, 1/ 16 0 -1 ,  2 / 2 1 6 - 1 7 ;  M . b. A . al-Suyflp, 
124(b); Ibn al-JawzT, Maw<Jfl‘at, 2 / 5 2 -4 ; DhahabT, M fzin, 3 /17 0  quoting Baghawfs TirTkh; Ibn Hajar, Lisin 
6 /36; idem, al-Mafilib, 4 / 1 6 1 - 2 ;  HaythamT, Majma', 10 /62; idem, Kashf al-Astir, 3 /3 2 4 ; KinSnT, 2/48-9 , quoting 
Ibn HibbSn and Ibn Mardawayh’s Ta/stf, Shams al-DTn, 2 / 16 9 -7 1 ;  SuyfltJ, La'ilT, 1/46 0 -3, quoting al-SarrJj’s 
Fawi'id; Shawkani, pp. 4 29 -31.

m  Sa'id b. Man$flr, 2/160, cited above.
173 Ibn al-FirkSh, p. 70.
174 Ibn al-Faqlh, p. 103; JabarSnl, Af. K., n / 9 2 ;  Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/8 6 -7 ; ShawkSnT, 431, quoting Ibn al-NajjSr 

for a similar tradition by Anas too; Ibn al-Murajji, 109(b); SuyfltT, La’Hi, 1/4 6 1-3 , quoting DalSbfs al-Kuni; 
Shams al-DTn, 2 / 13 8 ; KinSnT, 2/49 ; HaythamT, Majma‘ 10/62, quoting also TaharSnfs Awsaf; MujTr al-DTn, 
2/ 73- 4 .

178 SuyfltT, La'ilT, 1/46 2; KinSnT, 2/49 ; T»bar5nl, M  K., n /8 8 .
174 SuyfltT, ibid.; KinSnT, ibid., quoting Ibn al-NajjSr’s Tirfkh.
177 Ibn al-Faqlh, 103; Suyvltl, 1 / 4 6 1 ; KinSnT, 2/49, quoting Ibn ‘AsSkir.
178 YSqflt, 4/122.
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are of course cases where such resemblance is only vague; but all the same it can be argued 
that the historical information on early Muslim-Byzantine relations is itself often confused 
or, on certain issues, even lacking. Thus, whatever resemblance is left justifies being 
presented along the lines drawn by P. Alexander, i.e. the possibility that few cross-sections 
were prophecies ex-eventuy and hence may help to illuminate certain aspects of 
Muslim-Byzantine relations in the first century. Our main point of departure is that the 
historical apocalypses reviewed in the course of this study must have associatively appealed 
to people around the turn of that century, or even have drawn upon patterns of actual 
historical situations, clearly of the early Muslim conquests of Syria, which were familiar 
to them.

Anyone who is familiar with the traditional accounts of the early Muslim conquests in 
Syria knows the extent of the discrepancies caused basically by the fact that such accounts 
were actually the product of continuous attempts at reconstruction, often motivated by 
the later need to produce a scheme of sacred history, mixed with sectarian and local 
tendencies and hindered by the lack of precise, first hand and written documentation. Such 
is the case concerning the issues of dates, locations, how the conquest of Damascus, 
Jerusalem, Caesarea, Hims occurred: in fact almost every event of the first century.179 

Above all, scholars have not so far dared to deal with the overall picture provided by the 
much avoided pseudo-WSqidT which is drastically different from anything else that we 
“ know** about “ the Arab conquests**.180 Most significantly, the predominant role played 
by the local mawdlf and converts in such futuh , as well as the “ international** composition 
of the Christian armies led by the Byzantines, have not been addressed by any scholar.181

There is also the issue, current in apocalyptic traditions, of the treachery of certain Arab 
tribes and their joining the Byzantines. Added to the occasional reference to the fighting 
of Arab Christians (mutanaffira) on the side of the Byzantines in some futuh sources as well 
as in pseudo-WSqidT,18* there is also sporadic information that the whole of Iyad in Upper 
Mesopotamia moved over to Byzantium and that the B. Taghlib threatened to do so 
during the reign of ‘Umar I.188

The issue of Muslim-Byzantine peace pacts and then treachery by the latter has figured 
centrally in the apocalyptic material reviewed above. The historiographical sources say 
that such a peace was concluded by Mu‘5wiya during his struggle with ‘All as well as by

17* A  wide coverage o f this subject was done by F. M . Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton, 1983), 
pp. 9 1-5 . See also M . Sharon, “ The military reforms o f Abu Muslim...** in M . Sharon, ed., Studies in Islamic 
History... (Jerusalem, 1986), pp. 10 6-12.

1M Such avoidance is clear even in the work o f Donner as noted by E. Landau-Tasseron's review of it in J S A I
<5 (1985). p- J i i .

1,1 Pseudo-WSqidT, FutQh al-Shdm (Cairo, 1368). From 1/8 7  we learn that those who reconquered Him? were 
overwhelmingly ‘afcfirf and mawdlf who numbered four thousand while the ‘arab numbered only one thousand 
under KhSlid b. al-Walild. On the conversion o f ‘AbdullSh YfiqannS, governor (bitrfq/fdhib) ofHalab and his 
leading role in the conquest o f Syria, Mesopotamia and even Egypt, see 1/ 17 5 . 0 °  the kings o f the Christian 
peoples summoned by Heraclius for the battle o f YarmQk, sec 1/9 6 -7 . On the role o f fdhib rUmya, FalinfSnus and 
his conversion to Islam during the battle over Antioch, as well as the idea that Heraclius himself professed Islam, 
see 1/19 5, 198. The present author is currently engaged in a critical edition o f this unique source.

1M Pseudo-WSqidT on Jabala, King o f the Arab mutana^ira from B. GhassSn, Lakham and JudhSm, in 1/9 7  
and Donner, p. 154 n. 303.

I#* Mas'adT (d. 345 H.), Tanblh (Beirut, 1965), 16 7 -8 ; TabarT, TM kh  (Cairo, 1967), 4 /54 ; BalSdhurT, FutQh 
(Beirut, 1975), 185-6.
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‘Abd al-Malik during the “ second Jitna ” of Ibn Zubayr. However this information is 
dubious and, so to speak, is as inadequate as the apocalyptic scheme which probably tried 
to build on its pattern. A tradition recorded by TayalisI with the isnad: Shu‘ba «- Abu al- 
Fayd al-Sham! (Musa b. Ayyub, HimsT)«- Sulaym b. ‘Amir (al-Khaba*irT, HimsT, d. 
130 H.) says that “ Mu‘awiya had ‘ ahd with the Byzantines during which he used to go 
(peacefully?) into their country. But whenever that ‘ahd ended he would raid them. ” 184

The date given by Theophanes for the first truce between Mu‘awiya and the Byzantine 
Emperor Constans is Ann. Mundi 6142 ( =  a .d . 650 -1 =  a .h . 30- 1). He adds that “ peace 
was concluded for two years and Mu'awiya received Gregory, son of Theodora as hostage 
in Damascus” .185 From him we also learn that it was Mu‘awiya who actually violated the 
peace when, after two years (Ann. Mun. 6145 =  a .d . 653—4 = a .h . 33- 4) he overran 
Rhodes.186 But, “ because of disorder (in Ann. Mun. 6150 = a .d . 658-9  = a .h . 38- 9) 
Mu‘5wiya agreed to reach an agreement with the Romans ( =  Byzantines, S.B.) and paid 
them one thousand nomismata, a horse and a slave per day” .187

This clear reference to the circumstances of the struggle with ‘All is similar to what is 
reported by a few Muslim sources. From two third-century sources we learn that upon the 
advice of ‘Amr b. al-‘As, Mu‘awiya decided to make a truce with Qaysar just before the 
battle of §if!Tn.188 A third source, BaladhurT, mentions such advice from ‘Amr, but says 
nothing about ‘All or §iffTn.189 Elsewhere, BaladhurT brings a Syrian tradition of Safwan 
b. ‘Amr and Sa‘Td b. ‘Abd al-‘AzTz which only says that Mu‘awiya made peace with the 
Byzantines, agreed to pay them and took hostages whom he put in Ba‘albakk. However, 
it was the Byzantines who treacherously broke the peace, but Mu‘awiya did not kill the 
hostages.190

In itself, the idea reiterated in some apocalypses of Byzantine-Arab military co
operation during the truce interval against a common enemy, is theoretically possible. 
However, the historical realisation of such co-operation during Mu‘a wiya’s region or ever, 
is not confirmed by any Muslim, or indeed Byzantine source. In fact, one early source, the 
Tdnkh of Khalifa b. Khayyat (d. 240 H.), rather puts Mu‘2wiya’s peace in what was termed 
‘“ am a\-jamd'a'\ the year 41 H .191 And Theophanes says that two years before Mu‘awiya*s 
death (in Ann. Mun. 6169 = a .d . 677-8  =  a .h . 58- 9) and under the pressure of the 
Mardaites* campaign who, he says, “ invaded the Lebanon and occupied it from Mount 
Mauros to the holy city, overpowering its most important centres”, he asked for and got 
a peace treaty with Emperor Constantine. We also learn that the treaty was to last for 
thirty years and that Mu'awiya agreed to pay the annual sum of three thousand 
nomismata, fifty prisoners and fifty high bred horses.192

184 TaySlisT, p. 157 ; Zayla'T (d. 760 H.), Nasb al-R3ya (Cairo, 1938), 3 /39 0 -1, quoting Ibn Hanbal, Ibn AbT 
Shayba, Ibn Hibbin, TirmidhT and TabarSnT.

185 Theophanes, Chronicle (Eng. tr., Philadelphia, 1982), p. 44.
1M Ibid- Ibid., p. 46.
188 Al-Zubayr b. BakkSr, al-Akhbdr al-Muwaffaqiyy&t (Baghdad, 1980), p. 30 1; Nasr b. MuzShim (d. 212 H.),

Waq'at $ijfin (Cairo, 1981), p. 37.
189 BalSdhurl, Ansab (Jerusalem, 1971), 4(a)/36.
180 BaladhurT, Futuh, 163.
191 Khalifa b. KhayySt, Tartkh, Najaf 1967, 1/189.
m  Theophanes, pp. 53-4.
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Both Byzantine and Muslim sources put the peace treaty reached between ‘Abd al- 
Malik and Justinian II during the fitna of Ibn al-Zubayr. However, there is some 
discrepancy concerning its exact date and circumstances. Theophanes puts it in Ann. Mun. 
6176 ( =  a .d . 684-5 =  a .h . 65- 6) which, he says, was the first year o f ‘Abd al-Malik’s 
reign, i.e. during the last year of Constantine’s life but ratified by his son, Justinian II.1M 
Arab sources in their turn put it in the year a .h . 70/A.D. 689,194 But both sides agree that 
‘Abd al-Malik was the one who sent envoys asking for peace. Only BalSdhurT gives the 
fitna of Ibn al-Zubayr as a background to such a request. For Theophanes, the reason was 
the continued raids of Mardaites and a plague in Syria. Tabari and Ibn ‘Ibn basically agree 
to this, saying that the Byzantine king made an aggressive war on the Muslims in Syria 
(istajdsha ‘aid man bi-l-shdm min al-muslimin). In fact, Baladhuri gets even closer to 
Theophanes’ description when he mentions the attack of Byzantine horseman on Mt 
Lukam, near Antioch, and their progress to the Lebanon being joined by a great number 
of JarSjima, Anbat and rebellious slaves of the Muslims.

We also notice that both Tabari and BalSdhurT say that ‘Abd al-Malik was deeply 
concerned with the threat faced by the Muslims, or even anxious that Justinian might 
reconquer Syria (khawfan minhu ‘aid al-Muslimin/wa-takhawufuhu an yakhruj li-l-shdm fa- 
yaghlib *alayh). As for the material clauses of the treaty, both sources say that ‘Abd al-Malik 
paid one thousand dinars every week. Ibn ‘Ibri in his turn mentions also the figures 
recorded by Theophanes: one thousand nomismata/dinar, one slave and one horse 
per day.

Theophanes adds one kind of co-operation agreed upon: that both parties share equally 
the tribute from Cyprus, Armenia and Iberia.195 We also learn that Justinian agreed to seize
12,000 Mardaites from the Lebanon.

The conquest of Constantinople, which in Muslim apocalypses figures as a central chain 
in pre-messianic events, seems to have constituted a corner-stone in Umayyad policy right 
from the outset. From the tradition of Sayf b. ‘Umar (d. c. 180 H.) we leam that the idea 
of conquering it from the direction of Spain was contemplated as far back as the reign 
of ‘Uthman in 27 H .196 Ibn al-Kalbl is quoted by Khalifa as saying that in the year a .h . 

32/A.D. 652 , Mu‘5wiya invaded the area of the straits near Constantinople.197 Speaking 
about the year Ann. Mun. 6146 (=  a .d . 654—5 “  A H- 34~5)» Theophanes in his turn 
mentions Mu‘awiya’s first attempt to invade Constantinople from Phoenician Tripolis.198

The next major attempt made during Mu‘awiya*s reign on the city is said by most 
Muslim sources to have been led by his son, Yazid in a .h . 49- 50/ a .d . 669-70.199 Only AbQ 
Zur‘a gives the date as 54 H. which is the closest to the one given by Theophanes, Ann. 
Mun. 6164-5  (=  a .d . 672-4  =  a .h . 53- 5).200

Although the final outcome of this campaign was failure, the Muslims seem to have had
1,1 Ibid., p. 59.
1.4 Tabari, 6 /15 0 ; BalSdhurT, Futah, 164; Ibn al-'Ibrl, Tarikh Mukhtasar al-Duwal (Beirut, 1958), 1 1 2 - 1 3 .
1.5 Theophanes, p. 61.
196 T ^ a r i, 4 /2 5 5 ; cf. also QurtubT, 2/353.
197 Khalifa, 1/14 3 .
l#* Theophanes, p. 45.
lM Compare Khalifa, 1/19 6 ; BalSdhurT, Ansdb, p. 70; Tabari, 5/232.
*00 Abu Zur'a, 1 /188, quoting a tradition by the Syrian Sa'id b. 'Abd al-‘AzTz; Theophanes, pp. 52-3.
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some initial success in capturing a few fortresses and laying complete siege to the city. Abu 
Zur‘a speaks about conquering “ a fortress called al-Mud2 on the bay of Constantinople” 
and Theophanes describes how the Arabs anchored in the Thracian territory of the 
European suburbs of the city.201

Against this background capturing Constantinople must have looked within reach.
Thus attempts were resumed with the outbreak of a new wave of hostilities which
continued for the whole three years of SulaymSn’s reign. The discrepancy between
Theophanes and the Muslim sources is actually very limited. He says that preparations for
the campaign against Constantinople started in Ann. Mun. 6206 (=  a .d . 7 1 4 - 1 5  =  a .h .

96-7 ), which was the last year of Walld’s reign, although Emperor Artemios had asked for 
202peace.

The date given by Muslim sources is indeed 97 H., but the one who is said to have 
initiated the campaign was Sulayman upon assuming power.208 From a unique Syrian 
tradition recorded by Ibn al-MurajjS we learn that Sulaymln decided to invade 
Constantinople while he was receiving allegiance in Jerusalem and after the news reached 
him about a Byzantine invasion of the coastal area opposite Hims.204 We also learn that 
he moved from there to Dabiq near Aleppo in order to be close to conducting the 
operations. However, with his death in 99 H. and because of the difficulties the besiegers 
faced, the new caliph, ‘Umar II called the whole operation off.

As noted above, Theophanes mentions a Mardaite invasion of the Lebanon in Ann. 
Mun. 6169 (=  a .d . 677-8  =  a .h . 58- 9), i.e. towards the end of Mu‘awiya*s reign. We 
were also informed that they “ conquered it from Mt Mauros to the holy city, 
overpowering its most important centres” ; a fact which led Mu‘5wiya to seek a peace 
treaty with Emperor Constantine.206

We do not know what exactly Theophanes meant by “ the holy city”. One thing is 
certain, that this invasion was only one in a series of Byzantine raids on Syria’s coastal areas 
upon which Arab historiographical sources give only sporadic information. From 
BaladhurT we learn that during the war between ‘Abd al-Malik and Ibn al-Zubayr, the 
Byzantines attacked ‘Asqalln, destroyed it and expelled its people (...wa-ajlat 'atihd 
ahlahd). We also learned that the same actually happened to Caesarea, “ outer Acre” (*akka 
al-kharija) and Tyre and that ‘Abd al-Malik, after stabilizing his power, conducted a policy 
of reconstructing and resettling murabita in these cities, with estates (qata'i*) being allocated 
there.206 According to another tradition recorded by BaladhurT, ‘Asqalan was occupied 
first by ‘Amr b. al-‘As. Receiving reinforcement, most probably naval, from the 
Byzantines, its people rebelled and Mu‘awiya had to reconquer it. Again we learn that the 
latter settled rawabit and posted guards in it (wakkala biha hajaza).

The traditions recorded by BalldhurT are undoubtedly authentic ones and reflect local

101 Theophanes, ibid.; Abu Zur'a, 1/346.
,0i Theophanes, p. 80.
,os JabarT, 6 /523 ; Mas'fldT, Tanbfh, 165-6. Compare also with KhalTfa, 1/326  where the year 98 H. is given 

for the siege.
404 Ibn al-Murajjl, 82(b).
*°* Theophanes, pp. 53-4.
*°* BalldhurT, FutQh, pp. 148-9.
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memories transmitted from father to son. O n one occasion, BalSdhurT’s source Muhammad 
b. Yusuf al-FirySbl (lived in Caesarea, d. 2 12  H.) quoted “ old authorities from the people 
of ‘Asqalan” (mashayikh min alWasqalan). O n another, BalSdhurT himself quotes Abu 
Sulayman al-Ramll«- his father. He also transmits from Bakr b. al-Haytham who, we are 
told, met an Arab from ‘Asqalan and heard from him that his grandfather was one of those 
whom‘Abd al-Malik settled in ‘AsqalSn, etc.

We also learn from BalSdhurT about the existence in ‘AsqalSn of certain estates from the 
times o f ‘Umar I and ‘UthmSn.207 And on the basis o f such information it was suggested 
that the coastal areas were actually invaded and destroyed during that early period, but 
recaptured by Mu'awiya.208

It is also plausible to suggest that the need o f M u‘Swiya and later Umayyads to protect 
the coastal areas was at least partially behind the building o f a naval force and the move 
towards a more aggressive policy. A case in point is that o f Acre, which we know that 
Mu'awiya rebuilt before taking it as a naval base for his action against Cyprus.*0* From 
BaladhurT we learn that in 49 H. the Byzantines invaded the coastal areas (kharajat al-rum 
ila al-sawdhil). To face the new circumstances, M u‘5wiya moved the shipyard craftsmen 
to coastal towns in Palestine, mainly Acre. We also learn that the shipyards remained in 
Acre until moved to Tyre by HishSm b. ‘Abd al-Malik; though according to one 
tradition, ‘Abd al-Malik had to reconstruct both Acre and Tyre after they were 
destroyed.*10

Speaking about the coastal towns o f Lebanon (Sidon, ‘Arqa, Jubayl and Beirut), a 
tradition o f Sa‘Td b. ‘Abd al-AzTz 4 -  al-WadTn (b. ‘AtS’, Damascene, d. 147-50  H.) says 
that the Byzantines occupied part o f these coastal areas (ghalabu 'aid bad hddhihi al-sawdhil) 
during the later part o f ‘Um ar’s reign and the early part o f 'UthmSn's. However, these 
areas were reconquered, rehabilitated and resettled with forces and estates, etc., by 
Mu‘Swiya.211 BalSdhurT quotes also MadS’inT (d. 225 H.) for a tradition o f ‘AttSb. b. 
IbrShTm which says that the people o f Tripoli too rebelled during ‘Abd al-Malik*s reign 
and their town was reoccupied. However, according to the Sa*Td 4-  al-Wadln tradition, 
noted above, the ones who rebelled were a group o f Byzantines whom ‘Abd al-Malik had 
previously permitted to settle in the town .212

The same observation may be made concerning the lack o f actual control throughout 
the first century over the coastal area of Antioch, the ‘Airiq o f Mar'ash and other areas in 
the hinterland of Syria. About the situation of Antioch during Mu'Swiya’s reign we learn 
from some traditions preserved by BalSdhurT and Khalifa. One, recorded by the former, 
bears the isndd: Muhammad b. Sahm al-An;SkT <- AbQ §5lih al-FarrS* 4-  Mukhlad b. al- 
Husayn (settled in MassTsa, d. 191 H.) 4-  old authorities o f the border post/port (thaghr, i.e. 
of Antioch). It describes Mu'Swiya’s attempt to resettle the town after a Byzantine naval 
attack on it in 42 H .*18 Speaking about the years 47-8  H., KhalTfa mentions a winter raid

107 Ibid. *°® El‘ad, pp. 156-8.
t0* Compare: YSqQt, 4 /14 4 ; BalSdhurT, Ansdb, 82.
*1# BalSdhurT, Futuh, 124 -5  ; YJqQt, 4/144.
111 BalSdhurT, FutHh, 133. 111 Ibid., pp. 133-4 .
tl% Ibid., p. 153.
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on the city by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Qaynl (was-shattd abu ‘abd al-rahmdn al-qaym 
antdkya)*14 From another source we learn that these raids occurred between 45 and 
48 H .215

The reports beyond these dates must be handled cautiously in order not to confuse them 
with raids on another city bearing the same name but located in Anatolia. As for Antarsus, 
believed by Y5qCLt to be a coastal fortress bordering between the districts o f Damascus and 
Hims, it is said that it was occupied first in 17 H. We are also told however, that after its 
people had left it, Mu'Swiya gave orders to rebuild, fortify and settle muqdtila with estates 
in it. And the same was done with Maraqya and Balanyls.21*

The combined attack of Byzantines and Mardaites/Jarajima which led to a temporary 
loss o f the Lebanon in 70 H. repeated itself in Antioch and Mount Lukam in 89 H .217 As 
for ‘Amq Mar‘ash, Khalifa quotes two sources which speak about a Byzantine attack on 
it in 75 H .: one from Muhammad b. ‘A’idh (Damascene, d. 2 33-4  H.) and the other from 
ibn al-Kalbl (d. 204 H .).218

Very little is said about the Arabian-HijazT element in the Umayyad struggle with the 
Byzantines, which, as noted above, figures centrally in apocalyptic literature. From a 
Syrian tradition of WaqidI <- Thawr b. YazTd (HimsI who possibly died in Jerusalem in 
154 H.), we hear about “ a conscription of Medina” (ba'th al-madma) which took part in 
occupying the Tuwana fortress in 88 H. This is supported by another tradition which 
WaqidI reports from Medinese sources, with an isnad leading from his father to Makhruma 
b. SulaymSn al-Walibl (Medinese, d. 130 H.). What we are told here is that the occupation 
of TuwJna was accomplished by Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik and ‘Abbas b. al-WalTd, with 
Ibn MuhayrTz al-Jumahltaking part too. Then comes a paragraph which says: “ also took 
part in it 1,500 [men] out of the conscription o f two thousand which Walld had imposed 
upon the people of Medina" (wa-shdraka jthd alf wa-khamsmi' a mimman daraba al-walidu 
‘alayhim al-ba'tha min ahl al-madma, wa-huwa ba*thu alfayn).219

As late as the nineties, the Byzantine threat to northern, coastal and even central Syria 
was still a real one. From a biographical note transmitted by Abu Zur'a on the well-known 
reporter o f apocalyptic traditions, §afw2n b. ‘Amr, we learn o f a certain alarm march 
(zahfj in his hometown, Hims, in which he himself took part in 94 H .220 We have seen 
above that SulaymSn, while in Jerusalem, heard o f a Byzantine invasion of the coast 
opposite Hims (jd'a al-khabaru anna al-ruma kharaj at'aid sdhili him$), and hence decided on 
his massive campaign against Constantinople.221 There is also a tradition recorded by 
BalSdhurT which speaks about a Byzantine naval invasion of the Latakya coastland in the 
year 100 H. It has two Syrian isndds: one from Abu Hafs al-Dimashql«- Sa‘Id b. ‘Abd al- 
‘AzTz and the other from Musa b. Ibrahim al-Tanukhi«- his father <- old authorities 
(mashdyikh) from among the people of Hims. From it we learn that the Byzantines 
destroyed Latakya and took its people prisoners. It is not altogether certain whether it was 
‘Umar II or YazTd b. ‘Abd al-Malik who in fact recovered it.222

*14 Khalifa, 1/19 3. 116 Ibn Hajar, IfSba, 4/128.
m  Ylqflt, 1/270. 117 Compare T aharl, 6 /32 2 ; BalSdhurT, Futiih, p. 165.
,1# Khalifa, 1/269-70. Compare also with Tabari, 6/202.
*”  Tabari, 6/ 434. 1,0 AbQ Zur‘a, 1/353.
1,1 Ibn al-MurajjS, 82(b). * "  BaUdhurT, Futah, 139.
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Concluding notes

Before assessing the value and relevance o f the apocalyptic material reviewed above for the 
study of early Muslim-Byzantine wars, a few points have to be made. First, although 
malahim were overwhelmingly associated with Muslim-Byzantine wars in Syria, there are 
two traditions in which other wars in early Islam are also called “ malahim ” . One is a family 
tradition o f Kuthayr b. ‘AbdullSh b. ‘Amr b. ‘A w f al-MuzanT who died around the mid- 
second century (150-60  H.), i.e. in a period which witnessed a great wave of circulating 
apocalyptic traditions. It attributes to the Prophet the naming of the four rivers, four 
mountains and four malahim of paradise on earth. One notices that the four malahim stated 
are names o f battles known to have been led by the Prophet within the HijazI sir a 
framework. They are Badr, Uhud, al-Khandaq and Khaybar (var. reading: Hunayn).228 

The second tradition was attributed to the Prophet through Abu Hurayra on the authority 
of Abfl Mu‘ashshir (Kufan d. 120 H.) and Isms'll b. Umayya (Meccan, d. 139-44  H.). It 
names the malahim of paradise as: al-Jamal, §iffm and al-Harra, adding that “ he used to 
conceal the fourth*’ (wa-kana yaktum a/-rJfci‘<i).224

Apart from these two isolated late and basically non-Syrian attempts at infiltration, 
Muslim apocalyptic material is predominantly concerned with the wars against 
Byzantium. The second note due here is that such predominant interest finds clear support 
from a Jewish liturgical poem believed to have been composed in Palestine under the 
impact o f the initial Arab victories. It looks favourably on the advent of the armies o f the 
“ King o f Yuqtan” and prophesises the end o f “ the kings of Edom ” , by whom the 
Byzantines are clearly meant. It also promises an uprising by the people o f Antioch who 
will make peace, forgiveness to Ma‘ozia and Samaria, mercy to Acre and the Galilee, 
bloody wars between the Ishma‘ilites and Edomites (=  Byzantines), the stoning of Gaza 
and finally, that Ashkelon and Ashdod would be struck by fear.226

But, above all, there is the remarkable affinity, correlation and even parallelism between 
apocalyptic, historiographical and fada’il materials, as well as relevance to major actual 
events and turning points in Muslim-Byzantine relations throughout the first century. 
Among these note can be made o f Byzantium’s naval and land-based attempts to recover 
Syria, a series of temporary ceasefires and possible co-operations, a renewed outbreak of 
hostilities, the Byzantines’ eventual defeat and a number of Muslim attempts on 
Constantinople itself.

Such affinity supports the main thesis o f P. Alexander and increases the credibility o f this 
material as a means o f illuminating certain aspects and events on which no information 
whatsoever is provided by historiographical sources. A case in point is the unique notion 
of a military co-operation against a common enemy on the Iraqi-Persian or the Balkan 
fronts during ceasefire times, which cannot be confirmed by any other kind of material. 
O f course, it can be argued that taken as a whole our apocalyptic material only expresses

m  TabarSnT, M . K., 1 7 / 1 8 - 1 9 ;  Ibn al-JawzT, Mawtfu'&t, 1 / 14 8 -9 ; HaythamT, Majma', 4/14 .
1,4 Ibn ‘AsSkir, 1/328.
m  L. Ginzberg, Cenizah Studies (New York, 1928), pp. 3 1 0 - 1 2 ;  B. Lewis, The Jews of Islam (Princeton, 1983), 

PP- 93-4
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the deep insecurity which the new religion and polity in Syria felt about the possibility of 
a Byzantine reconquest: an insecurity to which the constant Byzantine attacks on the 
coastal and northern areas gave continuous reinforcement. It is also plausible to suggest 
that in order to appeal to first and second century-Muslim listeners, these anxieties were 
expressed in a way that drew upon the lines of existing patterns of past experiences, namely 
the Arab wars of conquest in Syria. But it is exactly here that the special contribution of 
our apocalyptic material to the study o f early Islam lies. For the whole scheme of the 
Muslim conquests, though projected forward in the form of a prophecy that things would 
repeat themselves, carries in it elements which are not reported in any other way. To 
illustrate this problematic further, one may recall the sequence in which the course of 
events was presented; namely: peace and military co-operation, then dispute o f an 
iconoclastic nature, treachery by the Byzantines and the wars over Syria, etc. Now, if our 
apocalypses were describing an actual historical situation of a Byzantine reconquest, then 
they certainly have valuable material on the advance of the coastal invasions into the 
Syrian mainland which no other source provides. But if, on the other hand, it was only 
an anxious projection o f old patterns into the future, then such patterns become themselves 
carriers o f historical elements from the period of the early conquests which were also not 
reported elsewhere. In other words the apocalyptic material reviewed above constitutes 
not only a new source but also one which may provide an altogether revisionist picture. 
For what we actually have is a completely different presentation of the circumstances in 
which the newly bom religion and polity survived vis-a-vis its main enemy, Byzantium. 
The swift though temporary loss o f and retreat from most o f Palestine, Lebanon, northern 
Syria and Mesopotamia into Damascus and modem Trans-Jordan adjacent to the desert 
areas meant, at least on the military and social levels, falling back on the Arab element.

It is but reasonable to suggest that in such circumstances the Arabian element gains 
weight if it does not become actually predominant. And though assessment o f the religious 
implications of these developments lies beyond the scope o f this study, they can certainly 
provide a proper historical framework for the Arabization of whatever Islam existed in 
Syria in the first century; namely, in the direction of identifying itself with an Arabian- 
HijazT form of monotheism.

O f course some objections can be raised concerning the authenticity of the material 
reviewed above. However, the isnad analysis conducted above leaves no doubt that this is 
genuinely old material transmitted from people who lived around the turn of the first 
century. It is also plausible to suggest that the Byzantine menace, so strongly felt by people 
who lived in coastal and northern Syria, would persist in the memory o f local chains 
throughout the second century, which continued to witness ups and downs in 
Muslim-Byzantine relations. In order to assess fully the value of this material one may 
recall how far superior were the Syrian traditions recorded by BaladhurT*s Futuh to those 
of Taban or other historiographers on the situation in the coastal areas during the 
Umayyad period.

With the gradual strengthening o f Islam vis-a-vis the Byzantines on the one hand and 
the shift of its centre to Iraq on the other, the Byzantine threat slowly became a nightmare 
living only in the memory o f a number o f Syrian scholars. Likewise the coastal towns of
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Syria lost much of their strategic importance as front lines o f the caliphate. Hence Syrian 
maldhim and fada'il literature gradually became only local fossils o f what was once a living 
reality. Besides, the massive shift o f scholarship towards Arabia in search for Islam’s new 
identity throughout the second century effected a further damping o f the Syrian scheme 
of genesis. The greatness o f N u'aym ’s work lies in its being a collection of such unique 
material which naturally tended to wither away, though some traces o f it could still be 
found scattered in the chapters on maldhim and Jitan in traditional compilations and Syrian 
fada'il works.

As noted by a few scholars, the front line of th e 4 Abbasids against the Byzantines became 
a mainland one on the Anatolian border rather than a maritime one in Palestine and Syria; 
and the naval attacks on the coasts gradually became fewer after the second century. Once 
in a while we hear o f an ‘Abbasid-initiated activity in this or that coastal town: for 
example, the information provided by BaladhurT on the shipyards o f Tyre in the time of 
WSqidT.226 The same source mentions also that al-Mutawakkil decided in 247 H. to 
organize a naval force in Acre and other ports and to post military forces in them .227 But 
on the whole the policy of the Tulunids and Ikhshidids towards Palestine and Syria was 
no match for the one adopted by the Umayyads.22* And the picture drawn by the local 
author MuqaddasT o f the organization o f alarm posts and ribdfs in the coastal cities of 
Palestine in his own time is one o f a local affair.230

However, as long as the Byzantines remained the main source o f menace to Islam and, 
relatively, a close one to Syria, their maldhim could find listening ears in that area. In 353 

H. the Byzantines occupied Antioch after subjugating the border garrison towns of al- 
Masslsa, Tarsfls and Adana.231 And for a whole decade, between a .h . 365- 7 5 /A.D. 975- 85, 
the Byzantine armies ravaged the whole o f western Syria, Lebanon and most of northern 
and coastal Palestine, forcing the Turkish ruler o f Damascus, Alptakin, to come to terms 
with them .232

Finally one can only expect that during the Crusades Muslim scholarly interest in 
searching for and commenting upon the same old traditions o f maldhim 2nd fadail in Syria 
would receive a new impetus; a task which certainly helped to save this kind o f material 
from withering away. But to follow this point further would carry us beyond the scope 
of this paper.

BalSdhurT, Futab, p. 125. 1,7 Ibid.
*** Cf. El'ad, p. 165, n. 65. *** M. Sharon, p. 91.
**° Translated in G. Le Strange, Palestine Under the Moslems (London, 1890), p. 24.
m  YSqflt, 1/269. aM M . Gil, 1/285HS; M . Sharon, p. 92.
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John Meyendorff

NO knowledge of the Islamic teachings is evident in Byzantine literature 
before the beginning of the eighth century. We know that the spiritual 
and intellectual encounter of Muhammad and the first generations of 

his followers with Christianity involved not the imperial Orthodox Church, but 
the Monophysite and Nestorian communities which made up the majority of 
the Christian population in Arabia, Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia. Until the 
end of the Umayyad period, these Syrian or Coptic Christians were the chief, 
and practically the only, spokesmen for the Christian faith in the Caliphate. 
And it was through the intermediary of these communities—and often by 
means of a double translation, from Greek into Syriac, and from Syriac into 
Arabic—that the Arabs first became acquainted with the works of Aristotle, 
Plato, Galien, Hippocrates, and Plotinus.1 Among the Monophysites and 
Nestorians, the Arabs found many civil servants, diplomats, and businessmen 
who were willing to help in the building of their Empire, and who often pre
ferred, at least in the beginning, to accomodate themselves to the Moslem 
yoke, rather than suffer oppression which in the Orthodox Chalcedonian 
Empire of Byzantium was the fate of all religious dissidents.

The first encounter of Islam with Orthodox Christianity took place on the 
battlefield, in the wars which since the seventh century have opposed the 
Arabs to the Greek emperors. Both civilizations thus confronted were, to a 
large extent, shaped by their respective religious ideologies, and each side 
interpreted the attitudes and actions of the other as motivated by religion. 
If the Qurran appealed to a holy war against ‘'those who ascribe partners to 
God”—i.e., Christians who believe in the Trinity2—the Byzantine retaliated, 
after the example of St. John of Damascus, by considering Islam as a “fore
runner of Antichrist** (7rp66popos tou 'Avtixpi'cttou).3 But, however abrupt 
were these statements of mutual intolerance, however fanatical the appeals to 
a holy war, a better mutual appreciation was gradually brought about by the 
requirements of diplomacy, the necessity of coexistence in the occupied areas, 
and the cool reflection of informed minds.

My purpose here is to examine the encounter between Byzantium and 
Islam in the sphere of religion. Limitations of space do not permit me to do 
more than offer a few selected examples illustrating various attitudes of the 
Byzantines towards the Moslem faith. These examples will be drawn from 
four categories of documents:

1. Polemical literature
2 . Canonical and liturgical texts
3 . Official letters sent by Byzantine dignitaries to their Moslem counter

parts
4 . Hagiographical materials.

1 Cf. L . Gardet, “ Th^ologie m usulm ane et pens6e p atristiqu e,”  in Revue Thomiste, 4 7  (19 47). PP* 
5 1 - 5 3 .  * Su ra, I X ,  V , 5. 3 De haeresibus, P G , 94, col. 7 6 4  A .
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I

The name of John of Damascus usually heads every list of Christian anti- 
Moslem polemicists.4

According to traditional accounts, John belonged to the wealthy Damascene 
family of Sergius Mansur, an official of the Byzantine financial administration 
of Damascus, who negotiated the surrender of the city to the Arabs in 635, 
preserved his civil functions under the new regime, and transmitted his office 
to his descendants. John, according to this tradition, was his grandson. After 
exercising his duties for a while, he retired to the monastery of Saint-Sabbas 
in Palestine and became one of the most famous theologians and hymno- 
graphers of the Greek Church.

If we are to believe this traditional account, the information that John was 
in the Arab administration of Damascus under the Umayyads and had, there
fore, a first-hand knowledge of the Arab Moslem civilization, would, of course, 
be very valuable. Unfortunately, the story is mainly based upon an eleventh- 
century Arabic life, which in other respects is full of incredible legends. Earlier 
sources are much more reserved. Theophanes tells us that John's father was a 
yevucds AoyoQtrry; under the Caliph Abdul-Melek (685- 705),6 which probably 
means that he was in charge of collecting taxes from the Christian com
munity. Such a post would not necessarily imply deep acquaintance with the 
Arab civilization. The Acts of the Seventh Council seem to suggest that 
John inherited his father's post, for they compare his retirement to Saint- 
Sabbas to the conversion of the Apostle Matthew, who, before he became 
a follower of Christ, was a “publican” i.e., a “tax-collector.” 6

Since the information available to us on John's life is very meager, it is only 
from his writings that we can form an accurate idea of his thoughts and his 
views on Islam. Unfortunately, a close examination of his work reveals very 
few writings connected with Islam.

Johannes M. Hoeck, in his critical analysis of the Damascene's manuscript 
tradition,7 mentions four works connected with John's name which deal 
with Islam:

1 . A chapter of the De haeresibus,8 a catalogue of heresies, which is part of 
John of Damascus' main work, the Source of Knowledge (TTtiyfi yvcboccos) and 
is based on a similar compilation drafted in the fifth century by St. Epiphanius 
of Cyprus. Islam, rather surprisingly, is treated as a Christian heresy and 
bears the number 101 in the printed edition. It follows a description of the

4 On the B yzan tin e an ti-Islam ic polem ics, see C. G iiterbock, Der Islam im Lichte der Byzantini- 
schen Polemik (Berlin, 1 9 1 2 ) ;  W . Eich ner, “ D ie N ach richten uber den Islam  bei den B y z a n tin e m ,”  
Der Islam, 2 3  (19 36 ), pp. 1 3 3 - 1 6 2 ,  1 9 7 - 2 4 4 ;  and H . G . B eck, "V o rseh u n g und V orh erbestim m ung in 
der Theologischen L ite ra tu r der B yza n tin e r,”  Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 1 1 4  (19 37 ), PP- 3 2 - 6 5 .  
N one o f these studies goes further than to give  a  list of authors and to present a  selection of their 
m ajor argum ents.

• Chronographia, B on n , ed. I , p. 559 .
•  M ansi, Concilia, X I I I ,  col. 3 5 7  B ;  cf. M att. 9 :9 .
7 "S ta n d  und A u fgaben  der D am ask enos-Forschung,”  in Orientalia Christiana Periodica, 1 7  ( 19 5 1) ,  

pp. 18 , 2 3 - 2 4 .
•  P G , 94, cols. 7 6 4 -7 7 3 .
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sect of the ACrTo*nrpoaK6*nTcu (a peculiar deviation of Christian monasticism) 
and preceeds the paragraph on the Iconoclasts. In some manuscripts Islam 
figures under No. 100 and follows immediately after the Monothelites (No. 99).

2 . A Dialogue between a Saracen and a Christian, a combination of two 
opuscula, both of which are to be found also under the name of Theodore 
Abu-Qurra, an author who will be mentioned later in this paper. The Dialogue 
has been published twice under the name of John of Damascus, once by 
Lequien and once by Gallandus, both editions being reprinted in Migne.9 In 
each of these editions, the two original opuscula are in reverse order, which 
underlines the inconsistency of the Damascene's manuscript tradition on this 
point and strongly suggests that the Dialogue is a compilation of Abu-Qurra’s 
writings, attributed to John of Damascus by later scribes.10

3 . Another dialogue, formally ascribed to Abu-Qurra in the title, which, 
however, specifies that Theodore had written 61& <pcovfjs ’Igo&wov AanaaKTivoO. The 
expression 81a cpcovfjs, an equivalent of Att6 qxavffr, is a technical expression, 
recently and convincingly studied by M. Richard11: it means “according to 
the oral teaching” of John of Damascus. The real author here is obviously 
Abu-Qurra, and, as a matter of fact, the Dialogue is also found in some manu
scripts under his name, without any mention of John of Damascus.12

4 . The fourth anti-Islamic writing ascribed to John is an unpublished Arabic 
Refutation which has never been studied.

Out of all these texts, the chapter on Islam in the De haeresibus appears, 
therefore, to be the only reliable one. But even in this instance, doubts have 
been expressed concerning its authenticity and the quotations from the Qurran 
are considered by some scholars to be a later interpolation.13

Therefore, whatever the result of further critical investigation of the anti- 
Islamic writings attributed to John of Damascus, it appears that his contri
bution to the history of Byzantine polemics against Islam is slight. If one 
admits the authenticity of these writings even in part, it will be seen below 
that chronologically they were not the earliest to have been written on the 
subject by a Byzantine author. Theologically, they do not add much to the 
unquestionable glory of John of Damascus, defender of the veneration of 
icons, author of the first systematic Exposition of the Orthodox faith, and one 
of the most talented hymnographers of Eastern Christianity. The study of 
the liturgical texts ascribed to John of Damascus strongly confirms the im
pression first gained from reading the chapter on Islam in the De haeresi
bus—that of John living in a Christian ghetto which preserves intact the Byzan
tine political and historical outlook. In his hymns he prays for “the victory

•  Ibid., cols. 1 5 8 5 - 1 5 9 6  (Lequien); 96, cols. 1 3 3 5 - 1 3 4 8  (G allandus). T h e te x t corresponds alm ost 
verbatim  to the Opuscula, 3 5  {ibid., cols. 1 5 8 7  A - 1 5 9 2  C) and 3 6  (97, cols. 15 9 2  CD ) of A b u -Q u rra.

10 H . G . B eck , w hile still tending to accept Jo h n ’s authorship, mentions a  m anuscript where the 
Dialogue is anonym ous and another w here it is ascribed to Sisinnius the G ram m arian (Kirche und 
theologische Literatur im byzantinischen Reich [M unich, 19 5 9 ], p. 478).

11 *Att6 9covfft, in Byzantion, 20 (19 50 ), pp. 1 9 1 - 2 2 2 .
11 Cf. P G , 97, col. 1 5 4 3 .
M A . Abel, in Byzantion, 24  (19 54 ), p. 3 5 3 , note 2.
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of the Emperor over his enemies” ;14 he hopes that through the intercession of 
the Theotokos, the basileus “will trample under his feet the barbarian nations.” 15 
He never fails to mention the “cross-bearing Sovereign (<7Tavp69opos *Ava£)” 
as the shield protecting Christ's inheritance from the “blasphemous enemies.” 16 
And there is no ambiguity concerning the identity of these enemies: they are 
“the people of the Ishmaelites, who are fighting against us” and whom the 
Theotokos is asked to put under the feet of the piety-loving Emperor ('Icrpia- 
t]A{thv Aa6v kcx6uttot<5cttcov t 6 v  TroAepioC/vTa f)nas <piAeu<TE|3o0vTi p aa iA e l) .17

In mind and in heart John still lives in Byzantium. The fact that the Byzan
tine Emperor—whose victorious return to the Middle East he is hopefully 
expecting—has actually fallen into the iconoclastic heresy is, for him, a matter 
of greater concern than are the beliefs of the Arab conquerors. And he is 
certainly much better informed about the events in Constantinople than about 
Islam.

Even if it is eventually proved that the last part of chapter 101 of the 
De haeresibus, which contains quotations from the Qurran, is not a later 
interpolation, this would not provide clear evidence that John had, in fact, 
read the Qurran.18 Any knowledge of Islam, direct or indirect, which is betrayed 
by John, relates to four suras only—the second, the third, the fourth, and the 
fifth—and to the oral Islamic traditions, especially those connected with the 
veneration of the K a'aba  in Mecca, which give John a pretext to deride the 
Islamic legends about Abraham's camel having been attached to the sacred 
stone. The knowledge of oral Arab traditions, sometimes more ancient than 
Islam, displayed by John and by other Byzantine polemicists is perhaps one 
of the most interesting aspects of the type of literature which we are studying; 
yet, at the same time, it illustrates the casual and superficial character of their 
acquaintance with Islam. Legendary commonplaces about the origins of Islam 
are repeated by different authors in different ways. I shall mention but one 
example, one which shows that John is neither original nor better informed 
than other Greeks in this matter. John refers to a pre-Islamic Meccan cult of 
Aphrodite, named Xap£p or XafWcp by the Arabs, which survived in the form 
of the veneration of a sacred stone, the K a'aba .19 The same account is also 
mentioned by Constantine Porphyrogenitus in the De administrando imperio. 
This is what Constantine writes: “They pray also to the star of Aphrodite 
which they call KoufWcp, and in their supplication cry out ’AAAa o0& Koû dp, that 
is, God and Aphrodite. For they call God ’AAAa; and o0& they use for the con
junction and and they call the star Kovp&p. And so they say *AAAa ou& Kovp&p.” 20

14 Octoechos, Su n d ay M atins, Tone i, canon i, ode g, Theotokion.
w Ibid., T one 3, canon 1 , ode 9, Theotokion.
w Ibid., T one 4, canon 2, ode 9, Theotokion.
17 Ibid., T one 8, canon 2, ode 9, Theotokion.
x8 J .  R . Merrill, "O n  the T ra cta te  of Jo h n  of D am ascus on Isla m ,”  Muslim World, 4 1  ( 19 5 1) ,  p. 

9 7 ; cf. also P . K h o u ry, “ Je a n  D am ascene et l 'ls la m ,”  Proche Orient chritien, 7  (19 57), pp. 4 4 - 6 3 ;  8
(19 58 ). pp. 3 1 3 - 3 3 9 .

lf P G , 94, cols. 764 B , 769  B .
*° Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De administrando imperio, I, 14 , ed. b y  M oravcsik, trans. b y  

R . J .  H . Jen k in s (B udapest, 19 49 ), pp. 7 8 -7 9 .
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It is for the Arabists to inform us how much of this imperial excursion into 
the field of etymology, which is obviously parallel to, though independant of, 
the Damascene’s text, is of any value. The traditional Islamic invocation 
Allahu akbar—“God is very great”—which is obviously referred to here, 
puzzled the Byzantine authors from the eighth century onwards. About 725, 
that is before the time of John of Damascus, Germanus of Constantinople 
also mentions that “the Saracens, in the desert, address themselves to an 
inanimate stone and make an invocation to the so-called Xopap (ti'iv -re Aeyo- 
\xkvov Xop&p £tt{kAti<jiv).” 21 John of Damascus identifies XafJ<5(p or Xa££p (he uses 
the two forms) with both Aphrodite herself, and with the Ka'aba, which ac
cording to him represents the head of the pagan goddess.22 In the ninth century, 
Nicetas also speaks of the “idol of Xovp&p” ( ’t t p o c t k u v e I  Xovftep elScbAcp) said 
to represent Aphrodite.23 That some cult of the Morning Star existed among 
the Arabs before the rise of Islam seems certain, and this was known to the 
Byzantines, who attempted, of course, to find traces of paganism in Islam 
itself. However, the example of the passage on Aphrodite proves that John 
of Damascus did not add anything substantial to the information on Islam 
already available to the Byzantines of his time,24 and that he merely made 
use of an accepted argument which conveniently confirmed the Byzantine 
belief that the Arabs “were devoted to lechery.” 25

We have already noted, on the other hand, that John lists Islam among 
the Christian heresies. This attitude toward Islam was based on the fact that 
the Qurran admits the revealed character of both Judaism and Christianity. 
John and his contemporaries tended, therefore, to apply to Islam the criteria 
of Christian Orthodoxy and to assimilate Islam with a Christian heresy already 
condemned. Thus Muhammad was an Arian, because he denied the Divinity 
of the Logos and of the Holy Spirit; hence, probably, the legend of Muhammad 
being instructed in the Christian religion by an A rian  monk.26 In fact, the 
contact of early Islam with Christianity involved the Monophysite and the 
Nestorian communities, certainly not the Arians, and the appellation ascribed 
by John to the Moslems—K6nrai t o O ©eou (“cutters of God”)27—because they 
cut away from God the Logos and the Spirit, is but a reply to the Moslem 
accusation directed against Christians that they are h-aipiacrral—“those who 
admit partners of God.” 28

91 Letter to Thomas of Claudiopolis, P G , 98, col. 16 8  C D .
** De kaeresibus, ed. cit., 76 4  B , 769  B .
M Refutatio Mohamedis, P G , 10 5 , col. 7 9 3  B .
u  I t  should be noted, how ever, th a t the D am ascene give s a  translation o l the w ord XafMcp, and  

interprets it as m eaning “ great** in the fem inine form  (Srrcp oriucrfvEi pcydAr)— col. 764  B ). T h is h as  
led G . Sab lu k ov to see the origin of the form  used b y  N icetas and Constantine (Koup&p or Xov/fWcp) 
in the feminine form of akbar-koubra, and to infer th a t the B yzan tin e s knew  o f a  pre-Islam ic A ra b  
invocation of Aphrodite— A llata koubra (“ Zam etki po voprosu o vizan tiiskoi protivom usul’m anskoi 
literatu re" in Pravoslavnyi Sobesednik, 2 [18 7 8 ], pp. 3 0 3 - 3 2 7 ;  cf. also a  sim ilar etym ological arg u 
m ent pu t forw ard b y  Georgius H am artolu s, ed. b y  de B oor, I I ,  p. 706).

85 B . Lew is, in Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De administrando, II ,  Commentary (London, 19 6 2), 
p. 72.

*• P G , 94, 7 6 5  A .
*7 Ibid., 768 D .
*8 Ibid., 760 B .
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Together with these polemical arguments dealing with the opposition be
tween the absolute monotheism of Islam and the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity, John touches upon another acute point of disagreement—the question 
of free will and of predestination—and his whole argument is supported by 
the most violent epithets which he applies to Muhammad, the “pseudo
prophet,” the “hyprocrite,” the “liar,” and the “adulterer.” All this was, of 
course, later taken up at length by other polemicists.

Two names deserve quite special mention in the history of early Byzantine 
polemics against Islam. One is that of an Arabic-speaking Bishop, Theodore 
Abu-Qurra who lived in Moslem occupied territory, mainly in Syria, in the 
second half of the eighth century. The other is that of Nicetas Byzantios, 
a scholar from the entourage of Photius. Although they wrote in very different 
styles and were involved in different situations, both Theodore and Nicetas 
were much better acquainted with Islam than was John of Damascus; Theodore, 
because he lived side by side with the Moslems and engaged them in dialogue, 
and Nicetas, because he had studied the entire text of the Qurran.

Abu-Qurra wrote in both Greek and Arabic. Of his fifty-two short Greek 
treatises, most were composed in the form of dialogues with various heretics 
encountered by the author (Nestorians, Monophysites, Origenists) and seven
teen are directed against Islam. It is from these short Opuscula29 that one can 
sense the true nature of the relations which existed between Moslems and 
Christians in the eighth century. The dialogues of Theodore maintain, it is 
true, a strictly negative attitude towards the faith of Islam and towards the 
person of Muhammad, an Arianizing false prophet (1560 A), possessed by an 
evil spirit (1545 B-1548  A). But the arguments used are conceived in such a 
way as to be understood by the opponents; they correspond to an attempt at 
real conversation. Here are some examples: the Arabs refuse to believe in the 
Trinitarian doctrine, because it brings division of God?—But the Qurran is 
one, even if many copies can be made of i t ; in the same way, God is One and 
Three (1528 C D). A short dialogue is entirely devoted to the Christian doctrine 
of the Eucharist, which, of course, was difficult for Moslems to understand; 
here Theodore relies on medical images familiar to both sides: the descent of 
the Holy Spirit on bread and wine which are thereby changed into the Body 
and Blood of Christ is similar to the action of the liver which assimilates food 
through the emission of heat (1552 D-15 53  C). In a question which was un
avoidable in any conversation between a Moslem and a Christian, that of 
polygamy, Theodore adopts a pragmatic attitude, which he knows will be 
better understood by his opponent than any reference to high morality or 
to the sacrament of marriage. “A woman,” Theodore writes, “marries a man 
for the sake of pleasure and childbirth.” But can one imagine a greater human 
pleasure than that which Adam and Eve enjoyed in Paradise, where, however, 
they were under a regime of monogamy? And when the Moslem still maintains 
that he prefers polygamy because it secures quicker multiplication of the 
human race, Theodore answers that since God did not care for a quick multi-

*• T h e  Greek treatises of A b u -Q u rra  are published in P G , 97, cols. 1 4 6 1 - 1 6 0 9 .
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plication of men when man was alone on earth, he certainly does not desire too
great a proliferation today-----And he concludes the argument by reminding
the Moslem of the unavoidable quarrels and scenes of jealousy which occur in 
a harem (1556 A-1558  D).

The pragmatic character of some of Abu-Qurra's dialogues does not preclude 
the use of more technical theological arguments. Theodore is a trained Aris
totelian, and he is well aware of all of the refinements of Byzantine Trinitarian 
doctrine and Christology. When the Moslem objects to the doctrine of the 
death of Christ—the person of Christ is made up of a body and a soul, their 
separation would mean the disappearance of Christ as a person—Theodore 
answers by referring to the Orthodox doctrine of the h y p osta tic  union which 
is based upon the unity of Christ's divine hypostasis which is and remains, 
even in death, the unifying factor of all the elements composing the God-man. 
This is why the body of Christ remained uncorrupted in the grave (1583- 1584).

The discussion very often touches on the doctrine of predestination, which 
was promoted in orthodox Islam and was often discussed in the Moslem world. 
It is, of course, refuted by Theodore in a series of arguments which reflect 
actual conversations on a popular level: if Christ had to die voluntarily, says 
the Moslem, then the Christians must thank the Jews for having contributed 
to the realization of God's will, since everything which happens is in accordance 
with His will. Theodore replies: since you say that all those who die in the 
holy war against the infidels go to heaven, you must thank the Romans for 
killing so many of your brethren (1529 A). But the discussion on predestination 
runs also on a more philosophical and theological level: Theodore explains the 
Christian doctrine of the divine creative act, which was completed in the first 
six days and which, since then, has given to human free will the opportunity 
to act, to create, and to chose; if any predestination toward good exists, it is 
derived from baptism, which is a new birth and which should be freely accepted 
and followed by good works (1587 A-1592  C).30

Many of the theological points touched upon by Theodore are also discussed 
in the lengthy treatise written by Nicetas Byzantinos and dedicated to the 
Emperor Michael III.31 Nicetas writes in Constantinople and has probably 
never spoken to a Moslem, but he has a complete text of the Qurran and gives 
a systematic criticism of it, with exact quotations of various suras under their 
titles and numbers. (The latter do not always correspond to those used in the 
modem editions of the Qurran.) Nicetas' book is in two parts:

1 . An apologetical exposition of the Christian faith, concentrated mainly 
on the doctrine of the Trinity (673- 701).

2 . A systematic refutation of the Qurran in thirty chapters (701- 805). 
Nicetas' refutation is purely academical and scholarly in character; it is an 
intellectual exercise of the kind one may expect from the learned circle of 
scholars gathered around Photius and financed by the Caesar Bardas and the

30 T h is passage on predestination is reproduced verb atim  in the Dialogue attributed to Joh n  of 
D am ascus (P G , 96, cols. 1 3 3 6 - 1 3 4 0 ) .

11 P G , 10 5 , cols. 669 A -8 0 5 .
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court of Michael III. Basically it reflects the impression produced by the 
Qurran on a Byzantine intellectual of the ninth century who has been given 
the assignment of refuting the new faith. He performs his task carefully, but 
without any real concern for an eventual Moslem auditor or reader.

Comparing the Qurran with Christian Scripture, he speaks of the “most 
pitiful and the most inept little book of the Arab Muhammad (t6 oTktiotov xai 
dX6yicrrov t o u  "Apapos McodneT pipA(5iov), full of blasphemies against the Most 
High, with all its ugly and vulgar filth,” which does not have even the appear
ance of any of the biblical genres and is neither prophetical, nor historical, 
nor juridical, nor theological, but all confused. How can this, he asks, be sent 
from heaven? Nicetas does not know Arabic himself and uses several different 
translations of the Qurran. This is apparent, for example, in his treatment 
of the famous sura CXII, directed against the Christian trinitarian doctrine, 
which is thenceforth an inevitable subject in every discussion of faith between 
Christians and Moslems:

“Say, 'He is God alone!
God the Eternal!
He begets not and is not begotten!
Nor is there like unto Him any one!’ ”

(Palmer's translation)

The Arab word samad which means “solid,” “massive,” “permanent”—ren
dered here by the English eternal—is at first, at the beginning of Nicetas1 
book, translated by the Greek 6A6cr<paipos, i.e., “all-spherical,” which gives 
Nicetas an opportunity of ridiculing such a material conception of the Divinity 
(708 A). Later, he corrects his translation and renders samad by 6A6CT<pi/pos, 
which evokes a solid metallic mass, beaten by a hammer, and which is closer 
to the concrete image of God given by the Coranic text (776 B).

Another example of a misunderstanding due to a faulty translation: Nicetas 
accuses the Qurran of teaching that man comes “from a leech” (& P8&Atis 
—708 A). In fact, the Arabic text (sura XCVI, 2) speaks of a particle of 
congealed blood.

I have chosen these examples, among many others in the Nicetas text, 
because they are repeated by many other Byzantine authors and occupy 
a central place in later polemics. They illustrate the permanent misunder
standing between the two cultures and the two religious mentalities, but also 
show the positive knowledge of Coranic texts on the part of some Byzantines. 
Nicetas Byzantios, for example, had obviously studied the Qurran, even if 
in faulty translations, which was probably unavoidable at this early stage of 
Byzantine-Arab relations. On the other hand, it can be asked whether, in some 
instances, such Byzantine interpretations of Islam doctrine as the alleged 
belief in the spherical shape of God or the leech as the origin of man, did not, 
in fact, come from some forms of popular Arab religion—distinct, of course, 
from orthodox Islam—which were known to the Byzantines.
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A complete survey of the Byzantine literature directed against Islam should, 
of course, include the study of many Byzantine documents belonging chrono
logically to later periods which are outside the scope of our paper. It will be 
sufficient to mention here that, from the eleventh to the fifteenth century, 
the knowledge of Islam gradually increases in Byzantium. A thirteenth-century 
writer, Bartholomew of Edessa32 already shows some knowledge of the role of 
Othman and Abu-Bakr after the death of Muhammad. In the fourteenth 
century, the retired Emperor John Cantacuzenus gathers an even richer 
documentation. He composes four Apologies of Christianity directed against 
the Moslems, and four treatises (A6yoi) refuting the Qurran.33 In addition to 
earlier Byzantine sources, he uses the Latin Refutation of Islam  by a Florentine 
Dominican monk, Ricaldus de Monte-Croce (f 1309), translated by Demetrius 
Kydones.34 Cantacuzenus seems to have regarded the publication of his anti- 
Islamic writings as a major event in his life: in the well-known,beautiful copy 
of his theological works, ordered for his private library by Cantacuzenus himself 
and which is now in Paris (Paris, gr. 1242), the ex-Emperor had himself repre
sented holding a scroll with an inscription M£yas 6 ©eos t c o v  Xpiariavcov which 
is the Incip it of his work against Islam. Although his general method of 
refutation remains rather academic and abstract, there is no doubt that 
Cantacuzenus is better aware than many of his predecessors of the new situ
ation in which he lives. He faces the Islamic challenge realistically and shows 
readiness to seek information and arguments in any source, even in the work 
of a Latin monk (He quotes his source: “a monk of the order of the preach
ers—Tfjs T&£ecos t c o v  TTpESiKcnxSpcov, fp-01 t c o v  Kr)p\>Kcov—of the name of Ricaldos, 
went to Babylon . . .  and, having worked much, learned the dialect of the 
Arabs.”35). And his prayers are not only for the destruction, but also for the 
conversion of the Moslems:36 all this proves that he took Islam much more 
seriously than did the authors of the eighth and the ninth centuries. It is 
perhaps worth recalling here that a friend of Cantacuzenus, the famous 
hesychast theologian and Archbishop of Thessalonica, Gregory Palamas, 
describes in 1354 his journey to Turkish-occupied Asia Minor in a rather opti
mistic tone, hoping, like Cantacuzenus, for a subsequent conversion of Moslems 
and implying the acceptance, for the time being, of a friendly coexistence.37

II

Byzantine polemical literature has largely determined the official canonical 
attitude of the Church towards Islam, an attitude which is reflected in the rites 
of the reception of Moslem converts to Christianity. One such very ancient

3* "EAeyxos *Ayapr|voOt P G , 10 4 , cols. 1 3 8 4 - 1 4 4 8 ;  for the date, see Eichner, op. cit., pp. 1 3 7 - 1 3 8 .
** P G , 15 4 , cols. 3 7 3 -6 9 2 .
84 Translation published in P G , 15 4 , cols. 1 0 3 5 - 1 1 5 2 .

P G , 15 4 , col. 6 0 1.
*• Ibid., col. 584.
87 On this episode, see J . M eyendorff, Introduction d VStude de GrSgoire Palamas (Paris, 19 5 9 ), 

PP- 1 5 7 - 1 6 2 .
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rite contains a series of twenty-two anathemas against Moslem beliefs.38 The 
convert is required to anathematize Muhammad, all the relatives of the 
Prophet (each by name) and all the caliphs until Yezid (680- 683). The fact 
that no later caliph is mentioned has led Fr. Cumont to conclude that the rite 
dates from the early eighth century. However, since the list lacks any chrono
logical order (the name of Yezid is followed by that of Othman, the third Caliph), 
the argument does not seem altogether conclusive.

Other anathemas are directed against the Qurran: the Moslem conception of 
paradise, where all sorts of sins will take place “since God cannot be ashamed” ; 
polygamy; the doctrine of predestination, which leads to the idea that God 
Himself is the origin of evil; the Moslem interpretation of the Gospel stories and 
the Qurran's treatment of the Old Testament. The anathemas repeat many 
of the arguments used by polemicists: the Arab worship of Aphrodite, called 
Xapdp, and the theory that has man issuing from a leech are mentioned, and 
the convert to Christianity is required to renounce them formally.

The author of the rite obviously knew more about Islam than did John 
of Damascus. He probably made use of Nicetas1 treatise and also of other 
contemporary sources. It seems reasonable, therefore, to place the composition 
of the rite in the ninth century, at a time when similar rituals for the admission 
of Jews and Paulicians were composed. At any rate, this particular rite was 
still in use in the twelfth century because Nicetas Choniates gives a detailed 
account of a conflict which opposed the Emperor Manuel I to the Patriarchal 
Synod and in which Eustathios, metropolitan of Thessalonica, played a leading 
role.89 In 1178 , Manuel published two decrees, ordering the deletion of the 
last anathema from the rite, starting with the copy in use at the Great Church 
of St. Sophia. The anathema, quoted from sura CXII, reads as follows: 
“I anathematize the God of Muhammad about whom he says: ‘He is God 
alone, God the Eternal [the Greek text reads 6A6a<pvpos—of “hammer-beaten 
metal”], He begets not and is not begotten, nor is there like unto Him any one.* ”

The reason for this measure was that the Emperor was afraid to scandalize 
the converts by obliging them to anathematize not only the beliefs of Muham
mad, but also “theGodof Muhammad,” for this seemed to imply that Christians 
and Moslems did not, in fact, believe in one and the same God. The imperial 
measure provoked strong opposition on the part of the Patriarch and the 
Synod. Eustathius of Thessalonica, who acted as the Church's spokesman in

• •  T h is rite has been published b y  F .  Sy lb u rg  (H eidelberg, 15 9 5 ). Sy lb u rg ’s edition has been reprint
ed as a  p a rt of the Thesaurus Orthodoxae fidei o f N icetas Choniates in P G , 14 0 , cols. 1 2 3 - 1 3 8 .  A  new  
edition o f the rite has been issued b y  F . M ontet, “ L e  rituel d ’abjuration des M usulm ans dans l'E g lise  
grecque,”  in the Revue de Vhistoire des religions, 5 3  (1906), pp. 1 4 5 - 1 6 3 ,  w ith  a  F ren ch  translation of 
the A nathem as. T h is new  edition does not replace Sy lb u rg ’s, which is more com plete. Cf. observations  
on M ontet’s edition in S . Eberso lt, “ U n  nouveau m anuscrit sur le rituel d ’abjuration des M usulm ans 
dans l ’E g lise  grecque”  in the sam e Revue de Vhistoire des religions, 54  (1906), pp. 2 3 1 - 2 3 2 ;  Cf. Clerm ont- 
Ganneau, "A n c ie n  rituel grec pour l ’abjuration des M usulm ans,”  Recueil d'archiologie orientate, 7  
(Paris, 190 6), pp. 2 5 4 - 2 5 7 ;  F r . Cum ont, “ L 'origin e de la form ule grecque d ’abjuration impos6e a u x  
M usulm ans,”  in Revue de Vhistoire des religions, 64 ( 1 9 1 1 ) ,  pp. 1 4 3 - 1 5 0 .

*• N icetas Choniates, Historia, B onn ed., pp. 2 7 8 -2 8 6 ; on the whole episode, see C. G . Bonis “*0 
SeaaaXovfKTis EuotAOios koI ol 8O0 «t6uoi* toO aCrroKp&Topos M avovfjA A* Kopvr|voO (114 3/8 0 ) Cmip tg 5v els 
*rf|v xP,CTTiavl* V  6p0o8 o£(av pETtcrrap^vcov Mcoapcdavwv,”  in *EmTT]pl? ‘ ETaipefas BvLcnmvwv 5>rou5cov,
19  (1949), pp. 1 6 2 - 1 6 9 .
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this matter, proclaimed that a God believed to be “of hammer-beaten metal” 
is not the true God, but a material idol, which should be anathematized as 
such. After some argument between the palace and the patriarchate, a com
promise solution was found. The Emperor withdrew his original decree; the 
twenty-second anathema was retained in the ritual, but now it read simply: 
“Anathema to Muhammad, to all his teaching and all his inheritance.** This 
text was preserved in the later editions of the Euchologion.

The episode is significant inasmuch as it clearly illustrates the existence in 
Byzantium of two views on Islam: the extreme and “closed” one, which 
adopted an absolutely negative attitude towards Muhammadanism and con
sidered it a form of paganism, and another, the more moderate one, which 
tried to avoid burning all bridges and to preserve a measure of common 
reference, in particular, the recognition of a common allegiance to monotheism.

Manuel I belonged to this second group, and in this respect he followed the 
tradition which seems always to have been predominant in official govern
mental circles of Byzantium. One can see this from the next category of 
documents which we shall examine—the letters addressed by the Byzantine 
emperors and officials to their Arab colleagues.

I l l

First, and historically most important, is a letter of Leo III to the Caliph 
Omar II. Omar II reigned for only three years (717- 720), and the letter can, 
therefore, be dated with relative precision. I cannot discuss here in detail the 
problem of its authenticity. The fact that there was some correspondence on 
questions of faith between Leo and Omar is explicitly attested by Theophanes,40 
but the original Greek text of Leo’s letter (or letters) is lost. A short Latin ver
sion has been published by Champerius, who quite wrongly attributes the letter 
to Leo VI.41 This attribution is accepted without question by Krumbacher 
and Eichner. A much longer Armenian version has been preserved by the 
Historian Ghevond. It reproduces the original text, possibly with some minor 
additions.42

The document is interesting in more than one respect: 1 . It emanates from 
the first Iconoclastic emperor, but precedes the Iconoclastic controversy itself 
and thus provides valuable evidence on Leo's views about icon veneration at 
this early period; this evidence is confirmed, as we shall see later, in other 
contemporary sources. 2 . It is the first known Byzantine text which refutes

40 Chronographia, Bonn ed., I I ,  p. 399 .
41 T h is version is reproduced in P G , 10 7 , cols. 3 1 5 - 2 4 . .
4a E n glish  translation, com m entary, and bibliograph y in A . Je ffe ry , “ G h evon d ’s T e x t  o f the  

Correspondence betw een U m a r I I  and L e o  I I I , "  in the Harvard Theological Review, 3 7  (19 44), pp. 
2 6 9 -3 3 2 . Je ffre y  offers a  convincing am ount of internal and external evidence in fa v o r of the letter’s 
au th enticity, in opposition to H . B eck, Vorsehung und Vorherbestimmung, pp. 4 3 -4 6 , w ho thinks th a t  
the letter could not be earlier than the late ninth century. Cf. also A . A b e l’s recent suggestion th a t L e o  
the M athem atician is p ossibly the author (Byzantion, 24  [ 19 5 4 ], P- 34^ , note 1). A m on g earlier believers 
in the au th en ticity of the letter, see B . B erthold, “ K h a lif O m ar II  i p ro tivo rech ivyia  izvestiia o ego  
lichnosti,”  in Khristianskii Vostok, V I ,  3 (19 2 2 ), p. 2 19 .
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Islam, and it shows a knowledge of the subject much wider than that of other 
contemporary polemicists.

Leo's letter is a reply to a solemn appeal by Omar to send him an exposition 
of the Christian faith. In fact, it was customary for the early Caliphs, at their 
enthronment, to send such requests to infidel princes, denouncing their beliefs 
and calling upon them to join Islam. Omar asks Leo to furnish him with the 
arguments that make Leo prefer Christianity to any other faith, and puts 
several questions to him: “Why have the Christian peoples, since the death of 
the disciples of Jesus, split into seventy-two races?. . .  Why do they profess 
three gods?. . .  Why do they adore the bones of apostles and prophets, and 
also pictures and the cross?..  . ” 43

Leo's answers are all based on sound exegesis of both the Bible and the 
Qurran. For him there is no question of relying on popular legends or mis
representations. He does not feel the need of condemning the alleged cult of 
Aphrodite in Islam or of having Omar renounce the doctrine which claims that 
man's origin was the leech. He does not doubt that he and his correspondent 
believe in the same God, that the latter accepts the Old Testament as revealed 
truth. Is Omar looking for arguments in support of the true religion? But 
there are numerous prophets and apostles who affirmed the divinity of Jesus, 
while Muhammad stands alone.. . .  And how can one say that the Qurran is 
above all criticism? “We know," Leo writes “that it was 'Umar, Abu Turab 
and Solman the Persian, who composed [the Qurran], even though the rumour
has got round among you that God sent it down from the heavens-----"
And we know also that “a certain Hajjaj, named by you Governor of Persia, 
replaced ancient books by others, composed by himself, according to his 
taste. . .  . " 44 And is not Islam, the younger of the two religions, tom apart 
by schisms, even more serious than those which beset the comparatively 
ancient Christianity? These divisions occurred in Islam, Leo continues, although 
it arose among only one people, the Arabs, all of whom spoke the same tongue, 
while Christianity from the beginning was adopted by Greeks, Latins, Jews, 
Chaldeans, Syrians, Ethiopians, Indians, Saracens, Persians, Armenians, 
Georgians, and Albanians: some disputes among them were inevitable !45

A large part of Leo's letter is devoted to the problems of cult and worship, 
in reply to Omar's attack on the Christian doctrine of the sacraments. The 
Byzantine Emperor's criticism of the Ka'aba  cult has nothing of the mythical 
exaggeration of the other polemicists. He writes: “The region to which the 
prophets turned when they made their prayers is not known. It is you alone 
who are carried away to venerate the pagan altar of sacrifice that you call the 
House of Abraham. Holy Scripture tells us nothing about Abraham having 
gone to the place.. .  , " 48 And here is an interesting passage concerning the 
veneration of the Cross and the icons: “ We honour the Cross because of the 
sufferings of that Word of God incarnate___As for pictures, we do not give

4* A . Jeffre y, op. cit., pp. 2 7 7 -2 7 8 .
44 Ibid., p. 29 2.
45 Cf. ibid., p. 29 7.
44 Ibid., p. 3 10 .
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them a like respect, not having received in Holy Scripture any commandment 
whatsoever in this regard. Nevertheless, finding in the Old Testament that 
divine command which authorized Moses to have executed in the Tabernacle 
the figures of the Cherubim, and, animated by a sincere attachment for the 
disciples of the Lord who burned with love for the Saviour Himself, we have 
always felt a desire to conserve their images, which have come down to us 
from their times as their living representations. Their presence charms us, and 
we glorify God who has saved us by the intermediary of His Only-Begotten 
Son, who appeared in the world in a similar figure, and we glorify the saints. 
But as for the wood and the colors, we do not give them any reverence."47

This text clearly reflects a state of mind which was predominant at the court 
of Constantinople in the years which preceded the Iconoclastic decree of 726. 
The images are still a part of the official imperial orthodoxy, but Leo does not 
attach to them anything more than an educational and sentimental signifi
cance; the veneration of the Cross is more pronounced, and we know that it 
was preserved even by the Iconoclasts themselves. The use of images is justified 
explicitly by Old Testament texts, but no reverence is due to the “wood and 
colors." An attitude similar to that of Leo can be found in contemporary 
letters of Patriarch Germanus,48 who, around 720, still represented the official 
point of view on images. The fact that it is expressed in the text of the 
letter, as preserved by Ghevond, is a clear indication of its authenticity, for 
neither the Iconoclasts, nor the Orthodox were capable, at a later date, of 
adopting towards the images so detached an attitude. The Orthodox, while 
still condemning the veneration of “wood and colors" in themselves, were to 
invoke the doctrine of the Incarnation in support of a sacramental—and not 
purely educational—approach to images, while the Iconoclasts were to 
condemn any image representing Christ and the saints.

Leo's text represents, therefore, an interesting example of Christian apologe
tics, based upon minimizing the role of images, and one can clearly see the 
importance of this apologetical attitude towards Islam in the early development 
of Iconoclasm. The Iconoclastic edict of 726 was merely the next and decisive 
stage of this development. As Andr6 Grabar has pungently remarked,49 a “cold 
war" of propaganda and blackmail was carried on, side by side with the armed 
conflict which permanently opposed Byzantium to the caliphate, throughout 
the second part of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth. Sacred 
images played an important role in this cold war, sometimes as a symbol of 
Christianity against the Infidel, sometimes as a proof of the Christians' idolatry. 
And, as in the cold war of today, the opponents often tended to use each 
other’s methods. The correspondence between Leo III and Omar is an inter
esting phenomenon in the gradual emergence of the issues at stake.

The other extant letters of Byzantine officials relevant to our subject belong 
to the ninth and tenth century and are less important historically. About 850,

47 Ibid., p. 3 2 2 .
48 Cf., for exam ple, his letter to T h om as of Claudiopolis, P G , 98, col. 1 7 3  D .
49 L ’iconoclasme byzantin; dossier archiologique (Paris, 19 5 7 ) , p. 4 7 .
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the Emperor Michael III received a letter fee t w v  ’Ayaprivcov, “from the Arabs,” 
and asked Nicetas Byzantios, the polemicist whose major work we have 
already examined, to answer them in his name. It is justifiable to suppose that 
the epistle that Michael III had received from the Caliph was similar to the 
one that Omar had sent to Leo III; in this case the Caliph would have been 
Al-Mutawakkil (847- 861). The two answers written by Nicetas are concerned 
entirely with an exposition of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity which, the 
writer asserts, does not essentially contradict monotheism.50 In his first 
refutation Nicetas repeats part of his polemical treatise dedicated to a positive 
ex p o s i  of Christian faith, but omits the direct polemics and criticism of the 
Qurran. We do not know whether Nicetas* writings were actually communi
cated to the Emperor*s correspondent, but one can see at this point that, 
already in the ninth century, a significant difference existed between the 
internal use made of polemics and the requirements of diplomatic courtesy.

There is no doubt that the latter was observed in the correspondence between 
Photius and the Caliph, the existence of which is mentioned by his nephew, 
the Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos.51 Nicholas himself corresponded with the 
Caliph on political matters and three of his letters have been preserved. From 
them we learn that a good deal of mutual tolerance did, in fact, exist between 
Moslems and Christians, especially when the opponents were able to exercise 
retaliation in case of abuse. Since, according to the Patriarch's letter, the Arab 
prisoners could pray in a mosque in Constantinople without anyone obliging 
them to embrace Christianity, the Caliph should also cease to persecute 
Christians.52 And Nicholas refers to those laws of Muhammad himself that 
favor religious tolerance.63 In another letter, he expresses in strong terms the 
belief in a single God which is shared by both Christians and Moslems: all 
authority comes from God and it is “from this unique God that we all received 
the power of government,** and “the two powers over all powers on earth, 
i.e., that of the Arabs and that of the Romans, have preeminence [over all] and 
shine as the two big lights of the firmament. And this in itself is a sufficient 
reason for them to live in fraternal fellowship.**54

One wonders whether, side by side with these official diplomatic letters, 
one may not justifiably mention here an infamous and tasteless pamphlet 
composed about 905-906 in Constantinople and wrongly ascribed to Arethas, 
bishop of Caesarea, a famous scholar and a disciple of Photius. The pamphlet 
consists essentially of a number of jokes in poor taste about the Moslem con
ception of Paradise. As Professor R. J. H. Jenkins has recently shown, the real 
author of the pamphlet is a certain Leo Choirosphactes,55 whom Arethas

50 P G , 10 5 , cols. 8 0 7 -8 2 1 , 8 2 1 - 8 4 1 .
81 P G , i i i , cols. 36  D - 3 7  A .
6* Ibid., cols. 309 C - 3 1 6  C.
M Ibid., col. 3 1 7  A .
64 Ibid., col. 28  B ;  on the true nature of this letter, addressed not to an “ em ir o f C re te ,"  as the 

present superscription states, b u t to the Caliph him self, see R . J .  H . Jen kin s, “ T h e  Mission of St.
Dem etrianus of C ypru s to B a g d a d ,"  Annuaire de VInstitut de Phil, et d’Hist. Orient, et Slaves, 9 (19 49 ), 
pp. 2 6 7 -2 7 5 .

• •  T he “ letter to A re th as”  has been published b y  J .  Com pem ass, Denkmdler der griechischen Volks-
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ridicules in a dialogue entitled Xoipocr<p<5cicTTis f\ Miaoy6Tis.56 For us, interest in 
this document resides in the fact that it shows that Byzantine anti-Islamic 
polemics could be pursued simultaneously at very different levels, and that 
diplomatic courtesy and intellectual understanding at the Government level 
did not prevent slander and caricaturization at others.

