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PREFACE

In the English-speaking world, the Cambridge histories have since the
beginning of the century set the pattern for multi-volume works of
history, with chapters written by experts on a particular topic, and
unified by the guiding hand of volume editors of senior standing.
The Cambridge Modern History, planned by Lord Acton, appeared in
sixteen volumes between 1902 and 1912. It was followed by Thke
Canibridge Ancient History, The Cambridge Medieval History, The Cambridge
History of English Literature, and Cambridge Histories of India, of
Poland, and of the British Empire. The original Modern History has now
been replaced by The New Cambridge Modern History in twelve volumes,
and The Cambridge Economic History of Europe is now being completed.
Other Cambridge Histories recently completed include a history of
Islam and of the Bible treated as a central document of and influence
on Western civilization; Histories in progress include a history of
Arabic Literature, China, Inner Asia, Iran and Judaism.

It was during the later 1950s that the Syndics of the Cambridge
University Press first began to explore the possibility of embarking on
a Cambridge History of Africa. But they were then advised that the
time was not yet ripe. The serious appraisal of the past of Africa by
historians and archaeologists had hardly been undertaken before 1948,
the year when universities first began to appear in increasing numbers
in the vast reach of the African continent south of the Sahara and north
of the Limpopo, and the time too when universities outside Africa
first began to take some notice of its history. It was impressed upon the
Syndics that the most urgent need of such a young, but also very
rapidly advancing, branch of historical studies, was a journal of inter-
national standing through which the results of ongoing research might
be disseminated. In 1960, therefore, the Cambridge University Press
launched The Journal of African History, which gradually demonstrated
the amount of work being undertaken to establish the past of Africa
as an integrated whole rather than - as it had usually been viewed
before —as the story of a seties of incursions into the continent by
peoples coming from outside, from the Mediterranean basin, the Near

Xi
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PREFACE

East or western Europe. This movement will of course continue and
develop further, but the increasing facilities available for its publi-
cation soon began to demonstrate a need to assess both what had been
done, and what still needed to be done, in the light of some general
historical perspective for the continent.

The Syndics therefore returned to their original charge, and in 1966
the founding editors of The Journal of African History accepted a com-
mission to become the general editors of a Cambridge History of Africa.
They found it a daunting task to draw up a plan for a co-operative work
covering a history which was in active process of exploration by
scholars of many nations, scattered over a fair part of the globe, and of
many disciplines - linguists, anthropologists, geographers and botan-
ists, for example, as well as historians and archaeologists.

It was thought that the greatest problems were likely to arise with
the earliest and latest periods: the eatliest, because so much would
depend on the results of long-tetm archaeological investigation, and the
latest, because of the rapid changes in historical perspective that were
occurring as a consequence of the ending of colonial rule in Africa.
Initially, therefore, only five volumes wete planned, of which the first,
Aftrica before ¢. 500 BC, based entirely upon archaeological soutces
(and edited by an archaeologist), would be the last to appear, while of
the others — dealing with the periods of approximately soo BC to AD
1050, 1050-1600, 1600-1790, and 17901875 ~ it was thought that the
first to be published would probably be the last. (In the event, it has
turned out to be Professor Richard Gray’s volume 4, though Professor
John E. Flint’s volume 5 followed next in order.) Only after these
volumes were well under way would an attempt be made to plan for
the period after ¢. 1875. Nine years latet, it can be said that three further
volumes have been planned and editors appointed, and that it is hoped
that these will appear at regular intervals following the publication of
volume 1.

When they started their work, the general editors quickly came to the
conclusion that the most practicable plan for getting out the first five
volumes within a reasonable period of time was likely to be the simplest
and most straightforward. The direction of each volume was therefore
entrusted to a volume editor who, in addition to having made a
substantial contribution to the understanding of the period in question,
was 2 man with whom the general editors were in close touch. Within a
volume, the aim was to keep the number of contributors to a minimum.,
Each of them was asked to essay a broad survey of a particular area or

xit
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theme with which he was familiar for the whole of the period covered
by the volume. In this survey, his purpose should be to take account
not only of all relevant research done, or still in progress, but also of
the gaps in knowledge. These he should try to fill by new thinking of
his own, whether based on new work on the available sources or on
interpolations from congruent research.

It should be remembered that the plan for these fitst five volumes
was drawn up nearly a decade ago, when little or no research had been
done on many important topics, and before many of today’s younger
scholars — not least those who now fill posts in the -departments of
history and archaeology in the universities and research institutes in
Africa itself — had made their own deep penetrations into such areas of
ignorance. Two things follow from this. If the general editors had
drawn up their plan in the 1970s rather than the 1960s, the shape might
well have been very different, perhaps with a larger number of more
specialized, shorter chapters, each centred on a smaller area, period or
theme, to the understanding of which the contributor would have made
his own individual contribution. Indeed, the last three volumes seem
likely to be composed more on such lines. Secondly, the sheer volume
of new research that has been published since the contributors for the
first five volumes accepted their commissions has often led them to
undertake very substantial revisions in their work as it progressed from
draft to draft, thus protracting the length of time originally envisaged
for the preparation of these volumes.

But histories are meant to be read, and not simply to be continually
rewritten and modified by their authors and editors. Volume 3 of The
Cambridge History of Africa is therefore now launched for public use and
appraisal, together with a promise that five further volumes should
follow it at more or less regular intervals.

J. D. Fage
August 1975 RorAND OLivER
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INTRODUCTION:
SOME INTERREGIONAL THEMES

There is obviously no scheme of periodization which is valid for Africa
as a whole, and the opening and closing dates of this volume are not
intended to be-more than notional. In terms of political history, they
fit best with events in North and West Africa, where the period opens
with the great conquests of the Almoravids to the north and south of
the western Sahara, and where it closes with the Moroccan conquest
of the Niger bend, which destroyed the political unity of the western
Sudan established during more than three centuries of strong rule by
successive dynasties of Mali and Songhay. It is significant that these
were the first and the last occasions on which conquering armies crossed
the desert, and, taken together, they demarcate the high period of trans-
Saharan communications, when the comings and goings of pious
Muslims were reinforced by the golden trade of the Sudan, which
fertilized the economic revival of all the Mediterranean lands. At its
height, the Almoravid empire stretched from the Senegal to Saragossa,
while that of the Almohads, which succeeded it, was narrower only
in its lack of direct control over the desert routes. The golden trade,
however, continued to flourish and to bind the two shores of the
Mediterranean into a single network, which survived through medieval
times. The Hafsid successors of the Almohads in Tunisia were trading,
by the fifteenth century, as far afield as Norway in one direction and
Bornu in the other.

In north-eastern Africa, the period almost coincides with that in
which Egypt was the seat of an independent, sovereign power, con-
trolled first by the Fatimids, then by the Ayyubids and finally by the
Mamluks - a period ‘during which Egypt enjoyed a special pre-
eminence throughout the northern half of Africa on account of its
central position across the pilgrimage routes both of African Muslims
travelling to Mecca and of Aftrican Christians travelling to Jerusalem.
During this period Egypt repelled both the Crusaders and the Mongols.
It controlled the Red Sea and most of the eastern trade. It helped to
overthrow the Christian kingdoms of Nubia, but continued to supply
Ethiopia with its Christian bishops. Above all, Egypt provided both

1
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INTRODUCTION

the Maghrib and sub-Saharan West Africa with a standard of civiliza-
tion, learning, luxury and temporal powet, which was emulated
wherever in Aftica Muslim rulers, scholars, pilgrims and merchants
carried the tale of their long-distance travels.

Throughout the northern half of Africa, the period was one in which
the religion of Islam made striking progress. To the north of the Sahara,
and among the desert peoples, it was a period of consolidation, when
the largely nominal adherence of Coptic and Berber populations alteady
established during earlier centuries was built up through a peculiarly
Islamic combination of tevivalist propaganda and military action,
whereby communities of active believers gathered around a teforming
teacher would forcefully impose a stricter obsetvance upon wider
groups. The proliferation of these local movements was greatly assisted
by the institution of the Pilgrimage and by the growing tradition of
travel for study to schools in the Islamic heartlands. The parallel
spread of Arabic as the language of theology and higher learning was
helped forward by the progressive dispersion of bedouin Arabs
through the arid pastoral lands on either side of the desert. It began
with the penetration of northern Nubia by the Rabi‘a and Juhayna
Arabs, and with what has been called the second Arab conquest of
North Africa, initiated by the westward movement of the Band Hilal
and the Band Sulaym into the southern bordetlands of Ifrigiya. It
ended with the arabization of Mautitania by the Kunta tribes and with
the penetration of southern Nubia, Kordofan, Darfur and Wadai by
the Baqqira and Shuwa pastoralists.

In the Negro lands of the sub-Saharan Sudan, the petiod saw the
religion of the Prophet established as a potent factor in the political
and trading systems of most of the major states. At the courts of Takrur, -
Ghana, Mali, Songhay, Kanem-Bornu and those of the Hausa city-
states, Islam was recognized as the religion of men of cosmopolitan
outlook, even though concessions had still to be made to the indigenous
beliefs of the majotity of the population. Kings processed in state to
the Friday prayer, went on Pilgrimage and honoured those learned in
Islamic law and theology. Muslim merchants held a near monopoly
of long-distance trade, whether across the desert routes or southward
through the savanna and the forest margins. Wherever two or three
Muslim merchants settled with their dependants to found a warehouse
compound, there a Muslim cleric of some description was likely soon
to be found. South of the Sahara, there were as yet no mass movements
such as had occurred to the north of the desert and in it, but the

2
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INTRODUCTION

growing-points for future expansion were established. Not merely at the
great capitals, but in scores of small towns and commercial settlements,
there grew up a noblesse de la robe of preachers and teachers, lawyers and
merchants, scribes and holy men, literate in Arabic, travelled, aware
of a wider world, indispensable to rulers for a variety of worldly skills
and thaumaturgical services, respected for their knowledge if not for
their beliefs by the pagan people among whom they lived, growing
steadily in numbers as the generations passed, and looking consciously
towards a future when all women would go decently veiled and all
men bow down together at the times of prayer.

In East Africa, too, Islam spread far to the south during this period,
though in a rather different way. The conversion of the Danakil and
the Somali corresponded rather closely. with that of the Saharan
nomads; but the penetration of the Ethiopian highlands, though
attempted, was largely blocked by the southward expansion of a
militant Christian kingdom, the dynamic vitality of which remains a
source of wonder. South of the Juba, Istam reached as far as the Zam-
bezi, but only along the palm-fringed coastline and on the offshore
islands, where ocean shipping could keep open the lines of communica-
tion with the heartlands of the faith. There is no doubt that in this
region Islam retained a more exotic flavour than in sub-Saharan West
Africa. In racial composition the Muslim communities of the East
Aftican coast were no doubt predominantly African, but the nuclear
elements of these societies were either foreign or at least claimed a
foreign origin. These were not African societies which had been pene-
trated by Islam, but foreign settlements around which African elements
had gathered. The difference was all important. In both religion and
politics the leaders were from the immigrant communities. Though
the material monuments were impressive, there was no basis here for
Islamic expansion inland.

In those parts of Africa which were still largely beyond the range of
Islamic influence, it was only during the last century or so of our period
that the opening of the Atlantic sea-routes by the Portuguese began to
provide regular, though even then hardly comparable, means of
communication with the outside wotld. During the first four or five
centuries of the period, therefore, the main themes of historical de-
velopment were internal ones, and their discernment is made more
difficult by the relatively thin and uneven nature of the surviving evi-
dence. For many areas and for most of the period, the best potential
source of evidence is archaeological; but this branch of inquiry is as

3
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yet little developed, partly through lack of research, but even more
because it was only in the 1960s that the radiocarbon method began to
provide a sufficiently accurate means of dating material from the first
half of the present millennium. At the present time, therefore, most of
our knowledge of these areas comes from the earlier and less chrono-
logically structured layers of the oral traditions of the African peoples,
which, even when taken together with the earliest reports by literate
outsiders, hardly extend further backwards in time than about the
middle of our period.

Nevertheless, certain broad themes can be dimly perceived. For
example, the part of West Africa lying to the south of Hausaland - the
country of the Jukun and the Nupe, the Yoruba and the Edo - was
one area which, although as yet unpenetrated by Islamic influence,
seems to have carried a particularly dense population, and to have been
the scene of important developments in state formation. These states
were based, like their Hausa counterparts, on walled towns, which were
not only centres of government and religious cults but also supported
a wide variéty of local industries, such as iron-working and metallurgy,
glass-making, weaving, tanning, leatherwork and dyeing. Agriculture
was, of course, carried on in the surrounding countryside; but the fact
that town walls enclosed considerable areas of unbuilt land suggests
that these were cities of refuge into which rural populations could
retreat in times of danger. It is probable that, then as now, many farming
families had a city base. Wherever the country was open, horses were
used for warfare and slave-raiding; and the fact that horses were kept
for ceremonial purposes even in forest states to the south of the region
suggests that cavalry power had originally been at the heart of the
whole process of state formation. Archaeological investigation has
shown that, as far south as Ife, which lies within the forest margin, the
origins of urban settlement go back to the very beginning of our
period. We thus see that the pattern of city-states, for so long associated
by historians primarily with Hausaland, was in fact something much
more widely spread, a pattern of settlement embodying a highly de-
veloped material and social culture, which owed little to Islamic or to
any other trans-Saharan influences. And yet it was a pattern which
conspicuously failed to penetrate some patts of the region, notably that
occupied by the Ibo people of south-eastern Nigeria, which was cer-
tainly an area of dense population and, at least on the evidence of Igbo-
Ukwu (see p. so1), one not without the stimulus of long-distance trade
or a high order of technological skills.

4
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West of the Volta, a different pattern prevailed. Here the terrain
was more forested, the horse much less prominent, the walled city an
exceptional feature. The most widespread social configuration was that
of the Mande peoples, based upon groups of villages, each group
ruled by a king, above whom there might at some times and in some
cases be a king of kings, receiving tribute from lesser rulers. This
region comprised the four main gold-producing areas of West Africa -
those of Bambuk on the upper Senegal, of Bure on the upper Niger,
of the Lobi country in the valley of the Black Volta, and the Akan
forest of modern Ghana and the eastern Ivory Coast. It also comprised
the main sources of the highly valued kola nut. Long-distance trade
was therefore 2 much more important factor than in the part of Guinea
to the east of the Volta, and it is tempting to ascribe a large role in
political as well as economic development to the influence of the Mande
merchant caste, the Dyula or Wangara, who operated over a wide
region to the south of the Mali empire. Certainly the Dyula, in their ever-
widening search for the materials of long-distance trade, and with their
need for political protection along an extensive network of caravan
routes, may have been the purveyors of a fund of common ideas,
political and military, social and religious and economic. Nevertheless,
the Dyula were few in number and were seldom in a position to use
force. Although, here and there, they allied themselves with troops of
horsemen, there was no real counterpart to the cavalry forces respon-
sible for the pattern of settlement in so much of the tetritory to the
east of the Volta.

It has to be remembered that, until the opening of the ocean trade
by the Portuguese, the Atlantic seaboard represented to West Africans
the end of the world. The sea was a source of fish and of salt, both of
which could be traded profitably inland; but its shores held few other
attractions for human settlement, and nor for the most part did the
great forests of the coastal hinterland. Intensive settlement of the forest
region proceeded gradually from its northern margin. As Samuel
Johnson wrote of the Yoruba, ‘The coast tribes were of much less
importance then than now, both in population and in intelligence . . .
The centre of life and activity, of large populations and industry . . . was
in the interior . . . Light and civilization came from the north.’t In
West Africa the intensive penetration of the forest region was probably
a by-product of the growth of dense food-producing populations in
the savanna. It was the opening of the sea-botne trade which, during

* Samucl Johnson, The bistory of the Yoribas (Lagos, 1921), 40.
]
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the last century and a half of our period, began to shift the momentum
of change from the northern to the southern margin of the forest.
Eastwards from the Bight of Biafra, the equatorial forest region
broadens out to cover the whole northern half of the Congo basin,
forming a natural barrier much more formidable than that between the
West African savanna and the Atlantic coast. It was not, of course, an
absolute barrier. In addition to the hunting bands of Pygmies, food-
producing peoples lived strung out along the river lines. Canoes helped
mobility. Migrations could occur and innovations could spread through
the forest from one side to the other. For all that, it was not a terrain
in which regular communications could be maintained as they could
be in West Africa. Nor was there, in the Sudanic belt to the north of
the Congo forest, a density of population or a state of social organiza-
tion comparable to that existing further to the west, where the Hausa
and the Dyula Mande spread their trading networks. The people
inhabiting the territory of the modern Central African Republic
appear, during our period, to have lived in chiefless, ‘palaeonegritic’
communities, still unaffected by the growth of states in Kanem and
Darfur to the north, and exerting little pressure on the forest areas to
the south. There was thus an immense and scantily populated region
straddling the centre of the continent, and dividing the denser popula-
tions of Africa to the north of the equator from those to the south.
During our period at least, the main developments in Africa south
of the equator occurred, not in the forest, but in the regions to the east
and the south of it. In part, these were developments stemming natus-
ally from the successful settlement of these regions by Bantu food-
producers in an earlier period. The nuclei of comparatively dense
farming populations emerged in the areas best suited to agriculture,
which were in general the areas of high, but not excessive, rainfall. The
interlacustrine region of East Africa was one such area. The Katanga/
Kasai/Lower Congo region of southern Zaire was another. The lands
adjoining the middle and lower Zambezi were a third, and Iron Age
archaeology is beginning to indicate that there may have been a fourth
such area in the south-western Transvaal. In part, however, the de-
velopments of our period were a response to the advent of new popu-
lation elements, bringing new farming techniques and a new concept
of wealth and status based on the ownership and milking of cattle. This
was, of course, something quite different from the first herding of
cattle, which, as we know, was practised from the beginning of the
Iron Age, and in some places earlier. Rather, it had to do with the

6
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interaction of pastoralism and agriculture in a way which gave a social
and political advantage to the polygamous and patrilineal descent-
group specializing in the ownership of cattle. (See pp. 626-8, 640,
643, 645-6, 650—-1.) There can be little doubt that this was initially
a result of the southward drift of Nilotic and Paranilotic peoples from
the southern Sudan into northern Uganda and western Kenya, the
impact of which is clearly marked in the archacological record from
about the beginning of the present millennium. The stages of its south-
ward progress and diversification within the Bantu sphere are as yet
imperfectly understood; but it would seem that here is 2 major theme
linking the history of much of eastern, central and southern Africa.

On the whole it would seem that, in most of the sub-continent,
influences passing overland from the north were more significant than
those entering from the coasts to the east and the west. There is as yet
no hard evidence of any sea traffic between West Africa and western
Central Africa before the coming of the Portuguese. Along the Indian
Ocean coast matritime trade with the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and
India grew steadily from the beginning of our period until it was intez-
rupted by the Portuguese; but the only part of the interior to be seri-
ously affected by it was the region between the Rovuma and the Lim-
popo, and more especially that between the Zambezi and the Limpopo.
Here there were large resources in gold, the mining and trading of
which invited political centralization. It is impossible accurately to
locate the great kingdom of the Zanj reported by al-Mas‘adi in the
carly tenth century; but there is no doubt that by about the eleventh
century political organization on a scale unique in Bantu Africa was
beginning to take shape around Zimbabwe Hill on the Rhodesian
plateau. From all the evidence, it would appear that this organization
bore a wholly African character, and one faitly strongly influenced by
the pastoral revolution, but at the same time its growth in scale must
have been largely a response to the external stimulus of the Indian
Ocean trade.

On the western side of Bantu Africa the influence of the pastoral
revolution and that of the Indian Ocean trade are equally nebulous.
Developments in the mining and working of copper in what must have
been a densely settled region in notthern Katanga were already in
progress on the eve of our period, and it is not yet clear from where the
necessaty skills were transmitted. On present evidence, coastal imports,
though not quite absent, were very scarce. Here, as in the whole of the
wooded savanna to the south of the Congo forest, where advanced

7
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metallurgical techniques were combined with a high level of domestic
industries such as wood-carving and the weaving of palm fibres, 2
connection, however tenuous, with the forest region of West Africa
must be suspected. In the region to the south of the Lower Congo
we have firm evidence of the existence, by the time of the first Portu-
guese contact, of at least one large state, more considerable than any
then existing in the interlacustrine region, and perhaps approaching
the dimensions of the Mutapa kingdom to the south of the Zambezi.
It may be, as Dr Birmingham suggests, that here the main incentive to
political enlargement was the wealth of local trade and exchange within
the region itself. Certainly, one lesson to be drawn from all the detailed
studies of political growth in sub-Saharan Africa carried out in recent
years is that larger states have always emerged as the result of a long
period of piecemeal expansion, and never by means of the sudden con-
quest of large, previously stateless areas by migrants coming from a
distance and imposing at a stroke the political institutions necessary
to rule a large territory. It would in fact probably be true to say that
larger states could only be founded on the backs of smaller ones, and
that in most of Africa south of the equator the political units were, even
by the end of our period, very small indeed.

On the whole, the chapters which follow lend little support to the
idea that Africa, so long as it was developing independently, was
showing a healthy progress, which came to an end with the establish-
ment of the European connection in the mid fifteenth century. It is
abundantly clear that the parts of the continent where development of
all kinds had gone farthest before 1450 were precisely the parts which
had long interacted with other cultures, including those outside
Africa - first of all, Egypt and the Maghrib; next, the sub-Saharan,
Sudanic belt from the Senegal to Somalia; next, the sub-Sudanic
‘middle belt’ of West Africa, which was in regular touch with the civil-
ization of the Sudan. These parts of Africa were the remotest from the
paths of the European expansion, which mainly affected peoples who
were at a much simpler stage of development. The Portuguese opening
of the Atlantic coast in fact resembled very closely the earlier opening
of the Indian Ocean coast by Muslim traders and settlers. It was based
on a monopoly of maritime shipping, and its local operations were con-
ducted from coastal forts and offshore islands, where communities of
slaves and mulattoes, corresponding to those of the Arab colonies of
the east coast, soon supplied the intermediaries with the African
peoples. The diplomatic and missionary contacts with the kingdoms of
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Benin and Kongo were as exceptional for the Porguguese as those of
the Arabs of Sofala with the fifteenth-century mwenemutapas. It was only
with the conquering expedition of Paulo Dias de Novais to Luanda in
1575 that contact turned into colonization, and then only in a very
limited area. The Portuguese settlements in East Africa within our
period, even those at Sena and Tete on the Zambezi, were in every case
taken over from those of the Swahili-Arabs. To the historian of Africa
the activities of the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Portuguese were
more of a portent than a reality. The battle of Tondibi, at which the
enormous host of Songhay turned and fled before a desert-weary
force of 3,000 Moroccans, was a more important event than the
building of Elmina Castle. In the history of Aftica, as distinct from that
of European exploration and discovery, the Portuguese pioneers were
more significant as observers of the African scene than as agents of
change in Africa.
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CHAPTER 1

EGYPT, NUBIA AND THE
EASTERN DESERTS

THE FATIMIDS

The Fatimid conquest of Egypt in Ap 969 was accomplished without
much difficulty, as the country had for some time already been in
internal chaos and- had suffeted heavily from famines. The skilful
political and religious propaganda of the Fatimids also prepared the
ground for a ready acceptance of the new dynasty by the population.
When the Fatimid general Jawhar (a former slave of Dalmatian origin),
after overwhelming the last feeble resistance of the Ikhshidid army,
entered al-Fustit on 1 July 969 and formally proclaimed the new regime
by introducing the kbutba (Friday sermon) in the name of his master,
the caliph al-Mu‘izz (952-75), the event had a more profound signifi-
cance and more far-reaching consequences than a simple change of
dynasty so common in the annals of the Islamic world. The coming of
the Fatimids marked a new epoch in the history of Egypt which, for
the first time since the Ptolemies, became not only the seat of a com-
pletely sovereign dynasty, but also the centre of an empire that sur-
vived its original founders and lasted for more than five centuries.

The imperial idea was, indeed, inherent in the Ismi‘ili ideology, of
which the Fatimids were the most prominent champions, and only they,
among all the Isma‘ili Shi‘a branches, came within reach of attaining
the ecumenical goal of the doctrine. They considered their North
African period merely a preparatory stage, and the conquest of Egypt
only one of the stepping-stones, on the road to the creation of the
universal Isma‘ili empire, ruled by the Prophet’s descendants in accord-
ance with the esoteric doctrine of the Isma‘iliya. Nevertheless, they were
realistic enough to see the strategic importance of Egypt as a bridge
to the eastern parts of the Islamic world and as the economic basis for
their political power.

Shortly after the conquest of al-Fustit, Jawhar started to build a
new capital, Cairo (in Arabic, a/-Qdhira)," destined to overshadow the
splendour of Baghdad, the seat of the rival ‘Abbasids. Later he also

1 So called, because on the day of its foundation the planet Mars (akQdbir, lit. ‘the
subduer’) was in the ascendant.
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laid there the foundations of the college mosque of al-Azhar, intended
to be primarily a nursery for Ismi‘ili missionary propaganda. The
Fatimids assumed that the conquest of the Islamic world would be
facilitated by a preliminary campaign of religious propaganda, and
also by the collaboration of numerous Shi‘a dynasties and groups in
the Near East. In this they were soon disappointed, as the Buwayhids,
who controlled the ‘Abbasid caliphs, denied Fatimid claims to leader-
ship, while other Shi‘a principalities (the Hamdanids of Aleppo and
the Qarmatians of Bahrain), although prepared to recognize the spirit-
ual suzerainty .of the Fatimids, were unwilling to submit to their poli-
tical domination. The Qarmatians, ideologically closest to the Fatimids
and, until the conquest of Egypt, their military allies, became their
fiercest enemies in Syria, and twice (in 971 and 974) launched attacks
against Egypt.

The military and political efforts of the Fatimids to establish a firm
foothold in the Fertile Crescent were not always crowned by success.
The two holy cities of Mecca and Medina were won by lavishly dis-
tributed gifts, and in 970 readily recognized the Fatimid suzerainty,
under which they remained until the second half of the eleventh cen-
tury. The possession of these cities always conferred great prestige on
a Muslim sovereign, and made it possible to influence the pilgrims who
visited the holy places every year in great numbers. But in Syria and
Palestine the Fatimids encountered many difficulties. In the course of
the century following the conquest of Egypt, the dynasty was engaged
in a prolonged and finally unsuccessful effort to establish control over
these countries. By its end only Damascus and some coastal cities were
firmly in the Fatimids’ possession, the countryside being largely be-
yond the bounds of effective administration. In the long run it was
their inability to solve the Syrian question that stopped the Fatimid
advance eastward and led to the failure of the ecumenical ambitions of
the dynasty.

The caliph al-Mu‘izz, who moved in 973 from Tunisia to Cairo
arid died there two years later, was succeeded by his able and energetic
son al-‘Aziz (975-96), under whom the sovereignty of the Fatimids
was recognized from Morocco to the Yemen, and for a short time even
in Mosul in northern Mesopotamia. His reign was not marked by any
great military operations, and only towards the end of his life did he
prepare a sea and land campaign against Byzantine territory, vic-
toriously completed under his successor.

During most of his reign the administration of Egypt was in the

IX
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hands of a converted Jew, the vizier Ya‘qub b. Killis, who had already
served al-Mu‘izz. He introduced a sound fiscal scheme, abolishing the
abusive system of tax-farming and laying the foundations of an effici-
ent civil service that remained in force until the end of the dynasty.
Special attention was paid to the development of trade, both internal
and international, as well as to industries and latge-scale plantations.
Soon Egypt eclipsed all other Near Eastern countries in wealth and
prosperity. This was due, to some extent, to the fact that the revenues
of Egypt ceased to be drained away to Iraq and were even increased by
tribute from newly won provinces or from dependent rulers.

Whereas al-‘Aziz was more than tolerant towards Christians and
Jews, many of whom occupied high posts in administrative and econo-
mic life, he showed less leniency towards the Sunni, especially those of
the Maliki legal school. The Isma‘iliya doctrine was proclaimed the
state religion, and an elaborate propaganda organization, with the
chief missioner (di‘7 a/-du'dt) at its head, made great efforts to implant
the Shi‘a creed in Egypt and elsewhere. But the Shi‘a was never gener-
ally accepted in Egypt, the majority of the country’s inhabitants re-
maining loyal to the Sunna throughout the Fatimid epoch.

Until his time, the main Egyptian military force had consisted
of the free Berber tribesmen (mostly of the Kutama tribe) and to a
lesser degree of the Slavonic (Saqi/iba), Greek and Italian slave troops.
These troops proved to be no match for the seasoned and disciplined
Turks employed by the enemies of the dynasty. Al-‘Aziz was the first to
start the policy of recruiting great numbers of Turkish slave-soldiers
(wamlik, plural mamalik) as cavalty, as well as of importing Sudanese
slaves bought in Nubia for service as infantrymen. It was not long
before these various troops started to quarrel, and their conflicts and
insubordination Jater contributed much to the weakening of both the
state and the dynasty.

With al-Hakim (996-1021), a ruler of highly unbalanced mind came
to the throne. During the four years of his minority the eunuch Barja-
win conducted the affairs of the state wisely as regent. In 1000 al-
Hikim took over the rule personally, freeing himself from Barjawian’s
tutelage by assassination. His rule of more than twenty years was
marked by such extravagant regulations, restrictions and prohibitions
that there can be no doubt about his insanity, even if some of his actions
were inspired by a genuine reforming zeal. About 1007 he started
persecuting Christians and Jews to a degree never seen before or after
in Islamic countries. They were forced to wear black robes, to ride only
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on donkeys and to display constantly, even in the baths, crosses or
bells hanging from their necks. He then ordered all Christian churches
in Egypt to be demolished, and the Christian population, which was
still rather numerous in this period, was offered the alternatives of
embracing Islam, of leaving the country or of being subjected to vari-
ous forms of degradation and humiliation. Due to this pressure thou-
sands of Copts, mostly fellibin, changed their religion. In 1009 even
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem was destroyed, this act causing a
general indignation throughout the Christian world; it also led to the
breaking off of commercial relations with Egypt by the Byzantine
emperor, Basil II, in 1013.

Nor were the Christians the only ones to suffer; the Muslim popula-
tion, too, became victim of the caliph’s caprices. Officials were tortured
and killed in batbarous ways, and persons who transgressed some of
the numerous prohibitions were scourged or beheaded. Among the
regulations were those allowing shops to open only during the night,
forbidding women to leave their homes (and shoemakers to make
footwear for them), prohibiting all games, including chess. Many of
these regulations were constantly repealed or reversed, so that finally
no one knew what was wrong or right. In 1013 the caliph allowed the
Christians and Jews to revert to their original faith, and even authorized
the rebuilding of churches and the restoration of confiscated property.

One of the more enduring measures of al-Hakim’s Ismi‘ili zeal was
the foundation, in 1005, of the Dar al-hikma or Dar al-‘ilm, an academy
for teaching and propagating the extreme doctrines of the Shi‘a. In
addition to specifically Islamic subjects, its curriculum included the
teaching of many sciences and philosophy, and the institution played a
significant role in making Egypt an important centre of learning.

In 1017 or 1018, accepting the theories of some Ismi‘ili extremists,
al-Hakim declared himself the incarnation of the Deity. This new
doctrine was publicly preached and theoretically expounded by Hamza
b. ‘Ali and Muhammad al-Darazi (killed in 1019), the founders of the
Druze sect in Hawrin in Syria, which accepted the teaching of al-
Hakim’s incarnation as the main article of their creed. The caliph’s
end came in February 1021, when al-Hikim disappeared in the al-
Mugqattam hills, probably killed following a conspiracy of Tutkish and
Berber amirs with the connivance of his sister Sitt al-Mulk, who was
afraid of his increasing madness. As the corpse was never found, many
refused to believe in his death, and in later years pretenders arose
claiming to be the vanished caliph.

13
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It is remarkable that the Fatimid empire did not disintegrate under
this eccentric reign. It is true that the personal and religious authority
of the caliph began to decline, but on the other hand there were some

“military and political successes under al-Hakim, such as the sub-
mission of Aleppo to Fatimid rule in 1016. The only serious revolt,
that of the Kutama Berbers.and nomadic Arabs in Barca (Cyrenaica),
headed by a relative of the Spanish Umayyads, Aba Rakwa, was easily
suppressed in 1005 and the remnant rebel army with its leader was
finally crushed in Upper Egypt.

But under al-Hiakim’s son, al-Zahir (1021-36), the first signs of thc
empire’s fragile character began to appear. During his minority his
aunt, Sitt al-Mulk, ruled competently, and after her death in 1027
the effective rule passed to the vizier al-Jatjard’i for almost twenty
years. From this time on, the caliphs became little more than puppets
in the hands of their prime ministers, at first civilians, but later military
men, heads of various cliques who constantly fought among them-
selves.

In Syria the Fatimid government had to deal with the persistent
revolts of Arab tribes, which for a time in 1024 occupied Aleppo and
other cities. The Byzantines intervened, and hostilities started between
them and the Fatimid army, but in 1038 a thirty-years’ peace treaty was
signed between the emperor and the caliph through which the Fatimids
obtained the former Hamdanid territory in northern Syria. But the
turbulent Arab tribes did not permit the Fatimids to enjoy their new
gains for long. The Arab Mirdasid dynasty conquered Aleppo again
in 1041, and in spite of many Fatimid attempts to retake it, it was
irrevocably lost in 1060 together with all of northern Syria.

The reign of al-Mustansit (1036-94), one of the longest in Muslim
history, covers a period full of important changes both internal and
external. The early years of his caliphate witnessed the high-water mark
of Fatimid power, and his initial successes in northern Syria aroused
hopes that the time for the conquest of the east had finally come.
Ismi‘ili propaganda and missions were revived, and countries in the
east as far as Sind were infiltrated by Fatimid agents and missionaries
(d4'), who made converts among all classes. In the Yemen, the Sulayhid
dynasty of Sana (1038-1139), founded by a di%, established a state that
firmly and fervently supported Fatimid political and religious aims.
Some years later a Turkish general of the Buwayhids, al-Basisiri, driven
out of Iraq by the Seljuks in 1055, appealed to Cairo for support. With
the aid of Fatimid money and arms, he conquered Mosul (1057) and
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in the following year entered Baghdad, forcing the ‘Abbasid caliph
to recognize the Fatimid suzerainty, and causing al-Mustansir’s name
to be recited in the mosques for forty consecutive Fridays. Many other
towns in Iraq followed the example of the capital and some ‘Abbasid
insignia were sent triumphantly to Cairo as trophies.

But owing to internal disturbances in Egypt no military aid could be
sent to al-Basdsiti. A year later he was expelled by the Seljuk sultan
Tughrul Beg, who restored the ‘Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. Contrary
to its being a starting point of new expansion, the al-Basasiri episode
marked the final defeat of the Isma‘ili Fatimid dream of hegemony by
showing the inner weakness of the dynasty.

With the Seljuks there emerged in the Near East a fresh and dynamic
force that shattered the former balance of power and inaugurated an
era of profound political and economic changes. These Turkoman tribal
warriors from Central Asia conquered the entire eastern part of the
Islamic wotld in the first half of the eleventh century under the able
leadership of Tughrul. They destroyed or subdued the local dynasties,
and finally swept away the Buwayhids of western Iran and Iraq. They
drove the Byzantines far into the interior of Asia Minor, and, by
occupying Syria, inserted a wedge between the Fatimid and Byzantine
empires. In terms of religion their rise brought triumph to orthodox
Islam, since as zealous Sunni the Seljuks supported the ‘Abbasid
caliphate, with its claim on the loyalty of all Muslims. Arabia and the
Holy Cities hastened to change their allegiance, and from 1070 on-
wards the &butba in Mecca was again pronounced in the name of the
‘Abbasid caliph of Baghdad. The Fatimids were helpless before the
new power, as their troops were no match for the invincible Seljuk
army. All Syria was lost, apart from some coastal places in southern
Palestine.

Nor was this loss the only one suffered by the dynasty at this time.
The links with North Africa, the original base of the dynasty, had al-
ready begun to be loosened during the reign of al-‘Aziz, under the
governorship of the Zirid Mansiir b. Bulikkin. In the first half of the
eleventh century the Zirids grew gradually more independent, and
Sicily, too, became attached more to Ifriqiya than to Egypt; its Kalbite
amirs recognized the Zirid suzerainty in 1036. The final tupture with
the Maghrib took place in 1051, when the Zirid Mu‘izz b. Badis
proclaimed himself independent of Fatimid rule and paid allegiance
to the ‘Abbasids in Baghdad. The response of the Fatimids to this
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affront was unusual: according to some sources, the vizier al-Yaziiri
instigated the nomadic Arab tribes called the Bani Hilil and the Bana
Sulaym to move eastwards from Upper Egypt and to invade the
dominions of the rebellious ex-governor. This reprisal produced the
expected results — devastation and ravage in North Africa - but it did
not bring it back under the Fatimid sway. On the other hand Egypt
did thus rid itself of a turbulent element that had contributed seriously
to anarchy in the countryside.

Despite the growing political difficulties in Syria and elsewhere,
Egypt itself enjoyed a period of great prosperity until the mid eleventh
century. As in all times, the wealth of the country depended largely on
the Nile regime, and on the care given to the regulation and distribu-
tion of its waters. Thanks to the efficiency of the Fatimid administra-
tion, the dams and canals were regularly tepaired and improved, and
even an occasional period of low water did not greatly damage the
general economic situation. Apart from food crops (wheat, batley,
sugar-cane and other vegetables) many industrial crops such as flax,
cotton and dye-plants were cultivated. In the lower Delta region a tex-
tile industry flourished, with manufacturing centres in Damietta
(Dimyat), Tinnis and Dibiq, producing cotton, linen and silk cloth
of various kinds and colours. Glass and ctystal were manufactured in
al-Fustit and in Alexandria. Among other industries, those most
flourishing were pottery, metal-working and paper-making. Ship-
building, concentrated in Alexandria and Damietta, was dependent on
the import of timber from Lebanon or Europe.

Internal trade was facilitated by cheap transport on the Nile. In
Cairo there were over 20,000 shops owned by the caliph, who let them
to shopkeepers for from two to ten dinars a month. Similarly most of
the brick houses in the capital belonged to him, and rents were col-
lected every month. The income from taxes, rents and custom duties, as
well as from direct participation in trade, enabled the caliphs and their
courtiers to lead a highly luxurious life; the ceremonial and pomp
matched that of the Byzantine court, which was well known for its
strict etiquette. Industry and trade, however, benefited from this luxury,
as did the arts and sciences. The Persian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw, who
visited Egypt between 1046 and ‘1049, was impressed by the general
prosperity and security found there, and concluded his account: ‘I
could neither limit nor estimate its wealth and nowhere have I seen
such prosperity as I saw here.”

v Sefer Nime, ed. and tr. C. Schefer (Paris, 1881), s3/tr. 155,
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The intetnal security and tranquillity were disrupted some years
after the Persian traveller’s visit by the rivalty among the three main
divisions of the Fatimid army — the free Betber tribesmen, the Turkish
cavalry and the Sudanese infantry. This last group, favoured by al-
Mustansir’s mother, a Sudanese slave, grew larger and more influ-
ential (it is said that its strength reached over fifty thousand), thus
causing the jealousy and envy of the others. Riots and initial street
fighting grew gradually into regular battles, in which the Berbers sided
with the Turks; after seven years of hard fighting (1062—9) the Turks,
commanded by a Hamdanid prince, Nasir al-Dawla, drove the Sudanese
into Upper Egypt. The victors then wrested all power from the caliph,
and constantly increased their demands for payment and allowances, so
that the caliph had to sell his treasutes and farm out the taxes and cus-
toms to meet the insatiable demands of the troops. The Turks ravaged
the whole country, looted in Cairo and tertorized the population. The
situation was aggravated by the raids of the Lawita Berbers from Cy-
renaica, who overran the Delta and destroyed most of the dams and
canals. This destruction, combined with the low flood of the Nile in
1065, led to a terrible famine lasting for many years and bringing the
country to the verge of total disaster. As usual, the famine was accom-
panied by plague, the mortality rate increased and there were even some
cases of cannibalism. Until 1073, when Nasir al-Dawla was assassinated
by his ‘rivals and a plentiful harvest put an end to the famine, Egypt
lived in a state of growing anarchy, being devastated by the Turks in
the interior, the Sudanese in the south and the Lawita Berbers in the
west and north. The authority of the state was paralysed and its econo-
mic resources exhausted.

At this juncture al-Mustansir summoned the governor of Acre, Badr
al-Jamali, a former Armenian slave, to restore order in Egypt. With his
reliable Armenian and Kurdish troops he arrived by sea, took the Turks
by surprise and entered Cairo without much opposition at the begin-
ning of 1074. Ina short time the Turkish troops were dispersed and dis-
armed and their officers put to death. In the course of the next three
yeats the Arab and Berber tribesmen, as well as the Sudanese infantry,
were brought under control, and peace and order were restored in
Egypt.

Having been appointed by the caliph amir al-juyish (‘commander of
the armies’), Badr al-Jamili soon took over the civil vizierate, as well
as the leadership of missions, and thus became the virtual ruler of the
Fatimid realm. From this time onwards the caliphs, except for rare and
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brief occasions, no longer effectively controlled affairs, the power lying
in the hands of military dictators. Badr al-Jamali next devoted himself
to the task of reorganizing the administration and restoring the pros-
perity of the country. The strongly centralized administration con-
trolled all the finances, including tax revenues and payment of the
troops, as well as the allocation of the military fiefs. The strict hierarchy
of officials and the controlling powers of the vizier left room neither
for the autonomous tendencies of provincial governors nor for the
growth of widespread corruption. Many of the principles of Badr’s
reorganization remained in operation for centuries to come, thus
witness to the sound grasp of their originator. It was due mainly to his
efforts and those of his son, al-Malik al-Afdal, who wielded supreme
authority after his father’s death in 1094, that the Fatimid regime was
given a new vigour and another century of life.

The price of this prolonged life, as well as of Egypt’s continuing
prosperity, was the final abandonment of the former universal ambi-
tions of the Isma‘ili Fatimids. Whether this change in foreign policy
was caused by a realistic assessment of Seljuk power, or by the fact
that neither of the Armenian viziers shared the extremist Ismi‘ili faith,
is difficult to decide. Nevertheless, their policy put an end to the
propaganda and mission organizations, and the Fatimid caliphate
ceased to be the ideological rallying-point for the Ismi‘ilis. A further
heavy blow was dealt to the movement by al-Afdal’s decision, in 1094,
to recognize al-Mustansit’s youngest son al-Musta‘li (a boy of eight
years) as his successor, instead of the eldest, al-Nizir, a man close upon
fifty, who had already been nominated by his father. As a result of this
act, the Isma‘ili split .into two rival branches: al-Nizir’s cause was
espoused by the more militant eastern section, already deeply shocked
and disgusted by the changes in Egypt, where the Fatimids, who had
started as leaders of a revolutionary movement with world-wide
ambitions, ended as a local dynasty of puppets under military dictators.
This branch, led by al-Hasan b. al-Sabbah, refused to recognize al-
Musta‘li ot anyone of his line as imdw of the Isma‘iliya. The Nizirites,
or, as they were soon commonly called, the Assassins (from Arabic
al-Hashishiyyun, ‘eaters of hashish’),! soon developed a very effective

organization in Persia and northern Syria, aiming at the overthrow of

1 The name was given to the members of the sect by their contemporarics, both Muslim
and Franks, in the belief that they used hashish to provoke ecstatic visions of paradise and
thus be better prepared to face martyedom ; but Ismi‘ili sources do not confirm this theory.

On the other hand, since the Niziri branch employed murder as a political weapon, the
proper name Assassin became in many Western languages a synonym for ‘murderer’.
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all established Muslim states and dynasties in order to fulfill the original
revolutionary goal of the Isma‘iliya. For a time they played a vital role
in Near Eastern history, but their influence on Egypt itself was indirect
and rather marginal.

No large military expeditions were mounted outside Egypt. Most of
Syria was firmly in the hands of the Seljuks or their vassals,and Badr con-
tented himself with the reoccupation of some coastal towns (Acre,
Ascalon, Tyre, Sidon) and with a bridgehead in southern Palestine.
The Maghrib being already lost to the Zirids or to the Hilali nomads, the
western frontier of the Fatimid state did not extend beyond Cytenaica.
Only Yemen and southern Arabia remained in the Fatimid orbit,
and both Badr al- Jamali and his son showed a vivid interest in preserv-
ing the Egyptian position in this country, mainly for commercial reasons.