IV

In the early eighth century, John of Damascus describes with horror the 
heresy which appeared “in the time of Heraclius” : “the deceptive error of the 
Ishmaelites, a forerunner of Antichrist." And six centuries later, John Canta
cuzenus, in almost the same terms, refers to the same cataclysm “which ap
peared under Heraclius." There was an abyss between the two religions which 
no amount of polemics, no dialectical argument, no effort at diplomacy, was 
able to bridge. Insurmountable on the spiritual and the theological level, this 
opposition from the very beginning also took the shape of a gigantic struggle 
for world supremacy, because both religions claimed to have a universal 
mission, and both empires world supremacy. By the very conception of its 
religion, Islam was unable to draw a distinction between the “political" and 
“spiritual," but neither did Byzantium ever want to distinguish between the 
universality of the Gospel and the imperial universality of Christian Rome. 
This made mutual understanding difficult and led both sides to consider that 
holy war was, after all, the normal state of relations between the two Empires.

One may, nevertheless, be permitted to ask what the situation was on the 
popular level. What was the attitude of the average Christian towards the 
Moslem in their everyday relations both in the occupied lands and inside the 
limits of the Empire where Arab merchants, diplomats, and prisoners were 
numerous? Hagiography seems to be the best source for a possible answer to 
this question. My cursory observations in this area have shown, however, that 
here, too, the solution cannot be a simple one. On the one hand, we have a great 
number of the Lives of martyrs with the description of massacres perpetrated by 
Moslems—that of the monks of Saint Sabbas,57 that of sixty Greek pilgrims to 
Jerusalem in 724, whose death marked the end of a seven-year truce between 
Leo III and the Caliphate,58 that of the forty-two martyrs of Amorium captured 
during the reign of Theophilus,59 that of numerous Christians who, having 
succumbed to pressure, adopted Islam, but later repented and went back to

sprache, i (Bonn, 1 9 1 1 ) ,  pp. 1 - 9 ;  F ren ch  trans. b y  A . A bel, “ L a  lettre pol6m ique *d*Ar6thas’ a  l ’& n ir  
de D a m a s,"  Byzantion, 24  (19 5 4 ), PP- 3 4 3 -3 7 °; another edition b y  P . K a rlin -H a y te r  in Byzantion, 
2 9 -3 0  (19 5 9 -19 6 0 ), pp. 2 8 1 - 3 0 2 ;  for the definitive w ord, see R . J .  H . Jen k in s, “ Le o  Choerosphactes 
and the Saracen  V iz ie r ,"  Vizant. Institut, Zbornik radova (B elgrade, 19 6 3), pp. 1 6 7 - 1 7 5 .

61 E d . b y  J .  Com pem ass, in Didaskaleion, 1 , fasc. 3  ( 19 12 ) ,  pp. 2 9 5 - 3 1 8 .
47 E d . b y  A . P apadopou los-Keram eus, in Pravoslavnyi Palestinskii Sbornik (19 0 7), pp. 1 - 4 1 .
58 T he tw o versions of th is Life w ere published b y  A . Papadop ou los-K eram eus, in Pravoslavnyi 

Palest. Sbornik (18 9 2), pp. 1 - 7  and in ibid. (19 0 7), pp. 1 3 6 - 1 6 3 .
••  Several versions of their M artyriu m  in G reek and in Slavo n ic  w ere published b y  V . V a s il’e v sk i 

and P . N ik itin  in Akademiia Nauk, Istoriko-filologicheskoe otdelenie, Zapiski, 8th  ser., V I I ,  2 (S t. 
Petersburg, 190 5).
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the Church, as did for example, two eighth-century saints—Bacchus the Young 
and Elias the New.60 No wonder then that in popular imagination the 
Moslem, any Moslem, was a horrible and an odious being: in the life of St. An
drew the Salos (the “fool for Christ's sake") Satan himself appears in the guise 
of an Arab merchant.61 Furthermore, Arabs who played a role in the Byzantine 
imperial administration had an extremely bad reputation among the people; 
such was the case with the “Saracens" who, according to the life of St. Theodore 
and St. Theophanes the Graptoi, were at the service of Emperor Theophilus,62 
or with Samonas, the parakeimomenos of Leo VI. In occupied areas Christians 
often lived in closed ghettos, avoiding any intercourse with the Moslem masters 
of the land: when St. Stephen, who was a monk at Saint-Sabbas and a man 
of great prestige among both Christians and Moslems, learned that Elias, 
Patriarch of Jerusalem, had been arrested, he refused to go and intercede for 
him, because he knew that it would be of no avail.63

Occasionally, the Lives of saints reproduce discussions which took place 
between Christians and Moslems, and in such cases they make use of the 
polemical literature examined above: in Euodius' account of the martyrdom 
of the forty-two martyrs of Amorium, the problem of predestination is mentioned 
as a major issue between the two religions.64 Among documents of this kind, 
the richest in content and the most original is an account of a discussion which 
took place about 850, in which Constantine, imperial ambassador to Samarra 
and future apostle of the Slavs, was involved. It is recorded in the Slavonic 
Vita Constantini. The attitude of the “Philosopher" Constantine is altogether 
apologetical: he defends the Christians against the accusation, mentioned 
above (p. 119 ), of being “cutters of God,"66 he quotes the Qurran (sura 
XIX, 17 ) in support of the Christian doctrine of the Virgin birth, and, as 
did Abu-Qurra, refutes the Moslem contention that the division of Christia
nity into various heresies and sects is proof of its inconsistency.66 He 
counterattacks with the accusation of moral laxity among the Moslems—the 
standard Christian objection to the Islamic pretense of being a God-revealed 
religion—and, finally, expresses the classical Byzantine claim that “the Empire 
of the Romans" is the only one blessed by God. He finds even a Biblical basis 
for this claim: in giving to his disciples the commandment to pay tribute to 
the emperor and in paying that tax for Himself and for others (Matthew 
1 7 :24- 2 7 ; 2 2 : 19- 21), Jesus had in mind the Roman Empire only, not just 
any state; there is, therefore, no obligation for Christians to accept the Caliph's 
rule. The Arabs have nothing to be proud of, even in the fields of arts or sciences,

60 Chr. L o p a rev, “ V izantiiskiia Zh itiia  S v ia ty k h ,”  in Vizant. Vremmenik, 19  ( 19 12 ) , pp. 3 3 - 3 5 .
• l P G , i i i , col. 688.
«  P G , 1 1 6 ,  cols. 6 7 3  C, 676  C.
M Acta Sanctorum, Jul. I l l ,  col. 5 1 1 .
u Ed. cit., pp. 7 3 - 7 4 ;  cf. A b u -Q u rra , Opuscula, 3 5 , P G , 9 7, col. 15 8 8  A B ;  N icetas B yzan tio s, 

Refutatio Mohammedis, 30 , P G , 10 5 , col. 70 9 ; Barth olom ew  o f E d essa, Confutatio Agareni, P G ,  
10 4 , col. 1 3 9 3  B .

•* Vita, V I ,  26, ed. b y  F . G rivec and F . Tom §i£, in Staroslovenski Institut, Radovi, 5  (Zagreb, i960), 
p. 104.

••  Ibid., V I ,  16 , p. 104.
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for they are only the pupils of the Romans. “All arts came from us” (<ot9 nas* 
sout* v ’sa khoudozh*stvia ish’la), Constantine concludes.67 Fr. Dvomik is 
certainly right when he sees in this attitude of Constantine a typical Byzantine 
approach to all “barbarians,” Latin or Arab, as expressed in several ninth- 
century documents issued by Michael III, Basil I, or the Patriarch Photius 
himself.68 A cultural and national pride of this kind did not, of course, contrib
ute much to mutual understanding between Christians and Moslems.

However, here and there, in the hagiographical writings, a more positive 
note is struck. In another passage of the Life of St. Stephen we are told that 
the Saint “received with sympathy and respected everyone, Moslems as well as 
Christians.” 69 The holiness, the hospitality of some Christian saints are said 
to have favorably impressed the Saracens, who are then described in more 
generous terms in the Lives. This occurs, for example, in the early tenth century, 
when the Arabs invading the Peloponnesus are impressed by the holiness of 
St. Peter of Argos, and at once accept baptism.70 At approximately the same 
time a Cypriot bishop, Demetrianos, travelling to Bagdad, is received by the 
Caliph and obtains the return to Cyprus of a number of Greek prisoners.71 
Another significant story recounts that, under Michael II, after an attack on 
Nicopolis in Epirus, an Arab of the retreating Moslem army remains in the 
mountains and lives there for several years in complete isolation, afraid to 
mingle with the population. During these years, however, he manages to be 
baptized. One day a hunter kills him by mistake. He then is entered into the local 
martyrologium under the name of St. Barbaros, for even his name was not 
known. Again, Constantine Akropolis, starting his thirteenth-century account 
of St. Barbaros' life, begins with a quotation from St. Paul: “there is no 
Barbarian, nor Greek, but Christ is all in all.” 72

On the other hand, one cannot deny the existence, especially in the later 
period under discussion, of some communication between Islam and Chris
tianity on the level of spiritual practice and piety. It has been pointed out 
that a startling similarity exists between the Moslem dhikr—the invocation 
of the name of (V>d connected with breathing—and the practices of the Byzan
tine hesychasts73. Byzantine monasticism continued to flourish in Palestine and 
on Mount Sinai, while pilgrims continually visited the Holy Land. All this 
implies the existence of contacts that were other than polemical.

Yet, as we look at the over-all picture of the relations between the two 
religious worlds, we see that essentially they remained impenetrable by each 
other. Among all the historical consequences of the Arab conquest of the 
Middle East, one seems to me to be the most important: for ages Byzantine 
Christianity was kept on the defensive. Islam not only obliged the Christians

67 Ibid., V I ,  5 3 , p. 10 5 .
48 Les Ugendes de Constantin et de Mithode vues de Byzance (Prague, 19 3 3 ) , pp. i i o - m .
69 Acta Sanctorum, Jul. I l l ,  col. 5 1 1 .
70 M ai, Nova Patrum Bibliotheca, I X ,  3 , 1 - 1 7 .
71 Life of S t. D em etrianos, ed. b y  H . Gregoire in B Z , 16  (19 0 7), pp. 2 3 2 - 2 3 3 .
78 E d . b y  A . P ap adop ou los-K eram eus, in ’A voX̂ kto MepoaoAvumKfjs iTaxvoXoyias, 1 , pp. 4 0 5-4 2 0 .
78 Cf., for exam ple, L . G ard et, " U n  probl&me de m ystiq u e c o m p a r e ,”  in Revue Thomiste (19 56 ), I , 

p p . 19 7 -2 0 0 .
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to live in a tiny enclosed world which concentrated on the liturgical cult, it also 
made them feel that such an existence was a normal one. The old Byzantine 
instinct for conservatism, which is both the main force and the principal 
weakness of Eastern Christianity, became the last refuge which could ensure 
its survival in the face of Islam.
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i

Arab-Byzantine relations have long attracted the interest of scholars. Among 
these the names of Vasiliev, Gregoire, Honigmann, Canard and Shahid 
especially stand out. It is true that military exploits and ransoming of prisoners 
were the main preoccupation of both Arabs and Byzantines, if we are to judge by 
the works of Arabic and Greek chroniclers. But it was impossible for two 
neighbouring societies to deal with each other for several hundred years only on 
the battlefield, or simply through raids and subsequent truces, even if these two 
societies remained almost by definition hostile to one another. Modern scholars 
have long recognised this fact and cultural contacts, influences, cross
fertilizations and parallels have been pointed out as possible lines of research. This 
has been suggested in the fields of commerce, administration, art and 
architecture, as well as in the intellectual and religious spheres. Thus it is possible 
to talk of peaceable and informal contacts between Arabs and Byzantines as has 
been admirably brought out by Professor Marius Canard.1 It is also possible to 
speak of cultural debts between the Christian Roman Empire of the East and the 
world of Islam;2 or indeed of the “creative aspects of Byzantine-Islamic relations” 
as Professor Paul Lemerle has put it.3

For the study of any aspect of Byzantine-Islamic relations Arabic sources have 
considerable material to offer, far more than appears to be found in Byzantine 
sources.4 Since literary sources reflect the intellectual outlook of their authors and 
the cultural milieu and mood of their times, it has seemed to me important to 
attempt an investigation of the views and attitudes of the Arabs towards the 
Byzantines as reflected in Arabic literature and within the context of Arab- 
Byzantine relations. The study of the reflection of one society in the literary 
mirror of another society is by no means unfamiliar in modern historiography. 
The works of Richard Southern and Norman Daniel on the image of Islam in the 
literature of Medieval Europe are well known examples of this genre.5 Among 
Byzantinists, an essay by John Meyendorff and two volumes by Adel Theodore 
Khoury, deal with Byzantine views of Islam as a religion and are almost entirely 
based on the writings of Byzantine theologians.6 V. Christides has recently given 
us some idea of Byzantine perceptions of pre-Islamic Arabs, including glimpses of 
Arabs portrayed in Byzantine painting.7

II

The present paper attempts to sketch the main outlines of the Byzantines * image 
as reflected in Arabic literature. It is mainly confined to the period between the 
sixth century A.D. (i.e., the century that preceded the rise of Islam) and the late 
eleventh century A.D. when the rise of the Seljuq Turks in the East meant that the
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Arabs were no longer the principle bearers of the banner of Islam, and when the 
ascendancy of the Normans in Europe and the intrusion of the Western Crusaders 
in the East, deprived Byzantium of her role as the chief adversary of Islam in the 
eastern and central Mediterranean. As will be seen, however, it is necessary 
occasionally to pursue certain lines of investigation beyond these chronological 
limits. In order for this picture to be meaningful it should be set against the 
cultural and intellectual background of both Byzantium and Islam; and within the 
framework of the thought-world of the Arabs before and after the rise of Islam. 
One has also to bear in mind the nature, development and preoccupations of 
Arabic literature itself during this period.

For a broad view of this aspect of Arab-Byzantine relations there is a wide range 
of Arabic sources. These include pre-Islamic poetry, the Qur’an, the Traditions 
of the Prophet Muhammad, Qur’Snic exegesis, works of jurisprudence, 
biographical literature, historical annals and other types of historiography, 
geographical works, literary essays and anthologies, collections of Islamic Arabic 
poetry, works of fiction and popular tales, and also certain collections of Friday 
sermons particularly those delivered in the mosques of the frontier cities. No 
claim is made here for exhausting all possible material.

Two further points need to be made at this stage. The first concerns the nature 
of the sources, particularly the pte-Islamic poetry of the Arabs and the Hadtth 
literature, i.e. the sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. The question of 
authenticity needs to be kept in mind when dealing with these two types of source 
material. The second point concerns the names given to the Byzantines. The usual 
name applied to the Byzantines in Arabic sources is RQm, though there are also 
other appellations and nicknames. In certain categories of later Arabic sources, 
particularly later poetry, but also later histories, it is not always clear whether the 
R&m in question are the Byzantines or some others. In some cases it is evident 
from the context that the word Rum refers simply to the Orthodox Christian 
communities in the Islamic world. Sometimes it is applied wrongly to the 
Crusaders in the East, or even to the Christians of Spain. It was even used later to 
describe the Seljuqs, the Ottoman Turks or anybody coming from Anatolia.8 
Apart from these later usages, the name RGm is applied in Arabic sources, as a rule, 
to the Byzantines alone. The appellation Banu-al-Asfar was used when talking of 
the Byzantines in the abstract or in a more emotive way, especially in poetry both 
pre-Islamic and Islamic. It occurs in Hadtth literature, in works of history, and in 
such prose works as the celebrated Maqam&t of al-Hariri (eleventh century A .D .) 
known for his particular style, rich in imagery and rhyming prose, where the name 
Banil-al-AsJar affords some interesting puns.9

Ill

Our survey will begin with a consideration of how Byzantine-Arab contacts and 
Arab views of Byzantium before Islam are reflected in what has survived of the 
pre-Islamic literary tradition of the Arabs. What is known of Arabic literary 
tradition before Islam was originally handed down from generation to generation 
by word of mouth, mostly, though not entirely, in the form of poetry. This was 
eventually edited and committed to writing in Islamic times, mainly during the 
second and third centuries of the Islamic era (the eighth and ninth Christian 
centuries). It has long been recognised that the work of some editors and
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anthologists was not always free from false attribution or even sheer fabrication. 
And the Arabs* taste for rhyming verse made things easier for early inventive 
compilers, though more difficult for later critical scholars. Such inventions have 
led some modern writers to cast doubt on a large amount of what is termed the 
pre-Islamic poetry of the Arabs. The controversy is perhaps not yet over, but 
there seems to be sufficient internal evidence to support the authenticity of the 
best part of such poetry, including the famous Seven Odes.10 Some other verses 
can easily be dismissed as later inventions. It is, for example, safe to reject those 
verses and traditions connected with the legendary history of Southern Arabia, in 
which the emperor of the Rum and other kings of several nations are depicted as 
vassals of the ancient Arabian kings of Yemen.11 These verses and traditions were 
mostly the product of later tribal propaganda, a fact that was realised by certain 
Muslim scholars.12

For the rest, the image of the Byzantines in pre-Islamic poetry is a more 
realistic one. Byzantine hegemony over several Arab tribes in Syria,13 and the 
constant trade relations between Arabia and Byzantium, provided many Arabs 
with considerable knowledge of Byzantine society and way of life. Damascus, 
Gaza, and Antioch not only numbered many Syrian Arabs among their 
inhabitants, but were also frequented by traders from the Qijfiz, Najd and other 
parts of the Arabian peninsula. Some Arabs even ventured as far as 
Constantinople itself. Glimpses of this are reflected in Arabic poetry and other 
literary traditions of Arabia in the sixth and early seventh centuries.

In this pre-Islamic literary tradition it is possible to speak of several 
characteristics of the Byzantines as seen through Arab eyes. There is first of all the 
image of Byzantium as a great power, and of its emperor (Qaysar) as an overlord of 
Arab princes in Syria. His greatness is only matched by that of Chosroes (Kisra) of 
SSsSnid Persia. The great and noble kings of Bantl-al-A$far become symbols of 
prestige and worldly might especially in the verses of poets known to have been 
familiar with manifestations of Byzantine power through their geographical 
position, travel, and experience, for example, Imru’-l-Qays, ‘Adi b. Zayd, and al- 
A*sha.u This is reflected particularly in the poetry of the semi-legendary Imru’-l- 
Qays, the most famous poet of pre-Islamic Arabia. As a descendant of the royal 
family of Hujr, Akil al-MurSr of the tribe of Kinda, Imru-1-Qays, after reportedly 
leading a somewhat bohemian existence, was faced with the misfortune of having 
to seek revenge for his royal father, who was murdered by men of another tribe, 
and to try in vain to regain his lost crown.15 It is in this context that he is depicted 
on a journey to Constantinople seeking help from the Byzantine emperor, 
Justinian I. In his poetry Imru’-l-Qays speaks of his plan in terms which indicate 
the Arabs’ view of Byzantine military strength: “I will conquer you with the help 
of the Byzantines” he threatens his opponents.16 In the verses of other poets the 
image of the Byzantines as a powerful kingdom becomes somewhat more 
stereotyped.

Then there is the image of Byzantium as a civilized kingdom, possessing great 
wealth and producing high quality goods, and capable of great achievements in 
architecture and the crafts. A cultural achievement which is still closely related to 
the picture of Byzantium as a great power is the Byzantine gold and silver coinage. 
The high esteem for Byzantine coins was not due simply to the Arabs' undeniable 
appreciation of their monetary value, but also to their brilliance and beauty, and 
the purity of their metal, (the “sterling” quality and value as it were). All this
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provided impressive imagery for the Arab poet. For example, small clear pools of 
water formed by scarce rain in the deserts of Arabia are likened to silver coins.17 A 
healthy and comely human face is compared to a Byzantine gold coin (Arabic: 
dtnSr): “Their faces are like dinars struck in the country of Caesar” says an 
ancient Arabian poet.18 Another poet likens the face of his healthy son to a gold 
coin from the reign of Heraclius.19 The imagery of the dinar of Heraclius, the last 
Byzantine emperor to retain Syria within his empire, continued to be used by 
Arab poets and men of letters for a considerable time after Byzantine currency was 
superseded in the Islamic world by Arab coinage.20

The Arabs’ appreciation of Byzantine cultural achievement is reflected 
particularly in allusions to Byzantine architecture in pre-Islamic poetry. 
Byzantine bridges and palaces are referred to in perhaps the most flattering terms 
which a desert Arab could use. Thus a well-built and elegant she-camel is usually 
compared to a Byzantine bridge or an arch in a Byzantine palace, for example, by 
Tarafa and al-A*sh9.21 Thus it seems that while the Byzantines thought 
conventionally of the pre-Islamic Arabs as nomads and tent-dwellers,22 the Arabs 
saw the Byzantines as palace-dwellers and as architects and builders par 
excellence,23 It is important to remember that these Arab poets travelled in 
northern Arabia and Syria during or shortly after Justinian I’s reign.

Byzantine textiles and other commodities are also appreciated by pre-Islamic 
Arabs. There are references to red silk and stuffs from Antioch being worn by 
Arab desert beauties, as described by poets such as Imru’-l-Qays, al-A'sh£ and 
Zuhayr.24 Other poets refer to the accomplishments of girl-singers, including 
some of Byzantine origin, who sang not only in the palaces of the Ghass&nid Arab 
princes of Syria, but also in those of the Lakhmid Arabs of Iraq and in the cities of 
the tfijaz.25

Such knowledge of the Byzantines and their wealth and culture was also 
reflected in pre-Islamic Mecca, the birth-place of the Prophet Muhammad. The 
people of Mecca, who were noted for their activity in trade and for their 
prominent businessmen, do not seem to have had outstanding poets despite their 
appreciation of poetry. But thanks to the special position which Mecca continued 
to have in the world of Islam, we do possess many traditions about the history and 
lore of Mecca before Islam, preserved in Islamic historical and other literary 
sources. Even allowing for possible later embellishments by the fanciful 
imagination of later generations, it is possible to And in such traditions evidence of 
cultural contacts, through trade and diplomacy, between Byzantium and Mecca. 
Muhammad’s great-grandfather, Hdshim, is said to have negotiated terms for 
regular Meccan trade with the Byzantine emperor. Indeed he is believed to have 
died on one of his business trips to Byzantine Syria and to have been buried in 
Gaza.26 Another Meccan dignitary, ‘UthmJn b. al-tluwayrith, also apparently 
met the Byzantine emperor in person in an attempt to arrange closer trade links, 
and perhaps even political ties, between Constantinople and Mecca.27

Byzantine contacts with Mecca were not limited to the journeys and experience 
of Meccan traders in Byzantine Syria, where Muhammad himself was to journey 
in his youth. Nor was Byzantine cultural influence on Mecca confined to the 
availability in its markets of Byzantine commodities, including Byzantine silk and 
male and female slaves. Byzantine architecture seems to have haa its share of 
influence on the buildings of Mecca, especially on the most venerated temple of 
the pre-Islamic Arabs, namely the Ka*ba. For we are told by later Muslim
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historians of Mecca that when, in the late sixth century, the Kafba was rebuilt, not 
only was the timber from a wrecked Byzantine ship used by the Meccans, but a 
Byzantine or Syrian builder and carpenter was employed to supervise and carry 
out the reconstruction and decoration of the Kafba.2* In fact Byzantine artistic 
traditions may have been reflected in the painting of human images that 
reportedly used to adorn the walls of the Ka*ba before Islam.29

IV

When we come to the early decades of the seventh century we need to focus even 
more on Mecca. For it was here, in the yearA.D. 610, that Muhammad’s message 
as the Prophet of Islam was first preached. The pagan merchants of Mecca still 
carried on their trade with Byzantine Syria. There were in Mecca at that time a 
few people, slaves or freedmen, of Byzantine origin or with Byzantine 
connections. One of them later became a prominent Companion of Muhammad. 
This was Suhayb al-Ruml, who not only retained a name which meant the blond 
or the red-haired Byzantine, but also spoke Arabic with a “Byzantine-Greek 
accent” .30 One can easily infer from such evidence that to live in Mecca in the late 
sixth and early seventh centuries could involve some acquaintance not only with 
Byzantine Syria and its products, but also with individuals of Byzantine 
background. This is significant, for it illustrates Byzantine-Meccan contacts and 
possible Byzantine influences on Mecca before Islam. It also gives us an idea of 
the Meccans’ knowledge of Byzantium as a power and as a civilization at the time 
of Muhammad’s mission.

The same period which witnessed the beginning of Muhammad’s mission also 
saw the last bitter struggle between the two great powers in the Near East, the 
Romans and the Persians, a struggle which has been described as “the last world- 
war of antiquity”,31 and which is echoed in the earliest Muslim literary document, 
namely the Qur*Sn itself. During the early Meccan years of the nascent Muslim 
community Muhammad and his small band of followers had a sympathetic view 
of the Christian Roman Empire of Constantinople. One of the early chapters 
(suras) of the Qur’fin begins with a direct reference to the Byzantines, and the 
whole chapter was therefore subsequently entitled al-Rum. The opening verses of 
this chapter not only illustrate the awareness among the people of Mecca, both 
Muslims and pagans, of the struggle between Byzantium and Sasanid Persia, but 
also reflect the sympathy and the feeling of spiritual affinity which early Muslims 
had towards the Christian Byzantines. The relevant verses read: “The Byzantines 
(al-Rum) have been defeated in the neighbouring land, [but] after their defeat they 
will triumph in a few years’ time”.32 Then the verses describe the feeling of the 
Muslim believers at the time of this predicted, one can almost say promised, 
victory of the Byzantines: “The Believers shall then rejoice at God’s support; God 
helps whomsoever he will” .33 This is not a simple reference to a contemporary 
event or a mere prophecy. In these verses one can sense a consoling tone. It is also 
significant that it is the Byzantines and not the Persians who are the centre of 
attention. The latter of the verses just quoted clearly identify the Muslims with 
the Byzantine cause, for they will rejoice at their victory.

In fact public opinion in Mecca, where the Muslims were still a persecuted 
minority, seems to have been sharply divided into two camps vis-h-vis the 
Byzantine-Persian struggle. The division was along religious lines: the pagans
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sympathising with the Persians, and the small group of Muslims championing the 
cause of the Christian Byzantines. One of the closest Companions of Muhammad, 
namely AbO Bakr, the future first caliph, went as far as laying a wager on the 
matter with some pagans who were jubilant over the initial Persian victory and 
anxious to prove Muhammad wrong. As it turned out AbQ Bakr won the bet, 
having put his stakes on the Byzantines. (This was before the prohibition of 
gambling was decreed.)34 Between the defeat of the Byzantines under Phocas 
(605) and the recovery under Heraclius which culminated in the victories of 629
630, Muhammad’s own position had improved greatly. From a spiritual leader of 
a small persecuted minority, he had now become not only a successful religious 
leader with thousands of followers, but also a successful military commander and 
head of a new political community with its centre at Medina, his adopted town, 
and with Mecca itself and most of Arabia as part of his new Commonwealth.35

It is not the place here to deal with the effect on Byzantium and on the world of 
late antiquity in general, which this unexpected rising power of the Arabs was 
soon to have. This aspect has long been studied and commented upon from more 
than one viewpoint. But the attitude to Byzantium of Muhammad and his 
followers and early successors must be seen within the context of the changing 
fortunes of the early Muslim community, and the Islamic-Byzantine relations as 
they now evolved.

In the early years Muhammad and his followers were still engaged in a bitter 
armed struggle against the pagans of Mecca, and a considerable number of 
Quranic revelations in this critical period dealt with this struggle. But as the 
number of Muhammad’s followers increased and his position became stronger in 
Arabia, a wider perspective for the future began to emerge. In later Qur’anic 
verses revealed at Medina, Muslims are told to expect other adversaries, 
described as “formidable”. Later Muslim exegetes, citing traditions which they 
linked with the Prophet's times, found in this description an allusion to the 
Byzantines, among others.36 Whether or not the Byzantines are meant here, it is 
evident that Muhammad and his followers had now come to view the Byzantines 
not only as a formidable military power, but also as a power with whom they 
would sooner or later come into conflict.

This development in the Muslim attitude towards Byzantium is reflected in the 
Hadtth literature. The difficulty about this type of tradition lies not only in the 
possibility of distortion in the process of transmission but also, as serious Muslim 
scholars soon began to realise with alarm, the more dangerous probability of sheer 
invention of traditions for political or partisan ends, or simply for moralising 
purposes. In dealing with such literature caution is therefore called for. 
Traditions that are relevant to the present investigation, even if not all necessarily 
authentic, seem on the whole to reflect the mood of the times in the Muslim camp. 
Some of them, however, and as will be noted later, betray the thinking of later 
generations. Although further research in the massive Hadtth collections is still 
needed for our purpose, it is possible to outline the general picture emerging from 
some of this material, and particularly from the many traditions relating to the 
conquest of Syria in th t  History of Damascus by Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176) who was 
himself a prominent scholar of Hadtth, and whose work has yielded substantial 
data for the purpose of this paper.

An important theme in the Hadtth literature is that of the Byzantines as a 
symbol of military and political power and as a society of great abundance. This is
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a continuation of the pre-Islamic image of Byzantium, and is only natural in 
those early and transitional days of the Islamic community. This was usually 
contrasted with the conditions of the simple and poverty-stricken Muslim 
community in its early years.37 An interesting corollary of this theme in the 
Hadtth (also encountered in other types of later writings) is the way in which 
early Muslims saw themselves being viewed by the powerful and wealthy 
Empire of Constantinople. Muhammad is often reminded by some of his 
companions of the might of the Byzantines, which he admits. On more than 
one occasion, however, he assures his followers of the futility of Byzantine 
power.38

Other traditions attributed to the Prophet, in which there is some allusion to the 
Byzantines and the future Muslim conquest of Syria, may in part have been 
invented later and projected back in time. Such traditions promise Muhammad’s 
followers the conquest of Syria and the treasures of the Byzantines and the 
Persians. “ I have been given the keys of Syria”, he is quoted as saying, as well as 
those of “Persia and Yemen” .39 On other occasions, Muhammad is quoted as 
giving further and more explicit promises that his followers will eventually inherit 
the wealth of the Byzantines and the Persians.40 Further traditions predict the 
conquest of Jerusalem by the Muslims, speak of Damascus as a future Muslim 
stronghold, and of a Muslim-Byzantine truce.41

But the Prophet’s sayings still reflect the Muslim awareness of Byzantine 
military strength. Some of the Prophet’s companions, on hearing him talk of a 
Muslim conquest of Syria, asked him, “But how can we possibly gain Syria while 
it has the ‘homed Byzantines* well-established in it?”42 In other instances 
Muslims in the times of the Prophet are described as “fearing the Byzantines 
more than any other adversary; through trading with Syria they could see 
Byzantine strength for themselves” .43

As Muhammad’s position became better consolidated in Arabia he had to come 
into some political contacts, and even have military encounters, with the 
Byzantines, usually through their tributary Arab chieftains in southern Syria. 
The details of Muhammad’s political or military activities in this sphere do not in 
themselves concern the present study. But it is necessary to note those traditions 
connected with such activities which bear on the Muslim views of Byzantium at 
the time. Muhammad’s expedition against Syria known as the Tabuk expedition, 
which only went as far as TabQk in present-day Sa*udT Arabia is considered by a 
number of modern scholars as no more than a demonstration of Muhammad’s 
new status in Arabia, that is, as a military move for political ends, and perhaps also 
with the hope of securing some material reward in the form of booty.44 Most of 
Muhammad’s followers found this project sorely taxed their means. Some found 
the whole thing impractical. One half-hearted (or hypocritical) contemporary is 
quoted as saying, “Does Muhammad think that fighting the Banu-al-AsJar 
(i.e., the Byzantines) is child’s play? I can imagine his men soon tied up together 
in ropes” .4S But this expedition, together with the sending of a small Muslim 
army as far as Mu’ta (in present-day southern Jordan), and the preparing 
of Usama’s army during the last days of the Prophet, all appear to point to 
development in the early Islamic community’s stance vis-a-vis the Byzantine 
Empire.46

On the diplomatic level, mention must be made of Muhammad’s letters to the 
kings and princes of neighbouring countries, including the Byzantine emperor,
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Heraclius. Muslim sources speak of a friendly reply from Heraclius, who is said to 
have sent a gift to the Prophet, although this gift apparently never reached its 
destination, the envoy having been robbed en route by some desert Arabs.47 The 
Byzantine “governor” of Egypt also sent gifts including a Copt slave-girl called 
MSriya whom Muhammad took as a wife and who bore him a son. Muslim sources 
also speak of the sympathy and understanding supposedly shown by Heraclius 
towards Muhammad and his faith. Even if Heraclius and his gold dinars appeared 
so impressive and grand in pre-Islamic poetry, Heraclius himself now comes out 
in Arabic Islamic sources as a different man. Here he is depicted as a man of 
unpredictable moods, of a highly spiritual nature, with a great deal of what we 
would nowadays call superstition. He is worried about the news of the rise of 
Muhammad and hastily summons Arab merchants, especially those coming from 
Mecca, and asks them about the Arabian Prophet. But we are also told that 
Heraclius in fact recognised the Prophetic mission of Muhammad; that he 
foresaw his coming, and now wished he could meet him. Some say that he even 
wished to have the chance to wash Muhammad’s feet!48

Later generations not only attributed to Muhammad sayings about the future 
conquest of Syria but also gave an apocalyptic vision of the Byzantines eventually 
driving the Muslims out of Syria. According to one tradition, the Byzantines 
would in later days ravage Syria for forty days during which only Damascus and 
Amman would remain as strongholds of the Muslims.49 But such traditions may 
have been invented by some later pious or fatalist Muslim, in the days when 
Muslim Syria was actually threatened, and even partly occupied, by the 
Byzantines, for example, in the late-tenth century; or they may even have been 
inspired partly by the coming of the Crusaders.

Thus early Muslim views of the Byzantines in the days of Muhammad seem to 
have developed from sympathy and affinity, reflected in early verses of the 
Qur’Sn, to awe and apprehension of Byzantium’s military power, scorn of 
Byzantine wealth and luxury, and finally anticipation of open antagonism and 
prolonged warfare.

V

Historical traditions from the period of the Muslim conquest of Syria reflect a 
changing image of Byzantium. It is seen at first as a superior power still feared by 
the Muslims in the early days of the Caliphate. As Arab forces advanced deep into 
Syria, however, and as direct encounter with the Byzantine forces resulted in 
Muslim victories, confidence in the Muslim camp increased, and there was yet 
another, now more drastic, change in the image of the Byzantines in Arab eyes. 
The extent to which earlier traditions were embellished by later transmitters and 
writers is difficult to tell. But it is perhaps possible, nevertheless, to capture some 
of the atmosphere of the conquests and early Arab rule in Syria. Several of the 
(unofficial) advisers of the first caliph are said to have warned him against sending 
an army against the Byzantines. Urging him to wait until a suitable number of 
warriors could be marshalled, one senior Muslim warned Abu Bakr by saying, “ It 
is the Rum, the Banu-al-Asfar, an ironside and a strong edifice; I do not see that 
you should face them directly” .50

One theme that is evident in certain Arabic sources on the conquest of Syria is 
that of supposed dialogues between Arab and Byzantine generals or their
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delegates. Such dialogues not only reflect what the Arabs thought of the 
Byzantines, but also show how they thought the Byzantines viewed them. On 
such occasions the Arabs are impressed with the wealth displayed by the 
Byzantines: their heavy arms, rich clothes and numerous majestic tents made 
from silken stuff. In one instance a Muslim delegation refused, on religious 
grounds, to go into the great tent of a Byzantine general because it was made of 
silk, and the Byzantines had to come out to see them in a much humbler setting. 
This, according to Arabic sources, not only puzzled the Byzantine general but 
caused Heraclius himself to say, on hearing of the incident later: “This is the first 
sign of our humiliation; now Syria will be lost".51

If the manifestation of Byzantine military might and wealth impressed the early 
Muslims, the morale and performance of Byzantine soldiers on the battlefield was 
soon regarded by the Muslims as very low indeed. Heraclius is said to have 
discouraged his generals on many occasions from openly fighting the Arabs, and 
to have recommended that they should be appeased by offers of money or goods.52 
Byzantine soldiers are depicted as unwilling to fight the Arabs, and as having to be 
chained together in groups of ten in order to be prevented from fleeing.53 Other 
traditions speak of the impression left by Arab warriors on the Byzantines. The 
Byzantine authorities in Syria are shown as bewildered and unable to understand 
this new and different upsurge of Arab warriors against Syria. Such inability to 
understand was met by no small degree of sarcastic retort from Arab spokesmen. 
A Byzantine patrician is said to have once asked to speak to an Arab leader; it was 
the shrewd ‘Amr b. al-'As, one of the famous generals, diplomats and wits of the 
Arabs, and the future conqueror of Egypt, who was given this role. The Byzantine 
patrician welcomes ‘Amr, reminding him that Arabs and Byzantines are cousins, 
because their great common ancestor was the Patriarch Abraham. Then the 
Byzantine asks the Arab: “What brings you here now? I thought that our 
respective forefathers had already divided the land among themselves and you got 
your share and we got ours. We realise that it is only difficult conditions that have 
forced you to come out of your country. We will arrange for some grant for you, 
then you can go away”. The Arab general replies by accepting the idea of a 
common ancestry of the two nations,54 but retorts that the division of land alluded 
to had been an unfair division, and that the Arabs had now come to put it right. He 
agrees about difficult conditions in Arabia, adding that the Arabs, having tasted 
the bread made from Syrian wheat, would never leave until they had subjugated 
the Byzantines.55

On a similar occasion, a Byzantine general meets another Arab leader; this time 
it is Khalid b. al-Walld, the hero of the Yarmuk battle. The two meet on horseback 
and the Byzantine general, after blaming difficult conditions and high prices 
which must have forced the Arabs out of their country, offers to give “each man of 
you an amount of ten dinars and a camel loaded with food, clothes and leather. 
You may then go back to your families and live for this year; you can ask us for the 
same next year and we will send it to you” . He then points to the great numbers of 
Byzantine warriors against whom the Arabs could not possibly stand a chance. 
Kh51id is said to have answered this condescending Byzantine in a tone of 
mockery: “It was not hunger that brought us here, but we Arabs are in the habit of 
drinking blood, and we are told that the blood of the Byzantines is the sweetest of 
its kind, so we came to shed your blood and drink it” . At this shocking rejoinder, 
the attendants of the Byzantine chief turn to one another saying: “That is what we
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have been told about the Arabs and their drinking of blood”.56 This story perhaps 
reflects one aspect of how the Arabs perceived themselves in the mirror of the 
Byzantines.

But the Byzantines are said before long to have seen the Muslims in a 
completely different light, and realised the true nature of this new breed of Arabs. 
The Byzantines, who are depicted as having a keen interest in practical espionage, 
had various first-hand reports about the behaviour of these Arabs, and about 
conditions and morale in their camp. What Byzantine spies had to tell the 
Byzantine officers made them very uneasy indeed. For all reports pictured these 
desert warriors as “slim men on thoroughbred horses, who spend their nights 
praying and chanting from their Holy Book as if they were monks, so that if you 
were to talk to the man next to you he would not hear you because of the sound of 
their recitals. But during daylight they behave like real warriors preparing and 
sharpening their arrows and javelins” .57

The Byzantines are depicted as reacting with alarm and consternation to this 
image of Muslim warriors. Later on when Syria was won by the Arabs, an old 
Byzantine patrician is said to have ascribed this to the piety and good discipline of 
the Muslims which he contrasted to the irresponsibility, wine-drinking and 
unruly conduct among the Byzantines. Even Heraclius himself is said to have 
approved of this explanation of his grave turn of fortune.58

After the Arab conquest of Syria, Egypt and North Africa, it must have taken 
the Byzantine authorities some time to adjust to the new status of the Arabs. The 
Arabs themselves must have needed some time to adapt to their new role, and 
their responsibility for a large Islamic empire. But the Arabs clearly saw 
themselves as the inheritors of the Sas&nids in Iraq and Iran, and of the 
Byzantines in Syria, Egypt and North Africa.

VI

During the Umayyad period (A.D. 660-750) which witnessed important 
developments within the new Arab empire, the Arabs had much to learn not only 
from the Byzantine legacy in the conquered lands, but also from Constantinople 
itself. Arabic authors acknowledge this debt in various ways. Reporting traditions 
about Byzantine material and technical help in the building of some of the early 
great mosques of the Umayyad period is only one aspect of this.59 This period 
witnessed Byzantine-Arab contacts at several levels. Apart from the two major 
but unsuccessful attempts by the Arabs to conquer Constantinople (A.D. 674-78 
and 717-18), there were numerous lesser expeditions and annual raids. But there 
were also diplomatic, commercial and cultural contacts between the two sides. 
These are in evidence as early as the days of the first Umayyad caliph and even 
before. We have references to envoys between Byzantium and the Arabs at the 
time of ‘Umar and ‘Uthman.60

From the Arabs’ viewpoint it seemed natural to deal with the Byzantines at least 
on equal terms. Whatever the official view of Constantinople may have been in 
those early days of Arab ascendancy, Arabic authors tell us that the Byzantines, 
too, adopted the same view as early as the reign of Mu‘awiya. The Byzantine 
emperor was said to have considered MtfSwiya the successor of earlier kings of the 
East, presumably a reference to the S3s&nids. “Previous kings”, he was reported 
to have written to Mu'Swiya, “used to engage in correspondence with my 
predecessors and both sides used to test each other’s worth”.61
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But the basic image of the Byzantines reflected in Arabic literature from the 
establishment of the Arab Empire onwards, was understandably that of the main 
antagonist and rival —the enemy par excellence. This was, of course, more than 
reciprocated on the Byzantine side. There was, however, one fundamental 
difference between Arab attitudes to the Byzantines, and Byzantine attitudes to 
the Arabs and Islam. Byzantine views of the Muslim Arabs were largely derived 
from, and dictated by, their abhorrence of the new religion — Islam. The 
Muslims, on the other hand, not only were familiar with Christianity and with 
Christians in their own society, but, for obvious historical reasons, they adopted a 
fairly tolerant attitude towards Christianity itself and towards Christians as such. 
To the Muslim Arabs the rivalry between them and Byzantium was military, 
political, religious, cultural, and also economic. The religious dimension was not, 
however, the most prominent in the image of the Byzantines as mirrored in Arabic 
literature. The preoccupation of the Arabs with Byzantium as the enemy is more 
evident in official writings, in the works of historians, geographers, poets and 
other men of letters, in legal texts and in popular literature and far less evident in 
religious polemics.62

Traditions about Byzantine and Arab embassies in this and later periods reflect 
dealings between two equal rivals, each trying to outwit his opponent.63 Later 
diplomatic exchanges under the ‘Abbasids and Fatimids reflect a haughtier and 
more majestic air in the Muslim courts; although the battle of wits is still alive in 
letters, and in caliphal and imperial courts, Arabic sources depict the Byzantines 
as more reconciled now to the idea of equality.64

Arabic historians, with one or two important exceptions, depict the Byzantines 
usually only as the enemy, the Byzantine emperor as the unnamed “king of the 
Rum”, the ‘ ‘tyrant of the Rum” (tdghiya), or even the “dog (kalb) of the Ram". His 
envoys and soldiers are usually described as “barbarians” (*ilj; plural, a'laj).65 
Muslim rulers are reported to have addressed Byzantine emperors with insulting 
letters, in which the latter are “ordered” to comply with the wishes of the caliph or 
emir. This is especially so at times of relatively intensified warfare, for example 
during the reigns of HarQn al-Rashld, al-Ma’mun and al-Mu*tasim (Irene, 
Nicephorus and Theophilus); at the time of the Fitimid al-Mu‘izz and the 
Byzantine expedition against Crete; or in the days of Sayf al-Dawla the Hamd&nid 
(mid 4th /  10th century, the period of the Macedonian dynasty.)66 At the official 
level, however, diplomatic expedience must have called for a more realistic and 
compromising tone.67

Muslim geographers, most of whom were state officials, are generally 
interested in Byzantium mainly for strategic reasons. In fact most of their 
information on Byzantium seems to have derived from the archives of the Islamic 
military intelligence department. Qud&ma explicitly warns against the danger of 
the Byzantines and stresses the need to know how to deal with them in warfare.68 
Al-MaqdisT, who was not a state official, is more interested in the Muslim quarter 
in Constantinople “which is adjoining the palace of the ‘dog* of the Rum”; and 
gives advice on how Muslim prisoners of war should conduct themselves.69

VII

The preoccupation with the Byzantines as the Arabs’ chief enemy is particularly 
reflected in Arabic poetry of the late seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth centuries.70
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This poetry is mainly in praise of Muslim caliphs, emirs or generals who waged 
war against the Byzantines and restored the prestige of Islam. To a certain extent 
it may be seen as an interesting illustration of Muslim public opinion, with no 
small amount of the mass-media flavour, especially when one considers the Arabs' 
appreciation of poetry. Worthy deeds in the jih&d against the Byzantines are 
praised and commemorated in poetry. For example, it was stressed that HSrun al- 
Rashid was the first Muslim caliph ever to lead his army in the battlefield against 
the Byzantines.71 So was the initiative of Luhay'a, q&dt of Egypt at the time of al- 
Ma'mun, who was the first judge to institute a special fund from the avxfif 
(endowments) towards maintaining regular volunteers (muttawi'n) for defending 
Egyptian ports against surprise Byzantine naval attacks.72

Lively glimpses of the atmosphere of the war efforts against the Byzantines are 
particularly reflected in the work of such poets as MarwSn b. Abi Hafsa, al-KhalI‘ 
al-Bah ill, Muslim b. al-Walld (late eighth and early ninth centuries); and Abu 
Tammam and al-Buhtur! (both ninth century A.D.).11 In the tenth century the 
court of Sayf al-Dawla at Aleppo patronised many celebrated poets, of whom two 
were outstanding and of special relevance to our survey. The first is Abu Firas, 
himself a Hamdanid prince and warrior, and twice prisoner-of-war in Byzantine 
hands; the other is al-Mutanabbl, the very proud, indeed arrogant, warrior, and 
aristocrat of Arabic poets.74 As may be expected, the Byzantines do not come out 
very well in such poetry, for the poets only commemorate Muslim victories and 
Byzantine defeats.

A less known Arab poet (from the early tenth century A.D.) depicts the 
Byzantines as so frightened of a Muslim general, who led many campaigns into 
their territory, “that the Rum, even in times of peace, used to quieten their 
troublesome children by mentioning his name” .75 It would be misleading 
however to think that these poets devoted themselves to propaganda warfare 
against the Byzantines. For on the whole their aim was to praise their patrons. In 
the case of Abu Firas, most of his so-called “Byzantine” pieces (Rumiyyat) are 
more concerned with his own experience as a prisoner-of-war, his yearning for his 
beloved, and his proud reproaches to Sayf al-Dawla for not ransoming him. For 
others, including al-Mutanabbl, the Byzantines figure only in a small portion of a 
massive poetical output.

Nevertheless, the picture of the Byzantines as a real danger looming over 
Muslim society is reflected by these and other poets, as well as by historians and 
other prose-writers. This is echoed even in the work of such poets as Abu Nuwas 
and his like, who are not known to have concerned themselves with war-poetry.76 
In such cases the reference to the Byzantines is not in the context of a particular 
event, but in a general way, and the fact that the Byzantines were the arch-enemy 
was assumed to be accepted by the reader or the listener. Occasionally other 
adversaries, such as the Khazars, are also alluded to in such a manner, but usually 
onlv second to the Byzantines.77

Towards the end of the ninth century, particularly after the end of the caliphate 
of al-Mu‘tasim (A.D. 833-42), who was the last caliph personally to take the field 
against the Byzantines, the Muslims' perception of Byzantine military power 
begins to change. Whereas earlier poets and writers demonstrated a belief in Arab 
military superiority, and sometimes even in an imminent final victory over the 
Byzantines,78 later poets and writers (and also some officials) betray a less 
optimistic and, indeed, occasionally a gloomy picture of the fortunes on the Arab
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side. Constantinople was no longer a realistic target and could no longer be 
reached by Arab armies — only by the mirage of pious or popular imagination. 
When the mystic al-Hall3j (d. 309/922) was being tortured shortly before his 
execution, he is said to have asked the police officer in charge to refrain from 
beating him so that he “might offer the caliph a piece of advice as valuable as the 
conquering of Constantinople” .79

The effect on the Muslims of the long term, though not constant, counter
offensive by the Byzantines and the inability, or sometimes unwillingness, of 
Muslim rulers to halt it, finds its reflection not only in Arabic chronicles but also 
in personal pronouncements by some historians, men of letters, poets,80 and even 
by some weakened caliph, or a hand-tied wazlr.81 Apprehension of the Byzantine 
danger is reflected even in a dream, or rather a nightmare, which Sayf al-Dawla 
himself is reported to have experienced. He saw one night that his house in Aleppo 
was being encircled by an enormous serpent. One dream-reader, who came from 
Hims, interpreted this as an imminent attack by the Byzantines in which Sayf al- 
Dawla’s own palace would be besieged and taken. The historian of Aleppo, Kamal 
al-DIn b. al-‘AdTm (d. 660/1262), who relates this story, remarks that it so 
happened that God did cause the Byzantines to advance against Aleppo and to 
occupy Sayf al-Dawla’s residence.82

One of the most interesting examples of the effects of Byzantine military 
victories against Sayf al-Dawla, at the popular level, can be seen in the Friday 
sermons or orations (singular khutba) of the tenth-century jurist ‘Abd al-Rahlm 
b. Nubata. As a contemporary of Sayf al-Dawla, he witnessed the defeats, or 
setbacks, of the (lamdanids at the hands of the Byzantines. In one of his sermons 
(not dated), he refers to the exploits of the “tyrant of the Rum... who had overrun 
a large territory and subjugated several Muslim cities, destroying and killing, so 
that the Muslims were deeply shaken and Muslim armies hesitated to face up to 
him. It was by Allah’s grace alone that this scourge was destroyed...for he was 
killed by his own people in his own country...a mercy from God which was 
undeserved by us”.83 The Byzantine “tyrant” in question is identified as 
Nicephorus Phocas.84 A preacher like Ibn Nub&ta was evidently more modest and 
more truthful than the court poets.

Even in later times when Byzantium no longer represented a danger to the 
Muslims, one could still find poets and authors referring to the RDm as the 
dreaded enemy in the old familiar fashion of earlier centuries. In some of these 
cases this is a mere confusion between Rum and Western Crusaders. It seems that 
the word Rum continued to be employed by later generations of Muslims as a 
generic term for any hostile Christian power.85 A curious case is a long letter in 
verse addressed to the Ottoman Sultan Bayazld II (late fifteenth/early sixteenth 
century). Although this Sultan was already well established in Constantinople 
itself, and although the poem-letter was sent from Spain from the last community 
of Muslims under the Inquisition, nevertheless, the Spanish Christians are 
described as Rum.Bb

In certain categories of Arabic literature, especially from the fourth/tenth 
century, fighting the Byzantines is depicted, not only as a praiseworthy and pious 
activity, but also as deserving the financial support of the general public. This is 
particularly reflected in the Maq&mZt and other genres, such as the Qastdas 
S&saniyya of AbQ Dulaf and others, where pious zeal is occasionally shown to be 
exploited by an eloquent speaker pretending to be a warrior for the faith (ghdzt).87
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Brief reference can be made to another category of Arabic sources, namely that 
of the Muslim jurists who, when dealing with international relations, usually give 
the Byzantines as the “classic” example of the “house of war”. This is particularly 
true of works from the period of the ninth to the eleventh centuries A.D .M

VIII

But Byzantium was not merely the enemy in the eyes of Muslim intellectuals; it 
was also a historical reality and a civilization with which the Arabs shared 
elements in a common cultural legacy. How did Byzantine civilization appear to 
contemporary Muslims? To answer this question one needs to look, once again, at 
the development of Muslim society and its evolution into a world civilization. In 
the early period, when the Muslim Arabs had little administrative experience or 
cultural sophistication, they acknowledged their debt to the Byzantines and to 
others. The first generation of puritanical Muslims considered Byzantine political 
institutions to be too sophisticated and too worldly for their purposes;89 but later 
generations thought differently.

As a model in their imperial rule, administration and protocol, the Byzantines 
in Arab eyes were usually only matched by the ancient Persians, though for 
obvious historical reasons the defunct Sasanids of Persia were somehow 
considered superior in these fields. This view is reflected in works of political 
wisdom and mirrors for princes, themselves originally largely adopted from pre- 
Islamic Persian literature. Nevertheless the Byzantine monarch still has a place in 
such works, and is considered one of the great rulers of the world. He is portrayed 
as a ruler of a rich country, with enormous revenues, and a highly developed 
culture.90 In one story conceived as fiction, but with a political moral, Byzantium 
is given the role of the “mistress of gold” .91

Byzantine silk (dtbaj) and other types of textiles and luxury goods acquire a 
proverbial status in Arabic literature.92 Achievement in art and architecture 
continue to be regarded as a major attribute of the Byzantines, and Byzantine 
mosaics, artifacts, and buildings receive appreciative mention.93 In Arabic literary 
tradition, only the Chinese could excel the Byzantines in painting and other 
crafts.94

The Byzantines as a people were considered as fine examples of physical 
beauty, and youthful slaves and slave-girls of Byzantine origin were highly 
valued. This is reflected not only in commercial tracts, but also in poetry, different 
types of belles lettres, and various other genres.95 The Arabs* appreciation of the 
Byzantine female has a long history indeed. For the Islamic period, the earliest 
literary evidence we have is a hadtth (saying of the Prophet). Muhammad is said to 
have addressed a newly converted Arab: “Would you like the girls of Banu al- 
Asjar?"96 Not only were Byzantine slave-girls sought after for caliphal and other 
palaces (where some became mothers of future caliphs), but they also became the 
epitome of female physical beauty, home economy, and refined accomplish
ments.97 The typical Byzantine maiden who captures the imagination of 
litterateurs and poets, had blond hair, blue or green eyes, a pure, healthy visage, 
lovely breasts, a delicate waist and a body that is like camphor or a flood of 
dazzling light. Arabic poetry even in later periods is full of imagery of the ideal 
female beauty. The Byzantine maiden has an important share of this imagery. It is 
true that the verses in question, on the whole, have little or no artistic value, but
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they have some significance for our purpose. It is interesting that in this tradition 
the Byzantine female becomes the term of reference. Thus other beautiful or 
impressive things, e.g. wine, fruit, a clear pool of water, glittering swords, and of 
course, the stars, the sun and the moon, are compared to one feature or another of 
a Byzantine maiden.98 Women of other origins, such as Persian, Turkish, Slav and 
negroid also figure in such poetry, but the Byzantine female generally retains a 
special position.

A highly appreciated accomplishment of Byzantine culture in the eyes of the 
Arabs was music. To some extent this was also related to the fact that a good slave- 
girl was also an accomplished player of at least one musical instrument. But the 
Arabs also acknowledged the contributions of the Byzantines in the science of 
music as well as in its practice." ‘AbbSsid princesses learned to play musical 
instruments described as Byzantine, and caliphs and crown princes showed their 
admiration for these instruments.100 In refined circles and among litterateurs, 
where music was highly appreciated, praise for music and singing was supported 
by stating that the Persians considered it good manners, and the R&m counted it as 
part of philosophy.101 Moreover the Arabs' debt to the Byzantines in this respect 
was generally recognised.102

It was, however, pointed out that in architecture, book-making and in 
calligraphy, the Arabs soon surpassed the Byzantines. It is reported that a sample 
of Arabic calligraphy sent during the times of the Caliph al-Ma'mun was still kept 
as an objet d ’art by tenth-century Byzantine emperors who displayed it on feast- 
days and other special occasions.103

Byzantine manners and practical wisdom as regards food and diet were 
appreciated;104 the Byzantine cuisine was regarded as superior in stuffed food (al- 
hashw) whereas the Persian cuisine was considered as excellent in sweets and cold 
food.105 It is worth noting that a number of the able cooks in the Arabian Nights 
tales are slave-girls of Byzantine background.106

In the realm of poetry and eloquence, the Arabs’ pride in their own eloquence 
and taste for poetry made it difficult for them to admit that other nations might 
also share these attributes. But the Byzantines were allowed some credit in this 
respect;107 it was usually pointed out, however, that the Rum were far inferior to 
the ancient Greeks in their rhetoric and poetry.108

On the negative side the Byzantines were criticised, and sometimes ridiculed, 
for such habits as castrating their children in order to sell them as slaves or 
servants,109 for their alleged carelessness as regards hygiene, for other attributes 
which the Arabs considered as bad morals, bad manners, or bad taste — for 
example, adultery and the way Byzantines behaved in public, or chose their topics 
of conversation.110 Above all, the Byzantines* were considered as among the 
world's most miserly peoples and as lacking in hospitality.1,1 It was even alleged 
that “the notion of generosity (jud) had no word in the language of the Rumy since 
people usually coined words for what they were in the habit of using".112

When it comes to science, philosophy and literature, the Byzantines do not fare 
well. Once again, we need to view this against the background of cultural 
developments in the Islamic world. An important feature of Islamic civilization 
was the revival of the sciences and other cultural achievements of ancient peoples 
that Islam had absorbed or inherited. This activity was greatly patronised and 
encouraged by caliphs, governors and other Muslim officials or scholars. This 
revival of learning, which was activated in earnest during the reign of Harun al-
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Rashid and more particularly during that of al-Ma’mun, reached its zenith in the 
third and fourth /  ninth and tenth centuries; the latter century has been called the 
period of the Islamic Renaissance.113 Science and philosophy of the Greeks and 
Indians, and literature and wisdom of the Persians were translated into Arabic; 
Persian, Syriac, Egyptian and Mesopotamian works on astrology and popular 
traditions were revived. In such a milieu many old works were translated and 
thousands of new works were composed on every conceivable subject. Most of 
these were catalogued by the tenth-century Muslim savant of Baghdad, Ibn al- 
NadTm in his Fihrist which reflects the real scope of the intellectual life of Islam in 
this period.114 The Arabs had thus become experts in the fields of science and 
philosophy; moreover they regarded their own language as unmatched in its 
richness. It was therefore natural that the Byzantines should now weigh less in the 
Arabs* new scales.

One important aspect of this is the way in which learned Muslims viewed 
Byzantium’s historical and cultural relationship with the ancient Greeks. 
Naturally the ancient Greek masters commanded the highest regard among 
Muslim scholars. Great effort and care, and considerable sums of money were 
expended in obtaining Greek works, and in translating them into Arabic. The 
Byzantines themselves supplied many manuscripts of such works on Muslim 
demand, and sometimes as a token of goodwill.1,5 Educated Arabs knew that the 
language of the Byzantines was Greek, although many thought otherwise.116 
Some, like al-Mas‘udI for instance, even acknowledged that in tenth-century 
Byzantium there were some savants who were familiar with the philosophical 
systems of the ancient Greeks.117 But on the whole the Byzantines appeared to the 
Muslims as a later breed, far removed from the Hellenes of old. The language of 
the Byzantines may have been Greek, but theirs was an inferior dialect, and their 
writers had no hope of matching the old masters.118 It was admitted that many 
Greek manuscripts were obtained by the Arabs from Byzantium, but it was also 
pointed out that those precious works had been locked away in caves and cellars 
where people were not permitted to reach them.119 Long before Gibbon’s well- 
known remarks in the Decline and Fall, some tenth-century Arab scholars were 
convinced that since Christianity prevailed in the land of the RUm, the pursuit of 
philosophy and allied sciences had been suppressed in that land.120

Thus even if the Byzantines were admitted some kinship with the Hellenes, 
they were regarded as a degenerate offshoot, who turned away from the admirable 
intellectual path of their ancestors. There were some who even denied any real 
connection between Byzantines and ancient Greeks, claiming that the latter had 
long vanished, and that only their sciences had survived; and these were inherited 
by the Arabs.121 Soon Arab scholars were able to boast that some of their own 
works, in mathematics, for example, were marvelled at by the Byzantines.122 
Nevertheless, in the thought-world of the Arabs, the Byzantines were classified 
among the civilised nations of the world along with the ancient Greeks, Persians, 
Chinese, Indians and Arabs. The outstanding attributes of the Rum in this 
portrait of nations is, however, not so much philosophy and science, but religious 
institutions, administrative ability, warfare and the crafts.123

Thus the picture of Byzantium as reflected in Arabic literature is the product of 
the particular relations and relationship that existed between Byzantines and 
Arabs. Although it may seem static, or stereotyped at times, nevertheless this 
picture had undergone considerable change during the period under review, i.e.,
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from pre-Islamic times to the coming of the Crusaders. To the pre-Islamic Arabs 
the Byzantines represented a formidable imperial power and a highly civilised 
society. The early Muslims sympathised with the Christian empire of 
Constantinople but soon came to consider it as a potential enemy. After the Arab 
conquests Byzantium becomes the house of war par excellence, a distinction that 
was later to be competed for by the Crusaders and others.

At the cultural level the Arabs first saw the Byzantines as a people from whom 
to learn in administration, architecture and culture generally. But intellectually 
the Byzantines were soon relegated to an inferior position, mainly in view of the 
Arabs* own ascending civilization.

In the foregoing I have attempted to indicate the general characteristics of the 
Arabs* views of the Byzantines as reflected in various genres of Arabic literature. 
Two points need to be made before concluding. The first point is that in a more 
comprehensive consideration of this theme one has to take into account not only 
the classical or refined genres of Arabic literature, but also the popular or folk 
literature. Here one can only refer in passing to the Arabic epic of Dh&t al-Himma 
which is known to Byzantinists especially through the works of H. Gregoire and 
M. Canard124 and which is perhaps reminiscent of the Byzantine epic Digenis 
Akritas in some of its themes, though not its framework. Of more general interest 
in this context is the more familiar Thousand and One Nights which have been 
cited already in the course of this paper. The Nights are perhaps more indicative of 
the image of the Byzantines in popular Arabic literature, for they arc to some 
extent a mirror of the popular traditions of Arab society. The Byzantines are 
reflected in several stories of xhc Nights. Byzantine emperors, patricians, warriors, 
priests, nuns, slave-girls, and singers are mentioned as well as Byzantine silk, 
wine, food and other products. Byzantium is depicted as the foreign country par 
excellence. It is interesting that the flying horse of Baghdad is supposed to have 
flown away and landed in the country of the Byzantines. It is well-known that the 
longest tale in the whole of the Nights, the Talc of King * Umar al-Nu‘man, 
contains many themes and motifs pertaining to Arab-Byzantine relations, 
including warfare, intrigue, diplomacy, commerce and marriage relations.125 It 
takes Shahrazad no less than one hundred and one nights to tell this particular 
talc, or rather complex of tales. And this in itself is significant: it demonstrates to 
us once again the complexity of Arab-Byzantine relations; and the fact that over a 
considerable period, the Byzantines had a prominent place in the thought-world 
of the Arabs.

The second point is that in this paper less emphasis is laid on the works of 
Arabic historians and geographers; these are discussed elsewhere.126 Some brief 
mention must, however, be made here of the views of a major historian and 
geographer, whose works have long been utilised by modern scholars, but whose 
special importance to the Arabs’ knowledge of, and attitude towards, Byzantium 
has not been hitherto fully recognised; this is the tenth-century Arab humanist 
scholar and man of letters, al-Mas'udi. Al-Mas‘udT’s surviving works strongly 
demonstrate a genuine interest in Byzantium, not merely as an alien and hostile 
power, but also more especially as a society and a civilization that was worth 
knowing. He was anxious to include accounts of Byzantine history to his own day 
— something which is unknown in the works of other Muslim historians. His own 
comments on things Byzantine are of special importance. For example, speaking
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of a Byzantine envoy who came to Damascus in A.D. 946, he describes him as “a 
man of understanding, well-versed in the history of the ancient Greeks and the 
Rum and reasonably familiar with the views of their philosophers” .127 Explaining 
his own special interest in Byzantine history and contemporary affairs, al-Mas‘udf 
has this to say: “the two kingdoms of the ancient Greeks and of the Rum come only 
next to the ancient Persians in greatness and glory, they are also gifted in various 
branches of philosophy and sciences and in remarkable crafts and works of art. 
The empire of the R&m (Byzantium) is, moreover, still in existence in our own 
times, and in possession of firmly established institutions and highly organised 
administration, so we did not wish to omit its history from our book”.128

Professor Marius Canard has on several occasions demonstrated the value of 
other Arabic literary sources (in addition to historians and geographers) for 
illuminating aspects of Arab-Byzantine relations. But apart from the 
contributions of Canard himself, other Arabic literary genres have not been 
sufficiently utilized for this purpose. Much still needs to be done in this field and 
the present paper is meant as an outline of a theme which forms the subject of 
current research and a more detailed survey by the present writer.
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Islam and Mediaeval Hellenism, 
Variorum (London, 1976), no. XIX.
63. Al-Mubarrad, al-Kdmil, II, 
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64. For embassies, see al-jahiz, 
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(Tabari Continuatus), ed. M. de 
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ed. S. Dahan, vol. I (Damascus, 
1951), 139.
83. Diwan Khutab Ibn Nubdta, ed. 
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91. Sibt Ibn al-JawzT, Kanz al- 
Muluk, 31-5.
92. Al-Balawf, Strat Ahmad Ibn 
Tulun, 36-7; Tha‘alibi, Lata'if, ed. I. 
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Oleg Grabar

ACCORDING to Eutychius, a Melkite priest from Alexandria, who died in 
a .d . 940, the following event is said to have taken place in Qinnasrin, in 
northern Syria, sometime in the latter part of the thirties of the seventh 

century, during the Muslim conquest of Syria. An Arab force, under the 
celebrated general Abu ‘Ubaydah, had signed a truce of one year with the 
Christians of Qinnasrin in order to allow those Christians who so desired to 
leave Syria and to follow Heraclius into Anatolia. A line was established 
between Christian and Muslim possessions and the line was marked by a column 
(camUd) beyond which the Muslims were not to go. With the agreement of 
Abu ‘Ubaydah, the Christians painted on this column a portrait of Heraclius 
seated in majesty (jalis f t  mulkihi). One day, however, an Arab Muslim rider, 
who had been practicing horsemanship, accidentally defaced the representation 
of the Byzantine Emperor by planting the point of his spear in its eye. The 
head of the local Christian community immediately accused the Muslims of 
having broken the truce. Abfl ‘Ubaydah agreed tha t a wrong had been done 
and asked what reparations could be offered. The Christian answered: "We 
will not be satisfied until the eyes of your king are put out.” Abfl ‘Ubaydah 
suggested having an image of himself so mutilated, bu t to no avail, since the 
Christians insisted that the likeness should be of the Muslims' highest au
thority (malikukum al-akbar). Finally Abu ‘Ubaydah agreed, and the Christians 
then made an image of ‘Umar, the caliph of the time, whose eye was then duly 
put out by one of their riders. The Christian patricius concluded the whole 
affair by saying to the Muslim general: “ Indeed, you have treated us equi
tably . ” 1

Like most good stories, this one is probably apocryphal, especially in the 
wealth of its details, since other accounts of the conquest of Qinnasrin do 
not mention events which could have made it possible and since it comes from 
the ecclesiastical milieu of Christian Arabs within the Muslim Empire, among 
whom a whole body of stories developed tending to minimize the tragedy of the 
Muslim conquest. Yet the story certainly reflects the spirit of the time and 
may serve to define our subject by focusing our attention on two central 
points: the period with which we are primarily going to deal and the type of 
problem posed by that period.

First, then, it may serve to define the chronological framework of this 
paper. The event it describes is supposed to have taken place at the very 
beginning of the Muslim conquest; it identifies a crucial moment in the political 
and cultural contacts between Byzantium and the Arabs, when the buffer 
world of pre-Islamic Arabs, who basked at a distance in the glow of high 
Byzantine culture, was about to become the Islamic Empire, the strongest 
power of the Near East and the Mediterranean since the days of ancient Rome.

ISLAMIC ART AND BYZANTIUM

1 Eutychius, Annales, ed. b y  L . Cheikho and others, in Corpus Script. Christ. OrientScriptores 
Arabici, 3rd Ser., 7 (Beirut, 1909), p. 19.
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Nothing will be said of the period which preceded the Muslim conquest. The 
monuments which are definitely Ghassanid or Lakhmid are few and do not 
seem to have developed original styles, techniques, or functions, although 
further research may some day modify this picture; nor were the artistic 
contacts which the Arabs of Arabia had with Byzantium through trade and 
through the Christian church more than secondhand. In greater part, they were 
fleeting impressions of mediocre objects. Occasional texts do refer to a more 
profound impact of Christian art, but their usefulness for archaeological 
purposes is often questionable.2 Altogether, the relations between Arabs and 
Byzantium until the formation of the Muslim Empire were not relations of 
cultural equality. After the seventh century the two empires were to become 
powerful bastions of two independent cultures confronting each other.

But if the peculiar contact at Qinnasrin may serve to indicate the upper 
limit of a study of Byzantine-Arab contacts in the arts, can one also define a 
lower limit that is equally valid historically? This problem is more complex and 
requires some elaboration. A crucial phase during which the art of the Arabs 
and that of Byzantium were closely related to each other was the era of the 
creation of the first Islamic classicism, that is, the first syntheses between the 
Near East and the Mediterranean, on the one hand, and, on the other, the new 
political, social, and religious entities elaborated by the Prophet and his 
immediate successors. This era is usually associated with the Umayyad and 
early ‘Abbasid periods (661 to about 800), and it has long been recognized that 
in monuments of early Islamic art as diverse as the Dome of the Rock, the 
desert baths of Qasayr ‘Amrah, or the wooden beams of the AqsS. Mosque, 
considerable direct or indirect Byzantine influences can be detected. In this early 
period, especially in Syria and Palestine, Byzantium played the part of one of 
the many parents who brought a new Islamic art to life.

In later centuries a different and more complex series of relationships may 
be defined. In Cordova, the Muslim Arab caliphs apparently repeated an early 
Islamic practice and, in the tenth century, called on Byzantine artists to decorate 
parts of their great mosque.3 But, in a more general sense, a constant stream 
of influences flowed in both directions. The Byzantines acquired a taste for 
Islamic objects and an Orientalized aspect was given both to the court of the 
Constantinopolitan emperors and to many a church treasure.4 At the same 
time, the Arab world continued to seek or to feel the impact of the art of 
Byzantium. Thus the F&timid caliphs in Cairo, whose ceremonial was closely 
related to that of the Byzantine emperors, borrowed or imitated Byzantine

* There has not yet been any attempt to put together systematically the information which exists 
in pre-Islamic poetry concerning Arab knowledge of Christian art, but such knowledge existed (cf. R. 
Ettinghausen in N. Faris, ed., The Arab Heritage [Princeton, 1946], p. 2 52 ; C. J. Lyall, The Mufad- 
daliy&t [Oxford, 1918], p. 92ff.).

* Several versions of this event exist, and there is a need for a thorough study of the various texts 
referring to it. The main account is in Ibn Idhiri, Bay Sin, ed. by G. S. Colin et E. L^vi-Provenfal 
(Leiden, 19 51), 2, pp. 237- 8. It might be added that columns are supposed to have been brought 
from Byzantium for the palace of Madlnah al-Zahra {ibid., pp. 231- 2), but this statement is not very 
credible.

4 A. Grabar, “Le succ&s des arts orientaux k la cour byzantine sous les Mac6doniens,” Miinchner 
Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst, 2 (19 51).
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artistic techniques, such as cloisonn6 enamel.6 Even later, in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, when a new art of book illustration developed among the 
bourgeoisie of the Fertile Crescent and Mesopotamia, models directly or in
directly derived from one of Byzantium's most developed media of artistic 
expression were commonly used. The dependence of Arabic Dioscorides manu
scripts or of the Automata of al-Jazari on Byzantine models has often been 
shown, especially by Professor Weitzmann,6 and it has often been pointed out 
that many stylistic devices commonly used in the illustration of so purely 
Arabic a book as the M aqdmdt of Hariri were derived from Byzantine or, at 
least Christian, models.7 After the thirteenth century and, at the high level of 
the princes, even much earlier the rule of Turks or Kurds and the taste of Iran 
introduced a component into Islamic culture and art which is no longer Arab 
and is, therefore, outside our specific concern, even though it is evident that in 
the monuments of Seljuq or Ottoman Anatolia or in the Persian miniatures of 
the fourteenth century there are numerous features clearly related to By
zantium.

These few examples are sufficient to show that artistic contacts existed 
between the world of Byzantium and the world of Arab Islam, and that these 
contacts continued over many centuries, or at least throughout the major 
phases of artistic creativity in the Arab world. After the middle of the thir
teenth century, in the Mamluk art of Egypt or in the late mediaeval art of 
Morocco or Spain, Byzantine elements, even though not completely absent, 
are quite rare and contribute little to the definition of these artistic traditions. 
Similarly, in Byzantine art, after the conquest of Anatolia by the Turks, 
Oriental themes, when they exist, are no longer those of the Arab world.

Having thus defined the period within which Byzantine-Arab relations were 
meaningful, one could draw up a roster of such mutual influences, study 
their frequency at certain times, explain this frequency, and discuss the stylistic 
or thematic changes and modifications which one or the other of the two 
cultures introduced into the elements they borrowed or used, after that day 
in the fourth decade of the seventh century when a first contact was established 
between the new Muslim state and Byzantine art. The interest of this type 
of investigation is self-evident and coincides with well established practices in 
the history of art. This is not, however, the aspect of the subject of Islamic art 
and Byzantium which I propose to examine. The story of Aba ‘Ubaydah at 
Qinnasrin has more far-reaching implications than merely those of symbolizing 
a contact. Its more striking feature is its suggestion that, from the very first 
moment of meeting, the two cultures did not quite understand each other. It 
is quite obvious that Abu ‘Ubaydah, in proposing first to have his own picture

* M. Canard, “ Le c6r6monial fatimite et le c6r6monial byzantin,” Byzantion, 21 (1951). On the 
question of cloisonne enamel, see P. Kahle, “ Die Sch&tze der Fatimiden," Zeitschrift d. deuischen 
morqenldndischen Gesellschaft, N.F., 14 (1935), p. 345 and passim. Concerning specific works of art, it 
is difficult, in the present state of research, to do more than hypothesize that much in the develop
ment of F&timid imagery reflected direct or indirect Byzantine influences.

• K. Weitzmann, “ The Greek Sources of Islamic Scientific Illustrations/' Archaeologica Orientalia 
in Memoriam Ernst Herzfeld (Locust Valley, 1952).

7 H. Buchthal, “ ‘Hellenistic* Miniatures in Early Islamic Manuscripts,*' Ars Islamica, 7 (1940).
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painted and in agreeing then to having instead a likeness of ‘Umar, did not take 
very seriously what seemed to him a peculiarity of the Christians with whom 
he dealt; conversely, it is also clear that to the Christians the image of Heraclius 
on a column separating two armies had a meaning far greater than that of 
a landmark.

But here a problem emerges, for, on the one hand, a continuity of contacts 
and influences existed, and, on the other, there appears at the very beginning 
a misunderstanding in regard to the significance of images and objects. Should 
we assume that th(s Tni<amdgnrfanHing was peculiar to the early period and 
was later to be repaired? Or should we conclude that, through centuries of 
demonstrable formal or iconographic relationships, there was a more profound 
lack of understanding between the two artistic traditions? If there was, can 
one discover its reasons or the significance of the contacts? Considered from 
this point of view, our problem becomes less that of identifying specific themes 
than that of suggesting the ways in which artistic traditions grew in relationship 
to each other. The problem could be examined either by looking at what 
Islamic art meant to Byzantium or by studying the significance of Byzantine 
art to the Arabs. It is to the latter that I should like to direct my attention. 
I propose to analyze in some detail two questions which bear on the problem 
with particular force: First, the transformation of a Byzantine-Christian 
material culture into an Islamic one and the impact of this transformation on 
art, and, second, the iconography of power in early Islamic art. These two 
topics differ considerably in kind; while the second concerns the deliberate 
creation of a set of visual symbols with precise meanings, the first derives from 
the automatic inheritance by the Muslims of several provinces of the Byzantine 
Empire. Together they may serve to answer the fundamental questions posed 
by our story and by the unique historical circumstances in which Islamic art 
and culture were bom: What did the Muslim Arab world know and understand 
of Byzantine art? How did the Muslims use what they knew? What effect did 
their use of it have on Islamic art?

As we deal with Islamic art and with Islamic civilization in general, we find 
that the man-made setting within which the culture grew and from which its 
art developed is of particular significance in determining the relationship 
between Byzantium and the Arab world. In Syria and Palestine the Arabs 
inherited a complete and complex entity with well-known physical, human, 
economic, and artistic characteristics. To a degree, the same is true of Egypt 
and of North Africa, but our archaeological information there is much less 
complete. In northern Mesopotamia also the Muslims took over a Christian 
province previously ruled by Byzantine emperors, but a considerable difference 
exists between the mediaeval Jazirah and the other provinces, for its incorpo
ration into the Muslim world changed its character: what had been a frontier 
area exclusively was transformed into an important agricultural and com
mercial center. Only Syria and Palestine became Muslim without immediate 
alteration in character, with practically no destruction brought about by the
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conquest itself, and with a considerable archaeological documentation. An 
analysis, then, of the character of the art and culture of the Muslims in Syria 
and Palestine may serve to illustrate a central aspect of our problem: it may 
show us how the new civilization used those elements of the Christian Byzantine 
world which fell into its hands unscathed.

As far as the main cities are concerned, little was changed. A new type 
of building was introduced, the mosque, which in almost all instances known 
in Syria was located on the site of some older sanctuary. The most celebrated 
example is at Damascus where the church of John the Baptist was destroyed 
and the Great Mosque erected in its stead.8 It is well known that practically 
all the elements of construction of this mosque (fig. i) are characteristic of 
the architecture prevalent in Syria under Byzantine rule; also that there was 
a major innovation in the composition of the plan (fig. 2): the peculiar relation
ship between court, portico, and deeply recessed sanctuary is new and is 
probably derived from the earlier House of the Prophet in Medina. There is, 
however, another point which I should like to stress and to which I shall 
return several times; as one compares this new building with what preceded it, 
the striking feature is that the new Islamic composition re-established the unity 
of the classical Roman architectural ensemble which had been abandoned by 
the intervening Christian church. For the Umayyads used as the foundation of 
their mosque the shape and the dimensions of the Roman temenos and developed 
their religious structure within the mold created by classical antiquity. On 
the other hand, the Christian building was of much smaller dimensions and 
could not use the frame provided by the classical construction.

In Jerusalem the celebrated Dome of the Rock and the Aqs& Mosque also 
exhibit techniques of construction and partially of decoration characteristic of 
Christian art, but what is ultimately the most remarkable feature of the new 
Muslim creation—the Haram al-Sharif—is again the fact that the Muslims, for 
political and historical, but especially for ideological, reasons, gave a new 
holiness to the most ancient sacred spot in the Holy City.9 In other instances, 
as at Hamah, Christian churches were converted into mosques.10

Except for mosques, however, very little is known of the physical changes 
introduced by the new culture into Christian cities that had been taken by 
treaties, usually with considerable limitations on the freedom of action of the 
Muslim settlers. One example exists of a new city of the early Muslim period in 
Syria and Palestine—the city of Ramlah, about whose early state unfortu
nately almost nothing is known.11 In all likelihood little change was forced 
upon these cities. Yet the very fact that there was a new culture altered the 
character of some of their forms of life. The new masters influenced the sounds

8 Basic bibliography in K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, i (London, 1932). p. 9 7s.; 
important interpretations by J. Sauvaget, La mosquie omeyyade de Midine (Paris, 1947), p. 95.

• O. Grabar, “ The Umayyad Dome of the Rock/* Ars Orientalis, 3 (1959).
w The matter has been debated, but K. A. C. Creswell’s latest discussion seems to have secured 

the point (“ The Great Mosque of Hama,”  Aus der Welt der Islamiscken Kunst, Festschrift far Ernst 
Kiihnel [Berlin. 1959]).

11 Cf. G. Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems (Cambridge, 1890), pp. 303-8.
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of the city in that most early treaties prohibited the use of the semantron 
and of religious processions. They affected the ceremonies of the city in that 
banners, crosses, and religious symbols had to be kept inside buildings. And, 
as for monuments, it is worth noting that minarets, according to the most 
plausible traditions, appeared first in the conquered cities of Syria.12 Their 
shape (fig. 3) derived from the Roman temenos towers of Damascus or from 
church towers, but a new Islamic meaning was given to these high square 
towers; not only were they used for calling the faithful to prayer— a function 
presumably of equal significance in new and purely Muslim cities— but they 
also served the more important purpose of symbolizing the presence of the 
new faith in the midst of a predominantly non-Muslim population.

In the cities, then, one may assume a continuation of older patterns of life 
and construction, with the addition of only a few new architectural compo
sitions serving precise new needs but without as yet the use of many new 
forms or techniques; it is probably only the mood of the cities which changed, 
but this mood cannot be reconstructed with the evidence in our possession.

In the countryside, on the other hand, things seem to have been much more 
complicated. What evidence can be reconstructed may be summarized as 
follows:13 During late Hellenistic and Roman times a striking development 
took place in the whole of Syria, Palestine, and Transjordan, as enormous 
investments in hydraulic equipment (cisterns, canals, dams, aquaducts, water
works of all type) brought about a tremendous growth of the agricultural 
infrastructure of the area. The whole region which extends from the Euphrates 
at Rusafah through Palmyra and the Hawran and then straight south to the 
gulf of ‘Aqabah became as busy agriculturally as it had always been com
mercially. Under the Christian emperors the development of the area did not 
stop; perhaps it even increased, as cults of saints, cenobitic practices, and other 
phenomena which have frequently been analyzed created a sort of fashion for 
inaccessible places of retreat, most of which required a minimal supply of 
water.14 The financial bases and economic justification of these numerous 
settlements are not well known, except in the case of northern Syria, where 
G. Tchalenko has shown that the cultivation of olive trees and the manufacture 
of olive oil, principally for export, were the major occupations of these 
settlements.15 An additional cause for the growth of agriculture was the 
necessity of feeding and caring for the large numbers of local and foreign 
pilgrims attracted from the whole of Christendom to the Holy Places of Syria 
and Palestine. The architectural typology of this period has not been studied

11 There is no recent study oi the minaret and its origins; the older bibliography is summarized 
in Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, i, pp. 38*40.

“  For a more detailed statement of the problem, see O. Grabar, "Umayyad ‘Palace* and ‘Abbasid 
Revolution*,” Studia Islamica, 17 (1963).

M Christian Palestine was discussed in some detail at a symposium held at Dumbarton Oaks in 
1955. The extraordinary development of Christian Syria and Palestine is made abundantly clear by 
the well-known older explorations of de Vogii6, Butler, and others, and, more recently, by the work 
of N. Gluck (summarized in Rivers in the Desert [New York, 1959]) and the explorations of the Francis
can fathers in Jerusalem (B. Bagatti and S. J. Sailer, The Town of Nebo [Jerusalem, 1959]).

11 G. Tchalenko, Villages antiques de la Syrie du Nordt 3 vols. (Paris, 1953- 8).
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in all of its details, except in the instance of churches and in the small area 
studied by Tchalenko, but even a cursory examination of travelers' reports 
indicates a tremendous variety of buildings, from churches to simple farm
houses. It is striking to note, however, that there are almost no extant examples 
of true palaces in this whole agricultural area, the single exception being 
Qasr ibn Wardan, whose strictly Constantinopolitan inspiration has been 
noted more than once.16 Such palaces as existed were in the cities, where the 
larger landowners or the representatives of the government lived.

As the Muslim conquest took place, this whole area fell into the hands of 
the Arabs, and, with the creation of the first Muslim Empire, almost all the 
identifiable economic reasons for the continued existence of the area began 
to disappear. Trade with the outside world dwindled considerably, as far as 
cheap commodities were concerned, in spite of several attempts to revivify 
it; holy places were no longer visited by Christians as commonly as before; 
the wealthy investors from the cities emigrated, as did Byzantine officials. 
Yet no destruction took place and, according to the practice of the conquest 
and of Islamic law, most of the land thus abandoned by the owners fell into 
the category of booty to be distributed by the new state among members of 
the ruling family and their allies.17

As the new owners took over, a most remarkable change began to affect 
the whole area: in a few decades it became covered with palaces or at least 
very large and very rich private houses. Some thirty to forty early Islamic 
castles remain which were built on land the hydraulic infrastructure of which 
was pre-Islamic; the neighboring farm houses and often the very stones of 
the palace itself were also pre-Islamic, but the main buildings were new.18 
What these buildings were can easily be seen in the six examples which can be 
analyzed in some detail: Jabal Says and the two Qasr al-Hayr in Syria, 
Khirbat al-Mafjar and Khirbat al-Minyah in Palestine, and Mshatta in Trans
jordan. All these are square, fort-like structures with strongly emphasized 
gateways (fig. 4), small mosques, luxurious baths, and an extraordinary wealth 
of mosaics, paintings, stuccoes, stone sculpture, and other symbols of rich life. 
Agricultural and ecclesiastical settlements were transformed into manorial 
enterprises. At times, the old agricultural exploitation probably continued; 
at other times, what had been a site of extensive farming was transformed 
into parks, game preserves, and other characteristic features of high princely 
living. Altogether the area acquired an aristocratic residential character 
developed by and for the major princes of the dynasty. Amenities of high 
urban living, such as baths, were introduced into a land which fell, so to speak, 
by default into the hands of the Arabs and whose earlier functions could not 
be continued in the same fashion. This phenomenon explains, among other

11 Butler on Qasr ibn Wardan; K. Swoboda, Romische und Romanische Palaste (Vienna, 1924), 
p. 156 ff.

17 For references, see the article quoted in note 1 3 .
18 A complete list of these settlements has not yet been made; the fullest is that compiled by 

J. Sauvaget (“Remarques sur les monuments omeyyades," Journal asiatique, 231 [1939]); cf. also 
O. Grabar, op. cit. (supra, note 13 ).
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things, the constant reference in texts to peregrinations of Umayyad princes.19 
These texts should be interpreted not as expressions of an unproved traditional 
nomadism, but as references to visits to agricultural enterprises or to estates.

So far our analysis has suggested that the phenomenon of the Umayyad 
castles in Syria should be explained by the existence of the infrastructure of 
an agricultural organization which had been carried on, if not always created 
by, the Byzantine world. It remains to be seen whether the formal characteristics 
of the castles were as original as their existence.

In a general way they were, like the mosques, a new combination of old 
forms. The square with round towers and a central porticoed courtyard belongs 
to a characteristic type of fortress and palace found in the Mediterranean area 
and in Mesopotamia.19 This central enclosure was the main residential area 
in which the princes lived and received. The throne room was often on the 
second floor, over the entrance, but in most instances has not been preserved- 
Throne rooms extant on the ground floor exhibit a ubiquitous “basilican'’ 
plan, as at Minyah (fig. 5) and Mshatta (fig. 6), although in the latter case 
the plan was modified by introducing an Oriental relation of covered hall to 
court and by the addition of a trieoneh.11 Baths also became a standard feature 
of these palaces; the small rooms actually used for bathing (fig. 7) were taken 
directly from a type of small bath which had developed in Syria and has 
already been found in Dura-Europos. But the significant feature of the Umay
yad bath is the extraordinary transformation of the apoiyterium ; at Qusayr 
cAmrah it was turned into a throne-room, at Khirbat al-Mafjar into a spec
tacular centrally planned hall (fig. 4). The architectural origin of the latter is 
still unclear but, by analogy with Qusayr ‘Amrah and for reasons to be sug
gested presently, it can be assumed also to have been an official secular hall. 
Mosaics, usually without any figurative elements, have been found on ther 
floors of these palaces, they range from the superb geometric designs of Mafjar 
and Minyah to the badly preserved and still unpublished ones at Qusayr 
‘Amrah.99 Rich stucco sculptures and mural paintings not only served deco
rative purposes, but also depicted various themes of a royal iconography of 
pleasure and power.93 This use of the bath as a ceremonially significant part of 
the palace is not entirely new, since it does find parallels in Roman imperial 
art and in some of its provincial manifestations, but, within the Umayyad

“  The texts have been gathered repeatedly, for instance, by H. Lammens, "L a B&dia e t la H int 
sons les Omeyyades,” MUmmges dm Im Fm ndli OrimntmU, Uwm. Si. Joseph, 4 (1910).

*  H . C. Butler, PrmceUm University Erpodition, I I , ArtkUechtrt, 2 vols. (Leyden. 1919-1920), 
A, p. 145ft.; B, pp. 47fL. 63, e t c . A .  Poadebaid, Lm trmce de Romm dmms It diseri im Syrie (Paris, 
1934), pmssimu

**• L atest discussion in I . Lavin, “The Hoose of the Lord,” The Art Bulletin, 44 (1962), p. 11, where 
the appropriate bibliography will be formd.

■ For Mafjar. see R . W. Hamilton, Khtrbmt mlr-Mmfjmm (Oxford, 1959), p. 327CL; for Minyah, the 
only publication is th a t of O. Pnttrich-Reignard. "D ie Pialastanlage von Chixbet el Mmje,” Pmlmstinm- 
Hefte des deutscken F irm s 90m He&ge* Lmmde, H eft 17-20 (1939), w ith a  drawing in  color; the Qn$ayr 
*Amrah mosaics are to  be published by K. Kessler in the forthcoming volume in honor of K. A. C. 
GreswelL

*  CL infrm and, for the in terpretation of a  mosaic a t K hirbat al-Mafjar, R. Ettinghaosen. Arab 
Pointing (Geneva. 1963), p . 38.
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culture, it should be considered as an architectural expression of the mmjlis 
mHmkmmk, that is* a place which was used for a ceremonial entertainment; 
tiaditianal Arab easterns,, sach as the reading ol poetry, woe expanded to 
mrfnde official drinking, dancing, and music in the Sasanian manner, as well 
as various other activities, such as banqueting, which relate the Umayyad 
practice to practices associated also with Roman tridxmimJ*

WhOemost of the architectural components of these palaces and many of the 
habits of life enjoyed in them find parallels in the Mediterranean tradition, 
the specific combination of functions illustrated by the palaces cannot be 
gxpbmwl as a Rymrfmg Qirktian type modified by various diaradgkHrs nf 
a new taste. For, except for a few depictions on mosaics in North Africa,15 
there is no evidence that the combinations of forms and purposes which appear 
in Umayyad palaces were characteristic of secular architecture of the Near East 
before the Muslim conquest. Even the Tunisian mosaics are over a century 
earlier, and it is hardly likely that they exerted an impact on early Islamic 
palaces. Furthermore, the obviously makeshift arrangement of a plan Hke that 
of Khirbat al-Mafjar (fig. 4) and the anomalously composite character of a 
facade like that of Qasr al-Hayr (fig. 8) suggest that the Umayyads were in 
fact creating something new, that they were searching for some kind of formal 
entity that would tie together functions which had not, until then, been 
organized. It is in this fashion that one can explain the progression from 
Khirbat al-Mmyah (fig. 5), with its mosque and official balk bursting thestrait- 
jacket of the fort-fike castle, to Mshatta (fig. 6), unfinished but superbly
pjaimwl as a sĥ glf* ptifity Thp nthgr palargs fit h rfw n  thwp hm PitTPm« ac 
various steps in the direction of a complete compositifln. This very progression 
and the frequently inferior quality of the architecture contribute toward the 
argument that no real models existed for the Umayyads in Syria and Palestine 
or, for that matter, in Iraq.

Indeed, the Umayyad palace—when seen in the context of the Byzantine 
architecture which preceded it in Syria and Palestine—appears as an original 
creation, made possible by the peculiar combination of four features: a highly 
developed agricultural infrastructure created several centuries earlier; the 
emigration of large landowners; the existence of an aristocratic ruling group; 
and the availability of themes, ideas, tastes, and modes of behavior drawn 
from the entire breadth of the newly conquered world and amalgamated with 
older Arabian habits. But, and this point is crucial, what was thus created 
resembled in many aspects Roman and late antique palace architecture rather 
than Byzantine. The apparent fortification, the tremendous display of deco
ration, the comparative seclusion, the relationship to cultivated land, all are 
features which are dose to Spalato, Piazza Arxnerina, Pliny's villas, especially 
the VtOa Urbmna, or North African manors.*

■ The r tf - r a il ration of th is poin t is  beyond our immediate snbyedL I t  has been trea ted in  my 
doctoral thesis a t Frm crlon Uniwcnity. Crmmomier mmd A ft mt ike Ummyymi Comt (1955). and I  hope 
to  irtn m  soon to  san e  erf these problems.

*  Snoboda* oft. d L , pL v.
*  This is a  poin t w ith which I have dealt in papets  presented a t the Centro Itafiano di Stndi soil*
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However, the significance of the Umayyad palace does not lie merely in the 
peculiar fashion in which it developed or in the manner in which its function 
and its architectural characteristics relate it to older types of building. It 
became also the crucible to which themes and ideas from the whole length and 
breadth of the newly conquered world were brought; there were borrowings 
from the past of that world, as in the case of Palmyrene sculpture imitated at 
Qasr al-Hayr (fig. 9),27 or from its far-flung provinces, as in the case of paintings 
or sculptures inspired by Central Asian art.28 It is in this crucible that a new 
Islamic decorative art was created; elements from many areas were mixed 
together, at times incongruously, as in a fragment from Mafjar (fig. 10) in 
which a flat frame of interlocking circles serves as a background for strangely 
projecting busts. In this development of decorative themes Byzantine art 
played an important part, but only as one of the contributors to a new series 
of syntheses. For the formation of early Islamic palace art, the conquest of 
a large world with an immense wealth of styles and objects was as important 
as—if not more important than—the location of the palaces in an area formerly 
ruled by Byzantium.

The palaces were doomed before their art had developed to its fullest 
extent. The fall of the Umayyad dynasty in 750 led to the almost immediate 
abandonment of the whole agricultural area in which palaces have been found. 
The cities of Syria and Palestine also declined, but the impact of the Umayyad 
creations remained for many centuries and in many regions. The persistence 
of mosaic decoration in Cairo as late as the fourteenth century; the square 
minarets of Morocco; the fact that so much of the architecture in the Arab 
world continued for so long to depend on the arch and the column rather than 
on vaults; the persistence of ornamentation with a clear organization of 
vegetal forms, such as can be seen in Fatimid Egypt or in Spain; the plan 
imposed on the mosque of Damascus by the old sanctuary of the city; all these 
and many others are features which remained Muslim because they were 
naturalized in Umayyad Syria and Palestine. At the same time, what emerged 
from the palaces or the city mosques to have a lasting effect on Islamic art 
was not Byzantine art but a number of techniques and a large number of 
motifs. However, the brilliance and wealth of Byzantine Syria and Palestine and 
the peculiar ecology inherited by the Arabs were the principal factors that 
made possible the brilliance and wealth of the Umayyad art of Syria and 
Palestine. These are all the more remarkable when compared to the primitive 
simplicity of Umayyad art in Iraq. Umayyad art was not a province of Byzan
tine art, but the extraordinary fact that there was an identifiable art sponsored 
by the Muslim Arabs a few decades after their emergence from Arabia is to
alto Medioevo in Spoleto in April 1964 and at the annual meeting of the College Art Association in 
Philadelphia in February 1964. The papers will be published in the journals of these two organiza
tions, respectively.

17 This sculpture was published by D. Schlumberger, "Les fouilles de Qa§r el-Heir Gharbi/’ Syria,
20 (1939), pi. x l v i , 2.

M Many sculptures from Khirbat al-Mafjar (Hamilton, op. cit., pis. x l i v , 4 and l v i ) and paintings 
both from Mafjar and from Qa§r al-Hayr (the latter for the most part unpublished) seem clearly to 
have been inspired by Central Asian works of art.
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be attributed to the setting which they inherited from Byzantium and which 
they transformed in ways and for reasons peculiar to them.

From a survey of the setting in which early Islamic art was created, I turn 
now to my second topic: the consideration of an iconographic theme.

It is only in the past two decades that iconographic studies have begun 
to revolutionize our knowledge of Islamic art and to replace the romantic 
conception of a purely decorative art. The task of so changing our vision has 
been the almost single-handed work of R. Ettinghausen, who, beginning with 
an article published in 1943,29 has been continuously pointing out that the 
most characteristically “decorative” objects and motifs possess also a level of 
social, intellectual, or even religious meaning hitherto rarely seen.

Without denying the considerable ornamental values developed by Muslim 
artists, as early as for the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock, it remains true 
that these artists and their patrons on numerous occasions used works of art 
to express certain ideas. For our purposes here the interest to be found in an 
analysis of such a theme is quite evident, since the creation of an iconography 
imposes on the patron or on the artist a deliberate choice of subject-matter. 
Furthermore, if we recall that from its Arabian past the new Muslim art could 
draw almost nothing, it follows that it was from the rich heritage of the 
Mediterranean and of the Near East that its main themes were borrowed; and 
thus the question of the conscious uses of Byzantine art is raised. I have chosen 
the theme of power as expressed in monuments because it was one of the first 
to be developed, because, due to the high positions of its sponsors, it is one of 
the better documented themes, and also because it was a theme hardly peculiar 
to Islamic art, but characteristic of all imperial arts, and it was brought to 
particularl intensity in the art of Late Antiquity and of Byzantium.

There are two main periods and two groups of monuments around which I 
should like to develop the theme: the Umayyad period and its palaces and 
mosques, and the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and their illustrated books. 
In discussing these monuments, however, I shall stress only their specific 
relation to Byzantine art, it being assumed that there are other coordinates 
through which many of them can and should be understood.

The first group of monuments occurs in the Umayyad period, when, in the 
later part of the seventh century and in the first two decades of the eighth—more 
particularly under the rules of cAbd al-Malik and of al-Walid I—the Muslim 
princes established the first elements of a characteristically Muslim imperial 
organization. Together with various administrative and other practices, there 
appeared also the first elements of a visual symbolic system which will serve 
to identify the Islamic world. The main purpose of this system was to symbolize 
power, i.e., to emphasize the existence, the greatness, and the individuality 
of the new world. Its first characteristic expression occurred on coins. There, 
as is well known, the Muslims had first used Byzantine and Sasanian types

f* R. Ettinghausen, "The Bobrinski Kettle/' Gazette des beaux-arts, 24 (1943).
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(fig. xi) with very few modifications;3* then dm ^cs began to occur: new in
scriptions with the caliph's name, new iconographies, such as a caliph’s portrait 
(fig. 12), a peculiar rami (fjg. 13), or, in a rare instance, a search far a specifically 
Muslim iconography. In a celebrated coin (fig. 14) published by G. Miles the 
main themes h to  symbols of Tsfamir power, a mrihrsb (or merely a niche of 
honor) and the "gwradb, the lance of the PropheL The significant pontts about 
this coin, however, are that it icmained an extreme rarity and that, far reasons 
to be suggested presently, its vety Islamic symbolism was not continued. In 
fact, sometime thereafter, probably in 695, a new Mudim coinage (fig. 15) was 
established in which words alone, the profession of faith and the Koranic w ise 
of the mission of the Prophet to the world, expressed the new culture. This 
mmagp twmiinwl ctainianî  with only mwwr exceptions, ahmnsfl- u n til today.

At the vay  same time, in the Dome of the Rock and in the mosque of 
Damascus, respectively, the imagery created was of crowns suspended around 
a sanctuary and of an idyllic landscape. This imagqy is,3gain» an expression of 
power, power of the victay of Islam over its Christian and Sasanian an
tagonists and power of the idealized complete worid ruled over by the Muslims. 
The proposed justi firations far these mteapretatjpns have been given dscwkre 
by R. Ettinghausen and myself,*1 but the point which I should lib  to stress 
here is that in none of these instances do we find human or animal represen
tations, even though practically all symbols and images of power in Antiquity 
tended to rwrfw around human or animal symbols.

The exact iconographac themes of Damascus and Jerusalem do not seem to 
have been used again in the faMowiqg centuries, and it is not veiy A ar whether 
their apparent revival in a few instances by early ‘Abbasid caliphs,”  and 
especially under the Mamhiks in the late thirteenth century (fjg. r f)*  should 
be given the same precise meaning or whether these examples of areAitcrtnral 
themes in mosaics were mere oinaments^probaibfy imitatigigDamascns mosaics. 
Although in the intcrgqiiqg centuries the theme of power did not disappear, 
it tended to find expression not so much through ogganiaed imagery as through 
epigraphy and architectural compositions.3*

m H e  Ihawjjr jpiMlflirartMaiBc, WaiThwr AmaAh&mssmmmm Ctnms {(Lomdhaî  Am db-JBy-
jauMimmmii Frag Eajfwm UwmmtymdGtnms ((I-CTnfam,, 1956})- Soeaflao GL C. Miles, ‘“MftnSaD amd 'A jb o ^ *  

OnHnMm . . .  ((Locos* Vaffley, 195^)-
*  R. FM nifftunw, JtnA  Anofaqg, pt. JBBfff.* O. firrfB r in jivs ̂ raraybi^ 3-

mfrririk m m  hanf i& HHritaJK. aH-Awmip. JC. AMAmr Waiiafr. an F . WiitttenfcM, Dig Obww ftw  dtar 
StmM MaHm. 1  gUipEfe. fL 1 3 5 ® .; Q. GdOhb; qp. oL , ffu  j m .
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The conclusion, therefore, would be that, after a few essays in coinage, the 
Muslim world abandoned, at least for a while, an official imagery of power and 
replaced it with certain monumental symbols and especially with the written 
word. This change, which has long been recognized, though perhaps not quite 
in these terms, was usually attributed to Islamic konodasm, but the difficulty 
with this hypothesis is that the evidence, derived from works of art, of oppo
sition to representations of living beings precedes any theoretical statement of 
an Islamic opposition to images; the latter not being evident before the second 
half of the eighth century.9  It can hardly be doubted that the Muslim interpre
tation of the Koran and perhaps a generally iconoclastic tendency among the 
Semitic population of the Near East theologically justified the later doctrine 
and brought about its general acceptance with respect to religious art. It 
remains true, however, that a conscious refusal to use representations for 
official purposes and their partial replacement with words had occurred 
before any systematic formulation of any doctrine took place. An explanation 
for this phenomenon can be provided if we consider the setting within which 
the Muslim search for a symbolism of power took place.

However one is to interpret the specific changes in coinage brought about 
by Justinian II, it is dear that a complex iconography of Christ was used 
on the new coins, and many recent studies have pointed out in general the 
intellectual and emotional intricacies of religious art in the sixth and seventh 
centuries which led to the great iconoclastic quarrel* Furthermore, even 
though specific styles varied, the basis repertory of konographic themes and 
motifs used in the Christian and imperial arts of early Byzantium was one issued 
from Antiquity and basically common, or at least understandable, to the whole 
Christian world. The choice confronting ‘Abd al-Malik, al-Wahd and, even 
more urgently, at-Hajj&j, was either to invent a new iconography (thus the 
muhrmb ami lance of the American Numismatic Society coin, figure 14) whose 
meaning would miscarry since it would not fit the existing formal vocabulary 
of the Mediterranean and of the Near East, or to use the formal vocabulary 
(as on early coins) which, whDe familiar, would inadequately identify the 
novelty and uniqueness cd the new empire and the new faith, for the Umayyads 
could hardly in one generation acquire the sophisticated practice of imagery 
which characterized Byzantium. Faced with this dilemma, the Muslims tried 
both alternatives* but soon discarded imagery, and, as we have seen, adopted 
the techniques of Byzantium without its formulas. Thus, to avoid the pitfalls

*  H e  probfiena of the k m icb  of am I'riianwr oppnwlina to is stfl krnnipilrtrfy  aofrred. The
latest iw Mill if-ili f t  on the strictly  U a a c  side of the whjact is by K . A .C . C w id l. “ L s k U -  
■ess of Ruatiag k  E a d f fafan,"' A n  Til— if,, n - u  (1946$; see also S . t e k ,  "TexfM cge zam 
fiiliiMwrihra DMeymiMfe."  Dm* Warik i t s  KMmsA ws.  I M wH Crt—rft j h  6ol fii liiU rl^ (Sfarftgart. 
nifis}. The praUcML however, has to be coaaidend ia the firidt of r iili  ■ > «  ii i  D m aliae an
adhich EL. KHiiagnr. T h e  Caifc c f l a i y i  ia the Age hefare h o a p d a ^ " Ih  i J l * n ( h b J 1̂  8 

A_ Ckahar, ISMmmadmmmtbytmatm ig s ^ T to e iia h p fte  naritiw  o lt
III, A -A . V a a fe r, "The lwMcArrtic Kdfct ctf theCal^fc Y aad  II. u p . 7 ^ "
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inherent in the use of a highly developed iconography, the Muslims changed 
the rules of the game.

There are two conclusions to be drawn from this analysis. The first is that 
Muslim theoretical iconoclasm followed a practical refusal to use represen
tations for highly official purposes, and perhaps was influenced by this refusal, 
although it is possible that philosophical and intellectual iconoclasm developed, 
at least in part, indepentently of political and imperial considerations. The 
second is that Byzantine art was responsible for this early Muslim attitude; 
yet it is not a particular style or iconographic motif of Byzantine art that is 
involved here, but rather the fact of that art and of the ideological depth 
it had achieved.

It is in this context that I should like to remark upon a very curious phenome
non, about which much has been written: the phenomenon of the use of 
Byzantine workers for the erection of Islamic monuments. I do not refer to the 
probably very numerous workers from everywhere—including Byzantium—who 
were attracted by the money and employment available in Umayyad times. 
I refer, rather, to the specific incident of al-Walld's request that workers be sent 
to him by the Byzantine emperor. The evidence gathered recently by Professor 
Gibb37 has clearly shown that Byzantine workers were brought by al-Walid 
I to help decorate the great mosques of Damascus, Madlnah, and perhaps 
Jerusalem. Professor Gibb also noted that for the Byzantines this action had 
one meaning and for al-Walid quite another. To the Byzantines it was an 
imperial act granting to f'barbarians” the privileged use of highly technical 
training which, by its very quality, served to enhance the prestige of the 
Byzantine emperor and, presumably too, to bring the “barbarian” into the 
imperial fold. To al-Walid it was partly a way of “learning the ropes," as 
Professor Gibb has put it, for the Muslim Caliph was anxious to possess all 
the characteristics of an emperor (one of these being the sponsorship of superb 
monuments for his own followers) and partly a way to impress the Christians 
of the empire. Thus, as in the story of Abu ‘Ubaydah at Qinnasrin, opposite 
meanings were given to a single event.

But perhaps we may be able to go a step further. It was not technically 
necessary for mosaicists and decorators to come officially from Byzantium, 
for the examples of mosaics in the palaces and especially in the Dome of the 
Rock are of as fine quality as those of Damascus, yet there is no evidence 
that they were done by Byzantine artists sent from Byzantium as part of a 
high level treaty agreement. In fact, with regard to the Jerusalem sanctuary 
the circumstances of the times and the specific meaning of the building itself 
make it highly unlikely that any such artists could have been there. Further
more, the iconographic program of the mosque of Damascus refers to specifically 
Islamic ideas and does not merely copy Byzantine models; and the palace 
mosaics, with their highly developed geometric designs (figs. 17  and 18), are 
the conscious choice, with modifications, of late antique models rather than

•T H. A. R. Gibb, “Arab-Byzantine Relations under the Umayyad Caliphate/* Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers, n  (1958).
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of the latest Byzantine styles. If workers were available in the Muslim Empire 
and if iconographic ideas had been developed by the Muslims, why did al- 
Walld send for artists from Byzantium? Two explanations for his action can 
be suggested. The first would derive from an element in the early Muslim state 
which has not yet been sufficiently examined in discussions of Umayyad 
culture. It may be defined as an almost messianic feeling that the Empire of 
Rome would surely fall to the Muslims.88 Military and psychological hopes 
for this event collapsed after the failure of 7 17 , but the call for artists and 
artisans up to that date can be understood as having symbolized in fact the 
subservience to the Muslims of the Byzantine emperor, who, like a vassal, 
must provide his overlord with artisans. This explanation would be in keeping 
with the interpretation of the iconography of the mosaics of the Mosque of 
Damascus suggested by R. Ettinghausen, and with at least some of the texts 
describing al-W&lid's call for Byzantine artists; texts which emphasize that 
it was the Muslim prince who gave the "orders.” The second explanation is 
simpler: al-Walld’s request derived from snobbism, the conviction that first- 
rate works could come only from Byzantium. Whether or not the latter 
explanation is fully valid for the Caliph may be open to some doubt. I t hardly 
coincides with his truly imperial ideas and construction program. I would 
rather, therefore, suggest that, like the new Muslim coinage and like the 
iconography of the mosque of Damascus and of the Dome of the Rock, al- 
Walld’s call for workers from Byzantium was meant to be a sign of the Muslim 
prince's accession to universal power, the very theme of the celebrated fresco 
of the Six Kings at Qu§ayr ‘Amrah (fig. 19)

But, as the defeat of Byzantium became impossible and as the Muslim world 
turned eastward, the events of al-Walld's reign became myths and the RUmit 
the Byzantine, became the artist p a r  excMence, later to be joined by the 
Chinese. The myth survived because the buildings of al-Walid in Jerusalem, 
Damascus, and Madlnah remained central sanctuaries in the succeeding history 
of Islam and because the early Muslim dream lingered, however hazily, in 
later historiography and legend. Thus, once again an important characteristic 
of the Islamic attitude toward the arts, i.e., the evaluation of the Rtimi artist, 
derived from the peculiar situation of Byzantine and Arab relations in the 
early eighth century; in this instance, it was the result of an expression of 
power by al-Walid; the Muslim vision of the defeat of Byzantium led eventually 
to the assumption of the superiority of the Byzantine artist.40

*• M. Canard, "Les expeditions des Arabes contre Constantinople dans l’histoire et dans la 16gende," 
Journal asiatique, 208 (1926).

O. Grabar, “The Painting of the Six Kings at Qu§ayr 'Amrah,” Ars Orientalis, 1 (1954); R- 
Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, p. 30.

40 It could be noted that much in our analysis of early Islamic art finds parallels in early Christian 
art, where a similar dichotomy of opposition and attraction existed between the new faith and Clas
sical Antiquity. The main difference is that Islamic culture did not have the four centuries of incuba
tion of Christianity before emerging as a unique political and cultural entity. I t  is in the light of these 
conclusions that I should like to place the edict of Yazid II, although a full treatment of the subject 
is beyond the scope of this paper. There is no doubt that political persecution of Christians took place 
at that time, as is evident from the fact that Christian sources (whether in Arabic, Greek, or Syriac) 
are primarily responsible for the preservation of the edict. It also stands to reason that anti-iconoclastic
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While coins and the decoration of mosques show an ultimate refusal to use 
more than Byzantine techniques, and while an attempt at imperial power by 
al-Walid led in part to the mythical eminence of the Byzantine artist, palace 
art reflects a quite different story. There also an art was developed whose aim 
was to glorify the prince and to emphasize his power. We could not have a 
clearer illustration of this than the celebrated fresco of the Six Kings at 
Qusayr ‘Amrah (fig. 19). Yet an important difference existed between the art 
of early Islamic palaces and the imagery or symbols on coins and in mosques, 
for palace art was designed primarily for private audiences. It was no less an 
art of power than the other, but its uses were more intimate and less accessible 
to the general public. Basically it revolved around a ceremonial theme much 
less Byzantine than Oriental, the theme of the royal pastime, in which the life 
of the prince was expressed through its association with hunting, games, 
banqueting, dancing, music, scantily clad females, etc.,41 and it is these very 
activities that form the major subject matter of the paintings of Qusayr 
‘Amrah and of the sculptures of Qa§r al-Hayr and Khirbat al-Mafjar. The 
styles in which these themes were executed vary considerably from pseudo- 
classical to Central Asian and Indian, and each style poses separate problems 
of influences which cannot concern us here. In one respect, however, they do 
bear directly on our subject.

In every one of the three buildings I have mentioned there are representations 
of princes and attendants. In one palace, Qasr al-Hayr, there are two represen
tations of princes, making a total of four royal images.4* Two of these princes, 
one at Qasr al-Hayr (fig. 20) the other one at Mafjar (fig. 21), are clearly of 
Sasanian inspiration, and the considerable differences which exist between 
them suggest that they derived from representations rather than from actual 
vestimentary practices. The other two princes, from Qasr al-Hayr (fig. 20)

m iKriii, in lighting their own battles in Constantinople, would have tended to assim ilate their own 
enemies to  the one caliph who clearly had persecuted them. That Yazid had become a  "scapegoat" 
can be shown by the passage in Dionysius of TeD-Mahre which follows the tex t of the edict (trans. by 
J . B. Chabot [Pfcris, 1895], pp. 17-18); th o e  Yazid is also accused of having created a fearful stench 
throughout the Muslim world by having ordered the killing of all white dogs, pigeons, and roosters. 
The absurdity of the accusation  suggests a  "'smear  campaign** rather than a  factual account. I  would, 
therefore, prefer to  consider the edict erf Yazid as reflecting an anti-Christian program, which, because 
of contemporary Christian problems and later developments in both Byzantium and Islam , took an 
iconoclastic turn  in the sources.

**The precise demonstration of th is poin t in Umayyad palaces, the textual evidence for its uses 
in ceremonies, and its  Iranian origins have not so far been p u t together in print.

*  AH these images have been published. M afjar: Hamilton, pL tv , 1 and 5; Qa$r al-H ayr: Schlum- 
berger. op. d t., pL x lv . and S. ‘Abd al-Haqq, "T idah  tashiyid jin&l? Q ay al-H ayr,” Annales arckMo- 
gifues de Syrie, 1 (1951). pL 9*; Qufayr 'Am rah: A. Musfl, Kufejr 'Am r* (Vienna, 1909), pL xv. The 
problem is whether these four figures are correctly  interpreted as princes or caliphs. In  the case of 
'A m ah, there is absolutely no doubt about it, since the inscrip tion around it  r efers  to  an mmb (J.
Saw aget in  Jnmrrnml msimhfme [1939]. p. 14); in the instances of the Sasanian image a t Qagr al-Hayr 
and a t M aijar, there is no certainty, b u t considerable likeiibood. because of the position of the statues 
on m ajor entrances and because of other symbols of power (such as the crown a t Qa$r al-H ayr and 
the Sons a t Mafjar). The doubtful example is the second one a t Qa$r al-Hayr, which, according to 
the reconstruction in  the Damascus Museum (Annmlrr mrchM ogifues is  Syrie, pL 8), was on the inner 
fap d e  of the main p art of the building and not quite in the center of the composition. Y et I  fail to  
see w hat other meaning could be given to  th is fragment, inasmuch as tike *Amiah example makes it 
quite d ear th a t Byzantine stylistic origins were indeed possible for princely images of Umayyad times.
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and from ‘Amrah (fig. 23), just as obviously reflect Byzantine, or at least late 
classical, art, as do some of the attendants. For us the important points are 
that, in the more intimate atmosphere of the palaces, an iconography for 
princes did fully develop, and that its themes were adopted by the Muslims 
from conquered lands. But it was images of emperors, rather than of just any 
human figures, that were chosen as models, and this indicates the Muslims* 
awarenes of the meaning of the imagery in the original works. Furthermore, 
the vestimentary variations of these images serve to illustrate yet another point, 
to which we have been led before: it is that in the early eighth century a prince 
could be represented only in Sasanian or Byzantine garb, for the Muslim 
princely image had not yet acquired proper iconographic values in any other 
system of clothing. However, in those instances where Muslim identification 
was essential, devices were found, either through a new kind of headgear as 
at Qasr al-Hayr45 or, most significantly, through an inscription as at Qusayr 
*Amrah, where the written word gives concrete meaning to an abstract kono- 
graphic cliche of a prince.

In any case, in these instances the role of Byzantine art is clear: it was 
one of the sources from which the new Muslim art chose dements which 
served to illustrate its own needs and practices. It is particularly unfortunate 
that, after a considerable documentation for the first half of the eighth century, 
there is almost no evidence from succeeding centuries which would allow us 
to trace the growth of an Islamic iconography of power, let alone the precise 
Byzantine sources of such an iconography. The shift of power toward the east 
certainly led to an increase in Iranian influences.44

It is only in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries that new documents 
once again come to light. At that time, in the midst of a sudden and widespread 
emergence of new techniques, new types of objects, new purposes, and new 
centers of artistic activity and production, the art of book illustration was 
created or revived. Two peculiarities of this new art concern us here. First, 
from what is known about it, by far the greater bulk was in Arabic, and some 
of its most typical examples consisted of characteristically Arab texts. Second, 
these books were intended mainly for a sophisticated urban community, a 
milieu quite different from that of the princes. The quality of the books was 
often expressed by their frontispieces, and these can be divided into two broad 
groups. One consists of a series of variations on the author portrait, in which 
Byzantine models were used almost systematically, as in an example from a 
Dioscorides manuscript (fig. 24) and in a well-known instance from the Vienna 
pseudo-Galen (fig. 25) incidentally, some of these instances are related more

41 See Schlumberger's rem arks in Syrim, pp. 353-4-
u Unfortunately, we are very badly informed concerning 'A btdsid or F&timid n s n l  symbols of 

power. I t  is pnteahfe H a t more thorough searches tiuoogh tex ts may m eo w  interesting instances of
the development of an idea which is not likely to  have disappeared or to  have been en tirely sublim at
ed into epigraphy. In  the meantime, see 1L Canard in Bywmadiam {1951) and D. Som dd, "Q uestions 
de cM m onial “Abbaside/* Rgmm its  Omits islmmuqua (i960).

“  The Diosoorides frontispiece was fixst published by A. Suheyl Unvcr, IttmmkmUm Diaumides 
EserUri (Istanbul, 1944), ^  1—2; for the Galm . see R . Ettinghansen, Armb PmuUm  ̂p . 92. See also 
K. Ettinghansen, "Interaction and Integration in Islam ic A rt.” in  Um&y mmd Vmruty im MmMm
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closely to early Byzantine models than to later ones. The second group consists 
of a well developed princely cycle; in which a tradition much more specifically 
Islamic, with considerable Turkish and Iranian elements, was depicted. Yet 
in the composition of frontispieces from an Aghdni manuscript (fig. 26) and 
from the Vienna Galen (fig. 27)46 there is a striking resemblance to earlier 
Byzantine compositions, as we know them, for instance, in ivories (fig. 28), in 
which the upper and lower as well as the side borders—the latter arranged in 
two rows of figures—framed and enlarged upon the central theme.47

I t  seems apparent, then, that even in the thirteenth century, when the 
artists of the Arab world renewed the search for iconographic modes to add 
distinction to the newly created art of book illustration, they once again turned 
to Byzantine models which, by their presence seemed almost magically to 
exalt the quality of the book. The practice could be pursued in other areas 
as well; in architectural decoration particularly a fascinating return to the 
use of classical themes on facades is apparent. The late D. S. Rice once showed 
me an extraordinary stone found at Harran in which a perfect fifth-century 
moulding was dated by an inscription in the thirteenth century, and on the 
fa$ade of one of the monuments of Nur al-Dln in Damascus, a completely 
classical lintel is surmounted by a very mediaeval muqarnas (fig. 29). The 
same idea was applied to some of the coins minted in Northern Mesopotamia 
and in Anatolia,48 on which images of Constantine and other Byzantine or 
Roman emperors appear.

Obviously the analyses and examples I have gathered for this study do not 
tell the whole story of the artistic relations between Byzantium and the Arab 
world; nor can I pretend to have mentioned all the elements in Islamic art 
that derived from or were fashioned in Byzantium. I have tried, rather, to 
present an interpretation of the systems of association between forms and 
functions and between images and needs which Byzantine art, for various 
historical and geographical reasons, imposed on the new culture. I have 
focused my attention on the Umayyad period in which documents are par
ticularly plentiful and relations between the cultures especially strong, and in

Civilization, ed. b y  G. von Griinebaum (Chicago, 1955), p. ii9 ff-, where some relatable examples are 
discussed.

w The Aghanl group was published b y B . Farfcs, Unc miniature religieuse de VEcole de Baghdad 
(Cairo, 1948); a considerable controversy developed around B . Fares' theses, which does not concern 
our subject, but further literature included an important article b y  D. S. Rice, "T h e Agh&nl Minia
tures," The Burlington Magazine, 95 (1953), and a second volume b y B. Far&s, Vision chrltienne et 
signes Musulmans (Cairo, 1961).

47 It  should be pointed out that this particular arrangement was not peculiar to Byzantine compo
sitions, but existed also in Manichean and Buddhist compositions of Central Asia as well as in those of 
the Carolingian West, all probably having common roots in Roman art. For examples and relation 
to a frontispiece of the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries in Istanbul, see now E . Esin, “ Two Minia
tures from the Collections of Topkapi," Ars Orientalis, 5 (1963); for Carolingian examples, see, for 
instance, Homburger, “ L ’art carolingien de Metz et l'Ecole de W inchester," Gazette des beaux-arts, 62
(1963). A  case can indeed be made to the effect that it was in Central A sia that the princes of the 
thirteenth century acquired a taste for such compositions, and the subject deserves a fuller investiga
tion than it has received so far; however, the very Arab character of the illustrated texts leads me, 
at least for the time being, to prefer a western Byzantine or Roman background for this type of com
position.

49 R . Lane Poole, Catalogue of Oriental Coins in the British Museum, I V  (London, 1879), pL v.
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the use of one illustrative instance I have tried to show that the practice was 
continued at later periods. The problem of Byzantine-Arab artistic relation
ships could be extended to deal with such subjects as the palaces of Theophilus 
in Constantinople and of the ‘Abbasids in Baghdad, or with the uses of archi
tecture evident under the Fatimids, or, even more strikingly, with certain 
very archaic features of the secular architecture of North Africa and Umayyad 
Spain. Even in a monument as Islamic as the Alhambra there are antecedents 
which extend to Byzantium and beyond.49

Three main conclusions emerge from this analysis. First, by the very nature 
of the history of the seventh century, certain clearly identifiable ecological 
practices in Byzantium and Syria created the extraordinary phenomenon of 
Umayyad palaces. Similarly, in later times the social contacts with Christian 
populations, the reliance on Greek scientific books, and, in a general sense, 
the Mediterranean orientation of most Arabic-speaking areas in the Middle 
Ages made inevitable the Arabs* knowledge of, use of, and reliance upon 
Byzantine themes.

Second, there are almost no instances of the Muslims having borrowed from 
Byzantium without there being an identifiable need within their culture, 
or of their having continued with old traditions without making modi
fications demanded by the new world. This statement may require some 
correction as one deals with certain details of ornamental themes, but it can 
be maintained with regard to official art. Islamic art used Byzantine art when 
it needed iconographic expressions. Byzantine art thus became an essential 
ingredient in the formation of Islamic art. However, if we examine the nature 
of the impact of the former upon the latter, we note that, despite the reputation 
of Byzantine emperors as patrons of art and possessors of artists and treasure, 
it was not Byzantine art but the themes of Byzantine art which were used by 
the Muslims. In the one instance of religious and imperial symbolism where 
the Byzantines had developed a complex iconographic and stylistic mode of 
representation, the Muslims declined to adopt any of it precisely because it 
was highly developed. What we must conclude, then, is that Byzantine art 
provided the new culture with a vocabulary and with the rudiments of a 
grammar, but that the language developed therefrom was a new one. During 
its development, as the need for new themes and modes occurred, the Muslims 
turned again and again to the wellspring of Byzantium; much as Renaissance 
word-makers, partly out of snobbery and partly out of a genuine need for new 
words, turned to Greek for a vocabulary, from which certain words have since 
become popular, while others have faded away as artificial and meaningless 
concoctions. The idea that for the Muslims Byzantine ways were a means, not 
an end, an essential element in the creation of a symbolic system, not the 
system itself, is clearly illustrated in a celebrated story concerning Mu'awiyah.

°  The bibliography on all these subjects, though fairly extensive, is not very enlightening from our 
point of view. Exceptions would be: A . Grabar, L* iconoclasme byzantin, pp. 14 4 -5 ;  G. Mar9ais, 
L ’architecture musulmane d’Occident (Paris, 1954), passim; and F . Bargebuhr, “ The Alhambra Palace 
of the Eleventh Century,”  Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 19  (1956), p. 2 1 7 if.
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At one time he was upbraided by the Caliph 'Um ar for having adopted the 
foreign ways of the Caesars and the Khosros. Mu'awiyah answered tha t 
Damascus was full of Greeks and tha t none of them would believe in his power 
if he did not behave and look like an emperor.50 To answer, then, the question 
posed by my original sto ry : the early Muslims never fully understood Byzantine 
art, but circumstances having forced it on them, they could not but be im
pressed by its existence.

The evidence I have presented leads us, however, to a  third conclusion. One 
of the striking characteristics of the themes used by Islamic art, brought to 
it by Byzantine hands, is tha t so many of them are quite classical. The illu
sionist style of fragments of the Damascus mosaic decoration, the arch on 
column, the agricultural structure of Syria, the palace-villas, the compositions 
of frontispieces—and to these can be added other features not treated here, 
such as the shapes of mausoleums and vegetal decorative designs—all reflect 
the art of Antiquity, and almost never did the newer and emotionally deeper 
Byzantine mode make its appearance. Should we understand from this that, 
a t the time of the formation of Islamic art in Syria and throughout the period 
of later Byzantine art, the classical mode was so lively that it was more easily 
adopted? Should Umayyad art be used, then, as a  major document in the 
assessment of Antiquity in Byzantium? Or should we rather feel that the 
artistic language of Antiquity was wider in spirit, more abstract and more 
adaptable to new needs than the engaged a rt of Christian Byzantium? Answers 
to these questions are beyond the scope of this paper and beyond my competence, 
but, whatever the answers, the questions illustrate the deeper meaning of 
Byzantium to Islamic art. Far more than from any other artistic tradition 
which created Islamic art, it was from the Byzantine tha t the new 
culture most consciously—if not necessarily most often—and with due 
acknowledgement took its vocabulary of forms and images. This was so, 
in part, because the Byzantine world, more than any other, carefully nurtured 
the great inheritance it had assumed from Antiquity. I t  was so also because 
Byzantium was the one world Early Islam most wanted, and failed, to conquer. 
But, above all, it was so because, to the Islamic and especially to theArab 
Middle Ages—as well as to the Christian and especially to the Carolingian 
West—Byzantium, even at its lowest and weakest moments, partook of that 
mysterious aura which at given periods of history has endowed certain cultures 
and countries with a prestige of artistic genius which, deservedly or not, they 
alone at tha t period possessed. Therein, more than in any precise artistic 
motif, lies what the late Louis Massignon, in an eloquent article,51 has called 
the Byzantine mirage in the Arab mirror.

M The story has been related often. One of its earliest versions is in Jab a ri, Annales, ed. b y  11. 
de Goeje and others (Leyden. 18 79 # .), 2, p. 207.

11 L . Massignon, “ L e  mirage byzantin dans le miroir baghdadien d ’il y  a  millc ans/* Amtuair* de 
VInstitut de Philologie et d’Histoire Orientate, 10  (1950). .
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1. Damascus, Great Mosque, Court
2. Damascus, Great Mosque. Plan
3. Damascus, Great Mosque, Minaret
4. Khirbat al-Mafjar. Plan
5. Khirbat al-Minyah. Plan
6. Mshatta. Plan
7. Qusayr ‘Amrah. Plan
8. Qasr al-Hayr, Fa9ade, as reconstructed 

in the Damascus Museum
9. Qasr al-payr. Sculpture on Fa$ade

10. Khirbat al-Mafjar. Sculpture from Palace 
Entrance

1 1 . Arab-Byzantine Coin (Photo: American Numismatic Society)
12. Arab-Byzantine Coin (Photo: American Numismatic Society)
13. Arab-Byzantine Coin (Photo: American Numismatic Society)
14. Muslim Coin with Niche (Photo: Courtesy of G. C. Miles)
15. Post-reform Umayyad Gold Coin
16. Damascus, Mausoleum of Baybars. Mosaic Fragment

17 . Khirbat al-Mafjar. Mosaic Fragment
18. Khirbat al-Minyah. Mosaic Fragment (Photo: Courtesy of A. Volk)
19. Qusayr 'Amrah. Fresco of the Six Kings
20. Qa§r al-Hayr. Sculpture of Prince
21. Khirbat al-Mafjar. Sculpture of Prince
22. Qasr al-Hayr. Sculpture of Prince
23. Qusayr 'Amrah. Fresco of Prince
24. Istanbul, Top Kapi Serai. Ahmet III, 

no. 2147, Frontispiece with Portrait of Dioscorides
25. Vienna. Nationalbibliothek, A. F. 10, 

Authors’ Portraits (Photo Nationalbibliothek).
26. K. al~Aghani, Frontispiece (Photo: Univ. of Michigan, Islamic Art Center)
27. Vienna. Nationalbibliothek, A. F. 10, Frontispiece (Photo: Nationalbibliothek)
28. Ravenna, Museo Nazionale. Ivory Diptych (Photo: Giraudon 30957)
29. Damascus, Hospital of Nilr al-Din, Facade
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LIKE Guzm&n de Alfarache I should have liked nothing better than to 
enter directly into my "Discourse; yet I felt constrained to eschew the 
criticism of some Sophist or other, who would have been apt to have 
accused me of not proceeding a Definitione ad Definitum, from the Definition  
to the Thing Defined” ]1 and this with better reason than the Spanish rogue 

who merely fears a charge of incompleteness were he to omit an account of 
his parentage, while I have to explain my use of the key concept of this study, 
taking, as I must, the term "relations* * in a sense not immediately and neces
sarily associated with it by the English, or in fact, by any Western hearer.

Relations, that is, cultural relations outside of art, to become a meaningful 
subject of historical investigation, must be consciously maintained; at the very 
least, a somnolent and uneasy awareness must subsist that there obtains a 
connection, be it by origin, influence, or interchange, sought or unsought, in 
any event sufficient to establish a significant similarity or contrast between 
the entities bracketed together by their postulated relatedness. To Arabs and 
Byzantines the realization of such relatedness was foreign, a certain number 
of deliberate borrowings notwithstanding. Their contacts, resulting more often 
than not in the kinship of a tenacious hostility, were not understood for their 
cultural creativeness. The developmental similarities, which, paradoxically 
enough, increased as direct political and intellectual connections lessened, were 
not perceived. The proud illusion of self-sufficiency persisted undented by the 
knowledge of, on occasion, solicited loans; each culture surrounded its bearers 
with an experientially adequate and seemingly complete body of intellectual 
resources somewhat as, for example, English, French, or German literature 
and scholarship provide their respective publics with subjectively adequate 
and complete descriptive statements of their universes. The difference, how
ever, lies in the fact that even the monolingual Occidental of today has been 
alerted to the illusory character of this autarchy and senses that his life is 
part of a complementary dramatic exchange, while Arab and Byzantine, or 
rather the Muslim of the Arabicized world and the Gre^k-speaking Christian 
of the Byzantine Empire, recognized kinship only in terms of the other's 
error and distortion of pristine truth and (on the Muslim side) in the common 
recourse to an esoteric philosophical tradition.

Purpose and meaning of a study such as ours can therefore only be analytical 
reconstruction, kashf al-ghita*, the "lifting of the veil,” and not the retracing 
of experience and judgment of either Arab or Byzantine, protected as both 
were from a full view of contemporary realities by the language curtain and, 
more importantly, by an almost exclusive concern for themselves with a 
corresponding indifference to the other's ways—whenever these were not apt 
to lead to political complications (which is why the alien religion comes in 
for a great deal of heated and a bit of informed discussion). The sharing of

1 Mateo Alem&n, Guzman d'Alfarache, English translation (London, 1 707-1708), I, 1-2.

91



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -  297

92 GUSTAVE E. VON GRUNEBAUM
folk tale themes and the similarity of the atmosphere which has become 
condensed in the Digenes epic, on the one hand, and in narratives such as 
€Umar b. an-Nu'man in the Arabian Nights corpus or the Sayyid Battal, on 
the other—of less weight, incidentally in the Muslim than in the Byzantine 
intellectual oikonomia—are not to be mistaken for indications of developments 
affecting the culture consciousness of one or both of the antagonists. What 
common points of reference there were, or could have been but for mechanical 
barriers and deliberate blindness, were located in the religious structure, the 
motifs that underlay it, the questions they posed, the methods that appeared 
suitable in attacking them, and the solutions by which the seeker would 
acquiesce. Hence common ground would extend from theology into philosophy 
and into science insofar as speculation remained a tool more appropriate than 
observation, authority tended to buttress communal safety at the expense 
of self-reliance, and the physically and historically impossible continued to 
be confused with the logically absurd.

The cleavage between Byzantium and the Arabs, to retain the conveniently 
inadequate terms, in philosophy and literature (and beyond) is due essentially 
to the different principles of selection applied to the classical heritage. Byzantine 
authors may not have done as Greek writers did; but Greek literature was 
always there, at least inpotentia , to counterbalance the Fathers and the monks, 
themselves only rarely completely free of its touch, and the Platonic tradition 
was ever present under the surface; and with the two was the preparedness 
to conceive of an intellectual and ethical universe in which man was, if not 
the measure, at any rate the focus of things—an outlook which on the Muslim 
side was episodic and confined to conventicles. The relations between the two 
culture worlds are further determined by the fact that into the eleventh century 
such convergences as occurred or were adumbrated were the work of the 
educated, and more particularly of an Islamic Bildungsschicht which existed 
side by side with the true carriers of the Muslim tradition, the architects and 
spokesmen of the umma Muhammadiyya as a socio-political body.2 After 
ca. 1050 or 1100 , however, it is on the popular level that convergences come 
to the fore. The disintegration of the “standard cultures” (and of the sup
porting political structures) not only leads to a change in the dominant Bit- 
dungsschichten, but above all to an integration of elements of popular feeling 
and popular modes of thought, religious and aesthetic as well as more speci
fically “scientific/* into the new “standard syntheses” of theology and literary 
taste, not to mention the convergences which popular strains common to the 
Near East, regardless of the religious and linguistic dominants of the moment, 
bring about on attaining by default, as it were, scope and relative independence 
upon the breakup of the erstwhile controlling intellectual superstructures.

Yielding to man’s inveterate addiction to the triad, one might confront
* The parallelism deserves to be noted which endows both Baghdad and Byzantium with a class 

of educated laymen that, on occasion, developed into the carriers of a secular, potentially humanist 
culture. The West had to wait until the fourteenth century for the development of a comparable 
stratum.



298 -  ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

ARAB AND BYZAN TIN E PH ILO SO PH Y ETC. 93
Islamic civilization, as grown from the specifically Muslim component, “Arab- 
ism,” and the local traditions encountered on expansion, with Byzantine as 
analyzable into a Christian component, “Hellenism” (in which the fading 
Roman-Latin heritage may be included), and again the local traditions of 
the dominated areas. A Hellenic or Hellenistic element must be discerned, 
more or less concealed, in what is here designated as the “local traditions” 
of Syria or Egypt but also of Mesopotamia and Iran, and even, although in 
attenuated density, of Arabia proper; a Hellenic element, too, is present in 
both the Muslim and the Christian messages as these had been articulated by 
their followers. The “Hellenistic” substratum is thus pervasive far beyond 
the immediately recognizable; besides, there is accessible a store of Greek 
scientific information, intellectual approaches and techniques, with models of 
application to alien ideas as manifested in earlier revelations, and dehydrated 
patterns of self-expression, ready for revival through new contents.

Though profoundly modified through a novel experience of the holy and 
through Arabization of tenets and phrasing, the Islamic doctrinal impulse, in 
its resumption of religious motifs which previously had inspired Christian 
teaching, harbored the same intellectual difficulties which recourse to Greek 
philosophy had assisted the Fathers in pinpointing and, in terms of the sensi
bilities of the times, resolving. What had been a skandalon to the pagan of 
Greece and Rome, resurged as problem in a world turning Muslim—the 
creation of the world in time, the resurrection of the flesh, the ethical aporia 
of a God who punishes the evil actions he decrees. But after centuries of 
Christian debate the shock of the antinomies had worn off and the Muslim 
community found it easier to become reconciled to the intellectually un
palatable, to Aristotelianizing its teachings (as did the Jews and Zoroastrians 
of the period), and to acquiesce in an emotionally satisfactory abdication of 
inquiry into the unfathomable Other. The philosophers, however, whose unrest 
was not to be stilled by the prejudgment of revelation, and not a few among 
their theological opponents (like their companions of Greek, Latin, and Jewish 
scholasticism) gave themselves over to the erection of cathidrales d'idees (to 
use L. Febvre's expression).

Irrelevant to any mastery of the outside world, on which Muslim and 
Byzantine had but a precarious hold, these scaffoldings of speculations, 
disciplined and given a semblance of realism by a rigorous formal logic, were 
intended to glorify God by throwing a protective wall around religious doctrine. 
The freedom of esoteric groups of fa ldsifa  in Islam, as of the uncommitted 
superficiality of a Psellos, left untouched the basic otherworldliness with its 
concomitant, the acquiescence in approximate knowledge of reality, and the 
susceptibility to fears and, in general, the low threshold of collective excitability 
this in turn entailed.

The use of reason was indicated to prevent its reaching out into zones where 
reason would endanger the relation between the community and its Lord, for 
truth and error were more than intellectual positions (with ethical implications); 
their adoption sacralized or desecrated the community. In this regard, the



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -  299

94 GUSTAVE E. VON GRUNEBAUM
cultivation of Hellenic philosophy was more dangerous to the Byzantine than 
to the Muslim—to him its deprecation meant more of a self-denial and a refusal 
to accept himself in his heritage. Is it not significant that John Italos was 
reproached for "following the Greek philosophers instead of merely reading 
them as a part of education” ?3 And Psellos is careful to point out that the very 
existence of God posits that of philosophy—if there is God, there must be 
Providence; if there is Providence, there must be sophia (by which God fore
sees) ; if there is sophia, there must be the desire for it, which is precisely what 
philosophia is.4 Other than the Muslim failasuf, a Psellos could, on the model of 
the Fathers, consider the Greek thinkers precursors of Christianity; no com
parable avenue was open to an Avicenna or an Averroes; once rehabilitated in 
principle, inasmuch as they adumbrated the perfect teachings of Christianity, 
Aristotle and Plato could be used as a bridge to that antiquity which never 
lost its power to tempt—provided of course Scripture and Fathers were kept 
at hand to point the way where the ancients had stumbled.

The relation to antiquity determined in Byzantium and in Arab Islam (but 
not in Latin Christendom) the outlook on the sciences, or rather, the range of 
education and human concern for knowledge as revealed in the classification 
of the sciences. As categories, but not in terms of their content, the Byzantine 
dogmata ta theia or logoi kath* hemas and logoi hoi thyrathen or mathemata ta 
ektos correspond to the ‘ulum al-cArab and the €ulum al-'ajam (or al-aw&Hl) 
respectively. The culum al-'Arab are, functionally, the sciences required to 
preserve the Muslim community and, genetically, the sciences developed to 
comprehend Revelation and Tradition (by explication and interpretation) and 
carry on the Arab heritage; the *ulum al-awdyil, on the other hand, embrace 
the contribution of antiquity, with the propaedeutic or methodological sciences 
maintaining a somewhat uncertain position within or apart. The hard core 
is furnished by the Arab sciences among which those dealing with language 
are basic from a practical point of view. For, as in Byzantium, the world of 
learning (and literature proper) is set apart from everyday life by a linguistic 
differentiation which increasingly separates "standard” language and vernacu
lar. As already indicated—and it is here that the Arab and the Byzantine 
outlooks are at variance—the Arab sciences include the religious such as tafstr 
and fiqh; and the identification of "basic” higher education as an egkyklios 
paideia more or less identical with hoi thyrathen logoi is in complete contrast 
with Muslim ideas where at no point could philosophy or physical science have 
been considered part of a "standard” curriculum.6 The integration of literature 
in this program is a feature shared by both civilizations; in fact, however, 
it tended to set the types of education even further apart, seeing the abyss that 
separates Homer from pre-Islamic poetry. Similarities in taste will be noticeable 
to us—such as the common addiction to description which among the Arabs

* G. Buckler, Anna Comnena. A Study (London, 1929), p. 322. The text of the article which con
demns this attitude to “ Hellenic studies" in general terms (first in 1076/77 and again in 1082) is 
translated in P. E. Stephanou, Jean Italos. Philosophe et humaniste (Rome, 1949), p- 48.

4 B. Tatakis, La philosophic byzantine (Paris, 1949), p. 206.
* Cf., e.g., Buckler, op. cit., pp. 180 -181.
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is in evidence primarily in poetry, among the Byzantines, in prose, and which 
goes back in technique and spirit to the ekphrasis of Late Antiquity—but will 
not bridge the gulf between the ideals guiding the educational process. The 
moral purpose of education was realized on both sides. Psellos' dictum that 
(theological) study will perfect the soul and help it to return to the highest 
good6 has its parallel in the saying of his contemporary, Ibn Hazm, that 
identifies the rank of a science with its ability to draw man near to his Creator.7 
A “secularized” appraisal of the educative process (rather than of education) 
inspired the endeavors of the faldsifa and their sympathisers from Kindi, who 
realizes that the search for truth ennobles and honors him who undertakes it,8 
to Miskawaih, who views ethics as the noblest of sciences because it aspires 
to improve the actions of man.9

A less programmatic and hence more revealing confrontation of individual 
and society we should expect from belles-lettres; and this not alone on the 
strength of the modem tradition. But where, despite reticence, inarticulateness, 
or adherence to genre convention, we do find the Arab or the Byzantine writer 
facing experience through description and introspection, it is similarities rather 
than influences that we are able to observe. A certain preference of the Byzan
tine for prose, over against the dominance of verse in Arab literature, may 
deserve notice, as do exclusions not imposed or warranted by the available 
heritage. The refusal to admit secondary causes and the ultimate irrelevance 
of human decision and consequently human conflict will account in some 
measure for the failure of Arab (or, in this context, rather of Sunnite) Islam 
to develop a drama. The shying away from the dramatic mode shows in the 
refusal, if this formulation be permitted, to develop the munazara, the Rang- 
streitgedicht, increasingly popular in Arabic since the ninth century, into full- 
fledged scenes or theatrical sketches, as was done in Italy from the thirteenth 
century in the so-called contrasii. No explanation of this religious-psychological 
order would, however, fit the Byzantine scene, and it is difficult to explain 
why the cento of the Christos paschon, a moderately successful tour de force 
datable to the eleventh or twelfth century and spiritually akin, yet inferior 
in its lifelessness, to the Jesuit school drama of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, was, together with the so-called Cyprus Passion Cycle of 1260-1270 
(and apart from the continuation beyond the fall of Constantinople of the 
mime), to remain the only fully tangible attempt to resume or imitate one of 
the known achievements of the Hellenic past.10

• Tatakis, op. cit., p. 167.
7 Kitab al-akhl&q wa's-siyar, ed. and trans. by N. Tomiche (Beirut, 1961), no. 39.
8 R. Walzer, Greek Into Arabic (Oxford, 1962), p. 12.
• Miskawaih, Kitab tahdhlb al-akhl&q (Cairo, 1329), p. 43; quoted by M. Arkoun, Deux 6pltres 

de Miskawayh, Bulletin d'itud.es orientales, X V II (1961-1962), 7-73, at p. 8. M.-D. Chenu, La thdologie 
comme science au X I I I • silcle, 3rd ed. (Paris, 1957), PP- 18-19 . has brought together a number of Caro- 
lingian quotations which show that, in the West, too, grammar and rhetoric were the first sciences to 
be applied to the sacred text. Their language, incidentally, like that of the Koran, was held superior 
to any rules established by grammar.

10 Cf. E . Wagner, Die arabische Rangstreildichtung und ihre Einordnung in die allgemeine Literatur- 
geschichte, Akad. d. Wiss. u. d. Lit. (Mainz), Abh. d. geistes- u. sozialwiss. Kl. (1962), No. 8, pp. 31-32 . 
The literature on the Byzantine theater is most conveniently accessible in A. C. Mahr, The Cyprus
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Neither in Islam nor in Greek Christendom did the depreciation of this life 

lead to indifference to the events which direct and fulfill it. In both milieus 
there flourished, independent of political success or calamity, a historiography 
of wide scope, more often than not anxiously clinging to the simple scaffolding 
of annalistic chronology and almost always oriented toward the personalization 
(but not the psychological analysis) of happenings, with the Byzantines holding 
the edge in sharp (or at least rhetorically unimpeachable and impressive) 
portraiture of the protagonists, but the Muslims outdistancing them in the 
development of collective self-representation through biographies whose 
copiousness, variety, and accuracy have no rival down to very modem times, 
and which constitute a matchless dossier of the " Islamic” personality (as 
much of it, that is, as seemed appropriate to record and exhibit) and its 
typology. More often than not we have to be content with basic data and a 
string of anecdotes; intellectual achievement is apt to be described in terms of 
books audited and transmitted and of centers of learning visited; the profile 
of the biographee, if it can be reconstructed at all, must be traced by us: there 
is no sense of unity and development of the person and hardly any expressed 
awareness of his relation to his society; yet the wealth of material is over
whelming and what may be impossible to accomplish for the individual scholar, 
saint, or statesman, becomes possible for the type or the period—to recompose 
the mental and behavioral structures insofar as they mattered to the con
temporaries.

Autobiography is more evenly represented and it is remarkable that in the 
self-confrontation of the individual the Latin West, far behind in historiography 
and biography proper, by n oo  reached the level of Byzantines and Arabs. 
The autobiographical scheme where the path of the writer in search of truth 
and God is traced from school to school to final conversion or illumination, and 
which can be followed back beyond Saint Augustine at least to Saint Justin 
Martyr and to Lucian, does not seem to have been utilized in Byzantium; on 
the other hand, it is surprising to see Michael VIII Palaeologos (1 2 6 1- 12 8 2 ) 
employ in his autobiographical sketch a technique barely prefigured in antiq
uity and only much later taken up in Islam, viz. the presentation of the 
writer's accomplishments and successful actions as benefactions from God 
(1Gttadengaben, m inan), whereby the most reckless self-glorification will be 
justified as a manner of rendering thanks to the Lord for the favors He be
stowed on the writer. While the attitude may be noted earlier, the first Arab 
author to base his autobiography on the alleged divine command to make 
public the evidences of divine grace is ash-Sha'rani (d. 1565).11

Passion Cycle (Notre Dame, Ind., 1947). Mahr gives an edition, translation, and analytical discus
sion of the Passion Plays. Reference may also be made to the recent study by G. La Piana, “ The 
Byzantine Iconography of the Presentation of the Virgin Mary to the Temple and a Latin Religious 
Pageant," Late Classical and Mediaeval Studies in Honor of A. M . Friend, Jr., ed. by K. Weitzmann 
(Princeton, 1955), pp. 26 1-271.

11 Laf&'if al-minan (various printings); on this work, cf. F. Rosenthal, "Die arabische Autobio
graphic," Studia Arabica, I (Rome, 1937), PP- 1-40, at pp. 37-40. The Laf&’if al-minan ft manOqib 
Abi H-'Abbas al-Mursl wa-shaikhi-hi Abi *l-Hasan by Ahmad b. ‘Afci* Allah al-Iskandarl (d. 1309), 
from which Sha'r&nl may have adapted the title of his autobiography, does not organize its bio-
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Since the twelfth century the influx of Eastern literary motifs into the 

Byzantine novel—not compensated at the time by a corresponding reflux of 
Byzantine motifs into Arab narrative—does not constitute a helpful analogy. 
Nor does the structural correspondence between Abu 'PAla* al-Ma'arri's 
(d. 1058) Visit to Paradise, with its discussion of Arab literature, the so-called 
Risdlat aUghufran, and the Tim arion  (middle of twelfth century) help, as both 
may be derived from a pattern of which Lucian's Nekyiomanteia is the best 
known and most influential representative. (It is perhaps appropriate to note 
the structural looseness, so typical of Arab literature, of the Risdlat aUghufran 
in contrast to the strict composition of even as casual and topical a work as 
the Tim arion.)12

It would seem that revivals within a cultural development, whatever their 
causes, occasions, and effects, are carried by an increased confidence in man's
graphical materials as minan accorded by God to the saints with whom it is concerned. (The book is 
printed on the margin of Sha‘rani's LafdHf [Cairo, 1321/1903], accompanying I, 2, to II, 88.)

The latest edition (and translation) of Michael’s autobiography is by H. Gr6goire, “ Imperatoris 
Michaeli Palaeologi De Vita sua,”  Byzantion, X X I X - X X X  (1959-1960), pp. 447-476; decisive are 
chaps, i-xi. Grlgoire and before him D. J .  Geanakoplos, Emperor Michael Palaeologus and the West. 
1258-1282. A Study in Byzantine-Latin Relations (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), p. 16, note 1, accept the 
authorship of Michael. The “ autobiography" actually is a typihon, or monastic rule, for the convent 
of St. Demetrios in Constantinople, in whose first part the emperor rehearses his life and deeds. G. 
Misch, Geschichte der Autobiographic (Bern-Frankfurt a. Main, 19498.), Ill/ii, pp. 752-755, touches 
upon the apologetic character of the work but makes no reference to the stylistic pattern it represents. 
A  certain kinship exists between Michael's organization of the major factors and events of his life in 
terms of God's benefactions to him and Libanios* presentation of much of his autobiography in terms 
of the favors and hurts prepared for him by his Tyche; see his famous oration on his Life Bfos ircpl 
Tfjs teuToO (Opera, ed. by R. Foerster [Leipzig, 1903, 1922], I, pp. 79-206). Libanios* self-state
ment is less stringently organized than the much briefer narrative of Michael's; not all of his experiences 
are presented from the guiding viewpoint; while at times he endeavors to show how his Tyche balanced 
the good and the bad, Libanios is on the whole inclined to portray her as benevolent and his life as 
fortunate. A  phrase like that in chap. 146, where he justifies mention of an incident by the desire not 
to pass over any of her gifts, or at the beginning of chap. 259, where he wishes the eunoia of the gods 
recognized in what he has to report about himself, is fairly close to the attitude which Michael's bios 
bespeaks. Libanios (who wrote the major part of his autobiographical oration in 374, adding to it in 
390) was read in the schools throughout the Byzantine period. One has the impression that a good 
deal of interest was devoted to his writings from the time of Kinnamos (d. after 1185), who patterned 
his Ethopoiia after one of Libanios*, to the first half of the fourteenth century, during which period 
Thomas Magistros (under Andronikos II, 1282-1328), Georgios Lekapenos, and Andreas Lopadiotes 
made use of his works in various ways, and even as late as the beginning of the fifteenth when Manuel 
II ’s (1391-1425) dialogue on marriage appears to reflect the ancient rhetor’s ©kns eI ya^Ttev (cf. K.Krum- 
bacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Literatur, 2nd ed. [Munich, 1897], pp. 455, 491, 549, 558, and 
576; R. R. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage and Its Beneficiaries [Cambridge, 1954], PP- 49. 84, and 399). 
The possibility that Michael was acquainted with Libanios is undeniable. The freedom, not to say 
the originality, with which Libanios* scheme is used suggests, however, the existence of some inter
mediary link or links. A  competent analysis of Libanios' Bios is to be found in K. Malzacher, Die 
Tyche bei Libanios, diss. Strasbourg (Strasbourg, 1918), pp. 53-60; cf. also Misch, op. cit., I, 566-575. 
(The author wishes to thank Mr. Michael Crosby of the Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies 
for suggesting the possibility of a connection between the Bios of Libanios and Michael VIII.) A  faint 
prefiguration of minan as providing the skeletal structure of autobiographical statements may perhaps 
be found in Paulinus* of Pella (the son-in-law of Ausonius) Eucharisticos and Prosper’s of Aquitaine 
[ca. 390-ca. 463) Poema coniugis ad uxorem and Carmen de providentia divina (MPL, LI, pp. 6 11-6 15 ,  
and ibid., 617-638; authorship doubtful). Cf. E . M. Sanford, Salvianus: On the Government of God 
(New York, 1930), Introduction, p. 26.

11 F. Masai, Plithon et le platonisme de Mistra (Paris, 1956), pp. 288-292, offers an interpretation of 
the Timarion in terms of the intellectual currents to which it lends expression. The Risdlat al-ghufrdn 
can be examined in the rather uninspired (and abridged) French version of M .-S. Meissa, Le message 
du pardon d’Abou»I*Ala de Maarra (Paris, 1932), and the likewise not altogether satisfactory English 
translation by G. Brackenbury, The Epistle of Forgiveness (Cairo, 1943).
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worth and strength, a refinement of introspection, and an extension of the 
ability to express hitherto muted contents; whenever possible recourse is had 
to identification with a past model; and in the West, or rather, the Medi
terranean world and its cultural descendants, every revival down to the 
seventeenth century has occurred under the sign of Plato. In most cases this 
Plato was more a Porphyry or a Proklus, who came to supplant or at least 
to supplement an Aristotle, himself apprehended through neo-Platonic eyes. To 
pre-modern man, truth is total; it is the opposite of falsehood, error, absurdity. 
Hence the problem in Latin and in Greek Christendom as well as in Islam has 
been to reconcile the total truths of Aristotle and Plato and the total truth 
of either with the (by definition) overriding truth of Revelation. Psellos and 
Anna Comnena see Aristotle as a preliminary to Plato. The true philosopher 
must have passed the threshold of Aristotelian learning.13 Muslim thinkers like 
Farabi (d. 950) devoted themselves to demonstrating that there was no contra
diction between the teachings of the two masters. In case of conflict, the phi
losopher had to yield to Scripture unless it could be shown—often to the 
philosopher's but rarely the theologian's satisfaction—that the disparate 
doctrines marked different levels of truth or truth phrased for different levels 
of understanding. A certain antirationalism, an inclination toward mystical 
intuition, congenial as it is in some measure to the Platonic world view, was 
thus of necessity built into every new outreach toward a philosophical, 
i.e., reason-based concept of the universe, God, man, and their necessary 
relationships.

Psellos' insistence that there is a mode of perception that is above reason, 
in that it accedes to areas where reason, tied as it is to causal argument from 
known premises, cannot operate, is in harmony with his Platonism, seeing 
that Plato himself went beyond reasoning and demonstration to the realization 
of the One. The placing of Plato as a forerunner of Christianity, and the 
unqualified readiness to accept Revelation, albeit in a form compatible with 
a philosophical frame of reference, did not protect Psellos from being attacked 
for Hellenism, any more than submission to prophecy protected the fa ila su f  
from suspicion of kufr, a suspicion which was perhaps founded less on the 
individual tenets he might defend than on the admission of authorities alien 
to the Muslim Revelation and the further admission, open or concealed, of 
human reason as the touchstone of truth. Psellos observed approvingly that 
Aristotle always proceeded by syllogism and did not argue from myths as the 
ancient Egyptians had done. His reasoning is anthropikoteron, i.e., more after 
the manner appropriate to man, who ought to attain to truth on his own 
resources by logical means.14

18 Cf. Buckler, op. cit., p. 172. In the West, asChenu, op. cit., pp. 105-106, has pointed out, Augus- 
tinianism is another indispensable element in any "renaissance/1 Its essential constituents Chenu 
describes as "sens de l'int6riorit6, l’app6tit de la beatitude, la foi en la souverainet^ absolue de la 
gr&ce, la primaut6 d'une anthropologie sumaturelle sur toute physique, la perception r^aliste de 
r&xmomie du salut k travers l’histoire et au dela des cycles du cosmos.”

14 Cf. Tatakis, op. cit., p. 171. With a time lag of almost two hundred years the Occident recognized 
the possibility and accepted the obligation of working toward progress in the search for scientific and
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Abu Sulaiman the Logician (d. iooo), the teacher of Tauhldl (d. 1023)—to 

my knowledge the only Muslim writer who expressly characterizes man as a 
problem15—recognizes the superiority of the prophet over the philosopher, 
but attempts, perhaps for that very reason, to deal with philosophy and 
religion as complementary though distinct areas of human endeavor. He 
objects to the attempt of the Ikhwan as-Safa* to annex the religious law to 
philosophy. For ffif one desires to philosophize one must turn away the glance 
from religious opinions [practices? diyanat]; but if one wishes to give oneself 
over to the religious life [religious practice? tadayyuri], one must free oneself from 
all philosophical concern.” 16 Yet philosophy and religion are tied to one 
another by sharing the same final cause. To attain the religious goal man must 
first carry rational investigation as far as possible; intellectual activity must 
precede contemplation. The reason which Aba Sulaiman—and with him 
Tauhldl (who was, however, more conscious of the implications)—exhorts man 
to follow is clearly the universal property of humankind, difficult to distinguish 
from the hikma khalida, the eternal wisdom, to which Miskawaih, following 
Iranian trains of thought, devoted one of his works. Tauhldl cannot resist 
deprecating the limitative ethics of the Muslim fu q a h a \ based though they 
are (albeit at two removes) on revelation, in favor of the common experience 
of man regardless of creed or race.17 Such an attitude could hardly survive 
in a period when salvaging and revitalizing of Sunnism came to be identified 
as the true task of the community, which, in the nature of things, could 
recognize itself only in the (historically speaking) accidental, the distinctively 
particular.

The upsurge of anthropocentric thought, paralleled by an aspiration to 
substantive originality in literature, collapsed—in philosophy sooner than in
philosophical truth after the manner of R&zi (d. 925 or 935) and the Byzantine Renaissance. Less 
quoted than Bernard of Chartres (d. ca. 1130) is his contemporary Gilbert of Toumai, who declares 
truth to be open to all; it cannot however be found if we are content with what the predecessors have 
established; those who came before us are not our masters but our guides; complete truth has not 
yet been acquired. It is remarkable that the anti-intellectual tendencies of Islamic and Byzantine 
thought from the eleventh and twelfth centurics on are paralleled, again with a characteristic time 
lag, for example, in the outlook of a Duns Scotus (1266-1308), a Richard Fitzralph (middle of the 
fourteenth century), a Jean Gerson (1362-1428) and a Nicolaus of Cues (1401-1464).

14 Tauhldl and Miskawaih, Kitab al-hawdmil wa’sh-shawdmil, ed. by A. Amin (Cairo, 1951), p. 180, 
line 5 (quaestio 68); cf. M. Arkoun, "L'Humanisme arabe au I V e/ X e si&cle,”  Studia Islamica, X IV
(1961), pp. 73-10 8; X V  (1961), pp. 63-87, at X IV , p. 98.

M Ibid., X IV , pp. 89-90, with reference to Tauhldl, Kitdb al-imtd* wa'l-mu anasa, ed. by A. Amin 
and A. Saqr (Cairo, 1939-1944), II, p. 18.