As alteady mentioned, Egypt had started to play an increasingly
important role in international trade during the reign of al-‘Aziz.
Commerce was carried on with many countries to the west (Sicily,
North Africa, Spain and Italian city-states), as well as with the Byzantine
empire on the one hand and with Ethiopia, Nubia, Yemen and the
Indian Ocean region on the other. In the middle of the eleventh cen-
tury these relations took a new turn. The maritime trade of the Indian
Ocean had hitherto been directed more to the Persian Gulf than to the
Red Sea, but, as a result of the Seljuk wats in Iraq and Petsia, it was
now routed to Aden, and to the Egyptian ports bn the Red Sea like
Qulzum and ‘Aydhab. Thus Egypt became the most important link
on this chief medieval trade-route during the rest of the Fatimid period
and for many centuries to come. The eastern trade — that is to say, the
commercial operations by the Arabs, Persians and other Muslim peoples
in India, Indonesia, China and East Africa, where they bought spices,
silk, ivory, precious stones and other luxury goods, and exported them
via Egypt to the Mediterranean countries — was perhaps the single most
lucrative economic enterprise in the Middle Ages. The European part-
ners in this trade, mainly the Italian city-states of Venice and Amalfi,
and later Genoa and Pisa, as well as some French and Spanish ports,
such as Marseilles and Barcelona, exported to Egypt, in return, scarce
commodities such as timber (for shipbuilding), iron, woollen cloth
and wheat. The transit trade, in spite of the heavy customs and taxes
levied by the Fatimid government, brought large profits to Egyptian
merchants, among whom there were many Jews and Copts. At the
same time it contributed much to the general economic prosperity
and helped to sustain the country’s self-sufficiency.
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It was concern about this trade that led to the establishment of close
political ties between Fatimid Egypt and the Yemen (and even with
some Indian states). The fear of harming commerce was perhaps another
ground for the reluctance of the Armenian viziers to engage in military
activities. It was sufficient to hold the eastern approaches to Egypt, of
which the geographical position initselfenabled it virtually to monopolize
the transit trade. Naturally enough the Europeans tried to destroy this
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monopoly, and the participation of the Italian maritime republics in the
Crusades can be explained partly by their wish to reach the eastern
trade directly, and thus dislodge the Muslims from their intermediary
role.

The general prosperity of Egypt in the Fatimid epoch was not balanced
by excellence in intellectual and cultural productivity, and the number
of outstanding authors or works was surprisingly small. The caliphs
patronized poets, writers and scholars, attracting them from all parts
of theIslamic world, but these people rarely rose above the average. The
mediocrity of the literary and scholarly output in Fatimid Egypt
stands in sharp contrast to contemporary achievements in these fields
in other Arab countries such as Syria, Iraq and Spain, as well as to the
flourishing of Arabic culture in Egypt under the rule of succeeding
dynasties. On the other hand Egypt at this time produced some brilli-
ant scientific personalities, such as the astronomer ‘Ali b. Yinus (died
1009), whose astronomic tables tepresent the most extensive known
list of medieval astronomic observations, or the mathematician and
physicist Ibn al-Haytham (Lat., Alhazen, died 1039). His optical studies
belong to the fundamental works in this branch of physics, and his
solutions to some mathematical and astronomic problems did not
lose their validity until modern times. Similatly the art of medicine
flourished, and Muslim, Christian and Jewish physicians competed for
the favour of caliphs and nobles in their practicesas well as in their scien-
tific knowledge. One of these, Ibn Ridwan (died 1061), is best known
for his autobiography and his medical-philosophical polemic, written
with his Christian colleague Ibn Butlin of Baghdad (died 1066), in
which both displayed a large knowledge of Greek and Muslim philo-
sophy and sciences.

Although the Isma‘ili doctrine was in general more favourable to the
cultivation of philosophy than was orthodox Islam, and although many
philosophical disciplines were taught at both Al-Azhar and the Dar-
al-Hikma, the contribution of Fatimid Egypt in this field was negligible.
On the other hand the literature expounding the tenets of the Isma‘ili
theology and law was very rich; a positive aspect of this literature con-
sisted in the fact that its works popularized general scientific knowledge
among a wider public. But only during the early period of the Fatimid
rule did these specific Isma‘ili branches of learning produce an original
thinker, the ¢idi al-Nu‘min (died 974), who attempted to reconcile
the highly idealistic and esoteric Ismi‘ili teaching with the political
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realities of a temporal empire, and who also laid the foundations of
Ismi‘ili legal theory.

Not many historians were active at this period, and few of their
works have survived: only Ibn Zulak (died 996), al-Musabbihi (died
1029), al-Quda’i (died 1062) and Ibn al-Sayrafi (died 1147) are worthy
of mention as chroniclers of their own times. Al-Shibushti (died 1008)
wrote a detailed history of Christian monasteries, and the Coptic
bishop Severus b. al-Muqaffa‘ (died ¢. 1000) produced a history of the
patriarchs which forms an important source for the internal history of
Egypt as well as for Nubia and Ethiopia.

This dearth of literary and scholatly activity can be explained by the
heretical character of the dynasty, since the orthodox Muslim authors
wete not attracted by it, and even the Isma‘ili scholars were later treluc-
tant to serve a dynasty that had abandoned most of the ideals of the
original doctrine.

Quite a different picture is offered by Fatimid att and architecture,
which reflect the material prosperity of the petiod in a more telling way
than does the literary culture. Two main characteristics distinguish
Fatimid art from that of other Arab countties: a rich interplay of local
tradition with various foreign stylistic influences, and a wide use of
figurative (human and animal) representation of objects. Among the
surviving buildings the most famous are the al-Azhar mosque, rebuilt
many times since its original construction, the al-Hakim mosque, in
which North African elements are combined with those of Tulunid
Egypt and Iraq, and the smaller al-Agmar mosque (built in 1125), im-
portant for the ornamentation of its fagade, which bears traces of
Christian Armenian influence, and for the first appearance of the
corbelled (‘stalactite’) niche that later became a general feature of
Islamic architecture. From the twelfth century onwards, stone finally
replaced brick as the main building material. Apart from the mosques,
this period saw the construction of many mausoleums, some associated
with mosques, others being separate buildings, each containing the
tomb of its founder. Secular architecture is best represented by three
massive gates of Cairo from the time of Badr al-Jamili, built by Ar-
menian builders on Byzantine plans. Just as Fatimid architecture was
enriched by various sources, so in due time it influenced other parts of
the Islamic world, notably North Africa, Spain and Sicily, where its
traces can be found in many places.

Fatimid Egypt was also remarkably active in the decorative and
industrial arts, combining highly developed techniques with refined
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artistic taste. This applies to bronzes, faience, glass and cut crystal,
as well as to ceramic ware, wood-carving and textiles. It is mainly
in these objects that realistic representations of human (musicians,
dancers, hunters etc.) or animal motives are found, the Shi‘a being less
strict in these matters than the Sunni. Many of these arts, such as the
weaving of fine textiles, had a very long local tradition in Egypt, but
even here Iranian influences are present in design and iconography,
although there is no doubt that the artisans themselves were for the
most part Copts or recently converted Muslims.

One of the most remarkable and positive aspects of Fatimid rule
was its tolerance towards the Copts, who continued to occupy many
important posts, mainly in the administration of finance. The situation
of Jews was no less favourable: a number of them held the highest
offices as viziers, and they were preponderant in commerce and bank-
ing. Apart from the comparatively short time under al-Hikim, the
non-Muslim subjects of the Fatimids enjoyed a freedom of religion
rarely seen in earlier or later periods. According to Gaston Wiet,! this
tolerance, by bringing Muslims and Christians together, led to the
gradual disappearance of the Coptic language from everyday use and
to its supersession by Arabic. Whereas at the end of the tenth century
the majority of Christians still spoke Coptic, in the twelfth century only
the more educated clergy knew this language, and it became necessary
to translate even liturgical books into Arabic to make them compre-
hensible to the majority of the lesser clergy and to the large masses of
believers.

At the end of the eleventh century, when the Crusading armies ap-
proached the Holy Land, the Fatimids held there only Ascalon and
some minor coastal towns. The Seljuks, whose conquests in Asia Minor
had provided the immediate impulse to the Crusades, were already past
their zenith, and the empire was divided among members of the dyn-
asty and their governors, called generally atdbegs. Neither these nor the
Fatimids were able to offer any serious resistence to the invading Cru-
saders. Although the vizier al-Afdal in August 1098 recaptured Jeru-
salem from a Turkoman amir who had held it as 2 Seljuk fief, the city
was lost to the Crusaders a year later (July 1099). The conquerors
massacred the entire Muslim and Jewish population, as they had alteady
done in Antioch and other occupied towns in Syria, thus inaugurating
a kind of fanaticism and ferocity hitherto unknown in the Near East,

v L'Egypte byzantine et miusulmane, vol. 1t of Précis de Pbistoire d’Egypte (Cairo, 1932), 199.
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where the relationship between peoples of diffetent religions was in
general tolerant. Shortly afterwards the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem
was proclaimed. Thus a new political power that was to influence the
destiny of Egypt for the next two centuries was born.

The establishment of the Franks, as the crusading Europeans were
called by the Muslims, in Syria and Palestine (apart from the Kingdom
of Jerusalem, the Crusaders founded separate counties of Edessa and
Tripoli and the principality of Antioch) did not atouse much appre-
hension in Egypt, which was not directly threatened. Al-Afdal was
concerned merely about the Syrian coastal towns, fearing that the
Franks might gain direct access to the Red Sea and to the lucrative
eastern trade. But his defensive measures were weak, and finally only
Ascalon remained as a Fatimid outpost in southern Palestine. The loss
of the Syrian ports was due to the intervention of Italian fleets; the
Fatimid navy, the only one the Muslims could muster, proved to be
ineffective or inactive. The Fatimids then acquiesced in a more or less
passive attitude towards the Frankish states, and even entered into
brisk trading relations with the Italian cities, concluding new treaties
with Pisa, Amalfi and Genoa.

In 1116 the Crusaders extended their territory to the Gulf of Aqaba
and built midway between it and the Dead Sea the formidable fortress
of Montreal (al-Shawbak), which controlled the important caravan
route from Egypt to Syria, and the pilgrim route to Mecca as well.
For the next two or three hundred years pilgrims from the western
Muslim world had to follow the route via Upper Egypt and ‘Aydhib,
since the northern one was made dangerous by Crusaders’ raids on
caravans.

After the death of the caliph al-Musta‘li, his son al-‘Amir (1101~
30), a child of five, succeeded to the throne. The vizier al-Afdal’s powers
were absolute for another twenty years, during which Egypt continued
to prosper under his generally mild and wise rule. In 1121 the caliph,
dissatisfied by the passive role forced on him, had al-Afdal assassinated;
but he fared no better under al-Ma’miin, the vizier of his own choice,
who after a few years shared the fate of his predecessor. Al-‘Amir
now decided to take all authority into his own hands and to rule
without the aid of any viziet, but his direct rule, oppressive, capricious
and inefficient, stood in sharp contrast to the benevolent times of the
great viziers of the preceding half-century. He died violently - not,
however, at the hands of discontented Egyptians, but at those of the
Assassins, now bitter enemies of the Musta‘li branch of the Fatimids.
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Al-“*Amir’s cousin, al-Hafiz, succeeded him, but was held prisoner
for most of the first year of his reign by the vizier Kutayfat, a son of
al-Afdal. In 1131, however, al-Hifiz freed himself from this tutelage
and attempted to rule directly, but had no more success than his pre-
decessor. With him began the final decline of the Fatimid dynasty and
regime: the narrative of historians describing this period is a dull
record of never-ending intrigues and struggles between the caliph and
his viziers, and between the viziers and generals, each trying to seize
the power and authority for himself.

All the remaining Fatimid caliphs were either children or adolescents
at the time of their accession to the throne - al-Zafir (1149-54, 17 years
old), al-F#’iz (1154-6o, § years old) and al-‘Adid (1160~71, 9 years old) ~
and the rule was therefore in the hands of their ministers or amirs,
remaining so even after the caliphs had reached maturity. The anarchy
within the ruling class made any active policy vis-a-vis the Latin states
in Syria and Palestine impossible, even had the Fatimid regime wished
it. The task of fighting the Franks was left to the emerging dynasty of
Zangid atdbegs (regents or tutors) of the Seljuk princes in Mesopo-
tamia and Syria. The founder, ‘Imad al-Din Zangi, started to unify
the northern part of the Fertile Crescent under his rule, and in 1144 he
liquidated the Latin principality of Edessa. In the next years Zangi’s
son, Nir al-Din Mahmid (1146~74), imposed his rule on southern
Syria and Transjordan. Thus the Latin states were threatened from the
north and east by a formidable enemy. Both sides faced one another on
equal terms and neither of them was strong enough to overtake the
other. At this juncture Egypt became the decisive factor in the power
struggle between the Franks and Zangids.

After many years of Egyptian passivity towards the Latin states,
the vizier Ibn al-Sallir inaugurated a new policy, and in 1151 launched
the Fatimid fleet on raids against the Frankish ports. The Frankish
counter-offensive, however, deprived the Egyptians in 1153 of their
last foothold in Palestine at Ascalon. Until 1161 there were several
battles on land as well as on sea between the Fatimid state, now headed
by another energetic vizier, Tal2’i b. Ruzzik, and the Jerusalem king-
dom, but the issue remained unsolved. In the meantime the internal
strife in Egypt, among the pretenders to the vizierate, continued and
it was apparent that the state was nearing collapse.

Both main protagonists, the Jerusalem king Amalric I and Nir al-
Din, master of Damascus since 1154, were watching these develop-
ments closely, and soon they entered into a struggle for Egypt, the
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control of which became vital for their ultimate victory. Twice, in
1163 and in 1167, Amalric intervened on behalf of an aspirant for the
Fatimid vizierate,and twice Nir al-Dinsent the Kurdish general Shirkih
(aided by the latter’s nephew, Saldh al-Din) to stop the Christian in-
vasion. The issue ended with a compromise, both patties agreeing to
evacuate their troops from Egypt, but the country became a vittual
protectorate of the Jerusalem kingdom, having to pay a sum of 400,000
gold pieces in addition to the annual tribute, and with a Frankish high
commissioner with a strong garrison installed in Cairo.

A year later Amalric, aware of the general weakness of Egypt,
decided to conquet it completely. His army entered the country for the
third time, in the autumn of 1168, massacred the Muslim and Coptic
population of Bilbays and laid siege to Cairo. Niir al-Din reacted swiftly
and resolutely, realizing that the time for a final settlement of the
Egyptian question had come. Again Shirkiih and $alih al-Din marched
into Egypt with a huge army; on hearing of their arrival, Amalric
hastily abandoned his projects and retired to Jerusalem without offer-
ing battle, Shirkth and his troops were enthusiastically welcomed by
the people and even by the Fatimid caliph. Shitkiih became vizier
(January 116g), but still remained in the service of Nir al-Din. He did
not long enjoy this office, for he died two months later, and
Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub took over both the vizierate and the actual rule.

His position was full of difficulties: the troops resented the appoint-
ment of such a young commander and there were attempts at revolt
in his army. Next, he had to subdue the Fatimid troops, mainly Ar-
menians and Sudanese. There was also the cutious situation of his
being at the same time the vizier to a Shi‘a caliph and the lieutenant of 2
Sunni ruler — he himself being a zealous Sunni. With tact and genero-
sity on one hand, and an iron will and severity on the other, Salah
al-Din successfully overcame all these obstacles, and was even able to
repulse a combined Franko-Byzantine attack on Damietta. In Sep-
tember 1171 he ordered the name of the Fatimid caliph to be replaced
by that of the ‘Abbasid al-Mustadi’ in the Friday sermon. The last
Fatimid, al-‘Adid, died shortly afterwards, and neither of these events
caused any serious distutbances among the population. After two
centuries of Shi‘a rule, Egypt again became a member of the Sunni
Muslim oecumene, with hardly any trace left of the former creed.

26

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EGYPT, NUBIA AND THE EASTERN DESERTS

THE AYYUBIDS

The eighty years’ rule of the Ayyubid dynasty was marked in Egypt,
and to a lesser degree in Syria, by a political stability and material
prosperity rarely achieved in eatlier or later times. Artistic and intellec-
tual activity, although not reaching the splendour of the ‘Abbasid
period, made Egypt - hitherto only a cultural periphery - into one of
the main centres of Arabic and Islamic culture and learning. It was
Salah al-Din who laid the firm foundations for the political, economic
and cultural renaissance of Egypt and of some neighbouring countries.

Even stripped of the romantic aura given him by contemporary and
later authors, Muslim and Christian alike, Salah al-Din (Saladin) re-
mains an outstanding figure: a wise statesman and diplomat, a skilful
warrior, and above all a man of character and purpose. A zealous and
orthodox Muslim, yet always tolerant and chivalrous to his Frankish
adversaries, he considered it his life duty to crush Christian power in the
Near East. The acquisition of power and wealth was for him not an
aim in itself but only a means of achieving the final triumph of Islam.
His Muslim rivals, of coutse, did not see him in this light. They assumed
he possessed the same self-interest and lust for power that animated their
own policies, and they declined to ally themselves to his projects. This
forced $alih al-Din to undertake a series of military campaigns and
diplomatic actions directed againt his Muslim adversaries in Syria
and Mesopotamia before he felt himself sufficiently strong to deal with
the Franks.

Although the main theatre of operations was situated on Asian
soil, Egypt became, and remained, the heartland of Ayyubid might.
Salih al-Din was convinced that this country must become the chief
centre of all political and military efforts, and must therefore be made
able to defend itself against the Christians. The bitter experiences of
Amalric’s invasions and of the Franko-Byzantine attack on Damietta
had clearly demonstrated the dangers of a weak Egypt for the whole
cause of Islam. Until the death of Nir al-Din (in 1174) Saldh al-Din’s
position as his lieutenant did not permit him freedom of action outside
Egypt, because the relationship between these two great men was
somewhat strained, though it never came to open hostilities. Salah
al-Din used this period (1169-74) to improve the economic position of
Egypt; he accomplished it above all through two far-reaching measutres,
first by introducing the system of military fiefs and secondly by a
new commercial policy.
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Until his time the prevailing economic system as regards revenues
and land-tenure in Egypt had been based on the ancient usage of leas-
ing out the collection of taxes (&hardj) to rich and influential indi-
viduals. The Fatimid tax-farmers held their estates only for periods of
from four to thirty years, but there were already cases of hereditary
tenure of tax-farming rights in which the farmer paid a fixed yearly
rent. The revenues went to the state treasury, and the troops were paid
directly by the central government. Due to the internal strife, and the
increase of corruption which went along with it in the last decades of
the Fatimid regime, the financial resources from taxes were insufficient
to maintain the army. At this time the ig/d°, or feudal rent, became the
way of paying the higher officers, but it never took the place of the
direct payment of salaries.

Saldh al-Din introduced into Egypt a system that remained operative
until the end of the Ayyubid dynasty: this system was modelled after
the Seljuk one, but modified to suit the centralist and authoritarian
tradition of Egypt. All the fiefs were reallocated and given to the Kur-
dish amirs, officers and members of his own family. An Ayyubid
fief-holder received two different kinds of fief; a special one for his
personal needs (&hassa), and another for the maintenance of his troops
(ig+d‘). The state protected the peasants against abuse and exploitation
by their lotds, by fixing the rents to be paid. A special ministry (diwdn
al-igta‘) controlled the disposition of the fiefs, their revenues and other
matters connected with army organization and supplies. Not only
members of the dynasty and the great amirs, but also the lower ranks,
were given fiefs: later, when the financial situation of the state im-
proved, the troops - in addition to revenues from the fiefs — were
paid in cash by the government. The bigger fiefs often passed over
into hereditary ownership or at least into life tenure, whereas the
smaller ones changed hands many times, mostly during the struggle
for supremacy among Salih al-Din’s successors. On the whole, this
system of military feudalism marked a certain progress, for the pro-
ductivity of agriculture increased and the Ayyubid army was estab-
lished on a firm economic basis. But, even so, a prolonged campaign
with its heavy expenditures meant that military lords got into debt,
and Salah al-Din often had to stop his operations for this reason. An
Ayyubid fief-holder in Egypt lacked the feudal rights and privileges
of his counterparts in the Near East, especially in Syria, as he did not
possess any administrative or jurisdictional functions, his holding
being only a limited and revocable vsufruct.
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The Crusades and the establishment of Latin states in the Near
East contributed decisively to the further development of Mediter-
ranean trade. In spite of the state of war between Christians and Mus-
lims, trade flourished, since both Egypt and the Italian city-states had
an interest in this highly profitable venture. At the same time, neither
the Italians nor the Frankish rulers lost sight of the economic and
political advantages that a conquest of Egypt and direct access to the
Red Sea could bring them. $alih al-Din, too, was aware of the import-
ance of international trade, not only for Egypt but for the whole cause
of Islam. After repulsing the attacks on Egypt, he inaugurated a new
commercial policy that became standard for all Egyptian rulers of his
own house, as well as for the Mamluks: he officially proclaimed that
in future foreign merchants could not carry on their business in the
interior of Egypt or in the Red Sea region. Non-Muslim merchants
were allowed to be active only in Alexandria, where they established
fimdugs, i.e. storehouses with hostels. All the existing fundugs in Cairo
and in other places in Egypt were closed and never opened again.
Through these measures $alih al-Din further strengthened the mono-
polistic position of Egypt in eastern trade, and the great Egyptian
merchants (the so-called Kdrimi) were able to dictate their own prices
to their European partners in Alexandria. The sultan was not at all
averse to commercial exchange with the Christians. On the contrary,
he encouraged it through treaties with the principal trading cities and
made efforts to attract their merchants to Egypt. In a letter to the
‘Abbasid caliph he stressed the advantage of trade with the ‘infidels’
because ‘there is not one of them but supplies our land with the
material of war’.!

It is therefore not surprising to find him pursuing a vigorous policy
in relation to the Red Sea, the main artery of the eastern trade. That the
fears of a Frankish intervention in these waters were not unfounded
was demonstrated in 1182, when a Christian fleet sailed from Ayla and
devastated a number of ports on both the African and Arabian shores.
The Egyptians reacted swiftly, and their fleet destroyed every single
one of the Frankish ships. Usually mild and chivalraus, $alih al-Din
ordered the execution of all prisoners, which indicates how sensitive
he was to the danger in this direction. In 1174 his brother Tiran-Shih
had been sent to the Yemen, where he liquidated the Shi‘a dynasties
and established Ayyubid rule in the main cities including Aden, one of
the most important points on the route to and from the east. Although

t Aba Shidma, Kitdh al-Rawdatayn (Cairo, 1956), 243.
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the personal ambitions of Tiran-Shih played a role in this expedition,
we can look on it also as a part of $alah al-Din’s policy of making the
maritime trade secure. As a result, the Yemen remained in the hands of
the Ayyubids for more than half a century.

Having taken these steps for the improvement of the Egyptian
economy, Salih al-Din turned his attention to the political problems
facing the Near East after the death of Nir al-Din. His general policy
in the next twelve years was to subdue all the Muslim principalities of
Syria and northern Mesopotamia, cither by military operations or by
diplomatic actions, while continuing more or less peaceful relations
with the Franks until the moment when the balance of power would
shift to his side. In 1174 Damascus, Hama and Homs had already fallen
into his hands, and soon afterwards he received from the caliph the
official investiture with the government of Syria and Egypt; only after
this date (1175) did he consider himself to be an independent ruler
(sultan), as can be seen from his coins. Between 1177 and 1179 he waged
a war with the Crusaders and, although his army suffered some defeats,
the general situation remained unchanged. To strengthen the defences
of Egypt, he started the construction of the citadel and great walls in
Cairo, and also directed his attention to reorganizing the navy. In 1179
his fleet harried the Frankish coastal towns and, when in the following
year Salah al-Din initiated 2 combined advance by sea and land against
the Jerusalem kingdom, King Baldwin quickly proposed a two-year
truce, which was readily accepted.

The years between 1179 and 1186 witnessed the slow but steady
increase of Salih al-Din’s military and territorial power; he gained
control successively over southern Asia Minor and northern Syria,
where Aleppo at least submitted itself in 1183 to his suzerainty. The
final crowning of his patient policy of unification came in 1186, when
he was recognized by the Zangid prince of Mosul. No more enemies
remained on his flanks, and his army was now larger than ever before,
having been joined by contingents of seasoned Turkish soldiers of the
Zangid princes.

In the meantime, in 1185, the truce with Jerusalem was renewed,
despite the fact that Reginald of Karak, an undisciplined vassal of
Baldwin, broke it by attacking the Meccan caravans and by his raids
on the Red Sea in 1181 and 1182. $aldh al-Din’s attempts to retaliate by
attacking Beirut by sea and land and by laying siege to the Karak
fortress failed. In 1183, in face of a large army in Palestine, he had
chosen to withdraw rather than to give open battle. When the new truce
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was broken again by the same Reginald in early 1187, Salih al-Din’s
power was at its height, and he seized the opportunity to launch his
decisive campaign. In July the Muslim and Christian armies met at
Hattin in Palestine. Salih al-Din’s victory was overwhelming. King
Guy of Jerusalem, along with the flower of Frankish knights, fell
into captivity, and in a lightning campaign that followed Jerusalem
and numerous other Crusaders’ cities were conquered. The Franks
retained only the narrow coastal strip with the main ports of Tyre,
Tripoli and Antioch.

The sultan then showed more magnanimity than prudence by
allowing the garrisons of conquered towns, as well as King Guy and
his knights, to gather in Tyre. The town soon became the rallying
point of the Syrian Franks and the bridgehead of the Third Crusade.
In fact, as soon as the news reached Europe that Jerusalem had fallen
into Saracen hands, a fresh Crusade on a large scale was set in motion
under the leadership of the three most powerful Christian monarchs,
Frederick Barbarossa, Philip of France and Richard the Lionheart. The
arrival of their main forces in 1191 enabled the Franks to launch an
offensive in the course of which Saldh al-Din’s troops were defeated,
Acre surrendered and the coast between Tyre and Jaffa was recon-
quered. It was a heavy setback for Salih al-Din, but the main goal of
the Third Crusade - the taking of Jerusalem and of other holy places
in Palestine — was not achieved. The exhaustion of the Muslim army
on the one hand, and the imminent withdrawal of the royal leaders of
the Crusade on the other, led to the conclusion of a three-year truce in
September 1192. A few months later, in February 1193, Salih al-Din
died in Damascus.

Notwithstanding the reverses of his last campaign, the achievement
of Salah al-Din was unique. He unified the most populous and econ-
omically strong parts of the Near East into one empire, and he broke
the strength of the Latin states, which were afterwards incapable of
threatening the Muslims without aid from outside. Under his rule
Egypt emerged as the principal political unit in the eastern Medi-
terranean, and as the head of the Muslim resistance against the Crusa-
ders. Total victory was, however, denied to the great sultan because
of the inherent instability of his feudal armies.

While he mounted the military jihad against the Franks, he paid no
less attention to the ideological struggle in the name of orthodox Islam.
The main instrument became the madrasa or religious college, an
institution established by the Seljuks in the east in the eleventh
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century for the purpose of strengthening the Sunni teaching, as promul-
gated by the great theologian al-Ash‘ari (died 933), and of fighting all
heretical trends, especially the Ismi‘iliya and other Shi‘a sects. Salah
al-Din introduced the madrasa type of college into Jerusalem, Egypt
and Hejaz. None of the Ayyubid madrasas in Egypt survived intact,
but their influence, both doctrinal and architectural, on the following
periods was manifest. The madrasa served not only as ‘a fortress of
theologians’ but also as a centre of other branches of learning, and it
is due to them that Egypt was able to continue the best traditions of
Arabic scholarship and literature at a time when the eastern parts of
the Islamic world succumbed to the Mongols. Although the Isma‘iliya
and some other Shi‘a sects remained strong in parts of Syria, the
struggle between Sunni and Shi‘a Islam for the allegiance of the masses
in Arabic lands was definitively decided in favour of the former by the
ascension of Salih al-Din and hisdynasty. After his time, Egypt and the
majority of Fertile Crescent countries formed the bulwark of Islamic
orthodoxy, and were free from any sectarian movements. Another
feature of the Sunni revival was the introduction and growth of the
Sufi (popularly known as dervish) brotherhoods and the establishment
of many convents (sing. Y@wiya, pl. gawdya) all over the country. Most
of the Sufi orders were introduced from Asia or North Aftrica, but in
Egypt they developed special characteristics which in due course
penetrated, through wandering scholars and saints, to other parts of
Africa, and especially to the Sudanic region. Among the most famous
brotherhoods (fariga) was the Ahmadiyya, or Badawiyya, order founded
by a native of Morocco, Ahmad al-Badawi (died 1276), who neverthe-
less spent his whole adult life in Tanta, and is considered the greatest
Egyptian saint. Although Sufism in Egypt did not play the same role
in social and political life as it did in North Africa and the Sudan
then and later, its influence on the masses of population was far from
negligible.

Salih al-Din divided his realm among his sons and his younger
brother al-‘Adil. At first Egypt was ruled by his son al-‘Aziz, but
Salah al-Din’s sons soon fell into discord. Taking advantage of this
situation, al-‘Adil gradually overcame all of them and in 1199 acquired
for himself sovereignty over Egypt and the major. part of Syria. Dur-
ing the next two decades his own sons superseded the descendants of
Salih al-Din as rulers of the chief provinces under the general suzer-
ainty of their father. Al-*Adil was a true successor to his brother, with
whom he shated many abilities and character traits: he continued the
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policy of restricted warfare, and employed as his chief weapons diplo-
macy and intrigue, at the same time paying much attention to economic
and commercial matters and concluding new treaties with the Venetians
and the Pisans.

Egypt retained its position as the centre of the empire and its rulers
were considered to be the senior branch of the Ayyubid house. In
1200 al-‘Adil appointed his son al-Kimil as governor of Egypt. It
was a good choice, and the country was thus given a ruler who ad-
ministered it for nearly forty years with intelligence, tolerance and an
understanding of the needs of the population. Although the beginning
of al-Kamil’s regency was marked by a famine and pestilence similar to
those of 1066-72, his firm hand did not allow any disturbances, and his
wise emergency measutes soon restored the former prosperity.

Relations with the Crusading states still occupied first place in
foreign policy, but none of Salih al-Din’s successors showed the same
dedication to the cause of Islam. The Ayyubid princes only very rarely
took the offensive against the Franks, contenting themselves with
remaining on the defensive, and secking to negotiate a truce as soon
as possible. This attitude, often criticized by contemporary Muslim
authors, was dictated by their policy of expanding commerce with the
Italian republics, as well as by the realization that the Latin states had
ceased to represent any danger to the Ayyubid realm. Only when new
Crusading armies from Europe appeared at infrequent intervals in the
Near East were attempts made to overthrow the balance of forces,
but these regularly failed, as will be discussed presently.

Al-“AdiP’s chief concern was the defence of Egypt, since in the
Christian camp the awareness of the strategic and economic importance
of Egypt was gaining more and more ground. The raids on Rosetta
in 1204 and on Damietta in 1211 were a forewarning of this new aware-
ness, and the last two large-scale Crusading enterprises (in 1218 and
1249) were aimed at ‘striking the head of the snake’, while the Holy
Land, with Jerusalem, was now considered a secondary objective. This
shift in strategy was due not only to the recognition of Egypt’s role as
the paramount power of the Islamic world; its occupation would also
permit direct access to the eastern trade and the breaking of the Muslim
monopoly in it.

In the spring of 1218 a huge Crusading army, composed both of new
arrivals from Europe and contingents from the Jerusalem kingdom,
under the command of the papal legate, Pelagius, began to lay siege
to Damietta, a very strong fortress and the key to Egypt. Although the
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Ayyubid gatrison there was teinforced, one of its most important
defensive towers fell into Frankish hands in August; the news of its
capture caused the death of al-‘Adil. Al-Kimil was at once recognized
by the members of the house as its head and as sultan of Egypt. In
order to save the fortress of Damietta, the sultan offered to surrender
to the Crusaders the whole kingdom of Jerusalem, as it was before
Salah al-Din’s conquest. The Crusaders haughtily refused to deal with
the ‘infidels’, being sure of their victory and already visualizing the
conquest not only of Damietta but of the whole of Egypt. The fortress
fell by assault in November 1219, but further advance into the interior
was delayed by interminable quarrels among the leaders of the Crusade.

In the meantime al-Kamil had mobilized all the resources of Egypt
and had summoned the Ayyubid princes to support him. It is remark-
able that at this hour of supreme danger to Egypt his kinsmen laid
aside their rivalries and rallied willingly round the head of the family.
When in July 1221 the Crusaders, after two years of passivity, at last
started their march southwards, the Ayyubid armies were ready for
them. The Christians chose the season badly and their knowledge of the
geography of the Delta was worse than lamentable. The river was
rising, and soon the advancing army found itself surrounded by water
and enemy on all sides. In the fiercely fought battle of Mansira (August
1221) the Crusaders were defeated and asked for terms of peace. Al-
Kamil acted generously and tolerantly, granting the enemy free with-
.drawal and the restoration of the Holy Cross (captured previously by
Saldh al-Din in Jerusalem) in exchange for Damietta and an eight-year
truce. And so another attempt to conquer Egypt, and thus to eliminate
the most dangerous foe of Christendom, ended ingloriously after so
much hope and initial success.

Once the external threat was removed, the internal rivalry between
the Ayyubid princes reasserted itself. Until 1227 al-Mu‘azzam of Damas-
cus successfully opposed his brother al-Kimil’s claim to supremacy
in the empire, and allied himself with, and later even recognized the
suzerainty of, the Khwiarazm-Shih Jalil al-Din, who had fled from his
Central Asian realm before the advancing Mongols and was trying.to
carve out a new kingdom for himself in the Near East. Al-Kamil,
looking for allies, concluded a treaty of alliance with Emperor Frederick
II, who resided in Sicily and was known for being exceptionally toler-
ant and liberal in religious matters.

In 1228 when Frederick set out on his Crusade, al-Kamil honoured
the terms of the treaty, although the situation in the meantime had
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changed radically to his advantage with al-Mu‘azzam’s death in 1227.
The new ten-year treaty signed in February 1229 was the most re-
markable ever concluded between a Muslim and a Christian ruler.
The sultan of Egypt ceded to the emperor Jerusalem and other holy
places in Palestine, such as Bethlehem and Nazareth, together with the
road to Jaffa and Actre, reserving only the ‘Umar Mosque (the so-called
Mayjid al-aqsd or Haram) to the Muslims, in exchange for the emperor’s
pledge to defend the sultan against all enemies be they Christian ot
Muslim. These terms aroused a wave of indignation on both sides.
Both the Pope, who had previously cursed Frederick, and the whole
Christian world stigmatized the emperor as a traitor who bargained
with the infidels instead of fighting them, while zealous Muslims
violently criticized the surrender of Muslim territory to the Christians
as unnecessary. In fact, however, al-Kimil gained more than he lost,
since the territory itself was without much value, and the Muslim
holy place remained in their hands. The alliance with the emperor
increased his bargaining power vis-3-vis the other Ayyubids and de-
prived the Latin states of any military aid from Europe. Even from the
point of view of Christendom the terms were advantageous, because
by a stroke of the pen Frederick had achieved more than had the Third
Crusade with its huge armies, and had restored the Holy City, the
alleged goal of the entire Crusading enterprise, to Christian control.
But at this time the genuine religious inspiration of the Crusades had
become only a thin veil for the more mundane interests of the Italian
maritime cities and of the Latin feudal lords. These interests were, of
course, badly served by Frederick’s treaty with al-Kamil.

For the remaining nine years of al-Kamil’s life the treaty was in
general observed by both sides. The sultan, free from Frankish inter-
ventions, dedicated these years to the attempt to unify the Ayyubid
empire under his supreme rule. Realizing that the federal structure
preferred by his uncle and father had repeatedly led to internal strife
and friction, and that it had weakened the empire in every respect, he
set the building of a strong centralized state as his goal. He died before
achieving this aim and it fell to the Mamluks to make this idea a
reality.

Under al-Kamil Egypt continued to prosper economically and cul-
turally. The sultan himself took a personal interest in the improvement
of the irrigation and road system, completed the Cairo citadel and laid
the foundations of the new madrasas. The truce with the Christians
permitted several commercial treaties to be concluded with European
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nations, and internal and external trade flourished. Visitors from the
outside world were surprised by the enormous number of Nile boats
and ships plying between Cairo and Alexandria, loaded with trade
goods coming from every part of the world. The administration be-
came more efficient and less venal than it had been under the last
Fatimids, and the general security of life and property attained a level
not often encountered in medieval times. It is significant that from
Salah al-Din’s time until the end of the dynasty there are no records of
the street fights that so plagued the cities in earlier and later periods.

Al-Kamil’s death, however, gave the signal for the renewal of rival-
ries among the Ayyubid princes. His son and immediate successor,
al-*Adil II, was deposed after two years’ rule, and his brother al-Silih
Najm al-Din Ayyib (1240-9), the last of the efficient and outstanding
sovereigns of the dynasty, ascended the throne. He too had to fight
against rivals, mostly in Syria, and also against the Franks allied
to his Muslim adversaries. In an attempt to increase his military might,
al-Silih Ayyib had recourse to the traditional but fatal expedient of
enrolling Turkish mercenaries in his army, first a group of Khwaraz-
mian warriors, and later Kipchak slaves bought in the south Russian
steppes. The Khwarazmians soon became unruly, and one of their
bands conquered Jerusalem on its own initiative in the summer of
1244, thus restoring the Holy City definitively to Muslim hands. The
gradual increase of the mamlik troops permitted the sultan to gain the
upper hand over his rivals, and to attain the same dominating position
as had his father and grandfather. His army won a great victory over
the Franks in 1244, and then occupied and fortified Jerusalem; three
years later Ascalon was captured and the Latin states were again in
grave danger of being annihilated.

The loss of Jerusalem revived the crusading spirit in Europe, and
it was the king of France, Louis IX, the Saint, who personally led the
armies in his last attempt to call a halt to Muslim victories. The time
seemed opportune, as the eastern parts of the Islamic world were
inundated by a flood of Mongol invaders, and the Franks nursed
exaggerated hopes for a military alliance that would enclose the
Muslims from all sides and destroy them definitively.

The Crusade of Saint Louis that began in June 1249 was, in its
strategy, tactics and final outcome, as nearly as possible the exact
replica of that of 1218~21. The French army occupied Damietta without
much effort, and then waited there idly for some time, marching
towards Cairo only at the worst season and by the same difficult route
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through the maze of Nile branches and canals. The Egyptian army
concentrated near Mansiira, and the sultan offered to exchange Dami-
etta for Jerusalem, but again the king refused to bargain with the
infidels. At this juncture the sultan, al-$ilih, died (November 1249).
His death was concealed from the troops by his Turkish concubine,
Shajar al-Durr, who took over the command and summoned the crown
prince, Tiran-Shah, from Mesopotamia. In the battle at Mansira in
February 1250 the Kurdish and Arab troops fled the field, but the
disciplined Turkish mamlitks proved themselves the bulwark of the
Ayyubid army. Two months later these same troops won an over-
whelming victory at al-Fariskar. King Louis and the flower of the
French nobility were taken prisoner, and thousands of soldiers were
killed or later executed. This battle destroyed for ever Christian hopes
of conquering Egypt and the Holy Land, but at the same time it
sounded the knell of the Ayyubid dynasty. The new sultan, Turan-
Shah, soon made himself unpopular with the leading mamlik officers,
arrogantly conscious of their part in the victory and fearing the com-
petition of Turin-Shiah’s own mamliks. In May 1250 a group of mam-
Jiiks led by Baybars murdered Tardn-Shih, and in his place proclaimed
Shajar al-Durr as sultan of Egypt and the queen of the Muslims, a rare
case of a woman formally attaining sovereign status in Islamic lands.
It is difficult to decide whether this queen was the last of the Ayyubids
or the first of the Mamluks, as she was connected with both the
vanishing and the oncoming dynasty.

In the Ayyubid epoch the rise of Egypt as the most important centre
of Arabic culture became more appatent. A number of direct and in-
direct factors influenced this shift from the eastern parts of the Arabic
wotld to its middle part. On the one hand Egypt prospered materially:
whereas in 1090, under the Fatimids, the annual revenue of all Egyptian
provinces was evaluated at about 3 million dinats, a century later under
Salih al-Din (in 1189) the amount of more than 5 million dinars was
attained. Such an increase in revenue made possible the vast building
activities and the foundation of many waeqfs (pious endowments) thar
traditionally formed the material base for the growth and prosperity
of the Muslim intelligentsia. Another source of wealth was the prof:t
from international trade promoted by all sultans through treatics with
European states and cities, ‘and by the control of all Red Sea ports on
both shores.

The orthodox revival, as well as the gencrosity of Ayyubid rulers,
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attracted many scholars to Egypt at a time when the eastern portions
of the Islamic world (Iraq, Iran and Central Asia), hitherto more im-
portant as cultural centres, were gradually sucked into the whirlwind
of Mongol expansion. Later on, under the Mamluks, the cultural
primacy of Egypt became more pronounced, and the country, together
with Syria, continuedto play the leading role in Arabic culturaland schol-
arly life.

The Ayyubid period was productive especially in poetry and his-
toriography. Fresh life was given to Arabic poetry by the introduction
of new strophic forms, called muwashshah and gajil, which originated
in Muslim Spain but acquired a wide popularity in the Near Eastern
Arabic countries too. This new style loosened the rigid metric for-
mality of the ancient gasida, and allowed the poet to express his in-
dividuality and feelings more freely. The first representative of the
new school was Ibn Sana’ al-Mulk (1150-1211), an Egyptian judge
who also wrote many panegyric poems. The most famous among the
court pocts was Bahd’ al-Din Zuhayr (1186-1258), whose love lyrics
were distinguished by simplicity and sincerity, and whose encomiums
are free of exaggerated flattery. This epoch produced also ‘Umar b.
al-Farid (1182~12375), the greatest Arab mystic poet, and the only one
on a par with the most famous Persian representatives of Sufi poetry.
His poems, presented as traditional love or wine-songs, possess a
second, mystic meaning; they are at the same time more abstract
and passionate, but also less sensual, than the products of the great
Persian Sufi poets. To a similar category belonged al-Busiri (1211-95),
the author of the famous ‘Mantle Ode’ (Qasidat al-Burda), a praise-
poem on the Prophet Muhammad that won a quasi-sacred status and
was widely used for magical purposes throughout the whole Islamic
world.

The personality and exploits of Salah al-Din fascinated his Muslim
contemporaries as much an they did the Franks, and it is no wonder
that his biographies held a prominent place in the Arab historiography
of the epoch. The best known are those written by ‘Imiad al-Din
al-Isfahdni (1125-1201), by Ibn Shaddid Bahil’ al-Din (died 1234),
who was chief secretary to Salah al-Din, and by Abi Shima of Dam-
ascus (died 1268) who, contraty to his two predecessors, took a hostile
attitude towards the great sultan. From among the Coptic minority
came two universal histories describing events from the Creation until
the mid thirteenth century, one by al-Makin (died 1273), the other by
Butris b. al-Rahib (f. 1270). ‘Ali al-Qifti (1172-1248) compiled 2
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biographical dictionary of physicians and scientists, both Greek and
Arab, thus giving a clear picture of the transmission of the Classical
and Hellenistic heritage to the Islamic world.

The natural sciences and philosophy in Arabic countries were in this
epoch past their zenith. The only outstanding figure was the Jewish
philosopher Maimonides (died 1204), a native of Spain, who later
became personal physician to Saldh al-Din, and whose contributions
to Jewish theology and philosophy marked a turning point.

The participation of Christians and Jews in the intellectual life of
Ayyubid Egypt bears witness to the fact that the tolerant policy of the
Fatimids continued under their successors. At the beginning of his
reign, Salah al-Din forbade the employment of Copts in administrative
and medical posts, but this restriction remained only formal, and the
Copts continued to hold as many posts as before or after, since their
services in fiscal and financial departments were indispensable for their
smooth functioning. The thirteenth century is considered to be the
golden age of Christian Arabic literature in Egypt, as the Copticlanguage
disappeared almost completely from vernacular use, and the religious
and profane literature of Christian Egyptians was written exclusively
in Arabic. If the wars against the Crusaders did not particularly influ-
ence the tolerant attitude of the ruling classes towards their Christian
subjects, the religious fervour stimulated by the fighting against foreign
invaders led to increasing intolerance among the masses of the Muslim
population that persisted for many centuries to come.

THE MAMLUKS

When Shajar al-Durr became queen after the death of Taran-Shah,
no one in the Muslim wotld telished the idea of a woman on the
throne, not even the Mamluks who had proclaimed her monarch. For
the military oligarchy now rising to power in Egypt it was rather a
temporary expedient to master the situation they faced after the
murder of the last Ayyubid. And so, after only eighty days of solitary
rule, Shajar al-Durr married one of the great Mamluk amirs, Aybeg
(Aybak), who thus became the first Mamluk sultan of Egypt.

Muslim annals provide many examples of slave-soldiers as king-
makers and holders of virtual control in the state, and record even some
isolated cases of members of this group becoming nominal rulers, but
the accession of Aybeg to the Egyptian throne was something unique.
From his time until the Ottoman conquest Egypt knew no other rulers
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than those belonging to the military oligarchy consisting of former
slaves of foreign origin, at first predominantly Turkish, later Circassian. -
It is usual to distinguish two Mamluk ‘dynasties’, the Bahri line that
started with Aybeg and lasted until 1382, and the Burji line that suc-
ceeded the former and was overthrown only in 1517 by the Ottoman
sultan, Selim I. Among the Bahris, the tendency to establish the
hereditary system prevailed; fourteen rulers of the twenty-four were
descendants of Sultan Qald’tin and three others were sons of sultans.
In contrast, the Burji Mamluks were averse to the dynastic system and
preferred the system in which a freedman succeeded his former master
on the throne.

The term mamlik (lit. ‘owned’, ‘slave’) was applied chiefly to white
slaves, and gradually came to designate those who were acquired by
Muslim rulers to form the bulk of their standing armies. By the
thirteenth century this institution had become an integral part of the
political and social system in many Muslim countries, the soldier-slaves
enjoying increasing powers. But only in Egypt, and in Muslim
India, did they cross the gulf that separated them from the nominal
kingship.

According to Islamic law, no person of slave status could officially
hold a sovereign position in the Muslim state; therefore every Mamluk
sultan was obliged to show his deed of manumission at the inaugural
ceremony. The manumission of every mamlitk was petformed after a
cerrain time of military training and education, usually at the age of
cighteen; the wamlitks were thus in reality frcedmen, not slaves of their

asters. On the other hand, the Mamluk oligarchy did not accept into
their ranks anybody who was not brought up and trained as a slave-
soldier; even their own children (called aw/dd al-nds, lit. ‘sons of
people’) were barred from all higher military ranks and court offices.
The self-perpetuation of the military oligarchy was assured by the
arrival of new young slaves, and the emerging ruling military caste
lived in complete social, cultural and even racial isolation from the
other strata of Egyptian Arab society. Although the Egyptians had
been used to rulers of foreign origin since Ptolemaic days, never be-
fore was the gulf between the masters (former slaves) and the subjects
(theoretically free men) so wide and deep as under the Mamluk
dynasty.

As is natural in a military society, even this exclusive caste was
internally stratified. The Mamluk army was structured as follows. First,
the royal mamlbiks, who were further subdivided into the mamliks
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of former sultans, the mamliks of the teigning sultan, the mamliks of the
bodyguard and of the cotps of pages selected among the latter, and the
mamliiks of the amirs who passed into the service of the sultan. Secondly,
the mamliks of the amirs. Thirdly, the sons of amirs (awldd al-nis) and
soldiers recruited from the local population (gfndd al-balqa). To this
group, at the beginning, belonged knights of non-slave origin, but
these gradually lost their importance and disappeared. The awmirs
(generals and higher officers) were also divided into three categories:
amirs of ten, of forty, and of a hundred. Only the royal mamliks could
rise to the rank of amir, and only the mamliks who were freedmen of
the reigning sultan could claim to be his successors. In their struggle
.for power the amirs fought against each other, supported by their own
regiments, thus provoking endless street fighting, descriptions of which
monotonously fill the Mamluk annals. The tenure of the sultanate
depended on the favour of the troops, the balance of power between
rival amirs, the political skill of the actual ruler, and, last but not least,
on the strength of his royal mamliks. Their number rarely exceeded ten
thousand. Only the royal mamliks were given proper military training
in barrack schools and on the hippodrome, whereas the mamliks of
amirs only mastered the rudiments of military skill. The mamliks, as
people from the steppes, were primarily mounted archers; the bow was
the chief weapon, but the lance, sword, mace and shield were also a
part of their equipment. All were excellent horsemen, and for more than
two centuries the Mamluk army was one of the best in the world,
achieving its superiority by its professional character and its tactical
skill on the battlefield. Their victory over the Mongols, and over the
remnants of the Latin Crusaders’ states, contributed largely to the
Mamluk reputation for invincibility that survived long after the army
had lost much of its efficacy and entered a slow decline.

The reign of the Mamluks — or Turks, as they were generally called
in the Muslim world, without regard to their various origins® — was the
despotism of a small military oligarchy; its members were uncultured,
rude, rapacious, tyrannical and treacherous former slaves, who were
only superficially islamized and never arabized. But under this alien
dynasty Egypt became the leading Arab country, both politically and
economically as well as culturally, and enjoyed, at least duting the
first half of this period, a prosperity, stability and continuity of institu-
tions shared by few other Muslim lands.

! The Mamluk state is known usually as Dawlat al-Arrdk (‘ Empire of the Turks’) in
contemporary sources.
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‘Izz al-Din Aybeg (1250~7) was thus the first Mamluk sultan of the
Bahri line.! He was confronted with two urgent tasks: first, to bring
the Crusade of Louis IX to an end, and secondly, to deal with the
Ayyubid dynasty, still powerful in Syria. The French king’s terms of
surrender were faithfully observed, and after a month of captivity,
Louis and the majority of his knights were released for a ransom of
800,000 French pounds, and the town of Damietta was reoccupied by the
Mamluk army and its fortifications razed.

The Ayyubid princes in Syria were not prepared to let Egypt, the
most precious part of the dynasty’s realm, fall unopposed into the hands
of a usurper and regicide. Their first invasion of Egypt was repulsed
and, in view of the Mongol peril, a truce was then concluded between
them and Aybeg. In otder to legitimate his position, Aybeg proclaimed
himself the caliph’s viceroy, and contemplated a political marriage.
This move was the immediate cause of his death, because Queen
Shajar al-Durr had him murdered on hearing this news. But she herself
met an equally brutal end only a few days later.

Aybeg’s death was welcomed by the Bahti mamliks, many of whom
began to come back to Egypt from their Syrian exile. At first the
sultan’s young son was duly raised.to the throne, but this was only a
temporary measure of the amirs, who were not yet in agreement about
which of them should become sultan. This feature of mock primo-
geniture was repeated time and again after the death of many sultans.
The young sons were installed with all ceremonies, but they were only
shadow rulers without any real power. In the meantime the senior
amirs competed between themselves for the throne, and, as soon as the
strongest seized power, he sent the puppet sultan into a luxurious
retirement or exile.

At the beginning of 1258 the fall of Baghdad into the hands of the
Mongol prince Hilagh, and the subsequent execution of the last
‘Abbasid caliph, shattered the whole Islamic world. The danger to
Egypt became more acute than ever because of the advance of Mongol
armies into Syria, where, at the beginning of 1260, Aleppo and Damas-
cus were sacked. The situation called for a strong person, and the
regent Qutuz, Aybeg’s former deputy and commander of his mamiites,
was elected as sultan in November 1259, The Mamluk army led by
Qutuz and one of the senior amirs, Baybars, marched from Egypt to
Palestine and there in September 1260, near ‘Ayn Jalit, inflicted a heavy

1 The name Bahri is derived either from their barracks on the island of Rawda in the
River Nile (Bapr al-Nil), or, more probably, it indicates that they were imported from
across the sea (in Arabic, babr).
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defeat on the Mongol army and its Armenian and Georgian auxiliaries.
The Mongol commander Kitbuga Noyon was captured and executed,
while the rest of his army retreated hastily to Iraq, joined by the garri-
sons of occupied Syrian towns whose Muslim population had risen and
expelled them. '

For the first time the Mongols had been defeated in an open battle
and their westward advance was definitively stopped. The Mamluk
cavalry, employing tactics similar to those of their adversaries, had
proved its worth, and from the time of this battle the aura of in-
vincibility shifted from the Mongols to the Mamluks. While it is
incontestable that this victory saved Egypt and parts of Syria from the
devastations of the Mongol hordes, there is no ground for exaggerating
its importance, as is sometimes done. The Mongols were already neat-
ing the point of exhaustion in their expansive activity, and in many of
the occupied countries were now more interested in consolidating their
control than in further conquest. In the eastern part of the Muslim
world, after an initial period of terrible destruction, conditions gradu-
ally returned to normal. The Mongols adopted Islam, and were soon
assimilated into the local cultures in Iraq, Iran and Central Asia, to a
higher degree than the Turkish Mamluks were in Egypt. For the
indigenous population, both the Mamluks and the Mongols always
remained a foreign ruling class, and differences between them were
quantitative rather than qualitative. It should not be forgotten that the
Mongol force at ‘Ayn Jiliit was nothing but a detachment, which was
vastly outnumbered by the Mamluk army, and that its rapid with-
drawal from Syria was due to the fact that Hiliga was obliged to return
to Mongolia owing to the death of the Great Khan. In the following years
the Mongol rulers were occupied by the internal struggles between the
various branches of the dynasty, and this greatly weakened their forces.
They continued to threaten Syria from the east and north for some
decades, and many times were involved in conflicts with the Mamluks,
but they had already lost their initial drive.

Shortly after the battle Qutuz was treacherously murdered by Bay-
bars, who was proclaimed sultan on the spot. This former slave, who
had distinguished himself at Mansiira and ‘Ayn Jilat, and who came
to power by means of two regicides, was the real founder of the
Mamluk state, being not only an able general but also a far-sighted
statesman and organizer. Like all his great predecessors, he grasped the
necessity of defending Egypt in Syria and Palestine; this meant finish-
ing off the remnants of the Latin states which were making common
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cause with the Mongols, and it also meant bringing the turbulent
Ayyubid princes under control. His chief objective was, of course, to
contain the Mongol threat for ever, and to rebuild the Egyptian empire
on a new, strongly centralized base, finishing thus the unachieved work
of al-Malik al-Kamil. In a short time he made the Ayyubid principalities
tributary, and the whole of Syria became an integral part of the Mamluk
empire. For the next ten years, until 1271, Baybars undertook annual
campaigns and raids against the Franks, conquering one stronghold
after another, and crowning his work with the capture of Antioch in
1268. He then dealt a mortal blow to the power of the Assassins, who
from his time on ceased to play any role in Middle East politics. A new
defeat was inflicted on the Mongols in Asia Minor, where the sultan
temporarily occupied Kayseri.

These military successes were more than matched by the political
and diplomatic ones: a brilliant move was made by inviting one of the
‘Abbasids to Cairo and by installing him there as caliph. This in-
augurated a new line of ‘Abbasid caliphs in Egypt, who, though mere
figureheads at the mercy of the Mamluk sultans, nevertheless conferred
legitimacy upon their virtual masters and benefactors. Although the
total insignificance of these puppet caliphs was apparent, there were
many rulers in the Islamic world, even as far as in India and West
Africa, who deemed it important to seek official investiture from the
‘Abbasid residing in Cairo. This, of coutse, enhanced the prestige of
Mamluk sultans éven more. A corollary to this was the allegiance of
Mecca and Medina, both of which now became dependencies of the
Mamluk state; Baybars even adopted the title &bddim al-haramayn
(‘servant of the two Holy Cities’), which symbolized his primacy
among Muslim rulers.

In foreign relations, a special place was given to the alliance with the
Golden Horde, the Mongol state in the South Russian steppes, the
ruler of which embraced Islam and became an enemy of the Persian
Mongols, the II-Khins. As the territory of the Golden Horde was the
main source of supply of Turkish (Kipchak) slaves for the Mamluk
army, friendly relations were of vital importance for the maintenance
of military power. The same concetn led to amicable relations with
Constantinople, since the ships on which the slaves were brought to
Egypt had to sail through the Bosphorus and Dardanelles.

Baybars’s policy towards Christian Europe was equally successful. A
couple of decades after the Crusade of Louis IX, the Christian powers,
among them the emperors, vied with each other in establishing
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friendly relations and alliances with Egypt, now the most powerful
force in the eastern Mediterranean. Commercial treaties were concluded
with Italian republics, Sicily and Aragon, and the Mamluk empire
became an important partner in European power politics, as well as
in its economic policies. At the time of Baybars’s death (1277) the Mam-
luk empire extended from Cyrenaica to the Euphrates, and from Little
Armenia to Nubia; the Mongol danger no longer loomed over Syria
and Egypt, and the final liquidation of the small Frankish enclaves
was only a matter of time.

After a short interlude, in which two unimportant sons of Baybars
held the nominal title of sultan, the then commander-in-chief, Sayf
al-Din Qald’tn (1279-90), acceded to the throne. Only he, among all
the Mamluks, was able to found a real dynasty that lasted until 1382,
even if his numerous grandsons were mere puppets in the hands of
powerful amirs. It was during his reign and that of his son, al-Nasir
Muhammad, that the Mamluk state, and especially Egypt, enjoyed
more than sixty years of intetnal tranquillity and general prosperity.

In the beginning Qald’in continued the policies of Baybars: to
check a new Mongol invasion into northern Syria, he concluded treat-
ies with some Crusader citics, and sent embassies to the Byzantine and
Roman emperors. In 1281 he inflicted a crushing defeat upon the
Ilkhanid army at Hims, in a battle that once again confirmed the out-
standing military prowess of the Mamluks. Although shortly after-
wards the reigning 1l-Khin was converted to Islam, and the relations
between the two states improved, Qala’iin continued to strengthen his
alliances with the Golden Horde and other powers; his diplomatic
activities reached as far as India and Ceylon. At the end of his reign
he turned his attention to Little Armenia and the Franks, whom he
accused of joining forces with the Mongols; his last feat of arms was the
conquest of Tripoli (1289). Preparations for an expedition against Acre
were completed at the moment of his death, and it fell to his son, al-
Ashraf Khalil (1290-3), to lead the campaign, in the course of which
this last stronghold of the Crusaders was conquered (May 1291). Its
capture precipitated the fall of the few remaining ports and castles, and
in 1302 the island of Arwad, off the Syrian coast, where the Templars
found their last refuge, surrendered. In contrast to the magnanimity
of the Ayyubids, the garrisons and inhabitants of conquered or sur-
rendered cities were mercilessly slaughtered or sold into slavery. Just
as the Crusades began with hotrible bloodshed committed by Christ-
ians, so they were ended in the same way by the Muslims.

45

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EGYPT, NUBIA AND THE EASTERN DESERTS

After the assassination of al-Ashraf Khalil, the royal mamliks ele-
vated his younger brother al-Malik al-Nisir Muhammad to the throne.
Even if his reign (1294-1341) was twice interrupted, first in 1294-9
by the sultans Kitbuga and Lijin, and for the second time in 1309~10
by Baybars II, it was one of the longest in Egyptian history. During
al-Nisir Muhammad’s second reign, as nominal as the first, the main
event was the renewal of hostilities with the Mongol 1l-Khins of
Persia, who wished to recover what they had lost in 1282. At the end of
1299, Il-Khin Ghizin, a newly converted Muslim, crossed the Eu-
phrates with a huge army, invaded northern Syria, and in the first battle
routed the Mamluk army, afterwards occupying Damascus. But the
Mongol losses were severe, and after Egypt launched a counter-
offensive with fresh forces, the Il-Khin gradually evacuated the con-
quered territory. After two years of uneasy truce, the Mongols again
marched into Syria in the spring of 1303, and clashed with the Mamluks
on the plain of Marj al-Suffar near Damascus. For two days the issue
was uncertain, but at last the Mamluk army won a decisive victory.
For the fourth time the Mamluks had beaten the most dangerous foe
Egypt had encountered, and never again did the II-Khins risk a new
campaign against the formidable Mamluk empire.

In 1310 the sultan al-Nisir Muhammad took the reins into his own
hands; bitter from the experience of the lean years of nominal sultan-
ship, and twice deposed, he gradually got rid of potential rivals, and
many leading mamliik amirs were executed or fled into exile. Not being
a military leader, he avoided wars, as he feared entrusting a big army
to a possible pretender. Indeed, there was now no need for any military
campaigns, since the position of Egypt as the paramount power in the
Near East was generally accepted by all other states, European and
Muslim alike. Relations with the TI-Khins, whose rule was already
nearing its end, were friendly, as were those with the old allies, the
Golden Horde, Byzantium and a dozen other countries near and far.
Among the numerous embassies sent to the Mamluk court we find
envoys from Aragon, the Holy See, the Delhi Sultanate and Ethiopia.
In 1325 Mansa Misi, the ruler of Mali, visited Cairo on his way to
Mecca aad spent such a large amount of gold there that the exchange
rate of the gold dinar to the silver ditham fell by as much as six dithams
in the dinar, a depreciation of about 20 per cent.

The Mamluk empire did not expand very much beyond its normal
frontiers formed by the Euphrates in the east, Tripoli in the west,
Aswan in the south and the Pyramus mountains in the north. Only here
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did the Mamluk army find a field of activity. It frequently raided and
pillaged the kingdom of Little Armenia, the last of the Christian states
in this region.

The peaceful years of al-Nisir’s reign brought both relative prosper-
ity to the whole country and, at the same time, heavy expenditure for
the maintenance of the sultan’s court and for large-scale building
activity. As always, it was the Egyptian peasant, the fe/lah, on whom fell
the main burden of supplying his feudal lord, as well as the state
treasury, with the necessary income. Under al-Nasir Muhammad, the
system of military feudalism reached its most pronounced form: it
found its formal expression in the cadastral survey of 1316, accom-
panied by new allocations of fiefs and redistribution of lands.

The Mamluk fief (ig/é) was a source of revenue temporarily con-
ceded by the sultan to a military officer, bringing him an average yearly
income corresponding to his military grade, in return for maintaining
a certain number of men-at-arms. Most of the fiefs wete landed estates,
but some of them were allowances from taxes or customs. The basic
unit of fief land consisted of a town or a village as a centre, and the
surrounding cultivated Jands. Each unit contained a surveyed number
of acres (faddan), upon which a fixed number of dinars (‘fbra) was
assessed. The amount per acre differed according to its productivity,
and represented in reality the land tax of the unit, whether paid directly
to the individual landlord or to the state, i.e. the sultan’s treasury. The
fief units of any given individual did not form a contiguous tract of
land, but were frequently situated in widely separated areas, so that the
feudal lord could not become a holder of a large territory. It was also
usual that the grantee did not reside in his fief, but in Cairo, or in the
chief town of the district in which his fief was situated, leaving the
management of his fief to a number of administrators and accountants,
who were mostly Copts, like those employed by the sultan himself. The
deed of grant normally specified that one-third of the income from
the fief was destined for the personal use of the grantee, the remaining
two-thirds for the maintenance of his subordinates according to their
rank.

The assignment of fiefs was subject to change whenever the rank
or office of the grantee changed, and also after his death. The natural
tendency of the great amirs to make their fiefs hereditary, as was
possible under the Ayyubids and even under the first Mamluks, was
checked under al-Niasir Muhammad precisely by the redistribution of
fiefs already mentioned, and by the strict prohibition of the sale of
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fiefs. Of the twenty-four parts of income-yielding tetritory in Egypt,
the sultan allocated ten parts to himself, the remaining fourteen going
to the wamlik amirs and officers. However, by the end of the thirteenth
century only four parts belonged to the sultan. Some royal mamliks
below the rank of amir were also given small fiefs, usually a village or
half a village, sometimes even less, but the majority of Mamluk soldiers
received direct salaries in cash and in kind.

This complicated system, with the incessant changes involved, re-
quired a huge administrative apparatus called the diwan al-jaysh (‘ register
of the army’) or diwdn al-igta* (‘register of fiefs’), with its seat in Cairo
and branches in every province or large township. It supervised and
surveyed the state of cultivation, kept the registers of all the fief-
holders as well as of the fief units; calculations were made in a fictitious
monetary unit denoted as dinar jayshi (military dinar). This unit varied
in value from ten to seven silver dithams, according to the fief-holder’s
rank. Later, it had a fixed value of thirteen and one-half dirthams, and
finally it lost all connection with the real monetary units. This makes a
reconstruction of the value of the real income of fiefs, and thus of the
financial situation in Egypt during the Mamluk epoch, a very compli-
cated problem.? Later, especially after the financial crisis at the begin-
ning of the fifteenth century, the value of fief revenues fell sharply,
thus accelerating the decline of the military fief system as the main
source of income for the maintenance of the army and state.

The majority of Egyptian peasants were hereditary holders of their
land, which theoretically belonged to the state. With the expansion of
the igsd‘ system under the Ayyubids and the early Mamluks, the fellapin
became more and more exploited by their feudal lords. The main form
of the feudal rent was the general land-tax (&lardy), fixed according to
the productivity of the land and the products. This tax was paid either
in kind or in money, or both, and an elaborate system of rates of ex-
change existed between the various kinds of products to be levied
from one acre: the £bardj from a faddan of industrial crops or vegetables
was higher than that of cereals. In addition to this, there were taxes
on all domestic animals and poultry, honey and wax, and fruit trees.
Sometimes a part of these taxes went directly to the state treasury, the

rest being paid to the fief-holder. The state often claimed the labour of

1 V. Popper, Egypt and Syria under the Circassian sultans, part 2 (Berkeley and Los Angeles,
1957), 108-9, attempted to summarize the income of the military class bascd on the data
given by the cadastral survey of 1316 and to cvaluate it in us dollars. According to his
caleulations the income of an ‘awir of a hundred’ varicd between $109,000 and $126,000
yearly, that of a Royal wamlik between S$24 and Ssa2.
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peasants for public works, such as the building or maintenance of dams
and canals; the fe/lihin in neighbouring villages were then mobilized,
and had to bring their working animals, tools and food with them, be-
ing paid nothing at all. Especially in the first half of the fourteenth
century, the Mamluk government undertook many works of this kind;
the lengthening of the Alexandria canal needed the labour of from
40,000 to 100,000 peasant workers yearly, but it brought more than
100,000 faddin under cultivation. A whole network of new canals
and a dozen new dams made possible a further expansion of irrigated
Jand and the establishment of many new villages.

The peasants were the serfs of their immediate landlord and were
not allowed to leave their villages without permission. This was an in-
novation of the Mamluk regime, since under the preceding dynasties
nothing similar had as yet existed. Although some sultans attempted
to restrain the lords in their abuse of setfs, the general situation of the
peasants as a totally dependent class was not improved. The share of
produce which remained to the peasants after the payment of taxes and
rents was very small, and they were permanently indebted; every year
they received loans of grain (at interest of ten to eleven per cent) from
their lotds, who were provided with it in advance by the sultan from
state granaties.

The system of military fiefs never led to the formation of independent
economic units, as happened in medieval Europe and in some other
parts of the Near East. Egypt remained a highly centralized country
both economically and administratively. The Mamluk sultans tried to
introduce a similar unity into Syria, where they succeeded politically
in bringing it under the sway of the Cairo government in the form of
six provinces headed by nominated governors, all of them mambiks.
On the other hand they did not basically change the economic position
of the local hereditary feudal lords who became their vassals. Another
distinctive feature was that the landlords in Egypt dwelt permanently
in the cities, whereas in Syria they lived on the territory which formed
their fiefs.

In spite of all previous technological progress, the productivity of
crafts remained limited owing to the preponderance of handwork.
The craftsmen worked and sold their products in workshops concen-
trated locally according to trades (s@gs and bagdrs). Big enterprises
capable of mass production - mainly cotton, silk, paper and sugar
mills as well as glass factories — were either owned by the sultan, or by
rich mamliiks, and in any case were under strict state control. Their

49

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EGYPT, NUBIA AND THE EASTERN DESERTS

products were intended either for export or for the personal use of the
ruling and upper classes. The small craftsmen wete loosely organized
into guilds, voluntary organizations for mutual help and defence,
headed by a warden (“4rif) nominated by the state and responsible to it
for the organization and prices of his respective guild. The warden was
thus an assistant to the state controller of matkets (maubtasib). Some
crafts could be carried on freely, but many were regulated or under the
control of the state, Egypt being throughout its history more étatiste
than other countries. The Egyptian guilds were in many respects
distinct from similar European otganizations, which were largely
independent bodies with self-government and latge powers of mono-
polistic control over their members. The townspeople in Egypt, be
they craftsmen or merchants, neither attained nor strove to form an
autonomous political class, a bourgeoisie in the true sense of the word,
that would rule the township freely and according to its own interests
as distinct from those of the military feudal class. Thus an important
socio-political factor of development was absent, and this situation
enabled the perpetuation of the military despotism of the Mamluks,
which finally led to the political and economic decay of the whole
empire, and especially of Egypt.

Not even the Kdrimi merchants and bankers — the wealthiest and
most privileged group among the non-military classes — were allowed
to play any role as an independent or self-governing body. The heyday
of their trade coincided with the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad and his
immediate successors. The network of their commercial activities
covered mainly the shores of the Indian Ocean as far as present-day
Indonesia and southern China, but they were active as well in Ethiopia,
Nubia and the western Sudan. The capital of the richest among them
reached more than one million dinars, their fleets on the Red Sea and
the Indian Ocean numbered hundreds of vessels, and their agents
resided in every important town and port. In the fourteenth ceatury
some of the Kdrimi merchants joined the sultans and amirs as founders of
madrasas and waqfs for charitable purposes, or as patrons of scholars
and poets. The Mamluk government was well aware of their import-
ance for the economic life of the empire, and protected their interests
abroad in many ways, mainly through foreign policy. But inside the
empire all their commercial activities were under the control of a special
ministry (diwan al-matjar), and they had to pay enormous taxes or lend
money to the sultan without interest and without much hope of re-
covering it again. The sultans themselves to an increasing degree
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participated directly in international trade, and it often happened
that they forced the merchants to buy their goods at high prices; the
natural opposition against such forced buying (in Arabic, farh) was
broken by threats to confiscate the merchants’ property. Although
under al-Nisir Muhammad these and similar practices were not infre-
quent, international trade as a whole was not yet seriously endangered,
even if individual merchants suffered some losses.

The number of European trade partners increased in the fourteenth
century with the arrival of merchants from Florence, Marseilles and
Barcelona, who joined those of Venice and Genoa. All these city-states
had their special hostels (fundng) in Alexandria, and were represented
by consuls recognized by the Egyptian government. The modalities
of relationship between the Franks and the Muslims were regulated
in all respects by commercial treaties, and by special guarantees issued
by the sultan for the safety of foreign merchants and their property.
These generally friendly relations were from time to time disturbed by
hostile activities caused by the revival of the Crusading idea on the part
of some Frankish rulers. In 1365 the Cypriots, in alliance with the
Venetians and Genoese, raided and plundered Alexandria, inflicting
great damage on the town and its population. Some Egyptian chronicles
declare this raid to be the most horrible catastrophe in the history of
Alexandria. For a long time trade relations between Egypt and Euro-
peans were strained, and it took many years before they were normal-
ized and new treaties concluded.

After the income from agriculture, foreign trade represented the
main source of the economic and financial might of Egypt. Customs
duties on eastern goods were levied upon the arrival of a ship in a Red
Sea port, and then again in Alexandria or Damietta, before the re-
export; in addition to this, there were interior customs houses along
the overland road and on the Nile. The calculation of customs duty,
as well as other taxes, was done not only ad valorem but also according
to the religion of the merchants. Sometimes the duties for goods
imported by Christian ships reached thirty per cent of the value, where-
as the Muslim merchants had to pay only ten per cent for the same. On
the other hand, a Muslim merchant had to pay, in addition to the
religious tax (zakdt), a number of other taxes (maks, pl. mukis) that put
him fiscally on the same level as his Christian counterpart. It is true
that in 1316 al-Nagir Muhammad undertook a large fiscal reform
abolishing many non-canonical taxes, but this reform concerned agricul-
tural productsand their marketing rather than taxes from trade and crafts.
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The best evidence of the continuous prosperity of Egypt at this time
is its architectural monuments. In this respect the Mamluks did more
than any other dynasty since the Ptolemaic era, and it was in this period
that Egyptian (as well as Syrian) towns attained their typical aspect
that was to survive into modern times. Mamluk architecture can be
considered as a further development of the Ayyubid style, entiched by
Syrian and Mesopotamian influences brought into Egypt by the flow
of artists and artisans who fled from the east before the Mongol
invasion. Bricks were definitively replaced by stone as the chief build-
ing material, and new features were added by using stones of various
colours in interiors as well as on fagades. Minarets were now designed
as three-storey buildings: the base was square, then an octagonal part
crowned by a balcony followed, while the cylindrical upper portion
was topped by an octagonal lantern. For madrasas and big mosques
(fami‘y a petfect cruciform interior plan became standard, but the
exterior remained rectangular and massive. The highest achievement of
medieval Egyptian architecture - in monumentality, solidity and ele-
gance — is best represented by the mosques and madrasas of Baybars 1,
al-Nisir Muhammad and al-Hasan, all of them in Cairo. The complex
of Qala’tin is also a remarkable monument (built in 1284~5) that com-
ptises a madrasa, a mausoleum and a hospital; its monumental fagade
is provided with double windows and rich stucco carvings, the interior
with wood-carvings and marble cladding. The Mamluk style is further
characterized by the development of the stalactite pendentive, the lavish
use of geometrical arabesque ornamentsand inscriptionsin the decorative
Kufic script. The sultans, amirs and the richest merchants vied with each
other in erecting mausoleums, usually attached to mosques or madrasas,
but often constructed as independent buildings on the outskirts of Cairo.

Similarly, the epoch saw the foundation of numerous kbdnakas or
gawiyas — convents for Sufi brotherhoods, which were at the same time
hostels for travellers and fulfilled many other religious and charitable
functions. They were maintained by wagfs — pious endowments estab-
lished in perpetuity, and drawing revenues on a parcel of land or other
real estate exempted from taxation. The system of wagfs, encouraged
by Islamic law, in many cases allowed the founder’s posterity to be
provided with a steady income, since they became supervisors or
administrators of the wagf, with practically no state control over
expenditures, and safeguarded by law from confiscation. An increasing
number of those waqfs in the fourteenth and mainly in the fifteenth
centuries indicates the tendency, on the part of mamlitks as well as other
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affluent men, to preserve wealth for their descendants and thus to
escape from the strictly non-hereditary Mamluk feudal system.

Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad did not leave any capable successor to
the throne, although in the forty-odd years that elapsed between his
death in 1341 and the end of the Bahri line in 1382 no less than twelve
of his descendants (eight sons, two grandsons and two great-grandsons)
were proclaimed sultan. Some of them were mere children and suc-
ceeded each other rapidly, even if some, like al-Hasan, sat on the throne
for ten years in two periods (1347-51, 1354-61), or al-Ashraf Sha‘bin,
who retained the title for a whole fourteen years (1363—77). But
effective rule was exercised by the powerful mamliik amirs, who plunged
themselves into the age-old game of intrigue, and the formation and
dissolution of alliances between various cliques, to attain the greatest
share of power and wealth. The streets of Cairo again became a battle-
field for the struggles of rival Mamluk regiments, and in consequence
the economic life of the country suffered heavily.

In mid century the ‘Black Death’, the same that visited Europe after
1348, spread over the Mamluk empire in Asia and in Egypt, and took
a heavy toll of life. According to some sources, in Cairo alone ten to
twenty thousand people died every day, and the total number of deaths
in the capital reached neatly goo,000. The Syrian provinces and the
Egyptian countryside suffered in the same way, land was laid waste
for lack of labourers, and cattle and fruit diseases aggravated the plague.
As usual, famine broke out, and it took seven years before the situation
returned to normal. It was the greatest catastrophe to befall Egypt
during the whole Muslim period.

The plague diminished the number of Bahti mamliks and, since the
South Russian steppe was similarly depopulated by the ‘Black Death’
and civil wars, it ceased to supply Egypt with adequate numbers of
young slaves, and the Turkish element in the Mamluk army dwindled
away. Their place was taken more and more by slaves of Caucasian
origin, commonly called Circassians (a/-Jardkisa); the first regiment of
Circassian mamlsiks had already been founded by Qald’tin, and because
it was garrisoned in the towers (burf) of the Cairo citadel, its soldiers
received the name Butjis to distinguish them from the Turkish Bahris.

In 1382 the last of the Bahri line — the child-sultan al-Silih Hajji -
was deposed by the Circassian Barqliq, who thus inaugurated the
second line of Mamluk sultans. With the exception of two rulers who
were of Greek origin, all the remaining twenty were Circassians. In
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contrast to the Bahris, the Burjis were averse to the principle of heredi-
tary succession, even if as a rule 2 son of a deceased sultan was at first
raised to the throne, to be retired after the real succession was de-
cided. This system gave rise to incessant intrigues and conflicts be-
tween rival factions of the Mamluk army and its powerful commanders.
The only advantage of this system was that strong and energetic men
became rulers and, indeed, this line provided Egypt with half a dozen
competent sultans. But not even these were able to stop the general

_decline of the empire that started precisely at the end of the fourteenth
century, after Barqiiq’s death in 1399.

The position of Egypt as the most powerful state in the Near East
during the fourteenth century, and up to the middle of the next cen-
tury, may be explained by the lack of any adequate rival; after the expul-
sion of the last Crusaders, and the decline of the II-Khins in Iraq
and Iran, no external enemy dared to challenge Mamluk political and
military supremacy. But by the last quarter of the fourteenth century
this situation had already begun to change slowly. To the north the
new Ottoman state, after securing a firm basis on the Balkan peninsula,
started to spread into Anatolia and to liquidate the numerous Turko-
man principalities which had emerged there after the fall of the Seljuk
sultanate and had survived the Mongol invasion. This eastern push
brought the Ottomans near the Mamluk sphere of influence in south-
east Asia Minor and conflict seemed inevitable.

It was postponed by the rise of a more deadly enemy in the east:
a new wave of Central Asiatic warrior hordes of mixed Turkish and
Mongol elements, led by a would-be world conqueror Timir (or
Timiar Lenk), began to pour into the eastern parts of the Islamic
world. Like the Mongols, this new peril seemed invincible. In 1387
Timiir’s armies invaded Asia Minor, and six yeats later Baghdad was
captured, followed shortly afterwards by the whole of Mesopotamia.
The threat to Syria was imminent, and Barqiiq’s position was weakened
by a series of revolts by Mamluk govetnors in this country, instigated
perhaps by Timir. An alliance of the most threatened states, i.e. the
Mamluk empire, the Golden Hotde, the Ottoman state and the princi-
pality of Siwas, was hastily concluded, but since Timir was wholly
occupied by his campaigns in Transcaucasia, Russia and India, he did
not attack the Mamluk realm,

The real danger arose after Barqiiq’s death in 1399; Mamluk amirs
in Syria revolted once more against his son and successor, Faraj,
while their colleagues in Cairo rejected the offer of a renewed alliance
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by the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I, hoping thus to weaken a rival whom
they dreaded most. They did not even make any preparations for a
campaign, and were rather occupied with the struggle for the Egyptian
throne. At the end of 1400 Timiir swept over northern Syria, and in
a few months sacked and plundered all the chief towns, massacring
thousands of inhabitants and afterwards building pyramids of their
skulls. A hastily assembled Mamluk army led by Faraj was routed near
Damascus, and the city itself capitulated after a short siege. It was
during this siege that the famous historian Ibn Khaldin met the
great conqueror, who attempted in vain to draw him into his
service; an account of this encounter is recorded in detail by the
historian.

Fortunately for Egypt, the conquest of Syria by Timiir marked the
last endeavour against the Mamluk empire. In the next two years the
conqueror turned his attention towards the Ottomans, whom he heavily
defeated in 1402, taking Sultan Bayezid prisoner. Later on, Timiir pre-
pared a campaign against China, and in 1405 died in Central Asia.
Although his presence in Syria was of short duration, its consequences
were serious and irreparable. Syria was economically ruined, cities were
destroyed and depopulated and many craftsmen were deported to
Central Asia, thus diminishing the productive power of the Mamluk
state. To cover the expenses of the war, the government in Cairo im-
posed new and heavy taxes that sometimes reached as high as thirty-
to fifty per cent of capital; the taxes were levied on all property, even
from the wagfs, which had hitherto been considered sacrosanct. Sultan
Faraj even wanted to confiscate half of them, but the clergy declared
it illegal. Another fatal measure was the steady debasement of the
currency, which involved Egypt in financial inflation from which it
never recovered. And, as usual, there were uprisings of bedouin tribes
in the west and south, quarrels among rival amirs, street fighting and a
general insecurity of life.

Contemporary sources agree that it was under the reign of al-Nasir
Faraj (1399-1412, with a short interruption in 1405) that the Mamluk
state was shaken by a heavy political and economic crisis, and they
also consider that this period was the moment when the general decline
started. The attempts of some of Faraj’s successors to solve the crisis
were unsuccessful, and their measures rather contributed to making it
mote profound and irreversible. From the second half of the fifteenth
century onwards, the process of economic decay was greatly acceler-
ated, affecting deeply the whole social and political structure.
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Although Timir’s death removed the greatest menace, the Mamluk
state was still confronted by external enemies: the Timurids in Iraq,
the Turkoman states in Anatolia, and the Ottoman dynasty, which
recovered its former strength and aggressive spirit in a surprisingly
short time. The unsettled situation in Syria demanded numerous cam-
paigns before order was restored, thus placing a further burden on the
economic resources of Egypt. Under Sultan al-Mu‘ayyad Shaykh
(1412-21) the Mamluk armies were successful in bringing some of the
Turkoman principalities in the north under control, but the profits of
these conquests were doubtful, and they only worsened relations with
the Ottomans. The Syrian and Egyptian coasts suffered from raids by
European pirates, and the Mamluk navy was unable to put a stop to
these attacks, which were ruinous to commerce.

It was under Sultan Barsbay (1422—38) that the government made
energetic steps to protect Muslim shores against the repeated raids.
Since the Christian kingdom of Cyprus, despite a peace treaty with
Egypt, continued to allow pirates to use the island as a base, and
Cypriot ships sometimes even took part in the raids, the sultan de-
cided to launch a punitive expedition against them. After some pre-
liminary attacks, the main campaign started in 1426. The Egyptian
fleet transported the army, composed chiefly of volunteers and bedouin,
to the island kingdom where, after a short siege, the capital and the
king of Cyprus surrendered. The island was devastated and the
Egyptian army returned triumphantly laden with rich booty and a
large number of prisoners. King James of Lusignan was set free after
becoming a vassal of Egypt and promising to pay an annual tribute.
The island remained a tributary state of Bgypt till the end of the
Mamluk period; its conquest was the sole territorial addition made to the
empire under the Butji dynasty. In the 1440s the Mamluks also made
several attempts to seize the island of Rhodes, then in possession of the
Knights of St John, but their fleet was repulsed with severe losses.

The north-eastern frontier, with its numerous Turkoman principali-
ties, assumed an important role, and the Cairo government, after its
experiences with the II-Khins and Timar, was rather sensitive about
this region. To consolidate the Mamluk position there, Barsbay sent
an army to Mesopotamia and had some success. The war against the
state of Aq-Qoyunlu (‘white sheep’), which formed a buffer between
the territories of the Mamluks, Ottomans and Timurids, resulted, how-
ever, in disorderly withdrawal of the Mamluk troops, which contri-
buted much to the loss of their discipline and prestige.
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But it was in the area of the economy that the measures taken by
Barsbay in order to increase the revenues of the hard-pressed Egyptian
treasury, as well as his own, pgoved in the long run to have fatal effects.
His first moves in this respect were, however, promising: through a
combination of military and political pressure, Egypt regained a
firmer control in the Hejaz, at a time when eastern merchants were
avoiding Yemeni ports, especially Aden, because of internal upheavals
in this country. Instead of Aden, the merchants started to make more
‘and more use of Jedda and other ports under Egyptian control, al-
though the sultan imposed heavy customs there. From this time on,
the bulk of the eastern trade flowed into Egypt without any intet-
mediary; this led automatically to an increase in customs revenues and
income from taxes.

Instead of supporting this trend and increasing the flow of mer-
chandise to Egypt, Barsbay had chosen quite a different method, not
being content with the income he was receiving. In 1423 he proclaimed
a state monopoly on sugar, confiscated all private sugar plantations
and closed sugar refineries, so that the consumers were forced to buy
from the state at highly inflated prices. In response to the remon-
strances of some Mamluks who were owners of sugar plantations, the
sultan abolished the monopoly, but two years later, in 1429, he estab-
lished it again both in Egypt and Syria, and the monopoly remained
in effect until the end of the dynasty. Similar measures were applied to
some other kinds of food, such as cereals and meat, but the monopoly
on them was not so strict. In general, the monopolization of internal
products and trade did not fulfil expectations; on the contrary it
brought only soaring prices and a decline in the consumption of these
goods.

Another step which had more far-reaching consequences was the
declaration of a state monopoly in the trade in spices, in particular the
trade in pepper. In 1429, a decree prohibited the sale of pepper to
Frankish merchants by private individuals, i.e. the Kdrimi merchants.
The sultan then bought the stock already in Egypt very cheaply, as well
as all pepper recently imported, and tried to sell it to European mer-
chants at high prices. A load of pepper bought in Cairo for 5o dinars
was resold in Alexandria for 130 dinars, although a year eatlier its
price was only 8o dinars. Later on the prices fell and often fluctuated,
but in general remained comparatively high; in the 1450s Sultan Inal
sold pepper for 100 dinars, Mu‘ayyad Ahmad in 1462 for 85 and
Q2’it Bay in 1480 again for 100 dinars. This monopoly definitively
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undermined the financial and commercial power of the Karimi mer-
chants, who began to leave Egypt, mostly for India, taking with them
not only their capital but also their skill and experience. The European
merchants who refused to buy at higher prices were sometimes im-
prisoned and held until they accepted the conditions dictated. Venice
and Aragon protested vehemently against the monopoly and the mis-
deeds of Egyptian administration, but in vain. Only the demonstra-
tions of Venetian fleets before Alexandria, and the raids of Catalan
corsairs on the Syrian coasts, forced Barsbay to come to terms with the
merchants, but even so he never abolished the monopoly. The conflicts
arising between Mamluk sultans and European merchants backed
by their governments continued with varying intensity until the
beginning of the sixteenth century. During the second half of the
fifteenth century trade relations worsened steadily, and were in no way
improved by the activities of European pirates against Egyptian and
Syrian ports. It is symptomatic for the decline of the Mamluk military
system that the sultans were neither able to stop these raids nor to
defend the coast effectively.

The monopolization of the spice trade by the Egyptian state, and
the accompanying rise in prices, gave to some European nations an
additional impulse in the search for direct access to the sources of these
goods in the Far East and India. When at the end of the century these
attempts met success with the Portuguese discovery of a direct sea-
route to the Indian Ocean, Egypt, and with it the Muslim oecumene,
lost the monopolistic control of the eastern trade. Even if the effects
of this loss were not as decisive for the final collapse of Mamluk
Egypt as formerly thought, the ensuing change in world trade-routes
had a profound influence on the destiny of the whole Eastern Medi-
terranean and the Near East.

Besides introducing these monopolies, Barsbay interfered with
the currency in many ways. In 1424 he forbade the circulation of Euro-
pean gold coins (Venetian ducats, Florentine florins, etc.) in his realm,
where they were increasingly being used as units of currency because
of the inferiority of Mamluk dinars. He then called these coins in, and
issued his own dinars instead, which were of dubious value. Later he
readmitted foreign currency, thus gaining great profits to the detri-
ment of both Egyptian and European merchants. He also altered the
relation of gold to silver to his own advantage. The silver and, above all,
the copper coins that served as currency for the majority of the popula-
tion were steadily debased, and the inflationary trend was further aggra-
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vated by Barsbay’s successors, who repeatedly issued new copper coins.
Although some sultans attempted to stop this dangerous trend, there
was no remedy for the deep financial crisis: until the end of the dynasty
the prices of food as well as of manufactured goods rose steadily, while
the buying power of the people correspondingly fell. This led to the
closing down of many factories and workshops and to a deterioration
in quality; especially, the once-flourishing textile industry rapidly
declined, and the markets were flooded with cheaper European
cloth.

Barsbay’s successors continued the policy of trade monopolies, as
well as of currency debasement. At the end of the fifteenth century the
economic decay of the Mamluk state was so far advanced that only
drastic taxation, expropriation and other extreme measures allowed that
state to continue its existence. The fifteenth century also witnessed
profound changes in the system of land-tenure. As in the previous
century, the general trend was characterized by the sultans’ attempts to
concentrate as much territory as possible in their own hands, and by the
opposite tendency of the feudatories to pass on parts of their estates to
their descendants as lands carrying no condition of military service.
At the end of the fourteenth century the size of the royal estates was
estimated at 518,000 fadddns, whereas a century later it rose to over
815,000 faddins.' This increase was due to the confiscation of ig/s*
lands of deceased, imprisoned or disgraced Mamluk amirs, as well as
those who were no longer capable of military service. But at the same
time it was necessary to parcel out these lands as new #g/é‘ to the high-
ranking officers, since the yield from their own estates was constantly
diminishing. A high propottion of the royal estates was also given as
waqfs, so that at the end of the period the waq flands covered an acreage
three times greater than they had done a century before. The sultans
Barsbay, Inil and Q#’it Bay, in particular, granted large tracts of land
to religious institutions and to public works they constructed. Never-
theless, a greater proportion of new wagfs were former igta‘ lands, the
overlords of which wanted to preserve the revenues for their heirs
and also to escape taxation, since the waq f5 were exempt from it.

The struggle of feudatories to make their temporary land-tenure
permanent and hereditary was facilitated by the existence of a special
category of estates, the so-called rizg (pl. arzdq) that were granted as
pensions to old mamliks, their widows and orphans. No services were

? These and the following figurcs arc based on cadastral surveys recorded in Ibn al-
Ji'dn’s (d. 1497) book Kitdb al-tupfa al-siniyya, ed. B. Motitz (Cairo, 1898).
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attached to the holding of rigg lands and they could be considered as
practically privately owned estates possessed hereditarily. It is not clear
whether these lands were tax-free, since the sources give contradictoty
evidence; but even these contradictions indicate that at least some of
them were exempt. Nor is there information about the total area of the
rizq lands, but the number of Egyptian districts in which there were
rizq estates increased by about one-third in the course of the fifteenth
century. Another method used to convert the military fiefs into here-
ditary possession was to make them allodial lands (mulk, pl. amlik).
A fief-holder surrendered his fief voluntarily to the public treasury, and
then purchased it as an allodial estate with full right of private owner-
ship, At the end of the fourteenth century this category existed only in
160 Egyptian districts, whereas a century later it could be found in
616. Many of the mulk estates were then sold to townspeople, as was
also done with the original ig/d‘ lands. In spite of the fact that all
Burjl sultans distributed fiefs lavishly to their mamliks, the total size of
igta* estates constantly decreased, so that at the end of the century they
represented only one million faddins, as against more than 2.3 million
Jaddins a century before. The majority of districts which at the be-
ginning of the fifteenth century had been exclusively military fiefs
had become a mixture of ig/é’, rizqg, mulk and waqf estates towards its
end. All this indicates that the system of military fiefs was in full de-
cline and disintegration. Its final abolition, however, was brought
about only by the Ottoman conquest in 1517 when most of the Egypt-
ian lands became crown domains.