17 Arkoun, op. cit., X IV , p. 97, note 1, with reference to Hawdmil, p. 329. Methodologically close 
to the Hellenistic gnosis is the use made by Suhrawardl al-Maqttil (executed 1191) of the idea of 
Eternal Wisdom as an unbroken chain of mystical tradition carried by Hermes, Aristotle and Plato, 
Agathodaimon and Empedocles, as well as Indian and Persian sages; access to the literature is most 
easily obtained through G.-C. Anawati and L. Gardet, Mystique musulmane (Paris, 1961), p. 56. 
With much more vigor and consistency did Plethon draw the conclusions from the doctrine of the 
philosophia perennis which led him to the rejection of the revealed religions in favor of that wisdom 
which was guaranteed by the common consent of mankind and first preached by Zoroaster to Medes, 
Persians, and most of the ancient peoples of Asia. The koinai ennoiai of humanity constitute the 
supreme verities; their moral content is binding for all times. In this context the virtue of the intellect 
emerges as the highest, and the cultivation of the sciences, such as history, geography, philosophy, 
as a duty (cf. Masai, op. cit., pp. 130 -139  and 263-264). Petrarch’s De sui ipsius et aliorum Ignorantia 
anticipated not the concept of the hikma khdlida, but the preoccupation with man that underlies it.
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literature—under the weight of the overwhelming urge to safeguard Sunni 
Islam. Barred from easy recourse to the Greeks and tied in its belles-lettres 
to a classical age inadequate in thematic scope and degree of sophistication 
to the existential needs of the day, the incipient, bold, yet never fully stated 
“humanism” of Baghdad had already vanished when Psellos became hypatos 
ton philosophon; it was an early victim of the socio-political regrouping and 
the intellectual redefining of the umma M uham m adiyya, which in the second 
half of the eleventh century was to give Islam its “definitive” face for hundreds 
of years. To rehabilitate a humanistic philosophy as a prefiguration of Islam 
and represent the Greek thinkers as Muslims avant la lettre (as, mutatis mu
tandis, the Fathers had done and Psellos did once more) was clearly not 
possible. Allegoresis, the favorite tool of the Christian, would not serve the 
Sunni. The Fatimid Shri would be able to buttress his religious emanationism 
by means of an ontological emanationism of Hellenistic origin. But was it not 
precisely this deviation of the radical Shi4a that the lawyer-theologians and 
statesmen of the eleventh century knew to be a mortal peril to the True 
Believers?

The relationship between political and cultural flowering does not appear 
to be constant. French classicism coincided with an upsurge of French power, 
Greek tragedy ebbed with the waning of Athenian might, but philosophy 
survived the corrosion of the city. In general one is left with the impression 
that continuing political weakness, if accompanied by that insignificance of 
community concerns which tends to follow relegation to the sidelines, is 
detrimental to cultural creativeness, but that political disintegration as such, 
with the concomitant relaxing of public control over the intellect and, on 
occasion, the need to enlist the intellect in the preparation of a political 
renascence, will be favorable to an outburst of productivity and a sudden 
switching to new approaches and experimenting with new aspirations.17*

The developments in Eastern Arab Islam and in the Byzantine Empire 
during the tenth century are cases in point, illustrating the creative force which 
may be released when there is no longer any surveillance by a prestigious 
tradition with which the state had become identified. Despite his position as 
the (nominal) head of the state, Constantine Porphyrogennetos (913- 959) 
symbolizes better than any other personality the rassemblement of spiritual 
forces which succeeded, not without the ever-present regress to antiquity, 
in liberating Byzantium from the monopolistic pressure of the monastic 
movement on its intellectual life. The reorganization of a university, the

I7a What the philosopher J. G. Fichte (d. 1814) noted with regard to Germany could readily be 
transferred to the Muslim domain. "N o German-born prince ever took upon himself to mark out for 
his subjects as their fatherland . . .  the territory over which he ruled, and to regard his subjects as 
bound to the soil. A  truth not permitted to find expression in one place might find expression in an
other, where it might happen that those truths were forbidden which were permitted in the first. So, 
in spite of the many instances of onesidedness and narrowness of heart in the separate states, there 
was nevertheless in Germany, considered as a whole, the greatest freedom of investigation and publi
cation that any people has ever possessed." (Addresses to the German Nation [1808], trans. by R. F. 
Jones and G. H. Turnbull [Chicago-London, 1922], p. 148 [Address viii].)
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recapturing of Platonism, the readmittance of realism in art,18 as well as the 
deepening of mystical piety manifest in Symeon the New Theologian—these 
are symptoms of the reconquest of an intellectual level which had long been 
out of reach and which was achieved against a background of provincial 
magnates whittling away at the imperial power, the Slavs and later the 
Seljuqs and Normans threatening the core areas of the Empire, and Venice 
establishing its economic stranglehold on the Byzantine state. Similarly, with 
the caliphate becoming the helpless and dishonored prize of fractional wars; 
regional principalities, shortlived for the most part, carving up the Muslim 
domain; non-Arab rulers establishing themselves in most of the Arabic
speaking territories; and the twin insecurity of financial decay and internal 
violence becoming a normal part of life, the first summation of Muslim know
ledge is achieved by the Ikhw&n as-Safa*, a Farabi blends Greek and Islamic 
political thought, the greatest of the (non-classical) poets is showered with 
patronage, new ideas in theology as well as poetry, criticism, and Lebens- 
gestaltung are arduously debated; there is a great deal of philosophical ex
perimentation, different types of the religious life are locked in vehement 
combat; the cultural scene is as motley as the political, sects and denominations 
mingle and fight, and for the first time perhaps in the history of Islamic 
civilization the taboo against the popular is disregarded.

Al-Jahshiyari (d. 942) collects the basic corpus of the Arabian Nights, 
Abtl Dulaf (d. after 942) describes half-seriously the ways of the underworld 
with a generous use of argot, and Muhammad al-Azdl (also tenth century)19 
portrays the Baghdadi through his own idiom (it is true that he had, to some 
extent, a precedent in Jahiz' fine ear for regional and social differentiations of 
speech). With all this the upper-class—hence, in a sense, exclusive—character 
of Arab Bildung persists. The realistic interest in the popular subsides, and the 
Hellenism of scholastic method and philosophical thought, congenial in particu
lar to the sects, maintains that unreflected kinship of outlook of the Arab and 
Byzantine intelligentsia. Their not infrequent contacts are seriously curtailed 
only when, after Mantzikert (1071), the Seljuqs interpose their state between 
the Arabic and the Greek speaking areas. The Seljuq victory, in whose wake 
the de-Hellenization of Eastern and Central Asia Minor is to begin in earnest, 
occurs at a time when the consolidation of Sunni Islam is successfully taking 
shape. Culturally speaking, the essential features of this reaffirmation of 
orthodoxy are the integration of mystical piety and the acceptance of popular

,s The term "realism,”  which to some may seem ill chosen as an epithet of any phase of Byzantine 
art, is to be understood as a name for a movement which allowed the resumption of an ancient interest 
in nature motifs and picturesque detail as well as the loosening of ecclesiastical control over the treat
ment of traditional themes and the rendering of the human countenance. A. Grabar, Byzantine 
Painting (New York, 1953), speaks of "leanings toward realism" (p. 44) and a tendency "to interpolate 
realistic motifs and picturesque variations of the time-honored formulas" (p. 138). The realism here 
noted is, of course, no kin to P. A. Michel is* "transcendental realism" (An Aesthetic Approach to B y 
zantine Art [London, 1955], P- 178); but a reminder of the combination, peculiar to Byzantine hagi
ography, of "realism and spirituality" (which Michelis describes on p. 114) may not be out of place 
in our context.

19 On him, cf. C. Brockelmann, GAL, I, p. 156; Suppl., I, p. 254; and F. Gabrieli, "Sulla Hikayat 
Abi l-Qdsim di Abfl 1-Mutahhar al-Azdl," RSO, X X  (1942), pp. 33-45.
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practices as part of “official” religion; a concentration on law and theology 
with a consequent retrenchment of public concern for the “foreign sciences” ; 
a heightened awareness of the importance of tradition as justification for and 
the mortar of the attempted synthesis; wider scope for individual religiosity, 
which tends to organize in fraternities; a personalization of the experience 
of the holy, which is obtained through the saint recognized by his miracles; 
and, with all this, a lowering of critical demands, a depreciation of human 
reason in a voluptuous relaxation into God’s inscrutable omnipotence. The 
borders between the possible and the impossible, the natural and the super
natural are allowed to blur almost to extinction, while religious practice aims 
at collective self-intoxication with a trance-like, strangely sentimental “loss 
of self” into the Deity. In brief, the tide has turned against the intellect which 
is prized only as a regulatory tool for legal organization and theological codi
fication, leading to a conspicuous advance in logical method and logical order 
as applied to theological reasoning20—and the stage has been set for a resur
gence of the “popular” into the Bildungswelt.

To avoid misunderstandings: popular motifs had always been allowed to 
penetrate into areas where they did not seem to endanger the total structure. 
Eschatology, where unsifted traditions from many sources had from the 
earliest times been admitted, is a case in point. So are Bedouin tales and the 
sailors’ yams grouped about Sinbad, or again the sailors' songs to which 
Ja‘far invites Hartin ar-Rashld to listen in order to relieve his gloomy mood. 
But standard theology and standard literature (and in particular, poetry as 
its most highly valued sector) refused permeation by popular motifs and 
popular language, or assimilation to the vernacular in thinking and phrasing. 
The fights between Muctazila and “orthodoxy,” the Hanbalites and their 
theological opponents, made concrete to the masses by the “uncreate Koran” 
and the “anthropomorphic” representation of the deity, both, if in varying 
degree, irksome to the intelligentsia and the theologian sensitized to philosophy, 
clearly exhibit as one of their aspects the conflict between the popular and the 
“educated” experience of the Muslim God. The literalism of the masses and 
their need for a comprehensible and, as it were, tangible deity, championed 
by the Hanbalites and transposed by them into a refusal to modify God’s 
self-statements in Revelation, lost out on the level of credal formulation but 
won in the Islam as it was actually lived, into which popular sentiment forced, 
moreover, the veneration of the Prophet, the cult of the saints and the toler-

80 This advance in systematic theology is connected with the work of al-Ghazza.li. W. M. Watt, 
Muslim Intellectual. A Study of al-Ghazali (Edinburgh, 1962), pp. 120 -123, has devoted a convincing 
section to the effect which the consistent utilization of syllogistic logic has had on al-Ghazz&lI’s pre
sentation of essentially the same theological topoi that his teacher al-Juwainl (d. 1085) had discussed. 
The simultaneous relaxing of rational scrutiny of data and improving of the technical mastery of 
rational argument has its parallels elsewhere. Sir Thomas Browne exults, in 1635, in the humiliation 
of reason by insisting on the ultimate irrelevance of its findings, an attitude not too far removed from 
that of al-Ghazz&l!: "Y e t I do believe all this is true, which my Reason would persuade me to be 
false; and this I think no vulgar part of Faith, to believe a thing not only above but contrary to 
Reason, and against the Arguments of our proper Senses." Religio medici, ed. by G. Keynes (London, 
1928), p. 15 ; quoted by P. Garai, "L e  cart^sianisme et le classicisme anglais," Revue de literature 
comparie, X X X I  (1957), pp. 373-387, at p. 387.
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ation of a massive concept of sacredness or baraka as a religious source of 
strength and security tested and handed down by countless generations, 
pagan, Christian, and Islamicized.

Literature, however, appeared to be able to hold the fort against any 
opposition to the increasing alienation from life and language of the sur
rounding reality. The code of admissible forms stood unchallenged, the listing 
of motifs admissible into poetry maintained the deceptive rigidity of the social 
register. But the substance proved more flexible than the form. And even the 
form would suffer itself to be enriched when the Spanish fashion of strophic 
poetry—long since paralleled by popular song in the East—attracted the 
attention of Eastern litterateurs who wrote and collected azjal and mu- 
washshahdt and worked out their theory;21 popular narrative is once again 
taken note of (to be incorporated into that elastic receptacle, the Arabian 
Nights); even the Shadow Play arouses the interest of at least one intellectual, 
Ibn D&niyal (d. 1 3 1 0 ?), who has left us the only specimen of the genre, almost 
three hundred years after the khayal had first been mentioned by a Spanish 
writer.22 The truly popular novel of the type of the Strut 'Antar or the Sirat 
Baibars or the tale of the Banu Hilal enjoyed its golden age, but never achieved 
acceptance by the Bildungsschicht. On the borderline between religion and 
literature an increasing number of edifying tracts recording the deeds of the 
saints and the virtues of the Prophet is provided; and the sermon, which 
since the tenth century has become a genre by itself, takes on a popular tone, 
as witness the mau'izdt of Ibn al-jauzl (d. 120 0 ) with their generous sprinkling 
of suggestive love poetry and drastic descriptions of the Hereafter.

More significantly still, the maqama, the narrated dramatic sketch in rhymed 
prose, the delight of the philologists and barely understandable without a 
commentary explaining its lexicological and grammatical finesses, its recondite 
allusions and chiselled structure, chooses popular themes or incidents as the 
skeleton for its exquisite verbalizations; stylized scenes from "real” life, urban 
and tribal, are portrayed, manners and mores which would never have been 
reflected in standard poetry are depicted or touched upon, objects much 
below the dignity of traditional literature are mentioned or discussed,23 and 
the vulgar is kept at bay only by the recherche artistry of expression and by 
the superiority which the author maintains by means of the discreet humor 
in which the tale, delicate as a spider's web, is steeped. The greatest master 
of the maqama, Hariri of Basra (d. 1 1 2 2 ), is barely dead when a realistic trend, 
hardly separable from a plunge into popular taste, makes itself felt in Arab

11 Ibn San4 al-Mulk (d. 1211), §afl ad-Dln al-Hilll (d. probably 1349). The use of azjdl in the ver
nacular for the expression of mystical piety by the Andalusian poet ‘All ash-Shushtar! (d. in Egypt 
in 1269) is characteristic for the style of the times; on Shushtarl, cf. L. Massignon, "Recherches sur 
Shushtari, po&te andalou enterr£ a Damiette,”  Milangcs offerts d William Marfais (Paris, 1950), 
pp. 251-276  (with further references).

** Ibn Hazm, Akhldq, no. 83; cf. the note of the editor, p. 30.
83 Cf., e.g., Hamad&nl, Maqdmdt, nos. 12 (Zechprellerei) and 22 (on which, see F. Gabrieli, “ La  

maqama madiriyya di al-Hamadhanl,”  Acc. Lincei, Cl. scienze morali, storiche e filologiche, Rendiconti, 
8th Ser., I V /11 -12  [1949], pp. 509-515); Hariri, Maqdmdt, nos. 40, 47, and 49.
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painting. In fact, it is his very maq&m&t which for two centuries at least offer 
attractive subjects to the miniaturist.

It is difficult not to note the simultaneous trend toward realism in Byzantine 
art that makes itself felt from the late eleventh century on.24 Although here 
and there influences may be posited—thus the Eastern Byzantine school of 
Edessa, Mardin, and Diyarbakir appears to have had its effect on ‘Iraqi book 
illustration of the thirteenth century25—what parallelisms do exist are to be 
accounted for rather by popular modes of feeling and perception breaking 
through the cracking shell of the Bildungstradition. Decentralization, the 
victory of the provincial aristocracy, and the rise in the capital of artisans and 
merchants may have given an impulse to the vernacular (or rather, semi
vernacular) literature so characteristic of the era of the Komnenoi and their 
successors—the classicism of Anna Komnene notwithstanding. In itself, the 
“Platonic Renaissance” of a Psellos, who incidentally concerned himself with 
the proverbs of the people,26 constituted a far from popular movement; even 
less did it encourage absorption of popular themes; but as cause and symptom 
of a loosening of an earlier tradition, this movement may be considered to be 
in a certain relationship to the advance of popular and foreign modes of 
expression. Barlaam and Joasaph, Stephanites and Ichnelates, the Syntipas, 
but also a tale like the Ptocholeon and, in a different manner, Belthandros and 
Chrysantza bespeak a growing community of taste throughout the Byzantine 
and the Arab Near East to which the Bildungsschicht reacted—the translators 
of Oriental novels were without exception writers of high education—but 
which was due to the ascendency gained by an aesthetic sensibility essentially 
unrelated to the classical impulse in either Constantinople or Baghdad.

The development is even more tangible in the religious sphere, where, in 
addition, a correlation with the Latin West is noted. The focussing of piety 
on Muhammad is paralleled by the focussing of piety on Jesus and the domi
nance gained in Islam by hope and love over fear in man's relation to God 
recurs in Latin Christendom as does the channeling of the religious life into 
lay orders of various kinds. For the evolution of Muslim piety consists essen
tially in a shift of motivation from the mysterium tremendum, God’s majesty, 
to the mysterium fascinosum, God's grace and loving kindness, or, in the terms 
favored by the Muslims themselves, from the Lord's jalal to his jamdl. The 
same shift accompanies the revival of enthusiastic piety in Byzantium toward 
the end of the tenth century and the growth of sacramental mysticism in late 
mediaeval Catholicism, precisely as it did later the rise of Hassidism among 
East European Jewry.

This shift in the religious mood conditions a reorientation of Muslim doctri
nal thinking where, in the key problems of God's essence and righteousness, 
the relation of finite man with the transcendental God replaces the integrity 
of the divine transcendence as the primary concern. In other words, man and

*  Cf. H. W. Haussig, Kulturgeschichte von Byzanz (Stuttgart, 1959), p. 375.
»  Ibid, p. 373.
t# Cf. K. Krumbacher, op. cit., p. 905.
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his needs take the place of God and His statutes as the vantage point of theo
logical reasoning.27

The basis of this unconscious rapprochement of mood and thought in Islam 
and Greek Christendom is in the two faiths' concept of man. If one passes 
from Western Christianity to Greek Christianity and further to Islam, the 
fundamental outlook on man becomes increasingly optimistic. The man whom 
Roman (and Protestant) Christianity endeavors to save is corrupted by original 
sin; only through the mediation of God's self-sacrifice in Jesus is a possibility 
for reparation, for salvation, restored. The relation between God and man, 
congenitally sinful and deficient, is above all a legal one. The fulfillment of 
the law, man's justification before God, is his primary task. God may be 
apprehended through His love; but this love makes itself felt primarily by 
His departing from absolute justice. For sin to us is more than anything else 
a violation of the ordained relationship between God and man. Greek orthodox 
piety is much less penetrated by the implications of the Fall. Man is created 
after God's image; this Ebenbildlichkeit confers on him an inalienable nobility 
which sin may tarnish, distort, and diminish, but never completely remove. 
Sin is like a sickness, a loss of substance; the redemption, a restoration to the 
original fullness of being. Such restoration is brought about not so much by 
God's justice as by his unfathomable and infinite love. The confidence in His 
mercy and His philanthropia, His love of man, is without limits; penitence and 
contrition, service rather than works, will secure God's gladly bestowed pardon. 
The Eastern Christian will not be justified, he will be sanctified, he will become 
like the angels while still walking this earth; God's mercy will let him experience 
here a new spiritual birth from which he will emerge closer and ever closer to 
the divinity itself. Islam, finally, does not recognize in man any fundamental 
moral deformation; it does not perceive in him any congenital defilement, 
only weakness and most of all, ignorance. While man is unable to find the 
right path for himself, Revelation and Sacred Tradition contain the information 
which he must heed and apply to assure his rescue. Adam is seen to have 
accepted a covenant with the Lord that establishes the rights of God over 
man and constitutes disobedience the crucial failing. But God's commands 
are capable of execution and, while the realization of his ultimate nothingness 
before his Maker may fill man with fear of his predestined fate, surrender to 
God and His Prophet and integration into the community of True Believers 
more than balance his apprehensions; for has not the Lord Himself assured

57 The views suggested in this and the preceding paragraph restate with slight modifications what 
this writer has proposed in his study “ The World of Islam: The Face of the Antagonist” in M. Clagett, 
G. Post, and R. Reynolds (eds.), Twelfth-Century Europe and the Foundations of Modern Society 
(Madison, Wis., 1961), pp. 18 9-211, at p. 203. An expose of the religious significance and function of 
fear and hope, both included among the “ states”  (ahwdl) vouchsafed the wanderer on the mystic path 
m the classical manuals of §flfism, was given by Ghazz&ll, Ihyd\  bk. X X X III , now accessible in the 
English translation by W. McKane, Al-Ghazali’s Book of Fear and Hope (Leiden, 1962), who, in his 
Introduction, attempts to systematize Ghazz&H’s views. Note in the text, pp. 6-7, the theologian’s 
statement that “ action on account of hope is of a higher order than action on account of fear, because 
the creatures who are nearest to God are those who love Him most,”  and love is under the power of 
hope.
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the faithful that no soul will be made to bear more than it is able to bear? Like 
the Western Christian, the Muslim must give God satisfaction; but unlike him, 
he faces his Creator unburdened by an inherited rent in his soul and conscious 
of his membership in the community to which God has confided Truth at its 
most perfect and its most complete.28

In restoring its place in religion to man's ability to transcend himself in 
the unitive experience (without change of essense or assimilation to the essence 
of the deity, as the more cautious of the mystics were careful to explain), 
mysticism introduced a more joyful mood into Islamic piety, a mood that is 
perhaps characteristic of all mysticism. It is Martin Luther who has described 
the fundamental mood of the mystic as blanda, tranquilla, devota. The state of 
the Perfect is joy. Gnosis creates chara and eschate makariotes.29 And this joy 
is buttressed by the strengthened confidence in God's willingness to accept 
the effort of the believer, to cooperate not only with holiness attained, but 
with the earnest strivings for self-sanctification. It remains for man to purify 
his soul, to combat sin and despair, to resist Satan in all his disguises; but in 
the end he will not have fought in vain. That presumption of victory which 
is so conspicuously absent in Augustinian Christianity,30 and in the early 
Muslim ascetics, the Sufi shared with the Fathers of the Greek Church.

With sainthood becoming a possibility not infrequently realized, the Greek 
and the Muslim theologians had to concern themselves with its signs and, 
so to speak, its technical aspects. How, for instance, is the saint himself and 
how are his disciples to know that his visions are not mere fancies, phantasiai, 
auham? St. Symeon emphasized the unspeakable joy that accompanied the 
optasia, a symptom of genuineness also accepted in some Sufic circles. More 
objective was the distinction between imaginative and intellectual illumination, 
which alone was the result of communion with the divine. For imagination, 
taking many forms, "serves as bridge for the demons, over which these murder
ous miscreants cross and recross, commune and mix with the soul and make it 
a hive for many drones—the abode of barren and passionate thoughts."

M For the concept of man in Byzantine Christianity, cf., e.g., E . Benz, Geist und Leben der Ostkirche 
(Hamburg, 1957), esp. pp. 21 and 46. In it survives the ancient concept according to which the good 
is identified with what conforms to nature, kata physin, and the bad with what is contrary to it, para 
physin. The Monophysite Isaiah (d. 488) has coined from this usage the expressions he kataphysis 
the good, and he paraphysis, the bad, expressions which afford suggestive evidence of the survival of 
the concept; cf. I. Hausherr, “ L ’imitation du Christ chez les Byzantins," Mdlanges offerts au R. P. 
Ferdinand Cavallera (Toulouse, 1948), pp. 231-259, at pp. 238-239. To St. Symeon the goodness of 
human nature follows from man’s being created in God’s image. The mystery of the human condition 
is in the fact that, despite this essentially unalterable goodness, man is generally and totally subject 
to sin as a consequence of Adam’s fall. Adam’s primary failing was oiesis, arrogancy, an overrating 
of his capabilities. The essence of sin, however, is to be found neither in any specific commission nor 
omission. It is rather non-participation in the divine nature of Him Who, as Jesus Christ, has 
hung for us on the cross. In other words, it is imperfect being rather than an imperfection in the 
being of man as such. Cf. H. A. Biedermann, Das Menschenbild bei Symeon dem Jiingeren dem Theologen 
(949-1022) (Wurzburg, 1949), pp. 23-25 ; 3 2 -3 3 ; 37-38 ; p. 24, note 4, Biedermann recalls the axiom 
of Western scholasticism according to which omne ens in quantum est ens bonum est.

*• Euagrios Pontikos, fi. 363-392.
30 Not so much, however, in Thomaean Christianity, in which the Aristotelian and Stoic sense of a 

harmonious relation between nature and truth buttresses a more optimistic view of human possibilities 
and encourages a wider outreach into the universe by self-confident man.
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Therefore “keep your mind empty of colour, image, form, appearance, quality, 
and quantity.” 31

In words that could have been taken from a Muslim mystic, Niketas Stethatos 
(wrote 1054), disciple and biographer of St. Symeon, describes the sign, semeion, 
of perfection, teleiotes, as the true gnosis of God from which will spring wisdom, 
insight into the nature of God, and correct action; furthermore, visions un
veiling the divine mysteries, the desire for union with Christ, and the vision 
of the divine light of the glory of God, the nazar Allah  of the Sufi. To overcome 
the possible limitations of the individual with regard to visionary experience, 
Hesychasts (the term goes back to Patristic times) or Quietists offered a 
method of contemplation which was brought to Mount Athos from Mount 
Sinai by Gregory Sinaita during the reign of Andronikos II (1282- 1328). 
Before him, the monk Nikephoros (ca. 1200), in his book on “Sobriety and 
the Guarding of the Heart” had already endeavored to set forth “the science 
of the heavenly life, or rather a method, to reach without labor, akopos, and 
without sweat, anidroti, the haven of passionlessness, apatheia.”z% It is difficult 
not to take this program as a tacit contradiction of St. Symeon's saying which 
stands in the old tradition of identifying the ascetic life with effort, labor, 
pain, and combat.33 “Inasmuch as God wishes to be known by us, so He 
reveals Himself [incidentally, a recurrent motif of Muslim mysticism], and 
inasmuch as He reveals Himself so is He seen and known by those who are

81 Kallistos and Ignatios, Directions to Hesychasts, nos. 64 and 73, in Writings from the Philokalia 
on Prayer of the Heart, trans. by E. Kadloubovsky and G. E. H. Palmer (London, 1951), pp. 234 and 
239; cf. Najm al-Din Kubra's (d. 1221) analysis of visual and auditive experience in F. Meier, Die 
Faw&Hh al-gam&l wa-fawatih al-galdl des Nagm ad-Dln al-KubrS (Wiesbaden, 1957), PP- 241-243.

Greek orthodox theology considers the grace of the noera proseuche accessible to all who take upon 
themselves the necessary ascetic preparation. The differentiation between the individuals lies in the 
measure of the gifts of grace which God accords. Consequently, one may say, a psycho-physical 
technique as a means (but not more) becomes almost indispensable. Cf. G. Wunderle, Zur Psychologie 
des hesychastischen Gebets, 2nd ed. (Wurzburg, 1949), pp. 13 -14 ; 20-30 (detailed presentation of the 
bodily techniques and their psycho-physical basis). Cf. also pp. 63 and 66, the emphasis on the fact 
that everybody has both the possibility and the duty to develop his mystical experience. For the 
integration of breathing exercise and religious experience, cf. John Klimakos (d. ca. 670-680), Scala 
paradisi, gradus 27: "L et the remembrance of Jesus be united with your breathing; then you will 
realise the fruit of hesychia"  (quoted by Wunderle, op. cit., p. 22, from MPG, L X X X V III , 1 1 12  C).

”  Trans. Writings from the Philokalia, p. 22. The literal translation of Hesychasts as Quietists 
should not be understood as equating the passivity of Western Quietism with the Hesychastic at
titude in which the ascetic is considered as laboring actively in the noera proseuche, the geistige Gebet, 
toward readying himself for the experience of "divinizing’' grace; cf. Wunderle, op. cit., p. 31. The 
contrast is made very clear by the formulation of I. Hausherr, "L'imitation. . p. 273: "L a  gr&ce 
diff&re la realisation de la similitude parfaite [after the first assimilation to the divine apeikonisma has 
been granted through baptism], parce qu'elle veut l'op&rer avec nous. La spirituality grecque n’a 
rien de commun avec le qui6tisme. Elle ignore la notion protestante d'un salut par la foi sans les 
oeuvres. La n6cessit6 de la collaboration humaine s’affirme partout.. . Nikolaos Kabasilas, MPG, 
CL, 720D-721D, clearly distinguishes man's contribution to the attainment of the supernatural life 
from God's contribution (-roc |i£v irapa tou 0eoO / toc 8£ Trap’ fiucov), even as the Muslim mystics dis
tinguish the "states," ahw&l, descending into the heart from God, from the "stations,”  maqSmdt, that 
are reached by the exertion of the seekers; cf., e.g., Hujwiri, Kashf al-mahjub, trans. by R. A. Nichol
son (Leiden-London, 1911), pp. 180-183. The "sobriety”  of the Hesychastic writers is the state of 
the soul when it has been purified and "simplified” — one is reminded of the Plotinian haplosis— and 
thus opened to the "intoxicating” enthusiasm of grace. The metaphor goes back to (and beyond) 
Philo's nephalios methe, sobria ebrietas, and to the New Testament as well; cf. I Thess. 5 :6 -7 : yptiyo- 
P&mev kocI vi^cohev. .. kocI ol ueSvoxiuevot vvkt6s neSOouCTiv. For "secular” use, cf. Psellos, Chronographia, 
VI, 40: 6 aco<pp6vco$ £v6ovai&3cov vo0$.

38 Cf. I Hausherr, "Opus Dei,”  Orientalia Christiana Periodica, X II (1947), pp. 195-216, at p. 206.
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worthy. But no one can be worthy of this experience until he unites with the 
Holy Spirit, having previously acquired by labor and sweat a heart that is 
pure, simple, and contrite.” 34 In a manner reminiscent of Nikephoros, St. Greg
ory Palamas (d. 1359) was to explain that the operatio Spiritus sancti, energeia 
ton Pneumatos, is obtained by the "scientific and incessant invocation of the 
Lord Jesus”—where the designation of the method as "scientific” deserves 
to be emphasized.

The individualistic method of the Hesychasts to attain the Ml, the unitive 
state, which was to develop into the idiorhythmic ("living by one’s own 
rhythm”), as contrasted with the coenobitic ("*based on community living”) 
form of monasticism toward the end of the fourteenth century, was preceded 
in time by the more collectivistic method, tariqa, of the Safi orders, also called 
tarlqdt, that began to consolidate in the eleventh century. The techniques 
developed by these orders—differing from those of the Hesychasts by the 
absence of the latter's characteristic omphaloscopy—very nearly guaranteed 
the mystic at least a partial progress toward his goal. The technique stresses 
the dhikr, the incessant remembrance of God through the pronunciation of 
His name, corresponding to the Hesychastic mneme lesou. The dhikr, like the 
mneme, is accompanied by certain bodily movements or postures and controlled 
breathing.35 Its development from a preparatory method, a psycho-physical

34 Precepts, no. 159 in Writings from the Philokalia, p. 135. St. Symeon concludes from God's will 
to communicate Himself to man that the beatific vision of God may be attained even in this life; 
see Biedermann, op. cit., p. 94. While man must cooperate in the Gnadenwirkung Gottes, the attain
ment of the beatific vision is an effect of grace and only of grace; for references, cf. ibid., pp. 58, 72, 
89ff., and 94-95. The beatific vision “ divinizes" man; St. Symeon has said: “ Man I am by nature; 
god, by grace;”  ibid., p. 116. Not much later, Saint Bernard (1090-1153) was to speak of the deificatio 
resulting from the blessedness of internal communion; cf. J . Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel 
(Philadelphia, 1962), p. 303. Throughout Islam and Christendom the rise of mystical longing entails 
a certain reserve toward intellectual ism and scientific effort to which intuition and approach to the 
object through love are preferred. Saint Peter Damianus (d. 1072) speaks of the sancta simplicitas, 
that detachment from cognitive knowledge which allows one to use it without becoming its slave; cf. 
J .  Leclercq, F. Vandenbroucke and L. Bouyer, La spirituality du moyen Age (Paris, 1961), p. 145. The 
saying of ‘Abdallatlf al-Baghd&dl (d. 1231), renowned as physician, scientist, and traveller, that God 
never yet selected an ignorant saint or a foolish prophet, is understandable only when seen as protest 
against a powerful trend of his times. (The passage is included, from the unpublished manuscript of 
*AbdallatIf's Metaphysics, in F. Rosenthal, Texte zum Fortleben der Antike im Islam, chap. 18 [soon 
to appear in the Bibliothek des Morgenlandes, Zurich].) The fear of intellectualism and “ secular”  
science never did completely die down in Christianity, either Latin or Greek, from Tertullian's (d. ca. 
220) fight against curiositas (for the context of which, cf. now J.-P. Brisson, Autonomisme et Christian- 
isme dans 1‘Afrique romaine de Septime Sivhre d Vinvasion vandale [Paris, 1958], pp. 361 and 362-363) 
to Saint Gregory Palamas’ Hyper ton hieros hesychazonton (written from 1338 to 1341), ed. by J. 
Meyendorff, Grdgoire Palamas: Difense des saints hisychastes (Louvain, 1959), esp. Triad I, Quaestio 1 
(with Reply), vol. I, pp. 4-69 (text and translation)—to suggest examples from East and West.

M Cf. Meier, op. cit., pp. 202-205. To Diadochos of Photike (fifth century) the incessant mneme 
Theou is already a guarantee of Jesus’ presence; cf. M. Viller and K. Rahner, Aszese und Mystik in 
der Vaterzeit (Freiburg i.B., 1939) pp. 192 and 226 (quoted by Wunderle, op. cit., p. 23, note 1). Wun- 
derle, op. cit., p. 47, speaks of the “ Verlebendigung der Gegenwart Gottes”  which the mneme Theou 
is to bring about. Care must be taken not to attribute the same meaning to what outwardly appears 
to be the same action. Thus, e.g., the Ib&diyya practiced well into the eleventh century the endless 
recitation of Koranic texts and of pious formulae in their “ circles” (halqa) without, however, using 
these exercitia as a preparation for mystical experiences; cf. R. Rubinacci, “ Un antico documento di 
vita cenobitica musulmana,”  Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli, Annali, N.S., X  (1961), pp. 
37-78, at p. 52. The time was not yet when, to quote Gibbon’s somewhat unsympathetic description, 
“ the lord of nations submitted to fast, and pray, and turn round in endless rotation with the fanatics, 
who mistook the giddiness of the head for the illumination of the spirit.”  (The History of the Decline
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readying of the soul for the divine mercy, to a procedure that carries its 
effectiveness in itself, is symptomatic of the vulgarization of the mystical 
movement between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries.36

The old idea of continuous prayer is re-expounded almost simultaneously 
by Niketas Stethatos and Ghazzall and implemented in the monologia of the 
name Jesus and the ecstasy inducing dhikr Alldh. "Remembrance of God or 
mental prayer,” says Gregory Sinaita, "is higher than all other works; as the 
love of God, it stands at the head of all virtues.” 37 "Mechanics” of spiritual 
progress are established. "Thirst and vigil render the heart contrite and a 
contrite heart produces tears.” 88 And "nothing pleases God more than sufferings 
or bodily privations for His sake; and nothing attracts His loving kindness 
more than tears.” 39 By this kind of self-control and concentration away from 
the external world, that purity may be attained "which alone assures the 
faithful of the great step that makes us pass from understanding after the 
measure of man to understanding after the measure of God.” 40

In judging the popularity of dhikr practice in Islam the absence of sacraments 
from Muslim doctrine must be remembered. The sacrament provides a regu
larized means of lessening the distance between divinity and believer without 
impairing the categorical distinction of their essences. In the words of Nikolaos
and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. by J . B. Bury [London-New York, i8g6ff.], VII, p. 140, with refer
ence to Mur&d II [1421-1451].)

*• Cf. the study by L. Gardet, “ Mystique naturelle et mystique sumaturelle en Islam/' Recherches 
de science religieuse, X X X V II  (1950), pp. 321-365, esp. at pp. 322-323 and 350-363. The practice of 
the uninterrupted mneme Iesou enters the Russian Church in the early twelfth century; reportedly 
the first monk to carry out this method of devotion was Nikola- Svyatosha (born as Prince Svyatoslav 
Davidovid of Chernigov), who lived in holy orders from 1106 to his death in 1142/43. Cf. I. Smolitsch, 
Russisches Monchtum. Entstehung, Entwicklung und Wesen. 988-1917 (Wurzburg, 1953), p. 65. It 
deserves notice that both in Islam and in Latin Christendom the eleventh, and especially the twelfth, 
century witnessed the rise of religious confraternities; for the Christian developments, cf., e.g., G. Le 
Bras, “ Les confr6ries chrltiennes. Problfcmes et propositions," Revue historique de droit franfais et 
itranger, X X X I X - X L  (1940-1941), pp. 310-363, esp. at p. 317. Rubinacci, op. cit., pp. 40-45, presents 
an investigation of the growth of koinobia in Islam from the end of the eighth through the fourteenth 
century, and points, p. 39, to the similarities between the typology of asceticism in Christianity and 
Islam (with refs.).

The growing frequency, in the three communities, but especially in Islam and in Latin Christianity, 
of ecstatic experiences, visions, and (in the West) private revelations as in Rhenanic mysticism of the 
fourteenth century, stimulates everywhere a certain separation between the theologian as the specialist 
of an independent science and the spiritualis who cultivates his experience without regard to dogmat
ics; cf., e.g., Spirituality, pp. 425, 446, and 473-474. Similar experiences give prominence to similar 
theological problems. The visio Dei as a direct and immediate perception exercises Latin mystics as it 
did Hesychasts and §ftfls. In 1336, Benedict X II, a contemporary of Barlaam and Palamas, finds it 
necessary to support the "moderates" in a special constitutio; cf. Spirituality, p. 481.

17 Instructions to Hesychasts, no. 7, in Writings from the Philohalia, p. 80; a summary of Hesychastic 
technique by Kallistos and Ignatios, Directions, no. 95, ibid., pp. 265-266. The locus classicus for 
hesychia in Saint John Klimakos, MPG, L X X X V III , 1112C , cf. supra, p. 107, note 31 where it is 
defined as the incessant cult of God and the continuous presence before Him; the remembrance of 
Jesus, united with the rhythm of the breath, brings the realization of the value of this hesychia. John's 
spiritual pupil, the abbot Hesychios (not Hesychios of Jerusalem!), offers in the seventh century in 
his Centuriae the first systematic development of the “ Prayer of Jesus" (which Hesychios was the 
first to call by this name). In the West, it seems, the Lotharingian Grimlaic (tenth century) brought 
back into view the problem of the oratio continua; cf. Spirituality, pp. 142, 658-659, and 680-684 (for 
later developments).

M St. John Klimakos as quoted in Directions, no. 32, ibid., p. 205.
*• St. Symeon as quoted in Directions, no. 30, ibid., p. 202.
40 Tatakis, op. cit., p. 276.
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Kabasilas (d. 13 7 1), the sacraments are windows through which the rays of 
justice enter into the dark room of this world. It is true, however, that the 
dogmatic regularization of the sacraments, or mysteria, as the Greek Church 
would say, renders them less significant to the religious hero or the religious 
specialist who will strive for a more immediate, a more "private” path of access 
to the divinity such as the techniques suggested by the Hesychastic monks.

It is surprising how long Hesychasm managed to stay out of doctrinal 
controversy. Dogmatic difficulties arose when the monks insisted on the un
createdness of the light which they claimed to see and participate in during 
their visions, and which they identified with the light on Mount Tabor in which 
Christ had been transfigured. This uncreated light is strongly reminiscent of 
the uncreated Word, the Koran, of the Muslims; both doctrines are examples 
of "emotional” or experiential theology and both touch, in their own way, 
on the problem of oneness of the divine essence in relation to its qualities or 
energies. Consequently, where the Muslim orthodox are accused of shirk, of 
"associating” another deity, the eternal uncreated Word, with Allah, Gregory 
Palamas and his followers were combatted as Ditheists, believers in two Gods. 
It is characteristic of the underlying attitudes of Western and Eastern piety 
that, in Islam, the advocates of the uncreated Koran, and, in the Byzantine 
Church, the advocates of the uncreated Tabor light carried the day, while 
in the West the consistent application of the distinction between God’s essence 
and His operation—through His word, for instance—seems to remove the 
difficulty to the satisfaction of the believers. The rejection by the Greek Church 
of theological considerations of this kind that were actually proffered by the 
Western-minded, the Latinophrones, in its midst, is, however, symptomatic not 
only of a different basic religiosity, but of national and cultural tensions 
between the "Latins” and the "Greeks,” whose bitterness made compromise 
of a predominantly Latin cast unacceptable to the Byzantine masses.

Why then, one may ask, did the release of kindred forces fail in the end to 
lead to a shared outlook on the universe, a common mentality among Byzantine 
and Muslim? Why were they not like two pillars holding up the same arch? 
The causes clearly are many, but, from the point of view of this investigation, 
what may have mattered most in reversing the psychological convergence 
was the recrystallization of a firmly circumscribed theological and philosophical 
(also, literary and artistic) culture which the Byzantines achieved not too long 
before their political collapse at the hands of the Turks. This synthesis was 
oriented to the West, that is to say, its principal formulations were evolved in 
dispute with Western theology through what may well be called an intellectual 
civil war. Once again recourse was had to antiquity; but the scope of community 
life had become too narrow for this recourse to become effective on its home- 
ground. The choice between political survival and spiritual survival as Greek 
Christians had become a permanent krisis absorbing what strength could be 
spared from the struggle for an independent existence. The break with the 
Christian tradition and the self-identification with paganism proposed by 
Gemistos Plethon (d. 1452) is, to me, important mostly as a yardstick of
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spiritual uncertainty; granted its boldness and intellectual grandeur, its in
appropriateness in terms of a redemptive doctrine for Byzantine Hellenism 
gives it something of the sound of Nero's fiddling. The Hellenism of Mistra— 
hostile as it was to the essentials of Byzantine civilization—would serve as the 
ideology of a cultural and political renewal of peninsular Greece. Its efflorescence 
was confined to the brief span between a “no more” and a “not yet.” It lacked 
the demographic base and the appeal below the Bildungsschicht to stand off 
the Turks after the emperor in Constantinople had lost control. In retrospect, 
the true significance of Plethon's teachings lies not in their content, but in the 
ease with which he offered his postulates, conflicting though they were with 
what was nearest to his people's heart and what was to hold them together 
past political extinction.41 This assertion of human independence, of man's 
choice of spiritual affiliation, is one of the features of that “Latin” humanism 
which was to separate Islam and the West for good and all; as long, that is, 
as the East remained unwilling to restyle and redefine itself more or less 
disguisedly in the Western image. This attitude was a fitting accompaniment 
to the enlargement of the physical universe by discovery, geographical and 
astronomical, and by the determined aspiration toward interpretation and 
control;42 an accompaniment also to the willingness to exchange life in an 
approximately known world for life in an accurately known one (which, oddly 
enough, also meant the exchange of total for asymptotic truth), to the change 
from the dominance of aural to the dominance of ocular sensibility, in short, 
to the hammering out of a universe of ceaseless growth and change, of ceaseless 
redefinition of man, society, and God, each and all, as it were, both manipu- 
latable in history and complementary absolutes in essence, with man seeking 
to overpower God for the benefit of society and to yield to Him for the benefit 
of his soul. The piety of the East would have been meaningless to the apostles 
of the incipient modem age even had they been able to comprehend it—not 
least because of the gifts which the exiles from Constantinople turned Turkish 
(some of them perhaps exiles also from Byzantine civilization) had brought 
to the enthusiastic adventurers of the Quattrocento.

41 The flowering of Hellenism in Mistra, as well as the earlier Hellenic revival in the thirteenth 
century when Constantinople’s control had been crushed by the Latins, is an extremely significant 
phenomenon for the assessment of the relation between political power and cultural rise. F. Masai, 
to whom we owe the most recent comprehensive analysis of Pletho and his times, has the great merit 
of being fully aware of the connections which exist between regional autonomy and regional culture 
as against the requirements of imperial ideology; cf. Plithon et le platonisme de Mistra (Paris, 1956), 
e.g., pp. 28-37. After the Turkish conquest it was the Orthodox Church, the successor to the Empire, 
that continued to provide an identity for the Greek-speaking world until the establishment of the 
Kingdom of Greece made feasible another "kleingriechisches," antiquity-oriented revival.

48 This aspiration did not stop even at Scripture. Honorius of Autun (early twelfth century) had 
already asserted: Saepius mos Ecclesiae mutatus legitur, et secundum tempus variavit stylum suum 
Spiritus sanctus (quoted by H. de Lubac, Exighse midiivale, I [Paris, 1959], 17). And Bernard of 
Chartres (Chancellor of the famous Cathedral School from 1119 -112 4 ) declared veritas to be a filia 
temporis; cf. J . Le Goff, Les intellectuels au moyen dge (Paris, 1962), p. 19. The words which Andr6 
Malraux, La tentation de VOccident (Paris, 1926), p. 26, has a Chinese write to his French friend well 
describe the attitude toward the world into which man grew during the Renaissance. “ La creation 
sans cesse renouvel£e par l’action d'un monde destin6 k Taction, voila ce qui me semblait alors l’ime 
de l'Europe, dont la soumission a la volont6 de l’homme dominait les formes.” Cf. also, p. 95, the refer
ence of the Chinese to the Europeans as "une race soumise k la preuve du geste, et promise par Ik au 
plus sanglant destin.”
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THEOPHANES AND THE ARABIC HISTORICAL TRADITION: SOME INDICATIONS OF INTERCULTURAL TRANSMISSION*

Lawrence I. Conrad

The Chronographia of the Byzantine monk Theophanes 
occupies a place of special importance in both the history and 
historiography of the Near East in the seventh and eighth 
centuries.1 From a historical point of view, the first half of the 
Chronographia, from A.D. 284 to 602 (de Boor, pp.3-290), is 
of limited value since it for the most part reproduces the writings 
of authors whose works are still extant.2 But Prokopios and his
* Versions of this paper were presented at a May 1985 meeting of the 
informal study group of the History Department at the School of Oriental and 
African Studies (University of London), and subsequently at the Second 
International Congress on Greek and Arabic Studies, Delphi (2 July 1985). 
In addition to the numerous comments and suggestions received on these 
occasions, I have benefitted from opportunities to discuss various points with 
Patricia Crone, Cyril Mango, and especially my colleague Vivian Nutton at 
the Wellcome Institute.
* On Theophanes and the Chronographia, see Karl Krumbacher, 
Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur, 2nd edition in collaboration with 
A.Ehrhard and H.Gelzer (Munich, 1897), I, 342-47; Maria Elisabetta 
Colonna, Gli storia bizantini del IV al XV secolo (Naples, 1956), pp.131- 
34; Gyula Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica, 2nd edition (Berlin, 1958), I, 531
37; Herbert Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner 
(Munich, 1978), I, 334-39. For this study I have used Carl de Boor’s edition 
of the Greek text in the Teubner Series, Theophanis Chronographia, I 
(Leipzig, 1883); also the Chronographia tripertita, the Latin translation by 
the pontifical librarian Anastasius (ca. 873-75), edited by de Boor in 
Theophanis Chronographia, II (Leipzig, 1885), pp.31-346. The translation 
by Harry Turtledove, The Chronicle of Theophanes: An English Translation 
of Anni Mundi 6095-6305 (AD. 603-813), with Introduction and Notes 
(Philadelphia, 1982), is often erroneous, imprecise, and overly exegetical in 
its rendering of the text, and the notes fail to address most of the important 
historical and historiographical questions that arise in Theophanes' narrative.
2 If the hypotheses of a number of Byzantinists, particularly L.M.Whitby,
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continuators do not cany the historical narrative beyond the dawn 
of the seventh century, after which there is a hiatus in Byzantine 
historiography until the time of Theophanes and his 
contemporary, the patriarch Nikephoros (d. 828).3 The latter's 
Historic syntomos, however, is an uneven work that suffers 
from a major gap for the period 641-68 (including all of the reign 
of Constans II), becomes much less informative when the 
narrative resumes with the accession of Constantine IV, and often 
abbreviates material quoted more fully by Theophanes.4 The 
latter half of the Chronographia (de Boor, pp.290-503) is 
therefore of special importance by virtue of the fact that it 
provides a detailed account of a period for which little 
independent evidence survives in other Greek historical sources.

Historiographical considerations are all the more important 
where a historical source standing in such isolation is concerned.
prove to be correct, a significant exception would be the work of the so-called 
Megas Chronographos, the "great chronographer". On the connections 
between this work and the Chronographia, see Whitby's "The Great 
Chronographer and Theophanes," Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 8 
(1982-83), pp.1-20; idem, "Theophanes' Chronicle Source for the Reign of 
Justin II, Tiberius and Maurice (A.D. 565-602)," Byzantion, 53 (1983), 
pp.312-45; also the earlier discussions of Edwin Patzig, "Leo Grammaticus 
und seine Sippe," Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 3 (1894), pp.470-72; 
Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur, 1,350; Ernst Gerland, 
"Die Grundlagen der byzantinischen Geschichtschreibung," Byzantion, 8 
(1933), pp.100-101; Hunger, Literatur der Byzantiner, I, 346-47. This view 
has, however, recently been challenged by Cyril Mango, "The Breviarium of 
the Patriarch Nicephorus," in Byzantion: aphieroma ston Andrea N.Strato 
(Athens, 1986), II, 545^8.
3 This lapse in the Byzantine historical tradition has yet to be explained. 
Some valuable observations on the matter have been made by Walter Emil 
Kaegi, Jr., in his "Initial Byzantine Reactions to the Arab Conquest,” 
Church History, 38 (1969), pp. 148-49. Cf. also Fred McGraw Donner, The 
Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton, 1981), pp.144-45.
4 See Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur, I, 349-52; 
Colonna, Storia bizantini, pp.86-89; Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica, I, 457
59; Hunger, Literatur der Byzantiner, I, 344-47. These accounts are now all 
superseded by Mango, "The Breviarium of the Patriarch Nicephorus," 
pp.539-52.
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This point has not been missed by historians of the Herakleian 
and Isaurian periods. In the late 1950s Coronna and Moravcsik 
could already list almost a hundred scholarly studies of 
Theophanes and the Chronographia, and critical interest in the 
work has not diminished since that time. The major problems are 
well known. As a chronicler, the author makes no pretense of 
embarking on the formal critical historian’s task to explain and 
interpret the past, but rather devotes his energies to determining 
the order and timing of events. Hence Theophanes provides an 
elaborate system of comparative chronology within which 
relatively brief accounts of selected events are listed or noted in 
annalistic form. But his chronology, the core of the work, is 
sometimes erroneous or confused.5 As for the historical notices, 
he simply strings them together with little editorial concern even 
for such obvious matters as the standardization of names and the 
elimination of contradictions. Historical accuracy is not 
infrequently sacrificed to other concerns. As one might expect in 
the empassioned furor of the iconoclast controversy, his 
staunchly iconodule views lead him to accept reports that go to 
great extremes in maligning the iconoclast emperors of the 
Isaurian line. Theophanes displays a generally high tolerance for 
exaggeration, particularly where numbers are involved. And he is 
a typical example of the medieval fascination with the strange and 
the marvelous: events such as two-mile-deep chasms opening in 
the earth (AM 6241; de Boor, p.426:16-26) or icebergs floating 
down the Bosphorus (AM 6255; de Boor, pp.434-35) are often 
considered in detail.

The Chronographia is thus an important historical text beset 
by numerous historiographical questions and problems. That we 
are by no means close to any general and definitive consensus on 
the work is perhaps best indicated by Cyril Mango's recent theory 
that the Chronographia was actually written by George 
Synkellos, and that Theophanes' role was simply that of revising
5 The troublesome question of chronology seems to have been definitively 
settled by Georg Ostrogorsky, "Die Chronologie des Theophanes im 7. und 8 . 
Jahrhundert," Byzantinisch-neugriechische Jahrbiicher, 1 (1928-29), pp.1-56.
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the text for publication after George's death (dated to 810-11 by 
most scholars, but now revised to after 813 by Mango).6
The "Eastern" or "Oriental" Sources of Theophanes

The question I would like to consider in this paper springs 
from the fact that the author of the Chronographia, whoever he 
was (I will continue to refer to him as Theophanes), primarily 
acted as a compiler and redactor of already available information. 
In the Introduction, in fact, Theophanes specifically denies that he 
has composed anything of his own: even the chronological 
system, he says, is borrowed from George Synkellos (de Boor, 
pp.3:9-12, 4:13-24). In other words, the contribution of 
Theophanes himself was limited to the selection of reports to be 
included, occasional comments (usually of a pious and 
judgmental nature), and a certain liberty in his adherence to the 
literal wording of his accounts.

Since the Chronographia can be regarded as a melange of 
identifiable and separable extracts from earlier works now lost, 
scholars have devoted a great deal of attention to the question of 
Theophanes' sources. It has long been known that not all of these 
sources were those of the Greek historical tradition. This is in any 
case implicit from the great deal that the Chronographia has to 
say about events in Syria and elsewhere after these lands were 
lost by Byzantium during the Arab conquests of the early seventh 
century. Theophanes simply knows too much about such 
matters, and about the early history of the caliphate generally, for
6 See Cyril Mango, "Who Wrote the Chronicle of Theophanes?," Zbornik 
Radova Vizantoloskog Institula (Ostrogorsky Festschrift), 18 (1978), pp.9- 
17. Mango's thesis has been criticized in I.S. Cicurov, "Feofan Ispovednik: 
Publikator, Redaktor, Avtor?,” Vizantijskij Vremennik, New Series, 42 
(1981), pp.78-87; also in Turtledove, xi-xii. Nevertheless, the argument 
raises important questions that still await satisfactory explanations. Cf. 
Whitby's comments in his "The Great Chronographer and Theophanes," 
pp.15-17; also Mango's in his collccted essays (no.11 is the study cited 
above), Byzantium and Its Image (London, 1984), p.3 of the Addenda et 
Corrigenda.
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it to be plausible that his sources were limited to those of the 
Byzantine Greek tradition.

The question of Theophanes1 "Eastern" or "Oriental" sources, 
as they have commonly been called, has from the first focused 
upon possible links with the Syriac historical records of eastern 
Christendom. Byzantium was, after all, a truly international 
empire in which the languages and cultures of many groups 
played important roles. Translation was a common activity, and 
many Syriac-speaking churchmen were very well-versed in 
Greek. The possibility of Greek-Syriac intertransmission of 
historical material was thus the logical and most likely choice for 
primary consideration.

Already in the eighteenth century Reiske had suggested that 
Theophanes must have had access to information from an Eastern 
source for his information on Muhammad and the history of the 
caliphate.7 Krumbacher echoed this opinion in his account of 
Theophanes in his Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur.8 
De Boor, the author of the Teubner critical edition of the 
Chronographia, raised the issue in connection with the 
Kapxri8cov/Xa^Kr[8cov problem in AM 6107 (de Boor, 
p.301:12, 15), and noted that the narratives on the Persian and 
Avar wars revealed affinities with Eastern sources.9 Mommsen 
found similar Eastern material when he edited the Continuatio 
Isidoriana Byzantia-Arabica, and suggested that this material, 
similar to that evident in Theophanes, was of Arab origin.10 
Noldeke, in a supplementary note to Mommsen’s text, developed 
this point and argued that the Eastern Source, as manifested in the 
Continuatio Isidoriana, was an eighth-century Monophysite
7 His views are quoted by Krumbacher (see n.8 below). I have not been 
able to trace the original.
8 Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur, 1,343.
9 Carl de Boor, "Zur Chronographie des Theophanes," Hermes, 25 (1890), 
pp.301-307.

Chronica minora saec. IV. V. VI. VII, edited by Theodor Mommsen in 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Auctores Antiquissimi, XI.2 (Berlin, 
1894), p.324.
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work from Syria, probably Damascus.11
Systematic historiographical description of the Eastern Source 

was the enduring achievement of E.W.Brooks. In a series of 
penetrating articles, he established the complex links between the 
Chronographia and the various extant Syriac chronicles, and 
more importantly, postulated the existence of a series of lost 
Syrian Christian works, in both Syriac and Greek, beginning as 
far back as the early eighth century and contributing material to 
Theophanes and those Syriac chroniclers whose works are now 
available for study.12 His work was continued by Baynes, who 
pointed out the close affinities of the Eastern Source with the 
authorities used by the Egyptian Arabic historian Agapius,13 and 
later by Pigulevskaja, who discussed links of the Eastern Source 
with the Zuqnin Chronicle of the pseudo-Dionysios.14 Most 
recently, Proudfoot has drawn all of the historiographical 
discussion together into an important (if practically unreadable) 
assessment of the Chronographia's sources for the history of the 
Herakleians.15

These discussions demonstrated beyond all doubt that the 
Chronographia contains information, most particularly on 
Islamic history, which came to it from the Syriac sources. 
Although this meant that the transmission of historical materials 
that produced the Chronographia was a process not limited to 
either the Greek tradition or the Chalcedonian community, it was
1 1 Theodor NOldeke, "Epimetrum," in Chronica minora, pp.368-69.
^E.W.Brooks, "The Chronology of Theophanes, 607-775," Byzantinische 
Zeitschrift, 8 (1899), pp.82, 86 , 87-88, 94-97; idem, "The Sources of 
Theophanes and the Syriac Chroniclers,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 15 
(1906), pp.578-87; idem, "The Sicilian Expedition of Constantine IV,” 
Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 17 (1908), p.458.
l^Norman H. Baynes, "The Restoration of the Cross at Jerusalem," 
English Historical Review, 27 (1912), p.294.
l^Nina Pigulevskaja, ’’Theophanes' Chronographia and the Syrian 
Chronicles," J a hr buck der Osterreichischen Byzantinischen Gesellschaft, 16 
(1967), pp.55-60.

Ann S. Proudfoot, "The Sources of Theophanes for the Heraclian 
Dynasty," Byzantion, 44 (1974), pp.367-439.
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not immediately considered that it might have been so broad- 
ranging as to extend to the Arabic tradition of Islam. And indeed, 
there was for many years no reason to expect that this might be 
the case. It was long believed, on the one hand, that the Arab 
conquests marked a sharp break and discontinuity in the history 
of what had once been the Classical world. The unity of the 
Mediterranean was broken by the wars and raids by land and sea 
between Christendom and Islam; cultural and economic ties were 
cut, and contacts across the frontiers were reduced to very low 
levels.16

Furthermore, the textual affinities so quickly discovered 
between the Chronographia and the Syriac chronicles were not 
so readily apparent when the Arabic sources began to appear in 
critical printed editions. The Syriac historical texts often contained 
the same kind of brief notices on Islam that Theophanes 
preferred, so that textual comparison was fairly simple. But in the 
Arabic sources, the same events were described in page upon 
page of detailed narrative which simply could not be collated in 
any meaningful way with the notices in the Chronographia. 
These Arabic narratives also presented more difficult 
historiographical problems. Islamic historical writing was an 
emerging discipline in the lifetime of Theophanes, though it was 
certainly well-developed by the time of his death. Coherent 
historical narrative on the sira,or biography of the Prophet, can 
be traced with certainty as far back as the early eighth century 
A.D., but most of the other Islamic historical events described by 
Theophanes were by then only beginning to receive systematic 
historical attention. We do have Arabic reports on these events 
from Theophanes' own day,17 but most of these survive only as
l^The most famous expression of this notion was of course the Pirenne 
Thesis, advanced by Henri Pirenne in his Les Villes du Moyen Age 
(Brussels, 1927), and Mahomet et Charlemagne (Brussels, 1937). Cf. the 
important study of Bryce Lyon, Henri Pirenne: a Biographical and 
Intellectual Study (Ghent, 1974), pp.324-28, 374-75. 
l^The great historians Hisham ibn Muhammad al-Kalbi (d. 204/819), al- 
Waqidi (d. 207/823), and al-Mada'inl (d. 225/839), for example, were the
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quotations in later works, and in any case they tend to present the 
Iraqi versions of events, even of those events that had occurred in 
Syria.

It is now possible, and indeed essential, to reconsider this 
question. In recent years it has become clear that the case for the 
disastrously disruptive effects of the Arab conquests was much 
overstated.18 Local traditions continued long after the advent of 
Islam, and significant contacts of various kinds placed both 
Byzantium and Islam in constant exposure to the influences of the 
other. Gibb, for example, convincingly argued for the importance 
of economic, social, and political contacts in the Umayyad 
period.19 More recently, Khouri has shed new light on another 
possible source of mutual influence, stories and other information 
from the prisoners taken in the course of the conflicts between the 
two sides.20

We should now at least entertain the possibility that the so- 
called Eastern Source of Theophanes includes material from the 
Arab-Islamic tradition. The question is of general importance for 
the history of relations between Byzantium and Islam in the 
seventh to ninth centuries A.D., but for purposes of historical 
reconstruction of the events of this era it is even more significant. 
For the reasons mentioned above, line-by-line comparison of 
texts can be of litde use for discerning, much less proving,
contemporaries of Theophanes. On them see A.A.Duri, The Rise of 
Historical Writing Among the Arabs, edited and translated by Lawrence 
LConrad (Princeton, 1983), pp.37-39,48-50,51-52.
J^See, for example, Ann Riising, "The Fate of Henri Pirenne's Theses on 
the Consequences of the Islamic Expansion," Classica et Mediaevalia, 13 
(1952), pp.87-130; The Pirenne Thesis: Analysis, Criticism, and Revision, 
edited by A.F.Havighurst (Boston, 1958); Richard Hodges and David 
Whitehouse, Mohammed, Charlemagne and the Origins of Europe: 
Archaeology and the Pirenne Thesis (London, 1983). Cf. also the summary 
in Lyon, Henri Pirenne, pp.441-56.
l^H.A.R.Gibb, "Arab-Byzantine Relations Under the Umayyad Caliphate," 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 12 (1958), pp.219-33.
^Rashad A.Khouri Al Odetallah, Arabes kai Byzantinoi: to Problema ton 
Aichmaloton Polemou (Thessalonica, 1983).
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specific instances of intercultural transmission. This is a serious 
problem; for in such a situation, one might quickly arrive at the 
conclusion that the agreement between Greek and Arabic accounts 
of a given point or event is the result of accurate description or 
interpretation by both sides, which thereafter have transmitted the 
details independently and accurately in their own historical 
literatures. That is, their only point of conjunction is the event 
itself. This was long an important working principle of Orientalist 
scholarship; and it enabled such pioneering scholars as 
W ellhausen,21 de Goeje,22 and Caetani23 to offer highly 
nuanced historical judgments with considerable confidence that 
definitive solutions had been found.

Though such cases of confirming independent testimony 
undoubtedly do exist, more recent advances in the study of early 
Islamic history and historiography now make it clear that in some 
instances agreement between the Chronographia and the Arabic 
sources arises from the fact that Theophanes is at those points 
dependent upon the Islamic tradition for his information. This 
was suspected already by Caetani, and Mayerson also noted the 
possibility.24 More recently, Proudfoot has observed that the 
penetration of Arabic materials into the Greek tradition, through a 
Syriac intermediary, was "by no means inherently impossible."25

E.g., "Theophanes stimmt in der Chronologie gegen Saif mit 
Baladhuri...," "Theophanes...sagt kurz und gut...," etc. See Julius 
Wellhausen, Prolegomena zur Sltesten Geschichte des Islams, in his 
Skizzen und Vorarbeiten, VI (Berlin, 1899), pp.87-88, 110, 127, 133; 
idem. Die religids-politischen Oppositionsparteien im alten Islam 
(Gottingen, 1901), pp.4, 13, 21, 50; idem. The Arab Kingdom and Its Fall, 
translated by Margaret Graham Weir (Calcutta, 1927), index.
^M .J. de Goeje, Mdmoire sur la conquete de la Syrie, 2nd edition (Leiden, 
1900), pp.5-8, 24, 25. 29, 33-34, 61, 62, 63, 84-85, 88, 106-10, 112-13, 
119-20, 135, 136, 158.
2^Leone Caetani, Annali dell'Islam (Milan, 1905-26), with discussions of 
evidence from the Chronographia for events of the Rashidun caliphate.
^Caetani, Annali dell'Islam, III, 64; Philip Mayerson, "The First Muslim 
Attacks on Southern Palestine (A.D. 633-34),” Transactions and Proceedings 
of the American Philological Association, 95 (1964), p.162.
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Donner, who has made use of the Greek and Syriac sources, as 
well as the extensive Arabic materials, for his study of the Arab 
conquests in Syria and Iraq, cautions against reliance upon either 
Theophanes or the Syriac chronicles as independent standards for 
judging the Arabic evidence for the history of these events.26

But one can go beyond this, and for a very simple reason. Like 
all historical traditions, that of medieval Islam contained much 
spurious material-specifically, narratives that for various reasons 
were retouched or fabricated, but transmitted as if they were 
accurate accounts of events in an earlier era. Reports of this kind 
describe not the historical events themselves, but the way an 
evolving Islamic society came to conceptualize or idealize those 
events as narratives about them developed and passed from one 
authority or transmitter to another in later times. The point of 
significance for present purposes is that these narratives originate 
in the historical tradition of Islam and reflect concerns and issues 
specific to the Islamic community. Hence, if Theophanes has 
incorporated such narratives into the text of the Chronographia, 
the ultimate source for them can only be the Arabic tradition, on 
which Theophanes is accordingly dependent at those points.

This principle is the working premise of this paper and a 
hypothesis that obviously has important implications not only for 
the use of Theophanes as a historical source, but also for the 
question of cultural contacts between Byzantium and the Islamic 
world in the early medieval period. These matters cannot receive 
here the exhaustive consideration they merit: my remarks in this 
study aim only to establish through a few illustrative examples the 
phenomenon of intercultural transmission of Arab-Islamic 
material into the text of the Chronographia, to suggest the scope 
of this influence, and to consider the means by which this 
transmission occurred.

25Proudfoot, "The Sources of Theophanes," p.406.
^Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, pp.143-45.



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -

11

Genealogies of the Arab Tribes
The Chronographia's first statements on Islamic history 

appear in connection with an historical pattern, rather than with an 
historical event. In AM 6122, Theophanes gives a short account 
of the Prophet's ancestry (de Boor, p.333:14-22). Mouamed, he 
says, came from a noble tribe descended from Ishmael, son of 
Abraham, Ishmael’s descendant Nizaros being proclaimed "the 
father of them all". Nizaros had two sons, Moudaros and 
Rhabias, and Moudaros begat Kourasos, Kaisos, Themimes, 
Asados, and others unknown (i.e., Theophanes cannot specify 
them by name). All these dwelt in the Madianitis desert as 
herdsmen living in tents. More remote areas, however, are not 
inhabited by their tribe, but by Iektan, called the Amanitai, which 
is to say, the Homeritai. Some of these earn their livelihood 
raising camels.

The passage is a well-informed summary of Arabic tradition 
about the ancestry of the major tribes in Arabia and their 
genealogical interrelationships. Nizaros and his two sons are the 
Nizar, Mudar, and Rabl’a of Arab genealogical lore; the four 
tribes descended from Moudaros represent Quraysh, Qays, 
Tamlm, and Asad. The relationships between all these, as given 
in the Chronographia, stand in exact agreement with Arab 
genealogical tradition, which classifies them together in this way 
as groupings within the northern Arab tribes, the musta 'riba 
(literally, the "assimilated" Arab tribes). Theophanes seems to 
know that these tribes are regarded as "northern", since he 
identifies their territory as the Madianitis desert. By this he means 
the desert of southern Syria and northern Arabia, evoking the Old 
Testament references to the ancient Midianites in these areas.27 
He also follows Arab tradition in drawing a sharp distinction 
between these northern tribes, descended from Nizaros, and the
27See Genesis 25:1-4, 36:35, 37:28, 36; Exodus 2:15; Numbers 10:29, 
22:4-7, 25:16-18, 31:1-12; Joshua 13:21; Judges 6:1-8:35. Note how 
Theophanes refers to the seventh-century Arab conquests as the work of the 
new Amalek (AM 6121; de Boor, p.332:10), recalling the depredations of the 
nomadic Midianite ruler Amalek in the time of Gideon. See Judges 6:3, 33, 
7:12.
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Iektan. This latter name derives from Biblical Yoqtan, which in 
medieval Islam was usually linked to Qahtan, the grouping of 
southern tribes, the 'ariba (literally, the "pure" Arab tribes). That 
Iektan here means the southern grouping of Qahtan is confirmed 
by Theophanes' reference to them as Amanitai, "Yemenites," and 
Homeritai, "Himyarites," as well as by his geographical 
placement of them in areas "more remote" than the Madianitis 
desert, which from a Byzantine perspective would mean southern 
Arabia.28

The accuracy with which Theophanes reproduces the Arabic 
genealogical tradition is remarkable, as a comparison of the two 
versions indicates. Schematically represented, Theophanes1 
genealogy is this:

Abraham

Ishmael

Nizaros

Moudaros Rhabias

Kaisos Themimes Kourasos Asados others

28it would be worthwhile to examine how the early Byzantine literary 
tradition conceived of this most distant and (to them) most exotic region of 
the peninsula. On the available sources, see Irfan Shahid, ’’Byzantium in 
South Arabia," Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 33 (1979), pp.23-94, urging that 
these works be taken more seriously than has hitherto been the case.

Iektan
(Amanitai,
Homeritai)

v



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -

13
The traditional scheme of the Arab genealogists can be simplified 
as follows (tribes mentioned by Theophanes are italicized):29

Abraham

Ishmael

1‘Adnan
1

Ma'add
1Nizar
1

1Qahtdn

V

1
Mudar 

. i .....
1

al-Yas 
1 _

1Rab?a

j‘Amir 
(Tabikha) * |

1‘Amir
(Mudrika)|

Udd
1

IKhuzayma
11Murr|

1Kinana1
iAsad

1Tamim 1Qays
1Malik al-§ah 

Quraysh

At first glance it would seem unusual for the Greek historian to 
state that Nizaros is the "father of them all" (rcottTip jtav-tcov 
avxcov), i.e., all the other northern tribes, since Arab 
genealogical tradition generally regarded 'Adnan as the 
eponymous ancestor of the northern tribes. But Theophanes' 
remark is not necessarily mistaken, since northern tribal descent 
was often traced back only as far as Nizar, especially among the
29See Werner Caskel, Gamharal an-nasab: Das genealogische Werk des 
Hisam ibn Muhammad al-Kalbi (Leiden, 1966), I, Tables 1, 3,69; II, 1-30.
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transmitters of historical narratives concerning factional strife 
under the later Umayyads.

It is difficult to imagine how a Byzantine author could have 
any knowledge of such accuracy on Arabian tribal genealogies 
from sources independent of the Arabic tradition of Islam.30 But 
we need not rely upon such an unsubstantiable argument to 
confirm this as a case of intercultural transmission, since positive 
evidence is at hand, if not immediately apparent, in the text itself. 
The genealogy reproduced in the Chronographia could not have 
come to Theophanes by any means independent of the Arabic 
tradition because much of its detail is fictitious and originated in 
the emerging genealogical studies of early Islam.

The tribes of Arabia in Jahiliya times had always displayed a 
strong sense of tribal solidarity ('asabiya) in their attitudes and 
actions toward each other; and alliances, rivalries, and estimations 
of personal status were to a large extent based on considerations 
of actual or imagined descent. But the importance attached to 
ancestry manifested itself only in isolated and uncoordinated 
fragments of genealogical lore. The elaboration of a systematic 
and comprehensive system of tribal genealogy was a slow 
process that began only after the rise of Islam. The direction of 
these studies was much influenced by such factors as intertribal 
rivalries and their exacerbation in the Second Civil War (A.H. 64- 
73/A.D. 684-92), circumstances of later common settlement in the 
provinces rather than original common descent in Arabia, the 
desire of non-Arabs to claim the prestige of Arab ancestry, and 
the early Arab administration's allotment of stipends and 
privileges on the basis of tribal considerations. The outcome of all 
this was the filling in of vast gaps by an enormous number of 
genealogical fictions, and ultimately, the emergence of a detailed 
system describing the relationships between all of the tribes.31
^S ee Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, p. 144.
-^See Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies, edited and translated by S.M.Stem 
and C.R.Barber (London, 1967-71), I, 45-97, 125-36, 164-90; Caetani, 
Annali dell'Islam, I, 58-90; C.A.Nallino, Raccolta di scritti editi e inediti, 
edited by Maria Nallino (Rome, 1939-48), III, 72-79; Werner Caskel, Die



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -

15
The sketch in the Chronographia is fully grounded in this 

tradition and participates in its most prominent fictions. The 
notion of the northern and southern Arabs as two distinctly 
separate and self-conscious entities gradually emerged from 
factional disputes and rivalries in the decades after the Prophet's 
death.32 On the "northern" side, Nizar was practically unknown 
in the pre-Islamic period, but gradually emerged as an erratic 
appellation for various tribal groupings, and after the Second 
Civil War began to stabilize as a prominent label commonly used 
in genealogical fictions; whether it ever existed as a real historical 
tribe is a matter of considerable doubt.33 The tribes supposedly 
descended from Nizar-Mudar and Rabi'a-were at least genuine 
historical entities, but genealogical lore about them developed 
separately and at differing paces and long presented the two tribes 
as unrelated; the fraternal connection between them was invented 
for political reasons in Umayyad times.34 On the "southern" 
side, the response to "northern" claims of descent from Abraham 
and Ishmael, both of whom figure prominently in the Qur’an, 
was to lay claim to an ancestor of similar antiquity, the Biblical 
Yoqtan, presumed (wrongly) to be identical with Qahtan.35
Bedeutung der Bedtdnen in der Geschichte der Araber (KOln and Opladen, 
1953), pp.13-18; idem, Gamharat an-nasab, 1,19-47; Joseph Henninger, "La 
Soci6t£ b&iouine ancienne,” in L'Antica societd beduina, edited by Francesco Gabrieli (Rome, 1959), pp.69-93; idem, "Altarabische Genealogie," 
Anthropos, 61 (1966), pp.852-70; Manfred Kropp, Die Geschichte der 
"reinen Araber" vom Stamme Qahtan, 2nd edition (Frankfurt, 1982).
32see Goldziher, Muslim Studies, I, 78-95, 172; Caskel, Bedeutung der 
Beduinen, pp.7-8,11; idem, Gamharat an-nasab, 1,19-21,33-35.
^G o ldziher, Muslim Studies, I, 92, 96; Caetani, Annali dell'Islam, I, 82
84; Ell, ni, 939-41 (G.Levi della Vida); Caskel, Bedeutung der Beduinen, 
pp.8,15; idem, Gamharat an-nasab, 1,44; II, 72,448.

,111, 940; Caskel, Bedeutung der Beduinen, p.15; idem, Gamharat 
an-nasab. 1,31-32,43; II, 2,22-23,417,481.
^Caskel, Bedeutung der Beduinen, p.16; idem, Gamharat an-nasab, I, 39;
II, 2, 31, 455, 518; El2, IV, 448 (A.Fischer/A.K.Irvine). The objection 
could be raised that Theophanes or his source would surely have known of the
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Further details could be raised for discussion, but the general 
pattern would seem to be quite clear. The genealogical scheme 
given by Theophanes originated and developed in the cultural 
tradition of Islam; hence, any manifestation of it, as in the 
Chronographia, must ultimately derive from that culture and 
tradition, regardless of what the immediate source for such 
information may be.
Chronological Balance of Muhammad's Career

The chronology of the sir a, the Prophet’s biography, was an 
equally vexed issue in early Islamic historiography. Muhammad's 
date of birth and his age at various points in his career were 
obscure,36 and the ambivalent pre-Islamic attitude toward
Old Testament division of the tribes into the southern Arabian "sons of 
Yoqtan" and the descendants of Ishmael more to the north (Genesis 10:24-30, 
25:12-18), and hence that much of the Chronographia's genealogy of the 
Prophet coi4d be attributed to sources independent of the Arabic tradition. 
Sozomen (wr. ca. 443), for example, includes a few statements on Arab 
descent from Ishmael in his ecclesiastical history: VI.xxxviii.10; see 
Kirchengeschichte, edited by Joseph Bidez, revised edition by Gunther Christian Hansen (Berlin, 1960), p.299:l-5.

In the case of Theophanes, however, this is unlikely. Had his report 
been an elaboration of ancient Israelite lore, we should expect it to take into 
account the common descent of Ishmael and Yoqtan from Shem, and certainly 
not to claim that the two were unrelated. And while the Biblical narrative 
refers to different groupings in northern and southern Arabia, it was only with 
the Arab genealogical studies of the Islamic period that this was promoted 
into a clear dichotomy of paramount importance for classification of the 
tribes. If the report in the Chronographia reflects knowledge of Old 
Testament formulations, it is because this lore was not unknown to early 
Arab scholars (cf. Duri, Historical Writing, pp.31, 52,68, 125, 126). In any 
case, Theophanes has enough entirely Islamic material in his account of the 
descent of Muhammad to justify the conclusion that it was from the Arabic 
tradition that this report ultimately derived.
^^This problem was considered in detail in the dated and highly tendentious, 
but still useful study of Henri Lammens, "L'Age de Mahomet et la 
chronologie de la slra,” Journal asiatique, 10th Series, 17 (1911), pp.209- 
50. See also my "Abraha and Muhammad: Some Observations Apropos of 
Chronology and Literary Topoi in the Early Arabic Historical Tradition," 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 50 (1987), pp.225-
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chronology meant that at first there was probably little attention 
paid to the order and timing of events. Hence, when historical 
writers set out to discuss the career of the Prophet,37 they found 
themselves confronted by a vast and complex array of reports 
producing contradictory chronologies, as well as many accounts 
bearing no indication of date at all. These difficulties had to be 
resolved in definitive fashion and in detail, regardless of whether 
or not sufficient evidence existed to do so, since the subject of the 
Prophet’s life was naturally of the highest importance, not only 
for general edification, but for such matters as Qur'anic exegesis 
and law as well. Sira chronology thus tends to be neat, specific, 
and comprehensive, yet reveals itself as somewhat arbitrary when
examined in detail.38

One illustration of this tidy but arbitrary detail is the effort early 
writers often made to fix the chronology of the Prophet's career 
according to an overarching principle of balance. We find, for 
example, statements that Muhammad was bom on a Monday, the 
twelfth of Rabf al-Awwal, made the hijra to Medina on a 
Monday, the twelfth of Rabf al-Awwal, and died on a Monday, 
the twelfth of Rabi’ al-Awwal39--this despite the fact that there 
was almost no basis for such precise statements.40 Another case
40.
3?See Duri, Historical Writing, pp.22-30, 76-121.
^This is a prominent theme in Lammens' "L'Age de Mahomet". For more 
recent observations, see J.M.B.Jones, "The Chronology of the MaghazI: a 
Textual Survey," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 19 
(1957), pp.245-80; John Wansbrough, Qur’anic Studies (Oxford, 1977), 
pp.38-43; Michael Cook, Muhammad (Oxford, 1983), pp.63-64.
^^This is already present in the slra of Ibn Ishaq (d.151/761). See Ibn 
Hisham, Sirat Rasul Allah, edited by Ferdinand Wiistenfeld (Gottingen, 
1858-60), 1.1, 102:9-10, 333:14-15; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-muluk, 
edited by Muhammad Abul-Fadl Ibrahim, 2nd edition (Cairo, 1968-69), III, 
215:4-6. * *
^This was a fundamental reason why the renowned IJanbalite jurist Ibn 
Taymiya (d. 728/1328) condemned the celebration of the mawlid, the 
Prophet's birthday: authorities disagreed on the date of Muhammad's birth, the
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is the attempt to force the sira into patterns of chronological 
symmetry. We read that * A'isha, eighteen years old at the time of 
the Prophet’s death, had lived for nine years prior to her marriage 
to him, then nine more years until his death. Similarly, 
Muhammad’s career was divided into ten years at Mecca and then 
ten at Medina, or these twenty plus a prior three, or thirteen in 
both Mecca and Medina, and so forth.41 In such cases, the 
authors wrote with definitely kerygmatic, as opposed to 
historical, aims in mind. Balance and symmetry in the Prophet's 
career implied the hand of God at work in the events concerning 
Muhammad, which proceeded in accordance with divine will and 
plan.