The main effect of this process was the diminishing of state revenues,
since many categories of land were either tax-free or their Mamluk
landlotrds found ways to cheat the treasury. According to many ac-
counts, most of the &bardj tax taken from peasants in money or kind
remained in the hands of their landlords and never reached the central
treasury. The attempts of some sultans to introduce a stricter control
of the revenues were of no avail. Egyptian agriculture in the course of
the fifteenth century ceased to be the chief source of state income, as
it had been before, and it was perhaps for this reason that Sultan
Barsbay and his successors turned their attention to trade, hoping to
improve their desperate financial situation through its monopolization,
Other similar measures, like the drastic taxation of merchants and
craftsmen, of currency manipulations, may be interpreted as a means of
compensating for the losses in land revenues. A corollary of the process
was also a general neglect of the irrigation works, the cleaning of
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canals and repairing of dams, since the central government was no
longer willing or able to undertake them, and the Mamluk feudatories
were interested in the direct exploitation of the peasants rather than in
the methods of improving the yields of the land. The universal deteriora-
tion of the economy was accompanied by increasing corruption and
inefficiency in the administration, and by the insecurity of life and
property in the country and in towns. Many villages were abandoned
by their inhabitants, who moved to large cities, while many towns-
people left for Syria where the situation was better.

Natural calamities also contributed to Egypt’s decline in the fifteenth
century. There were many great droughts, prolonged periods of low
water in the Nile, locusts, famines and plagues, all occurring with much
greater frequency than in the preceding centuries. Since the economy
as well as the administration were also in decline, it was impossible for
the country to recover from these catastrophes, and their cumulative
effects again accelerated the entire process. The chronic emptiness of
the treasury also resulted in the deterioration of the Mamluk armed
forces. Not only did the number of mamliks diminish — in the second
half of the fifteenth century it was estimated at between five and six
thousand - but their fighting skill sharply declined for many reasons,
such as the neglect of military training on the hippodromes, lack of
discipline and the never-ending internal struggles between various
factions and groups. As remarked above, more and more military fiefs
were transformed into alloidial estates with no conditions of service,
so that many former mamliks ceased to be soldiers. The diwdn al-jaysh
by the end of the century had completely lost track of the number of
teal soldiers, and was keeping many civilians, holders of military
iqtd’, on its muster-rolls.

All this was happening at a time when the former balance of power
in the Near East was shifting to the disadvantage of the Mamluks.
The Ottoman sultanate recovered swiftly after Timar’s withdrawal,
and started on new expansive policy in the first half of the century.
It won immense prestige and power by conquering Constantinople in
1453, whereupon the victorious sultan, Mehmed, forbade the passage of
slave-ships carrying young mamliks to Egypt through the Straits, thus
weakening further the Mamluk army. As long as the Ottomans were
occupied in consolidating their conquests in the Balkans, the relations
between them and the Mamluks were not hostile. The Mamluk sultans
Jaqmaq (1438-53) and Inil (1453-61) followed a conciliatory policy
towards their Turkoman vassals in eastern Anatolia, in spite of many
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rebellions and other instances of insubordination, in order to avoid
giving the Ottomans any pretext for intervention. But by the 1460s
the relations between both powers had worsened, owing to disputes
over succession in the principalities of Karaman and Dhu’l-Qadr. For
a time the ambiguous attitude of the ruler of the Aq-Qoyunlu Turko-
mans, a nominal vassal of Egypt, caused much anxiety in Cairo, and
his defeat by the Ottomans was looked upon with satisfaction. The
sultan Q&@’it Bay, an energetic but cruel and exacting ruler, aggravated
the already tense situation by foolishly giving hospitality to the fugi-
tive Ottoman pretender prince, Jem, rival of the reigning sultan,
Bayezid II. This support led in 1485 to open hostilities between the
Mamluks and the Ottomans, who later invaded Cilicia and occupied
some towns there. The war dragged on for five years and, although the
Mamluk army in general had the upper hand, the issue was inconclu-
sive; moreover, the campaign placed an even greater burden on the
already strained financial situation of Egypt. Because the Ottomans then
turned their attention to their European wars, the situation between
them and the Mamluks improved, and both states remained on friendly
terms until 1514. ‘

In 1501, after brief reigns by four puppet-sultans, the Mamluks
elected as sultan Qiansawh al-Ghawri (1501-16), one of the most
capable rulers of the Burji line. He at once restored internal order and
vigorously tried to improve the lamentable situation in his realm.
But the decay of Egypt and its provinces was already so far advanced
that all his efforts were in vain. Like his predecessors, he took desper-
ate measures, introduced heavy new taxes and customs duties, debased
the currency and mercilessly squeezed all the inhabitants, not stopping
even at exacting taxes from the wagfs. At the cost of the impoverish-
ment and discontent of people of all classes, he raised the state revenue
and was able to increase the number of his mamlik soldiers by fresh
purchases, while also improving their training. He built a navy in the
Red Sea and equipped it with artillery and other fire-arms. There was
also a revival of architectural activities, and many public buildings were
erected in the whole realm.

The energetic defence measures were necessary, as a new and danger-
ous foe had appeared in the south. The Portuguese fleet under Vasco
da Gama at last in 1498 reached India by navigating around Africa,
and the Portuguese established themselves on the Malabar coast. Soon
they started to seize Muslim ships trading in eastern goods between
Indonesia, India and Egypt, and seriously attempted to gain naval
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supremacy in the Indian Ocean. The threat to the Egyptian monopoly
in the spice trade was clear. The alarmed sultan, encouraged by a simi-
larly alarmed Venice and asked by Muslim rulers of India and South
Arabia to come to their help, took steps to check the Portuguese At
first he tried diplomatic methods, asking the Pope to intervene with the
king of Portugal, and threatening to destroy Christian holy places in
Palestine if the Portuguese depredations continued. When this appeal
proved ineffective, Qinsawh al-Ghawri resolved on war. A new fleet
was quickly built on the Red Sea and sent to India, where in 1508 it
defeated the Portuguese squadron near Chaul, off the Malabar coast.
But a year later the Portuguese had their revenge in the battle off Diu,
where they almost completely destroyed the Egyptian fleet. In a short
time a second fleet was built and equipped;; it deserves mention that the
Ottomans aided the Mamluks by sending war material and even some
seasoned naval officers and gunners. In 1513 the Portuguese un-
successfully attacked Aden and sailed into the Red Sea, but soon re-
treated. The Egyptian navy was thus able to maintain its supremacy in
these waters, but contented itself with defending the approaches to the
Red Sea and with conquering Yemen. It did not make any offensive
moves against the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean. This defensive
attitude did nothing to help Muslim trade, and the superior Portuguese
ships embarked on a systematic destruction of Muslim shipping. At
the same time some of the Indian rulers had surrendered to Portugal,
and Egyptian merchants were expelled from Indian ports. Even pil-
grim ships to Mecca were scized, and their passengers mercilessly killed.
The Mamluk state thus never became a serious rival to the Portuguese
in the Indian Ocean.

Until recently it was generally held that the Portuguese circum-
navigation of the Cape of Good Hope, and the subsequent ravages
which they inflicted on Muslim trade in the Indian Ocean, were respon-
sible for the economic and political decline of Egypt. Recent reseatch,
however, has shown that in the first place the economic decay of Egypt
had already started at the beginning of the fifteenth century; secondly,
that it was due mainly to internal factors such as the state monopoly
of trade, the continuous debasement of the currency and changes in the
system of land-tenure; and thirdly, that the presence of the Portuguese
in the Indian Ocean was too brief to have had such far-reaching effects
on Egypt before its final collapse. Even the long-term effects of the
Portuguese presence on the Mediterranean trade was not so disastrous,
since under the Ottomans there was a revival of the spice trade between
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Egypt and the Italian republics.! All that can be said about the effects
of the breaking up of the Egyptian monopoly in the eastern trade is
that it was merely an additional factor that came too late to be really
decisive.

In the struggle with the Portuguese the technological inferiority of
Mamluk Egypt became apparent. Egyptian ships, equipment and
armaments were no match for the Europeans and the same can be said
of the leadership and seamanship. This is not surprising, as the land-
minded Mamluk horsemen were averse to everything connected with
the navy, and the sea was not their element. Even more disastrous was
the fact that the Mamluks missed the great fifteenth-century revolution
in warfare, namely the introduction of fire-arms, handguns and cannons
alike, and were inherently unable to draw any practical lessons from the
changes brought about in tactics and strategy. There were, of course,
some economic obstacles to a large-scale introduction of these arms,
such as the lack of adequate sources of metals on Mamluk territory and
the unfavourable financial situation of the state. But the decisive factor
was the psychological and social attitude of the Mamluk ruling class to
these innovations; they clung to the theoty that only excellent horse-
manship, personal bravery and cavalry tactics with bow and arrow,
sword and lance were the best means for gaining victory. The introduc-
tion of fire-arms went against the very basis and structure of their mili-
tary society. Since no Mamluk wanted to have anything to do with the
new weapons, they had to be given to ‘inferior peoples’ such as the
local levies, foreigners and black troops. At the same time the Mamluk
élite was not prepared to allow these troops to become more numerous,
since it would mean a total overthrow of the entire social and political
system based on the fighting superiority of the Mamluk horsemen over
the rest of the population. The infantry units equipped with arquebuses
and cannons were purposely held at low numbers, and consequently
were of little use on the battlefield.? On the other hand the Ottomans
quickly adopted the new weapons and employed them very effectively
in battle, without endangering their social and political structure in
any way.

When the warlike and ambitious Sultan Selim I came to the Ottoman

t S. Y. Labib, Handelsgeschichte Aegypiens im Spatmittelalter, 1r71-1717 (Wicsbaden, 1965),
441-98; F. Braudel, La Mditerrants ¢t le monds méditerranten & I’spogus de Phillige 11 (Paris,
1949), 423-37; F. C. Lane, * The Mediterrancan spice trade’, Amer. Hist. Review, 1940, 43,

581f.; cf. also J. van Leur, Indonesian trade and society (The Hague, 1955); M. A, P. Meilink-
Roelofsz, Asian trade and Eurapean influence in the Indorusian archipelago between 1500 and about
1630 (The Hague, 1962).

3 Cf. D. Ayalon, Gunpowder and firearms in the Mamluk Kingdors (London, 1956).
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throne in 1512, the relations with the Mamluk state quickly changed
to open hostility. After defeating the founder of the new Safavid
dynasty in Persia, Ismi‘il, at the battle of Chaldirin (1514) Selim was
prepared to strike a motrtal blow at the last remaining rival to Ottoman
power in the Near East. In 1516 he led his army into Asia Minor, while
the old sultan, Qansawh al-Ghawri, marched his troops to northern
Syria. Although both rulers pretended that they had come to settle the
Persian question, it was only a pretext and the two armies met in August
at Marj Dibiq, a plain north of Aleppo. In the ensuing battle the
Mamluk army suffered a heavy defeat, and their sultan fell. There was
treason among the Mamluks, but the decisive factor was the Ottoman
troops’ masterly use of fire-arms; their concentrated fire wrought total
destruction on the bravely charging Mamluk cavalry. Selim then occu-
pied the whole of Syria, being welcomed by the population as a
deliverer from Mamluk oppression. ’

In Cairo the Mamluks elected Timian Bay as sultan. Although he
wanted to accept Selim’s offer of the viceroyalty of Egypt if he would
recognize Ottoman suzerainty, his amirs forced him to refuse. Selim’s
army then advanced towards Egypt and on 23 January 1517 inflicted
on the Mamluks another, and this time a final, defeat near Cairo.
Timan Bay fled to the countryside, hoping to rally there a resistance
movement, but he was soon betrayed, and hanged at one of Cairo’s
main gates. The Mamluk empire was destroyed for ever, and Egypt,
Syria and other provinces became part of the Ottoman empire. With
the collapse of the Mamluks, also, came the end of the ‘Abbasid shadow
caliphate, as Selim sent the last of the line, al-Mutawakkil, to Istanbul,
where he was held prisoner for some years.

In two fields the Mamluk period left durable monuments to posterity:
in architecture and in historiography. Even at the time of the far-
advanced decline under the Butjis, the sultans of this line continued the
building activity inaugurated by Baybars, and embellished the cities,
mainly Cairo and Damascus, with numerous mosques, madrasas,
gdwiyas and other public works. Especially the sultans Barqiiq, Faraj,
Barsbay, Inal, Qa’it Bay and Qinsawh al-Ghawri were founders of an
important number of monumental edifices. They also repaired and
restored the works of their predecessors, and did not neglect good
roads, public baths, bridges, markets and caravanserais. No reign
since that of al-Nasir Mubammad was more prolific in architectural
activity than that of the despotic Qa’it Bay, whose monuments are
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considered as marking the peak of Mamluk art. After the time of the
last Mamluks no edifice of any importance was ever constructed in
the central Arab lands.

In scholarship the historical writing of this Mamluk period deserves
special attention, not only for its quantity but more so for the quality of
some outstanding works, as well as for the wide horizon covered.
The authors belonged partly to the Muslim clergy, in the wide sense
of the word, and partly to the class of administrators. The majority
of them were of Egyptian or Syrian origin, but we also find among them
descendants of Turkish mam/itks. No other period of Egyptian history
is better known in all its aspects than the Mamluk era; many historians
extended their interest beyond the frontiers to countries as far away as
India, Ethiopia, West Africa and Asia Minor. Noteworthy among the
historians of the earlier epoch was Abu’l-Fida’ (1273-1332), an Ayyubid
prince and governor of Hamat, who compiled a useful compendium
of universal history and also a handbook of geography. The most
eminent scholar of this time was without doubt the Egyptian al-
Magqrizi (1364-1442). Apart from a solid history of Egypt, he wrote
a historical topography of Cairo and Egypt, a work of unique import-
ance for archaeology and cultural history. He was also the author of a
number of minor monographs on various subjects such as plagues,
.coins and coinage, Islam in Ethiopia, etc. Ibn Taghtibirdi (1411-69)
left a monumental history of Egypt and of his own time, showing a
rare insight into the political interplay inside the Mamluk oligarchy to
which he belonged. The historian Ibn Iyas (1448-1524) recorded care-
fully and with astonishing detail the last days of the Mamluk dynasty
and the beginning of the Ottoman domination. And it should not be
forgotten that the great historian and sociologist, Ibn Khaldin (1332~
1406), spent the last twenty years of his life in Egypt, supplementing
his famous .A/-Mugaddima with the newly won experience of the
Egyptian political and social scene.

Closely connected with historiography and geography were the
encyclopaedias of general knowledge and manuals for civil servants.
The works of al-Nuwayti (1279-1332), al-‘Umari (1301-49) and al-
Qalqashandi (13 5 5~1418) represent the best of their kind ever produced
in Muslim countries. Precious information on cultural history and life
is furnished by numerous biographical dictionaries, the most noted
being that written by Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalini (1371-1449) and that by
the historian Ibn Taghribirdi.

The production in other fields of learning was abundant, but rarely
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do we find any original ideas or approaches; it was rather a period of
learned compilations, epitomes, commentaries and glosses, as if the
authors felt the urge to preserve all the knowledge accumulated by
their predecessors, and to hand it down to posterity in the form of
bulky encyclopaedias and works of synthesis. It is certainly not by
accident that this era produced the famous universal historian al-
Suyiiti (1445-1505), the most prolific Arabic writer of all time, author
of more than five hundred books, in which he covered the whole field
of Islamic learning. There is little originality in his work, but until
modern times he continued to enjoy the reputation of being one of the
highest scholatly authorities in the Muslim world.

The Mamluks, as non-Arabs, were not interested in Arabic litera-
ture, which consequently withered and died out. Here, too, the activity
of littérateurs exhausted itself in compiling anthologies and commen-
taries on the production of earlier times. The decline of classical litera-
ture was, however, more than balanced by the spectacular growth of
many gentes of folk literature. During this epoch the famous collection
The Arabian Nights' Entertainments, an anthology of anecdotes, short
stories, fairy tales and novels of various origins that had already
circulated orally for many centuries in the Islamic East, was given the
fixed written form in which it later became known to Europe. The
professional story-tellers also entertained their audiences with prosaic
folk romances centred around some historical or legendary person or
event, such as the romance of ‘Antar, a pre-Islamic hero and poet, the
cycle about the wanderings of the Bant Hilal from Egypt to the Magh-
rib, and especially the romance about the wars against the Crusaders,
where the central figure was the sultan Baybats, depicted as champion
of Islam and a knight without fear and shame. At this time the shadow-
plays, the first embryonic works of Arabic dramatic art, came from the
Far East. The only known author of these pieces is the Egyptian physi-
cian and poet Ibn Daniyil (died 1310), but this art did not find among
the Arabic public the popularity it enjoyed chiefly in Turkey and else-
where in the East.

The five and a half centuries covered by the three dynasties of the
Fatimids, the Ayyubids and the Mamluks represent a decisive period in
Egyptian history, its main trend being the gradual rise of Egypt from
a dependent province of the ‘Abbasid caliphate to an entirely independ-
ent political unit, and later to the position of the paramount power in
the Near East. With the political emancipation came the growth of
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economic prosperity and cultural activities in many fields, so that from
the thirteenth century on Egypt supplanted Iraq as the centre of Islamic
and Arabic learning. If the Fatimids definitively launched Egypt as an
independent entity and provided it with a cordon of dependencies,
the Ayyubids further confirmed its central role and made it the core of a
large federation of Near Eastern states, thus creating the conditions for
the final halt to the European offensive against the Arab lands. The
historical role of the Mamluks is more controversial: a barbarous
people from the steppe, alien to the indigenous population in the coun-
tries they ruled, they rose to power at a time of grave danger that
menaced the central and western parts of the Muslim world. These cit-
cumstances made them champions of the old order, and of continuity
amidst the disruptive forces of the Central Asiatic hordes, whose on-
slaught shattered the ancient social and political system in the eastern
Islamic lands. The expulsion of the Crusader remnants from Palestine
and Syria enabled the Mamluks to weld these countries, together with
Egypt, into a unified and centralized empire recognized by Muslims
and Christians alike as one of the big powers, whose hegemony in the
eastern Mediterranean was not challenged for over two centuries. How-
ever, as soon as the external danger diminished, the Mamluk military
regime lost its raison d’étre, and its more negative aspects prevailed,
overshadowing finally all its former positive contribution. The des-
potism, incapacity and rapacity of the later Mamluk oligarchy caused a
general ruin of Egypt, undermined its economy and weakened it
politically. Not even in their proper field of warfare were the Mamluks
able to grasp the significance of the gunpowder revolution. That the
regime survived so long, and did not collapse earlier, was due mainly
to the lack of internal opposition and of powerful external foes. Its
unregretted demise, however, marked the end of a definite epoch in
the history of the Arab-speaking countries,

In the cultural sense the Mamluk period was one of conservation
and preservation of the Islamic culture in its Arabic form. The eastern
parts of the world of Islam witnessed at this time the rise of new cul-
tures, the vehicles of which were the Persian and later the Turkish
languages. In the West, the once flourishing Andalusian civilization
was crumbling under the onslaught of the Christian reconquista. It
thus fell to Egypt and Syria, unified under the Mamluk sultanate, to
maintain and preserve the heritage of Arab civilization and culture.
They fulfilled this task to the best of their ability under the difficult
conditions of a foreign and despotic rule and of economic decay;
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and it was this role of the custodian that enabled Egypt to emerge
in the nineteenth century as the main centre of the Arab cultural
revival.

EGYPT AND NUBIA

Throughout its entire history the core of Egypt was formed by the
Nile delta, i.e. the triangle Cairo-Alexandria~Damietta. Here were
concentrated the main towns and villages (their number remained
constant for many centuries, at around 2,300) as well as the various
economic activities, whereas Upper Egypt (Arabic, a/-Sa‘id) played only
a secondary, although not a negligible, role. On the fringes of the
cultivated lands and beyond them roamed Arab nomad tribes not yet
assimilated to a settled life. Some of these tribes, coming from Arabia or
Syria, used Egypt only as a corridor to the west or the south; others
remained for a shorter or longer time. Being notoriously anarchic,
turbulent and always in opposition to any outside control, they repre-
sented an element of danger and unrest, too often causing disruption
of economic life by their raids on villages or by holding up caravans.
The policy of the Fatimids towards nomad Arabs, like that of all suc-
cessive Egyptian dynasties, oscillated between pacification and at-
tempts to use them as auxiliaties, or else to get rid of them permanently;
the most famous case of this latter policy is that of the Banit Hilal
and the Band Sulaym.

Already prior to the tenth century many Arab tribes, or parts of them,
had migrated southwards to Upper Egypt and to the Eastern Desert
between the Nile valley and the Red Sea littoral. Penetration further
south along the Nile was for a long time made difficult by the relatively
strong Christian kingdom of al-Maqurra in northern Nubia, but even
there the Arabs were able to infiltrate gradually.

Towards the Nubian kingdoms the Fatimids followed the peaceful
policy of their predecessors. Shortly after their conquest of Egypt
in 975 they sent Ibn Sulaym al-Aswini as an envoy to the king of
al-Maqurra to get him to renew payment of the bagt (from Latin pactum,
i.e. the symbolic tribute paid by ‘allies’ to the Byzantine emperors, and
later, in many cases, to the Arabs) and to invite him and his subjects to
embrace Islam. The fitst request was granted, the second refused, but
neither then nor later did the Fatimids press the issue.

Ibn Sulaym’s account, preserved by the fifteenth-century Egyptian
historian al-Magqrizi, forms one of the most valuable sources on the
state of affairs in Nubia in the second half of the tenth century. At this
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time the Arabs from Egypt had already acquired lands in the extreme
north of Nubia and were practically independent, whereas some of the
Nubians to the north of the second cataract had been converted to
Islam. It was thus here that were laid the foundations, at first hardly
perceptible, of the process of arabization and islamization that later
swept over the whole of Nubia and large parts of the eastern Sudan,
and made these countries into an integral part of the Arab and Islamic
wortld. The main towns of this northern province called al-Maris
(Coptic, ‘the south’) wetre Bajrash and Ibrim; the whole was under
control of a powerful governor known as the ‘Lord of the Mountain’
($abib aljabal), whose chief duty was to stop people - probably Arab
bedouin — from entering Nubia without authorization. It seems, how-
evet, that the Nubian authorities were not able to prevent Arab pene-
tration. Already in previous centuties many Arabs had bought lands
from the natives, and Ibn Sulaym remarks that at his time the Arabs
behaved in al-Matris like landlords. Their settlement there is confirmed
also by some tomb inscriptions, the dates of which demonstrate the
continuous southward movement of Arab elements along the Nile.

The core of Nubia, the kingdom of al-Maqurra, was as yet hardly
touched by Arab immigration, and this was even more the case in the
southern Nubian state, ‘Alwa. In the capitals of both, however, Mus-
lim merchants were settled, inhabiting — in accordance with the pat-
tern established in the whole Sudanic belt - separate quarters of the
towns. Among the exports from Nubia to Arab countries, particularly
to Egypt, we find cattle, ivory, ostrich feathers and slaves. These slaves
were called a/-Nitha ot al-Sidin (‘ blacks’); the slave-gitls were favoured
as concubines and nurses, the male slaves as domestic servants, but
most of them were recruited into the army, where they served as foot-
soldiers. Although previous Egyptian dynasties also had employed
large numbers of black slaves in their armies, it was under the Fatimids
that the demand for these slaves was at its height.

It does not seem that Nubia with its sparse population could itself
have supplied Egypt with many of the slaves who were known as
al-Niiba; the majority of them must have been brought from the coun-
tries still further to the south. This is confirmed by some Muslim
authorities, who insist that black slaves in Egypt were obtained from a
region south of Nubia with large pastures, plenty of cattle and animals,
and inhabited by strong people. Although these indications are too
general, it can be surmised that the main source was situated in the
vast area stretching from the Ethiopian borders to Darfur and beyond.
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The influence of the slave-trade on the destinies of Nubia was mani-
fold. It was perhaps the concern for an undisturbed and steady flow of
slave recruits that led the Fatimids to maintain friendly and peaceful
relations with the Nubian kingdoms. The traders were the first Muslims
to penettate into the country and, although they do not seem to have
actively propagated the Islamic religion, they brought the first ele-
ments of the new faith into the hitherto wholly Christian regions. In
the course of their commercial activities they accumulated a large
knowledge of the country, thus making the later penetration of Arab
nomads easier. And, last but not least, they kept alive the contacts
between Egypt and Nubia across the religious and cultural borderline.

Other relations, no less important, linked both countries. The patri-
arch of Alexandria was the head of the Monophysite Church, and so
was recognized as the highest church dignitary for both Nubia and
Ethiopia. On the other hand the king of al-Maqurra was regarded as
protector of the patriarch; he used his excellent relations with the
Fatimid government to intervene on the patriarch’s behalf when the
need for it arose, as happened many times in the course of the tenth
and eleventh centuries. This period also marks the height of Nubian
cultural influence, and it is not without interest that it spread also to
Upper Egypt as far as Idfu, showing that even at this time the Christian
Nubian culture had not yet lost all its dynamism. Although the religious
links with Egypt were strong, Nubia cannot be considered to have
been merely a cultural outpost of Coptic Egypt; its culture was an
autochthonous and independent African civilization that continued in
the traditions of ancient Kush and Meroe.

Nubia also played the role of a connecting link between Egypt and
Ethiopia, and Nubian kings were sometimes asked by their Ethiopian
colleagues to act as mediators between them and the patriarchs. And it
was via the Nubian kingdoms that the Ethiopian church maintained its
relationship with the outside Christian world. Although this relation-
ship was never entirely severed, the decline of Christian Nubia from
the thirteenth century on contributed largely to the growing isolation
of Ethiopian Christianity, with all its consequences. As long as Nubia
remained independent, it also fulfilled the role of a northern guardian
of Christianity in north-eastern Africa against the waves of Islam and
islamized peoples.

When the Arab nomads found their way southwards along the Nile
barred by the still strong Nubian kingdom of al-Maqurra, they turned
their attention to the Eastern Desert, which offered a special attraction
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to them. Between Aswan and the Red Sea existed gold and emerald
mines centred around the Wadi al-‘Alliqi. In the centuries following the
‘gold rush’ and the invasion of the Arab adventurer al-‘Umari during
the second half of the ninth century, the situation in the mining districts
became relatively settled. Most of the mines were owned by groups of
Egyptian and Arab merchants, but some emerald mines belonged
directly to the Fatimid treasury. The mining and digging was done
mainly by imported Sudanese slaves or by free Beja labourers. The
output of the Wadi al-‘Alliqi mines was the chief source of gold for
Egypt until the end of the thirteenth century, when the main deposits
were exhausted and their further exploitation became unprofitable.
Unfortunately, we have no indication about how much gold was
produced in the heyday of the mining activities, so that it is impossible
to assess even approximately the exact impact of the Nubian gold on
the Egyptian economy. On the other hand the very existence of the
mines markedly influenced the process of arabization and islamization
of this region, since the influx of Arab nomads and merchants steadily
increased.

Another factor in this process was the transfer of the eastern trade
to the Red Sea in the second half of the eleventh century. The port
of ‘Aydhab gradually became the main focal point at the Egyptian end
of the maritime route. The abandonment of the pilgrim route via
Sinai, due to the establishment of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, channel-
led pilgrim traffic into the route passing through Upper Egypt and
‘Aydhab to Jedda, and for more than three centuries it formed the
artery of international trade. The Fatimids controlled the port of
‘Aydhab and levied duties there; the caravans then went to Aswan or
Qus on the Nile, whence further transport was done on river boats.
A fleet of warships was kept on the Red Sea by the Fatimids to protect
the trade from pirates.

The native Beja tribes did not remain untouched by these events.
Some of them entered into alliances with the penetrating Arab nomads,
and together with them controlled the approaches to the mining dis-
tricts. Many of the Beja tribesmen worked in the mines, while others
were employed as caravan leaders and escorts, Their country was also
well known for a fine breed of camels (bukhtiya), exported to many
Muslim lands, particularly to Egypt. The demand for these animals
increased more and more with the development of trade routes across
the Eastern Desert, thus bringing a new impetus to the nomadic
economy of the Beja.
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The northernmost Beja groups, Hadariba and ‘Ababda, gradually
became arabized, even adopting fictitious Arab genealogies, but their
ancient beliefs were only thinly disguised by Islam. For a long time
the Arab tribes did not penetrate much further in the Eastern Desert
than the latitude of the second cataract, being concentrated mainly in
the Qus-Aswan region and in the gold mining districts. Among the
Arab groups, the Rabi‘a tribesmen gained during the tenth century the
greatest power and prestige both in the country of the mines and in the
Aswan region, and intermarried with the local Beja and Nubians.

The first Rabi‘a principality emerged in the Aswan region in the mid
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tenth century. In 1004 the Caliph al-Hakim rewarded their chief with
the honorific title Kang, a/-Dawla for capturing the rebel Aba Rakwa,
who retreated to Upper Egypt after being defeated in Egypt itself.
The Kang al-Dawla and his successors, called Banit Kanz for short,
gradually became powetful rulers on the Nubian-Egyptian borders
and an important factor in many respects until the Ottoman conquest.
They do not often emerge in the rather scanty source material but, when
they do, it is always at important moments of Nubian history; and
each time they pushed further southwards the frontier of arabization
and islamization. The Bani Kanz amirs interspersed their loyalty to
Cairo with open revolts, sometimes serving as spearheads of Egyptian
influence in Nubia and sometimes assuming the role of mediators be-
tween Nubian kings and Egyptian sultans. But the accumulated effect
of these shifting policies was always the strengthening of Arab and
Muslim influence in Nubia. By a strange paradox the name of these
agents of arabization was adopted to designate one of the main dialects
of the Nubian language, the Kenuzi (Kunuzi).

The relative calm prevailing on the southern frontier of Egypt
during the Fatimid epoch began to change with the advent of the
Ayyubids. Already during the first years of the new dynasty we can
discern in the relations between Egypt and Nubia harbingers of the
more profound upheavals that were to come under the Mamluks. After
the collapse of the Fatimid caliphate their black troops — estimated at
0,000 in number - remaining loyal to the cause of the defunct dynasty,
revolted and retreated to Upper Egypt. In 1172 they launched an attack
in alliance with some Nubians, and looted Aswan and some other
places. An Ayyubid army crushed the revolt, and a couple of years later
a strong punitive expedition led by S$aliah al-Din’s brother, Turan-
Shah, conquered the province of al-Maris with its capital, Ibrim, cap-
turing many prisoners and converting local churches into mosques.
The Ayyubid occupation did not last long, and after their army evacu-
ated northern Nubia in 1174/5, the country was reoccupied by the
Nubian king. It seems that apart from quelling the rebellion of black
troops, the purpose of the expedition was to secure this region as a
refuge in case Salih al-Din should not be able to hold Egypt against his
suzerain Nir al-Din. How far Salih al-Din’s policy was influenced by
the possibility of an alliance between Christian Nubia and the Cru-
saders is difficult to decide, since there is no evidence either way. In
any case, the Christian states in Nubia were too weak to represent any
real danger; this would have become clear to the sultan or his brother
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in the course of the punitive expedition. The early evacuation of Ibrim,
and the loss of further interest in Nubia, tends to confirm this conclusion.

The southern borderland, however, remained turbulent during the
whole Ayyubid period. The Bani Kanz attempted to re-establish their
control over the Aswan region, given as fief to one of the Ayyubid
anirs, but in 1174 they were defeated by an Ayyubid army and forced
to withdraw to al-Maris; there they established their supremacy, inter-
married in their usual way with the local inhabitants and contributed
thus further to the process of arabization. Some of the nomadic and
semi-nomadic Arabs from Upper Egypt were recruited into the Ayyu-
bid army and later rewarded with lands, but many others opposed the
introduction of state control and repeatedly rebelled until the end of the
dynasty.

The slave-trade from Egypt to Nubia sharply decreased at this time,
as the Ayyubids —in contrast to the Fatimids — were no longer in-
terested in the recruitment of Sudanese or Nubian troops. This does
not mean, of course, that the normal trade in slaves destined for domes-
tic and other services did not continue as before. Nubian slaves wete in
demand not only in Egypt but in many other Muslim countries, mainly
around the Red Sea.

The Red Sea littoral retained and even increased its importance
for international trade and for pilgrimage. By establishing his suzer-
ainty over Hejaz, Yemen and Aden, Salih al-Din and his successors
got the entire Red Sea, and thus the Eastern trade, under their control.
The port of ‘Aydhib was sacked and looted by the Franks during the
naval raid of Reginald of Karak in 1183, but it was a solitary episode
without any sequel and, until the Portuguese period, no Christian fleet
appeared on the Red Sea. The protection of Muslim merchants on the
land route from the coast to the Nile was achieved with the aid of the
arabized Beja group, the Hadariba, the chief of whom exercised
control over ‘Aydhib and shared its revenues with an Egyptian
governor.

THE ARABIZATION OF THE SUDAN

The period between the thirteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth
centuries brought profound political, ethnic and cultural changes to
the region that constitutes the northern part of the present-day Re-
public of the Sudan. During this time Christian Nubia became gradu-
ally a subject state of Mamluk Egypt, and the Christian religion was
superseded by Islam. The political decline of the Nubian states, mainly
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that of al-Maqurra in the north, opened the way for unhindered pene-
tration of Arab tribes to the south, and this led in turn to the arabization
of the whole country north of the tenth latitude. The process of
arabization went hand in hand with that of islamization, and by
the end of the fifteenth century both developments were-almost com-
pleted.

Although under the Fatimids and Ayyubids the nomadic Arabs had
already constituted a turbulent and troublesome element in Lower
as well as in Upper Egypt, no period saw as many revolts of the Arabs
. against the central government as the Mamluk era. These uprisings
were systematically put down by the better-equipped and trained
maniliks, with the result that the remnants of the defeated tribes
migrated southwards. This flow was strengthened by tribes wanting to
escape effective administrative control, and by Arab contingents which
accompanied Mamluk punitive expeditions to Upper Egypt and Nubia
and then settled in these regions. All this led to a relative over-popula-
tion of Arab nomads and their herds in the borderland and created an
explosive situation.

Under Baybars a new Egyptian policy towards Nubia was inaugu-
rated. The impetus for this change came, surprisingly, not from the
Mamluks but from the Nubians themselves, when in 1272 King David
of al-Maqurra raided the important port of ‘Aydhib, thus touching
a very sensitive spot. Four years later Baybars sent a punitive ex-
pedition to Nubia that penetrated as far as Dongola and defeated the
Nubian army. The Mamluk victory was made easier by internal strife
in the royal family, inside which a party emerged that sought Egyptian
aid. From this time onwatrds, the Mamluk sultans frequently intervened
inthe internal affairs of Nubia, and gradually reduced its rulers to therole
of their vassals or puppet kings. The northern part of Nubia, al-Maris,
was assigned to the sultan, and its revenues went to the Mamluk treasury,
although the ‘Lord of the Mountain’ continued to be the governor.
But the whole region had thus become even more islamized and part of
the Muslim world.

Although Nubia proper was not directly annexed to Egypt, the con-
tinuous interventions and invasions of the Mamluk armies, as well as
those of the Arab tribes, undermined the political and military power of
the kingdom. When in 1315 the Mamluks chose as the Nubian king a
ptince who was alrcady converted to Islam, this event signalled the
beginning of the decline of Nubian Christianity. The conversion of the
cathedral of Dongola into a mosque, recorded in an inscription of 1317,
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was the final act by which the former Christian kingdom became a
Muslim state. Soon afterwards the throne of Nubia was seized by the
wholly islamized and arabized Bani Kanz, who in the meantime had
married into the Nubian royal family, and thus had some legitimate
claims ; beside this, they enjoyed thesupport of the Arabs and the Muslim
Nubians. Although the relations of the Banii Kanz with the Mamluk
sultans throughout the following century were strained and led often to
armed clashes, the family retained effective control over the northern
‘part of Nubia. We have only scanty information about what happened
in the southetn part of Nubia, at Dongola and in the kingdom of
‘Alwa. It seems that the Nubian kings of the ancient al-Maqurra
dynasty, now Muslims, held a precatious control over Dongola, where
the intetnal chaos was increased by frequent incursions of the Arabs
to whom the region succumbed at a not precisely fixed date.

There is no better summary of the impact of the Arab nomadic tribes
than that given by the great historian Ibn Khaldiin:

With the Nubians’ conversion to Islam the payment of the jigya (capital tax)
ceased. Then several clans of the Juhayna Arabs spread over their country
and settled in it; they assumed power and filled the land with rapine and
disorder. At first the kings of Nubia tried to repulse them by force but they
failed in it; so they changed their tactics and tried to win them over by
offering their daughters in marriage. Thus was their kingdom disintegrated,
for it passed to the sons of the Juhayna from their Nubian mothers accord-
ing to the non-Arab practice of inheritance by the sister and her sons. So
their kingdom fell to pieces and their country was inherited by the nomad
Arabs of the Juhayna. But their rule presented none of the marks of states-
manship, because of the essential weakness of a system which is opposed to
discipline and the subordination of one man to another. Consequently they
have been divided until this day, and there is no vestige of central authority
in their part of the country, but they remain nomads following the rainfall
like the bedouin.!

The conversion of the kings to Islam, and the ascendance of the
Bani Kanz, were the final blows suffered by the Christian religion in
Nubia. With the islamization of the rulets came also the end of the
bagt, an international agreement that had remained in force for nearly
seven centuries — indeed, a unique case in the history of diplomacy.
Additional factors were the growing isolation of Nubijan Christianity
from the outside world, and also the deterioration of the status of
Christians in Egypt from where most of the higher clergy came,
Christianity was not wiped out at once. It lingered on over a long period

t Ibn Khaldiin, Kitdh al-‘ibar, vol. v (Beitut, 1956-61), gz22-3.
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and died out by internal feebleness and a lack of any external stimulus.
In the more southerly state of ‘Alwa it remained alive until the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century, when it came to an end together with
the kingdom, through a joint action of Arab tribesmen and the Funj.

The disintegration of the northern Nubjan kingdom, to which the
eatlier penetration of Arab tribesmen substantially contributed, facili-
tated the great Arab breakthrough to the rich pasture lands beyond
the Nubian desert. In general this movement followed two main
routes, one easterly and one westerly. It is difficult if not impossible to
discern the numerous migratory moves and to fix them chronologically,
since the Arabs who penetrated into the Sudan came mainly in small
groups of different tribal origin rather than in large tribal entities, and
because their immigration was more akin to infiltration over centuries
than a sudden invasion.

The Beja country in the east did not absorb many Arabs, as it did
not offer rich pastures; the majority therefore only passed through it to
the interior. The nomadic tribes, commonly called Juhayna, reached
the region between the Atbara river and the Blue Nile (the Butana)
in the fourteenth century, and thence crossed to the Gezira (the land
between the Blue and White Niles) in the course of the fifteenth century.
There they settled in the metropolitan area of ‘Alwa and in Sennar,
and progressed to the south as far as the island of Aba on the White
Nile. Although the core of these tribes came from Upper Egypt,
there was also some migration from Arabia proper, across the Red Sea.

Comparatively few Arabs remained to the north of Dongola and they
were soon absorbed socially and linguistically by the local Nubians,
even if Islam superseded the Christian faith of the latter. The inter-
mixing of the Arabs and the Nubians was also in progress in the middle
Nile valley between the Fourth and Sixth Cataracts, but here the Nub-
jans adopted the Arabic language and fictitious Arab genealogies.
These arabized Nubians, known as Ja‘aliyylin, consisted of a settled
population of farmers, craftsmen and merchants. Many of them started
in the course of the fourteenth century to migrate to other parts of the
Sudan, mainly to Kordofan and further westward.

The second main stream of the Arab nomads penetrated into the
interior by a westerly route, either directly from Upper Egypt or from
Dongola. It seems that this migration took place earlier than that in
the east. In the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the
Arabs occupied the belt of grazing lands stretching from the Nile to
northern Darfur, continuing there to rear camels and sheep, and forming
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a large group known as the Kabibish (from &absh, ‘ram’), but con-
sisting of clans of various tribes. The later arrivals from the north or
east did not find enough room for themselves in the northern belt,
and had to continue their migrations further southward into southern
Kordofan, and thence along the horizontal axis to the west, to southern
Darfur, Wadai and the Lake Chad region. Finding these regions un-
suitable for either camel or sheep, they were forced to adopt cattle-
breeding as their main activity, taking it over from the autochthonous
populations of Negroid stock. These tribes then became known as the
Baqqira (from baqara, ‘cow’). Although these preserved their nomadic
way of life and their tribal system intact, they intermarried with the
local peoples, inaugurating thus another process, that of the gradual
Africanization of the Sudanese Arabs.

Once the barrier formed by the Nubian kingdom had been broken,
there was no other centralized state all the way between the Nile valley
and Lake Chad to hinder the free penetration of the nomadic Arabs.
The region known later as Darfur was inhabited by a conglomeration
of small ethnic groups, both sedentary and nomadic, which until the
coming of the Arabs did not seem to have been much in contact with
the neighbouring countries, even if there are some slight traces of
Christian Nubian civilization on their territory. The whole area of the
Nilo-Chadic Sahel lay until the thirteenth century outside the com-
metcial interests of Egypt, ot for that matter of any other Arab state,
and thus the information about it is correspondingly meagre if not
entirely lacking.

In the thirteenth century Darfur was known to be in the hands of the
Daju (Dajo), who are traditionally considered to have produced the
first local dynasty. Arkell’s theory! about the strong political and cul-
tural influence of Kanem exercised during the Daju period and later is
not substantiated by any trustworthy evidence. However, taking into
account the migratory movements of the semi-nomadic Zaghawa of
Arabic sources,? a certain influence coming from the more western
regions is not impossible. In the mid fourteenth century the Daju
hegemony in the northern part of Datfur was superseded by that of the
Tunjur, who are believed to have come from Nubia and to have been
of Arab origin; but since the traditions of so many islamized peoples

' A. ). Arkell, ‘The History of Darfur, AD 1200-1700°, Sudan Notes and Records, 1951,
33 and 1932, 33.

2 Although Arab sources localize these Zaghawa in the region to the north and north-
cast of Lake Chad, and thus allow us to identify their core with modern Teda-Daza,

it secems that the name had a wider connotation, namcly that of all nomadic and semi-
nomadic tribes between the Nile and the Chad.
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in the Sudan have the tendency to glorify their past by claiming kin-
ship with famous dynasties or nations of the East, the historicity of
such claims is dubious. As the coming of the Tunjur to Darfur was
roughly contemporary with the Arab breakthrough, it is not impossible
that some groups of mixed Nubian-Arab origin were drawn into the
great westward movement and settled then in northern Darfur, push-
ing the Daju more to the south. It may well be that a temporary alli-
ance of the Tunjur with the vigorous Arab nomads helped them to
achieve the leading position in northern Darfur, where the symbiosis
with the Arabs led also to their adoption of the Arabic language. On the
other hand they are also regarded as having had some connection
with the Bani Hilil and Tunisia, or with North Africa in general,
although this may only be an echo of the tradition of the Kayra, the
next Darfur ruling family. Darfur was at this time losing its former
isolation, and opening itself to migrations and influence coming from
the north and north-east along the well-known route of the Darb
al-Arba‘in (lit. ‘forty days’ route’) and also along the Wadi al-Milk.
Even then the trade seems to have been rather insignificant. From. the
Tunjur era only small quantities of Venetian and Indian beads found at
Uri are witness to commercial relations with Egypt and the Red Sea
ports. The chief cultural changes came with the infiltration of the
nomadic Arabs, with their new breeds of cattle and pastoral techniques
and, perhaps, with new weapons.

But, as everywhere in the Sudan, only a part of the incoming Arabs
settled in Darfur proper, other groups moving further westward to
Wadai and to the Lake Chad region. Although we may presume that
the nomadic tribes had been present in this region since the mid
fourteenth century, the first documented evidence stems from the year
1391, when the then mai of Bornu, Abi ‘Amr ‘Uthman b. Idris, wrote
to the Mamluk sultan, Barqiiq, complaining of the raids committed
by the Judham and other Arabs against the population of Kanem. The
main complaint concerned the sale of Bornu subjects, among them a
number of the king’s relatives, as slaves to Egyptian merchants, who
brought them to their country’s markets. The mai asked the sultan to
help in the return of the enslaved people from Egypt and requested the
punishment of the Arabs for their unlawful action.!

1 Al-Qalqashandi, Swbp al-A‘shd (Cairo, 1913-19), vol. v, 279-81, vol. vur, 116-18,
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RELATIONS WITH NORTH-EAST AND EAST AFRICA

The history of the Red Sea littoral region has been more closely con-
nected with the fortunes of Egypt than with other parts of the Sudan.
The Mamluk sultans paid increasing attention to the Red Sea ports
and to the safety of trade routes between its shores and Upper Egypt.
In 1267 an Egyptian army conquered as far as the port of Suakin and
brought it under Mamluk suzerainty. At the beginning of the four-
teenth century, when the penetration of the Arab nomads made this
region unsafe, a Mamluk punitive expedition reached as far as the
Atbara river and the Taka region near the Ethiopian border, but there
was no attempt to occupy this country permanently. After the expulsion
of the Crusaders and the reopening of the more convenient pilgrim
route across Sinai, the port of ‘Aydhib lost its former importance and,
although this route remained in use until the mid fourteenth century,
the number of pilgrims going there steadily decreased. ‘Aydhab
suffered further heavily by the economic decline of Upper Egypt under
the last Bahri sultans, and by the frequent clashes between the Hadariba
chieftains and the Mamluk governors over the custom revenues. The
safety of the land routes could not be maintained when the Mamluk
state was in decline, and the Beja and the Arab tribes often attacked the
caravans. The rise of Jedda as the main port for the spice trade in the
first quarter of the fifteenth century sealed the fate of ‘Aydhab. Sultan
Barsbay prohibited the merchants from calling at this port and when
the Hadariba chiefs retaliated with attacks on Egyptian caravans, a
punitive expedition destroyed the town almost completely. The more
southerly port at Suakin was not able to take over the role of ‘Aydhib
in the international trade, because it lacked easy communications with
the navigable Nile: it served, however, as the outlet for the export of
camels, ivory, slaves and other products from the interior of the
Sudan, and played also a minor part as a gateway for the Arab economic
penetration and arabization of these eastern regions.

The momentum gained by the Arab penetration of the Sudan in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries led to a total overrunning of the
northern Sudan by Arab-speaking nomads. At the end of this period
there emerged a cultural and linguistic pattern totally different from the
previous one. Islam drove out Christianity, and the majority of the
inhabitants adopted Arabic; but many groups such as the Nubians
and the Beja retained their original languages. The incoming Arabs
mixed widely with the indigenous population, thus causing the
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emergence of the new stock, culturally Arab and Muslim, that forms
the bulk of the northern Sudanic population up to the present day.

The disappearance of Nubian Christianity under the combined
impact of the Mamluk army and Arab nomads meant a further step in
the islamization of north and north-eastern Africa. Compared with the
situation at the beginning of the seventh century, when a continuous
belt of predominantly Christian countries stretched all the way from
the Mediterranean to Ethiopia, the beginning of the sixteenth century
offered a profoundly changed picture, for at this time Ethiopia re-
mained the last surviving Christian outpost in Africa. Although the
fall of Christian Nubia might have increased the religious isolation of
Ethiopian Christianity, it severed neither the contacts with the Coptic
church of Egypt, whose patriarch remained still the formal head of the
Ethiopian Christians, nor the mundane relations with the outside
world, notably with Egypt.

It even seems that, with the rise of the Solomonid dynasty in Ethio-
pia and that of the Mamluks in Egypt, these contacts became more
regular and lively. The political relations-between both states were in
general correct, troubled only occasionally by Ethiopian protests
against the persecutions of the Christians in Egypt. According to
al-‘Umari,* the Ethiopians considered themselves guardians of the Nile
for its descent to Egypt, and pretended that they permitted the regular
flow of its waters as a sign of their homage to the Egyptian sultan. In
Ethiopian as well as in Egyptian soutces the story is often repeated that
occasionally the Egyptians attributed the low Nile to a diversion of its
upper course by the Ethiopians, or that the negus threatened to deprive
Egypt of the Nile waters by deflecting its course to the desert if the
sultan would not yield to some demands concerning the position of
Christians or of the patriarch. Even if many Egyptians did believe in
the reality of such a danger to their country, the rulers were well aware
of the unreality of it. When in 1325/6 Amda-Siyon sent an embassy to
al-Malik al-Nasir with a similar threat, the Sultan only laughed and
sent the envoys back.

The Cairo government was mote touchy in the face of other threats.
In the middle of the fourteenth century, when the patriarch of Alex-
andria was arrested for refusing to pay excessive taxes, the Negus
Newaya Krestos seized all the Muslims in the country and drove away
all the Egyptian caravans, thus causing great damage to the trading

1 Jbn Fadl Allih al-‘Omari [al-‘Umaril, Masdlik al-absar fi mamdlik ol amydr (L' Afrigus
moins I'Egypte), tr. Gaudefroy-Demombynes (Paris, 1927), 30.
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interests of the Kdrimi merchants. The Mamluks hastened to release the
patriarch and the trade was opened again.

Ethiopian territory represented one of the most important markets
for the Kdrimi merchants, whose commercial operations covered alike
its Christian parts and the Muslim states in the south. The main Egyp-
tian commodities were linen, cotton and silk textiles of both Egyptian
and European provenance, and weapons; among the export goods we
find ivory, spices and, above all, slaves. According to al-‘Umari,
Hadya in south-west Ethiopia was the main centre for the export of
eunuchs who, however, were castrated farther in the interior of the:
country. Ethiopian slaves were in general highly esteemed in all Mus-
lim countries from Egypt to India, and considered to be the most loyal
and reliable guardians as well as commercial agents.

Already some time before the disintegration of the Nubian kingdoms
heralded the gradual disappearance of Christianity in the Nile valley,
a number of Muslim states had come into existence to the south of the
Ethiopian highlands (see pp. 139-43). In eastern and southern Shoa
there emerged the states of Ifat, Adal and some smaller principalities
that controlled the main trade-routes from Zeila, the most important
port for those parts of the Horn of Africa. Farther to the west, on the
upper Awash and beyond it, both among settled Sidama and nomadic
Cushitic groups, Islam was adopted by the ruling classes in the states
of Dawaro, Fetegar, Hadya and Bali. This belt of Muslim states (fit-
tingly called by al-Maqtizi a/-firaz al-islami, lit. ‘the Muslim fringe”)
contributed largely to the encirclement of Christian Ethiopia by Islam,
and became an effective bartier against the expansion of the Ethiopian
state towards the south and south-east. Although the Muslim states
Were not vety strong and never able to form a united front, the Solo-
monid rulers were well aware of the potential danger arising from their
existence, and from the time of Amda-Siyon (1329) there was for more
than two centuries a series of Ethiopian-Muslim wars, only rarely
interrupted by short periods of peace. Eventually, in the first half of
the fifteenth century, the megus was recognized as overlord and the
majority of Muslim rulers became his vassals.

This state of affairs did not fail to affect in various ways the relations
between Egypt and Ethiopia during the Mamluk period. As the most
powerful Muslim power of the time, Egypt claimed the role of pro-
tector of Ethiopian Muslims, and on some occasions the Cairo govern-
ment intervened through the Coptic patriarch on behalf of their co-
religionists, who were persecuted by Ethiopian kings. But on the other
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hand the interest in trade with Christian Ethiopia, and not least the
inability to help the Muslim states effectively, forced Egypt to adopt a
conciliatory policy. The religious contacts were kept alive, and the
students from Ifat (Zeila) had their own hostel at al-Azhar; but no.
diplomatic relations were maintained between Cairo and the Muslim
states, in contrast to the frequent exchanges of embassies under the
Christian kings. Only in the year 1452 do we hear about an embassy of
the ruler of Jabart (presumably Ifat), who came to Cairo probably to
ask help after the defeats inflicted by Zara Ya‘qob, but without any
tangible result.

Surprisingly enough, it was Christian Ethiopia that profited from
Egyptian technical aid, even if it did not come from the official side.
Al-Maqrizi’s testimony about this contribution is sufficiently eloquent:

The power of king Ishiq ibn Dawiid (e.g. Yeshaq, 1412~27) grew thanks toa
Circassian mamlik, formerly an armourer of Cairo, who came to his court
and established there an important arsenal, in which were stored weapons
such as sabres, lances, armoured coats etc., whereas formerly they knew
only spears and other throwing weapons. The king welcomed also a high
personality from the Cairo court, an amir named Altunbughé who had been
governor of Upper Egypt and then fled to his court. Being well versed in
the use of arms and in cavalry tactics, he gained a strong influence over the
king, teaching his soldiers archery, and fighting with lances and sabres.
He even produced for him some fire-arms, so that they all learned the art of
war from him. Finally the king received at his court a Jacobite Christian
from Egypt, Fakhr al-Dawla, who organized his empire and created the
financial administration. Through all this Ethiopia became a state with a
[teal] sovereign and an [effective] administration, whereas in former times
the king’s realm, like that of his fathers, was only an anarchy without
offices, organization and laws . . . When his empire was thus organized and
the king felt powerful, he wanted to take hold of the Muslim states, and
started long and terrible campaigns against these states, his vassals . . . and he
thus put an end to the Muslim dynasties there.!

Zeila seems to have been the southernmost port frequented by
Egyptian merchants, whose chief centre for these regions, however,
was Aden, where the commercial, and also the climatic conditions were
more favourable. Through Zeila, and to a lesser degree Berbera, thete
passed the main stream of slaves from the Ethiopian hinterland, and
both were also the starting points for caravans to the interior. In the
Muslim states of southern Ethiopia, Egyptian economic influence was

1 al-Maqrizi, Historia regnum islamiticornm in Abissinia, ed. and te, F. T, Rinck (Lelden,
1790), 21; cf. also al-“Omari, Masdlik, 36-7.
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paramount, and the only currency in circulation was Mamluk dirhams
and dinars.! .

Direct Egyptian contacts with the rest of the Horn of Africa, and
south of it, wete slight or non-existent. The numismatic evidence is
tenuous and, surprisingly, only very small numbers of Mamluk, or, as
a matter of fact, of any other Muslim Egyptian coins, have so far been
found. With the exception of some glass, hardly any objects of Egyp-
tian or Syrian origin have been found on the East African coast. Trade
between these parts and Egypt, or the Red Sea ports in general,
seems to have been almost entirely lacking. The exchange of goods
went on through the intermediary of South Arabian ports and/or Zeila.?

The pilgrims from East Africa, unlike those from the west, did not
pass through Egypt and Cairo on their way to the Holy Cities, and so
even the cultural and religious links were missing. An echo of Egyptian
influence - but only as far south as Mogadishu - could be seen in some
elements of the regalia, such as the use by rulers of a canopy or parasol
surmounted by effigies of birds; similar emblems of royal dignity
were at this time widely diffused in many islamized African states, and
are generally recognized as going back to the Fatimid ceremonial. In
later centuries similar regalia wete used by rulers of Malindi, Mombasa,
Kilwa and other coastal cities, who probably took them over from
Mogadishu.

Egypt was neither politically nor economically interested in the East
African coast, and the lack of any useful information about these re-
gions in contemporary Egyptian literature, so rich in regard to other
parts of Africa, tends to confirm this. According to some Portuguese
sources, the local rulers of Mombasa and Ozi recognized at the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century the suzerainty of the Mamluk dynasty
(or that of the caliph).3 But, as there is as yet no corroborative evidence
from the Egyptian side about any direct political contacts with these
distant countries, this information must be evaluated with caution; it

! Tomé Pires says explicitly in his Swma Oriental (¢. 1515) that Zeila and Berbera are
outlets for the wholc of Abyssinia, but adds that very little goes to Cairo; it seems that he
had in mind the direct overland route from Ethiopia to Egypt; cf. G. S. P, Freeman-
Grenville, The East African coast - selected documents from the first to the earlier nineteenth
century (Oxford, 1962), 123,

3 Gervase Mathew's assertion that in the fourteenth and fifteenth centurics ‘ Somalia and
the North Kenya coast down to the Tana river can be considered as part of an Egyptian
sphere’ is not substantiated by any evidence; cf. R. Oliver and G. Mathew, cds., History
of East Africa, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1963), 111. When the coastal chronicles mention relations
with the outside world at this period they speak always about Indin, South Arabia or
Persia, never about Egypt.

3 Cf. ). S. Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford, 1964), 19, note 1.
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nevertheless witnesses to the fame enjoyed by Egypt in the Indian
Ocean area.

The region as a whole, and the East African coast in particular,
must have felt in these centuries the effects of the growing role of
Egypt in international trade in many ways. This commerce was, of
course, dependent on a complicated network of trade relations, with
ramifications towards India, Indonesia, Malaya, China, Persia, Arabian
countries and East Africa, so that a number of various factors, local
as well as international, wete constantly affecting it. On the other hand,
the changes in trade influenced in varying degrees the prosperity of the
participating regions. It is natural that the communities whose chief
economic activity was turned to this trade, as was the case of the coastal
cities in East Africa, would be especially affected by any new trends
in it. Bearing this in mind, it is surely not by pure chance that the
spectacular growth of material prosperity on the East African coast
from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries on coincided with the great
expansion of Egypt’s international trade and growing participation in
the carrying commerce between the east and Europe. The larger capital
investment and organizational skill of the Kdrimi group had given the
Indian Ocean trade a powetful new stimulus, and, together with the
increasing European demands for spices and other eastern wares,
brought about a growing prosperity to all participants. Not only the
material welfare of the coastal cities benefited from this process, but
indirectly so did Islam as a religion and culture. It was in these cen-
turies that the coast became definitively an integral part of the Islamic
world. Though Egypt’s share in this general development was import-
ant, the contribution of other countries like Arabia, Persia and Muslim
India should not be forgotten.

RELATIONS WITH THE MAGHRIB AND WEST AFRICA

With the gradual ascendance of Egypt to the centre of the Arab and Is-
lamic wotld, its relations with, and influence in, other parts of Africa
were undergoing many changes. Various manifestations of Egypt’s
impact in north-eastern Africa have already been described, and it has
been found that it was naturally strongest in Nubia, but less so in
Ethiopia and farther to the south; there were also differences in the
degree of this impact under successive Egyptian dynasties. The same
evolution can be observed also in the relations between Egypt on one
hand and the Maghrib and the central and western Sudan on the other.
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Under the Fatimids, Egypt and the Maghrib for nearly a century
formed a unified empire. Although these two parts differed in their
ethnic backgrounds, they shared many cultural traits, due on the one
hand to their ancient Mediterranean hetitage and on the other to their
more recent but very real adherence to Islam as a religion and culture.
It was during the Fatimid epoch that the mutual influence reached its
peak. The Fatimid caliphs were able to conquer Egypt only with the aid
of their Berber (Kutama) army, and for a certain time these warriors
from the Maghrib played a significant role in the internal as well as
external policy of the dynasty. The Fatimids also brought from the
west their whole fleet, manned by experienced Tunisian seamen, thus
founding Egypt’s naval preponderance in the eastern Mediterranean on
skill and material of Maghtibi origin. The same period witnessed:
the coming of many magico-religious practices of Berber origin to
Egypt (and farther eastwards), wrapped, of course, in Islamic clothing,
and thus influencing the popular religion. Egypt at this time did not
have much that was original to offer, being only one of many cultural
provinces of the Islamic wotld, the centre of which was situated further
to the east, in Iraq and Iran. Nevertheless, the country on the Nile
fulfilled the very useful role of a channel through which manifold
oriental influences penetrated to the Maghrib. It has already been
mentioned that Fatimid art and architecture — the products of various
influences ~ exercised a certain impact in the western Islamic countries,
chiefly in Ifrigiya under the Zirid dynasty at a time when the political
links were loosening.

It is somewhat paradoxical that the greatest contribution of Egypt
to the history of the Maghrib was the sending the Bant Hilil and Bana
Sulaym to the west. The immediate as well as the remote consequences
of the invasion of these nomadic Arab tribes are discussed elsewhere
(see pp. 243—5); here some of the effects this event have had on rela-
tions between Egypt and the Maghrib will only be pointed out. The
Hilalian invasion led - together with the rise of the purely Betber
dynasties of the Almoravids and Almohads - to the severing of all
political and cultural links between the Islamic Orient and Occident.
From the end of the eleventh century the political frontier and influence
of Egypt did not reach beyond Cyrenaica. In later centuries the Magh-
ribi dynasties did not even recognize the spiritual authotity of the
‘Abbasid caliphs in Cairo, and some of them even pretended to the
caliphal title. For various reasons neither the Ayyubids and Mamluks
looked westwards, nor did the Berber dynasties look eastwards.
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Although the political organizations and the economic systems in the
Maghrib and Egypt show some similarity, there is no reason to con-
sider them as borrowing ot imitation. In the cultural sphere, the Magh-
rib liberated itself from the tutelage of Egypt and the east, and became
independent. The discemnible foreign influences came now pre-
dominantly from Muslim Spain, stressing thus again the separation of
the Maghrib from the east.

But even during the period of full Maghribi political and cultural
autonomy there were continuing flows of men and goods from the
west to the east and vice versa. Egypt, and especially Cairo, exercised
in the Ayyubid, and more so in the Mamluk, era a strong attractive
power for the Westerners, not only as the necessary transit stage on the
pilgrimage, but also as the centre of Arabic and Islamic learning. Some
of these scholars remained permanently in Egypt, like the famous his-
torian Ibn Khaldin, enticed by the greater opportunities offered by
this cosmopolitan metropolis, but the majority returned to their home
countries.

No less intensive was the exchange of products: the Maghrib ex-
ported to Egypt mainly oil, woollen cloth, coral, hides, salt fish and
black slaves (occasionally as many as 2,000 yearly) and even, in periods
of low Nile floods, corn. The principal goods going from Egypt to the
west were glass and metal wares, weapons, spices, perfumes, silk,
linen and cotton cloth and, again, corn. The commerce reached its
peak at the beginning of the fifteenth century, and it is said that it was
Ibn Khaldiin who drew the attention of the Mamluk sultan to the
importance of the trade with the Maghrib, The commerce was partly
sea-borne but, owing to the threat from European pirates, the traders
preferred the caravan route going along the coast. This unbroken
interchange helped to maintain the fundamental cultural unity of
Muslim North Africa, notwithstanding the separate ways followed by
both the main regions in their development.

After the abandonment at the end of the ninth century of the direct
route from the Egyptian oases to Ghana via Kufra, Kawar and Asben,
due to its dangerous character, the contacts between Egypt and the
central and western Sudan remained for many centuries insignificant
compared with the fully developed commercial, cultural and political
relations existing between this part of the Sudan and the Maghrib.
Ttis true that at the end of the eleventh and in the course of the next
two centuries some rulers of Kanem and Mali undertook the Pilgrimage
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and on these occasions visited Egypt, too, but these visits aroused only
mild interest in Cairo, and no contemporary Egyptian chronicles con-
sidered them worthy of record. The religious contacts were in these
centuries more intense. Already in the Fatimid period groups of
Maliki scholars (but it is not clear whether they came from Egypt or
Ifriqiya) used to travel to Kanem to propagate Islam among the local
population. In the middle of the thirteenth century a hostel (riwdg) was
founded in Fustit for Kanemi students. This indicates that, at the be-
ginning of the Mamluk period, direct contacts with the Sudan began
to improve. In the field of commerce the Egyptian merchants formed
only a minority among the well-established colonies of Muslim traders
in the Sudan, who were mostly of Maghribi origin. Before the four-
teenth century Egyptian products were imported into the Sudan not
directly, but via North Africa, and mostly by non-Egyptians.

It is therefore not surprising that the amount of information about
the Sudan to be found in Egyptian Arabic literature before the Mamluk
period is not abundant, and is drawn to a large extent from earlier,
Maghribi sources. But from the beginning of the fourteenth century
we can observe in Egypt an increasing interest in these parts of Africa,
as witnessed by copious accounts written by authors like al-‘Umari,
al-Qalqashandi and al-Magqtizi. Even Ibn Khaldan, who had acquired
much of his material about Mali already in the Maghtib, found some
valuable sources of information in Egypt itself. The reasons for
this renewed interest were manifold, but commercial relations stood
incontestably in the foreground. The central and western Sudan repre-
sented for Egypt valuable markets as well as the source of various
commodities - in the first place, gold. After the exhaustion of the Nu-
bian gold mines in al-‘Alliqj, the western Sudanese gold from Bambuk
and Bure had found its way to Egypt in increasing quantities, and
Mamluk coins were minted from it. It has already been mentioned how
the influx of this metal brought by Mansa Miisi affected the exchange
rate between gold and silver in the first quarter of the fourteenth cen-
tury. This was, of course, exceptional, but that a steady flow of Sudan-
ese gold was reaching Egypt is confirmed by numerous stories about
the wealth of merchants, and by the highly instructive remark by
al-Qalqashandi that Egyptian tradets in the Sudan were selling their
goods only for gold. This lucrative commerce did not last for long,
however, as in the course of the fifteenth century the import of gold
began to decrease, owing to the competition of Italian (chiefly Geno-
ese) and Catalan merchants, who deflected it to Europe through their
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trade with North Africa. Until the end of the Mamluk dynasty, the
Portuguese factories along the West African coast contributed further
to the diminishing of the gold export to Egypt.

Equally important for Egypt were the Sudanese markets: textiles
always figured as the first on the list of Egyptian exports. According to
Ibn Battiita, the inhabitants of Walata only wore garments of fine
Egyptian fabrics, and in the copper-mining centre of Takedda the
people gained their livelihood solely by trade with Egypt, importing
quantities of fine cloth as well as other wares from Egypt. This im-
portance of the Sudan as a market is stressed also by Ibn Khaldin,
who indicates that every year big caravans with as many as 12,000
camels were travelling from Egypt to Mali.!

Although we can find traces of eatlier contacts, it seems that it was
Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage and visit to Cairo that inaugurated a new
chapter in the history of relations between Egypt and the Sudan (see
also pp. 394-5). Until that time the western Sudan had been under the
commercial and cultural influence of Morocco or Ifrigiya; from then
on the Sudanese states looked more towards Egypt. Mansa Misa’s
visit also opened the eyes of the Egyptian authorities and merchants to
new horizons of commercial possibilities. Though he arrived in Egypt
with large quantities of gold, he returned back heavily indebted: his
creditors nevertheless recovered theit money in Mali, discovering thus
a new field for financial investment. Apart from tegular commercial
transactions, Egyptian merchants took advantage of the natural
curiosity of the Sudanese who came to Caito with Mansa Misi or
later, to supply them at exorbitant prices with less valuable goods.
It is interesting to note also the great demand of the Mali people for
Turkish, Ethiopian and other slave-gitls, and also for eunuchs and
Turkish boys. The slave-trade thus went in both directions. For the
presence of slaves originating in the western parts of the Sudan in
Egypt there are no conctrete data in the contemporary sources, but we
can surmise that they were not much valued, especially in comparison
with those coming from Nubia or Ethiopia. In the whole of Mamluk
history hardly ever is there a mention of black slaves; only at the very
end of the fifteenth century do we hear about a corps of black arque-
busiers in the Mamluk army, and it seems that the black Africans served
also in the artillery, but no indication is given about their original home.
The silence of the sources is, of course, no proof for the absence in
Egypt of western Sudanese slaves. It cannot be forgotten that black

v Kitgh al-*ibar, vol. vn, §2.
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slaves as a whole belonged to the lowest stratum of Egyptian society,
being employed in the most despised kinds of menial work, and
thus escaping the attention of historians and other writers. It remains
nevertheless likely that the slaves continuously formed a part of the
Egyptian import from the countries situated to the west of Lake
Chad, even if this region delivered far smaller numbers than the
more easily -accessible sources in the Nilotic Sudan and Ethiopia.
Some of the slaves from the west reached Egypt as re-exports from
the Maghrib.

Egypt was connected with these parts by the route going by Awjila, an
important slave-market, and the Fezzan. There the road bifurcated: one
route led southwards via the Kawar oasis (Bilma), where the famous
alum mine was exploited and its product exported to Egypt, to Kanem
and Bornu; the other route continued in a general westerly direction
to Ghat and Tuat and thence to the Niger. The route via Tuat seems
to have been the preferred one at the time of Mali’s heyday, whereas
after the fifteenth century the principal route went via Air (Asben).
These routes across the Sahara were employed by merchants as well as
by pilgtims, be they of royal blood or commoners. Nowhere do we
find any mention of the southern route leading from the Chad region
via Wadai and Darfur to the Nile and the Red Sea; it seems that this
tariq al-Siidin came into increased use only much later. The reasons
for the neglect of this shortest line of communication connecting the
central and western parts of the Sudan with the Red Sea littoral for
such a long time are not difficult to discern; until the thirteenth century
the existence of Christian Nubian states did not attract Muslims to cross
their territories on their way to the Holy Cities, whereas after their
decline the presence of Arab nomadic tribes along the eastern half of
the trip made it highly insecure. Only with the growth and consolida-
tion of Wadai, Darfur and the Funj state was it possible to consider
this route as relatively safe.

In the context of commercial relations between Egypt and the Sudan,
it must be pointed out that no mention at all is to be found in Arabic
sources about the routes by which cowrie shells were imported, al-
though they were in use from the eleventh century. Judging by the
number of cowries circulating in the Sudan, they must have been im-
ported for many centuries and in considerable quantities. It is the more
surprising, in that they figure only exceptionally among the wares
from Egypt, the most likely transit stage on the way from their place of
origin in the Indian Ocean to West Africa. A few passing references to
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cowrie shells being exported from Egypt to the Maghrib as material
for ornaments and trinkets are to be found in the Jewish Geriza docu-
ments,! whereas the Muslim sources are quite silent about them. This
meagre evidence does not justify the conclusion that the main flow of
cowries to the Sudan in the period before the fifteenth century passed
through Egypt.

In parallel with the development of trade went also the strengthening
of cultural and ideological links. This process was conditioned not
only by Egypt’s leading position in the Muslim world, but also by the
gradual spread of Islam and Islamic leatning in the sub-Saharan belt,
mainly in towns such as Timbuktu, Jenne and Gao (see pp. 416-20).
More and more Muslims, recruited mostly among the ‘wamd’, were
performing the Pilgrimage, and it became a custom to spend some time
in Cairo to refine theological and juridical knowledge. Ahmad Biba’s
biographical dictionary and the Sudanese chronicles are full of names of
learned men who bore the honorific title of a/-hdjj, or who had studied in
Egypt. To their home countries they brought, apart from the acquired
knowledge, also many Arabic books; al-‘Umari mentions that Mansa
Miisa bought in Cairo several books on Maliki law, and from the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century we have the testimony of Leo Afri-
canus, who found in Timbuktu a great number of doctors, judges,
ptiests and other learned men, who were bountifully maintained at the
king’s cost and charges. And thither were brought various manuscripts
and written books from Barbary which were sold for more money than
any other merchandise.2

And there were many Egyptian clerics who went to the Sudan and
settled there permanently, enticed by the wealth of the country and the
generosity of its rulers; in Kano in the fifteenth and in Songhay in the
sixteenth century there were among them even a few Sharifs (see
pp. 313-16).

The prestige of Egypt as the chief source of genuine Islamic learning
is demonstrated also by the.correspondence between some western
Sudanese rulers such as. Askiya Muhammad of Songhay, Ibrahim Sura
of Katsina and Muhammad Settefen of Agades with the celebrated
Egyptian polyhistor Jall al-Din al-Suyiti (d. 1505) concerning the
problems of Islamic faith and practice in societies permeated with

1 Cf. S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean society, vol. 1, Economic foundations (Betkeley and

Los Angeles, 1967), 154, 273, 373- .
3 Jean-Léon I’Africain, Description de I' Afrigue, tr. A, Epaulard and ed. with others

(Paris, 1956), vol. 11, 468-9.
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strong pagan survivals. Askiya Muhammad personally met this scholar
in 1496 and was advised by him on juridical matters.!

How far these continuous contacts with Egypt affected Sudanese
Islam in general is uncertain, owing to the difficulty of distinguishing
what was specifically Egyptian and what came from other Muslim
countries, chiefly from the Maghrib. It can, however, be assumed that
the pilgrimages, and the subsequent prolonged stays in Cairo, contri-
buted to the widening of Sudanese scholars’ horizons, to their acquisi-
tion of a larger and deeper knowledge of Islamic learning, thus enabling
Sudanese urban civilization to be more closely integrated with the wider
context of the Muslim world. It is only from the fourteenth century, a
period that coincided both with the rise of Mali and with increasing
contacts with Egypt, that we can speak about the Bildd al-Takrir - as
these regions of the Sudan were known in the Near East - as a cultural
province of the Islamic oecumene.

It was highly unfortunate that the growth of Islamic learning in the
Sudan was contemporaneous with the decline of creative thinking in
Arabic countries, and that the Takruri Muslims encountered i_néEgypt
a rather fossilized kind of learning, which left its mark on Sudanese
Islam. This Islam was characterized for a long time by its prevalently
conservative, passive and bookish form. This was undoubtedly due to
the influence Egyptian scholars exercised on the passing pilgrims, on
Sudanese students at al-Azhar, and also through cortespondence with
the rulers. For nothing was morc alien to Egyptian ‘w/amd’ of the Mam-
luk period than the idea of reform or concern for practical, political or
social matters. As long as the rulers recognized the place of the fugaba’
in the framework of the state, and so long as the shari‘a law was theo-
retically in force, the clerical class accepted any form of government,
be it exercised by the Mamluks or Askiyas. Such an attitude was, of
course, more acceptable to the ruling class than to the uncompromising
ideas of men like al-Maghili. On the other hand the Maghribi tradition
of reform proved to be of far greater importance for the future of
Sudanese Islam than were the official Islamic theories reaching the
Sudan through Egypt.

The adherence to this Islam of the Egyptian figahi’, destined only for
the upper urban classes, helps to explain why the more popular forms
of Islam like the saint-worshipping Sufi brotherhoods did not find their
way into the western and central Sudan until the very end of this period.

' Cf. John Hunwick, ‘Notes on a late-fifteenth-century document concerning “al-
Takeur®’, in C. Allen and R. W. Johnson, eds., African Perspectives (Cambridge, 1970),
7-33.
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In this aspect the eastern Sudan represents a sharp contrast. Here Egypt’s
influence was also strong but, Islam being professed by the totality of
nomadic and settled arabized population, the field was open for all forms
of popular religion as developed in medieval Egypt, especially the
proliferation of Sufi orders. On the other hand the impact of ‘learned’
Islam was much more restricted.? .

In the field of political and administrative institutions, it is sur-
prising to see how small has been the Islamic or, for that matter,
Egyptian contribution. Neither in the empires of Mali and Songhay
nor in Kanem-Bornu can we discover any significant feature that could
point to Egypt or the Maghrib as its model. When al-‘Umati spoke
about military igza‘ and other benefices in Mali, he was applying
mechanically a known terminology to an alien system; and even if
there really was any similarity to the Egyptian ig#d*, it is hard to see how
it could have been influenced from the north. The administrative sys-
tems in Mali, Songhay and Kanem-Bornu evolved from local conditions
and were correlated to these, so that the adoption of foreign models
would be without meaning. Not even in the most developed Sudanese
state, the Songhay empire ~ about which we are also best informed —
can anything approaching the Near Eastern administrative method
be detected. The only exception represents the system of ¢ddi courts
which evolved in all the great states, but this was tied up exclusively with
the activities of expatriate merchants and small Muslim communities
in urban centres. Even the very pious ruler Askiya Muhammad held his
own courts fully in the tradition of African rulers.

In two lesser fields there were undoubtedly innovations due to
Egyptian or at least Muslim influence. The first concerns regalia;
as in Ethiopia and some parts of East Africa, the emblems of rulers
were enriched by ornamented parasols, the display of coloured stand-
ards and drums.? It has alteady been pointed out that this custom was
introduced by the Fatimids; but it was under the Mamluks that it
reached the greatest extension, and was diffused into many African
countries which came in contact with Egypt. The second innovation
concerns the military. According to the Kano Chronicle, Sarki Kanajeji
(1390-1410) of Kano was the first to introduce quilted armour (/ifids,

t It is significant that Muslims in the eastern Sudan use as plural of the word fag?
(coreectly fagih) the form fugara’, derived from fagir, meaning a Muslim mystic, member

of a Sufi order, dervish; this indicates the close link between religious teaching and
membership of an order, cf. P. M. Holt, The Mabdist state in the Sndan (Oxford, 1958),

17-18. . .
3 The drums as regalia were, however, inherited probably from pre-Islamic tradition,
but their use together with the two other items is typically Mamluk.
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from Arabic /ibda, lubbdda), coats of mail and iron helmets as part of
the soldiets’ equipment.! The origin of these items points without any
doubt to Mamluk Egypt. Although it came into general use only later,
the quilted armour formed one of the distinguishing features of warfare
in many parts of the central Sudan until modern times. It contributed
to the development of Sudanese hotsemanship along the lines set up
in the Near East during the Middle Ages.

It is noteworthy that during the Mamluk period Egypt maintained
far more important contacts with the western than with the central
Sudan. While Mali and Songhay were connected with Egypt through
many commercial and cultural links, and merchants and scholars from
both sides kept them alive with incessant travels, the relations with
Kanem-Bornu, a country geographically much nearer to Egypt, were
on a much smaller scale. Some of the mais continued the practice of
Pilgrimage until the mid fourteenth century, and there were occasional
embassies like that mentioned by al-Qalqashandi, but on the whole
this region did not have the same interest for Egypt as did the more
western parts of the Sudan. This was due partly to the lack of suitable
export commodities such as gold, and partly, of course, to the anarchic
situation in which Kanem found itself from the second half of the
fourteenth century onwards (see pp. 290-2). Only after the consolida-
tion of the empire at the beginning of the sixteenth century did the
mutual contacts become more active, and with them came also a
stronger influence from the north. But this did not occur until Egypt
and Tripolitania had been incorporated in the Ottoman empire.

EGYPT’S ROLE IN AFRICA

If one tries to sum up the role Egypt played in regard to other parts of
Africa during the period under discussion, four main points seem to be
noteworthy. First, Egypt was the starting-place for later Arab migra:
tions both to the west and to the south. In both cases these movements
led to profound ethnic, cultural and linguistic changes in the invaded
regions, a process that has continued steadily until the present. In
the Maghrib it concerned mainly a degree of arabization - islam-
ization having been practically complete before the coming of the
Banii Hilil - which left only enclaves of Berber-speaking groups. To
the south of Egypt, arabization lagged somewhat behind islamization,

t Cf. “The Kano Chronicle’, in R. Palmer, ed. and tr., Sudanese Memoirs (Lagos, 1928),
107.
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but on the other hand vast tetritoties previously untouched by Islamic
conquest were permanently occupied by the Arabs. The result was the
emergence of a continuous Arabic belt between the Nile and Lake Chad.

Secondly, closely connected with these movements was also the
process of the disintegration of the compact Christian area in north-
east Africa. The rise of Egypt as the leading Muslim country was
accompanied by a steady diminution of the number of Copts in the
country itself. In spite of this, the patriarch of Alexandria retained his
authority as the supreme head of the Nubian and Ethiopian churches.
This position enabled the Coptic church to play a not negligible role
in the cultural life of these countries, and to serve as a channel even for
diplomatic relations between Ethiopia, Nubia and Egypt. At the be-
ginning of the thirteenth century an irreparable blow was inflicted on
African Christendom by the islamization of the Nubian kingdom,
followed by the dying out of Christianity among the northern Nubians.
The breaking up of this connecting link left Ethiopia as the only re-
maining Christian state on the whole continent, and as an isolated out-
post surrounded on all sides by Muslim countries. Although Egypt
cannot be considered to have been the sole originator of this state of
affairs, since the islamization of southern Ethiopia and Somalia was
the work of peoples from south Arabia, it was nevertheless the Mamluk
intervention in Nubia that set the whole process in motion, and was in
the last resort decisive.

Thirdly, the contacts with the central and western Sudan became
intensive only relatively late, from the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies on, when Egypt’s interests were chiefly economic; for a time
Sudanese gold was the main source for Cairo mints, and the sub-
Saharan regions offered a highly profitable market for Egyptian ex-
ports. The pilgrimages of rulers and clerics strengthened religious and
cultural links, and intensified Islamic consciousness and learning among
the utban classes. The character of Egyptian Islam of the period sup-
ported rather the conservative formalistic and legalistic outlook of
Takruri ‘wlamd’ and their masters, with the consequence that the spread
of Islam among other strata of society was not encouraged. A durable
heritage of this close contact is represented by the huge bulk of in-
formation about the Sudan in the historical and geographical literature
of Mamluk Egypt. In the central Sudan as well as in Ethiopia, Egyptian
influence was felt to some degree also in the field of military technology,
e.g. the introduction of quilted armour and other knightly equipment
and the new cavalry tactics.
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Fourthly, in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk periods Egypt
absorbed huge numbers of black slaves from various parts of Africa,
chiefly from Nubia, Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa, partly also from
the central and western Sudan. Under the Fatimids the black guards of
the caliph played a significant though diminishing role in the political
and military life of the country, and for shorter spans of time gained,
thanks to their numerical strength, a decisive influence. In no other
medieval Muslim state did the black troops reach a comparable status;
only the subsequent changes in warfare and tactics under the late Fati-
mids, and especially under Salih al-Din, brought about the downfall of
the African infantry. The lot of other imported African slaves in Egypt
was not different from that in the rest of Muslim countries; they were
mostly to be found in towns as menial workers and servants, whereas
their employment in agriculture seems to have been limited. Although
standing on the lowest rung of the social ladder, even among the
slaves, interbreeding with the local inhabitants must have been quite
frequent, especially among the second and third generations which
were already culturally assimilated.
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CHAPTER 2

ETHIOPIA, THE RED SEA
AND THE HORN*

The second half of the ninth century seems to have been a period of
revival for the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia. The damage done to its
economic life by the rapid expansion of Islamic power in the Near and
the Middle East had not destroyed Aksum altogether. It had only
weakened it. Unable to maintain its usually strong frontier garrisons,
Aksum had lost extensive tetritories on the Red Sea coast as well as
along the Beja borderlands in the north. Furthermore, the areas which
had long been conquered and incorporated into the empire beyond the
Tekeze river in the west - notably the Walgayt and probably also the
ancient Samanoi — had apparently broken off and regained their in-
dependence. These calamities had befallen the Christian empire of
Aksum in rather rapid succession, following upon the rise of Islam
and the eventual control of the Red Sea trade by Muslim powers and
merchants. All this seems to have brought about a certain degtree of
political disintegration and a decisive weakening of the central institu-
tions of the state for a period of over two centuries. But when, in the
last quarter of the ninth century, we begin to have a few literary and
traditional references to the Ethiopian region, it becomes very clear
that the Christian state had definitely survived all these vicissitudes in
the highland areas of southern Eritrea, Tigre, Lasta and Angot.
These areas form the high ridge which separates the basins of the num-
erous rivers flowing in the ditection of the Nile and the Red Sea, and
as such they constitute a compact geographical unit. It was also in the
northern half of this area that Sabean settlers had intermingled with
the Cushitic inhabitants of the land, out.of which grew the distinctive
civilization of Aksum. Here, in its ancient cradle, the Aksumite state con-
tinued to exist throughout the troubled years of the seventh and eighth
centuries.

* A rigorous transcription of Ethiopian names has been discarded in favour ofa sin?ple
system which should be readily comprehensible to English readers. It has proved impossible
to climinate all inconsistencies. [Ed.]
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THE NINTH AND TENTH CENTURIES

The eatliest and most useful historical reference to the Ethiopian
region in the period under review is given by the Arab geographer and
historian, al-Ya‘qabi (f. 872-89). Besides indicating the continued
existence of the Christian state after the rise of Islam, al-Ya‘qabi’s
brief description of the kingdom of the ‘Habasha’ also shows that the
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characteristic organization and imperial traditions of Aksum were still
intact in the ninth century. The Habasha were ruled by a Jacobite
Christian monarch bearing the title of ngjashi, a title which had been
used by Aksumite rulers since pre-Christian times. In much the same
way as his predecessors such as King Ezana, the ngjashi also had under
him many tributary local rulers who obeyed his orders and paid taxes
to him. The territories which he ruled also seem to have been quite
extensive, although mainly limited to the highland areas of central
Ethiopia. Al-Ya‘qiibi tells us that, southwards, Habasha territory ex-
tended to the land of the ‘Zanj’, a term usually applied by Arab geo-
graphers to the indefinite and unknown hinterland of the East African
seaboard. To the north, the Beja were organized into a number of small
mutually independent kingdoms which had apparently encroached on
the frontier provinces of ancient Aksum. Even in this direction, how-
ever, it seems that the southernmost tribes of the Beja were still Christ-
ian by religion and that they still paid allegiance to the ngashi of the
Habasha. The descendants of these Christian Beja tribes are remem-
bered by local traditions as the Belew and, under the remote ovet-
lordship of the Christian kings of Ethiopia, they continued to dominate
the region of southern Eritrea until the beginning of the fourteenth
century.

Perhaps the most interesting development since the rise of Islam
was the close commercial contacts that seem to have been re-established
between the Ethiopian interior and the neighbouring Muslim areas.
Al-Ya‘qubi relates that the Habasha had ‘mighty cities’, to which Arab
merchants came for trading. In his first work, written in AD 872, he
mentions Dahlak as the major outlet for this trade, Some years later,
in another treatise written in AD 889, he also mentions Zeila, particu-
larly in connection with Arab merchants coming from Baghdad, the
capital of the ‘Abbasid caliphate. Thus, by the last quarter of the ninth
century, two major highways connected the Ethiopian interior with the
Muslim world. Although Dahlak seems to have often been controlled
by the Christian Habasha, Zeila was almost certainly far beyond their
territorial limits,

According to al-Ya‘qabi, a place called Kubar was the capital of the
nejashi. This place is also mentioned later on by the tenth-century Arab
traveller, al-Mas‘@idi, as the centre of the Christian kingdom. Some years
ago Conti Rossini proposed that ‘Kubat® was a calligraphic error in the
original manuscripts for ‘Ksum’, or Aksum.! Trimingham supports

1 C. Conti Rossini, ‘Les listcs des rois d’Aksum’, Journal Asiatique, 1909, 263, note 1.
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this with a quotation from the astronomer al-Battini (d. AD 929).!
However, it seems to be very doubtful whether Aksum was still the
centre of the Christian kingdom in the ninth and tenth centuries. Both
Muslim and Christian traditions strongly indicate that the centre of
equilibrium of the Christian state had already shifted further south by
the middle of the ninth century. A historical tradition about the
island monastery of Lake Hayq in Angot relates that it was founded in
the ninth century by a king who is also said to have moved his capital
from Aksum in the direction of the lake.? The chronicler of Ahmad
b. Ibrahim was also told that a nearby church was built 720 years
before the Muslim army destroyed it in 1532. Sites of apparently
important royal settlements have also been discovered recently not
very far from Lake Hayq. It therefore seems that al-Ya‘qibi and al-
Mas‘adi’s Kubar was far to the south of Aksum, probably somewhere
between southern Tigre and Angot.

Other traditions also indicate the slow southward movement of
Christian families from Tigre to Amhara and northern Shoa in the
period beginning with the ninth century. The ancestors of Tekla-
Haymanot (¢. 1215-1313), who later became an outstanding monastic
leader in Shoa, apparently first left Tigre in that period. This family is
said to have first settled in Amhara, from where it moved by stages to
northern Shoa. The movement started with Tekla-Haymanot’s an-
cestor eighteen generations before him, which takes us to the beginning
of the ninth century. Most probably, the migration of this family
represents a slow population movement from the old provinces in the
north to the much richer areas in the south. The process also seems to
be connected with the southward shift of the centre of the Christian
kingdom. We also have the dominant traditions about a powerful
Christian king called Dignajan, who led a strong army into the Ethi-
opian interior, and whose exploits are said to have reached beyond
Shoa in the south. These traditions do not give any particular dates
to the activities of this king. But since some versions of the story con-
nect the king’s exploits with the migration of Tekla-Haymanot’s
family, it is most likely that both belong to the ninth century. Together
with the general picture of political and military strength transmitted
by al-Ya'qabi’s description of the Christian Habasha, it appears that all
these traditions add up to show that, by the second half of the ninth
century, the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia had entered a new period

! J. S, Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia, 2nd ed. (London, 195%), 51, note 1.
2 Taddesse Tamrat, *The Abbots of Debre Hayq, 1248-1535°, Journal of Etbiopian
Studies, 1970, 8, 1, 87-8.
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of conquest and expansion. It is most probable also that, in this period,
the frontiers of the kingdom began to extend further south and they
apparently reached the northern parts of the Shoan plateau.

The Christian rulers apparently continued to claim control over the
areas further south during the last part of the ninth and the first years
of the tenth century. This cleatly brought them into conflict with the
inhabitants of those areas, and some valuable contemporary references
show that they were fighting desperately along the new frontier lines
in the south. The tenth-century Arab writer, Ibn Hawqal, tells us that
these wars had assumed serious proportions. A notorious queen, whose
name and origins are not given, led the revolt or resistance against the
Christians. On one occasion she even defeated and killed the Christian
king, and she ruled ‘ with complete independence in her own country
and the frontier areas of the territory of the Hadani, in the southern part
of the land of the Habasha’.' Ibn Hawqal wrote his book in about
AD 977, when the above-mentioned queen was still active, and he tells
us elsewhere that she had assumed power about thirty years earlier.?
This takes the period of intensive conflict back to the eatly g4os, the
date which seems to be confirmed by another equally important and
contemporary historical reference to Ethiopia.