As such aspects of sira chronology are uniquely Islamic and 
reflect the conception of the Prophet developing within the 
umma in the years after his death, it is remarkable that they 
should manifest themselves in the Chronographia's account of 
Muhammad's career. Much of Theophanes’ material here is 
ahistorical and sheer polemic, but at the end of his discussion he 
makes the interesting statement (AM 6122; de Boor, p.334:16-20) 
that Islam "finally conquered the district of Ethribos (Yathrib, the 
pre-Islamic name of Medina) by force of arms. It had first spread 
secretly for ten years, then through warfare for ten years, then 
openly for nine years."

There is much confusion here. It was Mecca, not Medina, that 
was conquered by force near the end of the Prophet's life; Medina
early Muslims (al-salaf) neither commended or observed the mawlid festival, 
and in any case it was an imitation of the Christians' Christmas. See Ibn 
Taymiya, Majmu 'atfatawa.Jbn Taynuya (Cairo, A.H. 1326-29), I, 312:1
10, no.230; idem, Kitab iqtidd ’ al-siraf al-mustaqim mukhalafat ashab al- 
jahlm (Cairo, 1325/1907), pp.l4i:l-142:4. Cf. also Eugen Mittwoch, 
"Muhammeds Geburts- und Todestag," Islamica, 2 (1926), pp.397-401; 
Rudolf Sellheim, "Prophet, Chalif, und Geschichte: die Muhammed- 
Biographie des Ibn Ishaq," Oriens, 18 (1967), pp.75-78; Conrad, "Abraha and 
Muhammad," pp.232-37.

These and other examples are discussed in Lammens, "L'Age de 
Mahomet," pp.212-15. Cf. also his Fatima et les filles de Mahomet (Rome, 
1912), p.113. ’
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he entered with the agreement and cooperation of its inhabitants at 
the time of the hijra. Our earliest Islamic authorities state that the 
Meccan period did begin with proselytism in secret (sirran), but 
they also state that after three years (not ten) this gave way to 
open preaching that aroused considerable opposition among the 
pagan Meccans. The secret/open dichotomy is, in other words, 
well attested among early Muslim writers,42 but not in the form 
that Theophanes has it. Furthermore, a chronology totalling 29 
years for Muhammad's career corresponds to nothing else either 
explicit in or derivable from any other source; and in this regard 
we should note that Theophanes attributes his death to the year 
A.D. 622 (de Boor, pp.332:20-333:l), a full ten years too early, 
although the annus mundi given, 6122 (A.D. 630-31), is only 
one year off.

Most important of all, how has our author come to know of 
these details in the first place? If there was confusion over sTra 
chronology In early Islamic society, how much more there must 
have been among Byzantine authors, who took far less interest in 
the matter. Indeed, Theophanes himself has nothing to say about 
Muhammad until this point in the text. After AM 6121 he 
abandons the chronology of the Persian kings and in AM 6122 
abruptly takes up that of the Arab rulers, beginning with what he 
says is the ninth year of Muhammad's nine years as dpxriyog of 
the Arabs (de Boor, p.332:20-24). On points of chronology 
earlier than this final year of the Prophet's life he would seem to 
be wholly uninformed. So, again, on what basis does he make 
his statement about the overall chronology for the spread of Islam 
in the time of Muhammad?

It would be impossible to trace precisely the course of 
transmission that has combined various details in such confusion 
before us, but on two important points it is feasible to suggest 
general solutions. The statement in the Chronographia indicates 
awareness of the symmetrical stra chronology of ten years each 
in Mecca and Medina; and as this is so distinctly part of the
4^See, for example, Ibn Ishaq's use of it in Ibn Hisham, 1.1, 157:14-15, 
161:13-14,17-18,166:1-7. '
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Islamic image of the Prophet that emerged later, it can only have 
originated in the Arabic literary tradition. The nine years have 
been pinned, as it were, onto this element and comprise the 
source of much of the disorder in the statement. Reference to 
these nine years was probably added in consideration of and from 
the same source as the statement made in the chronological table at 
the head of AM 6122 attributing nine years to Muhammad as 
archegos. This term was taken in its sense of "ruler" or 
"chieftain" rather than "founder", and led Theophanes or his 
source to conclude that the nine years in question could only refer 
to a period after the twenty years of secret proselytism and 
warfare had actually ended with Muhammad emerging as victor 
and hence archegos of the Arabs.43

43xhere are several other discussions relevant to this question. In his Les 
Thiologiens byzantins et I'lslam: textes et auteurs (VIII^-XIII^s.), 2nd 
edition (Louvain and Paris, 1969), p.109, n.10, Adel-Thdodore Khoury 
explains the reference to nine years of open preaching as an allusion to the 
period of the conquests. But this is hardly possible, since Theophanes very 
clearly places the nine years before the death of the Prophet: the conquests 
began soon thereafter, in the caliphate of Abu Bakr. Patricia Crone and 
Michael Cook, in their Hagarism: the Making of the Islamic World 
(Cambridge, 1977), pp.24, 28, make Muhammad the leader of the initial 
conquests in Syria; but even if we accept this radical revision of the 
chronology, it only allows for an additional two years, not nine. Astdrios 
Argyriou also sees the nine years as a reference to the conquests, and further 
suggests that the adverb navepfi*;, "openly," indicates "la propagation de 
I'lslam hors de la p6ninsule arabique et du monde 'clos' des Arabes." See his 
"£ldments biographiques concemant le proph&te Muhammad dans la literature 
grecque des trois premiers sifccles de I'hdgire," in La Vie du prophite 
Mahomet, edited by Toufic Fahd (Paris, 1983), p.170, n.2. The possibility 
is an intriguing one, but is still, in my view, an unlikely solution to the 
problem. It does not overcome the objections raised above in reference to 
Khoury's theory, and adds a further complication in that it is based upon the 
passage as quoted from Theophanes in Cedrenos, raising the issue of the 
accuracy of the Chronographia text known to us from extant Mss, as 
compared to the exemplar used by Cedrenos.
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The Battle ofMu'ta
Under AM 6123 (de Boor, p.335:12-23) Theophanes gives an 

account of an Arab defeat in Syria. This report is decisive 
evidence for the transmission of historical materials from the 
Arabic Islamic tradition into that of the Byzantine Greeks, and at 
the same time raises other complex historiographical problems. 
These matters are discussed at length elsewhere,44 and here a 
summary of the relevant arguments will serve to clarify the 
question under discussion.

Mu’ta was a battle fought in southern Syria in 629 between 
Byzantine forces and an expedition sent northward from Arabia 
by Muhammad.45 This expedition included four leading 
Companions of the Prophet, and in the battle three of them were 
killed. The Muslim army was defeated, or at least was compelled 
to return to Medina. Later, in mid-Umayyad times, the 
unsatisfactory outcome of the confrontation raised the question of 
how a force sent by the Prophet himself could have been defeated 
by the unbelieving Greeks. This problem was particularly 
troublesome in the era when the Umayyad caliphs still considered 
the destruction of the Byzantine Empire and the capture of 
Constantinople as important spiritual, political, and military 
priorities.

The solution, transmitted largely on the authority of 'Urwa ibn 
al-Zubayr (d. 94/712), was to portray the three slain Companions 
as commanders; one had been appointed by the Prophet to lead 
the expedition, and the other two were to succeed him in order 
should he be killed. In the battle, all three were killed, and in 
exactly the hierarchy of succession fixed by the Prophet. The 
defeat was explained by blaming it on the fourth Companion.
44See my The Expedition to M u’ta: a Study in Comparative 
Historiography, forthcoming.
45on the battle of Mu’ta, see De Goeje, Mimoire, pp.4-8; Frants Buhl, 
Muhammeds Liv (Copenhagen, 1903), pp.297-98; Caetani, Annali, II. 1, 
80-90; E/?III, 773-74 (Frants Buhl); W.Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at 
Medina (Oxford, 1956), pp.53-55. Several studies on the battle of Mu’ta 
were presented at the recent Second Session of the Fourth International 
Conference for the History of Bilad al-Sham (Amman, 16-22 March 1985), 
but these have not appeared among the papers published so far.
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This man, the only one of the four to survive, was Khalid ibn al- 
Walid, later to gain renown as the greatest general of early Islamic 
times. But this particular story suggested that, upon assuming 
command, Khalid failed to show the strength and courage of his 
fallen predecessors. As a result, the Muslims were denied the 
victory they otherwise would have won.

This formulation endured for almost a century, but for various 
reasons it could not prevail. Later writers, overtaken by a 
growing tendency to idealize the Companions (sahaba) of the 
Prophet, and no less by the fact that in reality Khalid had been a 
brave and talented general, began to rehabilitate him. They 
insisted that Mu'ta had been a Muslim victory all along, and that 
the hero of that victory was Khalid. As part of this process of 
reinterpretation, our authorities begin to refer to Khalid as sayf 
Allah, "Sword of God", a title he had never enjoyed in his own 
lifetime and one unattested until the early second century 
A.H7eighth century A.D.

Theophanes describes the Mu'ta campaign as follows:
^v 8e jrpoxeXevtr|aa<; o M ova^eS, o<; rjv oxr|oa<; 
teoo ap a?  a ^ p a to v q  xoO TcoXejietv xou<; ’Apapcov 
yivoxx; Xpioxiavov*;- x a l rjXGov Kaxevavxt Mouxecov 
jca>p.T|<; Xeyonivns, ev ft ujtrjpxe 0e68copo<; o Pucapioq, 
GeXovxei; erctppuyou tcaxa xfiv ’ApdPtnv xp Tinepqc xf\s 
ei8ot>Xo0\>crias avxcov. jiaQwv 8e xoOxo o Piicapto<; rcapa 
xivoq x°paoT|vov, KowxaPa Xeyonevot) Kai n.iaGio'o 
auxou yevon.evo\), ouvdyei Ttdvxaq xovq oxpaxicoxaq xwv 
jcapa(p\>XdK(ov xfj^ eprmov, Kal dKpiP<»adnevo<; rcapa 
xou ZapaxTivoO xrjv Tjpipav Kal xr\v oipav, ev f| Ti êXXov 
ejcippircxeiv avxot^, ai>xo<; eretppiyaq at»xot<; ev x<opiq> 
ejtiXeyojievq) MoGotx; aitoKxevvei xpeiq dp.r\pa(o\)<; Kal xo 
TtXriQoq xov> Xaov. e^XGe 8e eiq ap.r|pa<; o XaXeSoq, ov 
Xeyovoi xfjv naxaipav  xov Qeov.
By this time Mouamed had already died, but had appointed 
four ameraioi to wage war on the Christians of Arab stock.
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They marched on a place called Mucheon Kome, the seat of the 
vikarios Theodoras, intending to attack the Arabs on the day 
of their idolatrous sacrifice. But the vikarios came to know of 
this from his Korasenite servant, a man named Koutabas, and 
assembled all of the troops of the desert guard. From the 
Saracen he determined the day and hour on which he could 
expect the assault, and attacked (the invaders) at a place called 
Mothous, killing three of the ameraioi and most of their army. 
Only one amer, Chaledos, called the "Sword of God", 
escaped.

The terms ameraios and amer, used erratically in the 
Chronographia, are Theophanes' approximations of the Arabic 
amir, "leader," here obviously in the sense of a military 
commander. Of the place-names, Mothous is the Byzantine name 
for the southern Syrian town of Mu'ta: it appears as McoOco in 
Stephen of Byzantium,46 Motha in the Notitia dignitatum,47 
and Mothus in Anastasius (p.210:18). Mucheon Kome 
(Anastasius, p.210:13, has Mucheas castellum) is more difficult, 
but probably refers to the village now known as al-Mihna and 
situated on a hill overlooking the plain of Mu'ta.48 The epithet 
K(0(it| (used also by Stephen of Byzantium) indicates that the 
place was a village, and probably unwalled, hence an ideal target 
for the surprise attack planned by the raiders. Koutabas is an 
effort to reproduce an Arabic name, probably either Qutayba or 
Qutba. Theophanes describes this man as Kopaarivofi, 
"Korasenite," that is, a tribesman of Quraysh. This reading could
46Fragmenta historicorum graecorum, edited by Karl Muller (Paris, 1841
70), IV, 524:24. Cf. Pauly/Wissowa, XVI.l, 383.
47Notitia dignitatum, Or. XXXVII. 14; edited by Otto Seeck (Berlin, 1876), 
p.81. Cf. Pauly/Wissowa, XVI.l, 382.
^ S e e  Alois Musil, Arabia Petraea (Vienna, 1907-1908), I, 77, 152; Emst 
Axel Knauf, "Aspects of Historical Topography Relating to the Battles of 
Mu’ta and the Yarmuk," in Proceedings of the Second Symposium on the 
History of Bilad al-Sham During the Early Islamic Period Up to 40 
A.HJ640 AD., I, edited by Muhammad Adnan Bakhit (Amman, 1987), 
p.73.
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be a scribal error for EapajcnvoO, "Saracen," which, in light of 
the very frequent errors by Greek authors in the rendering of 
Arabic proper names, could appeal for justification to the 
reference to Koutabas as the lapaKrivoq a few lines further 
down in the Greek text. On the other hand, the case for 
emendation finds no support in the manuscript traditions of either 
Theophanes or Anastasius. Chaledos is of course the famous 
Khalid ibn al-Walid.

We can immediately see the relevance of the developments in 
the Arabic historiographical tradition to our understanding of this 
report. The Chronographia repeats the scenario of four amirs, 
three of whom perish while the fourth, Khalid, escapes. And this 
Chaledos is the one called jid%aipa xov 0eoO, the "Sword of 
God". In these details there is no confirmation of the Arabic 
tradition, only an offshoot from it.49

But the dependence does not end with these points. Let us note 
Theophanes' statement that the invaders intend to attack "on the 
day of their idolatrous sacrifice," tfj rinipa xfjq eiScoXoGvoiaq 
auxffiv. The genitive possessive pronoun croxfiv here is 
ambiguous, in that it is unclear whether it refers to the attacking 
Muslim Arabs or to the Christian Arabs at Mucheon Kome. That 
is, does Theophanes mean that the Muslims plan to attack on their 
own feast day, or that the assault will come on a religious holiday 
of the Christian Arabs in the town? Our author obviously takes 
this problematic phrase in the former sense; but, as I discuss 
elsewhere,50 this interpretation cannot be the original intent of the 
passage. The whole point of the sentence is to indicate that the
^Theophanes is of course wrong in stating that Mu’ta occurred after the 
death of the Prophet. This error may stem from confusion between this clash 
and the second battle of Mu’ta, which did take place shortly after 
Muhammad's death. It may also reflect the general confusion among Greek 
and Syriac authors in their presentations of events relating to the Arab 
conquests.
50See n.44 above. Cf. the efforts to explain away this anomaly in De 
Goeje, Mimoire sur la conquete de la Syrie, pp.6-7; Caetani, Annali 
delilslam, II. 1,85.
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attackers wish to take their victims by surprise, hence the 
"idolatrous sacrifice" must refer to a festival in the Christian 
village, which on such an occasion is unlikely to have been as 
watchful for raiders as would normally be the case.

It is remarkable, to say the least, that such a statement should 
be found in a work like the Chronographia, all the more so since 
the word eiScoXoGtxna cannot be explained away. There is no 
evidence that this term was ever used by Patristic or Byzantine 
writers as anything but a judgmental word with overwhelmingly 
negative overtones, similar to those of "heathen" or 
"blasphemous". And from other references to pagan sacrifices in 
the Chronographia (AM 6208, 6232, 6267, 6305; de Boor, 
pp.390:26-391:2, 413:22-23, 448:24, 503:10-11), it is clear that 
Theophanes' attitude in this regard was one of unmitigated hoiror 
and disgust; hence it is hardly possible to gloss eidolothusia here 
as an archaism simply meaning "a religious festival". And there is 
no reason to suspect that our author has deliberately accused the 
Arabs of Mucheon Kome of idolatry. These Christians would 
have been Monophysites. Theophanes’ quarrel with them over 
Christology would not warrant so grave a charge; and in any 
case, differences between the two sides would have been much 
overshadowed by their agreement on the question of iconoclasm, 
the religious issue of most immediate concern to Theophanes.

It is therefore impossible that Theophanes himself should have 
made such a statement, which he cites only because its ambiguity 
has obscured its true meaning. Hence, the passage must come 
from his source on the matter, and that source in turn must 
ultimately belong to the only current literary tradition that would 
have referred to a Christian festival in this way-the Arabic 
tradition of Islam.

The presence of such a passage must be viewed in light of 
Theophanes1 general disregard, as already mentioned above, for 
editorial concerns as he copied material into his text from his 
sources. This particular oversight, remarkable as it may seem, is 
in fact surpassed by an extraordinary lapse well known to 
Byzantinists. Theophanes is extremely hostile to the iconoclast



342 -  ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES

26

emperors, and not least of all to Leo in (r.717-41), whose role as 
the instigator of imperial iconoclasm earns him endless abuse in 
the Chronographia as a savage blaspheming madman. But in AM 
6209 (de Boor, p.396:8, 18) Theophanes carelessly copies into 
his text a passage from some earlier author in which Leo is twice 
described as evcepfiq, "pious".51 The earlier reference to a 
Christian religious festival as eidolothusia is therefore unusual, 
but not without parallel elsewhere in the text.
The Scope oflntercultural Transmission

The three examples discussed above are all accounts of events 
in earliest Islamic times, but it should not be considered that it 
was only at these points, or only for this period, that Arabic 
materials made their way into the text of the Chronographia. 
Other cases can be suggested, but for these conclusive evidence is 
usually lacking.

In his accounts of the Arab conquests, for example, 
Theophanes on several occasions refers to whether a city was 
taken Xoycp, "on terms" (AM 6127, 6141; de Boor, pp.339:16, 
344:12-14), or 8ia jcoXep.ot)/rcoX.en.<p, "by force" (AM 6122, 
6130; de Boor, pp.334:18-19, 340:22-24). One of these places is 
Jerusalem, and Theophanes could be expected to know that 
Sophronios had surrendered the city Xoytp, i.e., after a period of 
negotiations. But with regard to the others, it should be noted that 
the antithesis logos/polemos exactly matches the sulh/'anwa 
dichotomy very frequendy encountered in the Arabic narratives on 
the conquests. Noth has argued, and convincingly so, that the 
sulh/'anwa reports are so prominent in the Islamic sources not 
because contemporary authorities made a point of recording 
whether a place had been taken "on terms" (sulhan) or "by force" 
(anwatan)-\his was a problematic question in any case-but rather 
because such reports were fabricated and used by both the

On this anomaly, which in fact raises complex and important 
historiographical issues, see Stephen Gero, Byzantine Iconoclasm During the 
Reign of Leo III (Louvain, 1973; CSCO, C C C X L V l-S u b sid ia , 41), 
pp.34-36, n.8 .



ARAB-BYZANTINE RELATIONS IN EARLY ISLAMIC TIMES -

27
Umayyad regime and provincial interests in their disputes over 
tenure and rights to lands conquered by the ancestors of the 
current occupants or landholders. These disputes occurred in the 
late seventh and the early eighth centuries A.D., and it is to this 
period that the majority of the sulh/'anwa narratives about the 
conquests are to be attributed.52 Does Theophanes' use of the 
logoslpolemos antithesis reflect the passage of the sulh/'anwa 
dichotomy into the Greek historical tradition? This may be so, but 
with only four brief passages to consider, a definitive conclusion 
either way is probably beyond reach.

A further example from a later period raises the ambigious but 
important question of the extent to which Theophanes had, or 
could have had, knowledge of the internal affairs of the caliphate 
independently of the Arabic tradition. In AM 6185 (de Boor, 
pp.366:25-367:2) he gives a brief account of a rebellion by an 
adventurer OtapdPovXoi;53) named Sabinos, who, as we are 
told, was so successful that he nearly killed Chagan himself, but 
in the end drowned in a river. This refers to the Kharijite revolt of 
Shabib ibn Yazld al-Shayban! in 76-77/695-96; Chagan is 
Theophanes' usual term for the great Viceroy of the East, al- 
Hajjaj ibn Yusuf.54 The report in the Chronographia is
52see Albrecht Noth, "Zum Verhaltnis von kalifaler Zentralgewalt und 
Provinzen in umayyadischer Zeit. Die sulty 'anwa Traditionen ftir Agypten 
und den Iraq," Die Welt des Islams, New Series, 14 (1973), pp. 150-62; also 
his "Some Remarks on the 'Nationalization' of Conquered Lands at the Time 
of the Umayyads," in Land Tenure and Social Transformation in the Middle 
East, edited by Tarif Khalidi (Beirut, 1984), pp.223-28. This problem has 
now been reconsidered in Wadad al-Qadf, "Madkhal ila dirasat *uhud al-$ulh al- 
islamlya zaman al-fath," in Proceedings of the Second Symposium on the 
History of Bilad al-ShSm, II. 193-269.
^ A  variant of (or perhaps error for) ftapdftaXo<;. Theophanes' use of this 
term will be considered in greater detail below.
^Theophanes apparently saw no difficulty in using this as an acceptable 
reference to al-Hajjaj, perhaps because he already knew of the appellation 
"Chagan" from accounts in his sources of the Avar khaqan. In any case, 
medieval Latin and Greek writers had a great deal of trouble with the 
transcription of Arabic names and apparently encountered particular difficulty
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awkward and ambiguous, as if it has come to Theophanes in a 
confused state.55 But it does agree with the Arabic narratives on 
these events, even to the detail of Shabib drowning in the 
Dujayl.56 The agreement in this case does not in itself prove 
anything. But before using this report as independent evidence it 
should at least be asked how Theophanes had come to know 
details of this kind concerning an event in Iraq, a region usually 
of little interest to him. Similar questions arise for the details the 
text provides on such matters as the Second Civil War, the 
factional violence among the Umayyad princes in 126/744, and 
the 'Abbasid revolution and subsequent internal unrest.

The existence of specific instances of intercultural transmission 
should also alert us to the potential usefulness of the Arabic 
tradition for understanding certain features of nomenclature in the 
Chronographia, and to the possibility of this as further indication 
of the extent to which the Arabic tradition manifests itself in this 
work. We frequently encounter, for example, names of groups
in rendering the name of al-Hajjaj. See, for example, the Continuatio 
Isidoriana, p.347:28, 32, where in the same sentence he appears as both 
Tahihie and Aiaiae. It is tempting to regard Chagan in Theophanes as an 
obvious error for Chagag, as suggested by Wellhausen in his "Die KSmpfe der 
Araber mit den RomSem in der Zeit der Umaijiden," Nachrichten von der 
Kdnigliche Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gdttingen, Philologisch- 
historische Klasse, 1901, p.446. However, there is absolutely no evidence 
that this might'have been the case. Theophanes mentions al-Hajjaj eight 
times, always referring to him as either Xayav (AM 6181, 6191, 6192; de 
Boor, pp.364:29, 30, 31, 365:1, 371:21, 25, 26) or Xayavoc, (AM 6185; de 
Boor, p.366:29), never X a y a y  or Xaydyoq. Anastasius always has Chagan 
(pp.231:29, 30, 31, 233:15, 263:33), and the variants in the Greek 
manuscript tradition show no sign of an original Xayay.
^^Hence Wellhausen’s misunderstanding of the passage in his 
Oppositionsparteien, p.46, n.3: "Audi Theophanes AM 6185 hat davon 
etwas laiiten hflren: Schabib trat in Chunisan auf und hatte beinah bewirkt, 
dass Haggag in einem Fluss ertrunden ware. Beinah!" As we shall see below, 
this is a passage of considerable historiographical importance.
S^For the Arabic sources on this, see Wellhausen, Oppositionsparteien, 
pp.46-47; 'Abd al-Ameer 'Abd Dixon, The Umayyad Caliphate, 65-86/684
705: a Political Study (London, 1971), pp.189-90.
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that are difficult to identify. In numerous cases Theophanes is 
calling them by forms derived from their Arabic names, often 
very old names that had fallen out of use long before his own 
time. He usually refers to the Kharijites, for example, as the 
Arouritai (AM 6236, 6239, 6258; de Boor, pp.421:18-20,424:9, 
439:13), from their ancient Arabic name, the Haruriya, after the 
Iraqi town of Harura' where their movement began. In one 
unusual case they are called Charourgitai (AM 6151; de Boor, 
p.347:30-31), a conflation of Haruriya with the later name by 
which they are better know, the Khawarij. Again considering 
Theophanes' lack of attention to editorial matters, we should 
probably see this as a feature indicative of transmission from a 
different source at this point

A similar case is that of his reference to the Umayyad caliph 
Yazid ibn al-WaKd as ’IC18 o Aeiyo?, "Yazld the Deficient" (AM 
6235: de Boor, p.418:17). This simply renders into Greek the 
Arabic epithet al-naqis, given to Yazid (probably by his enemy 
Marwan ibn Muhammad, soon to become the last Umayyad 
caliph), for his reduction of military stipends upon assuming the 
caliphate, although earlier he had promised the troops prompt and 
full payment. The story of this title was being circulated by the 
Arab historians al-Mada’inl and al-Waqidl in Theophanes' 
time,57 but he probably has it from his own earlier source. It is 
worth noting, however, that Yazld ruled for only a few months, 
and at a time of great turmoil in Syria. Under such circumstances, 
we should at least question whether a source independent of the 
Arabic tradition -a Syriac informant, for example, writing from 
his own knowledge of the period- would have come to know of 
this epithet. It was, after all, of absolutely no relevance to the 
non-Muslims, or, for that matter, to anyone not involved in the 
Umayyad military and the struggle for power within the ruling 
house. From the Arabic literary tradition, however, it could have 
been borrowed at any time.

Arabic terminology in the Chronographia is not limited to
57See the discussion of this epithet in al-Tabari, T a ’rikh,VII, 261:20
262:5,299:1-3. '
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formal nomenclature and titles. Perhaps the best illustration of this 
is Theophanes' reference to a place he calls "Hpa near Gaza in 
southern Palestine (AM 6124; de Boor, p.336:16). This has for 
years defied efforts to identify it as a place-name. And in fact, all 
it represents is the Arabic word hira, meaning "a camp". 
Theophanes uses it in reference to an encampment of Arab 
tribesmen near Gaza on the eve of the Arab conquest. The usual 
Greek term for such a tribal bivouac is napenPoXri, while T̂ pa 
stands alone as a complete anomaly. The Chronographia contains 
the latter not by the specific choice of our author, but because his 
source contained the word. If Theophanes gave any thought at all 
to what it might mean, he probably regarded it, as Anastasius 
after him (p.210:32), as the name of some obscure place.

This particular case provides a striking illustration of how 
important recognition of the Arabic influence on the 
Chronographia can be, even where apparently minor points of 
detail are concerned. In his study of the first Arab advances into 
southern Palestine, Mayerson took hera as a scribal blunder for 
the Sinai town of Pharan, thereby transforming Theophanes' 
account into evidence for a far more significant campaign than 
was actually the case.58
Means oflntercultural Transmission

If Arabic materials are present in the Chronographia, a 
question of obvious importance is how they passed to Byzantium, 
and to Theophanes, from the Arabic tradition of Islam. Direct 
recourse to materials or texts written in Arabic is in any case 
unlikely, and Theophanes' own efforts to raise points concerning 
the Arabic language make it clear that he did not know it himself 
and probably had no direct access to anyone who did. He is not 
far wide of the mark when he says that the name Mansur, "one 
aided" (i.e., by God), means XeX\np(onivo<;, "one redeemed"

See Mayerson, "The First Muslim Attacks on Southern Palestine," 
pp. 161-66. This question is considered more fully in my forthcoming study 
of the Arab conquests in southern Palestine.
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(AM 6235; de Boor, p.417:19). But his claim that the name of the 
Arouritai means Z tiX g jtcu , "Zealots" (AM 6258; de Boor, 
p.439:13) is simply wrong, however well it might describe the 
movement of the Khawarij (especially the Azariqa); and an absurd 
statement that Arabic has no numerals to express a unit or a pair 
(AM 6199; de Boor, p.376:4-7) would seem to indicate a state of 
complete ignorance. These are statements attributable not to 
Theophanes, but to his informants. At the same time, however, it 
is clear that our author has copied from these sources with no idea 
of whether or not their information was correct

Our primary concern, then, is not with Theophanes himself, 
but with the textual tradition underlying the Chronographia, and 
most particularly, with the nature and content of the Eastern 
Source. This immediately calls to mind the parallel effort by 
Brooks to elucidate the Eastern Source in terms of materials 
passed to Theophanes from the Syriac tradition. But the problem 
must now be viewed somewhat differently. The question has 
become far more complex, not only in light of the Arabic 
influences discussed here, but also in consideration of the Greek 
"great chronographer" whose work transmitted to the 
Chronographia certain accounts that would otherwise seem 
attributable to the Eastern Source.59 Further, we must note that 
Brooks envisages historiographical development in the early 
medieval Near East as a process in which it could be expected that 
authors in the various confessional communities would write in 
their own liturgical languages for the audience of their own sect, 
and display a general disinterest in or ignorance of what was 
being produced in other communities. There is some measure of 
truth to this, especially for early Islamic times. But elevating this 
assumption to the level of a general working principle, and for a 
problem for which clear and decisive evidence is so scarce and 
elusive, is overly simplistic. It fails to take into account the fact 
that just as other representative features of the pre-Islamic Near 
East prevailed past the time of the Arab conquest, so also did the
59See, for example, Whitby, "The Great Chronographer and Theophanes," 
pp. 11-16.
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polyglot character of society and culture.

This phenomenon was quite pronounced in Syria, which, 
given the Chronographia's abundance of detailed accounts 
concerning the history of early Islamic Syria, may be taken as the 
region from which the Eastern Source originated. We know, for 
example, that it was common for Melkite authors in the era before 
Theophanes to make use of languages other than Greek. The late 
seventh-century apocalypse of the pseudo-Methodios is heavily 
Melkite in tone, but is written in Syriac.60 Theophilos of Edessa 
was a Maronite historian who wrote in Greek, and he also 
produced what Bar Hebraeus called "a most eloquent translation" 
of the Iliad  and the Odyssey into Syriac.61 Even more 
important was the rise of Arabic among the Melkites. By the mid
eighth century, Syrian monks and other clerics commonly knew 
Arabic and used it both in conversation and in their religious 
writings; by the end of this century the Bible was being translated 
into Arabic (the extant fragment is from the Psalms, with the 
Arabic written in Greek characters), while the spread of Arabic 
among the laity was rapidly propelling the language of the Arab 
conquerors to a dominant position in the Melkite community.62
^T h e  Syriac text has now been edited and translated by Francesco Javier 
Martinez in his "Eastern Christian Apocalyptic in the Early Muslim Period: 
Pseudo-Methodius and Pseudo-Athanasius,” Ph.D. dissertation. Catholic 
University of America, 1985. Cf. also the observations of S.P.Brock, "Syriac 
Views of Emergent Islam," in Studies on the First Century of Islamic 
Society, edited by G.H.AJuynboll (Carbondale and Edwardsville, Illinois, 
1983), pp.17-21.

Bar Hebraeus, Ta’rikh mukhtasar al-duwal, edited by Antoine Salihani 
(Beirut, 1890), pp.41:2-5, 220:3-4. Cf. also Anton Baumstark, Geschichte 
der syrischen Literatur (Bonn, 1922), p.341.
62see Simeon Vailh6, "Le Monast&re de Saint Sabas," Echos d’Orient, 3 
(1900), p.22; Bruno Violet, "Ein zweisprachiges Psalmenfragment aus 
Damaskus," Orientalische Literaturzeitung, 4 (1901), pp.384-403, 425-41, 
475-88; Paul Kahle, Die arabischen Bibeliibersetzungen (Leipzig, 1904), 
pp.32-35; Paul Peeters, "S. Romain le neomartyr (m. 1 Mai 780) d'apr&s un 
document gdorgien," Analecta Bollandiana, 30 (1911), p.406; Gdrard Garitte, 
"La Version g6orgienne de la vie de S. Cyriaque par Cyrille de Scythopolis," 
Le Musion, 75 (1962), pp.402-405; R.P.Blake, "La Literature grecque en
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In the ninth century, the treasures of St.Catherine's and the 
careers of such figures as Theodore Abu Qurra (d. ca. 825) and 
Stephen of Ramla (wr. late ninth c.) provide abundant testimony 
to the activities of bilingual and even trilingual churchmen 
producing masses of spiritual literature in Arabic, including both 
translations and original compositions, and obviously with a 
specific and substantial audience in mind.63

In sum, the erosion of language barriers (such as they were) 
isolating Arabic from the Christian communities was far advanced 
by the time of Theophanes. Hence, it is simply wrong to postulate
Palestine au VUIe sifccle," Le Musdon, 78 (1965, pp.376-78; Daniel J. 
Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam (Leiden, 1972), pp.40,45-47; Sidney H. 
Griffith, "The Gospel in Arabic; An Inquiry into Its Appearance in the First 
'Abbasid Century," Oriens christianus, 69 (1985), pp.126-97; "Stephen of 
Ramla and the Christian Kerygma in Arabic in Ninth-Century Palestine," 
Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 36 (1985), pp.23-45. The early emergence 
of this trend is suggested by an account relating that John of Damascus (d. ca. 
132/750) gained a good part of his early education by reading the "books of 
the Saracens", xa<; -tcov Iapa>cr|va>v pipXotx;, before being able to take up 
formal studies in Greek. See Athanasios LPapadapoulos-Kerameus, Analekta 
Hierosolymitikes stachyologias (St. Petersburg, 1891-98), IV, 273:11. This 
statement is potentially one of great importance, assuming, of course, that it 
is accurate. But this may not be the case. If the phrase "books of the 
Saracens" means "Muslim books", one is led into the controversial problem 
of what such books would have been in early Umayyad times, when John was 
a youth. It could be argued that the phrase refers only to Arabic books, and 
not necessarily to works within the Islamic tradition. But for the mid-seventh 
century this seems unlikely, and still, one is left with the problem that the 
report appears only in a late Vita of John, and may be nothing more than a 
manifestation of a common topos of Muslim-Christian polemics: i.e., the 
saint's familiarity with "the books of the Saracens" implies that in his De 
haeresibus Islam is condemned on the basis of its own scripture and religious 
literature. Sahas considers the implications of the report; and although he does 
not, in my view, deal directly with the issues outlined above, he does 
demonstrate that John did know and use the Arabic language.
63see Griffith's excellent study, "Stephen of Ramlah," pp.32-45. For an 
inventory of the surviving Christian Arabic works from this period, see 
Joshua Blau, A Grammar of Christian Arabic, I (Louvain, 1966; CSCO, 
CCLXVll-Subsidia, 27), pp.21-36.
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distinctly "Eastern" or "Western" sources for his history, if one 
presumes the former term to mean exclusively Syriac and the 
latter exclusively Greek. A comprehensive reinvestigation of the 
Eastern Source, as representative of the rich cultural variety of late 
Umayyad and early 'Abbasid Syria, is therefore a major 
desideratum, and would require the marshalling of all of the 
literature potentially related to the text of the Chronographia. 
This of course lies beyond the scope of this paper, but a few 
preliminary remarks may serve to indicate the broad lines of 
conclusions that suggest themselves at this point, insofar as the 
transmission of the Arabic materials is concerned.

The Byzantine historical tradition is unfortunately of no help to 
us. As mentioned earlier, there is no extant Greek historiography 
from before the rise of Islam until the era of Theophanes and 
Nikephoros. The latter cannot assist us, since parallels to the 
Arabic materials in the Chronographia cannot be traced in the 
Historia syntomos.M Later Byzantine historians do, however, 
betray the influence of the Arabic tradition. The genealogy of 
Muhammad, for example, is repeated in whole or in part, and in 
an increasingly garbled form, by numerous authors.65 The 
unusual formula for the chronology of the Prophet's career is 
repeated less frequently,66 and the Mu'ta narrative not at all; 
Yazid ibn al-Walld's epithet of ho leipsos is taken up only by 
Cedrenos.67 But these and other resemblances lead us not back 
to some early and now-lost Byzantine work independent of the
^ C f. Proudfoot, "Sources of Theophanes," p.415.
65.George Hamartolos, Chronicon, edited by Carl de Boor (Leipzig, 1904),
II, 697:13-698:7; "Theodosios Melitenos," Chronographia, edited by T.L.F. 
Tafel (Munich, 1859; Monumenta saecularia, III.l), pp.l05:24-106:3; Leo 
Grammatikos, Chronographia, edited by Immanuel Bekker (Bonn, 1827; 
CSHB, XXXIV), p,153:4-8; Constantine VI Porphyrogenitos, De 
administrando imperio, edited and translated by Gyula Moravcsik and 
R.J.H.Jenkins, 2nd edition (Washington, D.C., 1967; CFHB, I), no.l4:3- 
10; George Cedrenos, Compendium historiarum, edited by Immanuel Bekker 
(Bonn, 1838-39; CSHB, XXIV), I, 738:12-20.
^Cedrenos, 1,739:15-17; De administrando imperio, no. 17:14-16. 
^Cedrenos, II, 6:3.
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Chronographia, but rather only to Theophanes himself, upon 
whom, as is well known, these authors frequently depend.

Moving beyond the historical sources, Proudfoot has drawn 
attention to two anti-Islamic polemical works, an Elegchos 
Agarenou68 and a Kata Moamed,69 published in Migne’s 
Patrologia Graeca under the name of a certain monk, 
Bartholomaios of Edessa. Theophanes has derived information on 
the Prophet from the Kata Moamed, Proudfoot maintains, but 
has not used the Elegchos Agarenou, which in any case, she 
continues, is of less certain attribution to Bartholomaios of 
Edessa.70

The Kata Moamed does indeed show definite textual affinities 
with the Chronographia: it contains numerous biographical and 
doctrinal details mentioned by Theophanes and later historians, 
and of particular interest here is the appearance of a genealogy of 
Muhammad clearly related to the genealogy given by 
Theophanes.71 On die face of it, then, this text would seem to 
establish a definite link between the Arabic and Greek traditions in 
the era before Theophanes, one that could be taken to include the 
Syriac as well, given the importance of Edessa as a center of 
Syriac learning and culture.

Unfortunately, this is not the case. Nothing is known about 
Bartholomaios of Edessa aside from the fact that his name appears 
on the Ms. of the Elegchos Agarenou; the Kata Moamed is 
anonymous, and Migne's assignment of it to Bartholomaios has 
not been accepted. It is therefore the latter work and not, as 
Proudfoot states, the former, that is of uncertain attribution. And 
the issue is a moot one, since both works are later than the 
Chronographia and so could not be sources for Theophanes. 
Some elements of the Kata Moamed may date from the ninth

68Edited by J.-P.Migne in PG, CIV (Paris, 1860), cols. 1384-1448.
69Edited by J.-P.Migne in PG, CIV (Paris, 1860), cols. 1448-57.
70proudfoot, "The Sources of Theophanes," p.386. Cf. also p.370, where 
Bartholomaios of Edessa is introduced.

Kata Moamed, col. 1448B-C.
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century; but these passages are later than George Hamartolos, 
who copies from Theophanes, and the final form of the polemic 
as a whole belongs to the fourteenth century.72 The second 
polemic, the "genuine” Bartholomaios, is also late, being a work 
of about the thirteenth century.73 Neither, then, is of any value 
for elucidating the sources of Theophanes, who is himself the 
ultimate source for some of the information about Muhammad in 
the pseudo-Bartholomaios. This is evident from collation of the 
parallel passages in the Chronographia and the Kata Moamed, 
which reveals important omissions and major corruptions by the 
polemicist but not by Theophanes, as we would expect if the 
former had access to the latter through a series of intermediate 
authors and copyists.

The works of other early Byzantine writers, such as John of 
Damascus and Theodore Abu Qurra, also fail to provide any

^ S e e  Wolfgang Eichner, "Die Nachrichten iiber den Islam bei den 
Byzantinern," Der Islam, 23 (1936), pp.140-42; Hans-Georg Beck, Kirche 
und theologische Literatur im byzantinischen Reich (Munich, 1959), p.531; 
Adel-Thtodore Khouiy, Der theologische Streit der Byzantiner nut dem Islam 
(Paderbom, 1969), p.33; idem, Thiologiens byzantins, pp. 194-99; idem, 
Polimique byzantine contre I'lslam, 2nd edition (Leiden, 1972), p.9; 
Argyriou, "£l6ments biographiques," pp.174-77.
73see Carl GUterbock, Der Islam im Lichte der byzantinischen Polemik 
(Berlin, 1912), pp.22-23; Eichner, "Nachrichten," pp.137-38; Beck, loc.cit.; 
Khoury, Theologische Streit, pp.28-31; idem, Thiologiens byzantins, 
pp.259-93; idem, Polimique byzantine, p.10; Armand Abel, "La 'Refutation 
d'un Agarfene' de Barth616my d Tides se," Studia Islamica, 37 (1973), pp.5-26; 
Claude Cahen, "A propos du pol6miste byzantin antimusulman Barthdldmy 
d’Edesse," in Recherches d'islamologie (Louvain, 1977; Anawati-Gardet 
Festschrift), pp.85-88; Gdrard Troupeau, "La Biographie de Mahomet dans 
1'oeuvre de Barth61emy d Tides se," in La Vie du prophite Mahomet, edited by 
Toufic Fahd (Paris, 1983), pp. 147-57. Beck implied that the text is a work of 
the tenth century ("Kaum mehr als eine Generation jUnger als Photios dQrfte 
der Monch Bartholomaios von Edessa gewesen sein"); GUterbock preferred the 
eleventh or twelfth centuries, and Eichner the thirteenth. Khour/s careful 
analysis of the text now makes the first half of the thirteenth century the 
most likely date for the authorship of this polemic, although Abel may be 
correct in suggesting that the work developed in three stages, beginning in the 
tenth or eleventh centuries and ending in the thirteenth.
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specific link between the Islamic tradition and the text of the 
Chronographia. This is not surprising, and in any case, 
disputations and other polemical works could not account for 
more than a very small portion of the possibly Arabic materials 
found in the Chronographia. These materials cover a broad range 
of topics and span close to two centuries; hence it is difficult to 
imagine how they could have been borrowed from the Islamic 
tradition and preserved in anything but a coherent and continuous 
tradition of historical writing. There is no evidence for such a 
tradition in Byzantium in the seventh and eighth centuries, and 
even the remnants for this period possibly deriving from the 
"great chronographer" deal only with unusual natural 
phenomena.74 It is therefore clear that the Chronographia played 
a decisive role in transmitting material from the Eastern Source 
into the mainstream Byzantine tradition. And although 
Theophanes undoubtedly knew only some Greek form of this 
source, the work itself (assuming that it was only one), must be 
sought elsewhere. The Syriac historical tradition is the obvious 
choice -on the one hand, by lack of any alternative, but more 
directly, because we are concerned with a source probably 
originating in Syria.

Unfortunately, none of the three examples discussed in detail 
earlier -the genealogy of the tribes, the chronology for the 
Prophet's career, or the account of Mu'ta75- are to be found in 
extant Syriac sources. The anonymous Chronicon 1234, 
however, does contain a genealogy of the Prophet that is even 
more detailed and extensive than that in the Chronographia.16 It 
specifies not just tribes of Muhammad's Quraysh ancestry, but

^Whitby, "The Great Chronographer and Theophanes," pp.l 1-13.
^ T h e re  is an account of Mu’ta in Ellya bar Shlnaya, Op u s  
chronologicum, edited by E.W.Brooks (Paris, 1905-1909; CSCO, LXII-- 
Scriptores syri, 21-22), I, 129:6-15, but this narrative is not textually related 
to that given by Theophanes.
^^Chronicon ad annum Christi 1234 pertinens, edited by J.-B.Chabot 
(Paris, 1916-20; CSCO, LXXXI-LXXXII-Scr/pforej syri, 36-37), I, 
239:2-23.
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the names of all of Abraham’s descendants through the Hashimite 
line to Muhammad. The chronicler has probably taken this from 
his main source for this period, the lost history of Dionysios of 
Tell-Mahre (d. 845),77 whose own sources attest to the kind of 
information known to and transmitted by Syriac chroniclers in the 
eighth century.

There are other indications that just as accounts relating to 
broader aspects of Near Eastern history were transmitted to 
Theophanes through the Syriac historical tradition, so also were 
reports more specifically limited to the internal history of Islam. 
Theophanes' repeated references to the Khawarij as Arouritai, to 
the 'Abbasids as Maurophoroi ("Black-Coats"), and to Khurasan 
as "Inner Persia", for example, are borrowed from the traditional 
vocabulary of the Syriac sources. And for one particular cluster of 
reports there is strong circumstantial evidence of a specific link 
between the Arabic tradition and the Chronographia. I refer here 
to those accounts comprising Theophanes' remarks about the 
revolt of Shablb ibn YazTd (Sabinos), his description of this rebel 
as an "adventurer" (paraboulos), and his dubious gloss of the 
Kharijites as "Zealots".

These details have been discussed earlier in this study, but in 
isolation from possible textual parallels it is difficult to judge the 
merits of proposed explanations for such passages. Wellhausen, 
for example, attempts to link paraboulos with the verb 
jcapaPaXXco. Hence, by analogy with jmpaPaAAeoGai ttiv 
\|f0XT|v > "sein Leben preisgeben," he sees in the reference to 
Shabib as a paraboulos a rendering of the Arabic shari (sing.), 
which would mean that Theophanes, or at least his source, was 
aware that the Khawarij were called the Shurat (pi.).78 If 
accepted as an explanation for paraboulos, this argument would 
provide us with a significant example of a precise and perhaps not 
coincidental correspondence in terminology; for a shari is one

77See Rudolf Abramowski, Dionysius von Tellmahre, jakobitischer 
Patriarch von 818-845: zur Geschichte der Kirche unter dem Islam (Leipzig, 
1940; Abhandlungen fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes, XXV:2), p.48.
^Wellhausen, Oppositionsparteien, p. 16, n.3.
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who sells, and the early Khawarij used the term metaphorically in 
calling themselves the Shurat, i.e., those who "sell" their lives for 
the sake of God's cause.79 But upon closer investigation, 
Wellhausen's hypothesis appears unlikely. Derivation of 
paraboulos or parabolos from paraballo is philologically sound; 
but the sense he seeks is, to my knowledge, attested only in a 
New Testament passage wherein Paul describes Epaphroditos as 
jtapaPovXeuodjievoq xp yoxfl.80 More relevant to the usage 
of Theophanes' own time are the sixth-century sermons of 
Eusebios of Alexandria, who consistently uses paraboulos in the 
negative sense of a reckless and dubiously motivated individual 
willing to endanger both himself and others.81 Anastasius 
(p.233:14) is generally in agreement with this, rendering 
paraboulos as insidiator.

Our understanding of the origin and nature of such details can 
be more sharply focused in light of the Syriac account of Shabib's 
rebellion in the Chronicon 1234:**

In these days a man of the Hroraye -that is to say, of the 
Rafete- an Ishmaelite named Shabib, rose against the authority 
of Hagag. He committed many wicked deeds and caused much 
slaughter. He even attempted to kill Hagag, but he cunningly 
managed to save himself from him. No one could stand against 
this Hrori, but in the end Hagag devised a plot against him and

^^The term is particularly prominent in KhSrijite poetry. See Diwan shi V 
al-khawarij, compiled and edited by Ihsan 'Abbas, 4th edition (Beirut, 
1402/1982), pp.56:2, 89:3, 91:1, 98:1,’ 99:4, 8 , 101:2, 129:12, 133:13, 
136:1, 138:1, 139:1, 159:2, 233:1, 244:3, 250:1, 264:6, 283:1, 299:3, 
300:7, 305:1, 314:3, 331:1. The Arabic shurat is also the term that 
JdhannSn bar Penkaye, a contemporary observer (wr. 67/686-87) to the events 
of the Second Civil War in northern Mesopotamia, has in mind when he 
refers to the shurte. See his Kethabha dhe-rtsh melle, edited by A.Mingana 
in his Sources syriaques, I (Leipzig, 1908), pp.l57u, 158:3.
^Ophillipians 2:30.
SlSee Eusebios of Alexandria, Sermones, edited by J.-P.Migne in PG, 
LXXXVI.1 (Paris, 1865), cols, 349D, 352B-C.
%2Chronicon 1234,1,296:22-28.
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drowned him in the Euphrates.

To this we may compare the text of Theophanes (AM 6185; de 
Boor, p.366:27-29):

Ka't (pvexai eiceTae rtapapoutax; ovo^iaxi XaPivoq, Kal 
jcoAAotx; xa»v ’ApdPcov arceKxeive K a l auxov xov 
Xayavov reap’ oXvyov xeXeiooq rcoxanorcvucxov ereoiei.

And a paraboulos named Sabinos rebelled there (i.e., in 
"Inner Persia") and killed many Arabs, almost killing Chagan 
himself; but in the end he was drowned in a river.

The two versions reveal significant textual correspondences, and 
points where they differ suggest strongly that the Greek narrative 
is derived from the Syriac. The latter is longer, clearer, and more 
detailed. In the transition to Greek, certain passages have been 
omitted and others have been abbreviated, perhaps in an effort to 
circumvent defects or difficulties in the Syriac exemplar. Shabib’s 
name has been misread, with a nu in the Greek replacing the 
correct Syriac beth; the Euphrates has become an unspecified 
river, and the awkward Greek rendering gives the impression that 
what it means to say is that Chagan was almost drowned in a 
river. We may therefore conclude that the version in the 
Chronographia is an abridgment of a Syriac report that eventually 
made its way into the Chronicon 1234.

Most important of all is the Syriac phrase explaining that 
Shabib is one of the HrSraye, and that these latter are the Rafete. 
The first term is the usual approximation of the Arabic Haruriya, 
the Arouritai of Theophanes. But Rafete is meaningless in Syriac: 
in fact, the root resh -pe-teth  does not even exist in the 
language.83 The writer here is simply trying to reproduce the 
Arabic rafida. The verb rafada  means "to desert" or "to 
abandon", and the word rafida is thus a pejorative meaning

8 3 0 r, if it is, it is not attested in the medieval lexicon of Bar Bahlul (fl. 
mid-10th c.) or in the modem compendia of J.Payne Smith or Carl 
Brockelmann.
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"deserters" or "renegades". In early Islamic times, the Rafida 
were a dissident group so called by their enemies for reasons still 
not entirely clear. Use of the term in reference to Shabib and the 
Kharijites has important implications for our understanding of its 
earliest and probably broadest sense, but this question cannot be 
considered here. We should note, however, that the epithet is 
abusive, a pejorative term used by Muslims in reference to other 
Muslims who questioned the legitimacy of the early Imamate, in 
particular, that of the first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and 'Umar ibn 
al-Khattab.84 As this issue was irrelevant to non-Muslims, it is 
unlikely that anyone but a Muslim would have written a report 
using an Arabic term from the vocabulary of internal Islamic 
polemics to explain who the Haruriya were, and of course doing 
so in the expectation that this gloss would be understood by the 
audience for whom he was writing.

Not surprisingly, then, it appears that the gloss was not clear 
to the Eastern Christian writers who encountered it. The 
informant of the chronicler of 1234 simply transliterated the 
Arabic form of the term into Syriac, producing a meaningless 
neologism for which no root even existed to hint at the meaning. 
Theophanes' source omits explicit mention of the epithet in the 
Shabib account, although it is not unlikely that his reference to the 
Kharijite as a paraboulos was an attempt to guess at what a 
Rafidi might be. Elsewhere, however, he does use the gloss. In 
AM 6258 (de Boor, p.439:13), Theophanes mentions a Kharijite 
revolt near Palmyra in early 'Abbasid times, and when the name 
of the Haruriya appears he explains that they are ’Apcopuai o 
ep|ir|veue'cai "the Arouritai, which means ’Zealots’,"
which is a translation of the Syriac in the Chrorticon 1234. The 
error, already noted previously, can now be understood. In the

B^See A.S.Tritton, Muslim Theology (London, 1947), p.20; C. van 
Arendonk, Les Debuts de I'imamat zaidite au Yemen, translated by Jacques 
Ryckmans (Leiden, 1960), p.32; W.Montgomery Watt, "The RSfidites: a 
Preliminary Study," Oriens, 16 (1963), p.116. Cf. Wilferd Madelung, Der 
Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (Berlin, 
1965), pp.145-47.
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passage from Arabic through Syriac to Greek, the Islamic 
polemical term Rafida has become the meaningless Syriac Rafete, 
which Theophanes’ informant has restored to Zelotai, probably 
by sheer conjecture from the context of the kinds of activities 
usually attributed to the Arouritai. This report has probably come 
to Theophanes from one of the sources of Dionysios. From 
Michael Syrus (d. 1199) it is clear that Dionysios had access to a 
source relating the true reason why the Kharijites were called the 
Haruriya.85 That this source should have known of the Rafida as 
well is not unlikely.

Aside from providing strong evidence of a specific link 
between the Arabic tradition and the Chronographia, this 
example also illustrates the vicissitudes of intercultural 
transmission in a more general sense. As this particular account 
makes its way from one tradition to another, we can discern clear 
indications of misinterpretation, condensation, fragmentation, and 
redistribution in various places in the text ultimately receiving the 
account. In other words, it must be borne in mind that the process 
of transmission can be expected to obscure the very fact that such 
transmission had occurred. This brings us back to a point already 
stressed above, that elucidation of the nature and original content 
of the Eastern Source must be based on a comprehensive 
assessment of the literature potentially bearing on the text of the 
Chronographia.

Conclusion
Although it has not been possible, within the confines of this 

paper, to do more than touch upon various important issues, it 
should by now be clear that historiographical consideration of the 
Chronographia of Theophanes must be revised to take into 
account the presence in the text of materials that ultimately come 
from the Arabic tradition of Islam. The full extent of this 
intercultural transmission is as yet uncertain, but is of

^ M ic h a e l  Syrus, Chronique de Michel le Syrien, edited and translated by 
J.-B.Chabot (Paris, 1899-1910), IV, 434.ii:40-435.ii:2. Cf. Abramowski, 
Dionysios von Tellmahre, p.54.
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considerable importance.
The method by which these materials were transmitted to 

Theophanes is difficult to demonstrate conclusively. But there are 
very strong indications that Arabic narratives from the Islamic 
literary tradition were incorporated into Syrian Christian historical 
writing in the course of the eighth century. This was the period in 
which the Arabic language was beginning to assume an important 
role in the culture and literature of the Melkite community. It is 
probably among these Christians, increasingly exposed to the 
language and emerging historical writings of the Arab 
conquerors, yet still in close contact with the Greek heritage, that 
we should expect the appearance of the elusive Eastern Source -a 
Greek version of a history containing materials from both the 
Christian and Muslim traditions. Brooks suggested that the author 
was either a certain John, son of Samuel, about whom practically 
nothing is known, or less likely, Theophilos of Edessa, the 
Maronite historian and Syriac translator of Homer.®6 In light of 
evidence in the Kitdb al- 'unwan of Agapius (d. ca. 950), still 
unpublished when Brooks wrote, it now appears that Theophilos 
is the more likely candidate.87 But this point of authorship, the 
relationship between Agapius, Theophanes, and the Eastern 
Source, and the question of the intermediary role of Syriac, 
remain topics for future investigation.

This phenomenon of intercultural transmission of historical 
materials raises serious doubts concerning the value of the 
Chronographia as an independent witness for events in Islamic 
history. But on the other hand, the accounts in question remain of 
considerable historiographical importance as indications of the 
content and scope of historical discussions within Islamic circles

^Brooks, "Sources of Theophanes," pp.583-87. The various possibilities 
for the authorship of the Eastern Source are limited, as Dionysios specifically 
names his informants in his preface, which is preserved in Michael Syrus, 
Chronique, IV, 378:29-36.
87See especially Agapius' specific reference to and quotation from 
Theophilos of Edessa in the Kitab al- 'unwan, edited by Louis Cheikho 
(Paris, 1912; CSCO, LX V Scriptores arabici, 10), p.369:2-5.
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in the late Umayyad and early 'Abbasid periods. And as these 
narratives are presumably Syrian, the Chronographia may be a 
source of significant value for elucidating the extent and character 
of early Islamic historical writing in this region.88

88see Gemot Rotter, "Abu Zur'a ad-Dimasqi (st. 281/894) und das Problem 
der friihen arabischen Geschichtsschreibung in Syrien," Die Welt des Orients, 
6 (1971), pp.80-104; Fred M.Donner, "The Problem of Early Arabic 
Historiography in Syria," in Proceedings of the Second Symposium on the 
History of Bilad al-Sham, I, 1 -27.
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ISLAM, JUDEO-CHRISTIANITY AND 

BYZANTINE ICONOCLASM
Patricia Crone

The argument of this paper* is that Byzantine Iconoclasm was a response to the rise 
of Islam. This is an old-fashioned point of view. First advanced by the Byzantines 
themselves, the theory of Saracen influence was accepted by older scholarship on 
the subject, and long remained academically respectable. In the last generation, 
however, it has fallen out of favour. Contemporary literature on the subject, though 
far from agreed in other respects, is virtually unanimous that, whatever may have 
been the causes of Iconoclasm, Islam was not among them. That the military 
success of the Arabs impressed the Byzantines is not denied; if anything, it is 
emphasized. But the assumption that the Byzantines paid attention to what the 
successful Arabs believed is now deemed unproven, unnecessary or even incredible.

Yet the case for Islam seems so effortless that the determination to exclude it 
must strike the outsider as an almost wilful exercise of professional scepticism. A 
priori, the theory that Iconoclasm was a Byzantine response to Islam is certainly 
not implausible, and no serious objection has so far been advanced against it. It can, 
of course, be argued that, inasmuch as hostility to images is endemic in Christianity, 
what looks like a pattern of Christian-Muslim interaction is to be dismissed as pure 
coincidence. But it is considerably simpler to assume that it was the role of Islam to 
make epidemic what had hitherto been merely endemic — particularly as the search 
for alternative causes has only led to an alarming accumulation of unsatisfactory 
theories.1 AD in all, it is hard to avoid the suspicion that if the Byzantines had not 
themselves been so sure that Iconoclasts and Saracens were somehow related, 
modern scholars would have been as happy to expend their energies in championing 
the case for Islam as they currently are to debunk it. But the Byzantines may after 
all have been right. It is at least worth examining more closely the evidence for the 
impact of Islam before we persevere in trying to explain it away.

That the evidence for the role of Islam in the genesis of Iconoclasm can, in 
fact, be refined and extended will be shown in due course. It is, however, helpful to 
approach the evidence via a more general question: what kind of impact could

* The present paper owes its genesis to the arrival of Dr. Judith Herrin at the Warburg 
Institute in October 1976. It was written at her instigation for her seminar on Iconoclasm, 
inspired by her persistent scepticism and greatly improved by the availability of her learning. 
She is not, of course, to be held responsible for the views set forth here. I am also much 
indebted to Michael Cook for a variety of services ranging from suggestive ideas to drastic 
repunctuation.

1 Cf. P. Brown, “A Dark-Age Crisis: Aspects of the Iconoclastic Controversy,’* English
Historical Review 88 (1973), p. 3.
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Islam be expected to have on Byzantium? We may begin to answer this question by 
spelling out the implications of a single but basic point. The distinctive feature of 
the Muslim threat to Byzantium was that it was at once conceptual and political: 
the Christian faith and the Christian polity were under simultaneous attack.

Now the Byzantines were certainly used to attacks on their faith, not just by 
heretics within Christianity, but also by the Jews outside it; and the Jews were 
unquestionably a conceptual menace. Unlike mere heretics or pagans, they rejected 
Christianity in the name of the monotheist tradition which Jews and Christians 
share; in other words, they denied Christianity in the name of Christian values. 
But politically, of course, the Jews were powerless. “For 600 years your temple has 
lain ruined and burnt,” “God has dispersed you over the earth,” “God is angry with 
you,” and words to similar effect are staple arguments in antiJewish polemic.2 Vis- 
a-vis the Jews, the Christian possession of power thus provided some assurance that 
Christianity was God’s own religion.

Equally, the Byzantines were very used to attacks on their polity, not just by 
rebels within Byzantium, but also by the barbarians outside it; and some of these 
were certainly a political menace. But conceptually the barbarians were insig
nificant. The Franks might try to emulate Byzantine civilisation and the Avars to 
destroy it, but either way they merely confirmed the Byzantines in their values. 
Barbarian success at most demonstrated that the Byzantines had fallen short of 
their own values: military defeat, like drought and plague and other misfortunes, 
was a rod with which God punished his believers for their sins.3 But vis-d-vis the 
barbarians, the Christian possession of truth demonstrated that Byzantium was 
God’s own empire.

What the Byzantines had never experienced before was a monotheist attack 
on both their truth and their power.4 The Arabs were, so to speak, Jews who had 
come back with an army, or conversely, barbarians returning with a prophet: they 
were not just God’s rod, but also claimed to be his mouthpiece, and their tremen
dous success lent some credence to their claim.s So far from buttressing Byzantine

7 See, for example, G. Baidy (ed. and tr.), Les Trophies de Damas in Patrologia Orientalis, 
XV, Paris 1903- ,  p. 230. Anti-Jewish writings are commonly dated by the number of years God 
has been angry with the Jews.

* This belief was not, of course, specific to the 7th century: compare the pagan and 
Christian reactions to the various barbarian invasions in W.E. Kaegi, Byzantium and the Decline 
o f Rome, Princeton 1968; and the European reaction to the advance of the Turks in J.W. 
Bohnstedt, “The Infidel Scourge of God,” Transactions o f the American Philosophical Society 
NS 58 (1968), pp. 25ff.

4 Zoroastrian Persia, though in some sense monotheist, was too alien to hit where it hurt 
most.

5 For Muslim arguments from political success to religious truth see Jrevond, Histoire des 
guerres des Arabes en Armdnie (tr. G.V. Chahnazarian), Paris 1856, p. 97; D. Sourdel (ed. and 
tr.), 4tUn pamphlet musulman anonyme d’epoque ‘abbaside contre les Chretiens,*’ Revue des 
Etudes Jslamiques 34 (1966), p. 33 = 26 (where references are given in this form, the first 
figure refers to the text and the second to the translation); cf. also ibid., pp. lOf. Similar argu
ments recur in later texts (E. Fritsch, Islam und Christentum im Mittelalter, Breslau 1930,
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values, the Arabs undermined them.6 This time it was not just the traditional 
Christian sins, but also the traditional Christian values which had to be reviewed.

Just how it felt can be seen in the former Byzantine province of Syria. Syria 
had a local elite of so-called Melkite Christians, that is Christians who, unlike the 
dissident Monophysites, adhered to the official definition of orthodoxy, wrote in 
Greek, ran the provincial bureaucracy and identified closely with the fortunes of 
the empire. Upon the Arab conquest, this elite was politically and religiously dis
established all but overnight, and -  reduced to nibbing shoulders with the Jews and 
the Monophysites in the ghetto -  they soon lost their unthinking confidence in 
Melkite truth. Already at the time of the conquest in 634, the Jews had snidely 
observed that the Roman empire was suffering diminution,7 and some thirty years 
later -  when it was clear that the diminution was going to be permanent -  Melkites 
were asking the inevitable question: how do we know that Christianity is really 
superior to other faiths?8 That they did not know is clear from the sudden spate 
of Melkite polemics against Jews9 and also against Monophysites,10 and from

p. 53) and among the Turks (S. Vryonis, The Decline o f Hellenism in Asia Minor and the 
Process o f Islamization from the Eleventh through the Fifteenth Century, Berkeley 1971, 
p. 435). Compare also the Spanish argument, that the pagan gods had failed to help the Indians, 
while the true God had allowed the Spanish to conquer Mexico (R. Ricard, The Spiritual 
Conquest o f  Mexico, Berkeley 1966, p. 87). And note how the Byzantines have to remind 
themselves that the victories of the Muslims were not a proof of the truth of their religion 
(A.-T. Khoury, Les Thiologiens Byzantins et VIslam, Louvain-Paiis 1969, p. 166; similarly their 
descendants, in Vryonis, loc. cit.t and the contemporary Armenians, in -Levond, loc. cit.).

• The demoralizing effect of the Arab conquests is well brought out by C. Mango, “His
torical Introduction,” in A. Bryer & J. Herrin (eds.), Iconoclasm, Birmingham 1977, pp. 2ff.

7 A.L. Williams, Adversus Judaeos. A Bird’s-eye View o f  Christian Apologiae until the 
Renaissance, Cambridge 1935, p. 135 (= Doctrina Iacohi). Note the Christian's confidence that 
the empire will rise again.

8 Pseudo-Athanasius, Quaestiones ad Antiochum Ducem, MPG XXVIII,col. 624 (question 
xiiii). The date of the tract is provided by the answer: no Christian emperor has ever been killed 
by barbarians nor could they destroy his image with the cross on the coinage. This answer can 
only have been given between Mu'awiya’s unsuccessful attempt to strike coins without crosses 
and ‘Abd al-Malik’s monetary reform (cf. P. Crone & M. Cook, Hagarism, The Making o f the 
Islamic World, Cambridge 1977, p. 11; no other barbarians made such attempts). Williams dates 
it to the 6th century on the grounds that it has no reference to the image controversy and that 
it was used by 7th (or 8th) century writers such as the author of the dialogue of Papiscus and 
Philo (Williams, op. cit., pp. 160, 171; cf. below, n. 12), but neither consideration excludes the 
date proposed here. Despite its Egyptian attribution, it was almost certainly written in Syria: 
quite apart from the fact that the Egyptians hardly wrote anything in Greek after the Arab 
conquest, the original is likely to have been in Syriac (cf. below, n. 41).

* Williams, Adversus Judaeos, pp. 151- 80. Add now A.P. Hayman (ed. and tr.), The 
Disputation o f Sergius the Stylite against a Jew (CSCO, Script ores Syri, vols. 152f.), Louvain 
1973, which may well have been Melkite (see the editorial introduction, p. *2). That dis
establishment at the hands of the Arabs (and also the Persians) adversely affected the polemical 
balance between Christians and Jews, was also seen by P.J. Alexander, The Patriarch 
Nicephorus of Constantinople, Oxford 1958, p. 31.

10 Bardy, Trophies, p. 177; K. Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur2, 
Munich 1897, pp. 64ff; A. Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, Bonn 1922, pp. 269,
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the simultaneous conversions to Monophysitism11 and, though the evidence here is 
tenuous, probably also to Islam.12

For the Melkites across the border in Byzantium, it was not just an elite but 
an empire which was threatened with reduction to a ghetto. There were all the signs 
in the late seventh century that Byzantium was going to go the way of Iran. Syria, 
Egypt and Mesopotamia had fallen, the conquest of North Africa had begun, the 
Arab army was annually flooding Anatolia, while at the same time the Arab navy 
was engaged in a systematic conquest of the Greek islands en route to Constantin
ople; and in 716 or 717, both army and navy swooped down on Constantinople 
itself. As it happened, Byzantium survived by the skin of its teeth, but it was any
thing but clear how long the respite was going to last. “Over Constantinople God 
has not yet given them any power,” as a Nestorian chronicler put it.13 Leo III (717
41) certainly had grounds for thinking that Christianity had gone astray and, unlike 
the Melkites of Syria, he was still in a position to set about reforming it.

What, then, had gone wrong with Christianity? It is worth going back here to 
another simple point. Christianity may be defined as the outcome of a syncretic 
bargain between Jewish missionaries and gentile proselytes. In the course of the 
bargaining, the missionaries had jettisoned the substance of their Judaic faith. Their 
converts did not in fact become Jews, or rather they did so only in a spiritual sense:

336 f. Note the use of the popular dialogue form rather than the learned treatise by one of 
these authors, and the wanderings among the masses of another.

11 A. Mingana (ed. and tr.), Sources syriaques, Leipzig [1907J, p. *147 * *176; cf. 
Baumstark, Geschichte, p. 269, for the lost apology of one of these converts.

n  The late 7th century Syrian apocalypse of pseudo-Methodius complains of conversions 
(E. Sackur, Sibyllinische Texte und Forschungen, Halle 1898, p. 86), but it is not clear whether 
the apocalypse originated in a Melkite or sectarian environment, though the very fact that it 
passed into Greek (and Latin) would indicate the former. A Greek anti-Jewish tract also 
concedes that some Christians have denied their faith, though more Jews are said to have done 
so without suffering persecution (A.C. McGiffert (ed.), Dialogue Between a Christian and a Jew 
Entitled Antibole Papiskou kai Philonos Ioudaion pros monakhos tina, Marburg 1889, §13, 
p. 75). The oldest preserved version of this tract was written shortiy before the Arab conquest 
(we are told that the Christians have been preserved for 600 years, that Christianity is 
triumphant even in Britain, that the Jewish sanctuaries have become Christian and that the 
coinage displays the cross, ibid., §9; cf. also the editorial introduction, pp. 42ff). But it contains 
two or three interpolated passages in defence of image worship (§1, 13, 150* which must have 
been added about 670 or 740, since we are now told that the Jews have been deprived of their 
sanctuary for 600 or 670 years (§16, pp. 78f; on these interpolations see also McGiffert’s intro
duction, p. 38, and Williams, op. cit., p. 172); and it is in one of these interpolations that the 
reference to apostasy occurs. As far as the Jews aie concerned, however, the reference is almost 
certainly to the biblical past. The case of the Christians is not clear, but the very fact that the 
interpolator should take up the subject suggests that it was of topical interest, particularly as he 
doubtless worked in a Muslim province (two MSS hold that the dispute took place in the 
presence of both Jews and Arabs; the Trophies and Quaestiones are the two main sources; the 
later recension was certainly done in the east; cf. Williams, op. cit., pp. 170f, 175). If so, the 
province must have been Syria (cf. n. 8).

13 I. Guidi et al. (ed. and tr.), Chronica Minora (= CSCO, Scriptores Syri, 3rd series, vol. IV), 
Louvain 1903- 07, p. 38 = 31.
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they were circumcised of the heart, not of the flesh, and they adhered to the inner, 
not the literal sense of Mosaic law. But in return, the proselytes accepted the Judaic 
shell. If they did not become Jews, they still ceased to know themselves as Hellenes, 
and if they did not live by the law, they still retained the Old Testament as part of 
their scriptures. Mainstream Christianity is not Jewish Christianity, but equally it 
is not Marcionism; or, to put it in the words of the Iconoclast Council of 754, 
Christianity strikes a middle course between paganism and Judaism. 14 What this 
means is that the nature of Christianity is somewhat ill-defined. Christians can both 
Hellenize and Judaize: as they can have a renaissance so they can have a refor
mation. And what they do in practice depends largely on the location of the 
magnetic field at any given time.

Now what the rise of Islam represented was precisely a shift of the magnetic 
field. Islam is no middle course between a monotheist faith and a pagan culture. If 
Christianity is Judaism gone soft, Islam by contrast is Judaism restated as an Arab 
faith: like Judaism, it is strictly monotheist where Christianity is trinitarian, it is 
shaped as an all-embracing holy law where Christianity is antinomian, and it finds 
its social embodiment in a learned laity where Christianity has priests. Hence, what 
in the eyes of the Byzantines was a time-hallowed alliance between a pagan 
tradition and a Jewish God, in those of the Muslims was simply a pagan corruption 
of the true monotheism, a failure on the part of the Byzantines to take their mono
theism seriously; and everything indicated that God himself saw it the Muslim way. 
On the Byzantine side, then, one would expect a cultural shift: if before they had 
been Hellenizing, now they were likely to start Judaizing: and in fact that is pre
cisely what happened.

From the reign of Leo III onwards, there was a spectacular attack on images, 
saints, relics, intercessors and what other channels of grace had appeared beside the 
ecclesiastical sacraments, followed by a no less spectacular onslaught on monks, the 
social incarnation of the saints; and at the same time a biblical orientation came to 
the fore in law and learning as such. 15 In religious terms, the Iconoclast movement 
was a monotheist reformation: the Byzantines now took their Judaic God seriously. 
And in political terms its analogue was greater integration. As the focus of religious 
loyalties shifted from parochial saints to the supreme God, so that of political 
loyalties shifted from provincial cities to the imperial metropolis,16 and the two

14 M.V. Anastos, “The Argument for Iconoclasm as presented by the Iconoclastic Council 
of 754,’* in K. Weitzmann (ed.), Late Classical and Mediaeval Studies in Honor o f A.M. Frend, 
Jr., Princeton 1955, p. 181.

15 For a good account, see E. Martin, A History o f the Iconoclastic Controversy, London 
[1930]. Note the Calvinist dislike of grace in the horoi of 754 and 815: the saints are for 
imitation rather than adoration and the true image is the virtuous Christian and the eucharist -  
a terrible blasphemy to Theodore the Studite (M.V. Anastos, “The Ethical Theory of Images as 
formulated by the Iconoclasts in 754 and 815,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 8 [ 1954], pp. 153, 
159). Compare the rejection of intercession implied in Leo’s statement, that God judges every 
man according to his deeds (below, n. 64).

16 Brown, “A Dark-Age crisis”.
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converge in Leo’s forced conversion of the Jews: the Jews became “new citizens” 17 
and the Byzantines were henceforth “Verus Israel,” one nation unto God.18

There is thus no doubt that with Iconoclasm Byzantine Christianity became 
a religion more like Islam; and few Byzantines had much doubt that the movement 
was actually triggered by Islam.19 But is there any specific evidence of interaction?

It can certainly be argued that there is, and that in the three key domains of 
images, law and the milieu which sparked off the reformation. We may begin with 
the images.

The Byzantine reformation was, above all, an iconoclast one because on the 
Christian side images had long been a sore point. The scriptural prohibition of 
images comes in the one bit of the law that Christians usually considered themselves 
bound by, the Decalogue, and early Christian writers had certainly taken it 
seriously.20 It is true that the brunt of the Patristic attack on art was directed 
against idols rather than religiously neutral or Christian art, and that in practice 
Christian artists were less inhibited than one would have assumed from the literary 
evidence;21 but in principle figurative art of any kind was something which 
Christians would do best to dispense with. If it was not condemned outright, it was 
denigrated as distracting make-believe; it was to be kept out of the churches or, 
when it could not be kept out, to be tolerated there as visual aids for the illiterate; 
later it was even encouraged as such,22 but the perfect, as they hastened to assure 
themselves, derived no pleasure from it.23 Christian art, in short, was granted recog
nition by a series of concessions.24 Now had the spokesmen of Christianity been

17 Michael the Syrian, Chronique IV (ed. and tr. J.-B. Chabot), Paris 1899- 1910, p. 457 * 
vol. II, pp. 489f.

*• Cf. Brown, “A Dark-Age Crisis*’, p. 24. Brown's characterization of the Iconoclast con
troversy as a debate on the position of the holy in Byzantine society is very apt (ibid., p. 5).

,f Note that Theophanes attributes to Arab influence Leo’s hostility not only to images, 
but also to saints and relics (Theophanes, Chronographia I [ed. C. de Boor], Leipzig 1883- 85, 
p. 406, A.M. 6218).

20 H. Koch, Die altchristliche Bilderfrage nach den literarischen Quellen, Gottingen 1917, 
especially p. 86; E. Bevan, Holy Images, London 1940, pp. 84ff; cf. also N.H. Baynes, “ Idolatry 
and the Early Church,” in his Byzantine Studies and Other Essays, London 1955. The early 
Christians might well have argued that the prohibition was not to be taken literally, as the later 
Christians were to do (cf. John of Damascus, Oratio III in MPG XCIV cols. 1325f.), and if they 
took so long to reach this conclusion, it was doubtless because there were too many pagan idols 
around to make it safe; compare the hardening of Jewish attitudes to images when Christian 
idols.in their turn became commonplace (below, n. 30).

J1 That much one may grant Sister C. Murray, “Art and the Early Church,’* Journal o f 
Theological Studies NS 28 (1977); but her argument that all attacks on art referred to idol
atrous representations, or did not mean what they said, or else were fabricated, is clearly 
partisan (for the traditional Catholic and Protestant views on the subject, see Bevan, op. cit., 
pp. 95ff.).

”  For these positions, see ibid., pp. 85- 9, 106- 16, 125- 7 ; Baynes, “ Idolatry,” p. 136.
”  P.J. Alexander, “Hypatius of Ephesus. A Note on Image Worship in the Sixth Century,’* 

Harvard Theological Review 44 (1952), pp. 178ff.
a4 In Islam, by contrast, such concessions to practice were staunchly refused.
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asked to concede no more than that, the outbreak of Iconoclasm would hardly have 
been so easy tb provoke. But by the seventh century it had long been painfully 
obvious to everyone that representations of holy persons had actually come to be 
worshipped.25 That the Christians should thus have relapsed into idolatry is not, of 
course, entirely accidental. Where the holy law of Judaism or Islam is a concrete 
feature of everyday reality, divine grace by contrast is a more elusive entity which 
may have been incarnate in the past and which continues to generate miracles on 
Sundays, but which stands in need of additional modes of manifestation on 
Monday mornings: the point about images, saints and relics is precisely that they 
make the holy and the humdrum meet.26 But for those who think, it was evidently 
not a comforting thought that the Christians were engaged in a daily violation of 
God’s will, and bad conscience was never far below the surface.27 It is just possible 
that the classical justification of image worship had begun to be elaborated before 
the Arabs arrived on the scene, though a case can equally be made for placing its 
beginning after their arrival;28 and whatever the date of the treatises in question, 
they only had the classical theory in its embryonic form: long after the Arab 
conquests, invocations of scriptual precedents for images, appeals to their edu
cational value and denials that they were more than reminders of past grace,

a5 Cf. E. Kitzinger, “The Cult of linages in the Age before Iconoclasm,’* Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 8 (1954), pp. 88ff.

16 That comes across very well in Michael IPs description of popular habits, in his letter to
Louis the Pious (Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, p. 30). As far as women were concerned,
icons were simply a fancy version of cuddly animals -  as Theodora so neaUy illustrated when
she was caught kissing an icon and pretended it was a doll (ibid., p. 210); the role of women in
both iconodule riots and iconodule restorations has often been noted.

21 Kitzinger, op. cit., p. 113; cf. also Baynes* observation that the anti-Jewish writings were 
meant to reassure the Christians rather than to persuade the Jews (“The Icons before Icono
clasm,” in his Byzantine Studies and Other Essays, p. 236).

*• As applied to statues of the emperor, the theory that the honour paid to an image is 
referred to the prototype had become sufficiently familiar for Basil of Caesarea and Athanasius 
of Alexandria to invoke it in iUustration of the relationship between the Father and the Son in 
the fourth century (Basil, Liber de Spiritu Sancto, MPG XXXII, col. 149; Athanasius, 
Oratio III contra Arianos, ibid., XXVI, coL 332); but as an apology for worship or represen
tations of divinities, it was still considered a pagan argument by John Philoponus in the mid-6th 
century (Alexander, The Patriarch Nicephorus, p. 35), and is first met as a Christian argument 
in the works of Leontius of Neapolis and John of Thessalonica in the early 7th (ibid., p. 33). 
Now, unlike the Arab conquests, the Persian wars can hardly explain this sudden need to justify 
the cult of icons: the rapprochement between the Persians and the Jews was very shortlived 
and, moreover, it was not conceptual. Since Leontius died after 650, he may well have written 
after the Arab conquests (L. Ryden, Das Leben des heiligen Symeons von Leontios von 
Neapolis, Uppsala 1963, p. 17); and so also may John of Thessalonica. It is true that the person 
of that name who wrote the discourses on the Life of St. Demetrius was archbishop between 
610 and 649 (and that in the earlier rather than the later part of this period); but the grounds 
for identifying him with the author of the treatise on images are extremely weak (M. Jugie, “La 
vie et les oeuvres de Jean de Thessalonique,” Echos d ’Orient 21 [1922]). The John of Thes
salonica who participated in the Council of 680f. seems at least as plausible a candidate (ibid., 
p. 293).
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remained the primary method of Christian defence.29 At the time of the conquest, 
then, the Christian nerve-end was still completely exposed. All that was required for 
the mise-en-sc&ne of Iconoclasm was someone to come and punch it.

The Arabs were eminently qualified for this role in that from the start they 
took the Mosaic prohibition seriously.30 The prohibition is found, not in the Koran 
which merely condemns idols in general, but in hadlth, the sayings attributed to the 
Prophet which make up the oral law of the Muslims.31 In this literature, which was 
recorded in the eighth and ninth centuries, representations of animate beings are 
condemned partly on the old Judaic ground that they are idolatrous,32 and partly

i9 So even to Leontius himself (cf. Baynes, “ Icons before Iconoclasm,” pp. 230ff.). The 
defence, as Kitzinger notes, lagged behind the attack (“Cult of Images,” p. 87).

50 It is important for the Muslim attitude to images that Islam hived off from Judaism after 
the permissive attitudes of the Hellenistic Jews had been eroded by the rise of the Christian 
God. This hardening of Jewish views is not well attested in Jewish literature, but there is ample 
attestation outside it. On the archaeological side, we have the deliberate destruction of figur
ative images in the synagogues of Dura-Europos and Palestine (C.H. Kraeling, The Synagogue 
\The Excavations at Dura Europos, Final Report VIII, pt. 1J, New Haven 1956, p. 338;
E.L. Sukenik, Ancient Synagogues in Palestine and Greece, London 1934, pp. 62, 65; J.-B. Frey, 
“ La Question des images chez les Juifs a la lumiere des recentes decouvertes,” Biblica 15 
11934], p. 298). On the literary side, there is Christian attestation of Jewish (and Samaritan) 
destruction of Christian images, in the Life of St. Symeon the Younger, the letter of St. Symeon 
to Justin II, the Relatio of Arculf, and Gregory of Tours; and endless accusations of idolatry are 
levelled at the Christians in anti-Jewish writings (Kitzinger, “Cult of Images,” pp. 129f, 130n.). 
Note also Germanus’ statement in 724, that the Jews have long accused the Christians of 
idolatry (Epistola ad Thomam episcopum Claudiopoleos, MPG XCVIII, col. 168), and 
Agobard’s observation a century later in the West that the Jews consider the Christians 
idolatrous and believe miracles to be the work of devils, not of saints (Epistola de judaicis 
superstitionibus, MPL CIV, col 88).

31 Christian style arguments for a general relaxation of the prohibition (as opposed to 
speciHc dispensations) were not unknown to the Muslims; cf. the stray invocation of the 
Koranic references to Solomon’s statues and Jesus’ clay birds; but they are adduced only to be 
rejected. Christians and Muslims alike held that images had been prohibited because idolatry 
had once been prevalent, in the days of Moses according to the former, those of Jesus according 
to the latter. But where the Christians inferred that images were now permitted, the Muslims 
concluded that the prohibition must still be observed (B. Fares, “Philosophic et jurisprudence 
illustre par les Arabes: la querelle des images en Islam,” in Melanges Massignon II, Damascus 
1956f., pp. lOOff.).

31 R. Paret, “Textbelege zum islamischen Bilderverbot,” in Das Werk des Kiinstlers, Studien 
zur Ikonographie und Formgeschichte H. Schrade dargebracht, Stuttgart 1960. Note the 
straight carry-over from rabbinical to Islamic rules of desecration by mutilation or disrespect. 
An image on a Jewish cup is desecrated by water running over it, one on a Muslim chafing-dish 
by being burnt; the Jews may have animate representations on mosaic floors, and the Muslims 
may have them on carpets and cushions; and what has been covered by dirt is inoffensive to 
both (E.E. Urbach, “The Rabbinical Laws of Idolatry in the Second and Third Centuries in the
Light of Archaeological and Historical Facts,” Israel Exploration Journal 9 (1959), pp. 233, 
237n.; J. Neusner, Talmudic Judaism in Sasanian Babylonia, Leiden 1976, p. 88n.; T.W. Arnold, 
Painting in Islam, Oxford 1928, pp. 7ff; Paret, ‘Textbelege,” pp. 40 ff, 45 ff; idem., “Das 
lslamische Bilderverbot und die Schia,” Festschrift W. Caskel, Leiden 1968, pp. 226, 228f ;cAbd 
al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-San'flnf, al Musannaf (ed. H.-R. al-ACzamf), Beirut 1970- ,  X (p. 399,
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on the newer ground, which is of more uncertain origin, that they involve a pre
sumptuous attempt to imitate the creative power of God.33 This second reason is 
first attested in the ninth century and may not be much earlier,34 but the fear of 
idolatry finds eloquent expression in Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid art. Animate 
beings are represented wherever they could not be interpreted as idolatrous as, for 
example, in the secular and usually very private context of royal palaces, though 
even here the art is basically aniconic.35 But they are meticulously avoided where- 
ever the suspicion of idolatry might arise, as in most public places and above all in 
religious contexts.36 This is not to say that there were no flagrant exceptions.37 But

No. 19489). There were, of course, rigorists in both camps who would have none of such con
cessions, but note that the Jews made figurative mosaic floors as late as the 6th century, long 
after the reaction against statues and paintings had set in (Sukenik, Ancient Synagogues, p. 65).

33 Paret, “Textbelege,” pp. 43ff; compare Clement of Alexandria, Stromata VI, 16, 144, 
where even inanimate representations are condemned on this score. That Clement is here 
adducing the standard Muslim objection to images was noted by Bevan, who also found a 
remarkable Talmudic parallel: Joshua b. Levi (ca. AD 250) contrasted the painter’s inability to 
put souls into his pictures with God’s power to animate what he shapes, concluding that there is 
no sculptor like our God (Berakhoth, f. 10a; Bevan, Holy Images, pp. 83, 87). The point of the 
comparison, however, is God’s grandeur rather than the iniquity of painters, and though the 
dictum recurs elsewhere, it never seems to be used for a sweeping condemnation of art (cf. 
Urbach, “The Rabbinical Laws of Idolatry,” p. 237; compare the absence of such condem
nations in Koran 59:24, where God is also a musawwir). Clement, moreover, makes a special 
concession in favour of representations on signet rings, as do also the Muslims (Paedagogus III, 
12, 1: cf. below, n. 36). It is true that here he is concerned with the frivolity of art rather than 
the prerogatives of God, and his genuine writings are not known to have enjoyed much circula
tion in the Christian Middle East; but there seems to be no trace in Islam of the complex 
rabbinic rulings regarding signet rings (cf. Avodah Zarah, f. 43b). On balance, then, the evidence 
would suggest a Qementine rather than a rabbinic ancestry for this argument.

34 It was known to Aba Qurra (d. ca. 820) and cAbd al-Razzflq (d. 827), and Becker’s con
jecture that it was of fairly recent origin is to some extent borne out by the fact that it appears 
only in the hadiths attributed to the Prophet: the (presumably earUer) Companion hadilht give 
no reasons for their hostility to images (Becker, Islamstudien, Leipzig 1924- 32, 1, p. 447 ;*Abd 
al-Razz&q b. Ham mam, Musannaf X, pp. 396ff, Nos. 19483ff.).

35 O. Grabar, The Formation o f Islamic Art, New Haven-London 1973, pp. 91 ff; 
R. Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, Cleveland 1962, pp. 29- 44; cf. Arnold, Painting in Islam, 
PP. 19f.

36 O. Grabar, “ Islam and Iconoclasm,” in Bryer & Herrin, Iconoclasm, p. 47; idem, Forma
tion o f Islamic Art, p. 93 (note the elegant example of Mshatta, where the mosque wall is the only 
one to have no animate decorations). Grabar’s own theory (stated, inter alia, in Bryer & Herrin, 
loc. cit., and in his notes appended to M.G.S. Hodgson, “Islam and Image,” History o f Religions 
3 [1963f.]) that the Arabs rejected images because they could not create a meaningful icon- 
graphy without becoming like the Christians thus holds good for secular art alone; and even 
here it is hardly the only explanation. There is indeed a striking example of an unsuccessful 
search for an Islamic iconography in cAbd al-Malik’s coinage (0 . Grabar, “ Islamic Art and 
Byzantium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 18 [1964], p. 80), but then cAbd al-Malik was a Muslim 
high-priest and the Muslim rabbis had no doubt that iconic coins might invalidate prayer 
(Paret, “Das Islamische Bilderverbot und die Schia,” pp. 225 ff.; compare Avodah Zarah, f. 50a
* Pesahim, f. 104a; given that the concern with iconic coins became largely obsolete with fAbd 
al-Malik’s monetary reform, these traditions would appear to be a noteworthy example of
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it is certainly hard to deny that, their black stone apart, the Muslims were almost 
completely free of pagan sins. Hence they could assault the Christians with 
impunity.

And so indeed they did. Behaviourally, Arab hostility to pictures and other 
idolatrous objects such as the cross finds expression in the sporadic removal or 
destruction of both from the time of the early conquests onwards.38 Legally, the 
hostility is endorsed in the demand that crosses be kept out of public sight,39 and 
in the permission to break both images and crosses provided that compensation is 
paid for the raw materials.40 And polemically, the Arabs can be seen to take up 
the old arguments of the Jews against the Christians from the mid-Umayyad period 
onwards41 The Jews had, of course, long been in the habit of reminding the

Shfite archaism). The Companion hadlths in cAbd al-Razz*q are hostile to representations of 
animate beings regardless of context, and even inanimate ones come under attack when they are 
sculptural (Musannaf X, pp. 398 ff., Nos. 19487- 9, 19493f.). Scholarly endorsement of 
animate representations is in fact extremely rare, though there is a notable example in the case 
of signet rings (Ibn Sa'd, Kitab al-\abaqnt [ed. E. Sachau] Leiden 1905- 40, IV, pp. 96, 146, 
210; VII, pt. l,p p . 5, 11, 71).

57 According to Aslam b. Sahl al-Razzlz al-Wisitl, Ta'rikh Wasif (ed. G. cAwwSd), Baghdad 
1967, p. 76, the newly built mosque of Wasit was graced with a Venus whose breasts served as 
water spouts. Whether Hajjlj had argued, in the style of R. Gamaliel, that there is a difference 
between making a mosque for Aphrodite and making an Aphrodite as an adornment for the 
mosque, is not recorded (cf. Mishnah.^wx/a/i Zarah, 3 :4).

51 One of the Saracens living in the Church of St. Theodore, shortly after the conquest of 
Syria, shot an arrow at the image of the saint which immediately began to bleed (F. Nau [tr .] , 
Les Recits inidits du moine Anastase [ * Extrait de la Revue de l’lnstitut Catholique de Paris], 
Paris, 1902, p. 54; the story is repeated by John of Damascus, Oratio III, col. 1393). Asbagh b. 
‘Abd al-cAz!z spat at an image of the virgin in Egypt, promising to uproot the Christians from 
the land (Severus b. al-Muqaffae, History o f  the Patriarchs o f  the Coptic Church o f Alexandria 
[ed. and tr. B. Evetts], in Patrologia Orientalis V, p. 52). The Council of Nicaea knew of a 
Saracen who knocked out the eye of an image, whereupon his own eyes immediately fell out 
(Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, p. 29). Crosses were removed in various places soon after the 
conquest of Syria (Michael the Syrian, Chronique IV, pp. 421 f  * II, pp. 431f; Chronicon ad 
annum Christi 1234 pertinens [ed. J.-B. Chabot and tr. J.*B. Chabot & A. Abouna] [ * CSCO, 
Scriptoies Syri, vols. 36- 7, 56, 154], Louvain 1920- 74, vol. I, pp. 262f. * 205). In Egypt 
they were destroyed in the 680’s (E. Amelineau [ed. and tr .] , Histoire du Patriarche Copte 
Isaac [ * Publications de l’Ecole des Lettres d’Alger], Paris 1890, p. 43; Severus, Patriarchs o f 
Alexandria, p. 25). Maslama promised to break the cross over Leo Ill’s head in 717 and, after 
the battle of Bagrevan in 772, the Arabs removed the sacred objects and relics from the church 
and broke the glorious cross of Christ (fcevond, Histoire pp. 104, 147).

*• A.S. Tritton, The Caliphs and their non-Muslim Subjects, London 1930, pp. 6f., 9ff., 
13f., 102.

40 Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi1!, Kitab abUmm, Bulaq 1321- 25, IV, pp. 131 f w i t h  other 
casuistic details.

41 “Dispute that took place between an Arab and a monk of the convent of Beth Hale,” 
Codex Diyarbekir 95, ff. 5a - 6a (for the date of this work see Crone & Cook, Hagarism, p. 163, 
n. 23; the Arab enquires about the Christian worship of the Abgar image, crosses and bones of 
saints, and refers to the fact that the IsraeUtes received a “sentence of capital punishment” 
everytime they worshipped things made with human hands; the monk adduces the brazen 
serpent, the ark of the covenant and other biblical examples [though not the cherubim] and is
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Christians of their sore-spot,42 but it was only with Arab backing that the Jewish 
arguments could really hurt. And hurt they clearly did. On the Syrian side, just 
about all the anti-Jewish tracts suddenly deal with images and related objects;43 
and on the Byzantine side there is a case for dating the two major pre-Iconoclast 
treatises in favour of images to the years following the Arab conquests.44

We thus have a situation in which something was very likely to happen on the 
Christian side. Now in 721 there was a rather unusual outbreak of official icono
clasm among the Arabs, when Yazid II (720-24) began a systematic destruction of 
Christian images and crosses, not just in public places, but also in churches and 
private homes;45 and it was then that something did happen among the Christians. 
In 724 there was an outbreak of popular iconoclasm in Anatolia and by 726 it had 
reached Constantinople.46 This extraordinary chronological sequence is not likely

familir with BasU*s idea that “we revere the picture of the king for the sake of the king’*); 
Sourdel, “Un pamphlet anonyme,” pp. 29 * 17f.; A. Jeffery (tr.), “Ghevond’s Text of the 
Correspondence between °Umar II and Leo III,” Harvard Theological Review 37 (1944), p. 278; 
‘Abd aJ-Jabbar b. Ahmad al-Hamadh&nl, Tathblt daVfil al-nubuwwa I (ed. (A. cUthman), 
Beirut [1966], p. 167 * S.M. Stem, 4<eAbd al-Jabb&r’s Account of how Christ’s Religion was 
Falsified by the Adoption of Roman Customs’* Journal o f Theological Studies NS 29(1968), 
p. 147; cf. Becker, Islamstudien I, p. 448. For later attacks on the cult of images, crosses, graves 
and the Virgin, see Fritsch, Islam und Christentum im Mittelalter, pp. 138ff; Vryonis, The 
Decline o f Hellenism, p. 434; and note the reappearance in the former work of the old Jewish 
question why the Christians do not worship asses (Fritsch, op. cit., p. 139, compare Bardy, 
Trophies de Damas, p. 248). In the Quaestiones, the Christian has heard this question from 
Jews and pagans (Heltenoi); and since he had hardly been exposed to genuine pagans, we 
probably have here a translation of the Syriac hanpe, a common term for Muslims (Quaestiones, 
cols. 621 f, question xl).

43 Cf. above, n. 30.
43 Thus, the Doctrina Iacobi and the Quaestiones (cf. Baynes, “The Icons before Icono

clasm”, p. 237), the Trophies de Damas, the Dialogue of Papiscus and Philo (assuming that it 
is indeed Syrian), Jerome of Jerusalem, Stephen of Bostra and some Athanasian spuria 
(Williams, Adversus Judaeos, pp. 159ff.). Similarly, the Disputation o f Sergius the Stylite, 
which goes to town about crosses, images and bones of saints alike (pp. 22ff. = 24ff.).

44 Cf. above, n. 31.
45 A.A. Vasiliev, “The Iconoclastic Edict of the Caliph Yazid II, A.D. 721,** Dumbarton 

Oaks Papers 9 (1955). The historicity of the decree is not in doubt. It is attested in Greek, 
Syriac, Egyptian and Armenian sources, and of these both the Syriac and the Egyptian 
traditions are clearly local (cf. the Syrian recollection that it was Maslama who was responsible 
for the enforcement of the decree, and KindVs detail on the statue in the bath of Zabbfln 
b. ‘Abd al-cAzlz); there is excellent archaeological evidence of deliberate excision of animate 
figures from Christian pictures in Syria and Egypt; and the insistence of the Syriac and Greek 
traditions that Jews were called in to do the job certainly lends credibility to the accounts 
(compare the use of Jews to remove crosses from churches in Jerusalem as recorded by Michael 
the Syrian and the chronicle of 1234 (for the references, see n. 38), and to demolish the Church 
of St. John for the construction of the Great Mosque of Damascus as attested in the Islamic 
tradition (Tritton, The Caliphs and their non-Muslim Subjects, p. 95).

46 G. Ostrogorsky, “Les debuts de la querelle des images,** Milanges C. Diehl I, Paris 1930. 
Theophanes* suggestion that Leo began to display his hostility to images already in 724f. is not 
so unlikely: the volcanic eruption in 726 was simply the sign that spurred him into action (cf.
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to be coincidental, and two further points reinforce the suspicion that what we rje 
is a pattern. First, when Constantine of Nacoleia, the Phrygian bishop involved in 
the iconoclast outbreak of 724, argued that pictures were idolatrous and against 
the law, Germanus, the Patriarch, sent him a letter telling him not to worry: their 
attacks on the Christians notwithstanding, the Jews are also idolatrous, and so for 
that matter are the Saracens who worship the black stone.47 The contemporary 
Germanus, in other words, had no doubts that the raw nerve of the Phrygians had 
been hit by Jewish and Arab polemics. Secondly, in Armenia there was a suggestive 
revival of iconoclasm after the arrival of the Arabs,48 while in the West there was an 
isolated outburst of iconoclasm at the hands of a bishop who came from Spain, 
combined his attack on images with an onslaught on intercession and saints and 
was, moreover, an Adoptianist, that is, an adherent of a Spanish heresy which had 
certainly been launched in response to Islam.49 The Arabs, in other words, appear 
to have hit raw nerves wherever they went.50 In sum, we have a general expectation 
that Islam might provoke iconoclasm, a perfect chronological sequence, explicit 
contemporary testimonia and striking parallels — a cluster of evidence which is all 
the more impressive for coming from a period for which most of the source 
material has been lost.51 To dismiss all this as accidental would require a scepticism 
verging on the fideist.

ibid., pp. 240f.). But whether an edict was actually issued before 730 scarcely matters in this 
context.

41 Germanus, Epistola, col. 168.
48 S. Der Nersessian, “ Une apologie des images du septieme siecle,” Byzantion 17 (1944

45), p. 71.
49 Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, pp. 262 ff. Note that Claudius of Turin also asked the 

Christians why they did not worship asses (ibid., p. 266).
50 They would appear to have hit even the /ews; cf. Qamisl’s rejection of incense, lamps 

and prostrations before the scrolls of the law in the synagogues (J. Mann, “A Tract by an early 
Karaite Settler in Jerusalem,” Jewish Quarterly Review 12 [1922 J, p. 277 = 266; cf. N. Wieder, 
The Judean Scrolls and Karaism, London 1962, p. 267); the Gaonic embarrassment about 
mosaic floors in synagogues (Neusner, Talmudic Judaism, p.88n.; cf. n. 32); and the sarcastic 
references of a 10th-century Rabbanite to Christian icons and paintings (J. Mann, “An Early 
Theologico-Polemical Work,” Hebrew Union College Annual 12-13 [1937- 38], p. 417). 
Christian iconoclasm on the other side of the border by contrast failed to inhibit Jewish 
speculations about the images on Solomon’s throne (E. Ville-Patlagean, “Une image de 
Solomon en basileus byzantin,” Revue des Etudes Juives 121 [1962], pp. 26ff.). And 
conversely Muslim iconoclasm failed to infect the Christians within the Arab dominions, pre
sumably because unlike the Christians outside and the Jews within, they had to hang on to 
what they had.

51 Note also the effect of Christian counter-accusations on the Arabs. Germanus having 
identified the black stone as idolatrous, cUmar had qualms about kissing it (Vasiliev, “The 
Iconoclastic Edict of the Caliph Yazid II,” p. 27; the black stone is similarly presented as the 
Muslim equivalent of the cross in K. Vollers (tr.), “Das Religionsgesprach von Jerusalem (um
800 D) aus dem Arabischen iibersetzt,” Zeitschrift fur Kirchengeschichte 29 [1908], pp. 215f., 
and in Jeffery, “Ghevond’s Text,” pp. 322f.). AbO Qurra’s charge, that God tells the angels to 
kneel for Adam in the Koran, is dealt with by Ibn Hazm, who presumably found his arguments 
in earlier sources (Becker, Islamstudien I, p. 449).
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A similar case can be made for law. That the Christians have no law was a 
favourite Muslim accusation which is attested already in 64452 and which likewise 
gave backing to Jewish arguments.53 The Christian reaction can be followed in 
Iraq. Already in 676 a preamble to the acts of a Nestorian synod displayed an 
unusual interest in Christian jurisprudence,54 and after the transfer of the Muslim 
capital to Iraq in 750, the Nestorians busied themselves refurbishing the theoretical 
foundations of Christian law on the one hand55 and compiling books of substan
tive law on the other;56 and the man who perhaps began this activity explicitly 
referred to the Jewish and Arab polemics which had set him going.57 Now if one 
turns from cAbbasid Iraq to Umayyad Syria, one finds that the Arabs had precisely 
the same effect on the Christians across the border in Byzantium, where Leo III 
compiled his Eclogue.

The Eclogue is an unusual document. For one thing, Byzantine emperors did 
not often compile legal codes: after Justinian only Leo III and Basil I (867-86) did 
so, and Basil explicitly stated that he did so in order to blot out Leo’s 
compilation.58 For another, both Justinian and Basil were interested in Roman law, 
whereas Leo’s concern was Christian: where Basil improved his selection of Roman

53 F. Nau (ed. and tr.), “ Un colloque du Patriarchc Jean avec l’emir des Agareens,” /ow/w/ 
Asiatique (llem e serie) 5 (1915), p. 251 85 261 (where the accusation still takes the form of a 
question: are the Christian laws in the Gospel or not?).

53 They seem in fact to have done more than that. The standard Jewish question before 
the rise of Islam is why the Christians have abrogated the law of Moses, not why they have 
no proper replacement; but by the late 8th century it is the second question that both Jews 
and Muslims ask (for the reference see below, n. 57).

54 J.-B. Chabot (ed. and tr.), Synodicon Orientale ou Recueil de synodes nestoriens (= 
Notices et extraits des manuscripts de la Bibliothique Nationale XXXVII), Paris 1902, pp. 
215f = 480f. Contrast the absence of such preoccupations in the earlier preambles.

ss Crone and Cook, Hagarism, p. 180, n. 18. Compare the preamble to the Syro-Roman 
lawbook, which would appear to be the Jacobite answer to the same accusations (K.G. Bruns &
F. Sachau [eds. and trs.], Syrisch-romisches Rechtsbuch, Leipzig 1880, preambles to Fr., P., 
At., Arm.; A. Voobus [ed. and tr.]. The Synodicon in the West Syrian Tradition II [CSCO, 
Scriptores Syri, vols. CLXI-CXLIIIIj, Louvain 1975- 76, pp. 100 f = 106ff;cf. also E. Sachau 
[ed. and tr .] , Syrische RechtsbQcher, Berlin 1907- 14, I, pp. 46f = 47f., for its Nestorian 
version). The preamble is missing from the 6th century manuscript of the lawbook, and there is 
no evidence of interest in Christian jurisprudence in pre-Islamic Syria: even John Bar Qursos, 
who does broach the subject, is interested in obedience rather than principles (Voobus, op. cit. I, 
pp. 145f. = 142f.). A pre-Islamic date thus seems implausible. But conversely, of course, it may 
be very late, for it is first attested in an 11th century manuscript (Bruns & Sachau, op. cit.t 
p. 159), and as late as the 13th century Christians felt impelled to justify their antinomianism 
(M. Steinschneider, Polemische und apologetische Literatur in arabischer Sprache zwischen 
Muslimen, Christen und Juden, Leipzig 1877, p. 33).

56 It is worth noting that the first codifier of Christian law in Armenia is John of Ojun (ca. 
720). _

57 Sachau, Syrische Rechtsbiicher III, p. 20 = 21 ( Ish<5‘bokht).
58 I. Zepos & P. Zepos, lus Graeco-Romanorum II, Athens 1961, pp. 116, 237; cf. E.H. 

Freshfield, “The Official Manuals of Roman Law of the Eighth and Ninth Centuries,” The 
Cambridge Law Journal 4 (1930), pp. 44f.
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laws in the direction of greater utility*9 Leo by contrast improved his in the 
direction of greater philanthropy, a term which, however it is to be understood, 
was certainly loaded with Christian connotations.60 But it is above all Leo’s Old 
Testament orientation which is unusual 61 It is apparent in the selection of script
ural quotations, in the literal application of the Mosaic principle of retribution 62 
in the selection of Mosaic laws appended to the Eclogue by either Leo himself or 
one of his Iconoclast successors,63 and, most strikingly, in the presentation of the 
Eclogue as scriptural law in Leo’s preamble.64 This orientation is very much in 
line with the general Iconoclast attachment to the Old Testament;65 and it is of 
course manifest Judaizing.66

59 Zepos & Zepos, Ius Graeco-Romanorum II, p. 116 = Freshfield, “Official Manuals,” 
p. 43.

60 Zepos & Zepos, op. cit., p. 11 = E.H. Fresh field (tr.), A  Manual o f Roman Law, the 
Ecloga, Cambridge 1926, p. 66; cf. T.E. Gregory, “The Ekloga of Leo III and the Concept of 
Philanthropia,” Byzantina 7 (1975).

41 S. Gero, Byzantine Iconoclasm during the Reign o f Leo / / /(=  CSCO, Subsidia, vol. 41), 
Louvain 1973, pp. 56f.

M Gregory, “The Ekloga of Leo III,*’ p. 277.
43 The appendices to the Eclogue, which consist partly of imperial legislation and partly 

of Mosaic law, were not found in the manuscripts used by Zachariae von Lingenthal, whose 
edition is reproduced in Zepos & Zepos, but in a 16th century manuscript which was edited 
by A.G. Montferratus, Ecloga Leonis et Constantini, Athens 1889 (this is the edition used by 
Freshfleld for his translation of the Eclogue), and in a Norman manuscript of imperial codes 
dating from the 12th century (E.H. Freshfield (tr.) ,A  Manual o f Later Roman Law, Cambridge 
1927, p. 6). There is no doubt that the appendices were added officially. Now, the Norman 
manuscript includes the Procheiron Nomos and a novel of Basil, but no later legislation, 
presumably because the Arabs completed their conquest of Sicily in 878 (ibid., p. 2), so the 
appendices must have been added before then; and since no Iconodule ruler (least of aU Basil) 
would wish to augment, as opposed to supersede, the Eclogue, the only question is which 
Iconoclast emperor did it, a point of subsidiary interest in this context. The concern with 
sorcerers, magicians, Manicheans and heretics in the appendices might indicate a time when 
Paulicians and 'Athinganoi were very much, in the open, i.e. the second Iconoclast period, and 
if that is correct, Michael II is an obvious candidate for the authorship.

44 Leo's preamble may be paraphrased as follows: God gave man a law so that he might be 
saved; His word endures for ever and He will judge man according to his deeds; therefore I, who 
have been bidden to feed my flock, will break the bonds of wickedness by drawing up a 
selection of Roman laws in an intelligible language. Leo's Roman laws are thus part of God's 
enduring words. Contrast the wholly pragmatic attitude of Basil: the law is in a frightful mess 
which is tiresome to students (Zepos & Zepos, op. cit., p. 115 s  Freshfield, ‘Official Manuals,' 
p. 43).

45 Cf. Theodore the Studite's mockery of the Iconoclasts for their Old Testament obsession 
(Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, p. 192).

** That the Iconoclasts were Judaizers was not lost on contemporaries (cf. Gero, Byzantine 
Iconoclasm, p. 60). But note that in the domain of political authority the Iconoclasts opted, 
not for a Solomonic restoration in the style of the contemporary Franks, but for a Byzantine 
caliphate: Leo Ill's assertion that he was both high-priest and emperor, Leo V's order that the 
bishops must regard him as the highest ecclesiastical authority, Leo Ill's and Constantine V’s 
appeal to the laity over the heads of the clergy, and Constantine V’s uncanonical election of a 
Patriarch all recall the Islamic imflmate, not the Jewish monarchy (Ostrogorsky, “Debuts,"
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In view of the Nestorian parallel, this unusual code can plausibly be seen as a 
response to Islam, and again there are two subsidiary points to reinforce the plaus
ibility. First, it is notable that the Byzantines should opt for scriptural law where 
the Nestorians, by contrast, chose to buttress their law with the concept of a 
Christian oral tradition.67 To put it rather summarily, these diverse reactions corre
spond very neatly with the two major stages in the evolution of Muslim juris
prudence.68 Second, it is notable that Leo should open his preamble by proclaiming 
that man has been endowed with free will.69 On the one hand, free will was not a 
conventional topos of legal preambles;70 and on the other, it had just become a 
major issue in Islam71 so that already John of Damascus thought of determinism as 
a key Saracen tenet.72 To someone coming from an Islamic background Leo’s state
ment sounds extremely aggressive, and it is hard to believe that it was not meant as 
such, particularly as he goes on to state his confidence that, by 4‘breaking the bonds 
of wickedness” with his law, he may be victorious over his enemies.73 For Leo, who 
had risen to the throne shortly before, or during the siege of Constantinople, the 
Arabs were the enemies. The Eclogue was thus conceived as an instrument of 
Christian warfare against the Arabs, a rectification of the faith so that God might 
rejoin the Byzantines; and this is perhaps the neatest evidence that Byzantine 
Judaizing was a response to the moral and military incursions of the Arabs into the 
Byzantine world.

Now the Arab-Byzantine interaction might well have taken place directly ; there was 
no lack of direct confrontation, be it military, political, polemical or cultural at the 
highest level,74 and the diplomatic warfare that was waged on contemporary 
coinage was certainly part of such a direct dialogue.75 There is, nonetheless, a case 
to be made for an intermediary milieu.

p. 250; Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, pp. 52, 179; Alexander, The Patriarch Nicephorus, 
pp. 9, 11; contrast W. Ullmann, The Carolingian Renaissance and the Idea o f Kingship, London 
1969).

47 Crone & Cook, Hagarism, p. 18i , n. 18.
"  Ibid.. pp. 29f.t 38.
4* Zepos & Zepos, Ius Graeco-Romanorum II, p. 12 * Freshfield, The Ecloga, p. 66.
70 It is absent from Justinian’s Codex, Basil's Procheiron Nomos and the Syrian codes.
71 J. Van Ess, Zwischen Had\{ und Theologie, Berlin-New York 1975, p. 181. Given Van

Ess's dating of the controversy, it is not surprising that the topos is still absent from the 
Nestorian preamble of 676.

73 John of Damascus, Disputatio Saraceni et Christiani in MPG CVI, cols. 1336ff. (re
printed with an English translation in D.J. Sahas, John o f Damascus on Islam, Leiden 1972, 
pp. 142ff.); for the authorship of this work see Khoury, ThMogiens byzantins et I ’Islam, 
pp. 68- 71.

7* Zepos & Zepos, op. cit. , p. 13 = Freshfield, The Ecloga, p. 67.
74 Cf. H.A.R. Gibb, “Arab-Byzantine Relations under the Umayyad Caliphate," Dum

barton Oaks Papers 12 (1958).
75 Though needless to say, there are those who believe it a mere coincidence that Justinian II 

(685- 95, 705- 11) called himself servus Christi and put images of Christ on his coins, while 
‘Abd al-Malik (685- 705) was experimenting with his mihrab and anaza coins.
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The milieu in question is one of Judaizers who had, so to speak, gone over the 
edge to become Judeo-Christians. There was nothing new about the existence of 
such groups, and Judaizers who had to a greater or lesser extent gone over the 
edge are attested, inter alia, in fifth-century Phrygia76 and in Syria from the 
fourth to the thirteenth century, the Syrians in particular being recidivists.77 But 
once again Islam made a difference. For one thing, it was always in the Muslim 
interest to play minorities against the mainstream traditions;78 and for another, 
Muslims and Judeo-Christians were natural allies in that both claimed to be repre
sentatives of true Christianity. Islam made Judeo-Christianity a polemically viable 
position, and accordingly the Judeo-Christians came out of hiding and began to 
recruit. On the Byzantine side there is some weak evidence of baptized Jews being 
known as Montanists, presumably in Phrygia;79 and it is also in Phrygia, more 
precisely in Amorium, that we find the Athinganoi who combined Christianity with 
Mosaic law and Gnostic beliefs;80 they appear, in fact, to have been Samaritan 
Gnostics, a point which will be taken up later. On the Arab side there is a tenth 
century attestation of Christians, apparently in the Jazlra, who rejected the divinity 
of Jesus, accepting him only as a good man and more specifically as a good Jew81 -  
a point which distinguishes them from the many other Christians in Iraq, Egypt, 
Armenia and Spain who, on exposure to the Muslims, denied that Jesus was other

74 A. Sharf, Byzantine Jewry from Justianian to the First Crusade, London 1971, p. 73; 
cf. also p. 34 for Judaizers in 5th-century North Africa.

77 For the evidence, see S. Kazan, “Isaac of Antioch's Homily against the Jews," Oriens 
Christianus 97, 99 (1963, 1965), to which Hayman, The Disputation o f Sergius the Sty lit ey 
pp. 73f. = 72f. should now be added. Cf. also B. Blumenkranz, Juifs et chritiens dans le monde 
occidental, Paris 1960, pp. 55ff., for medieval Europe. Most of this Judaizing appears to have
been behavioural rather than doctrinal, a point which distinguishes it from that which was to
appear in the Islamic world.

78 For a striking illustration from the time of Ma'mdn, see Michael the Syrian, Chronique 
IV, p. 517 * III, p. 56; cf. also C. Cahen, “Points de vue sur la revolution cabbaside,” Revue 
Historique 230 (1963), p. 299.

79 Leo the Grammarian has it that the Jews baptized by Leo were known as Montanists, 
and an abjuration formula mentions that the Montanists stand outside the synagogue for 
unspecified reasons (A. Sharf, “The Jews, the Montanists and the Emperor Leo III,” Byzantin
ische Zeitschrift 59 (1966), p. 40; Sharps suggestion that the Montanists, who preferred death 
to baptism by Leo, were also such Jews is, however, not convincing).

80 Timothy of Constantinople, De Receptione Haereticorum, MPG LXXXVI [ 1], col. 33, 
translated by G. Bardy, “Melchisedek dans la tradition patristique,” Revue Biblique 36 [1927], 
p. 37; anonymous, Peri MelkhisedekitOn kai TheodotianOn kai Athinganon, ed., with a Nor
wegian translation, by C.P. Caspari, “ Kirkehistoriske Rejsefrugter,” Theologisk Tidsskrift for 
den Evangelisk-Lutherske Kirke i Norge NS 8 (1882), partially translated into French by 
Bardy, op. cit.% p. 38; Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, (ed. and tr. I. Bekker), Bonn 
1837, pp. 42f.; cf. J. Starr, “An Eastern Christian Sect: the Athinganoi,” Harvard Theological 
Review 29 (1936).

81 ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 199 = S.M. Stern, “Quotations from Apocryphal Gospels in 
‘Abd al-Jabbar,” Journal o f Theological Studies NS 18 (1967), p. 51.
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than a man or at the most a spiritual or adopted son of God.82 Conversely, there 
were also Jews, primarily Karaites, who accepted Jesus as a good and learned man 
of their own.83 And there is other evidence of Jewish-Christian contamination.84

What did these sects have to say for themselves? On the Byzantine side the 
evidence is limited. The Athinganoi, we are told, accepted Christ as a mere man, re
placed circumcision by baptism or had neither one nor the other, observed the 
Sabbath, at least when with Jews, and also Levitical purity and Mosaic law in 
general; they had Jewish preceptors; they held that Melchizedek was a “great 
power” or God himself, basing themselves on Hebrews 7; they invoked the demons 
Arkhe, Sakhan and Soron and practised divination and magic.85 More interesting 
evidence, however, is available on the Arab side of the frontier. In a number of 
Muslim and Jewish sources there is a very odd account of how Christianity was 
corrupted by the introduction of Roman customs. The longest version is that 
preserved b y c Abd al-Jabbar, a Muslim who wrote in 995,86 but there is also a fairly 
substantial one in Qirqisanl, a tenth century Karaite who excerpted it from a book 
by Dawud b. Marwan al-Muqammis, a ninth century Jew who had converted to 
Christianity and studied Christian doctrine in Nisibis before he proceeded to 
write anti-Christian books;87 and of shorter versions there are a great many.88 The 
full argument runs that Jesus did not claim divinity, that he did not abrogate the 
law of Moses, that it was Paul (and/or Peter) who jettisoned the law in an attempt

,a H.A. Wolfson, “An Unknown Splinter Group of Nestorians,** in his The Philosophy o f  
Kalam, Cambridge (Mass.) 1976, pp.337-49 (Iraq); Saadia GaontKitab al-amanat '.wa'Ui'tiqadat 
(ed. S. Landauer), Leiden 1880, pp. 90f = idem., The Book o f Beliefs and Opinions (tr. S. 
Rosenblatt), New Haven 1948, p. 109 (presumably Iraq or Egypt); W. Madelung, Der Imam 
al-Qdsim ibn Ibrahim und die Glaubendehre der Zaiditen, Berlin 1965, p. 89 (Egypt); on 
Spanish Adoptianism see E. Amann, “L'Adoptianisme espagnol du VIIIe siecle," Revue des 
Sciences Religieuses 16 (1936).

,s ‘Abd al-Jabb&r, op. cit.% p. 142; QirqisSnl, Kitdb al-anwdr wa* 1-marSqib (ed. L. Nemoy), 
New York 1949,p p .42f.

M Cf. the 8th century Serenus/Severus who converted to Judaism and proclaimed the 
coming of the Messiah in Mesopotamia (J. Starr, “Le mouvement messianique au debut du 
viiie siecle," Revue des Etudes Juives, NS 2 [1937]), AbO ‘IsS’s acceptance of Jesus as a 
prophet along with Muhammad, and the prohibition of divorce by the same heretic (QirqisSnl, 
op. cit.t pp. 5 If.).

,s For the references see above, n. 80.
M ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, pp. 91 ff.; partial translation by Stem, “Apocryphal Gospels" 

and “'Abd al-Jabb5r’s Account."
17 Qirqisanl, Anwir, pp. 44f. * L. Nemoy (tr.), “al-QirqisSnf s Account of the Jewish Sects 

and Christianity," Hebrew Union College Annual 7 (1930), pp. 366ff. For a bibliography on 
Muqammis, see G. Vajda, “La fmalite de la creation de l’homme selon un theologien juif du 
IXe siecle," Oriens 15 (1962), p. 6 In. He does not appear to be the author of the account 
preserved in ‘Abd al-JabbSr; there are no verbal correspondences and Peter who, together with 
Paul, makes up Christian pseudo-laws in Muqammis’ account, scarcely figures in eAbd al-Jabbar's.

•• For these see Stem, ‘“Abd al-JabbSr’s Account," pp. 176ff., to which the anonymous 
treatise published by Pines (below, n. 158), a passage in Ibn Hazm (discussed in the same publi
cation), and another in ShahrastSnl (below, n. 167) should be added.
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to win over the gentiles, and that the adoption of Christianity by Constantine 
completed the process of paganization. In short, what the Iconoclast Council 
defined as a middle course between Judaism and paganism is here taken up for 
a close and hostile analysis. The Judeo-Christian character of this analysis is unmis
takable.89 It is not, however, very likely that we have here a document going back 
to the Judeo-Christians of the fourth century, as was suggested by Pines.90 But 
equally, it is most unlikely that it was invented by Muslims or Christian converts to 
Islam, as Stern maintained.91 If, on the one hand, we have new Judeo-Christian 
sects and, on the other hand, new Judeo-Christian accounts, it seems natural to put 
the two together.

The demonstration that they should indeed be put together is a rather 
lengthy one and has for that reason been relegated to a special section at the end of 
this paper. Suffice it here to say that if the argument set out there is accepted, 
there are three conclusions to be drawn. First, there were Judeo-Christian sects in 
Mesopotamia and Phrygia who broadcast far and wide that Christianity was a cor
ruption of Christ’s religion. Second, the Muslims were aware of these sects by the 
eighth century, and indeed almost certainly before. And third, the Muslims could 
use their arguments. So could the Jews. That, of course, is precisely why the argu
ments survived in Muslim and Jewish sources.

We thus have a situation in which Byzantine Christianity is under triple attack: the 
Arabs on the Byzantine frontier are backing up the Jews inside the Byzantine state 
and the Judeo-Christians inside the Byzantine church. Now it is these Judeo- 
Christians who were so eminently well placed to spark off iconoclasm on both 
sides of the frontier.

If we start on the Arab side, what we are told is this. A Jew promised Yazid II 
thirty or forty years of rule if he would smash up Christian and other images in 
his dominions;92 Yazld’s successor killed the Jew, but the Phrygian bishops had got

*• Fritsch noticed it already for the versions preserved in thirteenth century sources (Islam 
und Christentum im Mittelalter, p. 50; cf. Stem, op. cit.t p. 182).

90 S. Pines, The Jewish Christians o f the Early Centuries according to a New Source (Israel 
Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Proceedings II, 13), Jerusalem 1966. For a discussion of 
this theory (which was by no means as unlikely as Stem would have it), see the section on the 
Judeo-Christians below.

fl Stem, ‘“Abd al-Jabbir’s Account,” pp. 184f. For one thing, Pines is certainly right that 
the original must have been in Syriac (The Jewish Christians, pp. 8f.); for another, it was not in 
the Muslim interest to argue that the Christians ought to be Jews (cf. the neat contrast between 
J3hi?*s and cAbd al-Jabbftr’s handling of the same arguments in S. Pines, “ 'Israel, My Firstborn* 
and the Sonship of Jesus,*’ in Studies in Mysticism and Religion presented to G.G. Scholem, 
Jerusalem 1967, pp. 179f.). But it is, above all, the fact that the author purports to give the 
inside story which is such striking evidence that he was himself a Judeo-Christian.

M Thirty years, according to John of Jerusalem’s report at the Council of Nicaea in 787 (tr.
L.W. Barnard, The Graeco-Roman and Oriental Background o f the Iconoclastic Controversy,
Leiden 1974, pp. 15ff.); forty years, according to Theophanes (Chronographia I, pp. 401 f., 
A.M. 6215) and Tabari, who omits the condition that Yazid should destroy images (TayrJkh 
al-rusul wa3l-muloik (ed. M. De Goeje et al.), Leiden 1897- 1901, ser. ii, pp. 1463f.).
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the idea;93 or according to another version* we do not know what happened to 
the Jew, but Leo got the idea from a Byzantine Christian who had converted 
to Islam in captivity and subsequently escaped.94 This convert, Beser, i.e. Bishr, is 
also known to the Islamic tradition,95 and there is some ground for identifying 
him with the Jew. The Jew was known as Tesserakontapechys, “forty cubits” , 
which is not a name, but a nickname and clearly a reference to the forty years 
which, according to Tabari, he had promised Yazld by misreading forty “reeds” 
as forty years instead of forty weeks.96 Bishr, the convert, is known to have been 
a patrician 97 Now in a late Arabic source we meet a man by the name of “son 
of forty cubits” who was a patrician in the entourage of Leo III98 Presumably, 
then, the Jew and the convert were identical.

What happened to Bishr? If we go by Theophanes he was killed, not on the 
death of Yazid II, but in the course of Artavasdus’ revolt on the death of 
Leo III.99 According to Michael the Syrian, however, he escaped to the Arabs, 
pretended to be Tiberius and offered them his help.100 He was, we are told, a 
former Muslim and now once more a Melkite Christian; yet he was also something 
of a Jew, for he had the Jews come and sing their incantations for him, and deep 
down he was a pagan, for he had the head of the Harranian community predict the 
outcome of his venture. If we put the various testimonia together, what they sug
gest is, first, that the man was historical and, second, that he was very hard to 
classify.

The interesting point about his unclassifiability is that it fits precisely with 
that of the Judeo-Christians in general and the Athinganoi in particular. The pagans 
of Harr an and the Judeo-Christians appear as common victims of Roman Christi-

9S Thus John of Jerusalem.
94 Thus Theophanes (who, together with John of Jerusalem, lies behind all subsequent 

Greek accounts; for these, see Vasiliev, “The Iconoclastic Edict of the Caliph Yazid II,” 
pp. 3Iff.).

95 Steinschneider, Polemische und apologetische Literatur, p. 44.
9* Tabari, loc. cit.
97 Theophanes, Chronographia I, p. 414, A.M. 6233.
91 M.J. De Goeje (ed.), Fragmenta Historicorum Arabicorum I, Leiden 1869, pp. 30f. 

(= Kitab al-'uyQn wdl-hadli'iq)\ the passage has been translated by E.W. Brooks, “The Campaign 
of 716-718 from Arabic Sources,” Journal o f  Hellenic Studies 108 (1899), pp. 26f. Cf. also 
J. Starr, “An Iconodulic Legend and its Historical Basis,” Speculum 8 (1933).

99 Theophanes, loc. cit.; there is thus agreement that he was finished on the death of his 
protector, if not on the protector’s identity.

100 Michael the Syrian, Chronique IV, pp. 462f. = II, pp. 503f. (also in the Chronicon ad 
1234 I, pp. 31 If. * 242f., without the details of Bishr’s religion). Michael does not explain why 
Bishr suddenly turned up in Mesopotamia, and moreover he places his appearance in 1048 A.S.
* 736f A.D., that is, before Leo’s death and Artavasdus* revolt. Ps.-Dionysius, however, also 
places Artavasdus* revolt before L - j’s death, specifically in 1045 A.S. = 733f. A.D. (J.-B. 
Chabot (tr.), Chronique de Denys de Tell-Mahre, Paris 1895, pp. 24f.), and it is presumably 
because of this tradition that Bishr’s return is placed too early.
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anity in vAbd al-Jabbar,101 and of the Athinganoi we are explicitly told that they 
combined their Mosaicism with Gnostic beliefs;102 moreover, they were famed for 
their predictive skills.103 That Bishr was a Phrygian is possible; 104 that he was a 
friend of Leo III, a former strategos of the Anatolikon theme based in Amorium, 
is certain; and if, moreover, he was a Jew, a Christian and a pagan involved above 
all in the business of prediction, it is impossible not to recognize in him an Athin- 
ganos abroad.

If on the Arab side of the frontier we see the Arabs welcome an Athinganos 
abroad, on the Byzantine side we can see them back up the Athinganoi at home. 
The evidence here comes in the Definition of the Iconoclast Council of 754. This 
Council took up a moderate position between two extremes. On the one hand, 
it said, we will not tolerate images, but, on the other hand, we will not reject the 
cult of saints, nor will we deny the resurrection.105 Now what, one might say, does 
Iconoclasm have to do with resurrection? Evidently something, for doubts over 
the resurrection crop up again in the second Iconoclast period among the followers 
of Leo V (813-20) and Michael II (820—29);106 and with Michael there is no 
longer any doubt where it comes from, for Michael was an Athinganos or at least 
acquainted with Athinganic beliefs.107

101 cAbd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 163 ■ Stem, “‘Abd al-JabbSr’s Account,” p. 145; cf. p. 176. 
The integration of the Judeo-Christian and HarrSnl accounts might of course be the work of
fAbd al-Jabbar himself, but it is hard to see what motive he could have.

103 The author of the Peri MelkhisedekitOn even thought that the Athinganoi were largely 
drawn from pagans (Caspari, “Kirkehistoriske Rejsefrugter,’’ p. 308 = 313).

101 Caspari, “Kirkehistoriske Rejsefrugter,” pp. 308, 312* 313, 316; cf. Starr, “An Eastern 
Christian Sect,” p. 103; it was an Athinganos who predicted the accession of Michael II (ibid.y 
p. 95).

,C4 According to Michael the Syrian, Bishr was from Pergamon, and according to Theoph
anes the fortune-telling Jew was from Laodicea in Phoenicia. Since the location of Laodicea 
may well be Theophanes’ own gloss to his (presumably Syriac) source, it is worth considering 
that he may have come from the Phrygian, not the Phoenician, Laodicea.

105 Anastos, ‘The Argument for Iconoclasm,” p. 186.
104 Nicephorus, Antirrhetici (MPG C), col. 489; Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, 

pp. 48f. On the face of it Nicephorus* passage suggests that the offenders were merely having a 
good time in defiance of the clergy, but there is more to it than that. Leo V’s adherents were 
coarse soldiers who, out of their boundless admiration for Constantine V, did everything 
Constantine had done, but did it entirely without his theological finesse. Thus the banquets in 
which monks were forced to drink wine and eat meat were crude imitations of Constantine’s 
dealings with monks (Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, pp. 60, 170; cf. also Alexander, The 
Patriarch Nicephorus, pp. 115- 25). Equally, Leo, like Constantine, disbelieved in saints
(Martin, op. cit., p. 180). Presumably, Leo and his cronies were also imitating Constantine when
they displayed their conspicuous insouciance about the fate of their souls, and it is certainly 
not implausible that it was Constantine whom the Council of 754 had in mind, not just when it 
condemned disbelief in saints, but also when it anathematized doubts over the resurrection.

107 Genesius only knows that he was from Amorium, a city teeming with Athinganoi, and 
that one of them predicted his accession (Historic de rebus Constantinopolitanibus [MPG, CIX] 
col. 1028), but Theophanes Continuatus is explicit that he was brought up within this sect 
(iChronographia, pp. 42f.), and his testimony is corroborated by Michael the Syrian, whose
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The Athinganoi were Samaritan Gnostics. The Samaritan component is 
attested partly in their name, “touch-me-not” , a reference to the Samaritan obses
sion with ritual purity with which the Koran is also familiar,108 and partly in the 
Mosaic fundamentalism of Michael II who, like the Samaritans, accepted only the 
Pentateuch as scripture.109 Now Pentateuchism was once associated with denial 
of the resurrection, and had continued to be so either in Samaritanism at large or 
else in Samaritan heresy;110 it was, moreover, clearly on Pentateuchal grounds, 
not for Gnostic motives, that Michael II would have none of the resurrection.111

The Arab backing consists in the fact that the Arabs had themselves been 
Mosaic fundamentalists at one stage. That the Arabs once accepted the Penta
teuch as their one and only scripture is admittedly not a traditional scholarly 
view, but it is attested in a dispute dating from 644.112 And it was surely because

statement that Michael II’s grandfather was a Jewish convert to Christianity derived from the 
lost early 9th century chronicle of Dionysius of Tell-Mahre (Chronique IV, p. 521 = III, p. 72; 
the source is explicitly named on p. 520 * 70). Moreover, Theophanes* continuator proceeds to 
give an account of Michael II’s beliefs which is far too coherent to be the product of scurrilous 
fantasy (pp. 48f.). Nor can it be dismissed as merely an elaboration of the equation 
“Athinganos = Samaritan*’ (as does J. Gouillard, “L’heresie dans Tempire byzantin des origines 
au xiie siecle,** Travaux et Mimoires 1 [ 1965 j , p. 311). For one thing, this equation is quite 
unknown to the early sources on the Athinganoi; Germanus does compare their fear of 
pollution to that of the Samaritans (De haeresibus et synodis [MPG XCVIII], col. 85), but that 
is hardly to equate the two, and Theophanes* continuator explicitly describes Athinganism as a 
new faith (Chronographia, p. 42). For another, such an elaboration would merely have repro
duced the Patristic stereotypes on the Samaritans; but just as the continuator's account is not 
incoherent, so also it is not stereotyped.

108 20:97; note also the Hagarene belief attested in Greek sources that the Samaritans will go 
to heaven where they will be busy keeping Paradise clean (K houry ,I«  Theologiens Byzantins 
et VIslam, pp. 184, 198). This obsession with ritual purity was not peculiar to the Dositheans; 
Epiphanius notes it for all the Samaritans, and the 6th century Samaritan who burnt straw over 
the footsteps of the pilgrim from Piacenza and made him throw his coins into water to avoid 
his polluting touch, was hardly a heretic (Sharf, Byzantine Jewry, pp. 30, 44). For the very 
similar behaviour of the Athinganoi, see Timothy of Constantinople, De Receptione, col. 33 = 
Bardy, “Melchisedek,” p. 37.

109 Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, pp. 48f. (he abused the Prophets, and denied 
the existence of the Devil on the ground that Moses does not mention him).

110 That it was the Samaritans at large and not the Dositheans who continued to deny the 
resurrection has recently been argued by S.J. Isser, The Dositheans, Leiden 1976.

111 It is mentioned in the same breath as his denial of the Devil. Note that he also found 
fault with the Christian computation of Easter and toyed with the idea of fasting on the 
Sabbath, a most unorthodox idea from the Jewish point of view.

112 Crone & Cook, Hagarism, pp. 14f. Mosaic fundamentalism (presumably combined with 
at least partial acceptance of the New Testament; cf. their use of Hebrews 7) is not attested for 
the Athinganoi before Michael II, so the possibility cannot be excluded that they picked it up 
from the Arabs. But it is not very likely, for Pentateuchism was not just a Samaritan, but also a 
traditional Judeo-Christian position: it is attested for Epiphanius* Ebionite Elkesaites whose 
combination of Judeo-Christianity and Gnosticism so recalls that of the Athinganoi (A.F.J Klijn
& G.J. Reinink, Patristic Evidence for Jewish-Christian Sects, Leiden 1973, p. 186). At all 
events, the general point made here remains unaffected. The Arabs may have suggested this
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the Arabs took up this scriptural position that the old question of the resurrec
tion was suddenly revived. Thus fcvond has tJmar II (717-20) deny the resurrec
tion on Pentateuchal grounds, while Leo III refers to a Muslim sect which similarly 
denied it and which is perhaps also referred to in the Koran;113 and doubts over 
the resurrection are also indicated among the ZaydTs.114 It was thus against the 
background of Muslim interest in the question that the doubts of the Athinganoi 
could reach Constantinople.

If we put the evidence on the two sides together, the situation is this. On 
the Arab side, there is an inveterate hostility to Christian pictures, but the Arabs 
cannot usually be bothered to go and smash them up. On the Greek side, there is 
an endemic bad conscience about such pictures, but the Greeks do not usually 
have the nerve to smash them up. Now if a Phrygian Athinganos should start 
tinkering with these highly charged wires, the outcome would be precisely what 
actually occurred; a short anti-Christian blast among the Arabs, and an enormous 
explosion burning up the accumulated qualms of the Greeks. It is not that all 
Iconoclasts were Athinganoi; but it is precisely because they detonated the ex
plosion that some of their shrapnel was likely to fall in the capital.

It is worth concluding this argument with a brief discussion of the very 
different outcomes of hostility to images in Byzantium and Islam. Evidently, 
Byzantine Iconoclasm was a failure and, insofar as this is a fact about Byzantine 
history, it is not a very interesting one. Unlike the European Reformation, that 
of the Byzantines was a conspiracy between a ruling elite and a religious minority 
which, in the absence of long-term social or political upheavals, could not possibly 
issue in a religious revolution. No wonder then that in the last resort the Byzantines 
opted for John of Damascus’ justification of image worship and sealed the question 
once and for all by making the cult of images part of their faith.115 Already by the 
second Iconoclast period, everyone was sick and tired of the whole question,116 
and it was resumed largely because it was held to bring military success.117 The

scriptural position to the Athinganoi or they may have reinforced it, but either way their effect 
was to boost the polemical position of the heretics.

n * Crone & Cook, op. cit., p. 165, n. 49. Note also the query “whence do we know for 
certain that the soul does not die with the body? for there are some who hold this view" 
(iQuaestiones, col. 608, question xvii).

114 Uiwbdkhil, Kitab firaq al-Shfa (ed. H. Ritter), Istanbul 1931, p. 37.
115 Note how veneration of images and saints is included in the formula for conversion from 

Islam (Khoury, Thiologiens Byzantins et I’lslam, pp. 1930-
n * Cf. Michael II’s attempt to bury the issue by prohibiting all discussion of images, be it 

for or against (Martin, Iconoclastic Controversy, p. 201).
1,7 The Iconoclast Leo V argued that he had to satisfy public opinion, that image worship 

was being held responsible for pagan military success, that Leo and Constantine had found the 
observance of orthodoxy the best safeguard of public security, and that only the Iconoclast 
emperors had succeeded in founding a dynasty and dying full of honour (Martin, ibid.% pp. 162, 
165, 168, 172; compare the very similar evaluation of the Iconoclast emperors by J. Herrin in 
Bryer and Herrin, Iconoclasm, pp. 15ff.). It was soldiers who broke into Nicephorus* house, 
soldiers who stoned the Chalce image, soldiers who constituted the following of Leo V who was
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success failed to materialise, and when the Arabs finally took Amorium in 838, it 
was the Iconoclasts, not the icons, that got the blame.118

As a fact about Christian history, however, the failure is an illuminating 
one. The pagan component of Christianity is intrinsic in respect of both faith and 
culture. In respect of the faith it has generated the trinity, and there is thus a limit 
to the extent to which Christians can afford to be monotheists. Constantine V 
(741—75) might well reject the saints, but he could not very well reject Christ, 
the intercessor par excellence; so it is hardly surprising that he was haunted by 
worries about Christology. The Christians across the border also worried. “If, on 
the one hand, we worship one God,” as a puzzled Syrian in a seventh century 
treatise put it, “it is plain that, being monarchianists, we are practising Judaism; 
but if, on the other hand, we worship three gods, it is clear that we are practis
ing paganism.” 119 Constantine is accused now of having played up the divinity of 
Christ120 and now of having played it down,121 and he is likely enough to have 
tried both expedients; it was precisely because the Iconoclasts wished to be mono
theists that they had to choose, as Theodore the Studite so rightly saw, between 
the error of Mani, who held that Jesus was wholly divine, and that of Paul of 
Samosata, who considered him wholly human.122 Within the middle course which 
constituted orthodox Christianity, their problem was not amenable to solution.

In respect of culture, the pagan component of Christianity was to leave 
room for secularism. Because Christianity is only a faith, the culture must of 
necessity come from elsewhere. This extraneous culture can be sanctified by a 
profusion of saints — what Peter Brown calls a haemorrhage of the divine,123 or it 
can be desanctified in the name of the one God; but just as it cannot become 
intrinsically holy, so also, having no Christian alternative, it cannot be totally

himself a soldier (Martin, op. cit.t pp. 166, 168, 170, cf. above, n. 106), and it was also soldiers 
who rushed to Constantine’s grave in the face of the Bulgarian threat in 813, telling him to get 
up and save his city (Theophanes, Chronographia I, p. 504, A.M. 6305).

11 • Khoury, Thiologiens Byzantins et VIslamt pp. 169ff.
n * Quaestiones, col. 597, question i (Ioudaizomen . . .  Hellinizomen). The answer charac

teristically is to stop thinking.
1,0 G. Ostrogorsky, Studien zur Geschichte der byzantinischen Bilderstreites% Breslau 1929, 

pp. 24ff. For a different view see S. Brock in Bryer and Herrin, Iconoclasm, pp. 53ff. Michael 
the Syrian's belief that Constantine V was “orthodox** (viz. a Monophysite) is however unlikely 
to derive entirely from his personal misinterpretation of John of Damascus* condemnation, for 
when he later describes Leo IV as “orthodox,” he states that he has this information from a 
Melkite writer (Chronique IV, pp. 473, 479 = II, p. 521; III, p. 2). But Brock is evidently right 
that Monophysitism has nothing to do with the outbreak of Iconoclasm.

*31 He asked the Patriarch if one could call Mary the mother of Christ (rather than the 
mother of God), which the Patriarch thought Nestorian, and on another occasion he denied 
that Christ was more than a mere man (Theophanes, Chronographia, I, pp. 415, 435, A.M. 
6233, 6255 ; George the Monk, Chronographia II (ed. C. de Boor), Leipzig 1904, p. 756). Just 
how much of this is true is of course hard to tell, but that he worried is equally hard to deny.

133 Theodore the Studite, Quaestiones Iconomachis Propositae, iMPG XCIX), cols. 480f.
133 Brown, “A Dark-Age crisis,’* p. 8.
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rejected. Christian fundamentalism thus has no foundations,124 and it is pre
cisely this point which the Iconoclasts illustrate by their setting out as Judaizers 
and their ending up as Hellenizers.

In the domain of art, both the Muslims and the Iconoclasts were up against 
an unholy alliance between monotheism and a pagan craft — unholy in that God 
did not want pictures and the pagans did not want God. But whereas in Islam the 
dissolution of this alliance eventually led to the virtual occlusion of the pagan 
craft,125 in Byzantium the outcome was rather an artistic reorientation. Leo III, 
it is true, would have nothing but the cross — at the same time aniconic and anti- 
Islamic. But Constantine V proceeded to fill the churches and palaces with secular 
pictures, possibly, though this is largely guesswork, in the illusionist style which 
ultimately went back to the Hellenistic world;126 and Theophilus (829—42) was 
bent on wholesale imitation of the courtly art of Baghdad.127 Neither, in other 
words, suppressed the pagan craft: they could only render it religiously inert.

Similarly, in the domain of learning the Iconoclasts were up against an 
unholy alliance between scripture and philosophy. What, in the words of lAbd al- 
Jabbar, did Aristotle know of God? 128 But again, where in Islam the dissolution 
of this alliance eventually led to the virtual occlusion of philosophy,129 in Byzan
tium the outcome was rather a cultural reorientation. Leo once more set out as 
a fundamentalist: he is credited with an attack on higher learning, presumably 
secular.130 Michael the Amorian is similarly described as hostile to Hellenic learn
ing;131 and at the same time there appears to have been a significant shift from

1,4 Cf. Crone & Cook, Hagarism, pp. 139ff.
m  The long history of this process is certainly an interesting one, but its protracted nature 

does not invalidate the point. The misfortune of the Muslim rabbis was that ‘Abb&sid priestli- 
ness having worn off, the east fell to Zaydls and the west to Isma'llls (for the slightly more 
favourable attitude to images among Shl'ites see Paret, “Das Islamische Bilderverbot und die 
Schia**; note the typical instance of priestly discretion by Mu'izz on p. 230). The Seljuqs did 
indeed restore Sunnism, but what with Turkish ethnicity, Persian culture, political dissolution 
and Christian secretaries, pictures inevitably came back; witness the neo-Hellenistic coinage of 
the Artuqids, the Christian scribe of the Arabic Dioscorides, and the general renaissance of 
Byzantine art in Islamic books. But the thirteenth century was a turning point, for if the 
Mongol conquest provided the background for the flowering of Persian miniatures, in the west 
the came back for ever.

IM Cf. R. Cormack, “The Arts during the Age of Iconoclasm*' in Bryer & Herrin, Icono
clasm, pp. 38, 42f.

137 C. Diehl, Manuel d ’art byzantin I, Paris 1925, pp. 369f., 377f. Compare the large-scale 
adoption of Islamic law by the Syriac-speaking Christians (H. Kaufhold, Syrische Texte zum 
islamischen Recht, Munich 1971, pp. 32ff.).

111 £Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 193 = Stem, “‘Abd al-Jabbar*s Account,** p. 150.
,a* This also took some time, but again the moral is clear.
130 Theophanes, Chronographia I, p. 405, A.M. 6218; P. Lemerle, Le premier humanisme 

byzantin, Paris 1971, pp. 94ff.
,SI Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, p. 49. The fact that Michael II himself had no 

education does not of course mean that he could have no views on the matter.
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Greek to biblical reading matter in primary education.132 But it is no accident 
that the fundamentalism failed to last. In Christianity even Iconoclasts must have 
a philosophy. To take an obvious example, in the legal culture of Islam, hostility 
to images will generate the question “when precisely are images permitted?” ; but in 
the philosophical culture of Christianity the corresponding question will inevi
tably be “what precisely is the nature of an image?” 133 And just as the Iconoclasts 
needed a theory of art to justify their Iconoclasm, so they needed theories of 
nature to support their fundamentalism. Now though the evidence is depressingly 
scarce, they seem to have solved this problem by recourse to a pre-Mosaic philos
ophy which, like that invoked by the Protestants in the West, was formally mono
theist and substantively Hermetic. That much is implied by the character of the 
book which Leo VI (775-80) sent to Mahdl (775-85),134 the number speculation 
and antiquarian bent of Leo the Mathematician135 and the magic skills of John the 
Grammarian.136 And it is in line with this that there are suggestions of Origenist as 
against Aristotelian lines of thought in the Iconoclast view of pictures,137 and of 
Alexandrian science in their view of the universe.138 The outcome of Iconoclasm 
was thus not the rejection of the pagan tradition, but rather the sponsorship of a 
different branch of it. And it is certainly to some extent thanks to the confronta
tion between these two traditions that what has here been dubbed the Byzantine 
Reformation issued in what others have called the Byzantine Renaissance.

THE JUDEO-CHRISTIANS
We may now turn to a more detailed examination of the Judeo-Christian sects and 
the writings which have been attributed to them in the above. The first point to be

131 A. Moffatt, “Schooling in the Iconoclast Centuries,’1 in Bryer & Herrin, Iconoclasm,
p. 90. Compare the role of scripture in Jewish and Muslim education.

133 Compare the articles of Paret with for example L. Barnard, “The Theology of Images,” 
in Bryer & Herrin, ibid.; note how the appeal to the immense antiquity of image worship never 
sparked off any jurisprudential discussion of the authority of practice in Christianity.

134 Mahdl was much given to magic, divination and sorcery, so Leo sent him a book entitled 
Iannes and Iambres, which contained all the magic of the Egyptians and all they did when they 
met Moses (Michael the Syrian, Chronique IV, p. 478 = III, p. 1). For this book see E. Schiirer, 
A History o f the Jewish People in the Time o f Jesus Christ, Edinburgh 1896, div. II, vol. Ill, 
pp. 149ff.; L.I. Iselin, “Zwei Bemerkungen zu Schiirer’s Geschichte des jiidischen Volkes im 
Zeitalter Jesu Christi,” Zeitschrift fur Wissenschaftliche Theologie 37 (1894).

135 Lemerle, Humanisme, p. 157.
136 Ibid., p. 145.
137 G. Florovsky, “Origen, Eusebius and the Iconoclastic Controversy,” Church History 19 

(1950); P.J. Alexander* “The Iconoclastic Council of St. Sophia (815) and its Definition 
(Horos)," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 7 (1953), pp. 48f, 50f.; Lemerle, Humanisme, p. 146.

138 Leo the Mathematician had Ptolemy’s Almagest copied and studied, thereby displaying 
the first Byzantine interest in astronomy since the days of Stephen of Alexandria and virtually 
the last until those of the Palaeologi (D. Pingree, “Gregory of Chioniades and Palaeologan 
Astronomy,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 1 8 (1964), p. 135; cf. Dithl, Manuel, p. 376; the interest 
survived long enough for the Byzantines to translate AbQ Macshar in the tenth century, cf. 
D. Pingree (ed.), Albumasaris de revolutione nativiiatum, Leipzig 1968 (I c*e this reference to 
Dr. F. Zimmermann).
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made concerns the Athinganoi. J. Starr, the one person to have worked on them in 
the past, tried to explain away their Judaizing so as to make them a purely Gnostic 
sect along Paulician lines.139 This is certainly arbitrary. But it is worth adding 
some evidence from the Syrian side in corroboration of the Byzantine sources.

In the catalogue of heresies compiled by Marutha (d. before 420), there 
is a description of heretics known as Sabbatians. Their heresy consisted in belief 
that the Gospel did not abrogate the Old Testament, that the Mosaic law was still 
valid, that circumcision should be retained, and that the eucharist should be taken 
on the Sabbath; it was, according to Marutha, these heretics Paul had in mind when 
he spoke of circumcision.140 This is plainly a description of Judeo-Christians, 
not of the Novatian schismatics similarly known as Sabbatians who cannot even 
have been misrepresented here: we may take it that in the fifth century Middle East 
there were Judeo-Christians of that name. Now three centuries later we learn from 
Jacob of Edessa (d. ca. 715) that two kinds of heretics were known as Sabbatians, 
the first being the Novatian schismatics and the second a sect which, like Marutha‘s, 
is said to date from the time of the Apostles.141 The natural assumption that he is 
referring to Marutha’s sect is reinforced by his observation that they derived their 
name from their observance of both Sabbath and Sunday,142 which is not, of 
course, true of the Novatian offshoot, and by his view that literalist exegesis is 
a “Jewish and Sabbatian” feature.143 The importance of this lies in the fact that, 
according to Jacob, the Sabbatians are still observing both Sabbath and Sunday in 
Galatia and Phrygia. 144 That this is a reference to the Athinganoi is hardly in 
doubt. It is true that he goes on to say that the Novatian offshoot (also?) survives 
in Galatia, but that is likely to have been true,145 and unless he is simply muddle -

1,9 Stan, “An Eastern Christian Sect.”
140 A. Harnack (tr.), “Der Ketzer-Katalog des Bischofi Maruta von Maiperkat,” in O.V. 

Gebhardt & A. Harnack (eds.), Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen 
Literatur, NF IV, Leipzig 1899, p. 7. The Syriac term is ShabbeMyi.

141 W. Wright (ed.), “The Epistles of Mir Jacob, Bishop of Edessa,’* Journal o f Sacred 
Literature (4 th series), 10 (1867), p. 26 of the text * F. Nau (tr.), “traduction des lettres XII 
et XIII de Jacques d ’Edesse,” Revue de VOrient Chretien 10 (1905), p. 278. The Syriac terms 
are SambatydnQ and (bith) Shabbet&yi, the first clearly Greek, the second Syriac, but treated 
as interchangeable.

147 MSrQtha does not say so, and Jacob clearly did not owe his knowledge of the sect to 
him.

145 R. Schroter (ed. and tr.), “Erster Brief Jakob*s von Edessa an Johannes den Styliten,** 
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 24 (1870), p. 271 * 275. The term for 
“in the Sabbatian fashion'* is sabbetanHlth (sic).

144 Wright, loc. cit. * Nau, loc. cit.
145 The far older sect of the Quartodecimans (Tetraditai) has a continuous history in Asia 

Minor until the 9th century. Like the Novatian offshoot they held Jewish views regarding the 
date of Easter, and by the time of Theodoret they had also come to agree with the Novatians 
on the inefficacy of penance. In short, they had fused with the Sabbatians (C. Mango, The 
Homilies o f Photius Patriarch o f Constantinople, Cambridge [Mass.] 1958, pp. 279ff.). 
Timothy of Constantinople could thus identify the Quartodecimans with the Sabbatians (ibid., 
p. 28In.); and it is very likely the same.sect that Jacob had in mind.
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headed (which he was not usually), it hardly invalidates his previous statement. 
Moreover, the Sabbatian name reappears on the Byzantine side. Thus the Athin- 
ganic obsession with ritual purity is presented by one source as a Sabbatian feature, 
while Michael II, who is usually known as an Athinganos, appears as a Sabbatian 
in another.146 It was thus not only to the Byzantines, but also to the Syrian 
Christians, that the Athinganoi were known to be Judeo-Christians. Obviously, 
Starr is right that they were in some way related to the Paulicians with whom 
they are often enumerated in the Byzantine chronicles, for just as the Judaizing 
Athinganoi subscribed to a number of Gnostic ideas, so the Gnosticizing Paulicians, 
or rather some of them, had Adoptianist beliefs.147 But Judaism and Gnosticism, 
though in theory antithetical, have in practice coexisted more than once.

That brings us to the writings preserved in cAbd al-Jabbar and elsewhere. 
That these were Judeo-Christian in character has already been seen. What remains 
to be done here is to find a context for the authors. The first point to be noted 
is that they must have lived in a milieu equally open to Christian and Jewish litera
ture, for not only were they wholly at home in Christian history and scripture,as 
only Christians could be,148 they were also acquainted with such Jewish lore as the 
Toledoth Yeshu, which was not normally accessible to Christians;149 and what is 
more, their own writings can be shown to have passed back into Jewish literature 
in the form of the additions to the Toledoth.

There are two completely different kinds of material in the Toledoth as it 
exists today. The first is a straightforward anti-Christian life of Jesus to the 
effect that Jesus was a bastard conceived in ritual impurity who became a magician 
by getting hold of the secret letters of God’s name,150 and who was crucified after

144 Caspari, “Kirkehistoriske Rejsefrugter,” p. 309 * 314; Nicetas of Paphlagonia, Vita 
Ignatii (MPG CV), col. 493. It is of course possible that it was Michael II*s views on the date
of Easter that resulted in his identification as a Sabbatian (of the Novatian type), but it is hard
to see how the concern with ritual purity could come to be classified as such. It is far more 
likely that “Sabbatian*' in this context meant “Judeo-Christian**, and if the anonymous author 
in Caspari nonetheless glosses it as Novatian, it is because the Byzantine tradition knew of no 
Judeo-Christian sect of that name.

147 For the evidence see N. Garsoian, The Paulician Heresy, Paris-The Hague 1971, where 
the general conclusion is, however, quite unacceptable.

14t The rabbis had only the haziest notions of the period to which Jesus belonged, and 
neither Paul nor Pilate figures in the Talmud (for a possible, but not exactly transparent refer
ence to the former, see R. Travers Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash, Edinburgh 
1903, pp. 97ff.).

149 For this work see S. Krauss (ed. and tr.), Das Leben Jesu nach jiidischen Quell en, Berlin 
1902. It is doubtless because Helen appears as the queen of Israel in the Toledoth that she has 
become the wife of Pilate (BayUtus) in cAbd al-Jabbar (Krauss, op. cit., pp. 53f. and passim; 
‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 159 = Stem, 4teAbd al-Jabb&r’s Account,** p. 140). Perhaps it was 
also from the Toledoth that ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Christians got the idea that Jesus was crucified in 
a vegetable garden (Krauss, op. cit., p. 59; ‘Abd al-Jabbar, op. cit., p. 139 =* Stern, “Apocryphal 
Gospels,** p. 44). Note also that ‘Abd al-Jabb5r*s Hlrldh.s for Herod is more easily explained 
if the text misread by his source was in Aramaic rather than in Syriac (*Abd al-Jabbar, op. cit. 
= Stem, “Apocryphal Gospels,” p. 42n.).

150 In an earlier version apparently by learning magic in Egypt.
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having lost his spells in an air-battle with Judas. This story dates from the early 
centuries of Christianity. It was known to Celsus151 and Tertullian,152 and almost 
all of it is attested in the Talmud.153 The second consists of stories of Paul, Peter 
and Nestorius, all presented as Jewish heroes or Judaizers: Paul (or Peter) was a 
crypto-Jew who completed the split between Judaism and Christianity by making 
up pseudo-laws so that the Jews might be rid of the Christian trouble-makers;Peter 
continued to send synagogal poetry to the Jews after his apparent conversion; 
Nestorius undid some of Paul’s work, though he also prohibited polygamy and 
divorce, a pseudo-law attributed to Paul in ‘Abd al-Jabbar. These stories have no 
intrinsic connection with the biography of Jesus, they were not known to Celsus, 
Tertullian or even Agobard, who knew the rest of the Toledoth,154 and they are 
not found in all the MSS of the Toledoth; all originated in a Syriac-speaking 
environment, none are earlier than the fifth century,l5S and the hostile reference 
to the rise of the Ishmaelites in the story of Paul leaves no doubt that this story 
at least was composed after the Arab conquest.156 How then do we account for 
the addition of these stories to the Toledoth? That they are closely related to 
narratives of Muqammis and cAbd al-Jabbar is evident. There is however no question 
of the additions to the Toledoth being the source of the Arabic accounts,1568 for 
where the Arabic accounts have historical focus and details, the Toledoth by 
contrast envelops the events in a characteristic rabbinical haze. Nor are the stories 
in the Toledoth directly derived from the Arabic accounts: what we have are clearly 
Jewish and Muslim adaptations of the same Judeo-Christian polemic against Christi
anity.156b The Judeo-Christians possessed a knowledge of Christianity which the

151 N.R.M. De Lange, Origen and the Jews, Cambridge 1976, pp. 66, 69.
151 Krauss, op. cit., p. 3.

Travers Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrasht pp. 33, 48ff., 54f., 62, 75f., 79f., 
90f.; H. Strack, Jesus, die HaretiJcer und die Christen, Leipzig 1910.

1,4 Agobard, Epistola, cols. 77-100.
155 The story of Paul gives the names of the Christian festivals in Syriac (Krauss, op. cit., 

pp. 6Of.; cf. Stern, ltlAbd al-Jabbar’s Account”, p. 179n.); Peter (Simon Kefah) is confused 
with Simeon Stylites, the 5th century Syrian saint, Nestorius with Bar Sauma, the 5th century 
Nestorian churchman (S. Gero, “The Nestorius Legend in the Toledoth Yeshu”, Oriens 
Christianus 59 (1975).

ts* Krauss, loc. cit.; there are no references to Islam in the other stories, and Gero may be 
right in dating the fixation of the Nestorius legend to the second half of the 6th or the begin
ning of the 7th century (op. cit., p. 120). The reference to the S3s£nid empire, however, in no 
way implies that it was still in existence when the story was composed, only that it existed at 
the time of Nestorius, and the legend is so incoherent that its various stages and dates can 
hardly be sorted out (Nestorius is a Judaizer, yet he prohibits polygamy and divorce; women 
like his pseudo-laws, yet he is kiUed by women).

15*aAs suggested by Stern, “‘Abd ai-Jabbar’s Account,” pp. 179f. But Stern's view was 
clearly dictated by his extraordinary reluctance to concede that the Arabic accounts are 
Judeo-Christian in character.

I5‘b Pines* view that the stories in the Toledoth were composed as an answer to the Judeo- 
Christian argument seems a little excessive: Jews and Jewish Christians alike were concerned to 
refute the Christians, not each other (cf. Pines, The Jewish Christians, p. 42).
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Jews themselves had not enjoyed for centuries, while at the same time they were 
sufficiently close to the Jews for knowledge to be exchanged between them. Hence 
on the one hand the echos of the Toledoth in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s biography of Jesus, 
and on the other hand the addition of an ‘Acts of the Apostles’ to the biography 
of Jesus in the Toledoth.