The biographers of the Alexandrian patriarchs, Cosmas (933-42)
and Filatewos (979~1003), make a reference to those troubled days in
Ethiopia.3 An Ethiopian monarch had displeased Patriarch Cosmas, who
retaliated by refusing to consecrate and send Egyptian bishops for
Ethiopia. As a result the seat of the metropolitan in Ethiopia had been
vacant for about seventy years. The effect of the continued absence of a
metropolitan in Ethiopia began to show in the decline of the number of
ordained priests, and many churches were being closed down. The
Egyptian hagiographer also goes on to tell us that the perfidy of the
Ethiopians in defying the spiritual leadership of Alexandria brought
about the wrath of God on the country, which became a victim of
drought, famine and all sorts of pestilence. Moreover, a powerful and
apparently non-Christian queen raised a serious revolt and led very
successful campaigns against the Ethiopians, burning down churches
and devastating the country. Finally, in the reign of Patriarch Filatewos,
the Ethiopians repented and obtained a new Egyptian bishop through
the good offices of King George of Nubia, and all was well once again.

1 Ibn Haukal [Hawqall, Configuration de la terre, tr. J. H. Kramers and G. Wiet (Paris,
1964), 1, 6. z 1bid. 16.

3 Sawirus b. al-Mukaffa, History of the patriarchs of the Egyptian Chureh, vol. 1, tr. Yassa ‘abd
al-Masih, Aziz Suryal Atiya, and O. H. E. Burmester (Cairo, 1943-59), 11, 118-20, 170-2.
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The queen who led these anti-Christian wars is called the queen of
the band al-hamwiyya, and there seems to be no doubt that both Iba
Hawqal and the biographer of Filatewos are referring to the same
female monarch. More than forty years ago, Conti Rossini proposed that
the word a/-hamwiyya in the title of the queen should read al-damuta,!
which he suggested refers to the origins of the queen in the vast terri-
tory called Damot which extended south and south-eastwards from the
Blue Nile gorge. Conti Rossini’s guess is now supported by Ibn
Hawqal’s geographical treatise, recently translated by Gaston Wiet,
where the queen’s territories are specifically located ‘in the southern
part of the land of Habasha’, which fits in perfectly with the general
pattern of development in the medieval history of Ethiopia. The
Christian kingdom, which had been reviving and re-establishing its
power in the intetior during the ninth century, was now confronted in
the tenth by very strong resistance movements. These resistance
movements were apparently led by the pagan inhabitants of the Shoan
plateau, and they decisively arrested the conquest and expansion of the
Christian state. This was further complicated by the renewed pressures
of Islam, which began to take deeper root not only in the coastal
settlements but also in the rich areas of the Ethiopian interior.

Although Aksum had been in direct communication with the Muslim
religion since the days of the Prophet, it was only after the tenth century
that Islam began to make a major breakthrough in the Ethiopian region.
The Dahlak islands had already become Muslim at the beginning of the
eighth century. Most probably, many of the other coastal settlements of
the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden also began to have their earliest
Muslims at the same time. It is probable that in all these places the
earliest Muslims were mainly of Arab or other non-African origin.
It can also be safely assumed that, from the eighth century onwards,
these coastal settlements increasingly developed their Muslim character-
istics, and that they also propagated Islam among the predominantly
nomadic peoples in the lowlands who were their immediate neighbours.
But clearly the impact of all this proselytizing effort was minimal until
the tenth century, and the immediate hinterlands of both the Red Sea
and the Gulf of Aden remained pagan for a long period of time.

Trade and trade routes seem to have been the most important chan-
nels for the penetration of Islam into the Ethiopian region. After the
Muslim victories over Persia and Byzantium, Muslim merchants

t C. Conti Rossini, Storia d’Etiopia (Bergamo, 1928), 1, 286.
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controlled the eastern trade both along the land routes and the Red
Sea. And wherever these merchants operated in the Ethiopian region,
Islam was gradually introduced. The Arab merchants who, according
to al-Ya‘qiibi, came to Habasha for trade paved the way for Islam,
which they must have propagated in the market villages and particu-
larly among their local servants and partners. Most probably, this was
the origin of the eatly Muslim communities of which some traces have
been found even in the Christian province of Tigre.! The Muslim
communities which would later become important in the eastern foot-
hills of the Shoan plateau also have traditions of specifically Arab
origin going as far back as the ninth century. While the Dahlak islands
were certainly the gateway for the founders of the Muslim families in
northern Ethiopia, those of the Shoan region must have received their
inspiration from Zeila, which is also mentioned by al-Ya‘qtbi as an
important port in the Gulf of Aden. We can thus envisage the early
establishment of a number of Muslim communities along the two major
trade routes leading into the interior from Dahlak and Zeila. Never-
theless, these early communities were still very weak, and did not con-
stitute a serious danger either to the Christian kingdom or to the pagan
interior of southern Ethiopia. As late as the middle of the tenth century
al-Mas‘adi tells us that ‘ the Muslim families who live [in the land of the
Habasha] are tributary to the indigenous people’.2 After the second
half of the tenth century, however, a combination of crucial factors
increased the religious and political significance of Islam in the whole
of the Ethiopian region.

After the conflict with the pagan queen of the bani al-hamwiyya, the
power of the Christian kingdom seriously declined in the interior; and
certainly this was one of the important factors in the intensive move-
ment of expansion of Islam. But, more important still, the rise of an
independent Muslim power in Egypt under the Fatimids, and the
subsequent revival of the Red Sea as a major channel of the eastern
trade, gave an additional impetus to the growing influence of Islam
in the whole region. The importance of the Red Sea as a line of com-
munication between the Mediterranean region and the Far East had
developed since Ptolemaic times. The Romans and their Byzantine
successors had done their best to divert the eastern trade from going
through the territories of their Persian enemies. This conflict between
east and west had given the Red Sea particular importance. But after

t M. Schneider, ‘Stéles funéraires arabes de Quiha®, Annales d'Etbiopie, 1967, 7, 107-22.
2 Al-Mas‘adi, Les prairies d’or, cd. and tr. C, Barbier de Meynard and P. de Courteille
(Paris, 1864~77), 111, 34.
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the Muslim conquest in the seventh century much of the area which
originally belonged to Byzantium and Persia was united under Islam.
From the middle of the eighth century onwards, Baghdad was the
centre of this extensive Muslim empire, and all the trade routes from
the east naturally tended to converge on it. The Red Sea gradually
became one of the backwatets of the eastern trade. With the rise of
Fatimid power in Egypt, however, the old commercial and political
rivalries began to be replayed between the Fatimids in the west and the
‘Abbasids in the east. The new rulers of Egypt did everything to make
the Red Sea a Fatimid lake and to attract trade in their direction (see p.
19). They made sure that the governments ruling in the South Arabian
peninsula were all friendly towards them. They established the new port
of ‘Aydhib, where they organized naval units to police the Red Sea
which now became busier and safer. As a result, the Red Sea and the
Gulf of Aden began to regain their former importance and Muslim
merchants started to make a much more intensive exploitation of the
Ethiopian interior.

As masters of Egypt, the Fatimids could also exert considerable in-
fluence on Christian Ethiopia, which continued to import its bishops
from the Alexandrian Church. There are some specific indications that
they put pressure on the patriarch of Alexandria to see to it that the
interests of Islam and the Muslim merchants were safeguarded in
Ethiopia. They even tended to interfere in the selection of the Egyptian
metropolitans sent to Ethiopia. On one occasion, in the reign of Caliph
al-Mustansir (1035-94), an Egyptian bishop newly appointed for
Ethiopia had to promise that he would build mosques on arrival in
his Ethiopian diocese.! It is apparent, however, that this pressure was
applied partly because of the reluctance of the Ethiopian kings to give
freedom of public worship to the increasing number of local Muslims
who naturally appealed for Fatimid intervention. This background of
Fatimid protection, as well as the revival of trade in the Red Sea, seems
to have enhanced the process of expansion of Islam in the Ethiopian
region.

Of the two major routes into the Ethiopian intetior coming from
Dahlak and Zeila, the latter assumed a much greater importance, and
it was in this direction that Islam was destined to play a most signifi-
cant role in the history of the Ethiopian region. There seems to be no
doubt that Zeila began to serve as a launching pad for Muslim influence
into the interior as early as the ninth century, when it is first mentioned

¥ Sawirus, History, 11, 347-$1.

10§

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ETHIOPIA, THE RED SEA AND THE HORN

by al-Ya‘qiibi. This is also clearly reflected in the traditions of origin of
the earliest Muslim states in the area. A local Arabic chronicle, edited
and translated by Enrico Cerulliin 1941, preserves the tradition that the
first Mahzumite prince of the so-called ‘sultanate of Shoa’ began to
rule in the last decade of the ninth century.! The sultanate of Shoa
is the earliest Muslim political unit reported by local traditions known
to us so far. The exact location of this state is impossible to define;
but it seems that it included the eastern foothills of the present-day
Shoan plateau, and it probably extended also east of the Awash river
into the south-western reaches of the Chercher massif. Despite the
above tradition of the chronicle, it is improbable that the state was
actually formed as early as the ninth century. Neither al-Ya‘qabi in the
same century, nor even al-Mas‘idi and Ibn Hawqal in the tenth, imply"

. the existence of such a viable Muslim community, let alone a state, in
the area as far inland as the Awash valley during that.eatly period. As
we have seen above, al-Mas‘iidi actually indicates that even at the time
of his visit to Zeila, the Muslims were living as the protégés of the local
Habasha. What seems to be quite certain is only that some Muslim
traders, probably of Arab origin, had already started visiting and prob-
ably also settling in the area by the ninth century. We have already
seen above that al-Ya‘qibi describes quite an active commercial inter-
course between Habasha and the neighbouring Arab countries. The
same thing is reflected, about a century later, by both al-Mas‘adi and
Ibn Hawqal.

It can safely be imagined that the number of Arab merchants who
penetrated the interior gradually increased from the tenth century
onwards. An ever-increasing number of these merchants also seem to
have settled along the major trade-routes. These Muslims certainly
did not have their own political units as yet. Rather, they seem to have
lived under the old pagan rulers of the region, with whom they had very
close associations and over whom they gradually acquired considerable
influence. It is interesting to note here that the above-mentioned
chronicle of the sultanate of Shoa begins its narrative by reporting the
death of a local ruler, ‘Queen Badit, daughter of Maya in the year
[AD 1063]’.2 It is most probable that ‘Queen Badit, daughter of Maya’
had established some relations with the Arab world through the Mus-
lim merchants settled in her territory. Among these Muslim settlets in
the Ethiopian interior, there may have been some Muslim preachers

1 Enrico Cerulli, ‘11 sultanato dello Scioa nel secolo X1II secondo un nuovo documento
storico’, Rassegna di studi Etiopici, 1947, 1, 5-14. 2 Ibid. 10.
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who started to convert more and more of the local people to Islam.
However, even the chronicle of the sultanate of Shoa does not report
any major conversions in the interior until the beginning of the twelfth
century. Then, in the year 1108, it is reported that there took place
‘the conversion of Gbbah to Islam, in the reign of Sultan Harba’ir’.!
It has not been possible to give a secure identification of the area (or
people) called Gbbab. But Trimingham has recently made an interesting
suggestion that the term may refer to a people who were probably
ancestral to those later known as Argobba.? This is a very tempting
suggestion and, geographically, it makes very good sense. The
Argobba were a_Semitic-speaking group who lived in the eastern foot-
hills of the Shoan plateau and in the Harar area. Their Semitic language
also makes them a very good candidate for the proposed identification,
because an analysis of the names of the princes in the chronicle has also
convinced Cerulli that an Ethiopian Semitic language was spoken in
the sultanate of Shoa. In the fourteenth century, the Arab historian
al-‘Umari also tells us that a local Semitic language was spoken in the
kingdom of Ifat, which, as we shall see, later replaced the sultanate
of Shoa. Thus, until a better solution is available, Trimingham’s
proposal to identify the Gbbah with Argobba seems to be satisfactory.
Immediately after the conversion of Gbbab, the chronicle mentions
another significant event, namely a conflict between the Amhara and
a state which was most probably the sultanate of Shoa. This is the
carliest record of a conflict between the Christian Amhara and the
expanding Muslim communities in the area, and the chronicle reports
that ‘the Amhara fled from the land of Werjih in 1128°.3 The Werjih
were a pastoral people, and in the fourteenth centutry they occupied
the Awash valley east of the Shoan plateau. But what is particulatly
important at this juncture is to underline the rapid succession of three
very crucial events in the history of the region. First, we have here a
report of the definite formation of a Muslim sultanate of Shoa, cer-
tainly at the beginning of the twelfth century. Secondly, this sultanate is
clearly seen actively promoting the expansion of Islam, as in the
conversion of the Gbbah ‘in the reign of Sultan Harbair’, as reported by
the chronicle. And finally, we see here the beginnings, in the second
quarter of the twelfth century, of the long struggle between Islam and
Christianity in the Ethiopian region.

1 Tbid. 0. 3 Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia, G2,
3 Cerulli, ‘11 Sultanato’, 10.
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CHRISTIAN ETHIOPIA, ¢. 1000-115§0

It has already been shown how the Christian kingdom again started
to decline after a brief petiod of revival in the ninth and early tenth
centuries. After the military reverses which they suffered in their con-
flict with the queen of the bansi al-bamwiyya (¢. 940-80), the Christians
apparently withdrew from the territories they had acquired in the south
during the ninth century. Their capital city was no longer Aksum
but Kubar, which was located further south, probably in the region of
southern Tigre and Angot. No contemporary historical records have
survived in Ethiopia about the period before the rise of the Zagwe
dynasty in the middle of the twelfth century. There are, however, some
invaluable references to the country in the history of the patriarchate
of Alexandria, which gives short glimpses into the life of the Ethiopi-
ans at that time. The Ethiopians clung to the Christian legacy which
they had inherited from Aksum. They preserved their spiritual con-
nections with the Alexandrian patriarchate and continued to import
Egyptian bishops from Cairo. The old monasteries and churches
established in southern Eritrea, throughout Tigte, and in the Agaw
districts of Wag, Lasta and Angot continued to be the spiritual power-
houses of Ethiopian Christianity. These monasteries and churches
provided the country with a firm Christian leadership, and their influ-
ence on the lives of the people was considerable. The Ethiopian Church
became the most important symbol of the identity and independence
of the Ethiopians, and it developed 2 biblical and Christian ideology
which kept the indomitable spirit of the Christians still intact through-
out the long history of the country. This ideology consisted in the grad-
ual self-identification of the Ethiopian Christian nation with the ancient
Israel of the Old Testament. The beleaguered state of the Christian
highlands, surrounded by hostile pagan and Muslim neighbours,
made the identification a relatively easy process. Here, in the broken
valleys and on the inaccessible mountains of northern Ethiopia, were
the chosen people of God, the ‘second Israel’. By virtue of its ready
acceptance of Christ, the Messiah, this ‘second Israel” had replaced the
‘first Israel’, which had forfeited its favoured position in the eyes of
God because of its rejection of His only Son. The almost complete
isolation of Ethiopia from the Christian world made the society highly
introspective, and it drew all its cultural and political inspiration from
the early Christian and biblical traditions which it had inherited and
which it tenaciously kept intact. The Ethiopians then began deliberately
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to imitate religious, cultural, social and political institutions from the
Old Testament. It is most probable that many of the biblical elements in
Ethiopian Christian life and worship owe their origin to such deliberate
imitations during the early medieval period, and not to any as yet
unsubstantiated pre-Christian Judaic influences on the early history of
Aksum.,

The development of Old Testament practices and the identification
with Israel is reflected in a number of interesting references from the
ninth century onwards. In the first half of that century, the Ethiopians
forced an Egyptian bishop, Yohannes, to return to Cairo because he
was suspected of not having been circumcised. He incurred the sus-
picion when he was merely trying to explain St Paul’s teaching on
circumcision.! ‘The Bgyptian bishops also had difficulty in imposing
monogamy on the Ethiopians, who kept many wives and concubines
in the best tradition of the patriarchs and kings of ancient Israel.
Whereas both circumcision and polygamy could be traced to pre-
Christian practices in Cushitic Ethiopia itself, the tenacity with which
Ethiopian kings and their Christian subjects clung to them was largely
due to the existence of these practices in the Old Testament, which they

. had received as an integral part of the Christian tradition. This is in
fact very clear from a letter which an Egyptian bishop, Sawiros,
solicited the Alexandrian patriarch to write to Ethiopia. Sawiros had
worked very hard to persuade his Ethiopian congregation to be mono-
gamous, and to facilitate his work in Ethiopia he requested the patri-
arch to write to the Ethiopians ‘forbidding them from observing the
customs of the Old Testament’2 These customs to which Sawiros
alluded probably also included dietary prohibitions, ritual cleanliness,
as well as the strict observance of the Sabbath, which was to remain the
basis for endless disputations between the Ethiopian Chutch and the
Alexandrian patriarchate for many centuries.? In much the same way
as the more recent development of Zionist movements in many local
African churches, the Ethiopian Church had, by the ninth century,
drawn considerable inspitation from the Old Testament, which it
always used as a strong bulwark for preserving its independence from
Alexandria. This permeated the liturgy of the church as well as the daily
life of the individual Ethiopian. The music of the church and its titual
dancing in front of the Ark, for instance, are cleatly reminiscent of
many similar scenes in the books of the Old Testament. All these seem

! Sawirus, ‘ History of the patriarchs of the Egyptian Church’, vol. 1, tr. B. T. A. Bvetts,

in Patrologia Orientalis, 1915, 10, s08-11. * Sawirus, History, 11, 330.
3 Taddesse Tamrat, Church and state in Etbiopia, 1270-1527 (Oxford, 1972), 207-31.
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to have developed in this crucial period when Christian Ethiopia was
cut off from other Christian areas and left alone to its own devices. But
the highest expression of this dependence on the Old Testament is the
gradual identification of the various peoples of Christian Ethiopia
with the twelve tribes of ancient Israel. As part of the same process,
the family of the monarchs was also identified with that of kings David
and Solomon; and the priestly families in Ethiopia also began to trace
their origin from the High Priests of Israel. It is most interesting that it
is also in the eatly tenth century that we begin to have the earliest refer-
ences to these traditions which are the first versions of the legend of the
queen of Sheba, and which later developed into the well-known
Kebra Nagast.' The hagiographer of Patriarch Cosmas (920-32) de-
scribes Christian Ethiopia on one occasion as ‘Abyssinia which is a vast
country, namely, the kingdom of Saba from which the queen of the
South came to Solomon, the Son of David the King’.z These tradi-
tional connections between Ethiopia and Israel gradually became more
and more elaborate until we reach the final versions of Abit $ilih and
the Ethiopic Kebra Nagast. According to Aba $ilih, who wrote at the
beginning of the thirteenth century,

The Abyssinians possess also the Ark of the Covenant, in which ate the
two tables of stone, inscribed by the finger of God with the commandments
which he ordained for the children of Israel . . . And the Ark is attended

and carried by a large number of Israclites descended from the family of the
prophet David.?

The possession of the Atk of the Covenant is also one of the most
basic claims made in the Kebra Nagast which, however, further em-
bellishes the story and derives the very origin of the Aksumite state
from the legendary union between King Solomon and the queen of
Sheba. By the fourteenth century, when the Kebra Nagast was finally
translated into Ethiopic, the equation with Israel had already been
made, and the term Siyon began to be used in reference to the Christian
kingdom,* just as the term Mount Zion was used in ancient Isracl.s
This biblical identity has characterized Christian Ethiopia throughout
the ages, and it is the result of a vital cultural process which started
in the eatly medieval period of Ethiopian history.

1 C, Bezold, Kebra Nagast (Munich, 1909). 3 Sawirus, History, 1, 118,

3 Aba Salih, The churches and monasteries of Egypt and some neighbouring comiries, tr. B, T. A.

Evetts (Oxford, 1895), 287-8. .
+ J. Perruchon, ‘Histoire des guerres d’Amda Seyon, roi d’Ethiopie’, Journal Asiatigue,

1889, 14, 281, 287, s01.
s A. R. Johnson, Sacral kingsbip in ancient Israel (Casdiff, 1955), 27-9, 61-4.
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Thus, the picture that emerges of Christian Ethiopia during the
whole of the eleventh and the first half of the twelfth centuries is one of
a religiously homogeneous state of which the territories included
only the central and southern highlands of what is today Eritrea, the
whole of Tigre, and the mountainous areas of Wag, Lasta, Angot and
Ambhara. Its eastern limits were conterminous with the edge of the
Ethiopian plateau which drops steeply into the Danakil lowlands. The
Tekeze river in the north, and the upper waters of the eastern tribu-
taries of the Blue Nile further south, formed its western boundary. In
the south, Christian hegemony probably reached in that period only as
far as the headwaters of the river Wenchit. Within this compact high-
land area ruled the Christian monarchs of Ethiopia, who claimed direct
descent from the ancient kings of Aksum, and whom the legend of the
queen of Sheba had lately characterized as the distant offspring of
King Solomon of Istael. The kingdom was probably divided into a
number of smaller principalities headed by hereditary rulers who paid
homage to the negus who kept his court at Kubar. This is precisely how
al-Ya‘quibi desctibed the kingdom of the gjashi in the ninth century,
and there is no doubt that the same structure was maintained, even if on
a much smaller scale, during the tenth, eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Ever since the court had moved from Aksum to Kubar, the areas
in the immediate neighbourhood of the new royal settlement seem
to have assumed particular importance. Among these, the nearby
Agaw districts were probably an important source of manpower for
the kingdom in that period, and the inhabitants of these districts
were soon to become the most dominant section of the Christian
population.

The Agaw constitute a major part of the speakers of Cushitic langu-
ages. The exact position of their language in relation to the other
branches of this family is defined by linguists as Central Cushitic. And
the Agaw language group is itself divided into a number of dialects
of which the distribution extends from as far north as Bogos in central
Eritrea to as far south-west as Agawmeder in north-western Gojjam.
It is apparent that the Agaw language area originally included the whole
of the Ethiopian plateau north of present-day Shoa. But even after the
long period of semitization, which started at least in the first millen-
nium nc, the Agaw language continued to be spoken in the districts
of Avergele, Bur, Wag, Lasta and beyond the rivers Tekeze and the
Blue Nile in the west. The whole Agaw area east of the Tekeze river
was converted to Christianity during the Aksumite period; but, except
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for the use of the Ethiopic language in the liturgy and worship of the
church, the inhabitants of this atea remained predominantly Agaw
in their linguistic affiliations. Semitic expansion southwatrds to Am-
hara (and probably also to the areas further south where other
Semitic languages were spoken) bypassed the Agaw stronghold be-
tween the Selleri and the Tekeze rivers. This expansion was apparently
effected through a narrow corridor which formed the high ridge separ-
ating the basins of the Tekeze and the Awash. But when the capital of
the Christian monarchs shifted south of Aksum to Kubar, the ancient
Agaw stronghold in the upper basin in the Tekeze suddenly became the
very centre of the kingdom. Large numbers of the Agaw were probably
recruited for military and other services in the royal court, and the
process of assimilation and partial semitization was further intensified.
Inter-marriages between the family of the negus and those of the Agaw
hereditary rulers probably took place, and the Agaw were thus brought
into the political and militaty power structute of the Christian kingdom.
Through such slow developments, for the historical reconstruction of
which we only have very meagre traditions, the Agaw finally took
control of the Christian state and established a new dynasty of their
own, which has been known in Ethiopian history as the Zagwe dyn-
asty, which only means the ‘dynasty of the Agaw’.

THE ZAGWE DYNASTY, ¢, 11§0~1270

From a very close investigation of the few references to the period
immediately before the rise of the new dynasty, one can clearly detect a
definite revival in the power of the Christian state. It seems that, by
the second half of the eleventh century, the Christian kingdom had not
only outlived the disastrous effects of its conflicts with the queen of
the band al-hamwiyya, referred to above, but it had also entered a new
petiod of conquest and expansion. References in the History of the
Patriarchs of Alexandria indicate that the Ethiopian monarchs success-
fully defied Fatimid attempts to reduce Christian Ethiopia into a distant
sphere of influence. In about 1080, the Egyptian bishop, Sawiros,
secured nomination as metropolitan of Ethiopia by promising the
Fatimid caliph that he would pursue and encourage pro-Muslim
policies in Ethiopia and that he would also send large tributes to
Cairo every year. When he attempted to implement these promises in
Ethiopia, the bishop was humiliated and put in jail for some time.
When the Fatimids threatened to destroy the churches of Egypt as a
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reprisal for this insult, the Ethiopian monatch is said to have replied
that, if any church in Egypt was molested, he would himself dismantle
the Ka‘aba in Mecca. Regardless of whether this report is a mere legend
or a historical fact, its inclusion in the biography of an Alexandrian
patriarch certainly indicates that Christian Egyptians had started to
look upon Ethiopia as a champion of their church. In fact, the patri-
archate was to continue to use Christian Ethiopia as a trump card in its
relations with the Muslim sultans of Egypt throughout the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. But since this is first reported towards the end
of the eleventh century, it certainly indicates a definite revival in the
power of the kingdom at the time. There are also tantalizing reports
which seem to show that the frontiets of both church and state had once
again started to expand during the beginning of the twelfth century.
An intetesting passage in the Arabic chronicle of the sultanate of
Shoa, which reports that there was a conflict between the Amhara
(Christians) and the Muslims in the area of the eastern foothills of the
Shoan plateau in the year 1128, has already been referred to. This
seems to be an indication of a new Christian attempt to expand south-
wards during that period. We also have other traditions of a slow
movement of isolated Christian families towards the Shoan plateau.
One such tradition has it that the family of Tekla-Haymanot (¢. 1215-
1313) settled in north-eastern Shoa ten generations before him. This
takes us back to the second half of the eleventh and the first years of
the twelfth centuries. The History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria also
seems to imply a period of Christian expansion in an invaluable refet-
ence to the rather strained relations between Ethiopia and Patriarch
Gabri’el (1131-45).! It is reported there that the Ethiopian monarch
first asked the Egyptian metropolitan in Ethiopia to appoint an addi-
tional bishop for the country. When this was refused, the king wrote
to both Patriarch Gabri’el and the Egyptian sultan asking for the
appointment of more bishops for his kingdom. The Egyptian chronicles
show that the request was eventually denied, but the desperate attempt
of the Ethiopians clearly indicates that they had begun to acquire more
extensive territory, for the evangelization of which they needed
additional bishops and clerics. This interpretation fits in with the gener-
al historical context of the period, and we have other references to
Ethiopian monarchs addressing similar requests to Cairo when their
growing empire became too unwieldy for a single metropolitan. Thus,
it seems very clear that the end of the eleventh and the beginning of the

! B. Renaudot, Historia pafriarcbarum Alexcandronum (Patis, 1717), s10-13.
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twelfth centuries saw a definite movement of revival and Christian
expansion. This was further enhanced by the rise to power of the new
and very energetic ‘dynasty of the Agaw’.

We will perhaps never know for certain the exact circumstances
under which the new dynasty arose. But it seems very clear now that it
came to power towards the middle of the twelfth century and lasted for
about one hundred and fifty years.! The founder of the dynasty was a
local prince of Bugna, in Lasta, perhaps related by marriage to the
preceding ruling house as some traditions have it. The first definite
result of the dynastic change was the establishment of yet another capi-
‘tal at Adefa in Bugna, not very far from the present-day site of the town
of Lalibela. This was located at the heart of Agaw country and it was
from here that the new rulers set about rebuilding the Christian kingdom
of Ethiopia. Because of lack of contemporary sources, the early history
of this period is rather obscure. But the increasing amount of traditional
material which has recently come to light and the few references in the
History of the Patriarchs of Alexcandria, as well as the rich architectural re-
mains of the period, enable us to provide a skeletal history of the dynasty.

A crucial development, which was to be of utmost importance in the
subsequent history of Ethiopia, was the great enthusiasm with which
the Zagwe kings began to look outwards and to strengthen their
communications with Egypt and the Holy Land. In the hagiographical
traditions about his life, the third Zagwe king, Yimrihane-Kristos,
is said to have written to the Egyptian sultan asking for building
materials in return for Ethiopian gold, and the request is said to have
been granted. ‘The same Zagwe king is said to have built the beautiful
church of Yimrihane-Kristos, not very far from his capital Adefa,
and which has been named after him. Many foreign ecclesiastics des-
cribed as ‘Romans’ are said to have come to his kingdom, and their
traditional tombs in this church and in the neighbouring districts are
still .treated with much awe and respect. Another interesting tradition
is that in the year 1189, the famous Egyptian ruler, $alih al-Din, gave
the Ethiopians a number of churches in Jerusalem when he expelled
the Latins from the Holy City. This seems to have increased the num-
ber of Ethiopian pilgtims to Palestine along the old caravan routes
from northern Ethiopia to the Nile Valley, which were apparently used
very frequently at the time. Between the years 1205 and 1209, for in-
stance, a number of official delegations were exchanged between Cairo

1 ‘Taddesse Tamrat, Church and state, 53-17.
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and Adefa, during the patriarchate of Abba Yohannes (1189-1216).!
The zeal with which the Zagwe began to strengthen their ties with
Egypt and with the Holy Land seems to have left permanent imprints
in the literary and architectural history of the period. Cerulli has
suggested that the close contacts which the Zagwe inaugurated with the
eastern Mediterranean region may have resulted in some literary activi-
ties in the form of translations and original compositions.2 Conti
Rossini also thought that the literary developments of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries must have started during the Zagwe era, which
‘he called ‘the dawn of a new period in Ethiopian literature’.3 But the
extent of the Zagwe fascination with the Holy Land is particularly seen
in the building of a series of underground churches at a site near the
capital city of Adefa.

All of these churches have traditionally been attributed to the great-
est Zagwe king, Lalibela, and the site has later been called after him.
Although we do not know the dates of the beginning and the end of
his reign, it is certain that Lalibela was on the throne in 1205 and 1225.
A hagiographical tradition about his life reports that, before he acceded
to the throne, Lalibela was miraculously flown to Jerusalem, where
Christ appeared to him and guided him in his tour of the Holy City.
At the same time, the Saviour intimated to the Zagwe prince that he
would soon reign over his people, and instructed him to build a second
Jerusalem in Ethiopia. On his return to Ethiopia, Lalibela became king,
and tried to carry out his divine instructions with the help of the
‘Angels of God’, who served him as masons and ordinary laboutets.
Whatever the circumstances under which they were built, we now have
a set of eleven subterranean churches artistically carved out of the living
rock at the site of Lalibela. Ten of the churches are built in two groups,
consisting of six and four churches, respectively. A small stream runs
between the two hills under which these two groups of churches were
built, and it has been named Yordanos, after the river Jordan in the
Holy Land. The eleventh church is built as a separate unit on its own.
The deliberate attempt by the builders of these chutches to emulate the
Holy City of Jerusalem is very clear from the names given to some of
the major sites and churches. At one end of the first group of churches
is a high spot called ‘Calvary’, under which the ‘tomb of Adam’ is
said to be located. Directly below this spot, beautifully chiselled out of

! J. Perruchon, ‘Extrait de la vie d’Abba Jean, 74° patriarche d’Alexandrie, relatif
P’Abyssinie’, Revue Sémitique, 1898, 6, 267-71, 365—-72; 1899, 7, 76-85.

* Earico Cerulli, Storia della letteratura etiopica (Rome, 1956), 35-7.
3 Conti Rossini, Sroria d’Etiopia, 1, 306.
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the rock, is the church of ‘Golgotha’, in which there is a crypt at one of
the corners representing the ‘tomb of Christ’. The Zagwe king had
reproduced a second Jerusalem in the highlands of Ethiopia, and
traditional celebrations were held annually on these sites re-enacting the
baptism, the passion and crucifixion of Christ.

Regarding the architects and builders of these churches, various
theories have been offered, most of them favouring non-Ethiopian
workmanship. The traditions referred to above about the presence of
foreign Christians in Ethiopia at the time have tended to be used as
confirmation of this conclusion. It must be remembered, however, that
the architectural forms and artistic details of all these churches are
based on those which are seen on the Aksumite steles, and on the
palaces and churches which have been dug out in the Aksumite region.
The architectural continuity between the Aksumite and the Zagwe
monuments is so close and obvious that only architects deeply imbued
with the building traditions of Aksum could have engineered the rock
churches of the Zagwe period. A major factor which encouraged the
conclusion that non-Ethiopians were responsible for the Lalibela
churches was the fact that, until very recently, little or nothing was
known about other rock-hewn churches in the area between Aksum
and Lalibela. Now, however, literally hundreds of such chutches, tucked
into inaccessible cliffs and mountain tops, have been discovered
throughout central Tigre.! Since 1966 attention has been focused on
these rock-hewn churches of Tigre, and, although the chronology of
these monuments is not yet well defined, it appears that the mono-
lithic churches of the Zagwe period may have been the last phase of a
long architectural tradition in Christian Ethiopia itself.

Besides their obvious patronage of Ethiopic literature and Christian
arts, the Zagwe kings also seem to have started to expand the terri-
tories of the Christian kingdom. Therte is an eyewitness report that the
Zagwe had a large army, estimated in 1209 as consisting of more than
60,000 soldiers.2 The same document also indicates that the Zagwe
monarch who reigned in 1209 led successful expeditions outside his
domains. Local traditions about the same period seem to show that the
Zagwe had launched a policy of expansion into the pagan areas to the
west and south. They apparently made an attempt to control Gojjam,
with the local Agaw rulers of which they seem to have had a number of
armed conflicts. The extent of the Zagwe success in Gojjam is not

1 Tewolde Medhin Joseph, ‘Introduction générale aux églises monolithes du Tigrai®,

Proceedings of the Third International Congress of Ethiopian Sindies (Addis Ababa, 1969), 1,
83—98. 3 Perruchon, ‘Extrait’, 83.
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known. But Beke recorded in the 1840s local traditions among the
Agaw of notthern Gojjam that their ancestors came from Lasta. Al-
though there are no chronological indications in these traditions, it
may be that they refer to the eatliest Zagwe attempts to expand into the
area. From a close look at the traditions of the church, it is also apparent
that the earliest Christian breakthrough into the region between the
upper Tekeze and Lake Tana was made during the Zagwe period, to
which, for instance, the foundation of the island monastery of Tana
Qirqos seems to belong. We also have an important tradition of a lar-
ger Zagwe expedition into medieval Damot, south of the Shoan region.
It is in this southerly direction, particularly in Shoa, that persistent
allusions are made to the establishment of Zagwe political power. We
have seen above that some isolated family genealogies indicate early
Christian settlement in Shoa in the late eleventh and eatrly twelfth
centuries. It seems that this southward movement was further enhanced
by the reviving power of the Christian kingdom under the Zagwe
monarchs. Traces of early Christian settlements in northern Shoa,
extending as far south as the river Muger in the west and Kesem in the
east, are numerous in the local Christian traditions about that period.
The most significant of all these traditions is the story of the Egyptian
monk, known in Ethiopia as Gebre-Menfas-Qeddus (‘ the servant of the
Holy Ghost’). He is said to have come from his countty during the
reign of King Lalibela (eatly thirteenth century), and settled on the
top of Ziqwala, a crater mountain which is located about thirty miles
(approx. fifty km) south-east of Addis Ababa. His still unpublished
hagiography clearly indicates that the atea was at that time the common
frontier of Christianity, Islam and paganism, and that Gebre-Menfas-
Qeddus preached the gospel among the local inhabitants. The places
where this Egyptian monk is believed to have preached probably
constituted the southernmost area reached by the Christians in the
early thirteenth century.

There seems to be no doubt that the territories of the Zagwe king-
dom were more extensive than those of the immediately preceding
period. Zagwe control of northern Ethiopia was very firm; the land
between the upper Tekeze, the Bashilo and Lake Tana had been
brought under Christian rule as part of Amharaland; and all the Christ-
ian communities as far south as the sources of the rivers Awash and
Kesem paid homage to the Zagwe kings in Adefa. Moteover, what
were essentially Agaw, but definitely non-Christian, territories of
Simien, Dembya and Gojjam had also come under the Zagwe sphere of
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influence. What is more important is that the Zagwe kingdom had, by
the middle of the thirteenth century, begun to share the benefits of the
lucrative trade which was handled by predominantly Muslim merchants
along the caravan routes running from the Gulf of Aden into the rich
Ethiopian region. '

It is most probable that, during the whole period until the middle of
the thirteenth century, the Christian kingdom depended entirely on the
caravan routes coming from the north, which followed two major
branches. The first of these was the long and arduous route which left
northern Ethiopia, passed through the Beja country to ‘Aydhib and
joined the main pilgrim road, which ran to Qus on the Nile. This route
is attested by a number of Arabic and local soutrces, and it was mainly
used by royal envoys to Egypt and by Ethiopian pilgrims going to the
Holy Land. The second major road came from the mainland opposite
the Dahlak islands and constituted the most vital line of communication
which Christian Ethiopia had with the surrounding Muslim world.
Dahlak had become Muslim in the beginning of the eighth century,
and it was an important outpost of the Muslim empire, and one used by
both Umayyad and ‘Abbasid rulers as a place of exile for delinquent
officials. But, at the beginning of the tenth century, Dahlak seems to
have rebelled against ‘Abbasid rule, and al-Ya‘qibi later describes it as
‘the island of the mefashi’, a title which he gave to the Christian ruler
of Ethiopia.! It is impossible to define in precise terms what actually
the relations were between Dahlak and its Christian Ethiopian overlord.
Other historical references from the tenth to the middle of the twelfth
centuries indicate, however, that there were special relations between
the Dahlak islands and the turbulent kingdom of the Yemen on the other
side of the Red Sea.

The Yemen had declared its independence from the ‘Abbasid cali-
phate under a new local dynasty founded by a certain Muhammad b.
Ziyad (818-39), who was otiginally sent by Caliph al-Ma’miin (813-33)
to rule the region on his behalf. Ziyad built the city of Zebid, where he
made his capital, and he was at first able to rule over both the highland
and the coastal (Tihama) districts of south Arabia, including Hadhra-
maut and Aden. Already in his own lifetime, however, the mountainous
districts, of which Sana was the most important centre, had slipped out
of his control, and endless conflicts took place between his descendants
and the many successive dynasties which emerged in highland Yemen.

' Al-Ya'qiibi, Historiae, ed. T. Houtsma (Leiden, 1883), 1, 219,
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But, for our own purposes, it will suffice to focus attention on the rulers
of Zebid, whose influence, except for some brief periods, was limited
to the Tihama on the coast including Aden. It is apparent that, ever
since its emergence, the Ziyad dynasty had established special relations
with Dahlak. Al-Ya‘qibi gives Dahlak as the only port on the Ethio-
pian coast of the Red Sea, and most of the Arab merchants he mentions
in the area probably came from the Yemeni kingdom. Later, al-Mas‘adi
tells us that there were special arrangements between the Ziyadid rulers
of the Yemen and the Habasha, and that Dahlak was regularly visited by
Yemeni boats carrying merchants and rich merchandise.! Ibn Hawqal
is more precise about the relations between Dahlak and the Ziyadid
princes, who received ‘from the ruler of the Dahlak islands presents
consisting of black slaves, amber, panther skins of the best quality,
and other objects’.? For the same period of the tenth century, a local
Yemeni historian, Umari (d. 1174), reports that the Ziyadid princes
collected ‘a tribute imposed upon the ruler of the city of Dahlak,
comprising, among others, 1000 head of slaves whereof 500 were
Abyssinian and Nubian female slaves’.?

It is not certain if one can deduce from these notes a direct Yemeni
hegemony over the Dahlak islands. Except for the Yemeni historian
Umard, who says that the tributes were ‘imposed’, al-Mas‘adi only
mentions the existence of special ‘treaty relationships’ between the two
countries, and Ibn Hawqal states simply that Dahlak sent its presents
to Zebid ‘on the basis of an [old] custom’. It is apparent that the
attitude of Dahlak was one of deference to the much richer and stronger
kingdom of the Ziyadids, which it furnished with a regular supply of
the highly priced Habasha slaves. It seems very clear that it was the
considerable volume of the slave trade which tended to give an impres-
sion of a particularly close relationship between the two countries.
This becomes very clear in the eleventh and eatly twelfth centuries,
when the Habasha slaves disposed of their Ziyadid masters and estab-
lished their own dynasty at Zebid for a very uneasy period of over a
century.4 The Habasha rulers of Zebid fought endless wars among
themselves and against other Arab princes, who sometimes defeated
and expelled them from the Tihama. On such occasions, they retreated
to the Dahlak islands, which they used as a strong base against their
Arab rivals. Large numbers of Ethiopian slaves were exported through
Dahlak to the Yemen. This was reflected in the generally dark complexion

v Al-Mas‘Gdi, Les prairies d’or, 111, 34-5. 2 1bn Haukal, Configuration, 1, 22.

3 Umard, Yaman, ils early mediesal bistory, tr. H. C. Kay (London, 1892), 8.
4 Thid. 14-117.
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of the Tihama population, as Umara commented in the twelfth century:
‘The Arabs of Tihama beget children by black concubines, and . . . a
black skin was common to both slave and free.’* Although it is often
impossible to tell the exact area of origin of these slaves, some are
explicitly said to have been taken from as far inland as the leading
Christian provinces of Tigre and Amhara. Some of these later assumed
considerable importance as religious and political leaders in the Yemeni
kingdom. This regular traffic between the Ethiopian and Yemeni
coasts always made the relationship between the two very close.

The uneasy and interrupted Habasha slave dynasty of Zebid came to
an end in 1131 when the last Habasha ruler died. A major factor in the
downfall of this dynasty was the increasing Egyptian presence in the
Red Sea, which was to be dominated by the successive Fatimid and
Ayyubid rulers of Egypt until the middle of the thirteenth century.
Highland Yemen had always been the home of dissidents, and it was
particularly infested with ‘Alids. The governors sent from Baghdad
by the caliphs never succeeded in establishing orthodoxy there, and
when the Fatimid dynasty established itself in Egypt, the particulatly
‘Alid sympathies of the region tended to favour Egyptian hegemony.
The meticulous organization of the Fatimid propaganda machine
further enhanced this development. The most serious and open de-
claration in favour of Fatimid rule over the Yemen came from ‘Ali b.
Muhammad Sulaihi, who had created a dynasty of his own in highland
Yemen in the 1030s. Sulaihi and his successors entered into a pro-
tracted conflict with the Habasha slave dynasty, a conflict which lasted
until the advent of the Ayyubids, who effectively brought to an end
both the pro-Fatimid Sulaihi dynasty and the last elements of the Ha-
basha rulers of Zebid. It is apparent that, throughout the period of
increasing Fatimid influence in the Red Sea, the inhabitants of Dahlak
followed a careful policy of non-alignment. There is no doubt that they
gave shelter to the Habasha princes of Zebid, who were fighting against
the pro-Fatimid Sulaihi. They continued to do this right down to the
end of the Fatimid period, even though some of the Habasha princes
sometimes misused their hospitality and were ‘practising treachery
against the Prince of Dahlak’.2 At the same time Dahlak also showed
enough deference to the Fatimid rulers of Egypt, about which there are
some specific references. In the reign of Caliph al-Mustansir (1035-94),
we have a report that the ruler of Dahlak deported to Egypt a Coptic
monk, Abdun, who had created a serious misunderstanding between

1 Ibid. 36. 2 Ibid. 82.
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the caliph and the Patriarch Cyril (1077-92). Abdun was first relieved
of all his valuable belongings and then deported to Cairo, where he
was executed in 1086. Some thirty years later, in 1119/20, Dahlak
even entertained important Fatimid envoys sent from Cairo to Yemen
on official business. This cautious policy always characterized the -
attitude of the rulers of Dahlak, and it seems to have precluded direct
Egyptian hostilities against the islands throughout the Fatimid, Ayyubid
and Mamluk periods.

The large number of Arabic inscriptions collected on the Dahlak
islands indicates that their Muslim inhabijtants Jed a rich cultural life,
and that they were organized into an effective sultanate, which had its
most glorious period between the eleventh and the middle of the thir-
teenth centuries. This was precisely the period during which the Dahlak
islands were perhaps the only commercial outlet for the Christian
kingdom of Ethiopia, which always constituted their most vital hinter-
land. There are no contemporary historical references which help us
to determine the full extent of the commercial activities going on be-
tween the Dahlak islands and the interior of northern Ethiopia. The
most important items of trade, which are profusely attested to in the
sources, are the Nubian and Habasha slaves for which Dahlak was a
major entrepSt. Ibn Hawqal mentions the importance of hides and
skins in the trade of the area with the Yemen.! Perhaps some foodstuffs
consisting of fruit, grain and cattle were also supplied to the Yemeni
ports. But there is no doubt that the vitality which the sultanate of
Dabhlak had until the middle of the thirteenth century depended to a very
large extent on its monopoly of all the external trade of the Ethiopian
interior. When, in the second half of the thirteenth century, the
centre of the Christian kingdom began to shift further south, where
more prosperous Muslim sultanates had emerged in the hinterland
of Zecila, the Dahlak islands drifted to a sudden and increasing
insignificance.