Now of such circles through which Jewish and Christian literature could 
freely pass there were two kinds. The first is that of the philo-Christian Karaites 
mentioned by both Qirqisani and cAbd al-Jabbar,157 and these Karaites form by 
far the most plausible milieu in which to locate Muqammis and others like him.158 
It is true that Muqammis is never identified as a Karaite, philo-Christian or other
wise, by either Qirqisani or any other author, but he is known to have written a 
commentary on Genesis using Syriac rather than rabbinical methods of exegesis, 
a work of which the Karaite Qirqisani speaks with approval;159 he seems to have 
held that retribution (and thus resurrection) was purely spiritual, a view of some 
currency in Karaite circles;160 and his disparaging use of the Xttmabba, a rabbinic 
honorific, would also indicate Karaite rather than Rabbinic persuasions.161 More-

1,7 Cf. above, n. 83. Although ‘Abd al-Jabbar does not specify that his Jews were Karaites, 
he is clearly describing the same sect as Qirqisani: both accepted Jesus as a pious and learned 
man who had got the leadership of the Jews, aroused the envy of other Jews (Rabbanites 
according to Qirqisani) and been killed by them (as they tried to kill ‘Anan according to 
Qirqisani). The similarity was also noted by Pines (The Jewish Christians, p. 47). Compare 
Shahrastanl, Kitab al-mUal wa'l-nihal (ed. W. Cureton), London 1846, pp. 167f., where all 
Karaites entertain such ideas (Jesus was learned in the Old Testament, he did not claim to be a 
prophet or God, though according to these Karaites he was a messiah;he did not abrogate the 
old law, the Gospel is not revelation and the Jews were wrong to kill him). There were still 
Karaites in the sixteenth century who thought along the same lines (Krauss, Das Leben Jesu, 
pp. 200f.).

lsa Pace Pines, who conjectures that it was during his Christian period that Muqammi§ was 
in contact with Judeo-Christians (S. Pines, “Jewish-Christian Materials in an Arabic Jewish 
Treatise,” Proceedings o f the American Academy for Jewish Research 35 [1967], p. 212n.; I 
am indebted to Professor Pines for sending me an offprint of this article).

159 G. Vajda, “Du prologue de Qirqisani a son commentaire sur la Genese,” in M. Black &
G. Fohrer (eds.), In Memoriam Paul Kahlet Berlin 1968, p. 24.

160 G. Vajda, “A propos de la perpetuite de la retribution d'outre-tombe en theologie 
musulmane," Studia Islamica 11 (1959), pp. 37f. The statement in favour of purely spiritual 
retribution on p. 37 seems so emphatic that the conclusion of p. 38 must be Yehuda 
b. Barzillai's. Compare Mann, “A Tract by an early Karaite Settler,'* p. 259; Qirqisani, Anwdr, 
pp. 54, 62; G. Vajda, Deux Commentaires Karaites sur VEcclesiaste, Leiden 1971, p. 11 In.

161 Muqammi§ calls Paul Abba Shaul, as does the Toledoth (Qirqisanr,-*4/iwflr, p. 44 = 367; 
A. Jellinek [ed.], Beth ha-Midrash, Leipzig 1855, pt. VI, pp. xi, 156), but in the Toledoth the 
title is reverential (presumably the rabbis identified him with the 2nd century tanna of that 
name). The force of Muqammis’ usage by contrast is to equate Paul's pseudo-laws with the oral 
law of the Rabbanites: both have corrupted the true religion in their different ways. It is thus 
not surprising that it is in Karaite circles that “Abba Shaul’' lived on as an abusive 
(R. Poznansky, “Meswi al-Okbari, chef d’une secte juive du ixe sihc\e>" Revue des Etudes Juives
34 [1897], p. 182; Krauss, Das Leben Jesu, p. 200; D.S. Margoliouth [ed. and tr.],«4 Com
mentary on the Book o f Daniel by Jepheth ibn Ali the Karaite, Oxford 1889, p. 119 - 62).
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over, there is an anonymous author who combined the usual Judeo-Christian 
argument that Jesus was a Jew with an unusual insistence on the contention that 
Jesus endorsed retaliation.162 Inasmuch as Rabbanite law circumvented the Mosaic 
principle of retaliation, while Karaite law accepted it, this particular author would 
also indicate that it was in Karaite circles that Judeo-Christian views were cur
rent.163 Finally, cAbd al-Jabbar actually quotes the philo-Christian Karaites in the 
course of his discussion of Christianity, and what they say is that Jesus was a 
good and learned Jew who disclaimed messianic status, and that all the stories 
of his miracles were made up by the Christians, in particular by Paul, a well-known 
liar.164 This is, of course, very much in line with the general argument of both 
Muqammi§ and cAbd al-Jabbar:165 what they offer is precisely accounts of how Paul 
made them up. We are thus unlikely to be far wrong in tracing both Muqammis 
and other authors to such philo-Christian Karaite circles.

The philo-Christian Karaites were, however, not the only locus of such 
authors. The second milieu of relevance is that of the Christians mentioned by 
‘Abd al-Jabbar, who held that “their lord was a Jew, his father a Jew, his mother a 
Jewess, and his mother the wife of his father.” 166 It was Christians of this kind who

Note also that ‘Abd al-Jabbar's Karaites speak disparagingly of an Abba Marqos, a monk whom 
the Christians credit with various miracles (Tathblt, pp. 142, 202f., 207; it might of course be 
Coptic, but that does not seem very likely).

,M Pines, “Judaeo-Christian Materials/* pp. 192f. This treatise, which survives in a pre-13th 
century, but otherwise undatable Christian refutation, is very close to ‘Abd al-Jabb&r's account, 
and Pines suggests that the two used a common source (ibid., p. 210). It differs from ‘Abd 
al-Jabb£r’s account, not only in its insistence on the righteousness of retribution, but also by 
the argument that although Jesus was a good Jew whose ways the Christians have abandoned, 
he was an incomparably lesser prophet than Moses. That the author is more likely to have been 
a Jew than a Jewish Christian is a plausible inference (ibid., pp. 204f.); but the comparison of 
Jesus and Moses as weU as the rest of the argument reveals an interest in and knowledge of 
Christian scripture which was not common in ordinary Jewish circles.

,4> That the author cannot have been a Rabbanite Jew was also noted by Pines (“Judaeo- 
Christian Materials,*’ p. 193).

J64 ‘Abd al-Jabbftr, Tathblt, pp. 142f. Syntactically, the passage goes wrong towards the 
end, where the literal meaning is that the Christians have made up these miracles on behalf of
(li) Jesus, Paul, George and Abba Marqos. On the face of it all four are thus whitewashed, but 
the idea is clearly that only Jesus is innocent, for Paul is said to be ma'raf al-hal wa'Uhiyal 
wa'l-kidhb wa'lsuqQt, viz. he invented it; and the silly stories told by the Christians of 
St. George and Mark the monk, ibid., pp. 202f., 205ff., discredit both the narrators and the 
subjects (note the.yfl rabban on pp. 202f., a Syriacism emended to ya rabbdnl in the text).

us But note that both Shahrast2nl*s and Pines* Karaites accepted Jesus as a saviour, the 
latter with the qualification that he was sent only to the Jews (above, n. 157; Pines, “Judea- 
Christian Materials,** pp. 200f.); the latter also accepted Jesus* miracles, but insisted that like 
other prophets he had to implore God to work them (ibid., p. 198).

164 Cf. above, n. 81. Stem’s translation o f rabb as God seems unwarranted; the Christians in 
question may well have been Adoptianists (and if the Gospel citations come from them they 
almost certainly were), but they may also have denied Jesus* divinity altogether. It is also 
something of an understatement that this passage denies the virgin birth; there could hardly 
be a more emphatic way of saying that Jesus was a Jew and his followers Jewish Christians.
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were the source of Shahrastam’s short notice of how Paul ousted Peter from the 
leadership of the Christians and perverted Christianity by introducing philosophy 
and his own opinions.167 And it must similarly have been from such Christians that 
(Abd al-Jabbar got his apocryphal Gospel citations.168 But whereas Shahrastanl’s 
Christians clearly held views precisely opposite to those of the Armeno-Mesopo- 
tamian Gnostics who “execrated Peter and loved Paul” ,169 those of cAbd al-Jabbar 
were both Judaizers and Gnosticizers: Jesus is presented as a mere man and more
over an observant Jew,170 but the long account of the passion is docetic.171 And 
this doctrinal combination shows that we have now arrived at circles closely related 
to the Athinganoi of the Byzantine sources.172

The exact relationship between the Jewish Christians and the Christian 
Jews is a hazy one: 173 we doubtless have to envisage a plurality of loosely related 
sects on both sides.174 But it is manifest that for all their diversity these sects 
were part and parcel of the same phenomenon.

Geographically, these sects can be located in the first instance in Mesopo
tamia. In cAbd al-Jabbar, the faithful flee to Mosul and Mesopotamia,175 while in

147 Shahrastftnl, Milal, pp. 172f.; compare the relationship between Peter and Paul (Simon 
Magus) in the Pseudo-Clementines. Shahrastanl’s tradition is independent of Muqammis and 
‘Abd al-Jabbar alike, the former being hostile to Peter and the latter having Uttle to say about 
him, and it came from Christians who accepted both the crucifixion and the resurrection with
out recourse to doceticism.

161 Most, though not all of these are discussed in Stem, “Apocryphal Gospels'* and Pines, 
The Jewish Christians, pp. 5 Iff.

169 Gregory Magistros, in F.G. Conybeare (tr.), The Key o f Truth, Oxford 1898, p. 148.
170 Stem, op. cit., p. 51; Pines, op. cit., pp. 63f.; add ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 144, where 

John 4:9f. is twisted so as to make Jesus avow his Jewishness.
171 This is surely the case not just of the passages in Pines, op. cit., p. 58, but also of the 

long account in ‘Abd al-Jabbar, op. cit., pp. 137ff. * Stern, op. cit., pp. 42ff. Here the Romans 
and the Jews alike admit that they do not know Jesus, the person taken is scared out of his 
wits, he is a great disappointment to Pilate who had expected a man of wisdom, and he is 
laboriously left unnamed: Judas has clearly tricked the Romans into taking the wrong man. 
Note also the passage in which Jesus (here somewhat inconsistenUy hanging from the cross) 
disavows his mother and brothers very much as he did in the Elkesaite Gospel as quoted by 
Epiphanius (*Abd al-Jabbar, op. cit., p. 201 = Stem, op. cit., p. 52 and Pines, op. cit., p. 61; 
Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, p. 181), presumably to make the point that he had 
become wholly divine on his baptism.

,7J No Athinganic views of the passion have been recorded, but compare the revaluation of 
Judas by Michael II the Athinganos (Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, p. 49). 
Doceticism was commonplace among the Paulicians.

173 But the Gnostic beliefs of the Christian Judaizers have no Judaic counterpart: despite 
1 Anan’s alleged belief in metempsychosis and NihawandVs demiurge, Gnosticism does not 
appear to have infected Karaite Christology.

174 Note how ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 194, twists Matthew 25:32ff. so as to have Jesus 
bless the Christian taws'if against the Christian majority who use his name, but do not bear 
witness to him in truth.

175 Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 153 = Stern, ‘“Abd al-Jabbar's Account,” p. 135 (Jazlrat 
al-arab obviously is a translation of Beth ‘ArbSye). Cf. also below, n. 199.
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an earlier version they flee to the north where they are received by the Jews.176 
Mosul did indeed have a Jewish population, but a more famous Jewish centre in 
Mesopotamia was Nisibis; and it was precisely in Nisibis that Muqammi§ picked 
up his story. They can, however, also be located further afield. In Ibn Ishaq’s 
biography of the Prophet, there is a description of a pre-Islamic search for the true 
monotheism. A convert to Christianity by the name of Salman is told by his dying 
mentor that “men have died and either altered or abandoned most of the true 
religion, except for a man in Mosul, so join yourself unto him.” 177 Salman accord
ingly goes off to Mosul, where the story is repeated, the mentor dies and Salman 
goes on to find the last surviving representative of true Christianity who, this time, 
is found in Nisibis. And here, too, the same thing happens whereupon Salman sets 
off to find the last true Christian in Amorium. 178 Salman, in other words, retraces 
the steps of the Judeo-Christians to end up among the Athinganoi in Phrygia.179

Chronologically, these sects are best attested in the tenth century, to which 
both ‘Abd al-Jabbar and Qirqisani beiong, and there is no doubt that many of the 
Christians who denied the divinity of Christ were heretics of recent growth.180 
But the phenomenon itself is considerably older. Muqammis flourished in the later 
ninth century, Christians who argue for a purely spiritual interpretation of Jesus’ 
sonship are mentioned in Muslim sources in the mid-ninth century,181 and the 
Athinganoi are first mentioned by Byzantine chroniclers under the year 811.182 
The direct evidence in fact takes us to the beginning of the eighth century; for the 
Athinganoi were known to Byzantine theologians by about 730 at latest;183 Ibn

176 Stem, op. cit., p. 180 (citing QarafI).
177 H.F. Wiistenfeld (ed.), Das Leben Muhammed's nach Muhammed Ibn Ishak, bearbeitet 

von ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn Hischdm, Gdttingen 1858 -60 ,1, pp. 136ff.= A. Guillaume (tr.), The Life 
o f Muhammad, Oxford 1955, pp. 95ff.

178 From here, of course, he goes to Mecca.
179 A marginal note in the Sira explicitly identifies Salman as a descendant of the fugitives 

from Paul (Wiistenfeld, op. cit. II, p. 45, cf. Stern, “eAbd al-Jabbar’s Account,*' pp. 180f.). His 
Persian descent does not, of course, go very well with this story, but then it is likely to be a 
secondary feature, for his Semitic name is perfectly at home in Phrygia (A. Reinach, “Noe 
Sanganou, etude sur le deluge en Phrygie e tle  syncretisme Judeo-Phrygien,*’ Revue des Etudes 
Juives 65 [1913], pp. 216, 221), and his Iranian name, insofar as it is known at all, has no 
colour in the Islamic tradition.

180 Saadia says so explicitly of the sect he knew (for the reference see n. 82). But then there 
is no evidence to show that his heretics (or any of the others in n. 82) were concerned to stress 
that the human Christ had been a Jew.

1,1 Pines, “ ‘Israel, My Firstborn’," p. 182. The Copt who declared belief in the divinity of 
Christ to be polytheism also lived towards the middle of the ninth century (Madelung, Qdsim, 
P. 89).

182 Theophanes, Chronographia I, p. 488, A.M. 6303; cf. Starr, “An Eastern Christian Sect,” 
pp. 93ff.

,8S Germanus, who knew both the Athinganoi and the Samaritans as “touch-me-nots", died 
in 735. Timothy of Constantinople’s section on the Athinganoi probably dates from the same 
century. Timothy himself is assumed to have lived before 622, but Starr has a point in thinking 
the relevant section an interpolation. It seems, however, to have formed part of the treatise by 
the time of Theodore the Studite, who died in 826 (Gouillard, “L’heresie," pp. 304n., 307n.),
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Ishaq, who sent Salman to Amorium, died in 767 ;184 another account of Paul’s 
corruption of Christianity is attributed to Kalbl, who died in 763 ;185 and Jacob of 
Edessa died about 715. Jacob, moreover, knew not just of Sabbath-observers in 
Phrygia, but also of writings by a Judaizing Gnostic which had fallen into the hands 
of the faithful at home.186 But if we want to go beyond this date, the evidence 
becomes circumstantial. Evidence there nonetheless is. First, the Judeo-Christian 
argument was put to polemical use by both Muslims187 and Jews;188 and that at 
least the Jews, but probably also the Muslims, must have made use of it already 
in the second half of the seventh century is clear from the Christian treatises 
against the Jews, in which the authors display a painful awareness of the fact that 
Christian customs fail to conform entirely with those of Christ. “If, as you say, 
your Christ has come . . . and was one of ours, why aren’t you circumcised? . . . 
why do you pray east if not to adore the sun?”, asks the Jew in a tract composed in 
681.189 “If Christ was circumcised, why aren’t we? . . . why do we Christians pray 
towards east and the Jews towards south?” echoes the bewildered Christian.190 
Second, it is worth noting that the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, a Christian story of 
the resurrection, got into the Koran via people who wrote in Aramaic and had

and it was certainly known to the author of the treatise on the Melchisedekites and the 
abjuration formula which it contains, doubtless dating from the ninth century in which 
attempts were made to eradicate the heresy. Note that according to this formula the heresy had 
been around for a long time: the convert has to anathemize the teachers of the Athinganoi who 
have appeared “generation upon generation until now” (Caspari, “Kirkehistoriske Rejsefrugter,” 
pp. 311 = 316).

1.4 Or slightly earlier (cf. Encyclopaedia o f  Islam21 s.v.).
1.5 Cf. Stem, ‘“Abd al-Jabbar’s Account” , pp. 177f.
1.4 One of his letters answers the queries of John, a stylite in the vicinity of Aleppo, who 

had got hold of some homilies attributed to Jacob of Sarug and wanted further information. 
As Jacob said, they contained many un-Christian notions and could not possibly have been 
written by the man celebrated by the Syrians as the “flute of the Holy Spirit”. They appear to 
have been primarily cosmological, describing the genesis of various powers, but the author also 
boasted of following Moses1 word and explained everything literally in the Jewish and 
Sabbatian fashion (Schroter, “Erster Brief Jacobs”). Jacob did not suggest that the author 
might be a Sabbatian: he thought him a minor rhetor. In other words, he did not know of sects 
that might be producing this kind of literature at home.

1,7 In the accounts of Kalbl and Qarif! Jewish Christianity is Islam (Stern, “j\bd al-Jabbar’s 
Account,” pp. 178, 180). In that of Ibn Ishaq Amorium, which is nowhere on the religious map 
of classical Islam, lies on the road to Mecca. By the end of the eighth century the Muslims were 
asking the Christians why they were not circumcized and why they prayed east (ibid., pp. 155n., 
157n.). And the spiritual interpretation of Jesus’ sonship became a standard topic of Muslim 
polemics (Pines, “ ‘Israel, My Firstborn' ” , p. 183).

1.4 Cf. the spiritual interpretation of Jesus’ sonship in the anti-Christian work of a tenth- 
century Jew (Mann, “An Early Theologico-Polemical Work,” p. 417).

149 Bardy, Trophees de Damas, pp. 250, 254.
1,0 Quaestiones, cols. 617, 620, questions xxxvii f. (this treatise is likely to be the earlier; 

cf. n. 8). Jacob of Edessa was also confronted with the question of prayer direction: it was in 
answer to it that he wrote his exposition of how the Jews and the Hagarenes do not in fact 
pray towards the south (Crone & Cook, Hagarism, p. 173, n. 30).
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rules of kosher food: 191 one tradition duly locates the cave in the vicinity of 
Amorium.192 Equally, the Samirl, the Samaritan magician who cries “touch me 
not” in the Koran, was perhaps not an ordinary Samaritan so much as an Athin- 
ganos.193 There was at all events no lack of contacts between the Arabs and 
Amorium from as early as 644 onwards,494 and there are oddities to suggest that 
Amorium was more than just another Anatolian city to the Arabs at the time.i9S 
All in all, the evidence certainly suggests that Judeo-Christian ideas had reached the 
Arab world already before the end of the seventh century.

As far as the role of the Judeo-Christians in the outbreak of the Iconoclast 
movement is concerned, it is of no importance whether the Judeo-Christian sects 
were any older. By way of concluding, however, we may briefly look at Pines’ 
suggestion that these sectarians not only subscribed to the same doctrines as, but 
also preserved the very tradition of the Jewish Christians of the early Christian 
centuries. A priori, it is by no means impossible. Jewish Christians could not, of 
course, survive in Palestine, nor do we hear of them there; but in the mountains 
and across the Roman border in Persia, where the Christian church lacked the 
coercive apparatus of the state, Judeo-Christians could certainly have found a 
refuge: that is precisely what the Gnostics did. Amorium, however, was not located 
in inaccessible mountains and it was very close to Constantinople, a point which 
explains how Samaritans could get there,196 but which virtually rules out heretical 
survival there. If the Jewish Christians did survive, they are more likely to have 
done so elsewhere. That brings us to Marutha’s Sabbatians. Now Marutha gives no 
indication of where they flourished, and he himself was a much travelled man;197 
but he was bishop of Mayferqat on the border of Persia, Armenia and Byzantium, 
and since Jacob of Edessa states that there had been a church of Sabbath-observing 
Sabbatians in Edessa in the past,198 they are likely to have been a Mesopotamian

1.1 C.C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundations o f  Islam, New York 1933, pp. 46f., 120f.; cf. also 
P.M. Huber, Die Wanderlegende von den Siebenschldfem, Leipzig 1910, p. 336.

,,a Huber, op. cit., p. 226.
1.1 Note that just as the Amorian Salxnin acquired a Persian genealogy, so did the Koranic 

Sftmirl (Ibn lianbal, Kitab al-'ilal I [ed. T. Ko$yi£it & I. Cerrahoglu], Ankara 1963, vol. I, 
p. 291, no. 18*85).

1,4 Encyclopaedia o f  Islam*, s.v. “cAmmQriyi,,;cf. W.E. Kaegi, ‘The First Arab Expedition 
against Amorium,** Byzantine and Modem Greek Studies 3 (1977).

*•* For one thing, the Arabs write Amorium with an cayn, though there was none in the 
Syriac transcription (or Greek original, of course); from what Semitic population did they get 
this spelling of the name? For another, the “ancient historical books** of the Arabs prophesied 
that their kingdom would fall if they ever conquered the city, whence the reluctance of many 
Arabs to participate in Mu'tasim's campaign in 838 (Chronicon ad 1234 II, p. 34 * 24; Michael 
the Syrian, Chronique, IV, p. 538 = III, p. 100); from what predictive specialists did they get 
this idea?

19‘ For Samaritans in Constantinople in the days of Justinian see Sharf, Byzantine Jewry, 
p. 30. Note that confusion of aleph and €ayn is commonplace in Samaritan Aramaic.

1,7 Cf. Baumstark, Geschichte, pp. 53f.
IM Wright, ‘Two Epistles,*’ p. 26 of the text * Nau, ‘Traduction,** p. 278.
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phenomenon. In the Mayferqat area they might well have survived together with 
their Gnostic enemies; the Armeno-Mesopotamian border certainly plays a notable 
part in the history of the Judeo-Christians and Paulicians in whom the two heresies 
haVe been- mixed up, and the faint suggestions of Judeo-Christians in north-western 
Persia would also support the hypothesis that it was in this border area that they 
had entrenched themselves.199 But two problems remain. First, even if we assume 
that MaruthiTs heretics survived in northern Mesopotamia, it is, pace Jacob of 
Edessa, still not obvious that it is they who reappear in Amorium.200 It might be, 
for the Sabbatian label reappeared on the Byzantine side where it was not under
stood,201 and the Paulicians likewise got there. But the Paulicians were militant 
adventurers, and they only got there late, whereas the Judeo-Christians are not 
known to have roamed, and the Amorium of which Salman went in search was 
presumably there before the Arabs made their impact felt. Secondly, even if 
we assume that all the Judeo-Christians of the seventh century and beyond are 
ultimately related to Marutha’s heretics, it is, pace both Maruthl and Jacob of 
Edessa, still not obvious that these heretics in their turn have anything to do 
with the Jewish Christians of Palestine referred to in the New Testament and 
Patristic literature. That Jesus was a Jew and Paul ceased to be one can be read 
in the Christian scripture, and Jewish Christianity can, to that extent, appear 
wherever Christianity exists, particularly where it coexists with Judaism. The 
original Jewish Christians were Jewish converts to Christianity, as was also at least 
one of the Athinganoi in Amorium,202 where a large Jewish (and presumably also

,,# The Judeo-Christian argument that Jesus did not abrogate the law of Moses unexpect
edly turns up among the Gnostic Isma'llls, where it was dearly extraneous (H. Halm, 
Kosmologie und HeUslehre der frUhen Ismlfttlya, Wiesbaden 1978, p. 121; that Jesus abrogated 
the law of his predecessor like other natiq* was a key Ismi'lll doctrine). And the IsmS'lll who 
picked up this piece of Judeo-Christianlty was AbQ H&tim al-RSzl (d. ca. 934), a native and cte'l 
of Rayy. It seems most likely that he picked it up locally. Inasmuch as ftbd al-Jabb&r was a 
native of Asad&bidh and qidl of Rayy, one wonders if he did the same, but that seems 
unlikely. That his account comes from a Nestorian milieu on the Persian side of the old imperial 
frontier is dear, indirectly from the indusion of a story about Nestorius in the Toledoth, 
directly from the comparison of Constantine and Ardashlr in the Judeo-Christian account 
(Tathblt,pp. 163f *= Stem, ‘“Abd al-Jabbar’s Account,” p. 145), the comparison of conversion 
to Christianity and Zoroastrianism (below, n. 205), and the stories of Christian miracle-makers 
involving the matron of Khur&ftn, the jithtlq of Iraq, St. George, the martyr of Mosul (cf. 
Taban, Ta'rikh, ser. I, pp. 795ff.), and the unknown Abba Marqos (Tathblt, pp. 202ff.). It 
could be argued that neither the discussion of conversion nor the stories of the miracle-makers 
are part of the Judeo-Christian account, but the fact that St. George and Abba Marqos who 
figure in both, are also denounced as miracle-makers by the philo-Christian Karaites would 
suggest that they were (above, n. 164). Even so, however, there is nothing to suggest that this 
milieu was located as fm east as Rayy: Nestorian Mesopotamia would seem a more likely 
location, espedally as the Christian terminology is given in Syriac (Tathblt, pp. 206f.).

*°° Jacob's statement that Sabbatians survive in Phrygia and Galatia is not necessarily to be 
taken literally, of course. Christian churchmen would see contemporary Athinganoi as 
Sabbatians just as Greek litterateurs would see contemporary Turks as Scythians.

a01 Cf. above, n. 146.
701 Viz. Michael ll’s grandfather (above, n. 107).
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Samaritan) population lived in symbiosis with the Christians. It is precisely to the 
interaction of Jews and Christians that Theophanes* continuator attributes the 
genesis of the Athinganic faith;203 and Marutha’s heretics may well have come into 
existence in the same way.

The case for the survival of the Judeo-Christian tradition thus rests entirely 
on the Judeo-Christian writings, in particular the account preserved by cAbd al- 
Jabbar. Now ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s account models Constantine’s persecution of Judeo- 
Christians and pagans on Justinian204 and has references to the conversion of 
the Khazars.205 As we have it, the account is therefore not particularly old.206 
But if that proves that it must have come from live Judeo-Christians, it does not 
in itself disprove that these Judeo-Christians had a venerable tradition to pass on. 
Of such a tradition, however, there is hardly a trace. On the one hand, the account 
contains little information that could not be gathered from the New Testament and 
current history books;207 and, on the other hand, the apocryphal Gospel citations 
fail to correspond with those recorded in Patristic literature. Admittedly, one

303 Theophanes Cont., Chronographia, p. 42.
304 Cf. the closure of the Athenian academy reported for Constantine in ‘Abd al-Jabbar, 

Tathblt, pp. 161f. = Stem, MCAbd al-Jabbar’s Account/' p. 143.
305 ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 186. To what extent this was part of the Judeo-Christian 

account is not entirely clear. It comes in the course of a long argument against the Christian 
claim to have spread the faith without the use of force, the first objection being that the claim 
is untrue, and the second that even if it were true, other religions have spread in the same way 
(ibid., pp. 173, 182ff). On the one hand it could be argued that a Muslim would be more con
cerned than a Jewish Christian to dispose of this claim and that it was ‘Abd al-Jabbar himself 
who supplied the evidence. But on the other hand the insistence that the many may go wrong 
against the few (p. 173), the account of Zoroastrian attitudes to conversion and of Persian 
grandeur (p. 185), the sympathetic attitude towards the Khazar converts, and the role of Paul, 
S t George and Abba Marqos in the discussion (p. 182; cf. above, n. 199), would all suggest that 
the entire discussion goes back to a Judeo-Christian and was simply adapted by ‘Abd al-Jabbar. 
Pines suggested that the reference to the Khazars was added by a Judeo-Christian to an earlier 
account (The Jewish Christians, p. 49). This is possible. That the Judeo-Christian account has 
no references to the rise of Islam is perhaps not decisive, but the account of Persian grandeur 
and above all that of Zoroastrian attitudes to conversion certainly does seem to take the exist
ence of the SasSnid empire for granted. The identification of late Byzantine and early Christian 
figures in cAbd al-Jabbar and the Toledoth (Justinian/Constantine, Simeon Stylites/Peter, 
Bar Sauma/Nestorius/Paul) would also suggest that, whatever the date of the writings as we 
have them, it was in the century before the Arab conquest that the sect's account of Christian 
history was shaped.

306 According to Pines, The Jewish Christians, p. 35n., the account also speaks of the 
Nicaean council as having taken place some 500 years after Christ. But the published work gives 
the date as about 300 years after Christ (‘Abd al-Jabbar, Tathblt, p. 93 [corresponding to 
f. 43b according to the editor, but 43a according to Pines]).

207 The one exception is the detailed knowledge of the origins of Christmas (Stem, *“Abd 
al-Jabbar's Account," p. 158). But it is hard to imagine that this is what Judeo-Christians eking 
out a tenuous existence in the backlands would choose to remember.
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citation has a parallel in the Gospel of Thomas,208 while another corresponds 
closely in idea, though not quite in words, to a passage in the Gospel of the Elkesa- 
ites.209 But both passages are Gnostic and, insofar as there was any continuity, it is 
thus likely to have been on the Gnostic rather than the Judeo-Christian side.210 The 
Judeo-Christians of the Muslim world did indeed use very much the same passages 
of the Gospels, apocryphal or otherwise, in demonstration of very much the same 
points as the Judeo-Christians of the first Christian centuries; but given that they 
knew what they wanted to demonstrate, there was only a limited number of 
passages that could be so employed. And though Symmachus* Ebionite com
mentary on Matthew appears to have been available in Syriac as late as the four
teenth century,211 they hardly knew of it: they invoke no authorities, presumably 
because they had none.

The link between the Jewish Christians of Epiphanius and those of cAbd al- 
Jabbar thus remains tenuous. That cAbd al-Jabbar’s heretics existed before Islam 
seems clear. That they were genetically related to a fifth century sect entrenched 
in the mountains of northern Mesopotamia is possible. But that this sect in its 
turn preserved the tradition of the heretics of Palestine can only be said to be 
unlikely in the present state of the evidence.212 That is not, of course, particularly 
remarkable. What is very remarkable indeed is the fact that Jewish Christianity, 
which was nothing if not an obsolete heresy in the eyes of the victorious gentiles 
who had long ceased to be greatly bothered by it, could suddenly reemerge as an 
attractive version of the Christian faith. And that is perhaps the neatest testimony 
we possess of the extent to which the rise of Islam changed the plausibility 
structures of the world on which it made its impact felt.

m  G. Quispel, Gnostic Studies, Istanbul 1974-5, II, p. 150.
20* Cf. above, n. 165.
110 Note that Gnosticizing Gospel citations also circulated among the Ism^Iils (Halm, op. 

cit., p. 113).
1,1 H.J. Schoeps, Theologie und Geschichte des Judenchristentums, TUbingen 1949, p. 34 

(also noted by Pines).
m  If it was in the century preceding the Arab conquest that the sect’s account of Christian 

history was shaped (cf. n. 205), the possibility is of course virtually ruled out.
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SOME OBSERVATIONS CONCERNING 

THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF JIHAD 
ON THE ARAB-BYZANTINE FRONTIER

Michael Bonner

Jihad, like other Islamic institutions, doctrines and practices, 
m ust have gone through stages of development in the early 
period. B ut it is difficult to detect these stages from the historical 
sources for the formative period of Islam, which are notoriously 
stereotyped, and never so much as when they discuss conquest 
and jihad. (*) If we look beyond to other sources not usually 
considered under the rubric of history ( ta ’rikh), we encounter 
a number of conceptual difficulties. These include problems 
which we may call political: changing and conflicting views 
concerning who is to wield authority  over whom, and against 
whom. They also include a complex of literary problems, which 
we see in the simultaneous growth and intermingling of such 
concepts as m aghazl, hadilh, sira , s iy a r , and even jih a d  
itself. These are the political and literary aspects of a new 
society’s changing view of itself, always as a conquest society. 
These two aspects (the political and the literary) m ust be 
considered together if we are to improve our understanding of 
these m atters.

Since this problem is so large, this essay will lim it itself to 
developments in one particular historical context, albeit an 
im portant one. I t will discuss two of the earliest ex tan t Arabic 
literary works devoted to the theme of war, both of which have 
now been edited for the first time: the K ita b  a l-siyar  of Abu Ishaq

(1) A. Noth, Quellenkritische Studien (Bonn, 1973), passim; P. Crone, Slaves on 
Horses (Cambridge, 1980), pp. 3-17.
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al-Fazari (d. after 185/802)(a) and the K ildb  al-jihad  of 'Abdallah b. 
al-Mubarak (d. 181/797). (3) These books are im portant enough in 
themselves to m erit more study than they have hitherto 
received. B ut also of significance is the fact th a t they originated 
in a common environment, th a t of the Arab-Byzantine frontier 
area (Ihughur) in the early 'Abbasid period, where from a t least 
156/773 we may detect the arrival of numerous scholars and 
ascetics.

Similar persons, participating in warfare in their capacity as 
learned men, had already been seen in the area on earlier occasions, 
such as the great expedition of 717, when a group of “fuqaha from 
Syria and Iraq” are said to have accompanied the Umayyad army 
to Dabiq.(4) But the scholar-ascetics of the early 'Abbasid period, 
unlike their predecessors of 717, had nothing of the imperial 
cortege about them: indeed, one of their distinguishing features 
was their indifference to and a t least partial rejection of the 
authority of the caliphs in the conduct of war. They were also the 
first of their kind to create a perm anent presence in the area 
(though “settled” is too strong a word). They were afterwards 
given credit for deeds of m artial valor, which grew with time. For 
instance, we are told th a t the muhaddith  'All b. Bakkar (d. 207 or 
208) was once wounded in battle, so th a t his entrails came pouring 
out onto his saddle. He stuffed them back into place, wound his 
turban around his belly, and proceeded to kill thirteen of the 
enemy. (5) B ut they were also known for their scholarly activity,

(2) Ed. F. Hamada, Beirut 1987. See also M. Muranyi, “ Das Kitdb al-Siyar von 
Abu Ishaq al-Fazari. Das Manuskript der Qarawiyyin-Biblioihek zu F as /’ 
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 6 (1985), pp. 63-97. The transmission 
history of the book is discussed by Hamada in his introduction, pp. 62-75, and by 
Muranyi, pp. 71-85.

(3) Ed. N. Hammad, Cairo, 1978. Hammad's Beirut, 1971 edition has been 
unavailable to me. See further Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifltums, 1: 95.

(4) Kitdb at-'uyun, Vol. I of Fragmenla historicorum arabiscorum, ed. M .J. de 
Goeje and P. de Jong (Leiden, 1869), p. 25. There are, of course, Companions of 
the Prophet and Followers who are said to have participated in campaigns earlier 
than this. But these accounts are not trustworthy; and in any case these men did 
not participate specifically in their capacity as learned men. Fazari and Ibn al- 
Mubarak are the first from whom we have texts.

(5) Ibn al-Jawzi, §ifat al-?afwa (Aleppo, 1969-73), 4: 267. From earlier sources 
we learn only that *AH “settled in al-Ma??T?a as a murabi\” (Ibn Sa*d, Tabaqat 
[Leiden, 1904-21], 7: 2: 186; Ibn AbT Hatim, al-Jarh wat-ta'dtt [Hyderabad, 1952-53], 
3: 1: 186). Elsewhere we find *A1I sitting in the wilderness with a lion sleeping on 
the fold of his garment ($ifa, 4: 267), which makes a less warlike impression, as does 
the statement that *AU wept until he went blind.
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especially the transmission of hadith, and for their prowess as 
ascetics. This peculiar combination remained characteristic of 
them until the Byzantine reconquest of Cilicia in the fourth/tenth 
century, and may remind us of the literary type of the French 
warrior-cleric which later emerges in Don Jer6m e (Jeronimo) in the 
Cantar de mio C id  and Turpin in the Chanson de R oland .

Abu Ishaq al-Fazari and Ibn al-Mubarak were among the first of 
these scholar-ascetics to arrive on the scene, and they remained the 
two most im portant figures of this milieu, both during and after 
their lifetimes. They are certainly the first from whom texts are 
extant. We can detect in them  and their companions a desire to 
im itate the Prophet and his Companions, by reenacting the early 
conquests of Islam. All this takes place in an atmosphere of 
preaching and persuasion.

The two books to be discussed here contain various sorts of 
m aterial, being works of siyar, m aghazl and hadtth: most, if not all 
of their contents originated in earlier generations, and Fazari and 
Ibn al-Mubarak m ust have seen themselves, in some sense, as 
relayers of traditions. Nonetheless, we may discuss Fazari and 
Ibn al-Mubarak not as mere compilers, bu t as authors. This is 
because, first, of their unusual relation to their immediate 
surroundings; and second, because their books on siya r  and jih a d  
are among the first complete works on those subjects which have 
survived. Furtherm ore, it is not th a t these things happened only 
on the Byzantine frontier: other scholar-ascetics went to live on 
other frontiers, while other men of learning, particularly in Iraq 
and the Hijaz, also took an interest in these m atters, a t times 
agreeing and a t times disagreeing with Fazari and Ibn al- 
Mubarak. But these scholar-ascetics of the Byzantine frontier 
have pride of place in this m atter, a t least from our point of view: 
it is the figures cut by Fazari and Ibn al-M ubarak which first allow 
us to perceive two trends which already for some time have been in 
a process of formation, but which cohere only now.

Each of these two figures may be related to distinctive notions 
regarding authority  in the conduct of war. For Fazari, this 
authority  is tending to inhere in the scholar-ascetic himself, and 
away from the imam and his representatives. This vision of 
proper authority is reflected in Fazarfs activ ity  in the frontier 
region, where he imposes the sunna  w ithout having been delegated 
by anone. In Ibn al-Mubarak, we may detect a similar trend; bu t 
beyond this, we find in him an emphasis on merit, reward and 
volunteering, which leads to an internalization of norms, which in
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its turn is essential to th a t relation between society and individual 
which characterizes jihad as we know it. Ibn al-M ubarak’s style is 
accordingly one of “ com panionship,” and here the authority  of the 
scholar begins to seem problematic, as does already the authority  
of the ruler and his representatives. As has already been 
mentioned, scholars in other places continued to express different 
views, for instance in regard to the role of the imam in the conduct 
of war, during this time and afterwards. B ut on the Arab- 
Byzantine frontier in this period, these were the two trends which 
prevailed, in apparent coexistence with one another. Their later 
history may have been less harmonious, bu t th a t is another 
subject.

In constructing this argum ent, I have been helped most by the 
work of three scholars. Albrecht Noth, especially in his H eiliger 
K rieg  und heiliger K a m p f in Islam  und C hristentum , has helped me 
to identify w hat I referred to a t the beginning as the political 
aspect of the problem. Jihad consists of warfare conducted by a 
constituted authority  (in the jurists, this usually the imam) against 
duly defined enemies. A t the same time it consists of actions 
untertaken by individuals in search of religious merit. The 
warrior therefore frequently appears not to be bound to strictly 
m ilitary purposes, and warfare can even seem an excuse for 
religious observance and ascetic practice. (6) Even so, jihad 
remains a kind of warfare, and the question remains: who is to 
have authority over whom, and against whom?

For the literary aspect, I am indebted to the work of the late 
Martin Hinds. Of particular relevance is H inds’ discussion of the 
evolution of the term m aghazi, which went “ from being a record of 
a past collective quest and achievem ent of goals including, bu t not 
limited to, the achievements of the Prophet, to one which was 
restricted to the period and background of the Prophet, and then 
to one which was further restricted (at least by al-Waqidl) to the 
Medinan period of the Prophet* life.” (7)

For the underlying problem, which has to with iq tida* or 
im itation, John W ansbrough’s Sectarian M ilieu  is most 
relevant. W ansbrough discusses a transition from sfra, or narralio

(6) A. Noth, Heiliger Krieg (Bonn, 1966), pp. 9-92, esp. 42f., 54f.
(7) M. Hinds, “ Maghazi and Sira in Early Islamic Scholarship,” in La vie du 

prophkle Mahomet, Colloque de Strasbourg, 23-24 octobre 1980 (Paris, 1983), 
p. 65. See also Hinds’ article “maghazi” in EI2 5: 1161 f.
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(where ecclesia is the dom inant cognitive category), to sunna, or 
exem plum , (where the dom inant cognitive category is 
nomos). (8) This may also be understood as a scholastic ordering of 
old materials relating to warfare in Arabia, into Islamic categories; 
and the elevation of custom and mythology to the status of legal 
and theological doctrine. At the same time, this process also 
involves a conceptual shift from maghazi to jih a d . (9) For 
Wansbrough the exemplum  which emerges, and which finds its 
literary expression in the classical hadith, is th a t of the im am ; and 
this notion of “ apostolic” authority  is associated with the vested 
interest of a “ clerical elite.” (10)

In w hat follows, a section will be devoted to Fazari and his K itab  
a l-siyar , and then another section to Ibn al-Mubarak and his K itab  
al-jihad. At the end, a few general consequences will be 
drawn. (u )

I

Abu Ishaq al-Fazari was the leading figure in the first generation 
of these scholar-ascetics of the thughur. Like his colleagues, he is 
said to have taken part in m ilitary campaigns; (12) and generally 
speaking, the later the biographical source, the more information it 
has on Abu Ishaq’s martial exploits. (13) B ut his main significance

(8) This is the paraphrase of Hinds, “Maghazi and Sira,” p. 63. See Sectarian 
Milieu (Oxford, 1978), pp. 71-87, where Wansbrough speaks of a ‘‘transition from 
polemic to paradigmatic description” of the early community. “The formative 
principle of Sunna is exemplum , an intentionally ambiguous notion where various 
applications may be discerned in the Arabic term imam” (p. 71).

(9) Wansbrough, Sectarian M ilieu , pp. 46, 71.
(10) Ibid., pp. 71-72.
(11) This essay is part of a larger project. I wish to thank in particular David 

Eisenberg, Daniela Gobetti, the participants in the Princeton Near Eastern History 
Workship, and Ella Landau-Tasseron (who will probably still disagree).

(12) The earliest date for any of them is 156/773, when Abu Ishaq, 
accompanying a summer expedition, certifies that ten corpses which the Muslim 
raiders have found preserved in an Anatolian cave are indeed the a$hab al-raqfmy or 
Sleepers of the Cave. Azdl, Ta'rikh al-Mawsil (Cairo, 1967), p. 225; Muranyi, “ Das 
Kitab al-Siyar,” pp. 67-71.

(13) BukharT (d. 256) does not mention these activities (al-Ta'rikh al-kabir 
[Hyderabad, 1952], 1:1: 321, #  1005). But Ibn Sa*d (d. 230) calls him $ahib sunna 
wa-ghazw (see below, n. 34). Ibn Qutayba (d. 276) reports simply that Abu Ishaq 
died in al-MassIsa (M a'arif [Cairo, 1969], p. 514), while Ibn Hibban (d. 353) says 
that Abu Ishaq lived in the frontier garrisons until his death (Mashahir 'ulama' al-
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is as author of the K itdb  a l-s iya r , which won high praise from al- 
ShafTT. (14)

The K itdb  al-siyar  now looks like a book of mixed genre. Over 
half of the surviving fragment consists of responsa from Awza% 
Sufyan al-Thawri and other early jurists, answers to detailed 
questions concerning the law of war, w hat will be identified in this 
essay as siyar. (15) But Abu Ishaq’s S iya r  also contains swatches 
of early ta fsir , and above all, long sections of m aghazi, th a t is, 
historical narratives not only about the life and campaigns of the 
Prophet, but also about the ridda  wars and the great 
conquests. (16) This is, generally speaking, w hat we m ight expect 
of m aghazi works of this period, although here their range is more 
limited than in, for example, the work of Ma'mar b. Rashid and 
'Abd al-Razzaq.(17) Abu Ishaq’s procedure differs th a t of the 
other early work on siyar which has survived, th a t of 
Shaybanl. Why has he combined these apparently disparate 
materials? An answer to this question may clear up the confusion 
over the title of this book, (18) and help us to understand the nature 
of Abu Ishaq’s enterprise.

Muranyi assigned the K itd b  a l-S iyar  to the genre of law of war, 
th a t is, to siyar  as a kind of fiqh. For him the chapter headings 
which have survived of otherwise lost parts of the book are proof of 
the “ secondary” nature of its sections on prophetical 
biography. (lf) While Muranyi’s assessment m ust in some sense be 
correct, from a rhetorical point of view the hierarchy of topics and

amqdr [Wiesbaden, 1959], p. 182). Warlike details accumulate in Abu Nu'aym 
(Hilyat al-awliya [Cairo, 1967], 8: 253-65), Ibn al-Jawzi 4: 259-60) and later 
writers.

(14) Lam yu^annif ahad fil-siyar milhlahu. Ibn Hajar, Tahdib al-tahdib 
[Hyderabad, 1325, repr. Beirut, 1968], 1: 152.

(15) The term is, of course, more complex: see Hinds, “ Maghazi and Sira,” 
pp. 61 f.

(16) Ridda accounts at pp. 246f.; a series of conquest narratives at pp. 206f., 
including Marw al-Rudh (#314), Nihawand (#316), Yarmuk (#317); see also 
p. 149, # 119, “ in the year of Yarmuk,” transmitted by Musa b. 'Uqba.

(17) As in the book of maghdzC in the M u^annaf of'Abd al-Razzaq (Beirut, 1983), 
5: 313-492, which includes episodes from the digging of Zamzam down to the first 
fitna. See Hinds, “ Maghazi and Sira,” pp. 64-66; EI2 5: 1161-64.

(18) Titles listed include Kitdb al-siyar fil-akhbdr and Kitdb al-siyar fil-akhbar 
ival-ahdath. Ibn Sa'd (Tabaqdi, 7: 2: 82.11) refers to the work as Kitdb al-siyar f i  ddr 
al-harb. See Sezgin, GAS 1:292; Hinds, “ Maghazi and Sira,” p. 61; Muranyi, “ Das 
Kitdb al-siyar” pp. 64-65.

(19) Muranyi, “ Das Kitdb al-siyar,” pp. 70, 87-88.
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genres is not so obvious. A t least in th a t part of the tex t which 
has survived, the maghazi narratives and the siya r  m aterial in form 
of responsa are thoroughly interspersed. On some occasions, the 
following pattern  emerges: Fazarl will recite several conquest 
narratives, w ithout indicating w hat lesson is to be drawn from 
them; then this becomes apparent when he quotes responsa from 
Awzal and Sufyan al-Thawri. The technique resembles th a t of 
Bukharfs chapter headings, bu t in reverse. Even if this pattern  
occurs only occasionally, the m aghazi narratives are still not 
clearly “ secondary” to the “ straightforw ard” or “ prim ary” 
sections of s iya r , again, from a rhetorical point of view. Fazarl 
does not use the more rigorous categories of fiqh which we find in 
the work of his Iraqi contemporaries Abu Yusuf and 
ShaybanT. He may represent an older state of affairs, or a local 
tradition, or both. In any case, medieval readers associated his 
book with the m aghazi tradition. (21)

W hat, then, is the relation of siya r  to m aghazi in this 
work? The answer has to be found in Abu Ishaq’s ideas 
concerning authority. These, however, are not easy to find in the 
K itdb  al-siyar. Abu Ishaq relays the views of various jurists on 
such questions as w hether a man may attack  the enemy w ithout 
permission from the im am ^23) He does not, however, concern 
himself in the S iya r  with the general theme of obedience to the 
imam, which elsewhere occurs in early hadith concerned with 
jihad. (**) He likewise ignores the question, “ Is it all right to go on

(20) For instance, a t p. 167 there begins a series of narratives whose point does 
not become clear until p. 169, #  195, when Fazari obtains a responsum from 
Awza*i. Similarly at p. 196 we find what seems like a chapter of maghdzi of in the 
style of Ma'mar and 'Abd al-Razzaq (ma jd*a fil-bay'a), the point of which does not 
emerge until p. 199, #293, in a responsum from Awzal.

(21) Listed over the title page of Part 2 of the ms. are the titles of several 
maghazi works: the Maghdzi of Musa b. fUqba, Ibn Ishaq, *Abd al-Razzaq, al- 
Tayml, Ibn Shihab [al-Zuhri], together with the Siyar of al-Fazari, the Siyar of al- 
Walld b. Muslim from ('an) al-Awza*T, al-Durar f i  khlisdr al-maghdzi wal-siyar [of 
Ibn 'Abd al-Barr] and the Futuh al-[Sham]. See Muranyi, “ Das Kitdb al-siyar" 
p. 86. Of course the word siyar afterwards “took over from al-maghdzi on the 
tongues of the fuqaham (al-Fayyumi, cited by Hinds, “ Maghazi and Sira,” pp. 61
2). But this is a later development.

(22) Fazari, Siyar, p. 219f.; cf. Tabari, Kitab ikhtildf al-fuqaha* (Leiden, 1933), 
pp. 78-80; Noth, Heiliger Krieg, pp. 44-45.

(23) In Ibn Abi Shayba’s a I-Kitab al-musannaf (Beirut, 1989), 6: 418-19, this is 
the subject of the opening chapter of the Kitdb al-siyar, followed by chapters on 
imdra and the just imam. Comparable sections are to be found in the Six Books.
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campaign with any am ir?” ( al-ghazw ma'a kali am ir), which has 
also survived in hadith from the Umayyad period. (24) We m ust 
therefore step outside the K itab  a l-s iya r , by contrasting the man 
Abu Ishaq with the man who was his own master, and his main 
authority in the K itab  al-siyar, th a t is, the great Syrian al-Awza*I 
(d. 157/774), himself supposed to have been the author of a (now 
lost) book on siyar. In doing so we m ust look to the figures which 
Fazari and Awza*I present in Arabic biographical tradition. Only 
then will an answer to the literary problem take shape.

The relation between Awza*I and Fazari was somewhat unique: 
Awza*I is said to have held such a high opinion of Abu Ishaq th a t 
he called him al-sadiq al-m asduq, (25) and transm itted hadith from 
him, even though he was younger. (2#) The two together were 
known as “ the two imams of Syria,” (27) despite the fact th a t Abu 
Ishaq was a transplanted Kufan.

We may begin by contrasting the views of Awza'I and Fazari on 
positive law. Here there can be few differences, since FazarFs 
m ajor authority is Awza'I himself. Fazari also cites other jurists, 
bu t among these Sufyan al-Thawrl (d. 161/778) appears m ost often, 
after Awza'I himself, and usually in agreement with AwzaT B ut 
on the m atter of past authority , we have the comprehensive 
statem ents by Awza'I which Abu Yusuf cited in the K ita b  al-radd:

Al-Awzal said: Every time the Messenger of God returned from a 
campaign on which he had captured booty, he extracted a fifth and 
divided up [the rest] before returning home... After him the Muslims 
continued in this way. In the caliphate of ‘Umar their armies 
[invaded] the land of the Rum, and in the caliphate of 'U thm an on the 
sea and the dry land... until the fitna broke out, and al-Walld b. Yazld 
was killed [in 126/744]... [Discussing another m atter:] This was the

(24) *Abd al-Razzaq, M usannaf, 5: 283f.; Bukharl, §ahih (Leiden, 1862-1908), 2: 
238-39. ’ *

(25) Ibn 'Asakir, ed. Badran, Tahdhib al-ta’rikh al-kablr (Damascus, 
1911-32), 2: 256; DhahabT, Tadhkirat al-huff&z (Hyderabad, 1955-58), 1:273; 
Muranyi, “ Das Kitab al-siyar " pp. 68f.

(26) Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 1: 152; Abu Nu'aym, H ilya , 8: 256. Awza'I is supposed 
to have told a scribe to whom he was dictating a letter to Abu Ishaq: “ Begin with 
[his name], for by God, he is better than I am.” Abu Nu'aym, 8: 243; Ibn 'Asakir, 
ed. Badran, 2: 253; DhahabT, Tadhkira, 1: 274; Ibn Hajar, loc. cit.

(27) Ibn ‘Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 254, where *Abd al-Rahman b. MahdT (d. 198) 
notes that the Basrans follow Hammad b. Zayd, while the Kufans prefer Za’ida and 
Malik b. Mighwal, and the Hijazis opt for Malik b. Anas. “And if you see a Syrian, 
he will prefer al-Awza*I and al-Fazari, and will put his trust in them. [All] these 
are imams of the sunna.” See also Abu Nu'aym, H ilya , 8: 254.
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practice of the imams of the Muslims in the past, until the fitna broke
out and al-Walid b. Yazid was killed... (28)

Awza*T sees a continuous precedent from the Prophet to the end of 
the Umayyad period; this is the “uninterrupted practice of the 
Muslims’’ which Schacht identified as AwzaTs notion of “ living 
tradition” or s u n n a .(29) Awza*I does often refer to the authority 
of the Prophet, and a tradition of the Prophet, without isn ad , 
suffices to establish a s u n n a ; but then so does the precedent of one 
of the caliphs. The scholars ( 'u la m d ’)  then follow this practice 
which has been laid down by the “imams of the Muslims.’^ 30)

Abu Ishaq makes no such comprehensive statem ents, and indeed 
states nothing on his own authority. To understand what Abu 
Ishaq represents in this respect, we must look for him in Arabic 
biographical tradition. We have already seen that Abu Ishaq was 
the central figure among the scholar-ascetics who settled along the 
Byzantine frontier in the reign of al-Mansur. In his dealings with 
the (no doubt uncouth) inhabitants of. the frontier district, Abu 
Ishaq is said to have taken a hard line. According to al-*ljll 
(d. 210 or 211), Abu Ishaq “was the one who taught the 
inhabitants of the frontier region how to behave (addaba  ahl al- 
thughur). He instructed them in the sunna and used to command 
and prohibit. Whenever a man inclined to innovation ( raju l  
m ublad i')  entered the frontier region, Abu Ishaq would throw him 
out.” (31) His opposition to Qadarites was just as energetic: once 
when a man arrived in al-MassIsa and began to speak favorably of 
qadar , Abu Ishaq sent word to him, saying, “Get away from 
us!” (32) Similarly, the Damascene Abu Mushir al-Ghassanl 
(d. 218) reported that when Abu Ishaq visited Damascus, and 
people gathered to hear him speak, he would instruct Abu Mushir 
to dismiss all Qadarites from the room .(33)

With this stern character in mind we must consider Ibn Sa'd’s 
description of Abu Ishaq as a sahib sunna  w a-gh azw .(**) The first

(28) Abu Yusuf, Kitab al-Radd 'ala siyar al-Awza'i (Cairo, 1357), pp. 1-2, 20.
(29) J. Schacht, The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (Oxford, 1959), 

pp. 34-35, 70-73.
(30) Al-Radd, p. 83.
(31) Ibn ‘Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 253; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 1:151; Muranyi, “ Das 

Kitdb al-siyar, ” p. 69.
(32) Abu Nu'aym, Hilya , 7: 254; Ibn 'Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 255.
(33) Ibn'Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 253; Dhahabi, 1: 273; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 1: 151.
(34) Tabaqat, 7: 2: 185; cf. Ibn al-JawzI, $ifa, 4: 259.
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part of this epithet, sahib sunna, has been discussed by 
Juynboll.(“ ) It certainly does not mean master of prophetical 
hadith, (M) and one way or another, Abu Ishaq shares this epithet 
with a number of people; his own master al-A w zal was called imam 
fil-sunna. (37) Keeping in mind the resolve with which Abu Ishaq 
is reported to have applied the sunna to the people of Massisa, we 
may say that the epithet sahib sunna refers here ambiguously both 
to one who observes the sunna, and to one who goes out of his way 
independently to enforce it. Above all, the sahib sunna is not a 
person of recognized authority, such as a magistrate.

The second part of this epithet, sahib ghazw, has a similiar 
ambiguity, meaning either one who is master of the literary genre 
of maghazi, or one who performs ghazw as an active warrior. Of 
course both apply to Abu Ishaq. But while we find the epithet 
sahib maghazi applied, for instance, to Muhammad b. Ishaq, (M) 
who was a scholar but no warrior, true aqhab ghazw are rare. One 
such is §alih b. Muhammad b. Za’ida al-Madani (d. after 145), 
who appears in Abu Ishaq’s Siyar relaying a decision made in 
enemy territory by al-Walld b. Hisham. (3#) Like Abu Ishaq, 
Salih b. Muhammad combines an interest in law of war with 
participation on campaigns. But he is a minor figure, who does 
not reside in the thughur. In all this he differs from Abu Ishaq, 
who seems to have been the only $ahib sunna wa-ghazw.

(35) G.H.A. Juynboll, “Some New Ideas on the Development of Sunna  as a 
Technical Term in Early Islam /' Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam  10 (1987), 
pp. 1 12f. The a$hab sunna tend to receive poor to middling grades as traditionists, 
they are characterized repeatedly as ascetics, and the hadith which do purvey is 
often of the genre of tarhib wa-iarghib, without much actual legal content.

(36) Ibid., pp. 11 If. The authorities were divided on Fazari*s qualifications in 
this respect. Ibn Qutayba (Afa'dri/*, p. 514) damned him as kathir al-ghalat 
fil-hadilh. Ibn Sa*d (Tabaqal, 7: 2: 185) gave a mixed review. The tendency to 
error may be partially the result of Abu Ishaq’s late start, a t the age of 28, in 
the writing of hadith (Ibn Hajar, 1 : 153). But other early authorities, namely 
Ibn Main, Abu Hatim, al-*ljll and al-Nasal, praised his hadith: see Ibn Abl Hatim, 
Jarh , 1:1: 127-29; Ibn Hajar, 1 : 152-53.

(37) Above, n. 27; Ibn Abl Hatim, Taqdimal kildb al-jarh wal-la'dil (Hyderabad, 
1952), p. 203; Goldziher, Muslim Studies, tr. C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern (London, 
1967-71), 2: 25.

(38) Hinds, “ MaghazT and Sira,” p. 66.
(39) Fazari, Siyar, p. 241, #  405. Also present are Salim b. ‘Abdallah, 'Umar b. 

‘Abd al-*AzTz and Makhul. See the variant a t ‘Abd al-Razzaq, M usannaf, 5: 247, 
#9510. §alih was condemned as da*lf yuktabu hadithuhu: MizzT, Tahdhib al-kamal 
(Beirut, 1985-), 13: 84-89; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-tahdhib, 4: 401-02.
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In the generation of Salih b. Muhammad, the major figure in 
siyar was, of course, the Syrian AwzaT But we never find A w zal 
called sahib ghazw. Instead we are told that when A w zal in his 
youth was called up for military service ( duriba 'alayhi ba'th), 
what proved decisive for him during his tour of duty was an 
encounter in a mosque with Yahya b. AbT Kathlr, which resulted 
in AwzaTs conversion to the life of scholarship. The only effect 
which this had upon his brief military career was that he refused 
to accept his military stipend (rafada al-dlwarx).("J Ibn Sa'd 
lists A w zal as first among the scholars of the 'awdsim and the 
thughur, (41) but this m ust be, first because of his residence later 
in life in Beirut, considered a frontier post because of its being 
open to the sea;(42) and second, because many of the scholars who 
did settle there were intellectual descendants of Aw zal, through 
their own master Fazarl. A w zal himself died un unheroic death 
in the bath^43)

By contrast, Abu Ishaq al-Fazari participates physically in the 
activity which he studies. And whereas in AwzaTs view the 
precedent of the “imams of the Muslims” meant an uninterrupted 
sequence of political rulers, from the Prophet to the end of the 
Umayyad dynasty, for Fazarl the role of “imams of the Muslims” 
has in effect devolved upon such figures as A w zal in the past, and 
Fazari himself in the present. This shift in notions of authority 
thus comes together with a new, more literal sense of imitation, a 
deliberate attem pt to make Muhammad palpably present in one’s 
own time and place. Here we are in the m idst of the shift which 
Wansbrough has described, from narratio to exemplum , with the 
“clerical elite” making its claim to authority. And we may note 
further that the style which Abu Ishaq adopts here resembles what

(40) Ibn AbT Hatim, Taqdima, p. 186.
(41) Tabaqat, 7: 2: 185; cf. Ibn al-JawzT, $ifa, 4: 255.
(42) The cities of the Levantine coast had a front-line character. An ascetic 

who lived in one of them was once asked why he hadn't laughed in forty years. He 
replied, “ How can I laugh, so long as a single Muslim remains captive in the hands 
of the unbelievers?” Ibn al-JawzT, $i/a, 4: 275 ('Abbad al-'Asqalanl al-Sahili; cf. Ibn 
Hajar, Tahdhfb, 5: 97).

(43) Ibn AbT Hatim, Taqdima, p. 202. See, however, the letters which Awzal 
wrote to the caliph al-Mansur and other figures in the 'Abbasid govemement, 
interceding on behalf of the “people of the coast” after a reduction in their stipend, 
and pleading for ransom money for Muslims who had fallen captive in Qallqala, 
ibid., pp. 193-202; cf. Sezgin, GAS, 1:517.
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Peter Brown has described as the late antique (as opposed to late 
medieval) version of the imilalio Christi. (**)

At this point it might be objected that when Fazarl acted as 
a qafyib sunna he was not, so far as we can see, devoting himself to 
matters pertaining to war; he was rather, with his “commanding 
and prohibiting,” taking up the burden of “enjoining what is good 
and forbidding what is reprehensible” (al-amr bil-ma'ruf wal-nahy 
'an al-munkar). But even on the frontier a model of authority 
must necessarily embrace areas than war itself. It must be 
remembered that the Fazarl of our sources is a construction, a 
literary type, and that none of the details about him are 
necessarily reliable historically. In this construction we find 
emphasis on two areas: theology (opposition to qadar), and above 
all, war and conquest in many aspects, including participation in 
military campaigns. As for al-amr bil-ma'ruf, its significance for 
this early period is not clear, at least for such figures as Fazari and 
other aqhab sunna like him. (*5) In this particular context it seems 
to support precisely the point which I am making, namely that 
Fazarl enforced the sunna of his own accord, without having been 
delegated by a higher authority.

A more telling objection would be that in Fazari*s Siyar the 
imam and his representatives are still present. And indeed, 
Fazarl never explicitly rejects the authority of the imam, but 
rather retains an ambiguous attitude, as do many others after 
him. But in his Siyar he avoids the general theme of obedience to 
the im am .(4®) He also does not report his own views on this and 
other subjects, but only those of this scholarly predecessors, above 
all Awza*i, who, I maintain, differed from him precisely on this

(44) P. Brown, “The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity,” in J. S. Hawley, ed., 
Saints and Virtues (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1987), pp. 6-7. “The imitation of 
Christ... was to bring that elusive touch of the majesty of Adam into the present 
age. Though the phrase does not, to my knowledge, occur among Late Antique 
Christian writers in this context, repraesenlalio Christi, making Christ present by 
one’s own life in one’s own age and region, appears to be the aim and effect of the 
early Christian imilalio Christi.”

(45) Al-amr bil-ma'ruf, as a principle of active revolt, was espoused by the 
Kharijites and the Zaydls, and also by the early Mu'tazila. But for the early ahl 
al-jama'a (which would seem to include Fazari), it is not clear if it meant anything 
specific at all. See W. Madelung, “Am r be m a 'ru f” Enc. Iran ., 1 : 992-995. All 
this will become clearer when Michael Cook completes his book on this subject.

(46) Above, n. 23. There is a story saying that Fazari once practiced al-oemr bil- 
m a'ruf an “a For which he received two hundred lashes. Ibn 'Asakir, 2: 
254; Abul-Arab Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Tamlmi, Kitdb al-mihan (Riyad, 1984), 
p. 379. (Thanks to M. Cook.)
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point. This difference appears in a discussion of the vital subject 
of distribution of lands in the thughur:

Someone asked al-Awza*T, “Concerning the lands of al-Ma§sI§a, and the 
lands granted by the authorities (qa\&*i' al-suli&n) on them, is it your 
view that the amir of Qinnasrin may make grants to the people 
(yuqti'uhum) [out of them]?” He replied, “ I see no harm in this in the 
town, [making grants] out of its houses. But as for the agricultural 
lands, that is a matter for the Commander of the Faithful.” (47)

For Awza'I, only the caliph may allot lands in newly-conquered 
areas. In a source other than the S iy a r  we find Fazari*s views on a 
similar subject:

Abu Salih al-Antakl told me [al-Baladhurl] that Abu Ishaq al-Fazari 
used to disapprove of buying land in the thughur. He would say that 
at first a group of warriors (qawm) had taken possession of [this land], 
and debarred the Rum from it. However, they did not divide it up 
among themselves, and it [later] fell into the possession of others. As a 
result, an intelligent person must retain a measure of doubt, such as it 
would be better for him to avoid. (48)

Here the role of the caliph or the imam, if it exists at all, is 
ambiguous. It would have been netter, apparently, if the originaf 
qaw m  had had with it someone qualified to pronounce on these 
matters— just as Fazari himself is said to have done on the 
expeditions which he accompanied. (49)

Now we may return to the question with which this section 
began: why does Abu Ishaq mix historical narratives ( m aghazi)  
with legal responsa ( s iy a r )?  In this Abu Ishaq's S iy a r  contrasts 
with the early work on siyar which is best known, that of 
ShaybanI, which consists, like Abu Ishaq’s book, mainly of 
responsa  (though here from Abu Hanlfa), but also includes 
traditions in which the narrative aspect is kept to a bare minimum.

SarakhsI reports a story which has become well known, to the 
effect that ShaybanFs and AwzaTs works on siyar arose out of a 
rivalry, or even enm ity between the Iraqi and the Syrian

(47) Fazari, Siyar, p. I l l ,  #  25.
(48) BaladhurT, Kitab futuh al-buldan (Leiden, 1866), p. 171.
(49) Even if these expeditions were commanded by 'Abbasid generals such as 

Zufar b. 'A?im al-Hilall (Azdl, Ta'rikh al-Maw$il, p. 225, see above, n. 12), or'Abd 
al-Malik al-Hashiml (Ibn 'Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 225). Fazarfs espeditions often 
appear as background information in biographies of other scholar-ascetics, such as 
that of Ibrahim b. Adham in Abu Nu'aym, H ilya , 3: 367-395.
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schools^80) Fazari is an odd figure in all this: he was born and 
raised in Kufa (though some say Wasit), (61) and is said to have 
been a disciple of Abu H anlfa.(6*) However, the lists of men from 
whom Abu Ishaq transmitted hadith include neither Abu Hanlfa, 
nor Abu Yusuf, nor ShaybanT; and these three do not appear in the 
surviving portions of Abu Ishaq’s Siyar, even though Abu Ishaq 
does quote many other Iraqi jurists. Elsewhere we find traces of 
outright enmity between Fazari and Abu Yusuf. (M)

This is relevant to our problem concerning maghazi narratives, 
because here A w zal cannot be viewed except through a HanafI 
lens. A w zal figures as transmitter of some of the longer maghazi 
stories in Fazarfs Kitdb al-siyar. (M) We see further from Abu 
Y usufs Kitdb al-radd, especially its later parts, that A w zal tended 
to use these narratives. At one point Abu Yusuf attacks Awzal: 
“This is not something which has been accepted [transmitted] 
among the people of learning, and if it were something from the 
maghdzi, it would not be hidden from us.” (M) Abu Yusuf, who 
is said to have had an interest in these maghdzi narratives 
himself, (M) thus distinguishes between two kinds of material, 'ilm 
and maghdzi; a similar distinction m ight be said to underly the 
Siyar of Shaybani. But for A w zal the historical narratives are 
unproblematical, simply a means of finding out the precedents 
which have been set in the past by the “ imams of the 
Muslims.” He has no method for distinguishing the universal 
from the particular in these narratives —  and for this Abu Yusuf 
rakes him over the coals. It is not by accident that, with the 
exception of the hostile Kitdb al-radd, AwzaTs teachings have 
survived piecemeal, m ostly in the form of responsa.

(50) Sarakhsi, Sharh al-siyar al-kabir lil-Shaybani (Cairo, 1971), I: 3; 
M. Khadduri, The Islamic Law of Nations. Shaybani’t  Siyar (Baltimore, 1966), 
p. 30.

(51) Ibn Hibban, Mashahir, p. 182; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib 1: 153.
(52) Khadduri, Islamic Law of Nations, p. 39 (giving no references); Hinds, 

“ Maghazi and Sira,” p. 61, referring to “al-Fazari's links with al-Awza*i and with 
Abu Hanifa.”

(53) Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh, 1: 284; Yaqut, UdabS’, 1: 215-16; Ibn 'Asakir, cited in 
editor’s introduction to the Kitab al-siyar, pp. 45-46.

(54) Awzal appears in the isnads of some of the long series of conquest narratives 
beginning on p. 203 (# 306, #  329).

(55) Abu Yusuf, al-Radd, p. 43. Wd-inna hadha la-ghayr ma'ruf 'an ahl al-'ilm, 
wa-law kdna hddhd f t  shay’ min al-maghSzt ma khafiya 'alayna.

(56) Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 2: 193.
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Fazari, his principal heir, preoccupied with playing the role of 
sahib sunna wa-ghazw, failed to compete on this terrain with the 
(hostile?) Hanafls. Before very long, Fazarfs own work fell into 
near-oblivion (except in Spain), as did eventually the entire 
madhhab of Aw zal. But Abu Ishaq must not be seen as a merely 
local phenomenon. Even his status as Iraqi immigrant to the 
Syrian thughur would argue against this. Instead he represents a 
particular trend in the development of jihad, which we see 
reflected in the mixed nature of his Kitdb al-siyar. It is not 
simply that Abu Ishaq goes further than his predecessor A w zal in 
juxtaposing siyar and maghazi elements. For him the historical 
narrative about the early community has become tied to the 
authority of the scholar who knows the sunna and enforces it on 
his own. In this way the responsa may be said to interpret and 
control the maghazi stories in this book. (57) This will also help us 
to understand why from this time onward the word maghdzi came 
to be applied more restrictively, until it finally referred only to the 
campaigns of the Prophet. (M) As Abu Ishaq reenacts the life of 
Muhammad on the Byzantine frontier, the example of the Prophet 
changes in force. At the same time, proper authority comes to 
inhere in the religious scholar, rather than in the delegated 
representatives of the imam.

II

The famous Khurasanian 'Abdallah b. al-Mubarak (d. 181-797) 
was accounted one of the scholar-ascetics of the thughur;(69) he was 
also a contemporary and friend of Abu Ishaq al-Fazari 
him self^60) But his Kitdb al-jihad represents something new, 
being the first book ever devoted to the subject of jihad. (61) In its 
form the Kitdb al-jihad is recognizably a book of hadith. It

(57) Above, nn. 19, 20. Muranyi’s assessment may thus be considered correct, 
but not in completely straightforward fashion.

(58) Hinds, “Maghazi and Sira,” pp. 64-6; EI2 5: 1163.
(59) Al-Khatlb al-Baghdadi, Ta'rikh Baghdad (Cairo, 1931), 10: 159, voa-kdna 

kalhlr al-ikhiildf ild Tarsus.
(60) Abu Ishaq called Ibn al-Mubarak imdm al-muslimin, Ibn AbT Hatim, Jarh , 

2: 2: 180; Khatlb, 10: 163; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhtb, 5: 285. Kha^Tb reports that Abu 
Ishaq and Ibn al-Mubarak would sit together, asking one another questions.

(61) See editor’s introduction, pp. 18-19. In Fazari’s Siyar the word jihad  
occurs rarely.
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includes a few longish narratives taken from works of maghazi, but 
even here the historical narrative has been reduced to mere 
background, and the work as a v hole conveys a noticeably 
different message from that of Fazarfs Kitab al-Siyar; to borrow 
the vocabulary of Wansbrough once again, exemplum  now 
predominates over narralio.

Ibn al-Mubarak shows even less interest than Fazari in the 
theme of obedience to the im am .(62) In his Kitab al-jihad he 
concentrates instead on the notions of merit and reward, which do 
occur in Fazarfs Siyar , but with far less em phasis^63) The 
manuscript which has survived of this work gives its title simply as 
Kitab al-jihad. But it was also known, at least in Spain, as Kitab 
fadl al-jihad, ‘‘the book of the merit of jihad,” (64) which gives a 
correct idea of its contents. Merit is the dominant notion, in a 
book designed to exhort its audience to perform jihad. In this it 
succeeded: during the Second Crusade, Ibn 'Asakir gave a public 
reading of the Kitab al-jihad in Damascus, as a result of which Abu 
1-Hasan b. Munqidh, brother of the famous Usama, volunteered to 
help raise the siege of Ascalon, and soon afterward achieved 
martyrdom. (65)

As in the case of Fazarfs Siyar. much, and probably m ost of the 
actual contents of the Kitab al-jihad were in circulation some time 
before Ibn al-Mubarak collected them. In these traditions we 
may trace the development, over several generations, of concep
tions of the relation between the individual and the community, 
and between these two and God. I wish to emphasize that the 
rhetorical emphasis on merit and reward, which is a distinguishing 
feature of Ibn al-Mubarak’s Kitab al-jihad, comes only at the end of 
this process.

Traditions on warfare concerned with merit and reward may be 
reduced to three main types, which I shall illustrate briefly, in part

(62) Above, n. 23.
(63) The list of chapter headings for Part 3 (p. 276) of the Kitab al-siyar 

indicates the existence of a bab fadl khur&j al-sardyd (not fadl al-jihad) and 
a bab al-shahdda. The texts of these have not survived, and they were 
surrounded in any case by various other topics.

(64) The work was transmitted in Toledo and Cordova under the title Kitab fadl 
al-jihad, in the recension of Abu Marwan al-Ma$sIsi, raivf of the surviving recension 
of Fazarfs Siyar: see Muranyi, “ Das Kitab al-Siyar,” pp. 71, 73. However, the 
manuscript of the Kitab al-jihad which has survived is in a Syrian tradition. See 
also Abu Bakr b. Khayr, Fihrist ma raivahu 'an shuyukhihi (Beirut, 1979), p. 493.

(65) E. Sivan, L’Islam et la croisade (Paris, 1968, p. 75.
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from the Kitdb al-jihad itself, and in part from other early books, 
especially the Kitdb al-siyar of Fazari and the M uwatta9 of Malik b. 
Anas. These types may be understood to fall into a rough 
Schachtian scheme. The first type consists mainly of traditions of 
jurists (Successors), the second type of traditions of Successors and 
of Companions of the Prophet, while the third type consists mainly 
of hadith of the Prophet. The temporal sequence does not have to 
be conceived rigidly, at least in the case of the first two, which 
developed simultaneously over several generations. But the third 
and final type emerges at a distinct moment which may be 
identified with the composition and circulation of Ibn al-Mubarak’s 
Kitdb al-jihad.

The first type consists mainly of hadith of Successors, concerned 
with the issue of reward (ajr). Here the jurists are concerned that 
the individual's reward should come through the comm unity, and 
not from other individuals. For instance, A w zal in the Siyar of 
Fazari does mention merit ( fadl) ,  but infrequently, and never uses 
the word ajr in the sense of divine reward. But he does discuss 
the case of the camp follower, the hireling (ajir), who receives a 
wage (ajr) for his service; A w zal differs from most of the early 
jurists by awarding this person a share of the spoils, but insists 
that it is not permissible to hire someone for the purpose of fighting 
(al-kira9 fil-ghazw hadath).(M) Other related instances may be 
cited: the question of ja 'd ’il, paying individuals for military 
service, which has been dealt with elsewhere, conforms to this 
pattern. (87) Fazari also includes traditions in which Ibn Slrin, al- 
Qasim b. 'Abd al-Rahman, and then ‘Umar I rule against the 
practice of giving a (monetary) reward, ajr, to someone who 
apportions the spoils, as well as for other activities such as serving 
as judge. (e8) We thus have a fairly large group of traditions which 
are unaware of the notion of ajr as divine reward, or which choose 
to ignore it; these tend to be traditions on more or less technical 
matters relating to law of war, related upon the authority of jurists 
(Successors). The larger trend here is to identify God as the

(66) Fazari, Siyar, p. 195, #  279, 280. Wa-innamd al-ajir man akhadha ‘aid 
*amalihi *irdan min al-dunya. See further Abu Yusuf, al-Ftadd, pp. 37-45; Tabari, 
Ikhtilaf, pp. 20-21; M. Bonner, “Ja 'd ’i/ and Holy War in Early Islam,” Der Islam 
68 (1991), p. 57.

(67) Bonner, “Ja'aV/ and Holy War,” pp. 50f.
(68) Fazari, Siyar, pp. 112-14.
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source of authority in the comm unity, which in its turn must be 
the source of reward.

The second of these three types consists of traditions of 
Successors and of Companions of the Prophet, with a small 
proportion of the total going back to the Prophet himself. These 
traditions concentrate upon the warrior’s intention ( n iy y a ) . ( * 9) 
Here, of course, the emphasis is not on the community, but rather 
on the individual in his relation to God. Thus Fazari asks A w zal 
about the case of someone who sets out on a raid with his mind 
on both the merit ( fa d l )  of the action and the possibility of extra 
spoils (n a fa l ) .  A w zal responds cautiously; in any case, the 
discussion here revolves around the decisions and commands of 
the imam, and not around the reward of jihad. (70) But in a 
different mode, Ibn al-Mubarak relates traditions which explore 
the intention ( n iy y a )  and inner state (h d l)  of the individual 
believer, usuallly without mentionning the divine reward ( a j r ) .  
Typical is the saying of Salman, that if the warrior has a quivering 
heart, his sins will fall off like dates from palm-tree. (71)

The problem of intention ( n i y y a )  in war becomes more complex 
in certain traditions of Companions of the Prophet, m ost often Ibn 
'Umar and his father the caliph ‘Umar I. Ibn al-Mubarak includes 
a number of these traditions, which classify the martyrs according 
to the purity of their intentions: some of these traditions go back 
to the Prophet, and some mention a jr , though usually without 
much rhetorical emphasis. (7a) These are already tending toward 
the third type, particularly when they use such phrases as ajr  a l- 
m u ’m in in .C 8) But in general what stands out in traditions of this 
second ( n i y y a )  type is the internalization of norms. This has the 
result of removing the conduct of war from the jurisdiction of the 
imam and his representatives,^4) a trend which we have already

(69) On this see Noth, Heiliger Krieg, pp. 29-33.
(70) Fazari, Siyar, pp. 124-25, # 56. Awza*I mentions niyya in a different 

context at p. 229, # 370 (prisoners returning).
(71) Ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab al-jihad, pp. 50-51, #35 . Parallels to these 

traditions may be found in Ibn al-Mubarak’s Kitab al-zuhd and in later hadith 
collections.

(72) For instance, Jih&d, p. 108, #  126, where 'Umar relates from the Prophet: 
four types of martyr, arranged according to purity of intention.

(73) Jihdd , p. 32, # 8 (a niyya tradition from Ibn ‘Umar).
(74) For instance, at Jihad , pp. 32-34, # 8 , Ibn *Umar divides fighters into two 

categories (al-nds fil-ghazw juz'dn) according to the purity of their intention in 
performing ghazw. This may be an answer to the saying of Mu'adh b. Jabal,
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found in Abu Ishaq al-Fazari. But this concentration on 
intention also has the potential of removing the conduct of war 
from the purview of the “clerical elite.” For the religious scholar 
may surmise our intentions more com pletely than the magistrate, 
but finally these are known only to G od.(75)

It is only in the last of the three types that we find the rhetorical 
emphasis on merit and reward. Alm ost all traditions of this 
hortatory type are traditions of the Prophet. And whereas 
traditions of the first type discussed a jr  in the sense of wage, here 
the word is used either exclusively in the sense of divine reward, or 
else both as divine reward and earthly wage, contrasted to the 
disadvantage of the earthly wage. Of course the language used 
for the divine reward comes from the Qur’an: the point is that this 
Qur’anic language does not enter the picture until this relatively 
late stage. (76) We likewise find the issue of intention taken over 
from traditions of the second type; but now the warrior’s correct 
intention is more or less taken for granted, in hadiths whose style is 
basically hortatory. This final stage does not contradict the 
previous two, but rather subsumes them, as the notion of divine 
reward triumphs over everything else. Prior to this moment there 
had been holy war of some kind, to be sure; but now the 
individual, while striving for individual merit and salvation, has 
also internalized the needs and goals of the comm unity. In other 
words, it is only at this relatively late stage that we have jihad in 
the full sense, as a force uniting the individual, the community and 
God.

It is possible to argue from the contents of these traditions that 
the third type comes after the other two. This can also be done 
on general Schachtian grounds, since hortatory traditions emphasi
zing merit and reward are usually prophetical. But other, more 
specific indications can be found that these traditions did not 
circulate until the lifetime of Ibn al-Mubarak. The m ost impor
tant literary works touching upon these matters, which have 
survived from the generation of Ibn al-Mubarak (other than Ibn al-

recorded at Malik, Muwatta* (Cairo, 1951), 2: 466 (Jihad, 43), about two kinds of 
ghazw (al-ghazw ghazivdn), of which the good kind involves obeying those in 
authority (gala* flhi dhu l-amr).

(75) See the speech of Awza*I transmitted by Fazari at Abu Nu'aym, Hilya, 8: 
254-55, in which Awzal inveighs against those who ask people “are you a believer?” 
(a-mu'min ania).

(76) Bonner, Ja'd'il, p. 57.
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Mubarak’s Jihad) are the books of siyar by Fazari and Shay ban!, 
and the M uwatta9 of Malik. Fazarfs and ShaybanFs works do not 
concentrate on merit and reward. But the M uwatta9 in the 
recension of Yahya b. Yahya includes a Kitdb al-jihad, which 
begins with a chapter on exhortation (al-targhib fil-jihad), which 
opens with the following tradition.

[Malik — Abu 1-Zannad — al-A*raj — Abu Hurayra:] The Prophet said: 
The mujahid in the path of God is like one who stands continually 
praying, without ceasing from his fast and prayer, until he returns. (77)

This comparison of jihad with other meritorious activities such as 
prayer, pilgrimage and fasting is common in traditions on merit 
and reward, and this mathalu... ka-mathali schema remained 
characteristic of hadith of the fada'il al-jihad typ e.(78) In Ibn al- 
Mubarak we find a variant:

[Ibn al-Mubarak — Ma'mar— Zuhrl— Sa'id b. al-Musayyab — Abu 
Hurayra:] I heard the Prophet say: The mujahid in the path of God 
(and God knows best who performs jihad in his path) is like one who 
stands, fasts, is humble, who kneels and prostrates himself. (7#)

The parenthetical aside about intention recalls certain traditions of 
our second type, which also compare jihad with other 
activities. The difference is that the niyya  traditions are concer
ned with the effects of these activities upon the individual believer, 
how they affect his relation with God; whereas this tradition is 
basically concerned with exhortation. (®°) In any case, there is no 
way of knowing which of these two versions (Malik’s or Ibn al- 
Mubarak’s) came first, nor does it matter.

In the M uwatta9 this opening chapter of exhortation ( targhrb) ,  
which consists of prophetical hadiths emphasizing ajr (except for 
one tradition about ‘Umar I), (81) is followed by several chapters on 
siyar topics: carrying the Qur’an in enemy territory, killing women, 
observing safe-conduct, donations to warriors, various problems

(77) Malik, M uwal\a\ 2: 443 (Jihad , 1).
(78) Noth, Heiliger Krieg, p. 52.
(79) Ibn al-Mubarak, Jihad , p. 35, #11 . See also Bukhari, $ahih , 2: 199 

(Shu'ayb — Zuhrl— $a*Id b. al-Musayyab — Abu Hurayra).
(80) This comes out more clearly in variations on this theme which overtly 

emphasize the reward: ribdt yawm wa-layla ka-§iy&m shahr ramaddn wa-qiyamihi 
wa-man mala murdbitan ujrd 'alayhi milhl dhalika min al-ajr. Jihad, pp. 142-43,
# 172; Bukhari, 2: 221-22.

(81) 2: 443-46.
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relating to distribution of spoils. Then come three chapters on 
martyrdom, and then another chapter on al-targhib fil-jihad, where 
most of the traditions have parallels in Ibn al-Mubarak’s Kitab al- 
jihad. We cannot know if Yahya’s recension of the M uwatta9 
corresponds to Malik’s own arrangement. But it does show 
evidence of change. This section of the M uwatta9 consists mainly 
of siyar in the old style; it is the hortatory hadith, placed at the 
very beginning and then toward the end, which makes of it a book 
of jihad.

In Shaybanfs recension of the M uwatla\(*2) we find a short bab 
al-siyar, but nothing about jihad. Here there is no trace of the 
chapters in Yahya’s recension of the M uwatta* devoted to targhlb 
and martyrdom. This does not mean that Hanafls were hostile to 
these ideas. It more probably means that in Shaybanfs youth, 
when he visited Medina (perhaps around 150/767), these traditions 
were not yet in circulation.

They came into circulation over the next few decades, as layers 
of targhfb traditions were added to the M uwatta ', very likely at 
different times. However, the book of jihad in the Muwatta9 
retained the old style together with the new. It is Ibn al- 
Mubarak’s Kitab al-jihad, composed during these same years, 
which constitutes the pure type. Here we have a book devoted 
entirely to exhortation, with no place for siyar in the old style, and 
in which maghazi narratives have been pounded into the shape of 
hadith. Both here and in the M uwatta’, this state of affairs is 
associated with the very notion of jihad.

Ibn al-Mubarak shows even less interest than Fazari in the 
general theme of obedience to the imam, or in the issue of who may 
grant permission to wage war. Instead, the Kitab al-jihad exhorts 
people to take the obligation upon themselves, to volunteer. An 
interesting example of this appears in the words of the dying 
martyr Sa'd b. al-R abf at Uhud. Since the next of Ibn al- 
Mubarak is here more garbled than usual, the version in M alik’s 
Muwatta9 will also be cited in part.

Convey my greetings to the Messenger of God, and say to him: Sa'd says 
to you, may God reward you for the good you have done us, such as he 
has rewarded no [other] prophet for [good done to] an umma. Convey 
my greetings to your people, and say to them that Sa'd says to them:

(82) Shaybani, Muwa\la al-imdm M alik... riwayal al-Shaybani (Cairo, 1967), 
pp. 306f.
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there is no excuse for you with God [for not fighting] if he has reached 
[?] your prophet [Muwatta9: if the Messenger of God has been killed], as 
long as there is an eye among you which still blinks. (M)

Sa'd’s two greetings recapitulate the first two types of hadith 
relating to merit and reward: first, the relation between God and 
the community (a j r ) ,  and second, the relation between God and 
the individual ( n i y y a ) .  Now these two come together in the third 
and final type. The martyr’s death links each Muslim individually 
with God and the community, and guarantess that he will take it 
upon himself to supply its needs, to volunteer.

This highly charged notion of volunteering for the jihad, which 
we find on every page of Ibn al-Mubarak’s Kitdb al-jihdd, stands 
out also in biographical accounts of the man himself. For 
instance, we have seen that the notion of fadl al-jihdd assumes its 
classic form in prophetical hadith of the mathalu type, comparing 
jihad to other activities such as pilgrimage and fasting. Ibn al- 
Mubarak accordingly wrote polemical verses on the superiority of 
jihad over pilgrimage^84) But he was known as a virtuoso of 
pilgrimage as well as of jihad; and a story told about his generosity 
on the hajj recurs in a setting of jihad, the only difference being 
that the action takes place on a journey from Baghdad to al- 
Ma§sisa, instead of from Marw to Mecca. (86) His friends and 
pupils liked to catalogue his many virtues (khisdl), “such as were 
never united in any man of learning in our time in all the 
world,” (8®) and it is worth noting that the qualities of physical 
courage (shaja'a) and jihad are not on the earliest versions of these 
lists, but enter and expand gradually, until they become great 
feats of derring-do. (87) But what matters m ost is the way in 
which he is imitated.

[Al-Qasim b. Muhammad said:] We were traveling with Ibn al- 
Mubarak, and I would often ask myself, why is this man’s merit so 
superior to ours, so that it has become so well known? If he prays,

(83) Jihdd , pp. 85-6, # 94; Malik, Muwatta\  2: 465-66 (Jihad, 41). There is also 
a variant in Ibn Sa'd, X^baqdi, 3: 2: 77-8 (related by Yahya b. Said to Malik b. Anas 
to Ma*n b. *Is§ to Ibn Sa*d), elaborated further at WaqidI, Maghdzi (London, 1966), 
1: 293-4.

(84) DhahabT, Siyar a*ldm al-nubald’ (Beirut, 1981-88), 8: 364-65; Ibn Taghribir- 
dT, al-Nujum al-zdhira (Cairo, 1964), 2: 103-04.

(85) KhatTb, 10: 157-58.
(86) Ibn Hibban, in Ibn Hajar, Tahdhlb 5: 386.
(87) Se the long story recited by KhatTb, 10: 167; Ibn al-JawzT, $ifa, 4: 144.
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then we pray; if he fasts, then we fast; if he goes to war ( in  kana  
yaghzu) ,  then we go to war; and if he goes on pilgrimage, then we 
go on pilgrimage. We were then on a leg of our journey on th* Syrian 
road, having our supper at night in a house, when the lamp went out. 
One of our group stood up, took the lamp, and went out to light it. 
He stayed outside for a while, and then brought the lamp back. 
Then I looked at Ibn al-Mubarak’s face, and his beard was wet from 
his tears. I then said to myself, this is why this man’s merit is superior 
to ours. While the lamp was gone, he was probably sitting in the dark, 
recalling the Judgment Day.(M)

Ibn al-Mubarak served as a model of zeal in volunteering. His 
piety and asceticism gave him enormous strength: whenever he 
read from his Kitab al-zuhd, he would bellow like a bull or a cow 
being slaughtered. (89) His fellows continued to be drawn to this 
power after his death, when his tomb in H it became much-visited 
(mashhur yuzdr) ; { w) and not coincidentally, the Kitab al-jihad 
exhorts the believers to “go to the martyrs, visit them, ai^d greet 
them .” (91) At one point Ibn al-Mubarak is even proposed for the 
im am ate.(w)

But during his lifetime, Ibn al-Mubarak did not exert this power 
in the manner of Abu Ishaq al-Fazari, who commanded and 
prohibited as he imposed the sunna on the people of the 
frontier. It rather took the form of companionship, sahaba, a 
style which may be further illustrated by some of the hadiths in 
the Kitab al-jihad. ‘Amr b. ‘Utba serves his companions 
(ashdb) \ ( M) when Mujahid [b. Jabr] becomes a companion of Ibn 
‘Umar, he finds himself being served by the m aster^94) a hadith of 
Ibn ‘Amr magnifies the ajr of those serve their ashdb while on the 
path of God,(96) and a hadith of the Prophet says, “The lord of the

(88) Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifa  4: 145.
(89) Khatlb 10: 167, from Nu'aym b. Hammad.
(90) Ibn Hibban, Mashdhir, p. 195.
(91) Ibn al-Mubarak, Jihad , p. 87, # 96.
(92) Ya$luhu li-hddha l-amr, said by al-'Umari a t Abu Nu'aym, Hilya , 8: 

162. Al-'Umari leaves no doubt that he means the actual imamate, going beyond 
the familiar claim of the biographies, as when Fazdri calls Ibn al-Mubarak imdm al- 
muslimin (Ibn Abi Hatim, Jarh , 2: 2: 180, Kha(Tb, 10: 163; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 5: 
285), or says “ If I were told to choose [an imam] for the umma, I would choose al- 
Awzal” (Abu Zur'a al-Dimashqi, Ta'rikh [Damascus, n.d.], 2: 724, #2318).

(93) Jihad , p. 163, # 210.
(94) Ibid., p. 162, # 208.
(95) Ibid., p. 163, #211.
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people is the one who serves them on their journey.” (**) On a 
more practical note, 'Umar advises his hearers to learn 
trades. (#7) But dependence remains the dominant mode, as when 
Sila b. Ashyam al-'Adawi says: “ I divined that this was the way of 
Abu Rafa'a, and I strove m ightily to model my action after him ” 
(w a - ta ’aw w altu  annahu tariq  A b i  R afa 'a  akhudhuhu w a-ana akuddu  
al-'am al ba'dahu k a d d a n ) . ( 9t)  This Abu Rafa'a is also a Compa
nion of the Prophet, and here we see the notion of sahaba  assuming 
its familiar form.(M) Ibn al-Mubarak liked to sit in his house, 
because there he enjoyed the company of the Companions of the 
Prophet. (10°) Sufyan b. 'Uyayna said that the only advantage 
which the Companions of the Prophet had over Ibn al-Mubarak 
was “their companionship with the Prophet and their taking part 
with him in campaigns.” (101) Imitation, iq l id a ’, has gone beyond 
what it was for Abu Ishaq al-Fazari. But nowhere can this style 
of companionship be so well illustrated as from biographical 
materials relating to Ibn al-Mubarak and his companions, the 
scholar-ascetics of the frontier.

*
* *

This essay has sought to identify two trends, which had been 
in a process of formation for some time, but which first cohered 
in Abu Ishaq al-Fazari and 'Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, especially 
in their activity on the Arab-Byzantine frontier. Both of these 
have been related to notions of authority in the conduct of 
war. Our own thinking on this subject tends to be colored by 
the classical theory of fa rd  k i f a y a , which was not yet available 
to Fazari and Ibn al-Mubarak. This theory was elaborated by 
al-Shafi*I (d. 204/820), specifically in relation to the problem of 
finding enough men to fight on the frontiers f sa d d  a lrd f  
a l-m u slim in  b i l-r i ja l) ,  while preserving a role in all this for 
constituted authority, the sultan . (102) ShafiTs notion of sultan

(96) Ibid., p. 162, # 207.
(97) Ibid., pp. 162-163, # 209.
(98) Ibid., p. 133, # 158.
(99) Ibid., p. 87, #  , innamd a$hab Muhammad $ alladhina dufinu ma'ahu fil- 

burud.
(100) DhahabT, Siyar, 8 : 339.
(101) Ibid., 8 : 346.
(102) Bonner, “Ja 'a’i l ” pp. 59-61.
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comes after the stages which have been examined here. We may 
now briefly consider some of the earlier ones.

The early hadith on warfare includes polemical material 
apparently directed against the U m ayyads.(10S) Propaganda for 
the 'Abbasid revolution made use of this material. But even 
earlier, from the beginning of the Um ayyad period, opposition 
movements, the Kharijites and the early ShFa, had all expressed 
themselves in something like the idiom of jihad (if our sources for 
this period are to be believed at all). At the same tim e other 
persons also practiced a kind of holy war, a war against external, 
non-Muslim enemies. These practitioners included some of the 
Umayyads themselves, who in doing so did not primarily follow 
the military model of Muhammad: we see this in the story of 'Abd 
al-Malik forbidding his son to read books of hadith  a l-m aghazi,  (104) 
and in the case of Sulayman, who thought that he was destined to 
conquer Constantinople, because it had been prophesied that the 
city would fall only to a ruler who had the name of a 
prophet. (108) It may therefore be m ost accurate to say that jihad 
began as warfare against the enemies of God, and that it took some 
time for consensus to emerge as to who those enemies were.

It will be recalled that the point of the first of the three types of 
hadith relating to merit and reward was that the individual’s 
reward should come from the com m unity and not from other 
individuals. Even as the other two types entered the picture, this 
principle remained valid. Nothing m ust come between the 
individual and the umma, and between the individual and God; 
and especially not loyalty to or affinity with other persons. This 
opposition to fealty to persons grows together with, and is 
inseparable from, the two related trends which have been 
described in this essay, which culminate in the rejection of 
constituted political authority and the internalization of norms.

To the predecessors of Fazari and Ibn al-Mubarak, the threat 
posed by the Um ayyads came not so much from their im piety and 
drinking, nor even from their dynastic succession to the caliphate, 
so much as from their support for various relatives, followers and 
retainers seeking to establish them selves permanently on the

(103) Ibn al-Mubarak, Jihad., p. 90; above, n. 24.
(104) Goldziher, M uslim Studies, 2: 191.
(105) Kitab al-'uyun, p. 24. Of course this prophecy proved correct, but much

later than expected.
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land. The jurists* opposition to this incipient aristocracy centered 
on the complicated and constantly developing concept of 
f a y \  Once this concept had reached m aturity, (106) it permitted 
the Muslim community to consider all (or at least many) of the 
conquered lands as an endowment of which it was the perpetual 
beneficiary. Anyone who appropriated these lands, or made them  
over to relatives or followers, was a usurper, one of the “ imams of 
tyranny who devoured the f a y * and arrogated it to 
them selves.” (107)

The threat did not cease with the overthrow of the Umayyads; 
to some observers it may even have seemed to grow.(108) Yet the 
‘Abbasids themselves professed to rule in the name of the Muslim 
community. In the reign of al-Mansur, therefore, numbers of 
scholar-ascetics began to move to the frontiers; and with this 
m ovement came the two trends which have been discussed in this 
essay. But the authority which Abu Ishaq al-Fazari exerted in 
al-MassIsa, and even more so the style of companionship (sah aba)  
which Ibn al-Mubarak embodied wherever he went, are both 
echoes of and answers to this threat of fealty and affinity.

Throughout the early ‘Abbasid period, the war against Byzan
tium was mainly conducted, as before, by the caliph’s governors 
and other representatives. This fact might lead us to describe the 
attitudes which here have been ascribed to Fazari and Ibn al- 
Mubarak as the minority views of outsiders. But this view will 
not hold. According to one story, when the caliph Harun al- 
Rashid (r. 786-809) once arrived in al-Raqqa on his way to the 
frontier, the people of that town were so eager to hear and follow 
Ibn al-Mubarak that an u m m  w a lad  of the caliph exclaimed that 
Ibn al-Mubarak was king, and not Harun. (109) Elsewhere Harun 
is said to have expressed admiration for Fazari and Ibn al- 
Mubarak.^10) Of course these stories occur in biographies of 
religious scholars, prejudiced in favor of their subjects, but the fact 
remains that Harun made much of his activity as “ghazl-caliph,”

(106) This may be related to Sufyan al-Thawri’s declaration that “The fay ' and 
the ghanima (spoils) are two different things,” 'Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, 5: 310,
# 9715.

(107) Tabari, T a’rikh (Leiden, 1879-1901), 3: 600.
(108) In relation specifically to the Byzantine frontier district, see above, nn. 47,

48.
(109) KhatTb, Ta'rikh Baghdad, 10: 156-157.
(110) Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 1: 152; Ibn 'Asakir, ed. Badran, 2: 153f.
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and campaigned frequently against the Byzantines. We may 
note also that Harun was actually the first such “ghazl- 
caliph,\ ( 111) and that in assuming this role he followed the precepts 
of the religious scholars, who gave him high marks for 
th is.(112) The attitudes and teachings of Fazari and Ibn al- 
Mubarak, while not universally imitated and accepted, thus had 
some effect on at least one caliph, and certainly remained 
dominant among scholar-ascetics in the Byzantine frontier region 
for as long as it lasted.

Michael B o n n e r  

(Michigan)

(111) M. Bonner, review of C. E. Bosworth, tr. and ed., The History of Tabari, 
vol. 30, in M ESA Bulletin 25 (1991), p. 69; idem, “Al-Khalifa al-Mardf. The 
Accession of Harun al-RashTd,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 108.1 
(1988), pp. 79-91.

(112) Mu'awiya b. 'Amr (d. 214), a disciple of Fazari and transmitter of the Kitab 
al-siyar, expresses admiration for Harun’s diligence in ghazw and jihad, at 
BaladhurT, Futuh , p. 163.
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THE 60 MARTYRS OF GAZA AND THE 

MARTYRDOM OF BISHOP SOPHRONIUS 
OF JERUSALEM

David Woods

The 60 martyrs of Gaza were soldiers who were executed for their refusal 
to convert to Islam shortly after the conquest of that town during the Muslim 
invasion of Palestine. They were executed in two groups, a first group of 10 
at Jerusalem followed by the remaining 50 at Eleutheropolis. For whatever 
reason, their passion has only survived in Latin, and in two different recen
sions. Indeed, no eastern source shows any knowledge whatsoever of these 
martyrs. The earlier Latin recension (BHL 5672m: see Appendix A) survives 
only in a 10th-century manuscript, while the later (BHL 3053b: see Appendix 
B) survives in two 15th-century manuscripts.1 The priority of the former, the 
fact that it is direct translation from a lost Greek original of this passion, is 
obvious from its very language. It also preserves important technical details 
absent from the later text, such as the exact names of the military units to 
which these martyrs had belonged -  the Scythae and the Voluntarii -  as well 
as the names of all the martyrs themselves, even if in a somewhat corrupt 
form.2 Finally, it preserves a relatively simple narrative unadorned by any 
miraculous events. In contrast, the anonymous author of the later recension 
begins by revealing that he has discovered the passion of these martyrs ‘in 
ancient manuscripts’ (in antiquis codicibus), but does not mention having had 
to translate their contents from Greek into Latin, from which we may infer 
that they were already in Latin. Next, he omits important details of the type 
which we would expect to find in an early recension of the text, such as the 
names of the military units to which these martyrs had belonged as well as the

1 I refer to both texts by their ennumeration in H. Fros (ed.), Bibliotheca Hagiographica 
Latina Antiquae et Mediae Aetatis: Novum Supplementum% (Subsidia Hagiographica 70, Brus
sels, 1986). H. Delehaye, “Passio Sanctorum Sexaginta Martyrum”, Analecta Bollandiana 23 
(1904), pp. 289-307, publishes both texts. BHL 5672m survives in the Vatican (Arch. Cap. 
S. Pietro. A. 5 (alias D), 222-223v). BHL 3053b survives in manuscripts at Bologna (BU 2134, 
109r-l 12r) and Rome (Corsin. codex 0064 (alias 40 F. 1), 098-099v). BHL 5672m is reprinted in 
Acta Sanctorum, Nov. Ill (Brussels, 1910), pp. 247-50. BHL 3053b may sometimes be described 
as the passion of St. Florian of Bologna, but it is important to note that the text of the passion 
itself makes no mention whatsoever of Bologna or any other place not named also in BHL 
5672m. We seem to owe the survival of this recension of the passion of the 60 martyrs to the fact 
that the Florian apparently named there was mistakenly identified with the Florian, and compan
ions, whose relics were aUegedly discovered in the Church of St. Stephen at Bologna in 1141. 
See Acta Sanctorum, Oct. n  (Antwerp, 1768), p. 468.

2 For the restoration of these names from the corrupt Latin of BHL 5672m, see J. Pargoire, 
“Les LX soldats martyrs de Gaza”, Echos d'Orient, 8 (1905), pp. 40-43.
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names of all the martyrs themselves. These are precisely the sort of details 
that are most easily corrupted during the transmission of r, text, and we may 
assume that he could not recover them from his immediate sources. Finally, 
he introduces many miraculous elements into the narrative such as we would 
normally expect to find in hagiographical texts which have suffered revision 
over time. For these reasons, therefore, while historians have generally 
accepted that the passion of the 60 martyrs of Gaza has an important contri
bution to make to our reconstruction of the Muslim invasion of Palestine, 
they have tended to ignore the later recension in favour of the earlier.3 The 
assumption, usually implicit, has been that the later Latin recension must 
derive from the earlier Latin recension.4 In contrast, I wish to argue here that 
the later recension derives not from the surviving early recension, but from 
another early Latin translation if not of the same recension of the lost Greek 
original passion, then of a fuller version of the same. There are three main 
arguments in support of this hypothesis.

3 See, e.g., F.-M. Abel, Histoire de la Palestine depuis la Conquete d ’Alexandre jusqu’a I*In
vasion Arabe //, (Paris, 1952), pp. 403-04; A. Guillou, “Prise de Gaza par les Arabes au VEe 
Siecle”, Bulletin de Correspondance Hellenique, 81 (1957), pp. 396-404; A.N. Stratos, Byzan
tium in the Seventh Century. II 634-641, (Amsterdam, 1972), pp. 78-79; C. Glucker, The City of 
Gaza in the Roman and Byzantine Periods, (British Archaeological Reports International Series 
325, Oxford, 1987), pp. 58-59; W.E. Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, (Cam
bridge, 1992), pp. 95-97; R. Schick, The Christian Communities o f Palestine from Byzantine to 
Islamic Rule, (Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 2, Princeton, 1995), pp. 171-72. It is 
because of this text that the fall of Gaza has been redated to June-July 637, whereas it had pre
viously been dated to 634 on the basis of Theophanes AM 6124. None of the above authors make 
any effort to evaluate the relative rfierits of the late recension. The scepticism of R. Hoyland, 
Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, (Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 13, Princeton, 1997), 
pp. 347-51, concerning the value of even the early recension of the passion is such that it is not 
surprising that he also ignores the later recension. It must be said, however, that his reasons for 
doubting the value of this text are flimsy at best and start with the a priori assumption that the 
choice of conversion or death was reserved for Arab Christians and apostates from Islam and that 
the passion must be suspect for this reason. In particular, he criticizes the passion, p. 350, on the 
grounds that it “is the only reference we have to a garrison at Gaza in any Roman or Byzantine 
source”. This is hardly surprising, though, since our only complete, or almost complete, list of 
Roman garrisons in the region is provided by the Notitia Dignitatum which was composed c.401. 
The reality is that we know extremely little about where the army was stationed in the succeed
ing centuries. More importantly, neither recension of the passion actually says that Gaza had pos
sessed a permanent or long-standing garrison. Indeed, the later recension makes it quite clear that 
the martyrs to be were only a relatively recent arrival in Gaza specifically to deal with the new 
Muslim threat and there is no hint either that they had replaced previous units there or that their 
presence was intended other than as a temporary measure only. This fact, that the martyrs of 
Gaza were not actually from Gaza, fatally undermines another of Hoyland's criticisms of the text 
also, p. 350, that the limited range of names attributed to the martyrs “compares unfavourably 
with the diversity one finds in the inscriptions of Gaza”, and this is before we raise the dating of 
these inscriptions. As will become clear, however, I agree, with him when he says of the early 
recension, p. 349, that “it is very likely that we have merely a summary of a much longer piece”, 
although on different grounds.

4 G. Huxley, “The Sixty Martyrs of Jerusalem”, Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies, 18 
(1977), pp. 369-74, at p. 374, is unusual in his explicit description of BHL 3053b as a mere 
descendant of BHL 5672m.
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My first argument concerns the omission by the later recension of a serious 
error present in the description by the earlier Latin recension of the travels of 
the 60 martyrs before their final execution. The earlier recension states that a 
certain Ambrus, whose title it does not preserve but who seems identifiable as 
Amr b. al-As, tried to persuade the 60 to convert to Islam on the day following 
the capture of Gaza, at an unspecified location at or near Gaza itself presum
ably.5 He then sent them to prison for 30 days, after which he ordered them to 
be transported to Eleutheropolis. They spent two months there, after which he 
ordered them to be transported to a town whose name the manuscript preserves 
as Theropolis. Then, when they had spent three months there, he ordered them 
to be sent to Jerusalem where 10 of their number were executed after 10 
months. Hence the martyrs were present at Gaza, Eleutheropolis, Theropolis, 
and Jerusalem in that order. The problem concerns the identification of 
Theropolis. There is clearly something wrong with our text here since there is 
no town of that name. Delehaye argues that this name should be restored to 
read Eleutheropolis, and that there is a lacuna in our text here which should 
have recorded the removal of the martyrs from Eleutheropolis before their 
return there once more.6 Alternatively, Guillou prefers a more radical restora
tion of the name to read either Nicopolis or Diospolis, based simply on the 
geography of the region and his reluctance to accept what he regards as an 
unnecessary lacuna.7 Neither has paid due attention to the later Latin recension. 
It records that Ambrus interviewed the 60 on the day following the capture of 
Gaza, sent them to prison for 30 days, then ordered them to be transported to a 
city which it names Eutropolis, a corruption, obviously, of Eleutheropolis. They 
then spent two months there, after which they were sent to Jerusalem. Hence it 
records that the martyrs were present at Gaza, Eleutheropolis, and Jerusalem in 
that order. In so far as it omits a problematic passage whose problematic nature 
its author could hardly have realized, and produces thereby a simpler, more 
convincing account of the travels of the martyrs before they were sent to 
Jerusalem, it is arguable that the later recension best preserves the original 
account of their journey as described in their lost Greek passion. To this extent, 
it seems to be independent of the surviving early Latin recension.

It remains to explain the problem in the early recension. One must turn at 
this point to the earliest surviving evidence for the cult of the 60 martyrs of

5 The identification of Ambrus as Amr b. al-As has been accepted by all commentators noted 
above. The Latin Ambrus is a transliteration of the Greek "Ajippo^ as used, e.g. by Nicephorus 
of Constantinople, Breviarium 23, (ed. C. Mango), (Washington, D.C. 1990) in description of 
Amr b. al-As. This identification is reinforced by the fact that Amr b. al-As owned a large estate 
called Ajlan in the territory of Eleutheropolis. See M. Lecker, “The Estates of Amr b. al-As in 
Palestine: Notes on a New Negev Arabic Inscription”, Bulletin o f the School o f Oriental and 
African Studies, 52 (1989), pp. 24-37.

6 Delehaye, “Passio'\ p. 290, followed by Huxley, “The Sixty”, p. 372.
7 Guillou, “Prise de Gaza”, p. 399, n. 1.
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Gaza as preserved in the martyrology which Ado composed c.853. In a notice 
for 6 November, he records the execution of the first group of 10 martyrs at 
the city of Theopolis.8 While this was actually the name used of Antioch in 
Syria since the 520s, it is clear that it must refer to Jerusalem here. Indeed, 
since the early Latin recension uses the phrase ‘holy city of God’ (ch. 2: sane- 
tam Dei civitatem) to describe the place of execution of the first group of 10 
martyrs, it is clear that the name Theopolis constitutes a transliteration of the 
original Greek phrase ©eou 7i6A,i<; ‘city of God’ in the mistaken understand
ing that it was a real name rather than a periphrastic formula. In turn, this sug
gests that the name Theropolis results from a corrupt reading of the same 
Greek phrase. It is my argument, therefore, that the description of the despatch 
to and stay in Theropolis of the martyrs of Gaza constitutes a doublet of their 
despatch to and stay in Jerusalem. The author of the early Latin recension 
seems to have been deceived by a corrupt reading in his Greek source and his 
own ignorance of Palestinian geography. He then supplied the missing detail 
which this misunderstanding seemed to require, a length of stay in the town of 
Theroplis also, from his own imagination.

My second argument concerns the different chronologies proposed by the 
different recensions. The early recension requires that the martyrs spent 30 
days in Gaza, 2 months in Eleutheropolis, 3 months in Theropolis, and 10 
months in Jerusalem before the first group of 10 martyrs were executed on 11 
November during the 13th indiction. The remainder spent another 30 days in 
jail in Jerusalem before they were returned to Eleutheroplis and executed on 
17 December during the same indiction. Hence the early recension requires a 
minimum period of about 17 months between the fall of Gaza and the execu
tion of the last of the martyrs. To be specific, since the 13th indiction ran from 
1 September 639 until 31 August 640, it seems to date the fall of Gaza to July 
638. In contrast, the late recension requires that the martyrs spent 30 days in 
Gaza, 2 months in Eleutheropolis, and an unspecified amount of time in 
Jerusalem before the execution of the first group of martyrs. The remainder 
then spent another 30 days in jail in Jerusalem before they were returned to 
Eleutheropolis and executed. Hence it allows the capture and execution of the 
martyrs to have occurred over a much shorter timespan, well within a year 
even.

The first point of interest here is the failure of the late recension to record 
the time spent by the martyrs in Jerusalem before the execution of the first 10. 
This contrasts noticeably with its agreement otherwise with the early recension 
concerning the time spent both in Gaza and in Eleutheropolis, as well as the 
time that elapsed between the execution of the first and second groups of the

8 See J. Dubois and G. Renaud (eds.), Le Martyrologe d ’Adon, ses Deux Families, ses Trois 
Recensions: Texte et Commentaire (Paris, 1984), p. 375: In Oriente, civitate Theopoli, sanctorum 
decern martyrum, qui sub Saracenis passi leguntur in gestis sanctorum quadraginta.
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martyrs. This contrast suggests that the reason that its author did not record 
this similar item of information also is that it was not actually present in his 
exemplar. Hence the author could not have been using the surviving early 
Latin recension as his main source. More importantly, the claim by the early 
Latin recension that the martyrs spent 10 months in Jerusalem is inconsistent 
with its other chronological indicators. It claims that the martyrs were captured 
during the 27th regnal year of Heraclius and executed during his 28th regnal 
year, i.e. that their capture and martyrdom took place within two successive 
regnal years. However, since Heraclius’ regnal year began on the 6 October, it 
is impossible to fit the dates and timespans recorded by the early recension 
within two successive regnal years. In contrast, one can fit the dates and times
pans recorded by the later recension within two successive regnal years, even 
though it does not itself preserve sufficient information concerning the regnal 
years so as to allow us immediately to appreciate this.

An important complication presents itself at this point. The early recension 
claims that the last group of martyrs were killed during the 28th regnal year of 
Heraclius and the 13th indiction, but the 13th indiction ran from 1 September 
639 until 31 August 640 while the 28th regnal year ran from 6 October 637 
until 5 October 638, so that the two chronological systems seem to be mis
aligned by about 2 years. One possibility is that this problem has arisen due to 
the corruption of a numeral during the transmission of our text. The point I 
wish to emphasize here is that none of the possible corrections that might be 
made to bring the regnal and indiction years into their correct relationship once 
more will also solve the problem posed by the inconsistency between the 
apparent claims by the early recension both that the sequence of events 
described occurred during two successive regnal years and that they took place 
over a 17 month period terminating in December. No single correction will 
suffice. There are two separate but related problems here. It is my suggestion, 
therefore, that the early Latin recension errs in its claim that the martyrs were 
10 months in Jerusalem before their first group was executed. It is an implau
sibly long period of time anyway, and may well have arisen from some confu
sion concerning the number of martyrs executed at Jerusalem, 10 also. Hence 
the martyrs were probably captured and executed during the same calendar 
year, as the later Latin recension seems to imply, but during two successive 
regnal years, as the early recension states.

It remains to explain why the author of the early Latin recension or, more 
probably, the author of the original Greek passion, failed to synchronize the 
regnal years of Heraclius with the correct indiction years, or vice versa. More 
importantly, which date do we then prefer for our calculations, that suggested 
by the regnal years or that suggested by the indiction year? The answer lies in 
the nature of the text itself. The contents and nature of the surviving Latin 
recensions, particularly the early recension, suggest that the passion was com-
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posed by someone of relatively humble education who was moved to write as 
he did more by his knowledge of these shocking events and a genuine desire 
to preserve the memory of the same rather than by any grander literary aspira
tions. The very anonymity of the text reinforces this impression. The question 
which we must then ask ourselves is how would such a person normally have 
dated the events of his day. Contemporary inscriptions suffice to prove that, at 
this level of society, people thought in terms of the provincial or local era and 
indiction years, but not in regnal years. Hence, however the author of the pas
sion first came to learn of the deaths of these martyrs, he or his immediate 
source had presumably dated these events in the normal manner, in indiction 
years, not regnal years. The regnal years represent a secondary calculation. It 
may have been the author himself of the original Greek passion who first per
formed this calculation, or a subsequent editor or translator, but there can be 
no guarantee that whoever it was must have got it right originally.9 I suggest, 
therefore, that the two groups of martyrs were killed during November and 
December of 639, and that the confusion concerning this date is due to an orig
inal mistaken conversion of indiction years into regnal years rather than to the 
corruption of the numerals describing these regnal years during the transmis
sion of the text.10

My third argument in favour of the derivation of the late Latin recension from 
a lost early Latin translation of a fuller version of the original Greek passion 
rather than from the surviving early Latin translation rests on its preservation of 
a unique description of an event whose occurrence is securely proven by other 
Greek and Syriac sources, even if the details vary. I refer here to its apparent 
description of the destruction of the first mosque on the Temple Mount in 
Jerusalem. According to the late Latin recension, the Saracen commander 
Ambrus summoned a certain Florianus to him, at Eleutheropolis apparently, 
because of his role in persuading the martyrs of Gaza not to apostatize (ch. 5). 
During their subsequent confrontation an earthquake occurred and destroyed a 
building which was evidently a mosque despite the fact that the author of the

9 Incorrect synchronisms occur in the works of even the most experienced and best educated 
of chroniclers. See, e.g., C. Mango and R. Scott, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor: 
Byzantine and Near Eastern History AD284-813, (Oxford, 1997), pp. lxv-lxvii, on the discrepan
cies between indiction year and AM date in Theophanes’ account of the period c.603-659.

10 Delehaye, “Passio”, p. 291, preferred to date the deaths of the martyrs to November and 
December 638. He did so on the basis that the early recension records that the group of 50 mar
tyrs were executed on 17 December, a Thursday (feria V), and it was in 638 that 17 December 
fell on a Thursday. In 639, 17 December fell on a Friday (feria VI). I prefer the indiction year as 
a more secure basis on which to build my calculation because it is stated twice, at two different 
locations in the text, first at the notice concerning the deaths of the 10 martyrs on 11 November 
(ch. 2), then at the notice concerning the deaths of the 50 martyrs (ch. 4), and the first of these 
notices states the indiction in full (indictione tertia decima) rather than using numerals (indictione 
XIII). Since a day of the week is recorded on just one occasion throughout the text, and in numer
als then, it is more likely to have been corrupted during the transmission process than the indic
tion year.
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passion characterizes it as a temple of the gods, full of idols.11 Shortly after this, 
Florianus baptized some Saracens, as a result of which Ambrus had him 
beheaded. Now, while the text does not specify where exactly this mosque had 
been situated, the fact that Ambrus had to send messengers in order to discover 
its condition suggest that it was located away from Eleutheropolis. More impor
tantly, Greek and Syriac sources prove the collapse of the first mosque on the 
Temple Mount at this very period. Writing c.814, the Byzantine chronicler 
Theophanes dates this event to AM 6135, i.e. AD 642/43, and states:

In this year Oumaros started to build the temple at Jerusalem, but the structure 
would not stand and kept falling down. When he enquired after the cause of this, 
the Jews said, “If you do not remove the cross that is above the church on the 
Mount of Olives, the structure will not stand.” On this account the cross was 
removed from there, and thus their building was compacted. For this reason 
Christ’s enemies took down many crosses.12

The Syriac Chronicle of 1234 preserves a similar account also, but dates it 
to AD 643/644:

In this year a violent gale uprooted great trees and toppled many columns of holy 
stylites. At the time of the gale the Arabs were building their temple in Jerusalem; 
the structure was damaged and it began to fall. When they asked why this was 
happening the filthy Jews told them: “Unless you take down that cross on the 
Mount of Olives opposite the temple, you will never succeed in building it.*’ They 
took the cross down and after that the structure was stabilized.” 13

The obvious suggestion is that the late Latin recension of the passion of the 
60 martyrs and the various Greek and Syriac chronicles describe the same col
lapse of the one mosque, that on the Temple Mount.

It is important at this point to realize that, despite some differences of detail, 
the surviving eastern accounts of this event all derive from the same ultimate 
source, a Syriac chronicle composed by a certain Theophilus of Edessa c.750.14

11 This is not a surprising claim since Bishop Germanus of Constantinople (715-30) and John 
of Damascus could still describe the Muslims as idol-worshippers over a century later. See 
D.J. Sahas, “Eighth-Century Byzantine Anti-Islamic Literature”, Byzantinoslavica, 57 (1996), 
pp. 229-238.

12 Trans, from Mango and Scott, The Chronicle, p. 476.
13 Trans, from A. Palmer, The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles, (Translated 

Texts for Historians 15, Liverpool, 1993), p. 167.
14 Sec L.I. Conrad, “The Conquest of Arwad: A Source-Critical Study in the Historiography 

of the Early Medieval Near East”, in A. Cameron and L.I. Conrad, (eels.), The Byzantine and. 
Early Islamic Near East I: Problems in the Literary Source Material, (Studies in Late Antiquity 
and Early Islam 1, Princeton, 1992), pp. 317-401, at pp. 322-48; also, Hoyland, “Seeing Islam”, 
pp. 400-09, and pp. 631-71 where he attempts to reconstruct Theophilus’ text based on its use by 
Theophanes, Dionysius of Tellmahre (as preserved in the chronicle of Michael the Syrian and the 
Chronicle o f1234), and Agapius. Hoyland makes the important point, p. 402, that Theophilus did 
not necessarily date all the events which he records, and their dating by later authors may repre
sent no more than their own guesses based on the order of events and their need to distribute this 
material evenly throughout the relevant sections of their annals.
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It is significant, therefore, that Theophanes saw no connection between the great 
storm which the Chronicle of 1234 dates to the same year as the collapse as the 
mosque and this collapse, as is evident from the fact that he dates it four years 
later (AM 6139). Combined with the ambiguity of the Chronicle of 1234 itself 
in this matter, Theophanes* evidence argues against the belief that their common 
source, Theophilus, must have viewed the great storm as the cause of the col
lapse of the mosque. More importandy, the claim that this storm toppled the 
columns of many stylites suggests that it actually occurred far north of 
Jerusalem, in the region which saw the greatest concentration of stylites, north
ern Syria. Therefore, the eastern sources do not contradict the claim by the pas
sion of the 60 martyrs that it was an earthquake that was responsible for the 
destruction of the mosque.

Unfortunately, there is no other evidence to support the occurrence of an 
earthquake at Jerusalem in or about 639.15 The sceptic may be tempted to sus
pect, therefore, that this earthquake was a pious invention, if not by the author 
of the original Greek passion, then by a subsequent editor or translator.16 The 
fact remains, though, that something caused the collapse of the mosque on the 
Temple Mount, and an earthquake seems as plausible an explanation as any 
other. Two earthquakes are known to have struck Palestine and caused serious 
damage during the first half of the 7th-century, the first of which seems to 
have occurred in September 634, the second in June 659.17 It is possible that 
another earthquake may have struck the region sometime during the interven
ing period and have proved the final straw for a section of the Temple Mount 
that had been weakened by the first earthquake and subjected to new stresses 
by the subsequent building project.

I have now outlined in brief three reasons why the later Latin recension of 
the passion of the 60 martyrs deserves to be considered as a descendant from 
the lost Greek passion of these martyrs by another line rather than as a mere 
derivative of the surviving early Latin recension. It follows, therefore, that any 
extra light which it may seem to throw on events during the early Muslim 
occupation of Palestine deserves to be taken seriously. This brings me to the 
subject of bishop Sophronius of Jerusalem. The early Latin recension of the

15 In general, see E. Guidoboni, Catalogue of Ancient Earthquakes in the Mediterranean Area 
up to the 10th Centuiy (Rome, 1994).

16 See, e.g., “Passio Sancti Christophori Martyr is", Analecta Bollandiana, 1 (1882), pp. 394
405, at p. 404. Although I have argued elsewhere that the passion of St. Christopher has a his
torical basis (“St. Christopher, Bishop Peter of Attalia, and the Cohors Marmaritarum'\ Vigiliae 
Christianae, 48 (1994), pp. 170-86), I do not believe that this element has any basis in fact. The 
passion describes how a great earthquake occurred, the skies opened, and the Lord descended. 
Accompanied by a great choir of the just, He then took his throne and addressed St. Christopher. 
It is the absence of these other elements also that encourages one to believe that the earthquake 
described by the late recension of the passion of the 60 martyrs really did oacur.

17 For the earthquake in 634, see, e.g., Theophanes AM 6124. For that in 659, see, e.g., Theo
phanes AM 6150.
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passion describes his role i;; the events surrounding the execution of the 60 
martyrs at length. It describes how he visited them one night at prison in 
Jerusalem and encouraged them to imitate the 40 martyrs of Sebasteia and 
remain true to the faith (ch. 1). Then, when the first group of 10 martyrs had 
been executed, it was he who buried them and founded a chapel of St. Stephen 
on the spot (ch. 2). In contrast, the late Latin recension of this passion never 
mentions him once. Instead, it ascribes similar actions to a figure by the name 
of Florianus. An angel brought the news of the plight of the 60 martyrs to Flo- 
rianus, who happened to be at Jerusalem at the time, immediately following 
their capture and imprisonment at Gaza (ch. 2). Florianus visited them, in a 
vision apparently, during their imprisonment at Eutropolis, or Eleutheropolis 
as it should be called (ch. 3). Finally, it was Florianus who buried the bodies 
of the second group of martyrs at Eleutheropolis and built a Church of the 
Holy Trinity on the spot (ch. 4). In view of their similar roles in the two recen
sions and the fact that the author of the late Latin recension does not introduce 
any other new characters into his tale unknown to us from the early recension, 
the obvious suggestion is that Florianus is identifiable as Sophronius. The sim
ilarity of their names reinforces this point. The name Florianus seems to pre
serve a corrupt form of the last three syllable of the name Sophronius. It is 
arguable, therefore, that the name Sophronius has been subjected to the same 
sort of corruption as the name of the town Eleutheropolis in the same text. 
Successive Latin copyists and editors have transformed the relatively unknown 
name Sophronius into the more familiar Florianus. Finally, the fact that, on 
one occasion, the author compares the position of Florianus to that of the patri
arch suggests a confused preservation of this identification in his sources.18

The realization that Florianus and Sophronius are identifiable is important 
because it transforms our understanding of the circumstances surrounding the 
death of bishop Sophronius and provides a brief glimpse into a poorly docu
mented phase in the history of the patriarchate of Jerusalem.19 When the late 
recension of the passion of the 60 martyrs of Gaza describes how Ambrus had 
Florianus executed because of his baptism of his guards in the aftermath of the 
destruction of a mosque, it actually describes how Amr b. al-As had Sophro
nius executed in the aftermath of the collapse of the mosque on the Temple 
Mount. The construction of this mosque can only have angered the Christian 
community. Theophanes preserves an account of its initial construction, and

18 BHL 3053b, ch.6: Ambrus autem audiens quod beatus Florianus eorum dux erat et quasi 
quidam patriarcha,....

19 See A. Linder, “Christian Communities in Jerusalem”, in J. Prawer and H. Ben-Shammai, 
The History of Jerusalem: The Early Muslim Period 638-1099 (Jerusalem, 1996), pp. 121-62, at 
pp. 126-9; also M. Levy-Rubin, “The Role of the Judaean Desert Monasteries in the Monothe- 
lite Controversy in Seventh-Century Palestine,” in J. Patrich (ed.), The Sabaite Heritage in the 
Orthodox Church from the Fifth Century to the Present (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 98, 
Louvain, 2001), pp. 283-300.
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bishop Sophronius’ reaction to the same, which surely preserves the spirit of 
the occasion if nothing else :

In this year Oumaros invaded Palestine and, after investing the Holy City for two 
years, took it by capitulation; for Sophronios, the bishop of Jerusalem, received a 
promise of immunity for the whole of Palestine. Oumaros entered the Holy City 
dressed in filthy garments of camel-hair and, showing a devilish pretence, sought 
the Temple of the Jews -  the one built by Solomon -  that he might make it a place 
of worship for his own blasphemous religion. Seeing this, Sophronios said, “Ver
ily, this is the abomination of desolation standing in a holy place, as has been 
spoken through the prophet Daniel.” And with many tears the defender of piety 
bewailed the Christian people.20

The sudden destruction of the mosque on the Temple Mount, before it was 
finished even, could not have occurred at a worst time or in a worst way. Even 
those who had no great knowledge of Christian theology or church history must 
have been tempted to see this as a sign of God’s rejection of the Muslim 
invaders of Palestine and their new faith. The better educated could hardly have 
failed to draw a parallel with events in 363. The pagan emperor Julian the 
Apostate had supported an attempt to rebuild the Temple of Solomon on the 
Temple Mount, but an earthquake had caused a temporary abandonment of this 
project, in late May 363 apparently, only days after it had started.21 Worse still, 
Julian was himself assassinated only about a month later, on 26 June 363. It is 
arguable, therefore, that the collapse of the mosque would have dramatically 
increased religious tensions in Palestine. Christians would have been encour
aged to defy the Muslim authorities in the expectation that God was about to 
liberate them from their rule in the way that he had once liberated their ances
tors from Julian’s rule, while recent converts to Islam would have encouraged 
to return to their original faith more. On the other hand, the Muslim authorities 
may also have been tempted to view this accident as a sign from God, in par
ticular, as a criticism of their relative tolerance of other faiths in the city, as they 
would have seen it. The fact that Theophanes and other sources report that the 
Muslim authorities ordered the removal of a cross from a church on the Mount 
on Olives in response to the collapse supports this view.

It is arguable, therefore, that when news of the collapse of the mosque on 
the Temple Mount reached Sophronius in Eleutheropolis, where he was 
already in custody and under investigation for having prevented the conversion 
of the 60 martyrs of Gaza to Islam, he was then tempted to an even more open 
defiance of the Muslim authorities. He agreed to baptize, or perhaps rebaptize, 
a number of his guards who were equally excited by the same news and had

20 Theophanes AM 6127. Trans, from Mango and Scott, The Chronicle, p. 471.
21 See, e.g, Greg. Naz. Contr. Jul. 2.4; Socrates, HE 3.20. On the vexed question of Julian’s 

motivation, see J.W. Drijvers, “Ammianus Marcellinus 23.1.2-3: The Rebuilding of the Temple 
in Jerusalem”, in J. den Boeft et al. (eds.), Cognitio Gestorum: The Historiographic Art of 
Ammianus Marcellinus (Amsterdam, 1992), pp. 19-26. On the archaeological evidence for the 
earthquake, see K.W. Russell, “The Earthquake of May 19, AD 363, Bulletin o f the American 
School of Oriental Research, 238 (1980), pp. 47-64.
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decided to convert, or re-convert, to Christianity. One may doubt whether Amr 
b. al-As could have ignored this even in the best of tim^i, but at that particu
lar point of time, he may have felt that he had no choice but to act swiftly and 
decisively. Hence his execution of Sophronius.

One obvious question raises itself at this point: why do no other sources, 
more importantly, no other eastern sources, preserve any knowledge that 
Sophronius suffered martyrdom under the Muslim authorities?22 There can be 
no simple answer to this question. The answer lies partly in the relative dearth 
of sources for the 7th century, particularly the lack of a detailed contemporary 
narrative account. It also lies in the disruption caused by war and disease. The 
almost continuous state of war that existed between the Byzantine and Arab 
empires meant that news no longer travelled as far and as fast as it had once 
done, nor could it be confirmed as easily as it once had. As for disease, a great 
plague seems to have broken out in Palestine in 639, centred at Emmaus, and 
this may have removed many key witnesses who might have spread the news 
of this event otherwise.23 Nor should one forget the continuing, often bitter, 
religious divides within Christianity itself. Neither the Monophysites, who 
constituted the majority of Christians within the Arab empire, nor the 
Monothelites, who dominated the hierarchy within the eastern Byzantine 
empire until the Council of Constantinople in 681, would have been inclined 
to recognize the combative Chalcedonian Sophronius as a genuine martyr, his 
being a heretic from their points of view.24 Indeed, it is important to clarify at 
this point that surviving sources preserve remarkably little at all about Sophro
nius, and nothing that excludes the possibility that he ended his life as a mar
tyr exactly as reconstructed here. No-one has left us a life of Sophronius.

The chronicler Theophanes notes the death of Sophronius in the same notice 
for AM 6127, i.e. AD 634/35, where he records the entrance of the caliph 
Umar into Jerusalem and his desire to construct a mosque on the Temple 
Mount, and gives the impression that he died immediately afterwards.

While Oumaros was there, the patriarch begged him to receive from him a ker
chief and a garment to put on, but he would not suffer to wear them. At length, he

22 The only possible hint that I have been able to discover that some account of the martyr
dom of Sophronius may have survived in the East also occurs in the calendar preserved by the 
14th-century encyclopaedist Abou’l-Barakat. See E. Tisserant, (ed.), “Le Calendrier d’Aboul 
Barakat: Texte Arabe £dit£ et Traduit” , Patrologia Orientalis, 10, pp. 247-286. This commem
orates an otherwise unknown martyr by the name of Sophronius on 27 Toubah (=22 January), but 
his name may be corrupt.

23 In general, see L.I. Conrad, “Arabic Plague Chronologies and Treatises: Social and His
torical Factors in the Formation of a Literary Genre”, Studia Islamic a, 54 (1981), pp. 51-93. This 
plague killed many Muslim notables including the supreme commander of the army, Abu 
Ubayda. The fact that the earthquake which destroyed the mosque on the Temple Mount occurred 
during this devastating plague must have added weight to the opinion of those who interpreted it 
as a sign of divine disfavour towards the Muslims.

24 Levy-Rubin, “The Role of the Judaean Desert Monasteries,” argues that the majority of the 
population and clergy within Palestine itself were Monothelite also, while the Diothelite faction 
was led mainly by monks from the Judaean desert
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persuaded him to put them on until his clothes were washed, and then he returned 
them to Sophronios and put on his own. Thereupon Sophronios died after adorn
ing the Church of Jerusalem by word and deed and struggling against the 
Monothelete heresy of Heracleios and his companions Sergius and Pyrros.25

Unfortunately, the contradictory nature of our sources means that the exact 
date of the surrender of Jerusalem to the Arabs is disputed.26 Furthermore, 
there is a danger of circular argument here because some commentators have 
attempted to use late evidence for the duration of Sophronius’ tenure of the 
post of bishop of Jerusalem as a means to date this event, as if this information 
was itself secure. On the whole, if one can trust Theophanes’ claim in the same 
notice that the city was besieged for two years before it fell, it seems probable 
that it surrendered sometime during 638. Then, if one assumes that the com
memoration of Sophronius as a saint on the 11 March in the Greek synaxarion 
of the church of Constantinople preserves the date of his death,27 it seems a not 
unreasonable conclusion that he actually died on 11 March 639. So the current 
consensus runs.28 The problem here is that neither Theophanes nor the notice 
in the Greek synaxarion reveal any genuine knowledge whatsoever of the cir
cumstances surrounding the death of Sophronius. Neither notes exactly where 
and how he died. The synaxarion in particular reveals only a superficial 
knowledge of his life that was presumably gained from his surviving works. 
More importantly, it seems to have been composed only during the 10th cen
tury.29 It is not clear what authority, if any, it has for commemorating Sophro
nius’ memory on 11 March in particular, the same day on which it also com
memorates the memory of an early predecessor, bishop Cyril of Jerusalem 
(348-82). It would not be safe, therefore, either to use this date in an attempt 
to evaluate the present reconstruction, or to combine the two and conclude that 
Sophronius was executed on 11 March 640.

It is appropriate at this point to comment on various other differences 
between the two recensions of the passion of the 60 martyrs of Gaza, not least 
to explain how some of the least convincing elements in the late recension 
may have their origin in misunderstandings concerning real events which the 
early recension has omitted altogether. I refer here to the fact that the late 
recension claims that an angel appeared to the 60 martyrs during their initial 
imprisonment at or near Gaza, and that it then visited Florianus in Jerusalem. 
One suspects that the reference to an angel here is due to a transliteration of 
the Greek term ayyeXoq meaning simply ‘messenger’, and that this passage

25 Trans, from Mango and Scott, The Chronicle, pp. 471-72.
26 See M. Gil, A History o f Palestine 634-1099 (Cambridge, 1992), p. 51.
27 See H. Delehaye (ed.), Propylaeum ad Acta Sanctorum Novenbris: Synaxarium Ecclesiae 

Constantinopolitanae e Codice Sirmondiano Nunc Berolinensi Adiectis Synaxariis Selectis 
(Brussels, 1902), cols. 527-28. .

28 See, e.g., C. von Schonbum, Sophrone de Jerusalem: Vie Monastique et Confession Dog- 
matique, (Th6ologie Historique 20, Paris, 1972), p. 97, n. 136.

29 Delehaye, Synaxarium, pp. LIII-LVU.
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preserves a poor memory of a messenger whom the martyrs had sent from 
Gaza to Sophronius in Jerusalem in order to alert him to their plight and plead 
for his intercession. This brings us to the vision of Florianus which the martyrs 
allegedly experienced sometime during their two-month imprisonment in 
Eleutheropolis. This seems to preserve a memory of a visit paid by Sophronius 
to the court of Amr b. al-As, and to the martyrs imprisoned there, in response 
to messenger whom had been sent to him. Part of the reason why this incident 
was reinterpreted as a vision on the part of the martyrs may lie in its timing. 
The early recension claims that when Sophronius visited the martyrs during 
their imprisonment at Jerusalem, he did so at night. If he visited the martyrs at 
night also during their earlier imprisonment at Eleutheropolis, then it is easy to 
understand how an original account of a visitation by night may have been 
misinterpreted subsequently as a vision. The next question concerns the num
ber of visits paid by Sophronius to the martyrs. Since the two recensions seem 
to record only one such visit, one may wonder whether they both record the 
same visit, but that one of them has changed its place within the narrative, for 
whatever reason. While this is possible, it is also possible that the original 
Greek passion had described two visits by Sophronius to the martyrs and that 
the surviving Latin recensions both preserve only abbreviated accounts of its 
fuller narrative, although rather different abbreviations. Finally, some com
ment is necessary also concerning the nearest thing to a contradiction between 
the two sources, the claim by the earlier recension that it was some holy men 
who ransomed the bodies of the second group of 50 martyrs and built a Church 
of the Holy Trinity over their grave in Eleutheropolis, and the claim by the 
later recension that it was Florianus, i.e. Sophronius, who buried the bodies 
and caused the church to be built. The answer to this apparent contradiction is 
that Sophronius was one of the holy men noted by the early recension in this 
matter, probably the most important of them also, but that the author of the 
early recension has omitted the passage or phrase which recorded their full 
names or titles due to his severe abbreviation of his source once more.

If it is clear why Sophronius was put to death, the same cannot be said of 
the 60 martyrs themselves. Attention has been drawn to the fact that the mar
tyrdom of the 60 soldiers from Gaza does not fit the pattern followed by the 
other known martyrs during the Umayyad and early Abbasid periods.30 Other 
martyrs were condemned for “blasphemy” against Islam, but there is not the 
slightest indication in either of the surviving recensions of the passion of the 
60 martyrs that they did or said anything against the religion of their enemies 
and captors. This contrast is important. It cannot credibly be claimed that the 
authors of either surviving recension deliberately omitted such material in 
order to portray the martyrs in a better light, to highlight their total innocence,

30 Schick, The Christian Communities, p. 177.
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for the simple reason that they would have regarded such behaviour as a cause 
for pride rather than for shame, as would have most Christians up to the pre
sent. Indeed, the fact that both of these independent recensions omit such 
material reinforces the point that such material was not present in their ulti
mate Greek source to start with. Curiously, at least two recent commentators 
seem determined to prove that the martyrs must somehow have been to blame 
for their own deaths, that they cannot possibly have been executed simply for 
refusing to convert to Islam.31 Both draw attention to a tale preserved by Euty- 
chius that the commander of the garrison in Gaza refused to surrender to Amr 
b. al-As and then plotted to kill him during a parley, apparently during the 
early raids into southern Palestine in 634.32 The assumption is that when Amr 
b. al-As had the soldiers from Gaza executed in 639, that he did so in order to 
revenge himself upon them for their actions against him previously. This rests 
on several other large assumptions in turn. The first of these is that Amr found 
the same men, officers in particular, at Gaza in 639 that he had met their ear
lier in 634, despite the fact that Eutychius’ anecdote implies the presence of a 
much larger force at Gaza c.634 than the mere 60 soldiers or thereabouts pre
sent there in 639, a counter-offensive rather than a strictly defensive force. The 
second is that it was Amr who had the final decision concerning the fates of 
these soldiers. However, the fact that he decided to send them to Ammiras in 
Jerusalem (see next) and that it was Ammiras who executed the first group of 
these martyrs, not Amr himself, suggests otherwise. In brief, Eutychius’ tale 
concerning the parley at Gaza in 634 has no relevance to events in 639. The 
real and neglected difference between the martyrs of Gaza and other martyrs 
under the Umayyads was that the former had been soldiers captured during 
war, and the sad reality is that we know next to nothing about how the early 
Muslim commanders really treated their prisoners-of-war.

A final point remains. Both recensions refer to two Arab officials, Ambrus, 
who seems identifiable with Amr b. al-As, and a second official who is 
referred to only by the term ammiras. This may translate either the Arabic 
name Amir or the term ‘emir*, meaning simply ‘commander’, being a translit
eration of the Greek term dfiripaq. Guillou interprets this term to mean ‘emir’, 
and identifies this emir with the caliph himself, Umar I.33 One problem with 
this interpretation is that both recensions are agreed that Ambrus gave orders 
to the ‘emir’ in Jerusalem, but no-one would have been in a position to give 
orders to Umar. Another is that Umar himself spent very little time in 
Jerusalem. More importantly, especially if one accepts the dates proposed 
here, several sources report that Umar had already left Palestine before the

31 Kaegi, The Early Islamic Conquests, p. 96; Schick, The Christian Communities, p. 172.
32 Eutychius, Ann. 276.
33 Guillou, “Prise de Gaza”, p. 399, n. 2. Hoyland, “Seeing Islam”, p. 349, argues similarly, 

but does not speculate as to who this ‘emir’ actually was.
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outbreak of the plague of Emmaus in 639. It is noteworthy also that of the 
sources who report the Muslim order to remove the cross from the church on 
the Mount of Olives following the collapse of the mosque on the Temple 
Mount, it is Theophanes alone who names Umar as responsible for this order, 
thereby giving the impression that the caliph was at Jerusalem still. This sug
gests that this was simply an assumption on Theophanes* own part. Finally, it 
seems preferable to assume some consistency on the part of the author of the 
original Greek passion, and that if he referred to Ambrus by his real name 
alone rather than by some official title, then he probably did likewise in the 
case of the only other senior Arab figure whom he mentions, Ammiras.

Unfortunately, Guillou argued as he did in the false assumption that the title 
of ‘emir’ could only be used of the caliph himself, whereas it could in fact be 
used of any of his subordinate commanders also.34 However, his identification 
does raise an important question which neither of the surviving Latin recen
sions of this passion answers: why exactly did Amr b. al-As send his captives 
to Ammiras in Jerusalem? The obvious inference, made by Guillou, is that 
despite all the indications to the contrary, Ammiras must have been senior to 
Amr b. al-As who sent the captives to him for this reason. This does not mean, 
however, that Ammiras must be identifiable with the caliph himself. Khalid b. 
al-Walid had served as the supreme commander of the Arab armies invading 
Byzantine territory from 634 until after the battle of Yarmuk in 636 when he 
was replaced by Abu Ubayda.35 Abu Ubayda had then continued in this posi
tion until he died during the so-called plague of Emmaus in 639. The key point 
as far as we are here concerned is that Abu Ubayda was also known as Amir 
b. Abdallah b. al-Jarrah. It is my suggestion, therefore, that our Ammiras is 
identifiable as Amir b. Abdallah b. al-Jarrah, i.e. Abu Ubayda. Furthermore, it 
is arguable that the reason that Amr b. al-As sent the martyrs of Gaza to Abu 
Ubayda in Jerusalem, rather than dare to begin their execution himself, but 
then dared to execute a far more senior figure, the bishop of Jerusalem, with
out following the same procedure, is that Abu Ubayda had died and left his 
post vacant in the meantime. Hence the execution of the 10 martyrs of Gaza at 
Jerusalem on either 6 November or 11 November 639 provides a firm termi
nus postquam for the death of Abu Ubayda, while the fact that Amr b. al-As 
dared to execute Sophronius without recourse to his supreme commander rein
forces the present dating of the deaths of these martyrs in so far as it suggests 
that this post was actually vacant at the time.

In conclusion, the late Latin recension of the passion of the 60 martyrs of 
Gaza (BHL 3053b) preserves a better account, in many respects, of the lost

34 See the article by A.A. Duri in El 2, pp. 438-39.
35 See K. Athamina, “The Appointment and Dismissal of Khalid b. al-Waiid from the 

Supreme Command: A Study of the Political Strategy of the Early Muslim Caliphs in Syria” , 
Arabica, 41 (1994), pp. 253-272.
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Greek passion of these martyrs than does the surviving early recension (BHL 
5672m). Gaza seems to have fallen to the Arabs in early 639, so that Abu 
Ubayda had the first group of 10 martyrs executed at Jerusalem in November 
639 and Amr b. al-As executed the second group of 50 at Eleutheropolis in 
December 639. Bishop Sophronius of Jerusalem had intervened on the part of 
these martyrs from an early stage with the result that he was already present at 
Eleutheropolis when an earthquake destroyed the mosque on the Temple 
Mount in Jerusalem in early 640. Amr b. al-As then had him executed for his 
baptism of some Muslim converts to Christianity during the period of height
ened religious tension that followed immediately upon this destruction.

APPENDIX A
THE EARLY RECENSION OF THE PASSION OF THE 60 MARTYRS 

OF GAZA tBHL 5672m)

Here begins the passion of the 60 martyrs who suffered under the Saracens 
on 17 December.

1. The martyrdom of the 60 soldiers of Christ who were captured by the 
wicked Saracens in the Christ-loving city of Gaza during the reign of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ, in the 27th year of the God-crowned emperor Heraclius. It hap
pened at that time concerning the godless Saracens that they were besieging 
the Christ-loving city of Gaza. Forced by need, the city sought an agreement, 
and this was done. They gave their word to the Saracens, apart from the sol
diers who were captured in the same city. Entering the city and capturing the 
most Christian soldiers, [the Saracens] sent them to prison. On the following 
day, Ambrus ordered the holy soldiers of Christ to be brought forward. He 
tried to force those brought before him to desert their confession of Christ and 
the precious and life-giving cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ. However, when 
they did not submit, Ambrus ordered them to be separated from their wives, 
sons and weapons, and to be sent to prison again. When they had passed 30 
days in prison, he ordered them to be brought in irons again to the city which 
is called Eleutheropolis and to be sent to jail there again for two months. Giv
ing orders to the Saracens again, he sent them to Theropolis in irons. And 
when they had passed three months there again, wicked Ambrus took thought, 
gave orders to the Saracens, removed them from prison and ordered them to be 
sent to prison in the Holy City. When he learned this, the most holy patriarch 
Sophronius visited them by night and urged and begged them not to desert 
their confession of Christ who suffered for us, and that not one of them should 
be separated from faith in Our Lord Jesus Christ. The chief of the holy martyrs 
of Christ, Callinicus by name, did likewise, daily urging and begging them to
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imitate the 40 holy martyrs. However, the Devil again inspired godless 
Ambrus and after 10 months he wrote concerning the holy mart- rs to Ammi
ras, who was the leader in the holy city, telling him to go to the holy martyrs 
in prison and to tell them to deny their faith; and that if they agreed to deny 
Christ, to remove the irons from them and to send them on with great honour; 
and that if they refused to submit, to behead their chief, together with nine oth
ers, in front of them, so that, seeing this, the rest would, perhaps, be led by fear 
and deny their faith.

2. When he had heard this, the most holy patriarch Sophronius did not rest 
that night, but implored each one with tears, and reminded them of their faith 
in Christ. It happened, therefore, that when Ammiras came to them, released 
them from prison, and read to them what Ambrus had written, the holy mar
tyrs of Christ did not submit to his commands, but all confessed together the 
faith of Our Lord Christ. Then, angered, Ammiras cast the saints outside the 
city, before its gates, and ordered their chief to be beheaded, together with nine 
other martyrs. The most holy patriarch Sophronius took them up and buried 
them in the one place where he also founded a church of St. Stephen, the first 
martyr. These are the names of the saints who suffered in the holy city of God: 
from the unit of the Scythae - Callidicus, Imerius, Illustrius, Theodore, 
Stephen; from the unit of the Voluntarii -  Peter, Paul, Theodore, John, and 
another John. These martyrs of Christ died on 11 November during the 13th 
indiction.

3. The other saints were returned to prison. Ammiras wrote to Ambrus, say
ing, “I have acted in accordance with your command, and when those soldiers 
did not submit, I imposed the death-penalty upon them, but locked the others 
in prison. Write back to me what course of action seems best to you.” After 30 
days, however, the devil planted evil in the heart of Ambrus again, and he 
ordered Ammiras to send the other saints in irons to him, and the martyrs of 
Christ stood together before Ambrus. Ambrus ordered their wives and sons to 
be brought before them. When these had been brought forward, Ambrus said 
to the holy martyrs of Christ, “How stiff-necked you are in your refusal to 
submit to us concerning our rites! If you submit to us, behold, you will have 
your wives and sons, and will be like us, and will be honoured just like one of 
us; but if you do not, you too will suffer what your fellow-soldiers have suf
fered.” Then the holy martyrs responded together to Ambrus, saying, “No-one 
can separate us from the love of Christ, neither wives, nor sons, nor all the 
wealth of this world, but we are servants of Christ, the Son of the living God, 
and we are prepared to die for Him who died and rose for us.” When the most 
cruel Ambrus heard this, he was filled with anger, his face changed, and he 
ordered the holy martyrs of Christ to be surrounded by a crowd of Saracens,
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and in this way he wickedly killed them on account of their faith in Christ. 
When they had died in this way, some Christ-loving men came and bought 
their bodies, paying 3,000 solidi for them. And they buried the martyrs of 
Christ with great honour, laying them to rest in Eleutheropolis and building 
there a church in which the Holy, Life-giving and Consubstantial Trinity is 
adored.

4. These are the names of the saints who died for their faith in Christ: from 
the unit of the Scythae -  John, Paul, and another John, Paul, Photinus, Zitas, 
Eugenius, Musilius, John, Stephen, Theodore, John the father and the son 
Theodore, George, Theopentus, George, Sergius, George, Theodore, Quiria- 
cus, John, Zitas and John, Philoxenus, George, John, George; from the unit of 
the Voluntarii -  Theodore, Epiphanius, John, Theodore, Sergius, George, 
Thomas, Stephen, Conon, Theodore, Paul, John, George, John and John, Pauli- 
nus, Galumas, Habramius, Mermicius, and Marinus. These martyrs of Christ 
died on 17 December, on the 5th day of the week, at the 6th hour, during the 
13th indiction, in the 28th year of the emperor Heraclius, during the reign of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ who lives and reigns with the Father and the Holy Spirit 
forever and ever. Amen.

APPENDIX B
THE LATE RECENSION OF THE PASSION OF THE 60 MARTYRS 

OF GAZA (BHL 3053b)

This is the story of St. Fiorian and his companions which has been discov
ered in most ancient and trustworthy writings.

1. For the praise of Almighty God! As has been discovered in ancient 
codices, these 60 glorious martyrs suffered and died for the name of Christ 
with great steadfastness, as follows. For when they were most valiant soldiers, 
they steadfastly confessed Christ among the Saracens, swearing to defend the 
Christian faith everywhere and that they were not at all afraid to die for Christ 
and their faith in Him. For this reason, after they had defended by means of 
their advice and arms many Christian towns and cities besieged by the wicked 
Saracens, the Saracens pursued them with clear hatred, so that they swore that 
if anyone captured them, he would receive great honours and wealth, and that 
they would order them either to deny the faith of Christ or to die a most cruel 
death. When these soldiers of Christ had learned all this, they were not scared, 
but became braver, fortifying themselves in the strength of Christ by means of 
the powerful sign of the cross. All 60 soldiers of Christ went armed with a 
brave heart to the faithful and Christ-loving city which was called Gaza, since
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it was being besieged by the most wicked Saracens, in order to defend all the 
Christian faithful who were present there. This happened during the reign of 
Our Lord, in the 27th year of the God-crowned emperor Heraclius. When the 
Saracens learned this, that these soldiers of Christ were definitely present in 
the aforementioned city, they gathered a much stronger army so that they 
would not be able to agree a treaty and leave; and since the martyrs of Christ 
fought day and night, they continuously slew many of these Saracens. Never
theless, the city itself, which had been besieged for a long time, was forced by 
need, since they did not have anything to eat, to agree a treaty with the Sara
cens, although unwillingly, lest the city should be destroyed and the citizens 
slain. Accordingly, when the city, together with all the soldiers of Christ, had 
been captured, the Saracens sent all the soldiers of Christ to prison in irons; 
they continuously entrusted themselves to God, praying that they would be 
brave in faith and in the love of Christ and that God would deign to send His 
grace to them from heaven.

2. An angel appeared to them in a great light, and comforted them and 
warned them not to be swayed from their love of or faith in Christ by the threats 
or tortures of Ambrus because Christ had prepared unfading crowns for them 
on account of these struggles. Then, comforted, they asked the angel to tell 
blessed Florian what their situation was, because he was their leader, in order 
that they might be able to see him before they died, in the hope that they would 
be able more bravely to withstand tortures for the name of Christ on account of 
his saving encouragement. When the angel had done all this, blessed Florian 
said to the angel, “And can I not also become a soldier of Christ at all? Since I 
am prepared to do and suffer everything on His behalf.” The angel said to him, 
“The greater struggle is due to be led by you, so to speak, in order that you may 
afterwards receive the reward of your triumph and a more glorious crown; 
these go before you, but you will follow them.” The angel left, and blessed Flo
rian, who was then situated in Jerusalem, kneeled and besought Christ with 
tears to grant wisdom and such great grace to him that those soldiers would 
courageously confess Christ as the only-begotten Son of God and redeemer of 
the human race and, withstanding the tortures of the Saracens for the name of 
Christ, would gain eternal blessedness in the end by their dying. When he had 
finished his prayer, 60 young martyrs appeared to him, most resplendent in 
their golden crowns and adorned with precious stones; one of them, who was 
in charge of the others, cried out in a most sweet voice, “Most blessed Florian, 
you deserve to be our leader and we have been crowned with these crowns by 
Our Lord Jesus Christ on account of your merits.” When he had heard and seen 
this, the holy man immediately understood what God wished to fulfil through 
him. And, immediately fired with a love of God, he then decided to do what
ever he could for the honour of Christ.
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3. On the following day Ambrus ordered the soldiers of Christ to be brought 
to him; and he promised them both honours and great wealth if they would 
deny Christ and not worship His cross any longer. However, they refused to do 
this, and paying no attention to either the wealth or the honours, they praised 
Christ more and more and confessed that he was the True God. Ambrus then 
ordered them to be thrust, in irons, into a harsher prison for 30 days in order 
to see if they would cease from their resolution; when these days had passed, 
since they were still most firm in their faith in Christ, he ordered them to be 
taken to the city of Eutropolis and to be thrown into a most foul prison for two 
months. There was darkness, filth, creatures most foul and horrible things in 
this prison. They thought that, being unable to endure these things, they would 
die there in a short time; nevertheless, they prayed to God that they might 
merit seeing blessed Florian before they died. Blessed Florian immediately 
appeared to them as a most valiant and most splendid soldier, and said to them, 
“Do not be afraid; I am the Florian whom you so greatly desired to see; Our 
Lord Jesus Christ has sent me to you in order to show you what you will be 
like after this struggle if you endure all the tortures patiently and willingly for 
Him, and with what crowns you will be crowned in heaven where you will 
reign forever together with Our King Jesus Christ.” And then the 60 youths 
similar to those whom blessed Florian had seen previously, immediately 
appeared to them there, and they, having been strenghthened in Christ, said, 
“We are prepared to suffer all things and to die even for Christ.”

4. Accordingly, when the two months had passed, most wicked Ambrus, 
inspired by the Devil, ordered these holy soldiers to be led bound to the holy 
city of Jerusalem, and he wrote to Ammiras in these words, that he was to 
examine these soldiers, and that if they denied Christ, he was to free them; but 
that if they refused to do this, he was first to behead, in the most cruel fashion, 
the chief of them, Climacus by name, and nine others, in the presence of the 
rest. However, since they all confessed Christ firmly and said that they did not 
fear all his tortures, and since they had Christ as their helper, they were imme
diately killed. The rest of the soldiers were locked in a most harsh prison until 
Ambrus gave another command concerning them. After 30 days Ambrus 
wrote to Ammiras that he was to send them in irons to him. When they were 
present, he said to them, “How stiff-necked you are in your refusal to submit 
to me! However, if you carry out my command, you will be great lords in my 
kingdom; but if you refuse to submit to it, you will suffer most cruelly.” Then 
they all cried out together, “Definitely, no-one will be able to separate us from 
our love of and faith in Christ, neither our wives, our sons, nor the contempt 
of this world; but we are servants of Christ, sons of God, and are ready to live 
and die for love of Him because He died and rose for us.” When they had said 
these things and Ambrus had heard them with fury, they were led outside the
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city and most cruelly killed by means of various tortures. And there immedi
ately appeared in the sky as many doves as those that had died. And preceding 
them, a single angel ascended heavenwards with them. Then blessed Florian 
caused their bodies to be buried in the city of Eutropolis where a church was 
built in honour of the most holy Trinity.

5. Ambrus, hearing that blessed Florian was their leader and like their patri
arch, one might say, and that they had stood firm in their faith in Christ as a 
result of his encouragement, and that he had also caused their bodies to be 
given an honourable burial, summoned him and asked whether he was willing 
to deny Christ and worship his gods. Blessed Florian said to him, “I am 
amazed that you think that you are wise and do not know how much I love 
Christ My Lord and do not perceive the foolishness and deceit of your idols.” 
When Ambrus heard this and took it badly, he ordered him to be shot with 
javelins and arrows and killed. Blessed Florian, with his hands lifted to 
heaven, prayed to Christ with tears, and his prayer was so effective that the 
servants were unable to see him, although he was in the middle of them, and 
were unable to touch him with a single blow; but they raged one against the 
other, each believing the other to be Florian, and in this way 200 were killed 
among them. Seeing all this, Ambrus attributed it not to divine justice but to 
magical skill; on the contrary, he ordered him to be brought to the temple of 
the gods in order to see their power and strength. Blessed Florian then said to 
him, when he had finished his devout prayer to Christ, “O Ambrus, do you not 
hear the great shaking of the earth and the voices of those shouting?” As he 
listened to this, Ambrus heard the great ruin of the temple and terrible voices 
crying in the air and, when he had sent messengers, he afterwards learned that 
the whole temple had collapsed and that the idols had been reduced to dust. 
Since Ambrus did not know what to do after this, he ordered him to be bound 
most tightly and to be thrown into the most horrible prison; when he had been 
set there, a great light immediately appeared to him, and a most sweet smell as 
if many flowers of various types and colours had been scattered there. When 
those who had brought him there saw this, they fell at his feet, and, asking for 
forgiveness, sought to be baptized by him. When Ambrus heard this, he 
ordered them to be beheaded.

6. Blessed Florian strengthened them, and in this way all those blessed in 
Christ were killed. On the following day, Ambrus ordered blessed Florian to 
be beheaded after he had been led, naked and cruelly bound, throughout the 
whole city on a single cart, where some might mock him and others beat him 
with sticks and knotty clubs, and for his body to be thrown to the dogs. On the 
same night, an angel appeared to him, and revealed to him the decision of his 
death and suffering, strengthening him to endure everything bravely and will-
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ingly for the name of Christ, because glory without compare had been pre
pared for him by God on account of his suffering and shame. And in this way 
he revealed to him how all the other soldiers had been glorified in heaven, and 
even those 20 servants whom he himself had baptized were revealed to him in 
their great brilliance. When this vision had finished and he was totally 
strengthened in Christ, he wished for the hour of his passion to come. When he 
had arrived at the place of his passion, blessed Florian kneeled, and, raising his 
hands and eyes to heaven, he praised Christ that He had made him worthy of 
such a death for love of Him. He saw Christ with a very great army of his 
saints, and heard a voice saying, “Come, Florian, come, because today you 
will gather the most abundant fruit of your flowers and receive the glorious 
crown of the eternal kingdom as the reward of your passion.” For the praise of 
Almighty God! Amen.
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