Throughout the long period since the early eighth century, the Dah-
lak islands do not seem to have been of much importance for the
propagation of Islam in the Ethiopian interior. The Christian Church in
northern Ethiopia was very well established, and it made the preach-
ing of Islam a difficult, if not an impossible, task. Muslim merchants
were no doubt tolerated, and they probably moved about freely
throughout the Christian kingdom on commercial affairs. They were
also apparently allowed to establish communities of their own along

v Ihn Haukal, Configuration, 1, s4.
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the major trade-routes and in some vital centres of commerce. There are
traces of such communities, for instance, near Qiha, in Enderta, where
ruins and Arabic inscriptions have been found.! Of the sixteen in-
scriptions from the Qiha region which have been studied, ten bear
specific dates which range between the beginning of the eleventh and
the middle of the twelfth centuries. This was precisely the period in
which, as has been seen above, contacts with the Yemen were close and
regular, and it is particulatly interesting to note that many of the per-
sons named in the inscriptions seem to have had Yemeni origins. But,
unlike the areas further south in Shoa, Ifat, Dawaro and Bali, the exist-
ence of such early Muslim communities did not result in the formation
of later Muslim political units. This was certainly because of the
strength of the Christian Church in northern Ethiopia. In fact, it seems
very clear that the presence of Muslims in the area was tolerated only
because of their vital role as long distance merchants, and they were
actively persecuted whenever they attempted to proselytize. In com-
parison to its great importance as the only commercial outlet of the
Christian interior for many centuries, the role of Dahlak in the expan-
sion of Islam was minimal indeed. And, in about the middle of the
thirteenth century, when the Zagwe kingdom began to use the caravan
routes from Zeila through its southern provinces of Amhara and Shoa,
Dahlak lost even the old commercial monopoly it had long had over
the interior of northern Ethiopia.

The earliest documentary evidence we have for the direct use of the
Zeila routes during the Zagwe period comes from the library of the
island monastery in Lake Hayq. In a late-fifteenth-century manuscript
there is a colophon which relates the emigration of a wealthy Jew
called Yosef from Aden ‘during the reign of the Zagwe (kings)’.
Yosef settled in Amhara, and his descendants of the ninth generation
presented the manuscript to the monastery of Hayq towards the
beginning of the sixteenth century.? This takes us back to the second
half of the thirteenth century, when Yosef came from Aden, most
probably via Zeila. From that period onwards the Zeila route was
certainly the most important channel of communication for Christian
Ethiopia, of which the centre had moved further south to Amhara
and Shoa under the new ‘Solomonic’ dynasty which emerged in
1270. '

1 C. Pansera, *Quattro stele musulmane presso Uogher Hariba nell Enderta’, in C.

Conti Rossini, ed., Studi Etiopici (Rome, 1945). Schneider, ‘ Stélcs funéraires’, 107-22.
2 Taddesse Tamrat, ‘The Abbots’, 112-14.
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THE RISE OF THE ‘SOLOMONIC’ DYNASTY

It seems that, throughout the period of its existence, the Zagwe
dynasty was overshadowed by the general belief that its power had been
first acquired through an illegitimate act of usurpation. This belief
that the Zagwe monarchs were ‘usurpers’ is first echoed in an interest-
ing reference in the hagiographical accounts about the reign of Patri-
arch Yohannes (1146-67). The patriarch received a letter from an
Ethiopian king requesting him to replace the aged metropolitan,
Mika’el, with a younger Egyptian bishop. The patriarch declined the
request on the grounds that a metropolitan could not be replaced while
he was still alive. The hagiographer also adds that the old age of Metro-
politan Mika’el was not the real reason for the Ethiopian request. The
real reason was that the king ruling Christian Ethiopia at that time had
acquired power through illegitimate means and the metropolitan had
refused to recognize him.! Since the letter of the Ethiopian king was
also addressed to the Egyptian vizier ‘Ali b, al-Sallir, who died in 1153,
it must have been written sometime between 1146, the year of Yo-
hannes’s accession to the patriarchal seat, and 1153. Conti Rossini has
used this important incident for his dating of the Zagwe rise to power.
This dating fits in very well with the local tradition, which reports that
the Zagwe ruled for a total of 133 years before they were deposed in
1270, as well as with the short list of only seven monarchs who actually
reigned during the whole period.?

Thus, there is convincing evidence that the Zagwe were at first
believed to have ‘usurped’ power from an earlier, ‘legitimate’ dyn-
asty. It may also be true that there was ‘a strong resistance . . . at first
offered to the new dynasty by the clergy under Abuna Mika'el’, as
Trimingham puts it.3 It is in fact apparent that some elements of such
resistance were kept alive until the very end of Zagwe rule. The gradual
identification of the ruling house of Christian Ethiopia with the family
of King Solomon of Israel has been considered above. The evidence
seems to be very strong that this identification was already well estab-
lished in the early years of the tenth century, so that the dynasty deposed
by the Zagwe in about 1150 was widely considered in Ethiopia to be a
‘Solomonic” dynasty. Because of the close union between church and
state embedded in the whole legend of the queen of Sheba, it can be
assumed that the hard core of the resistance to the Zagwe dynasty

! Renaudot, Historia Patriarcharum, §2%.
2 Taddesse Tamrat, Church and state, 55 (note 3).
3 Trimingham, Islam in Etbiopia, $6.
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came from the ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Ethiopian Church. Most
probably, even after the Zagwe were well in the saddle of power, and
despite their obviously genuine patronage of the Christian Church,
anti-Zagwe feelings were kept alive in various parts of the country.
There are in fact some isolated pieces of evidence to show that such
anti-Zagwe political movements were hatboured, particularly in the
ancient monastic centres of Aksum and Debre Damo, of which the
long history is closely related with the ancient kings of Askum.
Whereas these important centres of the church had been specially
favoured by the ancient rulers of Christan Ethiopia, the Zagwe
monarchs seem to have rather neglected them, and they do not figure
even in important land grants attributed to King Lalibela in northern
Ethiopia. In fact, the Zagwe monarchs seem to have patronized the
monastery of Debre Libanos of Shimezana in southern Eritrea, so
much so that it tended to overshadow the ancient and originally more
powerful communities of Aksum and Debre Damo. The founder of
Debre Libanos, Abba Meta’i, became the patron saint of the Zagwe.
monarchs, and Lalibela’s wife, Masqal Kebra, is believed to have
specially promoted the building of the rock church dedicated to him at
Adefa.! In Shimezana extensive land-grants were made to his monastery
and it clearly seems that, under a group of hand-picked Agaw monastic
officials, Debre Libanos was given considerable ecclesiastical power in
the region of northern Ethiopia. All this seems to have created much
discontent and opposition among the older monastic communities.
Perhaps these communities were in secret alliance with some local
families who claimed direct or indirect descent from the ancient kings
of Aksum. The most militant elements of such an anti-Zagwe alliance
seem to have always fanned trouble and discontent wherever possible.
The most important object of these people was to underscore the
‘illegitimacy” of Agaw political power, and to ‘restore’ the old ruling
family. It is ironic that this political movement seems to have been
most active during the reign of Lalibela, also known as Gebre-Masqal,
who was certainly the strongest and most glorious of the Zagwe
kings. This is reflected from the story about the final Ethiopic edition
of the legend of the queen of Sheba, which later became the book of the
Kebra-Nagast. We are told that the original version of the Kebra-Nagast
was in Arabic, and that it was brought to Ethiopia by apparently
Coptic clerics in 1225, in the reign of King Gebre-Masqal (Lalibela).
The document immediately generated considerable interest, and there

' G. Simon, L'Etbiopie (Paris, 1885), 315-16,
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were probably some attempts to translate it into Ethiopic. However,
it could not be translated because ‘it came in the days of the Zagwe;
and they did not translate it because it says that those who reign, not
being Israelites, are transgressors of the Law’.! The obvious implica-
tion of this is that the anti-Zagwe elements had gone to great lengths
in obtaining a copy of this document, which the reigning monarchs
considered subversive and the translation of which they probably
forbade. And the protagonists of ‘Solomonic’ legitimacy at the time
seem to have been local princely families and ecclesiastical officials
in the region of Aksum. This becomes clear because it was the chief
priest of Aksum and a pro-Solomonic local chief of Enderta, Ya’ibike-
Igzi, who preserved the document until after the fall of the Zagwe,
and who had it translated into Ge’ez in the second decade of the four-
teenth century. But the individual who benefited most from the whole
propaganda was Yekunno-Amlak, a young man who seems to have
belonged to a chiefly family in Amhara.

The Amhara were a Semitic-speaking people who apparently occupied
the rich highlands between Lasta and Tigre in the north and the
northern fringes of Shoa in the south. The foothills of the plateau which
drop suddenly into the Blue Nile gorge and the Danakil lowlands
formed the frontiers of Amharaland in the west and east, respectively.
Like many of the other Semitic-speaking peoples, the precise origins
of the Ambhara are still very obscure. Linguistically, they constitute
part of what has recently been called South Ethio-Semitic, of which the
other major sub-groups are Argobba, Harari, Gafat (now apparently
extinct) and the languages and dialect-clusters which have tradition-
ally been given the collective name of Gurage. South Ethio-Semitic and
North Ethio-Semitic (which consits of Ge’ez, Tigre and Tigrigna)
are two sub-groups of what is called ‘Ancient Ethio-Semitic’, which,
together with South Arabian, descended from South Semitic. The most
up-to-date attempts to classify the modern Semitic languages of
Ethiopia give some useful insight into the relative chronology of the .
separation of these languages, and they have tended to provide a much
greater time depth for the history of these languages and their speakers.
According to these new studies,? Ancient Ethio-Semitic was already

' Bezold, Kebra Nagast, 140-1.

2 Harold C. Fleming, ‘Ethiopic language history: testing linguistic hypothescs in an
archaeological and documentary context’, Ethno-History, 1968, 1§, 353-88. M. L. Bender,
*The languages of Ethiopia: a new lexico-statistical classification and some problems of

diffusion’, Antbropological Linguistics, 1971, 13, §, 165-288. Robert Hetzron, Erbiopian
Semiitic: studjes in elassification (Vondon, 1972).
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distinct from South Arabian, and began to be spoken in northern Ethi-
opia, at a time much eatlier than what had hitherto been suggested by
archaeologists, who date the earliest Sabean migration to about 700
soo BC. In fact, these glottochronological comparisons indicate that the
split between South Arabian and ancient Ethio-Semitic probably took
place not later than 2000 Bc; that the divergence between North Ethio-
Semitic and South Ethio-Semitic began before 300 BC; and that the
diversification among the various constituents of South Ethio-Semitic
may have occurred between 300 BC and AD 100. If linguistically accur-
ate, all these conclusions have far-reaching implications for Ethiopian
history. But it is particularly the estimated dates for the split between
North Ethio-Semitic and South Ethio-Semitic, and for the diversifica-
tion of the South Ethio-Semitic languages, which are most relevant to
the purposes of this chapter.

While the above indications are of considerable assistance in reach-
ing a more lucid reconstruction of the history of central Ethiopia,
there are no tangible historical reasons which preclude our tentative
acceptance of these no doubt controversial linguistic conclusions. What

they tend to show is simply that the ancestors of the vatious peoples
now speaking the modern South Ethio-Semitic languages probably
started moving out of northern Ethiopia more than three centuries
before the Christian era; and that their languages had already been
diversified when Aksum was only beginning to emerge as a focal
point in the history of the Ethiopian region. The few isolated early
references to some of the speakers of the South Ethio-Semitic languages
also seem to confirm precisely this point, that they moved out of north-
ern Ethiopia before the establishment of the Christian Church in Ak-
sum. The eatliest traditional reminiscences we have about Christian
settlement in Amhara, for example, indicate clearly that, by about the
ninth century, there was a distinct tribal (or linguistic) group known by
the name of Amhara in the area between the Tekeze river and the val-
leys of the eastern tributaries of the Blue Nile. This invaluable note is
preserved for us in the traditions of the genealogy of Saint Tekla-
Haymanot (1215-1313) which report that a very early ancestor of the
saint settled in Dawint, in Amharaland, eighteen generations eatlier.
The tradition also relates that the Amhara were still pagan at that
time, and the first establishment of the church in the area is at-
tributed to Tekla-Haymanot’s ancestor, who settled among the local
people. Successive generations of the same family are reported as
having continued the work of evangelizing in the area, which still
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had pockets of viable pagan communities as late as the fourteenth
century.

The southward migration of speakers of South Ethio-Semitic in pre-
Christian days, which is so usefully suggested by the above linguistic
conclusions, also helps to elucidate the rather contradictory and con-
fused traditional accounts we have hitherto had about the Gafat and the
Gurage. To start with the Gurage, they were supposed to have first
occupied their present-day habitat in the fourteenth century when the
well-known Emperor Amda-Siyon (1313~44) settled their ancestors,
whom he had recruited from Gur’a (hence the name Gurage) in north-
ern Ethiopia. This tradition had been particulatly ennobled by Pro-
fessor Ullendotff’s adoption of it as reported in the work of an early-
twentieth-century Ethiopian scholar, Aleqa Tayye.! It is indeed possible
that Amda-Siyon established Christian military colonies in the area,
as we shall see; but these cannot have been the ancestors of speakers
of Gurage. The Gurage are clearly reported as having been still
pagan in the fourteenth century, when a leading disciple of Tekla-
Haymanot, Zena-Marqos, preached among the Mibur, who are patti-
cularly mentioned in his still unpublished hagiography. The same pic-
ture emerges from the many other traditions we have about the eatly
attempts to evangelize the area between the Awash and Lake Zway.
In fact, Alvarez indicates that they were still pagan in the sixteenth
century, and William Shack’s more recent study of the Gurage is a re-
vealing description of an essentially pagan society. All these go to show
the pre-Christian origins of the speakers of the languages and dialect-
clusters known by the now imprecise term Gurage. The origins of the
Gafat were almost certainly pre-Christian as well.

The first tradition we have about the Gafat is that they were a parti-
cularly notorious pagan people. A fifteenth-century monastic leader,
Meba-Siyon, is reported to have once wondered and said, ‘When will
[the Gafat] believe; and when will they be baptized . . .?’ This man
lived. during the reign of Zara-Ya’qob (1434~68), when some of the
Gafat were appatently converted to the church.? In the sixteenth
century, Alvarez tells us, ‘they are pagans and great warriors, and they
always carry on war with the Prester’.3 Bermudez, and even Almeida
in the seventeenth century, characterize them as fierce pagan people.

1 B. Ullendotff, ‘Gurage notes’, Africa, 1950, 20, 336-7; The Semitic languages of Ethiopia
(London, 1955), 228.

3 B. A. W. Budge, Tke lives of Meba-Siyon and Gabra-Kristos (London, 1898), 25, 79.

3 F. Alvarez, The Prester Jobn of the Indies, tr. C. F. Beckingham and G. W. B. Hunting-
ford (Cambridge, 1961), 4$8.
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Moreover, all the early references we have to the Gafat locate them
between the headwaters of the Awash river and the Blue Nile gorge.
The chronicler of Emperor Susenyos (1607-32) mentions some Gafat
tribal groups even further north, in the area between the lower basin
of the Jema and Muger rivers. Thus, it can be assumed that, through-
out the sixteenth century, the Gafat occupied the extensive area which
has the form of a crescent running between the lower basin of the Jema
to as far west as the Gudru river in medieval Damot. Perhaps this area
was much more extensive in the centuries before the sixteenth, and the
Gafat and the western fringes of the Gurage may have occupied con-
tiguous tetritories before the Gafat were finally pushed across the Blue
Nile to southern Gojjam. This certainly corroborates, or is confirmed
by, the linguistic classification of the area, in which, according to
Hetzron for example, Gafat is a sister language of the Northern and
Western Gurage languages and dialect-clusters, all descending from
what he calls Outer South Ethio-Semitic.

Outer South Ethio-Semitic is one of the two major branches of
South Ethio-Semitic, the other being Transversal South Ethio-Semitic.
This last branch consists of Amharic, Argobba, Harari and the dialect-
cluster known as Eastern Gurage. The speakers of Outer South Ethio-
Semitic and Transversal South Ethio-Semitic most probably started
occupying parts of central Ethiopia already before the establishment of
the church in Aksum. The first to reach the area may have been the
speakers of Outer South Ethio-Semitic, whom Hetzron calls the ‘van-
guard’, and whose descendants later spoke Northern Gurage, Gafat
and Western Gurage. They apparently moved in a generally southerly
and south-westerly direction, and it is precisely in the area between
the Blue Nile gorge and the upper basin of the Awash river that early
traditional and historical references seem to locate the habitats of these
people. Following on the steps of their Outer South Ethio-Semitic
brethren, the speakers of Transversal South Ethio-Semitic moved in a
generally south-easterly direction, with the speakers of ‘Harari and
Eastern Gurage at the extremity, Argobba in the middle and Amharic
in the north. The Amhara migrated the least and remained in close
contact with the northern Aksumite civilization.”

As we have seen, the eatliest Christian settlement in Ambhara is said
to have been established in the ninth century. The traditions about the
foundation of the churches in and around Lake Hayq also seem to
belong to the same petiod. It can be assumed that evangelizing pressure

1 Hetzron, Ethiopian Semitic, 124.
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on the Amhara was redoubled during the time when Kubar was the
centre of the Christian kingdom, between the ninth and the middle of
the twelfth centuries. By the time the Amhara are reported to have been
in conflict with the Muslim sultanate of Shoa, as has been shown, there
seems to be no doubt that they had already started to play their historic
role as the speathead of Christian expansion in the Ethiopian region.
The period of Zagwe ascendancy apparently strengthened the particu-
larly Christian identity of the Amhara. In about 1248, 2 famous monastic
school was established on the island of Lake Hayq by an Agaw monk,
Iyesus-Mo’a (d. 1292), who attracted many pupils from the local
Christian families in Amhara and northern Shoa. When they left his
school, many of Iyesus-Mo’a’s pupils established their own monastic
centres in their native districts, and an intensive process of Christian-
ization was inaugurated, thus making Amharaland in particular a
more integral part of the Christian kingdom. The increasing import-
ance of the trade-routes from Zeila also enhanced the significance
of this region. By the last quarter of the thirteenth century, Am-
haraland had become so important in the political life of the Christian
state that it was the centre of the vital struggle to depose the Zagwe
kings.

The man whose name tradition has ptreserved as the leader of the
struggle is Yekunno-Amlak. We do not know precisely what were his
origins. In one account he is said to have been born to a chiefly family
in Amhara whete he was brought up very well by his parents, who
sent him to the monastic school of Lake Hayq for religious education.
Without cleatly underlining the real background to his career, the
traditions simply place him in the centre of events which brought about
the end of the Zagwe dynasty. But the most important theme in all the
stories about him is his very close association with the theoty of
‘Solomonic’ legitimacy. The eatliest versions of the traditions about
his conflict with the Zagwe make him a descendant of the last ‘Solo-
monic’ prince, Dilna’od, who had been deposed -by the Zagwe seven
generations earlier. With local clerical support in Amhara, Yekunno-
Amlak is said to have raised the standard of rebellion against the last
Zagwe king, who at first captured and detained him, but who was later
killed at the hands of Yekunno-Amlak himself. There are, however,
some indications of other more tangible factors which contributed to
the gradual shift of political power from the Agaw north to Amhara in
the south.

Ambhara apparently constituted one of the administrative units of the
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Zagwe kingdom. Most probably, the few isolated Christian communities
in northern Shoa were also distant sub-districts of the Amhara pro-
vince. Zagwe power in the region had been growing since the early
days of the dynasty and, as we have seen, important Christian centres
had been founded as far south as the Ziqwala mountain and the upper
basin of the Awash river in the eatly part of the thirteenth. century.
Ambhara was the point of departure for all this. Moreover, the province
was the only channel of communication with the fast-developing Mus-
lim commercial states in the hinterland of Zeila, from where long dis-
tance trade routes went into the Ethiopian intetior in various direc-
tions. One of these routes passed through the Harar region, crossed
the Awash river and tutned northwards when it reached the south-
eastern foothills of the Shoan plateau, and passed into Amhara through
the Muslim sultanate of Ifat. The importance of this sultanate and the
network of trade routes which were under its control for quite a long
time will be considered below. But it can be said hete that the growth
of a chain of Muslim states along the trade-routes from Zeila led to
intensive commercial activities in the Ethiopian intetior in the south,
and this tended to overshadow the importance of the Zagwe north.
The only way open for the Christian kingdom to survive and to pre-
serve its ancient dominance in the area was to pursue an aggressive
policy, in order to participate actively in the economic exploitation of
the rich interior of southern Ethiopia. And as a frontier province
where these vital developments could be followed at close range, Am-
hara assumed a key position within the Zagwe Christian kingdom.
But the Zagwe had begun to lose their former vitality by the middle
of the thirteenth century. A leading factor in the decline of Zagwe
power seems to have been the chronic succession problem among the
members of the ruling family. Almost throughout the Zagwe period,
the death of a monarch was marked by an intensive struggle for power
among the Zagwe princes. Apparently, even the glorious reign of
Lalibela was not spared these difficulties. It seems that Lalibela was
once deposed by his nephew, Ne’akweto-Le’ab, who was later stripped
of his ill-gotten powers and placed under confinement. When Lalibela
died, there was again a conflict between his own son Yitbarek and
Ne’akweto-Le’ab. Persistent traditions about the amicable relations
between Yekunno-Amlak and Ne’akweto-Le’ab seem to indicate that
the Amhara, and particularly Yekunno-Amlak, supported Ne’akweto-
Le’ab in his dynastic conflict with Lalibela’s son, Yitbarek. But Yitbarek
was the victor in the end, and it may have been on this occasion that he
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arrested Yekunno-Amlak and probably also other supporters of his
cousin. Yekunno-Amlak broke out of his jail, however, and apparently
led an open revolt against Yitbarek in Amhara and northern Shoa. He
enlisted the support of many local chiefs in Shoa, and he even claimed
in a subsequent letter to Egypt that he had many Muslims in his follow-
ing. His eatly messengers to Egypt went via Zéila and Aden under the
auspices of the kingdom of the Yemen, thus avoiding the old northern
route (via ‘Aydhib and Dahlak), where his Zagwe, opponent was
apparently still strong. The general picture that emerges is one in
which thete was a rather protracted armed conflict between the Zagwe
king Yitbarek and Yekunno-Amlak, who had established a virtually
independent Christian kingdom of his own, consisting of Amhara
and northern Shoa. Through his direct and amicable relations with the
Muslim commercial sultanates in the hinterland of Zeila, Yekunno-
Amlak opened an alternative line of communication with the Red Sea,
and with Egypt via Aden in the Yemen, and completely isolated the
Zagwe from participating in the vital commercial activities in southern
Ethiopia. This successful defiance weakened the Zagwe considerably
and, in the end, in one of the frontier skirmishes the Zagwe king,
Yitbarek, was killed, and Yekunno-Amlak set out to reunify the
Christian kingdom.

Zagwe power had always been strong in northern Ethiopia, and it was
there that the new king had his most setious difficulties. It is apparent
that when their king, Yitbarek, lost his life in the battle of Gayent
Qirqos, as tradition has it, his forces retreated northwatds to northern
Tigre and organized a very tough resistance centred around their
monastic stronghold, Debre Libanos of Shimezana. The abbot of the
monastery, Yirdi'anne-Kristos, was an Agaw from Bugna, the native
district of the Zagwe monarchs, and he had held the office for more than
forty years. His influence in the area was apparently considerable, and
many other Agaw officials from Bugna are mentioned with him in the
land charters of the monastery. When Yitbarek was defeated and killed
by Yekunno-Amlak in the south, Yirdi’anne-Kristos and the other
Zagwe officials apparently mobilized all their resources to resist the
Amhara conqueror. It in fact appears that they had crowned a new
Zagwe king called Dilanda, who was donating land to Debre Libanos
and its dependants in the year 1268. Dilanda was probably trying to en-
list the support of the monastery in his struggle with his Amhara rival
in the south. But two years later, in 1270, the same monastery was the
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recipient of similar land grants donated by Yekunno-Amlak, who had
apparently taken full control of northern Ethiopia as well. The dynastic
change brought about a complete transformation in the political
hierarchy of northern Ethiopia. Yekunno-Amlak appointed a completely
new cadre of local officials for the region, and many of them are
listed with him in his land grants. Perhaps the most interesting change
effected in these new appointments was the combination of the monas-
tery of Debre Libanos and the cathedral of Aksum under the joint leadet-
ship of one man, Tekeste-Birhan. It is obvious that the intention of the
new king was gradually to subordinate the position of Debre Libanos,
which had been favoured by the Zagwe, to the power of Aksum which,
as has been seen above, always led the anti-Zagwe movement in northern
Ethiopia. Also mentioned among the new dignitaries of Yekunno-
Amlak is a leading local chief of Enderta, near Aksum, who had also
been in alliance with Aksum in its persistent opposition to the Zagwe.:
The most striking success of Yekunno-Amlak was precisely in that he
managed to establish very close associations with the traditional enem-
ies of the Zagwe, and to be able to lead effectively the anti-Zagwe
opposition throughout Christian Ethiopia. Most probably, it was at
that time, when he had already scored a number of military successes
against Yitbarek, that Yekunno-Amlak sought to use the theory of
‘Solomonic legitimacy’. He may or may not have been a descendant of
the last ‘Solomonic’ king deposed by the Zagwe. But the considerable
military power he had acquired by 1270, and the brilliant successes he
had scored against his Zagwe rivals, were quite sufficient in them-
selves to enable him to make the historic claim that he was a direct
descendant of the ancient ‘Solomonic’ kings of Ethiopia. His position
of strength and the apparently enthusiastic support he received from the
church tended to make his claims very convincing to his own con-
temporaries; and the stereotyped re-editions of these early claims by
successive royal chroniclers have made them look almost real to
posterity. Thus, the Amhara dynasty founded by Yekunno-Amlak has
been known as ‘Solomonic’, and his advent to power in 1270, a
‘restoration’.

It seems that by the time he was making land grants to Debre Libanos
of Shimezana in 1270, Yekunno-Amlak’s territories included the whole
of northern Ethiopia. However, some pockets of resistance apparently
survived even after that date, particulatly in Tigre. This emerges from

1 C. Conti Rossini, ‘L’evangelo d’oro di Dabra Libanos’, Rendiconti della Reale Acca-
demia dei Lincei (Classe di scienze morali, storiche ¢ filologiche), 1901, 10, 177-219.
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an interesting reference where it is reported that Yekunno-Amlak had
sent an ambassador to Sultan Baybars (1260-77) ‘with gifts and
presents among which there were lions, as dark as night. The ambassa-
dor arrived in the country of Sahart [Tigre] whose prince rebelled
against the king of Abyssinia and held the ambassador together with
the objects he had with him.”* This prince may have very well been an
old sympathizer of the Zagwe dynasty, and his rebellion seems to have
been effectively suppressed.

We know very little about Yekunno-Amlak (1270-85), except that
he deposed the Zagwe and that he ruled for fifteen years. One tradi-
tional account tells us that he was forty years old when he effected the
dynastic change, and when he died he left a large family, many of
them sons. During the period of his rule, he apparently pursued a
mature and careful policy both towards the church and the various
local chieftaincies. He distributed generous land grants to some of the
key monasteries and, as if to overshadow the fame of the Zagwe as
devout church-builders, he is believed to have commissioned the con-
struction of the beautiful rock-hewn church of Genete Maryam, not
very far from the site of Lalibela’s churches. On his death in 1285, one
of his sons, Yagba-Siyon (1285-94), succeeded him. It is clear, however,
that Yekunno-Amlak’s descendants were seriously divided among
themselves, and there are persistent historical traditions about pro-
longed civil wars, particularly between 1293 and 1299. These years
were a very crucial formative period, and one lasting result of the
desperate struggle was the conception and institution of the royal
prison at Mount Gishen. This was a remarkable constitutional device,
particularly designed to ensure the stability of the new dynasty. From
the end of the thirteenth century onwatds, it became a standing rule
for all the male descendants of Yekunno-Amlak, except the reigning
monarch and his own offspring, to be detained on the top of Mount
Gishen. Access to this could be had only from one side, since all the
other sides consisted of perpendicular cliffs falling into the gorges and
valleys with which the mountain is sutroundad. On the slopes of the
Ambassel range, of which Gishen forms one of the pinnacles, were
settled very loyal guards, whose commander was under the direct
orders of the royal court that no one should have access to the detained
princes without the express instructions of the reigning monarch him-
self. When a monatrch died, he was succeeded by one of his sons
_according to seniority. The other sons were immediately rounded up

! Mufazzal, ‘ Histoirc des sultans mamlouks’, Pafrologia Orientalis, 1920, 14, 387.

133

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ETHIOPIA, THE RED SEA AND THE HORN

and taken to the top of Gishen for permanent detention. If, however, the
king had no sons who could succeed him, then consultations were
made among the dignitaries of the court, and an army was sent to
Gishen to bring down a close relative of the deceased monarch, usually
one of his brothers, according to seniority. This rule was kept gener-
ally intact throughout the fourteenth, fifteenth, and the first half of the
sixteenth centuries, until Ahmad b. Ibrihim destroyed the royal prison
during the jihad. Even if there were cases of faction-fighting among the
supporters of the princes, the loyalty which the Christian officials had
to the above rule was almost absolute, and the strength and stability
of the kingdom during that period was mainly derived from this.

Thus, the period immediately after Yekunno-Amlak’s death was
one of intensive internal struggle among his sons and grandsons. This
lasted for almost thirty years, and it was not until the accession of
Amda-Siyon (1314-44), one of the grandsons of Yekunno-Amlak,
that the Christian kingdom began, once again, to make a strong impact
on the history of the whole of the Ethiopian region. But Amda-Siyon’s
special achievements as a great warrior-king cannot be fully under-
stood without a recapitulation of the history of Islam in Ethiopia and
the Horn.

ISLAM IN ETHIOPIA AND THE HORN, ¢. 1100-1376

The early traces of Muslim penetration into the Ethiopian interior up
to the beginning of the twelfth century have been briefly considered
above. As has been seen, the most important gateway for this early
Muslim expansion was Zeila on the Gulf of Aden. The hintetland of
Zeila was vast, and it extended as far west as southern Amhara and Shoa
in the north and the rich areas beyond the Rift Valley lakes in the south.
It was on the long-distance caravan routes to these regions that the
most viable Muslim communities were established. We do not know
exactly who the native inhabitants of these regions were at the time of
the first advent of Islam in the area. The Arab geographers generally
used terms such as Habasha for the people of the Ethiopian interior
regardless of whether they were Christian, Muslim or pagan; Berber
for the inhabitants of the Horn, whom they sometimes qualified as
‘black Berbers’, to distinguish them from the Berbers of the Maghrib;
and Zanj, for the various peoples of darker complexion whom they
located beyond the Habasha and the ‘ black Berbers’. Special names for
specific peoples were very rately employed, and even the use of the
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above terms was not always standardized. It is, however, very clear
that, throughout the period with which this chapter is concerned, the
vast hinterland of Zeila was predominantly occupied by people be-
longing to the same stock but speaking diverse languages. This basic
situation is most carefully brought out by al-‘Umari in his fourteenth-
century description of the people of the Ethiopian interior. Character-
izing the Ethiopians as ‘the strongest of the sons of Ham’, he went on
to say that, ‘Although they belong to the same race, they speak differ-
ent languages, at least fifty.’! Today, the largest section of the popula-
tion of this area.consists of speakers of Eastern Cushitic, and most
probably their ancestors have been in occupation of the region at least
for the last ten centuries. According to the most up-to-date linguistic
classification, Eastern Cushitic is made up of Butji-Sidamo and a group
of related languages collectively referred to as Lowland Cushitic and
consisting of Saho-Afar, Macro-Somali and Macro-Oromo (with
Galla forming the largest section).? Early speakers of Butji-Sidamo,
which consists of Alaba, Butji, Darasa, Gudella, Kambata and Sidamo,
most probably occupied the whole area on both sides of the Ethiopian
Rift Valley, extending between the upper waters of the Awash in the
north, the Gibe-Omo in the west and south and the Shebele in the east.
And since there are Alaba traditions of migration from the Harar area,
the early habitat of Burji-Sidamo speakers may have been even more
extensive towards the east. But the vast lowland which runs in the
form of a crescent from what is today south-eastern Eritrea down to
Borana country in southern Ethiopia, was apparently occupied by the
ancestors of Saho-Afar speakers in the Danakil depression, the Somali
in the Horn, and the Galla, whose presence in the whole region became
increasingly dominant only from the sixteenth century onwards.

The traditional view that the Galla preceded the Somali in the Horn
is no longer valid.3 It is rather the Somali who are refetred to in the
accounts of early Arab geographers. In fact, there was a basic continu-
ity in the use of the term Berber since the first century of the Christian
era, to describe the land and the people of the Hotn. The Periplus,
Claudius Ptolemy, and Cosmas Indicopleustes employed it in much the
same way as the Arab geographers did after the ninth century. There

v Al‘Umarl, Marsdlik al-absar fi mamalik al-amgir: I Afrigue moins I'Egypte, tr. M.
Gaudefroy-Demombynes (Paris, 1927), 20-2.

'9’64Haz;olgz_c’. Fleming, ‘Baiso and Rendille: Somali outliers’, Rassegna di studi Etiopisi,

3 Ibid. 84-93. H. S. Lewis, ‘The origins of the Galla and Somali’, Journal of African
History, 1966, 7, 27-46.
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seems to be no doubt now that the Arab geographers had particularly
the Somali in mind when they spoke of the ‘black Berbers’ of the Horn;
and the eatlier use of the term by Greek writers may very well indicate
a more ancient occupancy of the Horn by the same stock of people.
The contacts between the Near and the Middle East on the one hand,
and the African side of the Gulf of Aden on the other, were very old and
regular; and the earliest advent of Islam in these regions must have
certainly occurred within the first century of the Muslim era. During
the eighth and ninth centuries Islam had struck very deep roots in the
coastal regions of the Gulf, and, as was shown above, the impact
of this had already begun to be felt in the interior of central Ethiopia.

The inhabitants of the Horn at that time seem to have been the
ancestors of the present-day Somali. Their most important coastal
settlements were. Zeila and Berbera on the Gulf of Aden, and Moga-
dishu, Merca and Brava on the Benadir coast. Each of these settlements
apparently owed its growth and development to the regular stream of
metrchants from Arabia, and from the countries around the Persian
Gulf, who visited these places and who later started to live in them.
These foreign elements of predominantly Arab origin no doubt inter-
married with the local natives, which is clearly shown in the rich geneal-
ogical traditions of the Somali people. There are some traditional his-
torical references to these separate settlements, of which Mogadishu
seems to have been the most prominent after the tenth century. Some
traditional accounts about Mogadishu date the first Arab settlement on
the site to the second half of the eighth century, to which period two
Arabic inscriptions in the town are clearly attributed. According to
more reliable indications, however, the most important eatly migration
to the area took place in the first years of the tenth century, when
some Arab individuals from al-Ahsa on the Persian Gulf left there for
religious reasons and established the first viable Arab colony at Moga-
dishu. These early settlers were later followed by many successive
Arab and also Persian immigrants, who later gave origin to the many
tribal groups in the town. It is apparent that until the second half of
the thirteenth century, Mogadishu was essentially a confederation of
these different tribes, who were unable to evolve a united sultanate for
about three hundred years. The thirteenth century was clearly a crucial
period for Mogadishu, in which many vital developments were taking
place. Many Arabic inscriptions published by Entico Cerulli indicate
that the citizens of the town included some prominent individuals of
Arab and Persian origin. The most ancient surviving mosque in
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Mogadishu, the Jami‘, was also apparently built in that century, accord-
ing to the inscription on the tower gate, which bears the date 1238.!
The other two old mosques, Arba‘ Rukun and Fakhr al-Din, also be-
long to the same period. Perhaps the most important development at
that time was the establishment of the first sultanate of Mogadishu
by Abd Bakr b. Fakhr al-Din, sometime before 1269. Mogadishu had
certainly acquired its prominent position on the Benadir coast by that
time, and al-Dimashqi (1256-1327) described it as a leading commercial
port, where merchants from Arabia, Persia and India came regularly
and did business with the local traders; who also seem to have estab-
lished vital lines of communication with the intetior of the Horn.2
The two other important towns on the Benadir coast, Brava and

Merca, had also taken shape in about the same period. Cerulli reports an
Arabic inscription from Brava, commemorating the death of 2 Muslim
resident in 1104/5, which certainly indicates the existence of a highly
developed Muslim community there in the eleventh century. Merca
was also an important settlement in the same period. Al-Idrisi (1100~
62) gives a faitly accurate description of its location in his geographical
treatise written in about 1150, It was a coastal town and two stages
away from it in the interior there was a river of which the rich valley
produced much corn. This was certainly the Webe Shebele, to which
al-Idrisi also seems to make another reference when he locates fifty
villages of the Hawiya along the bank of an unnamed river.3 The
Hawiya still form one of the most important tribes of the Somali, and
at the time when al-Idrisi was writing his book they occupied the
coastal area between Ras Hafun and Merca, as well as the lower basin
of the Webe Shebele. Al-Idtisi’s mention of the Hawiya is the first
documentary reference to a specific Somali group in the Horn, and it
constitutes a2 very important testimony to the eatly Somali occupancy
of the whole region. Later Arab writers also make references to the
Hawiya in connection with both Merca and the lower valley of the
Webe Shebele. Ibn Sa‘id (1214~74), for instance, considered Merca
to be the capital of the Hawiya, who lived in fifty villages on the bank of 2
river which he called ‘the Nile of Mogadishu’, a clear reference to the
Webe Shebele.# Yiqiit, another thirteenth-century Arab geographer,
also mentions Merca, which he says belonged to the ‘black Berbers’:5

t Barico Cetulli, Somalia, scritti vari editi ed inediti (Rome, 1967), 1, 8.

2 Ibid. 1, 41-2.

3 Ibid. 1, 45.

4 Aboulfeda [Abd’l-Fida‘), Géographie, tr. M. Reinaud (Paris, 1848), 11, 1, 232.
$ Cerulli, Somalia, 1, 92.
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this is certainly a reference to the Somali. By the thirteenth century
Mogadishu, Merca and Brava had become important Muslim and
commercial centres on the eastern seaboard of the Horn. Many Mus-
lim merchants of Arab, Persian and probably Indian origin lived in
these towns. The local people in the coastal areas and in the interior
were predominantly Somali and, most probably, they had already em-
braced Islam as their religion.

An exactly similar development seems to have taken place in the
coastal areas and in the immediate hinterland of the Gulf of Aden
further .north. There is no controversy about the early occupation of
this region by the Somali. The earliest tribal group known to have
inhabited this region were the Dir, a major section of which, the Isa,
still occupy the adjoining areas of formet French Somalia and Ethiopia.
According to local traditions, the Dir constitute an important ancestral
tribe of all the modern Somali. As the most ancient inhabitants of the
region between Tajura and Cape Guardafui, it seems the Dir had
established very old connections with Arabia, whence had come a
regular stream of Muslim merchants and preachers, most probably
ever since the beginnings of Islam. But it was only after the tenth and
eleventh centuries that the impact of these Muslim Arabs left a per-
manent imprint on the historical traditions of the area, particularly
with the creation of the big clan families of Darod and Ishaq. Somali
traditions have it that Shaykh Darod Ismi‘il came from Arabia, settled
among the Dir, married a local Dir woman, and later became the
ancestor of the huge clan family called after him, Darod. There are
exactly similar traditions about another Arab, Shaykh Ishiaq, who gave
rise to the second major clan family, the Ishaq.! Comparative genealo-
gies seem to indicate that the advent of the Darod and Ishaq in the
area took place between the tenth and thirteenth centuries. Thete is no
doubt that these traditions about the two Arab shaykhs reflect a period
of intensive islamization among the Somali. But it is also apparent that
the creation of these viable clan families released dynamic internal
forces which later brought about fresh waves of Somali expansion
throughout the coastal areas and in the interior of the Horn. What is
more interesting for the history of the whole region is, however, that
the period of these vital developments in Somali country exactly
coincides with the period in which Zeila and to a smaller degree Ber-
bera also began to be the most important outlets for the Ethiopian

1 Ibid. 1, 6o-1. I. M. Lewis, “The Galla in northetn Somaliland’, Rassegna di studi Etio-
pici, 1959, 1§, 32-6,
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interior. The Arab geographers make references to these two settle-
ments on the coast of the Gulf of Aden from the ninth century onwards.
For al-Ya‘qiibi, Zeila was an island ‘dans les parages de Mandel’.
Less thar a hundred years later, the famous tenth-century traveller,
al-Mas‘@idi, mentioned Zeila among other ports through which regular
commercial and diplomatic intercourse was maintained between the Ye-
men and the country of the Habasha. In the same century, Ibn Hawqal
gives the relative locations of the ‘island of Zeila - and the town of
Betbera’ in his maps and geographical descriptions of the region. The
next valuable mention of Zeila comes from al-Idtisi’s twelfth-century
work where it is described as

a town of small size but highly populated. Many foreign travellers are found
in it, because most of the ships from Kolzum disembark there with different
types of merchandise, which come to the land of the Habasha. The export
[of Zeila] consists of slaves and silver. As for gold, it is very rare. The people
drink water [drawn] from wells.! ' '

In the following century Ibn Sa‘id (1214-74) also refers to both Zeila
and Berbera. Zeila was, he tells us, a town of considerable size and its
inhabitants were completely Muslim. Berbera was the capital of the
Berbers, who had mostly embraced Islam, and who were therefore no
longer sold in the slave matkets of the neighbouring Muslim count-
ries.2 Ibn Sa‘id’s description gives the impression that Berbera was of
much more localized importance, mainly serving the immediate Somali
hinterland, while Zeila was clearly serving more extensive areas. But
there is no doubt that Zeila was also predominantly Somali, and al-
Dimashgi, another thirteenth-century Arab writer, gives the town its
Somali name Awda/ (Adal), still known among the local Somali.3
By the fourteenth century the significance of this Somali port for the
Ethiopian interior had increased so much so that all the Muslim com-
munities established along the trade routes into central and south-
eastern Ethiopia were commonly known in Egypt and Syria by the
collective term of ‘the country of Zeila’.+

Zeila was certainly the point of departure for the numerous Muslim

communities and political units in the Ethiopian region, most of which,

just like the Somali clan families of Darod and Ishaq, had persistent

traditions of Arab origin. We have seen above the eatly formation of

the sultanate of Shoa, which was already established by the first years
v AlIdrisi, Géographie, tr. A, Jaubert (Paris, 1837), 28-30.

2 Aboulfeda, Géograpbie, 11, 1, 231-2.
3 Cerulli, Somalia, 1, 46. 4 A)-‘Umari, Masalik, 4.
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of the twelfth century. This sultanate derived its origin from the well-
known Mahzumite family of Mecca, and it lasted until the last quarter
of the thirteenth century. Its Arabic chronicle, published by Entico
Cerulli, gives the impression that, towards the end of its history
at any rate, the so-called ‘sultanate of Shoa’ was merely a loose con-
federation of petty Muslim principalities. These principalities were
ruled by individuals, who apparently had close family relations, and
who fought endless wars against one another. Most probably, all of
them were essentially merchant-princes, with very sharp commercial
tivalries which precluded the development of a strong Mahzumite
state. This was particularly because, it appears, there were also other
non-Mahzumite principalities of Arab origin already established in the
Ethiopian region. One of these was the kingdom of Ifat, whose thir-
teenth-century ruler, ‘Umar Walasma, claimed descent from the family
of the Prophet Muhammad through Aba Tilib. The territories of
Ifat and Mahzumite Shoa had common frontiers, and in 1271 ‘Umar
Walasma gave a daughter in marriage to one of the quarrelsome
Mahzumite princes of Shoa. The matriage alliance did not last for
long, and Ifat and Shoa plunged into a series of armed conflicts which
resulted in the complete annexation of the sultanate of Shoa by ‘Umar
Walasma in 1285. Thus, the old sultanate was no longer in existence,
and its leading position as the Muslim vanguard was taken by the more
viable kingdom of Ifat.

By the end of the thirteenth century, there seem to have already
existed many other Muslim principalities besides Ifat in the Ethiopian
region. Most of these only emerge into significance in the documents
we have about the fourteenth century. However, it really seems clear
that their first formation and early development belong to the pre-
ceding period of two hundred years. Some of the Arabic inscriptions
on tombstones collected between the modern towns of Harar and Dire
Dawa bear thirteenth-century dates,! and they show the existence of
fairly well-developed Muslim communities in the region of Harar,
which probably was an important centre of dispersal for many of the
founders of other Muslim settlements further inland. Both Arabic and
Ethiopic documents indicate the existence of three Muslim kingdoms
in the interior, other than Ifat. The first of these was Dawaro, immedi-
ately to the west of the Harar region, and comprising parts of the
area between the upper waters of the Webe Shebele and the Awash,

1 R. P. Azals and R. Chambord, Cing années de recherehes archéologiques en Ethiopie (Paris,
1931), 1, 125-9.
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extending perhaps as far east as the present-day district of Chercher in
the Harar plateau. The second was called Sharka, a small Muslim settle-
ment organized into an independent state in what is today the province
of Arusi. The third was Bali, 2 much more extensive kingdom, occupy-
ing the high plateau separating the basins of the, Webe Shebele and the
Rift Valley lakes. Muslim influence had penetrated further inland in
this direction, and by the first half of the fourteenth century al-‘Umari
included three other areas — Arababni, Darah, and Hadya - among the
Muslim states of Ethiopia. It has not been possxble to offer satisfactory
identification for Arababni and Darah, which are only mentioned by
al-‘Umari, who was later copied by al-Maqrizi.: But Hadya was a very
important area, most probably located immediately to the west of
Sharka and Bali. Its early significance as the centre of the slave trade
is referred to by Ibn Sa‘id alteady in the thirteenth century, and al-
‘Umari’s description makes it an extensive and prosperous territory in
the fourteenth. References to Hadya in later (fifteenth-century) Ethio-
pian documents provide us with the general picture that it was a strong
Muslim principality, tributary to the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia
and occupying the area between the upper course of the Awash river
in the north and the Rift Valley lakes in the south. The Muslim identity
of the local rulers of Hadya in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is
very well established. But it is only al-‘Umari who characterizes it as a
definitely Muslim kingdom already in the foutteenth century. Local
Ethiopian indications are at best equivocal on this point and, although
‘Muslim merchants and preachers had no doubt been established in the
area even before the fourteenth century, most probably Hadya was
still a pagan area in the days of al-‘Umari, who may have exaggerated
the historical notes he collected from his Ethiopian informants about
the early establishment of Muslim communities in the area, and about
the commercial importance of Hadya. Besides the ‘seven Muslim states
of Ethiopia’ enumerated by al-‘Umari, there were perhaps many other,
much smaller, shaykhdoms throughout the region between the Awash
river and the Gulf of Aden. It seems that these numerous shaykhdoms
were mutually independent and that there were intensive commercial
and political rivalties among them. This clearly emerges from the
fourteenth-century chronicle of the Ethiopian Emperor Amda-
Siyon (1314~44), in which are actually listed many such ‘kingdoms’
and ‘principalities” which had very little sense of unity even in their
struggle against the common threat of Christian domination over the
whole area.
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Of all these Muslim principalities, Ifat was undoubtedly the leading one.
It derived this position of strength mainly from its geographical loca-
tion in the north-eastern foothills of the Shoan plateau, an area through
which the most important route from Zeila passed to the central Christ-
jan provinces of Amhara and Lasta. After 1285, its anncxation of
the former ‘sultanate of Shoa’ increased its territories and political
importance. And, as a very powerful Muslim principality in the interior,
Ifat seems to have exercised much control on the major trade routes of
Zeila. It was perhaps only in this sense that al-‘Umari could say in the
fourteenth century that the king of Ifat ‘reigned over Zeila’. Other-
wise, given the long distance between Ifat and the Gulf of Aden as well
as the existence of many mutually independent shaykhdoms in the
intervening area, the king of Ifat could not have ruled directly over
Zeila, which, as we shall soon see, had a completely different political
development of its own. Nevertheless, Ifat’s pre-eminence in the long-
distance trade of the Ethiopian interior, in which Zeila throve, cet-
tainly tended to give the rulers of Ifat a special influence in the whole
Muslim region, including the ports of the Gulf of Aden. When Ifat
began to use this great influence it had in the area against the interests
of the reviving Christian kingdom, there ensued a long period of
armed conflict between the two, which resulted towards the end of the
century in the effective annexation of the territory of Ifat by the Christ-
ian kings and the almost complete elimination of Ifat as an independent
Muslim power in Ethiopia.

We have already seen that Christian Ethiopia had started to make use
of the caravan routes to Zeila by the middle of the thirteenth century.
The rise of the ‘Solomonic dynasty’, and the resultant shift of the
centre to southern Amhara and Shoa, gave a particular significance
to the Zeila routes in which the Christian kings began to show an ever
increasing interest. Apparently motivated by these considerations, we
see the first Solomonic king, Yekunno-Amlak, intetfering actively in
the internal conflicts of the Mahzumite princes of the sultanate of Shoa
as well as in the final show-down between the latter and the kingdom of
Ifat. However, in 1285, the year in which Yekunno-Amlak died, Ifat
succeeded in conquering and occupying the territories of the sultanate
of Shoa. The following three decades saw a rapid growth in the terri-
tories and military strength of Ifat in the Shoan region. In the mean-
time, the sons and grandsons of Yekunno-Amlak were deeply involved
in bitter wars of succession, and a valuable Arabic document for 1299
reports what seems to have been a considerable territorial concession
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to an Ifat leader by one of the sons of Yekunno-Amlak.! All this
certainly gave much of self-confidence to the rulers of Ifat, who con-
tinued to encroach on the vital intetests of the Christian kingdom. An
important aspect of this was the almost complete and jealous control
which Ifat began to exercise on the long-distance routes to the coast.
This development was essentially the most immediate reason for the
protracted Muslim—Christian wars in the region after the second de-
cade of the fourteenth century. The ruler of Christian Ethiopia at that
time was Yekunno-Amlak’s grandson Amda-Siyon (1314-44), who
had already re-established peace and unity within the Christian king-
dom itself, and had also acquired extensive new territories by conquet-
ing the rich areas of Gojjam, Damot and Hadya. With all these newly
acquired provinces, which soon became inexhaustible soutces of man-
power and material wealth, Amda-Siyon launched a series of campaigns
against Ifat and the outlying Muslim areas. Hostilities started in the
early 1320s, with Amda-Siyon accusing the then king of Ifat, HaqedinI,
of unlawfully detaining one of his envoys who was apparently on a
mission to the coast. In retaliation for this act, Amda-Siyon invaded
Ifat, and he was at first successful in defeating and killing Haqedin,
whose territories were sacked by the Christian troops. The wat
continued, however, with Haqedin’s son putting up a very effective
resistance for some time. Many of the pastoral Muslims living in the
adjoining lowlands beyond the eastern foothills of the Shoan plateau
staunchly supported Ifat in its struggle against the Christian army.
Two important peoples mentioned in this connection are the Werjih
and the Gebel. We have already seen the Werjih in conflict with the
Christian Amhara towards the beginning of the twelfth century, and
both the Werjih and the Gebel continued to come to the assistance of
Ifat, together with other Muslim groups, throughout its long struggle
with the Christians in the first half of the fourteenth century. But
Hagedin’s son and his allies were finally overwhelmed by the Christian
forces of Amda-Siyon, who occupied Ifat and established garrisons ata
number of important sites. For the first time in its long history, Muslim
Ifat was effectively reduced to a tributary state.

Ifat did not accept easily its new subordinate position, and it con-
tinued to wage frequent wars of resistance and rebellion against its
Christian conquerors. One of the most serious of these revolts occurred
in 1332, about ten years after Amda-Siyon’s first conquest and occupa-

1 Earico Cerulli, ‘L’Etiopia medicvale in alcuni brani di scrittori arabi’, Rassegna di
Studi etiopici, 1943, 3, 281—4.
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tion of Ifat. Sabredin, who was probably a grandson of ‘Umar Walasma,
organized the rebellion. At first he discontinued sending tribute to
Amda-Siyon, who had apparently given him the governorship of Ifat.
Then he attacked the Christian garrisons established in the ancient
territories of his Muslim ancestors; he burnt down the churches in the
frontier districts, enslaving the clergy, who were also forced to em-
brace Islam as their religion. Moreover, he arrested all Muslim and
Christian merchants who did business for Amda-Siyon, confiscating
all the precious goods which had been entrusted to them by the Christ-
ian king. In addition, Sabredin set up a huge Muslim league against
Amda-Siyon, in which all the Muslim-inhabited areas between the
coast and the Ethiopian interior seem to have participated, at least in
the earliest stages of the conflict. Thus, Sabredin’s rising was a very
serious one, and it threatened to reverse the hard-won military super-
iority which the Christians had begun to enjoy since the beginning of
the fourteenth century. But, the energetic Amda-Siyon stood up to the
test, and sent out a series of surprise attacks against Ifat and its allies.
He himself led a major part of the Christian army in a protracted
campaign which lasted for a whole period of eight months. Many of
the nomadic Muslims between the Shoan plateau and the coast, as well
as the sedentary Muslim principalities like Dawaro, Sharka and Adal,
fought on the side of the Ifat rebel. Amda-Siyon marched through Most
of these areas along the major trade routes between Shoa and the
Harar plateau, and he was finally victorious over all his Muslim op-
ponents. Sabredin was soon captured in Dawaro, the king of Adal
was killed in action, the local princes of Dawaro and Sharka were also
arrested, and many of the adjoining Muslim principalities submitted
to Amda-Siyon. This unqualified victory, which is narrated in the
Christian chronicles, is essentially confirmed also by the contemporary
Arab historian, al-‘Umari, who wrote his account of Ethiopia immedi-
ately after the Muslim revolt of 1332.

The basic reason for Amda-Siyon’s remarkable success lay in the
lack of a united front among the Muslims themselves. The Muslim
states desctibed by al-‘Umarl consisted only of the sedentary, commer-
cial and agricultural communities long established in the Ethiopian
interior. The pastoral people like the Werjih, the Gebel and the Doba,
inhabiting the vast lowland area between the edge of the Ethiopian
plateau and the coast, who had apparently accepted Islam by the
eleventh century, fell entirely outside the narrative of the Arab his-
torian. These lowland peoples, who were most probably the ancestors
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of the Afar, apparently had their own small, mutually independent
shaykhdoms and principalities. Although they are often seen to have
entertained strong sympathies towards their neighbouring and better-
organized Muslim states like Ifat, Dawaro and Adal, they were nevetr
under the direct rule of these states. In times of war between the Christ-
ians and the Muslim states, these nomadic Muslims attacked the
Christian forces in a completely uncoordinated manner and usually
caused much destruction and havoc among the Christian troops. In
times of general peace in the whole area, however, the fierce in-
habitants of the semi-desert lowlands often waylaid the long-distance
merchants, and they were of great concern to the sedentary Muslims
and Christians alike.

Outside the highland Muslim principalities of Ifat, Dawaro, Bali,
and later Adal, and beyond the isolated settlements along the caravan
routes, these Ethiopian bedouin lived in a wotld entirely of their own.
Military alliances contracted with them were always fickle and com-
pletely unreliable. The long and impressive list of allies which Ifat
is believed to have had during the struggle against Amda-Siyon most
probably consisted of such people, whose loyalties to Ifat did not out-
last the earliest stages of the bitter conflict. Neither was the alliance
among the better-organized Muslim states particularly strong in 1332.
The Christian chronicler describes many cases of mutual suspicions and
treachery, between the kingdom of Ifat and Adal in particular, and
even among the brothers and relatives of Sabredin there was much
internal rivalty for local power, which certainly facilitated Amda-
Siyon’s victories against them. This lack of unity among the Muslims
of Ethiopia was keenly observed and bemoaned by both al-‘Umati
and al-Magqrizi, who considered it to be the most important reason
for the relative weakness of Islam in Ethiopia.

There was- also another important factor which contributed to the
rather unstable relations between the Muslims of Ifat and those of
the hot lowland areas immediately to the east. It is most probable that the
rulers of Ifat and their sedentary subjects inhabiting the eastern foot-
hills of Shoa spoke Ethio-Semitic. This seems to be clear from al-
‘Umari’s description of Ifat, whose language he tells us was ‘Abyssinian
and Arabic’.! Following this, al-‘Umari not only gives a list of words
some of which are still identifiable, but he also provides us with the
earliest Arabic description of the Ethiopian alphabet. Again, the names
of the princes in the Arabic documents published by Enrico Cerulli

v Al-*Umari, Masalik, 7-13, 21.
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regarding the early sultanate of Shoa and the Walasma dynasty of both
Ifat and Adal, indicate that some sort of Ethio-Semitic was spoken
by the early Muslims in these areas. The implication of all this is that
eatly Islam, in the Shoan region at least, had its first roots among the
Ethio-Semitic speakers of the area, who later formed and ran the sul-
tanate of Shoa and consequently the Walasma kingdoms of Ifat and
Adal. Perhaps the picture was also the same in the Muslim communi-
ties immediately to the south of Ifat, particularly in Dawaro, Sharka
and Hadya, where Ethio-Semitic speakers similarly may have taken a
leading role. Thus, it is apparent that, in the major Muslim states of the
region, BEthio-Semitic speakers formed the dominant section of the
population. This linguistic factor may have provided another dimension
for the basic cleavage between the sedentary Muslim communities in
the Ethiopian interior and the nomadic peoples of the vast lowlands
between the plateau and the coast, who were predominantly speakers
of Eastern Cushitic.

This basic lack of unity among the Muslims, as well as the super-
iority of the Christian army in both manpower and internal organiza-
tion, ensured the continued success of Amda-Siyon and his immediate
successors against the Muslim areas. From the war of 1332 onwards,
the principalities of Ifat, Dawaro, Sharka and Bali had completely sub-
mitted, and it is apparent that the local administration of these places
was at first entrusted to loyal members of the ancient ruling families.
These governorships tended to be hereditary for some time even after
the Christian conquest; but the Christian emperors always preserved
the right to confirm the local successions. Al-“Umari describes how
every time a local Muslim ruler died, his contending sons and relatives
went in haste to the court of the Christian emperor, each with his own
presents, asking for his support and official confirmation to become the
next ruler of the land of his ancestors. The emperors granted such
confirmation to the most influential descendant of the deceased, as long
as his continued allegiance was not in question. But, as the years went
by, the Christian court started to intetfere more and more directly in
the local politics of the Muslim provinces. As the leading Muslim area,
Ifat was a particular target for a new Christian policy of ‘divide and
rule’ energetically applied among the Muslims in general. Maqrizi
describes how the son and successor of Amda-Siyon, Sayfa-Ar’ad
(1344-70), began to play one member of the Walasma family of Ifat
against another, sometimes even a son against his father. This eventu-
ally led to two important developments. First, the continuous political
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strife generated in Ifat considerably- weakened the old Muslim state.
Secondly, the internal political forces in Ifat divided into two parties:
one side advocating peaceful coexistence and continued submission to
the Christian court, and the other completely opposed to Christian
rule and fully committed to a movement of resistance and armed
conflict against the Christian army.

The leaders of the militant anti-Christian party were Haqedin IT and
his younger brother Se’adedin, both great-grandsons of Sabredin,
who had rebelled against Amda-Siyon in 1332. Their father, Ahmad
b. ‘Ali b. Sabredin, was a very good friend of Emperor Sayfa-Arad.
On one occasion when ‘Ali, his father, was suspected of rebellious
motives, Ahmad was appointed governor of Ifat in place of his father,
who was immediately placed under detention. Some years later, ‘Ali
was released and reinstituted as governor of Ifat, and because of an
apparent quarrel between father and son, Ahmad left Ifat and began
to live with Emperor Sayfa-Ar’ad in the Christian court. His sons
Hagqedin II and Se’adedin accompanied him during this self-imposed
exile. Ahmad was considered a traitor by his Walasma relatives in Ifat,
and when he died his sons continued to be regarded by Ifat with simi-
lar suspicion. But the two sons of Ahmad, Haqedin II and Se’adedin,
broke off from both the Christian court of Sayfa-Ar’ad and their grand-
father, ‘Ali, who was Sayfa-Ar’ad’s governor of Ifat. They went into
the wilderness gathered an increasing number of followers from among
the Muslim areas of the interior, and raised the standard of open revolt
against both Sayfa-Ar’ad and their grandfather, ‘Ali, whom they
branded as a Christian puppet. They declared their sacred aim as being
complete freedom for the Muslims from Christian domination, and this
apparently attracted many religious leaders and military adventurers
into their following. They first attacked Ifat, where ‘Ali was forced
to ask his overlord Sayfa-Ar’ad for Christian reinforcements. The
rebels were victorious over the combined forces of ‘All and Sayfa-
Ar’ad, and they even occupied Ifat for some time.

But Ifat was too vulnerable, and Christian. counteractions could
easily reach the atea from the Shoan plateau, which had now become
the centre of the expanding Christian empire. Thus, Haqedin II and his
followers moved their headquarters to an unidentifiable place which
Maqrizi calls Wabal. This movement was most probably in the general
direction of the Harar plateau, because it is precisely from that area
that we later find Se’adedin, Haqedin’s younger brother and immediate
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successor, continuing the war against the Christian emperors. In the
last quarter of the fifteenth century Se’adedin’s descendants ruled from
a town called Dakkar, a little to the south of the present site of Harar.
Later still, in about 1520, another descendant transferted his seat of
government from Dakkar to Harar itself. Thus, there seems to be no
doubt at all that it was in the area around Harar that Haqedin II first
established himself, when he finally abandoned Ifat as a centre of
Muslim resistance against the Christians. The strategic position of the
Harar platean, through which all the important trade routes from Zeila
passed into the Ethiopian intetior, must have also played a decisive
role in the choice of the area as a focal point for continued warfare
against Christian Ethiopia. But the end result of Haqedin’s decision
was the effective revival of Muslim resistance against further Christian
expansion towards the east, and the rise of a better organized and highly
united Muslim kingdom in the Harar plateau, which is often called in
the Christian documents the kingdom of Adal.

The origins of the name Adal are obscure. But al-‘Umari mentions
it with Shoa and Zeila as being an integral part of the Muslim con-
federation led by Ifat. Amda-Siyon’s chronicler, who was also al-
‘Umari’s contemporary, lists ‘the king of Adal’ among the numerous
Muslim principalities who fought against the Christian forces in 1332.
Although none of these points to any precise location of Adal, it is
clear that the place bearing that name was already Muslim, and that it
had an organized kingdom of its own by the first half of the fourteenth
century. The chronicler of Amda-Siyon relates the story that ‘the king
of Adal’ was killed in action.in 1332, and that his ‘sons’ submitted to
the Christian conqueror. But we have no more mention of the area
until after the careers of Haqgedin II and Se’adedin, whose descendants
are clearly referred to as ‘kings of Adal’. It seems from this that when
Haqedin and Se’adedin abandoned Ifat, they established themselves in an
area which had formerly been called Adal. As militant leaders of a new
anti-Christian movement in the whole area, the two Walasma princes
probably overshadowed in importance the descendants of the original
‘king of Adal’, who may have abandoned the title in favour of their
more successful Muslim brethren either by agreement or even by force.
But there is no doubt that a new Walasma dynasty was then established
in Adal by the great-great-grandsons of ‘Umar Walasma of Ifat. From
the last quarter of the fourteenth century onwards, this dynasty domina-
ted the whole area between the Harar plateau and the Gulf of Aden until
the end of the period with which we are concerned in this chapter.
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Hagqgedin’s transfer of his political centre from Ifat to the Harar
area was also important in another sense. We have seen above that the
dominant section of the population in the Muslim principalities of
Shoa and Ifat were speakers of Ethio-Semitic languages. Linguistic
research since the end of the nineteenth century has brought to light the
existence of speakers of an Ethio-Semitic language called Argobba
near the present site of the modern town of Harar. Speakers of the
same language were also to be found until very recently in the en-
virons of the location of ancient Ifat. Many miles separate the two locali-
ties where Argobba is probably still spoken. It is quite possible that this
could be accounted for if one envisaged an age-old commercial inter-
course between the two areas both before and after the fourteenth
century. But the fourteenth-century rise of a Walasma dynasty in the
Harar region, led by large numbers of people who wete cleatly of
Ifat origin, must have had a considerable tole to play in the planting
and development, in and around Harat, of the communities speaking
Harari and Argobba — both of which belong, with Ambhatic, as we have
seen earlier, to what is currently called Transversal South Ethio-
Semitic.

FURTHER CHRISTIAN EXPANSION, ¢ 1376-1468

The political significance of the rise of the kingdom of Adal on the
Harar plateau-lay especially in its tendency to unify all the forces of
Islam throughout the Ethiopian region. After the Christian conquest
of the old Muslim states of Ifat, Dawaro and Bali in the fourteenth
century, only a loose confederation of political and religious interests
existed among the numerous Muslim communities and petty shaykh-
doms between the Gulf and the eastern frontiers of the Christian
empire. Following upon the success of Haqedin II and the establish-
ment of the Walasma dynasty in the Harar area, however, dynamic
movements of Muslim unification seem to have been effected. The
impact of this was apparently felt not only along the frontiers of con-
flict between the two Christian and Muslim states, but also throughout
the Somali interior of the Hotn. Despite the continuous hostility be-
tween them, the Christian empire of Ethiopia and the new Walasma
kingdom of Adal were characterized by the same outward movement of
conquest and expansion. The expansion and consolidation of Adal
had two major implications in particular. First, it constituted a serious
threat to the peace and security of the predominantly Muslim-inhabited
provinces of the Christian empire along its eastern frontiers. Secondly,
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it is apparent that ever since the establishment of their power around
Harar, the Walasma princes of Adal set out on a series of campaigns
to bring the Somali interior of the Horn under their effective sphere of
influence. More than anything else, it seems that this process of Adali
expansion into the Horn provides a teasonable background for the
southward movement of many Somali tribes which is narrated in the
traditions collected by Enrico Cerulli.! It is also clear that the absence
of any organized state in the Somali hinterland of the Gulf of Aden
clearly facilitated the rapid ascendance of Walasma power in the area.

The process of state formation was apparently very slow among the
Somali who occupied the immediate hinterland of the Gulf of Aden.
This seems to be clear from Mufazzal’s fourteenth-century description
of political life in Zeila: ‘As for [the people of] Zeila and their tribes,
they have no kings. But they are divided into seven tribes. These
people are Muslim and their preachers recite the public prayers in the
name of their seven chiefs.” The general picture transmitted by this
passage is very similar to the story told in the Periplus, that the coastal
settlements beyond the limits of Aksum and along the coast of the Gulf
of Aden were not organized into a united state, but that each lived
under its own local chief.3 This long tradition of political decentraliza-
tion had been kept intact for more than ten centuries until the days of
Mufazzal, when very serious attempts were being made to incorporate
the area into an empire. Mufazzal himself tells us about one of the
carliest moves to build an empire in the area, which was undertaken
by the kingdom of the Yemen:

The king of Yemen sent some people to build a big mosque in Zeila so
that they would hold public prayers in his name. He sent all the pieces of
stone as well as the other items required for the construction from Aden.
But a number of the tribes of Zeila collected the stones and threw them into
the sea. In retaliation for this insult, the king of Yemen imposed an embargo
on their ships sailing to the port of Aden for a period of a whole year.+

The Yemen was ruled at that time by the Rasulid dynasty, which had
been established in 1228 by a former ally and an agent of the Egyptian
Ayyubid occupation forces in the country. Thus, the Rasulids started
by having strained relations with Egypt, against whom they conducted
a prolonged struggle for the control of the Hejaz and the profitable

v Cerulli, Somalia, 1, 60-7. 2 Mufazzal, ‘Histoire’, 387.

3 The periplus of the Erythrean Sea, tr. W. H. Schoff (London, 1912), paragraph 14.
+ Mufazzal, ‘Histoire’, 387.
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trade of the Red Sea. However, the Yemen never constituted an effec-
tive threat to Egyptian interests in the area, and Mamluk control over
both the Red Sea trade and the Holy Cities of Islam became increasing-
ly powerful. The African ports of ‘Aydhib and Suakin, and to some
extent also the islands of Dahlak, were gradually brought into the
widening Egyptian sphere of influence, and, by the first half of the
fifteenth century, the Mamluks encouraged the merchants of the east to
bypass Aden, to navigate directly through the straits of Bab-el-Mandeb
and land their metchandise at Jedda for direct shipment to Egypt.
Thus, Mamluk ascendancy, patticulatly over the Arabian and African
coasts of the northern part of the Red Sea, was firmly established
until the advent of the Ottomans in the second decade of the sixteenth
century. Nevertheless, largely because of its physical contiguity, the
Rasulid kingdom of the Yemen exercised considerable influence in the
southern part of the Red Sea, in the Gulf of Aden and to a lesser degtee
on the Arabian coast of the Persian Gulf. Most of the Rasulid princes
were noted for their cultural refinement and for their pursuit of
knowledge. Throughout the period of theit rule(1228-1454), the Yemen
had certainly become a vital centre for Muslim culture and for the
propagation of Islam.

It has already been observed that thete were close ties between the
Yemen and the Ethiopian region before the middle of the thirteenth
century, particularly through the Dahlak islands. These relations were
continued even after Zeila replaced Dahlak as the most important out-
let for the Ethiopian intetior. There are many historical references
which testify to the survival of these traditional connections between
the two areas. Yekunno-Amlak (1270-85), who founded the Solo-
monic dynasty, once used the good offices of King Muzaffar (1250-95)
of the Yemen in asking for a new Egyptian bishop from Cairo. Muzaffar
was a vety strong monatch. His forces conquered and occupied Zaffar,
and the whole of the Hadhramaut and Bahrain submitted to his power.
His son, Mu’ayyad Diawiid (1297-1321), also had very good connec-
tions among Ethiopian Muslims, who once presented him with the
well-known chat plant, of which the leaves have a narcotic effect. Other
presents were also exchanged between local Ethiopian princes and the
Rasulid monarchs of the Yemen.! It is very clear, however, that the
Rasulids considered themselves as having superior powers to their
Ethiopian friends, and there are some passages in Khazraji’s historical

v Al-Khazraji, History of the Resuli dynasty of Yemen, tr. J. W. Redhouse (E. J. W, Gibb
Memorial Series, 11, pt. 2; London, 1907), 119~20, 161, 171, Al-‘Umarl, Masdlik, 12-13.
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writing where actual suzerainty over Ethiopian coastal areas is ex-
plicitly claimed. On one occasion, the Yemeni governor of Zebid is
said to have exercised direct control ‘over the peoples of Awan (Mas-
sawa) and of Zeila and of other remote regions’. This last reference
belongs to about the second half of the fourteenth century, and it is
most probably connected with Mufazzal’s story, quoted above, that
the Rasulids had made a definite attempt to annex the coastal region
around Zeila. As Mufazzal tells us, however, this was strongly re-
sisted by the local tribes of Zeila, and it was almost certainly a com-
plete failure. Throughout the next period of two hundred years, it
was the local Walasma dynasty-of Adal, and not Rasulid Yemen, which
was to establish much more effective military and political control over
Zeila and the neighbouring areas.

There seems to be no doubt now that the new Walasma rulers of the
Harar plateau began to annex extensive Somali tribal areas to the east
and south-east. The Somali interior of the Horn was used by them as
an inexhaustible source of manpower for their growing army, which
was always kept active in the perennial frontier clashes with the Christ-
ian empire. The armed conflict between the two states was particulatly
active between the end of the fourteenth and the middle of the fifteenth
centuries ; and there are isolated references which show that the Somali
had definitely begun to be directly involved in them. I. M. Lewis gives
an invaluable reference to an Arabic manuscript on the history of the
Gadabursi Somali, who, together with the Isa, form the largest group
of the ancient Dir clan-family. This Chronicle opens’, Lewis tells us,
‘with an account of the wars of Imam ‘Ali Si’id (d. 1392) from whom
the Gadabursi today trace their descent, and who is described as the
only Muslim leader fighting on the western flank in the armies of
Se’ad ad-Din, ruler of Zeila.”* Se’adedin, as we have seen above, was
the joint founder of the Walasma kingdom of Adal with his brother
Hagedin II. When the latter died, he assumed full powers in Adal and
revived the struggle with the Christian army, against which he was
successful on many occasions. This brought him considerable renown
throughout the Muslim world, and a number of Arabic historical works
refer to him with complimentary notes. Se’adedin (1373-1403) furi-
ously attacked the frontier Christian provinces of Dawaro and Bali in
particular, and drove away large numbers of cattle and slaves, which he
collected as booty. The successes of his forces continued to disrupt

' Jewis, ‘The Galla’, 31.
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the security of the eastern frontier provinces throughout the last
quarter of the fourteenth century, and it was not until his final con-
frontation with Emperor Dawit (1380-1412) that Se’adedin began to
suffer very crucial military reverses. Finally, in 1403, Dawit led a seties
of energetic campaigns into the very heart of the Harar plateau and
repeatedly defeated Se’adedin, whom he pursued as far as Zeila, whete
the Walasma prince was captured and executed.

Dawit’s son and immediate successots, Tewodros (1412-13) and
Yishaq (1413-30), carried on the Christian military pressure on the
Harar plateau. The Walasma family of Se’adedin actually left for
Arabia in a self-imposed exile which lasted, according to Magrizi,
for 2 number of years. In the meantime, the Christian forces made
serious attempts to occupy the Harar region, in which they seem to
have scored many temporary successes:

By the death of Sa’ad ad-Din the strength of the Muslims was abated. For
the Hati and the Amhara having acquired this country settled in it, and from
the ravaged mosques they made Churches. The Muslims they harassed for
the space of 20 years, during which the faithful suffered so many defeats
and losses that no one is equal to recounting them.!

Maqrizi singles out Emperor Yishaq for his zeal in uprooting Islam from
the Ethiopian region and for his crusading campaigns against the king-
dom of Adal. It is also in reference to Yishaq's reign that we have the
earliest historical mention of the Somali in Ethiopian documents,
The Somali and the Simar ate said to have submitted and paid tribute
to him. Dr Enrico Cerulli has shown that Simur was an old Harari
name for the Somali, who are still known by them as Tumur.? Hence,
it is most probable that the mention of the Somali and the Simur in
relation to Yishaq refers to the king’s military campaigns against Adal,
where the Somali seem to have constituted a major section of the
population.

The ten sons of Se’adedin were welcomed and entertained in Arabia
by the Rasulid king of the Yemen, Nisir Ahmad b, Ash‘ari Isma‘il (1400
24). When they returned home, he sent with them some Arab aux-
iliaries and there was again a revival of Walasma power in Adal.
Sabredin (1409-18), Mansur (1418-25), Jemaldin (1425~32) and Badlay
(1432—45) successively took over their father’s throne in Adal, and they
all conducted energetic campaigns against the occupation forces of the
Christian empire. It appears that they were increasingly successful in

v A.-Maqgizi, Historia regnum islamiticorum in Abyssinia, ed. and tr. F, T, Rinck (Lelden,

1790), 27.
3 Cerulli, Somalia, 1, 111-12.
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forcing the Christians to evacuate their settlements within Adali
territory. The conflict had become so desperate that, in their hopeless

" attempts to hold on to the Adali territories acquired since Se’adedin’s
death, both Tewodros (1412~13) and Yishaq (1413-30) seem to have
lost their lives while fighting against the Walasma princes. For a period
of four years after Yishaq’s death, the political situation in the Christian
empire was very chaotic, and Jemaldin (1425-32) took advantage of
this to score a number of easy victories on the frontier. His brother,
Ahmad Badlay (1432—45), continued the successes of his brother.
Maqrizi tells us that he actually recovered Bali, a Muslim province
which had been under Christian rule since the days of Amda-Siyon
(1314—44). Some Christian documents attribute to him very ambitious
plans of not only recovering the frontier Muslim provinces but also of
leading a major jihad against the whole of the Christian highlands, over
which he is said to have actually nominated prospective governors.
In the early years of the reign of Emperor Zara-Ya‘qob (1434-68),
Badlay led many raids, which were always successful and which created
much havoc within the frontier provinces of the Christian empire.
Finally, however, a renewed invasion of Dawaro by him was repulsed
by the Christian army in 1445. Zara-Ya‘qob himself led the defences of
Dawaro, Badlay was killed in action, and the Muslim army suffered
considerable casualties.

An interesting passage in Meshafe Milad, attributed to Zara-Ya‘qob
himself, relates the story that for his campaigns of 1445, Badlay col-
lected numerous levies, beginning ‘from the house of Me'ala to
Megdush [all of whom] were allied with the people of Adal’.! The ‘house
of Me’ala’ no doubt means the Bait Mala of northern Eritrea, and Meqdush
is certainly a reference to the Somalo-Arab sultanate of Mogadishu.
It has already been seen that a local leader of Arab origin, Abi Bakr
b. Fakhr ad-Din, had founded the sultanate of Mogadishu in the
second half of the thirteenth century. The sultanate continued to thrive
and when Ibn Battiita visited the city in 1330 it had become an import-
ant centre for Muslim culture as well as an active commercial port on
the Benadir coast.2 The general picture which emerges is that Moga-
dishu was essentially a city-state, though with considerable influence
on the neighbouring coastal and inland districts. Further south, the
Hawiya controlled Merca, and apparently in the fifteenth century a
fairly strong state was established by the Ajuran, who were of a mixed

! Zara-Ya'qob, Meshafe-Milad, ed. and tr. K. Wendt (Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum
Orientalium: Scriptores Acthiopici, Louvain, 1962), 42, 19.
* Tbn Battita, Travels of Ibn Battita, tr. H. A. R. Gibb (London, 1962), 11, 374-8.
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Arab and Hawiya origin. The Ajuran state expanded into the intetior
along the lower valley of the Webe Shebele and was in control of the
immediate hinterland of Mogadishu with which it had amicable rela-
tions, particularly in the days of the so-called Muzaffar dynasty which
ruled the sultanate of Mogadishu during the sixteenth century. Moga-
dishu was still at the height of its cultural and commercial power when
some Portuguese documentary references are made to it in the end of
the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries. On the return
trip from his first voyage to India, Vasco da Gama simply passed by
Mogadishu in 1499 without making any attempt to control it. And the
Portuguese descriptions show that it was still in a very strong and
prosperous condition. Rich commercial ships were anchored in its
harbour, and it was in regular and active contact with India and Arabia.
A list of its exports, given in the account of a Portuguese writer
within the second decade of the sixteenth centuty, includes ‘much gold,
ivory, wax, cereals, rice, horses, and fruits’.! Cerulli has rightly
concluded that the traffic in gold and horses particulatly indicates
the possible trade relations between Mogadishu and the interior of
Africa. Perhaps this also included the Ethiopian interior, where
Muslim merchants had been involved in long-distance trade for many
centuries.

But there is no doubt that, by the middle of the fifteenth century,
the sultanate of Mogadishu was considered in Christian Ethiopia to be
an important Muslim area which inspired and actively supported the
militant campaigns of Adal against the Christian empire. Together
with the eatlier mention of the Somali and Simur having been in con-
flict with the Emperor Yishaq, Zara-Ya‘qob’s mention of Mogadishu
as an ally of Adal is an important confirmation of the early Somali
involvement in the protracted frontier struggle. This was to be even
more significant, as will be shown, during the Muslim invasion of the
Ethiopian highlands in the sixteenth century. For the moment, how-
ever, Zara-Ya‘qob’s victory over Badlay in Dawaro relaxed the mili-
tary pressure from Adal for about forty years. Yet, the only thing
Zara-Ya‘qob could do was to maintain his power in the frontier
provinces of Ifat, Dawaro and Bali, which had been in Christian hands
since the fourteenth century. Even after his victory of 1445, Zara-
Ya‘qob could never recover the territories which had been acquired
by Dawit (1380-1412), Tewodros (1412-13) and Yishaq (1413~30)
in the Harar plateau, which was to remain completely outside the

v Cerulli, Somalia, 1, 118-19.
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limits of the Christian empire of Ethiopia until the end of the nineteenth
century. But Zara-Ya‘qob consolidated his power along the froatier,
and strengthened the old system of defence by establishing new and
loyal military colonies in the whole area.

Besides his pacification of the Muslim frontier provinces, Zara-Ya‘qob
is particularly noted for the personal commitment he had towards the
further expansion and effective reorganization of the Ethiopian Church,
which had already been extending its frontier throughout the period
covered by this chapter. Just as in the organization of the state, the
legacy of Aksum was also reflected in the basic structure of the medi-
eval church of Ethiopia. The bishop continued to be an Egyptian,
selected and appointed by the Coptic patriarch in Cairo. He was ap-
pointed for life, and when he died, requests for his replacement were
sent to Egypt by the Ethiopian kings, together with rich presents both
“to the Muslim rulers of Egypt and to the patriarchs. When he came, he
was usually accompanied by a number of Egyptian clerics and relatives
who often remained in Ethiopia for the rest of their lives. In Ethiopia,
the bishop and. his companions were very well provided for. There
were extensive pieces of land in convenient parts of the Christian king-
dom which traditionally belonged to the Egyptian bishop. He was
attended by many clerical and secular officials, who were permanently
attached to his episcopal residence and to the traditional fiefs which
went with the office. As the highest official in the Ethiopian Christian
hierarchy, the Egyptian bishop was an integral part of the imperial
court, where he was almost always physically present. But as a
foreigner who very often did not speak the local languages, he was a
rather isolated figure. His major responsibility was to ordain priests
and deacons, and, whenever the bishop was a man of strong personal-
ity, he also provided an overall spiritual leadership to the Ethiopian
Church. On the whole, however, the position of the bishop suffered
considerably from the obvious inconvenience of his coming from Mus-
lim-dominated Egypt. Because of the political implications for the
Coptic Church in Egypt, the bishops shied away from openly en-
couraging Christian militancy against Islam in Ethiopia, even during
the protracted wars throughout the period between the thirteenth and
sixteenth centuries. They rather tended to be champions of peaceful
coexistence and, while this had a considerable impact on the policies of
the Ethiopian emperors towards Islam in Ethiopia and the Horn, the
Ethiopian clergy and the Christian peasantry as a whole could not

157

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ETHIOPIA, THE RﬁD SEA AND THE HORN

understand the reluctance of the Egyptian bishop to give full support
to their religious sentiments against Islam. This undermined the image
of the episcopal office among the Ethiopian Christian population in
general, and it gave much opportunity to the more militant hermits and
monks to cast a heavy shadow of doubt on the putity of even the religi-
ous life of the Egyptian bishop himself. Of the long list of bishops who
served Ethiopia during the period covered by this chapter only Ya‘qob
(1337-44), Salama (1348-88), Bartelomewos (1399-1436), Mika’el
and Gabri’el (1438-68), and Yishaq and Marqos (1481-1530) are
vividly remembered in the traditional records of the country as having
left permanent imptints on the history of the Ethiopian Church, to
which they gave relatively more effective leadership.

Besides the Egyptian bishops, the local hierarchy consisted of large
numbers of Ethiopian clerics. These were of two different kinds,
namely, those attached to the imperial court and those serving in the
distant, self-administering monasteries and other local churches. The
former were called kabenate debtera (lit. ‘the clergy of the tent’), and
they wielded much power and influence by virtue of their close associa-
tion with the monarch, whom they served as experts and advisers,
particularly on religious matters. They staffed all the richly endowed
chapels of the imperial court as well as the other Royal Treasure
churches in the central provinces of Amhara and Shoa. They also con-
trolled the work and movements of the Egyptian bishop, who was,
like them, an integral part of the imperial entourage. Acting as the
natural intermediaries between the bishop and the rest of the Ethiopian
Church, the Aabenate debtera supervised the ordination of priests and
deacons and, as a result, they possessed a vast patronage throughout the
Christian kingdom. The position of the bishop especially depended
on them, and whenever there was a serious breach between them and
the Egyptian prelate, the latter almost always lost the struggle, and he
was often disgraced and sometimes even sent back to Egypt. Thus,
because of their vulnerable position, most of the Egyptian bishops
entirely depended on the kabenate debtera with whom it was always
politic to live in peace and harmony. It is apparent that the close alli-
ance between the bishop and the kabenate debtera was most effective
until the first half of the fourteenth century, when a series of vital
developments in Ethiopian monasticism were beginning to revolution-
ize the life of the ordinary clergy in Bthiopia.

The largest section of the Ethiopian clergy consisted of those who
staffed the distant monasteries and the numerous local churches all
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over the Christian highlands. Unlike the &abenate debtera, these rarely
visited the imperial or episcopal courts except perhaps when they
received Holy Orders. For practical purposes they may be divided into
two groups, namely the secular and the monastic clergy. The secular.
clergy included the married priests who had families of their own and
who served in what may be called the secular churches. Priesthood
was essentially a part-time profession for them, since much of their
time was spent in cultivating the land which they received in return
for their church services. They were thus part and parcel of the ordinary
Christian peasantry. Apart from their ability to recite and sing a speci-
fied number of prayers required by the liturgy, such as those for the
celebration of Mass, the secular clergy were not particularly noted
for their high educational attainments. The monastic clergy, on the
other hand, devoted the whole of their lives to religious pursuits, and
they tended to be more highly educated and better versed in the
religious and literary traditions of the Ethiopian Church. They lived
in their respective monastic communities, which were often located in
isolated areas, which made them mote spititually oriented. Ever since
the introduction of monasticism into northern Ethiopia by the Nine
Saints in the sixth century, the monastic communities thus established
had provided the country with its only educational facilities, and the
cultural and the literary leadership of the Ethiopian Church continued
to be in the hands of the monastic clergy. This was further enhanced
after the middle of the thirteenth century, when more and more
monastic centres were being established in the central highlands of
Ethiopia.

The revival of the Christian state under the ‘Solomonic’ emperors,
as well as the expansion of its frontiers throughout the Ethiopian
plateau, had opened up new and vast areas for Christian settlement.
Together with the southward shift of the centre of the Christian em-
pire, dynamic monastic schools were emerging on the Amharan and
Shoan plateau. The earliest and most notable of these was the island
monastery of Lake Hayq, where a former inmate of Debre Damo in
Tigre, Abba Iyesus-Mo’a (d. 1292), settled in 1248 and opened a new
school. Many young men from Amhara and notthern Shoa rushed to
join the Hayq school, and in a matter of three decades Iyesus-Mo’a
had produced a large number of disciples, most of whom returned to
their respective native areas and established their own monastic
communities. Thus, by the beginning of the fourteenth century many
such communities had been founded on many of the islands of Lake
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Tana, in the region between the Tekeze river and the uppermost course
of the Abbay, in Amharaland, and in the northern part of Shoa. The
process continued throughout the fourteenth and early fifteenth
centuties, when the graduates of the relatively older monastic schools
moved out to new areas and started their own communities. This
movement of expansion by the church got much support from the
military expansion of the Christian state, which had already strength-
ened its powers throughout the interior of the Ethiopian region. By the
first half of the fifteenth century, Christian churches and monasteries
were firmly established in Falashaland, eastern Gojjam, Damot, and
as far south as Lake Zway in the Rift Valley.

Monasticism was the most effective vehicle for the expansion of the
church into the Ethiopian interior. By the middle of the fourteenth
century, two important monastic groups had emerged, and both of
them worked hard to extend the frontiers of the church in their respec-
tive areas. The ‘House of Tekla-Haymanot’ was the older of the two
and, because it was active in the central provinces, it was also the
stronger. It consisted of the followets of Tekla-Haymanot (1215-1313)
from Shoa, who had his religious training at the Hayq monastic school
referred to above, as well as at the ancient monastery of Debre Damo,
which had been founded by one of the Nine Saints in the sixth century.
After completing his studies, Tekla-Haymanot returned to his native
land and established his own school in the still predominantly pagan
district of Shoa. He was joined by many young men who studied under
him, and by the time he died, at the beginning of the fourteenth century,
the monastic community of Asbo founded by him had become a strong
religious and cultural centre. Its location in Shoa, whither the centre of
the Christian state had shifted, made it increasingly important. Like all
monastic communities in Ethiopia, it had very humble beginnings.
But the second generation of its leaders was already very famous in the
first half of the fourteenth century. Both the Egyptian bishop, Abba
Ya‘qob (1337-44), and the Ethiopian emperor, Amda-Siyon (1314-44),
held the monastery and its leaders in high esteem. It was in fact from
the monastery of Tekla-Haymanot at Asbo that Bishop Ya‘qob and the
emperor recruited priests and deacons to establish new churches in
the territories recently conquered by the Christian army to the south and
west of Shoa. Most of these were monks who had studied under
Tekla-Haymanot himself, and the new communities they organized
were formally subordinated to their original monastery of Asbo. Thus,
the House of Tekla-Haymanot won complete control over the churches
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in and south of Shoa. This growing influence of Asbo gave its abbot,
Filippos (1314-41), such a position of strength that he led a daring
attack on emperors Amda-Siyon and Sayfa-Ar’ad (1344-70) for their
adherence to the traditional polygamy of their royal ancestors. In this,
Filippos was actively supported by Bishop Ya‘qob and the monasteries
in the north, and it seems that the movement had also won at least the
sympathy of a large section of the palace guards and other court
officials. Deeply offended by Filippos and his supporters, who pried
into their private lives, Amda-Siyon and Sayfa-Ar’ad reacted by
exiling the most militant leaders into the peripheral areas of their-
empire. Filippos and some of his close associates were publicly flogged,
and exiled, first, to a frontier district in Tigre, and then to the area of
Lake Zway south of the river Awash. Bishop Ya‘qob was humiliated
and disgraced by Amda-Siyon, and he was finally sent back to Egypt
when he refused to change his mind. But the House of Tekla-Haymanot
eventually derived many benefits out of this temporary adversity. With
Filippos disgraced and exiled, there was a great exodus of the more
militant members of the order from Shoa to other regions. They went
and settled in such remote areas as Begemder, Falashaland, the islands
of Tana, and eastern Gojjam. Wherever they went they continued their
spiritual connections with Asbo. This led to the expansion of the order
throughout the central highlands. In the northern province of Tigre,
there were also many monastic leaders who wetre apparently associated
with Tekla-Haymanot during his stay at Debre Damo. Later, we see a
number of monasteries cropping up throughout Tigtre, and deriving
their ultimate origin from Tekla-Haymanot. Thus, in the period under
discussion, the ‘House of Tekla-Haymanot’ was ce